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      “Historically accurate with poignant characters dealing with strife so gut-wrenching, I can’t even imagine how I’d respond. Gripping story with an explosive ending.”

      N.N. Light Book Heaven Reviews

      

      “Aubrey Wynne’s epic historical romance bedazzles as much as it leaves the reader breathless! Her intricate details lavish the reader with picturesque landscapes, scrumptious dialogue, leaving nothing too small to define.”

      InD’tale Magazine

      

      “Somewhere between Austin and Heyer. A good read.”

      Top 500 Reviewer

      

      “The scenes are so graphically detailed and descriptive, it paints an elegant backdrop that makes the storyline pop.”

      Top 500 Reviewer

      

      “This well-written piece has a balance of sorrow and happiness it will make you cry, smile, and maybe even jump with joy. I highly recommend this charmer.”

      Vine Voice Review

      

      “Aubrey wields her words as skillfully and precise as a surgeon with his scalpel.”

      Top 1000 Reviewer

      

       “I highly recommend.”

      Jersey Girl Book Lover
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      Annis Craigg gave her heart away at seventeen. First to the handsome lord who spoke so sincerely of love, then to her newborn son. Fifteen years later, she’s content as a “widow” and the life she has created. Until her past comes back to haunt her—and beg her forgiveness. Both her son—and the Englishman who has stubbornly remained in her affections—find their lives turned upside down when they discover the secrets she has kept to herself.

      

      Lord Robert Harding, third son of a marquess, fell in love with a shy Scottish lass. His dominating father had arranged a betrothal with a wealthy earl’s daughter. Facing the choice of being shunned by his family and society or returning penniless to Scotland, Robert reluctantly does his duty. After fifteen years of silent longing for Annis, his wife dies, and he is free. Older, wiser, and now financially independent, he defies the marquess and heads to Glasgow.

      

      Lies, secrets, and betrayal will challenge the fierce love of a steadfast Highlander and remorseful but determined Englishman. Will destiny find a way to bring two star-crossed souls together?
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      April 1805

      Glasgow, Scotland

      

      “Marry me,” he whispered into her ear. “Make me the happiest of men.”

      “Yer family doesna even ken I exist, Lord Robert Harding,” Annis whispered back, her eyes closed, her head leaning back against his shoulder. “A marquess’s son marrying a commoner, and a Highland lass, at that.”

      She tipped her head back so their eyes met—her stormy blue clashing with his lighter hazel green. Those colors seemed to characterize their relationship and individual personalities. Annis Craigg of the MacNaughton clan was a Highlander from Dunderave, who confronted life with a sweet but stubborn defiance. She was fearless, never letting an obstacle—be it money, her sex, or knowledge—get in the way of her goal. This “flaw” seemed to set her apart and make her a wallflower of sorts. Robert, who was more disciplined and methodical in his confrontations, admired her and enjoyed the contrast in their relationship. He wasn’t put off like other men in Glasgow.

      “Annis, my love, I’m serious,” he said. “I’m the third son and of little importance to the family name. My older brothers will provide more than enough triumphs to quench Father’s thirst for glory.”

      “Englishmen never have enough glory.”

      “You wouldn’t need to work.”

      They sat in the parlor of the MacNaughton boarding house in Glasgow, home to many of the clan who worked at the MacNaughton Textile Mill. It was a large room with a thick, well-used wool carpet beneath his boots, large windows with equally worn curtains allowing plenty of sunlight, and paintings of the Highland landscape hanging on the walls. A space that had been lived in, comfort blanketing the inhabitants who gathered here. A room where Robert had immediately felt at home, at ease. A room so blatantly different—in décor and ambiance—than the parlors of his childhood.

      A fire crackled in the hearth, sending waves of heat over his already-warmed skin. His blood boiled each time he saw this Scottish beauty, and time only seemed to increase his feelings for her.

      “Ye ken I want to work, ye dunderhead.” Her delicate dark-amber brows came together in a frown. “Unless ye havena been listening to me.”

      “I cling to your every word,” he said, placing a kiss on her nose. “But I’ll make a good living as a barrister. And when Aunt Lucille dies, I will have the estate. It’s small but⁠—”

      “How will I work at the bookstore when we live a half-day’s journey from Glasgow?” She sat up, her honey-brown hair falling down her back. Her slender fingers quickly gathered the shining tresses, twisted them, and shoved a hairpin into the center, creating a makeshift bun. “If someone walks in, they’ll think we’ve been up to something.”

      “We have,” Robert mumbled, nipping at her neck and laughing when she slapped at him.

      “I mean, they’ll assume ye’ve taken advantage of me. I willna have ye ruining my reputation when I’ve no’ even had the pleasure of being ruined.”

      A loud guffaw erupted from his throat. “And that is why I love you so. I never know what will come out of your beautiful mouth next.”

      “I only speak my mind,” she said with narrowed eyes. “Ye must realize if my cousin Colin⁠—”

      “He won’t be wed until next month, so he’s not really family yet. It seems as if everyone in Scotland is somehow related.”

      Colin MacNaughton was betrothed to one of Annis’s cousins. The man was built like a mountain, and Robert could imagine his head plucked off his shoulders with one of the man’s bear paws.

      “It doesna take much blood to make one part of a family, but that’s beside the point. He’s part of our clan. If he ever caught ye doing anything that wasna proper⁠—”

      “I’d be a dead man.” Robert winced just thinking of the giant raven-haired Scot. “I’m surprised he allows us together at all, considering I’m English.”

      “Och, he holds no grudge against ye for yer birth. It would be easier if ye didna look so English though.” She tousled his hair. “If ye had a wee red in these blond waves and a bit o’ sun on your skin, it would help.”

      “I can remedy one but not the other.” She was distracting him, changing the subject so she didn’t have to answer his question. He pulled her fingers from his head, immediately missing the caress, and held both her hands in his. “Annis, I’m serious. I want to tell my family we are betrothed when I return home.”

      He saw the flash of pain in her eyes, the blue orbs darkening as her gaze avoided his. She didn’t like to talk about his departure. “I must finish my studies at the Inns of Court, but I shall return for visits whenever I can.”

      “Ye have more than a year left, Rabbie. Why no’ wait until then? When ye have an income of yer own?”

      “I’m afraid you’ll find another.” He’d said it out loud. The fear that consumed him when he thought of returning to England. “I couldn’t bear it.”

      “How long have we known one another?” she asked, her tone gentle and her gaze no longer avoiding his. “A year?”

      He nodded. “And I’ve only officially courted you for the past two months.”

      “It’s that English courage of yers which held ye back,” she teased.

      “It was more the Highland mountain I had to ask. Colin is more than a little intimidating.”

      “Aye, he is until he kens he can trust ye.” She placed a palm to his cheek. “Truly, I love ye something fierce, Rabbie mine. I felt it the first day I laid eyes on ye, so handsome in yer fine waistcoat, a cravat so white it almost blinded me.”

      “It only appeared so white because your person was covered in mud. My rapscallion horse decided to get antsy in front of a puddle standing between me and the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.” He chuckled. “Deuced horrified when his hoof hit that mud and splattered it all over your lovely dress.”

      Annis laughed with him. “I was ready to give ye the worst skelping with my tongue until I saw those mournful hazel eyes.” She shook her head. “I suddenly pictured myself as ye must have seen me⁠—”

      “And began laughing. A full-out belly laugh, clutching your middle. I thought for sure you would fall over into the puddle. Had I found the most insane woman in Glasgow, I asked myself? And then those fathomless sapphire eyes locked onto mine and⁠—”

      “You guffawed like the most unsophisticated mon in all of Glasgow,” Annis finished for him. She sighed. “But ye caught yerself quickly and became the gentleman, coming to my rescue.”

      He had, hadn’t he? That day in late May, he’d jumped from his horse, removed his cravat, and wiped her face clean. Then he’d introduced himself and walked her home.

      Robert had lost an expensive cravat. And his heart.

      “How long before yer aunt realized yer trips to Glasgow werena about her?” A smirk curved her plump lips.

      “Aunt Chloe was suspicious on the second visit. ‘Ye dinna come to see me for a year, and here ye are a month later?’ She harassed me until I told her about you.” He stood and pulled Annis into his arms. “I believe you’re the reason I’ll inherit her estate. Small, yes, but all mine.”

      “Quite the accomplishment for a third son. Do ye wonder if it has anything to do with her being half-Scot and ye falling in love with a Scottish lass?”

      Robert placed his hand on his chest. “I’m hurt you think she would not do it solely out of love for her favorite nephew.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “But I don’t expect it hurt my standing at all.”

      “If ye kiss me again, it will improve yer standing with yer fiancée.”

      “I’ll gladly—” His mouth went dry. “You’re saying yes?”

      She nodded, and he bent his head, covering her mouth with his.

      Harrumph! “There’d best be a good explanation for this, or someone will be losing a head.” Colin MacNaughton filled the doorway, his wide shoulders touching either side, his dark head bent beneath the frame. He smacked a giant fist into his palm. “Sooner than later if ye please.”

      “Oh, Cousin, ye may be the first to congratulate us. We’re betrothed.”

      Colin’s blue eyes twinkled as he grinned. “As I said, sooner than later if ye please.”
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        * * *

      

      Three months later

      

      Annis paced the parlor, trying not to fuss with her chignon. Her aunt had styled her hair, threading a few small roses within the ribbon and leaving tendrils to curl down each side of her face. Her new white muslin dress clung to her legs as she moved, making the gold print flowers seem to climb up her limbs. The light-rose ribbon just below her bosom cinched the breath from her as she waited. And waited.

      And Rabbie would arrive any moment. Why was she so nervous?

      Laughter filtered through the door, and Annis longed to join in. A few family members, all employees of the textile mill, had planned a celebratory dinner in honor of her recent betrothal. Aunt Sorcha had prepared a feast large enough to feed the entire clan rather than a small group. Mrs. Douglas, her employer from the bookstore, had also been invited.

      Uncle Donald’s guffaw sounded over Colin’s deep voice. They’d probably started with the drink already. A sip of wine would be heavenly right now. Her tongue was dry as raw cotton. Ye’re panicking for no reason. Stop being an addlepate. But was she?

      Annis closed her eyes, thinking back to his recent letters. The once flowery prose declaring his undying love had shifted ever so slightly. There was more reserve in his recent correspondence. At her mention of a ceilidh on his next visit, he had responded with a firm but polite refusal.

      I would prefer to postpone any grand celebrations for now.

      She had already agreed to wait on the ceremony until he had finished his apprenticeship. Had his family refused to acknowledge her? There was something amiss, and her intuition rarely proved wrong. Her heart might tell her she was being foolish. Her brain warned her there was danger ahead. Her hand went to her belly without thought, the palm warm through the muslin.

      Ahem.

      Turning, she saw him in the door. Love shone bright in his hazel eyes, the smile on his face dashing away her horrid thoughts. She rushed to him, throwing her arms about his neck, and sighed when he held her close. But as she drew back, peering up at him, she watched the joy fade from his expression. He carefully removed her hands from his neck and stepped back.

      “Rabbie, what is it? Ye look as though someone has died.” She tried to force a chuckle, to lighten the moment, but a knot was forming in her belly.

      “We must talk.”

      Those three words sent her world spinning.

      “Ye canna marry me.” She didn’t need to hear the words. They were already seared on her soul. “Why?”

      “My father, unbeknownst to me, arranged my marriage to another.” Robert sat on the chaise longue looking up at her, his gaze glistening with emotion. “I have spent the last three months trying to find a way out of it. I cannot.”

      He tried to pull her down to sit next to him, but she refused. She needed both feet on the ground, or she would swoon. “Why would he do that?” Her heart pounded in her ears.

      “He gambled a fortune on a failed investment and needed a way to recoup his losses. A rich earl has a scandalous daughter who was caught in a compromising situation. She is now in need of a husband. They made an agreement which seems to solve both problems.” Robert stood now, pacing the floor as Annis had done earlier. “I’ve met the woman, and she’s quite⁠—”

      “Yer betrothed? Yer second fiancée?” Relieved to feel her anger rise rather than tears, she whirled on him. “How dare ye speak of another woman to me.”

      He froze, eyes closed, shoulders sagging. Lord Robert Harding played the part of a defeated man well. She watched as he ran a hand through his thick, blond waves. A memory flooded her, fingers clutching at those silky strands, kissing the chiseled lips, palms running over his bare skin. A tear slipped down her cheek.

      “I cannot explain without mentioning her.” He drew in a long breath. “Father promises to cut off my monthly allowance if I do not marry her. I’ve been searching for a sponsor, but no one is willing to gainsay the Marquess of Huxford.”

      “Do something else to earn a living.” Even as she spoke the words, Annis knew she couldn’t ask him to do it. He loved the law and all its dry, dusty tomes.

      “What are my other choices? The military⁠—”

      “NO!” He would die on a battlefield. There wasn’t a violent bone in that beautiful body. “Go into another kind of trade.”

      “Without blunt? I need money to start any business. I’ve been raised as a gentleman with no practical skills.” He shook his head. “I even tried to convince my brother to take my place.”

      “You would make a poor vicar in his stead.”

      His laugh held no mirth. “I would. And he has a calling for it.”

      “So why did ye come, Lord Robert?” A thin layer of ice formed around her heart. Stay strong. Ye’re a Craigg.

      His ravaged face almost broke her resolve. But her pride pushed through, and her chin went up. She would survive this. For the bairn.

      “I could not break off our betrothal by letter. You deserved an explanation in person.”

      “How chivalrous.” Another layer of ice hardened in her chest. “Do ye have anything else to say? Or ask of me?”

      “Just that I am so sorry to have caused you pain. I would rather die than hurt you.”

      “Yet here ye stand, a fit and breathing mon.” She turned away from him, vowing not to let him see her tears. “Ye must go now. If ye try to touch me, I shall scream for Colin. Then ye’re talk of dying will come true.”

      When the door softly closed, Annis crumpled to the ground, her arms cradling her stomach. She didn’t know how long she sat there, her face wet, nose running, head pounding.

      “Lass, what’s happened?” Aunt Sorcha’s plump form stood in the doorway, her cheeks ruddy from drink, and her frizzy brown hair escaping its pins. Mrs. Douglas stood on tiptoe to peer over Sorcha’s shoulder. “Where’s Lord Robert?”

      “Gone.” She held up a hand to stop the questions. “For good.”

      And then the two older women descended upon her.

      An hour and a pot of tea later, Annis took in a deep breath. “It’s a fine plan, but what do I tell the clan at home? I wrote to Da of my news.”

      “Colin didna send yer letter. He said there’d be time enough for the news when the English dandy returned.”

      Anger flared in her chest, then quickly died as relief flooded through her. “Then no one knows but us?”

      “Ye’re secret is safe, but I must ask.” Mrs. Douglas’s kind brown eyes searched Annis’s face. Her dimple showed as she offered a sad smile. “Why did ye no’ tell him about the bairn?”

      “It’s my first pregnancy, and Ma always said it’s no’ unusual to lose it.” Annis grimaced and rubbed her belly. “If he doesna have the courage to stand up to his father, why would I want him to be the father of my child?”

      “Because he is the father, lass.” All three women looked up at Colin, filling the doorway. “I didna particularly like the mon, but he deserves to ken of the bairn and make his own choices. If that’s the bit that pushes him into doing what’s right, then so be it.”

      Annis blinked back fresh tears. “No, either he gives everything up for me of his own free will, or he gets nothing.”

      “Nothing it is, then.” Aunt Sorcha rose from her chair and collected the tea tray. “Colin, say hello to yer widowed cousin. Or she will be before the babe is born. She married a handsome sea captain who will soon go down with his ship.”

      Mrs. Douglas added, “Mrs. Porter will be staying above my bookstore, so it will be easy for her to work when she becomes… larger.”

      Annis fell back against the worn brocade and closed her eyes. One catastrophe over. One problem solved. One heart irreparably cracked.

      One child growing inside her who was already dearer than life itself.
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      Late June 1819

      London, England

      

      “Lord Robert, your wife is requesting to speak to you.”

      Robert closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. He looked at his son and nodded. “Anthony, we must be brave for your mother.”

      The boy nodded, a dark lock of hair falling over one eye. “Yes, sir.”

      “I beg your pardon, Lord Robert, but she wishes to see you alone first.”

      Robert cast a worried glance at the boy, then offered an apologetic half smile. “I’ll call for you shortly, Son.”

      The boy collapsed on the chair outside his mother’s bedchamber. He covered his face with his hands, and his already broad shoulders shook. Robert squeezed Anthony’s arm and entered the stifling room.

      Caroline lay under a mountain of blankets, her burning cheeks a sharp contrast to her ghost-like face. She was a mere skeleton of the curvaceous, lively woman he’d married fourteen years earlier. Settling next to her, her cold hand in his, he hoped he had made her life bearable if not happy.

      “Robert,” she whispered, turning her face to him. Her umber hair had streaks of gray. The physician had claimed it was due to the pain of her debilitating disease. Caroline had insisted it was punishment for the vanity she’d shown as a young girl.

      “I’m here,” he answered quietly.

      “My rock,” she said and smiled wanly. “Where would I have been without you?”

      He shook his head, emotion threatening his resolve. Theirs had not been a love match, but true affection had grown between them. Consumption would soon take one of his staunchest allies and one of his closest friends in this world.

      “I want to thank you,” she began, then coughed.

      Robert wiped her mouth with a wet cloth and helped her sip some cool water. “No, dear. Save your strength.”

      She clasped his hand as he set down the glass. Her grip was surprisingly strong, and he realized whatever she wanted to say was urgent. He nodded for her to continue.

      “We were both unwilling in this union. We both”—she drew in a ragged breath—“loved another.”

      “It’s in the past, Caroline. We’ve had a fine life.” He smoothed back strands of her hair, damp from sweat. The dark, lustrous eyes held his.

      “I want you to go to Scotland. Find out”—more coughing racked her thin body—“what happened to her. You may still have a chance to find love.”

      He blinked. His wife was dying, and she wanted him to abandon their son and run off to Scotland? He shook his head. “Caroline, I can’t leave Anthony.”

      “After the mourning period. Anthony is at Westminster most of the day, and the staff are used to caring for him. Please, do this for me.” Her nails dug into his skin. “If she has married and is happy, then open your heart to another.”

      His eyes burned at her request, but he nodded. This woman was so dear to him, regardless of how they’d been thrown together. “I wish you could have had the same chance.”

      “But I did. I had Anthony to remind me how wonderful romance and passion can be. I had you to show me every day how selfless and enduring love is with the right man.” She closed her eyes and took several shallow breaths. “You were the right man for me, Robert. Anthony’s father was a rake and a scoundrel. It is you who has shaped my son into the man he will become.”

      “I’m not ready…” He fought for control, but the tears were winning the battle to remain strong. “I’m not ready for you to go. We both still need you.”

      She smiled again, a bittersweet turn of her dry lips. “There is a greater love waiting for you, Robert. And you know this in your heart, for she’s remained there all these years.”

      He opened his mouth to argue, but she shook her head.

      “You were leg shackled to a tainted wife and another man’s child. Yet I watched you with Anthony, accepting and loving him as your own. I grew to love you for that kindness, my tolerant husband with such quiet strength. I hoped to give you children of your own but…” The rattle in her chest grew louder as she sucked in air. “Fate sent you to me when I needed you the most. Now I bid fate to send you back—to her.”

      He kissed her hand, unable to swallow the lump of grief in his throat.

      “Promise me you will look for the happiness you’ve given me.”

      Robert nodded. It was impossible for him to form words. “I promise.”

      She sighed in obvious relief. “Now please send in Anthony. I must say goodbye to my boy.”
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        * * *

      

      The service was small and private. And cold for a June day. Anthony stood between Robert and his grandfather, the chill of the marble competing with the warm summer air. Caroline would lie beside her beloved mother, at her father’s estate. Far from London and her “boys.”

      The earl cleared his throat. “Shall we return to the house? There is food prepared. And I could use a drink.”

      Anthony’s hand, hidden in the folds of their greatcoats, reached for Robert’s arm. The earl had written that Anthony would stay with his grandfather when he was not at school and to pack accordingly. The boy had refused, thrown a fit, and threatened to run away. When Robert had assured him the only place his son would live was with him or at Westminster, Anthony calmed.

      He wondered how the earl would take the news. The Earl of Cecilbroke was a man used to getting his way. And his way was the only way. While Anthony was intimidated by his grandfather, Robert was not. Years as a barrister had given him confidence, a sense of right and wrong, and an intuitiveness of when to fight and when to stand one’s ground.

      It was time to fight.

      With Anthony safely in his room, Robert joined Cecilbroke in his study. He saw the earl had already poured a drink, so he stopped at the sideboard and poured himself a brandy. Excellent French brandy, he thought as he took a second sip, then settled into a chair. The large, ornately carved desk between the two men seemed like a chasm separating their worlds. His son would not be dragged across the abyss until he was ready.

      “How’s the boy doing in school? Westminster, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, my lord. It’s convenient living in London so he still lives at home, though he’s considering boarding there next year. He’s doing well and enjoys his studies. Oxbridge seems to be his choice for university when the time comes.” Robert couldn’t help the smile or the pride in his voice. “He’s considering law.”

      “Good, good. Well, Lord Robert, I’d like to thank you for… what you did, marrying my daughter. And to show my gratitude, I am happy to take the boy off your hands.” Cecilbroke’s wide, ruddy face broke into a smile. “It was a godsend, giving the by-blow your name. I can introduce him into society without stain.”

      Robert ground his teeth, reining in his temper. His years of pleading cases had taught him patience, to wait for the right minute to strike. “If you had visited us more often in London, you would know I consider Anthony my son, and I have no wish to be rid of him.”

      “Of course, of course. But I’m happy to take over now. Set you free, so to speak.” The earl’s bushy brows came together. “You aren’t thwarting me on this, are you?”

      “Indeed, I am.”

      Taken aback, the earl’s perplexed look gave way to understanding. “Ah, yes. You’ll want a bit of compensation. Can’t say I blame you. How much?”

      Robert shook his head. “You are welcome to visit Anthony at school and our home in London as much as your schedule allows. If he accepts, I have no issue with shorter visits here at Cecilbroke House. But I remain his father, regardless of his mother’s death.”

      “He is my grandson,” sputtered the earl. He slammed down the cut-crystal glass, golden liquid spilling over the top and seeping into the edge of a ledger. “Devil take it, you will⁠—”

      “I’m a barrister, Lord Cecilbroke, and am well aware of the law. I appreciate your concern for Anthony, and any advantages you wish for him may be offered when he graduates from university. When he may decide for himself which course his life shall take.”

      “I’m an earl, and I will have my way.”

      “My father is a marquess, and I am not the malleable young man who married your daughter.” Robert uncrossed his legs and leaned forward. “I am an esteemed citizen whose ability in court is respected and sought after. I will have my way.”

      To his surprise, the earl blinked, then laughed. “Well, it seems I chose a better husband for Caroline than I realized. Fine, fine. I’m confident we can come to a satisfactory compromise.”

      “Yes, the three of us will come to an agreement,” Robert said with a slight smile of his own. “I’m sure Anthony would enjoy getting to know his grandfather better under the right circumstances.”

      

      When he relayed most of his meeting with Cecilbroke to his son, the boy was relieved. “I knew you wouldn’t let him take me, Father. How ridiculous that he thought I would want to live with him.”

      “I don’t believe he took you into consideration.” Robert wondered for the hundredth time if and when he would tell Anthony of the father who gave him life. “But I trust he meant well. And he wants you properly prepared to enter society if you choose to do so.”

      “We’ll do fine on our own. Won’t we, Father?” The deep-brown eyes looked to Robert for reassurance. “He’ll never understand our grief. Mama never forgave him for not telling her how sick Grandmother was until it was too late.”

      “Of course, we’ll be fine.” He hesitated, then plunged on, “Your grandfather would like for you to spend time with him this summer. Would you consider it?”

      “Do you think I should?”

      “I believe he could teach you a great deal about running an estate. You could be in the saddle every day, and I know how you enjoy riding. Perhaps he’ll invite your cousins.”

      Anthony thought about this. “I would like to know my cousins. Mama spoke often of my uncle.”

      “We’ll discuss it more once we’re home. Did you get enough to eat?”

      “The cook is wonderful here. I even snuck into the kitchen like I do at home, and no one chased me out. Had a fresh biscuit, still warm.” The joy on his face reminded Robert how young Anthony still was, despite his adult speech.

      He made his way down the corridor to his bedchamber. Once the door was locked, he stripped out of his coat, waistcoat, and cravat, and settled in front of the hearth with a bottle of brandy. The butler had been very cooperative.

      He threw back the first glass in one gulp and poured the second, then waited. Within minutes, silent tears spilled down his cheeks. Images pierced his brain as the sadness, anger, and regret of fifteen years finally seethed to the top of the boiling kettle.

      Caroline, a dark beauty who dared fate by loving the wrong man and paid the price.

      Annis, her honey-brown hair and stormy-blue eyes shining with love, then darkening with pain. She, too, had paid the price for loving the wrong man.

      An innocent boy whose happiness and security lay in Robert’s hands.

      All pawns in the game of peers and politics.

      But his thoughts returned again and again to Annis. It had been so long since he’d allowed himself to think of her, close his eyes and bring her image to mind, remember the feel and scent of her.

      It made his heart hurt.

      An odd sensation. It had been numb for so many years that the pain was almost welcome. Would searching for Annis bring more pain? Or the balm and happiness Caroline had wanted for him? He’d have to wait the proper mourning period of course.

      With the bottle gone and his decision made, Robert stumbled to the bed and fell into it face first. A smile curved his mouth. “Scotland it is,” he mumbled into the pillow.
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      Early May 1820

      Glasgow, Scotland

      

      “Och, lift with yer legs, lad, not yer back. Ye’ll be an old mon before yer twentieth year.” Colin picked up another sack of wool and demonstrated. “Ye should feel it, here, in yer thighs.”

      Annis watched from the stairs as her cousin taught her son how to maneuver a heavy load on his shoulders. Finlay was growing into a man, and there was nothing she could do to stop him.

      “That’s it, lad. Ye’ve got it now.” Colin slapped Fin on the back and almost sent the boy sprawling. They walked through the large doors facing the River Clyde, and each carried the last two bags left on the dock. The rhythmic sound of the water wheel outside faded as the pair closed the wide sliding panels, shutting out the churning river.

      “Do ye think it’s time to ask yer mother?” Colin peered down at Fin. “Are ye sure ye’re ready to start working in the family business?”

      “Aye, but she willna be happy. She still sees me as her wee bairn.” The late afternoon sun slanted through the dusty windows lining two walls, creating a halo around the boy’s dark-blond hair.

      My angel, she thought with a nostalgic sigh. He was right. She was struggling to let go of her child, struggling to let the man he was becoming shine through. But he would turn fifteen this December, and it was time to cut the leading strings. Colin had been promoted and now ran the mill for the MacNaughtons. Lachlan MacNaughton, the clan chief’s grandson, preferred to deal with the clients, haggling over price and quality. Lachlan’s wife, Fenella, was in charge of the accounts. Colin tried to hide his pleasure at Fin’s interest in the clan business, but the boy was like a son to him. The giant man puffed with pride whenever he spoke of Fin.

      “Ask me what, ye schemin’ coos?” she called, making her way down the steps and toward the stacked bags of wool and flax. “And just so ye ken, ye’ll always be mo luran, no matter how many years pass.”

      “I’m no’ a pretty boy, Ma,” he whined as she kissed him on the cheek.

      “What is it ye’re asking?” She ignored his complaint and placed a kiss on the other cheek. “Ye’re no’ working on any machinery.”

      Fin rolled his blue eyes and shook his head. “No, Ma, Colin says I must start like the rest. Here on the dock, unloading and loading the barges. He thinks I’m strong enough.”

      Annis bit her lip, not wanting the smile to escape as he raised his arm to show his muscle. But she was surprised at how much strength she saw there. Her cousin was right. If he wanted to work, she had no reason to deny him.

      “Ye’ll have to keep up with yer studies, mind ye.”

      He jumped up, both arms in the air and his fists waving. “Right again, Cousin,” he said to Colin. “She wasna as contrary as⁠—”

      “Annis, ye look lovely today in that shade of blue,” Colin interrupted the lad.

      “Contrary as what?” she asked her son sweetly.

      “As most women.” Fin looked up at Colin. “Is that no’ what ye said?”

      Colin frowned. “Next lesson will be about when to keep yer mouth shut.”

      Annis laughed. “Ye both have my permission as long as it’s no more than a few afternoons a week, and Colin is overseeing ye. I ken he’ll hover over ye as much as I do.”

      “And then some,” mumbled Fin.

      “I’m cooking beef collops tonight. Would ye care to join us, Colin?” They had dinner together at least once a week. He often brought along Rose, a woman he had been courting for the past year or so.

      “Ah, one of my favorite dishes. Mrs. Douglas hasna visited lately, has she?”

      “No, and my shortbread doesna compare to hers. However, she’ll be minding the bookstore for me when Fin and I go to Dunderave at the end of the month. She’s expecting ye to stop in and check on her.”

      “Going for the summer solstice festivities. I wish I could join ye this year.” Colin rubbed his belly. “Mrs. Douglas’s shortbread is better than my own mother used to make.”

      “Dinna let Rose hear ye say it,” Fin warned.

      “Och, she lives with Mrs. Douglas and has tasted it for herself.” Colin grinned as he walked to a bucket and splashed water on his face, then ran his fingers through his thick black mane. “Clean yerself up, lad. Always leave the mill presentable, for ye never ken who ye’ll meet on the way home.”

      The trio left the storeroom, climbing the stairs to the main floor. They made their way across a large weaving shed, the gigantic looms quiet now at the closing of the day. Compact steel frames glinted silver in the late afternoon rays slanting through dusty floor-to-ceiling windows.

      “Have ye been able to replace everything ye lost in the fire?” Annis remembered that ghastly day in April when the textile mill had been set on fire. They’d managed to get all the employees out but had lost some machinery. Fortunately, they had been waiting on a late shipment of raw wool, and their linen cloth had already been delivered to waiting customers.

      “Aye, we only needed to replace a few looms and the windows we broke to get the rest of the workers out. The storeroom was practically empty, but anything there was ruined by smoke.” Colin shook his head. “Sometimes, I wake up at night with the smell still in my nostrils. At least the blaggards responsible got justice.”

      Colin pulled the wide oak doors open, letting in the breeze and noise from Clyde Street. It was a lovely day, and a young boy held the chestnut horse to Annis’s modest cart. Fin helped her up, and as she waited for her son to climb up and take the reins, she turned to Colin.

      “Would you like a ride home?”

      “Nay, but thanks for asking. I have a few stops to make along the way.” He handed a coin to the lad minding the conveyance, who grinned and took off at a run. “I’ll see ye this evening, hopefully with my Rose.”

      As he walked away, his head well above the crowd he merged into, she thought about his words. My Rose. Her cousin was in love. The French beauty was the first woman he’d shown any interest in since the death of his wife and son over ten years ago. Annis was happy for him, though she was curious as to why they weren’t married yet. Colin had only said Rose wasn’t ready. She wondered if the lady understood how stubborn and patient the man could be. He’d wait for her until he was old and gray if he’d made up his mind. The man was loyal and persistent.

      As the cart lurched forward, Fin expertly maneuvering them around stopped carriages or vendors pushing carts across the bustling street, she wondered about her own lack of romance. With her son growing up, she had to face the fact that she’d be alone in a few more years. He was growing into a handsome man, looking so much like his father. He would find a pretty girl and marry.

      Love hadn’t favored Annis. After her first fiasco, any interest had been from men wanting someone to cook and care for their children or only wanting a physical relationship because she was “experienced.” She had even tried going to a few community dances and ended up standing in a corner or holding up a wall. The females had been young and appeared so innocent, pliable as Aileen had put it. Widows needed to be wealthy or amorous and certainly childless. But with her limited experience, Annis knew she was probably more innocent than many of those fresh faces. Now in her thirties, she was in limbo—too old for men wanting to start families and too green for an affair.

      She shook off such dreary thoughts of the future. Books and Bits kept her quite busy. Aileen—Mrs. Douglas—had insisted she live above the shop that horrible day fifteen years earlier. The woman had taken Annis under her wing and taught her how to deal with customers, manage the books, and run the store. She had made Annis her “manager” and sold her the business a couple of years ago when she retired. Fin and books were her life, and she’d have it no other way.

      They turned right on Jamaica Street and proceeded past the businesses and tenement housing. Fin nodded, then waved to a tall gentleman who called to him from the street. He was a popular young man, known for his manners and clever quips. She was proud of him, and proud of herself if she was honest. But she hadn’t raised Fin alone. Between Aileen, her aunt and uncle, and Colin, she always had support. After Colin had lost his family, he had turned to her and Fin to ease the pain of his loss.

      Reaching Argyle Street and the intersection known as Boot Corner, where Jamaica merged into Union, they turned left. Fin pulled back on the reins and whistled. A black Scotty sat on the corner, his short tail wagging as fast as a hummingbird’s wings, and jumped into the back of the cart at the sound of his master’s call.

      “Good, pup,” Fin said, patting his own shoulder. The dog took the cue and put his paws on Fin’s back, licking the boy’s jaw and ear. “That’s my Mac.” Then he made a face. “Phew.”

      Annis laughed and then wrinkled her nose. “What does he have in his whiskers?”

      “Don’t ask or look too closely. Ye may no’ like what ye see.”

      Chuckling, she decided to take her son’s advice. “How did he know ye’d be here? Ye’re no’ usually at the mill.”

      “Aye, but we’re no’ home at our usual time, so he came looking for us. I figured he would and was keepin’ an eye out for him.” He clucked to the horse and moved back into the traffic. “Down, Mac.” The dog immediately nestled in the corner of the cart behind Fin.

      “When we reach Alston, I need to stop at the butcher. I’ve already placed my order, so it willna take long.”

      They finally stopped in front of Books and Bits on Alston, the main thoroughfare of Grahamston. Other businesses and homes lined both sides of the street. Annis gathered her wrapped meat and waited for Fin to help her down. Not that she needed assistance, but it was a good reminder for her son to play the gallant. She looked up at the narrow three-story building constructed of red brick. Home. The Highlands might be her birthplace, her childhood home, but this neighborhood, this building, was where she belonged. The faint musty smell of books mixed with lavender and vanilla greeted her as she pushed open the door.

      “Come right home from the livery after ye’ve taken care of the horse. I’ll need yer help fixing the meal.” She watched as Mac jumped onto the seat beside Fin, taking her place. Fin went to pet him, then pulled back, a look of disgust on his face.

      “Fish, I think, to answer yer question, Ma.”

      “Then clean him up before ye bring him in.” Annis chuckled as she closed the door and made her way through the shop, surveying each shelf or curio cabinet with a glance and mentally noting what to order at the end of the month. The front section of the store had two levels, with educational, travel, and history books on the lower, fiction and romance on the upper.

      In the center of the shop, gleaming oak tables were placed on patterned Wilton rugs, flanked by matching stools, to allow customers to peruse their prospective purchases. The tables were round to minimize space, in addition to encouraging customers to browse. Each week, she changed up the reading selections set out among the small groupings but kept the same subjects. The agriculture table may focus on crop rotation one week and animal husbandry the next. Science might include mathematical or astronomy texts. It really depended on her mood. And of course, the fashion table with the latest copies of La Belle Assemblée, Ackermann’s Repository of Arts, Le Beau Monde, and the Lady’s Monthly Museum.

      Stopping at the counter at the far side of the rectangular room, she checked her list of borrowed books and made a list of what notices needed to be sent out. On either side of her, a spiral staircase wound its way up to the second level which flanked the central shop area. There were narrow balconies of the same lustrous oak, with stools placed at intervals and a small stepladder leaning against the end of each corridor. Unable to curb the smile, Annis leaned her back against the counter and sighed, letting her gaze drift over the entire store. Besides the tomes, there were stationery items for writing and office supplies, watercolors by Scottish artists on the front and back walls, and two shelves with edible treats including lemon drops, licorice or mint discs, and jumbles or macaroons which could be purchased with tea. Below these sweetmeats resided the children’s books.

      Oh, how she loved this magical place. It held the knowledge of centuries and the hearts of thousands. Books were reliable friends that never betrayed. Working here had helped her through a difficult time, ensured her ability to raise her son, and filled her soul with contentment. Considering how her life had taken a turn at eighteen, she found her situation incredibly fortunate. Aileen Douglas had been an angel sent from heaven, and this store was Annis’s redemption.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, Annis, I wish I could cook Colin’s favorites as well as you do,” Rose LaCross said, wiping her mouth with a napkin. She was a beautiful woman with thick, wavy black hair and sepia-brown eyes. Her warm, tawny skin tone reflected both her French and Romani heritage. Annis thought she and Colin made a stunning couple with their dark good looks.

      “I could teach ye,” Annis offered. “The only problem is I do most of it without thinking, never follow a recipe. My ma taught me, and my grandmother taught my ma. It’s a pinch of this and a sprig of that, salt to taste⁠—”

      “Beyond my comprehension.” Rose laughed. “Fortunately, Colin never needs to suffer through my poor attempts. Either he eats with Aileen and I, or the cook at his townhouse works her magic. If you ever have the taste for a French dish, I’m happy to oblige.”

      “Ye have plenty of other talents, love,” he said softly, his deep-blue eyes shining with affection. “Ye have a voice the angels envy.”

      Rose blushed and waved a dismissive hand at him. She had arrived in Glasgow as a lady’s maid. Her mistress, Fenella, had arranged a long visit with her grandmother, Aileen Douglas. When Fenella had gone to work for the mill, keeping their ledgers, she had fallen in love with Colin’s cousin and then-supervisor of the mill, Lachlan MacNaughton. When the pair wed, Rose had stayed rather than return to England. Aileen had been more than happy to have a companion after her granddaughter married, so Rose had remained with Mrs. Douglas.

      Colin plopped a kiss on Rose’s cheek. “But she’s right, Cousin. Ye’re a magical faerie in the kitchen. Except for⁠—”

      “Shortbread. Yes, I ken. Ye’ve told me that fact a few times.” Annis pushed away her own plate. “I canna eat another bite.”

      “But what about the berries and clotted cream?” asked a worried Fin.

      Annis reached up and tousled his light-brown hair. “I’m sure ye and Colin can manage without me. Rose?”

      She shook her head. “If I attempt it, Colin could just position me at the top of the stairs, give me a push, and let me roll to the bottom.”

      Both Colin and Fin let out a guffaw. “I’d carry ye down first. Now, Fin. Let’s give the women a chance to settle their meal, and we’ll get the sweets from the kitchen.”

      When they were alone, Rose fiddled with the stem of her wine glass. “I was wondering, Annis, if we could have tea sometime soon.”

      Annis wondered why her friend seemed uncomfortable. She hurried to put her at ease. “Of course. You and Colin⁠—”

      “Just us.” Rose’s cheeks pinked. “I mean, I need to ask your opinion on a matter about Colin. I cannot ask Fenella or Lachlan, for they’re too close to both of us. I believe you would be more objective.”

      That caught Annis’s attention. Would she find out why this perfectly made-for-each-other couple were not wed? She was positive the hesitation wasn’t from Colin.

      “Of course,” she answered. “I’m happy to meet ye anytime. Ye could even drop into the shop. I keep tea and chocolate as ye ken, and ye could look for a new novel.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate it.”

      “We’re friends, Rose. I’ll help ye however I can.”

      “Ye’re almost out of scotch,” called Colin from the kitchen.

      “Then ye better bring more on yer next visit. Ye’re the only one who drinks it,” she called back.

      The two males appeared at the doorway, a bottle and two glasses in Colin’s hands, and berries and a pitcher of cream in Fin’s. She could tell by her son’s flushed cheeks he’d had a “nip” with his cousin. “Finlay Robert Porter, ye best no’ be drinking under my roof.”

      “Weel, it’s my roof too, and it was just a wee swallow.” Then he grinned and kissed his mother on the cheek. “Save yer grumblings for something important. Ye shouldna be marring that lovely face with a scowl.”

      They all laughed, knowing Fin had learned such buttery talk from Colin. It hit her again how quickly the last fifteen years had passed. What would the next fifteen bring?
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      Late May 1820

      Glasgow, Scotland

      

      Robert had hired a Bow Street Runner to find Annis, then waited the appropriate year of mourning before traveling to Glasgow. If the information was correct, Annis was now a widow with one child, a son. Mrs. Porter was the owner of Books and Bits on Alton Street. It had been her dream, and he was happy for her.

      He pulled back the rein on his black gelding. “Well, Ink, looks like we’ve made it.” The Tontine Hotel at the Trongate was part of a grand three-story building, with pedimented windows and a street-level arcade. Robert peered up at the gruesome carvings placed at the keystone of each arch, the “Tontine Heads” as the locals called them. At the end of the block was Glasgow Cross, where the Tolbooth Steeple rose above its neighbors.

      It was midafternoon, and he hadn’t eaten since leaving the inn early that morning. A lad from the livery took Ink, and Robert paid for a room. After settling in, he went to the coffee house and had a strong cup and a light meal. He was stalling. The thought of seeing Annis was both exhilarating and terrifying. Would she smile? Cry? Berate him? The worst possibility was that she’d forgotten him. After sending for his horse and paying for his meal, the time had come. His future would be decided in the next hour.

      “Could you direct me toward Alston?” he asked the boy who brought his horse.

      “Aye, sir. Stay on Trongate, pass Argyle and Union, and Alston will be on yer right.”

      “Thank you,” he said as he tossed the boy a coin.

      Alston was filled with carriages and carts, riders and peddlers. He found Books and Bits near the end of the street on his right. It was a nice three-story building of pale stone, and he swallowed hard, thinking of her inside. What did she look like now? Did she have a beau? By the time he dismounted, two boys were waiting eagerly to take the rein. Handing off Ink to the tallest boy, he put a finger in his cravat and pulled hard to take in a deep breath. It was a warm day, and the sun was still shining high in the sky. He wiped the sweat from his forehead and strode with purpose to the door of the shop.

      A bell tinkled as he pushed the knob, and he entered a delightful place. The scent of tea and lemon and peppermint almost hid the faint musty smell of books. He looked up, gazing at the two levels of tomes, and knew his Annis belonged here. Was happy here.

      His Annis. What arrogance from a man who had proposed and then deserted her. He walked through the shop, looking for her or a clerk or anyone who could answer his question.

      “May I help ye?” A plump woman with grayish auburn hair stood near a table, collecting teacups and a tray. She turned to him with curious soft-brown eyes and smiled, revealing dimples. He assumed she’d been a beauty in her day.

      “I’m looking for Mrs. Porter.” He belatedly removed his beaver hat and fumbled it between his fingers. “Might she be here?”

      “Och, I’m sorry to tell ye she’s left.” The woman picked up the tray and headed toward the back of the shop. “Are ye needing something in particular?”

      “No,” he said, his chest heavy with disappointment. “I was hoping to see her, er, Mrs. Porter.”

      “Weel, I’m Mrs. Douglas. Just give a shout if ye need me or find anything to yer liking.” The woman disappeared down a short, narrow hall.

      Mrs. Douglas. Aileen. She had owned the shop where Annis had worked. Robert ambled along the shelves, observing titles of the book spines and other wares for sale. He smiled at the display of sweets, remembering how Annis had loved them.

      When Mrs. Douglas returned, he approached her with his most disarming smile. “Pardon me, ma’am. Could you tell me when Mrs. Porter might return? I’ve travelled quite a distance to see her.”

      “She’s gone home to Dunderave to celebrate the summer solstice.” Her gaze pierced his, the brown eyes narrowing as she took him in from head to toe. “And who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?”

      “Lord Robert Harding.” He swallowed again.

      “Mercy!” she declared and sank into a nearby chair. She picked up a copy of the Glasgow Herald and began fanning herself. “Ye’re Annis’s Rabbie.”

      It wasn’t a question. “Yes, ma’am. I need to speak with her.”

      “Humdudgeon! After all this time, ye need to speak with her now?” Mrs. Douglas shook her head. “Where was that audacity when ye left her?”

      “I’ve been asking myself the same thing.” He was crushing the rim of his hat, and sweat began a slow trail down his spine. “Please, help me.”

      “Humdudgeon,” she declared again, then let out a long sigh. “Help me, he says. Do ye ken what ye put her through?”

      Robert shook his head. “But I never stopped loving her.”

      The older woman rolled her eyes. “Weel, that’s a pretty sentiment. Did ye try to contact her at all? Ever?”

      Again, he shook his head.

      “Then why in heaven’s name are ye here now?” She crossed her plump arms and frowned at him.

      “My wife died last year. I learned Annis was widowed and had a bookshop. I⁠—”

      “Thought ye’d see what she was up to since ye’re a bachelor again?”

      “It sounds terrible when you put it like that.”

      “Ye’re terrible, ye foppish numptie,” she scoffed.

      He was taken aback. Numptie? Did it mean a fool? He agreed. Foppish? Never. “If she turns me away, I will abide by her decision. But I am desperate to know how she fares.”

      His expression must have been pathetic for her glare softened. He pushed his advantage as he had in court so many times before. “Mrs. Douglas, I was a young man influenced heavily by a domineering father. I am now a man who makes my own decisions and follows his own path. That path has led me back here. I must either atone for my dreadful mistake or spend the rest of my life in the attempt.”

      “Hmph!” But her arms were not so tightly held across her chest. “She loved ye something fierce.”

      Ignoring his pride, he sank to one knee and took the woman’s hand in his. “Please, Mrs. Douglas, Annis has never left my heart. I beg you… just five minutes with her to state my case and see she is well.”

      “It’s no’ me ye should be on yer knees to.” She slapped her forehead with her hand and rolled her eyes to the ceiling. “Aye, right! Ye’ve been down this road before, eh?”

      With a wave of her plump free hand, she bid him stand. He did and began to wipe a speck from his trouser leg when that word echoed in his brain. Foppish.

      “I shouldna tell ye this, but she’s still upstairs. And if there’s any mischief, I’ll send for Colin.” She stood and poked a finger at his chest. “And he willna leave much to send back to England.”

      Relieved, heart thumping, Robert picked up his abused hat and followed the prickly woman to the back of the shop and up a flight of stairs.
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fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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