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One
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London 1819

“You’re a madman, Ripton!”

Luke Ripton shrugged and gathered his reins. “The curricle can be repaired, Jarvis. At least your horses aren’t injured.”

“No thanks to you!” Jarvis snarled. “Passing me like that— you damned near grazed my wheels—”

“But I didn’t,” Luke coldly interrupted. The man drove like an over-anxious debutante. “There was no need to swerve so violently. You had only to hold your nerve.”

“Nerve? I’ll give you nerve.” Jarvis started forward, only to be restrained by the friends who’d come to witness—and bet on—the race.

“Steady on, Jarvis. Lord Ripton won fair and square,” said one of his friends.

“You were a fool to challenge him in the first place,” said another, a little too drunk for tact. “Everyone knows Ripton don’t care if he lives or dies. Makes him—hic!—unbeatable.”

Luke tipped his hat to his still fuming opponent and drove away. Was it true? Did he care if he lived or died?


He considered the question as he drove back into town. It was not untrue, he decided as he turned into Upper Brook Street. He wasn’t certain he deserved to live. He’d tempted fate often enough.

But fate, it seemed, had other plans for him.

The letter in his pocket confirmed it.

He pulled up outside his mother’s town house. The house belonged to him, of course—it came with the title he’d inherited when his uncle and cousins had been drowned two years ago. But though Luke was fond of his mother and youngest sister, he preferred not to live with them. His mother had a tendency to fuss. Luke preferred his bachelor lodgings, a neat suite of rooms in Clarges Street, where nobody questioned his comings or goings.

“Thank God!” Lady Ripton exclaimed as Luke entered the drawing room. She rang for fresh tea and cakes. He kissed the cheek she raised. “I’m not unduly late, am I?” She’d asked him to call on her in the morning. It was just before eleven.

“No, but I was worried about you, of course. These frightful races! I don’t understand why—”

“—why impertinent busybodies bother you with things that are not your concern,” Luke interrupted. He’d done his best to keep such activities from his mother, dammit.

“Not my concern? My son, my only son, risking his neck in the most reckless—”

“My neck is in perfect order, Mama. I apologize for any unnecessary worry,” Luke said crisply. And when he found out who’d been passing tittle-tattle to his mother, he’d wring their neck. “Now, what was it you wanted to talk to me about?”

As if he didn’t know. Molly’s impending come-out was all his mother and sister talked of. Even though Luke had given her carte blanche to order whatever she liked, Mama still wanted him to approve all the arrangements—her way of reminding him he was head of the family. How she’d react if he ever actually made a suggestion of his own …

Mama had been a widow since Luke was a schoolboy and Molly a little girl. Luke had been away at war since he was eighteen, and Mama had managed to launch and successfully marry off Luke’s two older sisters. She was accustomed to ruling the roost, though if anyone suggested as much, she would be horrified. It was a man’s job to rule.

So each week they went through the ritual of Mama producing plans and expenditure and Luke approving.

He drank his tea and listened with half an ear. Today he was even less interested in her arrangements than usual. He had to tell her about the letter in his pocket.

She wasn’t going to like it.

“Now, about the ball, I thought we’d invite forty to dine beforehand. Molly and I have compiled a list, but there’s the question of who you would like us to invite. I don’t mean dearest Rafe, Harry, or Gabe, and their wives, of course— naturally they are already on the list. Molly has never forgotten how, when she was still a little girl, all you boys promised to dance with her at her come-out. Thank God you all came back from the war.”

Not all, Luke thought, but then his mother hadn’t known Michael very well.

“Is there anyone special you’d like me to invite? Any special lady?” she said with delicate emphasis.

“Lady Gosforth?” he said, naming his friends’ great aunt.

His mother slapped him lightly on the hand. “Do not be provoking, Luke. You know very well what I mean. It’s two years since you came into your uncle’s title, and it’s high time you thought seriously about marriage.”

Ah. His opening. Luke set down his teacup. “As to that, I have been thinking seriously about marriage.” Damned seriously, in fact.

His mother leaned eagerly forward. “You have a bride in mind?”

“More than in mind; almost in hand, you might say.” He swallowed. It was harder than he’d thought to admit what he’d done.

“Almost in hand? I don’t understand. You mean you’re about to propose?”

“No. I’m married.”

“Married?” Her teacup froze halfway to her mouth. Her wrist trembled and the cup dropped from suddenly nerveless fingers and clattered to the table, spilling tea over the delicate polished surface. His mother ignored it. There was a long silence, then she said in a voice that shook only a little, “You cannot be serious!”

“I am. Quite serious.” He rose and went to the sherry decanter.

“But when did you marry? And who’s the girl? And why, for God’s sake, why?”

He poured her a glass of sherry and thought about how to present his marriage in the best possible light. It wasn’t going to be easy. He wasn’t sure there was a best light.

She took the glass in a distracted manner. “Don’t tell me—she’s some designing harpy who tricked you into—”

“Nothing of the sort!” he said firmly. “Do not take me for a fool, Mama. She is a lady, very respectable, very well born—”

“A widow,” said his mother in a hollow voice.

“Far from it. She is young, the same age as Molly, not yet one-and-twenty.”

His mother eyed him shrewdly, looking for the fly in the ointment. “What’s her name? Who are her people?”

“Her name is Isabella Mercedes Sanchez y Vaillant, and she is the only daughter of the Conde de Castillejo.”

His mother’s elegant brows snapped together. “Foreigners?”

“Spanish aristocracy.” It was a quiet reprimand.

“Refugees.” She sighed. “I suppose she is desperately impoverished.”

“On the contrary, she is an heiress. And she is not a refugee.”

She frowned, looking puzzled. “I haven’t heard of any Spanish heiresses visiting London. Where did you meet her?”


“In Spain, during the war.”

“During the war?” His mother blinked. “So long ago? Then what has she been doing all this time?”

“Sewing samplers and doing her lessons, I imagine.”

“Sewing—” She broke off, gave him a narrow look, then said with dignity, “This is no time for teasing, Luke. Why have I not met her? Met her parents? And why such a hole-in-the-corner wedd—”

“Her parents are dead. And you have not met her for the very good reason that she is still in Spain.” And he wasn’t teasing.

“In Spain?” She frowned. “But it’s years since you were in Spain. I don’t understand. How can you have married a girl who is still in Spain?”

Luke glanced away. “The marriage was some time ago.”

She leaned forward, her face filled with foreboding. “How long ago?”

“In the spring of 1811.”

She did the sums. “Eight years ago? When you were nineteen?” She stared, her brow crumpled with bewilderment. “And all this time you never thought to tell me? Why, Luke? Why?”

“It seemed the right thing to do at the time.” It was the only explanation he was prepared to give.

Closing her eyes as if it was too much to bear, his mother leaned back in her chair and fanned herself, even though, being March, it wasn’t the least bit warm.

“Samplers?” Her eyes flew open and she sat up with a jerk. “How old was this girl? In 1811, Molly was a child of—”

“Thirteen. And yes, Isabella was almost thirteen when I married her.”

“You married a child?” she almost shrieked. “Oh, the scandal when this gets out!”

“I have no intention of letting it be known.”

“But Luke … Thirteen! A mere child! How could you?” She looked at him with faint horror.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Mama,” he said with asperity. “Of course I never touched her. What do you take me for?” And because he could still see the confusion and anxiety in his mother’s eyes, he continued, “I married her to protect her, of course. And then I gave her into the care of her aunt, who is a nun.”

His mother shook her head and said in a resigned voice, “Catholic as well. I might have known.” She swirled her sherry pensively for a few moments, drained her glass, and said decisively, “We shall have it annulled.”

“No, we shall not.”

“But you were not yet one-and-twenty, not of legal age to marry without parental permission. And if the girl is untouched, an annulment is—”

“No.”

“Of course you must. You simply apply to—”

“Mother.”

She bit her lip and subsided.

Luke said, “I applied for an annulment. It was refused.” “On what grounds—”

“The marriage is legal, Mother,” he said in a voice that brooked no argument. Luke had no intention of explaining to his mother or anyone else why an annulment was not possible.

She looked at him with dismay but read the resolution in his eyes. “So what will you do?”

“Honor the marriage, of course. I have no other option.”

“And the girl?”

“She has no other option, either.”

“So I collect, Luke, but what does she think? How does she feel?”

He gave her a blank look. “I have no idea. It doesn’t matter what she thinks or feels—the marriage is legal and we’re both stuck with it—and I hope I don’t need to say, that’s for your ears only, Mama.”

“Of course,” his mother murmured.

“The Spanish are used to arranged marriages; this will be no different. Besides, she’s been raised in a convent.”

His mother gave him a puzzled look. “What has that to do with it?”


“She’ll have acquired the habit of obedience,” Luke explained. “Nuns devote their lives to poverty, chastity, and obedience.”

His mother blinked. “I see,” she said faintly.

“So, that’s that. I’ll be off then.” He stood to leave.

“Luke Ripton, do not dare step a foot out of this room until you have finished explaining.”

Luke raised a brow. “I’ve told you everything you need to know.”

His mother rolled her eyes. “How like a man.”

It seemed to be some sort of accusation, though what else he could be like was beyond him. But clearly his mother felt the need to hash over the thing some more. Luke reluctantly sat down again.

“Why did you not tell me about your marriage before?”

“I thought it wouldn’t matter.” Thought he’d be dead. Or the marriage annulled.

“Not matter?” Her mouth gaped. His mother never gaped.

“It was wartime, Mama. Anything could happen. To her. To me.” He shrugged. “But it didn’t.” She shut her mouth, then opened it, and he quickly added, “I made the necessary arrangements in the event of my death. Everyone taken care of; you had nothing to worry about.”

She stared at him in silence. “Only the loss of my son.”

He shrugged again. “But it didn’t happen. As to how the ton will react to the news of my marriage, I plan to put it about that I’m traveling to Spain on some other purpose—”

“Visiting your Spanish properties? It’s the only part of the estate you’ve neglected.”

He stiffened, not liking the accusation, though it was true enough. He’d intended to sell off the Spanish properties, wanted nothing to do with them. He wanted no reminders of his time in Spain. He loathed the place. It made him feel ill just to contemplate returning there.

But fate had risen to bite him once more. The annulment had been denied and he had no option but to return to the country he’d sworn never to set foot in again. Stirring memories he’d tried so desperately to forget.


“Yes, the Spanish properties, if you like. And then I’ll return with a Spanish bride on my arm.”

“I suppose that will work,” his mother agreed. “But oh, Luke, this makes me so sad. I’ve always hoped you’d find a lovely girl who’d—”

“A marriage of convenience will suit me very well,” he said in a crisp voice. “Now, is there anything else you wish to know before I leave?” No point in letting his mother dwell on her dreams for him to make the kind of marriage she’d had with his father. They were her dreams, not Luke’s.

His dreams … A sliver of ice slid down his spine. The less said of them the better.

“Is she pretty, at least?”

He thought of Isabella the last time he’d seen her, her face all bruised and swollen, all angles and that too-big nose, like a fierce little baby bird, new hatched and ugly. “She was barely thirteen, Mama. She’ll have changed in eight years.” He hoped so, at least.

His mother saw he’d avoided the question. “Will I like her?”

“I don’t know,” he said helplessly. “I knew her for barely a day, and it was under extraordinary circumstances. Who knows what she is like now? Now, I really must go—”

“One more thing.”

He waited. There was a long silence. His mother shifted restlessly in her seat, twisting a handkerchief between her fingers. “Luke, I know you don’t like to talk about … about … and I have respected your privacy, you know I have, but now I have to ask. Was this the thing that happened to you in Spain, the thing you will not talk of?”

He stiffened and looked away. “I don’t know what you mean.”

She said gently, “Just because you choose not to acknowledge it doesn’t mean your mother can’t see that something terrible happened to you in Spain.”

“I went to war, Mother,” he said in a hard voice. “War changes people.”


“I know,” she said softly. “I saw it in all you boys. You all came back changed. But with you, my dearest son, there was something more; something very personal that cut deeper.”

He almost flinched at her choice of words. She could not know, he reminded himself. Nobody knew. He hadn’t spoken of it to anyone, not even Rafe or Harry or Gabe.

“I’ve seen your friends recover, and settle down, one by one, but not you … Whatever it was, it still haunts you.”

He forced a careless tone. “Well, whatever you imagine haunts me, it isn’t this marriage. To be honest, I barely gave it a thought. She was just a young girl, Molly’s age, who was in trouble, and by marrying her I was able to save her from a nasty fate. I thought we could get an annulment, but …” He spread his hands in a fatalistic gesture.

Before his mother could persist, he rose to his feet. “I’ve been in correspondence with Isabella’s aunt—the nun, you will recall—and advised her I would collect Isabella at my earliest convenience. I leave tomorrow for Spain.”

“Tomorrow?” She sat up, distracted as he knew she’d be. “But Molly’s ball is in three weeks!”

“I’ll be back in time for that,” he assured her. “I promised Molly when I first went to war, and then again when I went to Waterloo, that I’d return to dance at her come-out. There’s no danger I’ll break my promise now. There’s enough time to get to the Convent of the Angels and return. I’ll inform Rafe and Harry of my plans, and they’ll be on hand should you require any masculine advice or assistance.”

His mother dismissed that with an impatient gesture. “And what if you’re delayed?”

He placed a light kiss on her cheek. “I’ve survived everything that Boney could throw at me, Mama. What could possibly delay me now?”

Luke went directly from his mother’s house to the Apocalypse Club in St. James. Established shortly after Waterloo, the club catered largely to young officers who’d served in the war. It was a small, discreet establishment, and Luke and his friends found it a convivial place. Contrary to the assumptions made by nonmembers, the one subject members almost never discussed was the war.

Tonight would be an exception.

Luke found Rafe and Harry in a private salon, lounging in overstuffed leather armchairs, sipping wine, boots stretched out toward the fire, the picture of masculine contentment.

How did they do it? Restlessness still gnawed at Luke’s vitals, and it was years since the war had finished. Four long years.

Rafe rose to his feet. “About time you got here.”

Harry drained his wineglass, gave Luke a friendly punch on the shoulder, and jerked his head toward the dining room. “Come on. The scent of steak and kidney pie has been calling to me for the last twenty minutes.”

“No time for that,” Luke said. “I’m off to Spain in the morning.”

“Spain?” Both his friends looked at him in stupefaction.

“You swore you’d never set foot in Spain again,” Rafe said.

Luke shrugged. “Needs must. Sit down and I’ll fill you in,” he said.

He told them the story, just the bare bones—the circumstances of the marriage was his business and Isabella’s, and not even these, his closest friends, needed to know the sordid details.

“Married all this time?” Rafe was incredulous. “And never a word to any of us? I don’t believe it.” He sat back, his bright blue eyes boring into Luke.

“It’s true,” Luke told him. “I had a mission into the mountains and came across her on the way back to headquarters. It was”—he swallowed—“I married her for her own protection. It was—you know what can happen.”

“You mean you were trapped into it? We were green boys back then.”

Luke shook his head. “Not trapped at all. The marriage was my idea.”


After a moment, Rafe asked, “So this Isabella, where is she now?”

“Where I left her. In the convent. In Spain.”

“A convent?”

“Good God, she’s not a nun, is she?” Harry said.

“No, she’s damned well not a nun,” Luke said irritably, fed up with questions, even though he knew they were perfectly natural. He’d had enough from his mother.

“Does your mother know?” Rafe began. “No, of course she doesn’t, otherwise she wouldn’t have spent the past couple of years flinging debutantes at your head.” He shook his head. “Explains why, when you had your pick of the prettiest girls in the ton, you never gave any one of them a second look.”

Luke grimaced. “I couldn’t have married any of those girls. They were babies.”

Rafe snorted. “As opposed to your mature thirteen-year-old bride.”

“She was the same age as Molly, Rafe,” Luke snapped. “Would you have left her unprotected in the mountains?”

Rafe had known Molly since Luke had brought him home as a lonely schoolboy. Chubby-cheeked toddler Molly had adored him on sight. Rafe shut his mouth.

“So why did you leave her in Spain?” Harry asked. “Why didn’t you send her home to your mother?”

“Because it wasn’t supposed to be a permanent marriage,” Luke said, exasperated. “It was just a temporary measure. I—we thought the marriage could be annulled later. And besides—” He broke off.

Harry twirled his brandy slowly in his glass. “Besides, you thought you’d be killed before that happened.” He glanced at Rafe. “We remember what you were like after Michael was killed.”

The fire hissed and crackled in the grate.

“This was before Michael died,” Luke said.

In the distance they could hear the clinking and clattering of crockery and silverware. Michael was the sunniest one of them all; bright, uncomplicated, the golden boy.


Luke forced his mind back to the present. “I told my mother about Isabella this evening. She’s not very happy about me leaving the country so soon before Molly’s come-out—”

“I’m not surprised—” Rafe began.

“—so I told her she could call on you for any advice or assistance she and Molly might need. Escorting them to balls and routs, shopping, that sort of thing.”

Rafe struggled to hide an appalled look. “Er, delighted to assist Lady Ripton, of course.”

Harry let out a crack of laughter. “Haven’t you heard how delightful Rafe’s found the preparations for Ayisha’s first London season? Endless discussion of silks and laces and bonnets and the intricacies of female what-have-yous.” He waved his hand to indicate reams of never-ending discussion. “Rafe, my lad, you’ll be in your element.”

Rafe sent Harry a black scowl. “You and Nell should never have introduced Ayisha to Lady Gosforth. The woman lives to shop! She has even infected my sensible Ayisha.”

Harry chuckled. “Force of nature, Aunt Gosforth.”

“Naturally I included you in the offer, Harry,” Luke said smoothly. “You know how fond my mother is of you.”

Harry’s grin slipped. “Blast. You know I’m no good at all that society stuff.”

“But you’ll do it.” It wasn’t a question. He knew they would.

His friends sighed and nodded. Rafe refilled their glasses. “There’ll be a deal of talk about this marriage, you know,” he said. “Could get ugly. You know they’re betting on who’ll be married first, you or Marcus.”

Luke grimaced. “I know. I want you to put it about that I’ve been called away to Spain on an urgent estate matter— my uncle owned vineyards in the south of Spain, if you recall. No mention of any bride; just estate business.”

“Excellent notion,” Rafe declared. “Then, when you return from Spain with a blushing bride on your arm, everyone thinks you two met, fell in love, and married in the space of a week or two.”


“Let the ton gossip about the whirlwind romance.” Harry nodded. “I’ll drink to that.”

They drank.

After a moment Rafe said, “You do know, I suppose, that if you bring a Spanish bride home, every eligible female in the ton will want to claw her eyes out. I hope she’s ravishingly pretty.”

Luke sipped his brandy. “She’s not. But she’s a brave little soul. She’ll manage.”

Luke’s mother tossed and turned late into the night. Her son had always brought home strays and wounded creatures, from the first bird he found with a broken wing, to boys from school, like Harry and Gabe who had no family to go to, or Rafe whose father had no use for him and showed it.

It was one thing to love your son for his kindness to wounded creatures; it was quite another to see him bound to one in the shackles of marriage.

For the last four years she’d watched the young ladies of the ton simper and flirt and do all but throw themselves at Luke, seeing only his handsome face and, since his uncle died, his title. It hadn’t worried her that Luke showed little interest. They were shallow creatures for the most part, not worthy of her beloved only son.

This year she was confident she’d found several very pretty girls with character, the type of girls who would love Luke for himself. She’d been looking forward to introducing them.

Now there was no point.

She reached for the hot milk she’d ordered, but it was cold now with a nasty skin. She pushed it away. Her bed felt colder and emptier than ever.

She’d never stopped missing Luke’s father; never stopped reaching for him in the night and waking to find herself alone. The love of her life; she shouldn’t complain. They’d had twenty of the happiest years together.


It was what she wanted for Luke, for all her children. A love to last a lifetime.

She pulled the covers around her and tried to sleep.

Luke and his friends had returned from the war heartsick and weary, yet imbued with a restlessness that caused them to perform feats of wild recklessness that were enough to make a mother’s hair turn gray. Grayer.

Oh, Luke tried to hide them from her. He took care never to do anything in front of her that she might worry about, but still, she’d heard.

Luke’s father had been just as wild as a young man, so she tried to be patient with her son and his friends. And when Luke and Rafe had those shocking curricle races, driving at those frightful speeds, she reminded herself to give thanks that at least they’d returned safely from the war. Even if they seemed bent on breaking their necks at home.

But one by one Luke’s friends had married and, oh, it had done her heart good to see the lonely, unloved boys she’d once known grow to manhood and each fall in love with a woman who adored him in return. She’d watched as a deep inner certainty, a profound happiness, replaced their former restlessness.

She’d wanted desperately for her son to find the same.

But eight years ago one good deed had shackled him forever to a strange foreign girl; a girl who wanted to be married to Luke no more than he wanted her.

For her sake, and perhaps for the sake of this unknown girl, Luke had put the best possible face on it, but it was just like his racing. She knew he hadn’t told her the whole story.

She had the deepest misgivings about this marriage.

Something dreadful had happened to Luke in Spain when he was a young lieutenant. His denial hadn’t convinced her that it wasn’t connected with this girl.

Her son was very good at hiding his feelings. Luke would make sure that no one—not his mother, nor his sisters, nor even his friends—would suspect a thing.


Gallant to the bone, he was, and proud, just like his father. He would rather die than let anyone know this foreign girl had—wittingly or unwittingly—trapped him in a loveless marriage. And that he was desperately unhappy.

Lady Ripton grieved.


Two
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Spain 1811

The trouble, when it came, was not what Luke had expected. He’d been on the lookout for the enemy—the French—and also for Spanish guerrilleros and motley bandits, for the mountains harbored many, and sometimes he couldn’t tell the difference. They were allies, the English and the guerrilleros, but a lone man on horseback was easy pickings for desperate men, and the mountains were full of desperate men.

This trouble was a scream quivering faintly on the wind. High and light. A woman, or a child.

Luke Ripton, newly commissioned lieutenant in His Majesty’s Territorial Army, hesitated. It would not be the first time a woman had been used to bait a trap, but he’d fulfilled his mission. He carried no secret messages or gold on him now.

The scream came again, shrill and filled with real terror. Luke plunged his horse down the steep slope toward the sound, weaving through the pine and beech forest.


Through a gap in the trees he saw a stocky, thickset man hunched over a small, slender female. She was tied at hands and feet, but she writhed and bucked, struggling like a fish caught on a hook.

Luke drew his pistol, but he couldn’t get a clear shot through the trees. Besides, he didn’t want to hit the girl. He urged his horse toward them.

The man opened his breeches and threw himself roughly on her. The girl twisted and smashed her bound fists hard into the man’s face. He yelled and fell back, cupping his face. His hands came away red. He grabbed her wrists and forced them back. She bit his hand, and he cursed and gave her a backhander across the face.

Blood blossomed on her face, and she fell back, stunned, and the man threw himself again on her supine body.

Shouting, Luke leapt from his horse and raced toward them. It took an agonizingly long time. Intent on his prey, the attacker seemed not to hear.

With a roar of rage, Luke lunged across the last few yards, grabbed the man by the scruff of the neck, and hauled him bodily off the girl.

He went sprawling in the dust several feet away, rolled, and came up with a pistol in his hand, firing at Luke before he even got to his feet.

Sudden heat seared Luke’s neck, as though a hot poker had been touched to his skin. The man rushed at him. Luke fired.

The man jerked and staggered back, as if hit, but remained on his feet. “The jewels are gone,” he growled in a coarse dialect that Luke only just managed to follow. “And the girl is mine.” He wore the ragged remains of a uniform. His nose was a mess of blood, and his cheeks were raked with fresh livid scratches.

Deserter, Luke thought. A man with nothing to lose.

“I don’t care about any jewels,” Luke said, speaking in Spanish. From the corner of his eye he could see the girl wrestling with the ties that bound her. “Just the girl.”


“You want to die for the sake of this skinny bitch?” The man dragged his breeches up with one hand and glanced around the clearing.

Luke knew what he was thinking. One horse. One man. Excellent odds.

This man was older, tougher, meaner than Luke. And Luke’s other pistol was in his saddlebag. But Luke didn’t move. Standing between the man and the girl, he braced himself.

“So be it.” The deserter dropped the spent pistol and produced a vicious-looking knife. He bared broken yellow teeth in a mirthless smile and hurled himself at Luke in a rush.

The blade flashed in the sunlight, and Luke responded instinctively, arching back. It missed him by a hairsbreadth.

Luke kicked the side of the man’s knee hard as he passed. It should have broken the bastard’s leg. It didn’t.

He stumbled, staggered sideways, and slashed at Luke with the knife again.

Luke scooped a handful of dust, threw it in the man’s face, and dived, chopping at the man’s throat. He choked and stabbed the knife toward Luke’s face.

Luke smashed his fist down on the man’s wrist and grappled fiercely for control of the knife. They swayed, locked in desperate battle. The glittering blade inched toward Luke’s throat. Luke forced it back, straining every sinew, the bones of his wrist feeling as though they would crack. The man’s face was inches from his. He stank. His breath was hot and fetid.

Abruptly the deserter’s grip loosened, as if he were beaten, then he gave a sudden twist and strove to thrust the blade in. Luke, alert to the trick, dropped his hip in an old wrestling move, threw his enemy off balance, and shoved back, hard.

In an instant it was all over: the knife slid in, neat as butter.

The man gasped and sagged slowly to the ground, spewing obscenities. His eyes were incredulous, disbelieving, even as the light faded from them. His body curled protectively around the blade, his own blade, lodged deeply in his gut.

Luke stepped away, his lungs burning. He watched for a moment, then turned his back on the dying man.

The girl saw him turn toward her, and wrestled more frantically than ever with her bindings. She was all dust and rags and nakedness, bony spine and skinny, scraped ribs.

“Don’t be afraid,” Luke said in Spanish. “No one will hurt you now, señorita.”

She glanced at him over her shoulder, turning furious, terrified eyes on him, tearing at her bindings, even though they must be cutting into her flesh. Luke’s heart twisted in his chest. She was barely out of childhood.

“Stop it, little one. You’re only hurting yourself more.” Luke pulled off his coat and dropped it over her nakedness. She hesitated, her golden eyes defiant and wary.

“That’s right,” Luke said gently. “I won’t hurt you.” He squatted down, pulled out his knife, and reached for her feet. Instantly her bound hands rose in desperate, defensive claws, their nails broken and bloody.

“Hush, niña. Don’t be frightened,” Luke said in the kind of voice he used on a skittish horse. “I’m just going to cut you free.”

Her eyes flickered sideways, and he saw a bloodied rock lying beside her. He smiled. “So that’s how you smashed that brute’s nose. Clever girl. Now let’s get you free.” With calm, deliberate movements he cut the rags that tied her feet.

“Now, for your hands.” Hesitantly she held them out to him, and he cut through the strip of cloth that bound her.

She wriggled into his coat, pulling it over her nakedness.

Her body was thin, unformed, and childish. Beneath the dust her skin was marred with darkening bruises, scrapes, cuts, and smears of bright, fresh blood. Her barely there breasts, her belly, and her thighs were scraped and smeared with blood.

Luke’s heart clenched. Had he arrived too late?

She scrambled to her feet. Gripping the bloodied rock in a grubby fist, she buttoned his coat one-handed, her gaze darting between the still figure of her erstwhile attacker and Luke.

“He’s dead,” Luke said quietly. “I killed him. You are safe now, niña. It’s all over.”

Her eyes were huge and golden, like a fierce little hawk; one side of her face was badly bruised and starting to swell. Her lips were split and still welling with slow blood.

She was heartbreakingly young, perhaps twelve or thirteen years old. The same age as his youngest sister, Molly. But there was a world of difference between his happy, sheltered little sister and this fierce, battered scrap.

Luke’s throat burned. War was no place for little girls.

“You’re safe now,” he repeated, not knowing what else to say. He had no idea if she even understood him. She looked Spanish, but she might be Basque. Or even French, he supposed. She hadn’t said a word so far.

In French he repeated that she was safe, and that he would not harm her. Her eyes flashed hatred at the sound of his French—she was Spanish, then—so he said, “I am English. I will not harm you.” He knew no Basque, so he stuck to Spanish.

There was a long pause, then a violent shudder passed through her and she started to shiver.

Instinctively he reached out to hug her, but she flinched away, the rock raised and ready to strike.

He stepped back, holding his palms up. “Sorry. I simply meant to comfort you.”

The golden eyes burned with doubt.

“You’re the same age as my little sister,” Luke said helplessly. He stared for a moment, silently cursing himself. Stupid thing to say. What would she care of his sister?

He was almost twenty years old, a man—an officer—and yet, for the first time in his life, he had no idea what to do.

He was no stranger to women, and having grown up with three sisters, he’d imagined he understood the female sex pretty well. But he’d never faced anything like this before.

He wished his mother was here. She’d know what to do with this girl, how to reassure her. He’d even welcome his bossy older sisters, Susan and Meg. They were both married, but not Molly. Not his baby sister, turning thirteen next month.

Please God Molly would never have to know such evil existed.


The young girl’s legs were long and skinny and shockingly naked under his coat. With one hand, she tugged down the hem, still gripping the rock in her other hand.

Turning his back on her, Luke went to fetch her clothing, which was scattered about the clearing. He picked up a long skirt, part of a riding habit. It dangled in shreds from his hands. He found a short brown coat, beautifully made of good quality fabric. Now ruined. Every item of her clothing was shredded, unwearable. The swine must have cut every garment from her. But why cut it to shreds?

“You will find no jewels there,” a hoarse little voice grated from behind him.

The jewels are gone.

“I know nothing about any jewels,” Luke told her. “I simply wanted to return your clothing to you. Take my shirt. It’s long—longer than that coat—and will cover you decently. It was clean on this morning.” He pulled his shirt off over his head and tossed it to her.

She made no move to catch it. It fluttered to the ground at her feet. Her eyes burned.

She needed time to calm down. “Tend to yourself, chiquita.” He nodded to where a small stream gurgled at the far corner of the clearing. “While you wash the blood and dust from your body, I will bury this swine. Then we shall talk.”

He whistled, and in a moment his horse, Brutus, appeared. He kept a small spade in his pack—it was useful for fires and digging trenches around his tent on wet nights.

From the corner of his eye he saw the girl scoop up his shirt and bend over the man. Checking for herself that he really was dead, Luke supposed. He didn’t blame her.

He found a gully on the opposite side of the clearing and began to enlarge it, digging a hole big enough to bury a man in. Not a man; a beast.

After a few minutes, he noticed the girl edging toward the stream, watching him all the time. Good. She would feel better when she was clean.

He scraped and dug until the sweat rolled down his body. The thin mountain soil was hard and stony. A shallow grave was all this bastard deserved.

He paused for a moment, glad of his bare torso and the breeze that cooled him, and glanced toward the stream. She was taking a long time about that wash. She sat with her back to him, waist deep in the cold mountain stream, scrubbing herself vigorously.

A prickle of unease ran over him as he watched her, and without knowing quite why, he found himself quietly approaching the stream. His shirt and coat lay neatly folded on the riverbank, and beside them lay the deserter’s wicked-looking knife, the blade now clean of all blood. Ye gods, she must have pulled it out of his body.

She was scrubbing herself with coarse river sand, grabbing handfuls of the rough substance and rubbing it into tender skin, hard.

“Stop it, niña! Stop it!” Luke took a step toward her, hesitated because she was naked, snatched up his shirt from the bank of the stream, and waded in, boots and all. Her fists flailed at him blindly, but he dropped his shirt over her head, wrapped the sleeves around her tightly, and lifted her from the water. And held on.

She fought him like a little wildcat, writhing, kicking, and trying to bite him, but he’d expected that, after seeing her under attack before, and he’d made sure to wrap his shirt around as much of her as he could in an attempt to swaddle her.

He simply held her tight, murmuring soothing words in a mixture of English and Spanish. Slowly his words penetrated her panic, and she seemed to realize he was making no attempt to hurt her. Gradually her struggles became less violent, and eventually they ceased.

His grip on her eased. She turned big golden brown eyes on him, glittering with exhaustion.

“You must not punish yourself, niña,” he said softly. “It was not your fault. It was not your fault.”

She stared into his eyes for a long moment.

“All trace of him is gone from you,” Luke told her, hoping like hell it was true.


She bit her lip and looked away, then gave a long, shuddery sigh. And suddenly her desperate brittleness crumpled and she was a little girl, weeping inconsolably in his arms.

“Hush now, little one. It’s all over,” Luke murmured helplessly, over and over, rubbing a soothing hand over her back and wishing to hell there was another female here who would know what to do.

Female tears always unmanned him, and these were not even the easy tears he was used to from his sisters. Each sob came hard won, wrenched, scalding from her. The bony little body shuddered against him as she fought her tears.

He held her tight and made soothing sounds. After a while she gave a long, quivery sigh, stilled, and became quiet.

“Thank you, señor. I apologize for … my outburst,” she said politely in a cold little best-manners-at-teatime voice that contrasted almost shockingly to her situation. “You may put me down now.”

His coat lay bundled on a patch of soft grass next to the bank. Luke set her down beside it. “Stay there and rest,” he told her. “Put the coat on to keep warm, and spread the shirt out to dry. It won’t take long in the sun. I’ll finish the grave.”

He resumed digging. A little later he heard a sound and glanced up. His horse was grazing quietly on the soft grass near the stream. The girl approached Brutus, murmuring softly and holding out her hand as if there was food in it.

Brutus stretched his neck out curiously, then, as the girl came close, shook his head and trotted skittishly out of reach. Luke grinned and returned to his digging. That game could go on all day. Luke had trained his horse to come only to him.

Luke had nearly finished the grave when he heard a movement behind him and turned.

She wore his shirt. It hung to just below her knees, crumpled, still damp. She had long legs, skinny rather than slender, gawky like a newborn filly. Her small feet were bare and dusty. Her damp, dark hair was plaited tightly and inexpertly in a crooked coronet around her head.


He ached for her vulnerability. Over his shirt she wore his coat fastened tight to the throat. It was a short coat, cut to finish at his waist. On her it reached below her nonexistent hips. The shoulders bagged, and she’d rolled the sleeves back as best she could. A little girl playing dress-up.

Only the set look on her battered little face said otherwise.

Even without the marks and swellings from the brutal blows of her attacker, she was an odd-looking little thing; a mismatched collection of features with those big golden eyes, a mouth too wide for her face, a pointed chin, and the sort of strong, bold nose that was the legacy of some ancient Roman ancestor. With her crooked hairdo, split, swollen lips, a bruised cheek, and a rapidly blackening eye, she looked downright tragic, like something new-hatched and vulnerable fallen from its nest.

Luke had been rescuing fallen hatchlings and strays all his life.

“Feeling better now, little one?” he asked gently. The pinched face tightened. Stupid question—of course she wasn’t. He gave her a reassuring smile and took a step toward her.

“Don’t move, señor,” she said and pointed a pistol at his heart.

The deserter’s pistol. She must have hidden it in the folds of his coat. Spent, but she wouldn’t know that. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I wouldn’t hurt you for the world.”

In answer she cocked the pistol. With casual expertise.

He raised his brows. “I see you have some familiarity with pistols. But that one isn’t loaded.”

“Sí, it is.”

“No,” he explained. “The ball was spent when he fired at me. See, he grazed my neck.” He showed her the place that still burned.

“I know. I saw him shoot you. I reloaded the pistol.”

“You what?”

She jerked her chin in the dead man’s direction. “I took the shot and powder from him.”

His jaw dropped.


“He is dead,” she said defensively, as if he’d accused her of stealing.

“I know. I was just surprised that you know how to load a pistol.”

She shrugged as if it was nothing special. “My father taught me to use a pistol when I was a child.”

When I was a child. As if she were a child no longer.

“I must leave this place now,” she said, darting a glance down the mountain. “Get your horse. I cannot catch him.”

Luke smiled. “There’s no hurry.”

“Sí, there is.” She hesitated, considered him for a moment, then explained. “There are men chasing me. If they catch me—” She swallowed and jerked her chin at the grave. “My cousin Ramón will do the same thing to me as that pig!”

“Your cousin?”

“Sí. Oh, he will marry me first, even though he hates me and he knows I hate him. He will say it is because he is a man of honor!” She spat out the word. “But the truth is, it is the only way he can get—” She broke off.

The jewels? Luke wondered. Was she some kind of heiress?

“And after he weds me, to make sure of me, he will … do that.” There was a flat note of despair in her voice.

“No, he won’t,” Luke said firmly. “Not if I can help it.”

“You will help me?” she said incredulously.

“I will.” He laid his hand over his heart. “My word of honor as an English gentleman.”

“English?” She narrowed her eyes. “You don’t sound English.”

Luke shrugged. He was dark haired, dark eyed, and spoke Spanish like a native. It was why he’d been sent on this mission. “Englishmen can speak Spanish, too.”

She snorted. “Not like that. You sound nothing like an Englishman. That’s an Andalusian accent.”

She had a good ear. “I spent the summers of my childhood on a relative’s property in Andalusia,” he admitted. He and the younger of his two cousins had been sent there by his uncle, the Earl of Ripton, to learn the wine business. He’d loved Spain in those days.

She frowned, unconvinced. “You don’t look English. Englishmen have red faces and blue eyes.”

Luke smiled, amused, despite the situation. “Not all of us, I promise you. I truly am English. Lieutenant Luke Ripton, special dispatch rider under the command of General Sir Arthur Wellesley himself, at your service.” He saluted.

The suspicious look didn’t fade, nor did the pistol waver. “Say something in English, then.”

“You’re an extremely suspicious girl,” he told her in English, “but I can’t say I blame you, not after all you’ve been through.” She didn’t respond, and he felt a bit foolish.

“So, now I’ve told you my name,” he resumed in Spanish. “What’s yours?”

“Isabella,” she said eventually.

“Well, Isabella, we’ll leave this place soon, but first I must bury this fellow.”

She muttered something in a low stream of angry-sounding Spanish.

“I know, but it must be done,” he said firmly.

The next time he glanced up, she’d put the pistol away. She stood watching him, rocking slightly and hugging herself as if she were cold. It wasn’t a cold day.

Finally the hole was big enough. Luke dusted off his hands—he had a few new blisters now—and dragged the body to the grave. He rolled it in.

“Now, a few words.”

She gave him a burning look. “He deserves no words, nothing!”

Luke turned to the grave. “Lord, here lies a cur who, among other things, betrayed his country and brutally attacked a child. May he receive your divine judgment.” He glanced at Isabella and added in English, “And may this courageous young girl receive your blessing and heal in body and spirit. Amen.”

“Do you wish to say anything?” he asked her.

She came to the lip of the grave, peered in, muttered something angry that he didn’t catch, spat into the grave, then crossed herself.

“Good.” He began shoveling dirt into the hole and glanced at her as she stood, watching. “The sooner it is done, the quicker we leave.”

She immediately kicked some dirt into the grave. Clumps of earth fell on the dead man’s face. Her expression hardened. She kicked again and again.

Soon it was nothing but a long mound of dirt. “Now we stamp it down. Hard. Like this.” Luke stamped down with his boot, and after a moment she stepped forward and gave a tentative stamp with a small, bare foot. It left a perfect imprint in the dark mountain earth. She stared at it for a moment, and her face quivered with some fleeting emotion.

She glanced up and saw him watching; then, with an air of defiance, she stamped again. And again. And again.

Like dancing on the grave, only angry, vengeful. It was probably the wrong thing entirely to do with her. Encouraging a very young lady to stamp on a grave in her bare feet was something he was pretty sure would horrify his mother, but his mother had never faced the kind of thing this girl had. Anger was better than self-blame. Anger scalded, then healed.

Finally it was done. In a few months the grass would obliterate all sign of what had happened here. All outward sign.

Luke went to the stream and washed the dirt from himself. He scooped the clear, cool water in his hands and drank.

Behind him he heard a click. A pistol being cocked. He turned and faced his fierce little hatchling chick.

“And now, señor, no more delays. Catch your horse. We must leave.”

“Put that thing away. I don’t respond to threats.” He pulled out his penknife and began to clean his nails, whistling softly under his breath.

After a moment, she made a small frustrated sound, stamped her foot, then put the pistol carefully away. “There!”

He smiled, put his penknife back in his pocket, and, putting his fingers to his mouth, gave a shrill whistle. Brutus lifted his head and trotted toward them. “Can you ride?” Luke asked her.

“Since I could walk.”

“Astride?”

She snorted. “Of course.”

Interesting. Well-bred young ladies did not ride astride. She was a bundle of contradictions. Luke pulled a pair of cotton drawers from his saddlebag and handed them to her. “Put these on.”

She gave him a dubious look.

“They’re clean,” he told her. “And they’ll stop your thighs from chafing.”

She pulled his drawers on, screwing her face up in irritation as she tried to find a way to make them stay up. Luke fished a length of twine from his saddlebag and handed it to her. She scowled as she knotted it around her waist. “I hope those pigs burn in hell for cutting up my clothes.”

Luke frowned. “Those pigs? There was more than one?”

“Sí. Two of them. They knew my escort.”

“Escort?”

She gave him a haughty look; some feat, given the state of her face. “Naturally my father sent an escort. And I would have brought my duenna, only Marta is too fat to ride. Papa sent three of his most trusted men: Esteban, Diego, and Javier. But that swine and his friend, they knew them. They had served with my father, too.” She spat in the dust. Another thing a well-bred young lady would never do. “Deserters, but we did not know that at the time. They said Papa had sent them with a message, and when we stopped, suspecting nothing, they killed Esteban, Diego, and Javier.” She gave him a guilty look. “At first I escaped—at the first shot Javier told me to flee—but my horse went lame and they caught me.”

Luke scrutinized the clearing. There was no sign of any other man, dead or alive. “What happened to the second man?”


“They quarreled, and he ran off with my horse and all my belongings.”

“You mean with the jewels?”

She rolled her eyes. “Not you, too. How often must I say there were no jewels! As if I would ride through bandit country carrying jewels! That’s why my clothes are ruined. The fools thought I had jewels sewn into my clothes.” She muttered something under her breath.

“Where did they get the idea?” Luke asked curiously. Her attacker had spoken very particularly about jewels, not money or other riches.

“Who knows where fools get such notions?” she said, but her gaze slipped sideways. She knew more than she was saying, but Luke just wanted to get the girl to safety and return to headquarters in good time, so he didn’t pursue the question. She was welcome to her secrets.

She added impatiently, indicating her attire, “I have donned these barbarities, so can we leave now? Ramón will not be far behind me, and he rides with no care for his horse. I must get to the convent.”

“Convent?” Luke swung onto his horse and held a hand down to help her mount.

“The Convent of the Broken Angel. Up there.” She jerked her chin toward the mountains, then grasped his outstretched hand, placed a bare foot on his boot, and swung lithely up behind him. Without waiting, she thudded her dusty little heels into Brutus’s flanks and they moved off.

Strangely, the higher into the mountains they went, the more he felt her tension rise. Her grip on him tightened, and her anxious craning around to look back the way they came became more frequent.

“So, the Convent of the Broken Angel, is it?” Luke said. “Interesting name.”

“The proper name is Convent of the Angels, but since lightning struck one of the angels and broke its wings, everyone calls it the Convent of the Broken Angel.”

“Are you intending to become a nun?”


She answered with a snort. “No. I go there on the instructions of my father. For safety … perhaps.”

“Perhaps?”

“My aunt is there. A nun.”

“I see. I gather she is not related to this Ramón.”

“No, she is from a different side of the family—from the side of my father’s mother.”

“Then that should be all right,” Luke said in vague reassurance.

There was a short silence, then Isabella added, “But I do not know her well. And nuns are sworn to practice obedience.”

Luke’s mouth twitched. “I gather you don’t approve of obedience.”

She sniffed. “It depends. I obey”—her voice wavered— “obeyed my father in all things. But my aunt, she is not the Mother Superior, and I do not know whose side the Mother Superior will take.”

“In what way?”

“Now that Papa is … is dead, and Felipe, too, who was my father’s heir and my betrothed, Ramón is the head of the family, and if he orders my aunt to give me to him … I do not know what the Mother Superior will do. These are dangerous times in Spain, and I do not know if the Mother Superior is with Papa’s side of politics, or against it. And I am another mouth to feed. If she is not a patriot, or Ramón offers her money …”

There was much in what she said, Luke conceded. Spain was a country at war and split within by politics. But surely, if Ramón truly intended to force the child into marriage, no nun, no matter what her politics, would hand Isabella over to him.

“Nuns are also sworn to chastity,” Luke reminded her. “Perhaps she will take your side.”

“Perhaps,” she echoed doubtfully. It was clear she had no confidence in that.

“If it was your father’s dying wish that you go to the convent, his wish must be honored.”


For a few moments she said nothing, then she said, so softly that he almost didn’t catch it, “Perhaps.”

A few minutes up the road they found the rest of her belongings scattered about. Luke stopped to let her go examine them in case there was something she could retrieve.

But there was nothing. Everything, even the saddle, had been shredded in the search for the elusive jewels. Once an exquisitely made piece, the carved and decorated lady’s sidesaddle was now a wreck. Luke could see where some kind of metal decoration—possibly silver—had been wrenched off and the stitching slashed apart. Nothing of value remained.

One thing was clear: all question of jewels aside, with clothing and a sidesaddle of the highest quality, Isabella must come of good family. It gave weight to the suggestion that she was an heiress.

She picked over her ruined belongings, then picked them up and threw them into the bushes. She turned to him and said, “Take me with you.”

“What?” And then he realized she’d spoken in English. “You speak English?”

“Not well, but my mother was half English, and I understand everything.” She brushed that aside and, gripping his stirrup, said in a rush, “Take me with you, to your army. I will be your servant, dress as a boy—I look like a boy, I know. I will cut off my hair, and nobody will know I am a girl. Please, I beg of you—”

“I can’t do that.” Luke cut her off gently. “It’s impossible.”

“But Ramón will come,” she said in despair. “He will take me from the convent and … and …”

“I can’t take you with me,” Luke told her. “My life is too dangerous.”

“And mine is not? Please, Lieutenant Ripton.” She stared up at him in mute entreaty.

“No.” Luke held out a hand to help her remount. It went very much against the grain not to help her, but it was quite impossible to smuggle her into camp as his servant. All he could do was to deliver her to the convent, to her aunt. Her father must have known what he was doing when he sent her there. Surely.

“Then I will stay here,” she said, not moving.

“Here? In the mountains? Don’t be ridiculous. You won’t survive a week out here.” He gestured to the rugged landscape.

“I can. I know how to live off the land. My father taught me how to be a guerrillera.” She gestured at the surroundings. “Better here in the mountains than in Ramón’s hands. My father taught me to hunt and—”

“No. Now get on this horse,” Luke ordered. “I promise you I will look after you. No one will take you; no one will force you.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You promise?”

“On my honor as an English officer and a gentleman.” What the hell was he doing, promising such a thing?

She gave him a long, searching look, then offered a satisfied nod and mounted up behind him. As they moved off, she laid her cheek against his back, and her skinny little arms wrapped trustfully around him.

Luke felt it with a sinking heart. What had he done? And how the hell was he going to keep his rash promise?

The answer came to him as they rode into a small village. The first building they saw was a little stone church. A priest stood by the doorway, his face toward them, as if expecting them.

It was Fate, thought Luke. Fate had looked after him so far in this war. He would trust it again.

“Isabella,” he said. “I think I know of a way to save you from Ramón”

“How?”

“You will need to trust me. I promise you can, but you must do this of your own free will.”

“Do what?” The voice was small but laced with hope. The weight of her expectation made him hesitate.

He dismounted and lifted Isabella down so he could talk to her face-to-face. She turned her bruised and battered little face up to his. “Do what?” The trust in her clear golden eyes was disturbing.

The enormity of what he was about to do flooded his consciousness. He was risking everything, his career, the respect of his peers … but he could not simply leave her to her fate.

He explained. “If I marry you, Ramón cannot.”

Her eyes widened. “Marry you? You want me to marry you?”

He nodded. “Only if you want to.” Luke swallowed, feeling the whole basis of his life slowly slipping away. What would his friends say? What would his mother say? He had no doubt what his commanding officer would say.

“Yes I will marry you, Lieutenant Ripton.” She said it in a rush, as if she feared he would change his mind.

“It’s just a device to stop Ramón,” he warned her.

She nodded. “I understand. And afterward I will come and be your wife in the army.”

“No, I told you, it’s too dangerous.”

“But—”

“Afterward you will go to the Convent of the Angels and live there until it is safe.”

“But—”

“You will not be coming with me. You’re not old enough to be married. This is only to keep you from Ramón, understand.”

She nodded. “I understand.” She glanced at the church. “We will do it here? Now?”

“If you want to.”

“I do.”

The priest took some convincing to marry them. He spoke to Isabella and Luke separately and together. Isabella’s injuries worried him greatly, but she was fervent in her wish to be married, and she swore Luke had not harmed a hair on her head. On the contrary.

And in the end, it was wartime, and better a couple united in sin—even if one was a heathen Englishman—than another young Spanish girl debauched.


They repeated the sacred words, Isabella barefoot and dressed in Luke’s shirt and drawers held up with string. Luke signed a series of documents, the priest witnessed them, and within the hour Luke and his child bride rode north to the Convent of the Angels, where he handed an exhausted young girl and a packet of documents over to her surprised aunt.

Isabella was safe.




End of sample
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