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You have my promise that I have never used AI technology to produce any part of the books I write and publish, and that I never will. Each and every word is mine. I spend copious hours every day outlining my books and then writing them. I refuse to use AI technology because then that product isn’t writing. That is cheating and asking a computer to do the work for me.

So much of writing is organic, and computers simply can’t make a reader feel the things a hero and heroine go through. I absolutely love connecting my characters with my readers, and letting my readers have a fully immersive experience while reading my stories.

Rest assured that I will still write every single word in each one of my books, and you have my guarantee that what you have purchased is the genuine book and not artificially created.

I adore my readers far too much, as well as the craft of writing, to cheat them in any way.

Thank you for your continued support.
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To every reader who struggles with issues no one knows about. Here’s hoping you’ll overcome them and claim victory in your own ways.
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In the search for peace, sometimes calm comes from unexpected sources...

Cecil Benningfield, the tenth Duke of Thornton, is having a difficult time in life. After the war with Napoleon, his mind is not quite right, which has led him to remove himself from society and everything else the beau monde values—including his wife. All he wants is calm, to work the land, and perhaps keep bees, anything to stave off memories of the horrors he’d enacted, as long as he stays in control... of everything.

Emma Benningfield nee Wingate, Duchess of Thornton, is not best pleased with her husband of two years. When she’d married Thornton upon his return from the war, he had the potential to become everything she dreamed of, but then he left her in London to reside permanently in the country. Though it is difficult navigating his mercurial moods and penchant for carnal exhibitionism, she refuses to let him ignore her; they are either married, or he needs to cut her loose.

As she enacts a series of scandals to gain his attention, the rumors reach his ears, which stokes his ire. When he arrives in London, he seeks advice from his friends at Club Damnation, then Cecil embarks on a quest for forced proximity and to win her back despite the challenges, chilling secrets, and dark desires keeping them apart. Yet even then, it might already be too late for a potential second chance at romance. Only time will tell.

...and sometimes it’s found in the very darkness that gives the struggle.
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February 1, 1816

Denham House

St. James Place

Mayfair, England

Wallace Denham, 5th Duke of St. Eggleton folded his copy of The Times as a shiver racked his shoulders, for there was a chill in the air. February was always a time that seemed endless and pointless on the calendar as well as with the weather. The Christmastide holidays were completely over and Easter hadn’t yet arrived, so it felt as if everyone was in a state of holding, almost.

He glanced over at his wife of over twenty years as she worked at some intricate embroidery. The silver strands in her blonde hair were more copious these days and soft wrinkles lined the delicate corners of her eyes and mouth, but that only meant she’d truly lived and enjoyed her life.

“You seem quite content with life just now.” And that state was always subject to change, especially with them, for they were working their way out of rough patch.

“I have learned to appreciate everything that this existence will give me,” she said in response, and the dulcet tones of her voice never failed to send eddies of need through his blood. “Good or bad, up or down, in happiness or sadness, it is all my life and has worked together to make me into the woman I am today.”

“That is a damned decent way of looking at it.” Perhaps he should do that more in his own life. “Are you still determined to give our boy a grand education?”

It was daring—or perhaps stupid—for him to refer to Bartholomew as theirs. Almost two months ago, he’d brought home a five-year-old boy he’d fathered with a mistress. The reason that the boy was even in his custody was due to the fact that his mother had perished shortly before Christmastide last year. But months before that, he’d admitted to Abigail the existence of the child and his brief infidelity while on a mission for the Crown.

That was when she’d promptly moved out of the house and left him to his misery, only to return shortly before Christmas when Bartholomew came to live with them.

Ever since then, they’d become a little family, although emotions were often at the surface and the foundation of their network was sometimes built on shaky ground. However, Wallace was convinced that they would eventually work everything out, for he’d seen how the boy’s charm had worked on his wife, and she was already halfway smitten with him.

“Of course I am. An intelligent man, a man who has an appreciation for the artistic glories around him, a man who can speak in many languages will prove a valuable man in his future.” She flashed him a wisp of a grin. “Besides, he is Viscount Doverson, and I intend to make certain he is a gentleman in the beau monde of some substance, regardless of his scandalous beginnings.”

“An endearing sentiment, of course.” It might have taken her some time to acclimate to the boy’s presence, but she was coming up to the mark admirably. “I, too, would like him to have the best of starts that he possibly can.”

She nodded. “Just now, I am embroidering his initials into one corner of each of these handkerchiefs. Everyone needs a handkerchief.”

“You are a good woman, Abigail.”

A half-stifled huff escaped her throat. “I am a strong woman. There is a difference, I think, at times.”

Fair enough. He wasn’t about to dig deeper into that. “You know, Valentine’s Day isn’t far off. We should make plans to do something romantic.”

Of course, things weren’t as they had been before Bartholomew came into their lives, but he still had faith he’d completely win his wife back.

“Such as?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Unfortunately, there has been too much snow recently to allow a trip to the seashore, but I shall come up with something. And then you won’t be able to resist me.” He waggled his eyebrows in an attempt to tease her. For after everything, she still held his heart.

“Goodness, Wallace, do have some pride in yourself.” Though she chastised him, she did so with a soft smile curving her highly kissable lips.

He grunted, and knots of worry pulled in his gut. “I thought you’d forgiven me.” That coming back together at Christmas a couple of months ago had been quite the benediction for him.

“I have, and Bartholomew is becoming so dear to me. However, there are still pockets of my thoughts that bring me around to why we have the boy to begin with.” With a sigh, she laid her embroidery in her lap as she rested her gaze on him. “My heart breaks all over again to think you weren’t fully committed to me, that you would have sought out your mistress while you were bound to me with sacred vows, and then you returned home as if nothing had happened.”

Heat crept up the back of his neck while he died a thousand deaths inside. “I was on a mission for Crown that I couldn’t tell you or anyone about. You remember when I was gone for a few months? Away from you?”

“Of course I do.” She nodded. “During that period, I spent that time at our country estate cultivating my roses. One variety even won a ribbon at the country fair.”

“I’m sorry I missed it.” And he would always feel sorry for that. “It was the long and loneliest time of my life. I couldn’t write to you, had no one to talk to, feared that my identity would be compromised.” Setting his folded paper on a small, round table at his elbow, he turned fully toward where she sat on a nearby sofa. “Going down to the local tavern while in my disguise and pretend persona meant I couldn’t genuinely connect with anyone.” He shrugged. The life of a spy wasn’t glamorous, and sometimes the general public reacted negatively to that knowledge if it because available. “I was weak. I was in my cups. My path and my mistress crossed by accident. It was a bit of familiarity. I took her to my rented rooms. And that was it. I never sought her out since that day.” A sigh escaped him. “But I have told you this many times already.”

Her blue eyes held a wealth of emotions. “Did you feel sorry about it?”

“Of course. You know I would never hurt you, that I’ve taken our vows seriously since we finally connected in the third year of our marriage.” He forced a hard swallow into his suddenly dry throat. “I have berated myself ever since, even more so when I discovered the child.”

“Hmm, you do seem genuinely broken about everything.” Nothing in her expression gave away her thoughts.

“I am. I’d be devastated if you wished to leave me after everything, after the strides forward we’ve both taken in the past two months.”

“Oh, Wallace, I rather think you’re too charming for your own good.” After she dropped her handiwork into the willow basket at her feet, Abigail left her chair to resettle on the sofa beside him. She curled the fingers of one hand into the folds of his cravat and pulled him closer to her. “I am not going to leave you, and neither will I make you continue to grovel for months on end. There is no need for it, and it’s distasteful, doesn’t reflect well on me, besides.”

Once again, the sense of lightness assailed him from her words. “I am so glad to hear you say that.” Then he took her into his arms and claimed her lips with his in a series of gentle kisses designed to say thank you as well as to tease.

Eventually, she stirred, but she remained in his embrace. With gentle movements, she loosened his cravat then pressed her lips to the skin of his throat she’d uncovered, and he did his best not to shudder from the innocent touch. “How are your friends at the club doing these days?” she asked as she manipulated the silver buttons of his bottle-green superfine jacket.

Trying to concentrate on her words instead of what she was doing to him was proving a challenge. “As far as I can tell, the men who have married over the past year are still well and truly content. I’m glad for that, of course, for if anyone deserves to enjoy solid matches and endearing romances, it’s them.” A soft chuckle left his throat. “Are they still disreputable? That depends on the day, but they are all better versions of themselves now that they’re married. It’s a lovely testament to the power of love.”

“Why?” The warmth of her breath sailed across the lower portion of his jaw.

When he reached for the laces at the back of her gown, she tsked her tongue and pulled slightly away and out of his grasp. “Because I am the same, or at least I was until our lives were interrupted by the knowledge of Bartholomew.”

She shoved the jacket from his shoulders and then off his body. “It is not his fault.”

“I know.” Despite wanting to toss her to the low sofa, he kept his hands still, one on her shoulder and one at her hip.

Her eyes darkened as she tugged the shirttails of his fine lawn shirt from the waist of his breeches. “We are still happy together, Wallace, it just has been tempered with real life, I think.”

“Is that bad?” God, after everything, would he still lose her?

“Not necessarily. It makes us stronger, gives us another opportunity to work together to overcome the challenges.” Then she moved slightly out of his arms, and when he would have protested, Abigail shoved him backward onto the sofa. “Just now, though, I’m after something else entirely.” As she spoke, she reached for his front falls.

If this was the nearest to heaven he could be, there would be no complaints from him. “So I can see, sweeting.” Seconds later, his front falls were down, and his engorged length sprang from the fabric. His groan of anticipation echoed in the silence of the room.

With a wicked glint in her eyes, Abigail slipped to the opposite end of the sofa and knelt between his splayed legs. “Which one of the dukes do you feel will fall to parson’s mousetrap next?”

Fucking hell. She wished to converse now? He could hardly concentrate as she gently wrapped a hand around his hardened length.

“I’m not certain. Could be Blackhawke or perhaps even Thornton. His wife has been causing scandal in London for the past two months. It’s starting to grate, from all accounts.”

“Mmm, well, it’s exciting, nonetheless. I adore when one of your club members is matched. It means there is hope for everyone because as you’ve said, there is much power in finding love and nurturing it.”

Then she took him in hand, and he ceased to think. His world went sideways the second she took his engorged length into her mouth, and she began to manipulate it as well as his stones in a variety of erotic and most pleasurable ways.

Damn, he was fortunate, after everything. His clubmates could manage their own lives for a while. Right now, he meant to enjoy his quite thoroughly.
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February 1, 1816

Club Damnation

43 St. James Place

Mayfair, London

Bloody bloody hell.

Cecil Benningfield, the 10th Duke of Thornton, shoved the fingers of one hand through his hair, and stopped just short of tearing it right out of his head as he thought about.

Why the hell was she doing this? Did she not care about my reputation or hers?

When he huffed in annoyance, one of the other club members who was near to his chair glanced his way. “I apologize.”

The Duke of Eggleton frowned. Perhaps in his mid-to late fifties, he was the founder of Club Damnation. He’d worked tirelessly to make certain the organization was a safe space for men with the title of duke as well as those men who didn’t. The ones who didn’t were both titled otherwise or they were not, but every man within the club held the moniker of “duke” whether they were born with it or were able to choose their specific name.

It meant that every man there was on the same footing; no one was better than another.

“Clearly something has upset you this evening, Thornton, but first, let me welcome you back to Town.”

Cecil inclined his head. “Thank you, though I’m not sure it will prove an enjoyable visit.” Already, he detested it here and had since he’d returned from Thornton Hall in West Berkshire before the Christmastide season began. Now, snow kept him here... as well as the knowledge that his errant wife was causing scandal and trailing gossip in her wake.

Apparently.

Eggleton huffed. “Why?”

He stabbed an index finger at the missive that had just been delivered to him at the club from the butler at Benningfield House in Mayfair. “It seems my wife is gaining far too much notice with her scandalous behavior while in society. If it has reached my butler’s ears and even he has raised an eyebrow at it, then her actions must be quite disturbing. I can no longer turn a blind eye toward it.”

One of the other dukes in the room chuckled. Steppingford downed the remainder of his drink then grinned. “Did you ever consider the fact that perhaps she’s doing what she is to gain your notice?” He was a tall man with a barrel chest and graying brown hair but piercing eyes that seemed to look right through a person. Within the past year, he’d recently married, and rumor held that he was so besotted with his young wife that he vastly preferred being closeted with her over moving through society.

Was it obsession or merely tip-over-tail love for her? Perhaps no one had the right to judge or say.

“Bah.” He waved away the comment, for it was absurd. “Emma doesn’t care if I’m alive or dead. We’ve been apart for nearly two years.”

To be fair, it had been his decision to leave her only a couple of months after they’d married, a month after he’d returned from war when his commission had expired. God, that day seemed a thousand years ago. He’d been so damned grateful not to be fighting, not to have to endure adverse conditions in Spain, not to miss her after so long.

They had met four years before their wedding date at a ball. He’d promised one of the patronesses of Almack’s that he would drop by one of the events being thrown there, for there was more interest when members of the military were in attendance as well as an unattached duke. At the time, he had no interest in finding a romance, being matched, or even contemplating the possibility of taking a mistress. All his concentration had been centered on his upcoming stint with the cavalry, but from the moment he glanced across the crowded ballroom, and his gaze had connected with hers, his world had upended.

Immediately, he’d danced one set with her. Captivated by her clear gray eyes, he’d never wished to leave, but the evening had passed far too quickly. Daring much, and fully knowing what society would say afterward, he’d danced a waltz with her even though they were considered quite scandalous at the time.

By the time the ball concluded, he’d asked for her hand or at least her promise, which she gave readily and kissed him behind a grouping of potted ferns as most of the guests were leaving the ballroom. His heart was not his own following that night.

While he’d been away fighting in the war, he and Emma had written letters, and there had been many times when news from home, no matter how dull, had saved his sanity. She’d had a knack for writing, for making each letter contain a slice of life glimpsed through her unique point of view that took him away from reality for a time. And then there had been other missives where she’d tell him about herself, where she indicated how much she looked forward to him coming home so they could start their lives together, and how much she wanted to marry him... as well as do very naughty things to him. There had been no time for that since he left London the day after the ball, the day after becoming engaged after mere hours with her.

Of course, he’d written back, patiently answering every one of her questions, telling her about himself, about what he saw on a daily basis while away.

Only twice was he able to see her while on the march, once every other year as it happened. Others would say it was torture, but for him, he’d fallen in love with her lock, stock, and barrel through her letters, so that one night at the ball hadn’t been a fluke.

But everything changed two weeks before he was due to come home.

Eggleton cleared his throat. The sound wrenched Cecil from his thoughts. “Not to pry or prod, but I rather think Steppingford is correct. The duchess is not so subtly crying out for your attention. I mean, you aren’t residing beneath the same roof. She needed to grow creative.”

Cecil snorted, for that was also correct. Since he’d come back to London, he didn’t wish to live at the townhouse, not with her, so he’d taken a room at the club. The space was cramped and at times the noise from other rooms on that floor where courtesans entertained club members grew excessive, but what was he to do?

This time it was the “Duke” of Nottingham who responded. His red hair gleamed like molten lava in the candlelight. He was one of the club members who had been able to pick out the name for his honorary title with the caveat from Eggleton that it be one from literature.

“Let’s suppose for one moment that the duchess isn’t hoping for Thornton’s attention.”

Eggleton nodded. “Then what is she doing?”

Nottingham shrugged. “Perhaps she has grown tired of waiting for her husband to remember she exists and has chosen to live life on her own terms.”

“That’s even worse,” Cecil grumbled as he peered into the depths of his brandy glass.

“Ha!” Steppingford moved his chair closer to Cecil’s then leaned forward and rested his forearms on his knees with his hands dangling between them, his empty glass in one hand. “Look, Thornton, I understand your thinking to a point, but you can’t have both sides of the coin. However, from what I saw of your wife the last time we met, she still retains her looks and is quite striking. There are many men in the ton who wouldn’t hesitate to take her into their beds or crawl into hers if she’s asking.”

A wave of jealousy rose in his chest even as he internally fought against it. “Yet she is married to me.”

“Indeed.” One of Steppingford’s salt-and-pepper eyebrows rose in challenge. “You had only been married two months before you decided she wasn’t worth the cost of the paper or the ink on the marriage certificate. How is she supposed to act?”

“That’s not true at all.”

As hot annoyance continued to circle through his insides, Cecil thought back to the weeks before his commission expired. They’d been in the midst of a battle. The damned French had numbers and determination on their side while the English, though they’d joined forces with Spanish troops, had suffered horrific losses.

He’d attained the rank of captain during his stint, and it was his responsibility to lead his men in the best way possible as well as to protect them as best he could. After he’d mounted his horse, he gave his men a string of encouraging words. Two minutes later, they’d surged forward in readiness to meet the enemy. That was when cannon fire erupted, from seemingly all sides. Chaos reigned. His horse fell beneath him. Through the screams and cries as well as the thick, acrid smoke, he slowly came to realize that he’d been injured.

The extent of those injuries hadn’t dawned on him until much later that morning, for he’d dragged men to safety and kept up with others as the charge forward continued. It was only after he’d grown annoyed at having to wipe blood from his eye and the fact the left side of his body wouldn’t obey his brain’s commands at times that he let a field doctor examine him.

Such news hadn’t been ideal. He suffered burns plus embedded shrapnel from the cannon ball’s explosion into their supply wagon and cannon that he was given a horrible diagnosis. Some of the shrapnel could be removed but some couldn’t. What was more, there would be scarring both from that as well as the burns, and the sight in his left eye may or not have been affected. He would always walk with the assistance of a cane, and he would forever be marked from that day.

None of the accolades or medals of merit could make up for the fact that he returned home to London a monster, not a whole man, someone that others stared at when they encountered him on the street. Yet he was to marry Emma, and the dear woman had said his appearance didn’t matter because his heart—his spirit—was pristine.

Though he’d believed her at the time, it soon became apparent that it was a lie... or at least that was what his mind had tricked him to believe. Sanity was often missing beneath the nightmares, day terrors, and phantom sounds or pain.

Steppingford snapped his fingers to reengage Cecil’s attention. “How about this. Why does your wife’s scandal bother you?”

Why indeed? After tossing back the remainder of his brandy, Cecil heaved a sigh. “I suppose it means she’s moved on from me, has no more use for me as a husband, can’t stomach the sight of my scarred, twisted skin.”

“Gammon,” Nottingham said with the shake of his head. He tapped his temple with an index finger. “It’s the demons in your mind that make you think those things. I rather doubt they’re true.”

He shook his head. “But what if they are?” Ever since his injury, he feared he’d never be able to keep a woman of Emma’s caliber.

“And what if they aren’t? What if you’re now using those dark thoughts as a screen to hide behind?” There was no trace of pity in the man’s face. “Will you not even try to fight for her? After all, you separated two months into your union. That’s hardly time together to work anything out.”

Chuckles went around the group of them.

Eggleton nodded. “This is true. I’ll wager we all were still in the honeymoon phase of marriage during those months and hadn’t gotten to the work of it yet.” But he frowned at Cecil. “Do you still wish to be wed to her?”

“I couldn’t begin to say.” He bounced his gaze away from the three men who were his friends, for at the back of his warped mind, he suspected the break in their marriage was his fault... that he hadn’t tried hard enough and had run away to hide like a coward. “How can I ask Emma to stay married to me when I look like this?” Vaguely, he gestured to the wreck of his left side. “It’s not fair and not what she thought she was getting when I came home from war.”

“God, what a nodcock you are, Thornton,” Steppingford said with a shake of his head. “There are no rules for love’s capacity or even why a person loves another despite everything. Hell, I’m a prime example of that.”

Nottingham nodded. “We all are. Sometimes the bumps in your path work out and will bring you to things you have never thought possible.”

Cecil grunted. “Such as?”

The other man shrugged. “Love. Acceptance. A family to call your own.” When the men’s attention landed on him, he nodded as ruddy color snuck up his neck and into his face. “Uh, my wife is increasing. Four months along, or so says her midwife.” Once congratulations went around their group, he held up a hand. “I didn’t mean to announce it, but I thought it might help you, Thornton.” His jaw worked as he thought over his next words. “However, you are wed at the moment and will need to at the very least talk with her, to find out what she wants.”

“Nottingham is correct,” Eggleton said with a nod. “If you love her, work things out. If you don’t, you truly need cut her loose. Grant her a divorce and let her have what she doesn’t with you.”

When the truth stared at him in the face, it was quite sobering. “But—”

“No.” Eggleton shook his head. “Perhaps she’s trying to gain your attention because you didn’t come up to the mark at Christmastide. Since you weren’t home and she couldn’t very well come to the club, there was no chance of the two of you talking.”

He swallowed the curse he would have said. “It’s nearly dammed Valentine’s Day. Even the calendar mocks me, tries to remind me that romance isn’t like the storybooks and mine has been shot to hell.”

Steppingford narrowed his eyes. The ruby in the snowy folds of his cravat winked in the candlelight. “Because you’ve neglected it. There were times in my own fledgling union where I could have given up and neglected it, but I fought. For the love of my wife.”

“Bah.” His desertion had made certain the love they used to share had died long ago.

“See here, Thornton,” Eggleton said with a frown. “You let your control slip, my friend. You who prided yourself on that in the war.”

“Yes, well, that was before I became a monster, a hideous beast. My mind is scrambled most days, so even if Emma could overlook that, there are still the scars...”

“You are a coward, Cecil,” Eggleton said in a lowered voice. For long moments, the two of them stared at each other. “Nothing worth having is ever merely handed to us. We have to fight for what we want... or what we wish to keep. Trust me, I know from what I speak.”

“Perhaps.” Cecil frowned. Had the demons in his mind warped everything so badly that he no longer knew what was true and what was false?

The founder of the club’s expression softened. “Here is my advice, for what it’s worth. Put your house in order, Thornton, or your name will become a mockery in society. You might not care about that right now, but eventually, you will. Eventually, when you have children—either with your wife or with another—you’ll wish you exerted yourself now.”

“I agree.” Nottingham nodded. “As we talk about this, perhaps Steppingford was correct all along. Your wife is baiting you, friend, testing you. She’s practically demanding that you attend to her or at least hear her out. Then you can decide—together—what happens next with your marriage.”

Steppingford nodded as well. “You can’t neglect her any longer, regardless. You married her for a reason. Find it again.”

Cecil snorted. “Yes, but I didn’t realize my mind would prove so warped and my figure so gruesome—”

“Neither are valid excuses.” Steppingford moved from his chair to stand near Cecil’s. He dropped a supportive hand on his shoulder. “This is your reality. Make your peace, square with it, ask her to help you, but you can’t ignore it any longer, and you can no longer hide from it. None of it makes you any less worthy.”

Every man there agreed with murmured words and nods.

“Small comfort, that.”

“Perhaps, but in everything, there is comfort. You must search harder for it.” Eggleton shrugged. Compassion shone in his eyes. “Find your peace, Thornton. If you can’t find love, you shall have that, and it’s a step in the right direction to accepting yourself as you are.”

“Thank you, friend. I shall try.” Even he could see he couldn’t continue to reside in this sort of purgatory-like place between taking up the reins of his life or finding new ones.

After that, they spent the next couple of hours playing cards and talking over current events.

Eventually, Nottingham stirred. “I must go home to my wife. I promised not to linger too long here, but it felt an age since I’ve seen everyone.”

Eggleton nodded. “We all need to make more of an effort to come together, perhaps once a month, regardless of how busy or how consumed with our wives we are,” he said as he cast a glance about the gathering. “To that end, there is a ball tomorrow night being held at Darkemore’s home. Perhaps your wife will also attend, Thornton. I’d like to see you there as well, and since it’s our own Duke of Hearts, we should go anyway. Ravenhurst is scheduled to hold a rout on Valentine’s Day, but with his wife in her confinement period, I rather doubt that will occur. Best come together tomorrow night instead.”

Bah. Children. Yet his chest tightened. Would that ever be his lot? “What the hell should I say to her?” Truly, he was at a loss.

“Are you mad?” Nottingham regarded him as if he’d grown two heads. “Take back the control in your union and go from there.”

In a remote portion of his brain, it made sense, yet how could he do that when he was embarrassed for running away? Perhaps it didn’t matter. “Fine.” He nodded then stood up from his chair as the rest of them did as well. “I shall take Emma in hand or take her to task. I don’t want any of it, but her actions are now reflecting badly on me. While I don’t even want
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