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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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Dear Readers,
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One of my favorite tropes to write is the second chance at love. In Cloaked in Shadows, you’ll find that plus revenge, as well as a secondary character I’m thinking about giving his own story to. I hope you adore Hugh. For some reason, I don’t write a whole lot of blond heroes, and he’s pretty dreamy, if broken. I had no intention of writing his story for this series, but he wouldn’t leave me alone. Practically demanded to have his story told, so here we are. Plus, you’ll have a bit of an inside look of how his sister Theodosia spent her time until she was able to wed her hero.

Enjoy!

Sandra
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To Rachel M. Thanks for all you’ve done for me. I couldn’t do this gig without you.
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Blurb
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When evil lurks, the best way to draw it out is to cloak yourself with shadows.

Hugh Cavendish, new Marquess of Armestead, is a man disillusioned about life. After spending three years imprisoned in Botany Bay for crimes he committed against a peer, he’s returned to London with revenge on his mind and a black mark against his name. However, it’s a sticky wicket, for in bringing retribution to a certain duke’s doorstep, he would destroy the life of his enemy’s sister—the woman he’d loved and lost.

Lady Roslyn Kenton, sister to the Duke of Innesford, is wary of men, for they’ve certainly proved untrustworthy and disappointing. Though her brother wields dark and treacherous power, she’d rather not have her name associated with him, but when the repercussions of his misdeeds come home to roost, they bring with them the one man she never hoped to see again—her former fiancé, Hugh Cavendish.

They get on like oil and water at first, but when underlying sparks set desire ablaze, secrets are revealed that shift their perceptions and challenge their thinking. While a romance blooms and they work to overcome lingering obstacles, danger moves within the ton, and its sights are set on permanently keeping Hugh from restoring his honor... and her promise. Only by calling upon a few friends fighting social injustices will Hugh and Roslyn have the freedom to grasp the happily ever after denied to them years ago.
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March 15, 1819

London, England

Hugh Cavendish, the newly minted Marquess of Armestead, frowned over the account ledgers for his holdings and the information contained therein.

If I wasn’t certain you were already rotting in hell, Father, I’d consign your soul there myself.

His father had expired two and a half months before, but for the bulk of his time holding the title, he’d managed to gamble away most of the coin from the Cavendish coffers. Once Hugh had figured out what was happening, he’d managed to siphon off a tidy amount into his own account, and while it had taken him this long to make any sense of the mess his father and the former man-of-affairs had made of the accounts, he was heartily glad of the foresight.

At least the ledgers were in the black, but only just. It would take a year, perhaps longer, to put everything about the holdings into working order, for his father had neglected far more than he’d let on. However, the first thing Hugh had done as marquess was sell the property in the Caribbean. He’d released the slaves his father had kept—unbeknownst to the rest of the family—and had found them new lodging and employment, thanks to the help of a few people high on the instep within the ton who worked for the freedom and equality of all.

Never had he been gladder to make his first action as marquess.

But that relieved the stress and anxiety regarding the mess dropped in his lap slightly. He raked his fingers through his hair and then rubbed his tired eyes with the heels of his hands. God, that terrible night two and a half months ago when his father had taken his own life haunted him. Not only had his father committed suicide, but he’d also essentially murdered a fellow peer—his own son-in-law—after a series of egregious acts that evening. It didn’t matter if said peer would have killed his new wife—Hugh’s sister—or that they’d been married mere hours before that fatal standoff in the streets of Mayfair. Neither did it matter that the man would have also destroyed Hugh’s sister’s true love merely because he was of mixed heritage. He was dead, and so was the former marquess.

Leaving Hugh’s mother a widow and his sister Theodosia one as well.

What a tangled and convoluted mess life had become. To say nothing of the shame and shadows that surrounded his family name and the title. Perhaps it was a good thing he was observing mourning, for going out into society right now would prove torturous. But all of that was negated by the fact that Theodosia would soon earn her happiness with her real fiancé, Mr. Samuel Johansen. Yes, she’d need to wait until a year after her forced marriage to her husband, but it would happen.

Love won on that startling and terrible night in the snow, but not without leaving deep scars on all involved.

Hugh shook his head. Love. Both a horrible yet hopeful prospect. While he wished his sister all the best in the world, that situation was not for him. Hadn’t he learned with staggering accuracy that the hearts of women were fickle at best?

A knock at the study door scattered his maudlin thoughts.

“Come in.” Expecting the butler, he grinned when his best friend strolled into the room. “Adam! I thought you were in France.”

Adam Collier—Viscount Banfield—had been his best friend since Oxford days. He’d fought hard against the court ruling that had seen Hugh sent off to the prison, Botany Bay. Afterward, he’d left England in solidarity to Hugh’s unfair and unjust treatment. Though Hugh had been back on England’s shores for five months, he’d missed talking with his friend.

“I’ve only just returned and couldn’t wait to see for myself how you fared.” The man dropped into a leather winged-back chair that faced Hugh’s desk. “Obviously, your circumstances have changed.”

“Yes.”

“For the better?” One of Adam’s dark eyebrows cocked.

Hugh snorted. “That largely depends on the day.” After the dramatic way Christmas Day had arrived last year, he’d written to his friend. “I assume your sister is well?” The retreat to France had also been to remove his sister from England for a time when she’d fallen in with a man who was very much a fortune hunter.

“She is. And from all accounts, quite content to linger in the Riviera, painting with near-masters of the craft.” Adam’s shrug was an elegant affair. “Honestly, I’m content to let her remain with Mother for a while. It’s good for them to be together. The war separated the family too much, and now that everyone can freely travel, I’d rather they keep each other company. The sun agrees with them both.”

“I can understand your feelings. Younger sisters are... tricky at times.” Thank God Theodosia had come out right. Not unscathed, but she was alive, and she would have her time in the sun soon enough. “Is Eloise coming home?”

“Who can say?” The viscount shrugged once more, and the gesture was purely a demonstration of elegance that attested to his mother’s people. He was as dark as Hugh was light, for he had French blood in his veins that gave him a romantic edge and a personality that naturally drew people in. “Eventually? She’s eight and twenty. Mother missed her terribly, and I need Eloise to take some of the interest from me in the matter of marriage. This works out nicely and allows me to have time to myself.”

Hugh snorted. He plucked a bottle of brandy, as well as two cut crystal glasses, from a drawer in the desk then set them up in front of Adam. “You have my sympathies. Leg-shackling isn’t something to be taken lightly... or at all.” The trace of bitterness in his voice was evident even to his own ears.

“Ah.” Adam narrowed his eyes. “Has your mother relented in that quarter with you?”

“Yes.” His hand shook as he poured out of measure of the amber liquid into each glass. “Ever since the contretemps surrounding Theodosia’s ill-fated marriage, she’s washed her hands of matchmaking. Truth be told, I believe she’s heartily embarrassed at her part in that fiasco, and now that Theo is engaged to the man of her heart, Mother has retreated. I hope to think over her actions and come to terms with having Samuel as part of the family... eventually.”

Adam took his glass in hand and lifted it in salute. “Your sister was married but she’s engaged?” A frown took possession of his mouth. “I’m confused.”

“I don’t blame you.” Briefly, he told his friend what had happened during the Christmastide season last year, how it had ended, and what life was like now. “Suffice it to say, Mr. Johansen asked Theodosia to marry him on the exact day she was forced to wed an insufferable earl, thanks to my father. However, that engagement stands even if it needs to remain a secret from a large part of society. People will gossip, of course, but we’re attempting to mitigate the damage already done so that when she is able to wed the man of her heart, that day won’t become shrouded in controversy and rumor.”

“Apparently, I should have come home sooner.” Adam stared at him with surprise and astonishment in his eyes. “I missed all the fun. Such a story doesn’t come along that often.”

Hugh scoffed. “It’s a complicated mess, really. She’s required to be in mourning for a man she hated while forced apart from the man she loves. I’ve never admired my sister more for her strength than I do now.”

“When can she legally wed Mr. Johansen?”

“Not until Christmas of this year.” God, she was so strong, much more than he could ever hope to be, after enduring what she already had. Being thrown in Botany Bay seemed like a slap on the wrist compared to Theo’s struggles.

Could she teach him how to grasp that tranquility, to release the deep-seated anger that had infiltrated to his soul after the crimes against him?

“Ah.” Adam took a sip of his brandy. He rested an ankle on a knee, and as he shifted in his seat, the afternoon sunlight glimmered off the golden paisley embroidery of his brown waistcoat. “How is she doing? I can’t imagine what life has become for her.”

I don’t truly know. Hugh shook his head. “She’s emotional, of course. Keeps to her rooms much more than she ever did before. Exchanges letters with Samuel every week, but she no longer immerses herself in her causes, which was how she met him. After putting her friends into danger, she claims to have retired from that life.”

More’s the pity, that, for she did good works within the ton as she fought to bring the issue of illegal slave trade to light in society as well as bring the men who made their fortunes on the backs of that to justice.

Which was how he’d landed into trouble himself.

“I’m gobsmacked, actually.” Adam waved a hand to supposedly include all they’d spoken of. “Does your sister see her fiancé?”

“Unfortunately, no.” Hugh tightened his fingers on his glass. “Samuel won’t have rumors swirling. Doesn’t want to run the risk of anything intimate occurring.” He sighed. His poor sister. “Perhaps once six months have passed, they might meet as friends in a public setting, but not alone.”

“I’ve never been more in awe of your sister.” Adam tossed back the remainder of his drink. He winced. “It’s an incredible story.”

“It is, incredible and fraught with warning, but I’m weary of having it front and center in my life. To say nothing of the fallout from my father’s death.” Hugh drained his glass and welcomed the sting of the alcohol in his throat. “By the by, what brings you here, my friend? Not that I haven’t welcomed the distraction.”

“You, actually.”

Surprise speared through him. “Why?”

“Hugh.” Adam placed his empty glass on the desktop as he met his gaze. Compassion and worry clouded his dark brown eyes. “You spent three years in Botany Bay, and you’ve apparently been back in England for five months. I haven’t seen you nor heard from you in that time. All is not well, I’m thinking.”

“I wrote several weeks ago to your address in France.”

Adam waved a hand in dismissal. “Passed with the post, no doubt. What have you been doing with your time—plotting revenge?”

Heat crept up the back of Hugh’s neck. “I...”

“A man doesn’t survive those horrors without scars.”

“You have no idea,” he managed to whisper from a suddenly tight throat.

He had physical scars, of course, from being flogged or from wearing leg-irons for days on end. To say nothing of being confined to a solitary cell for weeks, deprived of a few senses where he survived on bread and water.

But it was the scars on his heart, his soul, that he feared would never heal. Those left behind by betrayal and manipulation and the withholding of love might indeed break him if he didn’t keep his mind sharp.

“I’m sorry,” Adam said softly. He moved a hand, which caught Hugh’s attention and helped him to focus on the present. “Which is why I arranged—with a handful of powerful friends—to spring you from the prison early.” Pain flitted over his face. “I never stopped working toward that goal, Hugh. Not even once, which was why, in part, I removed to France. To better concentrate on that plan.”

“What?” Shock plowed through his chest. “That pardon was your doing?” He’d had no idea why his freedom had come, for he’d been thrown into Botany Bay for life with a sentence that hadn’t matched the alleged crime. Neither had he known from whence that early release had come, but he’d taken the gift and boarded the first ship back to England from that cursed island near Australia.

Where other prisoners had struck out on their own to make a life in the new location, Hugh hadn’t overcome his longing to return to London.

And Roslyn, but he hadn’t been quite as fortunate with that.

“I did, with assistance from the Duke of Skeffington, the Carrington family, the Marquess of Hereford, and the legal counsel from the Earl of Huxington.”

“Those men did that?”

“Oh yes. To say nothing of the guidance and connections of Lady Banyon. Among others.”

“Damn.”

“Indeed.” A slow grin curved Adam’s lips. “The bloody Duke of Innesford might have paid enough people to put you into that prison and keep you there, but if you have enough peers high on the instep to grease enough palms and threaten to reveal a few well-hidden secrets, any prior decision can be overturned.”

“Dear God.” Hugh collapsed against the back of his chair. The springs creaked in protest as he gaped at his friend. “I don’t know what to say.” He shook his head and fought off the emotion rising in his throat. That these men, his contemporaries, and the women of the ton who were already fighting for social causes themselves, people he didn’t know well, would come together on his behalf to pry him from a wrong imprisonment, it boggled his mind. “I never knew I meant so much to all of you.”

“Never underestimate your good name, despite what your father did. It’s your character we all admire. That’s what makes a man; his reputation is what others think of him, so if Innesford has taken that, it matters not.” The viscount raised an eyebrow. “When one of our own is in need, we’ll all do whatever it takes to render assistance.”

Hugh rubbed a hand over his face. “I can’t wrap my head around this. Dare I ask how much I’m indebted to all of you?”

“It wouldn’t be very gentlemanly of you to do so.” Adam winked. “Thank us by living a life you’re proud of. Use your nobility to make a difference and enact change that will eventually benefit everyone. Work as the rest of us are, quietly and efficiently, within the ton at shattering the old ways.”

“Of course. I did, before I was taken from my life.” Then he crumbled. He plunked his elbows on the desktop and dropped his head into his hands. A ball of emotion lodged in his throat. Revenge wasn’t the proper way to show gratitude to these people who’d risked much to see to his freedom. “None of that can happen until I remove the black mark against my name that Innesford has destroyed.” In this he wouldn’t budge.

“Yes, Innesford is quite a blackheart. There’s no denying that. However, he is a duke and therefore, untouchable.”

No one was above the law. “God, I hate him, Adam.” Out of reach or not, the man would pay. “He took three years from me,” he said on a barely audible whisper. Hugh shoved a hand through his hair. The dream of Roslyn had dissolved long ago. “He took everything from me.”

And that was something he could neither have returned nor forgive.

“I know. Huxington told me the duke had dropped enough coin in enough coffers and threated enough officials to ensure you’d pass a miserable existence in that prison. Forever, if he’d had his druthers.”

“That makes sense.” Flashes of his time at Botany Bay faded in and out of his mind’s eye. He shoved those memories away, refusing to give them life, for it was enough they haunted him at night. “My treatment was much more... let’s say intense... than that of other men in my groups.” It was another score he wished to settle with the duke. “I absolutely want revenge.”

Over and over again until he had his life back.

If that were even possible, for the damage had already been done.

His friend cursed beneath his breath. “No good will come from such a wish. You know that, and it’s a dangerous prospect besides.”

Hugh swallowed around the lump of emotion sitting in his throat. He’d not had the time nor the inclination to let himself feel everything that had happened to him over the years, which meant he would break, and soon, with little provocation. “What would you do in my place?” The ragged whisper sounded overly loud in the sudden quiet.

“I don’t know.”

“You have no idea what I had to endure in that prison, Adam. No idea.” Even now, it physically hurt him to speak of it. He’d told no one about that time, not even Theodosia, though Lord knew she tried to cajole him into discussing it, to let it out so that it wouldn’t haunt him any longer, but he’d clung to those horrible memories. They were his, and he’d survived.

There had to be a reason for that.

“I realize you’re angry, but killing the duke isn’t the answer.” Adam’s eyes were kind as he held Hugh’s gaze. “Why now? You’ve been home five months and have had three years to contemplate revenge. Why haven’t you done something about it?”

He shrugged and once more sat back against the supple leather of the chair. “After everything with my father and Theo’s horrific marriage and subsequent widowhood, I’ve realized life is incredibly short.”

“And?”

“I must go after what I want now, and that is making Innesford pay.”

“Perhaps the time for that has passed.”

“No! He’s learned nothing!” Hugh slammed a fist upon his desk. “He deals in human cargo—blacks to America for a life of torture and toil, and pretty white women to wealthy sheiks in Arabia, for little more than service of a concubine or God knows what else.” A shudder moved down his spine. How many women had gone missing from England or the Continent, never to be heard from again? “I can’t—won’t—allow that to continue. Shutting down his operations is part of my plan for revenge.”

“While that’s a noble proposition, he’s not the only one who didn’t learn anything over the years,” his friend said in a soft voice. “Chasing him, antagonizing him, will further break you. Or push you into committing a real crime that will truly see you hanging in Newgate.” There was a hardness to Adam’s eyes as he met Hugh’s gaze once more. “Don’t do this. Don’t become your father. Or worse, the monster the duke is.”

“The commonsense part of me knows what you say is true.” Shame heated Hugh’s chest. He sank further in his chair. “However, there is another part of me, buried deep where I retreated when torture would have done me in, that demands satisfaction for the injustices.” He rubbed a hand along his jaw. “What would you have me do instead? Ignore what he did to me as if it had never happened?” A muscle ticced in his cheek as he clenched his jaw. “Innesford must be held accountable.”

“Agreed. However, don’t you think you deserve peace after all this time? Revenge will blacken your heart and destroy this second chance at life you’ve been given.” He shook his head. “You deserve happiness. Love. The rest of us didn’t risk our necks to free you merely to have that thrown back in our faces.”

The gentle chastisement stabbed through his chest like a knife. “I’m grateful to all of you. Truly I am. And I promise to remain mindful of that.”

“Then what of everything else I said?”

Hugh straightened his spine as his heart seized with painful accuracy. “I had love once,” he said softly, distinctly. “Innesford took that from me too, and perhaps that’s the crime I find impossible to forgive.” He’d lost Roslyn, and God knew what the duke had told her in the interim.

He’d had everything before the duke had manipulated the judicial system and had him tossed into Botany Bay, had been on the verge of being wed to the love of his life, had very nearly started a family. The trouble lay in the fact that said lady was the duke’s sister, and now she was forever lost to him. He’d been wrenched from that life before he’d been allowed to show her the depth of his then-regard, and he’d forever regretted that. 

“Do you know for a fact that Lady Roslyn is beyond your reach?”

Merely hearing her name sent shards of hurt through his already shredded heart. “She no doubt despises me.” Innesford had made certain of that. “I shudder to think what the duke told her to explain away my sudden departure. He’s had three years to plant lies.”

“Ah, then you haven’t seen her since you’ve returned.”

“Of course not,” Hugh snapped. “How would I even begin such a conversation? Not to mention I’d never be admitted into the house.”

“True.” Adam shrugged. “Do you harbor feelings for her? I assume if you do, it’s best to start there.”

“Honestly, I’m not certain what it is I feel, for if anything is there, it’s hidden behind anger.” At least that was the truth.

“Fair enough. Does she care for you?”

“After all this time?” He chopped a hand through the air. “Bah. If you were a female, how would you think, react, after what happened?”

“There is the hope Innesford told her nothing. Perhaps she already knows where you were.”

“If that were the case, wouldn’t she have been waiting at the docks for me to return home instead of Theodosia? Would she not have written with outcries of the injustice committed against me?” Were Roslyn’s declarations of love from years ago empty platitudes?

“Touché. The two of you were always stubborn.” The viscount tapped his chin with a forefinger. “Perhaps it’s best to forget about the lady and start anew. Some love was never meant to go the distance.”

Except, he’d not been able to forget about her. She’d been the image he’d kept in his mind during those long years away from everything he’d ever known. Remembering her and their time together had been the reason he’d survived the torture and trauma he’d been forced to endure. Yes, he wanted revenge on the duke, but not at her expense.

“She deserves a life removed from me,” he finally said in answer to Adam’s comment. “I’m not the same man I was three and a half years ago.”

“Perhaps she’s not the same woman either,” his friend said softly. “I’ve heard she’s not quite right in the upper stories.”

Hugh gaped. Had his absence done that to her? Or had living beneath her brother’s dictates with no escape sent her over? Those words and thoughts shoved him further into a brown study. “After everything, I want her happiness above all. I’d rather not see her involved in whatever ugliness might occur between her brother and myself. She’d hate me regardless.”

“Revenge does run opposite of romance.” When Hugh nodded, Adam heaved a sigh. “The road you’ve chosen to trod isn’t an easy one.”

“It never is, my friend. In many ways, this life, this title, is more fraught with peril than life inside the prison walls. I knew what to expect then.”

“And now everything is different.” Adam frowned. “What will you do?”

“I honestly have no idea. Now that the estates and ledgers are leveling out, I finally have time to brood upon the problem.”

“Beware of making important decisions. After all, this is the Ides of March.”

Hugh snorted. His plummeting spirits lifted somewhat. “Unless you plan to betray me too, I have nothing to worry about or fear from this day.”

“Indeed.” A mischievous grin stretched over Adam’s face. “Come out to the club with me tonight for dinner. It’ll do you good to circulate. We’ll put our fingers to the pulse of the ton and see what information we can use for our cause.”

Hugh’s eyebrows lifted. “You’ll help me?”

“I will. Haven’t I already proven my fidelity to our friendship?”

“It’s good to have you home.” He shot Adam a genuine grin. “I will go to the club with you. Thank you for dropping in today.” Perhaps finding a modicum of entertainment would take his mind off the brewing storm of how the devil he was to get on with his life if Roslyn weren’t a part of it.
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March 17, 1819

Innesford House

London, England

Lady Roslyn Kenton glared across the drawing room at her brother, the current Duke of Innesford. This tactic on his part was merely the latest incidence of Edward’s high-handed attempts to control her life.

And she was completely done with it.

“What can you possibly find wrong about Mr. Arkwright?” She’d been enjoying the attentions of a viscount’s son for the past few weeks but had been unable to find time alone with the man due to Edward’s constant monitoring.

“He’s not good enough for you as the daughter of a duke—the sister of a duke even.” He waved a hand in dismissal, but the gesture only served to call attention to the cut of his elegant evening jacket, complete with tails, for they were scheduled to attend a ball in an hour. “Therefore, I’m strongly implying you leave him alone else I’ll be forced to drop a bug in his ear.”

Oh, how infuriating!

“Mr. Arkwright has been nothing but kind and honorable. He’s had a bad go of life these past few months, and I was assisting him in reentering society.” Roslyn curled her gloved fingers into fists before hiding them in the voluminous folds of her gold satin skirts. “Besides, I am a woman grown at one and thirty. I know my own mind and deserve my own life.”

For three years, she’d been a veritable prisoner in her home thanks to Edward’s overzealous protection—if that’s what it was. It had all started the day her former fiancé had disappeared... but she refused to think upon those events else she be overcome with emotion she hadn’t properly dealt with before.

Protection or self-preservation? Those two words had never ceased to echo about her mind over the years. And damn if she didn’t have the answer. If he were protecting himself, what did he not wish for her to discover about him?

“Don’t be ungrateful, Roslyn,” Edward returned, his tones as pompous as they ever were. “You do deserve your own life, and you’ll have it, but with a man of my choosing.”

She rolled her eyes. This was outside of enough. “Why? There are no grounds for this.”

“I don’t trust that you can make an intelligent choice of a mate.” His expression dared her to challenge him.

So she did, and for the past few months, she’d tried pushing those boundaries to see how far she could go. “Meaning?” She crossed her arms at her chest. “I grow weary of your constant scrutiny, as if I’m a criminal or a person who’ll commit an act of treachery at any moment.” Not that her brother was a straight arrow or even a man who acted with honor. His hands were constantly bloody—metaphorically speaking—and he’d been involved in dark doings ever since he’d taken the Innesford title. He didn’t know that she knew though, and if possible, she’d keep it that way, for she might need the leverage... if she were ever strong enough or brave enough to break away from him.

“The last time you found yourself engaged, it was to an egregious man who broke your heart. A man who had no moral fortitude. A man who disappeared. I don’t want that for you again.”

Despite all her careful blocking and ignoring the memories of her last fiancé, they came rushing back, flooding her mind with different scenes and feelings.

She’d been eight and twenty when Hugh had left without a word. They’d courted for two years before that, were the best of friends, had been set to marry that spring. However, one minute they’d become engaged on a terrace at a ton event, the next minute he’d gone for glasses of punch... and never returned. She’d not seen him for nearly three and a half years, had not a word from him. It was as if he’d never existed.

Two and a half months ago, when his sister—and her friend—Theodosia had hit the gossip mill with a marriage scandal of her own, Hugh had been put in the center of the storm, for his father had murdered a peer—Theodosia’s husband—and then killed himself on the streets of Mayfair.

And still, Hugh had never sent word he’d come back to London
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