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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 my husband. Your support has kept me going through these tough times.
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A man cannot escape the sins of his past, but he can build a new future...

Edwin Coatesville, the “Duke” of Nottingham, is floundering. Though his title is honorary, he’s a disreputable man who has lost everything. One autumn evening, he spies his former wife with another man at a ball, and they are quite chummy. Years have passed since the contretemps that led to their shocking divorce, but possession and revenge drive him, yet he wants nothing more than to regain some of his former respectability... at the cost of theirs.

Lady Charlotte Cavendish once knew great love... until that man proved he was naught but a scoundrel, to such a point her father called in favors and helped her through a scandalous divorce. After putting heartbreak behind her and hoping the beau monde has forgotten the gossip, she re-enters society, but when she accidentally meets her ex during a waltz, the past and future crash together as he demands to see their almost eleven-year-old daughter then kisses her in front of all and sundry. 

With regrets, Edwin is blind to everything; he enacts a plan to hold her captive, ply her with carnal teasing until she forgives him, but Charlotte is not having any of it... much. Forced proximity and corrective yet pleasurable discipline have their place, but unless they talk and stop hiding behind bedroom endeavors, the problems between the couple won’t resolve. If she’s to be his by sunrise in a forever sort of way, there must be compromise and love, despite his morally gray past as well as her ties to the man who’d like to see him back in prison.

...unless he has learned nothing along the way..
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September 29, 1815

Denham House

St. James Place

Mayfair, England

Wallace Denham, 5th Duke of St. Eggleton, gave the letter he’d just finished another cursory glance, and then once the ink had dried, he carefully folded it and put it into an envelope. In April of this year, his mistress—a woman he’d not seen in six years—had written to him, telling him that she was dying and that he would need to take up the care of their five-year-old son for she probably wouldn’t live to see Christmastide.

Over the course of the past several months, he’d corresponded with the woman—and had clandestinely called on her once as proof of her illness—and now it was nearly time to have the legal documents he’d had drawn up for her to sign, which would give all rights of the child to him and that her family—if she had any—could not challenge him to that claim.

Had he told his wife of twenty years? Not yet. As of today, Abigail remained blissfully ignorant of both his indiscretion and the child. Did he plan to confess all to her before the child arrived at some point during the Christmastide season? Yes, probably. How was he to do that? He had no bloody idea.

Perhaps creativity or courage would visit him soon, for he was certain the story would break his wife’s heart. How could it not? Yes, they had been married twenty years this past April, but those first few years of the union had been rough; theirs had been an arranged betrothal, and they hadn’t known each other well in the beginning. He’d been a spy for England and not in London that much. During those three years, he’d had a liaison with the woman who was his mistress. It had been easier that way, and he’d been a far younger, stupider man at that time. But once his final mission had concluded, he’d come home to Abigail, and he’d been faithful ever since.

Except for one time six years ago.

The Home Office had called upon him for a sticky wicket of a situation that only he could take care of since it was a continuation of an old case of his. He’d come out of retirement, for he’d been promised it wouldn’t go over a month, yet it required him to be away from home, away almost to Cornwall where he’d spent that last mission. Once, during a moment of weakness and missing Abigail acutely, and after he’d been beaten bloody when he’d confronted his quarry, he’d sought out his former mistress. She’d invited him in for dinner, and after quite a lot of wine and brandy, the inevitable happened, and he’d bedded her.

The next morning, he suffered from loads of guilt, but he finished the mission, took his man into custody, and then had made the long trip back to London, hating himself the whole time. But he vowed that it was a one-off time. He felt wretched about it and never had contact with his former mistress again. There was no reason to upset Abigail and their union that had been rubbing along quite splendidly.

“Wallace?”

The sound of his wife’s voice wrenched him from his thoughts. Quickly, he slipped the envelope into the middle of the stack of correspondence on his desk ready to go out in the morrow’s post. “Yes?” He glanced at the door where Abigail stood, and he frowned, for he’d forgotten how late it had grown. Since she was clad in her night attire of a silk night dress and matching robe trimmed with lace, he’d wager it had gone far past time when he usually joined her in their shared suite.

“I called your title, but you appeared lost in thought, so I tried your given name instead.” She frowned as she entered the study. In the guttering illumination of the nearly spent candle on his desk, she seemed much like a wraith in the shadows.

“My apologies, sweeting. I’d come in here after dinner once you went up, and time got away from me while returning correspondence.” Which wasn’t a lie. It was a chore he detested attending to, so it tended to pile up weekly. “But it’s basically done now. I’ve accepted a handful of invitations through the autumn season. One of which is a ball hosted by Ravenhurst of all people.”

“That is a surprise.” In fact, delight flitted over her face. “He has been such a recluse since marrying earlier this year.”

“Indeed, he has. I suppose he’s quite wonderfully happy.”

Wallace wanted to preserve that in his own union for as long as he could. Though he knew he should tell Abigail about what was happening, he didn’t know how to broach the subject of his infidelity let alone break the news about the child. He and his wife had struggled the whole of their marriage to produce offspring, and since he’d fathered a child with his mistress, Abigail would think poorly of herself for not being able to give him that. The last thing he wanted to do was cause her pain.

“I am so glad for him.” Abigail came over to his desk and then slipped between him and it. “So long Ravenhurst had been beneath ill luck. Now he has everything in the world to look forward to. There is something so lovely and magical about finding the right partner.”

His chest burned with hot guilt, but he tamped it down until he was allowed time to order his thoughts and beg her forgiveness. What if she refused to have the bastard child in the house or allow him to raise the boy? Dear God, what have I done? “I couldn’t agree more.” The words felt pulled from a tight throat. “It seems that some of the men from the club are now turning their interests into marriage... or at least concentrating on one woman.” As he spoke, he grasped her waist and lifted her onto his desktop.

“And well they should. With the success of the three you’ve told me about, perhaps they wish to follow in their footsteps.” She bestowed a smile on him when he stood and nestled himself between her naturally splayed legs. “Who do you think will be the next Disreputable Duke to fall into parson’s mousetrap?”

“It is up to fate, I suppose, but it doesn’t matter. I’ll keep an eye on whoever it is.” After cupping her cheek, Wallace leaned down and claimed her lips with his in a kiss that started off sweet and simple then quickly changed into frantic and needy. “Regardless,” he whispered as he pulled slightly away, “I hope they are as satisfied in an eventual relationship as we are, and that no matter what comes up against it, they’ll work through the complications together.”

She stared at him with a slight smile. “Yes, exactly.” One of her hands went about his nape. “If you are quite done here, why don’t you come upstairs with me? I’m feeling quite... cheeky this evening.”

“How can I deny you anything, my dove?” Then, because he was overcompensating for much just now, Wallace scooped his wife off the desk and into his arms, grinning when she squealed. “We needs must keep the relationship interesting, yes?”

And he hoped to God it would be enough to distract her from asking what was really on his mind.
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October 10, 1815

Sutcliffe House

St. James Place

London, England

Edwin Coatesville, the “Duke” of Nottingham frowned as he scanned the crowd inside the ballroom. Something didn’t feel right, and as such, intuition or perhaps apprehension tingled at the base of his spine.

He had been invited to the Duke of Ravenhurst’s new home and the ball he hosted tonight, for the duke had recently moved house. Apparently, now that he was ready to reenter society with his wife of nearly five months, he wanted a fresh start on everything in his life. He didn’t wish for shades of his past to discolor what he had now, so since he’d returned from a short wedding trip, he’d set everything into motion.

Of course, Edwin had so much respect for the duke. Striving to put one’s past behind him was an exhausting task, but it could be done, and for those who managed it? Well, there was a bit of jealousy there on his part; it seemed his own past kept coming up to haunt him. Regardless, after Ravenhurst’s house was put in order, he’d decided to throw a ball for his friends at Club Damnation, as well as other movers and shakers within the beau monde, in a show that he had recommitted to his title as well as his life.

Essentially, the duke had reinvented himself, and Edwin wished he could be as bold or have as much courage.

“If you continue to scowl like that, people might have the wrong idea about you.”

He glanced over as the Duke of Eggleton came toward him at the side of the ballroom. Eggleton was the founder of Club Damnation, for he’d wanted a place where he and his ducal friends could go away from the crush of society. Then, when it became obvious those friends weren’t exactly the most decent or honorable fellows, Eggleton opened the membership up to others around London the duke deemed had “potential.” And once those men accepted the invitations, they were given the honorary title of duke, often with names taken from literature.

That was how Edwin had become the Duke of Nottingham. The inspiration behind the name was due to the fact Eggleton, as founder, didn’t want any man beneath the roof to feel less than any of the others due to class designation. So, he decreed that every man would be called “duke” regardless of whatever their true title was. At Club Damnation, everyone was an equal socially and in friendship, and in that way, there were no airs or egos. It worked and provided a safe place for each man who was a member, no matter what he’d done in his past. Criminal, rogue, scoundrel, or gentleman, everyone was the same.

“Because I’m curious, pray tell me what this alleged wrong idea is?” Everywhere he looked in the large room, fresh cut flowers in many varieties and autumnal shades met his gaze. Urns and vases were full of them. Swags had been made of them along with boughs of trees whose leaves had begun to turn from the season. The candles in sconces along the walls and in the grand crystal chandelier in the middle of the terraced ceiling imparted a soft, golden glow that was quite kind to the guests below. Rich fabrics and colors of the ladies’ gowns filled the room with a kaleidoscope of interest, while the dark evening clothes from the men added contrast. But it was the mix of powders, perfumes, and pomades that sat heavy in the air that lent a foul underlayer to the beautiful scene.

God, the olfactory assault is quite something tonight.

The other man chuckled, which recalled Edwin’s attention back to him. Frankly, he’d forgotten he’d said something that required a response. Strands of silver glinted in Eggleton’s light brown hair in the candlelight. Lines of strain mirrored the corners of his mouth but the wrinkles at the corners of his eyes were from laughter and smiling. “That largely depends on the day, doesn’t it?”

“Indeed, it does.” There was no denying that. He had done some murky things in his past, but most of them were embarked upon so he could take care of his family.

Which he didn’t have any longer.

However, the gossips hadn’t cared much about that. Their tongues continued to wag every time he did something that might call attention to himself, and with every round of rumors, his ill-temper worsened.

“I’m surprised to find you here tonight, Nottingham,” Eggleton continued as he watched guests on the dance floor go through the steps of a country reel.

“Why would you say that? Am I not usually found in society, prowling for the next lady who will warm my bed?” At least that’s what he told himself even if, more often than not, he stayed close to his own home and hearth, doing whatever it took to keep his mind occupied.

The other man shrugged. “There is truth in everything, even the lies we tell.”

“What lies have you told recently, Eggleton?” When the older man didn’t answer, Edwin blew out a breath. “I suppose I’m just not in any mood to be social or dance or even do the pretty tonight.”

“That’s surprising. Why? We both know Ravenhurst is a good sort.”

“Oh, he is. However, I’d be a nodcock to admit I liked him better before he married.” When Eggleton looked at him with surprise, Edwin shrugged. “I don’t begrudge him the bride, of course, but I don’t understand how he could have fallen for the woman he’d kidnapped and then vowed to enact revenge upon.”

“Life is difficult and somewhat inscrutable at times, but Ravenhurst made a change. I don’t hold it against him, and how he came about his romance doesn’t matter.” Eggleton frowned. “You seem a bit restless, Nottingham. Why is that?”

“I can’t put my finger on it. Perhaps I want something new in my life, and knowing Ravenhurst has exactly that rankles.” He rubbed a hand along the side of his face, for the feeling of being discombobulated simply wouldn’t leave him. “Now that Steppingford and Averly have joined Ravenhurst in parson’s mousetrap, I suppose I’m feeling much like I’m on the outside looking in at a life that I’ll never have.”

He hadn’t meant to admit that to the older man, but the words were out of his mouth before he could stop them.

“How so? You chase enough skirts that you shouldn’t feel lonely.”

“Ha.” Edwin couldn’t help but snort. “At times, warming a random woman’s bed, while relieving the physical needs of one’s body, does absolutely nothing to fill the void in one’s chest.” Again, he was aghast with himself for revealing such personal truths, but there it was. Perhaps it had been lurking heavily too long in his mind, and he wanted to talk about it.

“Then do something about it.” Eggleton regarded him as if the answer was obvious. “Mingle with the guests tonight, find a woman who is interesting, then court her.”

Before he could respond, another man joined them, and it was such a surprise to see him that Edwin gawked despite himself.

Eggleton’s face showed a bit of shock as well, but he extended a hand to the man—the Duke of Blackhawke. “I’m surprised to see you here, Blackhawke.”

The duke grunted. He shook Eggleton’s hand. “As am I, but for lack of anything else to do, I decided to make a brief appearance.” He was of average height with blonde hair arranged in a popular though windblown style with piercing blue eyes. However, his Adonis looks were immediately forgotten when one saw the twisted and scarred skin on the left side of his face that went along with the fact that the leg on that same side didn’t work correctly, which is why he walked with a cane, and even still he had difficulties. “God, but I detest being in society.”

“Then you are in good company, for Nottingham has just voiced the same sentiment.” Eggleton chuckled, as if that were the funniest joke. “When did my friends at Club Damnation become so dismal?”

“Open your eyes, man,” Nottingham said with a smirk. “We have always been this way. You just haven’t noticed because you’re still so damned happy with your wife.”

Shadows reflected in Eggleton’s eyes, gone at his next blink, but he nodded. “Perhaps you’re right, which means there is no reason for either of you to drag your feet about finding a wife, yes?”

Edwin glanced at Blackhawke, and they both rolled their eyes.

It was Blackhawke who broke the silence. “The moment I can trust a woman, is the moment England will most certainly fall.”

All three of them shared a laugh.

“Then that leaves you, Nottingham,” Eggleton continued in the same maddening vein. “Will you risk marriage just to feel as if you fit in better?”

“Ha.” Since the country reel had ended, another jaunty sort of reel was getting ready to set up. He frowned at the couples as they took up spots on the floor. “As I told you chaps in July when the subject of marriage came up, I was married before. I thought everything was rubbing along well enough, that we were happy, but then my whole world crumbled down, for my wife, using the resources her powerful father had, petitioned the courts for a divorce.” He bounced his gaze between the two genuine dukes. “If you think I’ll go willingly to that sort of gallows again, you have another think coming.”

Blackhawke frowned at him. “Because women can’t be trusted. They’ll take your heart and crush it beneath their feet merely for the enjoyment of it.”

“That is exactly right.” Edwin nodded. “To this day, I have no idea what happened or what set her off enough to want out of the marriage.” That was the truth. His daughter had been five years old at the time, and he’d been in his sixth year of marriage with Charlotte. Then she began to pull away from him both physically and mentally. They rarely spoke, and were even more rarely in society with each other. She kept to her room in their modest townhouse and he to his. Very occasionally they would see each other for Olivia’s sake. After another few months, she left him emotionally as well. Communication between them had broken down and had trickled to minimal interaction. At the end of that year, at her father’s urging—he was an earl after all—she took their daughter and moved back in with her parents.

A month later, his man-of-affairs delivered a sheaf of legal paperwork to his house saying there was cause within his marriage that indicated the union should be terminated.

Nearly six months following that, the case went through the courts and the marriage was dissolved. He’d probably only seen his wife a handful of times since then, and every time he asked to see his daughter, he was given some excuse or another on why that couldn’t happen.

It had broken his heart and made him into a bitter man.

Eggleton blew out a breath. “You know, Steppingford thought the same way as you fellows, but when he met the woman who is now his wife, things slowly began to change for him. And now? I have never seen such a devoted husband.”

“How would you know?” Edwin asked and then frowned as the crowd shifted off the dance floor at the close of the reel. “Steppingford is enjoying a honeymoon at his country estate with his wife. From the last letter I received from the man, he has no plans to return to Town until well after Twelfth Night.” A stab of jealousy went through his chest.

I had that once, but it was taken from me.

Blackhawke chuckled, and the sound was so out of place with the mysterious man’s character that both Edwin and Eggleton stared. “My letter said much the same, with the added, colorful statement that read, ‘I intend to fuck my wife with such intensity and frequency, that not even God would dare to thwart us on planting a babe in her belly’.”

Eggleton grinned. “That sounds like Steppingford.” Then he sobered. “When increasing is a secret dream of one’s wife’s heart, we will move heaven and earth to make that happen.”

Heat went up the back of Edwin’s neck. Charlotte and he had discussed having another baby, and he honestly thought they would have been successful, but then the separation had happened, and even now his head still spun at the speed in which she’d been wrenched from his life without more of an explanation from her father that he was “a scoundrel of the first order and so depraved in his urges that he should be thrown in prison.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Blackhawke said with a shake of his head. “Having children, even to beget an heir, isn’t something I’m interested in at this time. In fact, I don’t know if reproducing will ever be that for me, or even possible after the wounds I sustained in Portugal.” He tightened his hand on the ivory head of his cane. “But that is a story for another day. Would either of you gentlemen like to remove to the card room with me?”

“I will after I fulfill a promise to my wife and share this next set with her. It’s a waltz and she adores them,” Eggleton said as he moved onto the dance floor to stand before his duchess who greeted him with a grin.

“What about you, Nottingham? Fancy a game? Or perhaps we can move out to the terrace for a drink and a smoke?”

“You know, that would be the only thing about this evening that doesn’t prove a waste of time.” When the first notes of the waltz sailed onto the air by the string quintet, he glanced at the dancers that moved about the parquet floor, and then he gasped.

Is that...? Surely not. It couldn’t be.

“What is amiss? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

Slowly, Edwin nodded. “Perhaps I have. Two of them, in fact.” He narrowed his gaze, but when the partners shifted during the steps of the dance, he was certain. “That is my wife.” Immediate tension shot through his body, making him hot and cold by turns.

“Truth be told, she isn’t your wife any longer.” The duke followed his gaze. “Additionally, she still has her looks. Or so I assume. I don’t believe I ever met your wife, for I have only recently come back to London.”

“Yes, she does seem well.” Damn it all to hell. And he couldn’t take his focus off her as she smiled and chatted with her partners as the steps and patterns changed within the set.

Her honey-colored hair glimmered in the candlelight, and he just knew there were tiny golden flecks in her brandy-hued eyes. The periwinkle gown she wore had the sheen of gossamer. It showed her curves to high advantage, and that damned low bodice allowed any man in attendance to look upon the top swells of her breasts. The longer Edwin stood there, watching her like a hawk would observe his prey, the more annoyed her grew. How dare she show her face here, at Ravenhurst’s ball! The duke was his friend, not hers, so why the devil was she here at all?

Then his gaze flicked to the partner she returned to, the one she’d started the set with, and icy fingers of dread twisted down his spine while the heat of fury swept through his chest. The man partnering her had at one time been a good friend during his university days. There had been some contretemps during that last year, and then the next thing Edwin had known, his friend was terrified at the fact he’d stabbed a peer. Of course he’d defended his friend, but then later had been betrayed by that same person as if Edwin hadn’t gone to Newgate for that defense.

“How in the hell did that fucking man ever gain an invitation to this event?” With every word that came out of his mouth, Edwin’s ire rose.

Blackhawke frowned. “Who are you talking about?”

“The man who is partnering my wife.”

“Your former wife,” he said again.

“That is beside the point.” Briefly, he glanced at the man beside him. “Said man let me go to prison for him, and then years later when I needed his help, he pretended as if he didn’t know me, wouldn’t give me the time of day if I had asked, treated me as if I were the grime in the gutter.” He shook his head as he once more looked to where Charlotte danced with that blackguard. “If you must know, that is William Carter, the Viscount of Danville, and outside my former father-in-law, he is the man I most hate on this earth.”

“I’m sorry, but did you say you went to prison for that man?” Surprise wove through the duke’s inquiry.

“I did.” As he watched Eggleton and his wife go by as well as Ravenhurst and his bride, no longer did jealousy course through him. Instead, it had all burned at the altar of the anger currently roaring through his chest. “How could Ravenhurst send out an invitation to that man?”

“Did he know of your history with Danville?”

“I would have no idea.”

“Have you told anyone at the club about your past history with prison?”

“No.” He shook his head. “It was too humiliating and didn’t reflect well on me.”

“Yet I suspect you took the blame for a crime you didn’t perpetrate. Only God knows why.” When Blackhawke rested his intense gaze on him, Edwin took a step backward. “Are you going to explain it to me?”

“Now?” A huff escaped him. “Not in this moment. However, I can all but guarantee I’m going to have words with the viscount tonight, and some of them will not be polite.” He glared at the couple as the waltz came to a close. “Good God, do you think he is courting Charlotte? Is that why they’re both here tonight?” It made sense if Ravenhurst invited Danville and he escorted Charlotte here. Before the duke could answer, he tugged on the hem of his waistcoat. “I will not stand to see such a blackguard do anything with my wife. It’s outside of enough, and this time, I will have my revenge.”

“How? And might I remind you, you are not married to her any longer?”

Edwin ignored that. “I don’t know how, but I will regain my respectability, and if it comes at the cost of theirs, so be it.” When he would have gone onto the dance floor, Blackhawke dropped a staying hand on his shoulder. “Let me do this.”

“I cannot. We are going to talk with Ravenhurst and Eggleton to gain you some proper counsel. Then you can make a plan without seeing yourself tossed from society.” He gave Edwin’s shoulder a shake and then met his gaze. “Don’t be a fool. Carefully plan your campaign, for you don’t know when you might need society to have your back.”

Unfortunately, that made sense, but he frowned. “Fine. But I can’t promise that I won’t cause a scene tonight.”

Charlotte is mine, damn it. And he didn’t care they were no longer married.
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October 10, 1815

Sutcliffe House

St. James Place

London, England

Lady Charlotte Cavendish—formerly Coatesville—glanced around the ballroom, and she smiled. In the past handful of years, she’d tried to avoid being out in society, but today, she’d finally been convinced to attend a ball thrown by the elusive Duke of Ravenhurst.

However, when the viscount who occasionally came to call had asked her to accompany him to this event, she agreed enthusiastically, especially since her parents were currently putting pressure on her to marry for a second time. So, she’d consented to come, and the surprise was how much she was enjoying the evening.

While William was visiting with a group of his peers, she drifted over to one of her friends, the Duchess of Averly. She’d known Imogen for years, and during that time, the other woman had been engaged to the duke. She’d finally been forced to marry him earlier that summer, and though it had been the on-dit of the summer, with many wagers going down in betting books throughout gentleman clubs as to whether they would kill each other or not, Imogen and her duke had fallen in love with each other. They were still newlyweds, and Charlotte found that sweet and hopeful.

I miss that so much.

“It’s lovely to see you tonight, Imogen,” she said with a bright smile, for going about in society would prove quite easy if she could always have a friend in each ballroom
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