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Only when one stares down their pasts can they move forward into new directions...

When Alan Tattinger, sixth Duke of Averly, can’t draw out his engagement any longer, he fights it to the bitter end. He doesn’t want a wife; long ago he lost everything and hid his heart behind thick walls, but damned responsibility kept calling and he had to do right by the title, despite the fact that dark, carnal desires might pull him apart and forever brand him as depraved.

The Honorable Imogen Mattingly has been promised to Averly since she was a girl. Her father and his had struck a questionable deal for properties and illicit fortunes, but now her freedom is over—the duke has come to claim her. Beyond everything, she doesn’t want to be a wife, especially to a duke of questionable morals. She has dreams of her own but trying to outrun her own secrets has cast a pall over any other prospects.

As their nuptial ceremony gets underway, the two are enemies from the start. Since neither of them wants the union, they vow to make each other’s lives miserable despite forced proximity, yet those plans become more difficult as attraction crackles between them. Though healing hearts and perceptions aren’t as simple as base needs of the body, when one night of understanding puts the couple on new footing, things change, but will the cost prove too high for broken spirits? Only they can decide how their future will look.

...or else mistrust and grief will destroy from within.
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June 20, 1815

Denham House

St. James Place

Mayfair, England

Wallace Denham, 5th Duke of St. Eggleton sat reading a copy of his favorite newspaper after dinner that night in his drawing room with Abigail as his only companion. As evenings went, it was quite pleasing, and he’d never been happier with his existence.

To be fair, he should have spent the evening at the club he’d founded years ago, Club Damnation, but there were times when a man grew weary of that, and he simply wanted the comfort of home and soft arms to support him when desire came over him.

Then he snorted. “Damnation.”

His wife lifted her head in alarm. She glanced up from her embroidery with wide eyes, questions in those depths, lit by the candlelight. “What is it?” That same illumination made the silver strands in her brown hair glimmer.

“I can’t believe it.” The longer he stared at the brief blurb in one of the columns on the sheet, the more he felt stunned. “I thought seeing Ravenhurst wed due to love had been the excitement of the summer, but this is something else.”

“Good heavens, Eggleton, what? Tell me.” In some agitation, Abigail relocated to the sofa beside him, leaving her embroidery work behind. She laid a hand on his arm. “What has you so awed?”

“Look.” He pointed to the spot on the newspaper sheet. “Averly is finally marrying.”

“What?” Shock threaded through her voice. “To the woman to whom he’s been engaged since childhood?”

“Yes, the very same.” Surprise rolled through his chest as he showed his wife the blurb regarding the upcoming nuptials. “Why did he decide to go through with it now?”

“Who can say? Familial pressure?” He shrugged. 

“If one listens to ton gossip, he probably isn’t best pleased about those plans, for he is quite the wicked duke.” When she shrugged, her shoulder brushed his, and sent heated tingles of need through his shaft. “It is too bad, for he is an attractive man.” The grin she gave him was far too appreciative. “It must be his red hair. I wonder if he has freckles...”

A stab of jealousy went through Wallace’s chest. “Well, he is younger than me by perhaps five or six years, but the man will turn forty by year’s end.” A sigh escaped him. “He won’t be pleased by these developments. However, I shall pop over to the club tomorrow and try to find out the full story.”

“It seems that Ravenhurt’s romance has shaken things up at the club. I feel nothing will ever be the same with the disreputable dukes after this.”

He chuckled. “That is a true statement.” There were so many things that didn’t make sense. “Why did he wait until now to wed her? And his father is dead, why didn’t he buy his way out of the contract with her family?”

“Who can say?” Abigail scanned the blurb in the paper again. “Has he ever met her?”

“I’m not certain. They have no doubt seen each other socially but perhaps not personally. Do you know anything about his intended?”

“Actually, no. Well, nothing outside of gossip.” Slowly, Abigail shook her head. “Isn’t she the daughter of a viscount who doesn’t have the best morals? I suppose that is how she became engaged to Averly.”

Wallace blew out a breath as he folded the newspaper. “It happens more often than not in our world. You know this, though Averly’s motives and morals are distinctly... skewed.”

Aren’t we all? He still had a few secrets he’d never told his wife.

“Yes, but how often do those unions ever turn into love?”

“Rarely, but recently, Ravenhurst, which still shocks me.” He chuckled and took one of her hands. “And ours did.” When he grinned, she did too, for he was proud of what they had together.

“But you and I are different, don’t you think? We worked on our differences until we’d either compromised on them or destroyed them.” A giggle escaped her; the sound further lit tiny fires in his blood. “Since there are no secrets between us, I expect us to enjoy the remainder of our life together in the bliss we’ve enjoyed thus far.”

Damnation. 

Unless the secrets she didn’t know about buried him. Over the years, he’d worked diligently to keep them hidden, even if forces beyond his control were pushing back.

“We have put in the work, this is true, and there is no one else in the world for me except you, sweeting.” Slowly, while watching her the whole time, Wallace brought her hand to his lips, and kissed the back. “In many ways, I am glad you and I are not young in our relationship. I don’t think I have the patience to indulge in waiting for things to mature.”

She brushed a shock of hair from his forehead. The fluttering glide of her fingertips had the power to see him undone. “When are their nuptials scheduled?”

“The paper said in four days, which means their wedding night will be midsummer night.” He snickered, for if any night during the calendar was full of mischief, it was that one. “Quite interesting, no?”

Abigail shrugged. Then she began to untie the knot of his cravat. “Stranger things have happened. Do you think he’ll leave her immediately after speaking vows? Or send her away?”

“It’s highly possible. The last I heard, he has a mistress that he doesn’t wish to give up.” He tucked an escaped lock of hair behind her ear. “Neither would I, for if the rumors are correct, she is quite skilled. And she doesn’t mind his kinks and need for certain... enhancements in the bedroom.” Since he hadn’t talked privately to Averly recently, he didn’t know what the man was into when it came to carnal pursuits.

“Don’t be a prude, Eggleton. Intercourse is only one reason a man keeps a mistress.” When she unraveled the fabric’s knot, she then tugged the length of silk from his neck and pressed her lips to the skin she’d just uncovered.

Need twisted down his spine to pool into his groin. “Mmm, well thankfully you and I don’t need to worry about any of that.” He tossed his paper on a nearby rose-inlaid table, scrambled to his feet, and then pulled her into a standing position. “Shall we retire early, my dear? I suddenly have the urge to render you completely nude and drive wildly into you until you call mercy.” It was always like that between them, and he hoped it always would be.

“Oh.” Abigail curled the fingers of one hand into his lapel. “Not unless I have you nude first.” Her blue eyes darkened to nearly sapphire, a good indication she had very wicked things in mind for him. “There are certain scenarios I would like to indulge in that we don’t usually do.” As she spoke, she eased a hand between them to cup his equipage through the fabric of his satin evening breeches. Immediately, pleasurable sensation slammed through his body. When he hissed a warning, she merely chuckled. “Perhaps I want you at my mercy tonight.”

“I rather like the sound of that.” Hot desire shot through his shaft. He hadn’t been married for twenty years for nothing, and just when he thought he knew everything about his wife, he found out he was wrong. It was most satisfying. “Then by all means, let us not delay.”

“I thought you might agree.” Taking his hand, Abigail led him from the room.

Wallace grinned. For the time being, Averly could take care of himself. Why should he care when he was moments away from fucking his own wife, a woman whom he loved, while Averly had been avoiding his responsibilities this whole time?

Good luck to you, my friend.
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June 21, 1815

Tattinger House

Berkeley Square

Mayfair, London

All Alan Tattinger, seventh Duke of Averly, wanted to do was tell his Aunt Dorcas to fuck the hell off, but he was slightly afraid that she would rap his knuckles with the spine of her fan as she’d done when he was a youth. 

Since she was the only surviving sister of his now dead father, he thought he ought to be kind to her. Additionally, because his own mother had moved permanently to Rome after his father died, he must humor his aunt, for he didn’t wish to cut her out of his life. But that didn’t mean her visit wasn’t the height of annoying. Thankfully, his mother was enjoying far too much being the dowager duchess with her own independent means, so at least he wasn’t bedeviled by both at the same time.

As he came back from the sideboard with a cut crystal glass of brandy in hand, he tamped down on the urge to huff in frustration. “Why are you here, Auntie?”

The older woman, no doubt approaching her mid-sixties, briefly pointed her eyes to the ceiling before pinning her gaze on him. “Can I not call on my favorite nephew without a reason?”

“First off, I am your only nephew, and secondly, you can, but I don’t trust your motives.”

“And well you shouldn’t. I’m not your father’s sister for nothing.” She chuckled but her mossy eyes held a mischievous grin. “I have known you for each one of your nine and thirty years. For thirty of those years, you have been engaged. The whole of the family has waited for you to do the responsible thing and finally marry your intended.”

Oh, God.

“Why the devil are you here, Aunt Dorcas?” he asked again, but the knots in his gut gave him a decent clue. “Just speak the truth.”

“Very well.” She nodded. “The family is tired of waiting, my boy, and we’re not getting any younger. I’ve already written to your mother in Rome. She gave her blessing.”

“For what?”, he said around clenched teeth before he took a hearty sip of brandy.

“Don’t be daft.” His aunt shook her head. “You are finally going to do right by your title, and in doing so, it means your nodcock cousin won’t have to inherit it in the event that an angry husband or rival puts a ball in your heart.” One of her eyebrows rose as if she dared him to challenge her. “So, in three days, you’ll marry Miss Mattingly and make inroads into filling your nursery. Once you beget an heir and perhaps a spare, the title will be secure, and we will all breathe easier.” She snorted. “Well, except perhaps your cousin.”

“What?” Alan choked on his next sip of brandy. After a coughing jag concluded and he wiped his streaming eyes, he shook his head. “You have planned a nuptial ceremony?”

“I did.” Her expression was this side of sly as he gawked at her. “Don’t give me that look. It’s time for you to stop hiding, Alan.”

“I’m not hiding. When have I ever consigned myself to the confines of this house?”

“Pish posh.” With a wave of her hand, she dismissed his argument. “A man can hide in more ways than that. Don’t you think that is what you’re doing by constantly giving into vices?”

“I... Well, I...”

She surged on without letting him catch up. “I realize you had a significant heartache in your past, but you have had ample time to wade through the angst.” The woman wagged a finger at him. “Life goes on, and so must you.”

Still stunned, he shook his head. “I don’t wish to marry.”

“That matters not. You are meant for more in this life than causing scandal and spending most of your time with your mistress.”

“I don’t.” Why the hell was he allowing her to dictate to him?

“Lies.” Then, she did rap his knuckles with her hand, just as he’d feared. “You do, and if you’re not, you are brooding here even though you tell me you don’t. Regardless, it’s not attractive.”

Was the woman daft? “Counterpoint, it usually is. Ask any woman who considers herself a romantic.” He huffed. “As for the vices, a man must do something to fill the time.” Drinking, horse racing, gambling, easing physical needs, yet he hadn’t done that with his mistress in a few months. Didn’t mean he hadn’t seen a courtesan a time or two to indulge in the rather darker side of his carnal play.

“You could try being responsible and respectful for once in your life.” His aunt tsked her tongue while shaking her head. “It’s well enough your father isn’t here to see what you’ve done with the family name.”

A snort issued from him at that. “Who the hell do you think taught me to indulge?”

Again, she waved his comment away. “It doesn’t matter. You’ll marry Miss Mattingly in three days, and that’s the end.” One of her eyebrows rose. “I don’t want my brother’s legacy squandered because you can do nothing more than gamble, chase skirts, and drink your life away due to a broken heart.”

What did she know about it? Hot anger rose in his chest, but he tried to temper his reaction so as not to do something horrible to his aunt. “It isn’t so much a broken heart any longer.” Certainly, though, he harbored large portions of bitterness and annoyance, for he’d proved a disappointment to everyone he’d ever met and had become hurt in the process.

And now his aunt would push him to the brink with this damned nuptial ceremony.

She clucked as if she were an outraged chicken. “Stiff upper lip, my boy. Great things are expected from you, even if you are called the worst duke in England by society.”

“I don’t care.” He narrowed his eyes. “What if I don’t wish to marry Miss Mattingly?”

“It doesn’t matter what you want. You’ve squandered the years when you could have been getting to know Miss Mattingly.” Her gaze bore into his. “The two of you remain strangers, and your mother refuses to return to England until you’re sorted. She’s washed her hands of you. Do this and put your life back into good standing with the beau monde.”

“Has it ever been? Father died six years ago. He never pestered me about this marriage, even though he brought it up each year on my birthday, but he wasn’t the paragon you apparently think he is.” A frown tugged at the corner of his lips. Was that true, or did he remember things through a different set of memories that clouded his judgment? 

“That was his own failing, but the time has come for you to settle down and see what else you can do as a duke that won’t cause gossip.” His aunt sighed. “Think of your mother.”

“Why? She has never given a damn about me, same as Father.” In fact, the two had barely tolerated each other. Any time he had spent around them in his formative years or when home from university had featured heated arguments and copious amounts of vitriol until the day his father had died.

“Because she is one of the only people left in your family, and it will please her if you marry and start a family.” His aunt lowered her voice. “To not live in your father’s shadow. You might not have realized this, but your mother has wished for nothing more than for you to be a better person than he was. Though Richard was my brother, I know he had many shortcomings.”

He hadn’t known that his mother had left permanently for Rome. They didn’t correspond regularly, and when she did write him letters, he very rarely sent her one in return. Because he was naught but a bounder after all. Perhaps she was just another person he’d disappointed.

God, what is wrong with me?

If he did this to please both his aunt and his mother, the truth was that his life wouldn’t change all that much. In fact, if Miss Mattingly was of the same mind as he, perhaps they could enjoy separate lives... after she bore him a son, perhaps.

Finally, he nodded. “In three days, I’ll wed a stranger. Where?”

Surprise and happiness warred for dominance in her expression. “Here, of course. In your drawing room.”

“What time?” And why did he feel he was agreeing to his doom and downfall?

“Ten in the morning with a large celebratory breakfast to follow at my townhouse, for my circle of friends is larger than yours.” Her grin bordered on the predatory. “No doubt you’ll want to spend time with your new bride privately at some point, so you wouldn’t want guests underfoot.”

What a damned coil.

Perhaps because he was the worst duke in England, he shook his head. “Actually, I’ll leave straightaway with my new bride for my country estate in Kent. I’d rather not conduct the early days of my forced marriage in the fishbowl that London is during the summer with nothing else to do that might deflect attention from me.”

She snorted. “Like a coward.” It wasn’t a question.

As he shrugged, he narrowed his eyes. “It is my prerogative. And will force my bride and I to concentrate on each other. If I’m to be bored, she should be as well.”

Truly, he had no idea what sort of woman Miss Mattingly was and neither did he care. Their fathers had struck the deal when the chit had still been in leading strings; he’d been all of twelve if he remembered right. Coin had exchanged hands as well as property, that had been enjoyed and used over the intervening years. Then his father had died after his heart had attacked him, and her father insisted that the contracts remained unbroken.

That was fair, and with the marriage never having taken place over the years, she couldn’t move forward with her life, and her reputation was called into question.

“Take heart, my boy. Perhaps you’ll fall for her.”

“Ha!” He tossed back the remainder of his brandy and swallowed it in one gulp. Damn, but that burned the throat. “Such an event will never happen. I don’t believe in love and romance. It is nonsense at best.”

Despite that, his aunt grinned. “Well then, that only means the betting books at White’s and Brook’s or the like will be quite busy for the next few months.” She stood up from the chair she’d occupied. “If you’ll excuse me, I have much planning to attend. Unlike you, I’m looking forward to your wedding breakfast and celebration. It’s been a while since I’ve been the center of attention at a societal event.”

With a megrim looming behind his eyes, Alan waved her off. “Bah. Why can I not be one of those dukes who are left by themselves to rot in their own vices?”

She hooted with laughter. “Because you are better than that. I’ll pop in tomorrow, and for the love of God, have a tailor in for a new set of evening clothes.”

[image: image]

That night

Club Damnation

43 St. James Place

Mayfair, London

“Leave the bottle, Kerner,” Alan said to the footman that came through the room with various liqueurs and glasses on his silver tray.

The Duke of St. Eggleton lifted a brown eyebrow that was peppered with silver hairs. “Desperate to drown your sorrows or complaints tonight, Averly?” He had founded the Club Damnation many years ago as an alternative to the more popular clubs like White’s or Brooks. Also, the membership at Damnation wasn’t nearly as exclusive as those, and it wasn’t reserved for titled gentlemen either. Their membership was refreshingly mixed.

“Not at all. I am attempting to treat a megrim.” At least it wasn’t a full lie.

“I’ll wager excess brandy is the reason for the ache to begin with,” Eggleton said with a grin as he lifted his glass in tribute.

From another chair in their grouping, another man snickered. His light brown hair was a touch longer than was popular, and it also refused to be tamed with pomade, not that the man used such a product, but he was dressed in the first stare of fashion. Was he a duke? Not in the usual way. In fact, he carried the title of “duke” only as an honorary, and as was tradition in the club, he’d taken his name from literature.

“Out with it, Nottingham. What do you find amusing about this?” Alan wished to know. “To be honest, I’m annoyed I’m being forced into it, and quite frankly, I don’t want to.”

Eggleton shook his head. “You sound like a petulant child.”

“Agreed.” Nottingham’s grin widened. “You have had your freedom for longer than most. It’s time to pay the piper, so to speak.”

“Do shut up, Nottingham.” What the hell was the man’s story, anyway? “What do you know about being married?”

“Quite a lot, actually.” Shadows filled his eyes as he took refuge in his whiskey. He lowered his voice. “If you must know, my wife divorced me years ago with assistance from her powerful father.”

Shocked silence went around their small group as they stared at him.

Nottingham nodded. “It isn’t something I talk about because it doesn’t reflect well on either of us, and the history of it doesn’t matter now.” Except there was a profound sadness there that was gone at his next blink. “So, yes, I have some experience.”

“Ah.” Alan poured another measure of brandy into his glass. “I don’t know what to say.”

Eggleton didn’t suffer from any such hesitation. “Why the hell didn’t you tell us?”

“Why should I?” Nottingham shrugged. “It is in my past, and there is nothing to be done about it now.” That statement resounded with much defeat.

“Well, perhaps you should marry Miss Mattingly,” Alan said with bitterness in his voice. “I certainly don’t want to.” He shook his head. “There are rumors afoot that she killed a man.”

Nottingham’s eyes widened. “Did she?”

“How the hell should I know? How can she be a duchess with such a reputation?”

Eggleton scoffed. “How can you be a duke with the same?”

“Touché.” Alan frowned. “What were the circumstances? How and why did she feel the need to murder? Surely it couldn’t have been a lover; she was engaged to me.”

That set Nottingham off into a string of guffaws that made other members of the club glance their way. “You didn’t follow the same honorable path.”

Heat crept up the back of his neck. “Yes, but I’m a duke.”

“Ah, because how sacred is an engagement, hmm?” Eggleton asked with a raised eyebrow. “The point here is you can’t expect something from her that you weren’t willing to give as well. Duke or not.”

“Indeed.” Nottingham leaned forward in his chair. “I rather doubt a viscount’s daughter is a cold-blooded murderer. Perhaps she’d done it during a scuffle? I seem to remember bits and pieces of the rumors. Wasn’t their London home vandalized?”

“I have no idea. As I said, I’ve not met her, nor did I ever see her in London during any Season. It’s quite odd.” And why was that? Had she been tossed into prison somewhere? An asylum? Couldn’t he renege on the engagement contract if she was a bit insane?

Silence reigned between them while the men savored their liquor of choice.

Finally, it was Eggleton who spoke first. “On the other hand, having that sort of reputation makes her immediately more interesting than a regular miss, though, doesn’t it?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Instead of pouring another measure of brandy into his glass, Alan set it onto the tray of a passing footman. Then he took up the bottle and drank from that. “I don’t want to wed anyone. It’s nothing against her.” Well, it was a bit against her, even though he’d never met her. “After the disaster of my last romance, I’m not inclined to go through that emotional quagmire anymore.” That day would forever be imprinted on his memory, for it was the day he’d lost his fiancée as well as his sister, but not in ways anyone would think. It was a story he’d not told any of his friends, at least not in its entirety.

Eggleton held his gaze. “Do you wish for advice or merely support?”

“Honestly? I don’t know.” Alan took another swig from the bottle. He’d need at least two more bottles to render himself pissing drunk, and another two to completely black out. “This has been at the back of my mind for years while I lived without having my wings clipped. Now, my aunt has decided to upend my life in the guise of being responsible to my title, so I won’t prove an embarrassment to my father’s legacy.” He blew out a breath. “As if my father would know, and if he were still alive, he wouldn’t have cared regardless.”

Nottingham looked at him with empathy. Once more, Alan wished he knew more of what drove the man. “What about your mistress? You’ll need to postpone or quit your relationship, at least until you get an heir.”

The thought of letting Miriam go frightened him more than marrying a stranger. For the longest time, they had been more than lovers. In fact, she was the closest thing he had to a best friend. “Why should I?”

“Because a new wife won’t stand for a mistress pulling your attention away from her. And besides, what if you decide your young bride is better between the sheets than a mistress who is at least ten years older?”

As if any of them knew that for certain. “Interesting theory.” But if Miriam was suddenly not in his life, what would become of him? She’d been there any time he needed to talk or needed comfort, beyond the bedroom. “But that doesn’t erase the fact that I don’t want a wife.”

Eggleton huffed. “Buck up, Averly. You will apparently wed in three days, and that’s the end of your bachelorhood. I quite expect your aunt to drag your arse to the altar. Perhaps I should put that into the wagering book at White’s.”

Notthingham chuckled. “Not a bad idea.”

“Shut up, the both of you.” He drained the bottle then set it on a nearby small table.

“Then consider this,” Eggleton said as he rested an ankle on a knee. “Take Miss Mattingly to wife. If she is even remotely attractive, you’ll have the pleasure of bedding her at your leisure. Enjoying a good fuck every day until she falls pregnant is not a crime, especially once you’re wed.” He shrugged. “Where is the harm?”

Where indeed? It was rather more complicated than that, and since he had no idea of Miss Mattingly’s looks, it wasn’t something he could worry about in this moment. “I suppose it’s a problem for another day. Tonight, I’m going to drown myself in however much liquor I can find, fall into my bed drunk, and perhaps remain in that state for the next three days.” And if he was fortunate, spend part of that time with Miriam and hope she might have a plan to get him out of this awful coil.

I don’t want Miss Mattingly in my life in any capacity. And truth be told, I merely wish to be left alone. Title be damned.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​Chapter Two

[image: image]


[image: image]

––––––––
[image: image]


June 21, 1815

No. 12

Montagu Square

Mayfair, London

The Honorable Imogen Mattingly wasn’t best pleased.

Last week she’d come up to London for her yearly visit with her parents for a few days before it was back to Derbyshire, but today, she’d been summoned into her father’s study from the morning room where she used as a painting studio because it had the best early light. Now, she sat perched on the edge of a leather chair that faced her father’s massive cherrywood desk as he stared her down in a battle of wills.

“What do you mean I’m to marry in three days?” Truth to tell, she had been engaged to the now Duke of Averly since she was two years old, but she honestly didn’t think it would ever come to fruition. 

Her father—a rather stout man with the figure of an apple on stilts—leaned back in his chair at such an alarming weight that the springs creaked in protest. As he steepled his fingers across the globe of his stomach, he stared at her without blinking. “It would seem the Duke of Averly is finally claiming you for his bride.”

“In three days?” That meant her wedding night would be on midsummer night. Not even poetic. “Why now? The man has had years to make good on the nuptials.”

“Who can say? He’s a damned duke, has been one since his father died abruptly six years ago.” Her father shrugged. “I received word from Lady Juris, who is his aunt, saying the ceremony would take place in three days at the duke’s home.”

Knots of worry pulled in Imogen’s belly. Deep inside, she felt what her mother always called her Irish temper welling up. Of course, her mother would know, since her parents had been wealthy Irish gentry, but all her relatives from there were outspoken and possessed varying degrees of tempers.

And that usually landed them into trouble, her included.

“What if I don’t wish for this to happen?”

“It doesn’t matter. Those contracts were signed ages ago; the dowry and lands were sent to Averly’s father shortly after your second birthday.” He shrugged. “You will marry him, and I won’t hear any objections.”

“I don’t know anything about him other than what the gossipmongers have bandied about.” To say nothing of the fact that she had been banished to her father’s country estate for a large portion of her life for a dark secret from her past.

As punishment.

“He is a duke. Why do you need to know anything else?”

“Some of us never aspired to landing a man with a title.”

From all accounts, the Duke of Averly, the man who would become her husband in three days was as morally bankrupt as her father, perhaps even more so. For the whole of her life, her father had schemed and conned his way through the ton, separating his friends and acquaintances from their coin in whatever way he could. And he had done it in such a way that her mother had been completely charmed by his alleged intelligence.

Of course, she was either too dim or too self-centered to bother herself with her two children. She did take more notice of her brother, for he would someday take her father’s viscounty, and she would expect him to not only marry well but also take care of her as the dowager.

While apparently leaving her—Imogen—to the wolves of society.

Her father planted his feet on the floor and rested his hands on the top of his desk. “You have been somewhat less than ideal the whole of your life, girl. And lest you forget, when you were seventeen, you nearly buried this family with gossip and rumor. You owe us all this marriage, for once you are a duchess, you can bring the rest of us up the social ladder with you.”

As her temper continued to grow in a heated cloud, she frowned. “You don’t deserve it.” Slowly, she stood and shook her head. “How the devil did you manage to coax the older duke into aligning our families to begin with? You were hardly contemporaries.”

“How would you know?” His words were a tad on the loud side, signaling he was ready to erupt into argument. “You weren’t with us for much of your life.”

“No, you weren’t with the family for a large part of that, then you banished me to your country estate because you couldn’t fathom a world in which I told the truth about that terrible incident in the past. It was always Mama’s word against mine; Uncle’s denials against my truths.” She waved a hand. “Because that would also mean you would have to realize that such horrors were taking place beneath your nose, and you were too busy scheming to notice.”

It had been years since she’d brought out that old scandal, but it had festered in her soul, laid dormant for eleven years, and now the dam holding it steady was suffering cracks, rendering it imminently weak. She couldn’t help but remember that horrible time in her life, and the fear she’d experienced then came rushing back to leave her breathless and gasping.

I had truly hoped it was over. But then, she’d never been given leave to talk about what had happened to her nor had she been told it wasn’t her fault.

Her father’s face began to purple with rage. “You should be thankful that the duke still wishes to marry you after what you did!” When he surged to his feet, Imogen retreated a few steps even though the desk remained between them. “You disrupted our entire family with that juvenile display! We had to play nice when the constable came calling to check on the corpse. Thank God there
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