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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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​Dedication
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To everyone who sinks into depression for whatever reason. To everyone who is overcome with the darkness and anxiety at times. To everyone who doesn’t have anyone checking on them and making sure you’re still in the world, this book is for you. I know how alone that makes you feel. I see you. The world needs you. Keep fighting.
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When the ghosts of one’s past haunt the present, that means it’s time for a change...

James Shaw, the current Duke of Blackhawke, has washed his hands of society as well as people. After the war, all he wanted was to be left alone, but damn if his title and estates deserved his attention now that he had the time. Except, he didn’t want to do any of that, for ghosts of the men he’d killed in the past—in the war or not—haunted him. Most days, it was a struggle merely to remain in the world, despite how detached he was.

Miss Eloise March has wanted one thing for the past three years—to find the man who killed her fiancé, Jean-Claude. Half French on her mother’s side, she’d been visiting her family in a tiny village in France when the war came to their very doorstep. And that was when her life as she’d known it had ended, by violence, by terror, by intimidation, by the end of dreams. Revenge was all she had now, that and a pocket watch from the man who took her fiancé’s life.

Eloise lures the duke out to Regent Park, but that’s when things take a turn for the worse. As a bit of intense kissing is witnessed by a society gossip, scandal is in the offing. He has no choice but to offer for Eloise, and she has no option but to accept an engagement even though they’re very much enemies. Acting like the beast he’s been called, the duke kidnaps her. Forced proximity and heated coupling follows as do raw and painful emotions the pair will need to work through. If they wish to make a go at an impossible and unlikely romance, something will have to give.

...unless the wounds cut too deep for love or forgiveness to take root.
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April 14, 1816

Hyde Park

Mayfair, England

Wallace Denham, 5th Duke of St. Eggleton glanced about the area of Hyde Park with a spirit of gratitude, for the rain that had plagued them for the past few weeks had stopped, miraculously, and though they hadn’t seen the sun in weeks, it was a spring day nonetheless, and life was for the living. Not knowing how long the break in the wretched weather would last, he’d asked his wife if she’d like an outing with their son.

Well, truth to tell, Bartholomew was his five-year-old son from a mistress who’d died and left him with Wallace, but his wife had more or less accepted the child into their household and family after months of venting her ire.

Things had been going well for a couple of months, and he hoped it would stay that way.

“Papa, why do the boats not sink into the water?”

The sound of his son’s voice brought Wallace out of his thoughts. He looked at Bartholomew and smiled. “The boats are built for buoyancy. As for ours, we’ve painted the bottoms with tar, so the water won’t get inside and sink them.”

He’d been teaching Bartholomew how to sail toy boats on the narrow portion of the Serpentine even though the papers had dubbed 1816 as the year with a summer, and England was only four months into it. Depressing thought, that, but he still had a son to entertain, and there was only so much fun to be had while confined to the house due to the weather.

“Just look how grand they sail on the water,” the boy continued with a bit of awe threading through his voice. “Someday, I hope to have a whole fleet!”

“Perhaps you might, if the weather continues as it has.” As he clasped his hands behind his back, Wallace turned to regard his wife, who sat on an old quilt that had been spread out on the ground. “Enjoying your afternoon, sweeting?”

The skirting of her raspberry-hued dress provided a lovely contrast and a splash of color to the otherwise gray day. Abigail nodded. “I am. It is good for the lungs to breathe in the fresh air instead of the stagnant.” She held a book in her hand. “I like listening to you and Bartholomew. And even though it is gloomy, there is still birdsong.”

“Indeed.” His chest tightened, for she was the very image of an angel perched there with her blonde hair upswept. Strands of silver glimmered there with the blonde, but it was the fondness in her blue eyes that held him captive. “Is it a good book, then?”

“Quite.” There was a black umbrella lying close at hand, for it would undoubtedly rain again before they were through with the outing. “However, merely being outside is distracting me.” With a shiver, she pulled her ivory spencer more tightly about her torso. “Perhaps we should all go on a walk to further enjoy the day.”

“There is nothing I wouldn’t do for you.” He cast a glance to his son. “Bartholomew , would you care for a walk me Mama and me?”

“Just a few more moments here, please?” The child kneeled and gave a push to one of the toy boats. “I like to watch them. What if one of the ducks comes after the boats?

“They can try to sink the boats, but they won’t succeed.” A chuckle escaped him, for the boy was beginning to prove obsessed with the boats. “A few more moments, then we’ll get on with the walk. Have to make the best of the break in the rain.”

As he spoke, he drifted over to the quilt then dropped down to sit beside his wife. The day was chilly but not overly so. If the fat, gray clouds would stop scudding overhead, there might be a glimpse of sunshine, and that would be most welcome.

“Are you enjoying yourself, Wallace,” she asked as she closed the book with a soft snap.

“Very much so.”

It had been an idyllic couple of months since the Duke of Thornton had reunited with his wife and Ravenhurst had become a father. During those days, Wallace spent the bulk of his time at home with Abigail and Bartholomew. They passed cozy days in the drawing room playing games or reading, either aloud to the child or silently to themselves. And when Bartholomew was busy with his governess, Wallace locked himself into his rooms with his wife doing wicked and unspeakable things together.

Then there were the evenings when he had to fulfil his duties with parliament, but Abigial’s welcome was more than worth it. If one didn’t count the days, weeks, months, of relentless clouds, rain, and sometimes even snow. But there were always gray skies, even more so now than usual. Frankly, there was nowhere to escape it, for all the world had been affected by some damned volcano on a wretched, tucked away island in some tropical location that no one had heard of  let alone cared about. Or that was the supposition from a few men who called themselves experts at weather patterns.

When would it end? No one could say, but things were going from bad to worse. The low temperatures and heavy rains resulted in failed harvests in Britain as well as Ireland. Famine was prevalent in north and southwest Ireland, following the failure of wheat, oat, and potato crops. That was bad enough, but food prices rose sharply throughout England and the Continent. Hungry people were beginning to demonstrate in front of grain markets and bakeries. There were rumors that food riots were taking place in many cities on the Continent. There was talk these riots were the most violent gatherings seen since the French Revolution.

Yet it seemed that Prinny and his corrupt government could care a jot less about England’s people. As long as he had food and enough wine to entertain his cronies, he assumed that life went on as usual. And he copiously ignored every warning that came from the floor of the House of Lords and even the Commons.

That frustrated Wallace and many others, but there was naught they could do about it. The warnings they gave that sickness and diseases could follow the anticipated famines fell on deaf ears. As more people were affected by the ravages of the weather, he feared that things would grow worse before they became better.

God, I hope England survives.

As a result, his own household was making changes to the stores of root vegetables and fruits while they could. They were limiting the use of flour and sugar as well as tea so supplies could survive for months if needed. How was he to continue paying for his servants at the London townhouse as well as his other holdings if the crops weren’t planted this year or worse, failed, Wallace had no idea, but he knew they would somehow survive.

“Am I sailing them right, Papa?”

The sound of Bartholomew’s voice wrenched him from his tortured thoughts. With a glance over his shoulder, Wallace nodded while the boy towed one of the boats along the shore with its attached string. “Exactly that. You’ve got the knack of it.” His son was adorable in his little coat to keep off the rain and the chill. With his slouch style cap pulled low on his forehead, he was every inch the image of a proper little man. “The wind fills its sails and guides it across the water.”

From his side, Abigial chuckled. “He is so proud of those boats.”

“That he is. And rightfully so.”

“Papa,” the boy continued. “I’d like to be a sailor someday. Imagine being on a real ship and the big ocean.”

He nodded. “Perhaps you can be. The royal navy needs brave lads like you.” At least he’d be a touch safer there than in the damned military.

“Oh, my dears.” Abigail looked at them both. “That’s not for a very long time. Until then, you’ll be with us in our little family and we’ll try to be happy.” When she rested her gaze on the child, longing mixed with fondness in her eyes.

“But we are already happy, Mama,” Bartholomew said with earnestness. “Don’t you think?”

“Yes, I suppose we are,” she agreed.

Wallace’s heart squeezed. “We are that.” He peered at his wife, the woman he loved with everything in his being, and he grinned. It had been a very good two months indeed between them, and they were finally falling into a comfortable rhythm, a pattern. “I rather like what we’re building between us all.”

She nodded. “So do I.”

Apparently, the boy was content with that answer. He continued to pull the string on one of the boats while the other bobbed on the water, coming closer to the bank.

Since his son was otherwise occupied, Wallace moved closer to his wife. “I suppose our planned trip to spend the summer in Rome must be postponed.”

Brief sadness flickered through her expression. “It seems so, but it gives us something to look forward to. Perhaps at Christmastide, hmm?”

“Oh?” His eyebrows went upward in surprise. “Interesting proposition.”

“Will I like Rome?” The boy wanted to know as he rested his gaze on Wallace. He had the hearing of a bat.

“I hope so,” Wallace said with a grin. “It is warm there, or supposed to be. Though, to be fair, it will probably be raining and cool like it is everywhere in the world just now.”

A shrug lifted the boy’s thin shoulders. “Can I sail boats?”

“Of course. There are loads of waterways in Rome.” He returned his gaze to his wife. “And it’s one of the most romantic cities in the world.”

Abigail’s eyes darkened slightly. “I’m counting on it, Eggleton. Romance is a rather lovely thing when done correctly.”

Awareness went over his skin. He took her hand, brought it to his lips, and then kissed the back. “I will do everything in my power to make the trip happen. Perhaps it shall be our Christmas gift to each other.”

“I know you will.” She drifted the fingertips of her other hand along the side of his face. “You are quite intelligent and resourceful when you wish it.”

“Perhaps I am.” Easily, he tugged her closer to him. “Are you serious in your intent for us to travel to Rome? I’ll write the necessary inquiries if so.”

“I am.” She nodded and there was nothing but honesty in her expression. “As much as I adore our life here, it would be lovely to have a change of scenery, to show Bartholomew something different that will help with his education.” When she patted his cheek, he wanted nothing more than to carry her away and do delicious things to her. “But first, make certain your club is in order. I refuse to go away while you worry over the fate of your best members. Clean it up if you must and put someone you trust in charge while you’re gone from England.”

An interesting proposal. “Why do you care about the fate of the club?”

“Because you care about those men.” Her gaze bore into his. “You always have. It was one of things that attracted me to you in the beginning. You were as lost as they were at one time—”

“Or a few if we’re honest.”

“True, and they deserve to find happiness in whatever way they can. I worry about you when you worry about them, and with Galahad trampling over the unspoken line back in February with Thornton’s wife?” Abigail shook her head. “I don’t like that. It means those men are growing too bold and unchecked. If that is how things start going...”

“It won’t.  That I can promise you.” He leaned toward her and brushed his lips over hers. “I have it on my schedule to give Galahad a reprimand. If he can’t abide by the rules I’ve set down as by-laws for the club, I’ll revoke his membership and we’ll give him the cut direct. He’ll be on his own, and whatever laws he breaks, whatever lines he crosses, he’ll do so at his own peril. He’ll have no help from us.” It might sound harsh, but there was nothing for it. What happened between him and Thornton last February could have ended in disaster.

“I’m glad you’re taking this matter in hand.” She nodded. “You’re a good man, Wallace. I hope the others follow your example.”

“As do I. As much as broken men can, I suppose.” He’d had years of bringing such men into his club, as a family, in the hopes he could rehabilitate them, urge them to find happiness in their lives where his had been a bit warped.

Amusement danced in her eyes. “You were broken once too, remember. But broken doesn’t mean bad or unredeemable. It doesn’t even mean undesirable. There are woman in the world who adore a man with a morally gray soul.”

“Indeed, you’re right.” How much did he love her? “Some of the men at the club have changed in increments. It’s a start.”

Bartholomew chose that moment to wander over to the quilt with both boats in his hands. “I’m going to be a sailor and a good man like Papa.”

Abigail smiled at him. “That will be a fine life indeed, poppet. I know you will make us both proud.”

The boy beamed. He bounced his gaze between them. “Will we walk now?”

“Of course.” With a groan, Wallace heaved to his feet then he offered a hand to Abigail and assisted her into a standing position. “Let us put the rest of this stuff into the basket then we’ll be off.”

But as lovely as this afternoon was, his thoughts remained with his club members.
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April 16, 1816

Club Damnation

43 St. James Place

Mayfair, London

What the hell am I doing anymore?

James Shaw, current Duke of Blackhawke, tossed back the contents of his brandy glass, wincing as the liquor burned all the way down his throat. He’d come to the club tonight as a way to stave off boredom and find a distraction from his dark and intrusive thoughts.

The entertainments offered therein weren’t working.

Perhaps he should get pissing drunk. At least if he passed out, he could escape the inevitable nightmares that would come once he retired for sleep.

“You have the look of a man who is trapped, Blackhawke.”

The sound of the Duke of Eggleton’s voice wrenched him out of his thoughts. The man’s blond hair was mixed with more silver than James remembered in the past, and there were a few more fine lines that framed his eyes and mouth. From all accounts, the last several months had been interesting for Eggleton, but since he kept his private life just that, even to other club members, it was difficult to tell just what he’d struggled with. The only thing James knew for certain was that it concerned Eggleton’s wife, for she’d left him for a brief stint around last Christmas, but then she’d returned.

Most interesting indeed.

He glanced at the older man who had founded Club Damnation, and he nodded. “In many ways, that is exactly what I feel like.” Yet being here at the club managed to give him a feeling of belonging that he could only find here.

“Are you still battling the darkness of depression, then?”

“More or less. It is a constant struggle, I’m afraid.”

They both sat at a grouping of furniture in a shadowy corner of the main room, and since it wasn’t a busy night, there was a certain expectation of privacy. When another member of the club joined them, a footman rushed over and replenished the brandy in all their glasses.

“What say you, Forsythe? How has life treated you recently? We haven’t seen you at the club for a bit.” Henry Alderman, tenth Duke of Forsythe was one of the newer members of the club, and because of that, James didn’t know much about him.

The newcomer nodded. His light brown hair was arranged in a popular style, and though he was dressed in the requisite formal attire, his loosened cravat spoke to a bit of stubbornness, a wont to defy societal conventions. “It has been... arduous. Coupled with the wretched weather we’ve been enduring and the disruption of supplies, I am ready to throw up my hands in despair.” He shook his head. “Unfortunately, there are too many people who would wish to see me fail, so I cannot do that.”

“Here, here,” Eggleton murmured. He lifted his glance in a silent salute. When the other two men did the same, he nodded. “It has been a trying period to be sure. I don’t foresee the current situation growing better any time soon. Horrid stuff, really.”

Silence followed the announcement.

Eggleton turned to James. Curiosity and compassion reflected in his eyes. “How have you been keeping yourself, Blackhawke?”

“Not well. Lack of sleep and worries weigh me down.” He shrugged, for many of the men at the club struggled with the same. “However, I’m thinking about going back to my estate in the Lake District. I miss walking the acreage, the sharp cold air, my red kite, my hunting dogs. At least if we are to pass horrid weather, I’d rather do it there than in London, where I feel far too exposed.”

“I understand that.” Eggleton took a sip of his brandy. “Unless I miss my guess, you also miss hiding from the world.”

“It isn’t exactly hiding. It is more that I am trying to chase peace.” Which had been elusive since his time in the war.

“Which is another phrase for hiding,” Eggleton added with a nod.

“Or sulking,” Forsythe said. “You are quite good at that.”

Hot annoyance rose in James’ chest. “Hardly. I have long ago accepted that I am no good for anyone.” 

It wasn’t even the ongoing nightmares and guilt that made him feel that way. It was his physical appearance as well. There was a jagged crescent-shaped scar on his left cheek given to him by a French soldier just before his commission expired. In addition to that, he possessed a mangled left leg from his skirmish with an enemy during his stint at being a spy for England. All of it together had given him a ferocious temper, which was why he was likened to a beast in society. When he went out, he was forced to walk with a cane, but the limp was still quite noticeable. Gossip held he only went out after dark like the beast he was, and that suited him just fine, for he didn’t care for his fellow man. He had been betrayed and disappointed by them one too many times.

“Gammon,” Eggleton murmured before he took a sip of brandy.

“Truth,” James responded with a shrug. “I have hosted a couple of events in society in the past handful of months as favors to club members, but I wasn’t pleased about it. I don’t enjoy being gawked at, so I rather doubt I’ll do that again.”

Those favors were often how his fellow club members won the women they were currently with, and that stung a bit. To say he was too good a man not to feel a twinge of jealousy or perhaps envy about that was to lie. Yet he knew the truth; love wasn’t for him.

“I think you are largely defeating yourself.” Eggleton frowned at him. “Every man in this club has been where you are and some of them have been more or less redeemed. They still retain a dark streak, of course, but there is nothing wrong with that.”

James huffed out a breath. “I don’t know if I want that—redemption.”

Surprise jumped into Eggleton’s eyes. “Why?”

“Frankly, there is no forgiveness for what I’ve done.” Truth to tell, he had killed far too many men—and women—both in the war and during his time as a spy. He’d done horrible things in the name of King and Country, and those were the very things that haunted him now. No man should have had to see what he did while on the battlefield or chasing down French sympathizers... or worse men.

I just want it all to end.

“Surely you know that the man you truly are isn’t a killer.”

“I can’t help but wonder now. Those things are in my very bones, my memories. Some days, I don’t believe there is anything else.”

Both Eggleton and Forsythe stared at him. Finally, Eggleton spoke.

“You’re telling me you have a taste for killing?”

The urge to retch took hold. He quelled it by downing the contents of his drink. “No. Not at all. I’m haunted by it. Chased by it. But if someone threatens me? I’ll put them down. It’s mostly instinct, and I will defend myself.”

Eggleton nodded. “I can see that, but someone would have to be a nodcock to threaten you.”

He snorted. “I’ve made enemies over the years.” Along with decisions that could have gone either way... except he’d chosen death every time.

“None of whom cares about you now. It’s been years.”

“People don’t forget.” James held his gaze as his fingers tightened on his cut-crystal glass. “I wouldn’t if the circumstances were reversed.”

“Perhaps.” Eggleton shrugged.

Summoning a footman for another few fingers of brandy, James heaved out a sigh. “Quite frankly, Eggleton, I’m tired. If I’m honest about things, I don’t wish to remain in this world any longer. It’s becoming more difficult to keep up appearances as time goes on.”

“Appearances?” Forsythe chuckled then drained his glass. Amusement danced in his brown eyes. “You are rarely out in public or society these days anyway.”

“I dislike being stared at.”

Eggleton shook his head. He exchanged a speaking glance with Forsythe. “That’s not good, Blackhawke.”

Much the understatement of the year. “Sometimes, there is no good. Not anymore.”

“So that’s your plan? Go back to the Lake District? Get lost in your tortured thoughts?” Annoyance mixed with outrage in Eggleton’s tone. “And then in the middle of the night, perhaps under the light of a full moon, you’ll walk into one of the many lakes up there and drown yourself?”

One side of his mouth tipped upward in a half grin. “That would require effort and will still be quite chilly there. I thought perhaps drinking a whole bottle of laudanum or putting a ball through my head was a more immediate and less painful way to go out.”

Eggleton gawked at him in shock. “You are serious.” It wasn’t a question.

“I don’t know.” After setting his glass on a nearby table, James put his head in his hands. “There are times when I hope someone might care enough to come along and try to stop me, to save me, but then reality intrudes and I know that will never happen. And it’s stupid to expect that. I am not a man who deserves any of the softer things in life.”

“That settles it. You’re coming to stay with me.” Eggleton glanced at Forsythe. “If you don’t mind, I’d like a private word with Blackhawke.”

“Of course. I’ll catch up with you later.” The other man left the grouping of furniture with a nod.

Then Eggleton rested his gaze on James. “I need to keep an eye on you. I don’t want you alone, which is why you should either stay here or come home with me.”

“Get off it.” He shook his head. “I am... comfortable alone. Being around people makes me unaccountably... angry and annoyed.” Having had enough of the conversation, James stood. “Keep your concern, Eggleton. I shan’t make a decision immediately, but perhaps come ‘round soon and look through my books and objet d'art to see if you’d like anything.”

It is better this way.

“I refuse to accept that.” Eggleton stood as well. He crossed his arms at his chest. “Absolutely not. What you need is a reason.”

“A reason for what? Death?” James huffed. “Getting on with it so I can know my eternal fate?”

“No, so you have motivation or at least the curiosity to continue to keep one foot out of the grave.”

Not wishing to continue the conversation, James moved through the large room toward the door with the other man in two. “Such as what?”

Once outside on the pavement, Eggleton faced him. “I couldn’t say.” His shrug lifted one shoulder. “Only you can know what would captivate your mind.”

“Outside of one hell of a woman, I couldn’t possibly begin to know.” Yet he enjoyed a variety of interests and pursuits. None of them he could do in London.

His friend smirked. “Randy, are you?”

“Not exactly.” Though he did enjoy a good fuck as much as any other man, especially when he was able to include a bit of his more depraved cravings such as blindfolds or tying a woman to various pieces of furniture.

However, when he took women into his bed, he was discreet, and as far as he knew, there weren’t on-dits circulating about those trysts. Despite that, he was sought after in the beau monde, for his title and position and his Adonis looks—golden hair, average height, blue eyes, strong Corinthian features. Yes, women gravitated toward him, for they liked a rake as well as a duke, but over the years he’d noticed the glances at his scar or how quietly frustrated they were with his limp and the unappealing problem of his nightmares.

It was one of the reasons he never spent the night with a woman.

Eggleton frowned. “Have you sworn off women?”

“I didn’t say that.”

To be fair, he wasn’t interested in marriage. He wanted to be left alone. Being in the war and then years as a spy had hardened him, hurt him, disappointed him, left him jaded. The things he’d done haunted him. He would be no good or use to any woman as a husband. His line would die with him, and his title would go fallow.

Such was life.

The monarchy only cared about filling titles because of what they could tax and reap from the estates. They cared nothing for the people, as evidenced by how he’d been treated when he returned from war, returned from his missions. People shunned him when they found out he was a spy, thought he couldn’t be trusted. The men he thought were his friends in government pretended they didn’t know him. Colleagues in parliament sought to tear down his bills before he’d finished speaking them into existence. Well, no matter. He’d had to battle that unfairness for years, but the stigma of all he remained in some circles.

Not that he cared. In fact, he didn’t care about anything these days.

His friend blew out a frustrated breath. “Well, you can’t meet women—for whatever needs you have—if you insist on clinging to the shadows or skulking about.”

What a lovely word skulking was. It almost brought a smile to his lips. “I don’t care to do the pretty within society. Not anymore. If they can’t accept me for who I am and what I’m battling, I don’t want to mingle with them. I’d rather spend time with my red kite than a human.”

“Fair enough.” For long moments, Eggleton rested his gaze on James. “Perhaps you won’t find a woman within society. Have you ever thought about that?”

“Ha.” A snort escaped him. “Where is the fun in that? Besides, where do you think I’ll meet one, then? At the opera, which I never attend? At the British Museum, where I do not go because of the crowds? Almack’s, where I’ve been banned years before due to certain sexual proclivities?” Honestly, it was laughable how many arbitrary rules there were in society, and how many of those regular people didn’t fit into.

“That wasn’t my point.” Eggleton shook his head. “God, you’re an arse sometimes.”

James executed a half-bow from the waist. “I’ve never proclaimed myself to be anything else.”

“Fuck off, James,” the other man said, but there was jesting in his tone. “Look, I’m not asking you to find a romance, but I do think you’ll benefit from companionship of some sort.”

“I shall think about it; I do have a cat, though.”

“Companionship beyond the cat. Also, think about what will happen to it if you pop off this mortal coil prematurely.” When James didn’t answer, the duke continued. “At least get off your rocks. It will take the edge off and perhaps prevent you from doing something rash. You’ll be in a better mindset afterward.”

“True.” James nodded then realized he’d left his top hat and gloves inside the club with the footman attending the door. “Although, a woman will have to prove a good fuck, indeed, for all that. The darkness can still overtake me no matter that I enjoy a tryst.” In fact, he’d been thinking about removing himself from this mortal coil for quite some time.

“Well, you never know. The future always remains a mystery.”

For some odd reason, this conversation held his interest... or perhaps he was merely bored. “What do you want me to do? Dump a woman into a wagon and spirit her away?”

“That might make it more interesting, though I will caution you from kidnapping any woman. We’ve had far too much of that within the club over the past year.” Warning shadowed Eggleton’s eyes in the golden illumination from the windows of the club.

James rolled his eyes. “It would make the rumors of my beastly nature more believable.”

“Now that would provide some excitement,” Eggleton said with a wink, “but I’m not endorsing the idea.”

He allowed a tiny grin. “Perhaps. It has been some time since I knew excitement.” Unfortunately, it would prove a fleeting distraction.

“Before you do anything rash, come talk to me. I’ll be watching you. The world is a better place with you here, as much as you don’t wish to be.”

“For what purpose? What is there left for me here?”

“Life. Living. Feeling something.”

“Bah. I haven’t done that for far too many years.” Each time he did, life showed him why it was a stupid idea.

Eggleton clapped a hand to James’ shoulder and gave it an encouraging squeeze. “Perhaps it’s time to start.”

It sounded like far too much work, but he nodded. “Time will tell, but I will say London holds no more interest for me.”

Would it ever? He couldn’t say.

“I understand perhaps more than you can ever know. I won’t tell you that the dark times will pass easily or that you’ll pull yourself out of it soon, because we both know that is a lie, and you are too smart for platitudes. But I will tell you this.” Eggleton held James’ gaze. “Your existence hasn’t run its course yet. You might have met with disappointment the world over, but don’t manage to disappoint yourself, for there is a reason you are still with us.”

A lump of emotion lodged in his throat. “Thank you for that. I shall try to remember your words as the days march onward.”

“Where are you going? To prowl the streets of London like an avenging raven?”

He snorted. “No. I am too weary tonight. I am for my bed, to feed my cat, and then perhaps drink myself into oblivion.”

To forget and pray for a dreamless sleep.
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April 17, 1816

No 8

Grosvenor’s Square

Mayfair, London

The Duke of Blackhawke needs to die.

Miss Eloise March ran the pad of her thumb over the engraved back of a silver pocket watch. It was what her fiancé had clutched in his hand on the afternoon of his death, but it hadn’t belonged to him. Instead, the piece clearly had the duke’s name on it, and she couldn’t help but wonder why.

It was because the duke had killed poor Jean-Claude.

She had carried that assumption with her for the past three years. Though the Napoleonic Wars had officially ended in June of 1815, her fiancé had been killed by the English army in January of 1814. Which is also when her own troubles began, by her own damned people. Well, halfway, that was. It was something she could never forget, and she certainly couldn’t forgive Blackhawke for his part in the whole debacle.

“Eloise, dear, you will wear out the carpeting if you persist in pacing.”

The sound of her father’s voice broke into her uncharitable thoughts and brought her out of them. She glanced at him and couldn’t help but smile. For many years, he had been the English ambassador to France, but he had since retired from service. His gray hair framed a small balding pate in such a manner that, paired with his half-moon spectacles, gave him the air of a wizened owl.

“I’m sorry, but I am bored.” The sound of the ever-present rain against the window glass prompted another glance outside. Then she heaved a sigh. “Will it ever stop raining?”

“It could be worse. I’ve heard of places experiencing snow this late in the season.”

“Bah.” She shook her head. “What a wretched year this has been thus far. Because of that, England has nothing to offer in the way of entertainment.”

“No country does. The weather is horrid due to that volcanic eruption on a tiny island months ago.”

“My kingdom for a clear day where I can walk and feel the sun on my face.” Frowning, she turned about and joined her father at a grouping of furniture, nodding when he silently asked her if she’d like a cup of tea. “When will it clear?”

“Just consider this a lesson in patience, poppet.” When Elosie didn’t laugh at his joke, her father sighed. “When will it end? Who can say? It is a historical event. Be thankful we have enough food to feed us and to take care of our limited staff.”

“I suppose. We are safe here, and we won’t starve.” It could always be worse. And she had seen, firsthand, how horrible life could be when food was scarce. There were times when living in France where days or weeks were challenging.

Her father nodded. “Why don’t you settle into the morning room and write a letter to your friends in France? It will keep your mind occupied. You are always saying you wish there was more time to return letters to your friends and family.”

“I do say that with alarming frequency.” She slipped the watch into a clever pocket within her skirting. After accepting the teacup he offered, she fixed her gaze on his face. “It’s just that sometimes, writing to them and receiving their letters makes me sad for what could have been.”

Since her mother had been French, it had allowed Eloise to experience so much more of what life had to offer over simply living in England. Her father had met her mother at a society event while he’d been the ambassador to France. They fell instantly in love and married a mere six weeks later. Then he brought his new bride to England, and that is where her parents—as well as Eloise when she’d been a small child—had lived for years. Then her mother missed France, so they went back and forth yearly in the summers when travel was permitted and safe. Eventually, her mother fell ill with an illness of her stomach. The doctor said it was a form of cancer that had no cure.

When it became apparent that her mother wouldn’t survive the illness, she convinced Eloise’s father to take her back to her beloved village in France. Eloise had accompanied her so she would have someone to look after her besides cousins and nieces and nephews. Her father had duties in England but
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