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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 Nancy Light. There are some days when being an author isn’t the glamorous life many think, and so we go looking for bright spots and kind words that will help us out of the darkness. You provide that, and I appreciate that more than you will ever know.

Shine on.
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Be careful what you wish for; it may just come true...

Miss Hannah Masterson is hopelessly on the shelf. Well past the first and second blooms of youth, and possessed of a curvaceous figure, she has grown weary of being bedeviled by her family about when she’ll wed. At her thirtieth birthday dinner, she blurts out something she can’t take back—the Duke of Steppingford has fallen madly in love with her and that they’ll be married within the next few months. No one need know she’s invented the bit of fiction.

Giles Fitzroy, 3rd Duke of Steppingford, has recently returned to England from India. While reading the paper at breakfast, he spies an announcement telling the world of his engagement... to a woman fifteen years his junior he’s never met. Wanting to know who dared to put forth such gammon, he vows to crash his engagement ball, being held in a day’s time, and he will put Miss Masterson in her place with a dressing down she won’t soon forget.

However, the moment the duke sets eyes on his fake fiancée and hears her explanation for the bit of fiction, he sympathizes, but when he seals their fate with a kiss, everything changes. Now that Hannah’s make-believe duke has suddenly materialized, he’s keen to go along with the farce—including a nuptial ceremony and very real wedding night—and she doesn’t know how to feel about that. Through a busy week of forced proximity, the pair discover they have more in common than they thought, but can a no-name miss truly land a duke? Only they can decide.

...and you’ll need to square with that.
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July 10, 1815

Denham House

St. James Place

Mayfair, England

Wallace Denham, 5th Duke of St. Eggleton, glanced across the dining room table at his wife, Abigail. After so many years of marriage, he was still in love with her, and he hoped that would never change.

“Did you know what I found out at the club last night?”

“I couldn’t imagine, since your club is full of interesting men as well as developments.” She smiled at him then took a delicate forkful of the chicken poached in a cream sauce. “Please, tell me. I enjoy your stories.”

He cut into his breast of chicken while nodding. “Well, Steppingford came into the club last night. Recently back from India, you see, and trying to acclimate to life within the English ton. Something happened to him while he was on the subcontinent, but he refused to talk about it. Left him changed, though.”

“Changed how?” When she cocked her head to one side, the diamond chips on her hair combs glittered in the candlelight.

“Well, it’s as if he’s more bitter, I suppose, or even withdrawn. Though he’s always been an intense person, he is even more so now, as if he’s shuttered a part of himself.” Wallace had founded the Club Damnation years ago so he and his friends would have a private place in London to talk freely about whatever subjects they chose. Originally for his ducal counterparts, he soon opened membership to other friends who were interesting and unique, and those men were given honorary “ducal” titles, but named after popular characters in literature.

Surprisingly, it had worked quite well to have that mix of men.

“Oh, then that sounds as if there was a woman involved at some point.” She daintily dabbed her linen napkin at the corners of her mouth. “Some men do not take rejection well.”

“If it was rejection. It could have been a death, for that was the reason he went to India in the first place.”

Abigail chuckled. “You are bored, my love.”

“How so?”

“Well, since Ravenhurst and Averly are both now safely and quite happily married, you wish to play secondhand matchmaker again, and Steppingford is your next target.”

How could he deny it? His wife always knew things about him before he did. “Perhaps that is true. And you must admit, it has been quite entertaining dabbling in matchmaking.” He shrugged then took another bite of his chicken. “Steppingford could prove problematic, though. He’s a rather unyielding man. Likes everything just so.”

“Some men do; it’s not a crime.” She sliced through a stack of thin, tenderly stacked scalloped potatoes. “Shall we pair him with a woman with like opinions or someone completely different in temperament and point of view?”

“Truth to tell, I’m not certain.” He couldn’t wait until the many courses of dinner were over so he could retire abovestairs with her, and help her remove that gown. Though the peacock green color was magnificent against her pale skin, he wished to see her hidden charms. “Steppingford is rather a curmudgeon, and he has much silver in his hair. Been like that from an early age that anyone we select will seem ages younger.”

Abigail nodded. “Living in India probably didn’t agree with him.” She gave into a little shiver. “Was he there in a military capacity?”

“Not that I’m aware of. His father was deeply invested with the East India Company and racked up quite the fortune. When he died ten years ago, Steppingford went out there to settle his affairs and then found that he enjoyed the country, among other things.” Wallace finished with his chicken and laid his knife and fork across the china plate. “He adores tea, fine brandy, Arabian horseflesh, and exotic women.”

She waved a hand as a footman entered the room to clear the dishes for that course. “Yet he’s back in England, so something must have prompted his return.”

“A failed relationship? Perhaps, but not everything hearkens back to love.”

“Most does, though.”

A snort of derision escaped him. “I believe he’s bored if his increased visits to the club are any indication.”

“Then perhaps he’ll benefit with a young bride. Give him a second wind so to speak.”

“Ah.” But he winced. “I wouldn’t wish him on a wide-eyed innocent though. As far as I know, he’s not into kink like Averly, but I don’t know where his preferences lie.”

A smile curved his wife’s lips, and he couldn’t wait to have her alone for kissing. “You fellows at the club all lean quite dark and questionable at times. Not that that is necessarily wrong. Perhaps there is a young widow who wishes to be schooled in all things carnal by Steppingford, but let us hope he isn’t violent in such undertakings. I have heard too many stories of late regarding that sort of behavior.”

“So have I, yet I don’t believe he is that. Reckless, perhaps. In horseracing, cards, and endeavors of that vein. He also enjoys a good fuck, but I don’t think he’s marriage minded.”

“Don’t use such vulgar language at the dinner table,” she reminded him in a soft voice as the next course arrived at the table in the form of a collection of fruits and cheeses. “I’m sure something will come along. We didn’t have much to do with Ravenhurst’s match or even Averly’s. They both stumbled upon them.”

“True.” He popped a slice of pear into his mouth, chewed, then swallowed. “However, I did try to steer at least Ravenhurst into the direction of love and romance when I talked with him. With Averly, I talked briefly with him, but it was one of the other men who really changed his thinking.”

She smiled as she cut a piece of cheese into a small triangle. “If anyone could convince Steppingford that he needs to fall in love, it’s you.” She frowned. “I do wonder how Averly’s marriage is progressing since he’s at his country estate instead of in Town.”

“I am curious too, but the ducal pair will return soon.” He shrugged. That particular nuptial ceremony occurred just last month around Midsummer, and though that engagement had been arranged in both parties’ childhoods, the two of them hated each other and didn’t get along at all in the beginning.

Until they’d both nearly died at a picnic, or so the story went from the snatches of letters a couple of the other members of the club shared with him.

Such was life. A man didn’t know what he didn’t know... until he was shown.

“Well, it doesn’t do much good to fret over things we have no control over. Either Steppingford will marry or he won’t, and if he falls in love, all the better, but it is his life.” He popped a piece of rather pungent cheese into his mouth and chewed. The honey drizzled over it helped enhance the flavor immensely. “Still, I am interested, and cannot wait to see what unfolds for him.”

“I am too,” Abigail said with a nod. “He is a man who needs a woman, I think. Let us hope for the best, and do ask him to dinner soon. I would like to talk with him myself.”

“I will issue an invitation. Now who is trying to matchmake?” He winked.

A faint blush stained her cheeks. “It is quite an engaging pastime, and I would like to think if our union ever broke down that one of your club members would help put us back together.”

Knots of worry tugged in his gut, for there was always that fear. “Fortunately, our marriage is in no danger.” He hoped.

Dear God, how he hoped.
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July 19, 1815

Masterson House

Portman Square

Mayfair, England

Miss Hannah Masterson, middle daughter of Baron Frowley, frowned at her reflection in the looking glass of the bedchamber she shared with one of her younger sisters. In moments, she would join her family in the drawing room, for it was the evening of her thirtieth birthday, which made the coming dinner more special than a usual day.

Though not by much.

“What do you think of this color on me, Penny?” She turned this way and that in front of the mirror and still couldn’t decide if she liked the sky-blue taffeta.

Her sister, who was five years younger, pursed her lips as she looked Hannah up and down with a critical eye. “Well, on the one hand, the color brings out more of the blue in your eyes, so that is a lovely thing, and silver beads on the skirt make you sparkle. But on the other hand, the bodice is plain and square, which does nothing for your figure which is large to begin with.”

At least her sister was honest.

“I am not that much bigger than the type of lady who is popular in the ton, am I?” Though she’d always struggled with her weight, and yes, she was probably two stone larger than her two sisters, she couldn’t help it. Not even the exercise of walking or being a good horsewoman would help keep her form in check.

Penny shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.” She peered into the looking glass herself, and, of course, she was a dream in pink satin that showed her slim figure to advantage.

Though she managed to hold her tongue, Hannah briefly rolled her gaze to the ceiling before moving away from the looking glass. Since there was nothing she could do with the extra padding or curves, she tried to dress to her best advantage, but she was well aware of her appearance. Her face was fuller than her sisters’, her hips rounder, her belly a bit bigger, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t worthy of attention or respect.

“Well, it’s my birthday, and I think the gown is amazing on me. I shall have fun at dinner tonight, and perhaps Mama will let us walk down the street to visit the Broward girls afterward.” Truly, they were her only friends these days, since all the girls she’d Come Out with had all been married and were raising families of their own.

Penny grunted. “You can go by yourself. I don’t care for Emily Broward. She steals men from other girls.”

It was a valid complaint, because the war had already taken so many eligible men and removed them from circulation, limiting the pool for an ever-expanding flock of women who wished to marry.

“Then perhaps Mama would let me take a quick ride after dinner.” If she’d had her druthers, Hannah would spend all her time with horses, in any capacity, for she loved the animals so much.

“I’ll wager she won’t. No doubt we’ll sit in the drawing room before dinner is called, and she’ll agonize that her second daughter has reached the ancient age of thirty and is now officially a spinster.” Penny shot her an affectionate grin. “It’s one of Mama’s favorite topics.”

“I wish it weren’t so.” Every year that went by with her unmarried proved worse than the one before, because now her mother was desperate not to be considered a failure by society because her second daughter hadn’t properly launched.

After four Seasons, her parents had given up, and the remainder of their coin was centered on Penny, who rumor had it, would no doubt snag a man high on the instep this year, for she was the clear beauty of the Masterson family.

Hannah blew out a breath. “Can I help it if women like me are never in fashion or style? I am congenial toward everyone, and am quite helpful, yet I sit with the wallflowers every year through the social season.” Eventually the wallflowers either went back to the country, or they were married off to desperate men with empty titles or soldiers who needed matched. And she hated every moment of it. Suffering through embarrassment was a complete waste of time that she might fill with other things.

If only her mother would give her that freedom.

“Come on, Hannah. Mama will grouse if we go down too late.” Then Penny left the room, leaving her to her thoughts.

I am thirty today and still unwanted.

How was it that a woman attained such an age and never had a man interested in her? Not one man had extended an invitation, had asked her to dance, or had expressed curiosity in doing anything with her in the seven years since she’d first been given a Season. Almost from the first she’d been relegated to the wallflower crowd, forced to sit on the sides of every ballroom she’d stepped foot in to watch the world go by and pretend to be happy for her friends who’d found matches. At this point, she’d seen so many friends come and go, it made her feel old and stodgy to even attend a society function.

I might as well don a mobcap and find a cane.

How had things come to this pass? Were men truly that shallow as to prefer rail thin women over ones who were on the larger side despite what women like her had to give?

It never failed to boggle her mind. With nothing else to do in her room, Hannah made her way down to the drawing room. Despite her sister’s lukewarm enthusiasm for the gown, her confidence was high, for she liked the color and how the fabric felt against her skin. The reason she looked forward to her birthday was quite simple: it was the one time of year when she was celebrated and the day and night belonged to her, and the whole of her family needed to pay full attention to her. That made her happy, for usually the rest of the year, she was overlooked and put out of mind for being a societal—and a familial—failure.

When she entered, she smiled, for having her family gathered made her happy. Her father stood by one of the open windows with his hands clasped behind his back; he was quite handsome in his evening clothing. “Good evening, Papa.”

“Happy birthday, poppet,” he greeted in his typical gruff-sounding voice, for he was a bear of a man who took his duties as a baron quite seriously. When in the country, he also served as a constable.

“Thank you.” She moved to the chair where her mother sat and leaned in so she could buss her cheek. “You are quite lovely tonight, Mama.” The gown of bronze taffeta was stunning with her mother’s skin tone and her blue eyes, which was one of the features Hannah had inherited from her.

“It was a sound purchase.” Her mother frowned as she ran her gaze up and down Hannah’s form. “You know, dear, that gown washes you out. Next time the modiste is in, choose jewel tones.”

With an impressive amount of willpower, she tamped down the urge to lash out with anger, but instead, she nodded and didn’t remind her mother that she’d wanted deeper-hued gowns when they had clothing done up for the Season, but her mother had said since she was still unmarried, she should keep to pale colors or pastels.

Penny, of course, was already there, seated on a low sofa with a piece of embroidery in her lap, but Hannah greeted her older sister Beatrice, whom she hadn’t seen in a month. Beatrice was a few years older than her, and last year, she’d been the toast of the family connection by bringing the second son of a viscount up to scratch and ending the year with a wedding.

“Good evening, Bea. Lovely to see you again.” Then she bounced her gaze to her newish brother-in-law, Johnathan Yeardly. “You as well, Johnathan.”

Her sister smiled. She was as winsome and beautiful as she’d always been, and though she and Hannah shared the same sandy-blonde hair, somehow Bea’s looked thicker and shinier, and the little escaped tendrils curled lovingly on her nape and temples, while the same coif on her made her seem a bit deranged or escaped from Bedlam.

“I’m glad to come for dinner. It is your birthday, after all.” There was something quite glowing about her gaze this evening, and when she moved closer to her husband and clasped his hand, her grin was dazzling. “In fact, there is something Johnathan and I wanted to announce to the family, and tonight is as good a time as any.”

“Oh? Is all well, dear?” her mother asked as everyone in the room trained their gazes on Beatrice.

“It is.” Bea nodded and appeared so serene that Hannah narrowed her eyes.  She sneaked a glance at her husband and when he gave her a nod, she positively beamed. “I am increasing!”

“How wonderful!” Immediately, her mother left the chair to rush at Bea and then embrace her. “When shall we expect the babe?”

“Sometime in January of next year.”

Then Penny and their father joined the happy parents-to-be, and Hannah’s enjoyment of the one day a year that should celebrate her slipped quickly away.

Her mother glanced over her shoulder. “Hannah, are you not happy for your sister?”

Tamping the urge to sigh, she nodded. “I am, of course, but it is my birthday, and everyone is supposed to be celebrating me.”

Bea chuckled. “Don’t be stingy, sis. This is happy news, where as you have officially become a spinster. Where is the joy in that?” She bestowed a grin on Hannah, as if that was supposed to smooth over everything. “You can throw all your energy into being a doting aunt.”

“Of course, because I can’t aspire to anything else, correct?” Unfortunately, she’d spoken the thought aloud instead of leaving it in her head. When every member of her family stared at her as if she’d just put forth the idea of shaving their heads, she blew out a breath. “Could I please be
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