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To every reader who has enjoyed this dark Regency series. Because of you, we’ll all have many more books to savor for a while. Thank you for continuing to come along on this journey and for supporting my writing.
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Secrets, lies, and dark passions can be a hinderance or an enhancement to forced proximity.

Mr. Broderick Dante Cunningham, is an honorary duke. As the Duke of Udolpho, he has been granted access to Club Damnation, an establishment for unwanted, lost, and perhaps undesirable members of the ton who don’t fit in with polite society. And that is how he likes it, for his past is littered with crimes a decent man should feel guilt over. Thank God for being a rake because women don’t care about any of that; they crave his wicked ways.

Miss Anne Courtney, only daughter to Baron Hampton, wants one thing from life—to make the man who killed her brother pay. When he’ll be at the same Christmastide ball she is attending, her plans to publicly accuse him come to fruition. After a series of unfortunate events ends in a shocking scandal, she is forced to wed the very man she despises. She vows to make his life a trial to pay for what he’s done; regardless of that he’s attractive as the devil himself.

For the Yuletide season, the unlikely pair is stuck together. What should have been a romantic, honeymoon period is filled, instead, with disagreements, harsh words, broken trinkets, and more than a few explosive carnal meetings designed to tease and torment, initiated by both. But physical relationships won’t amount to love unless the participants compromise and extend trust to each other, as well as share their secrets. When an accident suddenly brings everything into sharp focus, Broderick and Anne must decide what they truly want most... and hope for a Christmas miracle to save it all

.
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December 15, 1815

Denham House

St. James Place

Mayfair, England

––––––––
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Wallace Denham, 5th Duke of St. Eggleton was at his wit’s end. Over the past few months, tension between him and his wife had reached a boiling point, all because he hadn’t been forthright with her regarding the child he’d fathered with a mistress while on a clandestine mission for the good of England.

Of course, that had been years ago, but scandals of that nature always had the innate ability to come home to roost at the most inopportune times. And the sticking point here was the fact that said mistress was expected to die from a disease of the lungs any day now, leaving the five-year-old child in his care.

Obviously, emotions from both him and his wife had run high ever since the secret had accidentally come to light. Yes, he’d planned on telling her the truth, but circumstances had sent the news prematurely into the air, which had precipitated Abigail’s subsequent rage and aggravation a few months prior. She had temporarily moved out of the townhouse they’d occupied since the day they’d married over twenty years before.

That had broken his heart even above and beyond the cracks sustained when he’d spied the look of utter betrayal on her face when she’d discovered his infidelity.

Yet somehow, perhaps because it was the Christmastide season, within the past few days, his duchess had come back to their home. In fact, she’d only just arrived earlier that afternoon. Why, he didn’t know, but he would do his level best to discover the answer... and to keep her here. Working against him was the undeniable tension that still roiled between them, and he didn’t know how to fix it.

It was odd, being on the defensive with his wife. Aside from the first few years of their arranged marriage where they hadn’t rubbed on all that well, their union had been simply lovely and quite affectionate, even passionately hot most of the time, so this separation due to his mistake cut like a sharp knife to the heart.

And that pain refused to leave. For all his faults, she was the love of his life, and he had betrayed her with the mistress and especially the child, for he and Abigail had never been able to conceive children of their own. With this boy’s existence, it was clear she’d been the reason why.

And that knowledge had broken her a bit. In turn, that made his heart ache all the more, but he would try his best to win her back by Christmastide; their love didn’t deserve to die merely because of this indiscretion.

Hopefully.

Those thoughts had haunted him since September when she’d taken her leave of him, and in those three months, he truly felt as if he’d been through hell, for nothing made sense without her in his life. Yes, he’d had his friends at Club Damnation to talk with, and they’d provided solace or a listening ear when he’d wished to talk about his woes, but beyond that, they couldn’t help him, of course. This was a mess of his making, and it was his responsibility to repair it. Outside of that, knowing that a handful of the members of the club were happily ensconced in their own new romances soured him a bit to the joy found in life as well as this time of year.

When he stepped into the morning room where his wife currently enjoyed tea, he was wildly uncertain of his reception. “Good afternoon, Abigail.” Why the devil did his voice sound as if he hadn’t used it in an age?

God, but she was a vision, his very own angel! Her blonde hair, liberally streaked with silver, had been caught back in a loose chignon, and she’d worn one of the navy-hued gowns he particularly liked. Had it been on purpose or merely a coincidence?

Did it matter?

“Good afternoon, Wallace.”

Was that a hint of frost in her voice? He couldn’t be certain. “Ah, do you mind if I joined you? Perhaps share a cup of tea with you?”

Her shrug only lifted one shoulder. “It’s your house.”

With a huff, he tamped down on the urge to offer a biting response. Instead, he dropped into a delicate chair with gilded legs near her location on a matching low sofa. “Yet you came back to our home.”

When she raised her gaze to his, he was caught off guard by the anger and the disappointment warring for dominance in those blue depths. “Only because I favor this property over all your others.” She dabbed at a spot of jam lingering at the corner of her lips from eating a jam tart. “If you wish to live apart, you can go. The Christmastide season is nearly upon us, and I adore London during that time. I have many commitments and invitations I’d like to keep.”

“Ah, so your return had nothing to do with wishing to reconcile.” It wasn’t a question.

“It does not. I will occupy the duchess suite, and you can stay in yours. We should easily be able to stay out of each other’s way, I think.”

It was all so stark, so clinical, so... alarming. Hot panic rose in his chest as he frowned. “Please talk to me, Abigail. Would you truly toss away over twenty years of a happy marriage over one aberration that happened years ago?”

Her kissable lips formed a tight line as she put her teacup into its saucer then rested them both on the low table in front of her. “You did, and apparently that didn’t bother you.”

Fair point. Though it hurt more than he thought it would. “I told you it wasn’t an affair. Just one night that meant nothing in the grand scheme. I was away on a mission, I couldn’t let you know where I was, I’d drunk more than intended, and in a weak moment... it happened.”

A sound of aggravation escaped her. “It certainly means something to me.” When she rested her gaze on him, tears welled to magnify the blue. “It meant you found fault in what we had together, in me. It meant that you didn’t value our nuptial vows enough to keep your prick in your breeches.”

That was the farthest from the truth. “I was on a mission—”

“It doesn’t matter and you know it.” Yes, there was decide frost in her voice, and if he was careful, he’d be frozen to the furniture by it.

Why was he trying to argue? What he needed now was damage control. He should just state the truth, show remorse, and hope for the best. This could all be fixed, but he needed time, so he blew out a breath. “You are correct. I was a nodcock. I’d married you and should have stayed faithful. Nothing matters beyond that.” He pressed his lips together as he considered his next words. “In the event you wondered, I’m ashamed of what I did, and yes, I’m heartsick of what that knowledge is doing to you now, but you must know how much I still care for you, how I’ve always cared for you.”

For long moments she stared at him, with emotions warring in her expression and lines of exhaustion framing her eyes and mouth. She seemed as haggard and worried as he was, though neither of them would admit it. “That was never the doubt.”

Surprise moved through his chest. “Then what is?”

She huffed. “The fact you kept the knowledge of this child from me.”

Well, that wasn’t as bad as he’d thought. “To be fair, I only became aware of his existence this past summer.”

“And yet that was five months ago.”

Another truth. Wallace nodded. “I was embarrassed and stunned. I didn’t wish to upset you or enrage you. And...”

“And?” One of her blonde eyebrows rose.

A heavy sigh left his throat. “I don’t want to lose you.” When everything else fell away, that was his greatest fear. So, he said it again. “I don’t want to lose you, Abigail. I am nothing without you.”

“Yet there is this child you fathered with another woman.” A tear fell to her cheek. “A child you couldn’t have with me, because I am incapable of that basic function a woman should have.” Tears filled her voice, and the sound of her distress tightened his chest. “A child you wish for us raise as our own as if I’m supposed to forget how his existence came about.”

All fair points, and he couldn’t imagine the pain or doubt she was battling with. “He will be an orphan if we don’t take him in, and isn’t a child worthy of being raised in a good and decent home over being thrust to fate?”

For the space of a few heartbeats, her chin trembled. “Yes, of course, but everyone will know what you did, will say it’s because I failed in my duties.”

“No one will know except my solicitor. We shall invent a sister or a cousin who had no other option than to send the child to us to raise.”

“Oh.” Abigail frowned as she fixed her gaze on the tea tray. “You will forever resent me because I couldn’t give you a true heir, one who can inherit your title.”

“Never. Ah, sweeting, never think that, for it’s simply not true.” Feeling hopeful for the first time in weeks, Wallace threw himself to his knees by her legs. He took her hand. “Please know that what I feel for you will never change. And please also know that this child is part of me. I can’t in good conscience let him be raised by someone else now that I know of his existence.”

Her stifled cry seemed to echo in the space. “How can I accept a child into this house knowing it was from your mistress?”

“I don’t know, I can only imagine how you’re feeling.” It made him feel like horse shit. “Please consider it. Don’t hold your thoughts against an innocent child.”

The delicate tendons in her throat worked with a hard swallow. When she attempted to pull her hand from his, he held on tight. “You have a good heart, but mine broke when I found out about him, about your betrayal.”

Then she would truly hate him when she discovered that he’d visited that same mistress many times in the first few years of their marriage when things were messy and they’d both fought against the arranged union. That was probably something he should keep to himself for the time being.

“I know. I know, and I will work for the rest of my life to win back your trust... your love.” It might prove the most honest thing he’d ever said to anyone. When she remained silent, he sighed. “Please say that you will stay, that you will let me try to resurrect our romance, strengthen it.”

“That will be a tall order. I’m quite livid with you.”

Wallace nodded. “I understand. Quite frankly, I didn’t expect anything else.”

Finally, she freed her hand from his. “I won’t share a suite with you, and you will definitely not warm my bed.”

His chest ached with the announcement. “I understand that too.” But if it moved him one step closer to a reconciliation with her, so be it.

For long moments, she peered down at him with trembling lips that set his world to crumbling. God, he would do anything for this woman, and yet she was on the verge of leaving him to his fate. Finally, she nodded. “Tell the servants we’ll need a bedroom fitted for the child, that he’s coming from one of your cousins who is quite ill. We will also need to interview for a governess and a nursery maid as well as a few tutors to start with his education in January.”

The relief that poured over him threatened to drown him. “I will.”

Fleetingly, she rested a palm against his cheek, and that simple touch nearly broke him. “I’m not best pleased with you Wallace but for the child’s future, I will bend. But I don’t think I can let him call me mama. I just can’t.”

He nodded, nearly cast up his accounts from the change in fortune. It was one step closer to winning her back. “I know, sweeting.”

Abigail shook her head. “You have lost the right to call me by an endearment. Lady Eggleson or Abigail will suffice when you address me until otherwise instructed.”

It was still winter in the house. He nodded. “I deserve that.” When she offered nothing else, even refused to look at him, he struggled to his feet. “Thank you, Abigail. I hope I can show you that I truly am still worthy of you.” Then he left the room. 

It would be a long road indeed, but he would win her back.

Somehow.
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December 16, 1815

Club Damnation

43 St. James Place

Mayfair, London

As a desultory rain drummed on the roof of his closed carriage, Mr. Broderick Cunningham—Dante to his closest friends since it was a middle name—frowned. He pulled back the black velvet curtain from the window in order to peer out at the wet world where the golden illumination in the windows of the buildings the vehicle passed provided welcome breaks from the winter’s darkness.

There was always darkness. Around him. Inside him. A darkness that ate away at him like a cancer, of spreading, spilled ink on a desktop, it was slowly overtaking his soul. Soon, there wouldn’t be any light or goodness left in him, and then what would happen? What would become of him once he turned that final corner? Once the misdeeds and horrors of his past caught up to him?

A tap on the roof from the driver invaded his thoughts. “Arriving, Your Grace.”

As if he didn’t already know that. The respectful title curved his lips in amusement, for it was naught but a bit of fiction bestowed upon his club mates at Club Damnation, where every man there was a duke of some sort, whether the title was true or not. The founder of the club had wished for all the members to be on equal footing, didn’t want a class divide to become problematic between them. So he’d declared that everyone was a duke, and those who weren’t by birth were allowed to take a “ducal” title with one caveat—it had to come from literature in some way.

That was how Dante had come by his title of Udolpho. The Mysteries of Udolpho was a Gothic novel by Ann Radcliffe, which appeared in four volumes on May8, 1794 from G. G. and J. Robinson of London. Some said it was her most popular novel, but it told the story of Emily St. Aubert, who suffered misadventures including the death of her mother and father, supernatural terrors in a gloomy castle, and machinations of Italian brigand Signor Montoni.

Ordinarily, he steered clear of books that smacked of romance, but this one had enough Gothic and frightening elements that it had kept his interest, leading to him asking for it on loan from a lending library multiple times before he’d finally bought a copy of his own. Did he liken himself to the dark villain of the tale? That largely depended on the day, but by and large, he was grateful for the ability to escape reality by way of fiction.

Then the carriage tugged to a halt, and in the sudden silence that followed, Dante listened to the steady drum of the rain. A cold rain at that. After all, it was December in London, and he expected any day for the weather to turn and for the rain to change into snow.

God, I detest winter.

The vehicle dipped as the driver came off his box. Seconds later, the door was swung open and the steps put down.

“Thank you, Robert. I expect I’ll wish to leave around midnight. Feel free to utilize the mews nearby and make merry with the staff at Club Damnation or go home. Either way, get out of this miserable rain.”

“I will, Your Grace. Enjoy your evening.”

“Enjoyment is entirely subjective.” 

With a sigh, he turned the collar of his greatcoat up then as he exited the carriage, he jammed his top hat upon his head. His breath clouded about him on the short walk from the street to the front door of the club. Why the devil hadn’t he chosen to spend the upcoming holiday season in sunny climes with a warm breeze and the hint of salt upon the air?

The moment he stepped into Club Damnation, though, his attitude couldn’t help but change. After handing over his outer garments as well as his gloves, he moved into the large common room, where the warmth from a cheerful fire behind a metal grate invited him closer. At small tables and occupying comfortable leather winged-back chairs were other members of the club as well as their acquaintances, some of whom wished to apply for membership.

This must be the one day a month when non-members could come for a visit as a preview, as long as someone within the club could vouch for them.

A footman came promptly to Dante’s side. “The Duke of Eggleton has requested your presence in one of the private rooms, Your Grace. Dinner will be served shortly. If you’ll follow me?”

“Thank you.” How the founder of the club always knew when one of his friends arrived, Dante would never know, but that tiny matter of caring never failed to impress upon his soul. Who else in his miserable existence cared enough about him? It spoke volumes that it came from a club owner and a man facing his own problems.

As soon as he was shown into the familiar room, another footman was there, setting a wine glass and a bottle of red wine in front of the chair he slipped into. Three other men, all club members, sat there, each with their own drink of choice, and they greeted him while the footmen drifted out.

“Welcome, Udolpho.” Wallace Denham, the Duke of Eggleton, greeted him. Then he frowned. “You didn’t dress for the evening.”

“I did not.” Where the rest of the men had chosen black evening clothes, Dante had arrived in charcoal breeches, boots, a silver waistcoat, and a jacket of gray-blue superfine. “The energy wasn’t there tonight, and I couldn’t trouble myself to do so. Didn’t fancy having the rain seep through my shoes. If it helps, my valet is also disappointed in me.”

A second man at the table, the Duke of Thorton, snorted in apparent amusement. “I wish I’d thought of that excuse. Donning hosiery for the evening is quite aggravating.” Though he didn’t grin, there was a flash of interest in his blue-gray eyes, and the candlelight turned his blond hair the color of molten gold. His wide shoulders and broad chest spoke to physical labor, but the way he held himself ramrod straight, the lines of strain or worry that framed his eyes and mouth betrayed a quiet strength that no one except those who knew him best would see.

“Among other things,” Dante murmured before taking refuge in a large sip of wine.

“That is the difference between men like you two and the rest us.” The Duke of Averly smirked after taking a sip of his brandy. His red hair resembled fire in the golden illumination. “One should always strive to look one’s best because one never knows what will happen.”

Dante resisted the urge to lean back in his chair and rest his booted feet on the tabletop, but he clung to the last vestiges of being a gentleman, even if he was anything but. “How does your wife fair, Averly? All is well?” The two of them would welcome their first child in three months, and while Averly was over the moon at the prospect, he had also been wracked with worry.

“She is nesting, I believe. All is well with her health, and quite frankly, she couldn’t be happier.” The expression of smug satisfaction on his face said everything he did not. “We’re hoping for an heir, of course, but either gender will be welcomed and loved equally.”

“I am happy for you,” Eggleton said with a grin that didn’t quite meet his eyes. “Children should always be a celebrated addition to one’s family.”

Dante frowned. Wasn’t the older man childless? What had transpired in his life that he hadn’t shared with them yet? “Where is Ravenhurst these days? I can’t remember seeing him about since early last month. Has he left Town?”

“He has.” Eggleton nodded. “Ravenhurst has gone to his country estate. This is the first Christmas with his wife, so it’s special to him, and he’s still tip over tail for her.” He took a large gulp of his brandy, winced as he swallowed. “Steppingford as well. I’ve not seen two men so much in love as those two are with their wives.”

“Except you,” Dante said as a stab of envy or perhaps jealousy went through his chest, but wasn’t he too far gone in vices to be domesticated?

Eggleton snorted. “I would do anything for my wife. It’s just right now, she is out of sorts with me. Ice runs through her veins presently.”

Thorton narrowed his eyes. “What did you do?”

“Why do you assume our troubles stem from something I did?”

“Didn’t you?”

“Yes. God, yes.” Eggleton rubbed a hand along the side of his face. “During a weak moment six years ago when I was on my last mission for England, I drank too much and was missing Abigail, so I bedded my mistress, which resulted in a child.”

The men around the table stared in shock at him.

“And?” Dante questioned with a frown. “That happens all the time.”

“Yes, but my mistress is about to leave this mortal coil, and she wants me to raise the child, since I am his father.” Eggleton grunted. “My wife accidentally saw some of my correspondence with that information, and now she’s both furious and heartbroken.”

“Damn.” Averly leaned an elbow on the table. “What are you going to do?”

“Take the boy in, of course. She has conceded that point, but everything else is in question. Hell, she’s even advised me to not call her by endearments.”

Dante stared. “Furious, indeed.” He drained his wineglass. “How are you going to rout her?”

“I have no idea.” The older man buried his head in his hands. “It’s not a matter of routing her. I need to win back her trust and her love, but I also wish to provide for the child. It’s a conundrum.”

Thornton cleared his throat. “You will preserve. Unlike me, who am unable to balance my wife and my mental demons, which has made me hide in the country.” He shook his head as they stared, for they’d not known he was married. “Ah, I didn’t tell you I had a wife.” He blew out a breath. “Two years, actually, and she is one of the reasons I’m even in Town right now.”

“Uh, why?” Dante’s head reeled from all the truths flying about tonight.

“She apparently has a wish to gain my notice by creating scandal.” He frowned. “It won’t work. I come up to London once a month for business. I have no wish to involve myself with my wife, for if I did that, I fear the broken parts and pieces of me would rush up to destroy her. At least while I’m away, she’s safe.”

“As well as angry,” Averly said as he bounced his gaze between Eggleton and Thornton. “The two of you have already been granted good fortune by having wives to begin with. Can you not spirit your wives off, fuck them senseless until they forgive you?” He shrugged. “They’ll say they don’t want that intimacy, but deep down, every woman secretly wishes for the exclusive attention of their men.” He winked. “I speak from experience.”

“Do shut up, Averly. This isn’t new love,” Eggleton groused as he poured another measure of brandy into his glass. “It’s quite different, as you’ll find out once you’ve gotten experience in your own union.”

Conversation halted as a few footmen came into the room bearing plates for all the diners as well as platters of food. Once the table had been set and the food served, the footmen departed.

Eggleton speared Dante with his gaze. “What of you, Udolpho? What is happening within your life that might give us all a modicum of hope?”

“Ha.” He sliced off a portion of his roast beef. “I am not looking for a wife, for I’m quite content with non-lasting liaisons.” It was better that way, for he’d done things over the course of his time as a spy-turned-assassin that didn’t warrant settling down or having a family. He considered those a prize for a life well lived, and he was in the business of ending lives. “Besides, I don’t believe in romance. It’s naught but a fairy story for children.”

Averly snorted. “For some men, no doubt. Some of us are quite happy, thank you.”

“Deluded, of course,” Dante murmured in response. “My soul has too many dark marks against it to even hope for such lightness.” Even if he’d wanted that, which he didn’t.

“We all think that of ourselves,” Thornton said in a hushed voice as they all tucked into their meals. “Some of us do, indeed, have more darkness in our souls than others. Whether it’s true or not remains to be seen, but probably not in this world.”

Eggleton kept his focus on his plate. “That is exactly why I invited you to join this club, men like you.” He pushed a bite of beef around his plate. “We have all done things we’re not proud of, things we’d rather be stricken from memory, but those things remain to fester in our souls, waiting to hurt us.”

Dante stared into his wine glass. “Then what do we do about it? Wait until it kills us from within?”

“No, you arse, you find someone to talk to, someone you trust enough to lay bare your soul and in doing so, you find peace if you are fortunate,” Averly said with a shake of his head. “Preferably a female who you can fuck along the way, because you’ll need to relieve the tension and needs while you’re sorting out the muddle of your mind.”

Several moments of silence reigned as they ate.

Finally, Eggleton nodded. “I might be in the throes of my own complications, but what Averly said holds truth. Englishmen in general have been taught to internalize emotions and keep a stiff upper lip, even more so if they have been in the military.” He met Dante’s gaze. “It’s the Christmastide season, Udolpho. Find a woman. Bed her. Spend time with her. Work your charm on her. Perhaps you’ll fall in love, perhaps you won’t, but it would benefit you to have a different perspective in your life.”

Thornton huffed. “Or you could retreat to the country without the hassle of the woman.”

The older man narrowed his eyes. “That doesn’t solve anything. Trust me on this. When you keep secrets, when you withhold your truths, it’s ultimately more damaging.”

“And a woman will kill you anyway,” Dante said with heavy bitterness in his voice. “Women can’t be trusted, and I’m not certain Christmastide is enough to suddenly ‘cure’ me of what’s tearing apart my soul.”

“What a collection of arses.” Averly shook his head. “I was once like you. Everyone here knows my history before I married. At the risk of being called soft, I’ll say this. Deciding you want a different sort of life, that you want peace, won’t make you weak. Will asking for help neutralize all your demons? Of course not, but it will leave you a damn sight better than you are now. Isn’t that something to consider?” He pinned Eggleton with his gaze. “Even you. Be authentic when you talk to Her Grace, grovel if you need to, but patch it up. You founded this club so that men like you could gather here in friendship, and I’ll wager you wanted to assist us all in finding a love for the ages like you had.”

Dante’s eyebrows rose. “Is that true?”

Ruddy color rose on Eggleton’s neck. “Perhaps in the back of my mind. Which is why I was so surprised and pleased when my closest friends here began to do just that earlier this year. Then everything began to go wrong, including my marriage. Now I’m not certain what to believe or which way to turn.”

“This is ridiculous.” After shoving his plate of food away, Dante stood. “It’s far too depressing to be here tonight. I might as well go home.” When it came down to brass tacks, he didn’t want to be told he might need to go out into society and find a woman to court.

Sometimes the demons one knows are more comfortable than the demons one doesn’t.

“Stow your ego, Udolpho,” Averly said with a decided growl in his voice. “Broken is a death sentence, and philandering isn’t something to brag about. Sit the hell down.”

Baffled and somewhat chastised, Dante resumed his seat. “At least we’re honest here.”

Eggleton raised his glass. “I’ll drink to that.”

“Hear, hear!” Averly said while Thornton remained stoically silent.

Dante cleared his throat. “Will we attend Nottingham’s ball tomorrow night?” The invitation arrived six weeks ago. It seemed the “duke” of Nottingham was so damned glad he’d reconciled with his wife who’d divorced him years ago that he wanted all of London to know. Beyond that, he planned to remarry her on Christmas Eve.

“I believe we are all going,” Eggleton said with a nod. “There will be card rooms should we tire of dancing, and since I rather doubt my wife wants to go anywhere with me in society just now, that is where I’ll spend most of my time.” He sounded so glum Dante felt that emotion in his own chest.

“Well, I look forward to challenging your skill at the cards.” Outside an
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