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      A conclave of wallflowers. Was that the accurate term for what she had found herself a part of? There were several known wallflowers suddenly thrust together in one room together. A few ladies had exited the retiring room upon her entrance—not meeting her gaze as they departed. Lady Lilah Stevens was suddenly a pariah, and she couldn’t fathom why. What the blazes had happened. Why were those ladies all whispering about her? She glanced around the room and her gaze landed on her sister’s. Cora’s eyes were filled with something? Sadness? Perhaps… Either way, it wasn’t anything that made her feel good. The other three women shared a similar expression. She almost hated to ask…

      “What is it?” she asked as anxiety filled her.

      “The ton is filled with righteous blowhards,” one of the women said. She had golden blonde hair and pale blue eyes the color of icicles shimmering against a skyline. She was pretty. Why was she a wallflower? “They like to think they’re better than us, but are they really?” What was her name… Oh, that’s right, she was that reprobate viscount’s younger sister. Her name was Miss Emma Collins.

      Lilah frowned. “We have all graced the walls at society functions together.” She hated it as much as they did. “Why have we never spoken before?”

      “Because wallflowers are both not seen nor heard,” another said—Lady Victoria Spencer. She had rich brown hair and hazel eyes flecked with gold specs. Her lush figure was on the plump side, but she had a lovely, heart-shaped face.

      “That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t speak to each other,” Lady Selena Brooks said. She had brown hair streaked with gold, and her blue eyes were almost purple. She was the prettiest of them all, and from what she understood about her family, quite poor. Her dresses had seen better days, and the one she wore currently had to be one of her best. It was not fashionable at all. “Even wallflowers deserve friendship.”

      “None of this explains why you all had such grave expressions when I walked in,” Lilah remarked. Or why those ladies had bolted from the room when she’d appeared.

      “It’s all my disreputable brother’s fault,” Emma said, then sighed. “I love him, but he’s a bloody fool.”

      “He made some unfortunate statements about…” Cora bit her bottom lip.

      “About what?” Lilah was confused.

      “He made it sound as if…” Lady Victoria began, but her cheeks pinkened as if saying the words were the most scandalous thing she had ever done or would do.

      “Oh just say it already,” Lady Selena told them. “She needs to know.”

      Cora stared at the ground and mumbled, “He implied that you made advances on his person.”

      “Advances?” She barely knew the man. “What sort of advances?”

      “Those of a more…” Emma cleared her throat. “lascivious sort.”

      “You know,” Lady Selena said, waving her hand. “The naked sort. In the attempt to trap a gentleman into marriage.”

      Horror filled her. “I’d never…” She wouldn’t want a marriage that way. It would only end in disaster. “Why would he do such a thing?”

      “I’m not sure he was even aware of what he was saying,” Emma said, more to herself than anything. “He was quite foxed. I wonder if he mistook you for someone else?”

      “I don’t care what his reason was,” Lilah exclaimed. “This will ruin me.” Not that she had many prospects, but this would leave her with none.

      “Makes one want to start plotting for real,” Selena mumbled. “Wouldn’t it be grand to be the ones leading the way for once?”

      They all stared at her. “What do you mean?”

      “Revenge,” she said. “Sometimes it can be subtle, and sometimes it can be so blatant no one can ignore you ever again. Aren’t you all tired of being swept aside?” Selena made her think of all the ways she’d love to make the Viscount of Harcrest pay for ruining her without a thought. Would his sister warn him if she did? She turned her gaze toward the woman in question.

      Emma nodded at her. “I’d even help.” As if she understood what Lilah had been thinking. “He should realize that he can’t be so careless. He’s an arse.”

      “Are we really going to do this?” Victoria asked in a meek tone. “I don’t know…”

      “Surely there is someone you wish to enact your own personal revenge on?” Lady Selena encouraged her. “Come on, tell us.”

      “There is one person…” She glanced at Selena imploringly. “You know who.”

      “My dear cousin,” she said. “He’s not the man you remember.” She sighed. “But I understand. I’ve lived with him for the past several years. If not for him, I wouldn’t have anything. My father certainly didn’t ensure I’d have a good life. He died in debt and Foxcroft inherited that along with his own father’s. I’ll help you if you want me too, though.” She glanced at them all. “We should make a pact here and now. Whatever we each need, no matter the reasons, for our revenge, we will help each other. There are no excuses accepted.”

      They all stared at each other, then nodded.

      They stood in a circle around each other, full of resolve. They would do this and they wouldn’t regret it. At least Lilah hoped they wouldn’t. Sometimes a woman had to take action, and it was her turn. She would ruin a certain man’s reputation beyond all repair. Let’s see how he liked it being whispered about.

      It didn’t matter what each of their reasons was for revenge. The pact was formed, and they would see it to the end. Some times a leap of faith was required, and Lilah didn’t regret making this one.
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      Selena Brooks gazed over the sea of dancers on the ballroom floor, their laughter rising in waves of merriment. An emotion she could not feel and had not experienced in longer than she could remember. In many ways, she had been alone her entire life. Her uncle had taken her in as a young child—not out of affection, but because it was expected. The previous Earl of Foxcroft, her uncle, had been a wastrel, running his estates into debt and leaving the task of salvaging it all to his son. Selena did not believe for one moment that her uncle had acted out of kindness.

      When her father died, Selena had been left a modest inheritance. Though not wealthy, her father, as a second son, had at least secured her a small dowry. Her uncle, however, had gambled it away, leaving her with nothing. Now, in her second season, she stood without any prospects, a wallflower soon to be labeled a spinster if nothing changed. Her gowns had seen better days, many repurposed and restyled, but there was only so much that could be done. Several dresses were starting to show signs of wear, and would not endure much longer.

      She was ready to accept defeat. Balls and soirees were not yielding any results. No gentleman would offer for her. It was time to let go of the dream of marriage and find a new purpose for her life. The hope of a family and a home of her own had slipped from her grasp. No gentleman seemed willing to accept her simply as she was. Apparently, it was not enough to be herself; they wanted connections and wealth. It did not seem to matter that she was considered a beauty—a fact that was not mere vanity on her part.

      Selena resembled her mother, who had once been the most sought-after debutante of her season. Her mother, however, had fallen in love with her father, the second son of an earl, and refused all other suitors. They had shared a true love match. Selena remembered those happier days before she lost both her parents at the age of ten. She had known joy once. Since then, her life had been overshadowed by grief and loss—a weight she had never fully shaken.

      Resigned to returning home after yet another disappointing evening, she slipped from the ballroom. She was heading toward the entrance when an overheard conversation halted her. Selena ducked behind an alcove, hidden from view.

      “Have you heard?” one woman said.

      “You will have to be more specific, Lady Darby,” the other replied. “I have heard a great many things.” The woman had the sort of haughty tone that grated over Selena, and most definitely not in a pleasant way.

      “The Earl of Foxcroft might actually be considered a respectable match soon,” Lady Darby laughed. “Or so my husband claims. Imagine that—to no longer be a fortune hunter! He is bolstering his coffers by doing scandalous things. Imagine—a nobleman engaging in trade! No true gentleman would stoop so low.”

      They were rude old biddies. Selena clenched her jaw. David was not a fortune hunter. That would imply he hadn’t worked tirelessly to restore the family’s fortune. Though he wasn’t quite there yet, he had made significant strides, and Selena tried to be as frugal as possible to help his cause.

      “He should have married an heiress,” the other woman sniffed. “That is what one does when an earl finds himself penniless.”

      What did they know? David was not the type to marry for money alone. Selena respected him for his integrity. He had resolved to rebuild their fortune on his own merit. He had already told her that he intended to fully restore her dowry, not that it mattered to her. She would not want any man who would consider her only once she had money. A gentleman who valued her only for her wealth was not worth having.

      “And did you see that cousin of his?” one of the ladies scoffed. “Why does she persist in attending balls in such unfashionable attire? It is positively pitiable.”

      And that was why she was finished with society. Women like these only deepened her misery with each passing day. She could no longer bear it. It would be far better to retreat from society altogether. She stifled a sigh. Yet, as much as Selena wished to leave the ton behind, she knew she could not. David felt responsible for her, believing her lack of success in society to be his fault. She could not bear to disappoint him. So, she resolved to endure one more season. Her third would be her last.

      “It is a shame,” the other woman said. “She is a pretty girl. With a proper dowry, she would have been married in her first season. But being a poor orphan ruined her chances.”

      She had to leave. She could not listen to their gossip another moment. They stood directly in her path, leaving her no choice but to walk past them with her head held high, as though they had not just torn her and David apart with their words. Taking a deep, fortifying breath, she stepped from the alcove.

      Selena forced herself to maintain a slow, dignified pace as she walked down the hall. The two women fell silent when they noticed her and, thankfully, did not speak as she passed. At the entrance, she requested her shawl from a servant and fidgeted as she waited for it to be brought. Once it was in her hands, she wrapped it around herself and left the foyer as quickly as she could.

      With no chaperone to answer to, she was able to slip out of the house unimpeded. David had escorted her to the ball, but he was engrossed in conversation with a potential business partner. He would be furious that she had left without him, but he would forgive her—he always did. Her cousin was a dear man, nothing like the other gentlemen of the ton. And even if some eligible man suddenly took notice of her, she couldn’t trust it. She would rather be a spinster than be wed to a man she could not respect.

      Society had stolen every chance she had at happiness. Let them all go to the devil. She did not need them, and, by Jove, she would prove it. If only to herself.
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      Selena leaned back against the carriage seat and sighed. Soon, they would arrive at Harcrest Manor for the Christmastide house party that Emma had insisted upon hosting. If it had been up to her, she would have stayed home, yet here she was, traveling with her cousin and his wife to a social gathering sure to be filled with individuals she loathed. There were very few people she tolerated, though thankfully, those she genuinely liked would be present. That would make the gathering somewhat more bearable, but not by much.

      Victoria leaned her head on her husband, David, the Earl of Foxcroft’s, shoulder and stifled a yawn. “I do hope we arrive soon. I’m quite weary from the confinement of this carriage.”

      David patted her arm lightly. “We are all tired, darling. But we should be there shortly. It has been quite some time since I last visited Harcrest Manor. It will be wonderful to see our friends.”

      Selena didn’t disagree with her cousin on that point. In truth, she looked forward to seeing her friends as well. It was not her companions she wished to avoid; rather, it was all the other guests Emma would have invited—the sort of people who personified the society she had come to detest. She yearned to be free of it all, though she was uncertain how to accomplish such a feat. Unlike Lilah or Cora, she did not have a specific target for her frustration. Even Victoria had someone in particular in mind when she had schemed against David. Each of her friends had set out for vengeance, only to find love instead. Selena was happy for them, truly she was... but she no longer desired love or marriage. That dream had died with her first disastrous season.

      She’d continued attending balls and social gatherings only because David had been so insistent. He had hoped she would find a respectable match. But with her outdated gowns and a pitiful dowry, she had been mostly overlooked. Courting? There had not even been a remote possibility a gentleman to call upon her. She might be considered pretty, but in the marriage market, that was not enough.

      “Has Emma told you about her plans?” she asked Victoria.

      Victoria shook her head. “I am not sure why she wanted a Christmastide house party,” she replied. “But it will be fun, nonetheless. I do adore house parties.”

      “As long as you are not the hostess,” David drawled. “I recall you complaining about the guests and their endless demands at the party held at Ardmore.”

      Victoria wrinkled her nose. “Do not remind me.”

      “I do not recall that,” Selena said. “I thought you enjoyed the house party.”

      “I did not despise it,” Victoria admitted. “But some of the guests were insufferable. I blame the rain. We could not do any of the planned outdoor activities, which had everyone on edge. At a Christmastide house party, guests are generally prepared for indoor amusements.”

      “Except the hunting for a yule log,” David reminded her.

      Victoria waved her hand dismissively. “That is simply an excuse for the gentlemen to indulge too much, traipse through the snow, and engage in silliness to find the ‘ideal’ log to cut down and burn. We ladies shall remain inside like sensible beings. We do not need a yule log.”

      David laughed. “As you can tell, my wife has rather strong opinions about yule logs.”

      She narrowed her gaze at her husband. “They are unnecessary,” Victoria retorted.

      “Very little in life is truly necessary, my love,” he said, then kissed her quickly. “But that does not mean we should not enjoy anything. You may not see the point, but there is no need to scorn those who do.”

      “Very well,” she replied in a reluctant tone. “Since I do not have to participate, I shall keep my peace on the matter.”

      Selena sighed. She did not care one way or the other if the men hunted for a yule log. She cared for very little of it, in fact. Yet, she had to endure conversations like these. She adored David and Victoria—they were dear to her. Still, their love could be suffocating at times, particularly when she could not escape the confines of a carriage. She was genuinely glad they had found happiness together, but as someone whom love had forsaken, it was sometimes difficult to bear.

      “It seems we are about to turn down the drive to Harcrest Manor,” she announced, having stared out the window for some time now. Relief washed over her as they neared the manor; soon, she would be free of the carriage.

      “Emma will want to meet with us,” Victoria said. “Since we are arriving a day before the other guests, I suspect she has a specific purpose in mind.”

      “I assumed as much,” Selena replied.
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