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      In my teenage heart there was only one boy that I wished would notice me, but alas, some dreams are not meant to breathe in the light of day. That David (not to be confused with the hero of this tale), while not enamored with me, was still kind and patient with my adoration.

      I wish I could say all my characters are based on my original obsession, but that would be a lie. Some truths are better left unsaid or recreated, and I’d rather keep those memories where they belong. In the heart of my younger self—when I still believed in the possibility of the impossible.

      Thanks for always being respectful. Even when there was no real chance for those dreams to meet reality. This book is for you David Bilicki—the only David that I’ve ever had a crush on.
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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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      Lady Victoria Spencer dressed carefully for dinner. They were having guests. Important guests. All right, they were important to her. Well, one guest in particular. One that she had fallen in love with at the tender age of four and ten. That had been a mere two years earlier. She’d fallen hard and fast for Viscount Dalton. One of her brother’s closest friends.

      He was a gorgeous man with golden brown hair and exquisite blue eyes. They were a deep blue, like the sky as the sun was setting. Dark, brooding, and arresting when his gaze met hers. The viscount had always been kind to her. Even when others had looked down their noses at her. As if any of them were better than her. She scoffed at the very idea.

      Victoria was a lady, just as they all were. She was the daughter of a marquess, and now the sister of one. Her father had passed a few years earlier, leaving her brother Blake with the title. But none of that mattered. Not when Lord Dalton was coming to dinner.

      She put on her best gown. It was a soft blue silk that made her feel pretty. Even though she knew she wasn’t close to being beautiful. She was too plump for conventional tastes. Her mother told her that in time, that weight would fall away. Victoria had her doubts. Her brown hair was twisted into a simple knot that made her round face more appealing. She might even be considered pretty. Maybe…

      Satisfied she looked as good as she could, Victoria stood and slid on her slippers. She had to be down in the parlor when the earl arrived. She would not miss one moment of his visit. He rarely came to the abbey. She didn’t even know why he was now. But he would be there for dinner, and perhaps longer. She hadn’t bothered to ask Blake. He wouldn’t have told her either way. Her brother was five years older than her and had far more responsibilities than he’d should. He had a lot to handle at merely one and twenty.

      Slowly, she walked down the hall. She heard voices echoing in the corridor. He was here. Already? Drat. Victoria had spent too much time worrying about how she looked. She’d missed speaking with him and laying her greedy gaze on his gorgeous face. Now she would have to wait until dinner to have any sort of conversation with him.

      But she could listen… Eavesdropping was a terrible habit, but she couldn't resist the lure of his voice. It had a deep timber that sent shivers all over her. She could listen to him speak about anything. As long as he was saying words of any sort, she’d be riveted.

      “I don’t know what I am going to do,” Lord Dalton said. She peeked through the crack in the door. She could almost make out his features. “It’s just…” He sighed and scrubbed his hands over his face. “If I had known how badly he’d let it get, I’d have done something.”

      “What could you have done?” her brother asked him. She’d never heard Blake sound so, well, concerned. Not even after their father died, and he had to assume the title. “He would not have let you help. He was too prideful. You know that.”

      Lord Dalton sighed. Again. “I could have at least tried.”

      “My friend,” Blake began. “Our fathers each made mistakes. Yours, unfortunately, was far graver than mine. It’s our cross to bear to clean those up those disasters.” He shook his head as if he still couldn’t believe what he’d had to endure. “Yours will take longer, and you need funds. Lots of them.”

      “I have a small inheritance that my mother’s father left me. I can use it to rebuild the estate.” He sighed. “But you’re right. It will take time.”

      “You could marry,” Blake suggested. Victoria wanted to scream that no, no, he could not. She was still far too young for marriage, and she hoped. Even when she shouldn’t, that she would be the woman he chose. Her heart was breaking.

      “I could,” Lord Dalton said. “But I won’t. It wouldn’t be fair to bring a wife into this situation. I will rebuild my finances. Maybe afterward I can consider marriage.”

      Blake chuckled. “You don’t want a wife. Let’s be honest,” he began. “Even if you had the funds to support one.”

      Lord Dalton was silent for several moments. “You’re right. There’s no female I am acquainted with that I’d willingly marry.”

      “But one day you will consider it?” Blake lifted a brow. “I doubt that as well.”

      “We all have to consider it,” Lord Dalton said in a sullen tone. “We have our duty, don’t we?” He blew out a breath. “I could use a drink.”

      “I’ve plenty of brandy to spare.” Blake stood and walked out of Victoria’s sight. He must be pouring them some brandy.

      What had happened that had the earl so upset? Something about funds and his father. Was his estate in debt, or was it somehow worse than that? Victoria had so many questions…

      Blake came back into view and handed a glass of brandy to Lord Dalton. He held up the glass. “A toast,” Blake began. “To the new Earl of Foxcroft. May you find your way out of your financial difficulties with ease and one day be free to avoid marriage in the same fashion as the rest of us.”

      Foxcroft? His father had died? Everything made a lot more sense now. He was no longer Lord Dalton a mere viscount. He was the earl now. No wonder he seemed so concerned. The estate must be in debt then…

      “If Victoria wasn’t too young, you could have always wed her,” Blake said with a chuckle. “She has a lofty dowry that my father set aside for her eventual marriage.”

      “I cannot marry your sister,” the new earl said. “That wouldn’t be fair to either of us. Even if she were older. We wouldn’t suit.”

      “My sister isn’t good enough for the likes of an earl?” Blake raised a brow.

      “I’m sure she will be perfectly acceptable wife,” Foxcroft said. She was having trouble remembering that he held the title now. “For someone other than me.” He sounded resigned.

      Her heart broke a little at his words. He didn’t see her as a possibility. Somehow, she had always known that. Was it because she was too plump? Did he not see her as pretty enough? Why wasn’t she good enough for him? A tear fell down her cheek.

      It was time to put away childish desires. The new Earl of Foxcroft may not want her, but that was all right. She no longer wanted him. She wanted something far better. Victoria wanted to be desired, to be loved, and above all, she wanted to be the one person someone refused live without. The Earl of Foxcroft could go to the devil…
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        Five years later…

      

      

      Lady Victoria Spencer was tired of being a wallflower. She didn’t want to live the rest of her life in the shadows and forgotten. She wanted to be known. To be seen. More importantly, she was tired of being known as that plump girl. Especially considering she was no longer plump. She hadn’t been plump for at the past year. Not that anyone had noticed. They dismissed her during her first season, and her second. Now, at her third season… They’d forgotten about her.

      She’d made a pact with some fellow wallflowers to get revenge. To enact a scheme that would make those that wronged them understand their error of judgment. The problem with her retribution? There was no one in particular she wanted revenge on. However, there was one man that she wanted above all others. He didn’t want her, though. Had never wanted her. So perhaps the revenge she sought was simple enough. Victoria wanted him to see her and finally want her. But she wouldn’t allow him to have her. Even though she loved him. He didn’t feel the same way, and she’d never have him when he’d never loved her, could never love her.
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