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      England, May 1821

      

      “Miles, you must save me.”

      Miles Beresford folded down the edges of his newspaper and met the harried gaze of his twin brother, Justin, who was standing in the doorway of Miles’s study. No matter that they’d grown up together as children, it still shocked him to come face-to-face with Justin, given how much they looked alike. Though they’d been born only minutes apart and were mirror images of each other, their temperaments couldn’t have been more different.

      Justin, the elder, was all decency and goodness. A fair man, a pleasant man. Miles, on the other hand… He snickered at the thought of how anyone would describe him.

      Unruly, a bounder, a rogue, devilish. He was even known to make matchmaking mamas faint dead away when he walked into a ballroom. None could deny he had a good head for business, and any decent Englishman respected someone who was good at business.

      “Save you, brother? What have you gone and done now? Save a house of orphans who now want you to adopt them all? Rescue a nest of kittens from a tree and now they live under your bed, keeping you up with their cries? Carry a pretty young damsel miles in the rain after she twisted her ankle and now she wants to marry you?”

      Justin frowned, his dark-brown eyes holding no glint of their usual humor at Miles’s teasing. “I’m quite serious, Miles. I need your help.”

      It was normal for Miles to tease his brother about being such a stand-up gentleman. Justin was the eldest brother, the Duke of Wiltshire. They both bore the name of Beresford, but when their father had passed on five years ago, Justin had become the duke, and therefore everyone but Miles called him Lord Wiltshire or, if they were very close friends, just Wiltshire.

      “Is it serious, then?” If his sensible brother truly needed rescuing of some kind, then that was sure to be genuine trouble. He raised a brow and waited for his brother to elaborate. Usually Miles was the one who needed saving, which meant, unfortunately, that he owed his brother a favor. Or, more accurately, several dozen. He’d lost count over the years. Such was the price of being the rogue of the family and not the gentleman.

      Justin shifted restlessly on his feet. “I have guests arriving shortly.”

      “At Wiltshire Manor?” Miles asked.

      As a duke, Justin often hosted house parties, but he rarely needing rescuing from them. He was the perfect sort of man to host a delightful dinner, a musical gala, or even a vigorous fox hunt. This made Miles infinitely curious as to what sort of guests would strike fear in the heart of his sociable and likable brother.

      The look of consternation upon his face filled Miles with curiosity. He set the paper down on his desk and leaned forward. The study in which they sat was quiet, the only sound being the tick of the clock on the mantel above the fireplace. Miles may have been a rogue, but he kept his estate, Beresford House, orderly and comfortable, even if it was a bachelor residence. More often than not, Justin would ride over from Wiltshire Manor in the morning, and the two of them would share breakfast and catch each other up on news.

      “Justin, why do you need saving? Seeing as you are the one who invited them, you ought to be able to deal with them. You know I’m not a good guest. I find myself rather bored with innocent young ladies. Now, if it’s a lusty widow you need distracted, I’d be more than happy to oblige.”

      “Well, it does involve a few ladies coming to the house, and I do need your help with them—but no lusty widows, I’m afraid.” Justin raked a hand through his dark hair, mussing it. Miles tended to keep his hair a little longer than was fashionable, if only to turn heads and cause scandal.

      “Oh no, the last time you asked me to seduce a woman to keep her out of your way, I almost ended up leg-shackled to Freddy Poncenby’s little sister. Do you have any idea what that would have done to a man like me? Married to that little redheaded creature? She was far too quiet for my tastes, and her brother is a notorious dandy. Can’t have one of those in the family. Dreadful bore. Last dinner we were at he spent the entire meal discussing the cut of one’s waistcoat and the style of folding one’s cravat.”

      “Are you done complaining? I’m more than happy to remind you that you owe me, little brother.” There was a hint of humor in his brother’s eyes that hadn’t been there before. It reminded Miles of when they were lads and Justin had raged about some scheme or another that had gotten them in trouble—a scheme Miles had usually come up with and Justin had been obliging enough to join in. Yet each time they’d been caught, Justin’s eyes would twinkle, and he’d find a way to evade both their parents’ displeasure and their punishment.

      “There are some things I won’t do for any man, not even you.” Miles attempted to return his attention to his paper, but Justin leaned forward and shoved the paper down.

      “Miles, don’t make me beg.” Anxiety darkened Justin’s eyes, stirring a worry in Miles. When had his brother ever had to beg for help? Never. That alone meant it was serious.

      He sat up in the wingback chair he’d been lounging in. “Very well, what must I do?”

      Justin’s face relaxed, and he took the chair opposite Miles. “The manor house is in need of a solid fortune to keep it up. I’ve fallen behind on paying the debts Father left me with.”

      Miles’s fingers crushed the paper he’d been holding. “How long?” His brother hadn’t told him that their childhood home was in dire financial straits? Miles swallowed down the bitter taste in his mouth. They were brothers. He should have shared this with him. Miles had inherited a smaller estate, Beresford House, which had no debts, and he’d made his own comfortable fortune since then. He’d always assumed Justin had been able to do the same. It seemed he hadn’t, but what hurt him was that he hadn’t come to Miles for help when he should have.

      Justin’s dark brows drew together. “I know I should have told you about the debts.”

      A pulse of anger stirred inside Miles. “Yes, by God, you should have. We’re brothers, Justin. These are exactly the kinds of things you ask your brother to help you with.”

      Justin gave an apologetic nod of his head. “I’m sorry, Miles. I didn’t have the courage to admit to you that I was failing in my duties.” Justin paused. “That is why I’ve been considering marrying an heiress to secure Wiltshire Manor’s future.”

      Miles rose from his chair and stared at his brother. “You aren’t failing. Father left the manor house with debts. Few men would have luck paying them down on their own. But you should have come to me. I could have advised you on investments. Now you intend to throw away your happiness and marry for money? Whatever happened to marrying for love? You always believed in that.”

      Marrying for love—or marrying at all—was something Miles had never thought much about. He and his twin were now thirty-four years old, well past the time most men married. But as a duke, Justin had a duty to marry and produce the next Duke of Wiltshire. Justin had always proclaimed he would marry for love, and now that hope was being dashed because Justin had fallen prey to pride?

      “Don’t look at me like that, Miles. I am ready to settle down once I find the right woman. The estate needs every penny of whatever my future wife will bring to the marriage. I’m working the tenants as much as I can, but we need more to square off what is still owed to Father’s creditors.” Justin scrubbed a hand over his jaw and then finally met Miles’s gaze.

      Miles frowned. Their father had frequented gambling hells far too often not to have dented the family’s coffers. The last five years had been an exercise in both grief and panic as they adjusted to life as a duke and a duke’s brother.

      “How much do you need? I’m happy to give it to you.” Miles didn’t want Justin marrying the first woman he encountered with a large dowry and accounts at Drummonds. Just because Miles didn’t believe in love didn’t mean he would let his brother sacrifice that dream.

      “You know I won’t take money from you, and the debt is too great for us to share it,” Justin said. “Besides, as I’ve said, the help I need involves guests at Wiltshire for the next week.”

      “Ah yes, the mysterious guests,” Miles mused. “Well, don’t leave me in suspense. Out with it.”

      Justin relaxed a little, his old confidence returning. “When I was in London last week, I was introduced to a man named Mr. Livingston. He’s quite well off and has two unwed daughters. One is rumored to be a great beauty and has just come out.”

      “So you’ve invited the two heiresses here this weekend? The comely one and the other? Tell me this other one isn’t anything like Pepper Poncenby.” Miles prayed he wouldn’t spend the entire week running from a marriage trap.

      “No, nothing like Miss Poncenby. Lydia and Rebecca are, I’m told, quite lovely ladies in both disposition and manner. Lydia is the younger and prettier one. Not that I chose her because of her looks. I haven’t seen either of the women yet. It’s just…” His brother struggled for words. “When I spoke with their father, his eyes lit up when he talked about Lydia. She’s intelligent, beautiful, able to run a large household, and she enjoys society as I do. I need that in a wife, someone who will competently handle the duties of a duchess.”

      On that Miles had to agree. A duke needed a wife with a very particular set of skills and a social personality.

      “And what of the other daughter? Did the father talk about her?” Miles was curious to know what sort of lady he would no doubt be in charge of somehow.

      “Of course. Rebecca is quiet and sweet natured.”

      “Sounds dreadful.”

      “She’s not, I assure you. Say you’ll help me, Miles.”

      It was hard to resist his twin’s pleading, but that didn’t mean he had to sound eager to do so. “Very well, I shall endeavor to help. What part must I play in your scheme, then?”

      Justin’s face reddened, a sign of guilt if there ever was one. “Well…I want us to switch places, like we did as boys. That way I will be able to meet both ladies and discover which one suits me best without my title influencing their affections. I’m fairly certain I shall wish to marry Lydia, but I don’t want her to be aware of my preference until I am certain. I want a wife who wants me for me, not one who wants the title of duchess. We must stay switched the entire time in order for my idea to work.”

      The idea was amusing, Miles would credit his brother that much. “So I am to play the firstborn brother and become the Duke of Wiltshire, and you will play the humble Miles Beresford?”

      Justin quirked an eyebrow. “Humble?”

      “Incredibly humble,” Miles joked. “But what happens should the ladies fall for the wrong brother? They’re likely to both fall in love with me. I’m the better brother, after all, with or without a title.”

      Justin chuckled. “Such humility. Besides, since when would you risk being leg-shackled? I doubt you’d do anything to put your bachelorhood at risk. You must simply be charming, but not too charming. I know you, Miles. Your rakish reputation will likely have the young ladies and their mother in fits. So do be kind to my lovely guests. No heart-breaking, especially since you’ll be playing me.”

      “Very well, I’ll play the gentleman.”

      “You’d better,” Justin said.

      Miles grinned. “My role shall be easy, but what of you? You will be forced to play me, said rakehell. What will the poor innocent lambs think of that?”

      “They’ll think that for the first time Miles Beresford is on his best behavior. When I play you, I shall be a gentleman above reproach.”

      “How very dull, brother,” Miles said with a laugh. “You know, being a bit wicked might do you and the young lady you desire some good.”

      Justin smiled. “Perhaps, but it’s my duty to be good.”

      A duty indeed. A duty that Miles would be forced to endure for an entire week.

      A young footman appeared in the doorway. “Your Grace, I have received a message from Wiltshire Manor. Your guests will arrive in a few hours.”

      “Thank you.” Justin nodded at the footman, who then disappeared from view, leaving the brothers alone.

      “Now then. I suppose it’s time for you to become the duke, brother,” Justin said with a grin.

      A grim smile settled on Miles’s face as he followed his brother outside. Bloody hell, what the devil have I gotten myself into?
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      Rebecca Livingston stared at the vast Wiltshire estate as her father’s coach rolled to a stop in front of the manor house. It was built with beautiful limestone and had a multitude of windows. Sunlight flashed off the panes, reminding her of light on a lake in the early morning. It was perfect, the sort of place a duchess would expect to live. Not that Rebecca had any intention of becoming a duchess. That was her little sister’s future, not hers.

      Rebecca missed their home in the country. Three months in London had taken a toll on her. The balls, the dancing, the dinners. There was something terrible about having to be polite and conversational around dozens of men and women she didn’t know at all. She wanted peace and quiet, tucked away in a library next to a grand fireplace, reading books on everything from politics and economics to lurid Gothic novels. Or she’d go riding by herself, stopping to stretch out in the fields and gaze at the clouds.

      But her mother had dragged her along to every social engagement she could this season, seeking a suitable match for her sister. Lydia had blossomed under the attention, but she was eighteen, and her first Season was a thing to be celebrated.

      Rebecca was twenty years old and had ended her third season without hope of finding a match. At least, not one she would consent to. She wasn’t the sort to garner admirers. Too quiet, too studious, too…plain.

      At first, the whispered words no one thought she heard had wounded her, but now she cared little for the thoughts of others. She simply was herself and found no shame in that. A woman who enjoyed reading and playing the harp. If she found a man worth talking to, conversation came easily, but she wasn’t about to waste words on insufferably boring topics such as the weather or what mutual friends were up to in London. If no one could accept her the way she was, then she would go without a husband. It would give her mother hysterics, but Mama would survive. As long as Lydia was well married, that would distract her mother from Rebecca’s desire for the freedom to do as she liked.

      She cast a glance at Lydia, who was perched on the edge of her seat, blue eyes wide with delight and wonder as she studied the manor. Honey-colored curls bounced against her cheeks as she leaned to better see out the coach window. She was infinitely more accomplished, much to Lydia’s own dismay. Rebecca often had to soothe her younger sister’s worries because Lydia feared Rebecca felt the sting of their mother’s clear preference for Lydia. They had never been the type of sisters to quarrel, though. Rebecca was not jealous of Lydia’s beauty, and Lydia certainly wasn’t jealous of Rebecca. Rebecca had learned early on that she’d been blessed with a full-hearted sister who was not spoilt or selfish.

      “Becca dear, straighten your dress. It’s wrinkled,” her mother urged in a frantic whisper. Rebecca smoothed her pale-rose gown. Her father was busying himself with his pocket watch, lifting the small gold piece to his ear to listen to its beats. Her mother swept a critical gaze over Rebecca and Lydia, searching for anything else to be improved upon.

      “Becca, you must get out first when they open the door. I want you to be ready to catch the train of Lydia’s gown in case there are puddles.”

      “Mama.” Lydia’s frustrated reply made Rebecca bite her lip to hide a smile. “Stop ordering Becca about.”

      “She’s right, Matilda,” their father said absentmindedly. “No ordering the girls about, please.”

      Their mother snorted and frowned. “Ladies, focus,” their mother reminded them. “Husbands are afoot, and it is our duty to catch them.”

      Fighting off a wave of giggles, Rebecca struggled to maintain her composure. Whenever their mother talked of finding husbands, it sounded more like she was a deer stalker deep in the woods, a rifle resting in the crook of her arm as she tracked a prize buck.

      A footman dressed in the blue-and-gold livery of the Duke of Wiltshire opened the coach door and waited to assist Rebecca out.

      She took the footman’s offered hand and rose to her feet. When she was nearly out of the coach, she saw the footman’s gaze drift behind her and fix on Lydia. The young servant’s steady hand went limp as he all but released Rebecca in his eagerness to assist Lydia from the coach next.

      Rebecca’s boots shifted on the coach’s foldout step, and she stumbled forward, cursing. Her arms flailed and the world spun in a dizzy circle before she was caught and rescued from an ungraceful tumble into the dirt.

      A pair of strong arms locked around her body. She blinked in shock as the most handsome man she’d ever seen helped set her right on her feet. Patrician features and sun-kissed skin accompanied by cinnamon-brown eyes that watched her beneath long dark lashes. He looked over her form boldly, and her breath caught in her throat as she tried desperately to fill her lungs with air.

      “Are you all right?” His voice was slightly rough, as though he’d just woken from sleep. The thought of this man in bed asleep made a strange heat curl inside her belly. Dark hair, slightly longer than was fashionable, fell across his eyes. Rebecca fought off the urge to brush the loose hair from his face with her fingertips. His full lips moved as if to speak.

      She had never understood when women giggled and whispered in the powder rooms outside the balls about the effects of handsome men. Now she understood all too well. Her head felt hazy, and she wanted to stare at those lips for hours. And they were still moving…

      Words. The man was speaking to her. What was he saying? Her mind froze on his face, especially his mouth and eyes, heated with silent laughter. A shadow of a dimple peeked out at the right corner of his smile. She licked her lips, her throat parched.

      “What?” she finally gasped.

      “Are you all right? No twisted ankle?” There was something that seemed to amuse him about that last question—not that Rebecca could fathom why.

      “I’m fine. My sister—”

      “Good heavens, Rebecca, release the poor man!” her mother’s breathless voice cut in. Rebecca let go of the gorgeous gentleman, and he of her.

      Something in her chest tightened painfully, so much so that she dragged in a harsh breath as she stepped back from him. For the first time in her life, she was filled with a sense of hunger. And the object of her sudden desire could not be more poorly timed. This man must be the handsome Duke of Wiltshire everyone had spoken of last week.

      And yet she knew this man would take one look at Lydia and never glance Rebecca’s way again. She wasn’t jealous of her sister. Lydia was beautiful, intelligent, and kind, and she deserved nothing less than a handsome duke to love and cherish her. Rebecca would never be so lucky.

      He’s not for you. He belongs to Lydia, the little voice in the back of her head whispered darkly.

      Perhaps she was a little jealous.

      Only fortune hunters wooed plain ladies like her, and she’d had her fill of those in the last three years. Now she realized just how much she wanted someone—wanted him—to look at her the way so many men looked at her sister.

      Her mother stepped up beside her daughters, dipping into a curtsy, the gray feather on her turban wilting as though bowing in the man’s presence.

      Rebecca nearly laughed. She adored her mother, but honestly, the woman could drive her to exasperation with her constant desire to ingratiate herself to others. Still, watching her mother relieved some of the pang of longing she felt, but it wasn’t fully erased. She did her best to keep her gaze downcast. It would only hurt to keep staring at the man who would most likely fall hopelessly in love with her little sister.

      “Your Grace, it is such a pleasure to be here,” her father said, coming out of the carriage. “We thank you most graciously for your invitation.” He bowed to the handsome lord, and Rebecca dipped into an immediate curtsy alongside her mother and sister.

      “On the contrary.” The duke’s gaze flitted to Rebecca’s face. “I’m honored that you have consented to visit us. Please, Mr. Livingston, introduce me to your lovely wife and daughters.”

      Lydia was at Rebecca’s side, their hands briefly touching in a silent show of support.

      Their father stepped forward. “Of course. May I present to you my wife, Matilda, and my two daughters, Rebecca and Lydia.”

      The duke bent into a half bow of respect. His eyes moved from their mother’s face to Lydia’s before finally settling upon Rebecca. Was it her imagination, or was he looking at her a little longer than the others?

      Yes, of course he was, because she’d just made an utter fool of herself tripping out of the coach. He probably thought she was a half-wit.

      “It is my deepest pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Livingston, Miss Livingston, and Miss Lydia.” The duke straightened and waved for someone to come forward. “Ladies, may I present my brother, Mr. Miles Beresford?” Becca hadn’t noticed the man exiting the manor until now.

      Becca stopped breathing all over again as she stared at the two men side by side.

      There were two of them. Two! Each the mirror image of the other, though they were dressed differently. The duke wore a deep-green waistcoat and cream-colored breeches, while his brother wore a dark-blue coat and buff breeches. There was a more refined air to the clothes of the duke, whilst his brother was more subdued.

      Despite their identical features, the emotions played differently upon each man’s face. The duke had a playful wickedness about his mouth that made Rebecca think of stolen kisses, while his brother’s face bore a sweet gentleness.

      Rebecca decided she would busy herself this week with cataloging the differences of the two men. Since neither would be interested in courting her, she would instead treat the week as a scientific endeavor, observing them and delighting herself with her discoveries.

      Lord Wiltshire escorted her mother inside, while Mr. Beresford took Rebecca’s arm. He led her away in a daze, yet she did notice that the duke’s twin’s gaze had strayed to Lydia, who trailed behind them with their father.

      “Did you have an enjoyable ride down from London, Miss Livingston?” Mr. Beresford asked her. His smile was warm and polite. He seemed to be such a delightful gentleman, and it was a pity that this man was not the duke. He was perfectly suited for Lydia’s gentle, compassionate temperament. They would have made a beautiful couple.

      “The ride was lovely. I did not realize that your brother lived but only two hours from London.”

      “Oh?” Mr. Beresford replied. “Do you and your sister like living in London?” Again Mr. Beresford’s gaze turned to Lydia as they entered the grand hall.

      Rebecca wasn’t sure what to do. It seemed that Mr. Beresford was just as interested in Lydia as the duke was supposed to be. She didn’t wish to hurt Lydia’s chances for a good match, but she also did not want the duke and his twin fighting over her. Men could be rather silly when it came to love, and the last thing Rebecca wanted was to cause a duel between brothers or some other ridiculous spectacle if she misled them. For now, however, she would have to content herself with the truth, and she prayed that Mr. Beresford knew his brother’s intentions.

      “We like London, but we also enjoy the country.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. My brother and I both enjoy the country. I have a lovely little estate just a few miles from here, Beresford House. Perhaps while you’re here, we might have time to ride over and visit it.”

      “I would like that.” Rebecca would agree to go riding for any reason. There was nothing so freeing as having the wind whipping through her hair or laughing as her horse leapt over puddles and bushes as they raced along roads deep into the woods or through golden meadows.

      Several servants came to escort them to their rooms after the duke informed them that they would be dining in a few hours.

      Rebecca was given her own chamber, which had a massive four-poster bed with pale-blue hangings and yellow walls decorated with paintings of flowers. It was a lovely room, and she felt rather spoiled knowing she would spend the entire week here. Her lady’s maid, Sarah, was already setting out her evening clothes.

      The maid shared a conspiratorial grin with Rebecca. “Did you see those gentlemen, miss? Not often you see men who are as handsome as they are rich.”

      Rebecca was never more glad that she enjoyed a close relationship with her maid. She could talk with Sarah about things she dared not speak about to her mother or sister. A furious blush on both their faces sent them into a fit of giggles.

      “They are beautiful, aren’t they? Gentlemen aren’t supposed to be beautiful.” She gave a deep sigh. “No doubt they’ll both fall in love with Lydia, and I’ll somehow have to sort out the mess.” Her tone was a little bitter, and a knot of self-loathing grew inside her.

      Is it so much to ask that a man should be interested in me? That I might be found desirable? The truth was, it didn’t matter what she wanted or desired. Men always chose the prettier woman.

      Her maid seemed unconvinced. “Perhaps. His Grace seemed to like the look of you when you fell into his arms. He’s a rake, that one. I could tell. He liked holding you, miss. ’Twas plain as day.”

      “I think he was just relieved that I didn’t fall flat on my face at his feet.” Still, Sarah’s words gave her a flicker of hope—not that she put much stock in the emotion. Hope had always let her down. It was far better to accept the truth and move on. Lydia would have her choice between the duke and his brother.

      With a weak sigh, Rebecca let Sarah help her dress for dinner.

      Lord, let this be over with quickly. May Lydia and the duke fall in love so I can return home. There would be no more Seasons amongst the ton, not for her. Rebecca was giving up on finding a husband. She was weary of disappointment and tired of hope. At least when it came to love.
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      “Well, Miles, what do you think of her?” Justin whispered.

      Miles blinked and came back to himself. They were all seated in the drawing room, and Miss Lydia had recited some damnable poem that had put him to sleep. He’d managed the feat with his eyes open somehow, but now they were dry and itchy. Lord, how did his brother stand to play the part of a duke like this? Miles had been the duke for only a few hours, and he already wanted to ride home and drown himself in the nearest bottle of brandy.

      “I assume you mean the little blonde creature? She’s a delight. I wish you all the happiness—”

      Justin snorted. “Of course you do, brother. Now, swear to me you will keep Miss Livingston occupied over the next several days while I get acquainted with Miss Lydia.” Justin’s hopeful expression made his mouth curve in a way that had Miles nodding in agreement. He may have been only fifteen minutes younger, but Miles would deny Justin nothing he if had the power to give it.

      “Do not worry yourself. I’ll tend to the sister as needed.” He glanced over at Miss Livingston. The young lady was perusing a stack of books he’d left on a table, her hands tracing the spines of several of his favorite novels. She took the time to rearrange them in order of publication. A well-read lady—he rather liked that. Her figure was pleasing enough, with wide hips and full breasts that would fill his hands. Her hair was a shiny chestnut, a color sometimes disparaged in favor of blonde curls like those of her sister. Miles pictured tunneling his fingers through her hair, grasping the strands and tugging her head back for his kiss…

      He shook himself. What a silly notion. He couldn’t contemplate bedding Miss Livingston. She was pleasant looking, in a subtle way. She might even be considered beautiful, but he couldn’t become involved with an innocent young lady like her. Lusty widows were more to his tastes. No expectations, no consequences, and most importantly, no wedding bells.

      Still, he had found Rebecca rather pleasant at dinner. She conversed well when the topics proved interesting, but she seemed to slip away into her own thoughts when the topics turned dull. It was something he did on occasion. But he’d spent much of dinner watching her and her family. It was clear that Lydia was the favorite child, both for their mother and their father. Whenever their mother had made a disparaging comment, he’d seen hurt in Rebecca’s eyes. As a second brother to a duke, he’d seen favoritism for Justin over him. He remembered all too well the sting of that. And he hadn’t liked seeing Rebecca suffer it one bit. She was undeserving of any criticism.

      “Becca!” Mrs. Livingston whispered loudly, calling Miles’s attention back to the young woman.

      Miss Livingston spun around, an enchanting blush highlighting her cheeks. “Yes, Mama?”

      “Why don’t you play the harp, dear, so Lydia can sing for Lord Wiltshire.”

      She played the harp? That was interesting. Most young ladies focused on the pianoforte these days. His mother had played the harp, and he had loved listening to her.

      “Yes, please play,” Miles encouraged, keeping up his pretense as the duke.

      Rebecca seated herself at the instrument, and Lydia bent to whisper something to her. The sisters shared a smile, and the faint twist of Rebecca’s lips made her look cunning, intriguing…stunning.

      Miles’s chest tightened. An almost blurry sense of warmth filled him, as if he’d had too much brandy. What would it be like if she ever smiled fully at him? He was damned sure in that moment that his knees might buckle. What the devil was wrong with him? He could bed a dozen women in London right now, but this innocent creature seated at the harp had possessed his attention and awakened desires in him that he didn’t fully understand.

      Rebecca’s bright-blue eyes locked with his as she lifted her hands to the strings. The dark-blue gown she wore seemed to glint and wink with a thousand tiny stars as the netting over her skirts shimmered. It was a simple dress, but one that she wore to great effect. Subtly beautiful, just like she was.

      Then she began to play. It was like nothing he’d ever seen. The way she lost herself to the music, her graceful fingers moving expertly over the instrument, the delicate plucking creating a waterfall of glorious sound. The firelight danced off the diamonds in her gown’s bodice and made her eyes sparkle as she focused on the music, bringing back memories of his youth. He’d loved to spend summer nights outside lying in the meadow on a woolen blanket and watching the stars flicker overhead as he and Justin talked deep into the night about the things only brothers could talk about. That had been so long ago, before they’d grown up and had to live their own lives.

      Miles wanted that intimacy again, only now he wanted it with someone else, and he wanted it to include soft kisses and whispered sighs. He stared at Rebecca, unable to believe that she could bring up such emotions from deep within him. He was not a man who indulged in such feelings. Their eyes met again for a brief second, robbing him of his next breath.

      Dear God…

      He could watch her play for days, years even. Her soul was laid bare as she indulged in the passion of her heart, and she had no idea what she was doing to him. He pictured her fingers stroking him, her lips locked on his as they…

      He shook the lustful thoughts from his mind, which was not easily done. He had never seen a woman so beautiful, so lovely. Her passion breathed life into her face and held him enraptured. Would she look just as lovely beneath him, her eyes glimmering with sated pleasure, her body shivering with aftershocks? He wanted to know—had to know.

      It was only when the music stopped that he realized he hadn’t heard Lydia’s voice at all. There had been only Rebecca’s music, lingering in his head now with its haunting melodies and visions of her bright eyes alight with passion.

      “Bravo, ladies!” Justin was on his feet, striding over to them as he clapped.

      “Yes.” Miles stood, regaining his composure. “Beautifully done.”

      It was said for both ladies, but his thoughts were only for Rebecca. For a long moment she met his stare, her blue eyes as bold and brave as any man’s, yet fiery in the way only a woman’s could be.

      Had he misjudged her? Had the quiet, submissive woman he’d glimpsed at dinner been a ruse? Was there a tigress beneath that subdued demeanor?

      Justin can have his little Lydia to his heart’s content. I will unravel the mystery of Miss Livingston.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Miles dragged his hands through his hair as he paced the length of his bedchamber. The events of earlier in the afternoon were unbelievable. He had seduced the virginal Miss Livingston in a gazebo during a rainstorm. Dallying with innocents wasn’t like him.

      But Christ, he’d wanted Rebecca. There was a side of her that was wild and wanton, and yet she was also so bloody sweet. He’d never been with someone like her. Every kiss and caress had elicited an excited shiver in her. The way she’d reacted to her first climax had overwhelmed him. She was fascinating like no other woman, and it wasn’t merely due to her passionate responses. She was amusing, devilish, and delightful when she wasn’t under her mother’s scrutiny. She could laugh at herself and enjoy being teased. And she seemed to love a good challenge.

      Never had a game of shuttlecock aroused him before. Yet playing with her had had him both panting and hard. Her need to match him stroke for stroke would undoubtedly carry over into the bedchamber. Even though he was well known as a rake, his other interests in life remained unchanged, and Becca seemed to share those interests. Riding, reading, and playing—whether it be games or teasing. He’d always preferred women who were lighthearted and enjoyed life, rather than arrogant ladies who required drama and tension in their lives to keep them entertained.

      The thought of going back to London and seeking out his usual bed partners and haunting gambling tables for amusement now seemed rather unappealing. Lounging in bed with Becca, reading a Gothic novel to her and making love to her bathed in the warmth of morning sunlight—that appealed to him.

      “This is madness,” he muttered to himself. “I cannot be falling for her. She doesn’t even know that I’m Miles, not Justin. And certainly not after such a short time.” His brother had been right to test Lydia’s affections by this charade, but Miles hadn’t expected to encounter a need to reveal the truth about his own identity. What if he dared to fall in love with Rebecca only to be spurned by her because he’d lied to her about who he really was, regardless of the motivations? The idea bloody terrified him. And nothing had ever scared him before, not like this.

      Justin leaned against the doorframe, a smug expression on his face. “So it’s true. You’ve fallen for Rebecca. Lydia told me she suspected as much.”

      How long had his brother been lurking in the doorway?

      “Justin, we have to switch back, first thing tomorrow morning. I have to confess to Becca who I really am. I…” He swallowed hard. “I don’t want to lie to her anymore, not if it runs the risk of hurting her.”

      “I’m glad you like her, though I must admit she’s not your usual type of woman.” His twin came into the room and closed the door to prevent anyone from overhearing them.

      Miles frowned. “What do you mean? I admit, she’s certainly not what I’ve been seeking out all these years, but…”

      Justin kept smiling. “I mean, she’s what you need. Just as Lydia is what I need. I hope you have the good sense not to walk away from her.”

      “I don’t know what I intend to do, only that I need her to know the truth. If there is something there…”

      Justin nodded. “Give me until tomorrow night. Then we may switch back after dinner.”

      “Have you considered whether Lydia might be furious with you for the deception?” Miles asked.

      Justin was quiet a long moment. “I believe few women would be upset to learn the man they desire is in fact a duke. Her position will only be bettered by the revelation of our temporary switch. I believe you may face the greater challenge, given that Rebecca might be entertaining thoughts of being a duchess.”

      It was a concern that Miles had been trying not to face. He knew Rebecca was not the favorite child, but what if, during this little playacting as the duke, he’d led her to become hopeful that she was really falling in love with a duke, and now her dreams might be dashed? Perhaps she even hoped her mother would find more value in her if she won the heart of a duke.

      Because of my lies, she may despise me for what I’ve taken from her by not being what she was led to believe.

      His brother said good night and left Miles to settle in for bed. But sleep did not come easily. He stayed in his trousers and removed his waistcoat, leaving his shirt on. Then he slipped on his dressing gown and left his chambers. He and Justin had rooms close to one another, and he could hear his brother speaking softly to his valet in the room across the hall. Other than that, the large manor house was silent, save for the occasional creak and groan as the stones and wood settled. Somewhere inside, his Rebecca was removing her gown, letting her petticoats slide to the floor, and brushing out her lovely dark-brown hair. She would climb into bed, blow out a candle, and slip into the land of dreams.

      Would she dream about him? He desperately hoped she would after what they’d shared together that afternoon. She’d been so exquisite, so free in his arms, and all he wanted was to hold her again, to taste her lips and run his hands over her and lose himself inside her. It hurt him to think that neither of her parents seemed to care that she was lonely. His chest ached when he recalled the look in her eyes when she’d been trying to paint and seemed genuinely surprised to hear herself being called interesting. The poor woman was so lost in her sister’s shadow that she must feel invisible.

      Miles wandered down the hall and headed toward the library. He froze, however, when he realized someone was already there. Rebecca. She stood by one of the shelves, a candle held aloft as she examined the titles of the books closest to her. She wore a nightgown that was thin enough that the candlelight illuminated her figure through the cloth. Miles groaned softly at the sight of her full hips and breasts creating such tantalizing curves beneath the nightgown.

      He knew he should turn around and go back upstairs, but he’d be damned if he could stay away from her when she looked like a tempting Gothic heroine in desperate need of seduction.

      He whispered her name as he stepped into the library. “Becca…”

      She gasped and turned to face him, but she soon relaxed when she saw it was him.

      “Your Grace! Oh, you frightened me.” She laughed a little, and the sweet sound made him smile.

      He joined her at the shelves. “My apologies. There was no easy way to announce my presence without startling you.” He kept his gaze on the books, trying not to stare down at her when they were both indecently dressed.

      “Did you need to find something to read as well?” She pointed at the bookcase.

      “Yes. I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d find the most boring book in here and read it. Ah, yes…” He pulled a book from the shelves and let her see the title in the candlelight.

      “The Essentials of Animal Husbandry? Oh dear. Yes, that would certainly put one to sleep.” Rebecca giggled.

      “And you?” Miles asked. “What will you read to put you to sleep?”

      She studied the shelves and then pulled one out.

      He stifled a laugh. “The History of Taxation Policies? Excellent choice. I think I’m drifting off just from reading the title.”

      “I do enjoy discussing economics,” she admitted. “But the history of taxes sounds most…taxing.”

      Miles grinned. “Indeed.” He resisted the urge to drag her into his arms and kiss her senseless, but that didn’t stop him from speaking.

      “I was wondering if…you might wish to go riding tomorrow? Just the two of us? After what happened in the garden I would understand if you are hesitant to be alone with me, but I should very much like to…” His voice trailed off.

      She waited for him to continue. His heart was racing madly, and his blood was whooshing loudly in his ears. At last she had to prod him. “Yes?”

      “I would like to court you, Becca. Will you allow me to?” Lord, he wanted to desperately, but tomorrow night he would have to confess his true identity, and he might lose her forever.

      “I…” She looked up at him with those sweet blue eyes, and it nearly killed him. “Yes, I would like that very much, Your Grace.”

      He wanted so much for her to call him Miles, but he couldn’t ask that, not when she still believed he was Justin and he had to keep up pretenses for one day longer.

      “Then, if I may, I shall steal one kiss good night.” He slid an arm around her waist, pulling her against him, giving her every chance to pull away, but she came willingly, eagerly, and it made his heart soar. They paused when their mouths were but an inch apart.

      “Lord, woman, you are beautiful,” he said as he lost himself in her eyes. How had he ever thought this woman plain? She wasn’t a striking beauty, true, but the beauty she held was timeless and potent. Each slow smile cast a spell, and each slumberous look made his pulse race. The soft curve of her nose, the gentle arcs of her dark brows—all of it came together in the most pleasing way. It made him want to gaze upon her for a century, knowing he would never become bored.

      “Do not tease me, Your Grace. We both know Lydia’s the real beauty,” she whispered, her lashes fanning down on her cheeks as she closed her eyes in embarrassment.

      He nuzzled her, nose to nose, before he whispered against her lips, “You’re exquisite, inside and out. I never want to hear you say anything else. Do you understand?”

      She nodded, and he claimed her lips in a slow, sweet kiss that made her melt into him. He wanted so badly to carry this beauty to his bed, to show her how wonderful she was, but if he claimed her fully before she knew who he truly was…that would be a betrayal of trust, and it would destroy any chance he had of winning her over as himself once the performance had ended.

      When their lips finally parted, they both shared a smile of delight.

      “Time for bed,” he whispered and looked toward the door. He made sure to pick up the book on animal husbandry; otherwise, he’d be tossing and turning all night with fantasies of kissing her.

      “Yes. Good night, Your Grace.” Becca carried her candle and book out of the library. He stood there watching her in the dark, feeling torn between hope and fear of what tomorrow might bring.

      “Good night, Becca,” he replied long after she was gone. Only the shadows could hear him.
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      “I do believe the duke is interested in you, Becca,” Lydia announced the following morning, a merry twinkle in her eyes. They both had come to breakfast early and were seated in the duke’s fine dining room, surrounded by portraits of the serious-looking men and women who made up the Wiltshire bloodline.

      Rebecca reached for a piece of toast as she tried to quell the sudden excitement rushing through her veins. The duke might actually be interested in her?

      “That’s nonsense, Lydia. You know full well they both are entranced with you. I saw him after you finished singing. He was enraptured.” Rebecca laughed, but it came out a little breathless.

      Lydia dipped a knife into a pot of orange marmalade and cocked her head slightly as she stared at Rebecca.

      “Oh, he was, but not by me. Becca, he was looking at you the entire time. He didn’t look at me even once. I was watching both him and Mr. Beresford while I was singing.”

      There had been a few times, when she’d been comfortable enough with her playing, when she’d looked up and had seen him watching her, but it couldn’t mean he was interested. Many people simply liked to watch someone play the harp, since it was a difficult instrument.

      She had been watching him the entire evening the night before, hoping to glimpse that devilish dimple near his mouth when he smiled, but he hadn’t smiled. Not until she played the harp. One minute he’d been staring glassy-eyed at the wall as Lydia recited a few verses, and the next moment he was gazing intensely at her. It had taken every ounce of will for her to focus on the music. But she was the one affected by his gaze, not him. He was too handsome. A man blessed with such looks was likely to be a rake, and therefore he could not be trusted to show genuine interest in any woman.

      Lydia slid her chair closer to Rebecca’s and put an arm around her shoulders and hugged her. “Perhaps he sees in you what I’ve always seen.”

      “A spinster with no accomplishments and little beauty?” Rebecca half joked, but her words dug deep like poisoned barbs.

      Lydia propped one hand under her chin, striking a thoughtful pose. “You know, if you learned to value yourself, I believe you would draw suitors like bees to honey.” A devious glint flashed in her sister’s eyes. “Why don’t we make a game of it?”

      “A game?” Rebecca couldn’t fathom what her sister meant.

      “Yes. I challenge you to pretend as though you are witty and beautiful. I challenge you to make the duke fall in love with you.”

      “Oh, Lydia, that’s ridiculous. You know Mama wishes for you to marry Wiltshire.”

      “I will only marry Wiltshire if I decide I wish to,” Lydia replied. “And the Becca I know never backs down from a challenge.”

      Lydia was right. Rebecca didn’t like to back down. A part of her thrilled at the prospect, ridiculous as it was. She wanted to pretend she was like her sister, perfect and desirable. So long as it was just a game, well, there was no harm in that, was there?

      “Fine. But then you must do the same with Wiltshire’s brother. Mr. Beresford has been most attentive to you. I’ve never seen a man so lovestruck.” Rebecca worried that her sister might wish to marry Mr. Beresford. Their mother would be furious. Lydia was destined to be a duchess.

      “I do like Mr. Beresford. There’s a kindness to him that I find most wonderful.” Lydia’s cheeks pinkened. “The duke is kind enough, but it’s as if he is fulfilling an expected role. When Mr. Beresford looks at me, I don’t feel like a woman on a pedestal or someone being pandered to or humored. Rather, I feel as if he really listens to me. Does that sound silly?”

      “Certainly not. He sounds like a good man, Lydia.” Rebecca was relieved to see that her sister seemed genuinely attracted to the duke’s brother. It made her feel less guilty if the duke did indeed find her more interesting than Lydia.

      “Are we agreed, then? You must not hide yourself from Lord Wiltshire, and I shall see if Mr. Beresford is for me.” Lydia waited for Rebecca to nod and then hugged her. Together, they left the dining room.

      They found their mother seated in the drawing room, a needlepoint hoop resting in her lap. “Your father is outside watching Wiltshire and his brother play shuttlecock. We are to join them now that you’ve finished breakfast. I convinced the gentlemen to take you down to the lake to paint this afternoon.” She raised her teacup smugly. “Things are going quite well, Lydia. Unless I am mistaken, Wiltshire will surely propose to you by the end of the week.”

      Lydia shot Becca a glance and shook her head before Rebecca could tell their mother that Lydia was more interested in Mr. Beresford.

      Rebecca’s heart sank. Painting. She despised painting, largely because she was quite wretched at it. It was, however, a perfect choice to show off Lydia’s talents, which was no doubt her mother’s intention. When the duke saw how dreadfully Rebecca painted, he might cringe or laugh at her, and she didn’t think she could bear either response.

      “Mama, couldn’t we do something else?” Lydia voiced the question Rebecca was unable to ask.

      “It’s fine,” she whispered to her sister. Resisting their mother’s schemes never ended well.

      “See?” their mother said, dusting crumbs from her hands. “It’s settled. Now eat quickly. There are husbands to catch!”

      Lydia rolled her eyes, and Rebecca stifled a laugh. Their mother was like a compass pointing toward eligible bachelors rather than north.

      After breakfast they joined the men outside. Both Wiltshire and Mr. Beresford were dashing about the bright-green lawn, rackets in hand as they battled each other in badminton. It amazed Rebecca that the two tall, muscled gentlemen could take such a delicate little shuttlecock and turn it into a deadly missile. Whenever one brother scored against the other, they exchanged a boast or retort that made her laugh.

      After studying the duke and his brother closely, she catalogued more ways in which they were different. Miles was perhaps half an inch taller, his face slightly leaner, and he moved with more precision and focus. The duke, however, had a natural rolling gait and a relaxed leonine grace to his movements that fascinated her. He seemed entirely at home in his body, and for some reason that made her flush with wild, uncontrollable thoughts.

      She pressed the back of her hand to her face, feeling the heat beneath her skin as she watched the duke remove his coat and toss it down. His white shirtsleeves billowed in the breeze, and she could just see the hint of his muscled arms where the sunlight shone through the thin fabric.

      “Game!” cried Mr. Beresford, leaning over, hands on his knees as he panted for breath. “Well done, sir.”

      Wiltshire shot a triumphant glance at his brother, that wicked smile on display again, but it was touched with a gentleness this time, which surprised her. It was clear now how close the two were, how much they enjoyed one another’s company.

      Just as Lydia and I feel about each other.

      For a moment she entertained the daydream of being married to Wiltshire and Lydia being married to Beresford, and how they might spend much of their time together. They would live close by and never be parted for long. It was something she would give almost anything to have, a life close to her beloved sister. But it was a dream. Wiltshire was not for her. Yet her sister had dared her to be bold and brave, to be herself.

      The duke sauntered over the women like a proud and conquering warrior, taking the empty chair next to Rebecca. He rolled his racket handle along the length of his lean thigh, watching her through hooded eyes.

      “Do you play, Miss Livingston?” She could have sworn she saw him wink.

      “I do…as well as any lady, I suppose.”

      “Excellent. We shall play while Miles takes your sister to the far side of the lake.”

      Lydia joined them as Mr. Beresford handed over his racket. Rebecca’s father looped their mother’s arm through his, a delighted grin on his face as he escorted their mother away toward from the lake, no doubt to allow love to blossom away from prying eyes.

      Mr. Beresford turned to Lydia. “I’ve set up your easel by the lake, Miss Lydia. It would be my honor to take you there.”

      His face, so full of hope and excitement, made Rebecca’s throat tighten. The man seemed to be truly enchanted by Lydia. Good. Their mother had said Mr. Beresford had a wealthy estate, Beresford House, the next bit of land to the east. And if what her sister had said of him was true, they would make a good match. Their mother would have preferred she marry the duke—or, more to the point, the title that came with him—but that didn’t matter, at least not to Lydia.

      “It seems we are alone, Miss Livingston,” said Wiltshire. “Are you prepared to face your doom upon the court?” A wolfish grin crossed his lips as he pointed his racket toward the lawn.

      An impish desire to play and tease him back took over, and, remembering her sister’s dare, she gave in, relishing in the freedom that came with just being herself.

      “My doom? You will be begging for mercy in a few minutes, Your Grace.” She raised her chin in defiance as she strode across the grass.

      “Then come and fight me, little amazon.” He took up his position, shuttlecock in hand. He continued to smile even as he fired the shuttlecock at her like a bullet.

      She squealed and jumped, but not fast enough. It smacked her in the bottom as she tried to flee. A flicker of anger shot through her, along with something hotter and darker. She shoved the feeling aside and retrieved the feathered ball. She tossed it aloft and then whacked it hard in his direction. He leapt aside with a none-too-graceful shout.

      “So much for civilized sportsmanship,” said the duke.

      She giggled. “I thought you wished to have a challenge.”

      “Very well then—have at you!”

      In moments the game dissolved into a chaotic war where the only goal was to dodge the shuttlecock or send it whizzing to strike the other person. Rebecca was laughing so hard that tears blurred her eyes, while Wiltshire could barely get a breath in between his own rumbling laughter. By the end of the game, they’d destroyed several of the delicate feathered balls.

      “Truce, dear lady, truce!” he begged, staking the racket’s handle on the ground and leaning on the head.

      “I believe the score is tied, Your Grace—four bruises apiece,” said Becca.

      They were but half a dozen feet away from each other now. It felt strangely scandalous to be out of breath so close to the duke like this. Becca still held the last feathered ball, and she cast him one more devilish look before she smacked it hard into his stomach.

      “Oomph!”

      “Five to four.”

      The duke mimed an injury, then dove at her, his hands curling around her waist.

      They stumbled and fell backward. Wiltshire landed first, taking her down with him so that she was sprawled on top. For a long moment neither of them moved. His hard, hot body lay beneath her own, her skirts tangled with his legs. The only sound to be heard was their shared breaths. He cupped her face, his body tensing beneath her. Her legs slid apart so that she almost straddled him. When he brushed his thumb over her bottom lip and parted her mouth, a shiver danced through her body. The sudden urge to wet her lips took over, and she licked, her tongue flicking against his thumb. He sucked in a harsh breath.

      “Christ, your eyes. Such a brilliant blue,” he murmured huskily and started to lift his head. Instinct took over, and she lowered her mouth toward his. So close…

      A distant shout called her back to her senses. Rebecca glanced around in a daze, realizing that her parents, sister, and Mr. Beresford were already down by the lake. It was her mother shouting for her to join them. She could not have seen the compromising position Rebecca and Wiltshire were in, given that the lake was down a sloping hill and the lawn where she and the duke lay was shielded by hedgerows.

      “Bloody hell.” The duke groaned and gently rolled her off him. “I apologize, Miss Livingston. I forgot myself.”

      He hastily stood and helped her to her feet. A strange emotion clouded his eyes, as if he was confused. What he had to be confused about Rebecca wasn’t sure. She only knew the sting of disappointment she felt when they hadn’t kissed. It would have been wonderful, she knew, yet now she would never have the chance again. He’d no doubt come to his senses.

      “Please, allow me to escort you down to the lake.” Wiltshire offered his arm to her, that rakish smile back in place. She was beginning to see that sometimes that smile he wore was a mask. While they’d played badminton, she’d glimpsed another smile, one that was real, sweeter and more seductive than this practiced rakish grin ever could be. He’d let his guard down with her, if only for a little while.

      She brushed the grass off her dress and slipped her arm through his as he led her down the sloping lawn toward the lake. Two easels were set up, and Lydia was already painting. Mr. Beresford stood beside her, attentive as ever, even holding her palette of paint for her while they talked eagerly about something. Rebecca couldn’t hear because she and the duke were still too far away.

      Rebecca noticed with chagrin that her own easel was quite far away from her sister’s. No doubt it had arranged like that on purpose.

      Lovely. Rebecca sighed and took her seat at the second easel. She started to take up her palette, but the duke reached for it first.

      “Allow me.”

      “Oh! You don’t have to” she began

      “Becca, dear, don’t bother His Grace,” her mother called out. “Lord Wiltshire, surely you would like to come watch Lydia paint. She’s so very gifted.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Livingston, but I’m quite content to assist Miss Livingston. My brother has seen to Miss Lydia.” The duke turned back to Rebecca, chuckling at her started expression.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You.”

      “What about me?”

      “You don’t want to go watch my sister?”

      “No, not particularly.” The duke tilted his head to one side as he studied her. “Just between us, I believe you are far more interesting.”

      “Interesting?” Rebecca didn’t think she’d ever heard that word applied to herself before. “I highly doubt that, Your Grace.”

      “Of course you are. I saw you in the library the other night, rearranging books. You’ve read quite a bit, haven’t you?”

      “Yes, I have.”

      “I thought so. Now, tell me what you like to read about while I watch you paint a masterpiece.”

      This time she laughed. “Oh heavens, you will be in for quite a surprise, I fear,” she said and dipped one of her brushes in a bit of a paint on the palette he held.

      Above them the clear skies were quickly filling with blue-gray clouds heavy with rain. Maybe it would storm and wash away whatever devastation she was about to wreak upon her canvas.

      The duke stayed beside her, keeping her engaged with polite conversation about a number of subjects that she was interested in as she studied the landscape for a subject to paint. She decided to go with the lake and a grove of trees. Surely that would not be beyond what little talent she possessed.

      “I’m surprised we’ve not crossed paths in town,” Wiltshire noted, taking a stool next to her as she began to paint.

      “I’m not a lover of town. At least, not the balls and social engagements.”

      “And what are you a lover of?” The silken words flooded her entire body with a dizzying warmth. He was a flatterer, she could tell, but he was choosing to flatter her, and that caught her well off guard. She struggled to think.

      “Music, the theater, quiet hours reading in sunshine, riding… What about you?” She masked her curiosity by splashing some blue on her canvas.

      Wiltshire struck a thoughtful pose and looked skyward, as though the answers hung somewhere in the clouds.

      “Reading and music, though I avoid musicales like the plague. Too many debutantes believe they can sing, and some can make a man’s ears bleed. We could have used such ladies at Waterloo and brought the French to their knees that much sooner.”

      Rebecca burst into laughter, dropping her paintbrush by her feet. Wiltshire dove for it and remained on one knee as he picked it up. His free hand toyed with the embroidered hem of her gown, then drifted beneath the fabric, brushing his fingertips over her stocking-clad leg.

      She jumped. His featherlight touch lingered a second longer than it should, sending tingles through her body before he withdrew his hand and stood, offering her the paintbrush. She couldn’t help but wonder if his hand had continued to rise… Her parents, sister, and Mr. Beresford couldn’t see them because of the bushes nearby. Scandal be damned—she would have given anything to know what would have happened if it had.

      “So…you read?” She attempted to focus by resuming their conversation, hastily slapping gray and blue paint on the canvas in an attempt to look busy.

      “Yes. But only the most lurid books.” He winked at her, and her heart skipped a beat as she caught sight of that dimple close to his mouth. “I obsess over Gothics. Now, Miss Livingston, tell me. Why has no man snatched you up? Surely your shuttlecock skills have men flocking to you.”

      The blunt honesty of his question shocked her, and she gaped at him. But rather than answer him she turned a question back onto him.

      “If you are so eager to marry, as my father believes, why are you not courting my sister instead of allowing your brother to do it for you?”

      The duke’s dark brows lifted, and a gleam of surprise flashed in his brown eyes.

      “Well…my brother has much more sense than I. He doesn’t walk away from something good. I’m not sensible. I am drawn to things that tempt me.” His face reddened. He slid a finger beneath his cravat, trying to loosen it.

      Things that tempt him? Did he mean her or Lydia? Rebecca looked toward Lydia and Beresford. Their heads were bent together, Lydia smiling as she gestured to something on her canvas. She and Beresford made a lovely sight. Another twinge of melancholy and envy fluttered in her chest.

      “I say, that is a remarkably well-done elephant,” Wiltshire said, staring at her canvas.

      “I beg your pardon?” She looked back at what she’d been painting. Wiltshire pointed to the blurry gray shape on the canvas.

      “The elephant. I can see clearly the trunk and… Why are you laughing?”

      “It’s not”—snicker—“an elephant”—chortle. “It’s supposed to be the lake.” He soon dissolved into a fit of giggles with her, until the pair of them were both gasping for breath.

      “Christ,” Wiltshire moaned and clutched his stomach. “I haven’t laughed that hard in years.”

      “Nor have I,” Rebecca admitted.

      Seconds later, without warning, the skies opened up and unleashed a torrential rain.

      “Oh!” She leapt to her feet, knocking the easel over.

      Wiltshire dove to catch the painting. “Your elephant!”

      “Leave it. We must get out of the rain.” She had already reached for his hand before she gave it a second thought.

      His fingers laced through hers as he took the lead. “Of course. This way.”

      They dashed up the slippery green grass from the lake and headed into the gardens. Her parents, sister, and Mr. Beresford all ran back toward the manor. There was a small white gazebo cloaked in climbing ivy and adorned with pale-pink roses. Wiltshire grasped her by the waist and hoisted her up the set of steps and into the center of the structure. Her dress was soaked through, and a shiver racked her. He shrugged out of his coat and helped her put it on. The scent of sandalwood mixed with leather teased her nose. A fluttery warmth stirred in her chest as she snuggled deeper into his coat.

      “There. That’s better.” He stepped back, satisfaction gleaming in his eyes. “I’m sorry about your elephant.”

      “It wasn’t an elephant!” She shoved him with a little laugh. And just like that, something changed between them. His eyes lit with a hunger that both frightened and excited her. His tall, warm body was too enticing to resist. She tiled her head back, her lips parting as their gazes locked.

      He reached for her, drawing her into his arms, and took her mouth with his. The kiss was sudden and wild. She had no idea what she was supposed to do, but she tried everything, loving the freedom she felt of exploring him. And to her surprise, she felt no judgment from him of her lack of experience. If anything, he seemed ready to teach her.

      His lips taunted, teased, and played with hers, instructing her how to respond. She learned each lesson well, drinking in the irresistible longing and desire she’d tried in vain to repress since the moment she’d met him. His hands roamed her body, his touch light but leaving fire in its wake. She liked the way he touched her, the way he cupped one breast, gently kneading it, then his other hand gripping her bottom, squeezing it.

      She felt owned by him, his hands caressing and holding her possessively. Eager to feel the same toward him, she slid her palms up his chest, then dug her nails lightly into his shoulders and ran her fingers through the hair at the nape of his neck. He shuddered against her and kissed her harder than before. Was this actually happening? Did the duke truly desire her?

      He coaxed her lips apart and slid his tongue into her mouth. She gasped and melted into him. He thrust his tongue between her lips, as though demonstrating what he wished to do with her in bed.

      It was all so very wicked. She felt wanton, and yet if it stopped, she’d cry out from the pain of losing this intensity. Surely this wasn’t right, yet she didn’t care. This was what she wanted. This was how a kiss should be. All passion, fire, and delicious abandon. This was what she had been missing in life. The way she should have felt when she looked at those gentlemen in the London ballrooms, but she never had. Not until she’d fallen into the duke’s arms yesterday.

      Wiltshire moved them backward until he had her pinned against a wooden post. He rocked his hips against hers, letting her feel the bulge in his trousers as it dug into her. She knew a little of men and lovemaking from eavesdropping on ladies at balls. He was aroused by her. The thought thrilled her, and she flushed from head to toe with heat and happiness. Rebecca’s own body burned as she clenched her thighs. It almost hurt deep in her womb as she imagined what might happen between them, and she felt herself grow wet. Her kisses turned frantic as she tried to get closer to him. If this was her only chance of being with a man like him, she would not turn her back on it. Spinsterhood be damned.

      He groaned softly in her ear. His warm breath stirred the wisps of hair at the nape of her neck, and she trembled. “Miss Livingston…”

      “Becca. Call me Becca,” she begged in a ragged whisper.

      “Becca, you taste so sweet.” He kissed her again, raw and primal as his hands dug at her skirts, trying to raise them. She was just as desperate for him and bit at his bottom lip before licking away the sting. His hands scrambled into the chaos of her skirts as she traced his shoulders, delighting in the pleasure of touching him and letting him touch her. For as long as she lived, she would remember this moment of intimacy and the spell it cast over her heart and body.

      “May I touch you?” he whispered against her throat.

      “Touch me?” She tried to think through the daze of desire he was creating as he nibbled on her neck and kissed the sensitive skin just behind her ear. “I believe you’re doing quite a lot of that already.”

      “Not like this I’m not.” He moved his hand up her inner right thigh, slipping between the layers of petticoats. When he reached her folds, she nearly jumped. “Like this.”

      “There?” she gasped.

      “Oh yes,” he said gruffly, his mouth hot upon her lips as he kissed her again. They broke apart for a brief second as she nodded desperately.

      “Yes, touch me there.” She widened her legs, and when he stroked a fingertip through her parted folds, she moaned loudly, throwing her head back. Her eyes met his as he towered over her. He didn’t speak again. Instead, he penetrated her slowly with that single finger, rubbing her slickness around before he began to gently thrust in and out of her. She sucked in a deep breath, her breasts heaving against her bodice as she tried to comprehend this sudden rush of fire beneath her skin. It was a terrifying, thrilling sense of something she barely understood building inside her.

      They stared into one another’s eyes as he continued to explore her, sometimes curling his finger inside her until he hit a spot that made her tense and nearly scream. Wiltshire panted, his eyes dark and hot as he savored each and every reaction.

      And then it hit—a force inside her seemed to explode all around her, inside her, through her, shattering her. She was spinning, dizzy and unsteady on her feet. His finger pumped over and over, rubbing that spot within her that had made her mad with pleasure. She closed her eyes, trying to suck in a breath.

      “My God, you’re beautiful when you come, Becca.” Wiltshire’s deep voice was husky, and it made her trembling only deepen.

      She clutched at his shoulders. “I…don’t think I can stand…”

      “I’ve got you, love. I’ve got you.”

      There was something about the way he said it that felt strangely deep, as though he didn’t plan to ever let her go. But that couldn’t be it. He removed his hand from under her skirts and lifted her up in his arms as he walked over to a bench at the back of the gazebo. He sat down and settled her upon his lap. She laid her head against his chest, her heart racing as she tried to process what she’d just experienced.

      “Are you all right now?” he asked, nuzzling the crown of her hair.

      “I don’t know…I’ve never felt that way before. I”

      “You’ve never touched yourself to experience pleasure?” Wiltshire’s tone held a hint of surprise, so she raised her head to look at him.

      “I’ve never really thought much about that—not until I met you.” She hadn’t meant to admit that last part, but it slipped out. She felt so vulnerable that he could have asked her anything and she would have told him.

      “So, I am the first to touch you and have the gift of seeing you experience such pleasure for the first time? You’ve given me quite a gift, Becca.”

      He rested his forehead against hers. It was then that she noticed she was sitting on his lap and his erection was nudging her bottom.

      “What about you?” she asked, squirming a little as her still-quaking channel stirred again at the touch of his body.

      “I’m fine, darling. The best lovers know when to give pleasure without expecting it in return.” He caressed the back of her neck with one hand, massaging her muscles. It felt so wonderful to be cared for like that.

      “Becca?” Her mother’s shout dragged her from the depths of quiet joy.

      “Becca, where are you?” Her father’s voice joined in. They sounded nearby.

      The duke sighed, fisting his hands in the hair at the nape of her neck, frustration lining his face. He rested his forehead against hers, his dark lashes fanning down as he closed his eyes.

      “I wish I didn’t have to let you go.” The way he said it sounded as though he meant more than just this moment. As though he didn’t ever want to let her leave him. But that had to be wishful thinking on her part. A man like the Duke of Wiltshire would not feel that way about someone like her. Not when he could have whomever he wanted.

      “We ought to go back, I suppose,” he said glumly, helping her smooth her clothes back into place. When she tried to give him his coat, he shook his head.

      “Keep it on. I want to know you’re warm until we return to the manor.” He brushed the back of his hand over her cheek and tucked a wet strand of hair behind her ear.

      Almost numb with disappointment at the interruption of the best moment of her life, she touched her kiss-swollen lips and allowed Wiltshire to lead her through the misting rain back toward the manor house. The brief flare of wondrous passion was over, but she clung to the memory of it and the warmth it could provide. It might be the only such experience she’d ever have.
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      Rebecca had to fight to contain her excitement as she followed the Duke of Wiltshire out of the stables. His groom led the two beautiful geldings they’d chosen, one a red roan color and the other a snowy white with gray legs and a dappled mane. Rebecca straightened her riding habit, glad to see the white gelding was wearing a standard saddle.

      “I’m afraid we don’t have a sidesaddle,” Wiltshire said. “Is that all right?”

      “Oh yes, of course, quite fine,” she assured him. “Papa lets me ride astride when we are in the country. I much prefer it. So long as you don’t mind the scandal should anyone see us.”

      Wiltshire shot her that cocky grin. “Scandals are my specialty.” He winked, and she laughed.

      “That’s not what I’ve heard. You are considered the picture of respectability back in London.”

      “Not everything reaches the ears of society in London, my dear.”

      They rode for a few miles, stopping at the top of a hill that faced a lovely gray-stoned house surrounded by a field of wildflowers. It was the most beautiful view she’d ever seen, somehow even more beautiful than the impressive sight of Wiltshire Manor. Whoever lived here, Rebecca decided, was blessed. The house was by no means small, except when compared to the duke’s home, but it seemed cozier and more intimate. The wild and colorful surroundings of the fields of flowers and the distant gardens beyond were both bewitching and inviting.

      “Who lives there? Is that one of your neighbors?” she asked.

      “That…that is Beresford House. Miles lives there. Quaint little place compared to the manor house, don’t you think?”

      “I rather like quaint little places when possible. I don’t mean to say that your place isn’t wonderful, Your Grace. It’s just all that extra space must hardly ever get used unless you are entertaining.” She didn’t want him to think she didn’t like the manor house, but a place like this, Miles’s home, seemed to be perfect.

      “I agree with you. Miles strives to makes his home most warm and welcoming,” the duke said softly.

      But if the duke truly wishes to court me, and if we marry, this would never be my home…

      “Let’s ride on. Race you to the end of the meadow!” the duke challenged.

      She followed behind, laughing, lying low over her mount so she could try to beat him. For a moment, her worries were forgotten as she fell completely and irrevocably in love with the duke. For that moment, anything felt possible.
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      Miles had to see Rebecca again. After their afternoon alone where they’d spent at least an hour kissing and holding one another in a meadow, he was desperate to have a moment alone to talk with her. Justin had said that he was ready to propose to Lydia, and both brothers had decided to tell their respective ladies the truth privately after dinner.

      Dinner hadn’t been as intimate as he’d wished, however. Not with Mrs. Livingston trying to shove Lydia at him all evening, hoping to distract him from Rebecca, a fact that Rebecca could hardly miss. It was time to end the charade and reveal the truth.

      When he felt the time was right, he went in search of her bedchamber. The door was slightly ajar, and strains of a conversation trickled out into the hallway.

      “You must cease this nonsense, Becca. Stop throwing yourself at the duke. He mustn’t be distracted if he’s to marry Lydia. You’ve been underfoot so often that the duke’s brother has been paying court to your sister instead of the duke. We cannot allow this to continue.”

      “Mama, it’s clear Lydia prefers Mr. Beresford to his lordship. Why can’t she—?” Rebecca began.

      Mrs. Livingston scoffed. “Lydia does not know what she prefers. Becca, dear. I love you, but you and I both know you are not suited to be a duchess. The balls and parties and responsibilities? You’ve never wanted that life. Lydia was born for it.”

      The words burned him. Rebecca’s own mother valued her so little? No one should suffer hearing that, especially not a woman like Rebecca. What did her mother know of beauty? She had the loveliest eyes he’d ever seen and a smile that made his heart turn over. She was kind, amusing, and genuine.

      “I like him, Mama, and I believe he likes me.” Rebecca’s voice was so soft Miles wondered if he’d even heard it.

      “Oh, Becca, dear, how could he? I know it might appear that way, but he doesn’t. You are intelligent and educated, my dear, but a man like the duke requires someone beautiful, outgoing, and witty.”

      Miles’s stomach twisted. Mrs. Livingston truly believed her daughter wasn’t good enough. And the worst part was she wasn’t even being cruel, but rather pitying Rebecca for her perceived failings. It took every ounce of his will to stay hidden as Mrs. Livingston exited the room. He shrouded himself in the shadows as he watched her leave.

      Once she was gone, he crept to the door and peered inside. Rebecca was lying across her bed, her face buried in a pillow. Her unbound chestnut hair cascaded over her shoulders. A quiet little sob escaped her, and whatever invisible barrier that had been keeping him at bay crumbled. He slid inside and locked the door. She shifted on the bed and raised her tearstained face.

      In that instant he knew he was in love with her. This quiet, unassuming woman who was not as blessed as her sister in parental love, despite the size of her own heart. In the few short days he’d been around her, he’d become her secret champion. And somehow along the way she’d won him over without even trying.

      He moved to the bed. “Becca, love, you are killing me.”

      She wiped at her eyes and turned her face away, a deep blush coloring her cheeks.

      “My lord, you mustn’t be here. It isn’t proper. I know you cannot wish to be bound to me, so we should not continue this any longer. Please go.” The despair in her voice sent bolts of pain through him.

      “No,” he growled. “I told you that I wished to court you. I meant it.”

      She gazed up at him as he stalked over to her. “No?”

      “I’m not leaving. Hell, woman, I mean to marry you.” He cupped her chin and tilted her face up to his.

      Her eyes were twin pools, churning like seas shattered by storms. “What?”

      “I know your hearing is better than that, Becca. I love you and want to marry you.” He softened his gaze. “But before you give me your answer, I first have a confession to make. Please promise me that you will hear me out. And know that my feelings for you will not change. And I hope that what you feel for me will not change either.”

      She nodded slowly and licked her lips.

      “I’m not…Justin. I’m Miles. My brother and I switched places before your family arrived. The real duke has been courting your sister all along.”
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      Rebecca swayed. Dizziness swamped her. She’d fallen in love with the second brother, not the first? Deep confusion flooded her along with another confusing feeling—relief. She had never wanted to be a duchess; she only knew she wanted to be with this man, not the title attached to him. All that mattered was that he loved her.

      But she did have questions.

      “Why? Why would you switch places with Lord Wiltshire?” she asked as she wiped at her cheeks, hoping he wouldn’t notice the tears her mother had caused her. A horrible thought occurred to her. “This wasn’t part of some sort of joke, was it?”

      Miles looked suddenly bashful and apologetic. “No. No joke. It wasn’t my idea, I assure you. Nor was it done for your benefit. Justin wanted to make sure Lydia could love a man like him without his having a title. Neither of us expected a consequence of this deception to be for me to fall in love with you. I never expected to love anyone.”

      “You love me?” She had to make sure she wasn’t dreaming.

      He sat down on the bed and peeled off his boots. “Yes.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to get in this bed and compromise you so thoroughly that we’ll have to be married as soon as possible. I want there to be no doubts that I want you.” He flashed her a grin that was all sweetness and devilish charm. She couldn’t resist teasing him back.

      “Are you certain I love you back?”

      Miles chuckled. “If you didn’t, you’d have tossed me out of your bedchamber by now.”

      She laughed. “True. I admit, I’m relieved you are not the duke. I never wanted to be a duchess. When I saw Beresford House today on our ride, I remember thinking it was the home I’d always longed for. Perhaps fate was trying to tell me something.”

      She couldn’t stop smiling as what was happening finally sank in. Miles was in love with her, Lydia would become a duchess, and Rebecca would have a happily ever after all on her own.

      Her heart jumped into her throat, and she grabbed the nearest pillow, using it as a shield as Miles began to undress. His naked body was a thing of beauty, with slopes and contours of muscles and that most masculine part of him she’d never seen before except on statues. He pried the pillow from her hands and tossed it to the floor. They both laughed, and her nerves eased a little as she tilted her head up and gazed deep into his eyes. This man had unlocked her heart and soul, and she couldn’t imagine anything more splendid than sharing the rest of her life with him. And she would start by sharing her bed tonight.

      “My darling. My sweet. My wonderful Becca.” He dropped his head and kissed her.

      His words gave her the courage to allow him to undress her. Once she was stripped bare of gown, stockings, boots, and underclothes, she sat on the bed, trembling beside him. He removed the pins from her hair and then ran his fingers through the strands before he kissed her shoulder and then her mouth as she turned to face him.

      He swept her up in his arms and laid her back on the bed, pulling the bedclothes away so she could crawl beneath them. He joined her there, lying beside her, kissing her, their bare legs twined together. Feeling his hard body against her softer curves was an aphrodisiac she’d never expected, and she shivered with desire.

      Instincts took over. Her hands stroked his back, exploring his muscles. He reveled in her breasts and the groove of her neck and shoulder, taking his time exploring her. His hands and mouth left her burning in the wake of each touch and kiss. He slid a hand down her body, parting her thighs, and she arched and hissed as he sank a finger into her wet folds, just like at the gazebo.

      “I’ll go slowly. It may hurt, but only for a moment.”

      “Please, Miles. I want you.” Saying his true name was strange. She’d thought of him as the duke, but now she had to remind herself it was Miles in her arms, Miles in her bed.

      Miles in my heart.

      He settled deep into the cradle of her open thighs, and they shared a slow, drugging kiss before he nudged his way inside her. With a quick thrust, he entered her fully. She bit down on his shoulder to muffle her cry, but the pain soon faded. He held perfectly still as she regained her breath.

      “Is that all?” she whispered, oddly disappointed. She’d hoped to experience that pleasure from the day in the gardens when he’d given her such physical joy she’d thought she might die.

      “Not even the beginning, my love.” He circled his hips, and sensations began to explode inside her as he withdrew and thrust back in. Miles bent his head to trail kisses along her collarbone, and then he started to thrust into her in a slow and steady rhythm. The bed frame struck against the wall, and for some reason the repetitive thump made Rebecca laugh.

      “I love the way you laugh.” He chuckled with a wolfish grin. Then he silenced her with a kiss as he drove into her harder and faster.

      Her body was wound tighter than a harp’s strings, tighter and tighter, until with a cry she came undone. Miles’s eyes locked with hers, and then his face transformed to wonder, his features softening as he joined her in bliss.

      “Christ, Becca, I didn’t know it could be like this.”

      She saw her heart reflected in his tender gaze. He pressed his lips to her forehead, to the tip of her nose, her chin, and finally her mouth. The kiss was as sweet as whispered words of love, and it seemed to go on forever.

      “I’m too heavy,” he said with a sigh and rolled off her. She instantly missed his warmth and the feel of him inside her. That point of connection had changed them forever. He settled under the covers next to her, covering her face with little kisses.

      “You truly love me?” she asked, still afraid to hope.

      He nodded. “Beyond rational thought, my heart. There’s no getting rid of me now. Your mother will have to accept you marrying the brother of the duke.”

      Rebecca was so blissfully happy. “I don’t think she’ll mind.”

      “And you?” He traced her lips.

      “As long as you love me, I don’t care who you are,” she whispered.

      “I’ve never been so bewitched by anyone before. But you’ve cast a spell, Becca. I am yours. Never doubt it.” He spoke with such deep solemnity that it brought fresh tears to her eyes. Tears of joy. She trusted him. There could be no doubt.

      “I don’t.” Love filled her so fully that her heart poured over with it.

      Miles kissed her again, and this time it was different than the others. Softer, sweeter. A promise of wonderful things to come.

      

      Thank you so much for reading The Duke’s Twin!

      Keep reading below to start the first 3 chapters of Bewitching the Earl where an impoverished English lady is bought in a marriage auction by a vengeful Scottish lord.
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            Bewitching the Earl
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      Strange, how one’s future can hang upon a single moment. One can feel trapped, frozen, while the world spins wildly by. Daphne Westfall was caught in such a moment, unable to move forward now that her life had been turned upon its head. Ever since her father’s death, she dwelt in a nightmare that had no visible end.

      She shivered on the snowy sidewalk, hand extended toward passersby, praying someone would have mercy on her. They dodged her with lips curled in sneers of disgust. Another gust of wind blew in from the river and whipped her threadbare skirt about her legs. She stamped her feet and then pressed her legs tightly together, hoping to conserve warmth, but she still couldn’t feel her toes. Her hands were dry and cracked, her once clean nails layered with the grime of the streets.

      Tears stung her eyes. Just a few pennies before nightfall would keep her out of the White House Brothel in Soho. She bit her lip and mentally fled from that option. To go there would finally break her.

      Her aching stomach rumbled. But she had to be pragmatic if she hoped to fill her aching stomach, warm her shivering body beside a fire and sleep in a warm bed.

      Daphne resisted the urge to touch the secret pocket in her dress, where she’d hidden her mother’s pearls. Another woman might have sold the pearls to eat, but Daphne couldn’t bring herself to do it. The single, elegant strand was all she had left of her mother, the only thing the courts of England hadn’t been able to pry from her fingertips as they carried her father to prison.

      When her father had been convicted of counterfeiting, Sir Richard Westfall’s estate had been seized by the Crown and his property sold to settle his debts to his victims. Daphne had been cast out into the cold with nothing but a single dress and her mother’s pearls tucked away in a hidden pocket.

      “Please—please, sir,” she whispered to a passerby. “A few pennies…”

      The man spat on her open, trembling palm. She shrank back with a wince and hastily wiped his spit off on her gown. More tears escaped as shame threatened to suffocate her.

      Sell the pearls and you won’t face this anymore… a dark voice whispered in her head. But she couldn’t.

      A man and a woman paused on the street a few feet away and stared. Hope surged. She knew that woman. Lady Esther Cornelius, a friend, once.

      Esther stared hard at her, then whispered something to her companion who, although a good distance away, tossed a small pouch of coins. In the past, she would have hidden from a familiar face, ashamed to be seen in such a state, but right now all she could think about was her hunger. To her shame, she leapt at the pouch, landing hard in the icy puddle along the alley. She caught the pouch and clutched it to her chest. When she looked up, Lady Esther and her companion were walking away.

      Daphne sniffed, her nose burning as she tried to keep her tears at bay. How she wished she could curse her father. He loved her, just as she loved him, yet he had destroyed her life, her future…everything.

      She wasn’t sure how long she sat there, shivering and clutching the small pouch to her chest, before she tucked it safely in her skirts and glanced about. Her attention caught on the figure of a tall, handsome man leaning against the wall of a shop across the street. His exquisite clothes and refined appearance marked him for a gentleman.

      Fear crawled up her spine. Why would a gentleman be watching a beggar woman? Perhaps he was not as gentlemanly as he appeared. Would he steal the coins, take her mother’s pearls? She wouldn’t let him. She pushed to her feet and hurried down the street, fighting the urge to run.

      She glanced over her shoulder. He followed on the opposite side of the street. She quickened pace. The man suddenly vanished from view as a crowd of people swept past him. She stopped beside a row of coaches parked along the street close by and scanned the crowd.

      “Miss Westfall.” She started to turn toward that voice when strong fingers seized her arm.

      Her shoulder collided with a hard chest. She cried out. The door of the nearest coach opened and he pulled her inside. She clawed at the masculine arm that held her.

      “Do not scream, Miss Westfall. You are in no danger.”

      Daphne twisted free of his hold and lunged for the door. He yanked her onto the seat opposite him.

      “Miss Westfall, please. I am attempting to render aid.”

      She stilled at his urgency. He was the too-handsome man she had glimpsed across the street. How had he gotten behind her so quickly?

      “Render aid?” she demanded, hating how frightened she sounded. “Kidnapping is not the kind of aid I require.”

      “That’s fortunate, for it’s not the aid I’m offering.” He released her arm and leaned back against the cushion. “My name is Sir Anthony Heathcoat. Some call me The Lord of Arrangements.”

      “The Lord of Arrangements?” She had never heard of him. “What does this have to do with me?”

      He smiled gently. “Everything.”

      She studied him. His expression lacked pity or lust. Perhaps his aid was nothing more than letting her rest inside a warm coach, away from the icy winds.

      “I know about your father,” Anthony said.

      Daphne tensed. He wasn’t the first man to seek vengeance on her because of her father.

      “Easy, lass,” He lifted a hand. “I’ve no desire to harm you. Allow me to speak. Afterwards, if you don’t wish for my help, I will allow you to return to your position on the street with an extra few pounds for your trouble.”

      Shame heated her face and she glanced away. Never in her life had she believed she would be sitting in a coach with a man discussing her life as a beggar.

      She raised her chin and met his gaze. No threatening shadow darkened his eyes. “Very well. Speak your piece.”

      “I am aware of your father’s crimes,” he said. “Counterfeiting is a serious offense. He’s lucky they didn’t send him to the gallows.”

      Daphne tried to swallow the sudden lump in her throat.

      “I also know that his conviction resulted in his property being used to repay his victims; at least, those who were members of the peerage.”

      Another painful gulp. She couldn’t speak. That had been the worst indignity. Her father had betrayed friends in society, tainting them with his dishonor. She had not been allowed to hear the more gruesome details from her father’s solicitor, but she had heard whispers that one man had shot himself after being associated with the scandal.

      “I have never believed the sins of the father should pass to his children,” he said. “It is unjust that you should suffer for his crimes. I wish to help you.”

      “How can you?” she asked, feeling strangely numb.

      “Have you noticed how the ton always favors a good marriage? The right union can erase even the worst sins from public memory.” He smiled. “Perhaps even for someone shadowed by scandal.”

      Shadowed by Scandal? The man had a way with words. But marriage? No sane man would marry her. Even the shabbiest modistes had refused to employ her as a simple seamstress because her family name was so blackened.

      “But… I have no prospects, no connections. No gentleman would ever—”

      Anthony’s soft chuckle stunned her into silence. “No need to fret, Miss Westfall. I am quite convinced I can find half a dozen men who would consider it a privilege to take you as a wife. If you are agreeable, that is.”

      “Agreeable?” she repeated. Perhaps it was warmer in the coach then she’d realized, for her head began to swim.

      “A marriage auction,” he said. “Polite society doesn’t discuss this form of…courtship, but the general arrangement is this: you meet the interested gentlemen, then they bid for your hand.”

      “Bid?” The word escaped in a frightened squeak.

      Anthony nodded. “The money they bid will be placed in a secure trust for your use. Contracts are signed and a male trustee of your choosing is appointed to ensure your husband honors the terms. This provides you with money to live comfortably. Of course, one hopes, your new husband will offer you even more as his wife.”

      It sounded mad, but... Daphne bit her lip as she considered. An arranged marriage? Women of title and wealth were contracted in marriage to men who offered the best terms. But she wasn’t a woman of wealth. And to be sold into marriage? She stared at the roof of the carriage. Put that way, it sounded little better than the White House Brothel. Still, allowing a stranger to bid on her? Marry her? Could she agree to something so wild?

      “Would…would there be a way to ensure these candidates are not prone to hurting their wives? I could not marry someone who…” She trailed off. She’d learned men could be cruel and abusive if it suited their desires, and she had no wish to give away her relative safety in marriage to a man who would hurt her. She’d seen evidence of that enough when she’d witnessed a woman accosted the other night on the street and robbed of her coins. The man who’d stolen from her had beaten her severely and no one had stepped in to help her because she was a prostitute.

      His expression sobered. “Of course. I will conduct a most detailed interview of the candidates, and you will have my word, only good men will bid upon you.”

      She slid her hand into her dress pocket and stroked the smooth pearls. “You really think men will bid upon a…woman shadowed by scandal?”

      Anthony nodded. “The men will be aware of your situation, and I can assure that they will not judge you for it.”

      Anthony smiled and Daphne was startled at the kindness in his expression. “Not all men judge a woman for her father’s crimes.” A twinkle appeared in his eyes. “Especially when she is intelligent—and beautiful.”

      Heat crept up her cheeks. “When must I decide?” she asked.

      “I can give you a week, but I would prefer that you weren’t wandering the streets. You could catch your death. If you agreed now, I can have the auction proceed as early as tomorrow and provide you a warm bed for the night, along with hot food.”

      Her stomach cramped at the mere thought of food. She should fear this stranger’s motives—she should decline and flee, but instinct--or intuition--urged her to trust this man. She pressed a hand to her stomach. Or maybe it was starvation that overrode common sense. “Please, consider accepting now,” he said.

      She studied his earnest face in the dim confines of the coach. “What do you gain by helping me?”

      Anthony didn’t reply immediately, but she noted a hint of melancholy that dimmed the earlier glint in his eyes. “I find that bringing people together, people who suit, gives me purpose. Too many people focus on money and power. I want to create a force for love.” He grinned and suddenly looked years younger. “A tad romantic, I know, but I cannot help myself. I have a certain talent for bringing couples together, and often they end up in love matches.”

      Love... Daphne hadn’t thought of love in so long, she questioned whether such an emotion still existed. Anthony might have a talent for making matches, but she would never be fortunate enough to find love. But a man who cared for her even a little—a man who wanted children… Oh my, she hadn’t considered that possibility. Such a man would provide a life far beyond anything she’d dared hope. For the last several months, she’d felt frozen in a way that had nothing to do with wind and snow . . .unable to move, to change her fate in any way.

      “I…I will do it,” she said at last, her tone strong despite her racing heart.

      “Wonderful! Do you have any possessions we need to fetch, or can we go straight to the house?”

      “I have nothing save what I am wearing,” she admitted, another blush of shame warming her face.

      “Not to worry,” Anthony said, but the sorrow in his eyes was almost too much to bear. She focused on the small window of the coach while he opened the door and gave the driver an address.

      A marriage auction. But what choice had she? She pressed her hand against the pearls hidden in her dress and closed her eyes. The edges of her frozen world seemed to thaw just a bit, and her body warmed with the promise of safety and a chance to live again.
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      Lachlan Grant strode into the card room of Berkley’s club, scowling at any man who dared appear to think about getting in his way. The coach ride from Edinburgh had been long and tedious and he wasn’t in the mood to deal with foppish Englishmen preening before one another. He didn’t even wish to be out this evening, but remaining alone one moment longer in his brother’s townhouse would have driven him insane.

      No, no longer his brother’s…

      Like everything else in the months since his older brother’s death, that residence still felt like William’s. William’s title, William’s home, William’s life. Lachlan had simply stepped into his boots to fill the void.

      I never wanted to be the Earl of Huntley.

      A bitter taste clung to his tongue and he scowled, his mood blackening further.

      Now he was saddled with a bloody title and all the duties and responsibilities that came attached. He had gained a fortune he’d never wanted, and the price had been the brother he’d treasured most.

      Lachlan scanned the tables, desperate to join any card game, even though his heart rebelled. He felt reckless, angry, and ready to do something utterly foolish--anything to ease the ache in his chest.

      He was the last of the Grant family, for neither he nor William had married. It was one of the reasons they had been so close, only two years apart in age. William had turned thirty a mere six months before he’d passed, and Lachlan had just turned eight and twenty, far too young to lose his brother.

      A burst of laughter from a nearby table drew his focus. A group of young bucks leaned around a Faro table, excited by their winnings. He started toward the table, but someone stepped into his path and he stumbled into the man.

      “My apologies,” he muttered.

      The other man caught him by the shoulders and they both stood back. Lachlan blinked in surprise as he recognized that dark hair and angled chin. “Anthony?” The dark clouds gathering on his inner horizon lifted somewhat.

      “My God, Lachlan!” Sir Anthony Heathcoat slapped him on the shoulder in greeting. “How long has it been?”

      “At least four months,” Lachlan chuckled.

      His friend sighed but his eyes remained warm. “Four months? That long? You’ve been well, I trust?” This question came more carefully and Lachlan knew why. Anthony had been just as close to William as he was to Lachlan, but he’d been out of the country and had missed the funeral. William’s unexpected death had left many of their friends still coping with his loss.

      “I admit, I have been better.” Lachlan scrubbed a hand along his jaw. “Never wanted to run Huntley Castle. Not that I have a choice now.”

      Anthony nodded, his eyes shadowed. “Come and have a drink. I want your opinion on something.”

      Lachlan followed Anthony. Encountering his old friend had softened his reckless mood. They entered a quiet reading room with a crackling fire and thick plush chairs. After settling, Anthony waved a boy over and ordered two glasses of brandy.

      Lachlan rested his forearms on his knees and leaned close to Anthony. “What can you possibly need my advice on?”

      Anthony met his gaze with a sudden hint of mischief. “I’m holding a marriage auction tomorrow evening. I was hoping you might join us and bid on the bride.”

      A bark of laughter escaped Lachlan, but he sobered when his friend frowned. “What the devil is a marriage auction?”

      His friend chuckled. “It’s exactly as it sounds. I have a lovely young lady staying at my home and I’m inviting some marriage-minded men to meet her and speak with her for a few minutes. Then you bid upon her. The highest bidder takes her as a bride. The money he bids is placed in a special trust for the lady, to be handled by a third party, a man she trusts and chooses.”

      “The women involved are willing participants?”

      Anthony drew back. “What do you take me for?”

      “A far better man than I just implied. I apologize. So, tell me, what is this actually about?”

      “It’s about aiding ladies in distress, women who are desperate for a match. Most men agree to pay a small fortune to secure a bride.”

      “And you have men agreeing to purchase a bride?” Lachlan never thought to meet a man willing to give a fortune to a wife when the law allowed husbands to claim their wives’ property. Lachlan wasn’t one to marry for monetary gain, but he knew many men did.

      “You’d be surprised. Not every man is as jaded as you about love, old friend. Some are quite happy to find a sweet young woman to marry so that they might make a good life together. Now…” Anthony paused as the boy returned with their brandy on a tray. Once he departed, Anthony said, “Now, would you consider coming and bidding on the woman?”

      “Bid on a bride? You want me to buy a woman? God’s teeth, Anthony, I have no wish to marry yet. Besides, I have no need to buy a wife, you know that.” Mere weeks after William’s death, women were seeking invitations to visit him in Scotland. Half of the English ton wanted to traipse across his threshold, invade his life and disturb his grief, all for the chance of leg-shackling the newest Earl of Huntley.

      Anthony sipped his brandy, eyeing Lachlan thoughtfully. “I remember all too well your wilder days, but with William gone, a wife might ease some of your burden.”

      Lachlan frowned and swirled the contents of his glass.

      His friend’s eyes narrowed. “You know I didn’t mean it that way.”

      They drank in silence for a moment before Anthony shrugged off the tension and smiled. “I thought you might be interested in knowing that the young lady is Daphne Westfall. She’s very beautiful and quite sweet. I was hoping you would at least consider meeting her.”

      Westfall...

      The name hit him like a blow to the gut...a name carved in blood upon his heart. On the study table near his brother’s body had been a letter that explained the shame and responsibility William felt over his dealings with the notorious counterfeiter Sir Richard Westfall. The Huntley title and lands had survived the fallout from Westfall’s forgeries, but William had never been one to withstand the loss of honor.

      “Westfall?” Lachlan’s mouth ran dry at the name. “She wouldn’t happen to be Sir Richard’s daughter, would she? The man convicted of counterfeiting bank notes?”

      Anthony gave a slow nod. “Indeed, she is. Do you know her?”

      Lachlan had never shared the contents of the letter with anyone, not even his mother.

      “No, but I hear she is a nice lass, despite her father’s crimes.”

      He’d heard no such thing. Hadn’t even known the old bastard had a child. But the revenge he never thought he’d get for William might now wait within reach.

      “So, you’ll come? I promised Miss Westfall I would bring good, decent men to bid on her. She’s fallen on hard times, and a good match would secure her future.”

      Lachlan composed his features into a polite show of interest. “Of course. I’d be happy to meet the lass and bid on her.”

      Heathcoat grinned. “Marriage will suit you well. I had a feeling it would take only a nudge.”

      With a grim smile, Lachlan agreed. Sir Richard was in prison for his crimes, and so would his daughter endure a prison of another sort.

      She was going to marry him, and spend the rest of her life paying for her father’s crimes by forgoing the rich trappings that her father’s forgeries had given her. She would learn to live with no frivolity, no joy, no love…nothing.

      Just as he was condemned to live without his brother.

      We can suffer together.
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      Daphne felt like an imposter in the blue gown that Anthony had given her. He’d insisted she keep it, but she’d promised she would find a way to return it once she had new clothes of her own. Fear turned her mouth bitter as she tried not to think about her future after tonight, and she reached instinctively for the pearls in the pocket of her new gown.

      As she entered the drawing room of Anthony Heathcoat’s townhouse, she reminded herself that this was the safest option remaining. If she secured a husband tonight, she would avoid the brothel and not go hungry again.

      A group of seven men stood by the fire, all talking quietly to one another. When she cleared her throat, they turned as one, each instantly assessing her. She folded her hands in front of her to control their shaking as she endured their speculative perusals.

      She’d never thought much of how brood mares felt when being sold at Tattersals, but now she felt quite sorry for the creatures.

      “Gentlemen, may I present Miss Daphne Westfall?” Anthony approached, lifted one of her hands to his lips and kissed her gloved fingers. “Are you all right, my dear?” he whispered.

      “Yes, I just feel a little…” Her trembling hand said what she could not. He gave it a gentle squeeze.

      “They are good men and will treat you fairly.”

      “Thank you,” she said. She meant it. Anthony had saved her from the streets and she would never be able to repay his kindness.

      “Good. I will introduce you to each man. They will place their bids in their envelopes. The highest bidder will return and we will sign the contracts. This will secure your monetary assets.”

      Daphne’s throat constricted. She still couldn’t believe she was really doing this, meeting with men in hopes that they would want to marry her. How was this different from prostituting herself? At least, she shared her body with only one man, and she didn’t live with the shame of a brothel address.

      “Gentlemen, please form a line so I may make your introductions to Miss Westfall.”

      The men formed a queue, and one by one she was presented to each. They were all charming, friendly, and genuine. With each introduction, she grew more relieved. She had a minute or two to speak with them and found she liked each one. Anthony had kept his promise.

      The last man who approached her was different. She had to tilt her head back to see his face. He was incredibly tall, with broad shoulders. She felt tiny in his presence. He was a little more muscular than the others and a bit intimidating. She almost retreated a step, if only to see his face better.

      “Miss Westfall, this is Lachlan Grant, the Earl of Huntley.”

      “It is a pleasure,” Lachlan’s deep voice was heavy with a Scottish brogue.

      “My Lord,” she replied, staring into his dark blue eyes. They were a lovely deep sapphire, yet a strange gleam flashed in their depths and then vanished behind a polite smile. Had she merely imagined that? Perhaps so. She had heard more than once that Scotsmen tended to be brooding and intense, and it seemed Huntley was no different.

      “You’re from Scotland? Whereabouts, if I may ask?”

      “The town of Huntley is a half day’s ride north of Edinburgh.” His eyes remained locked on her with an almost predatory gaze. She shivered, trying to think of how to continue their conversation and draw out more of his personality.

      “I’ve never been north of Edinburgh. I imagine it must be lovely.”

      There it was, a momentary softening of his eyes and mouth. “Aye, ’tis stunning, especially in the spring when the heather blooms.”

      “Would we live there most of the year, if your bid is successful?” It was something she asked of each gentleman. She needed a home, a place she could feel safe, a place to escape the judgment of the ton for her father’s crimes.

      “We would. I only visit London once or twice a year. Would that suit you?” he asked.

      “Yes, whatever you do will be fine for me, I’m quite sure.” A home in the Highlands…she loved the idea, but she wasn’t sure she was ready to marry someone as serious and brooding as the man who stood before her.

      “Now,” Anthony smiled at the men. “Place your bids, and then please wait outside.” Several of the men offered Daphne warm, hopeful smiles before writing down their bids and sealing their envelopes.

      Daphne’s gaze was drawn to Lachlan as he scratched his numbers on the bit of paper he held. His eyes met hers and a bolt of shock ran through her as if she were owned by him in that instant. The sensation frightened her and yet she couldn’t look away from him even as he placed his envelope on Anthony’s palm and strode from the room.

      The final men handed their envelopes to Anthony before leaving the room. After the last man left, Anthony and his manservant, Finchley, opened the bids. Daphne watched them rearrange the pieces of paper in order as the higher bids moved to the top. Her heart pounded so hard against her ribs that she had trouble breathing. Which of the strangers was to be her husband?

      “Ahh, here we are.” Anthony glanced her way. “We have our winner. I shall thank the others and send them home.” Anthony exited the room. The click of the door sounded far too loud in the awkward silence. Daphne clutched the edge of a chair for support, her nails digging into the floral pattern of the fabric as she struggled to calm herself.

      The door opened and Daphne sucked in a breath. Sir Anthony entered, followed by the Earl of Huntley. Once again, she became the focus of that brooding gaze. Wasn’t he pleased to have been the highest bidder? The tight purse of his lips suggested otherwise. A pit formed in her stomach and she struggled to breathe. She was to marry him…the man who spoke of Highland heather in the spring, but who looked like a wolf about to devour her. Which was his true nature? Perhaps he was a man torn between his duality of nature. Perhaps she might never know the real Lachlan Grant.

      Anthony approached her while Huntley waited inside the door, hands folded behind his back like a military general.

      Oh dear…

      “Miss Westfall, Lord Huntley was by far the highest bidder at fifteen thousand pounds, which he has agreed to place into an account where the trustee of your choice will oversee the funds for you.”

      Daphne barely listened. Instead, she stared at Huntley and he at her. A slow smile curved his lips. It was not a cruel smile, no, but it warned her that she was pledging herself to a wolf. She was tempted to look away, to yield to that dominating stare, but she held her ground and lifted her chin.

      Yet her instincts warned her to run far and fast from Lord Huntley.

      “Sir… Anthony, may I have a minute to speak with you?” she asked, her voice wavering. Huntley shared a look with Anthony before he nodded and left the room.

      Anthony approached, concern in his eyes. “You’re trembling. Are you all right?”

      “Lord Huntley, is he a good man? You promise that I’m safe with him?”

      “I promise,” Anthony vowed. “Huntley is a long-time friend. I would trust him with my life. He’s rich and has excellent lands—”

      “I don’t care about that. I care about him. Is he the sort of man to care for his wife? Not…harm her?” She bravely forced the question out, even knowing it was not polite to speak of such matters.

      “He’s never harmed a woman. If he seems a bit cold, it’s because his older brother, William, died only two months ago. He was close to William. His brother’s death changed him, hardened him in some ways. But I promise you, he is a good man.”

      She saw only honesty in Anthony’s eyes and she trusted that more than anything else. “Very well then, I agree to marry him.”

      “Good.” Anthony then called for Huntley, who reentered the room. They assembled about the card table, where Finchley laid out several documents.

      “Here’s the trust agreement, Huntley. I filled out the forms with the amount you bid. All you need do is sign, as will Miss Westfall. Finchley and I will witness the contracts to assure they are binding.”

      Daphne watched Huntley bend over the table and scrawl his name before he straightened and held the quill out to her. She accepted it, her gloved fingers brushing his. A spark of heat flared between them, and just as quickly vanished. Huntley’s eyes darted away as he stepped back. She leaned over the table and penned her own name.

      “Excellent. Huntley, you can collect Miss Westfall tomorrow after you have procured a special license.”

      “Actually, I would like to marry in Scotland, unless the lady objects.” Huntley looked to Daphne.

      “Marry in Scotland?” Daphne had to force strength into her voice. She hadn’t expected to leave so soon.

      There’s nothing to tie you here, not anymore.

      “Aye, there’s a little church not far from Huntley Castle. It’s tradition for the men of the Grant family to marry there.”

      “Oh… I suppose that would be all right.” She had no friends left in London, none that would be seen with her. She had no real reason to stay here. In fact, it was quite possible that if word got out about her wedding, the victims of her father would come to the church and make trouble on her wedding day.

      “We are agreed then?” Huntley asked. His blue eyes seemed to swallow her whole.

      “Yes.” With that single word, she felt she sealed a bargain with the devil. A most handsome, intimidating devil...

      “The paperwork is all in order,” Anthony said. “Anyone care for a glass of sherry to celebrate?”

      Huntley shook his head. “Not tonight, old friend. I have a wedding to prepare for.”

      Anthony turned to Daphne. “What about you? Sherry, my dear?”

      “Yes, please,” she whispered. She needed a drink.

      Huntley approached, grasped her hand and raised it to his lips. Their eyes met and held once again.

      “Tomorrow,” he promised softly.

      “Tomorrow,” she echoed. Then with a kiss to her knuckles that left her body burning with a strange sensation, he left the room.

      Daphne watched him go, wondering if what she had agreed to would save her or damn her.
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      Lachlan climbed out of his coach the following morning, stretched his legs, and climbed the steps of Anthony’s townhouse. He paused at the door, holding his breath for a moment. The moment he went inside, his life would change forever. He knew that he could turn and run from this, change his mind about his plans, yet he didn’t. Every emotion that had raged the night before was now locked away in a dark corner of his mind. Instead of focusing on his brother’s death and the man responsible, he focused instead on the woman, Daphne, the bastard’s daughter.

      When he stood there in the drawing room the night before, as nervous as the other men, he had hated himself for showing such weakness. And then she had entered, a tiny creature with soft curves, dark hair and warm brown eyes. She had been as timid as a dormouse, her eyes as round as saucers as she’d gone through the introductions. Missing was the spoiled hellion he had expected from a man like Sir Richard Westfall.

      He wanted to despise her on sight and rally his vengeance, but it hadn’t been easy to hate her. He had managed it, but only just.

      Lachlan growled in frustration as he rapped  the knocker of the door. A moment later, a butler answered.

      “I’m here for Miss Westfall,” he announced. The butler nodded and opened the door wider, allowing him to step into the vestibule.

      “Ahh. There you are, Huntley!” Anthony descended the stairs, Miss Westfall at his side. She wore a soft green carriage gown with a blue satin sash around her waist. The colors emphasized her dark hair and alabaster skin. Lachlan clenched his teeth as his body responded to her subtle beauty. He did not want to desire this woman, but perhaps he could allow himself that one weakness. She would be his wife, after all, and he did plan to beget heirs upon her. It was his duty now, and hers as his wife.

      “Anthony,” Lachlan greeted his friend with more warmth than he felt for Miss Westfall.

      Her eyes were downcast, her lips parted, and for a brief instant he caught a glimpse of a woman beaten down, her spirit already broken. That was what he had wished for, wasn’t it? A broken woman? Yet he’d wanted to break her himself, not collect the pieces with pity.

      “Are you ready to leave?” he asked her. “I suppose you have quite a few clothes and other possessions to take with you.”

      At this, she raised her eyes and he saw sorrow in their honey brown depths.

      “I have none. Even this gown is borrowed.” She plucked at the skirts, revealing two dainty black boots.

      “Borrowed?” he echoed with shock. How was it she had no clothes, no possessions? Surely that damned criminal of a father had left her plenty to live on.

      “Yes. I… I thought you understood the circumstances I was in, my lord. I would not have agreed to the auction otherwise.”

      Lachlan was left speechless, until his friend gave a short cough.

      “Er… Huntley, might I have a word with you?” Anthony jerked his head toward the door and released Miss Westfall’s arm so he and Lachlan could talk in private.

      “What is the meaning of this? Where are her clothes?” Lachlan growled. He had no desire to buy anything for the woman. His entire plan of revenge called for doing the exact opposite, allowing her barely enough to survive.

      “Huntley, I didn’t want to mention this, since it seems to be a delicate matter, but the reason I held the auction was to get the poor woman off the streets.”

      “The streets?” Miss Westfall had been selling her body to survive? “You promised me a bride, not a trollop.”

      Anthony’s eyes flashed dangerously. “She isn’t one. She was, I suspect, considering the possibility when I came across her. She was standing in an alley, scrambling for coins tossed her way. Do you have any idea what she must have gone through? A gentle born lady left begging for scraps?”

      The pain in Anthony’s eyes was genuine, and Lachlan wondered how bad off Miss Westfall really was. He glanced over his shoulder at his future bride, who stood at the foot of the stairs, eyes once more downcast, one hand tucked in the pocket of her gown.

      “You must take care of her. I know that William’s death has been hard on you, but perhaps this marriage will heal you--heal you both.”

      Heal him? Nothing could mend the bleeding bits of his tattered heart. William’s loss had left a gaping hole inside him, and nothing and no one could ever fill that.

      Lachlan turned and walked past Miss Westfall toward the door. “We should be going. We have a long journey ahead of us.”

      She looked up at his approach, and for a second he saw hope in her eyes, calling to him, but he smashed down the urge to respond in kind.

      “Ready?” he asked coldly.

      She nodded and looked at his arm expectantly. He did not offer it.

      Anthony called to him as they stepped outside, “Huntley, I meant what I said.”

      Lachlan did not reply as he opened the coach door for his acquisition. She climbed inside and he followed, settling back on the seat opposite her.

      The coach rattled into motion and for a long while Lachlan wouldn’t look at her. He kept picturing her in a tattered gown, ankle-deep in icy water as carriages and people passed, no one looking her way, no one caring about her. He mentally gave himself a shake.

      I will not pity her, I will not let this creature crawl beneath my skin.

      She was the daughter of a man who had destroyed many lives, a man in prison for crimes that had led William to take his own life.

      Lachlan felt her gaze on him and, at last, looked her way.

      “What?” he demanded in irritation.

      “Why did you do it?” she asked, her head tilting as if in puzzlement.

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “Do what?”

      “Bid on me. It’s abundantly clear that you do not like me. Why did you attend the auction? Have you had second thoughts? You had plenty of time after seeing me to walk away. You did not have to write anything down on that paper. I would’ve been happy to go with any of the other gentlemen.”

      The thought of her going home with another man, of having his vengeance denied, filled him with quiet rage.

      “I wanted you. That’s why I placed my bid.” His growling response would have made any sensible woman know that the discussion was over. But not Daphne. The timidity he’d seen in her the previous night wasn’t there anymore.

      “You certainly aren’t acting like a man who wants me.” She seemed to regret what she said. “I don’t mean—”

      “Oh, I want you, lass. I have no doubt that I’ll enjoy bedding you.” He managed a sardonic smile that caused her to lean away from him. He chuckled darkly at her reaction.

      “Don’t be afraid. I won’t touch you until we are properly wed, and only when I’m certain you want me too.”

      Her face flushed red and she sucked in a breath. “You mustn’t talk so openly of—”

      “Of bedding? Lass, you’d best get used to it. We Scots aren’t so squeamish as you English.”

      “I really must insist you do not do that with me.”

      “Do what?” he challenged with a wicked grin. The more he teased her, the more that other version of himself seemed to return, the rogue who would take her in his arms and kiss her senseless right here in this coach.

      “Please don’t tease me about…”

      “Sex? Miss Westfall, I’m a man with appetites, and I plan to teach you to have your own as well.” He couldn’t help it. He moved to the seat beside her and reached up to cup her face. She tensed and tried to withdraw. He may have planned for misery in her married life, but he wasn’t as cold hearted as to make her unhappy in his bed. Even he had limits.

      “Stop resisting, lass,” he said, and he loved the way her eyes flashed in open defiance.

      “I’m not resisting, nor am I willing.” She growled softly, the sound reminiscent of an angry cat he’d once startled in a barn as a boy. He’d learned then that cats had dangerous claws.

      “I said I wouldna do anything to you and I meant it. But damned if you don’t need a kiss to cool that temper of yours.”

      She arched a brow and knocked his hand away from her face. Then she moved to the other side of the coach, scowling at him. “I would not have a temper if you would behave like a proper gentleman.”

      He let her go, keeping to the promise that he wouldn’t touch her until she was willing. He was a bastard for marrying her for revenge, but he was not a devil and would never force a woman to do anything she didn’t wish to when it came to sex. Still, he saw the flush of color in her cheeks and the way her breath had quickened. She’d been aroused, even if she was angry at him for teasing her. Now he was looking forward to what it would be like to give her pleasure. His body was already humming with the prospect.

      I could teach her to want me when I so choose, and leave her without my touch when it suits me.

      He would derive some satisfaction knowing he could leave her aching for him whenever he wanted to. She blushed again and glanced out the coach window, clearly determined to avoid him and the subject of sex. There was a fair amount of amusement to provoking her humility and embarrassment and he would take his humor when he could.

      She continued to ignore him and he let her. She would panic when she realized that they would not be sleeping in separate rooms tonight. The little chit would squirm because she hadn’t yet realized that she had no maid and he would have to be the one to undress her.

      Time passed as the coach continued north. Daphne fidgeted in her seat and  tried to sleep against the side of the coach. He had left his more comfortable conveyance back at Huntley Castle. Not that he should be concerned with her comfort, that wasn’t part of his revenge.

      She finally settled with a soft sigh, her eyes closing. At first, he’d wanted to crow in triumph, but the expression on her face gave him pause. Her full lips tilted down in an open frown and a little wrinkle of worry creased her sleeping brow. A ripple of guilt disturbed him enough that he continued to stare at her for some time.

      When he was convinced she was fast asleep, he reached over and lifted her onto his lap. She tensed. For an instant, he feared he’d woken her, but then she relaxed and burrowed deeper into his arms. His body was taut with arousal, but he suppressed his baser urges and instead focused on her weight and warmth in his arms. She was the daughter of the man who had driven William to suicide, yet here she was, lying in his arms, trusting him not to hurt her, trusting that he would be a good husband.

      Will I?

      The question had an easy answer.

      I would’ve been...before.

      But losing William had broken him and his mother. Their original family of four was now two, and here he was bringing home the child of the man who had brought death to their home. He’d kept the truth of William’s involvement in Westfall’s counterfeiting a secret. As far as his mother knew, William had killed himself but left no reason as to why. Lachlan didn’t want his mother filled with the same vengeance that burned inside of him. If his mother ever discovered Daphne’s true identity, she would cast her out. Therefore, Lachlan could not tell her who Daphne was. The burden of losing a child in such a way was torture enough, and he did not want to add to that misery.

      Plagued by worries, he leaned his head back and tried to sleep, still cradling Daphne in his arms. When sleep came, dreams consumed him, dreams that made his heart bleed and his throat hoarse with silent screams. Yet buried beneath the nightmares of losing his brother lay a warm softness against him that brought comfort.
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      “Sleep in the stables?” Daphne whispered to Lachlan, facing away from the frowning innkeeper. They were a day’s ride from Scotland, and there wasn’t another inn for miles. They couldn’t press on because of the storm that had blown in and still raged.

      “’Tis the only space left,” the innkeeper insisted. “The rain, you see. Everyone stopped here. The roads are bad for miles around.”

      Lachlan glanced away and she swallowed hard.

      “Can you tolerate some hay, lass?” he asked, his tone cool.

      She nodded stiffly. They’d woken up in each other’s arms only half an hour before, in a strange and wonderful sort of intimacy that had shocked her. His hold had been protective and gentle, his eyes soft and inviting. Yet here he was, treating her coldly again. What was she supposed to do?

      Lachlan slapped down several fat coins on the counter “Then we’ll take the loft, but I’m not paying full price.” The innkeeper collected them and slipped them into his apron pocket.

      He led them to a muddy courtyard, where icy rain pelted their skin before they reached the protection of the stables. Over a dozen horses were tucked away in stalls. The warm scents of hay and grain were oddly comforting to Daphne as she kept pace with Lachlan.

      “Use this ladder,” the innkeeper said, “and be careful not to roll off the ledge in the night.” The innkeeper retrieved several thick woolen blankets and offered them to Lachlan, who took them under one arm.

      Lachlan turned to Daphne. “You go first. I’ll be here to catch you if you slip.” He gave her a gentle nudge. She approached the wooden ladder, a tad apprehensive. Heights were not something she enjoyed.

      “Go on, lass,” Lachlan growled and gave her bottom a gentle swat.

      “How dare you!” She was torn between mortification and anger, both emotions almost choking her. The innkeeper laughed at her sputter of outrage.

      “Climb, or I’ll do it again,” Lachlan warned with a twinkle in his eyes that she didn’t like. The swat hadn’t hurt, of course, not with the layers she wore, but to strike a lady in such an intimate place, especially when they weren’t alone…

      Daphne clenched her teeth, used one hand to lift her skirts and the other to climb. She had to go slow. When she reached the top, she toppled over into a mountain of fresh hay. There was space for both her and Lachlan to sleep, but not much more than that. She stilled as she realized that she and Lachlan would be sleeping mere inches apart.

      Nerves stormed the inside of her belly and she fought off a little shiver. We’re not married yet.

      Lachlan emerged over the edge of the loft and tossed the blankets to her. She caught them and waited until he knelt beside her amid the mountains of hay.

      “Make yourself a nest and get some rest. I’ll find some dinner.” He tucked the blankets more fully into her lap before he shifted back toward the loft’s edge. She set the bedding aside and stepped toward him.

      “Lachlan—”

      He paused, already halfway off the ledge. “Aye?”

      Suddenly tongue-tied, Daphne blushed. She wasn’t sure what she’d meant to say, only that she’d wanted to say something.

      “Be careful not to fall.”

      He answered her warning with an inscrutable expression before dropping from view.

      Once he left, she arranged the hay to lay more evenly, then spread one blanket as a bottom sheet and the second as a cover. It would have to do.

      She almost laughed. Of course, it would do. It would do very well. This bed was a far better accommodation than she’d had these last two months. There was nothing so dreadful as curling up in the nook of a doorway or huddling beneath bushes in Hyde Park. Those were the places she’d grown accustomed to sleeping. Here she had a roof over her head and warm blankets. By comparison, it would be easy to endure, even if they went hungry tonight. Given the crowds due to the storm, it was possible the inn might run out of food, as well.

      She settled back in the hay, curled into a ball and closed her eyes. She listened to the pattering rain on the stable roof and the rustle and occasion snort of the horses below. There was a gentle cadence to it all that exuded a sense of peace. Since her father’s incarceration, she’d carried the weight of his sins squarely upon her shoulders. Yet now, at this moment, that burden was lessened. Daphne inhaled slowly and let her thoughts turn to the future, to Lachlan.

      He was a Scottish earl, with a vast estate in Scotland, yet he’d agreed to marry an English woman who Sir Heathcoat had made clear was in need of financial support. What sort of man agreed to that? Was he desperate for a wife?

      The ladder to the loft creaked and Daphne squeaked in surprise, clutching the blanket to her chest, even though she remained fully dressed.

      “I dinnae mean to scare you,” Lachlan chuckled as he appeared at the loft edge. He reached up and set down a tray containing covered dishes.

      She stared at the fully laden tray in awe. “How did you carry that?”

      “It wasn’t hard, a wee bit of balance was all.” He joined her in the makeshift bed and they shared the food in a quaint silence. Lachlan was clearly not a talkative man, which Daphne did regret. She had loved to talk to her father and her friends…before everything had gone wrong.

      “Have more travelers arrived?” she asked.

      “Aye. There will be no beds, and likely the stables will fill up, as well. We’ll have to stay in the loft unless that distresses your delicate feminine sensibilities.” The sudden coldness in his tone surprised her.

      “Oh, no, here’s quite fine,” she rushed to assure him. Perhaps his pride had been pricked by having to sleep above animals in a stable.

      “I know you are used to finer things, but let me warn you, sweet bride,” his tone was still cold and she shivered. “There will be no fine clothes or expensive things in Huntley. It is not my way and it won’t be yours.”

      Daphne didn’t miss the way he said this. Each word seemed to have a dreadful importance to it, but she couldn’t see why. She was not foolish enough to ask for an explanation.

      “I’m quite accustomed to going without,” she murmured.

      “Having to borrow a dress or two isn’t going without.” His tone was now angry and a fierce scowl crossed his face. It might have made her flinch, but she was safe and warm and fed for the first time in days, aside from her night spent in Anthony’s home. She wasn’t going to let Lachlan bully her, even with words.

      “I have gone without,” she said, her tone as hard as steel. “Did your friend not tell you? He found me begging in the streets, my only gown ripped, my belly empty, and my limbs frozen.”

      She paused. Her body practically shook with fury. How dare he assume she was some spoiled child who’d never faced hardship? “For the last two months, I would’ve given anything to have a roof and a dry place to lay my head. I was on the verge of…” She choked on the words, but his silent stare dared her to continue. “I was going that very night to a brothel, my last hope for food and a warm bed.” She drank the last of her wine in a long gulp and stared at him hard. “But Anthony found me. He rescued me before I made that mistake. Do not ever lecture me on going without, Lord Huntley. I have been ripped from my home. My life was destroyed because my father was careless and cavalier when it came to the law. I am paying for his sins. I only hope you, my future husband, will not judge me for them.”

      She kept her composure as she turned her back and lay down on the bed she’d made. That tiny distance was the only barrier she could make between them and she hoped he would respect it.

      Only then did the tears she’d held back begin to flow. She heard him mutter something that sounded like a curse before he lay down beside her and curled one arm around her waist. He pulled her back a few inches to nestle her into the curve of his body. Of course, he wouldn’t leave her alone. Even now, after all she had said, he wanted to remind her that he owned her. That she was bought and paid for. She tensed and tried to pull away from him, but she was tired and cold.

      “I’m sorry, lass.”

      The words surprised her, but only half as much as the kiss he placed upon her cheek. The tenderness of it startled her enough that she shifted onto her back to stare at him.

      “Why must you be so cruel, Lord Huntley?”

      His blue eyes filled with shadows. “I… I am angry. Very angry at someone and it keeps my temper short.” His cryptic response was apologetic, but it was clear he would speak no more on the matter.

      “You shouldn’t hold on to anger, my lord. It doesn’t help.” She too had held onto anger for a long time. Anger at her father. But all too soon she realized anger didn’t provide shelter, get her friends back, and didn’t fill her belly.

      “When a man’s heart is broken, sometimes anger is all he has left.” Lachlan’s words were hoarse with emotion. Was he speaking of the brother he’d lost? Or was there more? Had he loved a woman and lost her?

      “Go to sleep.” His tone was even now. “We’ve a long journey ahead of us.”

      Daphne was certain there was no way she could sleep, not with the frantic pulse of her thoughts, but somewhere close to dawn, sleep did claim her.
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      Nothing was going according to plan.

      Lachlan scowled in the darkness of the loft as he held Daphne close for warmth. They had no proper room to share and neither of them had been able to bathe or change into nightclothes. They slept with animals. He’d wanted to be in control of her misery, to exact revenge on his terms, but the opportunities failed to appear.

      Of course, after what she’d just told him, he couldn’t shake the guilt of wanting his revenge. The need to avenge William was as strong as ever, but now there was a compulsion to protect Daphne, to care for her, which warred with his need for vengeance.

      How can I protect her from me? He should send her back to London and let Anthony find one of those other love-struck lads who bid on her and give her to one of them. But the thought of giving her away now? He couldn’t. She would be his wife.

      The anger which had been a part of him since William’s death usually burned like wildfire, snapping and snarling as it devoured his soul in its greedy flames. But at this moment, that rage had become a single candle flame.

      He nuzzled the nape of Daphne’s neck, inhaling her sweet scent and feeling the silken tresses of her hair slide against his cheek. She let out a soft sigh and scooted back against him. One of her hands touched his where he’d wrapped it around her waist, and she laced her fingers through his. She wasn’t awake, or she would not have done that, yet he almost smiled at the thought that she trusted him, at least in sleep.

      “Have I made a mistake, lass?” he whispered, knowing she wouldn’t hear. “Because I want to keep you?” He wanted to keep her, yes, but for the wrong reasons.

      Daphne slowly turned, still asleep, and wrapped herself around him, her face pressed to his chest, her leg slipping between his as she clung to him. A sharp pain burst close to his heart as he held her. How could he hurt this woman? She was not the spoiled brat he had hoped to torture by denying her material possessions. No, Daphne was a fighter, a survivor, like him.

      Had she been anyone else’s daughter, he would have fallen in love with her then and there, but he couldn’t. She was the reminder of everything he’d lost. It would be an insult to William’s memory if Lachlan abandoned his revenge and fell in love with Westfall’s daughter.

      So, I am damned either way...
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