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      He’s her brother’s best friend…

      Which is the ONLY reason the Duke of Upton agrees to take Anna Smith away from London to protect the fragile beauty. Rath’s dark looks and derelict life are not compatible with the effervescent Anna. In fact, she quakes in fear every time he comes near her.

      As she should. If she had any idea of the dark past he holds in his cold black heart, she’d surely run screaming from his country estate.

      And that can’t happen, because he’s not the biggest bad in the North of England. When the very villain who forced her to flee London finds her, Rath, beast of a man that he is, is the only one who can protect her.

      To truly keep her safe, he has to keep her close. And soon it's not fear that has her trembling in his arms, and his need to protect her has nothing to do with duty.

      But his past is as much a danger as hers and soon he realizes that she isn’t just his greatest temptation and his most important job.

      She’s also…

      His one weakness.

      

      A Deal with a Duke is a brother’s best friend, bodyguard, forced proximity, enemies-to-lovers, steamy romance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Absolutely not.” The low rumble of the Duke of Upton filtered down the hall, unmistakable in the way the deep baritone echoed off the low ceilings.

      Impressive, considering Anna Smith’s Cheapside home did not have the large, vaulted spaces that the residence of an aristocrat would certainly boast. Her home was what she liked to call cozy.

      It had small, though comfortable, rooms that her five large brothers had always easily filled. Of course, that was changing. First, because her brothers had all gotten married and most of them had left the family home.

      But also because her eldest brother, the new Marquess of Highgrove, was attempting to pawn her off on the duke. That fact hurt. She’d like to believe he just wished to protect her, but…

      “Why not?” Ace asked.

      “You’re not serious?” the duke rumbled back, giving no ground.

      “I am serious, Rath. Deadly serious,” her brother answered, and Anna shifted closer. His voice was harder to hear, it didn’t carry in the same fashion, and she had to sneak forward while still attempting to remain out of sight.

      Bent low and leaning toward the open door, she appeared the very picture of a person who might be guilty of eavesdropping. Which she absolutely was.

      To be fair, they were discussing her future, a conversation, as usual, she had not been invited into.

      “What in the bloody blue bollocks would I do with a woman like Anna at my country estate?”

      “Do? Rath, you don’t have to do anything. Other than keep her safe.”

      The duke grunted, long and loud, his annoyance evident. “You’re telling me she isn’t perfectly safe here with all you strapping Smiths about?”

      Ace cleared his throat. “Fulton’s back in Italy, Rush at his new home—”

      “Why not send her to Rush then?”

      “You know why. Every friend and enemy seems aware of where Rush lives. Gyla has even attacked the place. She wouldn’t be safe.” Gyla, from what she had gathered from her eavesdropping, was a criminal who’d been trying to steal her brothers’ gaming hells.

      Upton made some noise that she only assumed was a concession of sorts. “Tris?”

      “With his wife here in the city. I’d like Anna far away from here.” Those words hurt too.

      Another grunt. “Why me?”

      Anna dared to peek around the open door, just enough to see her brother shrug. “Because I know you’ve got the strength.”

      “Bullshit,” the duke answered. “It’s because you know I need the money from the clubs.”

      “It isn’t bullshit,” Ace replied. “No lord is better suited to keeping her safe than you. I know you are uniquely skilled in this regard. You are an excellent fighter and instinctually aware of danger. You’ve stopped several fights at the club because you anticipate them happening.”

      Anna dared to crane forward just a bit further to catch a glimpse of him. The duke. She studied his profile where he sat in one of the high-back chairs near the crackling fire. She loved those chairs. The leather was worn but soft, and comfortable on a cold spring morning.

      She felt exactly about them as she did her home. She looked above the mantel in the study, where a picture of herself hung on the wall.

      She was two in the painting, maybe three, the only one of her siblings to have had such a portrait done. Some might have thought it a privilege, but she knew better.

      That painting was part of what made her separate. Different from her siblings. The other.

      Which was one of the many reasons she didn’t want to leave. She ought to be here, proving she was as much part of this family as the rest of them.

      Well, that, and the Duke of Upton was the last man she wished to travel anywhere with. He was…scary.

      Tall, broad, with thick muscles, he had a craggy brow that hung low over his eyes, always masking his intentions. His mop of overlong, nearly black hair didn’t help either.

      His cheekbones were strong, almost menacingly so, his jaw lean and hard, and his mouth was nearly always set in a perpetual frown.

      She shivered, fear sliding along her spine. Anna was nineteen and, if her family had not been under attack from not one but two nefarious villains, she’d have started her first season this year, an event she was very much looking forward to and another reason she didn’t wish to leave. Anna was desperate to create a future of her own and that could only happen in London. She was an artist, and everyone in England who might help her succeed was in this city.

      After years of waiting, of being overshadowed by everyone in her family, she deserved her own chance to make her dreams come true.

      Instead, she was about to be shunted off to the country estate of a man who frightened her half to death. This plan was a terrible idea.

      A sentiment she and the duke seemed to agree upon.

      “Although I am better than most at fighting, I am most definitely the worst at spending time with refined ladies. An artist, isn’t she? What would we even talk about?”

      “You don’t have to talk. Mira and Boxby will be with you to entertain her. Just keep her safe.”

      “Why can’t Boxby babysit her at his country estate? Why do I need to be part of this plan? Don’t you think I’m best for finding Kingsley?” Kingsley, a marquess, was Gyla’s partner, and he’d joined the fight against her family.

      Ace grimaced. “I’ve considered that. But both Kingsley and Gyla have attempted to compromise the unattached women close to us. It makes Anna the most vulnerable. And Boxby is distracted with Mira. Newly married men seem only able to attend their wives…”

      “Boxby has been my friend for a very long time.  He’s smart enough to care for two people, I’m certain.”

      Ace glared. “It’s her life you’re betting on. If she were your kin, wouldn’t you want someone dedicated to her care?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” the duke grumbled, but she could hear the concession in his words laced with a bitterness that made her cock her head in question.

      "Rath. This is important,” Ace said. “Please.”

      She watched the duke’s shoulders fall, and she knew that her brother had won—which meant the meeting would be over soon. Straightening up, she began backing away. Best not to be caught.

      But she’d only made it a few paces when her brother appeared in the door. “Anna. Just the person I hoped to see.”

      Inwardly, she cringed. Apparently, she’d made it far enough away that he didn’t realize she’d been listening. But the duke was still in Ace’s study and so that meant that Ace would speak to her in front of the other man.

      Didn’t Ace respect her enough to at least make the conversation private? Apparently not. Then again, her family never considered what she might like.
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        * * *

      

      Anna walked into the room and Rath felt his frown deepen with growing irritation. How did she always manage to elicit such a strong reaction?

      She was pretty enough with her silky blond hair, always neat and artistically arranged. Her features were angelic, with eyes that were crystal blue, like a lake in summer, and her tiny little nose or the way her pink lips always looked like summer berries.

      Despite her beauty, however, she was a mouse of a woman, always appearing frightened. Her eyes were wide and frequently averted, her hands clasped in tight balls. She even hid in her own clothes, her dresses forever hanging loosely off her body.

      Everything about her was in stark contrast to himself. He looked down at his skin-tight breeches. There wasn’t a single soft edge on him. Which meant he felt this ridiculous need to chase the scared little mouse back into her hole every time he saw her.

      Yes, he was a beast. He even looked like one, with his overgrown hair and his craggy features. And everyone knew he acted like one as well.

      Taking a gentle and meek female to the country was the very last task he wished to complete.

      And he meant the words—absolute last. Mentally, he ticked off the all the things he would rather do: Wrestle with bears.

      Recover from an epic night of drinking.

      Clean their gaming hell, Hell’s Corner, after a Saturday night.

      Fight the villains that had plagued said gaming hell for the last several months. Definitely that last one.

      Lord Gyla, a foreign count who’d tried to steal their women, pillage their earnings, and attacked their homes had been attempting to force them to sell their businesses. And while Gyla was on the run somewhere in Europe, his partner, the Marquess of Kingsley, was still in England and very much a threat.

      Rath understood why Ace wished for his sister, Anna, to be tucked away. The part of the plan he chafed at was being the man who had to do the tucking.

      Did he look like the fucking type? The answer was a resounding no.

      Which might have been the understatement of the century. His father had married his mother in secret and when Rath had been born, he and his mother had been spirited off to live a life so far away from the dukedom and all its trappings that he hadn’t even known his father was the heir until his grandfather had passed. It hadn’t been a difficult secret to keep…Rath barely saw his father. And his mother, who had grown increasingly resentful about being hidden away, had taken her frustration out on the only person available—him.

      When the father had finally gained power, Rath had been sixteen, and after spending most of his life in Northern England with a mother who couldn’t stand the sight of him, he was half wild. Far more comfortable trapping, fishing, and fighting anything that would take up the challenge than attending parties and sipping champagne.

      And his father hadn’t expressed much interest in him even then. The new duke had been too busy spending every last hay penny the dukedom possessed to pay attention to his son and forgotten wife.

      “Anna,” Ace started, standing straight and tall as he looked down at his delicate sister, “Mira and Boxby are going to take you back to the country.”

      She said not a word of complaint, her gaze cast to the floor, her hands clasped in front of her.

      “And we’ve decided that it’s best that His Grace escort you.”

      Her cheeks flushed pink, the only indication she’d even heard Ace’s words.

      “You’ll leave first thing in the morning, and you’ll be traveling to His Grace’s country estate in Cumberland.”

      “Cumberland?” she finally said, her voice wobbling as though she might cry. Christ. He hoped she wasn’t the crying sort. There was nothing worse than a leaky female.

      “Don’t sound like that, Anna Banana,” Ace pleaded as he stepped closer to his sister.

      Rath’s lip curled. Ace was a strong man. He’d fooled the entire ton into thinking him the heir to a marquessate until he’d managed to acquire said marquessate, lifting his family up to the highest tiers of the English peerage. Did a man like that really plead with a woman he’d just called Anna Banana?

      “I didn’t sound like anything,” she answered, chin still tucked.

      Rath rolled his eyes up to the ceiling. Why was the world torturing him so?

      “You’ll be back before Christmas—”

      She squeaked. Actually squeaked, and he pushed out of his chair, unable to witness any more of this ridiculous charade. “You really think it will take that long?”

      “To catch our villain?” Ace grimaced. “I don’t know.”

      Anna took a step toward her brother then, her delicate fingers reaching out to rest on his sleeve. “Are you that worried?”

      He watched as Ace melted, his teeth grinding together at the sight of the other man weakening for a woman. “About you? Always.”

      Some of his breakfast rose in his throat. Disgusting.

      But Ace didn’t pay him any mind. “You’ll be able to paint. I’m sure the setting is beautiful.”

      “My home is rough,” Rath supplied, wanting to make certain expectations were low. Perhaps he could even scare her into not going. The house was his least favorite place in the world, so he wasn’t even lying.

      And if he did frighten her off, then he could do what he really wanted, and help hunt down their attackers. He’d continued to work as security for the gaming hells, a business he was highly invested in, because they were slowly helping him climb out of the debt his father had left him.

      Anna’s gaze met his, her brows lifting slightly. For a moment she didn’t look like a mouse at all. In fact, she silently questioned him. For some reason, this irritated him even more. The mouse did not strike back at the cat. “You have something to say?”

      Her mouth pressed into a thin line. Well, as thin as her plump lips would allow. “Does this house look like I’m used to luxury?”

      His eyes widened in surprise. Where had that come from? But Ace’s chuckle kept him from responding as the man continued with his sister’s point. “You should see my seat in Northumberland. The building is falling around the inhabitants. It’s going to take a pretty penny to bring it back, which is why we need to wrap this business up quickly.”

      But Rath saw a different opening. He needed to continue working with these men, his financial future depended on it, but he wanted any other job than the one he was being assigned. “But that’s my point. With new gaming hells opening—”

      Ace slashed his hand through the air. Was Rath not supposed to speak about their business in front of Anna’s sensitive ears? Christ.

      “Not now,” the marquess gritted out.

      “Who’s going to run them?” he pressed on, not caring if Ace wanted him to speak or not. Ace might be his partner, but Rath was the one doing him a favor.

      “I’ve hired two new men,” Ace said in clipped tones. “Lockton’s cousin and his brother-in-law. They both know the business.”

      Rath had to admit, that was a smart move. Ace was good like that. Lockton had been an original owner of the Den of Sins, one of their three clubs. His family surely already knew exactly what needed to be done.

      Which meant Rath had lost his edge in this conversation. “I want a larger share.”

      Ace’s eyes went wide. “What?”

      “For this favor. I want a larger share.”

      Anna’s chin dropped to her chest again.

      “Done,” Ace said, reaching out his hand.

      Rath took it, knowing he was getting the raw end of this deal. But he hadn’t much choice. Ace was right. There was no one else to watch her and if something happened to the youngest Smith sister, Rath was certain that would mean the end of their business for good.

      With a grumbling sigh, he took Ace’s hand. “When do you want us to leave?”

      “Tomorrow,” Ace said with a quick jerk of his chin. “Let’s see this business done.”

      Done? Rath was being sent to hell and his purgatory was only just beginning.
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        * * *

      

      The cool morning air chafed Kingsley’s face as he stood in the shadows, watching. Until recently, he’d rarely visited Cheapside, preferring the much posher parts of London. To think these people of all people had been besting them.

      The Smiths—a group of thugs masquerading as lords, they were a vile scourge who’d somehow convinced the king that they were on the right side of the disagreement.

      Ridiculous. Yes, his partner Gyla had come to the country to make the purchases illegally, but Gyla had learned from his mistakes and retained a legitimate partner, one who understood British law. Himself.

      And the Smiths? How were they better? They’d faked their legitimacy, owned illegal clubs. He was a legitimate marquess. He was the wronged party here. And soon everyone would understand that.

      The Smiths had been a constant thorn in both his and Gyla’s sides, but no more.

      The front door opened and several family members, along with a few partners, stepped out.

      He sneered to see them all hugging and acting as though they weren’t base pretenders. At the back of the group stood a lovely blonde. Anna. He knew her.

      She might be the exception to the Smith rule. Where most of them were barely housebroken, she seemed to have some manners, at least. She was still one of them, of course. But he’d tolerate her long enough to enact his revenge.

      And he’d prove to the entire world what the Smiths really were—usurpers.

      He watched as Anna was loaded into a carriage along with the Duke of Upton. Behind them Boxby and his filthy Smith wife, Mirabelle, climbed into another.

      He smiled. It was too easy. He’d follow them, find out where they were going, and then he’d enact his revenge. Victory was so close that he could smell it in the fresh fall air.
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      Anna stared at the two carriages that sat in front of her home. The home she was leaving.

      The first was plain, black, nondescript. The second was ornate with red-painted accents and gold inlays. That carriage belonged to Baron Boxby, her sister’s husband of a year, and the one that Anna intended to ride in.

      Not that she cared about wealth. That wasn’t it at all. It was simply that if the duke did not want to make conversation with her on this trip, she was equally determined to avoid him as much as possible. Which meant traveling with her sister.

      She was at the back of the group, everyone hugging and saying their goodbyes, her brothers Tris, Gris, and Ace lined up on the walkway to the street.

      She reached Gris first, who wrapped her in a giant hug. She hugged him back, wishing that she could stay with her brother and his new wife and baby. “Tell Ace not to send me away,” she whispered. Gris was the biggest, and some might think him the fiercest, but when it came to women, he had the softest heart.

      “Oh, Anna,” he whispered back. “I’ll miss you so much, but you must go. Upton will keep you safe.”

      Her mouth pinched. “Et tu, Gris?”

      He gave her a squeeze. “I love that you tell me what you’re thinking. Don’t be afraid to share with others too, Anna. It’s time for you to come out of that shell.”

      She didn’t have a shell. Did she? She did think a great deal that she didn’t say out loud. Was that a shell?

      Next came Tris, her boxer brother, the most muscular, who also pulled her in for a hug. “I’ll crack any heads that need cracking. Just send the word.”

      She gave Tris a smile. She didn’t even bother to make her plea to allow her to stay home. Tris rarely compromised on anything.

      Last came Ace.

      He pulled her to his chest, and she gave him a cursory hug back. She’d have liked to refuse, but then that would lead to an entire discussion about how he was doing this all for her own good. As if he’d even asked her what she might want. What risks she might be willing to take to stay with her family.

      She didn’t speak a word as she pulled out of Ace’s embrace and started for Boxby’s carriage.

      “Anna.” The tone of Ace’s voice stopped her in her tracks. “Not that one.”

      Silently, she turned back to him as he pointed at Upton’s carriage and inwardly, she cringed. Why did she need to ride with him?

      Again, the Duke of Upton seemed to read her thoughts. He appeared out of his own carriage door, scowling. “You’re not serious?”

      “As the plague,” Ace answered. “Anna rides with you.”

      She might have argued, really, she might have, but all the men began speaking at once. Tris waved his fist and yelled at Upton to have some respect.

      Gris growled at Ace to think of Anna.

      But it was Upton’s voice that rose above them all. “You said I didn’t have to talk to her.”

      “You don’t.”

      “Why wouldn’t you want to?” Gris practically spat. Then he glared at Ace. “He isn’t the right man for the job. I’ve changed my mind.”

      Anna couldn’t help but agree. “I could just stay—”

      “He is.” Ace ignored her completely. “Trust me. No one is stronger, scrappier, more capable of defending our sister. Not even Tris.”

      Tris puffed his chest at that. “I don’t know whether to be offended or feel complimented.”

      “I’m being flattered into performing a loathsome task,” Upton grumped, still standing on the first step.

      Gris let out a dark rumble, stepping closer. “Watch yourself.”

      Upton’s jaw tensed and he straightened up. “I’m up for a good scrape if you are. You Smiths don’t scare me.”

      “No.” Ace pointed his finger. “No fighting, Gris. Upton, back in your carriage.”

      “Fine, as long as she’s going in the other one.” Upton pointed at Ken Boxby’s vehicle, which caused her to wince. She didn’t want to ride with him either, but did he have to insult her in front of her brothers like this?

      “She rides with you.” Ace punctuated every word with a jab of
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