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An earl and an artist walk into a bar, and the barman says—never mind. They’re in a church, and they’re married now. Oops.

My name is Evangeline Astley, and the only thing you need to know about me is that I never imagined this was how my life would go.

I was supposed to devote all my time to painting gorgeous things to eventually open my own art gallery. Instead, I spent it all trying to sell my art to save my parents’ hotel.

Cue the Earl of Anglesey and his not-so-stunning idea.

Matthew Bennett needs an heir to the earldom, but for an heir, he needs a wife. And I’m the one the extremely eligible bachelor has chosen. Except I’m just as marriage-phobic as he is, so naturally, I refused—until he gives me an offer that I couldn’t.

If I agreed to marry him, provide an heir, and divorce amicably in due course, he would save The Fox and Hound hotel that I love so much.

That, ladies and gents, is how I became the Countess of Anglesey.

The one thing I didn’t count on, however?

Falling in love with my husband.
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CHAPTER ONE – EVA 
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I took my room card from the receptionist with a smile and gripped the handle of my suitcase. “Thank you so much,” I said to her before turning around and heading towards the lifts.

This place was nice.

Just the kind of place you’d expect a girl to hook up with an earl.

Actually, it wasn’t. It wasn’t even close to it—you’d probably expect somewhere in Kensington or Bath, somewhere expensive and exclusive.

All right, so the Hilton just outside Birmingham wasn’t that cheap as far as hotels went, but it wasn’t all that exclusive, either.

Hey, maybe it was the perfect place for a hook-up after all.

I got into the lift, pushed the button for the correct floor, and pulled my phone out of my bag.

ME: Room 1022.

There. I’d done my bit.

The response came swiftly, in the form of a voice message.

“Is there a key at reception? I’m about forty-five minutes away,” Matthew’s voice came through my phone.

I hit the record button to send one back. “Yes. Hold on,” I said as the lift shuddered to a stop and pinged to open the doors. I dragged my case out before the doors closed again and stepped to the side to resume my message. “Sorry, the lift was done. Yes, there’s a key at reception for you. Do I need to make dinner reservations, or do you just want to get room service?”

I wandered down the hall, checking the room numbers, holding both my phone and room key in my hand. After locating the room, I let myself in and dragged my little case into the middle of the room.

Holy crap.

He’d booked a suite.

Of course he had. I didn’t even know why I was surprised anymore.

Last summer, I’d had the privilege of meeting Matthew Bennett, The Earl of Anglesey, at a gala hosted by one of the people I disliked more than anything in this world.

Naturally, we’d hit it off—I was a very likable person, thank you very much—and since we were both vehemently opposed to any form of permanent commitment, an ongoing but temporary sexual arrangement fit both our needs.

It also got me out of the hotel my parents ran that we lived in... and into another hotel.

At least I could comfortably hook up with Matthew in this one. We’d tried it at The Fox and Hound once, and phew. There were way too many questions for that to become a regular thing.

The last thing I needed was my mother seeing wedding bells just because I was sleeping with a guy on the regular.

She could keep those wedding plans solely in my sister’s court, thank you very much.

I wheeled my case through to the bedroom and walked back out into the living room. “You could have told me you got a suite,” I said into the phone. “I just got lost walking from the door to the bedroom.”

His response came as I kicked off my shoes, and the first voice message was just laughter. “I thought you’d know by now that I always book suites. That way I can sleep on the sofa when you snore.”

I took offense to that. “I do not snore.”

“If you say so. Hey, look, I’m in a bit of traffic, I’ll let you know when I’m nearly there.”

“Dinner, Matthew,” I sent back.

“Room service. I know how long it takes you to get ready and I don’t have the patience for that today.”

“That’s rude.”

“I’ll see you soon.”

“Whatever,” I muttered to myself, putting my phone on the coffee table.

Never mind that I agreed. I didn’t want to get dressed up and go for dinner, either. I was more than happy to eat room service in bed—or in the living room, since this suite was the size of a small flat.

Either way, I didn’t have to put heels on. That was always a win.

I turned on the TV and selected a show on Netflix, then went through to the bedroom to unpack my case. It didn’t take me long since we were only here for a night, but I’d still missed everything on the TV show, so I restarted the episode and rummaged in the mini fridge for a bottle of water when my phone buzzed on the table.

ADELAIDE: Are you at home tonight?

Ah, my beloved twin sister with the scintillating questions as always.

ME: Nope. Why?

ADELAIDE: Alex has to speak to Henry about an investment, so we thought we’d all come down this evening and stay the night. Where are you?

ME: I called Elon Musk and I’m on the next rocket to the Space Station. Where do you think I am?

ADELAIDE: Are you seeing Matthew tonight?

ME: I hope so, or I wore these new knickers to entice my period.

ADELAIDE: Don’t tempt it, Eva.

ME: Relax. He’ll be here in less than an hour.

ADELAIDE: I don’t know why you don’t admit you’re in a relationship.

ME: Because we aren’t. We meet up every couple of weeks, we have sex, and we move on.

ADELAIDE: Doesn’t he buy you dinner every time?

ME: Obviously. I don’t give it away for free, and I like food.

ADELAIDE: There are childhood pictures that agree with that.

ME: Don’t be a bitch, Adelaide. It’s not a good look.

ADELAIDE: You’d know. :D

ME: What do you want? I’ll be home tomorrow after lunch.

ADELAIDE: Well, where are you? Are you near here?

ME: Pretty much Birmingham. Shall I come over before I go home tomorrow?

ADELAIDE: Yes. It’ll save having to bribe Olympia into leaving the cats.

ME: Okay. I’ll let you know when I’m leaving.

If she pulled out the wedding magazines again, I was going to throw myself off the roof. I’d already helped every way I could until she gave me the green light to organise her hen party and get everyone together to find the dresses.

Other than that, I was good, thank you very much.

Not that I didn’t care about her upcoming wedding. I did—I cared greatly about my sister having the wedding she’d always dreamt of, but I just... didn’t get it.

I’d never been the girl who watched Cinderella and wished to be her. I’d never fantasised about my prince charming riding in to save the day like some kind of miracle worker. My parents thought I did, and I was sure even my friends all thought that was the case, but I could genuinely say there wasn’t a single part of me that wanted to get married.

The only thing I really wanted to do was punch my wanker of a boss in the face, but we didn’t always get what we wanted, did we?

Adelaide would never understand how I could have regular hook ups with Matthew and not feel anything for him.

Well, it wasn’t like I felt nothing. As far as I was concerned, I enjoyed his company, I liked spending time with him, and he made me laugh. I could even go as far as to say I was quite fond of Matthew, but that didn’t mean I had any inclination to make things romantic.

Nor would I find myself so inclined.

No. I was more than happy for things to continue as they were.

I jerked my head around at the sound of a card being slipped into the slot on the other side of the door. Had I really been lying here that long? A quick check of the TV showed I had, and it had been an hour since I’d last spoken to Matthew.

The door to the room opened, and the man himself stepped in. He looked as handsome as he always did, with his dark hair and blue eyes and his scruffy, stubbled jaw that he swore hid his dimples.

It didn’t.

“You look comfortable,” he said, tone tinged with amusement.

I stretched my legs out and smiled. “I am, thank you. This sofa will be exceptionally comfortable for you tonight when I apparently start snoring.”

He laughed, closing the door behind him. “Don’t be like that, sweetheart. You know I was only teasing you.”

“Sweetheart, my arse,” I replied, staring at him.

He pulled off his coat, grinning, and walked over to me. “Ah, there it is. Your signature sweetness.”

“Oh, shut up.”

Matthew leaned over me and kissed me, immediately running his hand up my thigh. There was a whole layer of denim between his palm and my skin, but it didn’t make the blindest bit of difference. My body reacted, and desire immediately flooded my veins.

I was completely and utterly powerless to his touch, and it’d been less than twenty seconds.

The man was a magician.

I rested my hands at the sides of his neck, pulling him in closer for a deeper kiss. My legs moved and shifted, and he dropped to his knees on the sofa between my thighs, pressing his body on top of mine.

It was all too easy, the way my body responded. The way he touched me was like second nature now, and it was almost as if my nerves remembered the exact movement of his fingertips as they crept down to my side and under my t-shirt.

“There’s not a lot of room here,” I murmured against his lips.

“And to think, you haven’t even said hello to me yet,” Matthew murmured right back, slowly drawing his lips down to my neck and kissing a trail down to my collarbone.

“I’m not here for a historical debate, am I?”

He laughed against my neck and pushed up off the sofa. “You are not. Let’s go, then.”

I let him pull me up, and we backed into the bedroom, kissing again before we’d barely stepped through the door. The tumble back to the bed was swift, and we moved in a rhythm we had so many times before.

It was familiar and easy, and our clothes quickly came off. His skin was hot against mine, and he kissed his way down my body, from the hollow of my neck and over my breasts, all the way down until he parted my legs and pressed his lips against my inner thigh.

My breath hitched as he flicked his tongue over my clit. I threw my arm over my eyes as he explored my wetness with his mouth, bringing me closer and closer to the edge of an orgasm.

An orgasm he denied me.

Matthew leaned over me and kissed me so I could taste myself on his tongue, and it was mere seconds later that I felt the pressure of him pushing his hard cock inside me.

I moaned as we came together easily, and I wrapped my legs around his waist to draw him further into me. It was almost as if all the stress in my body dissipated in a second, and the outside world ceased to exist in this moment.

He wasted no time moving his hips—his thrusts were hard and fast, and the orgasm he’d just denied me was building again in no time.

Sweat coated my skin. I gripped onto his shoulders and arched my back as pleasure washed through my body in heady waves. It built and built until I could no longer take it, and I cried out as my orgasm finally hit.

Matthew sat up and gripped my hips, moving into me even faster. My entire body tensed as his fingers dug into my skin, and the way he moved only served to draw my orgasm out longer.

His hit with a grunt, and he released my hips, dropping forward. My legs fell to the sides, and I cupped the back of his head with my hand, breathing heavily.

We both were.

He pulled out of me and rolled to the side before he flopped down onto his back. I laughed, straightening my legs to stretch them out.

“Hello,” I breathed out through a laugh.

“Hi.” He rolled his head to the side. “Room service. Good idea.”

“Seems that way, doesn’t it?”
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CHAPTER TWO – EVA  
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“So, I have something I want to talk to you about.”

I frowned at Matthew. He’d just gotten out of the shower, and he was wandering around in nothing but a towel. He was still dripping wet, and honestly, I was getting terribly distracted by it.

It wasn’t as if he was bad to look at. He had dips and muscles in all the right places, and the towel hung low enough on his hips that there was a smattering of dark hair just visible over the fluff of the towel.

The problem?

I knew what was under the towel.

I was President of the fan club of what was under that towel.

Actually, I was the fan club. As far as I knew, anyway.

“Can you put some clothes on? I won’t be able to focus if you don’t.” I dipped a chip into some ketchup and shoved it into my mouth.

He smirked. “I thought you liked me naked.”

“I do, but I also like being able to focus. I can’t do that if you’re naked and wet, Matthew.”

“Funny. Naked and wet is how I like you best, too.”

Arsehole.

I threw a cushion at him, but he’d already darted past into the bedroom, leaving wet footprints on the carpet and the sound of his laughter echoing in the room.

He returned a few minutes later, fully clothed, and I picked up my glass of wine and moved to make room for him on the sofa.

“What do you want to talk about?” I asked, sipping.

“It’s a bit out there,” he said slowly. “So I’d like you to listen before you throw me out of the window.”

I bristled. That didn’t sound like anything I’d like at all. “I’m not promising anything. In my experience, if I have to be told to listen, it means I’m going to hear something I won’t like very much.”

“You probably won’t,” he admitted. “But I’m going to say it anyway.”

“Mmph.” I put the wine glass down and pulled my legs into a cross-legged position. “Go on, then. Ruin my day.”

He shifted until he was comfortable, then reached for his drink. “I’m in a bit of a bind, and you’re the only person I can think of to help me.”

Yep.

This was going to ruin my day.

At least I’d had an orgasm before that happened.

I motioned for him to continue.

“I need to get married, and I want it to be to you.”

If it were at all possible, I’d have choked on thin air.

I stared at him. Had he really just said that? Not only was that the lamest marriage proposal in the world, it’d come from him? 

Matthew?

The most eligible bachelor I knew?

Anti-marriage Matthew?

“Say something, Eva,” he said, uncertainty flashing in his eyes.

“What in the ever-loving fuck is wrong with you?” was what escaped my lips. “Have you lost your bloody mind?” I jumped off the sofa and held up my hands. “Look, I’m the first to admit I’m cracking in the bedroom, but even I know I’m not that good. Besides, it’s like not like anyone gets married because someone is good at a blow job. Bloody hell, man!”

“That probably wasn’t the best way to bring it up.”

“Gee, you think?” I threw my arms out and glared at him. “What on Earth is going through your mind, Matthew? What made you wake up this morning and propose that preposterous... proposal... to me? What makes you think for a second that it’s a good idea?”

“All right, hold on. Untwist your knickers a minute and let me finish.” He put down his drink and stood up. “I am under a great deal of pressure to get married from my mother and grandmother. They’ve banded together in a gruesome twosome to pressure me into something I have no desire to do.”

I kept staring at him.

“Unfortunately, I’m also aware that I have no choice, unless I want the earldom to die out. There’s also a chance my pillock of a cousin could inherit it, and I really do not want that. It’s a patriarchal inheritance, so I must have a legitimate male heir through marriage to inherit it. My cousin is a blithering idiot at the best of times, and I can’t let my ancestors’ hard work be rinsed down the drain by him. We’re also not entirely sure he is actually my uncle’s son, but that’s another story.”

Well, if that wasn’t the story of the lives of most of the aristocracy for the past nine hundred years.

It was good to know society was consistent.

“I see no benefit to getting married,” Matthew continued. “I like my life as it is, and if it were up to me—or my cousin wasn’t such a bellend—I’d happily live the way I have been.”

“But you can’t,” I replied.

“I can’t,” he agreed. “I’ve been thinking about this for a while, and if I must get married and have children, I’d rather it be with someone I trust and whose company I enjoy.”

I tilted my head to the side. “And I’m the lucky girl.”

Extra sarcasm on the lucky.

He took a deep breath and slowly let it out again, before running his hand through his damp hair and turning away. “Yes. And believe me, I understand that what I’m asking of you is a huge thing, but I have thought this through.”

“I cannot possibly see how you’ve done such a thing and still come to the conclusion that this is a good idea. It’s absurd, Matthew. Absolutely bloody absurd.”

“It’ll be a contract.” He turned back to me, and his blue gaze locked onto mine. “A deal, Eva. One that benefits us both.”

“Marriage aside, you’re asking me to get pregnant, lug a baby about for nine months, then stretch my vagina to accommodate an entire human exiting my body. I cannot possibly see how any of those things will benefit me.”

“Well, when you put it like that...”

“We’re done here? Excellent.” I moved to get up, but he shook his head.

“No. You said you’d hear me out.”

Oh, sod it. I’d been raised that a lady never goes back on her word, and he was right. I had said I’d listen to everything he had to say.

I huffed and dropped back down onto the sofa.

“I don’t want to get married, and I know you feel the same way I do. If you marry me and pretend to be my wife, provide an heir, and we amicably separate after a few years, I’ll make sure you never have to want for anything. You’ll be housed, clothed, and well-looked after for the rest of your life.”

This had to be a joke. There was no way he was being serious. This was some Netflix romcom movie nonsense. This didn’t happen in real life, did it?

Certainly not in the twenty-first century.

Dear Matthew. King Henry VIII wants his medieval customs back.

A laugh slowly bubbled up, and I nervously let it out. “You’re kidding, aren’t you? This is a joke.”

His serious expression never faltered, not when he glanced away, and not when he shook his head.

Oh.

Oh.

Okay, then.

Maybe not.

“Oh, my gosh,” I whispered, pressing my hand to my chest as I got to my feet again. “You aren’t kidding.”

“I’m not,” he replied in a quiet voice. “I wish I were, but I’m not.”

“That’s an awful lot you’re asking of me, Matthew. Aside from the wedding and baby stuff, I’d be uprooting my entire life—leaving my job, my family, my home, and I wouldn’t really be getting an awful lot in exchange for it.”

“The hotel.”

“What hotel?”

“The Fox and Hound.”

I swallowed. “What about it?”

“It’s struggling, isn’t it? That’s what you’ve confided in me.”

I folded my arms across my chest. “If you think to blackmail me, then you can bloody well think again, because I—”

“No.” He took a few steps towards me. “Not blackmail, Eva, it’s part of my offer. I’ve been increasing my property portfolio in recent months—I have a hotel opening soon and another building I’m looking at on Anglesey. As your husband, I could offer your parents the support and funds they need to get the hotel back on its feet.”

“I marry you, pop out a kid or two, and you’ll save my parents’ hotel? How gracious of you, your Lordship,” I bit out.

“The hotel will be yours. After the divorce, my portion of it will be signed over to you and it will stay in your family. Any and all profits earnt from my investment will be put into a fund for you. Or, in the event the first child is a girl, into a trust fund for her. Your decision.”

“My decision? Oh, as long as it’s mine, that’s all right, then! Thank gosh I would have a say in something!” I ran my hands over the back of my head and looked at him. “Matthew, have you heard yourself? Do you know how utterly bonkers this sounds?”

“Yes!” He rubbed his face. “Yes, it’s insane, Eva. I know that, but I’m between a rock and a hard place.”

“You’re thirty. It’s not like you’re on your deathbed.” I paused and eyed him speculatively. “You’re not dying, are you?”

“I don’t know. Depends how much more time you want to spend in the bedroom.”

“Bloody none after this conversation! You’ll be lucky to ever get me in a bedroom with you again!”

“Fair point,” he muttered. “No, I’m not on my deathbed. At least I certainly hope not.”

“Then why are you asking me now? You’re not old, Matthew. You have more than enough time to find someone you actually want to marry.”

“Eva, listen.” He walked over to me and took my hands. “Believe me, I know what I’m asking of you is more than a little nuts, and I know it’s asking a lot of you, too.”

“You don’t get it. You could find someone you want to marry in the next six months.”

“No. I don’t want to get married, Eva. I know you understand that because you feel the same way. Not everyone is made for marriage, and I’m one of those people.”

He was right—I didn’t want to get married, which was why it was so bloody insane that he was asking me to do just that.

The problem was that I could see the truth of what he was saying in his eyes.

He really didn’t get married, and it really was all as simple as he was saying it was. He just wanted an heir to keep his family line going. Since adoption and surrogacy weren’t an option for that, and I understood his position entirely.

I didn’t understand asking me to do that, but still.

I pulled my hands from his and grabbed my wine. I downed the entire glass before setting it back on the table and dropping myself onto the sofa. My brain felt like it was going to explode with what he’d just proposed, and I needed a moment to lay it all out in my mind.

“I’m sorry,” Matthew said, sighing. He dropped his chin to his chest and leaned against the wall. “I never should have mentioned it. It’s far too much to ask of you.”

“Matthew, you understand that if I agree to this, we would have to pretend the marriage is real?” I asked, turning to look at him. “That would mean neither of us would be able to see other people.”

He peered over at me.

“Have you seen anyone else since we met? I’m not going to care if you have. There’s nothing remotely serious about our arrangement, but it’s a valid question given the situation.”

“I haven’t,” he replied. “Well, I had dinner with someone my mother set me up with, but it didn’t go beyond dessert.”

“I haven’t seen anyone either.” I rubbed my hands down my arms. “I have to think about this. I can’t just give you a yes or no answer right now.”

“I know. I understand that. Honestly, the fact you’re even considering it is crazy.” Matthew sat on the sofa next to me. “Do you want me to go? The hotel is in your name, it’s all paid for, you can just—”

I reached over and grabbed his arm, cutting him off. “No. You’re here now, and given what you just asked, I suppose it’s as good a time as any to actually spend time together.” I pushed up off the sofa and walked towards the bathroom. “And on that note, I’m going to have a shower.”

His eyes followed me as I walked away, and I threw one last suggestive glance over my shoulder at him.

And his eyes weren’t the only part of him that followed me.
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I zipped up my case and looked over at Matthew. He was buttoning his shirt, and all I could do was watch as his fingers deftly slipped each button through the hole.

It was weirdly therapeutic to watch.

His proposal from yesterday was still rolling around in my mind. It was all I’d been able to think about since he’d raised the subject, and I’d been over every inch of the conversation what felt like a thousand times.

I’d thought about it that much that if you looked closely enough, his words were actually burnt into the inner side of my eyelids.

It was insane. So insane that I couldn’t even text Adelaide about it, and believe me, I’d tried. I told her everything, but this seemed so wild that she would think I was messing with her.

I, obviously, would not be.

Not that it made this any easier.

What was I doing?

I was seriously considering his offer, that’s what.

I couldn’t bear it if my parents lost the hotel. It’d been my home for my entire life, and I knew what it meant to my mum. She could have asked my uncle to help out, and I knew he would—he was a multi-millionaire duke, for goodness’ sake—but her pride got in the way. After all, she’d married my dad when everyone had told her not to, and she was terrified of proving them right when they’d told her it would all go down in flames.

Sod our classist society, let me tell you that.

I had the feeling that Matthew’s proposal was the last chance to save the hotel. And if it were down to me...

Oh, God.

I’d lost my mind.

“You’re staring, Evangeline.”

I pursed my lips. “You know I’m only called that when someone is annoyed at me.”

Matthew peered at me out of the corner of his eyes. “I’m sorry. Eva.”

“That’s better, thank you. How long do we have before check out?”

He glanced at his watch. “Forty-five minutes. Why do you ask?”

Because I needed to know if I had enough time to really show my craziness.

I patted the bed. “Sit.”

He put down his tie and sat, shifting his body to face me. “What’s up?”

“What you asked me yesterday,” I said slowly. “I have some questions.”

“All right. I’ll do my best to answer them.”

“You said that the reason behind it is so you can have an heir. Well, that’s a pretty specific reason. Have you considered what will happen if we get married and I don’t get pregnant? Or I can’t get pregnant? Then what happens?”

He nodded slowly. “That’s a good point. No, I hadn’t considered it, but now that you’ve brought it up, I suppose one option is to get some fertility testing before anything is agreed for real.”

I blinked at him.

“For both of us, Eva. After all, it takes two, doesn’t it? I wouldn’t make you do anything I wouldn’t be comfortable doing myself.”

“Except childbirth.”

“Aren’t there drugs to help with that?”

Excellent point.

“I suppose so,” I mused. “So we get tested and everything is fine, we move ahead, but it still doesn’t happen. Then what do we do?”

“The semantics of it could be worked out, but I would assume that if you didn’t get pregnant after a certain amount of time, we could follow the same path as other couples and attempt IVF.”

“And if that failed?”

“If, after five years, we haven’t had a baby or we’ve had, say, two girls, then we would proceed to divorce, and I would ensure that you’re looked after the same way I would if we were to have a boy. Unless you ever lost your mind and got married for real, of course, then I would only provide for the children. And, naturally, you’d retain the courtesy title of Countess of Anglesey unless you re-married.”

“Without the all important ‘The’ in front of it.”

“Without the all important ‘The,’” he replied, lips twitching.

I sighed. “So no matter what happens, my parents’ hotel is saved, and you’ll make sure I’m taken care of.”

He nodded. “Exactly. I’m not unreasonable, Eva, and I understand there’s a chance I might not get what I need from this. But we’re both still young, and if fertility tests show that we’re both more than capable of having a baby, I don’t see that there’d be any problems.” He leaned over and wrapped his fingers around mine. “You don’t have to say yes, you know, and you don’t have to answer it right now. Take as long as you need to make this decision. Honestly, I don’t think I ever should have asked you—it’s too much.”

I looked down at our hands and took a deep breath. His hand was so much larger than mine—a shade or two darker, and his skin was rougher and a little edgier.

He was right, of course.

He never should have asked me.

It was too much.

Matthew was asking far too much of me—it wasn’t just a fleeting moment. It was a request to give up my life to continue a legacy that didn’t matter a bit to me.

So why did I want to say yes?

Why was I seriously considering saying yes?

“I’m all packed, so I’ll leave now.” He squeezed my hand and released it. “I’ll see you soon, Eva. If you want to.”

I sighed, looking away from him. I stared at the curtains, tracing the pattern with my gaze, and gripped the bed covers.

He said I had time.

As long as I needed.

No obligation to say yes.

“Matthew, wait!”

So why the bloody hell was I chasing after him?

He stopped in front of the door with his hand wrapped around the handle. “Did I forget something?”

“Yes. My answer.”

“Eva, I told you, there’s no rush to—”

“Yes. I’ll do it,” I said. “I’ll marry you, keep your family line going, and you’ll save my parents’ livelihood.”

He released the handle and stepped forward. “You don’t have to do this. I mean that, too.”

“I know, but I want to. At the very least, I hope I’m not making a stupid decision, but I always was the impulsive twin,” I replied. “We’ll have to convince everyone we’ve secretly been in a relationship, and I’d like to get all the testing and agreements done prior to the engagement. Then we’ll send invitations on the day of the announcement, saying we kept it quiet until everything was confirmed. The last thing I need is to be the talk of the town with people saying we’re only getting married because I’m pregnant.”

His lips twitched up. “Of course.”

“And we need to get together to hammer out the finer details of everything,” I continued. “Because we will need to make sure absolutely everything is covered.”

“I completely agree.” He walked over and cupped my face. “Are you free next weekend?”

“I am.”

“I’ll arrange something for us.” He slowly lowered his hands. “Think on it this week, though, Eva. You can still change your mind.”

I nodded. “All right. I will, I promise.”

“Good. Are you packed? I’ll take your things down for you.”

“Give me five,” I said with a smile, touching his arm and turning back to the bedroom.

Hoo, boy.

I’d lost my bloody mind.
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CHAPTER THREE – EVA
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“I’m marrying Matthew.”

The sandwich my sister was holding fell out of her hands and to the floor, splatting the contents all over the rug. I dropped my gaze when their new Jack Russell, Betsy, darted over and inhaled the entire thing, seemingly without chewing.

Impressive.

“You’re what?” Adelaide choked out.

“I’m marrying Matthew,” I replied simply, making sure to keep my gaze on her.

I wanted her to know that I wasn’t lying.

Quite insane, but not lying.

“That’s the most random thing you could have said. You’re marrying Matthew? As in Matthew Bennett? The Earl of Anglesey Matthew Bennett?” Her eyes were one millimetre away from bugging out.

“Do you know any other Matthew Bennetts?”

“No.”

I held out my hands. “There’s your answer.”

“Okay, I have questions.” She put her plate on the table in front of us and leaned forward, raising her eyebrows. “Why?”

Oh, boy. She wasn’t going to like this. Could I bluff my way out of the truth? Unlikely, but worth a shot.

I threw my arms out to my sides. “Why not?”

“That’s not an answer, Eva.”

Yep.

Unlikely.

Darn it.

I sighed. “Fine. All right. Mum and Dad are still struggling with the hotel. I met up with Matthew in London two weeks ago—I was upset, I told him what was going on, and he proposed a deal.”

She scoffed. “He proposed, all right.”

“No, listen to me.” I held up my hands. “I don’t want to get married, Adelaide. I never have. I’m not like you. I’d be quite happy to be single for the rest of my life. Matthew feels the same way. He has no desire to have a serious relationship, but... if he doesn’t get married and have a son, the earldom dies out.”

No need to bring up the cousin of apparently questionable parentage.

Adelaide swallowed, and I saw the flash of doubt that briefly darkened her gaze. 

She did not like this at all.

Well, I wasn’t the biggest fan of it, either, but here we were. A girl had to do what a girl had to do.

“He needs a wife and heir, and the hotel needs money,” I continued, driving the point home.

“Eva—”

“It’s simple.” I cut her off before she could go any further as I was almost certain I knew what she was going to say. “We’ll both get fertility tests, if they come back good, then it goes ahead. We’ll stay married for a certain amount of time, and I’ll produce him an heir, and then we’ll divorce amicably.”

Adelaide’s nose twitched. “Several questions. I’ll start on the first one: where does the hotel come into this?”

“As my husband, he will speak to Dad about it and offer to take part ownership, injecting the money into the business that it needs. As far as Mum and Dad will be aware, we’ve been in a secret relationship and have decided to take it to the next level.”

Mum, Dad, and the rest of the bloody world.

“All right, fair enough. What if you don’t have a boy?”

“Two children. If both are girls, we choose the divorce route. If the firstborn is a boy, then we’re grand.”

Come on, the male swimmers.

Really, compared to horse racing, it was favourable odds.

Adelaide rubbed her hand across her face, looking far too much like our mother for a moment. “How does the divorce work?”

The same way all divorces worked, I wanted to say.

I doubted that would go down well, though.

“Amicable, two years after the birth of a male heir. He’ll make sure I have a place to live, and that all the child’s expenses are covered.” I shrugged again. It really was simple. “There’ll be no need to make it nasty. We’re both going into this with the same expectation.”

“Okay, what if you don’t get pregnant at all?”

“That’s why we’re getting the fertility test.”

“That doesn’t mean you’ll get pregnant.”

“No, but it does mean I’ll have fulfilled my end of the deal by being able to fall pregnant, and if I don’t after two years, then it’s done.”

“Evangeline, are you aware you are literally putting your womb up for rent?”

Yes. And the roommate was going to suck.

“Surrogates do it, and they don’t even get laid for it. I get to live in luxury in a small castle, get great sex, and get looked after for the rest of my life and save the hotel. Seems like a pretty good deal to me.”

“I don’t like this, Eva. I think that’s a very slippery slope you’re going down. It’s not a marriage, that’s a contract. It’s nothing more than a convenience for you both.”

“It happens all the time, Addy, especially in our circles. I don’t mind if I have kids or not, but I don’t want to get married. Matthew needs kids and doesn’t want to get married. This works for us both, plus I get a shiny little title that I can lord over Charlotte because the Anglesey earldom is older than the Coventry one.”

Look—I never claimed to be a nice person.

And I did so dislike Charlotte. She really did think she was better than everyone else because she was engaged to the future Earl of Coventry.

Newsflash. It didn’t make the bitch better than anyone.

“What about your life?” Adelaide asked after a moment, and I swallowed back a sigh, shrugging.

I really didn’t have all that much to give up. I hated my job, I was going nowhere with my dreams because I was putting all my money from painting into the hotel to keep it afloat, and my spare time was at a big fat nil for the same reason. Moving away from my parents and my best friend would suck, but it wouldn’t be the end of the world.

“I hate that damn art gallery,” I said firmly. “I can paint from wherever. I’m not too enthused about moving up there, but it’s not for that long, and his estate is beautiful. I could do worse things with my life.”

“No, I mean your life. Will you see other people?”

“No. It’s in the contract.” I shook my head. “We both must remain monogamous, or the contract is void.”

“You’re going to do it no matter what I say,” Adelaide said, swatting at Betsy to leave the rest of the sandwich fillings alone. “I’m just going on the record and saying that I think it’s going to end badly.”

Well, for what it was worth, I didn’t think it would end in a carnival myself.

“Thank you for the advice, Professor Cupid.”

“When’s the wedding?”

“Next month.”

“Next month?” Adelaide blinked at me as though I’d just told her it was tomorrow. “Where?”

“Anglesey. Of course.”

It wasn’t, but the look of pure shock on her face was just too good. I’d tell her later it was at The Fox and Hound.

As for next month... Well, the start of the one after that was close enough, wasn’t it?

I grabbed my bag and stood up. “I have to go. I need to hand in my notice at the gallery.”

She jumped up and chased me. “Have you thought this through?”

“No. Cheerio!” I threw a wave over my shoulder and left, letting the heavy doors close behind me.

Adelaide, being the level-headed one of the two of us, was going to need a lot more time to get used to the idea than I was. Talking anymore about it today was not going to yield any positive results.

All that would happen would be her telling me all the five thousand different ways I was making a terrible decision, and really, I didn’t need her to do that.

I already knew I was making a potentially horrible decision.

I’d never been to Anglesey. I had no idea what I was letting myself in for moving up there, and the reality was that I’d be three hundred miles away from my parents and almost two hundred away from Adelaide.

She would no longer be an hour up the road, and I would be in, quite literally, the middle of nowhere.

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared. I was. Way too scared, and I could scarcely believe that I was still going through with this insanity. There was the potential for so many things to go wrong, and I’d run through every possible scenario that I could since we’d had that conversation at the hotel.

I was just glad I didn’t have to see him on any more of a regular basis. Especially since we were about to meet tonight to take the photos for our engagement announcement. That was a trip to London I was not looking forward to.

I pulled away from Bentley Manor and down the generous driveway, sighing out heavily when I reached the gates. Navigating my way through and out of Whitborough was easy now, and I was soon back on the motorway, but this time, I was heading east, not south.

And in a matter of days, the world would think we were actually in a relationship.

Fabulous.

***
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“Why do you look constipated in almost every single one of these photos?” I asked Matthew, clicking through the gallery the photographer had sent our way. “Look. What is that supposed to be?”

He gripped the back of my chair and leaned over my shoulder. “I’m smiling.”

“That is not a smile!”

At best, he was grimacing.

At worst...

“That is a smile,” he insisted. “Look. The corners of my mouth are turned up.”

“Matthew, you look like someone has their arm so far up your arse they’re choking you from the inside out. How is that a smile?”

He tilted his head to the side. “Mm, I suppose you’re right. I do look a little on the pained side.”

I dropped my head in my hands and rubbed my fingers across my forehead. “This is a mess. Why do we even need a photograph?”

“The paper,” he replied, reaching forward for the mouse to click to the next one. “Dear God.” He balked and quickly clicked to the next. “Our parents will want us to announce it properly, remember?”

“Ugh.” I knocked his hand off the mouse. “This is going to be impossible. Why can’t you smile like a normal person?”

“I don’t like getting my photograph taken. Especially not in studios.”

I clicked through the next few. This was a nightmare. There really were no usable ones that didn’t make it look like Matthew was marrying me under duress.

If anyone was getting married under duress here, it was me. 

He was the git who should have been smiling in the photos.

“That one isn’t so bad.” He pointed at the screen. “I at least look like my hypothetical constipation is starting to ease.”

I tilted my head to the side. I couldn’t see it, but if he insisted... I clicked the little star near the menu to favourite the photo, and it turned bright yellow, adding it to the list.

I sincerely hoped that wasn’t the best option.

“They look as though they’re getting better,” Matthew said slowly.

“I think your eyesight is deteriorating. That, or they’re all blending into one big image.” I rubbed my eyes and yawned. “Do we have to pick these today? I’m not even sure she’s edited them.”

“She hasn’t. We only need one for the announcement and the save the date cards and they can be the same photo. Do you need anything?”

“A fake fiancé who can smile in photos?”

“I was thinking along the lines of a glass of wine. That’s probably easier than your option.”

I figured as much. “Then I suppose the wine will have to do. Perhaps if I drink enough, I can convince myself these aren’t the worst things I’ve ever seen.”

He laughed and walked across the room to the phone and dialled room service. It only took a few seconds, and he came back over to me at the desk. “Any luck?”

“I wish. I don’t think I’m skilled enough with Photoshop to make you look good. I might have to ask the photographer to take your head from one and put it on another. I really don’t know how you managed to look so bad in so many.”

“Ah, you’re such a charmer.” He laughed. “What about this one? This is fine!”

“Of you! Look at me!” I wasn’t even looking at the camera for God’s sake. I was looking at my feet or something down there. That wasn’t even close.

“What are you looking at there?”

“My feet? I don’t know, Matthew, I can’t see what’s down there, can I?” I sighed. “This is ridiculous. We’re never going to find a suitable one. We really might have to resort to editing.”

“So, we’ll edit them,” he said, shrugging.

How was he not bothered?

“That’ll cost more money!”

“And? Eva, if one of these...” He leaned forward, squinting. “Two-hundred-and-thirty-one images isn’t good enough, I don’t think it matters if we pay her an extra hundred quid to put my face on a photo of you that you like.”

“There are two-hundred­ photos here?” I blinked at the screen.

“Two-hundred-and-thirty-one.”

“Semantics.” I waved him off, then turned in the hair. “How in the bloody hell is there not one good photo of us together in that many photos?”

“Because you’re being overtly picky.”

“I am not being overtly picky. I just don’t want the only engagement I’m ever going to have to be announced with a photo where it looks like my fiancé has a piranha feasting on his balls.”

“You have quite the way with words,” he noted, walking towards the door when there was a knock. “Ah, hello.”

“Room service,” the woman on the other side said. “Where would you like me to put this for you, sir?”

“Just inside the door is perfectly fine, thank you.”

I glanced over my shoulder to see the woman wheeling a small trolley into the suite, then turned back to the photos.

Had we really taken over two hundred?

I wouldn’t be surprised if they were all useless.

I picked up my phone and snapped a picture of one, then sent it in a group chat to Gabi and Adelaide.

ME: Look at this mess.

Gabriella’s response was immediate and was swiftly followed by one from my sister.

GABRIELLA: Why does he look like he’s in pain?

ADELAIDE: He looks... I don’t know how to say this nicely.

ADELAIDE: Like he really needs a shit.

Exactly.

ME: That’s because you can’t. There are 200+ of these from today and they all look awful.

GABRIELLA: 200+? 

ME: Yes. I don’t know why we have so many.

ADELAIDE: I don’t know how you have them so fast.

ME: They’re raw and unedited. Thank God. They need editing. Badly.

“That’s rude,” Matthew said, peering at my phone.

“But true,” I pointed out.

“That might well be, but if they’re not going to help...” He set a glass of wine down in front of me.

“Oh, they’re helping,” I said, picking it up. “Thank you,” I noted quickly. “They’re helping me feel better about this shit tip in front of me.”

He flicked through a few more images and sighed. “They really are bad, aren’t they?”

“I think “bad” is an understatement.”

He sighed again. “Just... I don’t know. Let’s take a selfie and use that instead.”

“No.”

“Let’s get drunk and take a selfie.”

“Even worse.”

“Let’s—”

“Let’s try and find two pictures we can have her edit together, hm?” I suggested, tapping the right arrow button on the keyboard as I sipped my wine. The next photo was of us looking at each other; he was grinning while I was frowning, and somehow, it was the one that made the most sense out of all the ones we’d seen so far.

“Look at that,” he mused, lightly chuckling. “That about sums us up, doesn’t it?”

“We are not using it.”

“Bugger.”
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CHAPTER FOUR – MATTHEW
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“Have you thought this through?” Alexander asked, eyeing me over the table. He twisted a whiskey glass in circles. “I’m not sure this is something you can take this lightly, mate.”

“Believe me, I’ve thought it through.” I grabbed my glass and downed the rest of it. “What situation am I in here? I’m completely fucked no matter what I do. Mum and Nan are breathing down my neck about meeting someone, but everyone I meet has an ulterior motive. You know that better than anyone.”

He tilted his head to the side, then jerked it in what could only be described as a nod. He raised two fingers and motioned to the waiter for more alcohol. 

Yes, he knew it better than anyone. As the Duke of Worcester and my best friend, he’d lived through the same thing I had.

People didn’t see the person when they looked at you.

People saw the title, the money, the estate—especially people in our social circle. It was all about marrying up, marrying higher, doing better for yourself. Social standing was all that mattered, and that made it extremely difficult to find someone who was interested in you for you.

“Yes, but then I met Adelaide and proposed. Like a normal person. I didn’t enter a glorified business contract that’s going to end in tears.”

“You don’t know that. I like Eva. We get along well, and it’s not as though we





































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





