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        Grafton, 1810

      

      

      "Harlow? What are you doing home?" Lila asked her sister as she strode into the front parlor of their modest country home, valise in one hand and pelisse in the other. Two footmen followed, carrying a large trunk upstairs.

      "I've left London. The Season was too hectic, even for me, and I find it no longer holds my attention, so I wanted to come home and visit Mama and Papa." Harlow dropped her valise at her feet, the heavy bag making Lila start. "How are they, Lila? Has their health improved?" her sister asked, glancing up toward the first floor as if that would give her more insight.

      "They are much improved and will soon be well enough to leave their room. I should think in the next week or so they’ll return to their normal duties," Lila said, sitting back on the settee and picking up the knitting she was working on before her sister's arrival home. "I'm hoping Father will be well enough to look at the ledgers. The accounts are piling up, too much for even me to keep abreast."

      "That is concerning, but very good about their health." Harlow came and sat across from her, slumping inelegantly on the settee, staring at the unlit hearth. "You must go to London, take my place in society, and finish the Season for me," she blurted, matter-of-fact.

      "Me?" Lila stared at her. Had her sister lost her mind? "What do you mean to go to London and finish the Season for you?"

      "Well," Harlow hedged. "Travel to town and pretend that you're me. We're the same height and wear the same size dresses, shoes, and gloves, and we are always getting muddled here in Grafton as to which one we are. You could return, and no one would be the wiser."

      "But I do not want another Season. I had two, and they were all disasters. I was not as elegant as you, and they would see through my facade straightaway." She shook her head, the idea enough to make her head spin. "You are so silly to even think of such a plan."

      Her sister sighed, slapping the settee cushion with her gloved hands. "You must return and let Lord Billington down gracefully for me, for I did not have the heart to do so."

      "Lord Billington is after your hand?"' Lila dropped her knitting, her sister gaining her full attention. She had met his lordship at her best friend and now the Duchess of Derby's wedding several years ago. He was a handsome man, kind and honest. She doubted many did not want to marry a man like his lordship.

      Well, she had met him and had fallen spontaneously in love. Not that he even knew she breathed air on this world. The thought of his affections directed at Harlow twisted pain deep inside her, and she cringed. "Whyever do you not wish for Lord Billington's affections?" she asked, not quite sure she wanted to know. Not if she were to hear they merely had a disagreement and would soon be at rights again.

      Her sister huffed out an annoyed breath and glared at her. "There are many gentlemen who have courted me this Season, and they are all very polite and what one may want in a husband, but I do not feel anything for Lord Billington. He does not make my heart race as it should. But I also cannot be cruel. Lord Billington, I believe, is on the cusp of asking for my hand, and I will feel so flawed to let him down."

      Lila gaped at Harlow, not quite believing her sister's reasoning for this absurd plan. "And so you'll have me return to town, pretend I am you to let him down gently. You know I'm not capable of pretending anything. I'm a terrible actress, and you're much more delicate and ladylike than me. It is one of the reasons why your Season has been a success and mine have been two utter failures."

      Her sister pushed up from the settee, coming to kneel before her. "Lila, please help me. I do not want to return to London. And if we set your hair just as I have mine, and you wear my gowns, no one will be the wiser. Everyone says we look like twins here in Grafton and Lord Billington, as much as he pretends to be interested in me, is only so because I’m the diamond of the Season. He will never know the difference."

      "You forget that Hailey is in town, and she will see through my ruse and call me out on this flawed plan."

      Lila shook her head, grinning. "Ah, but I have thought of that too. You must ask Her Grace to go along with our plan."

      "Our plan. Your plan, you mean," she corrected.

      "Fine." Her sister rolled her eyes. "My plan. And ask her to keep your secret for just the last few weeks of the Season. When you explain the reasons why she will understand."

      Lila raised her brows. "No, she will not. She will think it as bad as I do. I will not involve her grace."

      Harlow waved her concerns aside. "And you never know, Lila, maybe your time in London will be fruitful."

      "Or I could be exposed as the fraud that I am to play and be ruined, and you along with me. Have you thought about that? People will think us a terrible family should they ever find out we played them all for fools."

      Harlow took her hands, holding them tight. "Please, Lila. I cannot face Billington. I want to remain here with Mama and Papa. I want one more Season before I choose whom I will marry."

      "Is there a reason you do not wish for Billington's suit? Has he been forceful or overstepped polite boundaries? What is troubling you really, Harlow?" Lila asked. There had to be more behind her sister's hasty removal from town. But what?

      Her sister chewed her bottom lip, unable to meet her eye. "I love another, and he does not know that I even exist, but I will not marry merely anyone to secure a match. I will be a wallflower and old maid if I have to, so long as I do not make the disastrous mistake of marrying the wrong man."

      Tears pooled in her sister's eyes, and Lila patted her hand, hating to see her upset. "Very well, I will go to town and make things right with Billington. We shall sort out the dresses tonight, and you will give me any outstanding invitations you have received. I will return to town for the next several weeks and settle everything amicably, so there is no ill will between Billington and yourself."

      "You will?" Her sister met her eyes, hope drying up her tears. "Thank you so much, Lila. You are the best sister anyone could ever ask for. I do not know how to thank you."

      Harlow sat beside her and pulled her into a fierce hug. "No one will know that you're not me. We even have the same freckle on our lip."

      "Except on opposite sides of our mouths, Harlow," Lila mentioned.

      Harlow waved her concerns aside. "No one will remember such a minor detail. All will be well, and you'll soon be home, and I shall prepare for next year's Season where I am determined to make Lord Kemsley see me this time, not ignore me as he has been doing. Frightful man."

      "Maybe he is not the man for you. He should see you already, try to court you now if he has any interest. How could he not when you're so lovely and eligible?"

      "Yes, but we're gentry, not nobility. Even our friends, the Woodvilles, have a little nobility in their bloodline, but we do not. All I have is my inheritance, same as yours, but that was not enough to garner you any offers."

      Her sister's words cut a wound that had never healed. Her Seasons had been days and nights of nothing spectacular at all. How she had longed to be a success. To return home and declare to her family she had made a grand match. She had been a failure and not much else. "Except Lord Billington did not seem to mind such truths. Are you sure you wish to cut him free of your ties?" Lila asked again. As much as she admired Billington, he had not courted her when she was in London, and she could not stand in the way of her sister's happiness, not if Billington was whom she wanted and this whole game was a ploy to get him to fall even further in love with her.

      "I do not want him as my husband. He is handsome, rich, everything a woman would want in a husband, but I do not get butterflies in my stomach when I look at him. In fact, I may as well be looking at a brick wall for all the emotion I feel. I may even feel more for the wall than I do his lordship."

      Lila rolled her eyes, shaking her head at her sister's words. "You have made yourself clear. I will return to London tomorrow to save your hide. But this is the last time, Harlow. The next time a gentleman shows interest in you, and you do not have the heart to let him down nicely, neither will I. You will have to do it yourself or forever remain in hiding. Are we understood?" Lila stated, her words brooking no argument.

      "I understand, and I concur. But you will see, Lila. There will not be another such situation. The next time I'm in London, I will win Lord Kemsley's heart and have all I want."

      "Let us hope that is so," Lila declared.

      Her sister stood and flounced toward the stairs. "I will go and see Mama and Papa now and have your maid prepare your bags." Harlow stopped on the first step of the stairs, her visage serious all of a sudden. "I do appreciate this, Lila. You are the best of sisters."

      Lila slumped back on the settee, not feeling like the best of sisters. She already felt like a liar, an imposter who had to notify an upstanding, genuine gentleman she did not want to marry him. The things she did for her sister. Never again. This would be the last time.
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        London, 1810

      

      

      Lila settled herself in the house her great aunt and companion for Harlow had leased for the duration of the Season. She sat on the settee in her room while her maid unpacked dresses, shoes, hats, and gloves, which she had packed up for Harlow only days before. The poor woman probably thought them both muddle-headed.

      "Here you are, my dear. I'm so glad you changed your mind and returned to London," Aunt Mavis declared from the door before walking into the room and advising the maid on how to fold unmentionables. Her aunt was middle-aged with a full head of gray hair. She was her father's oldest sibling and stooped a little when she walked but still held the joie de vivre of a debutante enjoying her first steps in town.

      "Thank you, Aunt. I'm delighted to be back. I thought over why I needed to depart, and it was only right that I return and finish the Season as I should. I hope you're not angry with me."

      "Well," her aunt said, her mouth thinning into a displeased line. "Only a little dissatisfied, but should you make a grand match, I shall forgive all soon enough." The older woman chuckled and mumbled something about tea before wandering out the door without a backward glance.

      Lila thumbed through the many event invitations Harlow had received. Many more than she had obtained when she was in London last. She wasn't fooled enough not to know why her sister was so favored among the fashionable ton. She was charismatic, amusing, and confident. So very different from herself when she was among large crowds. She was only ever comfortable around friends and family, but when among those she hardly knew, she always managed to have two left feet and a mouth that mumbled. Or at least it certainly felt as though that was so.

      Lila took a calming breath. The thought of reentering society without her good friend Hailey beside her made her stomach churn. She would need to keep away from the duchess, for she knew as well as her parents how to decipher the differences between herself and Harlow. And the duchess would ask what she was about pretending to be her sister.

      Not that she intended to be in London long enough to be caught. She would have an audience with Lord Billington, let him down in the kindest, quickest way imaginable, and be gone from London back to Grafton.

      "Miss York, would you like to wear the lavender gown this evening?" her maid Jane said, holding up the pretty muslin gown that sported fuchsia flowers embroidered on the bodice.

      "Yes, thank you," she said, flipping to the invitation she was to attend this evening. Lord and Lady Maddigon were an older couple in society but affable, she supposed. With any serendipity, the Woodvilles would be busy at other events and would not be present to try to out her duplicity.

      "I will go downstairs and press the gown, Miss York. It is a little crinkled from your travels," Jane said, bustling out of the room and leaving her blissfully alone.

      She supposed over the past few years, she had become quite accustomed to being alone and only attending the few events held at Grafton.

      No one paid her any mind or cared that she was now firmly on the shelf. In truth, neither she nor her sister required marriage due to their large dowries, and Lila couldn't help but be a little pleased that one day she would answer to no one but herself.

      Once upon a time, she would have loved a husband and children, but those dreams were gone now. She had just turned six and twenty, an old maid by society standards. Pretending to be her younger sister would require early nights and rest through the day.

      She rolled her eyes. Wondered for the hundredth time since leaving Grafton why she had agreed to such a ridiculous plan.

      Because you love your sister, that is why.

      Lila pursed her lips, not entirely sure that would be the case after the next few weeks.

      

      Knox King, Viscount Billington, stood before his looking glass, pleased with his valet's perfectly configured cravat tying. The man was a genius and well worth stealing from his good friend, the Duke of Renford.

      "Thank you, Craig. That'll be all."

      "Yes, my lord," his valet said, disappearing into his closet to no doubt tidy up the mess made by preparing for this evening's ball.

      Excitement thrummed in his veins and, taking one last look at himself, he left the room. Tonight he would ask the delightful Miss Harlow York to be his wife. His future viscountess and eventual duchess when he came into the Lancaster title.

      Picking up his hat and gloves from the chair beside the door, he left his chamber and made his way to the waiting carriage. It did not take long to arrive at Lord and Lady Maddigon’s London home, and he was pleased that the ball was already in full swing.

      He made his way through the throng of guests, greeting those he knew and smiling at several young ladies who simpered in his presence. But he wasn't interested in them. He sought only one lady this evening.

      The hairs on the back of his neck prickled, and he turned, a smile lifting his lips at the sight of Miss York, standing alone beside the ballroom floor, a glass of champagne in her hand.

      She was a beautiful woman and would complement him and his name well. Although she came from humble beginnings, that did not matter much, not when she was the diamond of the Season and one of the wealthiest debutantes in town.

      He started toward her, wanting to press his suit to see if she would be amenable to an offer of marriage.

      Her timid smile caught him unawares as he bowed before her, taking her gloved hand and kissing it. "Miss York, it is good to see you again. We missed you at the Frost ball," he stated. "I hope you were not taken ill to remove you from our set those few days," he said, coming to stand beside her.

      She bit her lip, and he studied her, wondering why she was so nervous about him. Miss York had always been quite the opposite, outgoing and opinionated, just the perfect temperament to handle the duties of a viscount and future duke. Even if most of that time, she also appeared uninterested and distracted.

      She cleared her throat, refusing to do anything more than glance at him sporadically. "I'm very well, my lord. I merely wished for some time away, that is all," she said. "The Season can be so hectic."

      He looked about the room, understanding her wish for some peace. The Season was often frenzied and constant, and it was not surprising she wanted a little respite. "Where is your good friend Viscountess Leigh? You are often never far from her." He took two fresh glasses of champagne from a passing footman and handed her one.

      Miss York took a healthy sip before following that with another. "Ah, I have not seen her this evening, but I'm sure I shall," she said. "Are you enjoying the ball, my lord?"

      He smiled at her. The deep-purple tone of her gown made her eyes a vibrant shade of green. The pit of his stomach clenched, and hope flittered through him that his choice of bride was satisfactory. He had been worried the chemistry he felt for Miss York was lackluster at best. Yes, she ticked all his boxes of what type of woman he ought to marry, but this evening, after having been away from Miss York for several days, he knew he was making the right decision. She was more beautiful this evening than he had ever seen her before, but there was something different about her he could not place. Not that it mattered. His gut told him his choice was correct, which counted most.

      "I am, Miss York. All the more knowing that you are here." He sipped his champagne, giving himself courage. He'd never proposed to anyone before, which was not as simple as he first thought. "I was hoping to steal you away, to speak to you if you're willing. The terrace doors are open, and we will not be entirely alone."

      Her eyes widened at his request, and after the many weeks of his courtship, she would be foolish if she did not have some inkling of what he was about to ask.

      She took a fortifying breath and downed the last of her champagne. "Of course, my lord. A little turn on the terrace would be refreshing indeed," she said.

      He held out his arm and she settled her hand upon it, then he escorted her outside. The warm evening air was refreshing after the stifling ball, and he led her along the terrace a little, giving them some privacy.

      "I should imagine you're not so blind to know why I wished to speak to you."

      "My lord, before another word is spoken⁠—"

      "That is to say, you must know how much I admire and like you, Miss York."

      She bit her lip, something she had never done before, and the sight of her pretty lip held between her teeth made heat lick at his skin. He rolled his shoulders, his coat and cravat all of a sudden too stifling to wear. He rubbed a hand over his brow. Was he sweating?

      "Of course, my lord, but⁠—"

      "And it is because of those emotions," he said, "that I must do the right thing as a gentleman and ask you, Miss York, to be my wife." He smiled, relieved to have finally spoken the words necessary for their courtship to come to a satisfactory end. "Will you marry me?"
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