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            To Be Wicked with You

          

          LEAGUE OF UNWEDDABLE GENTLEMEN, BOOK 4

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Evie Milton knows she’ll never marry. But that doesn’t mean she can’t celebrate her sister’s betrothal to Finlay Stone, Duke of Carlisle. Until the bride-to-be runs off with the wrong man, that is. Now, if they have any hope of avoiding a devastating scandal, Evie and Finlay will need to bring the runaway bride to heel. And Evie will have to somehow ignore her growing attraction to the handsome duke who can never be hers …

        

        In order to avoid disinheritance, Finlay needs a wife, and he requires one now. Finding a match wasn’t terribly difficult. Keeping her, however, was another story. Going after the chit was his last option. What he never expected was how he’d start to feel for Evie. She’s beautiful, kind, mature…and an entirely unsuitable bride. If only he could convince his heart of that …

        

        All it takes is one spontaneous kiss to scatter their best intentions to the wind. But as secrets emerge and truths are revealed, can Evie and Finlay find their way to happily ever after—or is their wicked liaison doomed to end in heartbreak?
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        1827, Marlborough, Wiltshire

      

      

      Finley Stone, Duke of Carlisle, stared blankly at his solicitor. He would not believe what he’d been told. His father would not control his life, even after death. His decree would not be borne.

      “Excuse me, Smithers, but can you repeat what you just said? I’m sure I did not hear correctly.”

      His solicitor cleared his throat, lifting the parchment yet again. “You have been the duke for one year, may your father rest in peace. However, I am now at liberty to tell you that your father put in a stipulation to his will. If you do not marry within one year of his death, you have sixty days from the anniversary of his death to do so. If you fail this stipulation, the bulk of your fortune, the money, and any assets not entailed, will revert to your cousin, Andrew Stone of Kent.”

      Finn leaned back in his chair, running a hand through his hair. His mind balked at the idea of marrying. Not to mention what men were supposed to do with the opposite sex. The idea of being forced into that occupation both terrified and excited him. It terrified him more.

      “So I would keep Carlisle Hall in Wiltshire, but will have no money to keep the estate running other than the income it produces, which we all know is not enough.”

      “That’s right, Your Grace. As the owner of several profitable estates, to lose those to your cousin would financially impact you severely. And have devastating consequences for those who rely on your estates for their livelihood. I would suggest you marry posthaste, retain your assets, and secure your future as soon as possible.”

      A wife? His stomach clenched, and he turned to stare out the window. He couldn’t lose his home, the only place he’d ever loved. God knows his wicked father had been too busy carousing London to care about his family at home.

      His mother had passed when he was eight, and his father had rarely bothered with him. Finn had promised to be a better person than that. Someone his servants and friends would respect, a landlord who was reliable and not flippant.

      “Well then, I suppose I have to return to London and find a bride.”

      His solicitor cleared his throat, and Finn looked up, meeting his gaze. “Is there something else that I should be aware of, Smithers?”

      “Your father has decreed that you are to find a wife here in Wiltshire. Someone local to Marlborough is preferable. He’s decreed you marry a woman from your home county as he thought it would be better for the staff if they have a mistress who is familiar with the area and the local peoples.”

      Finn stared blankly at his solicitor. Was his father mad? Quite possibly, before his death and his wayward ways in London. Finn certainly had thought his sire had lost his mind. But a wife from Woodstock? There were only two noble families living close by, if he could call them that at all.

      One family had several daughters, all of them under the age of ten. They would never do. The second family, The Miltons…  Finn tried to remember the dynamics of the family. The father was a gentleman, living off the income from his small estate. He doubted there was any dowry for any of the girls. They did, however, have a son, although he was still in short coats.

      “In effect my father is stating I need to marry one of the Milton girls, whom if I remember the number correctly is a total of two.”

      Smithers nodded, coming to sit in the chair before his desk, rustling through the paperwork in his leather satchel. “That’s right, Your Grace. The eldest Miss Milton is beyond marriage, but her younger sister, Lucy, is not.”

      “Who is the oldest Miss Milton again?” Finn asked, a face echoing through his mind from last season when he was in town.

      “Ah,” Smithers said, searching further through the paperwork. “Miss Evie Milton. I believe she is friends with the Duchess of Whitstone and her social sphere.”

      A vision of a dark-haired beauty that was well on her way to being on the shelf entered his mind. He’d danced with her if he recalled, their conversation somewhat awkward since she’d been less than engaged to speak. Surprising really, considering her and her friends were some of the most opinionated women in the ton.

      “Does not Miss Milton live in London in Marchioness Ryley’s townhouse?” He frowned, certain he’d heard that after the marquess’s marriage, the marchioness had allowed her friends to remain in her London townhouse. Miss Milton being one of them.

      “That is correct, Your Grace.”

      “Hmm.” Finn leaned back in his chair, wondering what the younger Lucy Milton looked like. If she were as striking as her sister, she would do very well indeed. She was young still, from a respectable family, and the local area. All requirements that would satisfy his late father’s will.

      “Do you expect Mr. Milton has any dowry for his daughters?” Not that it mattered, he was beyond wealthy and could afford to have a wife who came with very little or nothing at all. Even so, providing for female children on the off chance that you do not produce an heir told Finn a lot of a man’s character. Whether they were loving, forward-thinking, and honorable. All the characteristics his father was lacking.

      “Two hundred pounds per annum. The elder Miss Milton came into her stipend when she turned twenty-five. Of course, they assumed she would be married by then, and well, that did not occur. The younger Miss Lucy is two and twenty years of age.”

      “Very good. Well then,” Finn said, standing and bringing this meeting to an end. “Tomorrow I’ll commence my courting of Miss Lucy Milton and have it all settled by month’s end. I will call for you when everything is in place.”

      Smithers bowed. “Very good, Your Grace. I wish you well in your endeavors and look forward to hearing the happy news.”

      “Yes, well…” Finn said, sitting back down and watching his solicitor stride from the room. Happy news may be too much of an exaggeration. More like resigned would fit in this context.

      Finn pulled a piece of parchment toward him, picking up his quill and scrawling a letter for Mr. Milton to expect him tomorrow at eleven. He would not tell the gentleman as to why, merely let them believe it was a natural attraction and courtship that will bring him to offer for Miss Lucy. That would be best.

      One thing he did comprehend was that no bride wanted to hear her betrothed only asked out of necessity. Or, in this case, the pain of disinheritance.
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        Three weeks later, Marlborough Wiltshire

      

      

      The carriage turned into the short drive of her family’s home on the outskirts of Marlborough, her sister’s hastily written letter the week before burning a hole in her gown. It was pure luck that it had taken her a week to organize travel to Wiltshire from London, for she needed a week to prepare herself for the realization that her younger sister was getting married.

      The last time she had heard from Lucy, she hadn’t mentioned a word about His Grace, so now to be engaged to him was out of nowhere. Her sister, although high-spirited, was not a silly woman prone to hasty decisions. To be marrying the wicked rakehell, Duke of Carlisle had made her think her sedate, intelligent sister had lost her mind. She would speak to her parents when she arrived, ensure for herself that they too had not lost their minds regarding their daughter marrying a duke.

      No doubt, they were overcome with joy at the thought of Lucy marrying into such a lofty title. The duke was their closest neighbor, but never before had he ever shown an interest in the family. Evie glanced out at the passing oak trees that lined the driveway. She’d danced with him in London, had been a little distracted at the time with her friend’s tribulations that evening, but she could still remember his scent. Sandalwood and spice. His hands had been large and strong against the small of her back. She’d had to look up to meet his gaze, and the memory even now made her shiver. One glance from the wicked Duke of Carlisle and one’s knees went a little weak.

      So handsome with his cutting jaw and perfect, straight nose. His smile was deadly, and his intense, heated stare worse. Not that she had been on the receiving end of such a look, oh no, he’d shown little interest in her. In fact, he’d seemed bored and uninterested in her attempt at small talk to pass the minutes of the dance, Evie had eventually pretended to be having a lovely time in his arms while counting down the minutes to the end of the dance. She had watched him at times in the ton and envied the women who did capture his attention. How lucky they would be to have such a rogue caught by their loveliness.

      That her sister had captured his heart left her at odds. She was happy for her, of course, but a part of her also wished she’d found such a man herself. To marry, to love and be loved in return. Evie sighed, slumping back into the velvet squabs. She supposed it would not happen now. Not at her age, but at least she could content herself with being an aunt someday. Spoil her nieces and nephews to her heart’s content.

      Her sister deserved all happiness bestowed on her. She was the sweetest person who Evie knew, other than her favorite friends in London.

      The carriage rocked to a halt before her family’s Georgian manor house. Evie stared up at the golden stone home that shone like a beacon in the afternoon sun. The many windows glistening and welcoming her home.

      A footman opened the door, and she stepped down, taking his hand for assistance. “Thank you,” she said, starting for the house. A horse stood tied to one of the hitching posts near the front of the residence, and a dreadful thought entered Evie’s mind.

      Please don’t be the duke’s beast. She needed to speak to her parents and talk to her sister alone. Ensure this was a welcome marriage. Not merely because a duke offered for a woman who only lived close by. Their lack of a substantial dowry at least told Evie that the union was based on affection.

      Evie pulled off her gloves as she strode toward the entrance, glancing up as the door opened and Lucy stood before her, taller than she remembered, but just as beautiful with her golden locks and lithe figure. Evie smiled. “Lucy,” she said, laughing as her sister all but ran toward her and threw her arms about her back. “You’ve grown!” she said, her voice muffled from all of Lucy’s abundant locks.

      Lucy chuckled, hugging her tighter before pulling back. “It is so good to see you. I cannot tell you enough how much I need you here. We have so much to discuss.”

      Evie cast a glance toward the house, linking arms with her sister. “I gather the duke is here now?”

      Lucy nodded. “He is. They’re in the drawing room having tea. I heard the carriage and said it would be you. They are waiting to see you. Mama is very pleased that you’ll be home with us for some weeks.”

      “I’m pleased as well.” They started toward the house, entering the foyer where Evie gave a waiting-maid her pelisse and bonnet.

      “Come, Evie, time to meet my betrothed.”

      “This is all so fast. I did not know he was even courting you.” Evie watched Lucy and noted the light blush kissing her cheeks. Had the duke seduced her? She would not put it past the gentleman. His kissable lips were what made up women’s fantasies in town.

      “He arrived three weeks ago to call on Papa, something about land or some such, but it was during his time here that we were introduced. He was very kind and attentive and has been back often since then.”

      “So it’s a love match then?” Evie asked, hoping that was true. The duke’s reputation made it impossible not to judge and wonder if his motives were honorable.

      “I like him very much. He’s very kind. I think you’ll like him too, Evie.”

      Evie didn’t bother to mention that she already knew His Grace, no need muddying the water for something so small. In any case, he danced with many women in town. It was highly unlikely that he would remember her.

      They walked into the front parlor, a small room, especially with her mother’s crafts and knitting and her father’s many books. The room was where they congregated most evenings before and after dinner, and it was nothing like the parlors of grand homes that dotted the English landscape. This one held few, and with the tall, dominating presence of the duke, the room appeared smaller still.

      “Evie,” her father said at the same time as her mama as she appeared. They both started toward her, arms outstretched and she hugged them both in turn. “We’re so delighted you’re home with us for some time. We’ve missed you, our dearest.”

      She smiled, pulling back from her mama and her comforting scent of lavender that always reminded Evie of home. “I’m happy to be home. I missed you all.”

      She glanced over and met the duke’s calculating gaze. He was staring at her, and Evie looked back to her father to make the introductions.

      “Oh, forgive me, my dear. May I present my eldest daughter, Miss Evie Milton. Evie, this is His Grace, the Duke of Carlisle. Lucy’s betrothed.”

      Lucy blushed as she went to stand beside the duke, her shorter height against his taller frame making her appear even more dainty and delicate. Beautiful and perfect for him.

      The duke bowed. “Miss Milton. How very good to see you again.”

      Evie dipped into a neat curtsy. “I… It is, Your Grace.” She watched him a moment, and as if remembering his fiancée stood beside him, thrust out his arm for Lucy to place her hand atop his.

      “How is London, Evie?” Lucy asked, bouncing beside her betrothed, her golden curls springing beside her face.

      “Busy. Everyone who is everyone is in attendance. Molly and I have taken to riding in the park most days to keep our sanity. We’ve become excellent riders I think, much better than we used to be in any case.”

      “Oh, I do worry for you, my dear,” her mama said. “Is Miss Sinclair still ensconced at Marchioness Ryley’s former home?”

      “She is, Mama,” Evie said, talking of Willow’s former companion who now chaperoned Evie and Molly about town. “I would not be able to stay there if not.”

      “That is very true,” her father said, gesturing for her to sit before the fire.

      Evie did as he bade and held her hands out toward the heat, grateful to be out of the carriage and home. She turned toward her sister and the duke, studying them as they too took their seats.

      “I suppose congratulations are in order. I’m very happy for you, Lucy. Your Grace,” Evie said. They were a strange pair, even if they portrayed or at least tried to portray otherwise. The duke sat as stiff as a rod beside her sister who, compared to him, was relaxed and bubbly as per her nature.

      Maybe he liked women who were more outgoing than he was, although that went against everything that she knew about him. One would think that a consummate rake, a man who seduced the fairer sex with wicked intentions, would not look so uncomfortable with her sister.

      Evie’s eyes narrowed, taking in his features. Was he sweating?

      “We’re so pleased you’ll be here for the nuptials, Evie. His Grace is going to have his good friend Marquess Ryley stand in for him, and I would like you by my side if you’re willing.”

      Pleasure filled Evie at the thought of helping give away her sister on her big day. Even though there was a relative age difference between them, they had been close as children, and as all young women do, they dreamed of meeting their husbands and having a memorable wedding. “Of course. I would be honored.” She glanced at the duke and tried to ignore his intense inspection upon her. Evie shot a look to Lucy, but her sister seemed oblivious to the duke’s attention. Evie cleared her throat, unsure what the duke was about or why he found her so very interesting. Evie reached up to check that her hair had not slipped from its pins, or that her fichu was missing from her gown. No, all was in order. “Where is the wedding to take place?” she asked, wanting to remain engaged and excited about her sister’s upcoming nuptials.

      “At my estate,” the duke said, cutting off her sister’s reply. “The drawing room at Stoneheim Palace is very large and will accommodate the guests we intend to invite.”

      Evie adjusted her seat, warmer now. “I’m curious as to how you met. Will you tell me?”

      “I had business with Mr. Milton and called one afternoon,” the duke answered before anyone else could get a word in. “A delightful outing that turned even more so when I ran into your sister, Miss Milton. I asked to call again, and from there, we found we got along very well.”

      Lucy smiled at Evie, but there was something in her sister’s eyes that gave her pause. The light within them was a little less bright when her betrothal was spoken of. Evie’s eyes narrowed, and she wondered why that was. Outwardly her sister seemed happy and excited about the forthcoming marriage, but Evie wasn’t convinced. She knew her sister better than anyone else in the world, and she wasn’t as happy as she was pretending to be. Why, however, was the question.

      “That is a lovely story. I’m very happy for you both.” Evie smiled at her sister and promised herself when they were alone, she would ask that all was well. That her suspicions were incorrect, and her sister was merely nervous. To marry a duke was no small matter, especially to women such as themselves who may have a gentleman father, but little else to offer other than their person.

      Lucy grinned. “I did not know you had met His Grace, Evie. How long have you both been acquainted?”

      Evie looked to the duke as she tried to remember exactly when they met last.

      “Midway through the last Season, I believe. I danced the cotillion with Miss Milton at the ball I hold annually in London.”

      Lucy’s eyes widened at his exactness of detail and glanced between the duke and herself. Evie stared back, having not expected him to remember, certainly not to that detail. She knew she’d danced with him at his ball, but what that dance was precisely was lost on her. She had not thought he even remembered her name.

      “I think you may be right, Your Grace. I admit you have a better memory than I,” Evie said, making light of the situation.

      “It was a pleasant spell about the dancefloor. One I will cherish always now that we’re to be brother- and sister-in-law.”

      Lucy met Evie’s eye, a question in her blue orbs. Evie shrugged, not knowing the duke remembered their dance so well.

      Their mother cut in and started to discuss the weather and who would preside over the wedding, and Evie let the conversation flow over her. The duke and Lucy were a stunning pair, no matter that Lucy wasn’t titled. She would have expected the duke to marry a lofty, titled woman, not a younger daughter of a penniless gentleman. But here they were, discussing invitations and where the happy couple would go on their wedding trip.

      Evie listened and partook in the conversation when she could, but a part of her could not help but be a little jealous of her younger sister. At the age of seven and twenty, she had assumed to have been married and a mother by now. It wasn’t so, and highly unlikely to occur now. But at least her sister would be happy, and that was a comfort at least.
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        * * *

      

      The following day was a perfect summer day. Evie sat outside on a setting that looked out over her father’s modest gardens. They were not as grand as the duke’s at Stoneheim Palace, but then few places in England were as grand as his country seat.

      Evie watched as the duke and Lucy strolled the gardens, every so often stopping to talk of a particular rose or tree. Her sister outwardly looked content and happy, but she was not at ease with the duke, and Evie couldn’t help but wonder why. What was her sister hiding?

      “Did you have any inkling at all, Mama that Lucy had feelings for the duke or that he, in turn, had feelings for her? We have never circulated with that family. Even I in London only really knew of the duke due to my friends and their elevated marriages. Do you not think Lucy may be a little out of step with him? Open to ridicule due to her lack of connections?”

      Her mother finished her sip of tea before placing her cup down on the table before them.

      “I did have my concerns, of course, regarding those matters, but I’m sure the duke is a good man and will not let Lucy suffer from any nastiness or jealousy that may arise at her lofty marriage accomplishment.”

      Evie didn’t want to upset her mama and tell her that Lucy would be targeted and for quite some time by those in the ton who thought her marriage to the duke was above her reach. They would make her pay for marrying a man who only the worthy should have taken off the marriage mart.

      “As for her feelings for the duke, I believe they like each other very much. I even hope that in time the duke will come to love our Lucy. I believe she already loves the duke.”

      Evie shot a look at her mama, not believing that for a moment. “Lucy loves the duke. Has she told you that?”

      “Well, no,” her mother said, casting a glance at her youngest daughter. “But look at her, the way she studies the duke, how she hangs on to his every word. Oh yes, I do believe she loves him very much.”

      “Mama,” Evie said, her tone comforting, “I also look up at gentlemen when I speak to them, that does not mean that I’m in love with them. They have not known each other long, and I worry that Lucy may not like being a duchess. You know how much she loves her freedom, her life here in Wiltshire, and the people we know in Marlborough. She would not be able to circulate in that sphere any longer when she becomes the Duchess of Carlisle.”

      “Oh, the Duchess of Carlisle, how well that sounds, do you not think?”

      “Mama,” Evie chided. “Lucy will miss her friends. She has never tried to be anything more than what we were brought up to be. Daughters of an untitled gentleman with no dowry. Do you not think it’s odd that the duke just arrived one day, supposedly regarding estate business and the next moment he’s engaged to our Lucy? That is odd. I do not care how well Duchess Lucy sounds to you. I find it strange.”

      Her mama turned to her, reaching out to clasp her hand. “My dear, I know it is hard to see a younger sister wed before you, and to such a high position, but do please be happy for Lucy. She loves you so very much and will need your guidance and support during the next few weeks.”

      “I’m not jealous, Mama, if that is what you’re implying. While I have hoped that marriage may become a possibility to me, something that is looking less and less an option at my age, I am happy for Lucy. I merely want to ensure that Lucy is satisfied and appeased. Once I’m certain of this, then I will throw myself into the wedding preparations with such enthusiasm that even you shall be sick of me.”

      Her mama laughed, and Evie smiled, but as she turned back to watch Lucy and the duke, the niggling doubt would not abate. Something was off. None of this hasty courtship made any sense, and she would satisfy her concerns before she allowed her little sister, someone she always promised to protect, to marry a man whom she did not love.

      “Thank you, my dear,” her mama said. “And do not despair. Now that your sister is marrying a duke, it is only a matter of time before a gentleman will wish to be associated with the Carlisle family and offer for your hand. This connection will throw you into the path of men of substance and breeding, I am sure.”

      “I do not think–”

      “You will see, Evie,” her mother said, cutting her off. “You too will be happily married by the end of next Season. The Duchess of Carlisle’s sister cannot be a spinster.”

      Evie groaned, picking up a sugar biscuit and taking a substantial bite. “I never set out to be a spinster, Mama, as you well know, but neither will I allow anyone to parade me like a new, shiny goose ready to be plucked.”

      Her mama gasped, and Evie met her gaze, wanting her mother to know what she was implying. Just because her sister was to be a duchess did not mean anything. Not to society. Some of her closest friends were married, one to a duke, the others to a marquess and an earl. That had not changed Evie’s or Molly’s position. It simply gave them access to balls and parties that would otherwise be closed to them. No man of substance or breeding had bent the knee before her and offered for her hand simply because her friends were well placed in society.

      It would be no different with her sister being a duchess. Having a sister so high on the social sphere did not change her circumstance. She was, after all, still a woman of no rank, no inheritance, and seven and twenty years. Gentlemen, unfortunately, were immune to seeing her or women like her for what they could give. A priceless prize worth so much more than anything else.
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      Later that evening, Evie sat in her room alone, brushing her hair. The door swung wide, revealing her discombobulated sister. “You have to help me, Evie,” Lucy blurted as she stormed into her room, shutting and locking the door behind her. “I cannot marry the duke.”

      Evie stared at her sister a moment in horror. Had she gone mad since she’d left her in the drawing room, not an hour before with her family? “What! Why ever not?”

      Lucy came over to where she sat before the fire, drying her hair after washing it. Her sister slumped onto the chair across from her, her cheeks and lips a ghostly white. “He arrived here not a month ago and has courted me ever since. Mama was so very pleased and happy that I did not want to upset her. You know she’s not been well these past months, and it was nice to see her animated again.”

      “Mother has been ill?” Evie had not known that. Why did she not know that? “She never wrote to me about such a thing. I hope it’s nothing serious.”

      Lucy frowned, marring her otherwise perfect forehead. “I do not believe so. I think a lot of mother’s forlorn countenance has something to do with Papa not wanting to travel to Bath this Season. In any case, she was happy and lively, and the duke was attentive and kind, and before I knew it, he was bowing before me and asking me to be his wife.”

      Evie sighed. It was just like her sister to get herself into such a pickle. “You did not have to say yes, Lucy.”

      Lucy made a sound representing an injured dog. “I know I did not have to say yes,” she moaned, “but I felt compelled. He’s so wealthy and powerful. He owns most of the land surrounding Papa’s estate. I did not want to offend him, and I just blurted yes before I thought about it. But I cannot marry him. I don’t want to be a duchess.”

      Evie snorted, unable to believe such a thing. Women in town would do almost anything to wear a ducal coronet atop their heads, but then this was Lucy, and she had never cared for such things. “There are very few who would not want to be a duchess. Are you sure you’re not the one who is ill?”

      “This is not a jest, Evie. I cannot marry the duke because, well, because I’m already in love with someone else.”

      “What!” Evie shot to her feet, the brush in her lap clanging onto the floor. “You cannot be in love with another man and have given your hand to the duke. Whatever were you thinking, Lucy?”

      Lucy stood and started to pace back and forth from the bed to the fire. Her fisted hands at her sides telling Evie that her sister was upset and unsure of what to do. Evie took a calming breath, needing a clear mind to think about what was to be done.

      “If you remember last year, Mama took me to Gretna to visit her cousin. What she does not know was that I was seeing Mr. Anthony Brown, you know, the gentleman farmer on the other side of Marlborough. He’s been courting me for some months and Evie,” Lucy said, coming over to her and clasping her hands, “I love him so very much. He is everything that I’ve ever wanted, and when I’m with him, I care for nothing else.”

      “You’ve lain with him?” Evie shut her mouth with a snap, knowing she was gaping at her sister. How and when had all of this occurred? And how did she not know of it? She should have been here for her sister. To guide and help her through this. Although father would not have wanted either of them to marry a farmer, if he had seen his daughter’s happiness with the gentleman, he may have relented. Neither of their parents was hard or so unforgiving.

      “No, of course not. Mr. Brown is a gentleman, but I do wish to be his wife and he has asked for my hand. Secretly of course, no one can know of our love as yet. Papa will never approve.” Her sister sat again, clasping her hands in her lap. “I will admit to kissing Anthony, but nothing more. I promise you.”

      That was something, Evie supposed.

      “So you see, I cannot marry the duke, and if Anthony finds out that I agreed to marry the Duke of Carlisle as well he’ll never forgive me. Father is going to have the banns called. My life will be over if I lose Anthony. Please, Evie. Please help me.”

      Evie bit her lip, at a loss as to what to do. What did one do in situations like these? Her mind jumped from idea to idea, each one dismissed as soon as she had it. The only thing left to do was tell the truth, no matter how difficult that may be. “You will have to tell Mama and Papa the truth and break off the understanding with His Grace. That is your only choice.”

      “No,” Lucy gasped, her hand rushing up to her neck. “I’ll be ruined if I do that. The whole town will think me a scheming minx with no regard to the duke. When they find out that Mr. Brown was already my betrothed, they will shun and hate me. The duke may be so enraged that he may try to injure father financially to seek revenge. No, no one must know that it was me who cried off. We need to keep father from posting the banns, and you need to seduce the duke into thinking he’s asked the wrong sister to marry.”

      “Me?” Evie asked, pointing at herself. “I cannot seduce a duke. I’ll be ruined. Think for a moment of what you’re asking, Lucy.”

      “You’re a confirmed spinster. I did not think you would mind.”

      Anger replaced the compassion she had for her sibling. “I may be unmarried, but I’m not a whore who’ll ply her trade to repair an error that is of someone else’s making. You need to tell the truth. You’re the one who lied to both men. You need to make this right.”

      Lucy kneeled before her chair, clasping Evie’s hands. “I’m sorry, Evie. I’m desperate. Please, please help me,” her sister begged, gripping her hands tighter.

      Evie shook her head, staring at her sibling, whom she had started to wonder if she knew at all. Whatever was she thinking about, getting herself into such a lie? “I wouldn’t know the first thing about how to steal him away from you, and he’s asked you to marry him. He likes you, not me. That idea will never work. You must own this mistake, I’m afraid.”

      “You’re far prettier than I am. It’ll be no problem at all. Just show him more attention than I will. I’ll distance myself over the coming days, be unavailable or away whenever he calls, and you shall take my place. He only ever talks in any case, he has not tried to kiss me, thankfully, and he’s boring.” Her sister pursed her lips, turning her head in thought. “London gossip paints him as a libertine, a rogue, and yet I do not believe it. He’s never tried once to seduce me. I’m sure, though, he’d try and kiss you. As I said, you’re much prettier than me.”

      The idea of the duke kissing Evie made heat pool at her core, and she slumped back onto the chair, her stomach in knots. “If I try and steal him away, he’ll think the worst of me. No one does such a thing to a sister, and he’s a gentleman, he would not do that to his betrothed.”

      “No, no no no, he’ll simply believe that the feelings he had for me were misplaced. As you said, you’ve met before. Surely you can work with that. He does not love me, that I do know, and so it won’t be so awful for him in the end. You do not have to marry him, merely pull his attention away from me long enough that he’ll decide to end the betrothal.”

      “But what if he then offers for me? As you said, I’ve resigned myself to my lot in life. I don’t know if I could marry a man who could be so fickle with his feelings.”

      “Evie, my actions toward the duke, my marriage, could ruin the family if he should find out. You need to make him turn his head toward you, fall in love with you if possible, but you need to do it soon. Please help me.”

      “Lucy,” Evie sighed. “When is he to call next?” she asked, resigning herself to tell the duke the truth herself, no matter what Lucy wanted her to do. She could not seduce him. To do so was an abhorrent thought. Not because he was not deadly handsome, what with his chiseled jaw and straight, cutting nose, no. He was so very charming to look upon, but because she could not seduce a man away from her sister, even if asked to do so.

      It was impossible to imagine, and he would question her loyalty toward her family if she tried such a thing.

      He’d think her a horrible person.

      And she would be a horrible person. No, she would tell the duke the truth and have Lucy own her mistake. It was what was best for the family. The duke would surely understand. As Lucy said herself, they hardly knew each other. It wasn’t like their marriage was a love match. All would work out, and tomorrow she would solve this problem, and they could all get back to their normal lives.
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      Finn had ridden hard to make his afternoon call to Miss Lucy Milton. He’d been held up with his steward regarding a letter from his attorney who queried about his marriage. Namely, when it would take place and reminding him of the time restraint he had on his person.

      He pulled his mount up before the sandstone, modest estate, and sighed, running a hand across his jaw. What was he doing? He was marrying a woman whom he did not love and all for the sake of money.

      Granted, it was a lot of money, and funds that were required to keep his many estates and the people who relied on him for a living. Even so, the thought of marrying a woman he did not care for grated on his conscience. Miss Lucy Milton was a delightful young woman, bright and happy, and seemingly very much in love with him. He ought to be satisfied he’d found a wife, a local girl who was not only the daughter of a gentleman but from his home county. Just as his father decreed in his will, but he was not.

      He didn’t love her past that of a passing acquaintance, no more than a friend.

      The image of Miss Evie Milton flittered through his mind, and his blood stirred. He’d not thought to see her so soon, having expected her to stay in London. The fact that she’d returned home early to partake in her sister’s wedding preparations hadn’t occurred to him.

      Stupid mistake and now one that haunted his dreams.

      Evie was a little older than Lucy. Part of a friend set of some of the most powerful and influential women in the ton. And damn it all to hell, she was beautiful. Had she been a little younger, he would’ve courted her instead of her sister, but she was nearly thirty by his calculations—her breeding years long behind her.

      She was not for him.

      He needed a wife who would give him sons. A young wife was more suitable for that position. If he had to marry at all, he at least would ensure he had children and soon. To have an heir would at least be one thing less that he had to concern himself.

      Finn jumped down and handed his horse to a waiting stable lad, throwing the boy a ha’penny for his trouble. The boy thanked him profusely, and Finn walked to the door, steeling himself to act the besotted fiancée that he was anything but.

      The door opened, and he glanced up, expecting to see the young footman who also served as the butler. The person before him was most certainly not a man. Miss Evie Milton was all woman. Voluptuous, and curved in all the right places. His hands started to sweat in his gloves at the thought of running them over every portion of her body he could. Her cheeks reddened, her eyes wide and bright, and he steeled himself not to act the rogue he was rumored to be, and drag her up against him to kiss her soundly. Take those full lips and meld them with his.

      Finn swallowed, remembering to bow. “Miss Milton, good afternoon. I hope I find you well today.”

      She stared down her nose at him, her gaze sliding over him like a caress. He shouldn’t be reacting to her in this way. She wasn’t for him, and yet, there was something about Miss Milton that made his blood burn. Had always made him burn even when he’d promised to never act the cad like his sire. He could only guess how many bastards lay littered about London his father had produced before his death last year.

      “Your Grace, how very opportune this is for me. I was just about to go for a walk to ensure that my dog is well. She is expecting, you see. Perhaps you’d like to join me,” she asked him, stepping down onto the lower step and closing the door at her back.

      Finn ought to move aside to give her space, but he couldn’t budge a foot. He was a bastard and one who may be more like his father than he wanted. “I thank you for the offer, but I must make my addresses to your parents and Miss Lucy.”

      “Oh, they’re not home at present. Lucy wished to visit Marlborough, something about acquiring a new hat and traveling case, I believe. So, you see, it’s only me here today.”

      She slipped past him with little care as to whether he was following her or not. The sound of her footsteps on the graveled drive loud in his ears as she walked away. Finn stood there a minute, debating his choices and decided a walk would do well enough so long as they stayed within the grounds of the house and were in view of the home. Her lack of chaperone could be overlooked.

      “Very well, I shall join you, Miss Milton.”

      She stopped and turned, pulling a loose bit of hair out of her eye that had slipped across her face. Finn swallowed. The action should not be seductive at all, nor fill him with a longing to be the one to slip the stray piece of hair behind her ear, but it was.

      He was the worst type of fiend and ought to be horsewhipped thinking of his betrothed’s sister in such a way. He’d had the opportunity last year in town to court Miss Milton, and he’d chosen not to. Marriage had not been a thought to trouble him with. Stupidly he’d imagined he had time to choose a wife. While their dance had been memorable, to him at least, it had not caused him to lose his head and declare undying love.

      Rallying himself to control wayward thoughts, he clasped his hands behind his back and raised his chin, all seriousness for their stroll about the garden. A damned hard feat when Miss Milton strode purposefully down the drive, heading out of sight of the home and at a pace that made it impossible to continue his sedate stride he’d started with.

      “What is the rush?” he asked, catching up next to her. A light blush stole over her cheeks, and she pointed ahead of her.

      “My wolfhound is in labor, or so Ben our gardener said this morning, and I want to be with her.”

      “You have a wolfhound?” Finn asked, his steps faltering. He wasn’t an enthusiast of the canine breed, never trusting the beasts. Small dogs he could tolerate, but a wolfhound, those things were as beastly as they came.

      “I do,” she said, gifting him with a smile. “Her name is Sugar.”

      Sugar? His lips twitched at the farcical name, and yet he continued to walk with her, curious now to see Miss Milton’s pet. “I’m hoping this Sugar is friendly.”

      “Oh, yes. Sugar has the sweetest temperament. She’ll be fine with you since you’re with me, she’ll have no reason to distrust you. Normally she would be with me in the house, but due to her condition, Mama wouldn’t let her stay inside until she’d had her pups.”

      “You allow the dog to live inside your home?” Pets were nonexistent in his life growing up. They had the odd barn cat, but they were wild and would leave a respectable scratch if anyone ever tried to catch them. As for dogs, his father had loathed them. Horses were the only animals allowed, and only because they served a purpose.

      “Of course. Sugar sleeps on my bed whenever I’m home, and I miss her, but I’m also very excited to see her pups.” She studied him a moment, working her bottom lip between her teeth, and the sight of it sent a bolt of desire to his cock. He clamped his jaw, looking away to remedy his nonsense. What on earth was wrong with him? He’d been away from town too long, and the bed of willing women, or he’d liked Miss Milton more than he’d admitted to himself. Not a helpful revelation since he was about to marry her sister.

      “You never had pets as a child, did you, Your Grace?”

      He kept his attention straight ahead and spotted a kennel of some sort near a small cottage. “You’re very astute, Miss Milton.”

      “We have mutual friends, Your Grace. I do know you a little. Talking of such, would you like to call me Evie? I do prefer it to Miss Milton.”

      Pleasure thrummed through him at the thought of such a thing, but he couldn’t allow it. Not until he’d married Miss Lucy, then he could be on more familiar terms with Miss Milton. Until then, he would not be calling her by her given name. “I think it would be best to remain Miss Milton and Your Grace if you do not mind. When I marry Miss Lucy, then I believe we may be on more familiar terms.”

      “Out of curiosity, however, what is your first name, Your Grace? If you’re willing to disclose that, of course.”

      He cleared his throat, not sure he ought to tell her. To do so really defeated the purpose of his rule only a moment before. “Finlay, but close acquaintances call me Finn.”

      “I must admit,” she said, chuckling a little. The sound as sweet as any he’d ever heard. He shouldn’t find it so very carefree and relaxing to be around Miss Milton, and yet he did. More so than when he was with his betrothed. It was blasted inconvenient, and not to mention wrong. “I imagined a much more severe, stern type of name for a duke.”

      “My mother named me,” he said without thinking. He rarely spoke of his mama, whom he’d lost when he was young. To think of her always made him melancholy, and yet, with Miss Milton, he seemed to be able to talk of the one parent who showed affection for the short amount of years that he had with her with no melancholy at all. Only pride and love.

      “What name do you suppose a duke should have, Miss Milton? I’m curious to know.”

      “Hmm,” She threw him a teasing glance and continued toward the kennel. “I do not know. I suppose perhaps George or Arthur, or even William. Finlay seems a carefree, happy type of name. I think it suits you,” she said, meeting his gaze.

      He smiled despite himself, enjoying this little stroll, not to mention her. He was enjoying her so very much as well. More so than he’d enjoyed his many strolls with Miss Lucy Milton. When he’d gone on walks with his betrothed, they would often go minutes at a time without speaking, and sometimes, Finn had to wrack his brain to think of things to talk about. The conversation did not come easy with Miss Lucy. He’d put it down to her being a little shy around him, he was a duke after all, and often brought on such reactions when around the fairer sex. Miss Milton, however, seemed to be a paradox.

      Evie was easy to speak to, and a little niggling doubt crept into his mind that he’d made a mistake in choosing the younger sister. That he should have taken more time to see who would suit him as a wife. Instead, he panicked and picked the first gentleman’s daughter in his home country who was appropriate. The debate on the matter reminded him why he’d dismissed Miss Milton in the first place. She was mature of age to be an agreeable wife. He needed a bride who would give him heirs. Miss Lucy would fill the role well. She still had ample years ahead of her to provide him with children.

      By the time they arrived at the kennel, a man that Miss Milton introduced as Ben was waiting for them. From his worn clothing, dusted with mud and grime, Finn marked him as the gardener whom she had mentioned before.

      Miss Milton went into the kennel, large and undercover, and Finn followed at a slower pace, not wanting to stress the dog at his presence. The enclosure was large, needed to be for a wolfhound, and the brown-haired dog lay on a bed of straw, four little pups suckling milk already from their mother.

      “She’s had them already,” he said, kneeling beside Miss Milton, keeping his hands well away from the dog or her puppies.

      Miss Milton did not. She slumped onto the floor beside Sugar’s head, patting her face and leaning down to kiss her head before she reached out and ran one finger over the new puppies’ backs. An adoring smile slipped onto her lips, and something inside Finn ached.

      What it would be like to be looked upon in such a way. With utter adoration and love. He supposed it was similar to what occurred when a woman had a child of her own. Unconditional love for her offspring the moment she saw her new babe. His father had not cared for him at all. His main priority was who his next bedding partner was to be. His son was the least of his troubles, so long as he was home, healthy, and out of the way, his father was content.

      “Let Sugar smell you, and then you can probably sit closer if you like. She knows I’m relaxed with you, and so knows you are not here to harm her or her puppies.”

      Finn slowly placed the back of his hand near Sugar’s nose, and she sniffed him a moment before lying back and putting her head on Miss Milton’s lap. Having seemed to pass the little test, he sat on the straw bedding beside Miss Milton, merely watching the little puppies fight for a teat.

      “They’re charming, I will admit.”

      “When they’re weaned, you may have one if you like. I have several friends who wanted a pup from Sugar when we bred her next, but I can hold one for you if you wish.” She studied him a moment. Her head cocked a little to one side. “I can see you with such a grand dog. A duke should have a wolfhound.”

      He glanced at the puppies, having never given the idea much thought, even though he supposed he could have a pet if he wished. His father had not allowed them, but that did not mean that he could not do as he wanted now. Perhaps if he gave the canine breed a chance, he might like them better after all.

      A novel thought and one he would consider.

      “I shall ponder it,” he found himself saying, reaching forward to run a finger across the back of a black pup that seemed eager for milk. “Do you think Sugar will have any more today?” he asked, having never seen a dog give birth before. That’s what he told himself was the reason he wished to stay in this warm kennel, patting puppies. Though, he knew it was because he wanted to spend more time with Miss Milton, away from her family and society as they had been in London.

      His good friend, the Duke of Whitstone spoke highly of her, and he could see why. She was no fuss, intelligent, and sweet. She adored her massive dog and cared for her sister and family. There was little one could not like about her.

      The fact that she was beyond pretty also made his time with her easy. To look upon such beauty all day was never a chore.
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      Evie pulled the duke from the puppies after an hour of cooing, holding, and patting the adorable little mites before they returned to the house. Her family was due home at four, and it was well past three by the time they returned themselves to the house.

      They sat in the front parlor,  which gave Evie a view of the front drive, taking tea and biscuits that cook had prepared for them on their return.

      She studied him as she ate a slice of carrot cake. The Duke of Carlisle sat straight and tall in his chair, all proper again, no longer the relaxed nobleman she had talked to in the kennel only half an hour before.

      How she supposed her sister thought that she would be able to seduce such a fine specimen of a man away from his beloved was an absurd notion. While they did get along, seemed on friendly terms, that did not mean he found her handsome as much as she found him.

      Why she’d never even kissed a man before, so how was she going to seduce a seasoned rogue? It was an absurd notion that her sister even asked. No, if Lucy’s happiness depended on breaking the understanding with the duke, then Lucy had to tell him the truth. Tell him that she loved another and would not marry him. That was the best course and the one Evie would make her walk when they returned home.

      She frowned down in her tea. What would the duke do after the fact? Would he return to town? Marry a woman much closer to him in wealth and situation? The idea left a sour taste in her mouth, and she reached for more sugar to put in her tea.

      “I thought to hold an engagement ball in some weeks. Do you think your sister would welcome such an event?”

      The question brought her out of her dispirited thoughts and back to the duke. “I think she would like that very much,” Evie lied, knowing her sister would hate that above anything else. To be paraded before all of the duke’s closest friends as if she were in love with the man. No, she could not allow it to get that far. She would make Lucy put a stop to this madness.

      “I shall need help in drawing up a list of guests to invite. Would you and Miss Lucy like to call on me tomorrow next, and we shall get a start?”

      Evie placed her teacup down on the small table that separated them on the settees. “Perhaps we could join you for luncheon and start collating a list after that.” Not that any lists or balls would be occurring. When Lucy returned home, the duke would be released from his offer, and everything would return to normal. Other than her sister marrying Mr. Brown that was.

      “I think that will do very well.” He threw her a small smile, his eyes lingering on her lips a moment before slipping away back to the biscuit he held in his hand.

      A flutter of delight thrummed through her at his interest before the sound of carriage wheels on the drive outside caught her attention. Evie glanced at the window and spied her mother and father alight from the vehicle, her mother’s countenance one of distress. Evie stood, the pit of her stomach tightening with impending doom.

      Just as the front door swung wide, she met them in the foyer, leaving the duke alone in the drawing room.

      “What has happened?” she asked her mother, whose face was pale, her eyes red-rimmed as if she’d been crying for a long time.

      The absence of Lucy made her pause. “Is Lucy well, Mama? Where is she?” she asked, turning to her father, who merely stood looking at her as if he’d lost all sense and feeling.

      “She’s gone,” her mama screeched, her eyes filling with tears and loud, wailing sobs filled the room.

      “What do you mean she’s gone? Tell me!” Evie demanded, shaking her father a little by his arm. “Father, tell me what happened.” All terrible thoughts entered her mind that her sister had befallen a terrible accident and was no longer alive. Surely not. The idea did not bear thinking about.

      “She’s gone,” her mother said again, more wailing that made Evie’s legs start to shake that her little sister had indeed passed away.

      “She’s run off. With…with…Mr. Brown! You know, the farmer who lives west of Marlborough. Lucy asked to look at some cloth for a new dress, and I said that I would be along shortly as I had run into Ms. Oyster, my friend. I thought to meet her at the seamstress’ store, run by Ms. Clay, but when I got there, not five minutes later, she was gone. The shopgirl handed me a missive. It was from Lucy and contained her apology and plans for her life.”

      “What did the note say exactly?” Evie asked, anger replacing her fear over what her sister had done. How could she do that to their parents, whom she knew would worry no end about her until they saw her again? As for Mr. Brown, he ought to know better than to act in such a selfish way. She would have some very stern words for him, too, when she met with him next.

      “Not so very much. She asked us to notify the duke of her change of feelings and told us to release him from his duty to her. To marry another.”

      “I beg your pardon, Ms. Milton?” the duke said, striding from the drawing room, frowning down at her parents as if they were wayward children. “What has my betrothed happened to do?”

      “It seems Lucy has run off, Your Grace. Run away to be married to a farmer we’re acquainted with here in Marlborough. I’m very sorry,” Evie said, turning back to her parents and leading her mama into the drawing room where she could sit. “At least Lucy intends to marry, Mama. I’m sure all will be fine by the time she returns home.”

      “She’s ruined herself, and for what? That Mr. Brown. He’s a farmer, Evie. I had hoped that Lucy’s esteemed marriage would help in settling your private circumstances, but it seems this will not be the case. Mr. Brown has no social standing, and you’ll forever be an old maid.”

      Evie sat beside her mama, taking her hand to try to give comfort. The fact that the duke heard everything that her mama just said was mortifying enough than to make a scene about it. “You know I do not care about my circumstance in life. I shall get along well enough. Our concern now must be for Lucy.”

      “You’re right,” her mama said, clasping her arm. “We must hope she marries and is happy.”

      “What are you going to do about her actions?” the duke demanded, striding to stand before the fire and looking down at them all with displeasure. At some point, her father had also come into the room and sat on the settee aside them.

      “We do not know where they have gone, Your Grace,” her father said, his voice weary. “Lucy will return home when she’s married, I believe. I see little point in chasing after her and making a scandal out of the situation.”

      “She’s my betrothed. I suggest you ought to do a little more about it than that.”

      Evie rubbed her mama’s back as the duke’s words brought forth another bout of hysterics. “We are sorry for your loss, Your Grace, but there is little we can do, save going after her. She could be anywhere by now. Had run off in any direction. I’m sure in time, your heart will heal, and you’ll marry again.”

      “That is what we shall do. Go after your sister and inform her that she signed a contract to marry me, and she’ll damn well abide by it, or I’ll ruin your family even more than this escapade will.”

      “I beg your pardon?” her father said, standing and going forehead to nose with the duke, who was much taller than her sire.

      Evie sighed. If her father meant to intimidate the duke, it did not seem to be working, if his thin lips and unimpressed glare were any indication.

      “Apologies, Mr. Milton, but you were there when the contracts were signed. Contracts that bestowed upon you a large sum of money to ensure the marriage took place within sixty days. That money is now due since your daughter has run off with another man. So, unless you have that thousand pounds in your desk to reimburse me for my trouble, I suggest you do as I ask and go after your offspring.”

      “Father cannot travel far these days, Your Grace. His doctor has recommended he stay close to home,” Evie said, feeling as though she needed to defend her parents, who were innocent as the duke in all this. Not that Lucy had told her of her latest plan. She had no idea that her sister would take such drastic action to end her betrothal. She was supposed to tell the duke the truth, not elope with Mr. Brown.

      Oh dear, this was all such a mess.

      “He has a bad heart,” her mother said, hiccupping for effect.

      The duke strode to the window, muttering under his breath before he turned, facing them all. His eyes were a little wild, and Evie shivered at the sight of him. When displeased, there was something oddly attractive about the man. He was much less refined, less the duke, and more the man.

      A very delicious man who was once again free for the fairer sex to pursue.

      He gestured toward Evie. “Your daughter will accompany me. To give Miss Lucy respectability when we return her home. They could not have gone far, and we shall return in a day or two.”

      “Evie is not going anywhere with you, Your Grace,” her father said, his face going a little ruddy with his aggravation. Evie stood, going to him before leading him back to his chair.

      “Sit, Father. You know the doctor said he did not want you to stress yourself in any way.”

      “You cannot go off with a man in a carriage. You’ll be ruined, and then you’ll never marry.”

      “I’ll take Mary with me, and you forget that I’m already known in London as a spinster, Father. The duke will ride a horse outside the carriage, will you not, Your Grace?” she said, looking to the duke for agreement. “All proprieties will be met, I promise, should you allow me to go, that is.”

      Her father glanced at her mother a moment before his shoulders slumped, and he sighed. “Very well. You shall travel with the duke to fetch Lucy home. If you leave today, there is a chance you may catch them before nightfall.” Her father clasped her arm, holding her firm. “She must not marry Mr. Brown, my dear,” he whispered for her ears only. “I do not have the money to pay back the duke. Should Lucy marry Mr. Brown, it will ruin us financially, and we’ll lose our home.”

      Evie sighed, her heart a little less full at her father’s troubles. However, not all was lost. They shared mutual friends. Perhaps the duke could be persuaded to offer that money as a loan and allow her father to repay him over time should Lucy get her way and marry before they caught up to her. Evie could ask this of him. He was their neighbor after all in Wiltshire.

      She nodded. “I shall, Papa,” she whispered, before bidding them goodbye. She started for her room, needing to pack a valise and organize her maid Mary. There was much to do and very little time to do it in.
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      The road toward London was arduous and lengthy, doubly so since she’d only just traveled it only two days before. Her maid sat across from her, her skin turning a darker shade of gray with each passing mile. It did not bode well for Mary being unwell so soon on the trip. They had many, many days ahead of them.

      “Are you ill, Mary? You’re quiet and pale,” she asked, leaning forward to clasp Mary’s hand, shaking it a little when she didn’t respond. “Mary?”

      The young woman leaned back against the squabs, taking a deep, calming breath. “Oh, Miss Milton, I feel so very poorly. I thought now that I’m one and twenty that my childhood traveling difficulty would have ceased to trouble me, but it has not.”

      “You feel as if you may be sick?” Evie asked, slipping to the side of the carriage to lower the window a little. They were traveling in the duke’s carriage, a highly sprung, opulent equipage, and the last thing Evie wanted was to see Mary’s stomach contents all over the floor or silk cushions. She doubted the duke would be appreciative of the gift.

      “I do, miss.” Mary curled forward, clasping her stomach. “Stop the carriage. Please, Miss Milton.”

      Evie yelled out to the driver through the window, and within a moment, the carriage rocked to a halt. No sooner had Mary stepped one foot outside did she cast up her accounts, only just
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