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December 14, 1814 Devonhold Manor






Miss Arabella Kendall wasn’t sure how her twin had convinced her to meet Mr. Pierce Ellis again. Perhaps it was Amelia’s pleading eyes, or her promise that this would be the last time.... Either way, she had let things go too far.

Pierce’s note lay on the dresser, its ink smudged where her nervous fingers had traced his words. Our usual place.

Her chest tightened. Only she knew the usual place. Amelia did not know where to find Pierce’s cabin. A place where they cooked simple meals, whispered dreams by the fire... and where Arabella had lost her heart.

Foolish, foolish girl.

Across the room, Amelia rifled through her jewelry case, her golden curls slipping loose from their pins as she bent over the velvet tray. “Just one more time,” she said, lifting her chin to meet Arabella’s eyes in the mirror. “He needs the truth.”

Yes, he does. But what if the truth destroyed everything? She turned sharply, skirts swishing against the polished floorboards. “For God’s sake, Amelia—you’re getting married tomorrow. And why must I tell him? You should.“ It was one thing to trick the neighbors in Middleton, but at Devonhold, where the plan was to get married, she should have put her foot down, but she could never say no to her twin.

Amelia’s expression tightened. She spun a delicate gold chain around her fingers, twisting it tighter until her knuckles whitened. “Don’t you see? That’s why this will be the last time.”

Arabella stared at her sister. Identical in face—green eyes, soft features, matching dimples when they smiled—but they had always been so different. Amelia chased passion like a moth to a flame, while Arabella had spent her whole life avoiding fires. Their differences earned them the monikers of Amazing Amelia and Awkward Arabella.

She exhaled. “Fine. I’ll meet him.”

Her twin crossed the room and gently brushed a stray curl from Arabella’s cheek. “Truthfully, you always were the more practical of the two of us. If anyone can bring Mr. Ellis around, it’s you.”

Then Amelia was gone, her scent—rose water and lilac—lingering in the quiet that followed.

Arabella’s gaze fell again to the note on the dresser. Our usual place. When she looked up, her reflection stared back at her in the glass, wide-eyed and pale. In the past eight weeks, she’d only met Pierce in secret. He had wrongfully assumed she was Amelia, and she had never once corrected him.

The lie had grown teeth, and now it threatened to bite her heart clean through.

Already dressed for the morning’s ride, she adjusted her riding habit’s jacket, tugging at the brass buttons to ensure they lay straight. The deep green wool clung neatly to her waist, the rich hue chosen to complement her fair complexion and hint at effortless grace. But today, the tailored lines and sturdy fabric felt more like armor than fashion—structured, stiff, and braced for action. She wasn’t riding to enjoy the countryside; she was riding to face Pierce. And beneath the polished surface of her attire beat the heart of a woman prepared for the last revelation of truth. She expected him to feel betrayed. Beyond that, she did not know.

Her hem dragged heavily as she moved toward the door. She grabbed her bonnet and gloves before slipping out of the room. All she had to do was sneak away from the riding party. Her sister and she wore identical habits, so no one would miss her. If anyone noticed her absence, Amelia would cover for her.

The morning air was brisk, curling around her like an unwelcome guest as she rode. She drew in a breath, sharp with frost and the scent of damp earth, hoping it would steady her nerves. The gentle thud of hooves against the ground kept time with her irrational worries. She usually found peace in riding: the quiet stretch of the land, the freedom of movement, the illusion of escape. But not today. Today, the saddle chafed, the reins bit at her gloves, and the countryside went by unnoticed. The other riders, Amelia, Lord Devonhold, and their guests, rode several yards ahead, chatting and laughing.

No one seemed to notice Arabella’s slow pace. Laughter floated back to her like echoes. She stopped near the crumbled stone wall dividing Devonhold’s land from Kernwith’s and glanced over her shoulder. Amelia laughed with Lord Devonhold, their heads bent together like a pair of sweethearts. Tomorrow, her sister would be a countess, and Arabella’s secret would no longer matter. But today, she had to tell Pierce the truth.

“Just go,” she whispered, gripping Winnie’s reins. Her mare snorted, stamping impatiently. Arabella tightened her hold, then gave the horse a sharp nudge with her heels. Winnie surged forward, clearing the low wall with ease.

The familiar outline of the gamekeeper’s cabin appeared just beyond the frost-dusted hill, its slate roof capped in a thin layer of snow. Bare branches clawed at the overcast sky, stark and brittle, while patches of brown grass peeked through. Evergreens stood as a rare splash of color in an otherwise stark world. Smoke curled from the chimney in lazy spirals, and the scent of burning wood teased her nose. 

Pierce stood waiting on the porch, arms crossed over his chest, his breath curling in the frosty air. He had rolled his shirtsleeves to the elbows, and the rest of him flushed from heat, probably from splitting wood or tending the fire inside. A sheen of exertion glinted on his brow, and his dark hair had fallen over one eye. When he spotted her, his face softened into a smile.

“My angel,” he called as he stepped down from the porch. “Did you have difficulty slipping away?”

Arabella’s pulse quickened, half from relief and half from guilt. “Not at all. My sister will cover for me.” She forced a smile. “There are two of us, after all.”

Pierce chuckled as he took her by the waist and lifted her from Winnie’s saddle. His hands lingered,warm and solid, brushing against the curve of her ribs. “Yes,” he murmured, his breath tickling her ear. “I suppose that makes things easier.”

Before she could speak, he leaned in and kissed her.

His lips were firm, yet tender and so achingly familiar that her heart stuttered. The smell of smoke clung to him, mingling with the winter air and the scent she loved best, an earthy tang that was distinctly him.

Arabella froze, torn between the fear wrapped low in her belly and a fresh stab of guilt. She pressed a hand to his chest, broad, unyielding, and infuriatingly tempting. “We must talk about tomorrow,” she whispered. Her fingers clutched the coarse fabric of his shirt, as if bracing herself for what she had to say, or maybe just to keep from falling apart.

He studied her, eyes narrowing. “I don’t want to hear about your wedding.”

“I’m not getting married tomorrow,“ she blurted. “I need to tell you—“

“Truly?” His expression softened. “You’re not marrying Devonhold?”

“No,” Arabella said, swallowing hard. “But—“ Whatever she meant to say dissolved as Pierce kissed her again—this time with a deep, consuming hunger that stole the breath from her lungs. She meant to resist. She should have. Her hands twitched at his chest, the protest forming in her throat—but instead of pulling away, she leaned in. Heat bloomed under her breast as his mouth moved over hers, unrelenting and safe. At times, she believed Pierce was the only one who understood her needs and wants. She was powerless to stop this fantasy. Because just for a moment, she wanted it to be real.

Her fingers gripped him like a lifeline. His hunger fed something inside her. The simplicity of being wanted without complication. If only he could still want her like this when she revealed her deception....

“Angel,” he growled between kisses. “I’m going to make you mine.”

Arabella’s heart pounded. “Pierce...”

He lifted her effortlessly, carrying her inside. The cabin was comfortable, with a bright fire crackling in the hearth. Shadows danced along the wooden walls, flickering across the simple table, the neatly made bed, and the worn boots by the door.

“You should know...” Her voice faltered as he set her on her feet beside the bed.

“I know enough,” Pierce brushed her hair back from her face. His fingers skimmed her jaw, then trailed down her throat, igniting a delicious ache inside her.

She shivered, barely aware of her jacket slipping from her shoulders.

“You have too many clothes.” His blue eyes were bright. 

A flush stole over her cheeks. She turned her back as she reached for the buttons on her dress. Her fingers trembled. “Would you...?”

He stepped behind her, his hands finding the fastenings. Each brush of his fingers sent sparks racing across her skin. “I love you,” Pierce whispered against her ear.

Arabella closed her eyes. He loves Amelia. He doesn’t even know who I am. But his breath against her skin made her forget everything but this moment. This one selfish, stolen moment. She closed her eyes, helplessly leaning into his warmth as he kissed her nape. Her gown slid along her arms, waist, and legs before pooling at her feet. She stepped out of it and sat on the bed to remove her boots. “About the wedding...” she tried again.

“It doesn’t matter,” he murmured as he joined her, his lips moving to the curve of her shoulder.

Her gaze dropped to his chest, unable to meet his eyes as doubt curled in her stomach. “It will.”

“All that matters is us, now.” Pierce’s gaze raked over her body. “Still too many clothes.”

“I think you speak of yourself, sir.” Arabella lifted the tails of his shirt, desperate to expose him before she revealed more.

He stood slowly, allowing her to take in the full breadth of his form as he shrugged off his shirt. The firelight caught the planes of his chest, casting golden shadows across his muscled torso. When he unfastened the front falls of his breeches, her breath caught.

“Enjoying the sight?” he asked, a crooked smile tugging at his lips.

Arabella nodded, unable to look away. Heat pooled low in her belly as she drank in the lean cut of his hips, the strength in his thighs, the scars and sun-kissed skin that spoke of work and wilderness. This was a man carved by labor, not leisure—a man she had known, wanted, and had never seen until now.

Her fingers itched as she reached down to untie her boots. The room was too hot. The firelight flickered against her bare skin as she peeled away her stockings, then the thin linen of her shift. A shiver skated down her spine, not from the cold, but from the weight of his gaze. He looked at her as if she were precious. And for a moment, she believed it to be true. 

Pierce joined her, his nude body covering hers. Soft curves molded to his hard form. After pulling the covers over them, he pressed kisses to her face. She would tell him afterwards. It would be easier.

His hand seared a trail along her abdomen, each touch unraveling her until he reached the tender skin of her inner thigh. Her breath hitched. Then, his fingers parted her, slipping lower. A gasp escaped her lips as he breached her entrance, the intimate invasion both startling and joyous.

Heat surged through her, embarrassment and exhilaration coiling together. She hadn’t expected this. Her heart pounded as her body responded without hesitation, slick and eager, betraying how deeply she wanted him.

As if the connection overwhelmed him too, Pierce stilled for a moment. “You’re beautiful,” he whispered, brushing his lips against her temple. “You’re so ready, as if created for this. For me.”

Heat crept up her throat. His words were gentle,and wrapped around her like silk. He didn’t just want her. He cherished her. And that changed everything. Any lingering hesitation she had disappeared under his molten gaze.

He slid along her body, bracing himself on his forearms until their faces were level. His breath mingled with hers, his gaze searching. She wanted to stop time, to live in this one stolen moment where he looked at her—Arabella—as if she were the only woman in the world.

He guided himself to her entrance. “Are you certain?”

Her heart thundered. No, she wasn’t certain of anything except him. And that she couldn’t bear to lose him, not yet. “Yes,” she breathed, her voice barely audible.

The fullness at her entrance made her tense, but she welcomed it. Welcomed him. She gasped as he slowly pushed into her, her body stretching to receive him. He stilled, concern creasing his brow.

“Are you all right?”

She nodded quickly, blinking away the sting behind her eyes. “Just some pressure.”

“I’ll go slow.”

And he did. Every careful stroke built a rhythm, drawing her into the fire of shared breath and tangled limbs. The world narrowed to the space between them. The slick slide of skin, the tension tightening low in her belly, and the way he whispered her name like a prayer.

Except it wasn’t her name.

“I love you, Amelia,” he murmured against her ear, his body trembling with release.

Arabella froze. Her breath caught in her throat. The name landed with a sickening finality, a dagger between her heart.

Not Arabella. Amelia.

Even now. Even here.

The pleasure that had bloomed in her chest shriveled, collapsing inward like scorched paper. Her limbs went numb, her heart pounding so loud it drowned out his ragged breathing. She wanted to pull away, to disappear into the floor, but his arms came around her possessively. He held her as if she belonged to him.

Like she was Amelia.

Arabella lay still beside him, blinking at the ceiling. Silent. Swallowed whole by shame.

What had she done?

She wasn’t just complicit in her sister’s lie. Arabella had deepened it and made it irreversible. She’d given him her body under false pretenses, hoping foolishly that he’d discover her, anyway. That somehow his soul would recognize hers. But he hadn’t. She curled toward him as he drifted into sleep, letting him pull her close one last time. The ache in her chest grew until it threatened to tear her apart.

Carefully, she slipped from his grasp. The chill in the cabin bit at her skin as she dressed in silence, heart heavy and limbs trembling. She took one last look at him, peaceful and unaware in sleep, and left without a word.

Back at Devonhold, the truth waited like a storm on the horizon. Tomorrow, Amelia would marry Lord Devonhold, and Arabella still had to reveal the truth to Pierce. 

And pray he would forgive her. 

***
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BEHIND AN OAK TREE, Pierce Ellis spied the newlyweds as they exited the church. His hands clenched at his sides. How could Amelia marry James Fitzwilliam, the Earl of Devonhold? He and she had consummated their love, and even now Amelia might carry his child.

She’d given him her innocence and was now married to Devonhold. Was it because the earl was a rich and titled lord while he was only a lowly gamekeeper? He shook his head... no, his angel wasn’t like that. It was best he hadn’t told her he would someday be Viscount Kernwith. His father, Onslow Winch, the current Viscount Kernwith, had finally named him publicly as his heir, driven by the uncertainty of illness. Even now, his father lay in bed, clinging to life, and soon he would have to meet with his father’s solicitor, Mr. Heath Errington, in London to finalize the details which had been in place since his birth. But he had wanted to share his new status with Amelia.

His chest was hollow as he watched Amelia slip her hand into Devonhold’s. She had smiled at him, but he detected no warmth he thought belonged only to him. The couple climbed into the carriage and rode away to their honeymoon. Though his heart was breaking, he must go on.

The crowd of wedding guests dispersed. Amelia’s sisters waved at him, and her twin approached. What was her name...? Andrea? Ariel? Alexandra?

“Pierce! Would you like to join us at Devonhold?”

He frowned before giving a curt nod. Why had she called him Pierce? “Miss Kendall.”

She gave him a sly smile. “You may call me Arabella.”

The twin’s name was Arabella. “No, I may not.” If his voice was stern, he couldn’t help it. He had no desire to be near her, as she reminded him too much of his loss. “And you should call me the Honorable Mr. Ellis or perhaps, shortly, the Viscount Kernwith.”

She reached for his arm, her touch warm yet trembling. Her eyes shimmered, and her smile wavered as though it cost her courage to hold it in place. Arabella shifted her weight, half-turning as though ready to flee, but then forced herself still. “Oh, Pierce! Congratulations! I have something to tell you as well.”

He froze, startled by her bold words and the unmistakable ease in her touch. Then he stepped back, gently but firmly removing her hand from his sleeve. “Miss Kendall, stop this familiarity!”

Color drained from her cheeks. “I...I’m sorry, Mr. Ellis.” Her gaze darted toward the ground, and she twisted the ribbon of her bonnet between her fingers. “Perhaps we could speak more about your change of circumstances at Devonhold?”

“I do not think so. Watching your sister play the innocent bride? I’d prefer to be flogged.” Let his words sting. He had finished pretending.”

“I’m certain we could speak elsewhere,” Arabella whispered, her voice faltering as if she could not help but speak the words.

“Miss Kendall, I could not stand your company at present,” Pierce said tightly, though his gaze lingered on her face a beat too long. She was so like his angel.

Her lashes swept down, shielding her eyes. When she finally dipped into a curtsy, her fingers clutched at her skirt as if for balance. “I’ll take my leave then.” She turned stiffly. As she climbed into the carriage, he noted the tremor in her hand.

He’d been a cad, shouldn’t have been so dismissive, but he couldn’t endure her presence. As the carriage door closed, his gaze followed her. Something about the set of her shoulders, the tilt of her chin... it gnawed at him. Once the carriage door shut, he mounted his horse, Mercury, and rode faster than he should back to Kernwith.
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