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      Escape was Lily’s only option.

      Of course, that had been true for most of her life.

      She hunched down on the floor of the carriage, ignoring the cramping in her legs. Days in the carriage had already made them tight and sore. Adding to that, she’d spent the last quarter hour crouched on the floor, and she worried they might not work when she needed them most.

      She’d been taken from London four days prior. Snatched as she made her way to an interview for a position at a dress shop. In fact, she’d been right outside the door when she’d been grabbed and stuffed into this carriage, the events unfolding so quickly, she’d hardly been able to scream.

      Why hadn’t she fought harder? But fighting had never been her forte. She’d had plenty of time to consider that during this never-ending carriage ride where food was tossed at her intermittently and she was allowed out once a day to squat behind a bush.

      Four days of fear and worry, with nothing but her thoughts.

      Would her newfound family come after her? Fight for her?

      She had two half-brothers: the Duke of Devonshire and the Earl of Baxter. They’d sworn that she was their family, and that they’d care for her. Baxter had procured the interview, in fact. A position he swore was vital to her future success.

      Lily was nearly certain they’d landed her in the very mess she now found herself in. Because when her half-brothers weren’t discussing her future, she’d overheard them talking about thieves and a gaming hell. The Den of Sins. She hadn’t been eavesdropping, exactly. Living without anyone’s support had taught her to be naturally cautious. Watchful.

      Her situation had also educated her on the importance of only relying on herself. If she’d remembered that lesson, she wouldn’t be here now.

      She shifted her weight, placing her hands down on the carriage floor so that she’d be ready to spring.

      No one was coming to save her, which meant…she’d need to save herself.

      Lily had gotten reasonably good at the practice of being her own hero, but she’d spent the last four days waiting for an opportunity to do just that. A chance to escape this vehicle and flee into the woods.

      She’d grown up in a sleepy hamlet, she knew how to find barns to sleep in and how to snitch food when no one was looking.

      Four men guarded her, traveling outside the carriage. One drove, one rode his horse next to the door, and two followed just behind the carriage.

      She’d been watching them, learning what she could and waiting for a weak moment to make her escape. None had occurred until today.

      As they drove down the road, a shot rang out.

      The men who guarded her began to yell, horses whinnied as everyone scrambled outside the carriage, and then another shot sounded. She heard a man drop and knew one of her guards had been hit.

      The carriage stopped. Had it been the driver who’d fallen?

      What followed was a quarter hour of shouting, guns firing, and men falling…

      By her count, only one of her guards was left.

      Which meant it was time for her to flee.

      She inched forward, testing the door. With a soft click, its latch released.

      “Where are you, you bastard!” a deep voice boomed through the air, both close and familiar. He was one of her guards.

      This man was huge, with the sort of face that scared small children—rough and mean, with pitted skin and a constantly scowling mouth. His hands were like anvils, with a great many scars. Those hands frightened her as much as the rest of him. In her head, she’d nicknamed him Ox. She had no idea what his real name was; the men never used names with each other. But it had been Ox who’d covered her mouth and shoved her forcefully into the carriage, and it had been him who’d cuffed her hard when she’d tried to scream.

      Lily wished he’d been one of the men who’d fallen.

      He’d be the hardest to escape. And the words he’d yelled told her something else…there was only one attacker.

      How likely was it that that one man could defeat her captor?

      She grimaced as she stuck her head out, creeping up to peer over the door. Ox stood at the back right corner of the carriage, staring straight ahead. The door was on the left, so her escape would be blocked from his view.

      But where was the attacker?

      And did he mean her harm too?

      She’d have to take her chances. She wasn’t staying with Ox.

      Lily ducked back, slinking down the two steps to the ground. Stealing food for over a year had made her good at sneaking about, and she’d use that skill now.

      The trees were ten feet away, underbrush making them ideal for hiding, and once she’d reached their cover, she should be able to hide.

      She’d stay curled in a bush for hours if she had to. She’d practiced that too.

      On hands and feet, she scuttled toward the woods, hoping to remain out of Ox’s and the shooter’s sight for as long as possible.

      She nearly screamed when another shot rang out, but she trapped the scream in her throat.

      Lily had been happy before her new brothers had arrived. Well, not happy exactly, but good enough.

      She’d found a job, secured a hut, and had regular meals. Life had become…stable. Something she’d lacked after her mother’s death. To be fair, she’d not even had that sort of regularity before her mother’s passing.

      Lily should have known better than to search for more. What did she think was going to happen when she rode off with two men she hardly knew? That they’d help her marry? That she’d have her own family, where there was enough money and food, and a man who actually cared for her?

      It wasn’t that she hadn’t had a few offers.

      Even destitute as she was, Lily knew men found her attractive. And more than one had offered her a brighter future.

      But they looked at her in such a way…

      They wanted something from her.

      And she never quite knew the cost of giving in to them. But a few interactions had shown her enough to know she’d not like whatever they wished from her.

      Her mother had given in to her father. The paramour of a duke, and for a time she and her mother been well cared for. But eventually…he’d grown tired of them both. And now her mother was dead and Lily was once again homeless.

      Now was not the time for such memories, however. She’d have lots of time alone in the woods to ruminate on the past once she’d escaped. Then she could decide how she’d stop repeating either her mother’s mistakes or her own.

      With that in mind, she kept moving.

      Another pistol fired, and she heard the rumble of Ox’s feet as he came round the carriage. Was he looking for a better shot? Checking on her?

      Lily, only a few feet from the woods, scrambled, trying to cover the rest of the ground—but her foot caught on a rock and she planted face-down in the dirt, her cheek scraping the gravel.

      She cried out, just as a hand—that anvil of a hand—grabbed a fistful of her dress and hauled her up off the ground to her feet. “Where do you think you’re going?” he growled into her ear, spitting as he spoke.

      Her features pulled taut with fear and distaste. She made no answer as she attempted to catch her breath. She’d been so close.

      He didn’t wait for an explanation as he dragged her toward the carriage. “You’ll stay put or I’ll shoot you myself.”

      And then he tossed her into the carriage.

      She landed with a hard thump and a cry of pain, her arm, chest, and hip aching from the jolt as she hit the floor.

      But she hardly had time to recover when another shot rang out, closer than before.

      “Ah!” Ox cried. She turned in time to see him stumble back, blood already seeping through his shirt.

      He just kept on his feet as she lifted herself out of the heap she’d landed in and back into a crouch. Did she try to run again? Get past him?

      Wait and see if he died?

      And what if the man doing the killing arrived in the meantime? What would he do with her?

      She started to scramble out again, determined to make her escape, when a deep voice stopped her cold. “Lily Evans, is that you?”

      She didn’t recognize the man’s baritone, but he knew her full name. Had her brothers sent someone to rescue her after all?

      But did she dare trust anyone with her life?

      Ox had stumbled from her view, and so, drawing in a deep breath of courage, she scrambled out of the carriage once again.
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        * * *

      

      East, as his friends called him, Asher to anyone truly close to him, few were, watched the giant of a man fall and knew that now was his opportunity to take Lily and run like the hounds of hell chased him.

      After he killed him, that is.

      He had no idea where these men had been taking Lily, but he’d wager other men awaited their arrival.

      A ring of thieves who’d organized the kidnapping of the sister of a duke, even illegitimate, had a large network of men. They wouldn’t make such a bold move otherwise. How many there were he couldn’t say, but he didn’t intend to find out.

      He’d been tracking this group since London, following them north toward the Scottish border.

      He’d seen men change out several times, replaced by fresh men and horses, so he knew they were on a planned route with fixed stops. When the next stop would take place, he didn’t know for certain, but he knew it would be soon. They hadn’t had a break since the day before yesterday.

      Which meant fresh reinforcements were on the way.

      But this had been his first chance to attack.

      The bend in the road had afforded him cover in the remote location. Coupled with his marksmanship, he’d been able to best them.

      Now he only needed to kill the last kidnapper and he’d ride like hell to the Scottish border.

      Friends of his awaited them there, and he’d need all the help he could get if he were to safely return Lily to her home.

      He drew the sword from his belt, crossing to where the last perpetrator attempted to stand. Drawing up the blade, he started running toward the other man, when a flash from the carriage door stopped him dead.

      Lily.

      She saw him too and froze, her eyes growing wide with recognition.

      They’d only met on a few occasions, hardly acquainted, but he’d recognize her anywhere.

      Strawberry-blond hair streamed over one shoulder, and large violet eyes framed with thick lashes stared back at him.

      Her lips parted in surprise and her cheeks drained of their naturally honey-pink color. “You.”

      “Earl of Easton at your service.” He made a short bow and then gave the other man a quick glance. The man lumbered toward his horse, making a great deal of progress. Ash would lose his chance if he didn’t finish the job. “You might want to cover your eyes.”

      He only managed to duck behind the carriage door, the knife sailing past him. Ash had to admit, for a big man, he was dead-on accurate. He peeked around the door just in time to see the injured man climb up on his saddle and kick his horse forward. Ash fired, but the other man veered to the right into the ditch and then disappeared into the woods.

      “Damn,” he growled. He should have killed him before stopping to speak with Lily.

      She poked her head out too. “What’s wrong?”

      “He’s gone.”

      “Forgive me, but isn’t that a good thing?”

      He looked over at her, still amazed at just how like his friend Arabella she looked. There were differences, of course. Lily’s features were more delicate, her figure more slender and less full, her eyes…haunted. “It would be better if he were dead and not able to give the others any information.”

      “What others? Ox was the only one who ever opened the door, let me out.”

      There was so much to explain, he wasn’t sure where to begin. Which meant it would have to wait. “I’ll tell you along the way.”

      She shrank back. “The way to where?”

      He sighed. “To Gretna Green.”

      “For what purpose?” Her voice had grown high and tight with fear. Was she afraid she’d have to marry him?

      Ash had to confess, that was a new one. As an earl—and a reasonably handsome one if he did say so himself—he was used to females attempting to catch him in marriage and not the other way around.

      Honestly, if he were her, marrying an earl seemed like the smallest of problems compared with the others she faced. Not that he was any great catch. As a known rake and a general ne’er-do-well, he’d not blame a woman from shying away from a match with him. But Lily didn’t know all that about him.

      “Arabella is there.”

      “Arabella?” she asked, confusion clouding her face. Voice too.

      “Your sister. Arabella.”

      “My sister?”

      Bollocks. “Didn’t your brothers tell you?”

      She shook her head. He cursed again. “Might I explain on the way? I’ve no idea how long we have until our friend Ox finds his other men and returns.”

      That made her eyes go wide again and suddenly she scrambled the rest of the way from the carriage. “You don’t need to take me anywhere. I can take care of myself.”

      He looked down at her. “I’ve no doubt you can.”

      Her chin pulled back as her lips parted in surprise. “Really? Most men don’t say such things.”

      “Most men haven’t been friends with your sister since childhood. No woman scares me more than her, and she is completely capable of caring for herself.” He took a tentative step closer to her, slowly reaching out his hand. She appeared ready to flee, and he hated to leave a woman in need. Call it habit. A reflex. “But all the same, I’d like to see you safely delivered wherever it is you wish to go.”

      “And what is it you want in return?”

      His mouth dropped open. “I’ve been chasing you since London. Your brothers went east, two more men west, another south, and me and Lockton north to find you. What I want is what I’ve spent days attempting to accomplish: I want to see you safely returned to London.”

      She didn’t shy away but she didn’t move closer, either. “Everyone wants something. Perhaps what you want is from Bash and Baxter and you don’t wish anything from me, but you chased after me for a reason. Of that I am certain.”

      She was right.

      He did have a reason. But it required nothing from her other than allowing him to save her. “My reason is that I love your sister like a sister. And every time I look at you, I see her. I could never allow harm to come to her, and you benefit by⁠—”

      “Appearance?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “And after Gretna Green, where will we go then? London, did you say?”

      He shook his head. “We can talk about it when we’ve a much larger party and you are safe.”

      With a tentative nod, she finally accepted his outstretched hand. As quick as he could, he placed her on his horse and then climbed behind her. Snapping the reins, they started back the way he’d just come. He’d parted with Lockton just that morning as the man had taken the road to Gretna Green to find reinforcements. If they hurried, they could reach the fork by nightfall.

      From there, they’d be a day from the Scottish border.

      As Lily settled against his front, her head slipped under his chin, and he caught a whiff of her unbound hair.

      She smelled like the flower whose name she bore, sweet and intoxicating.

      He drew in a deep breath, closing his eyes even as a beat of desire pounded through him. Her delicate body, dwarfed by his, seemed to fit in him as he wrapped a protective arm about her waist.

      Had he just thought her like Arabella?

      His reaction to Lily could not be more different. But he tamped the feeling back down. This was a brotherly rescue and he, earl or not, was not in the market for marriage.

      Not if he could help it.
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      Lily didn’t know when she’d drifted off, but the soft whinny of the horse woke her from a deep sleep.

      She hadn’t slept in days. Not really. Not since she’d been kidnapped.

      And while she knew she’d been in danger riding on the open road, something about his arms…

      Lily chastised herself as she attempted to sit up straighter, still pressed into the cradle of his body. She didn’t trust him. She didn’t trust any man.

      He’d said she had a sister. Was that true? Her heart beat loudly, rushing in her ears. Her mother had been the only person in the world she’d ever depended on. What would it be like to have a sister?

      She gave a quick glance over her shoulder at her rescuer.

      She wasn’t worried about what he wanted from her. At least not yet. If he proved a danger, she’d simply slip away…

      Twilight was falling, the sky darkening.

      “You’re awake.”

      His deep voice rumbled through her, causing a shiver to race down her spine. “I’m sorry,” she answered. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

      “Don’t be.” He gave a little chuckle. “My guess is you’ve earned a good nap.”

      “Where are we?” she asked as she rubbed at her eyes, attempting to clear out the sleepy fog.

      “Just north of Rochester, I believe.”

      “Will we ride through the night?”

      He shifted, and she resisted the urge to look back at him again. They’d met on two other occasions: once when he’d come to visit her brothers at Bash’s home near Dover and once in London. Both times the Earl of Easton had unsettled her. That was the only word she could use to describe the emotion.

      While he wasn’t built like Ox, Easton was tall and broad, his muscles evident even in the confines of his jacket. His jaw was square and string and he managed to effortlessly convey power without uttering a word.

      “No. My horse needs a rest and so do you.”

      As he said the words, however, he tensed underneath her, and it made her tense too. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I just need to decide where to settle for the night. I’d like to avoid a public inn where people can identify us.”

      That was an excellent point. And a problem she could likely help with. Scanning the horizon, she noted a tall structure in the distance. Barns, in order to house the hay, were frequently taller than the farms they supported. “Let’s investigate that building there.”

      “Do you think it’s abandoned?”

      “Hopefully not.”

      He paused. “Wouldn’t it be better if no one was there to discover us?”

      She did turn back to him then. “We can sneak in the back. If you’ve got hardtack, we can quiet the dog. In fact, I might have a few bits of food in my pocket. It’s a habit to keep a bit from the meal before.”

      “That’s a habit of yours?”

      She reached into her pocket to find a crust of bread and a bit of meat she’d saved from the last meal Ox had tossed at her. Lily smiled to herself. “It does have the potential to backfire if you come across a very hungry animal in the woods, but most oft, it’s a blessing.”

      He didn’t say more as they made their way to the barn. Did he think her a wildling? What would an earl know about surviving on next to nothing?

      The farm was some distance away and Easton dismounted, slipping in through the back door that was shielded from view. In short order, he removed the saddle and brushed down the horse, his animal already happily munching on hay.

      Lily slipped out the way they’d come, toward the farmhouse, pleased to find a patch of strawberries and three loaves of bread cooling on the windowsill of the kitchen.

      Taking only one, she brought the dinner she’d scavenged back to the barn. Easton straightened, his gaze catching hers the moment she entered. “You found bread.”

      “And berries,” she said, pointing to her skirt where she’d carried them by creating a pouch of sorts with the fabric. The gown had been a fine muslin creation, a gift from Bash, but it was hopelessly ruined even before the berries.

      She’d love a bath, a long soak in hot water, but she was used to going without. Still, as she glanced at Easton, she realized she likely looked even worse than she felt. She sighed to herself. It didn’t matter what he thought, so long as he kept her safe.

      With that in mind, she found a blanket and laid it out, setting up a picnic of sorts.

      As she did so, Easton stepped out into the darkness, and she heard the water pump being used.

      Likely, he was getting them fresh water, so she kept working until he came back a few minutes later, stripped to the waist.

      Even in the darkness, she could see the rippling muscles of his naked torso glistening in the pale moonlight.

      Her breath caught, and an unexpected ache settled between her legs.

      How was it this man made her feel things no other had?

      And now?

      Danger breathed down her neck and it was more important than ever for her to break off on her own and establish her own safe life.

      Lily looked down again at her own soiled dress, and then rose.

      She couldn’t strip as he’d done but some cold water splashed on her face might do wonders to cool her rising temperature. “Do you mind waiting just a few more minutes?”

      “Not at all.”

      He swept his hand toward the door, pointing the way.  She started toward him, needing to pass him to reach the pump.

      As she did, he held out his hand, a fresh cake of soap in his palm.

      She caught a whiff of the scent—sandalwood. But it wasn’t coming from the soap. Or rather, it had been from the soap, but it was now all over him. And it mixed with his natural male aroma that was both pleasant and…

      She stopped her thoughts, attempting to take the soap without actually touching him. Somehow, she felt certain he’d know her thoughts if she did.

      And it was imperative that he not know.

      She trusted no man to know he had power over her.

      She took the soap, her fingers just grazing his palm. Her breath held for a moment. What was wrong with her? She’d just napped on this man without incident.

      But she’d been frightened and then relieved to just be out of that carriage.

      And now that she’d had some rest and a little distance…

      Easton was wreaking havoc on her senses.

      And that wouldn’t do.

      Turning, she made her way out to the pump. Not only did she intend to wash away as much of the dirt and grime as she possibly could, but she’d also cleanse herself of this unwanted attraction.
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        * * *

      

      Ash watched her walk away, the gentle sway of her body as she moved hypnotic.

      What had gotten into him?

      Arabella was the closest thing to a sister he had. Didn’t that make Lily his family by extension?

      But Arabella wasn’t his sister.

      And Lily didn’t even like him, let alone consider him family.

      In fact, she seemed downright leery of him and his intentions.

      Hell, she’d barely touched him, and the look on her face…you’d have thought he was a snake about to strike.

      Then again, who could blame her? She hardly knew him, and she’d just been kidnapped and held hostage for four days. That would make anyone cautious.

      He sighed, turning toward her makeshift picnic. This food would do for tonight. Tomorrow, he’d have to find a way to get them a real meal. With meat. And cheese.

      A man couldn’t exist on berries no matter how ripe.

      His horse happily munched on hay, and with his skin now dry, he reluctantly shrugged back into his shirt.

      Could he purchase them new clothing?

      The act would likely put them in more danger, but it was tempting, nonetheless.

      Crossing to the wool blanket she’d laid out, he sat down, prepared to wait.

      She came back in a few minutes later, looking less disheveled and even more reserved as she tentatively sat on the corner of the blanket and broke the bread in half, handing him the larger section.

      He stared down at the piece in his hand. “Did they feed you in that carriage?”

      She nodded. “Once a day.”

      He grimaced, then handed the bread back to her. “I’ll take the smaller piece.” Ash would never allow a woman to suffer for his comfort. The very idea of it made his stomach twist. He’d been his mother’s protector most of his childhood. That engrained the tendency deep into a man’s soul.

      She cocked her head to the side. “You’re much larger than me. You need it more.”

      His brows furrowed. “I’ve also been far better fed the last several days.” And then he lifted the bread higher.

      Slowly, she took the offered piece and then handed him hers. But instead of bringing the bread to her mouth, her hand sank into her lap. “When I was little, my mother and I would sometimes run out of food. She’d do the same for me, despite being larger, saying that I needed it more because I was growing.”

      Ash felt that jolt deep in his gut. It was a reaction he recognized. He’d felt it often with his mother when his father did something particularly callous. “You ran out of food?”

      Her head lifted, her chin taking on a jaunty angle. “You know that my half-brother Baxter is a bastard.”

      “As is Arabella.”

      Her eyes widened the slightest bit. “I assumed. I am too, obviously. My father was a busy man.”

      What was wrong with men? An odd thought, he knew, considering he was one. And it wasn’t that he didn’t enjoy a variety of partners. But he’d decided long ago not to make too many promises he’d inevitably break and hurt everyone involved. His father had taught him that lesson well and now it was one of his hard and fast rules in life.

      “The dark duke is rumored to have had many lovers.”

      Lily nodded. “And more than a few mistresses.”

      That niggled in his chest in a completely different way. His father had had a mistress. It was common among the men of the peerage. And while he’d sired a single son with his wife, he’d had several children with the other woman. They had been his real family.

      Of that, Ash was certain.

      “Your mother. Was she one of his mistresses?”

      “Mm-hmm,” she answered, beginning to eat her bread. “Until he grew tired of her.”
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