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      “Do you take Lady Gardenia Hathaway as your lawful wife, to have and to hold, for better or for worse, for richer or for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and cherish until death do you part?”

      “I do,” the Duke of Dewberry responded to the bishop through painted lips and then squeezed Nia's hands. His were cold and bony, and the squeeze, unnecessarily tight.

      The hard glint in his eyes reminded Nia of her father, and a hopelessness as gray as the rain outside sent a chill ghosting down her spine. Those eyes lacked affection and held only satisfaction. And something else—something more insidious than arrogance.

      Power. Domination.

      Ownership.

      Standing at the altar with hundreds of pairs of eyes watching her, Nia barely suppressed a shudder while staring across at her groom—the Duke of Dewberry.

      But Nia did not look away. This was the man she’d been told to marry, and marry him she would. Because she was the Duke of Crossings’ eldest daughter.

      This was the man to whom she’d pledge herself until death. This is my duty.

      His cheeks and forehead had been generously caked with thick white powder, but the scabs beneath it were still visible.

      Ubiquitous scabs that hadn’t healed in the two months since she’d first been introduced to him.

      Although she’d been unofficially labeled the Diamond of the Season last year, the choice of whom she would marry was for her parents to make. When her mother told her to be nice to the Duke of Dewberry, she’d been all politeness, demure, delicate.

      Obedient.

      This was who she was, and who she had been for as long as she could remember.

      Her parents chose her dance master, her pianoforte teacher, and each of her many other tutors. They knew better. Even at the advanced age of twenty, none of her gowns or accessories were purchased unless approved by her mother.

      Nia had never complained.

      Nia had tried to be the perfect duke’s daughter. Now she would be the perfect duke’s wife.

      The thought reminded her of the chat her mother had had with her the night before.

      “The first few nights of your marriage will likely be… uncomfortable.” Her mother had avoided Nia’s gaze as she spoke. “But rest assured, he’ll tire of you quickly and return to one of his mistresses. I don’t want you to be overly… shocked, however, by the acts he will wish to perform on you. Remember, as his wife, your body becomes his property. And while he does… what he does… know that it won’t last long. It won’t go on forever. And you will be a duchess!”

      “For how many nights will it be… uncomfortable?” she had asked.

      “I cannot say for certain, sometimes just a few days, possibly weeks. To be certain, it will end once you conceive. And if the child is a male, you’ll never have to endure it again.”

      But then she’d added, “Although I suppose he’ll want a spare.”

      Her mother’s speech had kept Nia awake most of the night.

      Nia knew about kissing and had reconciled herself to the practice... But the acts her mother had described sounded disgusting and embarrassing—especially if they were to be performed by the man before her!

      Nia’s stomach, which was already unsettled by her groom’s cologne, lurched.

      He was her future. “As his wife, your body becomes his property.” Her mother’s words shook her entire being, and it took all her resilience to remain standing.

      It wasn’t right that one person owned another! Having her parents dictate her life had been one thing, but to hand herself over to this man… a man she didn’t even care for, a man who revolted her…

      Seemed not only foolhardy, but…dangerous!

      She felt herself floating up—watching herself dutifully give herself away.

      The man standing across from her, at least thirty years her senior, would put his body inside of hers. He would touch her most intimate places.

      He could do whatever he wanted. She would be at his mercy.

      And he’d want to kiss her with that mouth—that disgusting, foul-smelling, and crusted mouth. The thought roused vomit to the back of her throat for the second time.

      How had she allowed matters to come to this?

      “And you, Lady Gardenia. Do you take this man…” The priest’s voice barely penetrated her suddenly racing thoughts, bringing her back to the present.

      “My lady?” The priest addressed her more forcibly.

      Nia opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

      She glanced to where her mother and father sat in the nearest pew of this grand cathedral, a cathedral filled to overflowing with the crème de la crème of the ton.

      Every one of them watched her, waiting for her to answer.

      At the end of this ceremony, she was going to be the Duchess of Dewberry, not something she’d ever aspired to herself, but it was what her parents expected.

      She’d been raised to be the wife of nobility.

      With the death of her former fiancé, her mother considered it a blessing that she’d been given a second opportunity to land a duke for a husband. Lord Rupert had been heir to a lowly earldom. Dewberry possessed the highest title in the land—aside from the king, of course.

      This moment was to be the pinnacle of her achievements.

      A series of murmurs rippled through the guests. Nia was supposed to respond to the priest. She realized this. She opened her mouth a second time and still no sound emerged.

      “My lady?” This time, Dewberry himself prompted her, squeezing her hands even more tightly than he had before. She turned back to face her groom.

      “I… do…” She slowly began moving her head from side to side. And then she added, “Not.”

      His hands slackened, in shock likely, and without making a conscious decision to do so, she tore her hands out of his and…

      Sprinted back down the aisle. She needed air. She needed to be as far away from Dewberry as possible. And her mother. And her father.

      Her flight was instinctual, much as if she was being chased by a vicious animal. A sixth sense screamed inside that if she were to marry that man, she’d die young.

      She was running for her life.

      It didn’t matter that she would suffer dearly when they caught up with her.

      Because they’d have to catch her first.

      Her feet flew down the carpeted runner, and she dared not look to one side or the other, only forward—toward the doors she’d entered through earlier.

      They represented escape. Freedom. Safety.

      But she needed to run faster. Already, she sensed she was being chased. Her father’s servants? The duke’s nephews? She dared not look back for fear that doing so would slow her progress. She didn’t even stop at the door but put her arms out and, with a jolt she felt through her entire body, threw them open.

      The rain fell in sheets now. Lightning flashed, thunder rumbled, and big, cold drops whipped into her face and exposed arms and chest.

      Earlier, her mother had mentioned rain was lucky on one’s wedding day. For now, it simply made escape all the more difficult.

      The pavement was slick beneath her slippered feet, and after just a few seconds, the water streaming down her face caught on her lashes, clouding her vision.

      But now that she’d escaped the most prestigious St. George’s Cathedral, escaped her groom and all those onlookers, where could she go?

      Still running, but with no particular destination, she knew she could not go home. Furthermore, every person she might consider a friend had been invited to the wedding and had watched her mad dash from those gleaming pews—wondering, perhaps, if she would return?

      Most likely, they were judging her for disgracing her father—dishonoring her groom—two of the most powerful men in all of England.

      But… there was one person who had not received an invitation. One person in the world who would understand.

      Her younger sister, Marigold.

      Goldie had been disowned by her father barely one month before for marrying the Earl of Standish against their father’s will. And the Earl of Standish lived nearby, on this very street—on Hanover Square…

      Nia had visited the house last year—with her former fiancé.

      A slamming sounded behind her. The doors of the church closing behind those who would catch up to her.

      If her father got ahold of her, he’d show no mercy.

      She’d gone years without suffering one of his punishments, but now she had done the unthinkable. She had embarrassed him. For that, he’d not hesitate to bring out his whip.

      Even more ominous, he might force her back to that altar, which, knowing her father, was a distinct possibility.

      Ignoring the stitch at her side, she pushed herself to run faster, past the rigid symmetry of the Georgian-style townhouses that suddenly all looked the same, sending up a hasty prayer that she was going in the right direction.

      Rutherford Place—that was the name of the earl’s home. Of her sister’s new home.

      Goldie, who’d never had to endure their parents’ expectations as she had, had witnessed them all the same.

      She would understand Nia’s plight.

      An elegant carriage approached from behind her, and for a moment, thinking it belonged to one of the wedding guests, Nia stumbled, nearly tripping herself.

      But it kept driving right on past her before halting several doors down, at the entrance to one of the townhouses. Seemingly unaware of the drama playing out behind him, an elegant gentleman leapt out, holding a newspaper over his head, and dashed to the door where he lifted his hand. The sound of the knocker echoed off the streets and the buildings surrounding them.

      Nia kept her eyes on the gentleman who stood on the stoop in the rain. Both he and the gabled entrance appeared familiar.

      But of course! He was at Rutherford Place.

      He was not beckoned inside, however. After having a brief word with the butler, the stranger shook his head and, skipping over a rather large puddle that had formed, dashed back to his carriage and climbed inside.

      Nia slowed and approached the door herself. But before she could sound the knocker, a voice called out from the street—from inside the carriage. “I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed as well,” the man called. “They’re still on their honeymoon.”

      Devastation washed over Nia, and her heart sank to the soles of her feet. Terror followed when she heard footsteps pounding distantly behind her.

      “Up ahead! Ho, there! Stop that woman!” one of them shouted.

      Nia did not have to look to see that it was her father’s men. She did not have to look to know that she was on the verge of losing her newfound freedom.

      In what she could only describe as utter desperation, she raced toward the gentleman’s carriage.

      Before he could close the door behind him, she grasped the handle, and with no time to fuss with the step, threw herself onto the floor of the carriage, scurrying on her knees to close the door behind her while keeping herself low enough not to be visible through the windows.

      To say that she’d startled the single passenger would be the height of understatements. But she hadn’t time to explain.

      “Please, tell your driver to go!” she begged. “My life depends on it.”

      The man hesitated only a moment, studying her with hazel eyes.  And then, having come to some sort of decision, he raised a hand and pounded on the roof.

      “Drive! Now!” he yelled, his gaze still pinned on her.

      The coach lurched, and just as the voices outside grew louder, the vehicle began moving. Oh, so very slowly at first, but eventually gaining speed.

      She didn’t allow herself to breathe until the voices outside faded altogether.

      At which point, she tucked herself into a ball…

      And burst into tears.
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      Feeling unusually ill-tempered after leaving a rather volatile confrontation with Georgiana, the mistress he’d just cut loose, Jasper Perry, the Baron of Westcott, frowned. Although well-known as the Piccadilly Player, he’d never gone so far as to pick strange women up off the streets. As a rule, in fact, he limited himself to widows and courtesans, women he could trust.

      But the woman huddling on the floor of his carriage was not a woman at all.

      She was a lady. And judging by the quality of her gown, a wealthy one at that.

      With rain streaming down in sheets now, and her urgent plea, he’d really had no choice but to act as her hero. It certainly had not hurt her cause when she’d stared up at him with huge crystal blue eyes, nor that the rain had turned her demure gown partially transparent.

      A niggling persisted at the back of his neck. She was a lady, yes, but to whom did she belong?

      There was something familiar about her.

      Perhaps a better question was, who were the men chasing her? And why would perfectly respectable-looking gentlemen be chasing a lady down Hanover Square on a rainy Saturday morning?

      But Jasper hadn’t considered any of that when she’d kneeled before him, tears clinging to her lashes, high breasts perfectly outlined by the clinging material and heaving as she gasped for air. What red-blooded man wouldn’t capitulate upon such a sight?

      Even in her desperate state, with her hair streaming around her face and her gown soaked, she was stunning. And God and all of London knew that Jasper had never been one to deny a beautiful woman—desperate or otherwise.

      Unfortunately, in addition to being beautiful, this woman—this lady—was crying. Which ought to make her less attractive but only made Jasper feel inexplicably useless.

      At least this one wasn’t throwing hard objects at his head.

      Blast and damn, less than twenty minutes had passed since he’d been forced to endure Georgiana’s dramatics. What must he have done to be punished by having to cope with two weeping women in one day?

      A first for him.

      “Nothing can be all that bad.” He made a valiant attempt to console her.

      But she only cried harder.

      Unfortunately, she either didn’t hear him or his assessment was wrong.

      He rubbed the back of his neck and then reached out with his other hand to pat her shoulder. But good lord, she was freezing!

      Jasper worked his arms free of his perfectly fitted, almost too-tight jacket and then draped the heavy wool over her.

      Addressing her shivering mollified him somewhat. And it seemed to mollify her as her sobs quieted somewhat.

      Or perhaps the wool only muted the sound.

      “Where would you like to be dropped?” It seemed a reasonable enough question.

      Although curious as to the reason for her histrionic entrance into his carriage, he best not become more involved than he already was.

      Jasper was an eligible bachelor, alone in a carriage with a damsel in distress.

      Unchaperoned.

      And as lovely as she was, it was best he divest himself of this unexpected passenger before anyone became the wiser. And by anyone, he meant any member of the ton who might recognize his carriage.

      A man such as himself, one who’d delay marriage until it was absolutely necessary, needed to keep his guard up constantly.

      When she didn’t respond right away, he stiffened. What if her throwing herself into his coach was a scheme formulated by some matchmaking mama? He’d not put it past even the best of them.

      It wasn’t vain for him to admit that he was considered an excellent catch. It was simply factual.

      “Madam?” He used a harsher tone this time. “We’ve outrun the gentlemen pursuing you, so you’re safe now. Is there somewhere I can drop you?”

      She pushed up to a sitting position, still careful to keep her face averted from the windows.

      The sleeves of her gown, which he was sure had once been the height of fashion, resembled deflated balloons. But as she kneeled before him, his gaze again drifted to the material clinging to her like a second skin. Jasper deduced that she possessed what most considered to be the perfect figure: long legs, softly rounded hips, and breasts that were full, but pert.

      She turned imploring eyes on him. “I was hoping to find my sister. She recently wed the Earl of Standish… but you said they are still on their honeymoon, so I…” Disappointment emanated from her.

      Along with an overwhelming sense of hopelessness.

      “Your sister is⁠—”

      “Lady Standish now,” the girl answered.

      That was the moment Jasper’s life flashed before his eyes to immediately be replaced with the image of himself standing at an altar with an irate papa holding a pistol to his head.

      If this woman was sister to the new Lady Standish, formerly Lady Marigold Hathaway, then that meant she was none other than Lady Gardenia Hathaway, eldest daughter of the Duke of Crossings.

      “Aren’t you supposed to be getting married today?” The grand event had been written about for weeks in the Gazette.

      She frowned, and then her bottom lip trembled. She might as well have sucker punched him.

      “I was,” she admitted. “To the Duke of⁠—”

      “Dewberry.”

      A God-awful excuse of a human being. Married three times and still without an heir.

      His opinion of Dewberry aside, why was the duke’s bride presently kneeling on the floor of his carriage? “So your father is⁠—”

      “The Duke of Crossings.”

      “And those men, the ones chasing you, were⁠—”

      “My father’s servants.” She exhaled. “And Dewberry’s. I didn’t stop to take notice.”

      “You were running from St. George’s—from the cathedral.” Good lord. He’d just absconded with a duke’s prospective bride. “My lady…”

      “Do you know where my sister and her husband are? If you tell me where they are, I can take a mail coach, I suppose. She’ll help me. Her husband isn’t afraid of my father. He cannot be, not if he was bold enough to marry Goldie without my father’s permission.”

      She sat back on her heels now, revealing more of her delicate hourglass form. Golden tendrils of hair framed her heart-shaped face.

      It was no wonder she’d been the Diamond of the Season the previous year.

      Jasper considered his circumstances—which were getting more and more problematic by the second.

      “A mail coach isn’t going to be of help if they’ve left country, as was suggested by Standish’s butler.” The instant the words left his mouth, he wished he could take them back. Because new tears formed in her eyes, turning her blue irises the color of a tropical sea.

      “But… They cannot have.” She shook her head. “I’ll have to take a packet. Did he say where on the Continent? Belgium? Paris?”

      Jasper could not, in good conscience, allow an innocent maiden to galivant around Mayfair, let alone the Continent, without protection. For an instant, he considered escorting her across to the Continent himself but quickly dismissed the notion.

      To do something that stupid would certainly have him standing at the wrong end of a church. Even now, his bachelorhood stood in peril.

      Had he simply gone to White’s, as he’d considered, rather than attempted to visit his old friend, he’d be safe. Amazing, really, that one seemingly insignificant decision now threatened his existence as he knew it.

      Thanks to the sudden appearance of one small woman…

      Incredibly, even sitting on the floor, this young woman exuded propriety and breeding. She kept her back straight and schooled her features so that, but for her tears, she appeared quite serene.

      “I can take you back to your father’s house.” That was the ticket. He’d drop her in front of Crossings’ Mayfair townhouse, and no one would be the wiser.

      But when Jasper made the suggestion, any semblance of serenity she’d portrayed immediately fled. She looked away from him, shaking her head adamantly, and reached for the door. Panic visibly washed over her.

      Jasper very quickly captured her hands so she couldn’t throw herself out of the carriage and onto the street.

      “I—” She squeezed her eyes shut. “I can’t go there. I’d prefer you left me at the docks than return me to my father’s house.” The trembling of her chin threatened yet another bout of tears.

      “No more crying!” Anything to quell her tears. “I’ll take you to my townhouse for now, so that you may dry off and regain your bearings. Perhaps my housekeeper can find you a change of clothes. But you can’t stay long. I don’t have a crest on this particular carriage, but it’s always possible one of your pursuers recognized it.”

      And aside from the more personal complications that could easily result from having rescued the runaway bride, he preferred to avoid a battle with Crossings.

      She nodded, looking grateful at his offer—for the moment, anyhow.

      “I’m terribly sorry to inconvenience you.” She cast her eyes to the floor. “I just…” She frowned and cute little lines formed between her eyes.

      She seemed utterly perplexed—as though she’d suddenly woken from a dream and had no idea where she was.

      Jasper leaned forward and slid open the window between the interior and the driver box. “Home, Will. As long as no one has followed us.”

      “All clear, my lord,” Will responded.

      Having known his driver for most of his life, Jasper exhaled a sigh of relief as he slid the window closed and once again stared at his unexpected passenger.

      Who ought to be, at this very moment, making her wedding vows to a duke.

      “Did you climb out a window?” he asked. “Slip out one of the side exits before the ceremony?” Good God, who could blame her with Dewberry for the groom?

      She stilled, and any flush she’d had in her cheeks from running faded as she paled.

      “The priest asked me if I would… vow to honor and obey that… man.” Her shudder shook her entire frame. “For as long as we both lived, and…

      She stared blankly.

      “And?”

      “And I could not.” Those little lines between her eyes deepened. “So, I ran.”

      “You left him. Standing at the altar. Before a church filled with guests.”

      “Yes.”

      Jasper took a moment to imagine that scenario. Incense intermingling with the heavy aroma of flowers would have permeated the air, candles would be flickering in sconces and overhead, and the church would have been packed with the highest sticklers of the ton. Dewberry would have been well-dressed, of course. But he would also have been made up with paints and rouge. His valet would have doused him with cologne as Dewberry was known to be averse to bathing, and what hair remained on his head would have been slicked back with pomade.

      The Duke and Duchess of Crossings would have been looking on from the front pew, pleased that their daughter would carry on the title of duchess, in a ceremony performed by the bishop, no less. In the most prestigious venue in all of London.

      And the woman crumpled at his feet had denied them all. By God, he couldn’t help but admire that sort of pluck.

      He might have even commended her under normal circumstances—under circumstances where he was not an active, albeit unsuspecting, participant.

      “In the middle of your wedding ceremony?”

      “Yes.” She winced.

      “The Duke of Dewberry,” he marveled. “Jilted.”

      But she’d also defied Crossings.

      God save her.

      God save him if Crossings discovered he was the person to assist her flight.

      “I didn’t plan it,” she murmured. “But I just… couldn’t.” And then, “God in heaven! What have I done?”

      But before she could collapse this time, Jasper leaned forward and pulled her off the floor. It was one thing for her to sit at his feet while hiding, but with a decent distance between her and St. George’s, she needn’t remain like that any longer.

      She startled at first, but once she realized his intent, sat up straight beside him, knees together with her hands in her lap.

      Jasper didn’t release her immediately, however, choosing to keep one arm around her. Following her harrowing experience, it wouldn’t be a stretch to imagine her fainting. Whereby he’d have no choice but to carry her into his residence, almost like a groom would carry a bride.

      Which, if witnessed by even his own servants, could make his situation worse.

      She turned, surprising him, and lifted her chin. “I’m afraid we have not been introduced. I am Lady Gardenia Hathaway.”

      “The pleasure is mine, my lady,” Jasper responded. “I am Jasper Perry, Baron Westcott, at your service.” He winked. “But my friends call me West.”
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      Baron Westcott.

      Of course, Nia would never address him as West.

      Lord Rupert, her former fiancé, had pointed the baron out to her once—before the tragic fire that had taken his and several others’ lives.

      That had been last spring, and they’d been attending the Willoughby Ball. And even as the major-domo announced Lord Westcott’s presence, she’d watched a cloud of debutantes and eager mamas swarm the too-handsome gentleman.

      “He’s known as the Piccadilly Player—a rogue of the worst kind,” Lord Rupert had whispered the warning. “You’ll do well to avoid the likes of him, my dear Gardenia.”

      And later, when her mother caught Nia watching the bevy of females vying for his attention, the duchess had placed one bejeweled but firm hand on her arm, and drawn her away. “He is wealthy and rather handsome, I’ll give you that,” her mother had explained. “But he is only a baron.”

      Her parents had only allowed the betrothal to Lord Rupert, heir to an earldom, because the duke had maintained a longstanding acquaintance with the old Earl of Standish.

      And now she was seated beside him—a gentleman well-known for being a rogue, unaccompanied in his carriage. Quite unchaperoned and quite uninvited.

      And the irony was that being alone with a man such as him was the least of her troubles. After running out of her own wedding, she, and she alone, had ruined her reputation beyond repair.

      And nearly as worrisome, with her sister absent from London, Nia had nowhere to turn. Nowhere to go. Like a leaf in the wind, she was untethered, but also without refuge.

      By not considering that her sister and Lord Standish might be away, she very well may have jumped out of the proverbial frying pan into the fire.

      No. She had not.

      Marrying Dewberry would be worse.

      Far worse.

      But she needed to think this through. She couldn’t rely on the baron indefinitely.

      “Do you know how long Goldie—how long my sister and the earl will be away?” she asked.

      “A month,” he bit out. “Perhaps longer.”

      A month? When Nia’s mother informed her that her younger sister had eloped, Nia had been genuinely happy for her. But… her sister wasn’t the sort to travel. This was most unexpected. “Surely not?”

      His answer was a stern glance.

      Nia had nowhere to go but her father’s home—but she could not!

      The realization hit her like a brick wall. Defying her father wasn’t something she had planned so, of course, she’d not considered any of the actual details involved in making an escape.

      She’d not only defied her father but no doubt enraged him.

      He’d be furious with her, as well as any person who might have assisted her…

      Shaking her head, she turned to face the baron. “You must set me down. Tell your driver to stop. If my father realizes that you’ve helped me⁠—”

      “You’re coming home with me,” he grumbled, and then after a moment, added, “For now.” His response was a confusing one. Not only because of his tone but because only a few moments before, he’d wanted her out of his carriage.

      Nia stared down at her hands. Had she always been this helpless? She had no money, no friends. Nothing. The dire nature of her circumstances washed over her and she swallowed a sob.

      If she were to return to her father’s house, what would she face there?

      “I don’t want to cause you anymore⁠—”

      “You don’t need to figure everything out this minute.” His words, spoken out of irritation more than anything, nonetheless had her swallowing yet another sob. “But I have one rule.”

      A rule? “What is it?” she asked. She was in no position to argue.

      “No more crying.”

      Nia blinked. In exchange for his help, she’d do almost anything. “Understood.”

      

      Half an hour later, having been led through the servants’ entrance and into a small bed-chamber set behind the kitchen, Nia realized that the Baron of Westcott was… hiding her.

      Which made perfect sense in all aspects but unsettled her nonetheless. She’d existed under her father’s thumb all her life, but that thumb had been a ducal one and her presence had never before been a liability.

      But, of course, keeping her hidden was best for the baron.

      Immediately upon stepping into the kitchen, Lord Westcott handed her off to his housekeeper, Mrs. Charles, a soft, round woman who looked to be in her late forties or possibly her fifties. She wore a white apron over a serviceable gray gown, and her hair was pinned into a tidy chignon at the back of her neck.

      The baron had introduced Nia as Miss Smith, an unexpected guest who was also a distant cousin. Before excusing himself, he’d sent his employee a meaningful look.

      The look, Nia decided, had demanded discretion.

      “Such a lovely gown,” Mrs. Charles, who was fussing with Nia’s drooping sleeves, announced once the two of them were in private. “Turn around and I’ll undo your laces. Hmm… ‘Tis a shame you’ve torn it, but I can stitch that right up, and I’m thinking I can remove this stain with some lemon juice and salt.”

      Nia found the housekeeper’s rambling oddly soothing. “There now. Here’s a dressing gown for you to wear while I have a hot bath made up. There is a basin in the room next door, so you don’t have to worry about being… disturbed while it’s readied. And once you’ve had your bath, you can have a proper laydown. His Lordship can cool his heels to visit with you until you’ve recovered from your ordeal. Perhaps at dinner…”

      Mrs. Charles kept right on talking as she assisted Nia out of the bedraggled gown. She then ordered Nia to sit, unpinned Nia’s hair, and began running a brush through it.

      “Bit of a tangle back here,” Mrs. Charles commented with a gentle but determined tug. “Such a beautiful color, like spun gold.” The woman was being so very kind to her, and Nia actually found herself relaxing.

      “I’m not really a distant cousin,” she confessed. Nia had little practice with deception and felt the housekeeper could be trusted. And without her sister or even her mother, she needed to confide in someone! Someone who was not a notorious Mayfair rake, that was.

      She just needed reassurance.

      “My name isn’t even Miss Smith,” she added.

      “Oh, I know who you are. Got a bit of cold feet this morning, eh, my lady?” The housekeeper winked at Nia’s reflection in the mirror.

      “You know⁠—?”

      “Goodness, yes. News of your nuptials has been on the front page of the Gazette for weeks now. That, on the heels of your sister’s recent marriage, and that nasty business with your former fiancé.”

      Who’d been related to Goldie’s husband, the Earl of Standish now.

      The same fire that had taken Lord Rupert’s life had taken three other members of the aristocratic family. At the time, many amongst the ton had suspected the new earl of setting it, and when Goldie married him, she’d done so against their father’s wishes.

      “I had every intention of going through with it.” Nia marveled at herself. “I very nearly married Dewberry. But standing there…” She shook her head. “I just couldn’t.”

      The housekeeper kept matter-of-fact. “Well, I suppose you’ve burned your bridges there then.” The housekeeper had begun weaving Nia’s hair into one long braid.

      “What would you do?”

      “From what I hear, you’ve always been a good girl. Let all the fuss die down this afternoon, return to your father, take your punishment, and live a long and peaceful life in the country. I imagine that’s where he’ll send you. Isn’t that what nobs do when one of their own is ruined?”

      Take your punishment.

      But what would that be? Nia had learned long ago not to draw her father’s ire. It had taken her younger sister longer to learn that lesson, and Goldie had suffered more than once at their father’s hand.

      Take your punishment.

      “Thinking he’ll wallop you? Most likely he will. But what are your other choices, my lady? Live on the streets? Work at a brothel? Normally, I believe a lady such as yourself might find work as a governess or companion, but after jilting a groom—a duke no less, tsk, tsk…” The housekeeper shook her head. “And it’s not as though the baron can keep you here indefinitely. He’s an honorable man, despite what people say.” She shook her head. “Best for everyone that you go home and face the consequences of what you’ve done.”

      Where Nia had begun to relax moments before, trepidation now worked its way through her veins.

      Was going home her only option?

      She shivered. She’d embarrassed her father, thwarted him publicly.

      Should she listen to the niggling instincts that home was no longer a place of refuge? Or was she being paranoid?

      Because, in being honest with herself, living alone on one of her father’s distant country estates sounded quite appealing at this point. But could she endure her father’s wrath first?
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      “Lord Helton to see you, my lord,” announced Jasper’s butler, Mr. Dudley.

      “Of course.” Jasper glanced up from his desk where he’d been ruminating over the unfortunate events of his morning.

      The Earl of Helton, known as Mr. Maxwell Black in the publishing world, was the new owner of the London Gazette. And although anyone else harboring a runaway bride in his home might panic at such a visit, Jasper didn’t blink.

      Because Helton’s mind was wicked sharp, and Jasper welcomed the man’s opinion on these circumstances. More importantly, Jasper trusted him.

      “Helton,” Jasper said just as the earl’s face appeared in the open door.

      “West.” The earl crossed the room, glancing around suspiciously as though he expected Jasper to have a visitor and, not seeing anyone, lowered himself into the tall leather chair opposite Jasper.

      Jasper narrowed his eyes. This wasn’t a casual visit. “What have I done to be so lucky to see your ugly mug today?” Because West House, set on the corner of Piccadilly and Park Lane, was nearly two miles from Helton’s offices on Fleet Street, an inconvenient drive for a mere whim.

      Jasper opened the cheroot box on his desk and offered one to the other man, who took it without hesitation.

      “I attended a wedding this morning,” Helton stated with affected nonchalance.

      Striking a flint, Jasper lit both their cigars and waited. Because there was more. Helton would not be here otherwise.

      Furthermore, there had only been one wedding of significance scheduled at St. George’s this morning. Jasper did not comment.

      “Turns out,” Helton exhaled, “The bride wasn’t all that keen to marry her groom—nearly turned green just before she took off running. Half the congregation chased her down but she still managed to escape.”

      “Indeed?” Jasper said.

      A nod. “Funny thing, that is, one small lady outrunning two dozen strapping men. Those involved suspect that the bride arranged for a carriage to pick her up outside of Standish’s residence. That carriage has been described to have been a Park Drag, black with blue trim. Which meant that the man who helped her had to have been a member of the ton himself.”

      “Oh really?” Jasper paused before taking a puff of his cigar.

      Helton’s gaze narrowed. “You wouldn’t know anything about that, now, would you?”

      Jasper shot a glance toward the street which ran right outside his window and then exhaled when he saw no unfamiliar vehicles pulling up outside—or determined blokes hanging about.

      “Off the record,” he said.

      “Always, my friend.”

      “I wasn’t waiting for her. She simply…” He waved a hand in the air. “Threw herself into my carriage. What was I to do, toss her back onto the street? In the rain, no less? She was being chased by a mob, by God. Said she feared for her life. And where did you learn this? Does anyone suspect it was me?”

      Helton flicked the ash off his cheroot. “Not that I’ve heard. But as soon as I got wind of the description and the location, I naturally put two and two together… Why’d you go by Standish’s, anyhow? He and his countess are traveling.”

      “Thought I’d see if Standish was up for a visit to Tattersall’s—forgot he’d be off with the wife.” Jasper grimaced, reminded of the errand he’d made before going to Standish. “I broke things off with Georgiana.”

      “The lovely widow wasn’t thrilled about being cut loose, I take it?” Helton exhaled a measured stream of smoke and then flicked his glance to Jasper’s forehead.

      Jasper rubbed at the bruise on his temple. A souvenir Georgiana had left him with at the end of the meeting—or more accurately, a souvenir left by the vase she’d flung at his head.

      “Observant of you,” he said.

      “I tried to warn you about that one. She’s had her eye on you for a husband all along,” Helton pointed out.

      “You should have been more emphatic with your warnings.”

      “Not my place.” Helton chuckled.

      Jasper was going to have to be more careful in the future if he was to avoid ending up like his father.

      Because women—all women—viewed wealthy titled gentlemen as the answer to all their troubles. Marriage to a privileged member of the aristocracy represented lifelong security.

      Lady Gardenia’s terrified eyes came to mind. She might be one of the only young ladies in all of England unwilling to sell her soul to become a duchess. He’d worry if her actions had not already proven that she was genuinely averse to the institution.

      Thank God.

      Unfortunately, her mere presence at West House threatened both of their single statuses. There was always the possibility her father would demand Jasper marry her himself.

      And pretty as she was, marriage was the very last thing on his agenda.

      Jasper was happy to be married to his horses. Although they could be temperamental and costly, they were happy to miss out on all the ton events and, best of all, didn’t mind how much time he spent at his clubs.

      Or what other pursuits he might be engaged in.

      Yes, he’d far prefer spending his money on horses, stables, and designing courses than on the whims of a wife. His own father had left the barony broke, and why? To provide ridiculous frivolities for each of the ladies he’d married upon becoming a widower—the last, a woman who even now refused to move into the dower house while drawing on the exorbitant allowance his father had promised her. Jasper had already sent six letters over the past year asking her to vacate the main house. She’d written back, telling him that such a move was unnecessary—that until he married, there was no reason for her to be inconvenienced.

      All the while, she’d known he had no plans to take a wife anytime soon.

      Lady Gardenia’s innocent face flashed in his mind and his gut clenched.

      Wives were liabilities. It was as simple as that. One he’d avoid until it was absolutely necessary.

      “So what have you done with her?” Helton broke into Jasper’s thoughts.

      “What have I done with who?”

      “Dewberry’s missing bride.” Helton rolled his eyes.

      “I’ve handed her off to Mrs. Charles. Once the girl comes to her senses, I’ll return her to Crossings’ Place.” He made the decision on the spot. “With the utmost of discretion, of course.”

      Jasper didn’t ask for the other man’s opinion, but he knew he’d get it.

      “One can hardly blame her, running off on Dewberry like that.” Helton leveled him a meaningful stare. “Malum’s banished him from the Emporium.”

      The Domus Emporium, owned by the Duke of Malum, was London’s most prestigious club. The club featured poetry readings, concerts, and even a few theatrical productions, but it was essentially a high-class brothel. Damned brilliant of Malum, really.

      Malum only allowed London’s most elite citizens to join but never hesitated to expel them for one of two infractions—either failing to pay their dues or abusing one of the women employed there.

      Dewberry wasn’t known to be lacking in funds, so West could only assume he’d been expelled for the latter.

      “Crossings was an ass to agree to such a match,” Jasper mused. Lady Gardenia deserved much better.

      Trouble was, Crossings’ daughter wasn’t Jasper’s business.

      “All that aside, she’s ruined beyond repair. The way I see it, the chit has left herself with few options.” Helton leaned back. “She could return to her father’s house and suffer the consequences. Likely the best option. But if she’s unwilling to do that, she could work for Malum. She is quite the beauty and would draw a high price. But there is a third option…”

      Jasper eyed Helton suspiciously. “What?”

      “An option that could benefit you as well.”

      “And that is?”

      “You could marry her.”

      Jasper was scoffing before Helton even finished making the suggestion. “You marry her.”

      “I’m married to the Gazette,” Helton responded calmly.

      “Well, I’m married to my horses.” His friend’s suggestion was ludicrous. And Helton knew it.

      Jasper didn’t enjoy the prospect of the innocent young lady working for Malum in case she was unwilling to return to her father’s, but for Helton to suggest marriage, of all things! “And how the hell might that benefit me?”

      “As the daughter of a duke, she’d make for an excellent wife. You’ll find no one better to run your household. Furthermore, I doubt she’d make many demands, seeing how you saved her from Dewberry. Take your vows, knock her up, and send her off to the country. She might even be able to dislodge your dear stepmother. Meanwhile, you continue doing as you please. It’s a win-win for both of you.”

      “You have a cold heart, you know that?” Jasper wasn’t about to use Lady Gardenia’s situation to his own advantage.

      Although…

      Lady Gardenia was nothing like the women his father had married. And along with her obvious attributes… Jasper dismissed the idea.

      “She’s better off returning home. Mrs. Charles says she’s slept all afternoon. When she’s ready to face the world again, I’ll return her to Crossings myself.”

      “He’s unlikely to appreciate the part you’ve played in her escape.”

      “That’s his problem.” And Lady Gardenia’s.

      Jasper exhaled the smoke from his cheroot and then smashed the tip, extinguishing it. “What’s the worst Crossings will do? She’s his daughter, after all. She’s his own flesh and blood.” But was he attempting to convince Helton that she would be safe, or to convince himself?

      “I doubt she’ll enjoy the answer to that question.”

      Jasper winced. “Yes, well. The sooner this business is behind me, the better.”
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      Helton’s departure left Jasper undecided as to how he wanted to handle the circumstances surrounding his unexpected houseguest. And while waiting for her to return to the living, Jasper spent most of the afternoon addressing correspondences he’d been putting off—a stack of bills Lavinia had accumulated, and a long list of needed repairs from the steward at Somerland Castle. He also responded to a few invitations and found a small note with an update he’d been watching for—confirmation that a loaded cargo ship, The Neptune, had capsized last month. It was one of a handful carrying suspicious cargo, and he needed to share this information with Malum.

      When a knock sounded at the door, he slipped it into his jacket pocket.

      “Enter.” He didn’t bother looking up when he answered, expecting it to be either Mr. Dudley or Mrs. Charles.

      But hearing the gentle swooshing of delicate skirts, he glanced up to discover it was neither. His uninvited guest stood on the threshold of Jasper’s study, damn near stealing his breath.

      Was he so heartless that he’d deliver her back to her father? It wasn’t as though he’d be sending her to the gallows. Legally, she belonged to the duke. Jasper could face unwanted legal complications if he harbored her much longer.

      Crossings was not only a duke, but a powerful one, for shite’s sake.

      “I was wondering if I might have a word with you.” She wore a serene expression. Rare composure for one so young. No wonder her father expected her to be a duchess; she had the demeanor of one already. And yet, Jasper knew there was no way in hell this woman felt as calm and peaceful as she appeared. Her mouth tipped up at the corners but it wasn’t quite a smile. And the hint of panic in her eyes gave away that she was not unaffected by having upended her entire life a few hours earlier.

      And yet, she was…

      Stunning.

      Her hair had been dried, braided, and pinned coronet-like atop her head—Mrs. Charles’ doing, no doubt—and her gown had been cleaned and repaired as well.

      She almost looked like a blushing bride.

      Dewberry must be livid.

      “Please sit down.” Jasper found himself happy to be interrupted. While she might be an unwanted distraction, and troublesome, she was exceptionally pleasant to look at.

      And watching her hand shake as she brushed back a wayward hair, a familiar and yet unusual sensation tugged at him.

      Debutantes, specifically those who were dukes’ daughters, oughtn’t to affect his baser instincts to this extent. Widows, certainly. Courtesans, intentionally. Debutantes, never.

      “I’ve put you in a difficult predicament, and I thank you, my lord, for your assistance earlier today. I have never been so grateful as I was when you didn’t hand me over to that mob. I realize it sounds dramatic, but I do feel as though you saved me from a fate worse than death.”

      Back straight, knees together, she kept her gaze focused on her hands most of the time, not glancing up until she was finished speaking.

      Dash it all. It wasn’t every day that a lovely lady considered him a hero. And when she stared at him with those brilliant cobalt eyes of hers, his thoughts all but scrambled.

      “It was nothing.” He shrugged. And then he remembered. It was not nothing. And every minute she spent here increased the risk of trouble. He trusted his servants, for the most part, but it was possible any one of them could have realized her true identity and sold the information.

      “It was not nothing.” Her words echoed his own thoughts. “I know my father, and he’ll not take this lightly. He will find me, and when he does, he will cause you trouble.” She grimaced. “Mrs. Charles suggests that I return home, beg forgiveness, and take my medicine.”

      An almost unnoticeable tremor caught her last word.

      “Will he punish you?” The Duke of Crossings could be ruthless in business, but would he not show compassion for his own daughter?

      The lovely young woman sitting across from him remained silent.

      And that was all the answer he required. He shifted with a grimace. How dismal a woman’s lot must be! To be utterly dependent on men. The thought almost had him feeling pity for his stepmother.

      Almost.

      “I’d offer you use of my country estate, but it’s presently occupied.” And Lavinia would sell her out without a second thought.

      Lady Gardenia tilted her head.

      For no logical reason, he explained in as simple terms as possible. “My stepmother isn’t ready to move into the dower house just yet.”

      Five years had passed now. Blasted Lavinia had spent more time there as his father’s widow than she had as his wife.

      Lady Gardenia’s mouth parted, and she nodded as though she understood. “It doesn’t matter. I couldn’t possibly impose, anyhow.” She bit her lip. “I suppose it’s for the best.”

      But he could see her composure crumbling. She truly feared whatever punishment her father had waiting for her.

      And yet, Jasper doubted that any punishment her father imposed would be as bad as her other options. Living on the streets would be worse, by far. And working at the Emporium, although slightly better, wasn’t for innocents such as her.
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