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Chapter One

MAYBE I’LL FAINT AGAIN, Jade Denison thought with dark hope. Maybe then she wouldn’t have to go through with this wedding.

Based on how her father had been railroading her, however, it was more likely he would insist the vows be spoken over her unconscious body. He wanted Jade to be Somebody Else’s Problem once and for all.

She tentatively set her hand on his arm, wishing she could lean on him and feel bolstered. Her stomach was sloshing and she was bathed in the clammy sweat of morning sickness.

Maybe if she hadn’t been feeling like a wet dishrag, she would have had the strength to walk away from him for good. Her mother had trained her through childhood to stay on her father’s good side, though. First it had been her mother’s job on the line, then her health. Her father had supported Mum when she was unable to work and paid for all of Jade’s schooling.

Of course, he then held that over both of them, pressuring Jade into working for his friend’s daughter when she might have struck out on her own.

Now she was pregnant and didn’t have much fight in her. Mum had had some setbacks recently so, when her father said Jade had to marry the man he’d picked out for her, Jade had capitulated. At least Mum was here to see her wedding day—not the happiest day of Jade’s life. In fact, possibly the worst, but after she had fulfilled a full year of marriage, the pre-nuptial agreement stipulated Jade could divorce her husband and she would have a lot more freedom by then, financial and otherwise.

All she had to do was get through this ceremony without humiliating herself.

At least it wasn’t a big production in front of a lot of people. Her mother, Patricia, was in her wheelchair near the front pew, shedding emotional tears. Her mother’s caregiver, Kandili, stood beside her, beaming the way most people did at a wedding—even though she knew as well as everyone else that this was more of a chess match than a love match.

Jade’s father, Noel Atbridge, Earl of Beaston, could pass for somber with his unsmiling profile, but Jade knew that expression of underlying grimness. She couldn’t remember a time he’d worn anything else around her. He was highly inconvenienced and was only here to ensure she went through with what he had arranged for her.

The groom waited at the altar. He looked hungover, as did his best man.

The vicar looked bored.

Jade looked for salvation because, despite all she stood to gain, she had an urge to run out the door she’d just come in.

Look where impulse had gotten her, though. Three months ago, she’d thrown away her sense of consequence for one hour and allowed self-indulgence to flare. Now she had more than her mother’s welfare to worry about.

How ironic to secretly judge her mother all these years for falling pregnant by a married man, then getting duped by false charm herself. At least Jade’s mother had known her lover’s full name and how to contact him.

The father of Jade’s unborn baby hadn’t even gone through the motion of leaving his number. He’d said, “Meet me out front,” and disappeared before Jade got there.

When Jade inevitably had the difficult conversation with her child, trying to explain why their father wasn’t a part of their lives, all she could say about Luca was that he lived in Italy, he dressed well, and he carried faulty condoms.

Or she could lie and allow her baby to believe Reggie was their father.

The aisle of this tiny country church wasn’t nearly long enough. She had arrived before her groom and was forced to watch his bleary gaze light up as he took in the way her breasts—which seemed to have doubled in size overnight—were trying to overflow the top of her strapless bodice.

Reggie was three years younger than her twenty-five. He was infinitely less mature, based on the gambling debts her father was covering in exchange for Reggie’s father’s help in “cleaning up” Jade’s “mess.”

“Ready?” the vicar murmured.

Jade’s father stepped away without another look at her. Definitely no affectionate kiss on her cheek or glint of pride in his eyes.

Jade ignored the pinching ache in her chest. It had been there most of her life, never subsiding, but squeezing more sharply at times like this, when he was particularly displeased by her. It was so much like that first time.

She’s embarrassing my family. She’s going away to school and that’s final.

“Friends and loved ones,” the vicar began. “We’re gathered here today…”

Her mother had wanted a church wedding. Aside from attending chapel at school, Jade didn’t spend much time in them. Her prayers had never been answered. She was very much a skeptic.

Nevertheless, the words Please God resounded in her head.

She didn’t know what she was praying for. This marriage was a practical choice, one that would ensure the best future for herself, her mum and her baby. She’d come too far to back out. Only an act of God could change the trajectory now.

The heavy door at the back of the church swung open with a screech of rusty metal hinges. Daylight flashed before the door clapped closed again.

There had been a sign outside warning that a wedding service was in progress. Everyone twisted to see who had come in. All the guests were here, weren’t they?

Jade gasped as her eyeballs were struck by a pristine gray suit cut perfectly to wide shoulders and a smooth, long gait.

Luca?!

Despite his sexual hit-and-run back in March, joyful recognition lifted her heart. Was it really him striding toward her like a possessive lover?

It was! That was his short thick black hair that might have curled if he allowed it to grow. Those were his imposing eyebrows with the winged angle that gave his expression extra intensity as he homed in on her. His nose was hawkish in a narrow face. His jaw was clean-shaven, his mouth a displeased line.

Her heart lurched at that condemnation, prompting a squirming sensation in her. It made her feel the way her father made her feel: bothersome. Unwanted. Bad.

Luca halted between the two front pews.

“Is it mine?” His voice wasn’t overloud, but it filled the silent church.

Shock drained all her blood into her ankles. Her vision began to sparkle around the edges.

No. She was going to faint now? When she needed every single one of her wits? Now?



It had been almost three months since Luca left Kent to rush to his grandmother’s side in Sicily, fearful he wouldn’t make it there in time.

Thankfully, Nonna was recovering from her stroke, so he had returned to London for the policy talks he had abandoned so abruptly.

He hadn’t come here planning to attend any weddings—or stop one—but as he’d been about to enter a meeting room this morning, Yardley Smythe-Camden had approached him.

Luca knew Yardley from their time at Oxford. The man was an entitled ass, but Yardley’s father owned the hotel where the meetings were taking place. That’s how they’d run into each other three months ago. That’s how Yardley had tricked Luca into attending his sister’s birthday party. Yardley had claimed his father had wanted to meet him, then took Luca to the family home in Kent. They’d arrived to a party in full swing.

“What happened between you and that ginger at Giselle’s party?” Yardley asked Luca this morning, as people filed past them.

“Nothing.” It was a lie, but Luca didn’t think of women as conquests the way Yardley did.

His shockingly passionate encounter with that redhead had stayed on his mind all this time, though. He’d gone so far as to try to find Jade online, but she wasn’t attached to any of Giselle’s social pages. Ultimately, he’d decided it was better not to pursue her. His grandmother was after him to find a wife and, sexual compatibility aside, a party girl from Yardley’s circle was not a suitable candidate.

“You didn’t leave with her that night?” Yardley probed.

“I left when I got the call about my grandmother.” That was true. Luca had offered to take Jade home, but while she’d gone in search of her handbag, he’d picked up the call about Nonna. He’d left word with the valet and owed Jade an apology for disappearing so abruptly, but his grandmother meant everything to him. Nonna was the reason he wasn’t selling drugs for a living, or lying dead in the streets from taking them.

“I didn’t think it was you, anyway,” Yardley grumbled. “I gave you a condom.”

“What are you talking about? Never mind. I don’t want to know.” It was puerile men like Yardley who gave the rest of his sex its terrible reputation.

But he had used the condom that Yardley had pressed on him when they’d been in the car. Yardley had tried to give him three. You don’t know what sort of party this is. You’ll want these.

Yardley had slipped a single packet into Luca’s shirt pocket and Luca had left it there to put an end to the nonsense. He had already been messaging his driver to come get him as they were entering the house.

If Yardley had taken the hint and dropped the subject this morning, Luca wouldn’t be crashing this wedding, but Yardley was one of those rich nobs who couldn’t resist passing along the downfall of one of their own.

“I saw you looking at her. You two disappeared at the same time. I wondered if you were the father,” Yardley said with a shrug.

“Of who?” Luca latched onto that remark the way a hawk spied a bunny from a kilometer in the air. Paternity was a hair trigger for him.

“Ginger’s up the duff,” Yardley said with enthusiasm for sharing a dirty secret. “She wouldn’t tell Giselle who got her that way. Gigi says she probably doesn’t know. She has a reputation.” His brows went up in amused superiority. “Her father is furious. Bought her a husband to cover it up. Reggie Snell of all people. You’ll remember his brother from our year. Poor twit. He’s a gambling addict so he thinks he’s won the jackpot, having his debts cleared, but I wouldn’t want a man like Noel Atbridge thinking I owed him favors.”

Luca’s assistant nodded to indicate the meeting was about to start. He excused himself from Yardley and delayed long enough to quietly pass the names Yardley had mentioned to his assistant, asking her to find out what she could.

She was very good at her job. Twenty minutes later, she interrupted him to advise that the wedding would start in three hours. Today.

So here he was, abandoning his meetings again to barge into a church like a fool, reliving those weeks of uncertainty from so many years ago. His thoughts were crashing into each other like thunderclouds, sending streaks of conflicted lightning through him: anticipation, guilt, a crushing sense of duty. Meanwhile, a more rational side of his brain insisted this whole thing would incinerate into nothing, the way it had the last time.

He couldn’t ignore the possibility the baby was his, though. He had to know.

That’s all he wanted, he told himself as he strode past the wedding-in-progress sign. He wanted an answer.

But as Jade turned to stare at him with eyes that grew wider as he approached, his lungs seized and his heart fishtailed in his chest.

Dio. He’d forgotten how striking she was with her bright orange hair and green eyes and her shoulders and arms heavily spattered with pale brown freckles. Her strapless gown exposed millions of them before hugging her ample breasts. He didn’t remember her being quite so voluptuous. The gown shaped her waist before flaring into a full skirt and the whole confection was covered in a layer of shimmering lace patterned with flowers, leaves and twining ivy.

She was stunning.

And stunned. She blinked in astonishment. The bouquet she held quivered.

He stared at that arrangement of pale pink roses and baby’s breath, trying to see through it, trying to gauge whether there was a faint bump in her middle and how far along that put her.

“What the hell are you doing?” A middle-aged man in a morning suit rose from the front pew. “You’re interrupting a wedding.”

“Did you hear me?” Luca ignored him and bared his teeth at the bride. How in hell did this happen to one man twice in a lifetime? “Is that baby mine?” he repeated slowly.

Jade continued to flutter her lashes, expression blank. Trying to look innocent? Her painted lips moved wordlessly.

“Is it yours?” Luca demanded of the groom, recalling all that Yardley had said. “You’re sure of that?”

“I know it’s not, mate.” The groom put his hands up as though he was being mugged. “I’ve never touched her.”

“Well?” Luca swung his infuriated gaze back to Jade. “Answer me. Do you even know?”

She dropped her bouquet. Her eyes rolled and her head lolled on her neck—

He swore and caught her as she slumped.

Catching an unconscious person, even one who wasn’t particularly tall or stalwart, was like catching a bag of wet cement. Luca didn’t so much “catch” her as break her fall by throwing his arms around her and going down with her.

His knees hit the stone floor hard enough to send a ring of pain all the way to the top of his skull. His arms stayed locked around her while he caught a handful of cascading curls and sprigs of flowers, pressing her face to his shoulder so she wouldn’t injure her neck.

“Jade!” the man in the morning suit barked. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Noel.” The woman in the wheelchair used a placating voice. “I told you she fainted at work. That happens sometimes when a woman is pregnant.”

“Bloody convenient,” Noel huffed.

He thought she was faking? If she was, she ought to win an award. Her entire body was so limp across Luca’s arms and thighs, it caused an unsettling fear to clench in his gut.

“Let me check her pulse,” a smaller woman said as she pressed her fingertips onto Jade’s neck. She had the efficient air of a nurse, lifting one of Jade’s eyelids, then nodding reassuringly. “Just a faint. The floor is cold. Could we move her onto this pew?” She glanced at the men.

Luca waved off the best man, who started to pick up Jade’s ankles. The useless groom only gawked. Noel hovered like a vulture, lip curled with antagonism.

Luca shifted his hold on Jade so his arm was under her knees and he could firmly cradle her to his chest. He bit back a grunt as he got one foot, then the other, under him and stood. She didn’t weigh as much as she looked. She was mostly gown. He gently set her on the pew and picked up the arm that dropped off the edge, holding her cold fingers.

“You’re the father? You’re responsible for this?” Noel asked.

Luca didn’t know yet, did he?

“Is her dress too tight?” he asked the nurse.

“It’s not uncommon to be lightheaded when pregnant,” the nurse assured him.

“I was the same way when I was carrying her.” The woman in the wheelchair glided close enough to touch her daughter’s cheek. She wore a blue silk dress with a matching pillbox hat. She had Jade’s coloring, although the orange in her hair had mostly faded to coppery silver. Like Jade, the freckles in her complexion were downplayed by a light application of powder. “Come on, love. Come back now.”

Jade’s eyelids looked bruised by sleeplessness, but began to flicker.

“There she is,” her mother said with a smile of relief.

“What—” Jade’s eyes opened, then clenched them shut again. Her brow furrowed. “Did I faint again?”

“I told you not to turn this into a circus, didn’t I?” Noel berated. “Now look what you’ve done.”

“Take a step back.” Luca set a firm hand on the older man’s chest, resisting the urge to give him a sharp shove and merely using an insistent pressure.

Noel recoiled at being touched, exhibiting the sort of affront only the most entitled prigs could muster.

“Take a walk,” Luca said to the groom. “Give us a minute.”

“Good idea,” the vicar said. “Why don’t we all take a breath of this fine June day?” He gathered everyone with an open-armed shoo up the aisle.

Luca heard the groom ask Noel, “What about my money?” as they departed.

“Dear God.” Jade sat up on the pew and looked back at the door as it closed behind everyone, leaving only the two of them in this cool, hollow church. She covered her mouth with one hand as she lifted her lashes to warily meet his gaze.

“Are you going to be sick?” He had thought this couldn’t get any worse. Apparently, he was wrong.

“Not this second.” She swallowed. “How are you here?”

“Yardley told me you’re pregnant. Is it
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