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      She was trying to escape one unwanted marriage. She never expected to end up in a deliciously inconvenient one with her brother’s brooding best friend.

      

      Lady Georgiana Chadwick is done being a pawn in Society’s games. She has no intention of marrying the ancient marquess her father has chosen for her, no matter how many debts the match would settle. With a daring escape plan in motion, Georgie is finally ready to take control of her life—until her brother’s best friend, Lord Jason Pemberton, Earl of Pembroke, catches her in the act.

      

      Jason has no interest in playing the hero. Haunted by the past and determined to keep his heart safely locked away, he only agreed to watch over Georgiana as a favor. But the stubborn, sharp-tongued wallflower is nothing like he expected. She’s infuriating, reckless, far too tempting…and suddenly very much his problem.

      

      When one daring escape leads to a very public scandal, there’s only one respectable solution: a marriage of convenience. Now Georgie and Jason are trapped together in delicious forced proximity, matching wits, trading barbs, and trying very hard not to want each other.

      

      But the longer they share a house, a future, and one inconveniently irresistible attraction, the harder it becomes to tell where duty ends and desire begins. What started as a scandalous rescue may become the one thing neither of them expected: a forever kind of love.
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        London, April 1820, The Willoughbys’ Ball

      

      

      Lady Georgiana Chadwick flung open the door to the ladies’ retiring room, slipped inside, and leaned back against it as though she’d just narrowly escaped the jaws of a lion. In truth, she might have preferred a lion. Lions, she suspected, did not leer quite so openly, nor leave one feeling quite so much like a horse being bid upon at Tattersall’s.

      Her pulse hammered in her ears as she pressed her back harder against the door. Her hands trembled against the soft violet-papered panel, and she took a deep breath of the cool air. The scent here was mercifully subdued, lavender water and lemon polish, unlike the crush of rosewater and beeswax in the ballroom beyond. No footsteps followed her, no sound of a cane tapping the marble. At least not yet.

      Safe. For now. She exhaled a long breath.

      One would think that a young lady engaged to be married should be smiling prettily at her betrothed, not crouching in a corner, plotting her escape. But then one would also think an engaged young lady’s betrothed might be less than forty years her senior.

      Georgie pushed herself off the door and let her eyes adjust to the dim light. The retiring room was smaller than she remembered, though perhaps that was because of its other occupant.

      A young woman sat primly on the chaise, stiff-backed, her blond hair gleaming in the soft glow of the single candle on the side table. Her chin was tilted at a rather impressive angle of disdain. Georgie eyed her carefully. Her gown cost more than Georgie’s entire wardrobe.

      “Oh,” Georgie blurted before she could stop herself. “I beg your pardon. I didn’t realize⁠—”

      “It’s quite all right,” the young, blond lady replied, her voice as dry as last week’s toast. “And now that you’re here, you may as well take a seat.”

      Georgie complied at once, moving farther into the room and lowering herself onto the end of the settee. She glanced to her right where a tray of biscuits sat untouched. Mother was forever scolding her for eating too many biscuits. She quickly grabbed three and tossed them into her reticule. She’d eat them later. And Mother would never know.

      The other young lady said nothing. She merely turned her gaze back to the pad of paper in her lap, muttering something under her breath as she scribbled furiously with a stub of pencil.

      Georgie tilted her head curiously. “Are you…drawing?”

      “No,” the young woman said without looking up.

      Georgie frowned. “Yes. You are.”

      “I’m not.”

      Georgie caught a glimpse of the paper—sharp, dark lines forming the unmistakable silhouette of a gentleman with a great many embellishments that did not flatter him in the least. One eyebrow arched as she dared to inquire, “Is that…Lord Nicholas Archer?”

      The pencil froze. The blond woman’s gaze snapped to hers. “You know him?”

      “Well,” Georgie hedged, “it does resemble him. That brow is rather…unmistakable.”

      The young woman sniffed and snapped her small sketchbook shut before tucking it discreetly under her arm with more force than strictly necessary. “It is none of your concern. I have every right to…record my observations. If my drawing happens to resemble a pompous hypocrite, that is hardly my fault.”

      “I see,” Georgie murmured, though she didn’t. Not entirely. “Well, don’t worry. I’m not here to judge. I’m here to hide.”

      The blond woman lifted her chin, an unmistakable spark of interest flared in her green eyes. “Hide?”

      Georgie blinked, unsure how to reply. Before she could decide, the door burst open again, banging against the wall and admitting a third young woman who skidded to a stop, skirts askew, cheeks flushed.

      “For heaven’s sake,” the newcomer moaned, “she nearly climbed atop the refreshment table again.”

      Both Georgie and the blond woman turned to stare at her. The new young lady slammed the door shut and leaned heavily against it, her pretty red hair slightly mussed from her flight.

      “Oh. Oh no,” the newest woman said, throwing an arm across her face. “You saw, didn’t you? Everyone saw her antics.”

      Georgie pressed her lips together as though trying not to laugh, while the blond woman simply raised an imperious brow.

      “I saw nothing,” Georgie finally said, sensing the poor redhead was already at her wits’ end. She did not want to upset her further.

      The red-haired woman groaned. She moved away from the door to sink deeply into a chair. “It was dreadful, wasn’t it? Was it as appalling as I think it was?”

      The blond woman set down her pencil. “If you’re referring to your mother’s impromptu…display earlier, then yes, I saw it. And it was appalling.”

      The red-haired woman sighed heavily. “Well then. Perhaps if I never leave this room, I can die in obscurity rather than infamy.”

      “An admirable plan,” the blond woman replied, her tone still dry as dust.

      Georgie cocked her head and stared intently at the red-haired woman. Mention of her mother? Antics? Embarrassment? Oh, yes, this young woman had to be the offspring of none other than Lady Viva Montfort, the widowed Viscountess Montague. She was infamous for her scandalous foibles. She caused a scene everywhere she went.

      “She does seem…quite spirited,” Georgie said, her voice tinged with sympathy.

      “She’s a menace,” Miss Montfort said flatly. “And she’s determined to drag me down with her.” She straightened suddenly, realizing she hadn’t introduced herself. “I’m Poppy, by the by. Poppy Montfort. Daughter of the Viscountess of Chaos, I mean Montague. And you are?”

      Georgie bit her lip. “Georgiana Chadwick.”

      “Lady Georgiana, are you not?” the blond woman added.

      Georgie tucked a strand of her dark hair behind her ear. “Yes, but at the moment I’d give my eyeteeth to sink into oblivion.”

      “I’m Beatrix Winslow,” the blonde continued after a beat. “Lady Beatrix, if you prefer.”

      Oh, yes. How did Georgie not recognize her before? Of course the beautiful blond young lady was Beatrix Winslow, the daughter of the powerful Duke of Winston. The Diamond of the Season. The Diamond of every Season. She’d received more marriage offers than one could count, yet she curiously remained unattached. What was she doing in here?

      Poppy nodded. “Lovely. Now that we’re all properly acquainted, at least tell me I’m not the only one in disgrace tonight. You”—she gestured to Georgiana—“look as if you’ve just escaped a firing squad. And you”—she waved at Beatrix—“are far too wealthy and beautiful to be hiding in here.” She gave both of them a narrowed-eyed stare. “What are you two hiding from?”

      Both Georgie and Beatrix snapped up their heads to look at her. Was it so obvious?

      Georgie was on the verge of making something up. Something simple. Something that didn’t beg questions. But a feeling told her that she could speak the truth in front of these young ladies, both of them. The truth was…she did not dream of grand passion or jewels. She dreamed of a room with a lock, a purse of her own, and a life in which no man announced her future as if she were livestock.

      “I’m hiding from my fiancé,” she admitted in a whisper. “The Marquess of Henderville.”

      Ooh, saying it aloud felt better than she’d expected.

      Beatrix gasped. Then she promptly clapped a gloved hand over her mouth and straightened her shoulders, as if trying to regain her equilibrium after having displayed a less than ladylike reaction to what must have been shocking news. “Pardon me, but did you say…the Marquess of Henderville?”

      Georgie nodded. “Yes.”

      “Oh,” Poppy said, frowning. “That’s rather…unfortunate.”

      “It is,” Georgie agreed. “Quite unfortunate.” She swallowed hard. “He’s…old. And not in the distinguished way. More in the ‘has a collection of questionable canes and an unsettling fondness for rubbing my elbow’ sort of way.”

      Beatrix made a sound suspiciously like a strangled laugh but covered it with a cough. “I am sorry,” she murmured.

      Georgie nodded, once. It was nice to have someone apologize to her for her circumstances. All her parents ever did was tell her how fortunate she was to have received an offer with no dowry.

      But it was not merely Henderville she dreaded. It was the look in her father’s eye whenever her future was discussed—that calm, practical certainty that she could be handed over like a parcel and expected to smile.

      This young lady didn’t expect her to smile. Refreshing, that. Why was she in the retiring room?

      “And you?” Georgie countered, leveling her gaze at Beatrix. “What brings you to the retiring room?”

      Beatrix’s chin lifted another imperious notch. “Lord Nicholas Archer.”

      This time, Georgie frowned. “You’re hiding from him?”

      “You could say that.” Beatrix shrugged one shoulder.

      Poppy perked up, her own troubles seemingly forgotten for the moment. “But why? He’s quite…handsome.”

      “And he knows it,” Beatrix snapped, rolling her eyes. “He’s also a libertine, a scoundrel, and the most infuriating man alive. My father insists on throwing us together at every opportunity, convinced it’s a brilliant match. Never mind that our politics are diametrically opposed, and I’d sooner marry a goat. Honestly, a satyr at least.”

      “Ah,” Georgie said delicately. “Well. That does sound…unpleasant. Marrying a goat, I mean. Or a satyr. One might expect they have similar scents.” Though she secretly thought she’d expire from glee if her father had matched her with the young, handsome Nicholas Archer, Marquess of Vanover, instead of old, crusty Henderville.

      “I’m entirely serious,” Beatrix muttered. “Nicholas Archer may not be an old man, but he is an insufferable one, I assure you.”

      Georgie sighed. “I often wonder. If marriage is supposed to feel like triumph, why does every conversation about a young lady’s future sound so alarmingly like horse trading?”

      An unmistakable smile popped to Lady Beatrix’s lips.

      “Well,” Poppy interjected with a shaky laugh, “you may both feel like horses, but at least neither of you has a mother who’s managed to upstage the orchestra, the refreshments, and Lady Cranberry all in the span of half an hour. I shall die a wallflower, trying to live down my mother’s scandalous reputation.”

      Georgie watched carefully as the redhead spoke. She’d spent years learning to read moods before they turned threatening. Which was why Bea’s composure impressed her and Poppy’s nervous laughter pricked at something tender inside her almost at once. They were not unalike, the three of them.

      They fell silent, the air heavy with their collective grievances. Then, almost simultaneously, they began to laugh. Softly at first, then with growing amusement, their laughter filling the small room.

      It was Georgie who finally broke the mirth with a sigh. “We are quite the pathetic lot, aren’t we?”

      “I prefer to think of us as resourceful,” Beatrix countered.

      “Resourceful?” Poppy repeated with a faint smile.

      “Yes,” Beatrix insisted. “We’ve each found the one quiet place in this entire house where no one dares follow.”

      Poppy straightened in her chair, her blue eyes bright with mischief. “We have, haven’t we?” She sighed. “Perhaps we ought to start our own society. For Resourceful Young Ladies Who’ve Had Quite Enough.”

      “Oh, yes.” Georgie grinned. “I would join straightaway.”

      Beatrix regarded them both with a considering expression before finally conceding, “If we’re forming a society, I should like to be prime minister.”

      “Very well,” Georgie agreed, “then I shall be your Lady Chancellor.”

      “And I suppose I can be the Chancellor of the Exchequer,” said Poppy. “Heaven knows I have plenty of experience managing the deplorable state of Mother’s coffers. Or trying to, at least.”

      They all laughed again, the sound less brittle this time, more genuine.

      Georgie felt a warmth in her chest that hadn’t been there earlier in the evening. For the first time in what felt like forever, she didn’t feel entirely alone.

      Then…footsteps coming closer.

      The laughter died instantly. All three froze, eyes darting to the door. Georgie’s heart leapt into her throat as she listened for the unmistakable sound of a cane tapping against the marble floor outside. She shuddered. Was it Henderville?

      Beatrix’s gaze narrowed, her lips pressing into a thin line. “That better not be Nicholas Archer,” she nearly growled under her breath.

      Poppy groaned, burying her face in her hands again. “Oh no. What if it’s Mama, looking for me to introduce me to the footman she was flirting with earlier? She has no regard for propriety whatsoever.”

      Georgie swallowed hard, her pulse quickening. Her reprieve was over. Any moment now, the door could open, and she’d have to paste that polite smile back on her face and endure Henderville’s clammy hand on her elbow.

      But when she glanced at the other two young ladies, she found herself squaring her shoulders instead. Something about their presence, about knowing she wasn’t the only one trapped in this glittering prison, made her a little braver.

      She adjusted her gloves, lifted her chin, and turned to them with a faint smile. Suddenly, the idea they’d laughed about seconds earlier seemed like quite a fine idea instead. “Are we not the Resourceful Young Ladies Who’ve Had Quite Enough?” she intoned.

      Poppy raised her gloved hand high in the air. “I’m in.”

      Beatrix nodded as she lifted her hand too. “So am I.”

      “I am as well,” Georgie said, lifting her hand to mimic theirs. And then they all lowered their hands into a circle and touched them one atop the other, palms down.

      “We hereby institute the official Society of Resourceful Young Ladies Who’ve Had Quite Enough,” Beatrix said in a firm voice.

      “Very well. Ladies?” Georgie asked, swallowing and steeling herself against what lay on the other side of the door. “Shall we?”

      Beatrix nodded, her expression one of unshakable determination. Poppy looked a bit nervous but straightened nonetheless, smoothing her yellow skirts.

      Together, they marched to the door one after another.

      Georgie paused with her hand on the knob, feeling their shared strength like a spark between them. Whatever waited on the other side—lecherous fiancés, smug MPs, scandalous mothers—they would face it.

      But not alone.

      She pushed the door open, and the three of them stepped out into the guest-filled corridor, their heads high, their hearts steeled, and the faintest hint of rebellion glinting in their eyes.
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      Lord Jason Pemberton, the Earl of Pembroke, did not belong here.

      The mirrored ballroom of Willoughby House glittered with the light of a thousand candles burning in the chandeliers that hung high above the ballroom. The air smelled of perfume and sweat, and everywhere he looked he saw painted smiles hiding calculating eyes.

      He should have been in his club. Or, better yet, at Pembroke Court, a hundred miles from London and all its conniving matrons and simpering innocents.

      But here he was, smashed in among the lot of them. Not because he desired to be here. Never that.

      He was here because he owed Chadwick.

      Jason grimaced and adjusted his cuffs as he leaned against the nearest marble pillar, resolutely ignoring the flirtatious glances a bevy of young ladies sent his way.

      He wasn’t here for them. He was here because his friend, Henry Chadwick, had broken his bloody leg racing Jason’s bay gelding across Richmond Park three weeks ago, and in the haze of guilt that followed, Jason had muttered that if Chadwick needed anything—anything at all—he had only to name it.

      And Chadwick had named it, God help him.

      Keep an eye on Georgiana. Don’t let her do anything foolish. She keeps threatening to run off before her wedding. You know how she is.

      But Jason didn’t know how she was.

      But he knew this much: no woman threatened flight on the eve of marriage unless something had already gone badly wrong.

      He’d formally met Henry’s younger sister, Lady Georgiana, exactly once, at her come-out ball four Seasons ago, where she’d danced with him one time, flushed prettily, and then disappeared into the throng. He remembered thinking she looked cleverer than most, with shrewd brown eyes taking everything in.

      But she was still just another debutante. And watching debutantes was the last thing Jason wanted to do tonight. Debutantes led to courtships, courtships led to marriages, and Jason had seen enough of marriage to last a lifetime. He cursed Chadwick’s luck—and the bloody horse who’d thrown him—for the thousandth time.

      Jason scanned the ballroom, narrowing his eyes. No sign of Georgiana Chadwick.

      His jaw flexed. Because of course. Of course she wouldn’t be easy to find.

      Honestly, he had no business feeling responsible for a woman he scarcely knew. Responsibility, in his experience, was merely another name for failure waiting to happen.

      With an oath muttered under his breath, he tugged at his gloves, pushed himself off the pillar, and began to move through the crowd.

      You’re the last man alive who ought to be watching a young lady, his mind whispered unhelpfully.

      And wasn’t that the truth?

      If Evelyn were here… If she hadn’t⁠—

      Jason’s chest went tight. He didn’t let himself finish the thought. He didn’t have to. He’d thought it a thousand times before. Evelyn should have been here tonight, standing among the most sought-after debutantes of the Season, smiling prettily as she searched for a husband.

      But she wasn’t here.

      Because of him.

      His younger sister had died on his watch.

      He straightened his shoulders, scowling as though the force of his glower could keep the memory at bay.

      It couldn’t.

      And that memory alone was reason enough that he should not—should not—be entrusted with anyone’s sister.

      And yet here he stood, scanning the crowd for Chadwick’s.

      Jason was fairly certain Georgiana wasn’t in the ballroom. Which meant he needed to expand his search. He strolled out the double doors into the corridor that led to the foyer.

      The moment he stepped onto the polished marble floor, a flash of bright skirts caught his eye as the door to the retiring room opened, and out walked three young ladies. One dressed in pink. One in green. One in yellow.

      Jason went still.

      There she was. The one in pink.

      Lady Georgiana, looking quite unlike the shy girl he remembered from three years ago. Her chin was lifted, her dark-brown eyes bright and alive with some secret mischief. Her cheeks were flushed, not with modesty, but with determination. She moved like a soldier advancing into enemy territory.

      Beside her in the green gown was Lady Beatrix Winslow, the Diamond of every Season, her golden hair and swanlike neck catching the candlelight as if she’d been born to command it. Was that a drawing pad tucked under her arm?

      On Georgiana’s other side, was a red-haired young lady dressed in yellow who Jason didn’t recognize. Whoever she was, she carried herself with a sort of weary dignity that told him she didn’t want to be here either.

      He studied Georgiana more closely.

      It was subtle, clever, even, but he’d been in enough drawing rooms and military camps to know what plotting looked like. Her eyes sparkled and her mouth turned up just a hint at both corners.

      She was up to something.

      Jason rubbed a hand over his face.

      Oh, excellent. He was meant to look after that. Mischief in a pink gown? She was already halfway across the corridor.

      Why couldn’t she just sit quietly like other young ladies? Chadwick had made it sound as if his sister simply needed a bit of a watchful eye, not a full military escort.

      But it was more than that. He did not merely find her troublesome; he found her unnervingly alive, as if everyone else in the room had gone a little dim beside her.

      Jason’s gaze followed her as she parted ways with her companions and slipped down a side hall.

      And that, he thought grimly, would be his cue.

      He fell into step behind her, quickening his pace. He managed to keep a respectable distance without letting her slip out of sight.

      One would think, he told himself dryly, that if a young lady were trying to avoid scandal, she wouldn’t march down dimly lit corridors alone at a ball.

      Georgiana’s skirts swished briskly as she moved, her gloved hands clenched into determined little fists.

      She had no idea he was behind her.

      He followed her past a line of gilded sconces, down a narrower hall lined with ancestral portraits.

      She glanced over her shoulder once, and he ducked smoothly into the shadow of a column, watching her with narrowed eyes.

      This whole event was a farce. The marriage mart, he thought sourly, was a ridiculous exercise in futility. A grand, overwrought parade of fan-wielding girls and ambitious mothers, each pretending they weren’t scheming. He wanted no part of it. Never had.

      He wasn’t here looking for a wife. Hell, he didn’t even want a wife.

      If his parents’ marriage hadn’t already soured him on the notion, then Evelyn’s death had driven the lesson home: promises were brittle things. He’d promised to keep Evelyn safe, after all, and she was dead. How could he ever promise the same to someone else?

      So no, he didn’t dance attendance on innocents. He didn’t pay calls to drawing rooms, and he certainly didn’t haunt the ballrooms in search of some shy, fluttering bride.

      He was here tonight for one reason and one reason only: his debt to Chadwick.

      Nothing more.

      He watched as Georgiana paused at the end of the hall, glanced around, and slipped through a door.

      Jason followed her, stopping just shy of the door. He leaned against the wall and let his lips curve into a grim smile.

      Right.

      So she thought she could simply disappear, did she?

      He sighed, waited half a beat, then followed her.
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      Inside was a small antechamber lined with shelves of books and a potted palm. The faint scent of lemon wax lingered.

      And there she was, Lady Georgiana, kneeling on the floor, fiddling with the latch of a floor-length window that opened to the gardens beyond.

      Jason crossed his arms over his chest as he watched her progress.

      Grunting a little, she managed to get the window open and step upon the sill.

      That’s when he made his move. He had to. She was only one step away from escaping into the night. He leaned forward, locked his forearm around her small waist, and pulled her back into the antechamber.

      First, a gasp and then…

      “Unhand me!” she demanded, trying to yank herself free. She twisted to glance up at him, and her demeanor changed for just a moment. If he hadn’t been watching her so closely, he wouldn’t have seen it. She clearly recognized him, which had to be the only reason she wasn’t screaming bloody murder right now.

      “Lord Pembroke.” Her eyes narrowed. “This is none of your concern!”

      “Oh, I beg to differ,” he said dryly, setting her down and spinning her to face him. “Your brother asked me to keep an eye on you. And here you are, halfway out a window.”

      She glared up at him, cheeks hot. “You’re ruining everything!”

      “I suspect that’s rather the point,” he drawled.

      She yanked her arm from his grasp and smoothed her skirts with exaggerated dignity. “I am perfectly capable of seeing to myself. You needn’t play the knight errant.”

      Oh, if she only knew how far from a knight he was.

      “You are insufferable.” Her lips tightened. “Besides, my brother has no right⁠—”

      Jason blinked at her patiently. “Doesn’t he?”

      Her arms snapped into place across her chest and she eyed him up and down, a look on her face that clearly said she now regarded him as the enemy. “You’ve no idea what it’s like.” Her words came through clenched teeth.

      Jason’s mouth twisted. On the contrary, he knew all too well what it was like. To watch someone slip through your fingers and be powerless to stop it. But he suspected that was not what Lady Georgiana meant. And for some unknown reason, he actually wanted to hear her out.

      He shut the door behind him with a soft click. “Tell me, then,” he said quietly, stepping closer to her.

      Lady Georgiana allowed her arms to drop. She smoothed her skirts again, then her hair, her chin lifting stubbornly. “I have been auctioned off to the highest bidder,” she snapped. “But I will not marry that…man.” She shuddered. “And if my parents and my brother think they can force me to, then they’ll find themselves very much mistaken.”

      Jason raised an eyebrow. Who was she talking about? He hadn’t even thought to ask Henry who his sister was engaged to, and now he regretted it.

      “Who’s your fiancé?” he asked, eyes narrowing as he studied the color rising in her cheeks.

      Her brows shot up as if the fact that he didn’t already know surprised her. “The Marquess of Henderville,” she stated, her voice entirely flat.

      Jason frowned, certain he must’ve misheard. “Henderville?” he echoed, disbelief threading through his voice.

      “That’s right.” Her eyes flashed at him, fierce and defiant.

      “But Henderville has to be nearly seventy,” Jason said, the furrow between his brows deepening with disbelief.

      “He is,” she shot back. “Tell me, my lord. Would you want to marry him?”

      Jason swallowed and dragged a hand through his hair, trying to make sense of what he’d just heard. Outwardly, he kept silent. Inwardly, he was shaking his head with vehemence. No. Absolutely not. If he were a young, beautiful woman—hell, if he were any kind of woman—he wouldn’t want to marry Henderville. The man was a cantankerous old bag of bones. What on earth had possessed Henry’s father to agree to such a match? Money? How much? There wasn’t an amount on earth that would convince Jason to give Evelyn to such a man. Then again, Evelyn would have had a sizable dowry. There were many rumors that the Chadwicks were destitute. Regardless, young, beautiful Georgiana Chadwick marrying old, sour Lord Henderville was utterly unthinkable.

      Georgiana continued to eye Jason as if waiting for his answer.

      “Is Henderville here tonight?” he asked, steadfastly avoiding her original question.

      “Yes, and that’s precisely why I’m leaving.” Her voice remained defiant.

      Jason blew out a deep breath. For the first time that evening, a flicker of something strange, something truly protectively, stirred in his chest.

      She reminded him of Evelyn. Fierce and stubborn and unwilling to be told what to do. Evelyn had never listened either. Much to her detriment.

      Evelyn hadn’t gotten her happy ending. Hell, she hadn’t even grown old enough to make her debut.

      It was too late to save Evelyn, of course, but Jason could save Lady Georgiana. At least for tonight.

      Jason scrubbed his hand over his jaw and winced. Damn it. He’d come here this evening to keep her from doing anything foolish. And it seemed she’d made his task impossible.

      He was going to help her escape.
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      Georgie had nearly made it.

      She’d managed to pry open the window, and cool night air had spilled in, teasing the curls at her nape. One foot had already been on the sill, her fingers gripping the frame. If she had just been able to swing the other leg over, she could have dropped down into the garden and made her way to the street where she could hire a hack. From there, freedom.

      Freedom from the lecherous Marquess of Henderville, freedom from her father’s imperious edicts, freedom from that suffocating ballroom where everyone smiled at her like a lamb fattened for slaughter.

      But just as she’d begun to shift her weight forward, a rather strong arm had wrapped around her waist.

      Her breath left her in a startled gasp as she was hauled—hauled, like an unruly sack of grain—back inside the room while Lord Jason Pemberton’s low, familiar voice rumbled in her ear.

      He’d spun her around to face him while anger coursed through her veins. Meanwhile, Lord Pembroke was annoyingly composed, despite having just bodily dragged her back from a very tidy escape.

      They’d exchanged some heated words. But when she pulled herself out of his grasp and accused him of behaving like a knight errant, a flash of something vaguely like regret shone in his eyes.

      Then his brow arched, green eyes glinting with a faint amusement that only deepened her irritation.

      It was then, once she stopped wanting to slap his face and actually looked at him, that she realized just how unfair it all was.

      Because he was…handsome.

      Not merely handsome in the way most Society men were handsome, well-groomed and stiff, but truly fit. Broad shoulders that actually looked as if he used them, the tailored black coat clinging just slightly too snug over his chest. His dark hair, a shade richer than chestnut, fell across his forehead in a way that looked unintentional but somehow perfect. And those eyes, deep green, sharp and assessing, held hers with an intensity that made her stomach flutter in a most traitorous manner.

      Hmm. When was the last time she’d seen him? At least four years ago. The man rarely came to ton events. Why, he’d be devastating if he wasn’t behaving like a self-righteous ass at the moment.

      They’d had a bit of a discussion, the two of them. She’d explained why she was trying to escape out a window and, surprisingly, Lord Pembroke had seemed to understand. Now he was staring at her as if he already regretted his next words.

      “Where do you intend to go after you leave here?”

      A flicker of hope flared in Georgie’s chest. He was speaking of it as if it may still happen. But hope was hazardous. Hope was how young women ended up trusting promises they had no business believing. But standing here with Lord Pembroke, Georgie felt it all the same.

      “Home,” she told him.

      “Is your mother in the ballroom?”

      “Yes, along with my father…and Henderville.”

      Lord Pembroke took a slow step closer. His heat and the faint scent of clean soap and starch washed over her.

      “I cannot allow you to run off into the night alone,” he said quietly. His tone was calm, but it settled over her like an iron weight. For one hot instant, he sounded too much like every other man who had ever tried to order her life. And yet…there was something different beneath it. Not greed. Not vanity. Concern, perhaps?

      Georgie lifted her chin. “I don’t see why not.” Her heart was hammering now, but she refused to let him see her doubt. She would run if she had to.

      If she let him stop her, even for a moment, she might begin to imagine that some men could be reasoned with. That some men might care what became of her. And that way lay danger of an entirely different kind.

      The small room had gone still around them, the night air cool against her cheeks and the faint murmur of the ballroom in the distance was barely audible through the door.

      “I cannot allow you to run off alone,” he finally repeated. “But I can escort you home.”

      A ridiculous flicker of relief moved through her. No man had ever made protection sound so much like an offer rather than a demand, and she did not know what to do with that. Both of her brows shot up. “Pardon?”

      “I think you heard me. And we must be quick about it.”

      Lord Pembroke cracked open the door and glanced out, obviously trying to determine if they had been followed.

      Georgie took the opportunity to take another look at him, at the way his coat pulled across his back when he shifted, the faint shadow of stubble on his strong jaw. Even his hands, large and capable, flexed at his sides as though itching to either throttle her or perhaps drag her back to safety again.

      Blast it all.

      Why couldn’t her father have chosen him? He was unattached, wasn’t he? She didn’t have the thought because he was handsome—though he very much was—but because he had listened to her. Because he had looked at her as though what she wanted might matter. Instead, she was supposed to be delivered into the hands of a man old enough to have attended Vauxhall’s opening night.

      Georgie’s lips tightened. She already knew why her father hadn’t chosen a man like Pembroke, or indeed, Pembroke himself. Henderville was paying for her. Pembroke would expect a dowry. He was hardly a man who needed to purchase a bride.

      Lord Pembroke shut the door and met her gaze again, his expression resigned but steady. For a long moment, they stared at each other, the quiet between them taut as a bowstring.

      “Let’s go,” he prompted.

      “You’re truly helping me?” she asked, frowning.

      He leveled a finger at her. “I will not let you wander into danger. If you’re determined to leave, then yes, I will help you. But you will follow my lead. No arguments.”

      Her lips curved into a smile that she couldn’t quite suppress. “No arguments,” she agreed sweetly. Though she fully intended to argue if need be.

      He muttered something under his breath again—something that sounded like What the devil am I doing?—before striding to the window and shutting it firmly.

      “That was my escape route!” she protested.

      Lord Pembroke shot her a look over his shoulder. “Not anymore. We’ll find a better one.”

      Then he extended a hand to her, palm open, the faintest glint of humor hiding behind his stern expression.

      “Well, Lady Georgiana,” he said. “Shall we?”

      Georgie placed her hand in his and let him lead her out of the antechamber, her pulse thrumming in her ears and the faintest, most wicked thrill curling low in her belly.

      And that flicker of hope? It grew a bit stronger.
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      What the devil was he doing?

      Jason asked himself the question for the fifth—no, sixth—time as he descended the servants’ staircase at the back of Lord Willoughby’s town house with Georgiana Chadwick in tow.

      His hand tightened imperceptibly on hers. He should stop this madness now, march her back to the ballroom, and deliver her into her father’s custody.

      But no.

      Instead, he was here. Smuggling her through a dim stairwell, her skirts whispering behind him, her breath coming faster than he liked.

      He risked a glance back at her and his jaw tightened. Damn. She really was beautiful. But it wasn’t merely her beauty that unsettled him. It was the vivid force of her, as though restless life thrummed just beneath her skin.

      She wasn’t beautiful in the too-polished, perfect way most Society debutantes were, but in some untamed, indefinable way that was neither helpful nor relevant to the task at hand.

      Because he had one job. One. To keep her reputation intact.

      Jason swallowed a bitter laugh. God help them both, he was the worst man alive to be trusted with such a responsibility. And already the task felt alarmingly less like duty and far too much like desire to keep her close. Not to mention, if they were caught together alone like this, she would be ruined immediately.

      His own reputation was hardly pristine. He’d spent the better part of a decade perfecting the role of solid MP by day and discreet libertine by night. He’d had a string of mistresses, each more manipulative than the last.

      His last mistress in particular had made a habit of contriving fainting fits whenever she wanted a new bauble. She’d stop at nothing, sobs, theatrics, even once deliberately slashing her own hem to prove some ridiculous point about his neglect.

      And that, come to think of it, was why she was now his former mistress.

      Jason’s gaze flicked again to the young woman hurrying after him, her chin lifted stubbornly even in flight.

      Was Lady Georgiana cut from the same cloth?

      She claimed to be betrothed to the Marquess of Henderville, after all. That seemed quite unlikely, now that he considered it.

      It couldn’t possibly be true. Could it? Jason shuddered at the thought. The Marquess of Henderville?

      That decrepit scoundrel was old enough to be her grandfather. Jason had seen him just last week at White’s, nodding off into his brandy and muttering about the glories of Bath.

      Could she possibly be telling the truth?

      He scowled. Perhaps she was simply employing the oldest feminine trick in the book, dramatic falsehoods to gain her way.

      Except…she didn’t seem the type.

      And God help him, that flash in her eyes when she’d looked at him with an expression that clearly said, Now do you see why I’m trying to flee? Frankly, it had looked heartbreakingly real.

      He had seen practiced tears before, well-rehearsed feminine distress meant to bend a man to a lady’s wishes. This was nothing like that. This was dread, bright and bare and impossible to dismiss.

      Jason forced the thought away. He’d promised Chadwick he’d watch over her, and he would. Who she may or may not be betrothed to should not be Jason’s concern.

      He stopped at the bottom of the staircase and glanced around. The servants’ corridor was empty, save for the faint scent of coal dust and soap. A row of cloaks and shawls hung on a pegboard along the wall.

      “Stay here,” he ordered gruffly.

      Lady Georgiana raised a brow but kept silent…for once.

      Hurrying over, he plucked a plain dark scarf from a peg and, after a moment’s search of his inner coat pocket, left a pound note in its place, more than enough to cover the cost of the item.

      When he turned back, Lady Georgiana was watching him with those large, clever eyes.

      “What are you doing?” she asked finally, suspicion lacing her tone.

      He stepped close—closer than he strictly needed to—and lifted the scarf. “Keeping you from being recognized.”

      Her breath caught as he touched her, and the tiny sound went through him with wholly inappropriate force.

      Before she could protest, he draped the scarf over her head, tucking it around her face until only a glimpse of her cheeks and lips remained visible.

      “There,” he murmured. “Better.”

      He should have stepped back at once. Instead, for one inexplicable moment, he could only look at her.

      She opened her mouth.

      “Don’t speak,” he cut her off. “You’ve already done quite enough for one evening.”

      Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Do you always order people about like a field marshal?” she hissed.

      “Only people who try to climb out of windows,” he said flatly.

      He took her arm—not roughly, but firmly—and led her out the side door into the night.

      The air outside was crisp, laced with the faint scent of roses from the gardens and a distant tang of woodsmoke.

      Lady Georgiana stumbled once on the gravel path, and his hand automatically steadied her at the elbow. The contact lasted no more than a second, yet he felt it far too keenly. She was all restless warmth and stubborn grace beneath his fingers.

      She looked up at him then, her lips parting as though she meant to speak again.

      Jason didn’t give her the chance. “I’m in charge here,” he said evenly. “And you’ll do as you’re told. Silently. Understood?”

      She huffed, the faintest puff of breath fogging in the cool night. But she nodded.

      He nodded back, satisfied, and led her along the lawn, keeping to the shadows.

      They’d nearly reached the far wall of the garden when the unmistakable sound of laughter and footsteps spilled out from a pair of French doors leading from the house. Jason froze, tightening his hold on Lady Georgiana
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