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by Brenda Hiatt
PROLOGUE
Oakshire, England—June, 1816
"How long before we'll see you in London again?" Lord Marcus Northrup, fifth son of the Duke of Marland, asked his good friend, Lord Hardwyck. "I imagine you'll have a stronger inducement than ever to escape from Society now." He nodded toward Luke's new bride, Lady Pearl Moreston—now Lady Hardwyck—where she stood chatting with her father, the Duke of Oakshire, near the doors of the great hall of the Duke's imposing country manor.
"I will indeed," Luke replied, smiling in Pearl's direction with a degree of besottedness that made Marcus pity him.
Not about to dampen his friend's spirits on his wedding day, however, Marcus broadened his smile. "Then I'll see you when I see you. The tour of your northern estates will doubtless take months, in any event. But I can't deny Town will be dashed dull without you."
During Luke's past few weeks in London, Marcus had become closer than ever to his old school chum. He had discovered remarkable things about Luke, including the fact that for years he had been living a double life.
Society knew Luke as a gentleman of fashion, recently elevated to the title of Lord Hardwyck, but he had also, secretly, acted as the Saint of Seven Dials, the legendary thief who stole from the rich to give to the poor.
Being in on the secret had added welcome excitement to Marcus's dissipated existence. Now, the coming months stretched ahead with little promise of diversion beyond the same stale pleasures of Town he had pursued since he was a stripling in University.
Luke clapped Marcus on the shoulder. "I'll be back, never fear. In the meantime, I don't doubt you'll find ample ways to fill your time." He punctuated his words with a wink.
Marcus almost asked him what he meant, but just then a clamor arose, and Luke hurried to join his bride near the massive front doors. With smiles and farewells, the couple was swept out onto the broad front drive toward the waiting carriage that would bear them northward on the first leg of their wedding trip, to Lady Hardwyck's own estate of Fairbourne.
Odd as it seemed to Marcus to give a woman, even such a one as the redoubtable Lady Pearl, control of land and wealth, he knew Luke had felt it necessary. Shaking his head at the follies of love, he turned back to the house as the carriage dwindled from sight.
As the day was growing warm, he pulled out a handkerchief to mop his brow, and from the corner of his eye, he saw something flutter to the ground. Curious, he bent to retrieve it.
Heedless of the merrymakers streaming back into the great hall, Marcus stood on the front steps, frowning at what appeared to be a calling card, but a deucedly strange one. No name was inscribed upon it. Instead, it sported only a black numeral seven, surmounted by an oval—a halo—in gold ink. Abruptly, he recognized it as the distinctive device of the Saint of Seven Dials, which had often been described in the newspapers.
Understanding suddenly broke upon him and he grinned. So that's what Luke had meant! He must have used his legendary skill to slip the card into Marcus's pocket while they were chatting earlier.
Though he had intended to stay the night, Marcus abruptly decided to start back to London immediately. If he was going to take up Luke's mantle and become the next Saint of Seven Dials, he had work to do.
London—July, 1816
Ladylike pursuits were vastly overrated, Quinn Peverill decided, throwing down her pitiful attempt at embroidery in disgust. How could something be simultaneously so frustrating and so boring? Her father insisted that all Society ladies embroidered but after several hours' trial, Quinn took leave to doubt it.
Rising, she restlessly moved to the window of the sumptuous parlor of the hotel suite, kicking at her pale pink skirts as she walked. What did she care whether she impressed her mother's relatives or the stuffy young men her father wanted her to meet? English Society would never accept her as one of their own. Nor did she wish them to.
It hadn't been her idea to come here. Her father had overridden her protests, insisting that she accompany him to England for the sake of the business —and to meet her late mother's estranged family, the very people who had cast her mother off some twenty-five years ago. It seemed almost disloyal to her mother's memory to care what they thought of her.
Quinn thought longingly of Baltimore, an ocean away. Would her brother, Charles, be able to handle her role in the family shipping business? He knew far less than she about the most competitive routes to China and Europe, or the best suppliers, as he'd been away at college for the past few years. What if he botched everything? And who would catch the clerks in their inevitable errors, without Quinn there to oversee them?
With an impatient sigh, she turned from the window just as her father entered the parlor, a broad smile on his handsome, weathered face.
"Quinn!" he exclaimed in obvious delight. "I have the most wonderful news!"
His ebullience was so infectious she couldn't help returning his smile, pushing her worries about the business momentarily aside. "What news, Papa?"
"Look!" He waved a letter at her. "We've actually been invited to stay with your uncle and aunt, Lord and Lady Claridge, at their Town house. I feared they might have gone down to the country or to the seaside by now. Your mother used to tell me London is all but deserted from July till October."
Quinn glanced over her shoulder at the activity outside, on the fashionable corner of Albemarle Street and Picadilly. "Clearly not, though I confess it does seem tame compared to the bustle of the docks at home."
"Oh, the docks here in London are every bit as busy —even more so. Don't you recall the confusion when we landed?"
She did. The London shipping district put American ports to shame, in volume if not efficiency. In that, she felt they could benefit from some good, hard-headed American business sense. "So we are to remove to their house?" she asked without enthusiasm. "When?"
"Tomorrow. Lord Claridge himself sent this letter, offering to send a coach to move us and our things to Mount Street. Wasn't that handsome of him?"
"Indeed." Sometimes Quinn couldn't figure her father out. Eminently capable in business and all things nautical, he took orders from no one but himself —yet he seemed to hold the British nobility in a respect amounting to awe. It was an awe Quinn did not share. "I suppose it will be more interesting than staying here, in any event."
Her father's brow crinkled apologetically. "You will enjoy London once I have a chance to show you about, my dear. I know you miss home, but—"
"But this is an admirable chance to expand my horizons," she finished, parroting what he had told her numerous times. "You're right, of course, Papa. I'll have that new French maid of mine pack up my things."
The worry disappeared from her father's brow. "That's my girl! When I return from my meeting, I'll pack as well."
"Another meeting? Can't I come this time? I have a proposal about the tobacco trade, and some thoughts about the cotton warehouses that—"
He cut her off, as he'd done whenever she raised such subjects lately. "Not today. I'll pass along your ideas, and if there are any developments, I'll inform you when I get back."
Though Quinn frowned, she did not protest, knowing it would do no good. When he left, she headed to her bedchamber where, instead of her maid, she found only a hotel chambermaid —a young redheaded girl of perhaps twelve. At Quinn's entrance she snatched up her dust cloth, ducked her head and hurried to the door.
"Excuse me," said Quinn, halting her flight. She had meant to ask the girl to fetch her maid, but a glimpse of her frightened face halted her. The girl's eyes were red with weeping, and a large bruise was purpling across one cheek.
"What on earth . . . ? Who did this to you?" Quinn demanded.
The girl shook her head violently. "Nobody, mum. I . . . I fell, is all." She headed for the door again, but Quinn put a hand on her shoulder, stopping her.
"Please, don't be afraid. Did someone here at the hotel strike you?"
Another quick shake of the head. "No, mum. I'll . . . I'll be fine."
"What is your name?" If she could get the girl talking, she might be able to get at the truth.
"Polly."
"And have you worked here at Grillon's long?"
That question, unaccountably, seemed to increase the girl's alarm. Ducking away from Quinn's restraining hand, she darted for the door, but before she could reach it, a heavy enameled box slipped from beneath her apron to bounce on the thick carpeting. The girl froze, lifting horrified eyes to Quinn's.
"My jewel case. You were . . . stealing it?" Quinn could scarcely believe it. The girl was a mere child!
Polly's reserve broke, shattered by fear. "Oh, please, mum, don't tell no one! I ain't never stole nothing before, I swear! I only did it for my little brother. His master beats him if he don't bring nothing back, but if he's caught again they'll hang him, sure."
Now Quinn was confused. "Your brother's master makes him steal? Is he the one who struck you?"
She nodded. "I tried to keep him from beating Gobby yesterday, so he walloped me and said I could just bring in Gobby's share instead. But Gobby, he's that stubborn, he wants to do his own work, for all he's only nine." The girl began to cry.
"Shh, Polly, it's all right. I won't turn you in, and in fact I'd like to help you. Will you take me to your brother's master? I should like to have a few words with the man." What kind of monster forced children to steal for him?
"Oh, no, mum! He might hurt you—and me, too."
"To your brother, then? Perhaps together we can persuade him to a more honest way of life." A nine-year-old boy could scarcely be a hardened criminal, after all.
Now Polly's thin face brightened. "Oh, would you, mum? That might work. Likely he'd listen to a real lady like you. But—it mightn't be safe for a lady to go there. It's a rough area."
"I won't go as a lady, then," Quinn said, after scarcely a moment's thought.
Opening her trunk, she quickly dug to the bottom to retrieve an old outfit of her brother's, which she'd occasionally worn at home when climbing trees or riding astride. She'd packed them at the last minute, for purely sentimental reasons, never expecting occasion to wear them in England, but she was glad of that impulse now.
By this time tomorrow, she would be trapped in her stuffy English relatives' house, unable to do anything but play the proper lady. So why not snatch at this unexpected opportunity to do something worthwhile —and exciting –first? It would likely be her last chance for a very long while.
Polly helped her undo her gown, then watched, wide-eyed, as Quinn donned Charles's shirt and breeches. Glancing into the pier glass as she tucked the last strand of her curly dark hair beneath Charles's cap, she decided she made a fairly credible boy.
"There. I should be safe enough like this. Let's go."
* * *
Lord Marcus stared sightlessly through White's famous bow window, letting Lord Fernworth's idle chatter wash over him. Peter was right. The fellow was a complete nodcock.
In fact, most of his friends were nodcocks, with the notable exception of Luke, who was by now several counties away, more than a week into his wedding trip. Why hadn't he noticed it before?
Peter often warned him that he was frittering his life away on wine, women and cards. He had always credited that to his older brother's propensity to coddle him, as the youngest of their large family. But now . . . maybe he could do something more worthwhile with his life. He idly fingered the now-tattered card in his pocket.
"And then Scottsdale tied her garters to the front gate of Beck House, just to show her he knew what she had done, and with whom!" Fernworth concluded his tale with a laugh. "The scandal sheets are having rare fun with that, as you can imagine."
Marcus managed a smile, but his heart wasn't in it. Why had he come here? He rose. "Sorry, Ferny, but I've just recalled an appointment with my tailor. Think you can finish the bottle without me?"
Fernworth snorted at the foolish question. "You've been a dashed dull dog lately, Marcus. What say we take in that do at Madame Sophy's tonight? All her best girls will be at their finest, I doubt not."
A month ago, Marcus would have jumped at the chance to attend a party at the most fashionable bordello in London. Surely it should bother him that the idea now seemed more wearisome than appealing? What was wrong with him?
"Perhaps I'll meet up with you there," he replied evasively as he took his leave.
Outside, he glanced across St. James's Street at the Guards' Club, where Peter and his friends tended to gather. He'd once thought to make his mark in the Army, as Peter had. He had even tried to run away and enlist when his father refused to buy him a commission. But Robert, his eldest brother, had played tale-bearer, his father had hauled him back home in disgrace, and his chance at that honorable and exciting life was gone.
He shrugged off the old bitterness that had led him to his current dissipated existence. Regret was pointless, and the war was now over. There were other paths to heroism and adventure. Luke had shown him one. Why had he waited a whole week to do anything about it?
Abruptly done with second-guessing his initial decision, he turned his steps east, toward Covent Garden and Seven Dials. Thievery might be beyond him, but he could at least carry on with the help Luke had given to the people there. He headed down Picadilly, then Coventry Street to Cranborn, finally turning north on St. Martin's Lane.
He passed from wide, gracious avenues through narrow but still respectable working class areas and finally to the squalid alleyways of the rookeries. He'd been here before, in the company of other young bucks out on the Town looking for amusement. Alone, however, he was just as glad the July days were long and the afternoon still early.
Looking around him with interest, his earlier enthusiasm for this project reviving. There must be dozens, nay, hundreds of people here who needed his help. He spotted a one-legged beggar in a filthy infantry uniform and walked over to him.
"Ahoy there, my good man," he said jovially, dropping a few coins into his extended cup. "What do you call yourself?"
Suspicion flared in the beggar's rheumy eyes. "What's it to you, guv? Oi've a right to sit here if I likes."
"Of course you have," Marcus agreed, taking a step back, both to reassure the man and to distance himself a bit from his reek. "I mean to do you good, not harm. If you'll tell me what you need to make your way in the world, I'll try to provide it."
Now a cunning gleam warred with the suspicion. "Will you, then? A case or two o' daffy would make my world a better one, I'm thinking."
Marcus clung to his smile. "Surely there's something you want more than gin? Some new clothes, perhaps? A position somewhere?"
The suspicion returned. "One of them do-gooders, are ye? Spare me your temperance yammering." The man spat with disgust. "And here I thought you was wantin' to help."
Against his better judgement, Marcus tossed another coin into the beggar's cup, knowing it would likely go for nothing more constructive than drink. Perhaps these people were already beyond whatever help he could give.
Turning, he nearly bumped into a boy of perhaps nine or ten who had sidled up behind him while he spoke to the old soldier.
"Hey there, my lad, what are you doing?" he asked, quickly reassuring himself that his purse was still in his pocket. His handkerchief, however, was clutched in the boy's grubby fist. With a yelp, the lad turned and ran.
"Wait! I won't harm you," Marcus called. "You can keep— Oh, bother it." Hoping this might be someone more able to benefit by his assistance, he trotted after the boy.
Though clearly underfed, the lad was quick and knew the area far better than Marcus did. He was able to keep the boy in sight for two or three twists and turns, but then lost him heading back west on crowded Monmouth Street.
He continued along the street, alert for a scrawny lad in a tattered blue cap, but without success. Still, there were plenty of other unfortunates about. That girl there, at the corner of Church Street—no more than thirteen or fourteen, and apparently driven to prostitution.
Pricked by sudden compassion, he took a step or two in her direction, then stopped, realizing how his offer of help might be interpreted. No, he'd do better to limit his assistance to the boys on the streets, at least until he knew their world better.
Reaching Gordon Square, he saw a small knot of ragamuffins clustered near a house that likely belonged to a wealthy merchant, as this was still east of the ultra-fashionable Mayfair area. Looking closer, he spotted a blue cap, as well as a general air of furtiveness among the boys. Cautiously, he moved closer.
"Garn, Stilt, he'll still be at 'is shops, and the 'ousehold takin' it easy, loike. Safer now than at night, if you ask me," a redheaded strip of a lad was saying to the tallest of the boys.
"Gobby's right," agreed the blue-capped lad who had absconded with Marcus's handkerchief. "We can nip in and out with none the wiser, and cop enough for a grand dinner wi' enough left over to satisfy old Twitchell. Look at all them open windows!"
A mutter of agreement among the others elicited a reluctant nod from the tall boy, Stilt. "If we're goin' to do it, then, we'd best get to it," he said. "Gobby, you're the smallest."
"Aye," agreed Gobby. "I can fit through that window a treat. And if I'm spotted, I'll just say I got lost."
The group moved toward the house and Marcus abruptly realized he had to act. Here, surely, was the chance he'd been waiting for. Using the hedge for cover, he sidled closer while the boys were focused on the house. Then, as Stilt was whispering final instructions to his cohorts, Marcus burst upon them, grabbing Gobby and the blue-capped lad each by one arm.
For an instant, all of the boys froze, then began to scatter. Tightening his grip on the two he'd caught, Marcus called out, "Wait! If you care about your comrades, you'll listen to me."
Stilt paused, worry and defiance playing across his thin, grimy face, and one of the others slowly returned as well, but the others kept running. "Let 'em go, guv," Stilt said. "We didn't mean no harm, none of us."
"I rather doubt that," Marcus replied, ignoring the struggles of the two boys he held. "But I'm not here to turn you over to the authorities. I want to help you. This doesn't seem like the best spot for a chat, however. Follow me." He guided his two captives out into the lane.
"Gobby! No!" came a feminine cry. Turning, Marcus saw a redheaded girl and a boy in a brown cap approaching, the girl's eyes wide with alarm.
"You two come along as well, if you care about these lads," Marcus called to them. The two hesitated, but then the boy whispered something to the girl, and she turned and ran. The boy, however, came slowly forward, his eyes narrowed speculatively.
There was no way Marcus could pursue the girl, so he focused on the boy. "I won't hurt you or turn you in, I promise. Come on, then." Rather to Marcus's surprise, the lad shrugged and followed along with the others.
They must look an odd bunch, Marcus thought with a spurt of amusement as they turned onto Grosvenor Street a few minutes later. Reaching the house he shared with two of his older brothers, he was just as glad neither would be home just now. Marcus led the motley group of boys around back, to the small kitchen garden, where he released the two boys he held, latched the back gate securely, then turned to face all five of them.
"You may not realize it yet," he began, "but you're all very fortunate that it was I, and no one else, who happened upon you—and that I did so before you could commit your intended crime."
The boys looked skeptical and sullen, and he couldn't blame them. Even to his own ears, he sounded pompous. He tried again.
"I assume you're all in dire financial straits. Do any of you even have parents?"
Most of them shook their heads.
"Though it may seem the quickest way out of your difficulties, thievery is not the answer. It's far too risky, for one thing. You can't possibly realize the consequences, if you were arrested."
The blue-capped lad sniffed. "Transportation or the gibbet," he said carelessly. "We know, guv. But you got no proof."
"No?" Before the boy realized what he was about, Marcus reached out and snatched his own handkerchief from the lad's pocket. "Perhaps you've forgotten this?"
The boy blanched, but before Marcus could reassure him that he would not involve the authorities, he saw the brown-capped lad, the last one he'd rounded up, inching back toward the gate.
"All of you, into the house," he said, herding them like so many skittish lambs through the back door and down into the kitchens. Heedless of the staring servants, he turned first to the brown-capped boy.
"You, lad, what's your name?" He had to somehow establish a rapport with these boys, if he was to help them.
"I'd rather not say, if you don't mind," came the reply.
Marcus stared, for the voice was undeniably feminine —and cultured, as well, though with an accent he couldn't place.
The other boys were staring, too, clearly as surprised as he. With a deep sense of foreboding, Marcus pulled off the brown cap. As he'd feared, a mass of dark curls tumbled down to dance around the girl's shoulders.
"You . . . you're not a part of this group, are you?"
Five heads shook back and forth.
"May I go now?" she asked, her gold-flecked green eyes holding more than a hint of amusement.
"Not just yet," replied Marcus, feeling both foolish and irritated, now all too aware of the interested audience of servants. "You four, stay here. You— come with me," he said to the girl.
Whispering quick instructions to the startled cook that she was to feed the boys all they could hold, he led the girl out of the kitchen and up the stairs to the front hall. "Now, perhaps you'd care to tell me who you are and why you were wandering about London in breeches?"
"Not particularly," she replied. "Your bullying tactics may work on those poor boys, but they won't intimidate me."
He blinked. Short and slight as she was, he'd taken her for maybe fourteen years old. Now he revised that estimate upward.
"I wasn't trying to intimidate you," he said, nettled. "Do your parents know you are out on the streets dressed like that?" Her clothing was probably borrowed from a brother, as it was clearly too large for her. "I thought not," he continued, when she colored instead of replying. "I'll escort you back to them."
"Escort—? Now that would present a pretty picture, wouldn't it, with me in breeches?" She still seemed more amused than concerned, which irritated Marcus further.
"One of the maids can lend you a skirt." He glanced in the direction of the kitchen. He didn't want to leave that gang of young thieves under the cook's supervision for long.
She clearly understood his concern. "You can't very well leave them here while you take me home," she pointed out.
He ignored her, instead motioning to a passing housemaid. "Millie, have you or one of the others a skirt this young lady can borrow? Quickly, please."
The maid nodded and scurried upstairs, and he turned back to the girl. "I can have a footman take you home —or even send you in a carriage, if you'd prefer it."
"I'll walk —by myself, thank you. It isn't far."
That meant she lived in or near the West End. Perhaps she feared a scolding, or worse, if her ramblings were discovered. Certainly she deserved it! He didn't think much of parents who left a mischief-prone girl like this to her own devices.
"Very well," he said at last, "but you must promise me to be careful —and never to go out on your own like this again. You haven't lived in London long, have you?"
After a slight hesitation, she shook her head. "I've been in England only two days."
He finally placed her elusive accent. "American?"
She nodded.
"A piece of advice: London is larger, and far more wicked, than your towns back home. You're lucky you didn't end up in a brothel."
Her eyes widened, making him feel oddly protective. She was a pretty little thing, under the male garments. He was about to elaborate, but just then Millie returned with the requested skirt.
"Here, fasten this on over your breeches. Otherwise you'll have to carry them, which would look odd." It also meant she wouldn't have to remove them, and he felt awkward enough having an apparently gently-bred girl in his house.
She pulled the skirt on, tucking it into the waistband of her breeches when it proved both too long and too big around the waist. "Will that do?" She was still mocking him.
"I suppose it will have to." He tried not to think about what she would look like in proper attire. She was surely too young for him to notice in such a way. "Are you certain you don't want a footman to—?"
"No! I'll be fine."
Mindful of the boys waiting in the kitchen, Marcus decided to take her at her word. It was still full daylight and no one was likely to accost her in the heart of Mayfair. He led her to the front door, as that seemed more fitting than the back.
He opened the door and she stepped through, then paused on the broad top step to sweep him an absurdly formal curtsey. "My thanks for your assistance, kind sir."
Marcus started to reply in the same vein, then glanced beyond her. Three Society matrons were strolling past, clearly enjoying the fine weather, and had paused to witness the unusual tableau on his doorstep. Worse, one of them was Lady Mountheath, possibly the biggest gossip in Town.
Mindful of their stares, Marcus raised the girl from her curtsey, then planted a light kiss on the back of her hand. "Be careful," he repeated, reinforcing his warning with an earnest look he could only hope she might heed.
She flashed him a grin that lit up her face, including those unusual eyes, quite remarkably. Then she hurried down the steps and away. He gazed after her for a moment, then turned to face the ladies who were still watching him with varying degrees of disapproval. Doubtless they thought he was bidding farewell to a lightskirt whose favors he had just enjoyed. The notion both amused and disturbed him.
He bowed to the matrons, at which they seemed to realize the impropriety of staring, and continued along their way. Lady Mountheath, he noticed, was already whispering something to one of the others. But what did it matter? If the girl were merely in England for a visit, they could do her reputation no lasting harm.
With that reassuring thought, he headed back to the kitchen to begin the task of getting his group of street urchins to trust him— something he didn't think he'd accomplished with the girl. It was just as well he was unlikely ever to see her again.
Quinn hurried along Grosvenor Street, her heart hammering at the nearness of her escape —and at her reaction to that final, searching gaze from those outrageously gorgeous blue eyes. No man had a right to be that handsome!
Walking quickly, she shook her head over the encounter. She hadn't helped Polly as she'd promised —hadn't had a chance to talk to Gobby at all. There was no knowing what that self-righteous Englishman meant to do to those poor boys. Probably send them to some horrible workhouse somewhere, just to get them off the streets. At least he hadn't turned out to be their monstrous "master," as she'd assumed when she first followed him home.
Then she chuckled. Handsome as he was, he was also insufferably pompous, and the expression on his face when he realized she was female had been positively priceless.
Still, his interference meant she'd be late returning, and if her father discovered what she'd done, she'd have quite a bit of explaining to do. Though generally affable with family, he was capable of stern discipline, as he'd often demonstrated on the Baltimore docks. She much preferred not to provoke that side of him toward herself.
Squinting up at the westering sun to get her bearings, she headed south. Unfortunately, her route was less than direct, due to the layout of the roads, and it took her nearly forty-five minutes to finally reach the hotel.
Even more unfortunately, her father was waiting for her.
"Where on earth have you been —and what are you wearing?" he demanded, in the voice she recognized all too well from his ship-captaining days.
"I was just . . . exploring." Mentioning Polly might bring her father's wrath down on that poor girl, too.
"Inside." He waited for her to precede him through the front door and up the wide stairs to their second-floor suite before continuing. "Do you have any idea how dangerous it was for you to wander the streets of London alone?"
He sounded remarkably like that insufferable English gentleman. The similarity irked her enough that she found her voice and spirit again. "I came to no harm. I was careful."
"Careful?" Her father snorted. "This is not Baltimore, where everyone knows you—and knows that you are my daughter. Perhaps you don't realize what protection that confers."
Quinn swallowed. She hadn't thought of it that way, but he was doubtless right. Captain Peverill had a formidable reputation throughout Baltimore and up and down the American coastline.
"London is a far bigger —and older —city, with corresponding dangers," he continued. "I've even read of young women kidnapped off of the streets and sold into prostitution."
She started as he again echoed the gentleman who had sent her home. Was such a thing really so common? She'd had no idea. "Surely, here in the West End—"
"Less likely, I'll grant you, but not impossible. And what of your reputation? I've told you that English Society demands much stricter standards of behavior in young ladies than you've been used to at home. Did my words make no impression on you at all?"
"Of course, Papa. I simply thought—"
"No, I don't believe you did." But now his tone softened slightly. "Quinn, you frightened me half to death, disappearing like that. Promise me you'll do nothing of the sort again. If you wish to walk outdoors, take your maid —and have her dress you properly. Where did you get those clothes, anyway?"
Relaxing slightly, she dared to meet his eye. "They were Charles's —well, except for the skirt." She kicked at it, briefly revealing the breeches underneath. "That belongs to a maid." She saw no point in mentioning where that maid was employed.
"I'm glad you had the presence of mind to add the skirt, at least. Running about in breeches at home is one thing, but merely being seen in them here would make you—us— unreceivable. You need to consider consequences before you act, Quinn."
"I know. And I'm sorry. I won't do it again. I know how important it is that we be accepted by English Society —for the sake of the business." That did matter to her, even if she didn't share her father's other social aspirations. "I'll, ah, go change now."
"Excellent idea," he agreed. "And don't forget to choose a nice outfit for your introduction to Lord and Lady Claridge tomorrow. I'd like you to look your best for that."
Quinn hurried to her own chamber, grateful to have escaped so lightly. Papa —and that high-handed young gentleman, much as she hated to admit it— were right. She'd been so glad of a chance to escape, if only briefly, she hadn't thought through the possible consequences before agreeing to help poor Polly.
Still, she did wish she could have done something for the girl and her young brother. She sighed at the realization that there were probably hundreds of children in such straits in a city this size —and that there was no way she could make a difference in their lives. The longer she stayed in England, the more that knowledge would gnaw at her.
Better that she return as soon as possible to Baltimore and the business, where she could make a difference.
* * *
On descending to the kitchens, Marcus discovered that generous helpings of Mrs. MacKay's excellent Yorkshire pudding and mutton collops had already predisposed the four street urchins more kindly toward him. The boys were making serious inroads into two large mince pies by the time he joined them.
"You're a right 'un, guv, and no mistake," declared Stilt. Nods and mumbled assents implied that he spoke for the group. "I got to wonder, though, what you'll be wanting for all this."
Sending the servants out of the room, Marcus seated himself across from Stilt at the kitchen table, ignoring the stares of the other boys. "I can't blame you for being cautious," he said. "And in truth, I do want something, but I hope it's something you'll be only too happy to share."
The tall lad set down his fork to regard Marcus suspiciously. "Eh? And what's that?"
"Information."
Stilt shook his head quickly and started to stand. "Sorry, guv. C'mon, lads!"
"Wait!" Marcus started to grab the lanky boy's sleeve, but stopped himself. He would never win their trust by force. "I mean the sort of information that has allowed the Saint of Seven Dials to help you and others like you."
Now he had the boys' full attention. "'Ere! What do you know about the Saint?" demanded Gobby, the diminutive redheaded boy.
"Probably more than you do," Marcus replied with a grin. "He's one of my closest friends."
A startled silence was followed by a gust of whispers as the boys debated the likelihood of such a claim. Marcus waited until he had their attention again before continuing.
"The Saint has had to change the way he does things a bit, due to altered circumstances," he said carefully, not wanting to implicate Luke too clearly in case these boys couldn't be trusted. "In fact, he is gone from London entirely for the time being."
The blue-capped lad chuckled. "No wonder the Runners have been asking so many questions. I figured he was lying low somewhere. Fair frustrated them that has. Bet they won't never catch him now." Then he turned serious eyes back to Marcus. "But where does that leave us, guv? And where do you come into it?"
Marcus hadn't realized that the authorities were still seeking Luke, but now wasn't the time to dwell on it. "The Saint hasn't forgotten you," he told them. "He, ah, has asked me to be his go-between for the time being, as his primary informant has gone with him. I also want to make certain the Runners can never touch him, whatever he may do in the future. But I'll need your help."
The boys exchanged glances, then Stilt spoke up. "We have a friend or two what owe their lives to the Saint. We'll help him— and you, Sir— any way we can."
* * *
The Claridge house on Mount Street was every bit as imposing as Quinn had expected. As they mounted the broad steps to the front door, her father seemed almost nervous— a trait she had never observed in him before. She smoothed her skirts as he plied the ornate brass knocker, telling herself again that she cared not a whit what these people thought of her.
The Captain gave their names to the supercilious butler, who then conducted them up a flight of stairs and into an exquisitely furnished drawing room. "Captain and Miss Peverill," he announced tonelessly before fading back into the hallway.
A thin gentleman of about forty, who Quinn realized must be the Marquess, rose to greet them. "Captain Peverill. It has been a . . . a long time, has it not?" he said with an uncertain smile, glancing over his shoulder at a pair of opulently dressed ladies whose handsomely patrician similarity of features declared them mother and daughter.
"My wife, Lady Claridge, and our daughter, Lady Constance Throckwaite," the Marquess said, indicating each in turn. The ladies each acknowledged the Captain's deep bows in their direction with chilly nods. "We are all delighted to have you here, are we not ladies?"
"Assuredly." Lady Claridge's stiff formality belied her response, while Lady Constance declined comment. Lord Claridge, however, had already turned back to his guests.
"And Miss Peverill. Quinn —my dear mother's family name. I must say I am delighted to make your acquaintance. You are . . . very like your mother, you know." Sorrow clouded his expression briefly, but then he smiled again.
Despite herself, Quinn found herself warming to this tentative man with her mother's eyes, who seemed so eager to please everyone —and so unlikely to succeed.
"You resemble her as well, my lord," she replied with a curtsey. "My mother spoke fondly of you." That was an exaggeration, as Glynna Peverill had rarely spoken of her English family at all, though Quinn did recall her once mentioning her younger brother. In any event, it pleased the Marquess.
"Did she?" he exclaimed. "She and I were very close, you know. Poor, dear Glynna."
The Captain stepped forward with another bow. "It's true, my lord. She even named our firstborn Charles, after you. It was her dearest, almost her dying wish that Quinn come to you, for she much regretted the breach between our families."
Quinn stared at her father, appalled that he would utter such a falsehood. Certainly, her mother had never expressed any such wish in her hearing, nor any regrets, either.
Lord Claridge, however, was profoundly affected, tears starting to his hazel eyes. "Then it is in my power to honor Glynna's memory by welcoming you both back into the bosom of the family. We are to attend a rout at Lord and Lady Trumball's this very evening, a perfect opportunity to introduce Quinn to Society. Will it not be, my dear?" He glanced at his wife again.
"To be sure," she said in frigid tones. "I fear, however, that though you may have forgotten the scandal your sister once brought upon this family, others will yet remember it."
"But . . . but that was nigh on twenty-five years ago," the Marquess said uncertainly. "Surely, by now—"
Lady Claridge sniffed. "I suppose we must hope you are right." She then turned to Quinn and the Captain with a tight, unpleasant smile. "In any event, as it will be known you are both staying here, it will look odd if you do not accompany us."
To Quinn's vexation her father bowed yet again, rather than refuse the ungracious invitation. "You are too kind, my lady, you are indeed. Of course we will be most honored. It will be just the thing for Quinn. Perhaps your daughter can introduce her to other young people, as they appear to be much of an age."
A quick glance at Lady Constance showed Quinn's lovely cousin scarcely more eager to embrace her American relatives than her mother was. In fact, she was regarding Quinn as she might a zoological curiosity.
"Of course," Lady Claridge said blandly. "And pray rest assured that I will not demand the same standard of behavior from Miss Peverill that I expect from my own daughter. I am prepared to make allowances for her upbringing."
"Too kind," murmured the Captain uncertainly, but Quinn seethed at the insult, which was directed as much at her parents as herself —and particularly at her mother.
The Marquess attempted to smooth over the awkwardness of the moment. "Now, my dear, I'm certain Quinn is fully versed in the proprieties and will fit in here famously."
Quinn took leave to doubt that very much. Judging by her pinched expression, that was one matter on which she and Lady Claridge were in complete agreement. Not trusting herself to speak civilly, Quinn remained silent, listening with resignation when the Marquess ordered their trunks carried up to their chambers.
"Now I'm certain you will both wish to settle in," Lord Claridge declared once the last of their possessions had been transferred. "William here will show you to your rooms. It will be famous having you here. Simply famous!"
As they mounted the stairs, Quinn wished she could share even a modicum of her uncle's enthusiasm. "Father, must we?" she asked once the footman left them in the upper hallway.
"Pish, tush, Quinnling, it will be perfect! Lady Claridge is a bit off-putting now, but she'll warm to you in no time, just as everyone does. Don't you be nervous about it."
His use of her old nickname mollified her only slightly. "I'm not nervous, precisely, but I begin to think I've experienced quite as much of England as I care to."
"Now, then." He patted her shoulder awkwardly. "You've barely seen anything of London yet, much less England. It's a change from home, I'll give you that, but everything is bound to be fair sailing from here on out."
Quinn opened the door to her new bedchamber —more elegant than any she had ever occupied —and sighed. She hoped her father was right, but felt the odds were against it.
* * *
The Trumball house was one of the grandest Quinn had yet seen in London —even more impressive than the Claridge house, and certainly finer than that gentleman's house yesterday. Looking around at the flowers and greenery decorating the large reception hall, she idly wondered whether that gentleman were married.
Not that it concerned her in any way, of course. Should she see him again, she had determined that she would pretend not to recognize him. That would spare them both embarrassment —something he would surely desire, with his obvious concern for propriety.
Still, it might be amusing to see his expression if he spotted her dressed like this. She glanced down at her new jonquil satin gown, embroidered with tiny green leaves. It was quite flattering—and a far cry from the breeches and shirt she'd worn yesterday. She was pulled from her musing by the sound of Lord Claridge introducing her to their hosts.
". . . and this is my niece, Miss Quinn Peverill."
Her mother had instructed her at a young age in all of the social forms, so she was able to drop a curtsey of the proper depth to Viscount and Lady Trumball, conscious of Lady Claridge's critical eye. "I am honored, my lord, my lady. So kind of you to welcome us, newcomers to Town as we are."
"I am delighted that you were able to attend, my dear," replied Lady Trumball. "Town is so thin of company at this season, I nearly despaired of having enough people in attendance to make my little party worthwhile."
Quinn murmured something about the lady's hospitality and followed the Claridge party into the hall. "This is a 'little party'?" she whispered to her father. "There must be close to a hundred people present!"
"I told you London Society operated on a larger scale than that of Baltimore, didn't I?" he responded.
Sensing a reference back to yesterday's lecture on her behavior, Quinn dropped the subject. She was about to comment on the music, provided by a small orchestra in one corner, when a green-turbaned matron who seemed vaguely familiar accosted them.
"Captain Peverill, as I live and breathe!" she exclaimed. "I was so delighted when I heard you were come to Town. I declare, it's been an age! Never say this is little Quinn?"
The Captain bowed. "I am delighted to see you, Mrs. Kennard. Is Captain Kennard here this evening?"
"He is indeed, and will love to talk over dull nautical topics with you, I doubt not. Come, he can make you known to some of the other naval captains, as well." She paused to pinch Quinn's cheek, which she bore stoically, now recalling a visit this woman had paid them in Baltimore six or seven years ago.
"I declare, you were but a child when I saw you last. You've become quite the little lady."
"Yes, ma'am. Thank you," responded Quinn with a mechanical smile. Not until the woman turned away did she surreptitiously rub her assaulted cheek.
Her father had not motioned her to follow, so she remained where she was, having no desire for more of Mrs. Kennard's reminiscing. The Claridges had already moved on, so she found herself momentarily alone.
Though it was no doubt improper to stand about unchaperoned, Quinn welcomed the chance to take stock of her surroundings. She watched the shifting throng with interest, the ladies like butterflies in their summer gowns and the gentlemen providing a sober counterpoint in black, brown, or dark blue.
One more brightly clad gentleman caught her eye, not only for his lilac waistcoat, but because he rather reminded her of the man who had plucked her off the streets yesterday, though he was not so handsome. A relation, perhaps?
Glancing around just then, he caught her watching him and came toward her with a smile. "I know it's not at all the thing for me to speak to you without an introduction, but you seem rather at a loss, Miss—?"
"Peverill," she replied, touched by his kindness. "Quinn Peverill."
He swept her a bow. "Lord Peter Northrup, at your service. Quinn Peverill, eh? An unusual name, but familiar somehow. New to Town, are you?"
"Yes, we arrived just a few days ago. My father is Captain Palmer Peverill, out of Baltimore," she offered helpfully. "He's over there." She motioned toward a group of half a dozen gentlemen engaged in spirited conversation.
Lord Peter's brow furrowed for a moment, then cleared. "Ah! Now I have it. Your mother would be Lady Glynna Throckwaite, daughter to Lady Adela Quinn and the late Lord Claridge. That makes you niece to the current Marquess, does it not? I see the Claridges over there. Shall I restore you to them?"
"No, I thank you," Quinn said, amazed at his knowledge of her family history. "That is, I . . . I will rejoin them presently." Her aunt would doubtless make another nasty comment about her upbringing if a gentlemen to whom she had not been properly introduced were to escort her across the room.
"Certainly, certainly," he said, clearly perceiving her reluctance. "Meanwhile, there are others here who would be delighted to make your acquaintance, I'm sure. My brother Marcus, for one, as well as various of the younger ladies attending. London is a dull place without friends."
He extended an arm, and she gingerly took it, torn between gratitude and embarrassment. Did she appear a charity case, or did Lord Peter simply have a penchant for helping ladies in perceived distress?
"Marcus, ladies, I'd like to present Miss Quinn Peverill, but recently arrived in England. Miss Peverill, my brother, Lord Marcus Northrup." He went on to name the three ladies standing there, but Quinn barely heard him.
Instead she stared, speechless, at her sanctimonious "rescuer" from the day before.
* * *
Marcus turned with a smile at his brother's words, only to pause in astonishment upon facing again the pretty young hoyden he had plucked off the streets only yesterday. Quickly schooling his features, he bowed, hoping no one had noticed his hesitation.
"Delighted to make your acquaintance, Miss Peverill." He tried to keep any trace of mockery from his voice, but the amusement in her eyes told him he did not succeed. He hoped the silly chit would not refer to their unorthodox meeting.
She did not. "Lord Marcus," she said coolly, inclining her head quite properly, though her eyes now sparkled with mischief. She then turned to greet the others in his group. Miss Chalmers asked her about life in America, giving him a chance to rein in the conflicting emotions that assailed him at the sight of her.
After spending much of last evening puzzling about her, he had decided she must be the daughter of some American merchant —well-to-do, perhaps, but beyond the social pale. Clearly, he had guessed wrong if she was at a gathering like this one.
What startled him even more was the flash of pleasure he'd felt on facing her again. She was comely enough, to be sure, especially dressed as she was tonight, but far too young for his taste and clearly deficient in manners, judging by their encounter yesterday and her evident lack of remorse.
"So you have no Indian savages living near you?" Miss Chalmers was asking her, in evident disappointment.
"No, Baltimore is hardly a wilderness, but one of America's major port cities," Miss Peverill replied. "Far smaller than London, of course, but more than twenty thousand people live there, all told."
"Goodness! I had no idea," exclaimed Miss Chalmers. The other ladies agreed, and continued to pelt her with questions.
"You seem rather struck by Miss Peverill," Peter murmured to Marcus while the ladies were thus engaged. "A taking little thing, I admit, and with impeccable connections on her mother's side."
Marcus frowned, then belatedly attempted to look bored. "Oh?"
Peter nodded. "Granddaughter to the fourth Lord Claridge and cousin to the beauteous Lady Constance."
Though surprised, Marcus merely said, "A new face is always a novelty, of course, especially so late in the Season. But that can scarcely compensate for a lack of sensibility."
Peter blinked at him. "You find Miss Peverill lacking in sensibility? In what way?"
But Marcus had no intention of relating yesterday's events to his brother. Miss Peverill's reputation didn't concern him unduly, as she had been clearly in the wrong, but he preferred not to explain his encounter with the street urchins —or his plans to help them, to which Peter would certainly object.
"American girls have always struck me as rather hoydenish," he finally responded. "I doubt Miss Peverill is any different. It comes of being raised without regard for the proprieties our English ladies take for granted."
He realized belatedly that he had spoken a shade too loudly, and that the conversation of the ladies had ceased. A quick glance showed that Miss Peverill, at least, had heard him. Her unusual green-gold eyes flashed with resentment, though she said nothing. Hastily, he turned back to Peter, who was now frowning.
"There certainly seems to be one person present with an incomplete grasp of the proprieties," Peter said severely, and at the same volume, that Miss Peverill might hear his rebuke.
Then he lowered his voice. "You're a fine one to preach propriety, in any event, Marcus. I'd like to think this indicates a desire to mend your ways, but I suspect it is merely evidence of the hypocrisy all too common to rakes and wastrels."
Peter moved away then to greet some other acquaintances, and Marcus was just as glad to see him go. He was no schoolboy, to be scolded by his older brothers for his shortcomings.
His relief was short-lived, however, for across the room he spotted Lady Mountheath and one of the other matrons who had seen Miss Peverill leaving his house yesterday. Would they recognize her in her current guise? Surely not.
Still, he cudgeled his brain for a plausible explanation for her presence there, just in case. Nothing came to mind.
"Lord Marcus, did not you say that you intended to visit the Americas someday?" Miss Augusta Melks asked then, drawing him into the ladies' renewed conversation. Clearly, she had not heard him earlier. "You must hear what Miss Peverill says of it!"
"Yes, I suppose I must," he replied, trying to appear both polite and disinterested at once. "Baltimore, you were saying, Miss Peverill? That is in Maryland, is it not?"
She nodded, regarding him warily. No doubt she feared he meant to reveal her foolish escapade, after his earlier comment. "Yes, just north of Washington —you know, the city the English tried to burn down a few years ago," she added with a raised brow. "There is much worth seeing in that part of the world, as I have been telling the others."
"So I have heard," he replied, trying to reassure her with his smile. He thought she relaxed marginally, though her eyes were still unforgiving. Then, looking past him, she stiffened again.
"I see you are making friends, Quinn," came a booming voice from behind Marcus. "Excellent! Excellent!"
Turning, he found the voice to belong to a tall, broad-shouldered, older man whose weathered face bespoke years at sea. Though impeccably dressed, he seemed out of place at such a tame gathering, like an eagle in a cage full of canaries.
"Papa, let me introduce you to my new acquaintances." Marcus thought Miss Peverill spoke hastily, as though to prevent her father making further comments. "Miss Chalmers, Miss Melks, and Miss Augusta Melks. And Lord Marcus Northrup," she added, almost as an afterthought. "My father, Captain Peverill."
Marcus looked sharply at her, wondering if the almost-insult had been deliberate, but she returned his glance blandly.
"Charmed, ladies," responded the Captain with a sweeping bow that set them all simpering. Then he turned to Marcus. "Northrup. That would make you a connection of the Duke of Marland, would it not, my lord?"
"Yes, sir. The Duke is my father."
Captain Peverill's brows rose, and he shot a quick grin at his daughter. "Then I am particularly pleased to make your acquaintance, my lord. I trust my daughter has been behaving herself?"
Marcus blinked. Had she told him about—?
But Miss Peverill's anguished whisper of "Papa!" implied she had not. However, yesterday's escapade was apparently in character, for her father to ask such a question.
"Perfectly, sir," he felt obliged to say. The grateful glance the girl shot him was further evidence her father did not know.
Marcus couldn't help questioning Captain Peverill's fitness as a parent. Surely he had allowed his daughter's release from the schoolroom at far too young an age. She could not be more than sixteen or seventeen, which explained her impulsiveness and lack of judgement. What was the Captain's excuse?
Before he could wonder why any of this should matter to him, a voice he had been particularly dreading broke into the conversation.
"My dear Lord Marcus," exclaimed Lady Mountheath, fairly oozing insincere affability. Her substantial form swathed in amethyst silk, she inserted herself into their growing circle as though by right. "What a delight to see you again so soon."
His heart sank at this oblique reference to the day before, but he merely smiled and bowed. "A pleasure indeed, my lady." Unable to think of any way to politely avoid it, he reluctantly turned to make introductions. "Lady Mountheath, let me present to you two newcomers to London, Captain and Miss Peverill."
She returned the Captain's bow with a regal inclination of her head, then turned to his daughter, only to give an exaggerated start of obviously feigned surprise. As Marcus had feared, this had clearly been her purpose in joining them.
"Why, Miss Peverill!" she exclaimed. "I had hoped I was mistaken, but I see now that I was not. I confess myself amazed that you have the courage to show your face at a respectable gathering such as this one."
A murmur of protests broke out among the ladies at the blatant insult, and Captain Peverill's heavy brows drew down ominously. "I beg your pardon, my lady! What can you mean, to speak to my daughter like that?"
Lady Mountheath turned pitying eyes upon him, though her mouth twitched with triumph. Marcus stood rooted to the spot, wishing he were anywhere else.
"My dear sir, I regret to inform you that your daughter has so far overstepped the bounds of propriety as to . . ."
She hesitated, as though reluctant to continue, though Marcus knew it was merely for dramatic effect.
". . . to visit a gentleman's residence alone, without so much as a maid in attendance. I saw her leaving his house myself."
A collective gasp greeted her words, and the Captain's frown was now turned on his daughter.
Compelled to do something, Marcus spoke, even though he had no idea what he was going to say. "There is a perfectly reasonable explanation, my lady," he began. "You see, the truth is that Miss Peverill —that she and I—"
"Are betrothed," finished Captain Peverill smoothly.
Marcus gaped, as did Miss Peverill.
"Betrothed?" Lady Mountheath looked extremely skeptical.
The Captain nodded vigorously. "We intended to wait to make the announcement until her brother in Baltimore could be informed, but given the impetuosity of youth, the delay was perhaps unwise."
Lady Mountheath rounded on Marcus. "My lord, is this true?"
From the corner of his eye he could see Miss Peverill shaking her head and mouthing something at him, and while he shared her horror at this turn of events, that mattered not a whit. Squarely meeting Lady Mountheath's eye, Marcus said the only thing he could, in honor, say.
"Of course it is true, my lady. Why else would she have been visiting me yesterday?"
Momentarily speechless from outrage, Quinn found her voice at last. "Betrothed!" The word came out as a strangled whisper. Before she could say anything further —or more audibly —her father seized her arm in a iron grip that was unexpected enough to startle her back to silence.
"Yes, we are all delighted," he said rather too loudly. "It was a bit sudden, of course, but you know how these things go with young people. Love at first sight and all that."
"But—" Her father's grip tightened to the point of pain, and she stopped again to stare at him, tears starting to her eyes. He had never hurt her before in her life. What—?
He met her look with one that held both a warning and a plea —but it was the plea that finally penetrated. Swallowing, she turned to look at Lord Marcus, but his face seemed chiseled in stone, completely expressionless. Finally, she faced Lady Mountheath with the brightest smile she could muster.
"It was such a foolish thing, really," she said, hating her own simpering tone. "Lord Marcus offered to take me walking about Mayfair, but before returning home I insisted on stopping for a sip of something, as it was so warm. He did warn me that it was not precisely proper for me to step into his house, but as it was only for a moment, I fear I paid him no mind."
Her father chuckled indulgently. "Quinn can be rather stubborn at times, too often to her own undoing. Isn't that right, Lord Marcus?"
Thus applied to, the gentleman nodded, though his face was still expressionless, Quinn noticed. "Yes indeed. Dear, impulsive Quinn." Though his words sounded almost mechanical, they seemed to have the desired effect.
Lady Mountheath's overeager smile vanished, to be replaced by an expression that reminded Quinn forcibly of a dog deprived of a coveted bone.
"You gentlemen would do well to instruct the young lady in proper English behavior," she said severely, her eyes still darting suspiciously to each of their faces in turn. "What might be permissible in the wilds of America can destroy a lady's reputation here, I assure you."
"Yes, my lady, I am just coming to realize that," said Quinn meekly, though she seethed inwardly at the denigration of her homeland. "I will certainly be more circumspect in future."
Lady Mountheath sniffed, plainly still disbelieving but thwarted by their united front. "I hope so, for your sake, my dear. A reputation is such a fragile thing, after all."
On that unmistakeable note of warning, she left them, to Quinn's vast relief. She had no time for reflection, however, for now Miss Chalmers and the Misses Melks closed in, wanting to know every detail of the fictitious betrothal.
"Love at first sight," sighed Miss Augusta. "How very romantic! And you sly things, pretending that you had only just met. Wasn't that sly, Lucinda?"
Her sister agreed, with a look that told Quinn that she was the more perceptive of the two. "Indeed. Did you really believe you could keep it a secret? How long will it take for the news to reach your brother in America?"
Quinn glanced at her father and saw that he was unprepared to elaborate on the story he had himself put forward. "Not for a month or more, I fear," she said quickly, before any hesitation could be noticed. "The shipping schedules must be taken into account, as well as the weather."
Captain Peverill belatedly agreed with this assessment, sending Quinn a grateful glance. With scant assistance from Lord Marcus, who still appeared stunned by the turn of events, she and her father managed to answer or deflect the volley of questions that ensued.
Finally, the three ladies made their excuses, no doubt to spread the word among their other acquaintances. Captain Peverill seized the opportunity to speak briefly to Lord Marcus.
"Thank you, my lord, for doing the honorable thing. I realize a betrothal is not what you had planned."
The gentleman regarded him warily. "Er, not precisely, no," he admitted. "That is—"
"Well of course not," exclaimed Quinn. "I cannot believe you told everyone such a thing, Papa! Now we will look even more foolish when it becomes known that there was never any betrothal at all." Still, the idea of being betrothed to the handsome Lord Marcus caused an odd flutter in her midsection. A mere aftermath from her shock, no doubt.
"Moderate your tone," her father said sternly. "Perhaps if you had told me the full tale of your adventure yesterday, I'd have had time to think of a different story. But now we are stuck with this one."
"Stuck?" Lord Marcus echoed the word just as Quinn did, sounding just as horrified as she was.
Captain Peverill nodded. "We cannot recant now without irrevocably ruining Quinn's reputation —and perhaps your own, my lord. You heard what Lady Mountheath said."
"That odious woman!" But Quinn's anger was not directed only at Lady Mountheath. "I refuse to let her—or anyone —direct my actions by threat of gossip. What can she do, really?"
It was Lord Marcus who answered. "Quite a lot, I fear," he said heavily. "She has the ear of everyone who matters in Society and delights in using her influence to shred reputations. I have seen her destroy more than one—"
He was interrupted by the arrival of Lady Claridge, her husband and daughter in tow. "I understand congratulations are in order?" She glanced from Quinn to Lord Marcus and back. Behind her, Lady Constance watched, wide-eyed with curiosity and Lord Claridge smiled, though he looked uncertain.
Quinn, met her aunt's critical gaze as defiantly as she could, considering her inner turmoil, but before she could deny or her father confirm the news, Lord Marcus spoke.
"Yes, Lady Claridge, Miss Peverill has done me the very great honor of agreeing to become my wife."
Quinn stared at him in disbelief, and he responded with a barely perceptible shrug that made her suddenly aware of the width of the shoulders beneath his superbly fitted coat.
"It's quite amazing how quickly the news has spread," he continued, holding her eye for a moment before turning back to Lady Claridge. "Especially considering that there has been no formal announcement as yet."
That allowed Captain Peverill to launch into his explanation of how they had planned to delay publicizing the match until Charles could be notified. If anything, Quinn thought Lady Claridge's expression grew even more pinched.
"One might have expected that her uncle would have been informed, as he has opened his home to her," she said frostily. "That would have prevented our learning her news through other channels." She frowned in the direction of Lady Mountheath, who was now talking animatedly to yet another group.
"I do apologize, my lady," the Captain responded, even as Lord Claridge made soothing noises. "You are correct, of course, particularly as it is our hope that Quinn might be married from your home in a few months' time. While I cannot remain in England so long, I will try to return for the wedding, of course."
Months? Quinn had absolutely no intention of remaining in England for months! In fact, it was more imperative than ever that she return home without delay, before this absurd, fictitious betrothal could somehow become a real one.
"Papa, I'm certain we needn't impose—" Quinn began hastily, but Lord Claridge cut her off.
"Nonsense, my dear, nonsense. You are family. It's quite right and proper that you should stay with us until the happy event takes place." He appeared genuinely delighted at the prospect.
Her father heartily agreed, and Quinn subsided, contenting herself with an apologetic glance at her aunt and cousin, coldly returned. Once they were alone, she would convince her father of the folly of continuing this fiction —as well as of the necessity of allowing her to return with him to Baltimore on the next available vessel.
The next few hours allowed no opportunity for Quinn to speak privately to either her father or Lord Marcus, however. They were continually accosted by people congratulating them. Quinn sent her father many a speaking glance, all of which he blithely ignored. It was a relief when they finally took their leave.
Lord Marcus bowed over her hand, his expression still stiff, though something that might have been amusement lurked in his vivid blue eyes. If anything, that irritated her further. She took her leave of him coolly, ignoring an urge to probe his true feelings. Surely he must see that they faced possible disaster?
Captain Peverill, however, appeared to consider the whole affair an unqualified success. "I couldn't have planned it better if I'd tried," he whispered to her as they waited with the Claridges for their carriage a short time later. "Betrothed to the son of a Duke! Not bad for our first evening in Society, eh?"
Quinn stared at him. "Not bad?" she whispered back fiercely. "How can you say so? The world believing me betrothed when I am no such thing! If you had planned it, I would think you quite mad."
Now he looked a shade uncomfortable. "Yes, well. Lord Marcus has agreed to call upon me tomorrow. I'm sure everything will be worked out then to the satisfaction of all."
Quinn breathed a sigh of relief. "Thank heaven for that. It's clear he has no more desire to be trapped into a match than I do."
She refused to acknowledge the tiny pang that observation cost her. After all, he knew no more of her than she knew of him, and she certainly had no desire to be bound to the man. Why should she expect him to feel differently? If he did, it would only show a want of sensibility —and sense.
The carriage arrived then, ending conversation, though not Quinn's reflections. Though reassured by her father's assurance that all would be settled on the morrow, she couldn't help reliving the embarrassments of the evening during the short drive, or as she prepared for bed afterward.
As she drifted off to sleep, however, it was Lord Marcus's blue eyes and deep voice that lingered to color her dreams.
* * *
"I told you, it's all a mistake." Marcus was becoming irritated at his brother's unwillingness to drop the subject. "Tomorrow I'm to call upon the Peverills and we'll no doubt find a way to extricate ourselves from this coil with a minimum of fuss."
Peter regarded him with that maddeningly knowing expression of his. "A mistake, no doubt —but whose? I can't believe you were forced to declare yourself betrothed simply because that busybody Lady Mountheath threatened to stir up a bit of scandal. She does that almost weekly, and when has scandal ever bothered you?"
Stripping off coat and gloves, Marcus handed them to Clarence and waited for his valet to leave the library before replying. "I didn't do the declaring, Captain Peverill did. Had the scandal concerned only me, I'd have denied it on the spot. But that harpy threatened to ruin Miss Peverill as well, which you would no more have allowed than I did."
"I? Of course not. What you did would have been completely in character for me, which is what makes this so very amusing." Peter went to the sideboard and poured himself a judicious measure of brandy. "In fact, I feel inclined to celebrate."
Marcus glared at him. "Well I certainly do not, though some of that brandy would not go amiss. Pour me some, will you?"
Peter complied, watching in silence as Marcus took a sip, then another. On his third, more relaxed sip, Peter spoke again. "Perhaps it is fate."
The brandy caught in Marcus's throat, making him cough and sputter. "Fate?" he rasped after a moment. Clearing his throat, he continued more audibly. "You ascribe the ill-judged romp of a young girl and Lady Mountheath's evil tongue to fate? What fate?"
"Yours, of course. Fate uses whatever tools are to hand. I have often observed it."
"Easy enough to say after the fact," Marcus pointed out. "I, however, prefer to believe I am the captain of my own destiny —and a wife has no part in it. Especially one who should still be in the schoolroom, and who has no more desire to wed than I have."
"Is Miss Peverill as young as all that, then? After speaking with her, I rather thought—"
"I don't know her exact age," Marcus admitted. "But you did not see her yesterday, tricked out in her brother's clothes. She may speak intelligently, but her judgement is clearly not that of an adult— which is how we find ourselves in this predicament."
Still, he couldn't help remembering that surge of protectivenss he'd felt yesterday —or the seductive innocence of Miss Peverill's lovely green-gold eyes. What if—?
But Peter was now watching him again with that disconcerting shrewdness. "Predicament? I suppose time will tell."
"Time will not be an issue," Marcus informed him, thrusting away such inappropriate memories. "By midday tomorrow, I'm confident this will all be behind me. Captain Peverill doesn't seem the type who would force his daughter into a match repugnant to her."
He was careful to conceal his irritation at being considered repugnant by Miss Peverill. The last thing Peter needed was more ammunition for his meddling.
* * *
It was with some trepidation that Marcus presented himself at the Claridge house the next morning. There had been no opportunity last night for a private word with Miss Peverill, so he still had no idea what she had told her father about their encounter two days since. What should he himself reveal, if anything? He would take his cue from her, he decided.
But when the butler ushered him into an elegant drawing room a few minutes later, Captain Peverill alone awaited him. "Good morning, Lord Marcus, good morning," he boomed jovially. "Delighted you could come."
Instead of putting him at his ease, Marcus found the man's cheerfulness rather oppressive. "Good morning, Captain Peverill. It would seem we have, ah, business to discuss."
"Business. Yes, hm. Business." The word seemed to sober the Captain, to Marcus's relief. "I suppose we'd best get to it, then. It appears that between you, you and my daughter have stirred up quite a scandal, my lord."
Marcus swallowed, realizing that he could hardly state the truth —that any scandal was purely Miss Peverill's fault. "Surely, sir, the scandal is not so great? Lady Mountheath is known for blowing minor social infractions all out of proportion."
"So I have been told. However, the potential damage to my daughter's good name is not inconsiderable, given the venue Lady Mountheath chose for her, ah, disclosure last night." His look now was questioning.
With a mental shrug, Marcus answered the implied question. "It is true that Miss Peverill was at my house, though only for a few minutes. It was quite an accident, however —the result of an unfortunate misunderstanding."
Captain Peverill said nothing, so Marcus hurried on, trying not to dither. "She was dressed as a boy, you see—her brother's clothing, she said. I took her as such, at first, but sent her on her way as soon as I discovered my mistake."
Now the Captain was frowning. "She was wearing a skirt when she returned."
"Oh! Yes. I, ah, insisted she borrow one from one of my housemaids, as it was clearly not fitting that she walk about in breeches." The room was beginning to feel uncomfortably warm.
"It was clearly not fitting that she be walking about London unescorted at all," Captain Peverill pointed out. "I would never have allowed it, had I known her intentions. I confess myself a trifle disappointed that you did, my lord."
Marcus tugged at his cravat, wondering why Clarence had tied it so much more tightly than usual. "I tried to insist she allow one of my footmen to accompany her, but she refused. Your daughter seems to have rather a strong will, sir, if you will forgive me."
To his relief, the Captain nodded. "She does indeed. I have warned her repeatedly that her impulsiveness would land her in trouble one day, though I confess I had not envisioned anything of this sort. But now the damage is done, however innocent the actual circumstances. I must ask, my lord, whether you mean to abide by your given word and marry my daughter?"
Caught off guard by the suddenness of the question, Marcus answered automatically. "Of course, sir, I have no intention of going back on my word. However, I had the impression last night that Miss Peverill was less than amenable to the idea?"
"Pish, tush." The Captain waved a dismissive—and very large—hand. "She was merely startled. Once she had a chance to consider the advantages of such a match, I assure you she became quite enthusiastic. Her main concern seemed to be that you might disavow the promise you made last night."
Why, that conniving little jade . . . ! Trapped, Marcus said stiffly, "To do so would be dishonorable in the extreme, Captain Peverill. Pray assure your daughter that I intend to do my duty by her, if that is her wish."
At once the Captain was all smiles again. "Excellent! Excellent! She will be relieved beyond measure, I know. And I must say it is very good of you, my lord, as it was Quinn's foolishness that created the scandal in the first place. I have no doubt that you will be able to train such tendencies out of her, in time."
Marcus felt a cold weight settle in his stomach at the finality implied by that last statement. "Of . . . of course."
"I presume you'll wish to set a future meeting to discuss settlements and such?" the Captain continued. "You'll have had no time to give thought to such things yet, any more than I have."
He rose and extended his hand. Automatically, Marcus did likewise, his mind still numb. "Another meeting. Yes."
Pumping his hand and beaming, Captain Peverill declared, "I'm sure you and Quinn will deal admirably together. She's a bright little thing, and near as pretty as her mother was. Just send a message round when you're ready to discuss the particulars."
Before he knew what he was about, Marcus found himself descending to Mount Street alone. He was just as glad he'd not taken the carriage, feeling the need to walk so that he could better sort through what had just happened.
He was well and truly betrothed now, and there seemed no honorable way to get out of it. Miss Peverill had grasped opportunity with both hands, no doubt about it! But she would not find him so easy to manipulate as her father, he was determined.
Not until he reached Grosvenor Street did it occur to him that it was a trifle odd that Captain Peverill had ushered him out of the house without allowing him so much as a glimpse of his bride-to-be.
* * *
Quinn watched Lord Marcus' departure from the window of her bedchamber, where her father had insisted she wait while the gentlemen worked out their problem. Now that he was gone, however, she wasted no time in hurrying down to the drawing room.
"Well?" she demanded, when her father only looked up affably at her sudden entrance. "Were you two able to figure a way out of this mess? Is everything settled?"
The Captain rose, smiling, to take both of her hands in his. "Indeed it is, my dear, settled quite famously. Let me be the first to congratulate you!" He dropped a quick kiss on her cheek.
Quinn pulled back to regard him suspiciously. "You are congratulating me on my escape, are you not, Papa?"
"Your escape from scandal, most assuredly," he said, though his smile now held a hint of wariness. "Lord Marcus was only too eager to make certain you would not suffer from your lamentable lack of judgement."
"Was he?" She narrowed her eyes, her sense of foreboding growing. "And how does he mean to ensure that?"
Her father's surprise was rather too obviously feigned. "Why, by marrying you, of course, just as he promised last night."
"Marrying—! Papa, you assured me you would find another way out of this," she reminded him severely.
The Captain did look the slightest bit uncomfortable now, refusing to meet her eye. "Now, my dear, that is not precisely what I said. If you will recall—"
But Quinn was having have none of it. "You know full well I have no intention of marrying Lord Marcus. I will sail for Baltimore at once rather than do so. Nor can I believe he has any particular wish to wed me."
"On the contrary, he seemed more than ready to do the proper thing. I imagine he is considering his own reputation among the ton as well as yours. Not that we can blame him for that."
Quinn could more readily believe that Lord Marcus would marry her to salvage his own reputation than her own, but she refused to believe her little foray required such an extreme remedy.
"Once it is known that he has offered, surely his honor will be safe from scrutiny. Then I can cry off and leave England, and no scandal can possibly attach to him." She sat down in the overstuffed chair near the window and smiled up at her father, quite pleased with her own solution to the problem.
"But scandal would then attach to you, Quinn, or rather to us, and we cannot have that," he said, clearly alarmed. "Think of the business! And of Lord and Lady Claridge. Whatever reflects upon us will reflect upon them as well. Surely you would not repay their hospitality so shabbily?"
She barely restrained a snort. "Hospitality! Reluctant duty, rather. Lady Claridge, at least, will be happy enough to see me out of England."
"Do not forget the Marquess," her father said. "He seems most pleased to have you here. He said so again last night."
Since Quinn could not dispute that, she said, "Surely you are refining too much on what Society may or may not think, Papa. Who am I that they will notice my actions at all, except in passing?"
"Why, you are the daughter of Lady Glynna and granddaughter to the Marquess of Claridge. You have connections among the highest in the land." He strode back and forth as he spoke, gesturing grandly, but then he stopped. "Will you disregard your mother's dying wish? Would you besmirch her memory, and prove Lady Claridge's predictions true?"
Quinn felt trapped, torn again by guilt that she had been busy at the warehouses rather than at her mother's bedside during her final hours, as her father had been. As out of character as this supposed last wish seemed, how could she question it now?
"I will try not to do anything to tarnish our family name," she said at last. "I will even attempt a true reconciliation with the Claridges."
Her father began to smile again, so she held up a hand. "However," she continued, "I make no promise to mortgage my future happiness for the sake of appearances, or even for the business. Nor can I believe Mother would have wanted me to do so. I will continue to seek an honorable way out of this betrothal."
And if she could not find one, Quinn fully intended to take ship for Baltimore, by herself if necessary!
Marcus returned home to find Peter entertaining his friend Harry Thatcher in the library. Mr. Thatcher always had tales to tell about the war and his other, more colorful exploits, and normally Marcus looked forward to hearing them, but just now he preferred solitude. That was not to be an option, however.
"There he is now," Peter exclaimed before Marcus could back out of the library. "Come, tell us how things stand. I was just bringing Harry up to speed on your latest scrape."
Reluctantly, Marcus advanced into the room and flung himself into one of the deep leather chairs. "You make it sound as though I was caught in a neighbor's orchard," he said sourly. "This is a bit more serious."
Harry Thatcher chuckled. "Sounds as though the consequences may be dire indeed. You should have been more careful, lad." He nodded sententiously before draining his wine glass.
"You're a fine one to talk," exclaimed Peter with a laugh, refilling Harry's empty glass with claret. "Don't forget, Marcus has heard the story of how you really lost that arm." He nodded toward his friend's empty left sleeve.
Harry shrugged, taking another generous sip of his wine. "Better an arm than my freedom," he said. "When it comes to women— ladies of the Quality, at any rate —I'm remarkably careful."
"I did nothing wrong," Marcus informed them both. "Miss Peverill was the one at fault, gadding about Town without an escort." They were enjoying his predicament far too much, and they hadn't even heard the worst of it yet.
"Then she admitted her fault and her father released you from your obligation?" Peter sighed. "Pity. Marriage would have had a steadying effect upon you."
A snort from Harry echoed Marcus's own opinion. "That's what you said about Jack, if you recall," Harry said to Peter. "Yet he stirred up quite a scandal with his wife, from what we heard on returning from Vienna. Took becoming a father to turn him into a proper stick-in-the-mud."
"Ah, but you can't deny he's blissfully happy," Peter retorted. They were referring, Marcus knew, to their mutual friend, Lord Foxhaven, who had married nearly two years since.
"But Foxhaven made his choice himself," Marcus pointed out. "A woman with a reputation completely opposite to his own. Miss Peverill will hardly have the same effect upon me, given what I have seen of her so far."
Peter sat up straighter. "Then you intend to marry her after all? Why did you not say so at once?"
Marcus shifted uncomfortably in his chair. "Didn't want to give you the satisfaction. But she and her father have trapped me nicely between them. It appears I won't be allowed to back out."
"Captain Peverill struck me last night as a rather formidable man," said Peter, showing his first sign of sympathy. "Unwilling to admit his daughter's fault, was he?"
"Oh, he admitted it readily enough. Expects me to train the wildness out of her, in fact." Despite his irritation at the entire situation, Marcus couldn't keep his lips from twitching at the absurdity of such an idea.
As for Peter and Harry, they fairly exploded with laughter, which restored Marcus's foul humor quite efficiently. "You!" Peter gasped after a moment. "Train the wildness—! Oh, that's too rich for words."
Abruptly, Marcus rose. "Your felicitations leave something to be desired. You will excuse me, I know. I have matters to attend to." Stiffly, trying to maintain at least a shred of dignity in the face of the others' hilarity, he left the library.
"You there, James," he said to the nearest footman upon regaining the hallway. "Nip around the corner to Marland House and tell Mr. Fairley to expect me within the hour."
The footman bowed and left.
The Duke's man of business would be able to advise him with respect to marriage settlements and other such matters. He might as well get that over with —that, and confronting his father with the news. Whether the Duke of Marland was angry or as pleased as Peter was, Marcus knew he himself would find little pleasure in that interview.
An hour later, Marcus was shown into his father's study, a room he'd always disliked. Now he glanced around at the dark, heavy furnishings and brown velvet drapes, remembering the innumerable occasions throughout his youth when he'd been called to account for some misdemeanor in these somber surroundings.
As always, the Duke awaited him at the far end of the room, enthroned upon his vast mahogany chair, separated from lesser mortals by the polished expanse of his claw-footed mahogany desk. Marcus reminded himself that he was now an adult, and that he had not been summoned here. He had nothing for which to apologize.
"I presume you have come to inform me of your ill-considered betrothal?" the Duke asked dryly before Marcus reached the desk. "I am delighted not to be the last one to know."
Marcus felt all the old, defensive feelings welling up, adult or no. "When are you ever the last to know anything, your grace? As my betrothal was finalized less than two hours ago, it appears you had earlier intelligence of it than I."
The Duke of Marland's thin, aquiline countenance displayed the merest trace of curiosity. "Yet those present at Lord and Lady Trumball's last night were told that it was an accomplished fact. Would you care to enlighten me as to the details?"
Not particularly, Marcus thought, but aloud he said, "The interference of gossips threatened to transform into scandal what began as a simple misunderstanding. I therefore offered Miss Peverill the protection of my name."
"How very noble." The Duke infused those three words with a wealth of scathing commentary upon Marcus's past, as well as his present judgement —or lack thereof.
"Miss Peverill is quite agreeable, actually," Marcus lied, nettled. "I don't doubt we will deal comfortably together." Quinn Peverill might be many things, but agreeable and comfortable were not among them.
Though he was nearing seventy, the Duke's pale gray eyes had lost none of their sharpness. "Peverill. That would make her granddaughter to the third Marquess of Claridge?"
Marcus nodded, impressed in spite of himself at his father's deductive abilities. It must be where Peter came by that gift.
"A grasping man, whose pride overshadowed his wisdom on more than one occasion. And the current Marquess is an ineffectual milksop. Still, the mother's family is old and respectable. What of the father? American? A sea captain or some such thing?" His thin lips pressed together with disapproval.
"He heads up a large shipping concern out of Baltimore." It felt strange to defend the Peverills, whom he himself regarded as crass opportunists. "He is in England to expand upon that concern. A man of some substance, I believe."
"Hm. We must hope so, as you've little enough of your own."
Marcus was never allowed to forget who held his purse strings, and this reminder galled him more than usual. "I'll try to hold out for a handsome dowry, then." He attempted to match his father's tone for dryness.
The Duke appeared not to notice. "Still, you'll have to settle something on her. One hundred pounds per annum should suffice."
"One hundred—!" Marcus stared. It was an absurdly small sum. His sister-in-law, Lady Bagstead, received five times that amount, not to mention the household funds to which she had access whenever planning an entertainment. Of course, she would be Duchess when Robert inherited, but—
"As a colonist, I imagine Miss Peverill is used to living simply. If her father balks, you are authorized to offer as much as one hundred fifty. Work out the details with Mr. Fairley."
It was clearly a dismissal, so Marcus bowed and left, relieved, even through his irritation, to have the interview over.
The next two hours were tedious in the extreme, but he left Marland House with a better understanding of his own finances than he'd ever had before. It was not an encouraging picture. Despite the extent of the Marland holdings, with five sons, the portion set aside for the youngest was extremely modest. No wonder his mother had once pressed him to consider a calling in the Church.
Returning home, he handed his hat to a footman. Turning to go upstairs, however, he caught sight of a coarse scrap of folded paper among the hot-pressed calling cards in the tray on the hall table. Snatching it up, he found it contained just a few scribbled words: "Gobby. Garden. Sundown."
The boys must have information for him, then— which led to another problem. How was he to play the Saint once he was married? Well, he should have some time yet to work out that conundrum.
He checked his watch. The July days were long —the sun wouldn't set for hours. This would be as good a time as any for him to become better acquainted with his bride-to-be. With more resignation than enthusiasm, he ordered up his phaeton and set out for Mount Street to invite Miss Peverill for a drive.
Becoming a Saint was turning out to be more trouble than he'd bargained for, on all fronts.
* * *
Quinn's stomach was growling by the time she was summoned downstairs, only to discover a disappointingly light afternoon tea of cakes and tiny sandwiches instead of dinner. She would never get used to London hours! The conversation, however, diminished her appetite considerably.
". . . and of course you will have to take Miss Peverill with you to the modiste tomorrow," Lady Claridge was saying to her daughter. "I had Hortense examine her wardrobe and she tells me it is quite hopeless."
"Of course, Mother," agreed Lady Constance, looking bland and beautiful in pristine white muslin. "Madame Fanchot will be able to rectify the problem, I doubt not, as her taste is impeccable."
"I suppose I'd best stay close in my room until you can dress me properly." Quinn tried to speak lightly, unwilling to give them the satisfaction of knowing they'd nettled her. "I wouldn't wish to embarrass you."
Lady Claridge sniffed. "Clothing alone will not prevent that, but it is a start. Still, it will look odd if you do not accompany us to our evening engagements. Perhaps Madame Fanchot will have something she can pin up for you at once, or Hortense might be able to make some of your existing gowns presentable."
Quinn thought about the pains she had gone to in Baltimore, having several dresses made up in the latest fashions. Nor had her new French maid, Monette, implied that they were substandard, which she had no doubt she would have done, were it true. She opened her mouth to say so, then caught her father's eye across the little enameled table and closed it again.
"Whatever you think best, of course, my lady," she said instead, seething inwardly.
Lady Claridge regarded her suspiciously, but before she could speak, the butler entered to announce Lord Marcus Northrup.
Any distraction was welcome just now, but when Quinn saw the wooden expression on Lord Marcus's handsome face, her spirits fell as quickly as they had risen.
"Good afternoon, my lord," she murmured coolly when he turned to her after greeting his hostesses.
"I had hoped to persuade you to drive out with me, Miss Peverill," he said stiffly once the amenities were past. His attitude, however, seemed to belie such a hope.
Much as she wished to escape the oppressive presence of her relatives, Quinn had no desire to be obligated for that escape to his clearly unwilling gallantry. "I'm sorry, my lord, but I fear that would not be proper."
"Horsefeathers!" her father exclaimed. "You are betrothed to the fellow, after all. And besides, young ladies drive out with their admirers all the time, do they not, Lady Claridge?"
Quinn looked to her aunt, but even she seemed to have no reservations —or perhaps she simply wished to be rid of her for a while. "You may go without concern, Miss Peverill, though you may take your maid if you are at all nervous."
Unwilling to be thought the least bit nervous, Quinn said, "No, no, I merely wished to be certain of the proprieties —for your sake, my lady. I will fetch my parasol."
She took her time upstairs, first selecting a pale yellow parasol that matched the trim of her spring green gown, then having Monette put some finishing touches to her hair. Examining herself critically in the glass, she decided the color of the gown, at least, flattered her, emphasizing the green of her eyes. Was she really so unfashionable as all that?
No! She refused to care. Head high, she went back downstairs, where Lord Marcus awaited her, still looking as though he'd rather be anywhere else.
"Shall we go, my lord?" She made no particular effort to appear cheerful, as he seemed anything but.
Silently, he extended his arm and escorted her out to his waiting phaeton. She placed her gloved fingertips on his sleeve, resolutely ignoring the tiny shiver of excitement that went through her at the contact.
"I thought perhaps a turn in Hyde Park," he said when they reached his phaeton, helping her up into the high-sprung vehicle.
Quinn tried to suppress another instinctive lightening of her mood at the prospect of riding in such a conveyance. She had seen phaetons and curricles tooling about the London streets and had thought it would be great fun to ride in one. If only her companion were as agreeable as he was handsome!
"Hyde Park will be fine, my lord. I don't wish to put you out, however."
Lord Marcus' mouth twisted in a cynical mockery of a smile. "It's a bit late for that, isn't it, Miss Peverill? A drive in the Park is no inconvenience by comparison, I assure you."
"How reassuring," she said icily. No matter where she turned, it seemed people were determined to disapprove of her. Well, let them! She would be gone from England and away from them all as soon as she could contrive it.
He set the matched pair of grays into a trot, and Quinn couldn't help admiring his skill as he took the corner from Mount Street onto Park Lane, neatly skirting a ponderous delivery cart and its enormous draft horse.
As they rode in silence, she had time to wonder why he had come to call when he apparently had no more desire to spend time in her company than she had in his. Clearly her father had overstated his "eagerness" for the match —or perhaps he was only eager for her inheritance?
That unpleasant thought finally spurred her to speech. "I confess myself surprised that you felt obliged to follow through on the impulsive claim you made last night," she said as they turned into the Park gates. "I can't believe it was necessary."
He looked sidelong at her, and in spite of herself —and his frown —she noticed again how classically handsome his profile was. What a pity it was wasted on such a stick-in-the-mud!
"Perhaps the concepts of duty and honor are foreign to Americans, but I assure you we English take them very seriously." His words only served to irritate her further.
"I have noticed that the English elevate propriety and appearances to the level of a sacred trust, my lord." She lifted her chin to face him defiantly. "Where I come from, duty and honor are reserved for more important things."
He blinked, and she felt a small satisfaction in seeing that she had startled him. "As you are the beneficiary of what you seem to consider a misplaced sense of duty, it ill-behooves you to criticize my motives, Miss Peverill," he said dampeningly.
"Oh, I have no doubt that your motives are as pure as gold, my lord," she retorted with a knowing smile.
His brilliant blue eyes narrowed, and he seemed about to deliver another attempt at a set-down —one that Quinn was more than eager to turn back upon him— when a feminine voice accosted them.
"Lord Marcus! Such rumors are flying about Town. Can they be true?" Turning, Quinn saw a plump, pretty blonde driving a smart blue phaeton, holding the reins herself.
"Good afternoon, Lady Regina," Lord Marcus responded. "You are looking particularly lovely today."
With a pang, Quinn realized he had made no similar comment on her own appearance. But then, she could scarcely compete with this vision of femininity in lavender ruffles.
The lady gave a sweet trill of laughter at the compliment, but her eyes, resting now on Quinn, were speculative. "You are too kind, my lord. But the rumors? Do you really mean to tie parson's knot and devastate half the women in London?"
"I have no doubt they will recover," he responded lightly, though Quinn could hear an underlying edge to his voice. "But yes, it's true. Let me introduce Miss Peverill, my bride-to-be."
The blonde's smile was as false as any Lady Claridge might produce. "How very delightful!" she exclaimed. "I understand you are American, Miss Peverill?"
Quinn assented. "From Baltimore. I am pleased to make your acquaintance, Lady—"
But the woman cut her off. "How quaint. Well, I promised to tell my sister as soon as I knew the truth, so I'll be on my way. I trust marriage won't change you too much, my lord."
With a saucy wink that bothered Quinn more than she cared to admit, the woman whipped up her horses and trotted off.
"Pray don't mind Regina," said Lord Marcus as soon as she was gone. "She's high spirited, but she means no harm."
Quinn refused to meet his eye. "Mind? Why should anything she said— anything anyone says— matter to me, my lord? It is not as though this is to be a love match, after all."
For the first time, she allowed herself to imagine what it might be like to actually be married to Lord Marcus, to interact with him daily, to share a house with him, perhaps even a bed— the idea was thoroughly disturbing.
"I find I have rather lost my enthusiasm for a drive, my lord," she said abruptly. "Perhaps you would be kind enough to take me back."
"We'll have to finish this circuit, as I can't safely turn here, but then I'll take you home if you wish," Marcus replied, stifling a sigh. He was fairly certain he couldn't have handled things more clumsily if he had tried.
He'd been in a foul mood when he'd arrived in Mount Street, after his interviews with the Duke and his man of business. Still, there was no reason to take it all out on the girl, even if she had been the original instigator of his current woes. It wasn't as though she'd done it intentionally, and it was clear that she was nowhere near as keen for the match as her father had implied, which was to her credit.
So why did that knowledge dampen his spirits further?
"I know I haven't been particularly pleasant today, and I apologize," he said as they neared the end of the loop. "My ill-humor is nothing to do with you—or very little, anyway," honesty forced him to add.
"How reassuring to know that you are generally bad-tempered, and that I need not take it personally."
What a tongue the girl had on her! But even as he thought it, Marcus detected a quaver in her voice. This had to be at least as difficult for her as it was for him, he realized. Why had he not considered that before?
"I am not generally bad-tempered," he replied with a gentleness that came surprisingly easily. "This has been rather a trying day, however."
She finally looked at him, only to turn away again —but not before he saw the glitter of unshed tears in her wide green eyes. A totally unexpected wave of protectiveness assailed him. Protectiveness, and something else he preferred not to name. He transferred the reins to one hand, reaching for her averted face with the other.
"I'm sorry to have been yet one more trial then, my lord. If you wish me to cry off, I will be only too happy to do so."
"No, of course not," he said automatically, then paused, startled. "That is—" With one gloved finger, he stroked her cheek, trying to comfort her. At least, he thought that was what he was trying to do.
She frowned up at him, clearly startled, the threat of tears gone. "Do you mean that you actually want to marry me? Why?"
For the first time, he really saw her— not as an irksome child, not as a scheming social-climber, but as a young woman, unsure of her place in a world that was strange to her. A young woman whose combination of spirit and vulnerability struck him as decidedly attractive, in fact.
"Why not?" He traced the curve of her jaw with his finger, and she did not flinch away. "It's possible we will deal quite comfortably together." The idea seemed less absurd than when he had expressed it to his father. "Certainly, I could do worse things with my life, and I'll likely marry someday anyway."
As soon as the words were out, he realized they were the wrong ones— even before she withdrew from him again.
"Then you would do better to wait until you can make your own choice in the matter and not have one thrust upon you," she said stiffly. Not that he could blame her. What a nodcock he was!
They had reached the Park gates, and for a moment he debated taking another circuit. No, with more time with her, he would no doubt only make things worse. "But I might never make a choice," he pointed out, leaving the Park. "Then where would I be?"
She looked up at him suspiciously. "Single and carefree?" she suggested.
"Or bored and lonely." It occurred to him that one thing Quinn Peverill was unlikely ever to do was to bore him. A definite point in her favor. That, and those remarkable sparkling eyes.
"I'm sure that is possible even within a marriage," she said, "though it seems more a risk for women than for men, who frequently manage to alleviate those conditions elsewhere."
Marcus stifled a grin. "I am shocked, Miss Peverill, that a proper young miss like yourself should have knowledge of such things." No, definitely not boring!
"You are easily shocked, I have noticed. That is yet another reason we should not suit."
Now where on earth had she gotten that idea? Easily shocked? Him? How Peter would laugh at that notion! Perhaps it was time he showed her otherwise. "I was jesting, Miss Peverill," he began, reaching for her again, but she cut him off.
"No, pray do not feel you must adjust your sensibilities to my unorthodox ways. It is clear I shall never fit into English Society properly. I intend to take ship for America as soon as may be, relieving you of a burdensome responsibility —and relieving Lord and Lady Claridge, as well. It becomes increasingly clear that will be best for all concerned."
They reached the Claridge house on Mount Street then, so Marcus handed her down from the phaeton, enjoying despite himself the feel of her hand in his. "You must do what you think best, of course, Miss Peverill," he said, and wondered if he imagined the quick flash of disappointment in her eyes. Probably.
Still, as he drove away after seeing her to the door, he realized that he was not at all sure he wanted to be relieved of this particular burdensome responsibility. How very strange.
* * *
Though she tried, Quinn could not ignore the persistent flutter in her midsection that had begun when Lord Marcus had touched her face—so sweetly!—and had only intensified when he handed her down from his phaeton. Her feelings toward him careened wildly from one extreme to the other. All the more reason to extricate herself from this betrothal without delay, before she could embarrass herself and everyone connected with her.
She needed time to think, to compose herself, but as she passed the drawing room on her way to her chamber, her father called out for her to join him. At least he was alone.
"I'll just go up and put off my bonnet, then return," she said as an excuse for at least a slight delay, determined that her father not sense any sign of her inner turmoil.
"Nonsense," the Captain responded. "That's what servants are for, after all. You there!" he called to a housemaid who was polishing a pair of brass candlesticks on the landing. "Take my daughter's bonnet up to her chamber, there's a good lass."
With a sigh, Quinn handed bonnet and parasol to the maid and took a seat in the parlor, commanding herself to calmness. She may as well let her father know at once of her intention to return to Baltimore with him, unwed. He wouldn't like it, of course, but—
"How was your drive?" he asked as she seated herself. "Was Lord Marcus . . . pleasant?" He looked wary, Quinn thought, and no wonder. If he had exaggerated Lord Marcus' enthusiasm to her, he had very likely done the same in reverse.
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