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* * *
by Brenda Hiatt
London—August 1816
"We'll be murdered in our beds, Miss, just see if we won't."
Rowena Riverstone smiled indulgently at her maid, though in truth she was rather overwhelmed herself by the teeming streets of London on this, her first visit to the metropolis.
"Nonsense, Matthilda. My brother's house is in the nicer part of Town and quite secure. As long as we refrain from wandering the streets alone and at night, we should be perfectly safe."
But Matthilda shook her head and continued to mutter dire predictions for their visit. "The sooner we can return to River Chase, the happier I'll be."
"Especially since that will mean returning to your Jeb," Rowena said, chuckling at the maid's blush. "Very well, I won't tease any more."
In fact it was partly for the sake of Jeb's future that she'd felt it necessary to come to Town, his future and that of other tenants like him. As for her own future . . .
Rowena stifled a sigh. After twenty-one years immured in the country, her future was all too easy to predict: year after year of spinsterhood, perhaps to be enlivened someday by the role of maiden aunt, should Nelson ever marry and have children.
She refused to give in to regrets, however. She led a full life, what with her studies, the management of Nelson's country household and the writing of her political essays— essays that would become more timely once she was established in London.
She smiled, a secret smile, for not even Matthilda had any clue that Rowena was the mysterious MRR, regular —and controversial —contributor to William Cobbett's Political Register. If she stayed in London long enough, she might meet Mr. Cobbett himself, as well as some of the other men whose views she admired, such as essayist Leigh Hunt and her idol, the fiery Spencean reformer Lester Richards.
She had actually corresponded with the latter early in the year—not that he was likely to remember, of course. Still, she cherished his two letters, and had all but committed them to memory. To meet him face to face would be—
"This be Hay Street, Miss," the coachman called down to them. "What number did you say?"
"Number twelve," Rowena replied, adjusting her spectacles and leaning forward to peer out of the window.
Her father had maintained this Town residence for fifteen years and her brother for two, but this would be her first glimpse of it, as neither of them had ever allowed her to visit London. Now that she was mistress of her own funds, however, her brother could no longer prevent her doing as she wished.
"I hope Nelson is in," she said to Matthilda. "And that he has room for us."
The maid stared at her in horror. "Is he not expecting you, Miss? But you said—"
"I said I was needed in London —but not by my brother."
Matthilda sputtered her dismay as the coach had pulled to a halt, but Rowena ignored her to stare with interest at the tall, narrow house, virtually identical to all of the other tall, narrow houses on Hay Street.
"I can't say it looks like much," she commented as the coachman lowered the steps and assisted her from the coach.
"Shall I knock, Miss?" he asked.
"Please." Head high, trailed by her maid, Rowena mounted the steps to the door, trying to look as though she'd done so every day of her life.
A portly butler answered the knock. Regarding the young lady on the doorstep without recognition, he raised a supercilious eyebrow but Rowena refused to be cowed by a mere retainer when she had fiercer dragons to face.
"Pray inform Sir Nelson that his sister, Miss Riverstone, has come to visit." She rather enjoyed the blank astonishment that replaced the butler's original haughtiness.
"Of . . . of course, Miss." He stood aside so that she and her maid could enter. "If you'll wait in the parlor while I inform Sir Nelson, I can have tea brought."
"That would be lovely," Rowena said graciously. She directed the coachman to have her trunk brought in, sent Matthilda off to the servants' hall, then followed the butler across the wooden parquet floor of the front hall to the indicated room.
The small, pleasant parlor was furnished in ruby and cream— favorite colors, she recalled, of her mother, who had died seven years earlier. No doubt she'd had a hand in decorating the house when her father had first purchased it for his extended stays in London, where he had held a position of some importance in the Home Office.
"Rubbish!" came a familiar voice from the hall. "My sister never comes to Town. It must be some supplicant pretending—" Entering the parlor, he broke off, sandy eyebrows ascending into carefully disordered sandy hair as he spotted her. "Ro? What the devil are you doing here?"
"Good afternoon, Nelson," she responded calmly to the stocky young man some three years her senior. "I am pleased to see you, too."
His brows now drew down to a frown. "You didn't answer my question. Nor did you send word you were coming."
"If I had, you would have forbidden it." She glanced at the listening butler, who, catching her eye, suddenly seemed to realize he was needed elsewhere and hurried off.
"With good reason." Sir Nelson's frown deepened to a scowl. "You and your radical ideas." Belatedly, he glanced behind him.
Seeing no listening servants, he closed the parlor door. "I won't have you spouting your seditious theories here in London, Ro. It could do irreparable damage to my position. The politics at Whitehall are dicey right now. Besides—"
"You've been saying that for two years, and Father for years before that," she reminded him. "And my theories are not seditious. They are mere common sense, if you'd only—"
He held up a hand. "Not another word. If you can't promise to hold your Whiggish tongue on such matters, I'll pack you straight back to River Chase in the morning."
That had always been the sticking point. Their father had demanded just such a promise as a condition of Rowena visiting London and she had never been willing to give it. After all, what would have been the point in coming to the seat of England's power if she had to compromise her principles to get there?
Now, however, she smiled. "Perhaps you have forgotten that I celebrated a birthday five days since. If you are unwilling to house me, I am quite capable of setting up an establishment of my own—nor can you prevent me doing so."
Nelson stared. "Devil take it, I had forgotten." He ran a hand through his hair in agitation.
"Don't worry, Nelson. I haven't come here with the express purpose of embarrassing you. I simply wish to see London."
Her brother frowned again, clearly disbelieving. "I know you better than that, Ro. That time Lord Sidmouth came to the Chase to see Father while he was ill—you hadn't been in the room with him ten minutes before you started talking about the plight of the soldiers released from service after the Treaty of Paris."
"I remember. But it was important that—" At her brother's alarmed expression, she stopped. "I'm older and wiser now, Nelson, and I can't stay buried in the country forever."
Though he still looked skeptical, her brother shrugged. "I suppose it's only fair you should have your chance before you're permanently on the shelf," he said grudgingly.
Rowena ignored the hurt and resentment his words produced, focusing instead on her real goal. "I'm glad you understand." She was pleased with the evenness of her voice.
A tap on the door heralded the arrival of tea.
"If you're going to stay here, you'll need a companion," said Sir Nelson, his expression softening slightly. "I'll order a room made up while you have a bite to eat."
"Thank you," she said. "And I'll send a note round to Lady Pearl, telling her I'm here. I'm sure she can give me pointers on how to behave properly."
Her brother opened his mouth as though to say something in reply, but then closed it again and shrugged. "I'm expected at Whitehall," he said instead. "I'll see you this evening."
When he had gone, Rowena carried her cup and a plate of biscuits to the writing desk near the window and proceeded to write her note to Lady Pearl—now Lady Hardwyck—her best friend in the world.
She and Pearl had practically grown up together, as River Chase bordered the main estate of the imposing Duke of Oakshire, Pearl's father. She and Pearl had shared many interests as well as a strong bond of friendship, and the disparity in their social stations had never mattered to anyone except Pearl's stepmother.
Now, however, Rowena's pen hesitated. That was in the country. Here in London, where Pearl was not only daughter to a duke, but also a countess, wife of one of the wealthiest men in England . . . Would it be terribly forward of her to write?
"Nonsense," she told herself sternly. "This is Pearl. Besides, when have you ever cared about other people's opinions?" She wrote quickly, then rang for a footman to deliver the note before she could reconsider.
* * *
Noel Paxton signed his report, set his pen down on the battered oak writing desk and sighed. This had become the most frustrating investigation of his career, and not because he'd failed to apprehend the notorious Saint of Seven Dials. In fact, the legendary thief would be in prison now, had Noel chosen it, but that would have brought him no closer to his true goal—a goal his "superiors" at Bow Street knew nothing about.
"Will you be wanting anything else, sir?" Kemp, Noel's aide, manservant and confidante, refilled the empty teacup on the corner of the desk.
"A clue, Kemp. A clue. I can't help feeling we're missing something obvious."
Abandoning his proper servant pose, the wiry young man leaned against the mantelpiece, balancing the chipped teapot between his hands, handle in one, spout in the other. "Can't see how, sir. You've picked up on things Runners with years of experience missed. Had the Saint in the palm of your hand."
Noel wished he could share his henchman's unswerving faith in his abilities. "At least I've verified that the Saint— Saints, I should say—and the Bishop are not the same man. Which means those anonymous essays are again my only lead."
It was damnably frustrating. He'd been so certain the author of those essays was the Saint, as well as the soulless Black Bishop, that vile traitor who had cost so many English lives during the recent war.
Who had killed at least two men Noel had called friend.
Posing as a British agent in France, the Black Bishop had in fact sold information to Napoleon. His treason had endangered more than one true agent, including Noel himself. Twice, fellow agents had come close to identifying the man and both of those agents had died violently before revealing what they'd learned.
Based on certain evidence found on the battlefield, the Foreign Office had believed the Bishop perished at Waterloo. Noel reluctantly retired to his Derbyshire estate, his services as Puss in Boots, the Foreign Office's top spy, no longer required. He had finally accepted that the Bishop was beyond justice —until portions of a certain essay in the Political Register had struck him as eerily familiar.
Noel wrote to the Foreign Office of his suspicion that the Bishop was in fact alive and in England, only to learn that his superiors had already come to the same conclusion. Another agent, investigating the disappearance of certain Home Office documents pertaining to the Bishop, had recently died in an all-too-convenient accident. Noel was recalled to service to hunt down the traitor, a task he was more than willing to resume.
A visit to the offices of the Political Register revealed that the essay in question had been posted from Oakshire —and that the handwriting of the original bore striking similarities to the Bishop's letters to the Foreign Office during the war.
"Mr. R," the anonymous essayist, was so passionate in his defense of the Saint of Seven Dials that Noel had postulated a link. Noel had therefore offered his services to Bow Street to help apprehend the thief —an offer the Magistrate had eagerly accepted.
At first, it had appeared he was on the right track. Bow Street's primary suspect seemed to fit everything Noel knew of the Black Bishop. Going by the names of Luke St. Clair, Lucio di Santo and now the Earl of Hardwyck, the man possessed a genius for disguise, a Continental background, even an Oakshire connection, through his wife.
But further investigation revealed that Hardwyck had never been in France, had never left England, in fact. His supposed Continental ties were fictitious, invented to allow him to fit in at Oxford and, later, in Society —to further his larcenous ends. Nor had he written those essays.
Frustrated as he was, Noel couldn't find it in him to condemn Lord Hardwyck, nor his successor as Saint, Lord Marcus Northrup. Both had given the lion's share of their booty to London's poor, and had stolen only from the most underserving of the ton. No, he'd prefer not to be known as the man who brought Robin Hood to justice.
"I don't fancy myself a modern-day Sheriff of Nottingham, Kemp," he said aloud. "The Saint is free to continue his work, for all of me—not that it sounds as though he plans to do so."
Lord Hardwyck had given up the role upon his marriage two months since, and it appeared that Lord Marcus, also recently wed, had now done the same. Which presented Noel with a definite problem.
"London won't be the same without the Saint of Seven Dials," said Kemp, echoing his thoughts. "Lots of folks count on him, from what I hear. And didn't the bloke gather evidence against real criminals, as well? Useful, that."
Noel nodded. "Useful indeed." Lord Marcus had given him enough evidence to break up a ring of crimps —men profiting from the kidnapping and selling of young boys into service aboard ships —and to put three of them in prison. A valuable resource gone, along with Noel's ostensible reason for nosing about London.
Without the cover of hunting down the Saint, how was he to track down the Black Bishop without giving himself away to his crafty nemesis? Discovery would likely mean the same fate as the last agent —not that fear of death would stop him. His pursuit of the Bishop had long passed from the patriotic to the personal.
"You're right, Kemp," he said slowly, thinking hard. "London needs the Saint of Seven Dials —and so do I."
If Lord Marcus was unwilling to take up that mantle again, perhaps the answer was to do so himself. As the Saint, surely he could ferret out the real identity of the essayist Mr. R, now his only link to the Black Bishop. And with the Saint still active, he could continue his public investigation, allowing him to pursue his covert one as well.
His decision made, Noel stood. "I'll be back in a few hours," he told his manservant.
The next Saint of Seven Dials would need more information from his predecessors before he could step fully into their shoes.
* * *
Rowena finished her tea. No doubt Matthilda was getting something to eat in the kitchens, but perhaps she should—
No, this was London, where the division between mistress and servant would be more rigidly enforced. She must remember that, as well as countless other items of protocol, if she was to remain long enough to further her goals.
Should she have sent that note to Pearl? She recalled how grand her friend had looked at her wedding earlier that summer. They'd scarcely had a chance to do more than nod at each other amid the festivities at Oakshire. What if she had changed?
But even as she wondered whether it was too late to call the footman back, a knock came at the door and a moment later she heard Pearl's own voice in the hall, demanding to see her. Rowena sprang to her feet and hurried out to greet her friend.
"Rowena!" Pearl exclaimed before she could speak. "You've come at last! I must say it's about time. Oh, I've missed you so!"
Laughing with relief and delight, Rowena returned her embrace, then ushered her into the parlor and called for more tea. "Surely with a new husband you haven't had much time to miss old friends?" she asked with a grin.
Pearl blushed slightly. "Well, perhaps not . . ." Then she smiled again, and she was the same Pearl as always.
"But what has brought you to Town?" she asked. "Never tell me it's simply to sightsee, or even to make your come-out during the autumn Season, for I won't believe it. Knowing you, there must be some ulterior motive."
Rowena had to chuckle. Pearl knew her so well. "I thought it was time I saw something of the world beyond Oakshire," she explained. "You above all should understand that all of one's education can't come from books."
"Very true. And I am delighted you are here. You can't imagine how insipid the conversation of most Society ladies is. Clothes, gossip, which entertainments to attend —never a word on serious topics. And heaven forbid I should introduce them myself. I'm considered enough of an oddity already."
Rowena gazed at her friend's violet-blue eyes, golden ringlets and classically beautiful face, such a contrast to her own bespectacled gray eyes, straight, coppery tresses, and unremarkable features. Pearl, an oddity? "Then I fear I'll never manage to fit in at all."
"Fitting in is overrated," Pearl declared. "Why, if I hadn't been willing to ignore Society's rules, I'd never have met Luke, or found out— But that's a story for another time. Please tell me you'll stay at Hardwyck Hall. Luke is so busy lately, it would be wonderful to have someone around I can talk to— really talk to."
Though she had secretly hoped for such an invitation, Rowena hesitated. Her own life seemed so far removed from Pearl's now. But at her friend's pleading look, she nodded. She had never been able to deny Pearl anything.
"I'd love to. Will tomorrow be all right?"
"Certainly— as early as you can come. Luke has meetings all day, I believe, and this will give me the perfect excuse to avoid taking tea at Lady Mountheath's, which I had half promised to do."
"If you're sure . . ."
Pearl rose to embrace her. "I'm absolutely determined on it, and you know how stubborn I can be. I'm due for a fitting, so I must run, but we'll talk more tomorrow. And welcome to London, Rowena. Trust me, you're going to love it here."
A moment later Pearl was gone, and Rowena was left to consider the likelihood of that parting prediction. While Pearl had been a zealous reformer in her own right before her marriage, Rowena had been the one to bring issues to her attention. More than once, Pearl had talked her out of taking radical steps to further their aims— steps that Rowena had to admit could have landed them both in serious trouble.
What would Pearl say if she knew about Rowena's political essays and the comment they occasioned? Though she'd told her brother she had changed, she knew she hadn't. It only seemed that way because she had lately diverted her reformist energies into her writings.
Should she tell Pearl about the essays? She was the one person Rowena knew who might appreciate what she was doing, and she would undoubtedly enjoy being in on such a secret.
No, she would wait. After a few days in Pearl's company, she'd know whether she could safely divulge her secret activity.
Seating herself again at the writing desk, she began to jot down the thoughts that had occurred to her during her journey, for inclusion in her next essay for the Political Register.
* * *
At the appointed time, Noel knocked at the imposing front door of Hardwyck Hall. While Lord Marcus had been relatively easy to talk to, Lord Hardwyck had proved more elusive —due, no doubt, to the constant demands on a man of his wealth and importance. Noel had had to arrange an appointment through Hardwyck's secretary for an interview.
If he ever took up the title of Earl Ellsdon, for which he was heir presumptive, he would not be so self-important, Noel promised himself.
The door was opened by Hardwyck's surprisingly young butler. "Ah, Mr. Paxton. His lordship awaits you in the library."
Just as in his previous two meetings with Lord Hardwyck, Noel felt slightly defensive —as though he had kept the man waiting, when in fact he was a minute or two early. No doubt just what Hardwyck intended.
The earl rose to greet him as he entered the large, well-stocked library. "Good afternoon, Mr. Paxton. I must say, I was surprised to hear you wished for yet another interview. At our last, you implied you had put the case of the Saint behind you."
Noel seated himself on an expensively upholstered chair as the butler retreated and closed the door behind him. "I've given up trying to put a stop to his activities, yes," he said carefully.
"As they appear to have stopped of their own accord, that would seem a reasonable decision." As before, Lord Hardwyck admitted nothing, though Noel knew full well he had been the original Saint —and Hardwyck knew that he knew it.
"So, your interest now is purely academic?" Hardwyck prompted, when Noel remained silent, trying to diplomatically phrase his first question.
"Not purely, no. One might say that it's of a more— practical nature." When Lord Hardwyck did not respond, Noel went straight to the point. "I'm looking for the sort of information one might need to carry on as Saint of Seven Dials."
His host's brows rose. "Indeed. You have a candidate for the post, then?"
Noel met Lord Hardwyck's gaze squarely. "I do. Myself."
"Why?"
Having already decided that only the truth would do, Noel recounted the details of his own career as a spy during the war— first unofficial, then, once he had proved himself, under the direction of the Foreign Office.
"So you are the fabled Puss in Boots," said Lord Hardwyck wonderingly, shaking his head with a smile. "You are well qualified, then, but I still do not understand your motive for wishing to become the next Saint."
Grimly, Noel explained about the Black Bishop —how he had pursued the murderous traitor in France until it was believed he was dead, and that he had now resumed that pursuit on English soil. To underscore the importance of his quest, he told Lord Hardwyck about his cohorts who had met their deaths at the hands of the Bishop, including the latest, right here in London.
"So while I do intend to carry on the Saint's work of providing for the poor, I also mean to use that guise to gather the information I need to bring the Bishop to justice —much as Lord Marcus gathered the information on those crimps," he finally concluded. "Will you help me?"
There was a long, tense silence, during which the earl stared at Noel, dark eyes narrowed, as though he would bore a hole in his brain. Finally, he leaned back in his chair and smiled.
"Call me Luke," he said. "It appears we are destined to get to know each other quite well, so we may as well begin on a first name basis."
"Are you certain you won't let Francesca attempt something with your hair?" Pearl asked, as she and Rowena prepared to go downstairs for dinner. "And I know you've never cared two pins for fashion, but a new gown or two wouldn't hurt."
Rowena smiled, but shook her head at her friend. "Would that not be hypocritical of me, after the lectures I've given you over the years about conforming yourself to the expectations of a patriarchal Society?"
"You make me seem so frivolous. But we'll see if you feel the same after a few days in Town."
Rowena smiled again, but doubted she would change her mind —or that it would make any difference if she did. She was no beauty, after all.
"Oh, I forgot to mention, Luke sent up word that we are to have another guest for dinner tonight," Pearl said as they approached the dining room. "Some official acquaintance or other, I believe."
The ladies entered the long, elegantly appointed room, where Lord Hardwyck and another gentleman awaited them. Rowena gazed about in appreciation at the rich but tasteful decor. Though her own home was far more simply furnished, she had spent enough time at the Duke's manor in Oakshire to become accustomed to—and to appreciate —such surroundings.
"My dear, you have heard me mention Mr. Paxton, I believe. Noel, this is my wife, Lady Hardwyck," said Lord Hardwyck, by way of introduction. "And Miss Riverstone, who is staying with my wife," he added, almost as an afterthought. Rowena suspected he had momentarily forgotten her name.
"Lady Hardwyck, Miss Riverstone," Mr. Paxton murmured. He barely glanced at Rowena, who sat across from him, before turning his attention to his hostess —not that Rowena could blame him. Pearl looked particularly beautiful tonight in lilac satin, while she herself all but faded into the woodwork in her plain brown cambric.
"I hear you are quite the philanthropist, my lady," said Mr. Paxton as they took their seats. "I would love to hear about some of your causes."
Rowena's attention was caught, and though he continued to ignore her, she examined Mr. Paxton with interest. Physically, at least, he certainly merited a closer look. Tall, broad-shouldered and most definitely handsome, with curling chestnut hair and classic features. But it was the intelligence in his hazel eyes that gave him a deeper appeal for her.
Suddenly embarrassed, she looked away before anyone could notice her staring at the man and tried to pick up the thread of conversation.
". . . conditions at Newgate and other prisons," Pearl was saying.
"There is considerable room for improvement," Mr. Paxton agreed. Rowena couldn't help noticing that his voice was deep, firm, and rather pleasant. "If you'd like, I can pass along your concerns to my superiors at Bow Street."
"Bow Street? You are a Runner then, Mr. Paxton?" Rowena asked, startled. He didn't seem to fit what she had read of that elite group of law enforcers.
But he shook his head. "Not a Runner, no. I'm acting in a semi-official capacity, at the behest of Sir Nathaniel Conant, Chief Magistrate at Bow Street."
"Yes," added Lord Hardwyck with a curious smile. "He's to catch the Saint of Seven Dials for them, as he has managed to elude the regular Runners thus far."
Rowena stared, dismayed. She had read enough about the Saint to have developed a great admiration for the work of the anonymous thief, and had praised him in more than one of her essays.
"That seems an unworthy goal, sir," she said, "given how few true champions the common people can claim in these difficult times."
Noel had already turned to his host again, but now he looked back across the table at Miss Riverstone, really seeing her for the first time. Drab, old-fashioned gown, brownish hair scraped into a tight bun, spectacles —she appeared to be acting in the capacity of companion to Lady Hardwyck, and he had therefore dismissed her. Unworthily, it appeared.
"Surely a true champion should not find it necessary to break the laws of the land?" he said, repeating what he'd told more than one lady who had tried to talk him out of his pursuit of the legendary thief who had captured the admiration of so many. "I would prefer to rely on Parliament to give relief to the deserving poor rather than the whims of some mysterious house-breaker."
"Parliament!" Clearly, Miss Riverstone did not hold that august body in great esteem. "Why, even now they are discussing yet more oppressive Corn Laws. Unless wages are raised to compensate, we shall soon have even more starving and homeless people to consider."
"Therefore we should give free reign to a thief like the Saint of Seven Dials to alleviate their problems —no doubt while lining his own pockets in the process?" Noel had all he could do not to chuckle at her outraged expression.
"At least he is doing something," she responded, waving her fork for emphasis. "Legislation, even if introduced, moves so slowly that people will starve waiting for it. In fact—"
She broke off, glancing guiltily at Lady Hardwyck, but Noel was intrigued. Miss Riverstone clearly stayed abreast of political issues and held strong opinions on them. This did not seem the proper forum to pursue them, however, as he did not wish to get her into trouble with her mistress.
"Doubtless such matters are under discussion by Parliament," he said mildly. Despite her spectacles, severe hairstyle, and the scatter of freckles across her nose, Miss Riverstone was not unattractive, he suddenly realized. "Lady Hardwyck, you were speaking of your ideas for prison reform, I believe?"
With a glance at her companion which, to Noel's relief, held more amusement than condemnation, Lady Hardwyck turned back to him. "Yes. If the overcrowding could be alleviated, several other problems would be solved as well."
As she continued to expound on her ideas, Noel's attention strayed back to Miss Riverstone, who now ate in silence. Though she appeared subdued, he suspected this was not her normal aspect. Her gray eyes had sparkled with spirit and intelligence when she had spoken before. What might she look like when she smiled?
He realized he very much wished to find out.
* * *
Rowena's pride was still smarting when she and Pearl left the gentlemen to their brandy and retired to the parlor. "I can't say I care much for this Mr. Paxton," she said as soon as they were out of earshot. "Self-righteous, legalistic, toadying—"
"What?" Pearl cut her off laughingly. "I found him none of those things, though I confess I rather expected to." She paused while a maid brought tea, watching Rowena's face closely.
"Oh, I see," she said as soon as they were alone again. "You're irked that he didn't wish to discuss Corn Laws and Parliamentary reform with you."
"No, it's just—" Rowena broke off with a sigh. "Oh, Nelson was right. I can't spend half an hour in Society without spouting off my political opinions. I'm sorry if I embarrassed you, Pearl."
But her friend only smiled. "I thought you knew me better than that. I'll allow it was a bit rude of Mr. Paxton to change the subject so abruptly, but perhaps he didn't feel he could hold his own in such a discussion. He's not a member of Parliament, after all, and may not follow such issues closely."
"Perhaps." But Rowena didn't believe it. He had quite pointedly turned the conversation back to Pearl, whose views on reform had seemed to hold his attention quite well. But why should that surprise—or bother—her? Men had always behaved thus.
"What say you to a game of chess to pass the time?" she asked, to distract herself.
Pearl grimaced. "You're sure to win as you always do, but very well. The practice will be good for me." She rang for the chess set, and by the time the gentlemen joined them, they were well into their second game.
Rowena barely glanced up when Lord Hardwyck and Mr. Paxton entered, her mind filled with strategy for several moves to come. She had beaten Pearl handily the first game, but the second was proving more of a challenge —perhaps because her thoughts persisted in wandering far from the chessmen before her.
"Shall I call for another board, or would cards suit you better?" Lord Hardwyck asked his guest after the two of them had watched the game in silence for some minutes.
"I was going to offer to play the winner," Mr. Paxton replied. "Unless you would care for cards yourself?"
"Not at all. I quite enjoy watching a good game of chess."
Rowena felt a distinct thrill of anticipation mingled with alarm, though she was careful to let neither show in her expression. She expected to beat Pearl in four more moves and it might be— interesting— to discover whether the handsome Mr. Paxton was a worthy opponent.
"Checkmate," she said a few minutes later.
Pearl shook her head and rose. "I never even saw that coming. You're every bit as good as I remember. Mr. Paxton, you wish to try your luck? I warn you, Rowena is quite the adept."
Rowena dared a glance at the gentleman, to find him regarding her appraisingly. For a long moment, their eyes met and she felt a quiver in her midsection that was unlike anything she had experienced before.
"With two skilled opponents, there is no luck involved," he said, taking the chair Pearl had vacated.
Refusing to let him fluster her, Rowena began placing the pieces back into position for another game, glad of the excuse to break away from his oddly intent gaze. Was this part of his strategy? If so, it certainly wouldn't work on her.
"I was going to offer to play black, but if you feel I need an advantage, I am willing to take it, after Lady Hardwyck's warning."
Rowena had unthinkingly set up the board as it had been before, as by tacit agreement she always gave Pearl the first move. Traditionally, of course, a lady played white against a gentleman.
"I have no idea whether you need an advantage or not, sir," she said stiffly, to hide her embarrassment. "We can reverse the board if you prefer."
In response, he moved a pawn forward two spaces. "At the risk of taking unfair advantage of a lady, I will leave it as it is."
She regarded him uncertainly. Was he . . . he couldn't be flirting with her? No, doubtless he was simply smoothing over an awkward moment —an awkwardness of her own making. She moved a pawn herself, then watched the board as he made his next move, trying to concentrate on the pieces rather than the long, strong fingers manipulating them.
An hour later, Rowena realized she was pitted against the best opponent she had ever faced. After watching for some time, Pearl and Lord Hardwyck had retired to conversation in another corner while Rowena and Mr. Paxton continued to focus on the game.
Few words had been exchanged between them thus far, but now he said, "I've only seen that defense deployed once before, in Austria. However did you learn of it, Miss Riverstone?"
Rowena shook free of her strategizing for a moment. "I, ah, I have read about many famous matches over the years. You have been to Austria then, Mr. Paxton?"
The game had distracted her for a time from his unsettling effect upon her, but the warm timbre of his voice, so deep, so masculine, caused a renewal of that odd quiver in her midsection.
"Yes, briefly, a year and a half ago." He moved a knight, blocking the line between her bishop and his queen.
"Were you involved in the Congress of Vienna, then?" she asked with sudden interest. She had assumed his background was in local law enforcement.
"Not directly involved, no. I had a small role to play, winter before last." He smiled into her eyes, making her breath unaccountably quicken. "Your move, Miss Riverstone."
With a start, Rowena looked down to discover she had lost the thread of the game. What had she planned to do after circumventing his knight? Frowning, she moved her bishop two squares, hoping the next two obvious moves would nudge her memory for the third.
"And what of you?" he asked then, surprising her by moving his knight again instead of the pawn she had expected. "Have you been in London long, or did you become so adept at chess elsewhere?"
Revising her strategy, she took a pawn with her remaining rook, flattered in spite of herself by his words. "I arrived but yesterday. This is the first time I've left Oakshire, actually."
"Oakshire!" He regarded her keenly. "Then you are a . . . relative of Lady Hardwyck's?"
She wondered what he'd almost said. "No, a neighbor. Our land adjoins the main Oakshire estate. Pearl, er, Lady Hardwyck and I have known each other all our lives."
"Ah." His tone implied he had solved some mystery, but she couldn't imagine what it might be.
Before she could ask, he reached forward to take her rook with his knight. Blast! How had she missed that? She stared at the board, her strategy in shambles. He had left his queen open, however. Seeing little else to do, she took it.
"You sounded as though my history explained something to you, sir. How so?" She was still scanning the board as she spoke, and saw too late the trap into which she had just fallen.
"I was wondering how such an intelligent and obviously well-educated woman came to be hired as Lady Hardwyck's companion," he replied, moving his knight again. "Checkmate."
Rowena wasn't sure whether she was more stunned by his assumption or by losing so abruptly and disastrously. She stared at the board, then at him, totally at a loss for words. His eyebrows rose questioningly.
"Congratulations," she said, belatedly gathering her wits.
"Another game?"
Shaken by her first loss in years— since old Mr. Winston, the vicar, had died, in fact— she shook her head. "I believe Lord Hardwyck expressed an interest in playing the winner."
She knew she should correct his misconception about her place in the Hardwyck household but couldn't think how, without being rude. How dare you assume I'm merely Pearl's companion? No. Do you assume any plain woman must be a servant? Still worse.
Seeing the game was at an end, Pearl and Lord Hardwyck came forward. "Never say you beat her, Mr. Paxton?" Pearl exclaimed. "You must tell me how you managed it, for I never have."
"I fear I distracted her with personal questions," Mr. Paxton confessed with a smile. "Unsporting of me, but I was growing desperate."
"Do not discredit yourself, sir," said Rowena, stung. "Nor need you patronize me. I am not so easily flustered, I assure you, and know when I have been fairly beaten."
Even as she spoke, however, she knew her words were false. He had distracted her, not only with conversation but with his very presence. She would far rather proclaim him a superior player than admit to such weakness, however. Especially since it now seemed clear he was merely being kind to Pearl's poor "companion."
"As you wish, Miss Riverstone." The glint in his hazel eyes told her he understood all too well.
Hastily, she turned away. "I believe I will go up to bed, if you will all excuse me. I have not yet become accustomed to Town hours."
"Of course, dear," said Pearl. "I will see you upstairs and make certain you do not lack anything. Gentlemen, if you will excuse us? I will return in a moment."
Lord Hardwyck and Mr. Paxton bid Rowena good night, then settled down to the chessboard as the ladies left the parlor.
"Poor Luke doesn't stand a chance," Pearl confided as they climbed the staircase. "I have beaten him the few times we have played. He didn't have many chances to— that is—" She broke off.
Rowena scarcely noticed, her mind still on the scene below.
"Did you know that Mr. Paxton thinks I am your companion? Your paid companion?" She was still outraged.
"No, really? How absurd!" Pearl exclaimed with a laugh. "What did he say when you corrected him?"
"I, er, didn't," Rowena confessed. "I didn't wish to seem rude, you see—"
"So instead you accused him of patronizing you." Pearl still seemed amused. "Really, though, his mistake was understandable, seeing how you are dressed. Perhaps now you'll be willing to take my advice and buy a few new gowns?"
For the first time, Rowena considered Pearl's question seriously. She had always maintained that men who focused on such externals —nearly all men, in her experience —were not worth regretting. Now, however, she realized that there might be a more important issue at stake.
Men, after all, were the shapers of England's laws, much as she might wish otherwise. To influence those laws, she would have to influence those men. Pearl, clearly, was able to do so more effectively than she herself, no doubt due partly to her appearance. Could she, just possibly, increase her own influence by taking a page from Pearl's book?
Rowena nodded. "Yes, I believe I will."
"Spendid! We'll go shopping tomorrow," Pearl promised as they reached the upper hallway.
For a moment Rowena allowed herself to imagine Mr. Paxton's expression should he see her again, dressed as Pearl was. In such guise, would she be able to distract him into losing a game of chess? She almost grinned at the thought, but then the pleasant fantasy dissipated.
A new gown and hairstyle would never turn her into a beauty —and there were still her spectacles. All she could really hope to do was fit in, so that she could meet men of influence —and perhaps become a person of some small influence herself.
"I shall rely on your guidance to help me look my best," she told Pearl as they reached her room.
Her friend seemed so delighted at the prospect that Rowena wasn't sure whether to be pleased or concerned —or even insulted. Pearl directed a maid to see to Rowena's comfort, then kissed her cheek. "Good night, dear. I am so glad you're here, and I'm quite looking forward to tomorrow."
"So am I," Rowena echoed, and realized to her surprise that it was true.
* * *
As Pearl had predicted, Noel was finding Luke a far less challenging opponent than Miss Riverstone. By the time Lady Hardwyck returned to the parlor, the outcome was assured. Five minutes later, Luke conceded the game.
"Perhaps you can tutor me in chess while I tutor you in larceny," Luke suggested without rancor as he stood.
Noel glanced at Lady Hardwyck in alarm, but she appeared merely surprised, not shocked. She regarded her husband with an upraised brow.
"You've told him, then?"
Luke shrugged. "He already knew. We were both merely pretending otherwise. Now Marcus has retired, Noel is interested in taking over himself —for various reasons."
"And you've agreed to help him." The look she sent Noel was less than approving.
"Only with advice, my lady," he assured her. "Lord Hardwyck will be in no danger from the law."
She glanced at her husband, seeking reassurance, and apparently received it, for her expression softened to a smile. "As you are the law in this case, Mr. Paxton, I suppose you can be trusted to know."
"The irony has not escaped me," he said with an answering smile. "I suppose, in conscience, I should turn the investigation over to someone else to avoid a conflict of interest, but as that investigation is my ostensible reason for being in Town, I'll simply have to work very hard at catching myself."
They all laughed, but then Noel became serious. "You said there are people I will need to meet, if I am to take up the Saint's mantle," he reminded Luke.
The earl nodded. "You've already met one of them —the young footman who refilled the glasses at dinner. He used to go by the name of Squint when he lived on the streets, though now we call him Steven."
"Then he was one of the youths who used to help the Saint?" During his investigation, Noel had been thwarted more than once by that loyal regiment of street urchins.
"It would be fairer to say that the Saint helped him," Lady Hardwyck said, putting a hand on her husband's shoulder. "Most of our servants have been rescued from the streets, in fact."
Noel nodded, beginning to understand. "So your goals never changed —merely your methods. I salute you, my lord, my lady. However, your former methods are what I need to master now."
"And for that you will need the trust of those you would help," Luke said. "Where are you staying?"
"I have lodgings on Long Acre, near Bow Street."
"Excellent placement —only two streets away from Seven Dials. But for the next few days, I'd like to invite you to stay here as my guest. It will . . . simplify things."
This caught Noel by surprise, though it made sense. Frequent visits here might be noticed, while an extended visit would require but one explanation. "What will we give out as the reason for my stay?" he asked, suspecting Lord Hardwyck had already concocted one.
"My wife and I have decided to have a house-party before everyone returns to their country seats. Have we not, my love?"
Though it was clear that this was the first Lady Hardwyck had heard of such a scheme, her eyes lit at once. "Indeed we have. We may even induce some of those who have already left Town to return for a week or two. It will be just the thing for Rowena, now that I think on it."
Confused, Noel asked, "Miss Riverstone, you mean? Your companion?" He wondered how he would keep his secret from that very intelligent lady while under this roof.
To his surprise, Lady Hardwyck laughed. "She is my friend, Mr. Paxton, not my companion. Her brother keeps a house on Hay Street, but I induced her to stay with me so that we could spend more time together."
With a start, Noel realized that Miss Riverstone's brother must be Sir Nelson Riverstone, a senior clerk at the Home Office and son of the late Sir Nelson, who had been a powerful political figure until his death. No wonder she'd been upset when he had all but called her a servant to her face. He'd thought she was merely irritated at losing a hard-fought game of chess.
"Pray convey my apologies to Miss Riverstone," he said to Lady Hardwyck. "I fear I implied—"
"An understandable mistake. I've told her for years she should pay more attention to her appearance. But I'll tell her."
"I presume you'll want to send for a few things?" Luke asked Noel then. "You may as well stay the night, so that we can get started. Once other guests arrive, we may find it more difficult to be private."
Noel blinked, pulling his thoughts away from the intriguing Miss Riverstone. "Yes, of course. I'll have Kemp, my manservant, bring what I'll need." He quickly scrawled a note and sent it with a footman —the one Luke had called Squint, in fact.
"Now then," said Luke once that was done. "How are you at picking locks?"
Even as Noel explained his experience in that area, acquired during his years spying in France, his thoughts strayed again to Miss Riverstone.
She might be the very link he needed to the Home Office. The Bishop was obtaining information from someone there, he was certain. Perhaps her brother, Sir Nelson Riverstone . . .
Sudden excitement gripped him. Mr. R? He couldn't go about suspecting every man with a surname beginning with that letter, of course, but Riverstone's estate was in Oakshire—Miss Riverstone had said so. Oakshire, where at least one of those mysterious essays had originated. And he worked at the Home Office, from which certain documents had been stolen—
"Mr. Paxton?" Lady Hardwyck recalled him to his surroundings.
"I'm sorry, my lady. I was recalling a particularly harrowing experience on the outskirts of Paris." He told of the time he had nearly been caught meeting his contact, during the monthes he had spent disguised as a servant in Fouche's own household.
Not until Lord and Lady Hardwyck began speaking again did he pursue this new train of thought.
He must get to know Miss Riverstone better, he decided —much better. If he could win her trust and liking, she might be able to tell him all he needed to know about her brother, and perhaps even introduce him to his newest suspect. As a potential suitor?
Noel smiled to himself. He rather doubted Miss Riverstone had had many suitors. It should not be difficult to turn her head with compliments and discover everything he needed to know.
Though deadly serious, this investigation might prove to have its charms. Along the way to his goal, he could look forward to many more stimulating chess matches, at the very least. And perhaps to other, even more enjoyable diversions—all in the name of duty.
Rowena was surprised to hear male voices in the dining room when she descended to breakfast the next morning —and even more surprised to discover Mr. Paxton helping himself from the sideboard.
"Good morning, Rowena," Pearl said brightly from the table, before she could speak. "I expected you to be up before any of us, but then I remembered that you would still be tired from your two-day journey. I hope you slept well?"
Flustered by being the focus of three pairs of eyes— and particularly by one intense pair of hazel eyes— Rowena nodded. "Yes, I, ah, slept perfectly well, thank you."
"Good, because you'll need your energy for our shopping expedition today. I've decided to throw a house party, so I'll want to buy a few things for myself, as well."
Rowena regarded Pearl suspiciously. "A house party? In London? I thought those were country affairs."
"I've never been one to bow to convention, you know that. We haven't had so much as a real dinner party here since our return to Town, so this will be a way to welcome all of our acquaintances to Hardwyck Hall and chase away old ghosts, as it were." She and Lord Hardwyck exchanged amused glances.
Mr. Paxton had finished filling his plate, so Rowena moved to the sideboard as he took his place at the table. "I see," she said, though she did not really see at all. "Shall I return to my brother's house? You will be terribly crowded here."
"Certainly not. I'm counting on you to help me. I will send out invitations today for a ball Friday, which will open the party. Most of the guests will undoubtedly prefer to sleep at their own houses and come only for the activities, so I don't foresee a shortage of rooms."
"Activities?" Rowena asked weakly.
"She's been planning since daybreak," Lord Hardwyck said with a chuckle. "Picnics, group excursions to the 'Change, whist tournaments —what else, my dear?"
Pearl cheerfully listed off half a dozen other amusements while Rowena listened in dismay, forgetting the fragrant sausages and pastries before her. So many opportunities for her to embarrass herself —and Pearl as well.
During the litany she glanced over at Mr. Paxton and saw that he looked nearly as bemused as she felt. It heartened her a bit, especially when he caught her eye and sent her a rueful grin and slight shrug.
"I told you, did I not, that I intended to make sure you enjoy your stay in London," Pearl concluded. "This way, you'll see everything it has to offer, over the course of a week or two."
So, it seemed last night's resolve to enter Society was to be put to an immediate test.
"Yes, I . . . suppose I will. Thank you." She would not appear ungrateful, not when Pearl was going to so much trouble. She only hoped that both of them would not live to regret it.
Belatedly remembering her breakfast, she filled a plate and took the same seat she had occupied at dinner, across from Mr. Paxton. Their earlier shared glance of sympathy made it less awkward than she had expected, though her pulse still quickened.
He looked up from his plate as she sat down, his expression now serious. "Miss Riverstone, pray allow me to apologize. It appears I did you a disservice last night."
Rowena shot a quick glance at Pearl, who must have set him straight, but she was speaking with her husband. "A simple misunderstanding, sir. Pray think no more about it." His mistaking her for a paid companion still rankled somewhat, however.
He appeared to realize it. "I leaped to an assumption based on mere appearances —something I learned long ago is a dangerous thing to do."
Was this meant for her? She'd made her own assumptions about Mr. Paxton, she realized, while in truth knowing little about him. "I must agree, sir, though I fear it is a common human failing, from my own experience." Certainly she'd been judged by her appearance for as long as she could remember.
His eyes were disconcertingly knowing, seeming to probe her very thoughts. "And from my own, as well— though I confess that I have used that failing to my advantage on occasion. Still, I apologize for falling victim to it myself, in your case."
"You are forgiven, Mr. Paxton." What else could she say? And in truth, she no longer felt any anger toward him. There was something about those eyes, that deep, warm voice . . .
"Thank you." He sounded sincere, still holding her gaze with his own. "I hope that we can start over as acquaintances, and perhaps, in time, become friends."
"Of . . . of course," she responded, even more flustered than she'd been last night.
The idea of becoming friends with this handsome, intelligent man held an undeniable appeal, even though what little she knew of him was hardly to his credit. A supporter of Parliament, employed by Bow Street to catch the heroic Saint of Seven Dials —but he had played some role in Vienna, as well. Who was this man, really?
Besides the best chess player she had ever met.
Though she very much wanted to dig beneath the surface, to avoid judging by externals as he admitted he had done, she couldn't think how to ask questions without sounding impertinent. Wordplay with handsome men was something entirely outside her experience, alas.
As she was still trying to frame her next comment, Lord Hardwyck and Mr. Paxton rose. "We have business to attend, my dear," said her host, "but we will see you at dinner."
"If not before," Mr. Paxton added, his eyes still on Rowena.
All she could do was nod like a simpleton as they took their leave. She would find a way to question him later, Rowena promised herself. Perhaps the transformation Pearl promised would give her the courage she lacked.
* * *
"Let me do the talking at first," Luke advised as he and Noel approached a crumbling three-story building in Seven Dials.
Noel nodded. Both gentlemen had changed into nondescript fustian coats in the coach. He was reminded of Miss Riverstone and her drab clothing, and wondered again about the woman beneath. She was undoubtedly more than she appeared, just as he and Luke were now. Perhaps even—
"Ah, we're in luck," Luke said, breaking into his thoughts as a tall, thin boy peered out of the doorway they were nearing. "Stilt! A word with you, lad."
Though he frowned suspiciously from Luke to Noel and back, the boy came forward. "Can't say I expected to see you in these parts, milord," he said as he reached them. "Thought you'd given up all to do with Seven Dials."
"I may not be playing the Saint anymore," Luke said, "but I've not given up my interest in those who live here."
"Aye, and your gifts have been much appreciated, milord." Again, the boy glanced frowningly at Noel.
"This is Mr. Paxton," Luke said then, putting a hand on Noel's shoulder. "He's interested in helping, as well. I've brought him here to introduce him to some of the lads. You can trust him, Stilt —he's a friend of mine."
The boy relaxed visibly. "Then he's a friend of ours. But there ain't that many lads left from the group you knew, milord. You took in Flute and Squint, then his other lordship hired away Gobby and his sister, along with Renny. Tig wouldn't go, though —he's still hereabouts, and me and Skeet."
"Still working for Twitchell, are you?" Luke was frowning now, and Noel couldn't blame him. During his investigation of the Saint, he'd discovered how vicious Twitchell and his rival thief-masters could be to their young apprentices.
Stilt shrugged. "It's a living. And if we'd all gone to work in fine houses, who'd be left to help the Saint and his friends?" He flashed a sudden grin that lit up his lean face.
Luke laughed. "A hit, indeed. Now, take us to Tig, Skeet and any others you think trustworthy enough to help in our cause. If all goes well, it won't be long before the Saint of Seven Dials is back in business."
* * *
Bond Street, the heart of London's shopping district, was a novel experience for Rowena. She looked about with interest at the deep, narrow shops selling every conceivable ware, the raucous street vendors, and the bustling crowds of shoppers. Poor Matthilda was terrified.
"There must be cutthroats and pickpockets everywhere in a mob like this, miss!" she exclaimed as they descended from Pearl's opulent coach. "Can't we have the goods sent 'round instead?"
"And miss all this? Of course not. Buck up, Matthilda," Rowena told her. "I'm sure it's not nearly as dangerous as all that." She turned to Pearl, who nodded.
"It's not dangerous at all. At this hour, it's mostly ladies and their maids and escorts. Hettie, reassure her, won't you?"
Pearl's own maid set about soothing Matthilda, pointing out objects of interest —safe objects of interest —as they proceeded to Madame Fanchot's establishment.
"The finest modiste in London, my dear," Pearl assured Rowena as they entered the shop. At once the proprietress hurried forward to greet them.
"Lady Hardwyck! How delightful to see you again." She turned shrewd eyes on Rowena. "A young friend from the country to outfit? Ah, great potential here, I think."
Rowena found herself warming to the modiste. At least she didn't assume she was Pearl's companion. That thought brought Mr. Paxton forcibly to mind, of course —not that he had been far from her thoughts all morning.
Pearl stepped forward with a smile. "I have in mind a complete makeover, Madame Fanchot. Once we've ordered a few suitable gowns, we'll discuss accessories and hairstyles. Francesca is itching to unpin that bun, as you may imagine."
"An excellent plan, my lady! This way, if you please." The modiste led them into her inner sanctum, a display room draped with swaths of beautiful fabrics, fashion magazines piled on elegant little tables.
"I've always detested pastels," Pearl confided, "but as a seventeen-year-old debutante, they were de rigeur. You, however, are old enough —and independent enough —to dispense with them. Nor are you an insipid blonde like me, lucky girl."
Madame Fanchot nodded vigorously. "Yes, your coloring demands stronger hues. That copper hair— rich greens, blues and yellows will set it off to admiration." So saying, she unrolled bolts of vibrant-hued silks, satins and muslins.
Rowena, who had always secretly envied Pearl her golden tresses, listened to them in amazement. No one had ever implied that her reddish-brown hair was an asset before. "If you're sure. It all seems so . . . frivolous."
"But fun, you must admit," said Pearl with a wink.
And it was. Though a part of her recoiled at the cost of new gowns, another part reveled in pure, feminine pleasure. The money she was spending could feed a small village for months —but guilt could wait until later, she decided, fingering a bolt of luscious turquoise blue satin.
An hour later they left the shop with the promise that the first gown would be delivered in two days.
"She must have an army of seamstresses," Rowena exclaimed.
Pearl nodded. "She can afford to, believe me— the very best seamstresses. Now, we must find gloves, stockings, slippers and ribbons to match those gowns."
When they finally left Bond Street, the carriage crammed with parcels, the number of ladies on the walkways had thinned considerably, to be replaced by gentlemen in top hats and tails.
"If we think of anything else, we can come back tomorrow," Pearl said, though Rowena couldn't imagine a single item they could have possibly forgotten. Guilt returned in full force when she mentally tallied up all of her purchases.
So much money, simply so that she could flutter along with the other Society butterflies, something she had always disdained. Was she compromising her principles? Mr. Paxton's face arose in her mind yet again. Improving her appearance would further her goal of social reform, she told herself firmly, refusing to consider any other motive.
They returned to discover that the gentlemen were not expected to return until evening.
"Just as well," Pearl said. "That gives us time to plan your transformation. This is Francesca's day off, so your hair, I fear, will have to wait."
Rowena stifled her disappointment. She had hoped to achieve that step, at least, before facing Mr. Paxton at dinner tonight.
Still, she thought with a spurt of amusement, it might be diverting to solidify Mr. Paxton's opinion of her as a drab nonentity before appearing in her new guise, that she might the better enjoy his surprise at her transformation.
"We'll have you ready by Friday's ball," Pearl promised, echoing her thoughts. "Then you can burst upon the scene in full splendor. In the meantime, we can work on other things."
"Other things?" Rowena asked almost fearfully.
Pearl frowned thoughtfully at her. "Just how badly do you really need those spectacles?"
Rowena put an involuntary hand to her face. "I'm quite nearsighted —you know that. You used to hide them from me for a prank when we were young."
"Oh yes, I remember. Without them you squint." Pearl sighed.
Nettled by her friend's obvious disappoinment, Rowena said, "Anyone who can't see past my spectacles is not likely to be someone I care to impress. I know the ton tends to focus on the externals, but surely they are not all so superficial as that?"
"No, not all of them. In fact, you'll be pleased to know that I have invited a number of London's leading literary lights to my little party. Robert Southey, Leigh Hunt, and a few others you'll be interested to meet —if they come."
"Indeed I will," Rowena agreed, suddenly feeling a flutter of enthusiasm for the coming ordeal. "Who else?"
But Pearl shook her head. "I don't wish to raise your hopes too high. Most of these men eschew such things as balls and card parties, and some are doubtless gone from Town by now. However, if any do attend, I will be certain to introduce you."
So the very men she would most like to meet were the ones least likely to come —not that she could blame them, as she shared their aversion to such frivolous pursuits. Some might attend, however, giving her the chance to implement her plan.
Meanwhile, another game or two of chess with Mr. Paxton might serve to sharpen her wits for the challenges ahead.
* * *
When the ladies entered the dining room that evening, Noel's gaze went at once to Miss Riverstone, despite his hostess's blonde beauty. As before, she was dressed almost as a servant, this time in Puritannical gray and white. The lack of color in her dress only served to emphasize the bright shimmer of her hair, however —or what he could see of it, in that bun.
It was as though she used her severe appearance as armor, keeping any man from seeing the woman within, he mused. Perhaps it had worked on the country gents she'd encountered thus far, but he prided himself on peeling away layers to get to the truth. That thought brought forth a fascinating —and distinctly inappropriate —image, so he quickly turned his attention to his host.
"You were going to tell me more about the concerns some in Parliament have expressed on the relief efforts," he reminded Luke as they took their seats. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Miss Riverstone's head turn toward him, her interest evidently caught —as he had hoped.
Luke nodded. "Yes, there are those who fear nothing less than the disintegration of the social order, should commoners be given control of even the smallest pieces of land. Absurd, of course, but the notion of land ownership and power going hand in hand is very deeply entrenched."
"And power in the hands of commoners is anathema, my lord?" Miss Riverstone interjected before Noel could respond.
Luke appeared startled, but answered readily enough. "To some, certainly, though not to all."
Her intelligent gaze swung from Luke to Noel and back. "And to those present?"
"Anathema would be too strong a word in my case," Luke said rather evasively, motioning for the hovering footman to commence serving the soup.
"And in mine," Noel echoed. "I can understand the concerns of those who worry that sudden acquisition of land by those not trained to the management of it might result in abuses. However, a gradual, reasoned approach that includes the requisite training would seem to be a viable solution."
Miss Riverstone fixed clear gray eyes upon him. Lovely eyes, really, beneath the spectacles, fringed with thick, dark lashes. "So if change is inevitable, it should be embraced as slowly as possible?"
Noel pulled himself from contemplation of her eyes to respond. "Abrupt change without thoughtful preparation rarely serves anyone well."
"An excuse all too easily taken to extremes, precluding any change at all," she pointed out.
He tended to agree, but was enjoying their sparring too much to say so. "Better that than a headlong rush into changes that could prove disastrous for all sides, taking years or even generations to repair."
"I perceive you must have a vested interest in the status quo, Mr. Paxton," she said, finally picking up her spoon. "Who, pray, are your antecedants?"
The question bordered on rude, but it did not occur to Noel to take offense. Somewhat distracted by the approach of her spoon to her nicely shaped lips, he debated how much to tell her. "My father was a younger son to an earl, it is true," he confessed, "though his own estate was quite modest."
"An estate that is now yours, I presume?"
He nodded. "In Derbyshire." That much was common knowledge.
"Not so very far from Oakshire," she commented irrelevantly. "And have you a mother? Siblings?" She seemed to suddenly realize she was watching him intently and turned her attention back to her soup dish.
"A mother and two sisters," he said, smiling at her confusion. "The eldest lives with my mother in Derbyshire. The younger is married, and currently in Yorkshire with her husband."
She seemed disinclined for more questions, apparently perceiving that she had overstepped the bounds of politeness. Noel was just as glad. Telling her that his twin sister's husband was in line to be the next Duke of Wickburn would do his case no good at all, he suspected.
Lord and Lady Hardwyck took over the conversation at that point, discussing plans for their coming house party. Noel found himself paying closer attention to what Miss Riverstone ate than to what his hosts said, however. Behind those lovely lips lay white, even teeth and a darting pink tongue that made him think of things she might do with it beyond talking and eating.
All too soon, the ladies excused themselves to the parlor. Eager for another chess match, Noel waved away the offer of a cigar and accepted only a small measure of brandy.
"You seem rather taken with Miss Riverstone," Luke observed with a grin once the footman had left them alone.
Oops. Noel hadn't meant to be so obvious. "Intrigued, at least. She seems quite an original." Though the word was generally not used as a compliment, Noel considered it as such.
"She is that," Luke agreed with a chuckle. "Not that I'd expect anything else of a girl my wife claims as a lifelong friend. But tell me, have you thought further about your plans, now that you've met some of the lads you'd be working with?"
They fell then to discussing the denizens of Seven Dials and the smoothest way to effect a transition to Noel as the next Saint. Lord Marcus would have to be advised, they both agreed.
"We'll be inviting him and his new bride to our house party, of course, but I'll try to have a private word with him beforehand," Luke said. "Now, what say you we join the ladies in the parlor?"
Noel was startled by the sudden lift in his spirits at these words. He had always enjoyed a challenging game of chess, he reminded himself. And Miss Riverstone was proving a challenge of a different sort, as well.
He could not afford any sort of emotional entanglement, of course, but winning her confidence was essential to his mission. Sheltered as she'd apparently been, she would no doubt be susceptible to a flirtation. At any rate, he would enjoy trying.
He and Luke entered the parlor to find the two women deep in conversation —a conversation that broke off abruptly at their appearance. Lady Hardwyck rose.
"Chess again, or would you prefer cards tonight, Mr. Paxton?"
Glancing at Miss Riverstone, Noel found her gaze averted, whether from confusion or some other reason, he couldn't say. As she offered no input, he made the decision himself.
"I confess I've quite looked forward to another match with Miss Riverstone. Besides, I owe her a chance to revenge herself for my win last night."
The lady in question did meet his eye then, and there was nothing of confusion in her bright gaze. "That's very sporting of you, sir. I accept the challenge."
Two boards were produced, and a few moments later he and Miss Riverstone faced each other across one while Lord and Lady Hardwyck pitted their respective skills against each other.
"Given my pitiful performance last night, I'll not accuse you of arrogance for adhering to tradition this time," Miss Riverstone remarked when he set up the board so that she had the white pieces and subsequent first move.
"Pitiful? Hardly that," he replied with perfect honesty. "You're the best opponent I've faced in some time. I was quite sincere when I said I've looked forward to another match."
She smiled then, for the first time since he'd met her, and it transformed her face into something sweet and distinctly pretty, the impact hitting him like a blow. Had he actually thought her plain before? The smile was all too brief, but its effect on him lingered as she spoke.
"I can say the same for you, Mr. Paxton, though I've undoubtedly had far fewer opponents for comparison, which makes your compliment the greater. I thank you." Then, turning her gaze to the board, she moved her king's pawn two spaces forward.
For several minutes they played in silence, while Noel tried to rein in the effect her combined intelligence and attractiveness had upon him. He was contemplating how best to broach the subject of her brother when Miss Riverstone spoke again.
"You mentioned last night that you had played some small role at the Congress of Vienna, Mr. Paxton. I would be interested to hear what it was."
He glanced up, but her attention remained on the board between them. "I was merely a minor aide of sorts to Wellington," he said carefully. In fact, he had been the Duke's eyes and ears in places a more prominent man could not venture without danger and suspicion.
Miss Riverstone did look up now. "You actually met the Duke of Wellington? Worked with him? What is he like?" Her face was alight, eager, and disturbingly alluring.
Noel forced himself to study the board for a moment, making his next move before replying.
"Physically, he is an imposing man, though perhaps not classically handsome. Mentally, he is even more impressive. He has an awesome intellect, particularly in matters of strategy. You would enjoy engaging him in chess, I assure you."
As he'd hoped, she smiled again. Though he might have expected a less dramatic effect upon him this time, the opposite was the case.
"I'm certain I would. I had hoped to meet him while in London, but I understand his visit here is to be a brief one, and that he returns soon to Paris."
"He might possibly accept Lady Hardwyck's invitation before leaving," Noel replied, startled to discover he didn't share her hope. Wellington was a notorious womanizer —not that Miss Riverstone was at all in his usual style, of course. Still—
"May I trouble you for an introduction, then, should he attend?" Even as she spoke, she took his rook with her knight. Damn! That hadn't been part of his strategy.
"Of course," he said vaguely, trying to concentrate on the game again. He'd planned to use that rook to draw out her queen. Now he'd have to extricate his other rook for that maneuver. Would Wellington be as intrigued by Miss Riverstone's intelligence as he was? Dash it all, he mustn't let it matter.
Shaking his head slightly, he moved the pawn that blocked the path of his remaining rook. He barely knew this girl, after all. Certainly, he had no business becoming protective of her. She had a brother for that. His goal was simply to win her confidence and liking so that he could learn more about that brother.
"What did you do before you went to Austria?" she asked then, taking his pawn just as he'd intended. "Were you in the army?"
"I, ah, worked with the army, in a civilian capacity." He knew it sounded evasive, but he could hardly tell her he'd spent nearly three years as a spy in France.
She blocked his rook with a bishop. "What sort of capacity?"
"I was a courier of sorts," he said, using the cover story he'd maintained for years. "First in Upper Canada, during the second war with America, and later traveling to various parts of the Continent."
"Canada?" The chessboard apparently forgotten for the moment, her eyes shone. "Is it as wild and extensive as I've read? Did you meet any savages there?"
In truth, Noel had never set foot in Canada, but he'd made a point of learning about it so that he could answer just such questions.
"The forests are so thick one can scarcely see through them, and extend for hundreds of miles, interrupted only by pristine, frigid lakes. A beautiful, if rugged, country. There were no savages near our outpost, however, so I know only what I was told of them."
"And what of the Continent? Where did you travel?"
Her expression was rapt as she soaked up every bit of information he revealed. The girl definitely had the mind of a scholar. And the face and body of . . . With an effort, he pulled his gaze away, to focus again on the board. His inattention had taken its toll, forcing him to again modify his strategy.
"Germany, Prussia, Italy— wherever messages were being sent," he replied absently, moving his rook three spaces to the left to circumvent her bishop. He could only hope she had been equally distracted from the game.
Apparently not. Her next move revealed that he had fallen into a carefully prepared trap from which he could see no easy escape.
"How I should like to travel," she said as he moved his rook back to its starting point. "That has long been one of my dreams."
"What other dreams do you have, Miss Riverstone?" he asked in an unworthy attempt to rattle her. He had clearly managed it the night before, but now she seemed more resistant.
She moved her queen one space to the right before responding, tightening the noose around his remaining pieces. "To set the world to rights, of course. To effect justice for all, rich and poor, titled and base."
"A humble goal." He laughed, despite his dire position in the game. "So you would wipe out all crime and poverty —and war as well, no doubt?" He took her bishop with his rook.
"Of course, had I the means to do so. I have long maintained that if women ruled the world, it would be a far more peaceful and prosperous place." She slid her remaining bishop to the opposite corner of the board, exposing his king to her queen while blocking its escape. "Checkmate."
He'd seen it coming, of course, but losing was still rather a shock. "Well played, Miss Riverstone," he said sincerely, though he was hard pressed not to frown.
What on earth was the matter with him? He had played —and beaten —some of the best, most devious minds of Europe, while ferreting out their deepest secrets. It was precisely what he'd planned to do tonight, but instead she had managed to distract him. He must be losing his edge.
Noel forced a smile. "Another match? I'm willing to play white this time, as it appears I need the advantage."
That elicited another smile, one that set his heart pounding. Merely pretty, he had thought her? He realized now that she was in fact one of the loveliest women he'd met, her beauty uncluttered by frivolous ringlets or fancy clothes, the pure curves of her face only slightly concealed by her spectacles, with no artful tresses to obscure them.
"I'm far less tired than I was last night," she said, her voice flowing over him like fine wine. "I'd enjoy another game, yes."
Taking white as promised, he began with a gambit he'd used successfully on many occasions. It appeared to be one with which she was unfamiliar, to judge by her level of concentration. He was just as glad to be spared more probing questions. It felt more wrong somehow to lie to Miss Riverstone than to all of the exalted dignitaries and officials he had deceived over the years.
Determined not to let his focus waver, Noel spoke not a word for half an hour. Then, feeling he had established a sufficient advantage, he launched another attempt at flirtation, aiming his flattery at her skill rather than her appearance. She would suspect the latter as flummery, he was certain.
"You are an audacious and unconventional player, Miss Riverstone. I continue to be amazed that you have achieved this level of skill immured in the country."
"I subscribe to a wide variety of newspapers and periodicals, some of which recount famous matches in great detail. In addition, I had the advantage of an accomplished master in our late vicar, Mr. Winston, a man whose intellect I fear few besides myself appreciated during his lifetime."
Again, Noel felt himself becoming caught up in curiosity about Miss Riverstone, to the detriment of his attention to the game. What was his next move to be? Ah.
She reached forward to counter his move with her knight, and he noticed how long and slender her fingers were, belying the roundness of her body. He'd thought her plump on first meeting her last night, but by now had realized she was almost perfectly proportioned, though her frumpy dresses obscured that fact.
Sternly, he recalled his thoughts and made his next move, which should force her to withdraw her knight so that he could advance on her queen. Instead, she surprised him by taking his white bishop, sacrificing said knight.
"I've never been able to bear being funneled into a particular course of action," she commented, a twinkle in her gray eyes. "My tendency to rebel cost me more than one match with Mr. Winston, but he rarely beat me in the same method as he had planned, which I regarded as a different sort of victory."
And so it transpired. Though Noel was eventually able to win the game, he was forced to alter his strategy numerous times in order to do so.
"Again, my compliments, Miss Riverstone," he said when he had finally checkmated her. "You kept me on my toes the entire time. I must say, you are a formidable opponent."
He realized his words were true in more ways than one.
Rowena smiled sunnily, aware that she had acquitted herself well and feeling that she fully merited Mr. Paxton's praise. She had been determined not to let her ridiculous attraction to the man distract her tonight and was pleased by her success, though it had taken a surprising degree of concentration.
"I thank you, sir. I would suggest yet another match, but I perceive that it is nearly midnight."
Indeed, Pearl and her husband had long ago given up their own play, and were all but dozing on the sofa, leaning cozily against each other. They stood now and approached, to inquire about the match just ended.
"I fear I lack the patience for so long a game myself," Pearl confessed. "So you beat him tonight, did you, Rowena? Brava! A point for the so-called weaker sex."
Rowena glanced at Mr. Paxton and thought he looked slightly nettled. "I was able to rally for our second match," he said. "I won't deny, however, that your Miss Riverstone plays far better than I'd have believed a woman could. I flatter myself that she is far from typical of your sex."
Rowena wasn't certain whether he meant that as a compliment or an insult, but could not prevent herself from retorting, "I suspect I am far more typical than you imagine, sir— simply less practiced than most at concealing my abilities."
Mr. Paxton's brows rose, but it was Lord Hardwyck who spoke first. "What a terrifying thought," he exclaimed. Then, to Pearl, "Never say you possess talents you have not yet revealed, my dear?"
"I can only hope so," Pearl replied with a grin. "But now, I think we terrifying creatures must bid you good night."
After taking polite leave of the gentlemen, Rowena accompanied Pearl out of the room, still irked by Mr. Paxton's remark. Not that she wanted to be thought typical, of course . . .
"Now I'll have to reassure Luke that I haven't been keeping secrets," Pearl said laughingly as they climbed the stairs. "Luckily for me, he seems to find my intelligence attractive rather than intimidating."
Rowena thought she understood the underlying message. "But most men are not so enlightened?"
"You scarcely need me to tell you that, after all of your study on such matters."
"Surely you are not suggesting that I should have let him win that first match?" Rowena asked in surprise.
"No, no, of course not." But Pearl's voice lacked conviction.
Mr. Paxton had seemed rather distracted, Rowena recalled. It would have been an easy thing to play a shade below her best— but that would be a species of dishonesty she despised. She admitted that she had hoped for his friendship, but what sort of friendship would it be, if she could not be herself?
"Would you have done so?" she challenged her friend.
Pearl thought for a moment, then smiled ruefully. "No, I confess I would not have let him win either. After all, I do not let Luke beat me, and he would not wish me to. But he is a gem, in that and so very many other ways."
Pearl's obvious adoration of her husband, clearly reciprocated, created a small ache somewhere in the vicinity of Rowena's heart. What must it be like to experience such love, such trust? It seemed unlikely that she, plain and too intelligent for a "proper" woman, would ever know.
* * *
"Your Miss Riverstone is rather a quiz, my dear," Luke said as he and Pearl prepared for bed. "Are you certain attempting to launch her into Society is a good idea?"
Pearl laughed. "You sound like her father used to. Rowena is my oldest, dearest friend, and has helped me through more than one rough spot in the past. I feel I owe her this much. Never say you are afraid she'll embarrass us?"
"Us? No. Perhaps herself. She seems to speak without thinking, for all she appears uncommonly intelligent."
"Uncommon indeed. I consider myself one of the best educated women in England, but Rowena casts me in the shade when it comes to intellectual pursuits. I doubt there is a book on her brother's estate—or my father's for that matter—that she hasn't read. Newspapers and magazines, as well."
Pulling Pearl down onto the bed next to him, Luke nodded. "I surmised that. She seems exceptionally well informed on current events."
"Yes, if she weren't a woman, I've no doubt she'd stand for Parliament —not that we haven't had more than one discussion on the unfairness of a system that prevents women doing just that," Pearl said with a chuckle.
Luke raised his hands in mock horror. "We men must preserve some small portion of leadership to ourselves, or your sex would ride roughshod over us all. No doubt she'll manage to scrape along in Society if she is so well-informed as that, however."
Pearl frowned. "I hope so. But for all her reading, she's had precious little experience with the real world. I fear she may be . . . susceptible."
"To men, do you mean? She's hardly likely to draw the sort of masculine attention you do, my dear," he said teasingly.
Pearl grinned, but regarded him speculatively. "Do you think her so plain, then? I believe she merely hides her light under a bushel. I'd say something disparaging about male observational powers if I hadn't noticed the way your Mr. Paxton was watching her tonight."
Luke's brows rose. "Not matchmaking, are you, love?"
"Certainly not! In fact, I'd thought to warn her away from him, as his prospects seem rather poor. Besides, will he not disappear once he's caught this spy you say he is after? I'd not have Rowena's heart broken over him."
Rather than reply, Luke gathered his wife to him for a kiss. Noel's prospects were far better than Pearl knew, but that was not Luke's confidence to divulge. And whatever might spark between Noel and Miss Riverstone was best left to burn or fizzle without Pearl's interference.
"With your shepherding, I'm sure your friend will do quite well," he murmured into her hair. "I have no doubt you can make her ready for Society in two days' time. I only hope Society is ready for Miss Riverstone."
* * *
The next morning Rowena was the first downstairs for breakfast. The Times and Morning Chronicle had been placed on the sideboard to await Lord and Lady Hardwyck's pleasure, along with that week's Political Register, which Rowena had not yet read.
She rather doubted that most of the great houses in Mayfair received that publication, but it didn't surprise her that Pearl's would. Surely her friend wouldn't mind if she took a peek.
Rowena was deep in her reading, coffee and toast having been supplied by an unobtrusive footman, when Mr. Paxton appeared. Flustered, she put down the Register, tucking it facedown under her saucer to hide the name of controversial circular.
"Good morning, Miss Riverstone," he greeted her cheerfully. "I see Lady Hardwyck was right about your usual habits."
"I—I beg your pardon?" Rowena shot a guilty glance at the folded paper at her elbow.
"Rising early," he clarified, to her relief. "I tend to keep country hours myself, being a relative newcomer to London."
She looked at him in surprise. "You do not strike me as a rustic, sir. In fact, quite the opposite." For a moment, her gaze became tangled with his and she was struck again by the perceptiveness of his complex hazel eyes.
"I've traveled a bit, yes," he conceded. "But until a few weeks ago I was buried in Derbyshire."
"On your estate." She knew her tone was disapproving, and regretted it at once. He could not help having inherited, after all.
His smile held a trace of mockery. "While you have lived . . . in the cottage of your brother's poorest tenant?"
She could feel the color rising to her cheeks. "No, of course not— and I apologize. I have grown up privileged as well." Then, lifting her chin, she met his eyes again. "However, I am trying to make some reparation for that."
"By stirring up sympathy for the common man—or by criticizing every landowner you meet?"
He had scored another hit but Rowena refused to acknowledge it, nettled by his obvious amusement. "The former, of course."
"How admirable." His expression softened to something she could not decipher, though it quickened her heartbeat. "And how—"
"Good morning, early risers!" exclaimed Pearl, breezing into the dining room and interrupting whatever Mr. Paxton had been about to say. She looked fresh and vibrant in blue-sprigged muslin, making Rowena feel dowdier than ever.
Mr. Paxton rose to bow in greeting. "Good morning, my lady. May I say that you look lovely today."
Rowena stifled a sigh. He had directed no such compliments her way— not that she merited them, of course. Still—
"I'm glad to find you both here," Pearl continued after thanking him. "I have realized that as this is Rowena's first visit to Town, she may need a few pointers in order to feel comfortable at her first Society function. I'd like to enlist your aid, Mr. Paxton."
"Honored to oblige, of course," he responded politely, but Rowena thought she detected a flicker of alarm in his eyes.
As for herself, she wished she could disappear through the floor. Pearl made her sound like a charity case, a poor country bumpkin with no idea of how to go on in civilized society.
Turning, Pearl caught her reproachful glance and came forward to hug her. "I'm sorry, dear! I shouldn't have phrased it so. I only meant that you've had few opportunities to practice your social skills in Oakshire. How long has it been since you danced, for instance?"
Rowena fought down a sudden stab of panic. "Ah, quite some time, actually." Not since her last lesson with the dancing master, some four years since, in fact. "But surely there will be no need for me to do so?"
"No need to dance—at a ball?" Pearl's delicate eyebrows arched in amusement. "Of course there is a need. It is the whole point of a ball. I won't have you playing the wallflower or disappearing into a corner to discuss politics. Not at your very first ball."
Swallowing, Rowena nodded, though she had hoped to do just that. "Then I suppose you are right that I will need a bit of practice first. I don't wish to embarrass you, after all." She was acutely aware of Mr. Paxton witnessing this humiliating exchange.
"I have no fear of that whatsoever," Pearl assured her warmly. "It's settled, then. We'll start directly after breakfast. I believe we should run over some of the more popular card games as well, as I've planned a card party for Saturday."
Lord Hardwyck joined them then, and Rowena was glad to no longer be the focus of attention. As the others talked, she was aware of a rebellious thrill at the thought of Mr. Paxton standing up to dance with her. His hand would touch hers, she would look into his eyes . . .
And then step on his foot. Oh, this was going to be terrible! She sat in barely-concealed agitation while Lord Hardwyck and Mr. Paxton discussed the unusually cool weather.
As soon as all had eaten, Pearl directed them to the ballroom. Servants were already polishing sconces and hanging brackets for the flowers for tomorrow night's ball.
"We will make do with humming for music for now," Pearl said after a quick check of the preparations. "If you will oblige me, my lord, I thought we might model a waltz."
"Very well, my love, one waltz," Lord Hardwyck replied. "But then I must leave you to your protegée's lessons. I have several appointments today."
Pearl pouted prettily, but nodded. "All right, Rowena, watch how I place my hands. The style has changed slightly since last year."
"Not that that matters, as I never learned to waltz at all," Rowena muttered to herself, watching the effortless way Pearl and her husband moved about the floor.
"It's not as hard as it looks," came an answering murmur from just behind her. She hadn't realized Mr. Paxton was standing so close. "We'll have you waltzing beautifully in no time."
She half-turned, to look up at him gratefully. "I'm sure this wasn't what you had planned for this morning, sir. I appreciate your sacrificing your time on my behalf. And I do hope you're right, though I take leave to doubt it."
"You've clearly spent your time on more useful pursuits than dancing and flirting. You shouldn't be penalized for that," he responded with a warmth that startled her. "My plans were not so urgent that they can't wait for such a cause."
He understood! Rowena started to thank him again, but found herself caught in his gaze, his eyes darkening to a deep green as they seemed to probe hers for secrets.
"Rowena, you're not watching!" came Pearl's admonishing voice, snapping her back to her surroundings.
Embarrassed by the direction her thoughts had been tending, she quickly swung back around. "I . . . I have been," she stammered. "But I fear I'll have to begin at a more basic level. You've committed to more than you know, Pearl, with your insistence on making me fit for a ball by tomorrow night."
Though Rowena was quite serious, Pearl only laughed. "You know how I love a challenge, dear. But I'm convinced you only need some pointers. I know from experience what a quick study you are."
Rowena was spared from replying by Lord Hardwyck, who took his leave of them then. With a glance at Mr. Paxton that might have been pitying, he said, "I'll see you this afternoon at White's, as we discussed?"
Mr. Paxton nodded. "I'm quite looking forward to it."
"Don't plan on us for dinner then, my love," Lord Hardwyck said to Pearl. He gave her a quick but undeniably passionate kiss, then was gone.
Pearl turned back to the others, her cheeks a bit pink. "Now, where were we? Mr. Paxton, if you are willing, I will play a simple waltz on the pianoforte and you may partner Rowena. Half-time, to start."
Accordingly, she moved to the instrument in the corner of the large room and struck up a tune at a dirge-like pace. Rowena, her heart hammering wildly, turned to face Mr. Paxton.
"You really don't have to—"
"Nonsense. We have our instructions." With a smile that soothed one set of fears while creating another, he held out his hand.
Tentatively, she placed her own in it, while he set his other hand at her waist. He was even taller than she'd realized, her face on a level with his shirtfront. "I . . . I'll try not to tread on your feet," she promised breathlessly.
"No matter if you do. My shoes are quite sturdy. Now." Slowly, in time with the music, he moved her across the floor. "A waltz is simply a count of three, repeated. One, two, three, one, two, three. No, the other foot. That's right."
Though his touch was hugely distracting, Rowena concentrated with all her might on his words and his feet, trying to match her steps to his. All the while he spoke calmly, patiently, correcting her in gentle, matter-of-fact tones whenever she made a mistake —which she did frequently, at first.
Gradually, she was able to relax. As she became less stiff, her mistakes grew fewer, and by the end of the piece, she felt she had the basic movements fairly well mastered. Her partner reinforced her satisfaction.
"I told you it wasn't hard," he said. "You're doing excellently. Another, I think, Lady Hardwyck, this time at full tempo."
Pearl began another waltz at twice the speed as the last, and Rowena had to concentrate all over again. This time her progress was faster, partly because Mr. Paxton seemed adept at anticipating her errors and correcting for them in advance.
The music ended with a flourish and Rowena, flush with her success, tried a small flourish of her own. Unfortunately, her left foot came down squarely on Mr. Paxton's right.
"Oops!" she exclaimed, quickly taking her weight off that foot. Too quickly. She lost her balance, and was saved from falling only by his superior reflexes.
"I'm . . . I'm terribly sorry." The feel of his arms around her, like warm, supple steel bands, made it hard to think. She hadn't realized he would be so strong.
Gently, he set her upright. "No harm done. Shall we try the minuet? Balls traditionally open with that one."
Rowena nodded mutely, still exceedingly flustered.
Pearl obliged with a sprightly minuet. Without the disturbing distraction of constant contact, Rowena was able to think again. Automatically, she went through the motions of the familiar, old-fashioned dance —not perfectly, but at least no one's feet were endangered by her occasional missteps.
She had already recognized Mr. Paxton's superior intelligence, but now she had to credit him with an unusual degree of kindness, as well. Despite her best efforts to keep her gaze under control, she repeatedly caught herself staring at him as they danced. The line of his jaw fascinated her with its masculine strength, so dissimilar from the feminine profile. A mere anthropological observation, of course.
"Without more people, we cannot attempt any of the country dances or the quadrille," Pearl commented at the close of the minuet. "You know enough of those to get by, do you not, Rowena?"
"I hope so," she replied doubtfully. She now regretted never practicing once her dancing lessons had ended when she was seventeen. At the time, she had seen it as a blessed release from weekly hours of torture.
"We will watch out for you, Miss Riverstone, and come to your rescue should you find yourself out of your depth," Mr. Paxton said with a smile that served to make him even more handsome.
Though she felt herself pinkening with embarrassment that such measures should be necessary, she thanked him. "I fear I shall never be a proficient, but I do feel less nervous now than I did when we began."
"Good!" Pearl's tone was bracing. "I have no doubt you will do quite well. You need not dance every dance, after all. And you, sir," she said to Mr. Paxton, her eyes twinkling, "had best not promise her too many dances yourself, or it will give rise to expectations among those assembled."
Rowena turned away quickly to hide her mortification, but not before she saw the startled look in Mr. Paxton's eyes. Why must Pearl tease so? She was greatly relieved when the butler chose that moment to interrupt them to announce morning callers.
* * *
Noel watched Miss Riverstone as he followed the two ladies to the parlor where the visitors awaited. Not only did the girl have one of the sharpest minds he'd encountered, she possessed a humorous awareness of her own limitations that he found quite appealing. Too appealing.
There was courage there as well, for it was clear she was dreading tomorrow night's ball but meant to see it through anyway. He presumed an unwillingness to disappoint Lady Hardwyck was her primary motivation, and that spoke well of her loyalty, too.
That same loyalty would likely make it more difficult to get to her brother through her, but he had no choice. He'd noticed her choice of reading material at breakfast, though he hadn't let on. That she read the Political Register was one more bit of evidence that her brother might be the mysterious essayist.
At first opportunity, he would have to deftly question her about her brother, to see if he fit the profile of the Black Bishop. He would create such an opportunity soon —for of course that must be his only real interest in Miss Riverstone.
"Lady Mountheath, how good to see you," Pearl exclaimed as she entered the parlor. "I apologize again that I was unable to come for tea on Tuesday. This is Miss Riverstone, the friend I mentioned. Rowena, Mr. Paxton, may I present Lady Mountheath and her daughters, Miss Lucy Mountheath and Miss Fanny Mountheath."
All of the proper greetings were exchanged. Noel moved to sit next to Miss Riverstone, thinking to put his plan into effect at once, but was forestalled by the younger Miss Mountheath, who beckoned him to sit by her.
"Lucy and I met you at Lady Jeller's Venetian Breakfast two weeks ago," she reminded him with a giggle. "I'm delighted to find you are still in Town, Mr. Paxton, it has become so thin of late." She giggled again.
Noel smiled blandly, remembering all too well the tedious half hour he had spent in company with the sisters on that occasion. Again he was trapped, listening to their fatuous chatter while his hope of more interesting conversation, Miss Riverstone, was out of reach on the far side of their gimlet-eyed mother.
It was a distinct relief when more callers were announced. He rose and greeted Mr. Galloway, Mr. Orrin and Lady Minerva Chatham with enthusiasm. The newcomers dispersed themselves about the room and he took that opportunity to move closer to Miss Riverstone.
"I just received the invitation to your house party, and I am so distraught," Lady Minerva was saying to Lady Hardwyck. "Mother and I leave tomorrow to join Father in the country, so we will not be able to attend. It sounds like such fun!"
"I'm sorry to give so little notice, Minnie. It was one of my starts, thrown together at the last moment. You've heard me mention my friend, Rowena Riverstone?" Lady Hardwyck made the introductions.
While Lady Minerva greeted Miss Riverstone pleasantly, Noel noticed that the two gentlemen gave her only the most cursory nod before turning their attention back to the other ladies present. He frowned at their rudeness, surprised that Lady Hardwyck did not call them to task for it— then realized he had reacted precisely the same way on first meeting Miss Riverstone.
What a difference a few hours in her company had made. Now he scarcely noticed her nondescript attire and unfashionable hairstyle, knowing the keen intelligence and wry humor that lurked beneath.
"So you are Bow Street's new hope to catch the Saint, are you, Mr. Paxton?" Lady Minerva interrupted his thoughts —which was just as well. "I can't say I wish you success, but I should love to hear any stories you know of our local hero."
Noel had to smile at her eagerness. "Most of what there is to know has already found its way into the papers. It seems he is a master of disguise, able to act the nobleman as easily as the servant, making him quite difficult to track."
Miss Riverstone turned to listen, as did Lady Mountheath. The latter said, "I do hope you will manage it, however, Mr. Paxton. The villain stole jewels and plate from my home some months since, and they were never recovered. The Runners surmised that he masqueraded as a footman, hired on for the evening."
"A risky practice, hiring men off the street, Lady Mountheath," Lady Minerva commented. "I should be afraid to do so myself, much as I might like to have the Saint in my own house." She winked at the other ladies, drawing a general chuckle.
Miss Riverstone spoke for the first time since entering the parlor. "If everyone shared your caution, Lady Minerva, think how much harder it would be for those in difficult straits to earn enough to feed their families."
Lady Mountheath sniffed audibly, cutting off any reply Lady Minerva might have made. "Such men work cheaply, so will always find those willing to hire them. For my part, I now make certain that any chance hires are closely supervised, and carefully searched before leaving my employ."
Miss Riverstone frowned and opened her mouth, no doubt to protest such demeaning treatment.
"A wise precaution, my lady," said Noel quickly, before Miss Riverstone could draw the censure of the others. "I'd recommend requesting references as well, whenever possible."
All but Miss Riverstone murmured their agreement. The conversation moved on to the topic of Lady Hardwyck's upcoming house party, the Misses Mountheath and the two gentlemen clearly looking forward to such a novel amusement so late in the Season.
Noel glanced at Miss Riverstone to find her frowning at him, no doubt irritated by his implicit agreement with Lady Mountheath's methods. Though he could not explain, he smiled and shrugged to show he understood. He could not afford to lose her good opinion —not yet.
She raised one brow, as though trying to decipher his meaning, then looked away. Lady Hardwyck caught his eye then and smiled approvingly. She, at least, realized what he had done for her friend.
The Mountheath ladies took their leave and other callers arrived. Over the next hour, it seemed that half the important personages still in London stopped by to congratulate Lady Hardwyck on her clever idea. Given Lord Hardwyck's influence, that was to be expected, Noel thought cynically.
Lady Hardwyck dutifully introduced Miss Riverstone to each visitor, and almost without exception they greeted, then ignored her. Miss Riverstone appeared not to care, but Noel couldn't quite suppress his own irritation, hypocritical though it was.
He made a point of exchanging a few words with each visitor, memorizing names and mentally placing each one in relation to those he wished to cultivate. The groundwork for his investigation was being laid nicely.
When the last callers finally took their leave, Lady Hardwyck rose with a sigh. "Dear me, what a lot of curious people remain in Town! But it bodes well for tomorrow night's attendance. Dare I hope you will remember any names, Rowena?"
Miss Riverstone nodded. "I made a point of it, as it seemed one of the few things that might help me show to advantage. People are flattered to be remembered, or so I have read."
"Very true," Lady Hardwyck agreed with a laugh. "I suppose if you can plan a chess strategy ten moves in advance, a few dozen names should present little challenge. But now, let us continue our lessons. I thought we would move on to card games, as few people are likely to want to play chess."
Accordingly, she rang for decks of cards and the three of them sat down to go over the rules of whist, faro, piquet and vingt-un. Not at all to Noel's surprise, Miss Riverstone proved a quick study, particularly in those games involving more strategy than luck.
"You should have no trouble holding your own in this arena," Lady Hardwyck declared after less than an hour. "How are you with a fan?"
Miss Riverstone stared at her, reminding Noel forcibly of a deer cornered by a hound. "A fan? Gesturing or, ah, flirting with one, do you mean?" She shot a quick, alarmed glance at Noel, then quickly looked away, her cheeks pinkening.
He stifled a smile. "Will that really be necessary, Lady Hardwyck?" he asked.
Somehow he couldn't imagine direct, unadorned Miss Riverstone intentionally flirting, fan or no fan. Flirting smacked of intrigue —one reason he'd made a point of learning to do it well himself —and her honesty was one of her more attractive traits.
"Only the basics, for now," Lady Hardwyck assured them. "Let me ring for a fan."
Noel hastily stood. "I'm certain you won't need me for this enterprise. Surely these are mysteries of which my sex is supposed to remain ignorant? Besides, it's getting late and I did promise to meet Lord Hardwyck."
"Coward," Lady Hardwyck teased. "Very well, run along then. You've been most patient and helpful, and I do thank you."
"As do I," echoed Miss Riverstone. "Without your help— both of you— I'd have been sure to embarrass myself. Now, perhaps, there is less certainty of that."
Again, Noel was charmed by her subtle, self-deprecating humor. "Fitting in is simply a matter of following the lead of those around you, Miss Riverstone," he said with a reassuring smile. "I have no doubt you will do splendidly. Ladies."
Bowing, he took his leave of them, trying not to notice the lingering anxiety in Miss Riverstone's eyes, or the effect that anxiety had upon him. She was simply a means to an end, not one of his sisters, that he should feel protective of her.
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