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Dedication
For Keith, the inspiration for all of my heroes
PREFACE
For years, all of London has known of the legendary Saint of Seven Dials, that shadowy figure who steals from the rich to give to the poor. To the denizens of London's slums and rookeries, he is worshiped as a hero and savior, while the gentlemen of the ton curse and scowl whenever his name is mentioned. His infamous calling cards are only proof of his impudence, they say, and an embarrassment to master and servant alike when they appear in place of purloined valuables.
The ladies of London Society are torn, sympathizing with their fathers and husbands even as they sigh over the mysterious, romantic thief. What sort of man must he be, to take such risks for such a noble cause? they wonder. But though his identity is shrouded in secrecy, his fame continues to spread . . .
London
April, 1816
"She'll marry you, never fear."
Lady Pearl Moreston froze, her hand suspended over the crystal handle of the parlor door of Oakshire House, the finest mansion on Berkley Square. How dared her stepmother make such a promise—and to whom? Instead of opening the door, which stood slightly ajar, she waited to hear what reply might come.
"But she's refused me twice already, your grace." Pearl identified the tremulous tenor as belonging to Lord Bellowsworth. "It seems clear that her wishes—"
Obelia, Duchess of Oakshire, cut him off. "Her wishes have nothing to say to the matter. Do you wish to wed the Lady Pearl or not?"
Scarcely waiting for the young marquess's stammering assent, the Duchess went on. "When you get her to Hyde Park, take one of the less frequented paths—the one leading off to the north, about a quarter mile from the entrance. You know the one? Good. No, don't interrupt. She'll be down at any moment. Go all the way to the end, to the little copse you will find there, and renew your addresses, as . . . forcefully as you can."
"Forcefully? I—I'll try. But what if—"
"I told you not to interrupt. I have arranged to have someone discover you, seemingly by chance, who will attest that he found the two of you in a most compromising situation. The Duke will be only too happy to consent to the match, whatever his daughter's wishes might be. Her hand—and her fortune—will be yours."
Pearl waited to hear no more. Breezing into the room, her head held high, she exclaimed, "A delightful plan, to be sure!"
Lord Bellowsworth started violently and began to stammer, but the Duchess merely smiled. "Lady Pearl. What a surprise. We were speaking hypothetically, of course."
"Of course you were," Pearl agreed. "A hypothesis I fear I cannot help you to prove. You'll excuse me, my lord, for feeling indisposed for our drive today."
"Of . . . of course. That is to say . . . I never meant . . . I'll give you good day, my lady, your grace." Bowing and blathering, he backed out of the parlor and fled Oakshire House.
Pearl turned to her stepmother, whose petite blonde beauty, so similar to her own mother's, even now diluted her anger with long-remembered sorrow. "I know you have been anxious for me to marry, but I confess I had not expected you to resort to such measures as these to ensure it."
The Duchess appeared more vexed than apologetic. "You leave me little choice," she said, flouncing across the room to seat herself in a high-backed chair that rather resembled a throne—her favorite. "Your father is concerned about your future, and I feel bound to make him easy on the subject."
"And, of course, the fact that the Fairbourne estate will fall to me if I am yet unwed on my twenty-first birthday has nothing to do with your solicitude." Pearl spoke dryly, hiding any pain she felt from both herself and her stepmother. Seven years ago, when her father had first remarried, she had wished-- She cut off that regret ruthlessly.
Obelia tossed her golden curls. "You'll have a substantial fortune in any event. If you marry well, you'll have no need whatsoever for that property, which by rights should go to Edward with the rest when he inherits. You cannot fault me for looking out for my son's interests."
"Edward will scarcely be paupered by my inheritance of the smallest of the seven Oakshire estates." She adored her five-year-old half-brother, currently in the country while his mother enjoyed the London Season. But even for his sake, Pearl refused to sacrifice Fairbourne, a lovely little estate in the north of Oakshire, where she had spent many happy months as a child. She had definite plans for the land and people there—plans to put some of the theories she had studied into practice.
"That is not the point. It will divide the Oakshire estate and lessen its consequence, which I cannot imagine you would wish. Besides," the Duchess continued peevishly, "that addendum to the entail was intended to provide for any eldest daughter who might prove unmarriageable. As you've had any number of offers, it clearly does not apply in your case. I believe the lawyers will agree, when I explain how matters stand."
Before Pearl could reply, her father appeared at the parlor door. "I don't hear my two favorite girls arguing, do I?" he asked jovially. "What is it this time? The color of the new draperies?"
Obelia rose to greet the Duke, ushering him to the chair next to hers. "Of course we're not arguing, my love. We both know how that upsets you." She shot an admonitory look at Pearl. "I was merely pointing out to dear Pearl the advantages of matrimony, as I have been so blessed by that state myself. I do so wish to see her comfortably settled. Don't you?"
The Duke frowned, as he always did when this subject arose—which it did all too frequently, in Pearl's opinion. "So long as she's happy, and needn't be too far away," he conceded. "I won't let my 'Pearl beyond price' go to just anyone, you know. But I leave that in your capable hands, Obelia, as I've told you often enough. And Pearl's, of course."
"Of course," echoed the Duchess, clearly less than perfectly pleased by his caveats. "You may always trust me to do what's best for both of our children, my love."
He smiled fondly at his wife, and Pearl rose abruptly. "If you'll excuse me, I have some reading I'd like to finish."
Her father waved her away with an indulgent smile—he'd always been proud of her academic turn of mind—but Obelia arched one delicate brow. "Your bluestocking tendencies make my task more challenging, Pearl, but I shall prevail, never fear." Her look, which escaped the Duke's notice, made her words into a threat that Pearl now understood only too clearly.
Since Pearl's sixteenth birthday, Obelia had been throwing her in the way of every eligible male she could find. This Season she had redoubled her efforts, bringing in the most exclusive French modistes and coiffeuses to enhance her stepdaughter's slim figure and honey-colored tresses, and planning lavish entertainments. Now she seemed determined on stronger measures.
Pearl left the parlor, but not before she heard Obelia say to her husband, "I know dear Pearl's future worries you, Clarence, but fear not. By the time you return from Brighton, all will be settled. I have everything well in hand."
"I know you'll do your best for her, my dear," the Duke responded with an indulgent chuckle.
Pearl bit her lip. She had forgotten that her father was to leave within the hour. Without his support, she would have to rely solely on her own wits to evade Obelia's determined plotting. By the time she reached her opulent lilac sitting room, she had the beginnings of a plan.
Her abigail, folding the Mechlin lace shawl Pearl had earlier rejected, looked up in surprise at her entrance. "My lady? Did I forget an item in your toilette?" Dark, perky and petite, Hettie swept her mistress with a critical eye, clearly finding no fault until her gaze reached her face. "Something has happened." It was a statement, not a question.
Despite her anger at Obelia's machinations, Pearl could not suppress a smile. Hettie knew her better than any person living. "I'm afraid so," she replied. "And I need your help." Quickly, she related what had happened downstairs.
The daughter of Pearl's nanny, Hettie had known her mistress since they were both in the nursery, and enjoyed far more intimacy than was customary between a lady of the upper Quality and her abigail. When Pearl concluded, Hettie's indignation equaled Pearl's own. "You, marry that mealy-mouthed young popinjay? What can her grace be thinking?"
Pearl shrugged. "She wants me wed, and he is the most malleable of my current crop of suitors." She waved a hand toward the dozen or so bouquets displayed about the room, from the gilt mantelpiece to the exquisite inlaid mahogany tables, in testimony of their numbers. "But her reasons don't matter. Now that I know to what lengths she will go, I must put myself out of her reach—for a few days, at least. Until my father returns."
"Out . . . out of her reach? What do you mean?"
"I'm leaving."
Hettie gaped, her usual cleverness not in evidence at the moment. "For Oakshire, you mean? Without informing his grace or—"
"No, she'd only fetch me back to Town, or take advantage of my journey to compromise me somehow, if not with Bellowsworth, then with some other young lord whose ambition outstrips his integrity—any one of them, in other words. I mean to disappear entirely, right here in London. Will you help me?"
Hettie's brown eyes recovered a measure of their customary shrewdness. "I'll not do anything to put you in danger, my lady. I'll go tell his grace the Duke first. This start of yours—"
"It's no start, I assure you." Even as she spoke, Pearl's nebulous plan took on more clarity. "It's an idea I've toyed with for some time. One day I'll have the management of Fairbourne and be responsible for hundreds of people. I've studied agricultural, economic, and social reform, but what is that but theory? I've been coddled and protected my entire life. Even my charitable projects have been strictly chaperoned and supervised, so that I never have any actual contact with those less fortunate."
Hettie still looked doubtful, so Pearl tried another tack. "I've been perched on a lofty, confining pedestal, first by my father and then by every man aspiring to my hand. If I don't escape it, I may begin believing all they say about me and become the most conceited, arrogant, autocratic woman who ever lived."
Hettie chuckled. "With her grace putting you in your place ten times a day? Not likely."
"I suppose I do have something for which to be grateful to her after all." Ignoring Hettie's snort, she hurried on. "How would you like it if every man who paid you court was interested only in your money and connections, never in yourself?"
"Don't forget your looks, my lady," Hettie added dryly. "Those violet eyes of yours aren't exactly in the common way."
It was Pearl's turn to snort. "All part of the package of externals. I'm one of the best-educated women in England, but no one cares about that. Never has one of my suitors asked my opinion on any political or economic issue, or on philosophy, science, or anything else. All they can see is a glittering ornament that would add to their own consequence, and I'm sick to death of it!"
At this appeal to her romantic nature, Hettie nodded with sympathy, and Pearl began to relax.
"I wish to experience life without the trappings of rank," she continued. "To see how the common folk live. Perhaps even to work with my own hands. I'm certain it will be of benefit to me."
Though she still looked doubtful, Hettie only asked, "What do you want me to do?"
Pearl smiled in relief. "First, help me out of this dress."
* * *
Whistling cheerfully, Luke St. Clair strolled along Jermyn Street as the cool of early evening turned the afternoon's haze to tendrils of mist. Casually, he scanned those entering and exiting the gaming houses, looking for an easy mark. His gaze slid over one well-dressed man and then another. No, obviously merchants. Ah! That middle-aged man alighting from a crested carriage. Clearly one of the ton. He'd do nicely.
Luke hunched his shoulders and slowed his pace, in keeping with today's disguise as an inebriated old man—down at the heels, but not quite seedy enough to look like a threat. He ambled in the direction of his selected target, then stumbled just as he reached the man.
"Sorry, milor'," he mumbled, steadying himself against the gentleman's arm to break his supposed fall. Even as the nobleman supercilously swept aside Luke's abject apology, his purse was liberated from his pocket.
"Be gone with you, old tippler. Keep your distance from your betters," the haughty lord advised him with a sneer.
Biting back an instinctive retort, Luke managed a servile bow that made his cheap white peruke slip down to partially conceal his face as he backed away from the man. Not until he turned onto Haymarket Street a moment later did the hue and cry begin.
With a chuckle, Luke straightened his wig and quickened his pace, though not enough to draw attention. Then the words, "Stop, thief!" rang out behind him. Ducking around the next corner into an alley scarce wider than an arm-spread, he broke into a run.
This was always his favorite part. Leaving the alley for Coventry Street, he glanced back to see two dandified bucks of the ton hot after him, brandishing sticks and shouting absurd threats. Perfect.
Or not so perfect. The young gentlemen were apparently among the more fit of their species, for another quick glance showed them gaining. Luke put on a burst of speed, leaping over an ashcan before sending it clattering behind him. So much for his disguise! No description of the thief would mention an elderly man now.
Still, he knew this part of London better than the alley cats did. With the young sprigs hot on his heels, he led them a merry chase toward Soho Square, taking care to trail them through every puddle of mud or filth he could find along the way. "That's for you, Mum," he muttered at the sound of sudden cursing behind him.
Slipping around a corner, he then nipped into the dark recess of a doorway, pressing his back against the wooden panels. He managed to catch a few much-needed breaths before his pursuers approached. As they came closer, he snaked one hand behind him to test the door handle.
It opened easily, and he nearly fell into a brightly lit room filled with women in various stages of undress—actresses preparing to perform here at one of the minor opera houses. Quickly, he shut the door behind him so that his pursuers wouldn't hear their squeals.
"Lucio, as I live and breathe!" cooed a buxom redhead Luke remembered well from last Season. Indignation turned to delight as others realized who had burst in upon them.
Doffing his peruke, Luke greeted them all with his most charming smile. "My apologies for an unannounced entry, ladies. I won't be staying long." He'd dallied with at least three of them in the past, taking nearly as much pleasure from the knowledge that he was cuckolding their noble protectors as from their more obvious charms.
The outer door opened again, and at once two of the actresses stepped in front of Luke, who quickly ducked down behind them. Between their skirts, he could see the dumbfounded faces of his erstwhile hunters.
Shrilly, the women protested the intrusion, claiming a modesty that should have provoked laughter rather than the embarrassment the two young dandies evinced. Stammering apologies, they quickly backed out to continue their search elsewhere. The moment the door closed, the women again converged on Luke, giggling and pulling at his jacket. Obligingly, he took it off, but only long enough to reverse it and pull a cap from the pocket.
"I am eternally in your debt," he declared to the group as a whole. Despite their chorus of protests, he dropped a quick kiss on the cheek of the redhead, winked at the two blondes he'd known previously and, with fulsome compliments, took his leave.
Peering from the doorway, he watched his pursuers turn another corner, apparently heading toward Seven Dials. He waited another moment or two before emerging to stroll toward Mayfair, in the opposite direction.
Pulling the purloined purse from his pocket, he counted his takings as he walked. Not as much as he'd hoped, but it would pay his rent for the month and buy a new washtub and iron for Mrs. Breitmann, who eked out a living for herself and her five children by taking in laundry. Of course, there was still Grady O'Malley to spring from debtor's prison in Newgate, as well as a few things he wanted for himself. Luckily, he was headed toward the richest part of London.
Luke paused at the edge of Berkley Square in the gathering dusk, gazing at one of the finest mansions in Town. Yes, that one would do nicely—or perhaps that one there, two houses down. He'd wander through the mews and discover which one might be having guests in tonight. That would make his job easier.
He felt not the slightest twinge of guilt for what he was planning. These people had more wealth than they could ever use, and deserved none of it. With the exception of the close circle of friends he'd made at Oxford, in his experience every member of the ton was arrogant, self-absorbed, and completely unappreciative of his or her privileged state.
Smiling to himself, he again considered the fine mansions before him. Gilded cages, that's what they were. He far preferred his life of unfettered freedom to one of circumscribed luxury with no thrills, no challenges, no worries whatsoever . . .
* * *
"Are you sure you want to go through with this, my lady?" Hettie asked anxiously as Pearl closed the gate at the back of the kitchen gardens, emerging into the alleyway behind the great houses of Berkley Square.
Her escape accomplished, Pearl let out her breath and faced her abigail. Tucking a stray strand of hair into the tight bun she now wore, she checked the fit of her borrowed rags. Well, not rags precisely—a much-worn work dress of Hettie's, with the hem let out to cover the much taller Pearl's ankles.
"Of course I'm sure. And it's 'Purdy,' remember? If you call me 'my lady,' we'll be found out at once." Slipping out of the house unseen had been difficult enough, despite the commotion surrounding the Duke's departure. She had never quite realized what an army of servants her family employed.
"Oh, look at that poor cat, trying to pull a fish from that crate there," she said then, her attention diverted. "Do you suppose it has kittens somewhere?"
Hettie chuckled. "It looks sleek and fat enough to me, my—Purdy. Stuffed on mice from Lord Tinsdale's stables, no doubt, not to mention scraps from his kitchens. A cat's not likely to starve in Mayfair."
"Oh. No, I suppose not."
Hettie glanced away, but not before Pearl saw the combination of worry and merriment in her eyes. No doubt she believed that Pearl was merely amusing herself with her play acting. But of course Pearl had a far higher purpose. Think of Fairbourne!
"Eh, there!" A rough, masculine voice accosted them. "Be either of you wenches looking for a job t'night?"
Pearl turned indignantly, ready to blast the footman—for that's what he appeared to be—for calling them wenches, but Hettie placed a restraining hand on her arm.
"What sort of job?" she asked the man. "We'll do nothing unsavory, I assure you."
Pearl had to admire Hettie's command, putting the man in his place without betraying them. She herself would have botched it, but Hettie knew this world as Pearl did not—yet.
The footman dipped his head respectfully, rather to Pearl's surprise. "No, nothin' like that, ma'am. Just some extra brass, is all. Lord Mountheath be hiring on extra help for the evening. So if you've the night off and wishing a bit on the side . . ."
"Just a moment," said Hettie, and pulled Pearl aside. "Well, my lady?" she whispered. "It's a chance to put your plan to the test—but it's risky."
Risky indeed! Pearl herself was expected at Lady Mountheath's ridotto tonight, and nearly everyone she knew who was currently in Town was likely to be there.
"Do you think it would be possible for me to work only in the kitchens, or somewhere else out of sight of the guests?" She'd never liked the Mountheaths, and suspected their servants would like them even less. If she really wanted to see firsthand the hardships of the working class, this seemed a heaven-sent chance.
"I'm sure they can find you a dirty job somewhere—Purdy." The twinkle in Hettie's eyes told her that her abigail expected her to back down, which only stiffened her resolve.
"I'll do it," Pearl said with a determined nod. "Though I'd very much prefer it not involve chamber pots," she added hastily, hoping she would not live to regret this mad, if noble, scheme.
Hettie turned back to the footman. "What positions are they hiring for?"
An hour later, Pearl found herself in the Mountheaths' kitchens, transferring tray after tray of tiny pastries from the enormous oven to glittering crystal platters. This wasn't turning out at all as she'd expected, she decided, as she burned her fingers for the third time. Kitchen maids did not wear gloves, of course—which she now realized was foolish. Surely they needed them far more than did any lady in a drawing room.
In addition to her lofty social goals, Pearl had wished to discover how people might respond to her without the aura of the Duke of Oakshire surrounding her. So far, she was simply being ignored. She burned her fingers yet again, this time more severely. With a yelp, she dropped the hot tray, scattering its dainties over the kitchen floor. Muttering an apology, trying to ignore the mutterings of "clumsy wench," she knelt to sweep up the ruined pastries.
"Here, I'll help you with that."
Glancing up in surprise at the masculine voice, she found herself face to face with one of the serving men. Though his brown hair and regular features were not much out of the ordinary way, there was something compelling, even magnetic, about the intelligence—and intensity—of his dark, dark eyes.
"Thank you," she murmured. "I'm . . . not normally so fumble fingered."
He took her bare hand in his much larger one—also ungloved—and turned it over. An alarming tingle shot through her at his touch—perhaps the first time in her life a male hand had touched hers, skin to skin. She nearly snatched her hand away, a stinging rebuke for his impertinence on the tip of her tongue, but remembered just in time that the servant "Purdy" must not react the way Lady Pearl would.
"You should put something cool on that before it blisters." His voice was rich, deep, and surprisingly cultured—not at all what she'd expected of a below-stairs servant. He held her gaze as securely as her hand, and something unfamiliar stirred deep within her.
Vainly, she reminded herself that this man was not of her class at all. "Thank you," she repeated, gently disengaging her hand. "I'll do that."
She rose, but already he had whisked a damp dish towel from a nearby table. With a smile and a too-familiar twinkle in his eye, he wrapped it around her damaged fingers, reestablishing that disturbing flesh-to-flesh contact.
"'Ere, now! None o' that!" exclaimed the head cook's assistant. Pearl released the serving man's hand guiltily. "Back to work, both of you, if you're wanting to get your shillin' for the evening." She thrust a filled tray into the man's hands. "Take this out to the buffet tables, then hop it back here for another."
With a ghost of a bow in Pearl's direction, he complied, his eyes still twinkling.
Pearl watched him go, a curious frown pulling her brows together. No, he didn't act like a servant at all. But then, what did she really know of how servants behaved toward each other?
"You there! Purdy! Get the rest of those crab puffs onto trays. We're falling behind in here."
With a start at her assumed name, Pearl quickly turned back to her task, taking more care for her fingers, which still seemed to tingle—though not from the burns. She filled tray after tray, gaining confidence in the task. This wasn't so hard.
"More servers!" the butler called down the kitchen stairs. "We still need more servers out here." He followed his words into the kitchen and glanced haughtily around at the hired drudges—a motley group, to be sure. "You there!"
Cautiously, Pearl glanced over her shoulder at the butler, to find him staring straight at her. "M-me?"
He gave a single, supercilious nod. "You appear the most presentable of this lot. You'll do." With a jerk of his head, he indicated that she should follow him.
Pearl froze. She couldn't go out there! If she were recognized, the scandal would be . . . well, more than she cared to imagine. Wildly, she glanced around the kitchen for Hettie, but she was nowhere to be seen.
"This instant, missie, if you please." Pearl had met royalty who exuded less authority than this man. Mechanically, she moved to obey, hoping a solution might magically present itself.
"Clear away the empty trays and bottles from the buffet tables and bring them back here," he said carefully, having apparently decided she was a half-wit. "Mrs. Mann will tell you what to do next. And you won't need this." Before she could stop him, he whipped off the kerchief she'd been wearing to conceal her hair.
Again she stopped, but by now the attention of the entire kitchen was focused on her, so she meekly followed the butler up the stairs. Emerging at the top, she quickly surveyed the glittering ballroom, thronged with people, nearly every one of whom knew her. She should have quit on the spot rather than risk this, she realized belatedly. What was a shilling, after all? A single button on one of her fine gowns was worth more than that.
She kept her head down, avoiding eye contact, as Hettie had taught her. And, amazingly, no one seemed to notice her. The eyes of the noble assemblage slid over her as though she were invisible.
In the midst of her relief, she felt a sudden pang. Did she regard servants—not counting Hettie, of course—in this same dismissive way? She'd never thought about it before.
Pearl reached the buffet table without incident and began stacking trays, trying to cause as little clatter as possible, hoping to avoid notice. So far, so good. As soon as she returned to the kitchens, she would find Hettie and leave.
She placed a final tray atop the stack, added a few empty bottles, and headed back the way she had come.
Head down, she saw no faces, only feet. Even so, she had to pass near one all-too-familiar pair: her stepmother's, in the new gold-laced slippers she had exhibited with pride just last week. How had Obelia explained Pearl's absence tonight? she wondered.
Please, please, she chanted silently to herself as she slipped past. Her incoherent prayer apparently successful, she neared the edge of the room and the safety of the kitchens. She had almost reached the door at the top of the stairs when a feminine voice accosted her.
"Mama wishes to have more champagne sent up." It was Fanny Mountheath, one of the daughters of the house, a girl Pearl had never liked, though they frequently met in company. "Pray tell the wine steward."
Pearl nodded silently and kept moving, afraid her voice would give her away.
"Wait!"
Her insides contracting, Pearl paused, still not making eye contact.
"How extraordinary. You look amazingly like—but no, how absurd. Still, I must show Lucy. Wait here. Lucy! Oh, Lucy!" She bustled over to where her sister stood, some distance away.
Pearl took her chance and hastened to the door. As she struggled to open it while balancing the trays, a bottle rolled off the top and hit the polished marble floor, shattering with a resounding crash. Her heart in her throat, she fled down the stairs.
"Hettie! Hettie, where are you?" Pearl called frantically, not caring now what the servants thought of her. "We have to leave—now!"
Dropping the trays onto the closest table, she looked wildly about the kitchens, but still saw no sign of Hettie. She dared not wait, however. At any moment, Fanny might send someone after her, or even venture into the kitchens herself, to show off the novelty of the serving girl who looked like Lady Pearl, and then all would be discovered. She absolutely refused to risk such humiliation.
Snatching up her kerchief and cloak, she darted toward the back door, ignoring the cries and protests around her. She ducked through the door and raced up the stone steps to the kitchen gardens, then paused. The afternoon's haze had become evening fog, and she had no clear idea of where she might go—other than home.
"You look like you could use some assistance again, miss."
Whirling, she saw the same serving man who had bound up her burnt fingers earlier.
"As I'm leaving myself just now, I'd be pleased to offer you my escort," he said, extending his arm. "Shall we go?"
Pearl placed her hand on his arm, then snatched it back, alarmed at the jolt that went through her bare fingers on contact with his rough sleeve—and the very solid arm beneath. Whoever this man was, whatever her involuntary response to him, she didn't dare trust him far enough to go off alone with him into the night!
The commotion in the kitchens rose to a clamor. "Where is she?" came Fanny Mountheath's plaintive wail.
Abruptly, Pearl changed her mind, though she didn't touch him again. "I'd be delighted to accept your escort," she said hastily. "Let's go—quickly."
With a grin that was perhaps a shade too understanding, he led her through the gate and into the alleyway at a brisk walk. As they turned the corner, shouts erupted from the house behind them.
"Time to run," the man suggested.
Pearl nodded and hiked up her skirts—slightly—to keep pace with him. The country lass she was pretending to be would be used to plenty of walking, of course. Unfortunately, she was not, constrained as she'd always been by the dignity of her station. Still, she trotted along gamely enough.
Her rescuer sent her one approving glance, then turned his attention to their course, leading her around one corner and then another. "Quick! In here," he said, as heavy footsteps approached from behind.
Before she could protest, he seized her by the arm and pulled her after him into an empty stall in some nobleman's stables. He touched a finger to her lips to check her indignant exclamation, and the shock of the sensation startled her speechless. Though he withdrew the finger at once, her lips continued to tingle. She had to fight the urge to lick them.
Footsteps—several sets, by the sound of them—passed by outside. Her companion waited a minute, though it seemed far longer in the warm, intimate darkness, then slipped back out of the stall, motioning for her to follow him.
Though he was only an inch or two above average height, the man was powerfully built, Pearl noticed. That made her feel somehow vulnerable—an unfamiliar sensation, and one she didn't particularly care for. For a second or two she held a fierce debate with herself, but then hurried after him. What else could she do, under the circumstances?
Leading her back the way they had come for the length of two houses, he turned up another alleyway, then another. By a circuitous route, he led her farther and farther from the Mountheath's house and then from Mayfair itself, until they were in a part of London totally unfamiliar to her.
As they progressed, the streets became narrower, darker, and dirtier, and Pearl's misgivings mounted. Smells she had never experienced before assaulted her nostrils unpleasantly. Mounds of garbage and other, nastier refuse lay uncollected in stinking corners, while rats skittered out of the way at their approach.
When it was clear there was no longer any danger of pusuit, they stopped in a squalid alley no more than four feet wide. Her companion did not appear to be out of breath, but Pearl gulped in lungfuls of the fetid air after such unaccustomed exercise. When her mind finally began working again, she turned curiously— and cautiously—to her savior.
"Thank you," she panted. "But . . . why did you help me?"
He grinned across the meager width of the dim alleyway and her breathing accelerated again, though not from exertion.
"I was leaving anyway, and you appeared in rather urgent need of help. Never let it be said that Luke St. Clair would turn his back on a damsel in distress." He regarded her for a long moment then, in a deeper voice, asked, "Might I have the honor of knowing whom I have rescued?"
Pearl hesitated, wondering whether she'd betrayed herself already. "My name is Purdy," she said at last, making an effort to speak in a less cultured accent. "I'm . . . no one special. I only wished to make some extra money on my night off." She realized as she spoke that the words sounded rehearsed.
He placed a hand on her arm, its warmth comforting even as it flustered her. "Don't discount yourself so easily," he said, with gallant sincerity. "You're far more special than you believe." His low, melodious voice was as warm as his touch, his eyes alight with interest, if not suspicion. "What were you taking a night off from? What do you normally do?"
Oops. She and Hettie hadn't worked out that detail of her story yet. "Er, actually, I've just come to London from the country. I—I have no regular position as yet. My friend, Hettie, was going to help me find one."
His raised eyebrow told her he was well aware that she was hiding something, but he merely said, "I see. Then pray allow me to escort you back to wherever you are staying, before Hettie becomes concerned about you. Was she also at the Mountheath's house tonight?"
Something in the timbre of his voice set up an answering vibration within her, a response she could no more define than control. Between that and her acute awareness of his touch, she had to force herself to focus on the sense of his question.
"Yes. Yes, she was," she finally responded. "But . . ." She paused to choose her words carefully. "But I was not actually staying with her, yet. I—I fear I do not know where she lives, exactly."
An almost imperceptible change came over his manner, and he dropped his hand from her arm, leaving Pearl feeling oddly bereft. "Then to wherever you wish to go. You must be staying somewhere." He spoke slowly now, as if to a child.
Obviously, he had concluded that she was simple, as the Mountheath's butler had. Not that she could blame either of them. She suppressed the urge to correct his assumption, realizing that it might afford her a modicum of protection.
"No, I'm . . . I'm not staying anywhere, really. That is . . ." Pearl twisted her apron between her hands, trying without success to recall whether Hettie had ever mentioned any relatives in London. Her mother, Pearl's old nurse, still lived in Oakshire. They hadn't discussed where they would stay after their stint at the Mountheath's. No doubt Hettie had believed Pearl would be ready to return home after a few hours of honest work.
"Hettie and I were on our way to her . . . her cousin's home when we accepted tonight's employment," she improvised haltingly, feeling like the fool he now took her for. "Until I find Hettie, I have nowhere to go."
Mr. St. Clair regarded her with thoughtful concern. "I cannot leave you here in this alley. I'd offer to take you back to the Mountheath's, but I assume you had good reason for wishing to leave?"
"No! I can't go back there, not just now. But . . . I suppose I must, later. After the ridotto is over. To find Hettie."
"Later, then." Still enunciating his words carefully, he continued, "In the meanwhile, we should get off the streets. This is not one of the safer parts of London."
Pearl blinked. "Oh. Oh, I see. I hadn't thought—" She realized belatedly that it should have been obvious. Certainly, they were well outside her accustomed environs. "Where do you suggest we go?"
"My lodgings are just a short walk from here. You are welcome to stay there until I can find your friend for you."
She stared, momentarily aghast. Go with this man, this servant, to his lodgings? How dared he insult her so? She opened her mouth to give him a blistering set-down before the reality of her situation intruded. He was attempting to help her, after all, and had no idea who she really was.
Slowly, reluctantly, she nodded. Careful to use short, uncomplicated sentences, she said, "Thank you, Mr. St. Clair. I must accept your kind offer. But only until we can find Hettie."
He offered her his arm with a gallantry that would have done credit to a titled gentleman and she gingerly took it, trying to appear unaccustomed to such courtesy. Leading her out of the alleyway, he turned to the left. Though this street was wider, it was no less squalid. From somewhere in the fog above them came the sound of a man and woman arguing, then a splintering crash. Pearl winced.
"Where are we, exactly?" she asked her escort.
She thought he hesitated for a moment before answering, "This part of London is known as Seven Dials."
Pearl started. "Seven Dials! What . . . what a curious name," she concluded lamely, remembering in time that she had just claimed to be unfamiliar with London. "Why is it called that?"
"Because of the way seven streets converge, like the spokes of a wheel," he explained, but Pearl was not listening.
Seven Dials! This was one of the most notorious rookeries of London, home to thieves, prostitutes, murderers, and other sorts that she was not even supposed to know existed. But though her physical existence had been sheltered, Pearl had read widely enough that little about London—or the rest of the world—was truly unknown to her. Intellectually, at least.
Though initially horrified to discover where she was, now her natural curiosity reasserted itself. Had she not begged her father to allow her to witness such places, when first she had learned of them? The nobility owed it to themselves and to England to learn all they could about the condition of the common man, she had insisted. How else could they hope to alleviate the sufferings of those hit hardest by the economic downturn caused by the end of the wars with France and America?
Her musings were interrupted by Mr. St. Clair's announcement that they had reached his building. "It's three flights up, I'm afraid, but not quite so sordid as its surroundings might suggest."
She regarded the steep, narrow stairs dubiously, her earlier doubts resurfacing. But really, what choice did she have? Trying to regard her predicament in the light of an adventure rather than a disaster, she followed him up the rickety stairway.
When they reached the third story, a small brown and white terrier scurried forward to greet Mr. St. Clair, its tail wagging with delight. Then it turned to sniff at Pearl suspiciously.
"This is Argos," he said, scratching the dog between the ears. "A plausible scoundrel, but my closest friend. Argos, this is Purdy. Make her feel welcome."
At his words, the dog's attitude instantly transformed, and he greeted Pearl almost as enthusiastically as he had his master.
"What a sweet little dog!" she exclaimed, kneeling to fondle him. "Hello, Argos. I hope we will be friends, as well." As a child she had been allowed dogs as pets, but since her father's remarriage, animals had been forbidden from every house. She'd missed them.
She glanced up at Mr. St. Clair, to find him regarding her with an odd half-smile that made her feel she'd just climbed far more than three flights of steps. Catching her eye, he quickly turned away and cleared his throat. "It's getting chilly. We'd best get inside," he said gruffly.
Fitting a key into the door, he entered quickly to light a few candles, then reemerged to invite her in. "It's not much," he said apologetically, "but I call it home."
Swallowing hard and bracing herself for she knew not what, Pearl followed him into the apartment—then halted, amazed. Elegance, even luxury, surrounded her. On the floor, a thick carpet that could only be Aubusson covered most of the bare, splintered boards. The peeling plaster of the walls was substantially concealed by rich tapestries and paintings by masters she recognized. The furnishings—sofa, chairs, tables, ornaments—were both tasteful and sumptuous.
"My goodness!" If she didn't look too closely at what lay behind the trappings, she could easily imagine herself in a wealthy gentleman's sitting room.
He smiled at her surprise. "I've done my best to counteract my surroundings. My last employer was exceedingly generous in his will, which made it easier for me to do so."
She nodded, accepting his glib explanation. As she was playing the part of a numbwit, she could not very well ask why he remained in such a neighborhood when he clearly had the resources to leave it. Obviously there was more to Mr. St. Clair than met the eye, as she had suspected from the moment he first spoke to her.
"It's—very nice," she said inadequately. "May I sit down?"
Immediately he was full of concern. "Of course! I'd forgotten how exhausted you must be. Here, this is the most comfortable chair. I'll stir up the coals in the grate, and you'll be warm in no time."
Pearl sat, noticing with some irritation that she was indeed tired and a bit sore from their recent exertion. She must make more of an effort to get regular exercise while in Town, or she would end up running to fat. In the country she at least rode regularly.
"Purdy? Miss?"
Abruptly, she realized she had not heard his question. "I . . . I beg your pardon?"
Again speaking slowly, he repeated, "I was asking whether you would like a glass of wine to fortify you. That and ale are all I have at hand, I'm afraid, though I can go out to bring something else back, if you'd prefer it."
"Wine, thank you," she said hastily, unwilling to be left alone here. Though why she should feel safer with him than without him, she wasn't quite sure.
The little dog, Argos—whose very name implied its master had a classical education—came to lie next to her, its head on her foot, while he went to the sideboard to fill two glasses. She took the one he handed her and sipped. Again she had to restrain herself from exclaiming, though her brows rose. How had this apparently lowly servant developed such expensive tastes?
"Will . . . won't you be missed at the Mountheath's?" she asked, in an indirect attempt to obtain an answer—and to hear his voice again.
"I doubt it," he replied. "I was only hired on for the evening, as you were. I'm . . . between positions at the moment myself, as it happens."
Whether he intended it or not, his words reminded her that she had secrets of her own to keep, and therefore would be advised not to probe into his. "How long should we wait, do you think, before going back to look for Hettie?"
He thought for a moment. "How would this serve? You wait here, and I'll go back there now and take a look about. If you can describe her to me, I'll endeavor to have a quiet word with her and let her know where you are. I'll even bring her here myself, if she can get away."
Haltingly, mindful of her ruse, Pearl described her maid. "This is very kind of you," she concluded. Though she still felt nervous about staying alone in Seven Dials, even in this sumptuous apartment, he had offered her the perfect solution. As far as she knew, no one had seen them leaving together.
Again he gave her that odd half-smile, and again she was startled by her visceral response to it. "Kindness isn't so difficult, when the object is worthy. There is bread and cheese in the sideboard, should you feel hungry. I should be back in an hour or so—with Hettie in tow, with any luck." Tossing off the remainder of his wine, he rose.
"Argos, you stay here and take care of the lady," he instructed the dog, who lifted his head and thumped his tail in apparent understanding. With a respectful salute, he left the apartment, closing the door softly behind him.
At the sound of the key turning in the lock, Pearl started to her feet in alarm. He was making her a prisoner here! She took two strides toward the door, then noticed Argos regarding her curiously. She relaxed, feeling suddenly foolish. Of course he had locked the door, in a neighborhood such as this one. Doubtless he'd done it to ensure her safety, not for any nefarious purpose.
Laughing at her misplaced fears, she sat down again. "Some adventurer I'm turning out to be," she said to the dog. "All of my daring plans to institute social reform, and here I am, completely unnerved by merely witnessing a poorer section of London. I'm as big a ninny as Mr. St. Clair thinks I am."
Argos agreeably wagged his tail and placed one white paw on her knee.
"Feel free to contradict me," she told him. "It's the polite thing to do, when a lady speaks ill of herself."
The dog declined to respond, so Pearl rose again, to explore her temporary quarters. Her first estimation had been correct. The furnishings and artworks were of the very highest quality. Her curiosity about Mr. St. Clair increased.
Going to the mahogany sideboard, she found the bread and cheese he had mentioned and cut herself a generous slab of each. She had not eaten since luncheon, she suddenly realized. Didn't the Mountheaths feed their hired help? Indignation further bolstered her courage.
Returning to her chair with her simple supper, she amused herself by sharing the occasional morsel with the dog, who obligingly sat up, extended a paw, or rolled over on command. Pearl was charmed. Thus occupied, the hour of waiting passed relatively painlessly.
* * *
Luke had misgivings about leaving Purdy alone in his rooms, but aside from his perfectly plausible plan to find her friend, he needed to get away from her, to firmly remind himself that she was off-limits. The truth was, he was finding himself far more attracted to the lovely simpleton than was decent.
He chuckled sourly as he descended the stairs to the foggy alley below. When had considerations of decency ever constrained him? Still, he'd never stooped so low as to take advantage of a child, and for all her beauty, Purdy was little more, due to her limited understanding.
The shock of disappointment he'd felt on realizing that, after the instant connection they had seemed to share, had actually been physical in its intensity.
He refused to dwell on it now, though. This was his opportunity to retrieve the evening's haul from its hiding place outside the Mountheath house. By searching for Purdy's friend at the same time, he could kill two birds with one stone. Three, counting this most necessary separation from his delectable guest.
Alone, it took him half the time to reach Mayfair that it had taken him to lead Purdy to Seven Dials. In less than fifteen minutes, he emerged from the mews behind Berkley Square. The Mountheath house was brightly lit, the entertainment clearly still in full swing, with no sign of any disturbance yet. Good.
Casually, so that it would look as though he were merely taking the air if he was seen, Luke angled into the small garden behind the house. Alert for anyone venturing out of the servants' entrance, he knelt to move aside a pair of bricks near a large rosebush, still in bud. There, in the depression he'd located before beginning his night's work, was the cloth-wrapped parcel, right where he'd left it.
He tucked the bundle inside his shirt and slid it around to the back of his waist, where the bulge would be less noticeable. It would be risky venturing back into the house with the goods on him, but he had no choice if he was to find Purdy's friend.
The kitchens were still bustling, though by this late hour the activity was less frantic than it had been when he'd left. Assuming a slack-jawed expression, he approached the cook's assistant.
"You!" she exclaimed. "And where 'ave you been this hour and more? Tipplin' his lordship's wine, by the look of you."
"Nay, nay, t'was me own gin, missus," drawled Luke with an injured air. "I'll last for a bit, now."
She glared at him. "Off with you! We want no sots working here."
He blinked fuzzily. "What about my shillin'? And I won't leave without my sister Hettie."
Grumbling, the woman sent a maid in search of Hettie, wherever she might be, and counted out sixpence into Luke's outstretched palm. "I'm giving you but half, and may it be a lesson to you."
"Half?" He argued with her, since it would have looked suspicious otherwise, but only until the maid returned to report she'd found no such person as Hettie.
"Are you sure?" he asked, not having to feign his alarm. If the woman couldn't be found, he'd have no choice but to keep Purdy with him overnight. He wasn't at all sure his self-control was equal to that. "She's about this tall—" he held up his hand—"with dark, curly hair. A few years younger'n me."
One of the scullery maids allowed that she'd seen someone of that description earlier, but no one had noticed her for the past hour or more, and no one recalled anyone by that name.
"Likely went looking for her wastrel brother," the cook's assistant told him dampingly. "Ought to be ashamed, you ought, worrying her so. Now that's three hirelings who've took off before their shift was done, counting you. You didn't see that blonde wench outside, did you? The one you was flirting with early on?"
This was dangerous ground. "Blonde? Flirting?" He furrowed his brow as though trying to remember.
"Ah, you're all alike. Begone with you!"
Shrugging and grumbling, Luke headed back to the mews. Not until he was out of sight of the house did he straighten his shoulders and quicken his steps. When the silver inside his shirt clinked, he pulled it out and shoved the bundle in his pocket. At least he'd made a good haul, and from one of the most undeserving households he'd ever met. He'd love to see that arrogant butler's face when his calling card was discovered where the silver had been.
But what the devil was he going to do about the girl?
When he reentered his lodgings a few minutes later, she looked up with a hopeful smile, Argos at her knee. He'd spent most of the walk back convincing himself that she held no attraction to him, that he'd always preferred intelligent women, but his body made a liar of him the moment he saw her again.
Her smile faltered as she looked beyond him, then back at him, questioningly.
He shrugged. "Hettie wasn't at the Mountheath's, though someone matching her description was noticed earlier. It appears she wasn't going by the name of Hettie, however."
Purdy bit her lip, looking both alarmed and charmingly confused. Luke felt an almost overwhelming urge to take her into his arms and comfort her. He suppressed it ruthlessly, but not before his wayward imagination wondered what she would feel like, pressed against him.
The helpless expression in her eyes as she gazed at him helped to cool that inappropriate surge of desire. "I . . . I thought surely you would find her there," she stammered. "Without Hettie, I have no idea where to go."
"Perhaps in the morning we'll have better luck," Luke offered soothingly.
"In . . . in the morning?" She seemed not to understand.
Taking a deep breath, he spoke the words he feared he would live to regret. "Unless you can think of somewhere else to go, I see no alternative to your spending the night here."
Pearl gasped. "Spend the night?" She had intended a tone of imperious outrage, but what came out was more of a squeak.
"You'll be quite safe, I assure you." Mr. St. Clair's fine, dark eyes were as intense as before, but with kindness, she thought, rather than desire.
Still, she shook her head. "No, I really mustn't." In fact, it was unthinkable. Why had he not found Hettie?
The abigail to the daughter of the Duke of Oakshire might be well known in servant circles, she supposed. Perhaps Hettie had used an alias, just as Pearl had. They hadn't discussed it, and had been separated the moment they entered the Mountheath house.
It suddenly occurred to her that Hettie had most likely gone back to Oakshire House to hunt for her after she disappeared. Her father's men might even now be combing London for her!
The obvious thing, of course, was to give up her entire scheme and return to Oakshire House before a full-blown scandal erupted. Hettie had been right, much as it galled her to admit it. She grimaced at the thought of what her stepmother would have to say to her. The very idea of humbling herself to Obelia was abhorrent.
Mr. St. Clair was regarding her with sympathy mingled with more than a hint of exasperation as she hesitated. "Please believe me, you'll be in no danger whatsoever. The door is quite stout, and I myself would never take advantage of . . . such a situation."
Of a simpleton, he means, she thought with a spurt of amusement. She'd best keep up that fiction for as long as possible—an ironic necessity, considering how proud she'd always been of her intellect. With the lightening of her mood, her thoughts cleared.
Despite her strange attraction to this man, it would surely be safer for her to remain here than to venture back out into the streets of Seven Dials at midnight. Even now, she could hear drunken singing and the occasional shriek from the alleys below. She'd heard tales of young gentlemen venturing here on a bet or a dare, or in fits of drunken bravado. And tales of some never being seen again. She didn't want to think what might happen to a lady in those same streets.
Safety, at least, demanded she remain here in this apartment. However, should the merest breath of a whisper of this night ever get out, her reputation would be irretrievably ruined. And that would be . . . would be . . .
The answer to all of her difficulties, she realized abruptly. If she were ruined, her myriad suitors would scatter like rabbits, thwarting Obelia's plans and safeguarding Fairbourne for good. Why had she not considered that solution before? All she had to do was stay away for a night or two, then return with no good explanation for her absence. It was perfect!
Pearl realized she'd been staring blankly at her handsome host while thinking all of this through, no doubt strengthening further his assessment of her intellect. "I . . . Yes. I suppose I must. Stay here, that is." Amazing how stupid she could sound without really trying.
"Good girl," he said approvingly. "I've an extra set of sheets—clean ones—that we can spread here on the sofa for you. I'd offer you my bed, but—"
"Oh, no! The sofa will be perfectly fine," she said hastily, alarmed at the image that suggestion conjured—and even more alarmed by the way that image set her nerves tingling again. Still, as he went to fetch the sheets, she eyed the hard sofa doubtfully, thinking with longing of her feather mattress at Oakshire House. She was mortally tired. Remember Fairbourne!
He returned a moment later, and with a deftness that convinced her he was used to doing such tasks himself, he spread the sheets over the divan. "You will let me know if you need anything else?"
She nodded, resolutely ignoring the effect his voice had on her. "Thank you. You're being far kinder than . . ."
"Than you expected? Are used to? If you've been about the houses of the so-called upper crust, I don't doubt it. But you're most welcome. Not all Londoners are as callous as the Mountheaths and their ilk."
His evident animosity toward the upper classes startled her. Did all the working class feel this way toward her own? Did Hettie? Surely not. She nearly asked him, but realized how odd such a question would sound from a supposed servant. "I . . . suppose not," she said instead. "Good night, then."
He took his dismissal cheerfully. The little dog at his heels, he disappeared into his bedchamber and closed the door behind him. Pearl stared at the door for a moment, frowning, then sat down to take off her shoes—the only articles of clothing she dared remove—before stretching out on the sofa.
It was almost, but not quite, long enough for her. If she were petite and padded, like Hettie, she'd no doubt be comfortable enough, she chided herself. But it was curiosity about her strange host, rather than the lumpiness of the horsehair-filled divan, that kept her awake for another hour and more.
When she finally fell into a fitful sleep, her dreams were disjointed. Oddly secure in the company of a man with strong hands and a melodious voice, she floated through images of sumptuous ballrooms superimposed on the squalor of Seven Dials. In her dreams, she could not figure out which was more real, though it seemed vitally important that she do so. The morning was well advanced before she finally awoke.
* * *
"So, you like her, do you?" Luke asked the dog tucked under his arm, as he climbed down the side of the building half an hour after sunrise. Argos' tail thumped against his back in reply.
Shortly after taking these lodgings, he'd concealed handholds and footholds among the crumbling bricks, and now used this route to his quarters nearly as often as the stairway. Today he was using it to avoid waking his guest, who had still been deep in exhausted slumber when he'd checked on her ten minutes ago.
"We can't keep her, you know," he told the terrier, who cocked his head questioningly. "You'd only get attached to her, and then where would we be?" He feared he might already have passed that point himself. "Of with you, then."
He set Argos down as they reached the pavement, and the dog hurried off to conduct whatever business he spent his days about. Luke turned aside to walk briskly in the direction of the Covent Garden market.
Why had he not come up with some alternative to inviting Purdy to stay with him? A woman—particularly one who needed the level of care this one did—was the last thing Luke needed in his life right now. His livelihood depended on his ability to come and go unobserved and unrecognized. Her presence would complicate his life on more than one level—which meant he'd best take advantage of the time he had now.
At this early hour, the shops and stalls of Covent Garden were hives of activity. Poorer people from the surrounding neighborhood jostled with expensively dressed servants from Mayfair to buy fresh fruits, vegetables and flowers. An occasional burst of song or shouting from drunken revellers only now making their way home punctuated the market bustle.
Luke stopped to purchase a bundle of tea leaves and a few fresh-baked rolls from stalls at the outskirts before proceeding to the fruit stands. At least he could provide his impromptu guest with a good breakfast before sending her on her way. As he walked, he watched the colorful, shifting crowds for one particular face.
"'Ere you are, then," piped a clear voice from behind him.
Luke turned with a grin. "Flute! The very man I was looking for." He gripped the grimy hand of his sole confederate, a scrawny lad with a shock of straw-colored hair peeping out from under his tattered red cap.
"You have something, then?" Though he was probably near fifteen, Flute looked no more than twelve, underfed as he'd been by the flash house master he'd picked pockets for until Luke had taken him under his wing two years since. Now, with better victuals, he was beginning to fill out, though slowly.
"Aye, some plate and baubles for you to take to the fencing ken," said Luke, falling easily into the street cant. "After your cut, you can give enough of the ready to Mrs. O'Malley to spring her feckless husband from Newgate, then bring the rest to me."
He pulled from his pocket the parcel he'd retrieved last night and handed it to the boy. Flute tweaked open the wrapping to catch a glimpse of assorted silver and a diamond necklace and whistled approvingly before stuffing it into his own pocket.
"Mrs. Breitmann sends thanks to the Saint," he told Luke then. "Her old tub was past fixing, so the new was in the nick o' time."
Luke resisted the urge to tousle the boy's hair, knowing how it irritated him. "Good lad. Off with you, then." With a quick nod, they went their separate ways, careful as always not to spend too much time in each other's company in public.
That task settled, Luke took his time selecting the choicest hothouse oranges. Then, on sudden impulse, he stopped by one of the flower carts and bought two bunches of violets and another of daisies. Perhaps they would make Purdy smile—something he'd like to see again before she left. He wondered fleetingly whether she'd ever received flowers before in her life. Probably not, poor girl.
Finally he headed back. On reaching his crumbling building, he decided to take the stairs rather than risk crushing the flowers. He unlocked the door, then knocked softly, not wanting to startle the girl. When there was no answer, he cautiously pushed the door open.
Purdy was sitting bolt upright on the sofa, blinking dazedly. "Where . . . How? I, er, did not hear you go out."
"I didn't wish to wake you."
She looked absolutely adorable with her honey-blonde hair half-tumbled from its bun and her expression charmingly confused. Adorable and delectable. It was a crying shame she was . . .
"I brought breakfast," he added, cutting off that line of thought. "And some flowers for the table." He produced them with a flourish.
She brightened at once. "Oh, how very thoughtful!"
The smile he had hoped for flashed out, and again Luke felt that odd warmth surge through him at her eager pleasure at small kindnesses. What a difficult life she must have led. "Come, have a seat while I serve it up."
She complied hesitantly as he pulled tea leaves, rolls and oranges from his sack. He handed her a knife so that she could peel her orange while he set water to boil, but when she fumbled ineffectually with it he took it back, afraid that she might cut herself.
"Have one of these rolls," he suggested, deftly peeling her orange for her. "They're still warm."
Her cheeks pinkened with embarrassment, but she mutely accepted his help and his suggestion, taking a big bite of the sweet bread. "Oh, this is very good," she exclaimed in evident surprise, making him wonder what she'd had to subsist on before.
"Where did you say you were from?" He spoke casually, not wanting her to suspect how curious he was about her.
Still, her expression became wary. "Near Oaklea," she replied after a hesitation that came either from caution or a spotty memory. "To the north of London."
Two days' ride north, in fact. Oaklea was barely more than a village, but Luke knew his geography well. "Did you travel to London by stage, or with friends?"
Again she looked confused for a moment before replying. "Hettie's father is a farmer, and let us take his gig. We traveled slowly, so that we would not have to change horses."
All the way to London in a farm gig? More like five days, then. Luke restrained himself from asking about their accomodations along the way, or what kind of father would let two young women—one of them of childlike intellect—come so far alone. "Did you live on the farm, too?"
She nodded, then shook her head. "Near, but not on it. I . . . I lived in a cottage near the village until my mother died. Then I decided to come to London to find work."
"I'm sorry for your loss," he said softly, but she averted her gaze—no doubt to hide tears.
"Thank you," she murmured, before devoting her attention to the now-peeled orange, clearly wishing to drop the subject.
Luke respected her feelings, though there were a dozen more questions he'd have liked to ask. Instead, he watched as she took a bite of the orange, then had to avert his own eyes rather than risk revealing the sudden surge of desire that shot through him. He simply had to get his unruly passions under control before he frightened her.
A moment later, Purdy asked a question of her own. "Have you always lived here? In London, I mean?"
Trying not to notice the way her pink tongue licked the juice of the orange from her perfect lips, he responded, "Near London, anyway. I grew up just outside of Edgeware."
He recalled the tiny hovel he and his mother had shared, and the abuse she had endured—always for his sake—at the hands of the upper classes, whose sewing she took in and whose great houses she helped to clean.
"What brought you into London?"
The question caught him off guard, though he should have expected it. Impossible to tell the truth—that he'd been lured here as a lad to learn thievery after his mother's death. That after escaping that life, he had later returned to revenge himself on those he considered responsible for that death. That only here could he simultaneously embarrass the ton and help those who were even more reduced by circumstances than his mother had been.
"There was no living to be had elsewhere," he said at last. "Probably much the same reason you came to London yourself."
She blinked, then apparently decided against further questions for the moment, again applying herself to her breakfast. Luke wasn't sure whether he was relieved or disappointed.
* * *
Though her curiosity about her rescuer was by no means sated, Pearl needed to think through her own circumstances before pushing further. How much did she dare tell him? As little as possible would be safest.
Still, this was a far better opportunity than she had expected, aside from the chance to free herself from her stepmother's matchmaking plans. She had wanted to see how the common people lived, and those in Seven Dials were the very commonest of the common—with the exception of Mr. St. Clair, who seemed most uncommon indeed.
She had hoped, upon awakening, that she had merely imagined the effect the man had on her, but if anything it was stronger than ever today. His voice flowed over her like warm silk, dizzying her senses in a way she could not call unpleasurable. His eyes, far more intelligent than she'd have liked, also stirred up odd longings she couldn't quite decipher. Hastily, she turned her thoughts back to the matter at hand.
While it pained her to think how Hettie must be worrying, wherever she was, she hadn't the faintest idea how she was to find her, or even get a message to her, without giving herself away. By now she was sure to have returned to Oakshire House, and Pearl was by no means ready to go back. Not yet. But was spending the next few days in Seven Dials—in Mr. St. Clair's disturbing company—really a viable option?
Her ingrained sense of propriety—and, yes, her pride—recoiled at the thought, useful as it would be for her purposes. Yet the reformer in her exulted at this chance to educate herself in a way few of her class ever had—and, perhaps, the chance to do some actual good among the wretched poor of London's slums.
Finishing both her breakfast and her ruminations, she asked hesitantly, mindful of the role she was playing, "If we are unable to find Hettie today, would you . . . mind too much if I stayed here for a few days?"
Mr. St. Clair, having just taken a sip of tea, sputtered and coughed. Pearl feared that boded ill, but as soon as he recovered he said cheerfully enough, "Of course I don't object. But don't give up so easily. We'll find your friend, never fear. Why don't you tell me everything you can about her?"
Pearl examined his face for signs of reluctance—or lechery—but found only kindness and curiosity. She really had been exceedingly fortunate that he, and no one worse, had appeared to assist her. His curiosity was the biggest threat. That, and her undeniable attraction to this totally unsuitable man.
"Hettie is very nice," she offered unhelpfully after a moment. "I told you last night what she looks like—shorter and plumper than I, with curly brown hair."
If he felt any exasperation, he hid it admirably, only saying patiently, "Yes, I remember. But what is her last name? Where is her father's farm? Can you remember anything at all that she said about where you would be staying?"
"We were to stay with her cousin," she said, sticking to the story she'd given him last night. "I don't think her last name is the same as Hettie's though." She couldn't give him Hettie's last name either, for she could too easily be traced to the Oakshire household.
"And her father?" His wonderful voice was still patient. "He has a farm near Oaklea, you said."
Pearl hoped she wouldn't regret naming a village barely three miles from her father's primary estate in Oakshire, but it was the first thing that had popped into her head. She must not allow Mr. St. Clair to distract her so! "Yes, just a small one. He's a tenant—"
"Of the Duke of Oakshire, I presume."
She glanced up at the change in his tone. "You do not like the Duke of Oakshire?"
He was frowning, but at her question he smoothed his brow with a visible effort. "Actually, I know very little of him. I simply believe that farmers should be allowed to own the land their families have tilled for generations."
"So do I," she agreed eagerly, though she knew what she said would be heresy to most of her class. She opened her mouth to elaborate with her theories on how such a radical shift might benefit the economy, but remembered in time that she was supposed to be simple-minded. So instead, she merely said, "I've . . . often thought that."
He smiled at her approvingly. "Come, let's go back to the vicinity of the Mountheath house to begin our search. You can give me more details as we go."
Rising, he plucked her cloak from the back of a chair and draped it over her shoulders. At home, Pearl received such courtesies as a matter of course, never thinking a thing about them. So why should this instance, by this man, cause her arms to tingle? For a fleeting moment she considered what Society would be bound to believe, once it became known that some nameless commoner had compromised Lady Pearl.
They would think that he and she had . . . The tingling increased, and she felt herself pinkening. No, she didn't dare think along such lines. It was absurd, of course, yet far, far too easy to imagine.
She thanked him haltingly, chiding herself for such foolishness, then tied her kerchief securely over her hair. Wishing vainly for a thorough wash and a change of clothes, she accompanied him out the door and down to the street.
Seven Dials by daylight was far less frightening, but no less squalid. A woman sat in a narrow doorway nursing an infant, while two painfully thin toddlers, dressed only in tattered rags despite the chill wind, played in a rubbish heap nearby. A few steps farther along, a man wearing the remnants of a cavalry uniform sat slumped against a wall, his single leg extending into the alley as he shook his tin cup at them.
Pearl choked back a gasp of pity, momentarily distracted from the man at her side. "Was that man a soldier?" she whispered.
Her companion nodded. "One of thousands reduced to begging, discarded by their country after serving in its cause against the French." His voice was bitter.
Though she had read such accusations in the Political Register, until now Pearl had not fully believed her own government, run by men like her father, could be so callous. But here was the evidence before her. She wished she had money with her, that she might ease the poor man's straits, though she knew it would do nothing to solve the larger problem.
"Hey mister, Mr. Saint, sir, can you help my sister?" A little girl, no more than five years old, her face as dirty as her torn dress, ran up to tug on Mr. St. Clair's sleeve.
He glanced quickly at Pearl, then said, "Not right now, Emmy. I'll be back soon."
"But she's so sick. Mama thinks she might die." The tyke's chin trembled as tears made pale tracks down her smudged cheeks.
When he hesitated Pearl put a hand on his arm. "Let's go see what we can do," she suggested. "Please. I don't mind."
He shot her a grateful glance that made her heart tremble, then nodded. "Very well. Lead the way, Emmy."
The child led them into a dark doorway, down a narrow hallway, then through another door into a cluttered room with several straw pallets along one wall. A thin woman knelt over one of the pallets, where a girl perhaps a year younger than Emmy was shaking violently.
Pearl recognized the symptoms at once, and spoke before Mr. St. Clair could. "How long has she been like this?" she asked the woman sharply.
The woman turned, her tearful eyes wide and frightened. She looked first at Mr. St. Clair, with dawning hope, then at Pearl. "Thank ye for comin', Mr. St. . . . Clair. Thank ye from the bottom of me heart. I fear we may be losin' poor Mimi. She started shakin' just a few minutes since, but can't seem to stop."
Both Pearl and Mr. St. Clair moved forward, but she reached the girl first. "Do you keep poison out for rats?" she asked quickly.
"Aye, we can't keep 'em out of the food, otherwise. D'ye think poor Mimi . . . ?"
"Yes, I do. Have you any asarabacca about?" The woman regarded her blankly. "Mustard, then?" Already, Pearl was reaching for the child, prepared to thrust a finger down her throat if nothing else would serve.
"Mustard? Aye, but—"
"Bring it, please. Quickly." The tiny girl convulsed again, a blue rim appearing around her lips. Pearl took the mother's place at her side, supporting her. "There, there, sweetheart. You'll be all right. Everything will be fine."
"Do you have it, Mrs. Plank?" Mr. St. Clair asked urgently. Pearl had nearly forgotten his presence. "Good. Hurry, woman!"
He took the bottle and handed it to Pearl, who quickly pried little Mimi's tight-clenched teeth open and poured a liberal amount down her throat. After only a few anxious seconds, the little girl retched, expelling the contents of her stomach, mustard and all. Pearl continued to hold her as her tremors slowly subsided. Finally, with a little sigh, she fell asleep.
"I think she'll be all right now," Pearl whispered to the girls's mother, transferring the tiny bundle into her eager arms. "Give her some water when she wakes, as much as she will drink. You should also have her seen by a physician as soon as possible."
The woman nodded. "I'll . . . I'll try. I don't know how to thank you, Miss—"
"Purdy. I'm just glad I was able to get here in time." She turned to Emmy, who had watched in silence the entire time. "You may have saved your sister's life. You should be very proud."
Emmy responded with a gap-toothed smile. "Thank you, Miss Purdy. Thank you, Mr. Saint." She then flung herself at Pearl and hugged her tightly, before turning back to watch her sleeping sister.
Pearl stood, smiling. This was what she had always loved best about living on her father's estates—the personal contact with the tenants, the knowledge that she could render needed assistance. It was good to know the skills she'd accumulated there were useful here in London, as well. This was far more satisfying than playing the part of a glittering ornament in some ballroom.
"Shall we go?" murmured Mr. St. Clair at her side, careful not to wake the sleeping child.
"Oh! Yes, of course." With a last glance at the tiny apartment where she had made a difference, Pearl followed him back out into the sunlit alley. "I'm so glad we were coming by just then," she commented as they continued on their way.
"Yes." At his tone, she glanced up at her companion, to find him regarding her intently. Her heart quickened its pace. "You saved little Mimi's life. I wouldn't have known to do that. Where did you learn such skills?"
She realized abruptly that she had completely forgotten her role as a simpleton in the face of the emergency. "Ah, on Hettie's farm, of course. The . . . the dogs there are always getting into the rat poison."
"Of course." His intense, dark gaze did not leave her face, and she felt it coloring under his solemn regard. "I can see that there is more to you than meets the eye, Purdy." His expression told her that he intended to find out what.
"Would you like to go back to my lodgings for some more tea, to settle yourself?" Luke asked the unusual woman at his side. "Or would you prefer to go on at once?"
Purdy blinked up at him, again giving the impression of a lovely idiot, something he had now begun to doubt she was. Or was that wishful thinking on his part? In daylight, her eyes were an astonishingly beautiful violet-blue.
"Let's go on," she said. "I must try to find Hettie."
"Very well. This way, then." Luke noticed that she was again speaking with an uncultured accent. During the crisis at the Planks', both her manner of speaking and her vocabulary had improved markedly. He decided not to tell her he'd noticed—not yet, anyway.
He led her through the alleyways of Seven Dials, avoiding the foulest areas. Even so, he heard an occasional indrawn breath of dismay at the poverty and filth around them. Whether dimwitted or a clever liar, Purdy clearly had a compassionate heart.
In ten minutes they had reached more respectable environs, where tradesmen and regularly employed workers lived. In another ten minutes they approached the outskirts of Mayfair. "Not far now," he said encouragingly.
Purdy nodded, but pulled her kerchief lower, so that it concealed part of her face as well as her hair. Again Luke wondered what she'd been running from the night before. He couldn't believe that the girl had committed any sort of crime, but as they neared the Mountheath house, her steps slowed.
"I, ah, what should we do now, do you think?" she asked him, her voice reflecting her uncertainty. "Hettie won't be here today, surely."
He placed an arm around her shoulders, hoping to bolster her courage. Oddly, he still felt protective toward her, even knowing that she was hiding things from him. He'd never felt that way about any woman before. Before, he'd assumed it was because of her mental deficiency. But now . . .
"We can go around to the mews and ask for news of her," he suggested. "Perhaps you'll see the footman who hired you."
She nodded, swallowing. Luke frowned but said nothing further, and she accompanied him around to the back of the square without further protest, though she hung back when they neared a small knot of stable hands. Before anyone had spotted them, she halted.
"I . . . I don't see him," she whispered, clearly anxious to retreat. Unwilling to add to her distress, Luke refrained from urging her forward.
"Would you like me to make inquiries on your behalf?" he asked gently. It would be risky, of course, if last night's thefts had been discovered, but he discovered he was willing to do almost anything to erase the fear from Purdy's sweet face.
"If you wouldn't mind terribly?"
The gratitude in those lovely violet eyes made him feel willing to slay a dragon for her, if necessary. "Just a moment, then," he said, stifling a smile at such an absurd notion. "You can wait here beside the gate, out of sight."
Giving her shoulder a reassuring squeeze, he walked over to the stablehands, hoping the girl wouldn't flee before he returned. Just before he reached the group, a liveried groom emerged from the servants' entrance at the rear of the house and hurried in the same direction.
"Hoy there, lads!" he called out to the workers, who immediately broke apart and grabbed their shovels and brooms, attempting to look busy. "More news from Hodge, who had it direct from his lordship himself."
Luke slowed his pace to a stroll, making it look as though he were merely headed down the alley toward the houses beyond the Mountheath's, so he could listen.
"We're all to keep our eyes peeled for anything out of the ordinary. Her ladyship's suspicions were right, it seems. Not just jewels were stolen last night, but some of the plate, as well."
An excited murmer arose. One of the hands even exclaimed, "Was it the Saint, think you?"
Luke had all he could do to maintain his leisurely pace as he came level with them, only a few yards away, his ears straining. Luckily, he'd seen none of these men last night, so they wouldn't recognize him.
"Aye, it were him all right. Hodges was in a fair fury when he found his calling card in the plate closet. But there's more." The groom raised his voice to be heard above their mutterings. "The thievery here was bad enough, but the blackguard did even worse two houses down." He nodded in the direction Luke was heading. "Miss Fannie's maid, Maggie, overheard her ladyship saying there was a kidnapping last night, as well."
A stunned silence greeted his words, and Luke nearly stopped to hear the rest. "Who?" one of the men finally asked, as the groom seemed determined to milk the situation for its drama.
"The Lady Pearl, daughter to the mighty Duke of Oakshire," he said at last, just before Luke had to pass out of earshot or become obvious for lingering. "Snatched right out of her very bedchamber, she was! Mark my words, the Saint of Seven Dials will hang for last night's work."
* * *
Peering out from her hiding place beside the Mountheaths' back gate, Pearl frowned as she saw Mr. St. Clair veer away from the group of stablehands and continue on down the alley. Too far away to hear anything herself, she could see that the servants were excited about something, waving their hands and chattering to each other. Perhaps Mr. St. Clair had decided it wasn't a good time to be asking questions.
Of course, that was just fine with her. She much preferred to avoid anything that might link her to the Mountheaths'. Or, worse, to the Duke of Oakshire. But now her confederate was walking briskly in the direction of Oakshire House itself! Had he discovered the truth about her after all?
She lingered, debating whether to wait for him to return, or to slip away before he could, just in case. Or she could simply return to Oakshire House and suffer the consequences of her ill-advised flight, as she'd have to do eventually anyway. She grimaced at the thought.
Without her father there, she'd be completely at the mercy of the Duchess, who would doubtless be very creative in meting out what she considered appropriate punishment— especially when she realized that her plans for a quick match had been overthrown. Obelia had never been susceptible to the tears and pleading that worked so well with the Duke.
No, she wouldn't give her stepmother that satisfaction. However, she might try to contact Hettie without being seen . . . Backing away from the gate, Pearl glanced around. If she could find something to write with, and on, then perhaps—
"You weren't leaving, were you?"
The voice, directly behind her, startled Pearl breathless. Whirling around, she found herself face to face with Mr. St. Clair, a knowing gleam in his eye.
"How . . . ? You . . . Leaving?" she stammered, her heart pounding. "Of course not. But where did you come from?"
"I cut through the gardens of the next house over and circled around. I didn't mean to frighten you, however. Were you getting bored waiting?" He still watched her expectantly.
Pearl quickly shook her head. Her shock had faded, but her heart didn't slow its beat noticeably. "No, I was going to come after you. I had an idea for contacting Hettie."
With a flash of inspiration, she realized she could ask him to deliver a note for her. No one at Oakshire House would have reason to connect Mr. St. Clair with her, and a note given to one of the scullery maids, addressed to Hettie, should be passed along without suspicion. At worst, the servants might speculate that Hettie was carrying on a flirtation with the unknown man.
She somehow suspected that Mr. St. Clair would be very good at flirtation.
"You can tell me your idea as we walk," he said, interrupting that thought. "Right now, I think we'd best be going. It appears there was some sort of criminal activity here last night. If we linger, we might be noticed—and questioned."
"Criminal—Oh, my!" The last thing Pearl wanted was to be questioned by Mountheath servants in her present guise. "Yes, let's leave, please."
As he led her away from Berkley Square, she realized that her eagerness might be incriminating. Did Mr. St. Clair believe she had done something criminal? Of course, he had been equally eager to leave the area, just as he had been last night. What might Mr. St. Clair be hiding? And just how safe— physically safe—was she with him?
"I'm sorry," he said after they'd walked a few minutes in silence. "You must be thinking all manner of terrible things. The truth is, I owe money to one of the Mountheath footmen. Money I don't have at this precise moment. It's why I needed to leave last night, and why I'd as soon not draw attention to myself today, but it's not very fair to you. I thought you deserved to know."
Pearl's mounting tension melted away at this entirely reasonable explanation. "Thank you. I admit I was becoming a bit worried."
"Yes, I thought you must be." His eyes held more than a hint of a question, however.
She cast about for an equally plausible reason for her own flight last night. "I have no wish to encounter a particular servant there, either. He made . . . improper advances to me last night, and became rather insistent when I refused."
His brows drew down alarmingly. "What kind of a man would force himself on—Who was it?"
His protectiveness warmed her, even as she had to hide a spurt of amusement. Again he'd almost called her an idiot to her face. "It was the butler," she replied, her resentment of that autocratic man who'd been her undoing overcoming her judgement for the moment. "I don't know his name."
"Hodge," he said through gritted teeth. "I should have known."
Nervously, Pearl wondered what she'd done. She couldn't have Mr. St. Clair risking himself on her behalf—especially for an insult she'd invented. "No harm was done," she said hastily. "I'd simply prefer to avoid him in future, that's all."
With a visible effort, he brought his sudden anger under control. "Yes, of course. I understand. You needn't worry I'll challenge him to a duel— much as I might like to."
They veered south, taking a different route from before, but Pearl barely noticed, startled by his words. She'd assumed dueling, though illegal, was restricted to the upper classes, where the law was willing to look the other way. It appeared she was wrong.
That this man, who had only met her last night, would even consider taking such a risk on her behalf stunned her. Certainly, she was getting the education of her life!
He led her around another corner, into sudden, bright sunshine. Before them lay a large open square, as large as any of the grand squares of Mayfair, simply crammed with carts, small shops and wide expanses of bunched flowers of every description, color and scent. To Pearl's dazzled senses, it was like a wonderland dropped down into the heart of dirty London.
"Covent Garden market," he said when she paused. "I thought to buy a few things for our dinner."
Feeling a bit foolish, she nodded. Odd that she'd never wondered before where the flowers and fresh produce came from that made their way into Oakshire House every day. Her servants surely knew this place well. She breathed deeply of the mingled scents that rose up to greet them, briefly envying those servants.
"Have you fought duels before?" she asked then, recalling her earlier surprise. She felt an urgent need to know what Mr. St. Clair's life was like, to understand him.
He grinned, making her heart flutter, then offered her his arm and started forward again, threading their way between the market stalls. "Only two or three, in my hotheaded youth. And with swords rather than pistols. Thus the risk was less, as was the chance of discovery by one of the masters."
"Masters? Do you mean at school?"
"Yes, at school," he said with a grimace, as though he'd let information slip that he'd have preferred to keep to himself. "I was . . . able to attend for a few years, before my circumstances were reduced."
That explained his cultured speech, about which Pearl had been curious from the start. Perhaps he was not so far removed from her world after all. "You've had a gentleman's education, then?"
"It was my mother's dearest wish. Much as it galled me to submit myself to the whims of my supposed 'betters,' I felt obligated to see it through."
Again, that animosity toward the upper classes. Curious, but minding her own accent, she asked, "Why do you dislike the nobility so? They've always been, ah, kind to me."
He paused at a cart filled with vegetables and herbs, looking over the selection, before answering. "You've been fortunate, then. Or perhaps you simply haven't had much experience with them."
To hide her amusement at his assumption, she buried her nose in a basket of mint and thyme perched on the edge of the cart and inhaled deeply. "Perhaps."
"I have. Or at least my mother did, enduring their insults and ill-treatment, even as she did the work they wouldn't deign to do with their own hands—for my sake."
"You mother raised you alone?" Her amusement abrubtly gone, Pearl found that she preferred not to dwell on the shortcomings of her class after all.
He nodded. "My father died when I was very young. He must have been poor, for he apparently left my mother nothing, or very little. In any event, she was forced to work to support us both."
"Until you were old enough to help?" Pearl tried to imagine what it must have been like for the poor woman and her son—now this magnetically enigmatic man beside her.
"I never had the chance, actually. She died before I was twelve, of a fever she contracted while caring for some titled dame's child. The fine lady wouldn't risk contagion in the nursery herself, of course. And she never so much as inquired after my mother while she was ill."
Pearl bit her lip. No wonder Mr. St. Clair despised the upper classes. She wished she had stories of compassion and caring to relate, to counteract his own experiences, but she couldn't think of a single one at the moment. More than ever, she was determined to keep her true identity from him. She didn't think she could bear to see that loathing in his eyes turned upon her.
"Would you like to take that basket of herbs with you?" he asked her then.
Belatedly, she realized she was still touching the basket, half turned from him in her confusion. "Ah, no. But it does remind me . . ." Turning to the man tending the cart, she asked, "Have you any mallow, or angelica root?"
The man, a burly fellow with a shapeless black felt hat that partially obscured his blunt features, frowned. "Mallow I gots, miss, right here." He lifted a few sprigs of the familiar plant. "No roots, though. You might try Mistress Wiggan's patch, across the way." He pointed to another, smaller cart, heaped with carrots, potatoes and other roots and tubers.
Luke paid for the mallow as well as a sack of peas, then led her across to the other cart without a word, though she knew he was watching her curiously. "Mistress Wiggan," she called out as they approached it, "Do you—ah, there, I see it. May we have some of that angelica root, please?"
The crone, her tattered yellow skirts swirling about her, turned to them with a toothless grin. "Ha'penny a bunch," she replied.
As before, Luke paid for the roots without question, handing them over to Pearl. Not until they were on their way again did he ask, "I presume you have a particular plan for those items?"
She nodded. "I'd like to stop and check on little Mimi, if you don't mind. These may help in her recovery."
* * *
A few minutes later, Luke knocked on Mrs. Plank's door. Though there were several questions he'd have liked to ask along the way, he kept them to himself for the moment, merely watching to see what this girl of mystery might do.
Certain now that she was anything but simple-minded, he found his original attraction to her reviving with redoubled force. He was determined to unravel her secrets —and perhaps other things, as well. He would have to tread carefully, though. If she suspected that he knew, she might leave before he had the chance.
"Good day, Mrs. Plank," he said when the woman opened to them. "We wished to inquire after Mimi."
The mother smiled, her tired face brightening until he could see the traces of what might once have been prettiness. "She's still sleeping, but her breathing is regular like. Again I thank you—both of you."
Purdy spoke up then. "We won't come in and risk waking her, Mrs. Plank, but I've brought something that may speed her back to health." She held out the roots and herbs. "If you will boil these together in water, with a teaspoon or two of vinegar, the resulting tea may prove beneficial."
The woman glanced from Purdy to Luke, who gave her a nod and a smile. "Why, thank you, miss. I'll do as you ask, of course. Your mother raised you right, I must say. Was it from her you learned the herb lore?"
Luke thought she hesitated before replying. "She instructed me when I was young, yes, along with the . . . er, another woman. Together, they knew quite a lot about such things."
Again Mrs. Plank thanked her profusely as they bade her farewell. Walking back toward his lodgings, Luke decided to risk probing a bit. "I rather doubt you induced the dogs on the farm to drink medicinal teas. I presume you've treated people before, as well?"
Her fair skin pinkened deliciously. "I . . . my mother did, and I was always with her. I suppose I learned more from her than I realized at the time."
His eyes did not leave her face, even though he knew his gaze was making her uncomfortable. "You said your mother had passed away. How long ago was that?"
"Ten . . . I mean, two years ago. But she was, er, ill for several years before she died." She didn't meet his eyes, and it was obvious to Luke, long studied in reading people, that she was lying. But why?
"And the other woman you said taught you about herbs and healing?" he prompted.
She swallowed, reddening further. Lying she might be, but she was not nearly as practiced at the art as he was. "Mrs., um, Horrigan. A . . . neighbor, skilled in the healing arts."
They had reached the stairs to his lodgings, so he forbore questioning her further —for the moment. Placing a hand at her elbow, as much for the pleasure of touching her as to assist her, he escorted her up the stairs.
As they approached his door, a scruffy little mound of brown and white fur jumped up and ran toward them, short tail wagging furiously.
"And what have you been up to today, Argos?" Luke asked, scratching the terrier between the ears. The tail wagged faster. "Ah." Kneeling, his back to the girl, he unwound a scrap of paper from around the dog's collar. The note would be from Flute, and could mean only one thing: someone in the neighborhood was in desperate need of help.
Surreptitiously scanning its contents proved him right. Mme. Billaud's son Christophe had broken his leg—no doubt climbing out of windows again—and the surgeon refused to see him unless she paid in advance. With her husband recently dead, she had no way to come up with the money.
Palming the note, he put it in his pocket as he drew out his key. Normally this would mean that the Saint of Seven Dials would ride again tonight, but with Purdy here, he wasn't sure how he would manage it without both arousing her suspicions and putting her at risk by leaving her alone. He opened the door and bowed her inside, still frowning.
"Is there something I can do to help?" she asked, startling him back to awareness of her presence.
"Help? What do you mean?"
She lifted a hand in a vague gesture, then dropped it. "You seem, ah, upset about something. As you've been very kind to me, I'd like to help with whatever it is, if I can."
Luke stared at her for a moment, thinking hard. Not only had Purdy revealed unexpected skills, she was more perceptive than he'd given her credit for, as well. Was it possible that she could help?
Deciding there was little to lose, he asked, "By chance, did you ever watch or help your mother set a broken bone?"
Her eyes widened, but she answered quickly enough. "I've seen it done, yes. Why do you ask?"
"I've just remembered that a boy nearby has broken his leg. I had promised to help, or bring help, but, er, events of the past night and day drove it from my mind."
Her smile sent a jolt of desire straight to his vitals, and this time he did not try so ruthlessly to suppress it.
"As I was that 'event,' it seems fair that I help remedy your lapse," she said. "Let's go at once—the poor boy may be in considerable pain."
"Thank you," he said, thinking of other things she could remedy for him. Later. There would be time for that later.
Pausing only to slice bread and cheese that they could eat along the way, Luke led her back out into the streets, hoping that together they could render aid to poor Christophe—and that it would not take too long.
When they reached her second story apartment, Mme. Billaud greeted him with delight, chattering in her native French, but paused at the sight of the girl behind him. "Surely, this is no surgeon?" she asked, still in French.
Mme. Billaud, he remembered belatedly, spoke almost no English. He would have to translate for Purdy—though that had advantages, as well as drawbacks. "She knows much of healing arts," he replied in French. Then, to Purdy, "I'm merely reassuring her that you'll try to help."
Purdy nodded. "May we see the boy?"
He conveyed the request, and Mme. Billaud led them to a curtain that separated the sleeping area from the rest of the small room. From his cot, Christophe grinned up at Luke with his usual impudence, but the white line around his mouth attested to the pain he was suffering.
As she had at the Planks', Purdy hurried forward, her focus instantly on her patient. Gently, she probed the injured leg, while Luke asked the boy to point out where it hurt most.
After a few moments, she turned to Luke with a relieved smile. "It appears to be a clean break—I can feel no displacement. If we can find something to use as a splint and some bandages, I believe we can do as much for him as a surgeon could."
A tension Luke had been unaware was constricting his chest suddenly loosened as he returned her smile. "Excellent!" Then, again in French, he explained to Mme. Billaud what they would need. Nodding and chattering, the woman hurried out, saying that a neighbor had just the thing.
Purdy spent the few minutes while she was gone soothing the boy with her voice while she made certain his leg was as straight as possible.
"Can I be of assistance?" Luke asked her as she struggled to turn Christophe's knee slightly without causing the boy any more pain than necessary. He hadn't known anyone since his mother with Purdy's capacity for compassion.
She sent him a quick smile, which again went straight to his nether regions. "Thank you, but I believe that will do it. We're ready for the splint now."
Even as she spoke, Mme. Billaud returned with the required items. Handing them to Purdy, she asked whether she needed anything else.
"No, this will do the job nicely, Madame."
"And will he be all right?" asked the anxious mother.
"Yes, I believe so. The break is not bad." Purdy was working as she spoke, binding the two wooden splints on either side of the leg with tightly wrapped bandages.
Watching her deft ministrations, it was several seconds before Luke realized with a shock that Mme. Billaud's questions had been in French—as had Purdy's replies. The girl spoke French with the ease of a native! She seemed unaware of having done anything unusual, however, still intent on her work.
When she finished a few minute later, she turned to Luke. "Tell Mrs. Billaud that her son must not use this leg at all for the next few days. After that, he should be able to get around a bit, if she can find or fashion him a crutch to keep his weight off of the leg."
Hiding his smile, Luke dutifully relayed her instructions so that she would not realize her earier slip, then bade Mme. Billaud and her son goodbye. What other abilities or knowledge might Purdy be hiding, he wondered, as they reached the street again. He decided to try a small test.
"The Billauds are but lately come to England," he told her as they walked. "They tired of the tug-of-war over their homeland between the Treaties of '14 and '15, and came here to escape it."
She nodded absently, staring at a pair of ill-clad children arguing over a crust of bread, a touching concern creasing her pretty brow. "Were they Belgian, then, caught between the French and the Dutch?"
Aha! No farm maid would have known that. "Indeed they were. You have kept current with European politics, I see," he said dryly.
With a start, she turned wide, guileless eyes to him, though he detected a flicker of wariness in their depths. "I, er . . . not really. I recall Hettie's father talking about it once."
And remembered treaties, dates, countries? Unlikely, but he did not say so. "Of course. Shall we return to my lodgings, or would you prefer to make another attempt to contact your friend? You said you had an idea?"
Now, knowing that she was as intelligent as she was beautiful, he found himself almost overwhelmingly attracted to this girl of mystery. The feeling was almost frightening in its intensity. Tempted as he was to taste her delights, he knew it would be safest to get her out of his life without further delay.
She glanced at him, a troubled frown between her brows, as though she was wondering how much he had guessed, but she nodded. "Yes, I've remembered that Hettie has a . . . a friend who works at Oakshire House. In the kitchens."
That seemed plausible, if Hettie, like Purdy, was from the Duke of Oakshire's lands. "You believe this friend might know where she is?" Unfortunately, after what he had overheard earlier, Oakshire House was the last place the Saint of Seven Dials could safely go.
"Perhaps. At the very least, she could surely get a note to her from me, so that I can tell her where I am. Then she can come to fetch me." She smiled brightly at her solution, again giving the impression of childlike intellect—intentionally, of course.
"A reasonable plan," he agreed. "However, this may not be the best time to carry it out." At her questioning look, he continued. "In addition to the robbery at the Mountheaths', it would seem that an even more serious crime was committed at Oakshire House last night."
Purdy gasped. "At Oakshire House? What—?"
"I told you that I overheard the Mountheath servants speaking earlier. They were saying that a highborn lady, in fact the very daughter of the Duke of Oakshire, has been kidnapped."
Pearl stared at him in horror, though her first wild fear that something had happened to her father was allayed. Kidnapped? They believed she had been kidnapped? What hornet's nest had she stirred up?
"A kidnapping—in the middle of Mayfair?" Had Hettie hinted at such a thing, or had the others simply assumed it? What on earth must Hettie be doing right now? Pearl imagined her stepmother grilling the girl mercilessly.
"Hard to believe, I admit. And of course I merely overheard some servants talking, so it's possible there has been some sort of misunderstanding. Still, if I were to appear just now at Oakshire House with a mysterious note—"
"Someone might assume it was a ransom note and have you arrested," she finished. And if the authorities discovered she'd spent the night at his lodgings, he might well hang for a crime that had never been committed!
Horror swept through her again at the thought. This man might not be of noble birth, but he evinced the most noble character she'd ever known, so obviously concerned as he was for the unfortunate around him. No, even for Fairbourne, she could not risk Luke St. Clair's life.
"Very astute," he said then, and she had to think for a moment to recall her last words. Another slip on her part.
"I . . . I've heard of such things as ransom notes," she offered, trying without much hope to salvage her charade. "Hettie and I used to read adventure stories together, you see."
"And did this mythical Hettie teach you French as well? And geography?" Though his eyes—those intense eyes—held more warmth and amusement than condemnation, she knew she was trapped. He had caught her lapse into French earlier, though he'd pretended otherwise.
She flinched away from that too-knowing gaze to focus again on the ragged children and their stick-swordfight across the alley, until welcome pride came to her aid. "Hettie is not mythical," she said haughtily, raising her chin to face him again. "She's my . . . my friend."
The gentle question in his eyes was nearly her undoing. Perilously close to admitting all, she had to remind herself how foolish that would be. He could have no idea—yet—of who she really was. Once he did, there would be no more support. And no more heated glances.
Somehow, in just one day, he had become a friend—and perhaps a little bit more. But that would end the moment he discovered she was one of the hated noble class.
He put a hand on her arm and instead of spurning the intimate contact, Pearl found herself leaning into it, taking comfort from it, her quick spurt of pride forgotten. "Come," he said quietly. "Let's go back and sort everything out."
"Back?" Sternly, she tried to subdue the tremble in her voice.
"To my lodgings. Unless there really is somewhere else I can take you?"
If he escorted her back to Oakshire House, there was a chance he'd be arrested before she could explain. Taking his proffered arm, knowing this was almost as dangerous, she accompanied him back the way they had come.
"I've been trying to puzzle you out," he said conversationally as they walked. "Perhaps you can tell me how well I've done." He shot her a grin in response to her questioning frown—a grin that sent tendrils of warmth curling through her body.
"Here's my guess," he continued. "You're actually of gentle birth, and have worked as a governess in some exalted household. That would explain your education. You were forced to leave when some supposed 'gentleman' of the household tried to take liberties." His eyes darkened with anger for a moment, then with something else. "Not that I can blame him completely."
Again she felt herself coloring—something she'd done more this past day than in the whole year preceding it. "That's . . . a surprisingly good guess," she said, trying to ignore his effect on her. After only a slight hesitation, she elaborated on the story he had begun. "It was the butler, actually—which is why I was so anxious to avoid the attention of Hodge, at the Mountheaths'."
"And Hettie? A fellow servant?"
"My pupil's abigail. She, er, helped me to escape. I fear we did not think things through as thoroughly as we should have, however." Mixing some truth into her story made her feel better. It felt somehow wrong to lie to this man, even though she knew he was hiding things as well. Besides, lying was beneath her—though at the moment she had little choice.
They were mounting the steps to his lodging now, and Pearl felt her heartbeat quickening with every step, along with a sense of anticipation for she knew not what.
"Has Hettie returned to the house you left by now?" he asked. "In Oaklea—or perhaps much closer to London?"
Pearl watched his strong, brown hands—bare hands—as he unlocked the door. "I don't know," she confessed truthfully, following him into the apartment. "We were separated at the Mountheaths' before we'd decided just what to do. She may have gone back by now—which I cannot do." She ignored the latter part of his question.
A quick upturn of his lips told her he'd noticed. "Very well, mystery lady, that will do for now, I suppose. If you're not willing to go back, we'll have to find you other, more permanent employment. Without references, however, another governess position will be difficult to procure." He closed the door, shutting out the rest of the world.
She couldn't stay, of course. She didn't dare, now that he knew this much about her, now that she suspected he was as drawn to her as she was to him. No, she would have to slip away at her first opportunity and return home—and he mustn't be anywhere near her when she did so.
"You've been very kind," she said, meaning every word. "Even knowing so little about me, knowing that I was hiding things from you. Thank you."
His smile warmed his eyes, warmed her—dangerously and deliciously. "You're very easy to be kind to. At first I may have acted out of simple pity, but now that I know . . . er, know you better, it's more than that. I'd like to help in any way I can—as you've helped me, and the denizens of this place. You are a gallant young woman, Purdy."
His use of her assumed name served as a much-needed reminder that he knew nothing about her—and that she knew even less of him. They were from different worlds, and she would soon be gone from his. There could be no future for their budding friendship. The realization struck her with a sharp sense of loss.
"I simply try to do what's right," she said, as much to herself as to him. "The world doesn't always make that easy."
"Well I know it. Instead, it places barriers in the way of good intentions." He spoke as though to himself, but then caught her eye again. "As you have discovered yourself," he concluded, shaking off his sudden gravity with a smile.
She nodded. "But our good intentions will triumph," she said with complete conviction. "They must."
Something kindled in his deep brown eyes, capturing her. "Such an idealist," he murmured. "I like that."
Pearl became suddenly, acutely aware of how alone they were, here in the close confines of his lodgings, how near he stood. Not another person in the world knew where they were. She continued to drown in his gaze, her heart thudding in slow, heavy strokes.
"Do you?" Her voice sounded breathless to her own ears and she felt herself swaying toward him.
"Very much." The spark in his eyes flamed into something far more intense, though they held a question, as well.
Without stopping to think how inappropriate, how foolhardy, how—anything—this was, conscious only of her own need, Pearl tipped her face up for his kiss.
His lips lowered to hers, first to gently brush, then to explore and finally to claim. She responded, still without thought, reveling in his strength, his masculine scent, the sense of being cherished. Instinctively, her hands sought his shoulders, while his clasped her waist. His mouth on hers felt like heaven—like something she'd waited for all her life.
The one or two kisses a calf-eyed suitor had stolen in a shadowed alcove when she was seventeen had been nothing like this. This was real, a kiss between adults—and it stirred a sharp longing in her for something more.
As though sensing her longing, he tightened his grip on her waist, deepening his kiss, then slid one hand slowly, sensuously up her back until his bare fingers rested at the sensitive nape of her neck.
Pearl allowed her own hands to wander as well, skimming along his broad shoulders and upper arms, then back up until she threaded her own ungloved fingers through his disordered dark curls. His slight moan elicited a similar one from her own throat, a sound she vaguely identified as a growl of desire.
Spanning the back of her neck with one hand, he slid the other back down to her waist, then lower, pulling the length of her body against his. A bulge in his nether regions pressed against the very heart of her desire, igniting a need she'd never known she had—a hot, burning need to become one with this man.
When he moved the hand at her nape around to cup the swell of her breast, it never occurred to her to protest. Instead, she shifted to give him better access. She tilted her head back and he trailed kisses down her throat, to the high collar of her gown, then back to her lips. He released her breast to unfasten the top button of her bodice.
A passion like none she'd ever imagined roared up, threatening to consume her—consume them both. She wanted this, more than anything she'd ever wanted. This was right. This was real. This was—
"I want you, Purdy," he murmured against her lips.
The alias was like a splash of cold water, tempering her ardor with a sudden chill of reality. What on earth was she doing?
Though her body thrummed an insistant protest, she forced herself to pull away from him. "I . . . I'm sorry," she panted. "I never—"
He released her at once, self-awareness, even guilt, fighting with the desire in his eyes. "Oh, Lord. Purdy, I'm sorry." He raked a hand through his hair, making it stand wildly on end in a way she found oddly endearing. "I've subjected you to the very thing you were escaping.
She couldn't suppress a smile. "You were no more subjecting me than I was subjecting you, so you need not apologize. Believe me, what I escaped was nothing like that." True enough! "Still, I fear this is . . . unwise."
He swallowed visibly, though his eyes seemed to devour her—despairingly, she thought. "Unwise indeed. First thing tomorrow, I'll begin making inquiries about a position for you, and for a respectable place for you to stay while we search. And I do apologize, Purdy. I . . . I knew better."
"So did I," she replied, pulling her gaze away from his smoldering one before it could reignite what she'd so reluctantly broken off. "Let's . . . not speak of it any further."
She felt rather than saw him nod. "What say you to some dinner and an early night? Tomorrow we must accomplish more than we managed today." Moving away from her with obvious reluctance, he went to the sideboard and began pulling out the makings of a simple meal.
Though her eyes followed him hungrily, Pearl seated herself at the table. "Is there something I can do to help?"
He turned and almost caught her staring. She had to will her color not to rise. "Do you think you can shell these peas?" he asked, clearly remembering her clumsiness with the orange that morning.
She chuckled, finally getting her unruly passions under control—for the moment. "As you've guessed, I've had little experience in the kitchen, but I believe I can manage to shell peas without doing myself an injury."
For a few minutes they worked in companionable silence, she shelling the peas into a pot for boiling while he unwrapped a couple of meatrolls he'd bought in the market earlier. Once the peas were boiling, he deftly peeled the remaining orange from breakfast.
"The bread isn't as fresh as it was last night, but it should still be edible," he commented, cutting a few thick slices. "Now."
With a flourish, he set out bread, cheese, meatrolls, orange sections and the bowl of peas, as well as two plates of fine china that again made Pearl wonder about this man of contrasts. Belatedly, she realized that she could at least have set the table while he worked. Two days among the working class had not been enough to cure her habitual assumption of rank, it seemed.
"Thank you," she said graciously, in an attempt to compensate for her uselessness. "It looks wonderful."
Though the fare was as simple as she'd had, devoid of French sauces or elegant garnish, Pearl found it delicious. It was said that hunger was the best sauce, she reflected—not that she'd had the chance to put it to the test before. And more than one sort of hunger was at work here.
Even with the table between them, she could feel a physical link to this man humming through her blood. Though she knew it was madness, she wanted nothing more than a repeat of that kiss, that embrace . . . The sooner she left Luke St. Clair's company, the better, obviously!
Partly to distract herself, she asked, "Last night you mentioned that your last employer had been generous in his will. What sort of work did you do for him?" The question was more blunt than she'd intended, but this might be her last chance to assuage her curiosity about him.
He took his time chewing and swallowing a bite of meatroll before answering. "I, ah, tutored his son briefly, then worked as his personal manservant. He preferred to have few people about him, so I was able to make myself indispensable."
She forced herself to focus on his words rather than his lips. His answer seemed reasonable, but she had the distinct feeling he was telling her less than the truth. Only fair, she supposed, considering how little he knew about her. "And you've lived here since he died?"
"More or less. I can pick up a living here, of sorts. In addition, I can occasionally help people whose lives have been destroyed, directly or indirectly, by the nobility."
"Like your mother's," she said softly. No, she certainly did not want him to know the full truth about her.
Though he frowned in apparent surprise, he nodded slowly. "Yes, I suppose I'm still trying to repay her, to avenge her, in the only way I can."
Avenge. It seemed an odd word choice. "She must have been a remarkable woman."
Now he smiled, with a wistfulness that tugged at her heart. "She was. A true lady in everything but birth."
Pearl caught the implication that her lack of noble birth elevated his mother even higher in his eyes. Luke's clear animosity toward her class pricked her pride, putting her on the defensive. "Perhaps birth—or lack thereof—has little to do with nobility of heart," she suggested.
The wistfulness in his eyes changed to something more cynical. "If anything, noble birth seems to preclude nobility of heart, at least in my experience."
Pearl shifted uncomfortably in her chair, trying to frame an argument, but he spoke again before she could. "You are a perfect example, Purdy. I've never met anyone, except perhaps my mother, who so clearly evinced nobility of spirit. Yet you're as common as I am, are you not?"
She swallowed, trapped. "My . . . my mother was a gentleman's daughter," she offered as a nod to the truth. She couldn't bring herself to say more, dreading the condemnation in his eyes.
To her surprise, his smile forgave her—and caused her pulse to race again. "Mine may have been as well," he admitted. "But the true nobility, the peers of the realm, are in a class apart—and they flaunt it whenever they can, to the detriment of those they consider beneath them."
Though his words were harsh, his eyes were not. They held hers with a gentle seeking that snatched her breath. Though she wanted to deny his words, she responded only with an uncertain nod. He seemed to consider it enough, for he reached across the table to take her hand in his—again, bare flesh touching bare flesh. Her senses pulsed with awareness.
"This may sound trite," he said, still holding her gaze and her hand, "but I believe we are kindred spirits, you and I. Perhaps it was fate that threw us together after all."
Pearl's heart began to hammer so that it seemed impossible he would not hear it. Fate? She didn't believe in fate . . . did she? And how could hers, Lady Pearl's, lie with this man's? Impossible! But the idea appealed to her on a primal level, even while her reason told her it was absurd.
When she did not answer, Luke rose, her hand still in his. Mesmerized, Pearl stood as well, their bodies only inches apart. This time, when he took her in his arms, she would not call a halt, she decided. People would believe the worst anyway—why should she not have this moment of bliss?
Instead, he brought her hand to his lips with the courtliness of royalty.
"You've shown me a side of life I'd nearly forgotten," he told her, then touched her fingers with his kiss—a gentle brush that sent flame licking along every nerve in her body. "Thank you."
She managed to summon a smile, when what she wanted was to feel his lips, his hands, upon her. "And you have shown me a side of the human condition that I sorely needed to learn about. For that, as well as your unselfish help to a stranger in need, I thank you."
For an instant his grip tightened, and she thought he would pull her back into his arms after all. She was ready, more than ready . . . He released her and bowed.
"A noble spirit indeed. But even so strong a spirit as yours must be tired after a day like today. Rest, and we'll start fresh in the morning." He turned from her to stack their plates and cutlery in the washtub.
She knew she should offer to help, but now that the moment of madness had passed, she fully understood just how dangerous it was for her to get too close to this man. Instead, she went to the divan and unfolded the sheets, spreading them out in preparation for another night on its unyielding surface. When she finished, she turned to find him regarding her with a smile and a steaming pitcher.
"I was remiss last night, but here is hot water and a basin, should you wish to wash before retiring. My apologies for not thinking to offer them before—I am unused to guests."
"Pray don't mention it," she said quickly. "But thank you." A wash sounded heavenly. "I'll . . . see you in the morning." Even as she spoke, however, she knew her words were false. By morning she must be gone, or she would be lost forever.
* * *
Luke settled himself in bed, intending to thoroughly examine the bewildering mix of emotions that had assailed him over the past few hours. He needed to analyze his feelings, decide just how important Purdy had become to him in one short day and evening. Instead of a dispassionate analysis, however, he found himself reliving those amazing few moments of passion.
He'd been intimate with a number of women, of course, but this was different somehow. Though Purdy's inexperience had been evident, if anything that only added to her appeal, exciting him far more than the practiced caresses of an opera dancer or a straying wife. He'd felt a connection with Purdy, a need that went beyond mere physical arousal. A rightness.
And it scared him.
For the first time, he allowed himself to toy with the possibility of a permanent attachment, something he'd always assumed was impossible for him. But perhaps, just perhaps, it wasn't.
Purdy fit into his lifestyle, his role here in Seven Dials, with remarkable ease. She possessed skills he lacked, skills which complemented his own. Of course, she still knew nothing of his usual methods, and he knew without asking her that she would disapprove, even be shocked.
He felt sure, though, that he could make her understand. And if he couldn't, then perhaps, with her help, thievery might become less necessary to achieve his ends. With the delectable memory of her body and lips pressed to his, he drifted off, to dream of an improbably rosy future with Purdy at his side, day and night.
The sun was well risen when he awoke, the first time in ages he could remember sleeping past dawn. Luke stretched and smiled, remembering the day—and evening—just past, his pleasant dreams, and his hopes for the future. He would speak to her today, he decided. Discover whether his hope was justified. Quickly he rose, washed and dressed, before going to listen at his bedroom door for any sound of Purdy stirring.
Silence. No doubt she'd needed sleep even more than he had. After all, she'd not only traipsed over half of London at his side, but had healed two children yesterday.
Again he smiled. Valiant, self-effacing Purdy, so unaware of her own talents and charms. She would bring out the best in him, if any such thing existed.
Cautiously, he cracked open the door, anticipating the sight of her in tousled, innocent sleep.
The divan was empty.
Frowning, he stepped into the room, sweeping it with a glance before striding to the window to draw back the curtain, chasing away the shadows. Her sheets were neatly folded at the end of the divan, and a quick check revealed that the door was unlocked.
She was gone.
Pearl stretched, reveling in the luxury of her own soft down mattress when she awakened after only a few hours' sleep. No one in the household knew she had returned as yet.
After slipping out of Luke's lodgings shortly after midnight, she had made her way back to Mayfair. The fog, combined with the necessity of hiding every time anyone approached, had made the walk of little over a mile take more than two hours. On reaching Oakshire House, she'd had to be even more cautious to avoid waking the servants who slept in the kitchen as she tiptoed past them.
Eventually she had achieved her own bedchamber, with none the wiser. At any moment, however, someone was sure to . . .
At a slight sound behind her, Pearl rolled onto her side to see Hettie emerging from the hidden servant door, a dejected look on her pert face. The motion on the bed drew her eye, however, and for a long moment she stared, stunned, at the figure there. Then she ran forward with a glad cry.
"My lady! Oh, my lady! You're back! I'd near despaired of ever . . . How did you . . . ? When . . . ?" The questions tumbled out of her mouth too quickly for completion.
Pearl sat up to return her abigail's embrace, pleased that her first welcome should be such a happy one. "Yes, Hettie, I'm back, and perfectly safe, I assure you. What a lot I have to tell you! But first, pray, lower your voice and tell me what story has been put about to account for my absence."
Hettie gave her one more fierce hug, then sat back to examine her mistress's face. A small nod evidenced her satisfaction with what she saw there, and then she began. "When I couldn't find you at the Mountheaths', then heard you'd fled the place, I didn't know what to think. I assumed at first someone had recognized you, but no one mentioned the Lady Pearl having been there."
"Fanny Mountheath saw me and remarked the resemblance," Pearl explained, "so I left before she could assemble a crowd, which would have guaranteed my discovery."
"So I was nearly right, then. Anyway, I stayed for another hour hoping you'd return, then when you didn't I spent most of the night searching the area."
Pearl took her hand. "That was dangerous, Hettie. You might have been set upon by footpads, or worse!"
Hettie shrugged. "I didn't think of that at the time, and no harm came to me. I didn't dare venture beyond Mayfair, however, and I finally came back here, but you hadn't come home, either." She paused, questioningly.
"I'll tell you everything later." Well, perhaps not everything. "First, I need to know what has transpired here."
"I tried to get in without being seen, but the house was in an uproar on account of your disappearance, and I was spotted and called to face the Duke and Duchess. His grace was most upset, I fear, and her grace as well—though for fear of scandal, I'd warrant, rather than out of true concern for you." Hettie's dislike of the Duchess was evident.
Pearl sighed. "My father returned home, then? Oh, dear. I never meant to cause him distress—nor you, Hettie. I'm sorry you were subjected to the Duchess' wrath, as well."
"I told them you'd gone to visit a friend, but that I couldn't remember who. I fear I wasn't very convincing, for they didn't believe me. His grace was certain you'd been kidnapped, while the Duchess seemed to think you'd planned the whole thing to discredit her. I was dismissed before I could discover more."
"Dismissed?" Pearl was startled. "From their presence, you mean?"
"No, from their employ," Hettie replied sadly. "I am to leave for my mother's house today. Her grace insisted that I had failed in my duties and could no longer be useful here."
Pearl snorted. "Well that, at least, will soon be rectified. What story have they told the world? That I was kidnapped?"
Hettie shook her head. "It's what's being whispered belowstairs, and may even have leaked outside the house, but their graces' explanation is the 'absurd' one I offered—that you're visiting a friend."
"And that's the explanation we'll maintain," declared Pearl decisively. Her original idea of claiming to be ruined would only serve to ensure Hettie's dismissal. In addition, it might be dangerous for Luke, should her father insist on investigating.
Luke would have discovered by now that she was gone, she realized. What might he be feeling? No doubt he would believe she had panicked and fled . . . which was not so very far from the truth. She realized Hettie was waiting for her to continue, so reined in her errant thoughts.
"Come, dress me for breakfast while we work out the details of my story so that it will not conflict with what you've already told them."
Half an hour later, again dressed in the height of fashion in a pale blue day dress, Pearl descended to the breakfast room, ignoring the openmouthed stares of the servants she passed along the way. The Duke and Duchess were already at the table when she entered and greeted them as though nothing whatsoever was amiss.
Obelia gasped, and her father leaped to his feet, rushing to encase her in a comprehensive bear hug. "Pearl! My precious! You are safe!" he exclaimed with such feeling that she suffered her first serious twinge of guilt.
Her stepmother remained seated. "Where have you been—for two days and nights?" she asked in ominous tones. "We were forced to assume the worst."
Would the worst be that she was dead, or ruined? Pearl wondered. Probably the latter. She directed her explanation to her father. "I'm so terribly sorry to have worried you so. It was wrong of me. I was distraught and did not think things through as I ought."
The Duke led her to her place at the table and signaled for a servant to bring her a plate. "Distraught?"
She nodded. "The Duchess and I had a falling out over my unwed state, and I feared— foolishly, I now realize —that she might somehow compel me to marry whether I wished it or not." She shot a glance at Obelia, but her stepmother looked not the least bit conscious.
Her father patted her hand soothingly —at which Obelia's face darkened with suppressed anger.
"I thought to go to Oakshire to compose myself," Pearl continued, "and perhaps seek Rowena Riverstone's advice." Rowena and Pearl had been friends from girlhood, as Sir Nelson Riverstone's lands adjoined the main Oakshire estate, dwarfed by it though they were. Obelia had done her best to discourage the association, deeming Rowena Pearl's social inferior, but the young ladies still corresponded. It should seem a plausible story, therefore.
The Duchess, however, was having none of it. "You haven't had time to go to Oakshire and back," she pointed out. "Nor did you take a carriage." Her fine blue eyes fairly blazed with suspicion.
Pearl sent her what she hoped was an apologetic smile, though her anger at her stepmother made it difficult. "I was escaping, you see, so my own carriage would scarcely do—it would have been too easily marked. I traveled post."
Obelia's lip curled with distaste, but Pearl continued before she could speak. "As I went along, I had time to more calmly ponder my situation, and realized I was being foolish. So after a single night on the road I decided to return rather than worry you both unnecessarily." She turned the full force of her charm on her more susceptible father.
As she'd hoped, he smiled down at her indulgently. "It was dangerous, my heart, to travel so far alone, but I am happy beyond words that you are back safe now."
The Duchess, began sputtering. "My dear, surely you are not going to simply accept this glib explanation? Think of the inconvenience she caused you, forcing you to turn back before reaching Brighton to deal with the crisis here. And a night on the road, without even her abigail in attendance? Scandalous! If it were to become known, her reputation would be in shreds!"
Pearl thought wryly that it was a very good thing her stepmother had no inkling of the truth. "I stayed at a respectable inn—the Hound and Hare." She named the place they always stopped when traveling between London and Oakshire. "Everyone there knows me, and I was assigned a maid for my stay."
She turned back to her father. "I deceived Hettie so that she could not betray where I'd gone. I feared if I brought her with me she would dissuade me from my plan. She tells me she has been dismissed, but she truly did nothing wrong. Pray tell me I may keep her on, as we deal so well together."
It pained her to lie to her father, but she felt the end justified the means. And indeed, her words had the desired effect.
"Of course, if there was nothing she could have done, then we cannot hold her accountable," the Duke said, giving her hand a loving squeeze. Pearl ignored the indignant sounds coming from across the table.
"Thank you, Father. And I truly am sorry for the worry and inconvenience I've caused. I promise it won't happen again." With that promise, the face of Luke St. Clair arose unbidden in her mind—a face she would almost certainly never see again. Feeling suddenly forlorn, she felt her smile waver.
"Happen again? I should say not!" exclaimed Obelia before the Duke could respond. "Our mission now must be to squelch whatever rumors are abroad and repair your reputation. Thank heaven I have not yet sent your regrets for the Chatham's ball Tuesday. You must make an appearance at Princess Charlotte's reception tonight, as well. If we hold our heads high, there's a chance it may all blow over."
Pearl's spirits sank lower, but she dared not protest, much as she'd have preferred her reputation unrepaired. To do so might provoke her stepmother to the point that she would check out the facts of her story, which could be damaging to others besides herself. So she nodded meekly while Obelia chattered on.
"Tomorrow we'll attend services, of course, so that you can be seen, and Monday we have invitations for both afternoon and evening. The Chatham ball Tuesday, and then our calendar begins to fill up, as the Season progresses. If all goes well, you will still have a chance at a respectable match. A quick betrothal and wedding would be just the thing, in fact."
Pearl bit back her instinctive retort and let the words wash over her, painting a picture she could only regard as bleak. Despite her regrets for causing her father needless worry, she began to regret returning even more. What might Luke be doing now? Was he searching for her, or would he be relieved that she was no longer his problem?
And why should it matter to her so desperately?
* * *
"So you have not seen her?" Luke asked, then sighed as Mme. Billaud shook her head a second time. For the past three hours he had scoured all of Seven Dials, and now had reached the last place he might reasonably look in this part of London. No one Purdy had met during her brief stay had seen her today.
He thanked the woman, listened to her effusions about young Christophe's improvement, then bade her good day. What now?
At first he'd hoped Purdy had merely gone out for a breath of air, or perhaps to the market, but now he had to admit that she had left entirely—and that it was doubtless his own fault. He'd frightened her with his advances, even if she'd denied it. Perhaps she had even been frightened by her own eager response, which he had certainly not imagined.
But where would she have gone? Back to the household she'd left? Or might she even now be wandering the streets of London, seeking fruitlessly for a new position? With her looks, the odds of someone taking advantage of her innocence seemed high.
But no. He reminded himself that she was not at all the simple girl she had first pretended to be, but was in fact a very intelligent young woman, presumably with a decent education. And that, of course, must be why she had fled. She had correctly judged that Luke would not force himself on a girl of meager intellect. But what had he done, the moment he knew the truth?
Luke tried to tell himself that it was for the best that she was gone—best for him, best for her. At his side, little Argos whined, and he leaned down to scratch the dog between the ears.
"I miss her too, lad. But where else can we look?" Sinking down on an overturned whisky crate, he tried to recall every word of their conversations, seeking for clues. Instead, he found himself remembering the lovely expression of her vivid blue-violet eyes, the way her body had felt against his, the indescribable bond he had sensed when they kissed . . .
No! He had to think. She was from Oaklea, if she'd told the truth, but she wouldn't have attempted traveling all the way back there alone, surely. He recalled other things she'd said, though little of it had been personal. She'd admitted— defensively —that her mother was a gentleman's daughter.
Perhaps her mother —or she herself? —was the byblow of some gentleman, or even a nobleman. That might explain her evasiveness. Perhaps she even felt unworthy of him due to her illegitimate birth. That was laughable, of course, but he couldn't discount the possibility.
With a deep breath, he made a sudden decision. Whatever the truth, wherever she was, he owed it to Purdy —and to himself —to make certain that she was safe. And once he'd done that, well, he'd just let fate take its course —his as well as hers.
If he was to effectively search for Purdy among the houses of the ton, he'd have to move among them as one of their own—which meant it was time to resurrect Lucio di Santo. Relieved to be taking action at last, he headed briskly back toward his lodgings, already mentally composing the necessary letter.
* * *
Pearl concealed a yawn behind her ecru lace and ivory fan as Lady Minerva Chatham regaled her with yet another version of the gossip surrounding her disappearance five days ago. The dancing would begin at any moment, and Pearl was wondering whether there was any way she could plausibly escape to one of the anterooms instead of being trapped on the dance floor for another interminable evening.
"Of course it all seems silly in retrospect," her companion was saying, "but you must confess that a possible kidnapping, particularly by so romantic and mysterious a figure as the Saint of Seven Dials, made for a captivating tale."
"The Saint of Seven Dials? I thought he was only a legend, Minnie, yet you are the second person to mention that name since my visit to poor Nanny."
The story Obelia had decreed they would tell everyone was that Pearl had gone to visit her sick nurse for a couple of days. The fact that her old nurse—Hettie's mother—was neither sick nor within a day's ride of town had no bearing on the matter.
"Oh, the Saint is very real, I assure you!" Lady Minerva exclaimed. "You must not have been in Town for his last rash of thefts, but the disappearance of the Mountheaths' plate and jewels from under their very noses was quite in keeping with his legendary audacity. Some believe he may actually be a member of the ton, stealing from the wealthy to give to the poor, like Robin Hood of old." Her fine complexion pinkened visibly at the notion.
"Very romantic indeed," said Pearl dryly, but her thoughts were already leaping to an incredulous guess. Saint of Seven Dials. Luke St. Clair. Little Emmy had called him "Mr. Saint." He had been at the Mountheath's that night, too, and as eager to depart as she herself had been . . .
The strains of the opening minuet recalled her to her surroundings in the Chatham's opulent ballroom. Glancing up, she saw the Marquess of Ribbleton approaching to claim the promised dance. She'd missed her chance to slip away—not that the Duchess would have allowed her to hide for long anyway.
"I'll tell you everything else I've heard about the Saint later," Minerva promised in a whisper as her own partner advanced from the other direction. "It's just the sort of adventurous tale you like."
Pearl smiled her thanks, then turned to greet Lord Ribbleton. It was quite true that she enjoyed the occasional novel of derring-do to lighten her otherwise serious reading. But fiction was one thing, and a real-life criminal something else entirely.
Still deep in thought, she took her place opposite the Marquess, murmuring something appropriate in response to his fulsome compliments on her appearance.
As the evening progressed, Pearl's thoughts returned again and again to Luke and the puzzle he presented. After her brief taste of another sort of life, her own felt more artificial and hollow than ever, and not nearly as interesting. For two nights and a day, she had been more alive than at any other time in her whole sheltered, pampered life.
"You are unusually pensive tonight, my lady," commented Lord Harrowby as he led her from the floor after a country dance. "Still concerned about your old nurse, are you?"
"What? Oh, yes. Poor Nanny," Pearl responded absently, noticing that Lord Harrowby's hair was almost the exact same shade of brown as Luke St. Clair's, though he was not so tall.
Glancing up at Sir Cyril Weathers, who met her at the edge of the floor to claim the next dance, she decided that he was of approximately the same height as her Luke, though slighter in build. Mentally, she shook herself. What was the matter with her, trying to see bits and pieces of Luke St. Clair in every man present? Sternly she marshalled her thoughts. He was not "her" Luke!
"What think you, Sir Cyril, of the result of the Corn Laws, now that the wars are over?" she asked, to distract herself.
Though clearly surprised that a lady would broach such a subject, Sir Cyril expounded at length on his views, which Pearl quickly realized came exclusively from a particular editorialist in the Times. All too soon, her mind was wandering again.
As the dance ended, she noticed yet another man who reminded her strongly of Luke— height, hair color and general build were all the same. He walked toward the buffet table, and she mused that he even moved in much the same way, though of course she should not be noticing such a thing about any man.
Pearl accepted Sir Cyril's thanks for the dance, then turned back to watch the man she had noted. As soon as he turned, of course, she would realize who it was and laugh at herself for her fancies. But until then, she unwisely allowed herself to imagine Luke St. Clair in her world —what they might speak of, the things they might do together.
No man had ever affected her like this before, she knew. Could one kiss—one very heated kiss!--be enough to send her into such infatuation? Or was it more than that? Luke had spoken of fate . . .
She and Sir Cyril reached the edge of the floor, and already her next partner was approaching. Summoning up a polite smile for Lord Edgemont, Pearl took one last glance at the gentleman who had reminded her of Luke. At that precise moment he turned, and it was all she could do to suppress a gasp.
Could it be only her imagination, or was he indeed the very image of Luke St. Clair? Scarcely hearing Lord Edgemont's greeting as he bowed over her hand, she finally pulled her gaze away to respond.
"I find myself quite thirsty, my lord." Her voice sounded high and strained to her own ears. "Would you mind terribly if I took this opportunity to refresh myself with some lemonade and a cake or two?"
At once Lord Edgemont offered to procure for her whatever she desired, but that did not suit Pearl's purpose at all. She needed to get a closer look at the gentleman near the buffet tables.
"We'll go together," she told her escort. "I wish to look over the selection myself. I also perceive that there are a few guests to whom I have not yet been introduced."
Completely oblivious to whatever reply Lord Edgemont might make, or even whether he was following her, Pearl headed toward the tables and the man who looked so disturbingly familiar, an impossible hope beginning to form in her breast.
"So there are no young ladies here of an age to have a governess?" Luke asked the footman refilling the tray of lobster patties. "I was certain my aunt said that her protégé worked for the Earl of Chatham."
The footman shook his head. "Lady Minerva hasn't had a governess for nigh on two years, since she turned eighteen," he offered. "Could be one of the maids will have heard of this Purdy, though."
"Thank you." This was the third great house where Luke had made inquiries, though without much hope. Purdy had mentioned a connection to Oakshire House, but an invitation there was rather above his touch.
He was about to ask the footman whether he'd heard of a Hettie, when he was accosted by a hand on his shoulder. "There you are, Luke, old boy. Hobnobbing with the servants again? Your aunt's friend will turn up sooner or later, never fear. For now, I've got some people you must meet."
Luke turned to Lord Marcus Northrup with a genuine smile. Among the few members of the ton Luke knew personally, Lord Marcus was his closest friend. They had met at Oxford, where they'd discovered a number of common interests, including a delight in playing pranks upon bullying upperclassmen. The youngest son of the Duke of Marland, Marcus had given Luke invaluable advice based on his experience with four older brothers. He was also as adept at gaining entry where they weren't allowed as any professional housebreaker Luke had encountered.
Upon receiving Luke's note saying he'd arrived in Town, Lord Marcus had immediately responded, as always, with an invitation to stay with him in Grosvenor Street, where he shared a house with two of his older brothers when in Town. Luke had accepted at once, as he'd done a few times previously, when he'd needed —or simply wanted —to move in more fashionable circles for a while.
"Of course, Marcus. Sorry if I seem preoccupied by this silly errand. I did promise my Aunt Lavinia, but there's no call to be obsessive about it." Obsessed he certainly was, but he couldn't let Marcus know that. "To whom did you want to introduce me?"
Lord Marcus grinned, making him look far younger than his twenty-five years. "As this is your first visit to Town in a year, quite a few people. In fact, here comes a lady you really must meet—a true original. Diamond of the first water, bluestocking and philanthropist all in one, but quite influential for all that. She could be your entrée into the highest circles, if she finds you tolerable. Let me make you known to her."
Luke barely listened. Already he was considering whether he could visit any other great houses tonight in his search for Purdy. Only a few days without her, and he felt as though a vital part of himself had gone missing. He had to find her, and soon! Still, he pinned on his best social smile and turned to make his compliments to the remarkable lady in question.
"Lady Pearl, may I present an old school chum of mine, the honorable Lucio di Santo, nephew of the Conte di Santo of Italy, though of good English stock on his mother's side. Luke, the Lady Pearl Moreston, daughter of the Duke of Oakshire."
While Marcus nattered on, Luke stood frozen, his gaze locked with that of the young lady in question. The room seemed to spin about him, Marcus' voice coming from a great distance. How could this be? It was impossible —it must be impossible!
This divine creature before him, Lady Pearl Moreston, Duke's daughter and influential pillar of Society, was none other than his poor, lost Purdy. Though his reason protested, his body and soul thrummed in instant recognition. What an end to his quest this was!
Lady Pearl's heightened color and arrested expression left no doubt she recognized him as well, and for a moment he thought she might either faint or give him the cut direct. But after a hesitation not quite long enough to be considered rude, she inclined her head.
"I am delighted to make your acquaintance, Mr. di Santo. Have you been in London long?" Her eyes held a subtle accusation that no one but he could have noticed.
"I arrived at Lord Marcus's house only two days since," he said with perfect truthfulness. He doubted the accusation in his own eyes was as subtle. His deception had been nothing to hers!
Lord Marcus stepped in before unwise questions could escape him. "Indeed, we'll have to civilize him all over again, I fear, he's so rarely in Town. He came to us at Oxford after being largely raised abroad, and since then he's been splitting his time between the Continent and the countryside. It's not often you'll find someone so cosmopolitan who is so unfamiliar with London and its ways," he concluded with a chuckle.
Luke politely echoed the chuckle, as did Lady Pearl —and hers sounded as forced as his own.
"I presume the cosmopolitan Mr. di Santo has had opportunities to polish his social skills in other milieux." Though she spoke casually, even flippantly, Luke could see the intensity behind her gaze.
He swept her a bow that would not have been out of place in the courts of Spain or Italy. He'd made a point to learn that Continental flair, though of late he'd had little opportunity to practice it. Dash, he had discovered, could compensate for a variety of social sins.
"I am willing to let you put my skills to the test, my lady," he said, hoping for a chance to discover more about her.
She raised one delicate brow. "Are you indeed? Perhaps I should present you to my father. He is said to be most discerning." A test indeed.
"I would be most honored," he replied with another half-bow. He may as well brazen the game through, and this might be the opportunity he needed to speak with her alone.
The curiosity in her eyes now tinged with alarm, Lady Pearl inclined her head. "Let me make my excuses to my current partner, and I will take you to meet my father and the Duchess."
Marcus shot Luke a questioning glance as she turned away, but he merely shrugged, having no wish to be drawn into explanations. Pearl spoke briefly to a supercilious stick of a man, accepting a glass of lemonade from him before returning to Luke's side.
"Mr. di Santo?"
He extended his arm and she placed her fingers upon it, sending a shaft of pure desire straight to his vitals. Stunned and, yes, betrayed as he felt at discovering his "poor" Purdy's true identity, Luke found his physical attraction to her as powerful as ever.
This vision in satin, lace and jewels seemed impossibly far removed from the girl he had rescued, far above the touch of a mere mortal like himself. Still, he was determined to breach the wall of reserve their changed circumstances had erected, and get at the truth.
"It appears your straits were not quite so dire as you led me to believe," he murmured as they traversed the edge of the ballroom.
"Nor yours," she returned, just as softly. "Which story—" She broke off as they were accosted by an overblown matron in yellow and green silk.
"Lady Pearl, my darling dear!" the woman gushed. "The Duchess, precious Obelia, tells me the gossips were all put about for nothing. I'm so excessively relieved for you!" The enormous chartreuse feather topping her turban bobbed violently as she nodded her head.
"Thank you, Lady Varens. I assure you it was all a tempest in a teapot —a simple matter of miscommunication. I went to visit my old nurse, who is ill, but my message was garbled. Next time I shall write it out myself, or speak to my father personally."
So that was the cover story for her absence. Luke burned to know what she had really been doing in the Mountheath kitchens that evening, since the story she had given him was clearly moonshine. Spying on a social rival, perhaps?
After a few more inanities, Lady Varens allowed them to progress, but before he could revive their interrupted conversation, Lady Pearl stopped before a handsome older couple that could only be the Duke and Duchess of Oakshire.
"Father, your grace, I'd like to make known to you Mr. Lucio di Santo, an old friend of Lord Marcus Northrup."
She stepped aside, and Luke bowed low, as he had before, keenly aware of her watchful eye upon him—no doubt waiting for some monumental gaffe.
"It is above all things an honor to put myself at your service, your graces. I apologize if I do wrong to intrude upon you in this way. I find some things are done a bit differently in Italy."
The Duke, an imposing man with sandy hair touched by gray at the temples, smiled affably. "Pleased to make the acquaintance of a friend of one of Marland's lads, of course. My Pearl will see you introduced about, won't you, my dear?"
The Duchess extended her hand then, simpering a bit, as ladies frequently seemed to do upon meeting him. "I'm charmed to make your acquaintance, Mr. di Santo. You have spent much time on the Continent, I presume? It is quite a dream of mine to travel, I confess."
Luke was now forced to lie outright, something he'd hoped to avoid in front of Purdy, er, Lady Pearl— though why, he didn't know, as she'd scarcely been honest with him.
"I spent several years in Italy, under the guardianship of my uncle, the Conte di Santo," he said, giving the story known to all of his Society acquaintances. "My mother's family is English, and insisted I receive a proper English education, but my manners have been largely shaped abroad."
"And charming manners they are," the Duchess assured him with a flirtatious flutter of her lashes. Her eyes, a paler blue than Lady Pearl's, held a calculating gleam he'd never seen in her daughter's. "Pearl," she continued, "pray be certain to save a dance for Mr. di Santo. It will make him feel more welcome in England."
Luke dared a quick glance at Lady Pearl, and caught what looked like the ghost of a grimace, though it was quickly concealed. That evidence of her reluctance struck him like a blow.
"I'm certain Lady Pearl's dances are all engaged by now, but I am honored by the sentiment," he said quickly.
The Duchess' smile held more than a hint of malice, he thought, as she responded, "Oh, I'll warrant her waltzes are yet free—are they not, Lady Pearl?"
The beauty at his side stiffened slightly, but did not allow her social veneer to crack. "They are indeed, your grace—and I would be honored, sir." Though her smile did not quite reach her eyes— those remarkable violet-blue eyes he remembered so well— Lady Pearl concealed her feelings better than the Duchess did.
Taking leave of the Duke and Duchess, he led her back toward the buffet tables. "You needn't dance with me, of course," he said stiffly, the moment they were out of earshot. "It's clear you would prefer not to."
Her expression, since the first shock of meeting him, had been almost blank, but now she turned to him with a rueful smile and suddenly she was his Purdy again. His hurt and resentment began to melt away, and he had to fight a sudden, mad urge to take her in his arms.
"It's not that. Obelia knows I never waltz, and this is just one more way she's found to punish me."
"I could see that there was some friction between you and your mother—"
"Stepmother," she corrected quickly.
Ah. "But I have no desire to be an instrument of punishment." Did he? "It has been some time since I've danced, in any event," he concluded truthfully. Not since his last brief stint as di Santo last Season, in fact. Still, to touch her again . . .
"I do not mind, truly. If I can appear to enjoy myself, it will rob the Duchess of her victory. Besides," she added with an all-too-familiar smile that disordered his thoughts, "a waltz is likely to be our best chance for uninterrupted conversation this evening, and I imagine you have as many questions to ask me as I have to ask you."
Indeed he did. Her smile set his senses stirring, even as he told himself he must forget his feelings for this woman he had thought was his destiny. Everything she had told him before was a lie—but why?
He bowed. "Then I shall look forward to our dance," he said with perfect sincerity. In the meantime, he had a few questions to ask Marcus, who seemed to know quite a lot about the Lady Pearl.
* * *
Pearl watched Luke's retreating back with a bemused smile. What was it about this man that could so thoroughly undermine her defenses even when she knew he had been completely dishonest with her? She didn't know, but found herself, for the first time in her life, anticipating a waltz with pleasure.
It wasn't the first time Obelia had trapped her into a waltz, though this instance had to be from pure spite, as the nephew of a minor Italian noble would scarcely meet her exacting standards for a suitable match. Though Obelia had seemed impressed, if only by Luke's appearance and manners. Pearl wished her father were not so blind to his Duchess's flirting.
Still, in this instance she could hardly blame her. Dressed in the height of fashion, Luke was a sight to turn feminine heads young and old. Again she felt a delicious thrill go through her at the thought of dancing in his arms. To think, only half an hour earlier she'd been fantasizing about him being a part of her world! And now—
"My lady?" Lord Hardwyck broke into her thoughts. "I believe this is my dance."
She went with him without protest, though in truth the middle-aged earl always made her uneasy. His manners were polished, but there was a certain ruthless self-assurance about him that chilled her.
Though nearly as rich and powerful as her father, he coveted her fortune and the prestige she could bring him, she knew. He had yet to abandon his suit, even though she had twice refused him. Luckily, he was far from a favorite with her father, as they often found themselves on opposite sides of political issues.
"You appear to be in excellent health tonight, my lady," he commented as they took their places for the cotillion. "It would seem your recent, ah, adventure agreed with you."
Pearl forced a trill of laughter. "Adventure? Hardly that. Simply a visit to my old nurse, and a missent message. But I thank you for the compliment."
His dark eyes slid over her speculatively, possessively. "Health is always attractive in a young lady. It adds a luster to her other charms."
To her relief, the music started then and the movements of the dance precluded further conversation. Lord Hardwyck was a highly regarded member of Society, she knew, but there seemed something almost oily about him at times. This led her thoughts back to Luke, of course. Why did she not distrust him as she did her current partner, even though she knew for a fact he had lied to her on at least one occasion? She honestly couldn't say.
At last the dance ended, and she scanned the crowd, experiencing a moment of panic when she didn't see Luke anywhere. What if his appearance here had merely been part of some scheme, and he had already vanished, as he had from the Mountheaths'?
Lord Hardwyck spotted him before she did. "That fellow there, coming this way. Do you know who he is?" he asked her.
She turned, and nearly sagged with relief. "A Mr. di Santo, newly arrived from the Continent, I'm told," she responded evasively, wondering at the intensity in the older man's gaze. "Why?"
He blinked, and seemed to recall himself, turning to her with an ingratiating smile. "For a moment he reminded me of someone, that is all. But the name means nothing to me. Until we meet again, my lady." He lifted her hand and kissed it lingeringly. With one last, frowning glance in Luke's direction, he turned on his heel and disappeared into the throng.
She was just as pleased to see him go. An instant later, Luke was at her side. "My promised waltz, I believe?" he asked with the same cocky smile she remembered from the night he'd helped her to escape from the Mountheaths' ridotto. Her heart turned over.
"So it is. I half feared you would not claim it," she said as the opening strains of one of the newer waltzes sounded, reminding herself that she still knew very little about this man.
"While I wondered whether you would choose to remember it," he responded, taking her gloved hand in his own to lead her onto the floor.
"As I said, it's likely to be our only opportunity for conversation." She spoke quickly, to distract herself from his touch, but when he quite properly placed a hand at her waist an instant later, the feelings that surged through her were anything but proper.
At once, Pearl was transported back to those delicious few moments in his lodgings when she had thrown propriety to the winds. She could almost feel his lips upon her throat, his hands upon her—
"I was concerned that you might leave before I could satisfy my curiosity," she said breathlessly, trying to subdue her wayward emotions, trying to remember that this man was a virtual stranger.
"And leave my own unsatisfied as well?" The intensity in his eyes gave his words a dual meaning, making her heart pound. She hoped he could not hear it over the music.
Refusing to blush, she smiled up at him daringly. "Then shall we begin?"
"Certainly," he replied, tightening his grip on her in preparation for swinging her into the dance. Her senses responded instantly, without her volition. "I have hopes we might both find complete satisfation."
She could not prevent the color rushing to her face as she realized that there was nothing she would like more than to find complete satisfaction with Luke. Not until the waltz was well underway did she find her voice again.
"Will you go first, or shall I?" Pearl asked then. "We . . . don't want to waste this chance, after all."
His hand at her waist shifted, no more than half an inch, but it sent flames licking up her back. "We certainly don't. What do you wish to know?" His voice seemed husky with some suppressed emotion.
Pearl looked up and became trapped in his hot, dark eyes for a long moment. Swallowing, she pulled her gaze away and was able to breathe again. "My most burning question," she said, licking her lips, "is who you really are—Luke St. Clair, or Lucio di Santo? Or neither?"
He twirled her, remarkably well for someone who hadn't danced regularly, before replying. "I'd have to say both. I was raised Luke St. Clair, but everyone in your world knows me only as di Santo."
Her world. The distinction made her bristle, tempering her errant desires and allowing her to think again—to remember what he might be. "So 'my world' is not worthy of your honesty?"
"My honesty?" He tightened his grip again, and instantly her rebellious body responded. "Perhaps Luke St. Clair is not worthy of your world—or its honesty," he suggested, his expression now unreadable.
Pearl knew it was a reference to her own deception, but was determined to puzzle him out before offering any explanations herself. "Just who is Lucio di Santo?"
He flashed her an enigmatic smile that didn't quite reach his eyes, still watching her intently. "You may recall my telling you that I contrived to attend school—Oxford, in fact."
She'd had no idea at the time that he'd gone to such a prestigious university, but she nodded. "Because your mother wished it, you said."
"Yes." She felt his slight withdrawal, his hand pressing less firmly at her waist now. "But money alone would not have guaranteed my acceptance there. Background—and blood—is at least as important."
Watching his brows draw together in distaste, she leaped to a guess. "So you were forced to rely on this uncle, this Conte di Santo. Someone to whom you'd have preferred to have no obligation. Someone who cast off your mother? Did he force you to take his name as a condition for sponsoring your education?"
Now he frowned down at her in apparent surprise. "Something like that, yes."
"And you resent him for it. So as soon as you left Oxford, you repudiated everything he stands for, to include his name." Pearl felt rather pleased with herself for having unraveled the mystery on her own. Most of it, anyway. "But . . . why have you now taken that name again, venturing back into this world you so obviously despise?"
His expression softened, stealing her breath. "To find you, of course."
Pearl missed a step in her surprise, and he had to support her until she caught the rhythm of the dance again. "Me?" To her disgust, the word came out as a squeak.
"Poor little Purdy, alone in the world—how could I rest until I knew what had become of her?" His hand at her waist seemed to burn through the thin silk of her gown. "I had no way of knowing that she was really the great Lady Pearl, in disguise for purposes of her own.
She flushed at the mockery in his tone, knowing she deserved it. "Yes, I deceived you, too, and I'm sorry. At first I was afraid, and then I feared I might put you at risk by telling you my true identity." She did not add that she had also feared losing his respect.
"Then will you tell me why you were at the Mountheaths' in the guise of a servant in the first place?" His voice was gentle now, that very gentleness sweeping away the last vestiges of her resistance.
She gazed up at him, no longer caring what showed in her eyes, ready to pour out the truth to him. Before she could speak, however, the dance came to an end. Already the young viscount who had reserved the next one was coming forward to claim her.
"We'll talk again later," she promised Luke quickly, even as he released her waist, leaving a lingering heat where his hand had been. "Call on me tomorrow and we'll contrive something—a drive, perhaps."
He nodded, then gallantly took his leave, brushing his lips across her inner wrist just above her glove in a caress that left her tingling to the tips of her breasts. "Until tomorrow," he murmured, and then he was gone.
The lively country dance that followed required no conversation, for which Pearl was grateful, as her thoughts and emotions were chaotic. She managed to catch one more glimpse of Luke, only to see him and Lord Marcus taking their leave of Lord and Lady Chatham. Though all prospect of enjoyment for the balance of the evening went with him, Pearl could not help exulting.
Luke was at least marginally of her world, whether he wished it to be so or not. At the very least, they could continue their friendship. Beyond that, she did not dare to think—yet.
* * *
The next day, Pearl received her usual retinue of callers, the gentlemen bearing flowers and compliments, the ladies bearing gossip. She listened with only half an ear, responding automatically, until Clorinda Stuckton introduced a topic of particular interest.
"I saw that you danced with Mr. di Santo last night, Lady Pearl. Did he say anything . . . scandalous? I had such tales about him from Fanny Mountheath!"
"Tales?" Pearl carefully schooled her voice and expression into the same indifference with which she'd greeted all previous gossip.
Clorinda nodded eagerly, and the other ladies—and one or two of the gentlemen—leaned forward to hear what she had to say. "For one, it is rumored that he was, ah, instrumental in Lord and Lady Simcox's divorce!" Her voice sank to a whisper on the last, shocking word.
All Society knew, of course, that Lord Simcox had obtained the rare decree last year on grounds of his wife's infidelity.
"One can scarcely blame Lady Simcox," said Miss Chalmers with a giggle, though her mother frowned her disapproval. "He was easily the handsomest man at the Chatham ball last night."
One or two of the gentlemen protested, and the ladies set about soothing and teasing them, turning the conversation. Pearl wasn't sure whether she was disappointed or relieved.
Though she had not known the particulars of the scandalous Simcox divorce at the time, Pearl had mentally congratulated Lady Simcox on her escape from a drink-sodden, ill-tempered husband nearly thirty years her senior. The idea of Luke's involvement, however, put things in a different —and disturbing —light. She was more eager than ever to continue her conversation with him.
Clorinda Stuckton took her leave, and a moment later a new caller was announced. Pearl felt a thrill of anticipation, only to have it quashed—again.
"Lord Bellowsworth!" trilled Obelia to the newcomer. "I vow, I was beginning to fear we should never see you again. I was quite cast in the dismals when you were not at the Chathams' ball last night." She waved him to the seat next to Pearl, just vacated by Sir Cyril, who was taking his leave.
"My apologies, your grace. My mother was feeling poorly, and I did not feel easy leaving her. She is much recovered today, however, so I was eager to pay my respects." He turned his wistful, worshipful gaze on Pearl, who managed to suppress her sigh of impatience.
"Such a doting son," the Duchess declared approvingly. "I always say a young lady can tell much about how a man will treat a wife from observing how he behaves toward his mother, do I not, Pearl?"
"Frequently," Pearl responded with an automatic smile. She was rather surprised Lord Bellowsworth had the courage to call at all, given the embarrassment attending his last visit.
His next words explained the seeming anomaly. "Your grace was more than kind to invite me to call today, after my neglect of you this past week. Dare I hope this means I am forgiven?"
"Tut-tut, my lord," the Duchess responded. "You've done nothing requiring forgiveness. In fact, I was hoping you might be prevailed upon to escort Lady Pearl to the theatre tonight. The Duke and I had planned to accompany her, but it appears he may have to attend some dreary diplomatic function instead."
Pearl had hoped that after what she'd told her father, Obelia might suspend her matchmaking efforts, but such was clearly not the case. If anything, she seemed to have intensified her efforts. And adding insult to that potential injury, Obelia had just treated her like a charity case in front of half a dozen visitors.
"I regret that you did not consult with me, your grace, before inconveniencing Lord Bellowsworth," she said icily. "As it happens, I have already agreed to allow another gentleman to escort me tonight."
"Indeed?" The Duchess arched one eyebrow, plainly disbelieving. "Who might that gentleman be, and when did you have opportunity to make such an arrangement?"
At that perfectly propitious moment, Luke was announced. Pearl gave her stepmother her sweetest smile, trying to ignore the fluttering which suddenly gripped her stomach.
"I'll be attending with Mr. di Santo. We discussed it during our waltz last night—the one you yourself suggested, your grace."
Luke paused in the doorway of the opulently elegant Oakshire drawing room upon hearing his Society name on Lady Pearl's lips. She was stunning today in a simple pink day dress, her honey-colored hair falling in artless ringlets past her shoulders. Warily, he moved into the room, then swept his hostesses an elaborate bow.
"Your grace, my lady. I am flattered to find myself a topic of discussion between you."
"Why, Mr. di Santo," exclaimed Lady Pearl, as though she had but that moment become aware of his presence, though a twinkle in her eyes told him otherwise. "I was just informing the Duchess of our plans to attend the theatre tonight. Did you not say that Othello is one of your favorite plays?"
Luke did not hesitate for an instant. "Indeed I did, my lady. As I said last night, I am delighted to have the opportunity to gratify two passions at once—for the theatre, and for more time in your company."
He thought she colored slightly at the word "passion," and he hid a smile. Woman of the world she might be, but her fundamental innocence was intact. Though her deception still stung, he was pleased to discover that had not been a part of it.
He turned to the Duchess. "Your grace, I wish to thank you again for your suggestion last night that I dance with the Lady Pearl. Your endorsement was most gratifying."
Now the Duchess pinkened, her smile a shade less gracious than it had been. She glanced quickly at the tall blond man seated by Lady Pearl, and he responded with a concerned frown. A match she was promoting, perhaps? Luke kept his expression carefully bland.
"I was merely being hospitable to a newcomer to Town, Mr. di Santo," the Duchess replied after an awkward pause. "The Lady Pearl is—"
"Uniformly charming," Luke concluded for her. "I know it is extremely unlikely that she is not already engaged, but I came today in hopes of persuading her to drive out with me this afternoon."
He turned his smile upon Pearl. "Lord Marcus suggested that you might acquaint me with any particularly English customs that may differ from those abroad." Marcus had done no such thing, of course, but Luke didn't think he'd mind having his name invoked for such a cause.
Before the Duchess could speak —to forbid the drive, judging by her expression —Lady Pearl spoke. "I had merely planned to shop for a new bonnet, but that can easily be put off until tomorrow. I should be delighted to assist in educating you about Society's expectations." And her own expectations, as well, said the look accompanying her words.
"You are all generosity, my lady," he declared, enjoying both the Duchess' sudden frown and Lady Pearl's wariness. In fact, he was enjoying everything about this situation far too much. "Might I be presented to your other guests?" He turned to face the man he instinctively regarded as a rival, foolish as his own aspirations toward Lady Pearl must be.
"This is the Marquess of Bellowsworth, a longtime friend of the family." The Duchess' voice held a hint of severity that was no doubt supposed to put Luke in his place. Clearly, she had deemed him unworthy of her stepdaughter.
She was right, of course, but he was not about to let her know that. "Bellowsworth," he said with only the slightest inclination of his head, mimicking the supercilious, bored attitude of the most self-important of his Oxford classmates —which was to say, the ones he'd liked least.
The young man reddened and cleared his throat. "Servant, di Santo," he said with an attempt at equal unconcern which would have been more impressive had his voice not broken on the final syllable.
Luke turned from him, not quite quickly enough for rudeness, to face the two ladies who had sat watching this entire byplay with obvious interest. "And these must be sisters," he exclaimed, "so similar in coloring and charm."
"Lady Wittington and her daughter, Miss Chalmers," the Duchess corrected him, while the elder of the two ladies tittered with delight. Luke swept them a bow only a shade less elaborate than the one with which he'd greeted his hostesses.
"I am honored to make your acquaintance," he told them, making eye contact with first the mother and then the daughter, until each blushed and lowered her eyes in flattered confusion. He was pleased that his lack of recent practice had not robbed him of the social skills he'd once worked so hard to attain.
He took a seat then, though the gangly marquess prevented him sitting as near to Lady Pearl as he'd have preferred. His plan was to take Bellowsworth's chair the moment it was vacated, but he soon learned that the marquess would be staying for luncheon. As he could not very well invite himself to a meal, he shortly thereafter took his leave.
"I'll see you at five o'clock, for our drive," he said to Lady Pearl, bowing over her hand in parting.
This time she kept her expression and color strictly under control, though a flicker in her eyes told him she had felt the same jolt he had when their fingers touched. "I shall look forward to it. Until then, sir."
Back outside, Luke walked in the direction of Grosvenor Street, and the Town house Lord Marcus shared with Lord Peter and Lord Anthony Northrup. He hoped he could persuade Marcus to trust him with his phaeton for this afternoon's drive. Stealing one might conceivably mar the impression he'd been at such pains to make on Society.
* * *
Luncheon was an interminable meal for Pearl, what with the inane conversation between Lord Bellowsworth and her stepmother, and her own impatience to have another private conversation with Luke. What, exactly, would she ask him—and how? She must not allow the pleasure of bantering with him to dissuade her from her object.
"Why are you smiling, my lady?" asked Lord Bellowsworth, interrupting her thoughts. "Surely you do not find the theft of Lady Mountheath's diamonds amusing?"
Recalling what Lady Minerva had told her last night, Pearl's interest was caught. "No, of course not. I was thinking of something else. Has the thief not yet been taken?"
Lord Bellowsworth shook his head. "It is only a matter of time, however, for the authorities are pursuing a promising lead, or so I have heard."
"Indeed? Then they have hopes of finally catching this legendary Saint of Seven Dials?" Her suspicions last night now seemed absurd, but still Pearl could not suppress a shiver of something that might have been apprehension.
The marquess snorted. "Legendary thief he may be, but his days are numbered now. Lady Mountheath's necklace has been recovered—or, rather, a portion of it. It appears the villain broke it up to sell it, to divert suspicion."
The Duchess gasped. "Broke up that lovely necklace? Oh, poor Madeleine!"
Somehow, Pearl couldn't seem to muster much sympathy for Lady Mountheath over the loss of a few expensive baubles, remembering some of the wretched souls she had encountered in Seven Dials who never knew when another meal might be forthcoming.
"So the magistrates were able to discover who sold the necklace?" she prompted.
Bellowsworth gave the Duchess' hand one last sympathetic pat and turned back to Pearl. "Yes, it seems the diamonds came to the shop by way of a known purveyor of stolen goods. Under questioning, the man was induced to give a description of the fellow who sold him the stones."
"A description?" Pearl was pleased that her voice did not squeak on the question, as her breathing seemed to have stopped. "Did you hear what it was?"
Lord Bellowsworth favored her with a rather sour smile. "Smitten by the rogue like all of the other young ladies? I'd thought you too sensible for that, Lady Pearl. In any event, it is doubtful that the lad who sold the diamonds was the Saint himself. More likely one of his henchmen."
"Do you mean it was a boy, my lord?" asked the Duchess. "Did not everyone believe the Saint of Seven Dials to work alone? How abominable if he is recruiting children to his dirty trade!"
"My sentiments precisely, your grace," agreed the Marquess. "As I heard it, the lad was a mere ten or twelve years of age. Some have suggested he might be the blackguard's son. Once he is apprehended, I've no doubt we will quickly come at the truth of the matter—as well as the Saint himself."
Pearl swallowed hard. His son? Could Luke possibly—? But no. She'd already worked out his past, and his reasons for keeping it a secret. Besides, if he'd had a son, surely she'd have seen the boy while at his lodgings. Nor was he old enough, surely, to have a child of that age.
Relieved by this reflection, she managed a smile. "However do you come by such timely information, my lord?"
"My cousin Randolph—Lord Grimsby, you know—is a magistrate in Town," he explained. "While not directly involved in this investigation, he has been kept apprised, and has passed his information on to me. Or, rather, to my mother. She was afraid to sleep in her bed until he was able to assure her that the scoundrel was as good as caught."
"How commendable," she responded absently, her thoughts already returning to Luke St. Clair—or di Santo? She intended to have all of his secrets, whatever they might be, uncovered by the end of the day.
* * *
Luke pulled Lord Marcus's phaeton to a halt outside Oakshire House. "Remember, Flute, not a word from you. We still have a deal of work to do on your accent."
His all-purpose manservant, valet, and groom nodded with a cocky grin, putting a finger to his lips. "Mum it is, guv."
He shot Flute a quelling glare, which appeared to dampen the lad's spirits not a bit. Dressed in fine livery, and with a false moustache, he looked older—though still more like a page than a manservant. Still, he was all Luke had. "Good lad. I'll be back in a few moments, with the young lady I told you about."
Flute hopped down to hold the horses while Luke strode to the imposing entrance of Oakshire House, exuding a confidence he could not quite feel.
Coming here today, inviting the Lady Pearl for this drive, had been unwise, despite his promise to her last night. Once he'd assured himself that "Purdy" was in no danger, he should have discreetly disappeared from the social scene, with a suitable excuse to Marcus. But he'd found himself unable to stay away.
He reminded himself yet again that pursuing any sort of relationship with Lady Pearl was out of the question. Her world was not his world —nor did he wish it to be. At some point over the course of the afternoon and evening, he would have to tell her so, and say his inevitable farewells. First, however, he was determined to discover the truth about her foray into the London slums and into his life—a life he knew would never be the same.
He was shown into the same opulent drawing room as before. The Duchess, to his relief, was not in evidence, and he had not even seated himself before Lady Pearl appeared, now clad in a round dress of jonquil dimity.
"I see I may number promptness among your other virtues," he said with a bow, trying to ignore the immediate effect she had on him. "It is one not many ladies share—or so I have heard."
"I have never seen the point in leaving a gentleman to cool his heels once I have agreed to receive him. If I do not desire his company—which is the case more often than not—I simply tell him so," she said with an arch smile. At the moment, she seemed impossibly far removed from the simple servant girl he had rescued last week.
"Then I am doubly honored. Shall we go?" He extended his arm and after only the slightest hesitation she placed her gloved hand upon it.
"My abigail will be down in a moment. I had thought to leave her behind, but the Duchess would not hear of it. However, we may speak freely in her presence." Even as she spoke, a dark-haired woman in a stylish maid's frock appeared.
Luke grinned. "Hettie, I presume?"
The maid flushed scarlet, glancing at her mistress in confusion before bobbing a curtsey. "Yes, milord."
He sobered at once. "I'm no lord, Hettie, just a plain mister. Please remember that."
He spoke as much to Lady Pearl as to her abigail, and she responded for both of them. "I daresay you won't let us forget it, Mr. di Santo. Shall we go?" Though her voice was light, it held a hint of a rebuke.
Remembering some of the things he'd told her last week about his feelings toward the nobility, it was no wonder she was displeased. No matter, he told himself firmly. If the great Lady Pearl wished to take his attitude personally, there was little he could do about it—nor should he wish to, of course.
A moment later, he was helping both ladies into the phaeton. Pearl sat beside him as he took up the reins, while Hettie sat up behind, with Flute. He prayed his little protégé would remember his instructions and play the mute.
"I hadn't realized you would have a chaperone of your own along," Lady Pearl commented as he whipped up the horses. Her tone was playful, whatever irritation she had felt in abeyance for the moment.
Luke restrained himself from glancing back. "He's still in training, which is one reason I suggested he come along. This should be a good learning experience for him."
Her quizzical glance reminded him that people of her class didn't make "suggestions" to their servants, but it was too late to recall his words. Not that he would. "Our, ah, conversation last night was cut short," he said, deliberately diverting her attention from Flute. "You implied you wished to continue it today?"
To his surprise, she colored slightly. "Yes, I realize it was rather improper of me to invite you for a drive, but it was all I could think of. May I assume that your manservant is as discreet as my Hettie?"
"He scarcely speaks at all." Luke spoke loudly enough for Flute to hear him. "As I recall, you were going to tell me what you were doing in such unusual guise last week." Though she had said he might speak freely, his caution was instinctive.
She slanted a glance at him that made his blood quicken. "I don't believe I've heard your full tale yet, have I?"
"You've heard most of what's fit to tell."
"I don't mind hearing the unfit parts," she retorted.
"Ladies first," he said with a grin. Not that he intended to tell her the entire truth in any event. It would be far too risky for both of them. Nor was he quite ready to lose whatever remained of her good opinion. Far better he simply disappear and leave her with whatever illusions she still possessed.
For a long moment she did not reply, but watched the Park gates draw near as they clattered along Mount Street. "Oh, very well," she said at last, as he slowed the horses.
The traffic was thick at the Grosvenor Gate, requiring all his attention to navigate the pair of chestnuts through the queue of carriages and riders entering the Park for the fashionable hour. Once they were able to progress again, along the carriage path, he turned to her expectantly. "Well?"
She gave a little laugh, which seemed directed more at herself than at him. "It seems rather silly, now I try to put it into words. I . . . I was hiding from my stepmother, so that she could not force me into marriage."
He was startled by the fury that gripped him. "Force you? By what means could she possibly do such a thing?"
"That's just it," she replied with a self-deprecating smile that reminded him sharply of Purdy. "In retrospect, I realize she couldn't. She had, however, tried to maneuver me into a compromising situation. It was only by chance that I discovered her plan in time."
"But once forewarned—" He felt his anger fading, though his opinion of the Duchess was lower than ever.
"Precisely. Simple caution would suffice. In fact, that is my current strategy to avoid her machinations. It is easier, however, with my father's support. I left because he was going out of Town."
Luke's skepticism must have shown, for after only the slightest pause, she continued earnestly. "I did have another motive —one you may find just as silly, but which was important to me. I wished to discover for myself what it was like to live as a commoner, without the advantages of rank and wealth. And indeed, thanks largely to you, it proved a more educational experience than I'd hoped."
"I don't think that's silly at all," he said truthfully. Though it was in keeping with what Marcus had told him about her, he doubted one girl in ten thousand would have attempted such a thing—or even considered it. "If more of . . . your class were to do what you did, I imagine we would see real reform in short order."
"My thoughts exactly." She leaned toward him in her intensity, placing a hand on his sleeve. Her nearness and the sweetness of her scent were distracting, but he forced himself to focus on her words.
"I believe that those who hold the fates of others in their hands owe it to themselves as well as their dependents —and their country —to fully understand every viewpoint," she said. "What better way than by experiencing it firsthand?"
He smiled, and she suddenly seemed to recall herself. Flushing, she drew away from him.
"I apologize. I tend to become strident on this topic, as anyone who knows me will tell you. You must think me quite the zealot."
"No, I think you remarkably clear-eyed," he told her, though he had to pull his gaze away from those passionate violet eyes. They reminded him far too vividly of what he could never have— something he had never realized he wanted before last week. "In my experience, most of the nobility goes through life with blinders on, willfully oblivious to anything they don't wish to see."
She fell silent again, and he feared for a moment that he had insulted her. Everyone she knew— family, friends —were of that class, after all. When she finally spoke, however, it was slowly and thoughtfully.
"You can't imagine how refreshing it is to hear someone else espouse these views. I've read them, of course, in the Political Register and other such places, but that isn't the same. And those who hold such leanings tend, for obvious reasons, not to move in the same social circles as the Duke of Oakshire."
She met his eyes candidly. "I love and respect my father, of course, and he has even listened to my views, but I can tell that he considers them the idealistic dreamings of a female who knows little of the world. And perhaps he is right. Soon, however, I shall have the opportunity to put my ideas into practice, and demonstrate that they are sound."
Her breast rose and fell, her beautiful eyes gleaming with fervor. Luke had never desired her more. Almost, he missed the purport of what she was saying, so entranced was he by the way she conveyed it. Almost. "What opportunity is that?" he asked.
Now she smiled, with a conspiratorial air that was most endearing. "If I can keep my stepmother and her string of eligible suitors at bay until the end of June, I will become mistress of Fairbourne, a small estate in Warwickshire. Once I have it secure, I may manage it as I see fit. A test, if you will, of my theories."
His eyes widened with admiration —and surprise. It was nearly unheard of for a woman to hold property, he knew, even a woman of her rank and independence. "And you feel able to do this on your own?" he asked before considering his words.
Lifting her chin defiantly, she replied, "I see you are not so completely different from the others after all. You consider a mere woman unfit for such a responsibility?"
"No! That is—" He was interrupted by a duck taking sudden flight from a pond by the path, startling the horses so that they nearly shied into an oncoming carriage. For a moment, he had all he could do to bring them back under control, unused as he was to driving. By the time he was able to turn back to her, he had his answer ready.
"I wouldn't feel up to such a task myself, you see. But I forget —you are Lady Pearl, daughter of a Duke, raised to the task. Still, it seems an ambitious goal for just one person —of either sex—to attempt."
She regarded him suspiciously for a long moment. "I'll have stewards, of course, who will carry out the bulk of the changes I am planning. And they will have men under them. I'll hardly be working alone."
He couldn't resist a grin. "What, no women in supervisory capacities? Do you consider them unfit for such responsibility?"
After a moment's startled pause, she laughed —the first full laugh he'd heard from her. It was a lovely sound, and oddly erotic to his heightened senses. "Why, Mr. St. Clair, I do believe you're more radical a reformer than I am!"
"Mr. di Santo, if you please," he reminded her. "And I was merely pointing up the inconsistency in your position, not necessarily espousing it myself."
"Your point is taken." She was still smiling, apparently considering him an ally now. Was that good or bad? He wasn't sure, but he liked it. "I'd be very interested in hearing your opinion on my specific plans, actually. Your perspective might open my eyes to other, ah, inconsistencies."
He bowed as best he could, considering that he was seated and holding a pair of reins. "Having seen the efficacy of your social crusading at first hand, I would be delighted to be of assistance, my lady. But oughtn't I be getting you back soon? It grows late."
She sighed with a regret that lifted his spirits, foolish though that was. "Yes, you're right. But we will have more opportunity for conversation this evening at the theatre, I hope, though the Duke and Duchess will be accompanying me after all."
"We may talk during the performance, then?" The had reached a cross path, so he was able to turn the horses. "I've never sat in one of the boxes, you see. I'm afraid it wasn't just for the Duchess' benefit that I claimed to be unfamiliar with London customs."
"You may safely follow my lead, Mr. di Santo." Her smile was both mischievous and indulgent. "I'll be certain to nudge you when silence is expected."
The thought of her nudging him in a darkened theatre sent a shaft of anticipation through him. He strove to subdue it, remembering what he needed to tell her. "Thank you. If a simple nudge doesn't silence me, feel free to knock me to the floor."
She laughed again, but then he added, "Even if you do, I'll treasure the experience. It's likely to be the only such opportunity I will ever have."
That sobered her at once. "Why do you say so?"
He guided the horses out of the Park gates to return her to Berkley Square. Though he hated what he had to say, he forced himself to speak matter-of-factly the words that would sound the death-knell to the hopes and dreams that taunted him.
"Because I am but a visitor in your world, Lady Pearl. Now that I've reassured myself as to your safety and your future, I must leave it—and the sooner the better."
Pearl stared at Luke in dismay. Since meeting him, life had taken on a luster it had lacked for some time. Indeed, the idea of unraveling the mystery he presented had promised to make the Season bearable.
"Why must you leave Society? You seem to fit in remarkably well. I cannot believe you are as alien to my world as you claim to be. What of the time you spent with your uncle? And at Oxford?" And last Season, with Lady Simcox, she thought but did not say.
They turned onto Berkley Square and he pulled the phaeton to a halt before her house, his manservant leaping down to place the steps for her descent. She did not move, but held his gaze with her own, compelling him to answer.
"I've become rather good at playing whatever role is expected of me," he finally replied. "But that does not make the role me. Can you understand that at all?"
Recalling everything he had told her, she nodded. "I understand that you hold the upper classes to blame for your mother's misfortunes —and your own. And I can see why you choose not to affiliate yourself with them . . . us. But do you not see?"
Fired by a sudden idea, she spoke eagerly. "You can do more to change my world from within than without. That is what I am striving to do, after all. You can help me." A vision of him by her side, working for the same causes, thrilled her in more ways than she cared to examine.
He shook his head with a wistful smile, and she tried to take what little hope she could from that wistfulness, even as her spirits plummeted again. Climbing down from the phaeton, he walked around it to help her to the pavement.
She placed her hand in his and descended, but instead of releasing her once she was on the ground, he covered her gloved hand with both of his. The sense of connection was so strong she had to force herself not to lean into him, though she gazed up into his dark eyes.
"I admire what you are trying to do, my lady, and I am grateful that I've had this chance to speak with you again. Let's make the most of this last evening we will have together, and not allow our differences to mar it."
She read intense emotion in his gaze—an emotion she needed to understand. Before she could try again to convince him, the front door opened, and she had perforce to allow him to escort her up the wide stone steps and make his farewells.
"I shall look for you at the Drury Lane Theatre in two hours' time, sir," she said. "We can continue this discussion then."
He bowed over her hand, his fingers warm against hers. "Until tonight, then." With a nod to the butler, he released her hand, leaving it suddenly chilled, then turned away.
Head held high, Pearl entered the house without a backward look. She could not have the servants gossiping that Lady Pearl had formed an attachment for this newcomer. But as she mounted the stairs to her chambers, she knew she was in danger of doing precisely that.
She couldn't deny that she was fascinated by the man, by his contradictions and unconventional history. He was unlike anyone she had ever met before. If he were to join her cause, he could surely do enormous good. And that was the reason that she must somehow convince Luke to stay in her world.
Then, unbidden, she remembered again the feel of his lips upon hers. Every time she was with him, she felt more alive than she had ever imagined anyone could feel. When they were apart, it now almost felt as thought she were , but half alive.
She refused to consider what losing him forever might do to her.
* * *
"The theatre? With the Lady Pearl?" Lord Marcus was visibly impressed. "Dancing last night, driving this afternoon, and now this? I've never heard of her showing this sort of preference toward any man before. And you met her only last night?"
Luke nodded, earning him a growl from Marcus's valet, who was striving to repair the damage done to Luke's cravat by the inexperienced Flute. "We seem to have a few interests in common. 'Preference' is perhaps a strong word, particularly since I doubt I'll be in London long enough for anything to come of it. She's rather above my touch anyway, wouldn't you say?"
Marcus snorted. "Yours and everyone else's! Any number of fellows have attempted to run the gauntlet of gaining both the Duke's and the Duchess' approval, courting Lady Pearl in the approved style, only to be refused in no uncertain terms. I confess, I'm rather surprised her parents are allowing your suit."
"They haven't had an opportunity to intervene—yet," Luke told him with a grin. Then, to the valet, "Thank you, Clarence. A vast improvement indeed. Were you watching, Flute?"
The lad nodded, and Luke turned back to Lord Marcus. "And as I said, there's no suit for them to allow. I expect I'll be gone in a day or two, after which it's unlikely I'll ever see her again." In vain, he tried to ignore the hollow feeling that assailed him every time he reminded himself of that—which he tried to do frequently.
"So soon? I thought you were fixed here for the Season. You'd take to London if you'd just give it a fair shot, you know. We could have some grand times." He grinned, reminding Luke of the trouble the two of them had courted, standing up to older and more influential students in defense of those who were younger and poorer.
"And the Lady Pearl may not be as out of your reach as all that," Marcus continued. "Stranger things . . . well, not stranger, perhaps, but no one thought Lady Haughton would have Jack Ashecroft—Foxhaven, now—a Season or two back. Have my brother Peter tell you about it some time. Of course, Jack had a title in his favor, but his reputation was even worse than—" He caught himself. "That is to say . . ."
Luke was touched by his friend's eagerness for him to stay. "That's not the point, I'm afraid." And indeed it wasn't. Already his funds were running out. "I'm expected by my aunt in the country. She quite depends on me."
For a brief moment, he allowed himself to imagine what it would be like to have someone —anyone —truly dependent on him. Unlucky for them, assuredly, and more responsibility than he ever wished to shoulder. Just as well it was unlikely ever to happen.
"Well, you're welcome here for as long as you wish to stay—if not this time, then on a future visit," Marcus assured him with every appearance of sincerity —a sincerity Luke knew he didn't deserve.
He stifled a twinge of guilt, wishing he could take his friend into his confidence but knowing how foolhardy that would be. "I'll keep that in mind, Marcus. Thank you."
* * *
"Pearl, it simply will not do for you to encourage Mr. di Santo," Obelia insisted as the carriage neared the Drury Lane Theatre. "A single dance mattered little, but this will be your third time in his company in a single day. Pray remember that your reputation may be in question already, due to your foolishness last week."
Pearl shrugged, enjoying the scandalized rise of her stepmother's brows. "I find his conversation both entertaining and informative," she said. "He has experiences outside the purview of other gentlemen of my acquaintance."
The Duke chuckled. "That's my Pearl, always learning. Surely books would be safer, however, my dear." As always, he sought to appease both Pearl and his Duchess.
Pearl was in no mood to be appeased, however, still irritated by Obelia's insistence that they accompany her to the theater after all. If she could not manage a few moments of private conversation with Luke, this was likely to be the last time she would ever see him— something she refused to accept.
The moment they were inside the theater, she walked ahead of the Duke and Duchess, eagerly scanning the crowd for Luke. Her eagerness received a slight setback when she spotted him. Two ladies, clearly from the lower fringes of Society, were claiming his attention, tittering and simpering behind their fans as he spoke to them. At least he did not appear to be encouraging their flirtations, as far as she could tell.
"There you are, Mr. di Santo," she greeted him with forced cheerfulness. "I feared we should never find you in this crowd."
* * *
Luke bit back an oath and turned with a smile. He'd known it was a mistake to come here tonight, where he would be known by far too many unsuitable people— unsuitable to introduce to Lady Pearl and her parents, at any rate.
To his relief, the two women who had been flirting with him— acquaintances from last Season— discreetly melted into the throng as he bowed over Lady Pearl's hand. He kept it no longer than propriety demanded, keenly conscious of the Duke's watchful eye.
"Then I would have found you, my lady," he assured her. "You outshine everyone else to such a degree that you would draw me like a beacon."
"Very prettily said, Mr. di Santo," the Duchess commented, rather sourly, he thought. "So nice to see you again so soon."
The Duke's greeting was more affable, but his slight frown as Luke extended his arm to Pearl bespoke his concern —not that Luke could blame him. As the four of them progressed toward the ducal box, Luke was acutely aware of Pearl's gloved fingers upon his arm.
"I hear that Edmund Keane is very good," he said as they walked, mostly for the benefit of the Duke and Duchess. "I'm pleased I'll have a chance to see him before I leave London."
"I've seen him perform several times," she replied almost absently. "His Iago is said to be particularly brilliant. I'm certain you will enjoy his portrayal."
They chatted about the play and Shakespeare in general until they reached the elegant, curtained box with its excellent view of the stage. Four plush chairs awaited them, and Luke noticed how deftly Pearl placed herself between himself and her father, with the Duchess on the Duke's other side.
Just before releasing his arm to seat herself, she pressed it to get his attention, then followed that with a significant look. Luke held her gaze and nodded slightly, to convey that he understood. She wished to speak with him alone, if possible.
She sent him the very slightest of smiles, drawing his attention to her full lips in a way she likely didn't intend. For a moment, he could think of nothing but what those lips had tasted like beneath his own. So soft, so yielding . . . Guiltily, he jerked his glance away and took his seat— which was closer to hers than he'd realized.
Conscious of the Duke and Duchess just beyond, he focused on the audience below, willing his body to behave before anyone could notice its betrayal of his feelings.
"Look at those two ladies, wearing identical gowns," he said, pointing to divert everyone's attention, including his own. "They appear to have just noticed each other."
Pearl looked at the two women he indicated, then laughed. "Ladies?"
"I admit I used the term rather loosely." Indeed, it was obvious even from this distance that both were women of easy virtue, on the prowl for protectors. To his relief, he knew neither of them —not that Pearl would ask, of course.
As they watched, the two advanced on each other, their mouths moving with what were doubtless insults as vulgar as the tight-fitting red dresses they wore. There was a time when Luke would have been attracted to women like those. He wondered whether he ever would be again, now that—
"Oh! It's as good as a play," Pearl exclaimed, as the women began snatching at each other. One yanked a scarlet feather from the other's hair, only to have the shoulder strap of her dress torn away.
At that point, two men appeared from opposite directions, to pull the women apart before they could inflict more damage on each other. A smattering of applause from the surrounding boxes showed that they were not the only ones to witness the spectacle.
"Never a dull moment at the theatre, eh?" asked the Duke with a chuckle. "I tend to think the audience is more amusing than the play, myself. I've often said so. Don't you agree, Mr. di Santo?"
Luke swallowed. The Duke of Oakshire was an almost legendary figure, overshadowed only by the Royal Dukes and the Regent himself on the political as well as the social scene. That the man should be making small talk with him seemed somehow unbelievable.
"I've never before had opportunity to observe the audience from such a vantage point," he confessed. "I understand now why the boxes are so coveted."
The Duke chuckled again, though his eyes were disturbingly perceptive. Luke realized how easy it would be to underestimate this man—no doubt a mistake others had made in the political arena, and lived to regret. Did Lady Pearl realize what a dangerous man her father could be? He rather doubted it. For the moment, though, he appeared to be in the Duke's good graces, so he tried to relax.
When the curtain rose a few minutes later, Luke tried to concentrate on the performance but Pearl's proximity made it difficult. His every sense was keenly attuned to each tiny movement of her hand, each change in the angle of her head. Her scent, delicate and feminine, made its way to his nostrils with erotic effect. Sliding a glance her way, he fixed on a single curl of her honey hair kissing her throat. How he envied that curl!
His surreptitious gaze wandered to her face, only to find her watching him as slyly as he was watching her. They exchanged a slow, tiny smile that had him instantly hard with desire again. In vain, he tried to remember other women he had known intimately, to overshadow this subtle flirtation with the memory of more overt physical pleasures.
It did no good. In Pearl's presence, such memories had no power whatsoever. The realization was profoundly disturbing.
Distracted by his thoughts, he was caught off guard when Pearl leaned toward him, her curls brushing his shoulder as she whispered, "That is Mary Sedgehill, playing Desdemona. She is held to be almost as good as Keane. What do you think of her?"
Luke swallowed, striving yet again to rein in his unruly body and focus on the stage. Did Lady Pearl have any idea of what she was doing to him? Almost certainly not.
"She seems very good," he whispered back, barely knowing what he said. Unable to resist the temptation, he allowed his hand to brush hers, where it lay on the arm of the chair.
Her eyes widened slightly, and though he could not tell in the dimness, he imagined that her color rose. They both turned back to the stage, but he suspected —hoped? —that she was now as aware of him as he was of her.
* * *
What was it about this man, Pearl wondered, that affected her so profoundly? A simple brush of his hand on hers, and she felt her insides turn to warm liquid, her every nerve focused on that point of contact. She stole a quick glance at his hand where it lay just grazing her own. Large, much larger than hers, and undeniably masculine, even sheathed by buff-colored kidskin.
Unbidden came the thought of that hand— both of his hands, ungloved —touching her body as they kissed. She imagined those hands touching her in other places, even more improper places . . . Her face heated, reflecting the sudden warmth of desire she felt below.
Preoccupied as she was, the intermission seemed to come in no time at all. It was as well she knew Othello by heart, for she hadn't heard more than a dozen lines of the first act. The Duke and Duchess would be receiving a continuous stream of visitors during the intermission, as they always did. She stood.
"Father, I'll take this opportunity to show more of the upper gallery to Mr. di Santo, if you don't mind." She usually contrived to escape the parade of obsequious toadeaters, having no patience with that sort of hypocrisy, and her father well knew it.
"As you wish, my dear," he responded with a wave of his hand, though Obelia's brows arched with disapproval. "We'll look for your return in fifteen minutes."
Luke was already standing at her side, so she took his arm and escaped from the box with him, her senses thrumming with the close contact after her inappropriate thoughts during the performance. "What would you like to see?" she asked him, realizing belatedly that her words could have more than one meaning.
He smiled down into her eyes, his own dark ones kindling in a way that set her very blood afire. "Everything," he replied huskily. "What would you like to show me?"
With an effort, she pulled her gaze away, her breathing suddenly shallow. "The, ah, view from the topmost balcony is said to be quite impressive." Her voice sounded high and unnatural to her own ears.
"Lead on, then." She didn't dare look, but suspected from his tone that he was grinning at her. Tilting up her chin, she ordered herself not to blush.
"We only have a few minutes, and we may be interrupted at any moment, but I wished to have a private word with you." She spoke softly but quickly, before she could change her mind, using the words she had rehearsed earlier today. "Do you still intend to leave London —my part of London —shortly?"
"I must," he murmured, his head close to hers. "I don't belong here."
She fought the distraction of his nearness. "I have a favor to ask of you, but it would entail delaying your departure. You know that my stepmother intends me to marry before my twenty-first birthday, at the end of June. I'd like your help in thwarting her plans."
"How?" As they talked, they moved slowly in the direction of the balcony, avoiding the more thickly crowded areas of the mezzanine.
Pearl swallowed, then plunged ahead. "If it were assumed that I had . . . formed an attachment, it would deflect other suitors, and force my stepmother to expend her energies elsewhere."
He halted to face her, his expression inscrutable. "Are you asking me to court you openly?"
"No, not really." Not unless you want to. "Just to pretend that you are doing so, as I will pretend to welcome your advances. Once my birthday is past, I could seem to change my mind. You would be free to go back to whatever life you prefer. And I'll be able to live my life as I wish."
She rather hoped that by then she would have convinced him that he could do more good from within Society than from without. And perhaps she could convince him of other things, as well . . .
"I see." He walked on in silence for a few moments. Whether he was relieved or disappointed at her caveat, she could not tell. Then, "Will your parents not send me to the right-about? It is clear already that the Duchess, at least, does not approve of me dancing attendance on you."
Now she smiled, relieved beyond measure that he had not rejected her idea out of hand. If he had, she'd have had to summon her courage to propose a second, far more scandalous scheme to achieve her ends. "Father will permit it if I ask him. He rarely denies me anything that I truly want, and the Duchess will not gainsay him."
They had reached the fourth balcony now and paused, as though admiring the view. Luke appeared to be deep in thought. Finally, he stirred and looked at her again, searching her face with serious eyes. Pearl returned his gaze earnestly, her heart in her throat, hoping she had not gone too far and alienated him beyond recall.
Suddenly his expression softened, and he smiled. "I begin to see why the Duke can deny you nothing. If you really think it will help, I'll pose as your most earnest suitor for as long as you consider it expedient."
Pearl was startled by the elation that surged triumphantly through her at his words. It was only to be a sham, she reminded herself sternly. "Thank you . . . Luke. I'll do everything in my power to make certain you do not regret this."
She took his arm again and they headed back toward the Duke's box in silence. What Luke was thinking, she had no idea —nor was she entirely sure she wanted to know. It was enough that he would stay.
* * *
Luke untied his cravat and tossed it over the back of a chair in the sumptuous guest room of Marcus's Town house, careful not to awaken Flute, asleep in the dressing room. He needed solitude to think.
He was a fool.
Never, never should he have given into temptation and agreed to Lady Pearl's scheme. She was an idealist, a dreamer, and he should have told her so. Instead, he'd stared into her beautiful violet-blue eyes and said exactly what she wanted him to say. Even now, the memory of her beseeching gaze stirred him powerfully.
And he was supposed to pretend to be courting her for two entire months? To look but not to touch? It would be sheer torture. But that wasn't even the worst of it.
Only a few things worth selling remained in his lodgings in Seven Dials— assuming that by now the place hadn't been stripped bare. To maintain his charade as a man about Town for another two months, more money —much more— would be necessary.
Marcus was kindly providing him with a place to stay and regular meals, but he could scarcely keep wearing the same two sets of evening clothes indefinitely —nor the single pair of daytime breeches he owned. Marcus hadn't commented on it yet, but he must think it as odd as Luke's preference for dining at home rather than at one of the clubs.
Then there was the matter of flowers and other trinkets for Pearl, to keep up appearances. He'd love to give her something that would bring a smile to those luscious lips. But he knew only one way to obtain the necessary money.
He'd have to turn to theft again.
Why the thought should bother him, he wasn't sure—it never had before. The ton had far more than they could ever use or need, and it had always seemed only fair that he, and others like him, benefit from their plenty. Stealing from them was a form of justice —to himself, his late mother, and to the downtrodden denizens of the London slums. But would Pearl see it that way?
No, almost certainly not. And therein lay the rub.
Luke removed his coat and waistcoat, then his shirt, and shrugged. He'd simply have to make certain she never found out, that was all. What other choice did he have, situated as he was? None. His conscience still niggled at him, but he refused to acknowledge it. He'd do what needed to be done, just as he always did, and leave any moralizing for another day.
Climbing under the sheets, he closed his eyes to dream of Pearl and the future they would pretend awaited them. A future that could never be.
* * *
Two days later, Luke was the subject of considerable speculation. The news that Lady Pearl finally had a favorite had made its way through the active gossip chain of Society, and all of fashionable London was abuzz with the news.
Marcus was the first to congratulate him. "You're a sly dog, you are, Luke," he exclaimed when they met at his house for luncheon. "All that talk of going back to your aunt, but I knew that the proper inducement could keep you here in Town. Do you think Oakshire will actually give his consent?"
"I sincerely doubt it," Luke confessed truthfully. "But so long as he doesn't forbid me to my face to see his daughter, I intend to continue doing so."
"And the Duchess? Has she had nothing to say on the matter? No offense, Luke," Marcus added quickly. "You're the best of good fellows, but—"
"But basically a nobody," Luke concluded for him. "No offense taken, as you're quite right. The Duchess has asked a few pointed questions —it's clear she considers me a fortune hunter —but her main interest seems to be whether or not I'll come up to scratch."
"Women do love to plan weddings," Lord Marcus agreed with a grin. "So will you?"
Luke shrugged. "I've known the lady for less than a week. And, as you so diplomatically pointed out, my chances of gaining her father's consent are small in any event."
A betrothal was out of the question, of course. Such a step would require the drawing up of settlements and an inevitable inquiry into Luke's background and finanaces —dubious in the one case and nonexistent in the other. He reminded himself of that fact frequently, whenever his hopes and desires threatened to overset his reason.
That evening he was to be Pearl's escort at a musicale at Oakshire House itself, where all of polite Society from the Prince Regent on down would be in attendance. When he arrived, one glance told him that he was the most inexpensively dressed man there. While his evening clothes were fashionable, he hadn't had the time or the funding to have them made by one of the premier tailors. Unfortunately, it showed.
"I'll do my best not to embarrass you," he murmured to Lady Pearl as they moved from the receiving line into the main hall. "This is all a bit over my head, you know."
She squeezed his arm encouragingly. "You're doing splendidly. Your manners are better than many a titled gentleman's, I assure you, and that is what really matters."
He couldn't help being touched by her faith in him, though he feared it was misplaced. When he'd ventured into great homes in the past, he'd relied on remaining inconspicuous to get by. As Lady Pearl's rumored favorite, that would scarcely be an option tonight.
Rather than a single musical performance at a set time and place, the Duchess had decreed five different venues throughout the mansion. At least one performance, therefore, was going on at all times, and the guests were free to wander as they chose from one to another. For several minutes, Luke and Pearl stood listening to a particularly brilliant pianist in one of the smaller parlors.
"Remarkable, is he not?" Pearl commented in an undertone. She had not released his arm all evening, but Luke did not mind in the least.
"Mmm," he responded noncommitally, as music was something he knew very little of. He was simply enjoying Pearl's nearness, occasionally allowing himself —unwisely —to fantasize that things were other than they were, that he had a chance of spending his life with her, his nights with her . . .
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