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“Luscious Regency-era delight. Balogh will delight fans and new readers alike with her memorable characters and fast-paced, well-constructed plot.”
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Dear Reader,

A large number of you, especially those who have discovered me only recently with the Bedwyn series (the Slightly books), have written to ask me when my backlist is going to be available again. I am as delighted as any of you may be that it is happening now with this republication of The Secret Pearl. The book has a gorgeous new cover but no changes to either the title or the contents—I know that is important to many of you.

The Secret Pearl is often listed by readers as one of their favorites among my books. I think they are drawn to the wounded hero, who is trapped in a world of barren honor, and to the fugitive heroine, who hides deep wounds of her own. They meet under unhappy circumstances, but despite almost overwhelming odds, passion grows between them as they discover healing in each other—until they find themselves confronted with a classic dilemma, the choice between honor and love. Can they have both—and happiness and each other too? Well, this is a love story, and we all know that romance writers will settle for nothing less than happy endings.…

For those of you reading this earlier book of mine for the first time, I do hope you will enjoy the story and return for the republication of the Web trilogy sometime soon. And for those of you who are reading this for a second or third or twenty-third time, I hope you will like it just as well or even better in this new and lovely packaging.

Happy reading!

Mary Balogh
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THE CROWD OUTSIDE THE DRURY LANE THEATER had dispersed for the night. The last carriage, with its two occupants, was disappearing down the street. Those few theatergoers who had come on foot had long ago set out on their way.

It appeared that only one gentleman was left, a tall man in a dark cloak and hat. He had refused a ride in the last carriage to leave, preferring, he had told his friends, to walk home.

And yet he was not the sole remaining occupant of the street, either. His eyes, as he looked about him, were caught by a figure standing quietly against the building, her cloak a shade lighter than the night shadows—a street prostitute who had been left behind by her more fortunate or alluring peers and who seemed now to have lost all chance of a fashionable customer for the night.

She did not move, and it was impossible to tell in the darkness if she was looking at him. She might have swaggered toward him. She might have moved out of the shadows and smiled at him. She might have hailed him, offered herself in words. She might have hurried away to find a more promising location.

She did none of those things.

And he stood looking at her, wondering whether to begin the solitary walk home he had planned or whether to engage in an unplanned night of sport. He could not see the woman clearly. He did not know if she was young, enticing, pretty, clean—any of those qualities that might make it worth his while to change his plans.

But there was her quiet stillness, intriguing in itself.

She was looking at him, he saw as he strolled toward her, with eyes that were dark in the shadows. She wore a cloak but no bonnet. Her hair was dressed neatly at the back of her head. It was impossible to tell how old she was or how pretty. She said nothing and did not move. She displayed no wiles, spoke no words of enticement.

He stopped a few feet in front of her. He noted that her head reached to his shoulder—she was slightly above average height—and that she was of slim build.

“You wish for a night’s employment?” he asked her.

She nodded almost imperceptibly.

“And your price?”

She hesitated and named a sum. He regarded her in silence for a few moments.

“And the place is close by?”

“I have no place,” she said. Her voice was soft, devoid of either the harshness or the cockney accent that he had expected.

He looked at her out of narrowed eyes. He should begin his walk home, make a companion of his own thoughts as he had planned to do. It had never been his way to copulate with a street whore in a shop doorway.

“There is an inn on the next street,” he said, and he turned to walk in its direction.

She fell into step beside him. They did not exchange a word. She made no move to take his arm. He did not offer it.

She followed him into the crowded and rowdy taproom of the Bull and Horn and stood quietly at his shoulder as he engaged a room abovestairs for the night and paid for it in advance. She followed him up the stairs, her feet light on the treads so that he half-turned his head before reaching the top to make sure that she was there.

He allowed her to precede him into the room and closed and bolted the door behind him. He set the single candle he had brought up with him in a wall sconce. The noise from the taproom was hardly diminished by distance.

The prostitute was standing in the middle of the room, looking at him. She was young, he saw, though not a girl. She must have been pretty at one time, but now her face was thin and pale, her lips dry and cracked, her brown eyes ringed by dark shadows. Her hair, a dull red in color, was without luster or body. She wore it in a simple knot at the back of her head.

The gentleman removed his top hat and cloak and saw her eyes move over his face and along the ugly scar that began at the corner of his left eye, slashed across his cheek to the corner of his mouth and on down to his chin. He felt all his ugliness, with his near-black unruly hair, his dark eyes, his great aquiline nose. And it angered him to feel ugly in the eyes of a common whore.

He strode across the room, unbuttoned her pale gray cloak, which she had made no move to take off herself, and threw it aside.

Surprisingly, she wore a blue silk dress beneath it, long-sleeved, modestly low at the bosom, high-waisted, unadorned. But the dress, though clean, was limp and creased. A gift from a satisfied customer some weeks before and worn nightly ever since, he guessed.

Her chin lifted an inch. She watched him steadily.

“Take your clothes off,” he said, unnerved by her quietness, by her differentness from all the whores he had known in his youth and during his years in the army. He seated himself on a hard-backed chair beside the empty fireplace and watched her with narrowed eyes.

She did not move for a few moments, but then she began to undress, folding each garment as she removed it and setting it on the floor beside her. She was no longer watching him, but kept her eyes on what she was doing. Only when she came to her chemise, her last remaining garment, did she hesitate, her eyes on the floor at her feet. But she removed that too, drawing it up over her head, folding it as she had done her other garments, and dropping it to the top of the pile.

She set her arms loosely at her sides and looked at him again, her eyes steady and expressionless, as they had been before.

She was too thin. Far too thin. And yet there was something about the long slimness of her legs, about the shape of her hips and the too-small waist, about the high firm breasts that stirred the gentleman who watched her. For the first time he was glad of his decision to engage her services. It had been a long time.

“Unpin your hair,” he told her.

And she lifted thin arms to do so and bent to set the pins carefully beside the pile of her clothes. Her hair fell over her shoulders and about her face and halfway down her back when she straightened again. Clean, lifeless hair, not red, not blond. She lifted a hand to remove one strand from her mouth, her eyes steady on his.

He felt a surging of lust.

“Lie down on the bed,” he told her as he got to his feet and began to undress himself.

She folded the bedclothes back neatly and lay on one side of the bed, her legs together, her arms at her sides, her palms against the mattress. She did not cover herself. She turned her head to one side and watched him.

He undressed completely. He scorned to try to hide himself from a whore, to try to hide the purple and disfiguring marks of the wounds on his left side and left leg, which even in a mirror made him grimace with distaste, and which must repel any stranger not expecting them. Her eyes moved down to them and then returned calmly to his face.

She had courage, this whore. Or perhaps she could not afford to lose even the most repulsive of customers before she had earned her pay.

He was angry. Angry with himself for returning to whoring, something he had given up years before. Angry that he felt self-conscious and ashamed with a prostitute. And angry with her for being so much in control of her feelings that she would not even show her revulsion at his appearance. If she had done so, he could have used her accordingly.

And the thought revolted him and angered him further.

He leaned across her and took her by the upper arms, moving her so that she lay across the bed instead of along it. He grasped her hips and drew her forward until her knees bent over the side of the bed and her feet rested on the floor.

He slid his palms between her thighs and spread her legs wide. He pushed them wider with his knees, bending his legs so that they rested against the side of the bed. And he spread his fingers across the tops of her legs and opened her with his thumbs.

Her eyes were lowered, watching what he did.

He positioned himself and mounted her with one sharp deep thrust.

He heard the sound of shock deep in her throat and watched her bite down on both lips at once and shut her eyes very tightly. He felt all her muscles tense in self-defense. And he waited, standing above her, buried deep in her, watching her with hooded eyes, until the breath came vibrating out of her and she imposed relaxation on her muscles. Her eyes were fixed on his.

He slid his hands beneath her, holding her steady above the mattress as he leaned over her and took the pleasure for which he had employed her. She remained still and relaxed as he moved swiftly and deeply in her, her arms spread across the bed at her sides, her eyes wandering over his facial scar and looking back up into his. Once she looked down to watch what he did to her. Her hair was spread across the mattress to one side of her, where he had moved her across the bed.

He closed his eyes as he released into her, and bowed his head over her until he could feel her breath against his hair. And along with the blessed relaxation he felt the stabbing of a nameless regret.

He straightened up and disengaged himself from her body. He turned away to the washstand opposite the foot of the bed and poured cold water from the pitcher into the cracked bowl, dipped the rag of a cloth into it, squeezed out the excess water, and returned to the bed.

“Here,” he said, holding out the cloth to her. She had not moved beyond bringing her legs together. Her feet still rested on the floor. Her eyes were still open. “Clean yourself with this.” He glanced down to her bloodstained thighs.

She raised one hand to take the cloth, but it was shaking so out of control that she lowered it to the bed again and turned her head to one side, closing her eyes. He took her hand in his, turned it palm-up, and placed the cloth in it.

“You may dress when you have finished,” he said, and he turned his back on her in order to dress himself.

The quiet rustlings behind him told him that she had brought herself under control and was doing as she had been told. And yet when he turned at last, it was to find her trying to do up the three buttons of her cloak with hands that were trembling too badly to accomplish the task. He took the few steps toward her, brushed her hands aside, and did the buttons up for her.

The sheet at the edge of the bed, he could see over her shoulder, was liberally stained with blood. He had ripped her quite effectively.

“When did you last eat?” he asked her.

She straightened her cloak, looking down at it.

“When I ask a question, I expect an answer,” he said curtly.

“Two days ago,” she said.

“And what did you eat then?”

“Some bread.”

“Was it only today you decided to turn to the profession of whore?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “Yesterday. But no one wanted me.”

“I am not surprised,” he said. “You have no idea how to sell yourself.”

He took up his hat, unbolted the door, and left the room. She followed him. He paused at the foot of the stairs and looked about the noisy taproom. There was an empty table in a far corner. He turned, took the girl by the elbow, and crossed the room toward it. Any customer who was in his path took one look at him, at his fashionable clothes and harsh, scarred face, and instantly moved to one side.

He seated the girl with her back to the room and took the seat opposite her. He instructed the barmaid, who had followed them to the table and was bobbing curtsies to him, to bring a plate of food and two tankards of ale.

“I am not hungry,” the girl said.

“You will eat,” he said.

She did not speak again. The barmaid brought a plate on which were a large and steaming meat pie and two thick slices of bread and butter, and he gestured to her to set it before the prostitute.

The gentleman watched the girl eat. It was very obvious that she was ravenous, though she made an effort to eat slowly. She looked about her when her fingers, which still trembled, were covered with crumbs of meat and pastry, but of course it was a common inn and there were no napkins. He handed her a linen handkerchief from his pocket, and she took it after a moment’s hesitation and wiped her fingers.

“Thank you,” she said.

“What is your name?” he asked.

She finished chewing the bread she had in her mouth. “Fleur,” she said eventually.

“Just Fleur?” He was drumming his fingers slowly on the top of the table. He held his tankard of ale in his other hand.

“Just Fleur,” she said quietly.

He watched her silently until she had eaten the last crumb on her plate.

“You want more?” he asked her.

“No.” She looked up at him hastily. “No, thank you.”

“You don’t want to finish your ale?”

“No, thank you,” she said.

He paid the bill and they left the inn together.

“You said you had no place in which to ply your trade,” he said. “Do you have no home?”

“Yes,” she said. “I have a room.”

“I will escort you there,” he said.

“No.” She hung back in the doorway of the Bull and Horn.

“How far away do you live?” he asked.

“Not far,” she said. “About a mile.”

“I will take you three-quarters of a mile, then,” he said. “You are an innocent. You do not know what can happen to a woman alone on the streets.”

She gave a harsh little laugh. And she hurried along the street, her head down. He walked beside her, experiencing for the first time in his life, though only at second hand, all the despair of poverty, knowing that his own problems, his own reasons for unhappiness, were laughable in comparison with those of this girl, London’s newest whore.

“Please do not come any farther,” she said at last, stopping at a corner outside a dingy shop that advertised itself as an employment agency.

“You cannot find employment?” he asked her.

“No,” she said.

“You have tried?”

She looked up at him with that little laugh again. “Do you think that this is anything but a very last resort?” she said. “It is hard to persuade oneself to starve to death when there is one last thing to sell.”

She turned and would have hurried away. His voice stopped her.

“Have you not forgotten something?” he asked.

She looked back at him.

“I have not paid you,” he said.

“You bought me a meal,” she said.

“A meat pie, two slices of bread, and half a tankard of ale in exchange for your virginity,” he said. “Was it a fair bargain?”

She said nothing.

“A word of advice,” he said, taking her hand in his and closing her fingers about some coins. “Don’t undersell yourself. The price you asked would invite only contempt and rough treatment. The treatment I gave you, by the way, was not rough. Your price should be triple what you asked. The higher your price, the more respect you will command.”

She looked down at her closed hand, turned, and walked away without another word.

The gentleman stood and looked broodingly after her before turning and striding toward more fashionable and more familiar streets.

ISABELLA FLEUR BRADSHAW DID NOT leave her room the next day. Indeed, she did not even leave her bed for much of it, but lay staring listlessly up at the water-stained ceiling or at the dull brown walls from which age-old paint gave evidence of its existence only in a few dirty flakes. She wore only her chemise. Her silk dress, her only dress, was draped carefully over the broken back of the lone chair in the room.

For the first time in her life that day she touched despair and did not have either the will or the energy to pull herself free of it. She had been close before during the past month, but by sheer willpower she had clung to hope, to a dogged determination to survive.

Sally, the seamstress’s assistant who lived upstairs, knocked on her door at midday, as she often did. But Fleur did not answer. The girl would want to talk, and she would want to share her own meager meal. Fleur did not want either the company or the kind charity.

She had survived. She would survive—perhaps. But she had discovered that survival after all was not necessarily a triumphant thing, but could take one into the frightening depths of despair.

She bled intermittently through the day. She was so sore that sometimes she squirmed against the sharp pain of her torn virginity.

And that was not the end. It was merely the beginning. Her first customer had paid her handsomely—three times the sum she had asked for in addition to the meal. The money would pay her overdue rent and keep her in food for a few days besides. But then she would have to go out again to pursue her new profession.

She was a whore. She shut out the sight of the ceiling, closing her eyes wearily. No longer was she contemplating becoming one with horror and the fading hope that she might somehow avoid the inevitable, believing in her heart of hearts that something would come along to save her.

She was a whore. She had agreed to be hired by a gentleman, walked to an inn with him, removed all her clothes at his command while he watched, lain naked on the bed at his bidding, watched him strip away all his clothes, and then allowed him to open her up and take his masculine pleasure in the most secret depths of her body. She had given her body for his use and taken his money in payment.

She quite ruthlessly enumerated in her mind all the stages by which she had entered the profession that would be hers until she was too old and ugly and diseased to attract even the meanest customer. Or until something even worse happened.

She was a member of a profession the very thought of which had always horrified and disgusted her.

She was a whore. A prostitute. A streetwalker.

She swallowed repeatedly and determinedly until the urge to vomit receded.

Soon, within a week, she would be standing outside the theater again, hoping to attract another customer, dreading success.

He had not been rough with her, the dark and frightening gentleman who had been her first customer had told her the night before. Heaven help her if any man ever did subject her to rough treatment. She felt hot and clammy with terror again at the memory of his hands—long-fingered, well-manicured, beautiful hands—pushing her thighs apart, of his knees pinning them wide, of his thumbs touching her there, spreading her, and of the sight and feel of that other part of him huge and hard against the tender inner flesh and then ripping swiftly and deeply into her so that she had thought she would die of the shock and the pain—and had hoped she would.

The mental images came, unbidden and unwelcome: the terrible scarred and discolored and puckered wounds on his side and leg; the terrifyingly powerful muscles of his chest and shoulders and arms, the triangle of dark hair across the expanse of his chest and tapering to below his navel; his angular hawkish face with the direct and fierce dark eyes, the prominent nose, and the disfiguring scar; his hands, touching her, cupping her buttocks, holding her steady so that she could not shrink from the full force and depth of his thrusts.

She did not have either the energy or the will to shake off the memories. And there was no point anyway in trying to relegate them to memory. It was to be her profession to allow such men the use of her body in exchange for the means of survival. She must deliberately remember, accustom herself to the memories, learn to accept the same and perhaps worse—if there could be worse—from other men.

It was a fair exchange, was it not? For it was not just the choice between survival and death that she must make, but the choice between survival and a slow and painful death through starvation. Never, even during this day of blackest despair, had she considered suicide as an escape from her predicament.

It was no choice, then, that she had to make. She had to feed herself in the only way that was left to her. There was no other employment to be had. She had no experience and no references. Miss Fleming at the employment agency had told her that on numerous occasions. One did not need either in order to become a whore, only a reasonably young and well-formed woman’s body. And a strong stomach.

She was a whore. She had sold her body once and would continue to do so over and over again until there were no more buyers. She must accustom herself to both the thought and the deed.

And indeed she must count herself happy if she was allowed to live out her life as a whore. There was always the chance of something even worse and more terrifying if she were found. She had changed her name, and her earlier and constant terror had paled in comparison with the very real fear of a life lived in totally unfamiliar surroundings and on the brink of starvation. But she must not become complacent. There was always the chance of being found, especially if she must stand outside the Drury Lane Theater every night and be seen by all the fashionable people of London.

What if Matthew had come to London? And Cousin Caroline and Amelia had come there even before she came.

When Sally knocked on her door later in the evening and called her name through the lock, Fleur stared at the ceiling and made no reply.
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ADAM KENT, DUKE OF RIDGEWAY, leaned one elbow on the marble mantel in the study of his town house on Hanover Square and tapped his teeth with one knuckle.

“Well?” His dark eyes narrowed on his secretary, who had just entered both the house and the room.

The man shook his head. “No luck, I’m afraid, your grace,” he said. “It is too little to go on, to know just a girl’s first name.”

“But it is an unusual name, Houghton,” the duke said. “You knocked on every door?”

“Along three streets and around three courts,” Peter Houghton said, making an effort to hide his exasperation. “Perhaps she gave you a false name, anyway, your grace.”

“Perhaps,” the duke agreed. He frowned in thought. Would she be outside the theater again that night? That employment agency—did she ever go there looking for work? And would she look for other work now that she had chosen and entered a new profession? Perhaps she did not live in that part of London at all. And perhaps she had given a false name. She had not answered his question immediately.

“Life will be less arduous for you during the next few days,” he said with sudden decision. “You are going to hire a new servant for me. In any capacity you think suitable, Houghton. Perhaps as a governess. Yes, I think as a governess if you find her capable of filling the post. I have the feeling she might be suitable. There is an agency close to the streets you were combing today.”

“As a governess?” The secretary frowned at him.

“For my daughter,” the duke said. “She is five years old. It is time she had more than a nurse despite her grace’s reluctance to have her begin her schooling.”

Peter Houghton coughed. “Pardon me, your grace,” he said, “but I understood that the girl is a whore. Should she be allowed within ten miles of Lady Pamela?”

The duke did not reply, and the secretary, who understood the look on his employer’s face very well, was reminded that he was merely a lowly employee in the service of one of the richest noblemen of the realm.

“You will sit at the agency for the next few days,” the duke said, “until I tell you you need no longer do so. In the meanwhile, I shall become a regular theatergoer.”

Houghton bowed and the duke pushed himself abruptly away from the mantel and left the room without another word. He took the stairs to his private apartments two at a time.

“Every whore was a virgin once.” The poet William Blake had written that somewhere, or words to that effect. There was no reason to feel any special guilt over being the deflowerer. Someone had to do it once the girl had chosen her course. If he had been her second customer instead of the first, he would not have known the difference and would have forgotten about her by that morning. She had had no skill, no allure, nothing that would make him wish to find her again.

He had not realized that a woman would bleed so much. And he had seen and felt her pain as he tore through her virginity.

If he had known, he could have done it differently. He could have readied her, gentled her, entered her slowly and carefully, nudging through the painful barrier. As it was, he had been angry with both her and himself. He had wanted to degrade them both, he supposed, standing over her, imposing his mastery on her.

But then, he owed her no consideration. She had been quite freely selling, he buying. She had been paid three times what she had asked. He had been left quite dissatisfied beyond the momentary relief that had come with the release of his seed. He had no reason to feel guilt.

Yet all night and all day he had been unable to shake his mind free of the girl—her thin body, her pale complexion, her dark-circled eyes and cracked lips, her calm courage. He had been unable to rid himself of the knowledge that poverty and desperation had driven her to the life of the commonest of street prostitutes.

He could not help feeling responsible. He could not forget the calm acceptance, the blood.

He wondered if he would ever find her again. And he wondered for how long he would keep trying, the Duke of Ridgeway in search of a street whore with large calm eyes and refined manners and voice.

Fleur. Just Fleur, she had said.
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MISS FLEMING, WHO OWNED AND RAN THE EMPLOYMENT agency close to where Fleur lived, had always treated Fleur with an air of hauteur and condescension. Her nasal voice had always drawled as if with boredom. What proof could Miss Hamilton give, she had always asked, that she would make a competent lady’s companion or shopgirl or scullery maid or anything else? Without someone to recommend her there was really no way Miss Fleming could be expected to put her own reputation on the line by sending her to be interviewed by a prospective employer.

“But how can I gain a recommendation until I have had some experience?” Fleur had asked her once. “And how can I gain experience unless someone will take a chance on me?”

“Do you know a physician who could speak for you?” Miss Fleming had asked. “A solicitor? A clergyman?”

Fleur had thought of Daniel and felt a stab of pain. Daniel would give her a recommendation. He had been willing for her to open a village school with his sister. He had been willing to marry her. But he was far away in Wiltshire. Besides, he would no longer be willing either to marry her or to employ her or recommend her for employment, not after what had happened there and after she had fled.

“No,” she had said.

It was only her despair that drove her back to the agency five days after she had become a whore. She felt no real hope as she opened the door and stepped inside. But she knew that that night she was going to have to return to the Drury Lane Theater or somewhere else where fashionable gentlemen congregated and would be in search of a night’s pleasure. Her money was gone.

The bleeding had stopped and the soreness had healed. But her disgust and terror at what had been done to her body had grown by leaps and bounds so that she felt almost constantly nauseated. She wondered if she would ever become accustomed to the life of a whore, if she would ever be able to treat her work as simply that. Probably, she thought, it would have been better if she had gone out the very night after that first, soreness and all, and not given the terror a chance to impose its grip on her.

“Do you have any employment suitable for me, ma’am?” she asked Miss Fleming, her voice quiet, her eyes steady and calm—she had trained herself through a difficult childhood and girlhood never to show any of the pain or degradation she might be feeling.

Miss Fleming looked up at her impatiently and seemed about to make the usual retort. But her eyes sharpened and she frowned. Then she adjusted her spectacles on her nose and smiled condescendingly. “Well, there is a gentleman in the next room, Miss Hamilton, conducting interviews for the post of governess to his employer’s daughter. Perhaps he will be willing to ask you a few questions, even though you are a young lady who has no letters of recommendation and who knows no one with any influence. Wait here, if you please.”

Fleur found herself clasping her hands painfully together, her nails digging into her palms. She felt breathless, as if she had run for a whole mile. A governess. Oh, no. She must not even begin to hope. The man would probably not consent even to see her.

“Step this way, if you please, Miss Hamilton,” Miss Fleming said briskly from the doorway of the adjoining room. “Mr. Houghton will see you.”

Fleur was very aware of her wrinkled silk dress and drab cloak and the absence of a bonnet. She was dressed in the clothes she had been wearing more than a month before when she had run away. She was aware of the plain style of her hair, of the shadows below her eyes, of her cracked lips. She swallowed and stepped through the door. Miss Fleming closed it quietly behind her, remaining on the other side of it.

“Miss Fleur Hamilton?” The man who was seated behind a large table examined her slowly and keenly from head to foot.

Fleur stood still and looked back. He was young, bald-headed, thin. If her appearance was unacceptable, then let him tell her so now before her hopes soared despite herself.

“Yes, sir,” she said.

He gestured to a chair, and she sat, her back straight, her chin high.

“I am interviewing for the post of governess,” he said. “My employer is Mr. Kent of Dorsetshire. His daughter is five years old. Do you consider yourself in any way qualified for the job?”

“Yes,” she said. “I was educated at home until I was eleven and then at Broadridge School in Oxfordshire. I was proficient in all my lessons. I speak French and Italian tolerably well, I play the pianoforte and have some skill with watercolors. I have always been particularly interested in literature and history and the classics. I have some skill with a needle.”

She answered his questions as clearly and as honestly as she could, the blood hammering through her temples, her hands clasped into fists in her lap, the fingers of both hands crossed out of his sight.

Please, God, she prayed silently. Oh, please, dear God.

“If I were to communicate with your former school, the headmistress would confirm what you have told me?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” she said. “I am sure of it.” But please don’t. They would not recognize the name. They would deny that I was ever there.

“Would you tell me something of your family and background, Miss Hamilton?” Mr. Houghton asked her at last.

She stared at him and swallowed. “My father was a gentleman,” she said. “He died in debt. I was forced to come to London in search of employment.”

Forgive me, Papa, she begged her dead father silently.

“What?” she said.

“How long ago?” he repeated. “How long ago did you come to London?”

“A little over a month ago,” she said.

“What employment have you had since?” he asked.

She was silent for a while, staring at him. “I had enough money to last until now,” she said.

She sat still while his eyes moved over the unsuitable silk dress beneath her cloak. He knew. He must know. How could she have lived through all the pain and degradation of the past week and keep it all invisible to the eyes of strangers? He must know that she lied. He must know that she was a whore.

“Recommendations?” he asked. “Do you have any letters with you?”

She had known it was cruel, this hope. She had not really hoped at all. “I have none, sir,” she said. “I have never been employed. I have lived as a gentleman’s daughter.” And she waited quietly for dismissal.

But hope had been cruelly kindled. Please, God, she prayed. Please, dear God. Oh, please.

And she wished she had not come. She wished there had not been this illusory hope.

“What?” she said again.

“The post is yours if you wish for it,” he repeated.

She stared at him. “Will Mr. Kent not wish to speak with me first?” she asked.

“He trusts my judgment,” Mr. Houghton said.

“And Mrs. Kent?” she asked. “Will she not wish to interview me?”

“Mrs. Kent is in Dorsetshire with the child,” the man said. “Do you want the post, Miss Hamilton?”

“Yes,” she said, one fingernail finally cutting through the flesh of her palm. “Oh, yes. Please.”

“I will need your full name and address,” he said, drawing paper toward him, picking up a quill pen and dipping it in the inkwell, his manner brisk and businesslike. “I will deliver to you within the next few days a ticket for the stage into Dorsetshire and will arrange to have you met at the town of Wollaston and taken to Willoughby Hall, Mr. Kent’s home. In the meanwhile, I have been empowered to pay you some money in advance so that you may purchase clothes suitable for a governess.” His eyes lifted and ran over her again.

She sat numbly listening to the impossible, the unbelievable. She was going to be a governess. She was to live in the country and have charge of the education of a five-year-old child. She was being handed enough money to buy herself some decent dresses and bonnets and shoes. She was to live with a respectable family in a respectable home.

What would Mr. Houghton say, she wondered, how would he look at her, if he knew the truth about her? What would happen if he ever did find out? Or if Mr. and Mrs. Kent ever found out? How would they feel if they knew that their man of business was employing a whore to teach their child?

“No,” she said, rising from her chair as Mr. Houghton stood at his side of the table, “I have no questions, sir.”

“I shall bring your stagecoach ticket within the next few days, then, Miss Hamilton,” he said, inclining his head dismissively to her. “Good day to you, ma’am.”

She left the room and the agency in a daze, hardly noticing Miss Fleming, who nodded to her graciously as she passed.

Inside the inner room, Peter Houghton pursed his lips and stared at the closed door through which his master’s ladybird had just passed.

He could not see the attraction. The girl was thin and pale, with unremarkable features and reddish hair that lacked luster. When she had some weight on her, perhaps she would have a pretty-enough figure. But when all was said and done, she was but a whore whom his master had picked up outside the Drury Lane a few nights before.

He had never known his employer to house a mistress even in London. And yet this girl was not to be set up discreetly in a town house of her own, where she could be visited and enjoyed at the duke’s leisure. She was to be sent to Willoughby, housed under the same roof as the duke’s wife and daughter. She was to be the daughter’s governess.

His grace was a strange man. Peter Houghton respected his master and valued the employment, but still there was something strange about the man. The duchess was ten times lovelier than the ladybird.

Wife and mistress under the same roof. Life could turn interesting. Presumably his grace would soon decide that a return to the country and domestic bliss would be in order.

Peter Houghton smiled slightly and shook his head. One thing was certain, anyway. He would be delighted to be free of this room and Miss Fleming’s simpering and flirtatious smiles after four whole days of waiting for thin, red-haired Fleur to put in an appearance.

FLEUR LEFT LONDON ON the stage six days later, having had one more brief meeting with Mr. Houghton. She took with her a trunk of modest size in which were folded neatly her blue silk dress and gray cloak as well as several plain but serviceable new clothes and accessories.

It was a long and an uncomfortable journey, in which more often than not she was squashed between large and irritable and unwashed passengers. But she would not complain, even in the privacy of her own mind. The alternatives were all too real to her.

If she were not on this journey, she would be living in her little hole of a room by day and plying her trade as a whore by night. By now she would have experienced several different customers, and perhaps she would have discovered the truth of what her first had told her. Perhaps it would have been possible for other men to treat her more roughly. And perhaps they would have paid her less, so that she would have been forced to work every night.

No, she would not complain. If only Mr. and Mrs. Kent did not discover the truth about her. But how could they? Only one man on earth knew the truth, and she would never see him again, though he would live in her nightmares for the rest of her life.

Of course, there was another truth for Mr. and Mrs. Kent to discover too. And once London and its terrors were left behind, she was reminded more strongly of it again and found herself looking nervously about her for she knew not what.

She saw Hobson’s dead face more often in her mind once she was back in open countryside, the eyes staring, the jaw dropped open, the face ashen and surprised. She was amazed it had not haunted her dreams more than it had during the past seven weeks. But of course there had been the even greater terror of surviving in the slums of London.

It haunted her waking dreams now.

She had killed him. As well as a whore, she was a murderer. What would these people in the stage do or say if they knew who she was or what she was? There was something almost hilarious in the thought. Horrifyingly hilarious.

“What’s the joke, ducks?” a buxom woman carrying a basket almost as large as herself asked from the seat opposite.

Fleur sobered instantly. “I was just thinking how we might all be bounced to a jelly by the time we cross this particular stretch of road,” she said, and smiled.

It was a fortunate answer. All the inside passengers brightened as they aired their grievances against the parish responsible for the repair of that stretch of the highway over which they were passing.

No, she was not a murderer. She must not put that label on herself. She had pushed him and he had fallen and caught his head on the corner of the hearth and been killed. It had been an accident. She had been defending herself. He had been going to hold her at Matthew’s signal. She had been struggling to free herself.

Matthew had used the word “murder” after examining the body. It was that word and the shock of seeing the chalky dead face that had sent her fleeing blindly instead of continuing with the plans she had made.

She tried not to think of it. Perhaps there had never been any pursuit. Perhaps, after all, Matthew had explained it as an accident. And even if there had been pursuit, perhaps it had been called off by now. Or perhaps she would never be found. It had all happened seven weeks before. But she had felt safer in London.

She half-smiled again. Safer!

She tried to picture little Miss Kent in her mind, and the child’s mama and papa. She placed them mentally in a cozy manor, a close-knit family group held together by love—rather like her own parents and herself as a young child. She tried to picture herself being drawn into the group, being treated almost as one of the family.

She would make up to them for the great deception she was perpetrating against them. She had not answered Mr. Houghton’s question honestly. When he had asked how she had been employed since her arrival in London, she had pretended that she had had enough money with which to keep herself. She had not told him of the only employment she had found.

But she would put it behind her. No one need ever know. The only person she would ever feel obliged to tell was a future husband, and she did not imagine that she would ever wish to marry. Not now. She thought briefly of Daniel, but pushed the image of his kindly smile and blond hair and clerical garb from her mind. If circumstances had been different, she might have married Daniel and been happy with him for the rest of her life. She had loved him.

But circumstances were not different. There could be no going back to him now, even if she could suddenly hear that Matthew had not called that death murder. There could be no going back. For now she was a fallen woman. She closed her eyes with brief regret and opened them in order to study the scenery that was bouncing past the windows of the carriage—or past which they were bouncing, to express the matter more accurately.

She was beginning a new life, and she must be forever grateful that it had been made possible for her, that she had called at Miss Fleming’s agency during the precise hour when Mr. Houghton was there to conduct interviews. She could wish and wish that he had appeared there just five days earlier, but he had not, and that was that. She would not be ungrateful for the gift of a new life and a fresh start. She would show her gratitude by being the very best governess that a family had ever had.

MATTHEW BRADSHAW, LORD BROCKLEHURST, had taken bachelor rooms on St. James’s Street during his stay in London, preferring not to take up residence with his mother and sister during all the bustle of a London Season, though he did call on them with the news, which did not surprise her in the least, his mother had said arctically. She had always known that Isabella would come to no good.

He did not at first anticipate that his stay would be a long one. Isabella had thoroughly frightened herself and disappeared from the neighborhood of their home in Wiltshire. She had not even run to the Reverend Booth, he had discovered when he had pursued her to the parsonage. She must have come to London. It was the only possible destination she could have chosen. She would have thrown herself on the mercy of his mother or of some acquaintance, though she could not have many in town. She had not been from home a great deal during her life except for the five years when his mother had insisted on sending her away to school to be rid of her.

He had found no trace of her, though he had searched for more than a month and made endless inquiries. And of course she had not run to his mother. It was stupid of him to have expected it.

Finally he had been driven to desperate measures. The stocky, red-faced man standing feet astride in his parlor two mornings after Fleur left London, his cravat none too clean, his greasy-looking hat turning and turning in his hands, was a member of the Bow Street Runners. The two of them had been talking for some time.

“That’s what will have happened, sir, mark my words,” Mr. Henry Snedburg assured him. He had refused to be seated, explaining that his time was a valuable commodity. “She will be hiding in the poorer quarters and looking for employment.”

“The search will be hopeless, then,” Lord Brocklehurst said. “The proverbial needle in a haystack.”

“No, no.” The Runner raised a hand to scratch the back of a large red neck. “I would not say that, sir. There are agencies. As a lady, she would have thought to try one or more of those. All I need is a list, which I daresay I have filed away somewhere, and off I go. Wanted for murder, you say, sir?”

“And attempted theft,” Lord Brocklehurst said. “She tried to run off with the family jewels.”

“Ah,” Mr. Snedburg said, “a nasty piece of work she is, then, sir. I will begin my search without any delay at all and with all caution. She will be a desperate young lady. We will have her in a twinkling, you may be sure. What names might she assume, may I ask?”

Lord Brocklehurst frowned. “You think she will have changed her name?” he asked.

“If she has a modicum of sense, she will, sir,” Mr. Snedburg said. “But I find that people rarely fabricate a wholly new name. You give me her full name, sir, and her mother’s name, and the names of some of the servants at your home and those of some of the young lady’s friends and acquaintances.”

Lord Brocklehurst frowned in thought. “Her full name is Isabella Fleur Bradshaw,” he said. “Her mother’s name was Laura Maxwell, her personal maid’s, Annie Rowe, her closest friend’s, Miriam Booth.”

“Your housekeeper’s, sir?”

“Phyllis Matheson.”

“The girl’s grandmothers?”

Lord Brocklehurst thought. “Hamilton on the father’s side,” he said. “Lenora, I believe. I don’t know about the mother’s side.”

“Your butler?”

“Chapman.”

“I’ll try these, sir,” Mr. Snedburg said finally. “I’ll come up with something. I don’t doubt. Now, I need a description of the young lady.”

“Somewhat above average height,” Lord Brocklehurst said. “Slender. Brown eyes. Red-gold hair.”

“Her crowning glory, would you say, sir?” the Runner asked, eyeing his client closely.

“Yes.” Lord Brocklehurst gazed sightlessly across the room. “Her crowning glory. Like the sunshine and the sunset all tangled up together.”

Mr. Snedburg coughed. “Exactly, sir,” he said. “A beauty, then, you would say?”

“Oh, yes.” The other looked back to him. “A beauty, indeed. I want her found.”

“As a justice of the peace, I understand, sir,” the Runner said. “Because, despite the fact that she is your cousin, she must stand trial for the murder of your personal servant.”

“Yes, for that reason,” Lord Brocklehurst said, his hands opening and closing at his sides. “Find her.”

Mr. Snedburg executed an inelegant bow and strode from the room without further ado.

“MISS HAMILTON?”

Fleur turned in some surprise to the young man in smart blue livery who questioned her as she descended from the stage in Wollaston. “Yes,” she said.

“Ned Driscoll, ma’am,” he said, “come to fetch you to the Hall. Which are your trunks, ma’am?”

“Just that one,” Fleur said, pointing.

The young man was dressed very smartly indeed. And he hoisted her trunk to his shoulder as if it weighed no more than a feather and strode across the cobbled yard of the inn where the stage had stopped toward a closed carriage with a coat of arms painted on the side panel.

A cozy manor? A small family group?

“You are Mr. Kent’s servant?” she asked the groom, following him. “This is his carriage?”

He turned to grin at her in some amusement. “Mr. Kent?” he said. “He had better not hear you call him that, ma’am. He’s ‘his grace’ to the likes of you and me.”

“His grace?” Fleur felt rather as if her knees were turning to jelly beneath her.

“His grace, the Duke of Ridgeway,” the groom said, looking at her curiously. “Didn’t you know?” He strapped her trunk securely to the back of the carriage.

“The Duke of Ridgeway? There must be some mistake. I was hired as governess to the daughter of a Mr. and Mrs. Kent,” Fleur said.

“Lady Pamela Kent, ma’am,” the groom said, extending a hand to help her into the carriage. “Mr. Houghton was it who hired you? His grace’s personal secretary. He must have been having a joke with you.”

A joke. Fleur sat in the carriage while the groom climbed to the box, and closed her eyes briefly. Her employer was the Duke of Ridgeway? She had heard of him. He was reputed to be one of the wealthiest peers of the land. Matthew had known his half-brother, Lord Thomas Kent. Kent! She had not even noticed that it was the same name.

She should have done. She should have been very much more on her guard. Matthew knew her employer’s brother! But she had never met the man herself. And he would not recognize her or know her name now that she had changed it. She must not start jumping at shadows.

Willoughby Hall. Mr. Houghton had given that name as the home of her employer. But the mind is a strange thing. She had conceived such a strong and early mental impression of the Kent family that she had instantly visualized a modest manor. But she knew of Willoughby. It was one of the largest estates in England and was reputed to have one of the most magnificent mansions and parks in the country, besides.

And then, long before her mind had adjusted itself to the new facts of her existence, the carriage was traveling past a high park wall dotted with mosses and lichens and overhung with ivy, and turning to pass between massive stone gateposts onto a winding avenue lined with lime trees.

She could see rolling lawns dotted with oak and chestnut trees to either side. She even had a momentary glimpse of a group of grazing deer. Then the carriage rumbled over a bridge and she spotted rushing cascades passing below it. But even as she turned her head to get a better look, her attention was distracted.

The lime trees did not stretch beyond the bridge. Open and rolling lawns did nothing to obstruct the view of a mansion whose magnificence made the breath catch in Fleur’s throat.

The house had a long front, its low wings extending to either side of a high pedimented central section, its columns of exquisite fluted Corinthian design. A great central lantern and dome rose behind the pediment. The parapets were lined with stone statues, busts, vases, and urns.

A great marble fountain before the house played among clipped hedges and terraces of flowers and greenery.

She had thought Heron House, her own home—Matthew’s home—quite splendid. It would seem little more than a rustic cottage if set against this.

So much for her cozy manor and small, close-knit family group, Fleur thought, resting her head briefly against the cushions behind her as the carriage drew up before the marble horseshoe steps leading up to the main doors and the piano nobile, the main floor.

But it was the double doors below the steps that opened to admit her, the doors leading to the servants’ quarters. Mrs. Laycock, the housekeeper, would be pleased to receive Miss Hamilton in her private sitting room, a servant informed her with a half-bow before turning to lead the way.

Mrs. Laycock looked rather like a duchess herself, Fleur thought, her slim figure clad simply yet elegantly in black, her silver hair dressed smartly on top of her head. Only the bunch of keys at her waist proclaimed her status as a servant.

“Miss Hamilton?” she said, extending a hand to Fleur. “Welcome to Willoughby Hall. It must have been a long and tedious journey all the way from London. Mr. Houghton informed us that you would be arriving today. I am pleased that his grace has seen fit to employ a governess for Lady Pamela. It is time she had more stimulation for the mind and more activity than an elderly nurse can provide.”

Fleur set her hand in the housekeeper’s and received a firm handshake. “Thank you, ma’am,” she said. “I shall do my best to teach the child well.”

“It will not be easy,” Mrs. Laycock said, motioning Fleur to a chair. “May I pour you some tea, Miss Hamilton? I can see you are weary. You will have the duchess to contend with.”

Fleur looked her inquiry.

“Armitage, her grace’s personal maid, has confided to me that the duchess is not pleased with his grace’s sending a governess without even consulting her,” the housekeeper said, pouring a cup of tea and handing it to Fleur.

“Oh, dear,” Fleur said.

“But you are not to worry,” Mrs. Laycock said. “It is the duke who is master here, and his grace has seen fit to look to the future of his daughter. Now, Miss Hamilton, tell me something about yourself. You and I will get along well together, I believe.”
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