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One


 



 



The
faint, metallic screech sounded as loud as thunder in the oppressive silence of
the dark bedroom. Julianna froze, silhouetted by the moonlight against the back
wall, the sudden noise stealing her breath away.


“Unless
you care to be shot this evening, I wouldn’t move from where you’re standing.”
The deep voice was quiet but firm and it came from the shadows of the big bed.


Julianna
remained still as a statue, her mind awhirl. For a moment all was silent, but
then she heard the bedsheets rustle and the mattress groan. She cast her eyes
toward the bed, afraid to move even an inch. She could see from the man’s
outline that he was now leaning against the headboard. His arm appeared to be
resting on his upraised knee, but it was too dark to tell whether or not he was
actually holding a gun.


“You’re
probably wondering if I do indeed have a gun,” he said nonchalantly, and
Julianna had to suppress a gasp. How did
he know? She closed her eyes and pursed her lips in annoyance at herself.
Of course he knew. It’s what any halfway intelligent person would be thinking if
they were discovered in her position.


“Let
me reassure you that the answer is yes.”


His
reassurance was hardly necessary, since she had already concluded that to be
the case. In her experience, gentlemen were alarmingly odd, at least in most
respects, so it was no surprise that this one apparently slept with a gun.
Given his wild and reckless reputation, it would perhaps be more surprising if
he did not.


He
snorted inelegantly from the bed, which amused Julianna in spite of the
dangerous situation she was in. In that moment he didn’t sound at all like the
Honorable Mr. Alasdair Sharp to whom she’d recently been introduced, but very
much like an annoyed schoolmaster.


“Stand
up, for God’s sake,” Mr. Sharp ordered from the bed. “You look like a
caricature of a thief, hunched over and creeping along the wall.”


Julianna
started to straighten and she heard another rustle from the bed.


“Slowly,”
Mr. Sharp admonished, and she froze again for a moment before straightening
very, very slowly.


“And
now you must tell me what you found so irresistible in my bedroom in the middle
of the night.”


Julianna
heard the amusement in his voice and it irritated her. So he found her amusing,
did he?


The
slight weight in the secret pocket of her shirt burned into her side like a brand
as she faced him. “Let me reassure you that it was the Stewart Pearl I found
irresistible,” she retorted, “and nothing else.” 


As
soon as she spoke she could have bitten off her tongue. Why, oh why did she
always open her mouth before thinking things through? Surely he would recognize
her now.


“You’re
a woman,” Mr. Sharp exclaimed in shock.


Julianna
closed her eyes in despair at her own foolishness. If she had kept her mouth
shut, he wouldn’t have figured that out so quickly, maybe not at all. She was
dressed in dark trousers and a dark shirt, her hair pinned up. In the dark she
was certain she could pass for a man. The waning crescent moon outside barely
gave enough light for him to see her. Even though her outburst had given away
her sex, she refused to confirm it by answering him. She was light-headed with
relief that he had not recognized her voice.


“I
thought you looked a little short for a man,” he mused, “but I imagined that
you were an apprentice thief or some such thing. It never entered my head that
you might be a woman.”


Julianna
had to press her lips together not to make a disparaging comment about the
contents of his head, since it was clear he had no idea who she was. It
wouldn’t be wise in this situation, although it was her natural inclination.


“Cat
got your tongue, Miss Thief?” he asked, and Julianna shivered. She was not
afraid of him—rather, she was afraid that she was losing control of the
situation and of herself.


He
shoved the covers aside and rose from the bed, and Julianna almost squeaked in
alarm. He was naked. The pale moonlight flowing through the open window fell
across the floor at an angle, and as he stood next to the bed, the light shone
on his very naked body, illuminating him from his flat stomach to his bare
feet. 


His
face was still covered in shadow, but Julianna remembered it from the many
times she had seen him leaving his house and walking down the street, not to
mention the party she had attended the other night. Mr. Sharp was a descendent
of the Stewarts, all right: tall, handsome, with a high forehead and
spectacular blue eyes. He looked just as the eyewitness accounts had described
Bonnie Prince Charlie. She should have known from his firm, pointed chin that
he wouldn’t be an easy mark. But she’d been distracted by his silky blond curls
and those eyes, not to mention the width of his shoulders. Oh, yes, and, more
important, the Stewart Pearl. At the party she had barely been able to take her
eyes off the famous pearl, which sat in solitary splendor in a glass case surrounded
by candelabra—gleaming, pale, and round and begging to be stolen.


“So
you want my pearl, do you?” he asked, his voice smooth and suggestive.


Julianna’s
gaze darted up to his shadowed face, but she could see nothing. The anger and
amusement in his voice, however, had been replaced by something else.  Something that made her distinctly
nervous, considering that he was naked and she was caught.


He
slowly moved toward her. As he approached, she saw that he was indeed holding a
pistol. She wasn’t all that knowledgeable about guns, but at that moment her
primary concern was that the gun might contain a bullet, and she really did not
care to be shot this evening. When he stopped in front of her, Julianna
couldn’t take her eyes away from the gun.


She
was so intent on the pistol, she was startled when she felt his finger under
her chin, urging her gaze upward. She met his eyes and a measure of her fear
must have shown on her face.


“I
don’t need this, do I?” he murmured, lowering the pistol. Julianna vehemently shook
her head. He smiled at her response, and then released the trigger gently. He
leaned over and set the gun down on a nearby table. Julianna was so relieved, she leaned back against the wall, her knees weak.


“Why
do you want my pearl?” he asked quietly. He reached out and gently brushed a
fallen lock of hair off her cheek, his finger trailing along from her forehead
to her jaw.


He
was so close and so unguarded, and a dozen scenarios of how she could escape
this unfortunate situation flashed through Julianna’s mind. But each one ended
in violence, and she found herself strangely unwilling to attack him. He had
put the gun down, as foolish as that might have been, which represented a
modicum of trust that she did not want to betray.  The truth was, her odds of escaping were
fairly slim. The only feasible exit was the window, and it was too far away to
make it there without being caught. And if she ran, this odd truce would surely
be at an end.


“I
need the money.” She surprised herself by answering his question. Although surely the answer should have been obvious to him.
Why else would someone steal something?


That
wicked finger of his trailed down her neck and pushed open the collar of her
shirt. He slowly and very lightly rubbed the pad of his finger along her
collarbone and Julianna shivered. She should not, absolutely should not, be letting him do that. But
it felt delicious, and no man had ever touched her like that. No man had ever
gotten close enough to do so. She supposed she should protest his familiarity,
but the circumstances were not in her favor. And really, what was she going to
do to stop him? If she wanted to, that is.


“Do
you?” 


His
murmured words did strange things to Julianna’s insides. She’d found men
attractive before, but she’d never desired one. She shook her head at her
wayward thoughts. No, no. That way
led to trouble. If she’d learned anything from her father’s devious romantic
entanglements, it was that. Desire
was one thing; surrendering to it, and the potentially disastrous consequences,
was quite another thing entirely.


“No?
You don’t need the money?” He stopped rubbing along her collarbone, and
Julianna felt the skin and muscles there tighten and jump in protest. Surely
that was not good.


“No,”
she said loudly, and his head jerked back a little in surprise. Julianna
blinked rapidly and then shook her head again. She was so completely out of her
depth in this situation that his mere touch confused her. “I mean, yes, yes I
do need the money. For rent, you see.”


She
winced at her garbled explanation. Could she possibly sound any more foolish?
It would be better if she just kept silent.


“Are
you desperate, poppet?” he murmured. He was looking at her oddly, his head
tipped to the side. His finger resumed its exploration of her collarbone, adding
a new twist as he dragged it down one side of her deep, open shirt collar and
back up the other side. Julianna shivered and bit her lip to suppress a
whimper. “How desperate? I wonder,” he said, and Julianna wasn’t sure if he was
talking to her or to himself.


He
stopped the movement of his finger but left it pressed against the hollow dip
between her collarbones. Good lord, she’d never imagined that area could be so
extremely sensitive. It would be difficult to expose her throat and shoulders
in the latest fashions without remembering his touch. He had managed to make
such a simple caress feel sinfully erotic. What
a delightfully wicked man he is turning out to be. She smiled at the
thought, and she saw an answering spark in the narrowing of his pale eyes and
the twist of his lips into a wry smile. Julianna immediately pulled back,
breaking their contact. She was being a fool, encouraging him when she should
be trying to talk her way out of the situation. What on earth was wrong with
her? Despite appearances, she had never engaged in conversation, or anything
else for that matter, with a naked man. She was about to tell him as much when
he spoke again.


“Do
you know what I will do?” he asked conversationally, as he stepped back from
her. He smiled politely before turning and walking over to the bed. He leaned
against the bedpost, crossing his arms as he regarded her.


Julianna
was having trouble thinking of anything except how much she missed his touch.
“I . . .” She paused to lick her lips, and his smile grew. “I have no idea,
frankly. This situation is beyond me.” Julianna could not imagine how she was
going to get out of this mess. She was so scared at the thought of being turned
over to the authorities that she could hardly think. She couldn’t reveal her
identity. Doing so would create a furor, producing a whole new set of problems
for her. But how else was she going to convince him of her innocence when she
had his pearl in her pocket? She’d always expected to come to a bad end—her
father was a thief, after all, and she’d had no mother to raise her. 


At
her honest and exasperated remark, Mr. Sharp laughed out loud. He was her
adversary. She had to remember that, if she hoped to get out of this situation unscathed.


He
straightened and took a step toward her. “I’ll give you the pearl, my dear.”


Julianna’s
mouth dropped open in astonishment. “What?”


“For
one night in my bed. Tonight.”


*          *          *


When
he had run his finger down her cheek, Alasdair had felt how fine her bone
structure was, with sharply defined cheekbones and a strong, square jaw, not to
mention her soft, smooth skin. Now a shaft of pale moonlight that had crept
across the room revealed her astonished expression. From her silence he assumed
she was contemplating his offer. She really was the most awful thief, unable to
conceal anything in that guileless face, the poor darling. A dark kerchief
covered most of her hair, though some had escaped to rest in wisps against her
cheeks. She reminded him of someone, but he couldn’t place her. He would figure
it out in the morning, when there was more light.


 Clearly she’d been reduced to trying to
steal the pearl by the most desperate of circumstances. God only knows what
else she had needed to do to keep the wolf from her door. Such
a small thing to have so many burdens on her delicate shoulders. In the
morning he would make arrangements for her. After breakfast they would go
shopping for clothes and those fripperies that women loved so. And then he would
call on his agent and they’d find a nice little house for her, perhaps here in
London, or someplace just outside of the city. He was getting tired of the
society here. It would be nice to have a pleasant little house and his little
thief there to keep him company at night. She would never again have to sneak
into a man’s bedchamber to commit larceny in order to keep a roof over her
head. Alasdair would see to that, even after they parted company.


“Well?”
he prompted, pleased with his plans.


She
frowned at him and he nearly laughed. She really was delightful. When a man
went to bed at night, he never knew what might await him the next time he
climbed out of it. He certainly hadn’t been prepared for her. When he’d first
become aware of the stranger sneaking around in his rooms, he’d expected to
spend the better part of his night dealing with the watchmen. What a marvelous
surprise she was turning out to be.


“I
need a moment to think,” she snapped at him.


He
raised his brows, a little surprised at her tone. “Well, that’s hardly
flattering.”


In
the weak moonlight he saw her delicate brows go up, mocking him. “Why? Did you
expect me to joyously throw myself against your manly chest at the first
opportunity? I am not that inexperienced, Mr. Sharp.”


Well,
when she put it that way it was even less flattering, especially since that was
exactly what he had been thinking. “I do not doubt your experience, my dear. I
am simply offering to give you what you came here for.”


“I
did not come here for that.”


The
way she said “that” told Alasdair more than her words. Clearly she had never
had a pleasant experience in a man’s bed. He didn’t doubt that she’d been in
one before. But he was offering her so much more than one night. He wanted to
pleasure her, to hear her cry his name in ecstasy. Yes, he always liked that part. He smiled at the thought.


She
frowned harder when she saw his smile. “And if I . . . lay with you tonight, will
you swear to give me the pearl in the morning?”


“If
that is still what you want,” he answered, knowing full well she would have
other things on her mind by morning. He’d spent the better part of his wayward
youth learning to please a variety of lovers, and he knew this delightful
little thief would get more than she was bargaining for. 


She
shook her head firmly. “No. I want your word. If I . . . stay here tonight,
with you, I want your word that you will give me the pearl in the morning.”


He
took a moment to study her. When he’d first heard her voice, he’d gotten the
impression of delicacy—an impression that was strengthened when he stood
over her, touching her. She seemed small, fragile, with big, luminous eyes, a
small nose, and a wide, generous mouth just made for love. Surely a mouth like
that couldn’t lie. But he’d almost forgotten that she was a thief. She had
broken into his home with the intention of stealing from him. No matter how
guileless and innocent her face, she lacked moral character. For some perverse
reason, that made him want her all the more.


“I
have said I will if that is what you desire.” He could see that his answer
didn’t satisfy her.


“Say
it,” she demanded. “Say, ‘I will give you the pearl tomorrow morning after you
have lain with me tonight.’ Give me your word of honor.”


Ah,
so the immoral little cat hoped to tangle him in his own honor, did she? Well,
he had no qualms about making promises to thieves in the night. “You have my
word of honor, my dear. I will give you the pearl in the morning after you have
lain with me tonight.” He knew the words were a lie even as he spoke them. But
he also knew that the money and gifts he would give her in the morning would
more than make up for it.


He
took a step closer and saw her eyes widen. Her gaze seemed to be in constant
motion, as if she was too nervous to let it alight on any one part of his
exposed person. He found it charming regardless of whether it was true or a
performance for his benefit. 


“But
you will do more than lie with me, my dear,” he whispered, noting with
satisfaction the shiver along her shoulders. She licked her lips again, and
Alasdair went from firm interest to hard desire as he followed the path of her
tongue along the plump folds of her lips, now wet and glistening in the
moonlight. “I will make you cry tonight, little thief. I will make you moan and
beg and cry out with pleasure.” With each word her eyes grew larger and more alarmed.
“Now, are you still willing to make this bargain?”


*          *          *


Julianna
was terrified. Because some part of her, some clearly perverse and heretofore
unknown part of her, desperately wanted this beautiful naked man to make her
cry and beg. But it wasn’t about what Julianna wanted, was it? It was about
what she needed. And she needed that pearl. She had no other options. It was
too late to look for funds elsewhere. And if she didn’t pay the solicitor
within the week, the children would all be out on the street. She had worked so
desperately to shield them from the harsh realities of their life, to provide a
safe home and a happy future for them. All would be lost if she lacked the
courage to accept this bargain. Truly, it would ruin her if she failed to produce
the rent. Ruin her chance at independence, her chance to prove she was capable
of taking care of herself and others. The failure would hang over her head,
branding her incompetent and unworthy. And that would be the ultimate failure
on her part. She would lose the children and so much more.


She
nibbled on her fingertip as she debated with herself. Her virginity certainly
hadn’t ever helped her up until now. After all, it wasn’t as if she was saving
herself for someone. True, she was untouched, but that had been by choice. She
had never wanted to give herself to any man before, either in bed or in
matrimony. She very much doubted that would change after a night in bed with
Mr. Sharp, who most certainly did not have matrimony on his mind. If she was honest with herself, she’d admit her attraction to him
was part of the reason she’d decided on this mad scheme. Surely this weakness
she harbored for him would pass if she surrendered to it for one night? Then
she could move forward, take care of business, and forget Mr. Sharp entirely.
It was a business proposition, nothing more. She had seen countless men and
women, her father included, walk away from affairs such as this without a
backward glance. She knew Mr. Sharp had done so in the past. She saw no reason why
she couldn’t do the same.


But
could she trust his word? That was the real question. Could she trust that he
would live up to his side of the bargain? And could she live with herself after
it was over, after she had sold her body for the price of a pearl?  Well, an incredibly beautiful, valuable
pearl, but still.


She
could feel his eyes on her, measuring her, tempting her, seducing her. She bit
her lip in panicked indecision and watched his eyes narrow just a bit more as
the rise and fall of his chest lost a step in the cadence of his breathing. 


With
amazement she realized he really did want her. This might be a diversion for
him, a meaningless encounter, but he really did want her. Why? He didn’t
recognize her. For all he knew she was nothing but an immoral thief. And yet he
wanted her. Did he even know what she looked like? It was dark enough in the
room that she could make out only the basic outline of his features. If she
hadn’t seen him countless times before, she wouldn’t know the blue of his eyes,
the gleaming blond of his hair. So what did he see that intrigued him?


It is what he thinks me to be. He thought her a thief, a trickster, a
criminal. It was why he’d proposed the bargain. He thought she was experienced,
he’d said as much. He thought she was a woman of the streets. She almost
laughed aloud. She knew her way around a lock, it was true, but she hadn’t
learned that on the streets. Oh, no. She’d learned that in the drawing rooms
and country houses of the glittering society in which he moved so effortlessly.
He had no idea who she was, none at all. And that was a good thing. She worked
very hard to blend into the background, disguising the real Julianna behind a
bland facade. That way no one would take an interest in her. It was a habit
she’d learned as a child, so as not to interfere with her father’s thieving or
romancing. She’d grown to like the anonymity of it. Now her disguise gave her
the freedom to do as she chose while society promenaded past her, uncaring
about who she was or what she did. Clearly Mr. Sharp had walked past as
uncaring as everyone else.


But
tonight he cared. Tonight she would drop all disguises and, for the first time
in her life, she would be herself and take what she wanted, as well as get what
she needed.


“I
accept,” she whispered the words as she closed her eyes tightly, her stomach
flipping, though not unpleasantly, at the risk she was taking. 






 



Chapter Two


 



 



 



“Ah,
delightful,” he murmured in a satisfied tone. “It took you so long to think
about it that I was beginning to worry a little. Surely that was more than a
moment.”


Julianna
jumped as she felt his hand close gently around her upper arm. Her eyes flew
open and met his amused gaze. “In the scheme of things, I believe it was but a
moment,” she said breathlessly, trying to act normal, as if she did this sort
of thing all the time.


“I would
rather not waste even a moment in thought tonight,” he said in a dark tone that
made Julianna’s mouth dry up. Then his words sank in.


A
nervous giggle escaped from Julianna. “You don’t want me to think? You want me
to behave like a mindless idiot?”


Mr.
Sharp frowned. “Perhaps I did not phrase that correctly.”


“I
certainly hope not,” Julianna teased. She was proud of her bravado. She even
sounded a little like a loose woman.


“What
I meant was I want to spend every moment fucking, not wasting time discussing
it.” He was sounding a little like that annoyed schoolmaster again, and
Julianna would have grinned had she not been shocked senseless by his casual
use of such a crude word. Good Lord, that is what they were going to do, was it
not? Fuck. The word was deliciously low and crass, and rather frightening. Her
pulse was racing and a chill raced down her back. Was she really going to do
this?


She
allowed him to pull her close and press her hard against him. He smelled
wonderful. Like . . . man, she supposed. It was odd not to smell linen water,
or tobacco, or the myriad other scents that attached themselves to a man’s
clothes, masking the wonderful smell she was deeply inhaling. She smelled
spice, and heat. Did heat have a smell?



The
warmth of his chest burned through the thin shirt she was wearing, and she felt
the press of him against her stomach. She knew what the act entailed. There had
been many maids and tavern girls who had been more than happy to explain it to
her as they helped her sneak her father in and out of the beds of married women
throughout her youth. But she had never before been tempted to give herself to
anyone.


But
Mr. Sharp was temptation itself. From the first moment she’d seen him, he had
tempted her more than the pearl. And now she would have him. The real Julianna
would never get this chance.  But
tonight, and tonight only, she would indulge this strange, inconvenient
passion. She would give him what no one else would ever have, what no one else
had wanted. And he would give her the pearl. It was a fair bargain.


“I
want to taste you, little thief. All of you.” His voice was so low it was
almost a growl. He bent his head and kissed her neck, nudging her shirt collar
out of the way as he did so. She felt a hot, wet swipe there and then his mouth
latched on to her neck and he sucked. The feeling was not unpleasant. Julianna
rose on her tiptoes and tilted her head to give him better access. His mouth
was warm and soft, and she knew he was being gentle.  But the caress was still rough and base
and Julianna was enjoying it. 


She’d
heard a few women talking behind their fans the other night about his rakish
reputation, and the undesirable group of friends he associated with. They had
called them the Saint’s Devils. Was he a rake? A libertine? As he stopped his
gentle suckling and then licked the spot lightly, she wondered, did she even
care?


“Did
you like that?” he whispered. “I think you did.” She could hear a smile in his
voice and she smiled back into the night. “We are going to enjoy one another
immensely, little cat.”


He
pulled her toward his bed, walking backward with his hands wrapped around her
wrists, and she followed willingly. She was determined not to show any reluctance
or he might suspect her inexperience. And it would be silly to show a
reluctance she didn’t feel. She wanted to be on that bed with him, entwined in
his arms, letting him suck on her all night. She felt wicked and hot and
desirable and powerful. It was amazing, what he made her feel with just a
glance, a few words, his hands on her wrists.


“What
shall I call you?” he asked quietly as he stopped beside the bed. He reached
out and began to slowly pull her shirttails out of her trousers. For a moment
she panicked, worried he might find the pearl. Her breathing hitched when she
realized he meant to undress her. She answered him quickly, trying not to think
about what was to come, only concentrating on his question.


“Juli—,”
she began without thinking, only to stop in horror at the magnitude of her
slip. She’d nearly given him her real name. How utterly foolish she was
becoming in his presence. “Juliet,” she mumbled.


Mr.
Sharp chuckled and pulled her close again, laughing against her neck as his
arms wrapped around her waist and one hand swept down to caress her bottom.
“Juliet is it? And am I your Romeo?”


His
embrace and caress were offered so casually that Julianna was confused. How was
she to react? She’d never been the object of such attention before. Did men and
women often do this when they were alone? After a brief hesitation, she
snuggled into his embrace, earning another chuckle from him. 


She
tentatively laid her fingertips on his bare back, and when he made no objection
she pressed her palms full against him. His skin was soft and warm, and she
could feel the pull of his muscles as he rocked her gently and nuzzled her neck
again. She had never been held like this. She couldn’t even remember the last
time she’d been this close to someone.


“Yes,
Juliet, touch me just like that,” he murmured, and Julianna felt gooseflesh
break out on her arms.


She
ran her hands down his back, more sure of herself now. She noticed the little
skip in his breathing, the shiver that raced down his back, rippling his
muscles. His arms tightened around her as her hands came to rest in the dip at
the small of his back. The skin there was warm and she glided her fingers
across it gently, making him shiver again. Some lines from Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet suddenly ran through Julianna’s
mind. She’d just seen the play last week. Part of Juliet’s speech to Romeo in
the balcony scene of Act Two seemed somehow appropriate tonight. 


“ ‘In
truth, fair Montague,’ ” she whispered, “ ‘I am too fond, and therefore thou
mayst think my behavior light.’ ” Mr. Sharp went still as she quoted Juliet. “
‘But trust me, gentleman, I’ll prove more true than those that have more
cunning to be strange.’ ”


“Juliet,”
he murmured as his hands glided up under her now loose shirt and the short
chemise she wore beneath it. The feel of his large, warm, rough male hands
against the bare skin of her back felt so decadent and erotic, it made Julianna
want to moan. “Go on,” he urged softly, “more.”


“ ‘I
should have been more strange, I must confess,’ ” she continued breathlessly, “
‘but that thou overheard’st, ere I was ware, my true love’s passion; therefore
pardon me, and not impute this yielding to light love, which the dark night
hath so discovered.’ ” She could barely say the final words—his hands
were driving all thought from her head as they rubbed and glided over her skin,
which felt hot and tight and more sensitive than ever before. She moaned as
soon as the last word was out, and he pulled his hands to her sides, his thumbs
rubbing along her ribcage, dangerously close to her breasts. Please, God, she wanted them on her
breasts.


“Am
I now to swear constancy by the moon?” Mr. Sharp asked her, raising his head to
gaze intently at her face.


Julianna
licked her lips—she liked to watch him watch her do that—before
answering. “No, not the inconstant moon, Romeo.” He smiled wickedly at her.
“After all, I don’t believe that worked out so well in the end for
Shakespeare’s lovers.”


Mr.
Sharp laughed quietly in genuine amusement. “No, I don’t believe so. But then
we are neither foolish nor in love.”


Julianna’s
heart gave a little lurch at his teasing comment. No, they weren’t in love. Was
it foolish to want a man she didn’t love? She did feel foolish, as if this
brief encounter were indeed a play—a tragedy of epic proportions. Of
course they weren’t in love and never would be. She grew tense, but didn’t pull
away. She’d made her bargain and must deal with any regrets on the morrow. It
was too late to escape now, bound as she was by a thief’s honor.


“But
I will swear to the constancy of my desire,” he promised, and gently kissed her
forehead. “ ‘Lady by yonder blessed moon I swear,’ ” he quoted as he slid one
hand up to cover her feverish, aching breast. Julianna gasped and her legs felt
shaky and weak. He wrapped his other arm around her back and tugged her hips
into his. She felt it then, the hard, pulsing heartbeat between them. “I think
perhaps you are as taken with desire, Juliet, as your
Romeo.”


“Gentleman,
by yonder blessed moon I swear,” Julianna misquoted, hating and loving her
breathless, uneven voice. She loved what he was doing to her, but she was
trying so hard to appear experienced and she was afraid the fear and
uncertainty in her voice would give her away.


Mr.
Sharp laughed again. “Ah, Juliet, how you delight me.”


Without
warning he swooped down and his lips covered hers. Julianna’s mouth flew open
in surprise and Mr. Sharp pressed his tongue inside. For a moment she was
immobile with shock and then her senses were flooded with the taste and
textures of his kiss. He tasted even better than he smelled. Like warm, sweet
whiskey and comfits. His lips were soft and moist, his breath hot, his tongue
smooth and wild as it swirled through her mouth, tasting her as she was tasting
him. He pulled her closer and his hand closed tighter upon her breast, the
pressure creating a pleasure she’d never thought possible. The sound she made
was more whimper than moan, a sound of utter surrender to what he was doing, to
what he was making her feel. It was madness and she wanted more—more of
this, more of him.


Julianna
wasn’t sure what he expected her to do, but she wrapped her arms around his
neck and finally buried her hands in those sinfully soft curls. It was almost
too much; the pleasure and taste of his kiss, the
touch of his hands, the feel of his hair, the heat of his skin. She gave in to
it, relinquishing herself to her senses. She thrust her tongue into his mouth,
suddenly ravenous for him. She wanted him to feel it, too. She wanted him to
throw caution and sanity aside for a taste of her.


Mr.
Sharp moaned and Julianna felt that thrill of power again, the power that came
from being desired. She pressed against him, her breast in his palm, her mons now
pressed against his hard length. He dipped and moved slightly and his leg slid
between hers, and Julianna had to tear her mouth from his to gasp at the
pleasure.


“Juliet,
Juliet,” he panted. “I can’t wait. I must have you. Now.”


Yes, yes, was all she could think. Now. She wanted all of him, wanted to
feel all of him, touch all of him, now.






 



Chapter Three


 



 



With
a suddenness that shocked her, he broke their embrace and stepped away. She
stumbled and he caught her, but it wasn’t until he grabbed her shirt and yanked
the offending garment over her head that she understood what he was doing. Her
kerchief came off, too, and some of the pins in her hair came loose. She felt
several thick locks of hair fall from their imprisonment, tumbling down to her
shoulders.  He paused, panting
heavily, and stared at her. 


Julianna
had no desire to hide from him. She knew she was well formed, although no
beauty. But here in the dark with him she felt beautiful, and she could tell
from the way he stared at her that he thought so, too. One hand reached
tentatively for a lock of hair that curled against her breast. She was still
covered by her chemise, but the linen was thin and no barrier to the brush and
heat of his fingers as he caressed her hair.


“What
color is it?” he asked quietly.


Julianna
cocked her head to the side and looked down at his hand against her. She
swallowed audibly. “Brown,” she whispered.


“Not
just brown,” he told her, pulling slowly on the lock of hair. It straightened
until she could feel the pressure at her scalp, until she stepped closer to him
to ease the ache. “Is it chestnut brown, or golden brown, or so deep brown it’s
almost black?” He sounded as he had earlier, as if he were talking to himself
as much as her. “Is it the rich brown of the earth, or the red-brown of
cinnamon?” When she was close enough he raised the lock of hair to his nose and
sniffed deeply. “Lavender.” He sounded bemused. “You smell as fresh as spring.”


“It’s
just plain brown,” she answered, mesmerized by him, by his reaction to her. She
still whispered, afraid to ruin the magic of the night.


“Who
are you?” His question startled her. He had not asked before. Why now? Had she
given herself away somehow?


“Juliet,”
she said desperately. “I am just Juliet.” She could not fail now, she couldn’t.
There was too much at stake.


“No,”
he told her with a smile that melted her from the inside out. “No. There is
more to you than my moonlit Juliet.” 


He
untied her chemise slowly; pulling the strings as he’d just pulled her hair.
The loose material fell open across her chest, exposing the tops of her breasts,
and Julianna was astounded to see how enticing they looked that way, gleaming
in the moonlight, lush and inviting. 
She looked up at Mr. Sharp’s face and saw he was as entranced as she
was. She tried not to think too much, focusing instead on what she saw in his
expression. There was tenderness there as well as need, as if he, too, felt
more than a simple one-night affair should warrant. When he grasped the bottom
of the chemise and gently drew it over her head, letting it drop to the floor,
she wrapped her arms around her waist, embarrassed and yet still eager for him
to hold her as he had before.


“Juliet.”
His whisper raced across her shoulders, leaving chills in its wake. He grabbed
her, all hunger and need and desire. She should have been frightened but she wasn’t.
She was relieved at how much he wanted her. It was perfect, really. It would
make it all so much easier. When his mouth came down on hers, she was ready
this time. She met him as an equal in the kiss, as desperate to complete their
bargain as he was.


She
yelped in alarm when he suddenly pulled back and swept her up into his arms.


“Bed,”
he muttered, spinning around and tossing her into the middle of his huge
mattress.


Julianna
laughed to cover the nerves that had returned full force as their encounter
moved to the bed. “Are you insane?” she cried out in surprise, as he grabbed
her left leg and dragged her down to the end of the bed. He yanked off her boot
and tossed it over his shoulder.


“You
have driven me insane,” he told her with a lascivious grin. “I am desperate to
get you naked and fuck you madly.” He yanked and then tossed her other boot
over his shoulder. It landed with a loud thump against the wall and then slid
down to the floor.


Julianna
held her breath to stifle her maidenly protest as he unbuttoned her trousers
and pulled them off. She had nothing on underneath. It was the first time she’d
ever been naked in front of a man. Mr. Sharp didn’t waste time looking. He
growled his approval at her nakedness as he climbed back on the bed, shoving
her legs apart so he could kneel between them. “You are gorgeous,” he said
roughly, leaning down and kissing her stomach. He licked her from her navel to
her mons. He hummed in appreciation while Julianna could only lay there,
stunned by the things he was doing. “You smell marvelous,” he said, his voice
muffled against her. 


He
put his mouth on her, between her legs, and suckled, and Julianna gasped in a
mixture of shock and desire. “Oh!” she cried out as her shoulders curled up off
the bed. She clutched the bedcovers tightly in her fists, wanting to grab him
instead, to wrap her fists in his hair and either shove him away or hold his
mouth on her forever. Her confusion only added to the wild, uncontrollable
feelings crashing through her.


He
groaned at her response and Julianna shivered violently. This was too much,
more than she had expected. She had no idea how to go about this, had never
heard of such a thing. She pushed him away as she tried to move out from under
him. Suddenly he rose up to kneel between her legs again, breathing heavily.


“I’m
sorry, Juliet, but I can’t wait. I’ll make you fly, angel. I promise.” He
pushed her up the bed with his hands on her waist and she scrambled up until
her head rested on the pillows. Mr. Sharp fell on top of her. There was no
other word for it. His forearms lay on the bed beside her shoulders, bearing
the weight of his upper body as he smiled wickedly at her. His hips squirmed
from side to side, and Julianna automatically opened her legs more to
accommodate him.


“That’s
it, Juliet,” he murmured as he leaned down and gave her a quick, hard kiss. “Let
your Romeo in.”


It
was too fast. Julianna had no time to prepare, no time to think about it. She
just knew this was it. He was going to do it. He was going to enter her now,
and then there would be no turning back. She felt him press against her sex,
and she clutched his shoulders, keeping her shout of protest locked in her
throat. Her mind was telling her to stop this, stop him, but her body knew what
it wanted. It wanted him. Her hips tipped up to press that hard, seeking part
of him against her, to feel him sliding between her thighs, opening her, about
to enter her.


“Yes,”
he told her, “you feel so good, Juliet. Perfect.”


His
words irrationally thrilled her. She pleased him. It felt as good to him as it
did to her. Then he thrust hard inside of her and Julianna had one moment of
shock at his entry, one moment to feel the slight resistance and the sting as
he tore through that resistance, filling her. Her hands still clutched at him,
her fingernails digging into his skin as she cried out in fear and shock at
what she’d done. What they’d done.


Mr.
Sharp froze above her, his breath cutting the silence, stirring the tendrils of
hair that had escaped their confinement. Julianna moved beneath him, and he
made a quick, harsh sound, one hand going to her hip to hold her still. She
looked up at him, and the look on his face was a mixture of anger and horror.


“Juliet,
what have you done?” His voice was a harsh whisper. He closed his eyes and shook
his head. “What have I done?”


Julianna
didn’t answer him. Indeed, she was thinking the very same thing.


*          *          *


“Mr.
Sharp—” 


Alasdair
cut her off with a bitter laugh. “Don’t you think you should call me Alasdair,
given that I’ve just brutally taken your virginity?” He was furious. His voice
was shaking with it. Why? Why had she lied to him? He’d wondered how desperate
she was. Well, now he knew.


He
started to pull out of her. It was torture. His mind was telling him to stop,
but his body wasn’t willing to give up the tight, wet heat of her. He was so
hard and sensitive he shuddered at the feel of her soft walls sliding against
his shaft as he moved.


“Don’t!”
she cried out, her legs wrapping tightly around him, her feet pressed to the
back of his thighs. Her movement slid him deeper into her exquisite cavern, and
Alasdair couldn’t hold back a groan. He’d never had a virgin before. Were they
all this bloody tight?


“You
were a damn virgin,” he growled at her accusingly. “You lied to me.”


She
shook her head and Alasdair saw another piece of her dark hair slide down to
rest against his pillow. “No,” she said firmly. “No, I never lied.” She
squirmed beneath him, trying to hold him tighter, and Alasdair closed his eyes
in an agony of want.


“I
thought you wanted this. I thought it was what we both wanted.” His voice was
choked and hoarse as she started to move again. 


“I
do want it. I do want you.” She sounded so sincere, and Alasdair opened his
eyes to pin her with his gaze. Her eyes—what color were they? It was too
dark to tell. He could just make out the gleam of her unshed tears in the
moonlight, which was beginning to spill over the bed as the night crept closer
to dawn.


“Do
you?” he asked roughly, angry at her and, yes, at
himself. “Or do you just want the pearl?”


Her
lip trembled and she bit it, her teeth white and sharp in the wan light. He
shook his head at his arrogant stupidity and her duplicity.


“If
you needed it that badly, you should have told me.” He could hear the
disappointment in his voice, and didn’t care if she heard it, too. He tried
again to pull out of her. He was still hard as a pike and his body was
protesting its removal from such a bower of earthly delights, but he was
determined to do the right thing. He had never once used an unwilling woman and
he wasn’t going to continue this now.


“I
did tell you,” she threw back at him. “I told you I needed the money. But
surely you must know that if I hadn’t wanted this, I would never have let you
take me. I’ve never let anyone before.”


Alasdair
laughed self-deprecatingly. Yes, she had told him, but he’d had visions of
being her white knight. And now he was the dragon, devouring virgins in the
night. He shook his head again. He was a fool, and their situation was his
fault. His responsibility, his to make right.


“Please,”
she whispered, and there was something there, something that made him look at her, made him listen. “I do want you,” she said in a shaky voice. “I have never wanted
anyone like this before. But here with you tonight—I want you, Alasdair.”
The way she said his name made him want to thrust hard into her, giving her
what she asked for so prettily. But she was a virgin. He could be wild, and
uncontrollable, and demanding. And God knew he liked his bed play rough and
earthy. Too much, surely, for a woman’s first foray into sexual relations, even
for a duplicitous little thief. 


“Please.”
Her voice was low, filled with uncertainty and a dash of desperation. Alasdair
instinctively smoothed a hand soothingly over her hair. She turned into the caress.
“Please don’t stop.” She wouldn’t look at him as she spoke softly. He leaned
down to hear her better, so close he could smell the unexpected lavender of her
hair. She rubbed her cheek on his palm and then turned to face him. They were a
breath apart, their lips so close it would take but a thought to turn it into a
kiss. “What you have taken was freely given, Alasdair,” she whispered. “We made
a bargain, you and I.”


“How
old are you?” he belatedly asked. A woman like her, and still a virgin? Perhaps
she was younger than he had thought.


She
hesitated a moment before answering. “Twenty.”


“That
young?” he said, more to himself than to her. He suddenly felt ancient at
twenty-eight.


“Hardly,”
she said drily. “I’m told I’m practically on the shelf.”


Her
tone made him laugh. She truly was astonishing, finding the humor in an awkward
and painful situation. That thought sobered him. “Did I hurt you?” She squirmed
and he bit back another moan.


“A
little,” she said matter-of-factly. “But it already feels better.”


“I’m
sorry.” And he was. “If you had been as experienced as I thought you were,”  —he paused—“and I apologize
for that as well, then it would not have hurt. You seemed to desire me as much
as I desired you, and for an experienced woman that would have been enough to
ensure such a reckless beginning would have a pleasurable ending.”


“I
like it,” she told him boldly, then backed down a bit. “Well, maybe not the
last part. But I liked your kisses.” She tentatively swiped her palm across his
shoulders. “And the way you feel.” She turned her head and nuzzled his arm. “I
like the closeness. I’ve never been this close to anyone before.” She turned
her face up to his.


Alasdair
knew he was a bastard even as he closed the slight distance between them and
felt her full lips part to kiss him deeply. He could see it now, could sense
her inexperience. What he’d thought was an act before, took on new meaning now.
But her kisses were like opium, heavy and drugging and sensuous. And her full,
moist lips and eager mouth were made for love. He delved into the pool of her
desire like a man dying of thirst. He would deal with guilt and recriminations
later. He’d taken her virginity, after all. The least he could do was give her
pleasure in return.


He
had to admit, albeit reluctantly, that the night had taken on a new and
exciting thrill, as he pulled away from her kiss to stare at her heavy-lidded
eyes. He was the first. The first to taste her, to touch her.
The first to make her feel this way.


“Make
no mistake, Juliet,” he whispered. “If we don’t stop now, there will be no
turning back.” She was his to take care of now. They were beyond the turning
point, whether she knew it or not.


She
smiled, though it was still a bit uncertain. That smile captured a small piece
of him. He wondered how much of himself he would lose to Juliet before the
night was through.


“I
don’t want to turn back, Alasdair. We made a bargain.” She quickly added, “But
I expect you to meet your end of it, too.”


“That
is as much as I expected, Juliet,” he assured her, settling deeper between her
thighs with a groan, “and I am prepared to make the sacrifice.”


Juliet
laughed and Alasdair’s heart skipped a beat. “Then I shall keep the bargain,
and accept what you offer,” she said, wrapping him tightly in her embrace.


 







Chapter Four


 



 



Julianna
slipped her shirt back on. She had gathered her clothes and was dressing in the
far corner of the bedroom, careful not to wake Alasdair. It had been hard to
lie in his arms, forcing herself to stay awake until
she was sure he slept soundly. She hadn’t slept the night before worrying over
her plan to steal the pearl. And last night . . . ah, last night.


Even
though she had been lecturing herself nonstop for the last few minutes, ever
since she’d stolen out of Alasdair’s bed, she couldn’t resist looking at him
one more time. The sun was only just peeking over the horizon,
the bedroom no more than a shade brighter than it had been when the waning moon
was their only light. She could see him better now. See his blond curls against
the pristine white of his sheets, the creamy color of his smooth skin just
waiting for the sun to warm it. His shoulders looked so broad and muscular,
even lying there in repose. She could see freckles on them, and on his arms.
She hadn’t noticed them earlier.


He slept
so soundly. The sleep of the innocent, she supposed. She hadn’t slept like that
ever, it seemed.


Sleep dwell upon thine eyes, peace in
thy breast! / Would I were sleep and peace, so sweet to rest, Julianna thought. But those were
Romeo’s lines. Juliet’s were perhaps more appropriate. Good night, good night, parting is such sweet sorrow, / That I shall say good night till it be morrow. Julianna
sighed. She was no Juliet and Alasdair was not her Romeo. A grim smile crossed
her lips. Thank God. Because everyone knew that had ended rather badly.


Julianna
took one last glance at her sleeping Romeo before turning toward the window. It
was the way she’d arrived. Alasdair had a rather convenient balcony facing the
mews, which were still quiet in the early morning. She patted the hidden pocket
in her shirt, which still contained the pearl. Then she pushed her hair out of
the way and climbed over the railing and shimmied down the post to the grass
below. She hadn’t dared to risk searching for her hairpins. But it mattered
little. If she was quick, no one would see her with
her hair down.


She
had only to cross the street, after all.


                                                


*          *          *


“Good
morning, Father.” 


When
she walked into the breakfast room three hours later, Julianna greeted her
father in the same manner she did every morning. He was sitting at the head of
the table, his spectacles perched on his nose as he sipped his tea, ate his
toast, and read the paper. Her usual morning routine seemed rather surreal to
Julianna. All was as it had been the day before. All except
her. It was as if her night with Alasdair had never happened, and yet it was
one of the most important nights of her life. It was hard to reconcile the two
realities.


“Good
morning, my dear. Would you care for tea?” He gestured at the footman, but
their butler, Handley, was already bringing her a cup. He set it before her and
held the teapot with a questioning quirk of his head. 


Julianna
wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it. He did the same thing every morning,
and every morning she nodded politely, just as she was doing now, and then he
would pour the tea—yes, just like that. And then he would ask, “Would you
care for something to eat, miss?”


“Yes,
Handley, thank you.”


He
stepped over to the sideboard and took a plate from the footman. It was already
heaping with her usual morning fare of toast, eggs, and tomatoes. Julianna
could have cried at the sheer monotony of it.


“And
what do you have planned for the day, Julianna?” her father asked hopefully.
Every day he asked, wishing that she would regale him with plans that included
a ride in Hyde Park, and perhaps a shopping excursion to Bond Street with some
mindless little horde of marriage-market hopefuls. Really, it was as if the man
had forgotten everything about what their life had been like up until his recent
marriage to Baroness Linville.


“I
have an errand to run,” she said vaguely. She took a sip of tea and set the cup
down just as Handley placed her plate in front of her. “Thank you, Handley,”
she said with a smile, not willing to forego that particular morning routine.
Julianna made a point of thanking everyone, whoever they were, for anything
they did.


“You’re
welcome, Miss Harte,” Handley replied gravely. He’d learned to say it, or else
Julianna would ignore her food and the conversation until he did. She couldn’t
wait for the day her stepmother, who hardly acknowledged the servants,
inadvertently thanked him and he replied with, “You’re welcome.” Then her life
would truly be complete.


Her
father was looking at her suspiciously. “What kind of errand?”


Julianna
finished chewing her bite of toast and wiped her mouth before answering. “I
have a . . . friend in need.” She was being deliberately evasive.


“Handley,
will you excuse us for a moment?” Mr. Harte asked, still looking at Julianna.
“You should refresh the tea for her ladyship. She will be down shortly.”


“Of
course, sir,” Handley said smoothly. He shooed the footman out of the room and
closed the door behind them after he picked up the teapot, which Julianna could
see was still steaming.


Her
father sighed, and it was all Julianna could do not to follow suit. They were
going to have “the discussion” again.


“Julianna,”
he began, “you know I admire your desire to help those less fortunate. But you
know Lady Linville does not approve of your association with the foundling
home.”


Julianna
kept eating. She knew he wasn’t yet finished.


“Those
children, unfortunate innocents though they may be, are the by-blows of
prostitutes and other unsavory characters from the stews of London. It does not
reflect well on you or your stepmother that you involve yourself there. The
baroness worries that you will be unable to attract a good marriage prospect if
you continue.”


“But,
Father, you helped me to start the home, and you still provide a small stipend
each month. If you truly wish me to close the home, why are you still helping
me?”


Her
father sighed. “I do not wish to make you unhappy, Julianna. I understand
helping others is important to you, and I did make a promise to you. But there
are many acceptable forms of patronage, my dear. Perhaps you could consider
putting your limitless energy to work at one of those?”


Yes,
it was the same speech as always. Julianna stopped listening, merely nodding
her head at intervals. 


Her
father was still quite good-looking, even at forty-three. His hair was a thick
golden brown, with just a hint of gray at the temples. Very distinguished. He
had a few lines forming around his deep blue eyes, but the dimple in his cheek
made him appear almost boyish at times. With his trim, athletic physique it was
no wonder the baroness had pursued him despite his lower rank and empty
coffers. She certainly couldn’t have done better.


Her
new stepmother was still an enigma to Julianna. She was older than Julianna’s
father by at least ten years. Small, thin, worrisome, she reminded Julianna of
a little bird always pecking away, worried about the coming winter. Her hair
was the same nondescript gray as a robin’s feathers. She kept it cut quite
short, and was always wearing a delicate hat or a turban sporting colorful
plumage. Her features were dainty, with small, round eyes of a surprisingly
bright shade of hazel green, and a tiny, pointed nose. She had never been
unkind to Julianna, but she was childless from her first marriage, and Julianna
rather thought she had no idea what she was supposed to do with a fully grown daughter. Well, Julianna had no idea what to do
with a fully grown stepmother, either.


“So
we shall see how you like him, hmm?” her father ended with a smile, and it took
Julianna a moment to return from her woolgathering to comprehend his words.


“See
if I shall like whom?” she asked with alarm.


“Juli-anna,”
her father admonished in that special way he had when he was annoyed with her,
stretching her name into two distinct halves. “The baroness has arranged a
dinner party for Friday so that you can be introduced to that nice barrister
she told you about. The one from Hampstead.”


This
and the baroness’s refusal to help Julianna in her patronage of the foundling
home were the two areas in which Julianna and her stepmother openly disagreed. Lady
Linville was determined to see her married off to someone “suitable to her
station.” Which was a nice barrister, it would seem, since this would make the
fourth that she’d been introduced to in as many months. Oh, yes, they were all nice, until they figured out she had a brain and was not
averse to exercising it regularly.


“How
delightful,” Julianna drawled, and her sarcasm was not lost on her father.


“Your
stepmother only has your best interests at heart, Julianna,” he told her
crisply. “She has the connections to make a fine match for you, and you have
the opportunity to lead the life of a wealthy matron. Many young women would
envy you.”


“Would
they?” she murmured, then immediately went on the offensive. “Father, did you
marry the baroness so that you could marry me off to someone suitable?”


Mr.
Harte turned a delicate shade of pink, and began to fumble with his cutlery,
avoiding her eyes. “I married the baroness for several reasons, but yes, one of
those reasons was so that I could provide you with the opportunity to assume
your rightful place in society.”


Julianna
sighed deeply and put her hand over her father’s, drawing his gaze back to hers.
“Oh, Papa, I do wish you had consulted me first. For I would have told you that
I did not desire that, and that I certainly did not wish you to sacrifice
yourself for my sake.”


He
looked surprised. “Sacrifice myself? My dear, how you
exaggerate. Lady Linville and I get along quite well, you know. There
are . . . ,” He coughed delicately into his hand. “Yes,
well, marriage is a tricky thing, you see, and there are things between a man
and a wife of which the world knows nothing.” He cleared his throat and sat up
straight, looking as if he’d said too much, his face a bright shade of red now.


“Handley,”
he called out. “Do bring the tea, Handley.”


Julianna
could only stare at him in shock. Was he talking about . . . no, surely he
wouldn’t discuss that with her. Father? And the baroness?
Her mind rebelled at further thought in that direction. She was as glad to end their
conversation as he seemed to be.


She
needed some information from him, and decided now was as good a time as any, since
he might be more forthcoming in an effort to forget the awkwardness of a moment
before.


“Father,
do you remember the pearl? The one we saw at Mr. Sharp’s the other night?”


He
scoffed. “Remember it? How could I forget? One doesn’t see that quality often,
my girl. A pearl of the first water,” he added with a mischievous grin.


Julianna
bit her lip to keep herself from laughing out loud. Glory, how marvelous. The pearl
should fetch enough to cover the back rent on the foundling home.


She
looked around, and then leaned toward her father conspiratorially. “How much,
Papa?” she whispered. 


He
didn’t like to discuss the past—how he had liberated items from their
owners over the years to keep his young daughter clothed and fed. It was how
they’d gotten the money to start the foundling home. But he had been good. Very good. He’d never been caught, but then he’d never taken
large items. Just a little something here and there. But he had learned to
gauge an item’s value with uncanny accuracy. And he knew his jewels better than
most. It was how he picked his mistresses. The ones with the best jewels won.
They’d lived on his little thefts and the gifts he’d received from his
mistresses. He was one of the only men she knew who could talk a woman out of
her diamonds. 


Her
father darted an alarmed glance around the room, but he relaxed when he saw
that no one was paying them any attention. He leaned in toward her slightly.
“Priceless,” he purred. “Forty-five grains at least, perfectly round, brilliant
luster, thick nacre, gorgeous. And besides being the most perfect Scottish
pearl ever farmed from the River Tay, it has been in the Stewart family for
generations. Bonnie Prince Charlie himself wore it in a pouch around his neck
for good luck, although personally I think it was in case he found a good fence
when his purse was light.”


Julianna
dropped her fork and felt her face blanch. “Priceless?” she whispered. Oh,
Lord, what had she done? She’d known it was famous and valuable, but priceless?


“Well,”
her father drew out the word with a frown, “nothing is priceless. It depends on
the receiver, of course, but it would bring a good, oh, five hundred pounds at
least.” He rubbed his chin. “But the sentimental value to the family makes it
priceless. And its notoriety would make it hard to sell.”


“How
hard?” she demanded. Then, realizing that she sounded a little too frantic, she
tried to temper her voice. “I mean, surely there are
some unscrupulous persons who would buy the pearl despite its notoriety?” She
hoped she sounded merely curious, and not desperate.


Her
father gave her a strange look. “I suppose so. The Black Horse, over in
Tottenham Court Road, or the Rose or the Bear, they would all probably take it
I suppose. But I only ever went to those as a last resort. Too
rough by far. Why do you ask?”


Julianna
licked her suddenly dry lips. “No reason in particular, Papa. Curiosity, I
suppose.”


Her
father patted her hand. “Those days are gone, my dear. You needn’t fear that I
will return to my old ways. We have all we need now. Lady Linville brought us security.
For that alone you should be grateful.”


 “Yes,” Julianna mumbled, shocked and
dismayed. What on earth was she to do with the pearl now? She needed funds
quickly. The solicitor of the building’s new owner had come to the foundling
home to tell her that the rent was increasing, and the bank would need the back
rent to be paid in full within the week. So Julianna had to pay or the owner
would turn the children out onto the street. The solicitor had been very
apologetic, but firm nonetheless. His client had no choice but to demand the money
or let the building to someone else. Otherwise the bank would foreclose and
seize the property. 


She
was fortunate that her father signed the lease for her before he remarried. He
understood her need to help the children and had left the entire management of
the home in her hands. He’d given her a budget to cover expenses and left it at
that. She’d hired Mrs. Eden to handle the day-to-day operations, but she still
kept a close eye on the home and handled the books. It had been a shock to
realize how much she was in arrears on the rent. The problem was that over the
last year, Julianna had gotten in the habit of spending most of the rent money
on incidentals for the home, planning to cover the missed rent in small
payments over the next few months. But each payment had gotten smaller. The
previous owner had been amenable, and simply turned a blind eye to what she
owed, letting her make it up at her own pace. Julianna really did not want her
father to find out about her predicament. If he knew, he would do one of two
things: either help her with the payment, which would upset her stepmother; or,
more than likely, end the lease, and the children would be sent away, the older
ones probably to the workhouse. And, of course, he’d never trust her with so
much responsibility again.


She
took a deep breath and tried to think. She must find a way to visit the
receiving houses her father had spoken of, today if possible. She had no
choice. It was too late to ask her father for help. How on earth could she tell
him she had stolen the Stewart Pearl, when he’d left his own criminal past
behind to seek a better life for her? She had taken Alasdair’s pearl and she
could not give it back. So she was going to make sure that it was used for
good. She was going to sell it and save the foundling home, with her father
none the wiser. Julianna vowed that after this entire ordeal was over she would
never take a risk like this again. She would do as her father and stepmother asked and meet the new barrister and try to keep
an open mind. And maybe, possibly, she would eventually stop feeling guilty
that she had stolen Alasdair’s priceless treasure in return for unparalleled
pleasure and the memory of a lifetime.






 



Chapter Five


 



 



Alasdair
rolled over and pulled her close. But instead of warm lavender-scented hair, he
got a nose full of linen.


“Juli—?”
he said sleepily, raising his head and looking around. He had to blink several
times against the glare of the sun through the open curtains.


The
room was quiet except for the noises drifting up from the street. Alasdair
shook his head, trying to clear the sleep from his brain. The sun was high. He’d
slept late. It was no wonder, considering how little sleep he’d gotten the
night before.


“Juliet?”
he called again. There was no response, and he realized that she was gone. The
room was empty. The open curtains and street noise took on a new meaning. The
balcony doors were open. She had climbed down off the damn balcony.


He
threw back the sheet and rose from the bed, anger beginning a slow boil inside
him. He looked around and confirmed that her things were gone. He leaned down
and picked up a forgotten hairpin, all that was left of her. She had snuck out
the damn window like a thief in the night. 


The
thought stopped him in his tracks. His stomach lurched and he was afraid for a
moment that he might lose its contents. With a sinking sense of dread, he spun
around and ran over to his dressing table. His hands were shaking as he found
the small key in his drawer. He hurried over to the lockbox on the secretary in
the corner and shoved the key in, but he knew immediately that it was too late.
The box was unlocked. He raised the lid and stared with dawning horror at the
empty space inside.


She
had stolen it. She had stolen his pearl. His family’s most
priceless possession. The pearl that he had been
entrusted to keep safe.  It
was gone. Stolen by a wanton, lying, deceiving little bitch who’d
used him and then snuck out his window with it.


He
stood there, immobile with disbelief for several seconds, his ragged breathing
blocking the noise from the street.


Damn
his lustful, careless, useless soul. As if his cock alone would make a thieving
harlot forget about her prize. What a colossal, vain idiot he was. 


And
now he’d proven them all right, had he not? His cousin Ernest, the Earl of
Throckton, had wanted to keep the pearl for Alasdair. They had much more secure
places at his estate for such a priceless treasure. Ernest had been so
condescending, just as he’d always been, and he’d looked down his nose at
Alasdair, the offspring of his uncle’s unfortunate marriage to a Scots woman.
Alasdair had refused his offer because he enjoyed taunting his cousin with it,
enjoyed having a treasure that Ernest, with all of his investments and his
properties and his possessions, had no right to. The pearl had come to Alasdair
from his mother’s side of the family.


Alasdair
pulled his hair and screamed in rage, as a horse whinnied in fright in the
street below. “How could I have been so stupid?” he bellowed.


He
stalked over to the open door of the balcony and slammed it shut. He punched
his closed fist into the frame and leaned there, his head hanging down. This
was his fault. He could shift the blame to no one. All his life he had taken
the pearl for granted. He’d complained about it, telling everyone what a terrible
burden it was. His family had placed such importance on the pearl that people
gazed upon it with awe. And now it was gone. He’d lost it.


No,
he raised his head and glared at the wall unseeing. She’d stolen it. She’d
taken it from right under his nose, laughing all the while. She must have known
he hadn’t truly meant to give it to her. That was why she’d snuck out and he’d
awoken alone to an empty box.


There
was a timid knock on his door. “Mr. Sharp?” He heard his valet inquire tentatively.
“Is everything all right?”


Alasdair
started to reply, to raise the alarm, but he stopped himself. He couldn’t let
anyone know. He had to find her himself. He did not want his cousin to find out
what he’d done. He would never live it down. He would be the laughing stock of
Great Britain, and the scourge of Scotland.


“I’m
fine, Evans,” he called out, regulating his voice and breathing. “I just . . . had
a dream and fell out of bed.” Good Lord, as if that didn’t make him appear like
a raving nincompoop. “Bring me some coffee, please, and I should like to get
dressed,” he ordered, a plan forming in his mind. He needed to find her
immediately. After all, how hard could it be to find a lying, deceitful little thief
in London who may be trying to sell a stolen pearl? He shook his head in
despair at the enormity of the task. But, he promised himself, when he found
her, when he had the pearl in his possession again,
she would pay, and pay dearly, for her deceit.


Fortunately,
he knew just the man to help.




Chapter Six


 



 



“I
need help finding a woman.”


Sir
Hilary St. John looked up with a curious expression as Alasdair burst into his
study without being announced. Hil was sitting at a table near the window,
sipping his tea and reading the paper. He wore no jacket and the sun glinted
off the red-gold hair that curled onto his neck—too long for fashion but
just right for the eccentric Hil.


“Do
you? How unusual,” Hil commented blandly, as if frantic men burst into his
study routinely. “I’ve never known you to have difficulties in that area
before.”


A
bark of laughter sounded from the other corner of the room, and Alasdair
glanced over in surprise to see Roger Templeton draped over a chair, a cup of
tea in hand. “Roger! When did you get back?” Alasdair exclaimed. He walked over
to his old friend with a delighted smile, his hand outstretched. They hadn’t
seen each other in over a year. 


Roger
straightened and took Alasdair’s hand, shaking it warmly. With his height and
muscular build and his dark, curling hair framing his chiseled features, Roger
had the face and form of a Greek god. He’d always had the temperament to match.
“Sharp. I’ve only just gotten back. I’ve been in London for no more than two
days, and most of that was spent sleeping in one of Hil’s beds, which I’ll be
occupying for the foreseeable future.”


“My
home is yours,” Hil said graciously, and Alasdair knew he meant it.


“The
continent didn’t change you a bit,” Alasdair told Roger with a laugh.


Roger
smiled conspiratorially. “Au contraire, my friend. I learned a great deal
there. You’d be amazed.” He accompanied his comment with a wag of his brows and
Alasdair laughed again.


“You
never cease to amaze me, Roger.” 


“Why
don’t we go out this evening and I’ll tell you all about it?” Roger offered
slyly, one dark blue eye winking roguishly. “I’d tell Hil, but he already knows
everything about everything.”


Alasdair
shook his head. “No, but thank you. My licentious days are behind me now. I’m
not one of the Saint’s Devils anymore,” Alasdair said, referring to the silly nickname
their group of friends had earned years ago in school, based on Hil’s surname.
“I may still cross a line or two, but I don’t live my life that way anymore.”


“Of
course you’re still a Devil,” Hil said absentmindedly behind him, and Alasdair
turned to see him gently place his perfectly folded paper on the table and give
him a smile. “We were never about licentiousness. We were about living life to
its fullest, experiencing all we could and learning as we went. Aren’t you
still living your life that way?”


“So
it would seem,” Alasdair replied wryly, thinking of why he’d come to Hil for
help.


As Hil
took his arm and led him over to the sofa situated in the center of the room,
some of the tension dissolved from Alasdair’s neck and shoulders, reminding him
that true friendship was rare indeed and not to be treated lightly. Alasdair
loved this room. It was a man’s room, all dark wood and rich red upholstery. A large
group of sofas and chairs were arranged in a loose circle in the center of the
room, open on one side to the fireplace. There were also small tables with two
or three chairs surrounding them placed around the room. The walls were covered
in large bookcases, filled with well-used books. Roger hadn’t been far off the
mark when it came to Hil. He was a student of the world. He wanted to know
everything one man could learn in a lifetime.


Alasdair
had never met Hil’s family and knew very little of his past, which was highly
unusual in the circles in which they both moved. Hil was rather vague on the
subject, and society loved the mystery of it all. Society loved everything
about the eccentric Sir Hilary St. John.


“Now,
about this woman you seek,” Hil said, returning his
focus to Alasdair’s request. “Tell me.”


Alasdair sat down on the sofa, and Hil took the seat next to
him, leaning back, quite relaxed. His look was politely interested as he smiled
at Alasdair. Though he looked as though he hadn’t a care in the world, Alasdair
wasn’t fooled. Hil missed nothing. He was brilliant, sharp, and insightful. He
could dissemble any scene or event, or person for that matter, with the
precision of an artist. Along with Hil’s useful connections, it was the very
reason why Alasdair had sought him out today. Hil was involved in all manner of
investments and projects with a wide variety of people in the city, some rather
questionable. Alasdair gave Roger a meaningful glance, unsure of whether he
wanted to involve him.


“Shall I leave?” Roger asked, but clearly he had no
intention to do so, as he moved over and sat in the chair opposite Alasdair and
Hil. He settled in and sipped his tea, looking all too comfortable.


“No,” Alasdair answered, “don’t bother.”


“Oh, good.” Roger sent him a delighted smile. “I’ve been a
little bored, and this promises to be rather interesting.” He frowned for a
moment. “Well, more interesting than anything else at the moment, anyway.”


“So glad I could oblige.” Alasdair let his sarcasm show.


“Is it a particular woman,” Hil interrupted, “or will any
one do?”


Hil’s question brought the whole situation back into stark
focus, and Alasdair planted his elbows on his knees and dropped his forehead into
his palms, despair overriding all else for the moment.


“Oh, this does look bad,” Roger
said. He sounded almost gleeful. “I’d venture to say it’s a particular woman.”


Alasdair turned his head and glared at him.


“What?” Roger asked innocently. “I didn’t do anything.”


“I don’t remember you being so annoying. Did you learn that
on the Continent, too?”


“No, I’ve always been that way.” 


“He is more annoying.” Hil sighed. He reached over the arm
of the sofa for his cup of tea while Roger tried to look innocent, neither
denying nor confirming his accusation.


“I thought we were discussing his woman,” Roger said, pointing
at Alasdair.


Alasdair sighed. “Actually, we do need to discuss her. Time
is of the essence, I fear.”


Hil looked at him with concern. “I’m sorry, Sharp. I didn’t realize. And here we’ve been wasting that
very commodity. Who is she? And why do you need to find her?”


“God knows I wish I didn’t have to tell anyone about my
colossal stupidity, but it’s necessary.”


“I exist merely to enjoy the colossal stupidity of others.”
Roger sounded amused, but also concerned. Typical Roger. He was a walking
contradiction most of the time.


“It all started last night,” Alasdair began slowly, not sure
how much he wanted to tell them.


Roger nodded wisely. “Yes, that’s usually how it starts.”


 “Yes, well my
tale is an old one,” Alasdair said with a snort. “The short version is, I
caught a thief in my bedroom, she turned out to be a very intriguing woman, I
relieved her of her virginity, and this morning I awoke to discover she had
relieved me of the Stewart Pearl.”


Roger sat forward, his eyes wide with disbelief. “Good God,
man! There was a virgin left in London?”


Despite the gravity of the situation, Alasdair had to laugh.
He remembered all the times Roger had made him laugh when they were younger,
when laughing was the last thing he thought he’d ever do again. How foolish and
trite his youthful dramas seemed now. “Yes, believe it or not. And now, alas,
she is no more.”


Roger smiled in commiseration. “Well, at least you had the
pleasure.”


A memory of Juliet coming apart in his arms flared as bright
as the morning sun. “Yes,” he murmured, lost in the image. He shook his head to
see Hil watching him with those all-seeing eyes, his head tipped to the side.
Alasdair cleared his throat. “But pleasure is fleeting. The humiliation of
losing the pearl will last forever.”


Roger winced. “There is that.”


Hil’s leg started to twitch, a habit Alasdair remembered
from school. It meant he was thinking. Hard. Then he nodded at Alasdair and
summed up the pertinent facts. “So the situation is thus: We must find the
woman before she has a chance to sell the pearl. And you must make restitution
for what you’ve taken from her.”


Yes, well, Alasdair had been studiously avoiding thinking
about that last part.


“Well, that seems simple enough.” Roger clapped his hands on
his knees in preparation for standing. “We shall simply pay a call on her and
demand the pearl back. And in return Alasdair will refrain from turning her
over to the authorities.”


“I believe Sharp said he needed help finding the woman. The
‘finding’ presents a problem, I presume?” As usual Hil had a firm grasp of the
facts.


“Yes, well, that does seem to be the problem,” Alasdair
hedged.


“Has she flown the coop, then?” Roger asked. “Have you
already tried to see her?”


Alasdair cleared his throat nervously.


A slow smile spread across Hil’s face. “By chance, do you
know where to begin looking?”


“Um, no.” Alasdair offered no explanation, but he could tell
that even Roger was beginning to catch on.


“Good God, do you even know her name?” Roger asked
incredulously.


“She said it was Juliet.”


“And she called you Romeo?” 


Alasdair blushed. “Not exactly . . . But she did quote the
play at length.” Roger hooted with laughter, and Alasdair could feel his face
burn with humiliation.


“Hmm,” Hil said as he leaned back and laid his arm along the
back of the sofa. He was the picture of composure. “It’s too bad we don’t have
a dead body. She didn’t kill anyone while stealing the pearl, did she?”


“What?” Alasdair asked in horror. “Of course not! Why?”


“Too bad. I know a man in Bow Street who is quite adept at
gleaning clues from corpses.”


Roger shivered. “That is gruesome, and highly disturbing.”
He turned to Alasdair. “So she quoted Shakespeare? Odd for a common thief.”


“That is as good a place to start as any,” Hil said with
renewed interest. “What else did she tell you?” He waved impatiently at Roger.
“Go over to the desk and write down whatever clues Sharp can remember.”


Roger’s face took on a martyred expression, but he rose to
do Hil’s bidding. “Why do I have to play secretary?”


“Because your handwriting is meticulous. And it gives you
something to do besides torment poor Sharp.”


Alasdair groaned. “Oh Lord, that’s it, isn’t it? I shall be
‘poor Sharp’ forevermore. The idiot who was duped by a lying little cat.”


“Virgin cat,” Roger called out over his shoulder as he
walked to the desk. “I’m writing that down as well. That actually tells us a
great deal about her.”


“Very good, Roger,” Hil said. “It does indeed. But in the
sum of all the clues we can enumerate will be the answer we seek.”


Alasdair looked at him in confusion. “What?”


“Once we piece together all the clues, we shall be able to
find her,” Hil explained patiently. “Now, tell us more about your little thief,
Sharp.”


Alasdair described Juliet to the best of his ability—her
height, weight, figure, and coloring.


“How could you not know the color of her eyes?” Roger asked
in consternation. “Did you not take her from the front?”


Alasdair was struck with unexpected anger at Roger’s
question, finding it far more intrusive and personal than he ought to. They had
discussed their conquests in such terms in the past. He forced the anger down.
“That wasn’t it. It was quite dark last night, and we never lit a candle. I
think they were dark, probably brown. But I can’t be sure.”


“Can you give us a better description of her face?” Hil
urged him.


Alasdair shook his head in frustrated defeat. “Again, no. I
have a vague impression of wide eyes and a pert nose.” He closed his eyes and
imagined the feel of her face against his fingertips. “I think she had rather a
square jaw, but not masculine. It was delicate, and led to sharp cheekbones.
And she had a stubborn chin.”


He opened his eyes to see Hil smiling at him in
encouragement. “Very good. What else? Close your eyes again and think about
her.”


Alasdair did as his friend asked, and a series of
impressions of Juliet ran through his head. “She seemed delicate everywhere—small
shoulders, wrists that I could hold in one hand—but her arms and legs
were long.” He leaned back with a sigh and rubbed his hand along his thigh,
remembering her touch. “Her hands were soft, with long, elegant fingers.” He
laid his head along the back of the sofa, his eyes still closed. He opened and
closed his fist, as he had done in her hair last night. “Her hair was long,
thick and soft and waving.” He took a deep breath. “And it smelled of
lavender.”


“Good,” Hil said so quietly it barely intruded on Alasdair’s
thoughts. “Tell us more.”


Alasdair licked his lips and could almost feel hers against them.
He touched his lower lip with his index finger. “Her mouth was full, with a
larger lower lip. It was . . .” He hesitated a moment, but continued with his
description because he knew Hil and Roger would know what he meant. “It was
bitable. And so soft.” He could feel his stubble just under his lip. He’d have
to speak to his valet about that. “Her skin was just as soft and sweet
smelling, like flowers. I’m sure my beard left a mark when I kissed her.” He
thought of those kisses. “Her breath was fresh, and she had sharp little teeth
that gleamed in the moonlight when she smiled, like a cat.” He could hear the
almost dreamy quality of his voice, but he was not being
self-indulgent—or at least not just
self-indulgent. It was necessary for him to remember as much as he could so
that they could find her. They had to find her.


 Wait, that didn’t sound right. No, the pearl. They had to find the pearl. He opened his
eyes only to find Roger and Hil staring at him with identical expressions.
“What?”


Roger jerked as if he had been disturbed from a reverie.
“What? Nothing.” He shook his head and wrote something down. “That’s very good.
I’m sure we shall be able to narrow our search.” He and Hil shared a look,
after which Hil nodded. “Yes, indeed.” Roger’s tone was bland, too bland.


“What?” Alasdair asked suspiciously.


Hil tapped his finger on his chin. “We have a young,
attractive woman, clean, well groomed, with soft hands that have never known
work, a virgin who can quote Shakespeare at length. Do you know anyone like
that?”


Alasdair rose from the sofa and ran his hand through his
hair in frustration. “I know a hundred women who fit that description! The
drawing rooms of Mayfair are full of them.”


“Exactly.”


Roger fell back in his chair. “I’ll be damned.”


Alasdair went still. “What are you saying, Hil?”


“This is no ordinary thief, Sharp.
I believe the woman you seek is a gentlewoman, quite probably someone you’ve
met before.”


“She reminded me of someone. And she knew my name.” He
hadn’t even considered the ramifications of that. She’d known his name, and
she’d obviously known about the pearl. It was the reason she had come to his room
last night. “She came specifically for the pearl. She took nothing else.”


“The existence and location of the pearl is hardly a
secret,” Roger argued. “Anyone in London could have found that information. And
certainly a well-versed thief would be able to act the part of a gentlewoman.”


Alasdair expelled a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been
holding. “Of course, of course that’s what she did. I’m sure no young woman of
my acquaintance is a criminal.”


Hil shrugged negligently. “The woman you described does not
sound like a criminal, Sharp. I’m sorry if you do not wish to believe a true
gentlewoman would stoop to steal your pearl, but I am quite convinced that is
exactly what happened.”


“She said she needed the money to pay the rent,” Alasdair
argued. “What gentlewoman is in such dire need?”


Roger laughed mirthlessly. “I’m afraid more than we know,
Sharp. No one in society likes to admit falling on hard times, but it happens
often enough for it to be considered a possibility.”


Alasdair turned to him with a frown. “I thought you were on
my side.”


“We are both on your side, Sharp. I
am merely trying to see it from all sides.”


Alasdair took several deep breaths and nodded. “You’re right
of course. I’m sorry.” He nodded again, as if to convince himself.
“It could be a gentlewoman of my acquaintance.” He looked grimly at Hil. “But I
sincerely doubt it.”


“What else did she tell you?” Hil asked. “Besides why she
needed the money.”


Alasdair began to pace as he thought back on the conversation
they’d had right before he fell asleep. “She said her mother died when she was
young, and her father had recently remarried, but that it wasn’t turning out as
he had planned.”


“Excellent!” Hil exclaimed, jumping up from his seat. “That will
be very useful in narrowing our search. What else?”


Alasdair wrinkled his brow as he thought hard. Their
conversation was overshadowed in his mind by the physical intimacy they had
shared. “She said her father thought she hung the moon and stars and would not
be happy were he to find out how she spent the evening.”


Roger snorted. “I should think not.”


“That might mean she didn’t learn her dubious trade from her
father,” Hil said. “But then who educated her in the art of burglary?”


“She wasn’t a very good thief,” Alasdair observed. “I did
catch her, after all.”


“Good point. And how did you catch her?” Roger asked.


“I heard a noise, and when I looked over, there she was
silhouetted perfectly in the moonlight against the back wall of my bedroom.”


“And you called out, ‘Stop, thief!’ ” 


Alasdair laughed. “No, I told her not to move unless she
wished to be shot.”


Hil gave him a curious look. “You had a gun?”


 “Yes. Brightmeyer
made some threats the other night when he found me in bed with Hosea.”


Hil shook his head, while Roger thumped his forehead with the
palm of his hand. “Why on earth would you tup Brightmeyer’s doxy?” Roger
exclaimed. “Everyone knows he is so jealous of her he can no longer think
straight. Even I know that, and I’ve only just returned to London.”


Alasdair really had no answer. It had just . . . happened.
He shrugged. “She made herself available and I had nothing better to do that
evening.”


Roger just looked at him with wide eyes, as if he were
speaking a foreign tongue. “Was she at least worth it?”


Alasdair scratched his jaw as he considered the question.
Honestly, he remembered little about their tryst. He was relatively sure he’d
hit his mark, but that was the highest praise he could give. “Not really. I was
expecting more, given the level of Brightmeyer’s jealousy.”


“Not like your experience with your little thief last night,
eh?” Hil asked nonchalantly.


Alasdair didn’t even want the two women mentioned in the
same conversation. Juliet was nothing like Hosea. He shook his head. “I have
never before experienced anything like it,” he told Hil firmly, “and I doubt I
ever will again.” Truly, it was like a dream. If his pearl hadn’t been missing
this morning, he might have dismissed the whole evening as such.


Hil smiled briefly. “No. No, I don’t suppose you have. Well,
there is no need to turn her over to the authorities when we find her. It doesn’t
sound as if she makes a habit of this sort of thing.”


“She did steal his pearl, Hil,” Roger said as he stood up,
holding the paper on which he’d scrawled their clues.


“Not exactly,” Alasdair confessed. He hadn’t planned on
admitting this, but he didn’t want Hil and Roger to think the worst of Juliet.


Both men stopped and looked at him, Hil with interest, and
Roger with narrowed eyes.


“There’s that ‘not exactly’ again,” Roger said. “What
exactly do you mean by it?”


Alasdair sighed. “I may have, in a moment of pure,
unadulterated stupidity, promised her the pearl in exchange for one night in my
bed.”


Roger barked with laughter. “Poor Sharp! And she accepted
this bargain, did she? It was certainly well made on her part.”


“I didn’t mean it,” Alasdair bit out, “and I certainly never
expected her to do it. Clearly I was mistaken, and quite misguided.”


Hil was shaking his head and Alasdair felt like a schoolboy,
standing before his headmaster awaiting a scold. “That was not well done of
you,” Hil said gravely.


“Well excuse me for thinking that I needn’t take the moral
high ground with a thief who crept into my bedchamber in the middle of the
night.” Alasdair sounded defensive. He didn’t like being put in that position.
“I had planned on taking care of her,” he said more calmly. “I was going to
offer her carte blanche in the morning. I wanted to make her my mistress, buy
her a house, take care of her. She never gave me the
chance.”


“We must make our own chances,” Roger said. He was
uncharacteristically somber. “You should have told her if that’s what you
wanted.” He sighed, and stood there looking out the window for a moment. Then
he looked back at Alasdair. “Is that still what you want? I’m not sure I’m
willing to help you find her otherwise. She didn’t take anything that didn’t
rightfully belong to her.”


Hil was watching him, the same question written on his face.
Alasdair shook his head in confusion. “I don’t know what I want. Yes, I want to
find Juliet.” He stared hard at the other men in turn. “But I must get the
pearl back. It means something. It is a true legend among the Scots and even
here in England. But more than that it is my legacy, my mother’s legacy, and the
pride of my family is at stake. I cannot be the one responsible for losing it,
even if it was my own folly that caused its loss. No matter who she is or what
I want from her, the pearl must come first.”


“Of course we must find Juliet, Sharp,” Hil told him
confidently. “Only then will we be able to retrieve the pearl. Both your
desires shall be accomplished.”


Roger met Alasdair’s stare for a minute before nodding
tersely. “Of course, you’re right. The pearl must come first. And then you
shall deal with your Juliet.”


Alasdair smiled grimly, his anger still simmering. “I shall
deal with Juliet, Roger. Never fear.”






Chapter Seven


 



Julianna
stepped tentatively into the receiver’s shop. She hadn’t the nerve to visit the
rougher shops her father had spoken of, so she’d come to this one, which was
actually a rather respectable-looking shop that sold curiosities. It would
likely be harder to sell the stolen pearl here. Of course, a fair share of the
merchandise was stolen. Julianna was quite sure that the well-to-do patrons who
were browsing the shelves had no idea, although perhaps they did. Perhaps they knew
and simply didn’t care, so long as the things hadn’t been stolen from them.


Julianna
silently scolded herself. She was in a melancholy mood, and that wouldn’t do at
all. She had done it. The Stewart Pearl was in her possession, and when she
sold it she’d have enough money to pay the rent for the foundling home, and
probably quite a bit more. There would be no more scrambling for funds for food
and other essentials for the immediate future. The children could even have new
clothes! She remembered her own childhood, the constant uncertainty about where
she would be getting her next meal and where she would sleep each night. In
spite of her father’s efforts, she’d lived with those fears daily. She’d
started the home so that she could protect the children from feeling the way
she once had. There was no reason to feel guilty or heartbroken about what
she’d done. Alasdair didn’t need the pearl, did he? And she did. It was that
simple.


She
sighed as she stopped at the counter and waited for the proprietor to finish
with a patron. No matter how many times she gave herself that speech, it still
didn’t ring true. She had stolen a priceless family heirloom from a man she
admired, and possibly even cared for. A man who was
impossibly out of her reach and completely uninterested in the real her.
Because his Juliet was a much more daring and alluring woman than Julianna was.
Her head hurt just thinking about it. 


What
she needed to remember was that if Alasdair found out who she was, he would
likely have her thrown in the tower. Was that what they did to gently-reared
thieves? She began to feel a little light-headed. Perhaps the magistrate
wouldn’t care that she’d been gently reared. She was a fallen woman, after all.
Oh, God. Would Alasdair tell them that when he reported the theft? Would he
reveal her perfidy, her ruination?


“Miss?”
Julianna turned toward the concerned voice and found herself
facing a nattily dressed older gentleman. He had thick, white hair, kind blue eyes,
and very expensive taste judging from his outfit. “Are you all right? Shall I
fetch a chair for you?”


Julianna
quickly shook her head, but a bout of sudden weakness hit her and she had to
grab on to the gentleman’s arm. “Yes, perhaps you should,” she answered with a
tremor in her voice.


A
small, delicate gilt chair, its round seat cushion
embroidered with roses, was immediately brought around for her. She sank down
gratefully in the seat and closed her eyes for a moment, blocking out the
worried faces that surrounded her. Surely Alasdair would not humiliate her that
way. They had shared something wild and beautiful. He wouldn’t sully it by
besmirching her reputation. Guilt stabbed at her. But she had ruined it, hadn’t
she, when she had taken the pearl? 


She
sat up straighter. So be it. If he chose to bandy their intimate secrets about
the streets of London then there was naught she could do about it. No one would
know it was her. And she would know he was without
honor and unworthy of her concern. There!
So much for Alasdair Sharp, she thought fiercely. I will do what I must, and he can do what he must. She opened her
eyes with a new determination, and noted the relief on the kindly gentleman’s
face.


“All
better, miss?” he asked with a smile.


“Oh,
yes, thank you,” Julianna reassured him. She stood and adjusted her bonnet with
steady hands. “I’m afraid I was overcome by the heat.”


He
cast a dubious glance out at the rather brisk spring day and Julianna blushed,
berating herself for her stupidity. But she refused to acknowledge her obvious
lie. Her father had taught her that if you acted as if a lie were the truth,
then those around you might begin to believe it, too.


“Of
course,” he said, regaining his composure and handing the chair off to a shop
assistant. “Is there something I can help you with today?” He was kindness
itself, but Julianna recognized the look in his eyes as he discreetly studied
her expensive, fashionable clothes and tasteful jewelry.


Julianna
straightened her gloves while she looked about the room. There were only two
other patrons, a man and a woman, and they were busy surveying some porcelain
in the far corner of the shop. She took the slightest step toward the
shopkeeper before she answered him in a low voice. “My name is Julianna Harte,
and I hope you can help me with an unexpected inheritance.” Julianna held her
breath. She had heard the name of the shop from her father several years ago,
and she was hoping that this gentleman might recognize her surname.


By
the gleam in his eye she could tell he did. “Of course, Miss Harte,” he said
quietly. “I believe I may be acquainted with your father?”


Julianna
nodded with a relieved smile. “Yes, I believe so.”


He
took Julianna’s elbow and steered her toward a door in the back of the shop.
“Let me take you to my wife,” he said loudly, clearly for the benefit of the
other patrons. “She can show you a place to rest while we wait for your
carriage.”


“Thank
you so much,” Julianna said breathlessly, her performance more than convincing.
She was used to acting—she’d played more than her fair share of roles over
the course of her untraditional childhood, protecting her father or helping him
maneuver his latest ladylove into an assignation.


He
smiled as he led her through the door. “If you’ll just take a seat in the
office, I’ll be with you shortly,” he said sotto voice, and closed the door
behind her.


Julianna
jumped when a woman seemed to appear out of nowhere. “Right this way, Miss,”
she murmured with a polite smile, and gestured toward a small, cramped office,
filled with a large desk and an eccentric collection of curiosities.


“Good
heavens,” Julianna said with a start, staring in horror. “Is that a skull?”


The
woman’s smile grew, and Julianna was unsettled by the look on her face. “Yes.
Isn’t it lovely? A gentleman just brought it back from Africa for us.” She
picked it up and pointed at a large hole in the side of the skull. “We’re not
sure if he took a spear through the head or if they pulled his brains out through
there.”


Julianna
shuddered and recoiled and the woman laughed. She put the skull down, and as
she was leaving, she said over her shoulder, “Have a seat, dear. My husband
will be in shortly.” She stopped and turned around to eye Julianna curiously.
“You must have something that is worth a good bit. He doesn’t work much out of
the backroom anymore.”


Julianna
gave her a look, and after a moment the woman shrugged. “You needn’t tell me.
If he buys it, I’ll find out soon enough.” With those words she turned and
disappeared as stealthily as she’d appeared. Julianna scooted her chair as far
from the skull as she could, until she was almost sitting in the narrow, dimly
lit passageway.


She
placed her reticule in her lap, and she could feel the heavily wrapped pearl
inside. With each passing minute that she waited, the bundle became heavier,
burning right through the layers of her skirts until she was again awash with
guilt.


She
felt a great deal of relief when, through the thin walls of the shop, she heard
the faint sound of the front door open and close. Within minutes, the
proprietor returned to the office.


“Sorry
to keep you waiting, Miss Harte,” he said smoothly, as if she were an esteemed
patron. “How may I help you today?” He sat down across from her, offering her
an encouraging smile. “I haven’t received any items from your father for some
time. I assumed with his recent marriage that he was retiring from his former
business.”


Julianna
gulped nervously. “Yes, well, this isn’t from my father,” she said firmly,
covering her uneasiness with bravado.


His
eyes narrowed slightly. “No?” His voice was still pleasant but his features looked
just a bit sharper, or so Julianna thought.


She
shook her head. “No. You see, he doesn’t know that I’ve . . . I’ve taken up the
family business.”


This
time his eyes sparked with amusement. “May you find it very lucrative,” he responded
with a smile. He pointed to her reticule. “Is your inheritance in there? May I see it?” He rubbed his hands together.
“Let us see if we shall do this business together.”


“Oh,
yes,” Julianna said, as she fumbled to get the pearl out. He watched avidly as
she began to unwrap it in her lap.


“Your
father always brought me very fine pieces,” he told her. “He has an excellent
eye.”


Julianna
smiled up at him. “Yes, he does, thank you.” She finished unwrapping the pearl
and held it up between her thumb and forefinger.


“Damn
me,” he muttered, as he tilted his head to look at the pearl. “It must be at
least forty grains. I’ve never seen the like.” He reached for it and Julianna
handed it over with a slight hesitation. He laughed. “Don’t worry, Miss Harte,
I shall return it. To do otherwise would not be advantageous for business.”


He
gently rolled it around on his palm, then whistled.
“It’s very nearly perfect.” He looked at her suspiciously. “Where did you get
it? There are very few of its kind.”


 “It took a bit of work, I assure you. The
Stewart Pearl did not come cheaply.”


He
nearly dropped the pearl, then he thrust it back into
her hands. “The Stewart Pearl? You foolish girl.” He was angry, and stood to pace
his office in agitation. “I cannot sell it. It is useless to me. I’d wager that
the authorities are seeking it even now.” He shook his head. “What were you
thinking? A pearl as distinct as this one would be recognized
immediately if I were to put it out in my shop. And I do not have private
customers who would buy it, either. They want to show off their treasures.”


Julianna’s
heart sank. It was just as her father had predicted. “But, are you sure? There
must be some collector who would be willing to pay for it. Please, you must buy
it from me.”


He
shook his head. “No, my dear, I cannot.” He waved at the pearl in her hand.
“Wrap it up, if you please. I have no wish for someone to walk in on us and
discover the Stewart Pearl in my office.” He walked over to peer out the door
into the deserted passageway, waving at her impatiently behind his back. “Hurry
now.”


Julianna
rewrapped the gleaming pearl, disappointment weighing her down. She put it back
in her reticule, and the receiver nodded in approval as he watched her tighten
the strings about the opening. “Very good.” He grabbed her by the upper arm and
gently but insistently pulled her from the chair and out into the passageway.
“You need to leave immediately. No one followed you here, did they?”


“No!”
Julianna said in alarm. “No one knows I stole the pearl.”


He
winced. “We do not refer to the retrieval of objects as ‘stealing,’ my girl.
That is just asking for trouble.” He opened the door to the shop just a crack,
holding his finger to his lips to indicate that she should be quiet. After a
moment he opened the door wider and ushered her through. He led her across the
now empty store so quickly that she needed to run to keep up. “You should talk
with your father about what is and isn’t appropriate in this line of work, Miss
Harte. Until you do, I do not think we shall be doing any business together.”


They’d
arrived at the shop door, he opened it, and with a smile and a slight bow he
pushed her out onto the street. The door closed in her face with a resounding thud, and she heard a lock turn as a
little sign reading Closed appeared
in the window.


“Well!”
Julianna had been rushed out of the shop so fast she was out of breath. The
sign in the window was a not-so-very-subtle message that she should think twice
before returning. She turned and held her hands to her flushed cheeks for a
moment while she considered her options. She was embarrassed over her naïveté,
and quite mortified that she had been scolded by a criminal.
She ignored the hypocrisy of her feelings. She was not a criminal. It wasn’t as
if she was planning on embarking on a life of crime. Truly, this was the first
and last time she would ever resort to it. And drat it,
the man hadn’t even given her time to ask him for the name of another receiver.


“Miss?”
her maid, Tessa, inquired. Julianna had instructed the younger girl to wait
right outside the door, and now her eyes were wide with surprise. “Are you all
right?” She was looking behind Julianna at the closed door.


“I’m
fine, thank you,” Julianna told her, straightening her
shoulders. “Come on, then.” Tessa fell into step behind her as she walked
aimlessly for a quarter of an hour. Normally she was able to leave Tessa at
home when she was on business for the foundling home, but her nerves were still
on edge after last night, and at the last minute she’d grabbed the timid girl
and brought her. Now, of course, she was wishing she hadn’t, since her simple
plan had not worked out. 


As
she walked she was trying to work up the courage to follow through on her contingency
plan. She hadn’t been privy to much of her father’s
business. He had always tried to shield her from his transactions. As a result,
she couldn’t think of any other respectable receivers. The logical solution was
to pay a visit to the most unsavory ones. She needed to be rid of the pearl as
soon as possible, so it was time to do business with one of the unscrupulous
receivers her father had told her about at breakfast. She stopped on the
pavement, vaguely aware that other pedestrians were walking around her. The
Black Rose in Tottenham Court Road. Yes, that was it. The Black Rose.


She
walked to the corner to hail a hackney. As the carriage pulled up, she looked
at the horse. The Black Horse. Yes, of course—it
was the Black Horse, not the Black Rose. She’d better get her wits about her if
she hoped to be successful today. If all went well, she would be able to sell
the infernal pearl that was burning a hole through her reticule and her
conscience. She gave her direction to the driver.


“Are
you sure, miss?” he asked skeptically. “The Black Horse, Tottenham Court?
That’s no place for a respectable lady.”


“Yes,
well, I have business to attend there,” she replied briskly, inwardly quaking.
“My maid will accompany me. Will you be able to wait for us?”


He
nodded cautiously. “For a bit, but not too long. Can you pay me for it?”


Julianna
reared back in shock. She’d never been asked that before in her life. No one
questioned the solvency of well-bred young ladies. “Of course I can pay,” she
said sharply. “Why would you ask?”


The
driver shrugged. “This business sounds dodgy, miss. I’ve got me own family to
think about, after all.”


Julianna
took a deep breath. “Of course, I’m sorry. Yes, I can pay your fare, never
fear. Will you take us? And wait outside?”


He
nodded. “Yes, miss.”


“Thank
you.” She climbed inside—Tessa a silent, frightened, disapproving
presence beside her. Now that she had embarked on this most dangerous scheme,
she was actually glad for the presence of a familiar face, even one as unhappy
as Tessa’s, at the moment. Julianna clasped her hands in her lap as the
carriage jerked and moved into traffic.


The
ride down Oxford Street was comforting and familiar. But when the carriage
turned on Tottenham Court Road, Julianna felt her stomach lurch. What did she
think she was doing? She was decidedly ill equipped to deal with a hardened
criminal, and the receiver no doubt fit that description. She’d heard tales of women
who had met with awful fates at places like the Black Horse. Her poor father
would never know what had become of her. She would become naught but a few
lines in the Times: “Miss Julianna
Harte, spinster, missing. Last seen in London, Bond Street, Friday,
June 6, 1817. Whereabouts unknown.” Poor Tessa would hardly get a mention.


She
wondered idly if Alasdair Sharp would care, and then remembered that he didn’t
know her real name. She felt a stab of regret—he wouldn’t even know to
mourn her.


On
the verge of ordering the driver to turn around, Julianna was surprised when he
rolled to a stop in front of a rather nondescript building on the main
thoroughfare. She’d imagined that a disreputable receiver’s shop would be on
the darkest and most sinister side street possible. This building was gilded in
afternoon sunlight, and a small group of people, men and women alike, idled
about the entryway.


The
driver climbed down and opened the door, holding up his hand for her. As she
emerged, the noise of the group tapered off. She looked around nervously, and
noticed that they were much younger than she had expected—boys and girls
rather than men and women. They were all dressed in shabby clothes that were
far too mature for them.


“What
ya doin’ ’ere, Miss Fine?” one of the girls called out. “Got lost on the way to
Almacks?” The rest of the youths laughed uproariously, as if she’d made the
greatest joke they’d ever heard.


Julianna
raised her chin in an effort to disguise its quivering. “I have business here.
This is the Black Horse, is it not?”


“ ‘Is it not?’ ” the same girl
mimicked, eliciting more laughter. She was clearly the ape leader among them.


“The
lady has business,” the driver called out sharply, as he helped Tessa from the
carriage, too. “Blackman won’t be happy to hear you’ve driven her away before
she could see him.”


That
quieted the group. A young man who had been leaning against one corner of the
building stepped forward. He was thin, but in a youthful, wiry way, without the
hungry look of the other street urchins. He looked oddly familiar to Julianna,
with his clever face and intelligent blue eyes. He tipped his battered hat as
he swatted the rude girl who’d mocked her. “Quiet down, Bess.” He bowed
slightly. “Miss,” he addressed her politely. “Ain’t you the lady what runs the
foundling ’ouse over in Ludgate?”


Julianna
blinked in surprise. “Why, yes,” she answered with a smile. “Have we met?”


He
shook his head. “Not proper like, ma’am. But you’ve got two of me chucks
there,” he replied with a grin.


“I
beg your pardon?” Julianna frowned in confusion.


“Chucks,
little ones,” he said. “Babes. Two of me babes.”


“Good
Lord,” she exclaimed. “You have two children?”


The
group erupted in laughter again. “ ’E’s got his self more than two,” the
mocking girl named Bess replied. “ ’E’s a good provider, too. Got a gang of his own to do the work. Blackman gives him a nice cut to
take care of his girls, he does.”


Tessa
stiffened next to her, whether in anger or shock Julianna wasn’t sure.


The
boy beamed with pride. “Yes, ma’am. I ain’t leaving none
of me baggage wantin’, that’s for sure.” He tipped his hat again. “But the two
you got, well, their mum’s in Newgate prison, and I’m no good at taking care of
babes, you see.”


Julianna
was stunned speechless. Many of the children in the home had been left there on
the doorstep, abandoned, and some had been sent by the
hospitals and prisons. But she’d always imagined the children were
without parents of any kind. To find out that this young father had abandoned his
children was shocking. But the logical side of her understood his motives for
doing so. And he was right in thinking that they were likely better off where
they were.


“Ma’am?”
he asked cautiously, as she just stood there and gawked at him.


Julianna
shook her head. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “It’s just that I’ve never met the
parents of any of the children before.” She stuck out her hand to shake the
young man’s. Tessa made a disapproving sound, but Julianna ignored her. “How do
you do?”


Looking
startled, he wiped his hand on his pant leg before gingerly taking hers and
shaking it. “How do, ma’am,” he said formally. “Me name’s
Wiley.” He stepped back quickly. “Been keeping an eye on the boys at your
house. You’re doing a fine job. Ma’am.” He tipped his hat again.


Bess
swatted him on the arm and glared at Julianna. “You don’t have to keep tipping
your hat, Wiley. She ain’t no duchess.”


“I
. . . thank you.” Julianna had no idea what to say. This conversation was so
far outside her experience and she was floundering.


Mr.
Wiley narrowed his eyes and looked at her suspiciously. “If you don’t mind me
asking, ma’am, what are you doing here?”


“Oh,”
Julianna said intently, “perhaps you could help, Mr. Wiley.” A few of the
youths sniggered at her use of the formal address. “You see, I need to see the”—she
almost said receiver, but stopped
herself in time—“proprietor here on a matter of business. Please, could
you help me?”


He
looked even more suspicious. “What kind of business?”


Julianna
was about to give him a sharp set down when she realized that he was concerned
because she was the caretaker of his children. “I have something to sell,” she
replied honestly. “I need the money for the home.”


Mr.
Wiley strutted over to her like a peacock and made quite a production of giving
her his arm. Most of the boys looked unimpressed, but many of the girls had
adoring looks on their faces. “ ’Course I can help you, Miss,” he told her self-importantly.
“Take you in to Blackman myself, I will.” Tessa began to follow them as they
started toward the building, but Mr. Wiley frowned at her over his shoulder.
“Best not to bring the baggage,” he told Julianna. “Blackman don’t like too
many strangers hanging about while he does business.”


Julianna
stopped and turned back to look at Tessa, who had an uncharacteristically
mulish expression on her face. Once again, Julianna wished she’d left Tessa at
home. She’d have to spend some of the money she got today to keep Tessa quiet
about where they’d been and what they’d done. “Now, Tessa,” she said as
convincingly as possible, “I’ll be all right. You can wait right here with the
driver. That way I know he’ll wait for me and I won’t have to worry. You’ll do
that for me, won’t you?” Tessa looked worriedly over her shoulder, as if it
hadn’t crossed her mind that the driver might leave them. She was still quite
young, younger than Julianna, and she was clearly conflicted. “I’ll be fine.
Won’t I, Mr. Wiley?” she asked her young escort.


“Right
as rain,” he said blithely. “No worries, there’s a good girl.” Tessa blushed,
but nodded and reluctantly returned to the hackney. The driver’s frown
indicated his clear disapproval, but he helped Tessa back up into the carriage
as Julianna and Mr. Wiley made their way to the building.


He
bypassed the public entrance, which was topped with a large sign proclaiming it
the Black Horse, and led her to a side entrance. Before they could even knock,
the door was opened by a rather ferocious-looking burly man with a bald head, a frowning face, and the beginnings of a very
dark beard. “Who’s this?” he asked with no preliminary greeting.


“This
’ere’s a friend of mine,” Mr. Wiley told him. “She’s got somethin’ to sell.”


The
burly guard squinted at her and she wondered if he could see properly. He looked
more like he was trying to focus than to intimidate.


“What?”
he asked, not moving out of their way.


“I
beg your pardon?” Julianna nervously inquired, not sure what was expected of
her.


He
turned to Mr. Wiley with a frown. “What sort are you bringin’ ’ere, Wiley? This
littl’ dove ain’t got nothin’ worth Blackman’s time.”


“I
have a priceless treasure.” Julianna spoke firmly, although her voice cracked
on the last word.


Mr.
Wiley turned to look at her with a wide-eyed expression. “You don’t say? ’Ave
you now?”


The
guard frowned more fiercely. “Don’t be tellin’ tales, girl. How could you get
somethin’ like that?”


Julianna’s
hand tightened on Mr. Wiley’s arm in fright. Her escort shoved the guard back.
“ ’Ere, you’re frightening her! Go tell Blackman what she said. I’ll keep her
here until you get back. I know his rules.”


The
guard huffed in impatience, but he turned and thudded up the stairs in his heavy
boots. Mr. Wiley patted her hand and then turned to close the door behind them.
The small hall was immediately cast into darkness, illuminated by only one
lantern and a slight glow from the second floor. A sliver of sunlight crept
under the door and Julianna surreptitiously slid her foot over to it. For some
silly reason that made her feel better.


“So,
miss,” Mr. Wiley said with affected nonchalance, “you ’ave got somethin’ to
sell, ’aven’t you?” He rubbed his chin with his forefinger as he looked at her
hopefully.


Julianna
nodded. “Oh, yes. I stole it last night.” She nearly swooned as the words left
her mouth. Good Lord, she never thought she would hear herself utter something
so awful. Drastic times make for drastic measures, she
lectured herself as she forced her knees to stop knocking.


Mr.
Wiley whistled under his breath. “Never would have thought you had it in you,”
he murmured, looking her up and down appreciatively. “Looking for a man, are
ya?”


It
took Julianna a moment to decipher his meaning. She stared at him wide eyed.
This young boy thought to become her protector? She felt as if she had entered
a whole new world without even leaving London.


He
shook his head and laughed. “No, I can see you’re not. But if you change your
mind, sweets, come and see old Wiley.” He tapped her chin affectionately and
then turned to look up the stairs. The burly guard stood at the top of the
steps and was motioning for them to come up.


Mr.
Wiley gave him a thoroughly impudent grin and waved Julianna up ahead of him. She
wished he wasn’t following so closely behind her, but there was nothing she
could do. Better Mr. Wiley, she supposed, than another burly guard.


The
stairs creaked so loudly that Julianna was sure they could hear it out on the
street. She had to keep one hand on the wall next to her as she ascended the
stairs, afraid of tripping in the dim light. When they reached the landing, the
guard motioned for them to go left, down a hallway that was only slightly
better lit than the stairs. She gasped as he grabbed her arm and jerked her to
a stop at the first door.


“In
here,” he growled. He opened the door and Julianna was momentarily blinded by
the bright sunlight in the room. She was pushed in. “Only her,” the guard
barked, and Julianna swung around to see him shove Mr. Wiley out the door,
slamming it closed in his face.


“Good
afternoon, miss,” a smooth voice said from inside the
room. Julianna slowly turned to see a large man sitting at a table beside a window
that faced the street. Julianna knew that if he’d been sitting there all along,
he must have witnessed her arrival. 


The
man’s hair was still deep black, but he looked older than her father and all
his youthful muscle had turned to fat. His eyes were a watery blue, and
Julianna was struck by his resemblance to the guard. She looked back and forth between
them, and the large man sitting before her chuckled. “My brother, Cam. I am
Blackman.”


Julianna
gave a slight, very polite curtsy. “How do you do,” she said. “I am Julianna
Harte.”


He
looked taken aback at the curtsy, but his gaze sharpened when she told him her
name. “Any relation to Philip Harte?”


Julianna
blushed at her father’s name. She nodded. “Yes, he is my father.”


He
chuckled again. “Well there you have it, Cam. The gentry
cove’s daughter. That explains how she got what she claims she’s got. Your father take it?”


Julianna
felt her brow furrow as she tried to follow the conversation. “My father? No.
No, he knows nothing about it. And he mustn’t find out.”


“Hmm,”
was all Blackman said, as he tapped the table with his finger.
“Let’s see what you have for me.”


Julianna
opened her reticule and awkwardly removed the pearl from the pouch. She
unwrapped it, nearly dropping it in her nervousness. When it was unwrapped, she
set the whole bundle on the table, the pearl perched on top so that it wouldn’t
roll off.


Barely
touching the pearl with the tip of his finger, Blackman rolled it this way and
that as he bent his head at a sharp angle to examine it. “How’d you get it?
From where?” His questions were sharp, although not unfriendly; just rather businesslike.


“I hardly
think that is your concern,” she told him, reluctant to reveal details after
her earlier experience in the curiosity shop.


Blackman
laughed loudly. “Leave it to my imagination, eh?” he asked slyly. “I’ll be
wondering what you traded for it.”


Julianna’s
face flamed, her cheeks burning in embarrassment and shame. Luckily Blackman
only took it for embarrassment. “Didn’t mean to offend, miss,” he said snidely,
before snatching the pearl up into his hand and closing his fist around it.
“One hundred pounds.”


Julianna
gasped. “That’s outrageous! I happen to know it is worth at least five times
that much.” She held out her hand. “Give it back, please, and I shall find
another buyer.”


Blackman
tilted his head and pursed his lips as he watched her. He sucked on his teeth thoughtfully
and then said, “Two hundred.”


“Absolutely
not,” Julianna declared firmly. “Five hundred or I take my business elsewhere.”


Blackman
spread his hands out in a gesture meant to convey the question, Where?


Julianna’s
lips tightened. “I found you, didn’t I? I am not altogether ignorant of this
sort of business.”


Blackman
leaned forward and tapped his finger on the table as he regarded her with
narrowed eyes. It had become a battle of wills. “Two hundred fifty.”


“Five
hundred.”


He
sighed and sat back with a frown. “The way negotiations work, miss, is that I
offer and you counteroffer. I raise my price and you lower yours until we reach
a mutually satisfying agreement.”


“Five
hundred,” Julianna said stubbornly.


“Girl,”
Blackman growled. He shook his head. “Three hundred.”


“Fi—”


He
cut her off. “Four hundred and not a penny more.”


“Fi—”


He
cut her off again. “Don’t misunderstand my meaning,” he purred quietly. “When
Blackman says not a penny more, he means it.”


Julianna
swallowed. She glanced over at Blackman’s brother, who nodded at her, before
turning back to the man himself. “That’s robbery, plain and simple.”


Both
of the brothers laughed uproariously. Blackman could barely speak through his
laughter. “ ’Course it is, girl. Don’t forget how you got it.”


Julianna
blushed furiously. She had forgotten.
Whatever money she earned this day was ill gotten, and she had best remember
that.


“Fine,”
she bit out. “Four hundred. But I’m not happy about it.”


Blackman
sighed as he stopped laughing. “It’s not my job to make you happy, miss.” He
held the pearl up to the sunlight, rolling it gently between his thumb and
forefinger. “You’re lucky I’m paying you at all, and that’s a fact. No one
knows you’ve got it, and no one knows you’re here. If I weren’t such a
gentleman . . . well, the Thames is deep and memory’s short, if you get my
meaning.” He made the comment offhandedly, as if they were having a normal
conversation. It made his threat that much more sinister, and Julianna wrapped
her arms tightly around her body, suddenly chilled. He went on as if he hadn’t
just threatened her life. “The Stewart Pearl,” he said, shocking her.


“How
did you know?” she blurted out before she could stop herself. “I didn’t say a
word.”


“It’s
my business, isn’t it?” he asked. “I make it a point to know all the jewels
worth stealing in London. It’s going to be hard to sell it, make no mistake.
I’ll have to find someone wealthy enough and who won’t feel the need to brag
about it. And I’ll be lucky to make me money back.”


Julianna
almost snorted in disbelief. As if she believed that clanker. She was quite
sure he already had a buyer in mind, or he wouldn’t have taken it. Blackman’s
sharp eyes swung back to her, pinning her to the floor.


“Once
you’ve got your money, you won’t be coming back here, will you, miss? And you
won’t be telling anyone where this little beauty got off to, eh? This
transaction here is just between you, me, and Cam.
If’n I was to find out that you talked to anyone about me, well, there’d be
some serious consequences. Understand?”


Julianna
nodded vigorously to indicate her understanding, absolutely certain that she
was incapable of speech.


Blackman
nodded with satisfaction. “I liked you from the first. Knew you were my kind of
people. I don’t negotiate with many and that’s a fact. But it seems I’ve got a
soft spot in my heart for you.” He grinned at her, and Julianna knew fear of
another kind. 


Just
then Cam brought over a lockbox and set it on the table in front of Blackman,
and once again he was all business. He pulled a key from out of his pocket and
unlocked the box. When he opened it, Julianna saw a jumble of pound notes and
small packages similar to the one she’d just handed over. She presumed they
were wrapped jewels or some such. Blackman counted out some banknotes, and then
tucked the rewrapped pearl into the box. He locked it and handed it to Cam, who
carried it over to an open panel in the wall that Julianna hadn’t noticed
before. Cam tucked the box inside on a little shelf and closed the panel. The
closet would be undetectable to anyone who didn’t already know it was there. It
was quite ingenious.


When
she looked back at Blackman, she realized that he was watching her coldly and
she felt the blood drain from her face. He motioned her over with a crook of
his finger, and when she remained rooted to the spot, he waved the signed
banknotes he was holding in one hand. “Don’t you want your payment, Miss?” His
grin was wicked, and she knew with utter certainty that men like him were the
reason why her father had wanted to protect her from this sordid side of his
life. But she needed to get her money—otherwise this whole trip would be
wasted and she would be right back where she started. She inched forward as
close as she dared and stretched her hand out. As soon as he placed the notes
in her palm she snatched her hand back and immediately counted them.


Blackman
laughed. “Now you see, Cam, this is my kind of girl. Doesn’t trust a soul, and
well she shouldn’t.”


When
she finished counting, she looked up suspiciously. “It’s all here.”


He
shrugged. “ ’Course it is. If word got around that I stiffed a supplier, my
merchandise would run low.” He waved his hand at the door
as he turned away from her, already moving on to other business. “Go on. And if
you’ve got a mind to steal any other famous jewels, you come and see Blackman
about it.”


Cam
grabbed her upper arm again and shoved her unceremoniously toward the door. He
opened it and pushed her through before she had a chance to jam the notes into
her reticule. She immediately slammed into a warm body.


“ ’Ere,
now, Cam, no need to be so rough with the lady.” Mr. Wiley grabbed her
shoulders and peered at her, and she noticed that they were exactly the same
height. “Are you all right, miss?” he inquired gently, and Julianna could have
kissed him for his kindness. He looked down and saw the banknotes in her hand.
“You’d best be puttin’ those away, miss, if you don’t want to lose ’em.” She
shoved the notes into her bag—uncaring that they were wrinkled as long as
they were out of sight. She could feel Cam’s impatience behind her. Now that
the transaction was done, he clearly wanted her gone.


When
she was done, Mr. Wiley took her arm and steered her down the steps. It was
awkward because of the narrow stairwell, but Julianna didn’t complain. Now that
her encounter with Blackman was over, shock was beginning to fray her nerves.
She was trembling and her legs felt like butter. The hulking presence of Cam
descending just behind her didn’t help.


Cam
made no concession to her fear and when they reached the bottom of the steps,
he shoved past them and threw open the door. The sunlight streamed into the
hall and Julianna nearly cried out with relief at the sight of it.


“Out,”
Cam said in his abrupt way. Julianna was only too glad to oblige him. “I’ll be
seeing you,” he sneered knowingly as she walked past him.


 “Why do you say that?” she asked
tremulously.


 “They all come back,” he said with a
cruel grin. “They think it’s only the one time, but they all come back.” With
that parting comment he put his index finger against her shoulder and pushed
her out the door, then closed it firmly in her face. She just stood there
staring stupidly at the closed door.


“Come
on, then,” Mr. Wiley said quietly. “Time to put you back in your carriage, miss,
and send you home.” Julianna was startled when he pulled her toward the carriage
that held a nervous Tessa and the waiting hackney driver.


The
driver began to hand her up into the carriage and Mr. Wiley turned away before
Julianna came to her senses. “Wait! Mr. Wiley,” she called out. He turned back.
She stepped over to him and held out her hand. “Thank you so much for your
assistance,” she said sincerely. “I don’t know what I would have done if you
hadn’t been here.”


He
was frozen with shock for a moment before he gathered his wits about him. He
shook her hand and then looked around at the gang of youths still loitering on
the pavement and thumbed his nose deprecatingly at their catcalls. “And don’t
you forget it, miss,” he said seriously. “Don’t you be going to any of them
other flash houses. You won’t find old Wiley there.
You hear?”


Julianna
finally let the driver help her into the carriage. She leaned out the still- open
door. “Oh, I won’t forget, Mr. Wiley. Believe me, I won’t forget.”






Chapter
Eight


 



 



“What
about that one?”


“Too
plump.” They had been walking along Bond Street for several hours and still
Alasdair hadn’t caught sight of his mysterious little thief. This had seemed
like a good idea when he’d suggested it a few hours earlier, but now he was
beginning to despair.


“I
don’t think she’s too plump,” Hil commented. He was leaning against a
streetlamp, listening as Roger and Alasdair discussed each woman who passed
them by. So far he’d been rather quiet and relatively useless.


Roger
looked at him askance. “I didn’t know you liked plump women.”


“I
don’t necessarily,” he said with a shrug. “But that one looks friendly. I think
I should like to shag a friendly woman for a change. A great deal of laughter and
tenderness sounds rather nice right now.”


“When
did you become such an old woman?” Roger asked incredulously.


Alasdair
laughed, but he was truly frustrated. He took off his hat and ran his hand
through his hair as a couple of young ladies passed by, followed by their
maids. All three men tipped their hats politely and the ladies burst into a
flurry of giggles. Roger looked at him but before he could even ask, Alasdair
said, “Too young.”


Roger
turned to Hil and raised his brows in mock inquiry.


Hil
nodded. “I completely agree. Too young by far.” He shuddered and Roger laughed.


Alasdair
pointed at various women on the street. “Too young, too old, too tall.” He sighed.
“Either that or they’re too silly, too short, too thin, or too flat chested.
And, good God, look at that arse.”


Roger
and Hil both looked at the woman he was describing and Roger whistled under his
breath.


Hil
frowned at them both. “That was unconscionably rude. She looks like my Aunt
Gertrude, whom I adore.”


 “My apologies,” Roger said, giving him a
slight bow. “I had forgotten your predilection for plump women.”


 “Yes, well, they’re rather friendly,
after all,” Alasdair added with a grin. He and Roger burst
out laughing while Hil made a rude gesture.


“How
about that one?” Roger asked, nodding toward a different woman. “She’s about the
right height,” he held his hand up to his shoulder, “and she has a nice figure.
I believe that’s dark hair under her bonnet.”


“Roger,”
Alasdair exclaimed in exasperation, “she’s at least forty!” Although he had to
admit she was holding up rather well. She had noticed their attention and was
frowning at them, so Alasdair tipped his hat with a smile. She turned away
haughtily. “Definitely not my thief,” he murmured. “Too unfriendly.”


“Well,
she’s far too thin, that’s why.” Hil’s tone was professorial. “Women who don’t
eat are naturally unhappy because they are hungry all the time.”


Roger
barked with laughter. “Is that it? And all this time I thought it was just a
woman’s natural inclination. I had no idea they were all starving to death.”


Alasdair
snorted. “In your case, Roger, I believe their unfriendliness has more to do
with your presumptuous and immoral suggestions than hunger.”


It
was Roger’s turn to make a rude gesture. “Women adore me.” 


“Arrgh,”
Alasdair growled in frustration as he spun away from the building where they
were standing. Several people looked at him in alarm and scurried away.


“They
think you’re having some sort of fit,” Roger said drily as he peered down the
sidewalk at the people rushing away.


“Oh,
dear,” Hil said. “I left my vinegar water at home.”


“This
is hopeless,” Alasdair cried out, alarming yet more people. There was now a
wide berth around them. “We shall never find her this way.”


“It’s
about bloody time you figured that out,” Hil said. “My feet are aching from
standing idly about all day.” He flipped the top up on his walking stick,
revealing a timepiece. “Come on. We’ve wasted half the day already.” He flipped
the top down again with a resolute click.
He tugged Alasdair’s arm, and in defeat Alasdair allowed himself to be pulled
down the street, with Roger trailing behind them. “Don’t be so melancholy,” Hil
admonished him. “I have a plan.”


*          *          *


“This
is his brilliant plan?” Alasdair groaned under his breath to Roger the
following night. They were at Hil’s again, but not alone. Half of Mayfair was
there with them, drinking Hil’s champagne and eating hors d’oeuvres. “We will
never find her here. This is folly. She cannot possibly be one of these
ladies.” The two men were standing near Hil just inside the door of his
townhouse, watching as Hil and his aunt Gertrude welcomed his guests. Hil’s
aunt was indeed very sweet and Alasdair felt guilty for laughing yesterday on
Bond Street.


“What
I want to know is how Hil got all these people to attend on such short notice,”
Roger said. “This time of year most people have an engagement every evening,
many planned well in advance. And yet he sends out a spur-of-the-moment
invitation and it appears as if everyone dropped everything to come. I’m
expecting Prinny to walk through the door any moment.”


“The
Prince Regent will most likely not show,” Alasdair told him. “He and Hil had
some sort of falling out after Hil was knighted.” On Hil’s behalf, he resented
the gawking throng that had shown up tonight. They were treating Hil more like
an oddity at the fair than their elegant host. “He is Sir Hilary St. John. He’s
an enigma. A rake, a scholar, a patron of the Royal Society, an eligible
bachelor, a figure of great renown and even greater mystery. How could anyone
turn down a coveted invitation to see the lion in his den?” Alasdair was only
half-joking. 


“There
is also the fact that he is an eligible bachelor,” Roger mused. “Every single
person here is either an unmarried girl, related to an unmarried girl, or chaperoning
an unmarried girl. I’d say Hil’s bachelor state and his income have more to do
with the guest list than anything else.”


Alasdair
snorted. “Are we so cynical then?” he asked rhetorically. “For I believe that
you are right.”


Roger
gave him a wry look. “It’s not cynicism, it’s self-defense.”


After
welcoming the last of his guests, Hil turned to Alasdair and said, “Come,
Sharp, let us go around and greet our guests.” He bowed over his aunt’s hand.
“You have done me a great service, Auntie, and I am in your debt.” She smiled
at him benignly and waved him off, turning to greet an older woman who hailed
her across the hall.


“Didn’t
you already greet your guests?” Roger asked curiously as he followed them into
the drawing room.


“Not
in any great depth.” Hil surveyed the room as if searching for someone, and
steered them into the thick of the crowd. “Now we must remember the clues and
use all our skills to detect if Alasdair’s thief is here with us tonight.”


“Is
he going to seduce every girl here?” Roger asked in amusement.


An
older woman overheard them and gasped, yanking the arm of her young charge and leading
the protesting girl quickly away from them. Alasdair sighed. He was quite sure
that between his behavior on Bond Street yesterday and that little on dit his already-tarnished reputation
had received irreparable harm over the past two days. 


“I
certainly hope not,” Hil replied. “The effort would no doubt render him ill and
he would be unable to retrieve the pearl when we ascertain its whereabouts.”


“Thank
you for your concern,” Alasdair said drily. “I shall try to refrain from any
unwarranted seductions this evening in order to keep up my strength.”


“Very
good. But if you feel that one is warranted in order to identify your thief,
simply give us the signal and we shall disguise your intent.”


“What?”
Alasdair exclaimed. “You don’t actually expect me to compromise someone in
order to determine if she is my Juliet, do you?”


“I
should certainly hope not,” a stentorian voice proclaimed next to him.


Alasdair
winced as he turned to see a distinguished older gentleman glaring at him,
standing in front of what was obviously his innocent young daughter. Or perhaps
not so innocent—she was leaning around her father and giving the three of
them a saucy grin.


“Of
course not,” Hil answered smoothly. “The answer to his question was no, I
assure you. He was appalled that anyone would even consider such a thing. We
were just discussing the alarming lack of morals in today’s youth. What is
England coming to these days, I ask you?” Hil pulled Alasdair up beside him.
“Lord Percival, let me introduce you to Mr. Alasdair Sharp, a dear friend from
my school days.”


“How
do you do, my Lord?” Alasdair inquired politely with a small bow. Lord Percival
looked unimpressed, and now his daughter did as well.


“And
this must be your lovely daughter,” Hil said, gesturing at the bored girl.


Lord
Percival guided her forward with a firm but gentle hand. “My eldest daughter,”
he said with pride.


“How
do you do, Lady Margaret?” Hil answered politely. And it was a good thing, too,
because Alasdair had no idea who the chit was.


“How
do you do?” Alasdair said stiffly, at that moment hating everything about
polite society and the manners that had been instilled in him as a child.


Hil
had much more torture planned for him. The evening dragged slowly by as they
made their way around the room greeting every person they passed; some of the
guests Alasdair already knew. At some point Roger abandoned them. Alasdair didn’t
see him in the room, so he must have escaped the proceedings. After greeting
the fifth girl—or maybe she was the sixth—Alasdair finally noticed that
they were all dark-haired girls of approximately the same height, and all were
slim and fit. He was astounded. How had Hil known which girls most closely
resembled his Juliet? Clearly he had paid more attention to the current crop of
young ladies than Alasdair had. Not all of these women were that young,
however, some were older, in their twenties perhaps.


“Hil,”
Alasdair whispered as they left one proud mama and her much-too-young charge,
“Juliet said she was twenty. Why are we bothering with the younger girls?”


“Because
we can’t be certain that she didn’t lie to you. Also, I wasn’t sure of the
exact age of some of these girls, and it would be impolite to ignore them,” Hil
whispered theatrically out of the corner of his mouth. His actions were so
blatant that Alasdair could practically see half the room leaning in their
direction to catch whatever he was whispering. 


Much
to Alasdair’s delight and relief, Hil suddenly took a straight path through the
room to the far corner without stopping to greet anyone else on the way. He
smiled widely at a fortyish man and his small, birdlike wife. “How do you do,
Mr. Harte?” Hil positively oozed congeniality. “And the lovely Lady Linville.”
Hil bent down and kissed her hand. “Marriage agrees with you, ma’am.” He turned
to Alasdair. “Doesn’t it? I believe I mentioned that to you the other night
when we saw them at your house, Mr. Sharp.”


His
house? Marriage? He nodded and smiled at the blushing Lady Linville. Oh, yes,
he placed them now. They lived just across the street from him, if he wasn’t
mistaken. He’d spoken to Harte on several occasions. “Why yes, you did, Sir
Hilary. And how do you do this evening, my Lady?”


“How
do you do,” she replied in a sweet voice. “We so enjoyed your reception the
other evening, Mr. Sharp. What a beautiful pearl! Truly
amazing. And it’s been in your family for generations?”


Alasdair
answered through gritted teeth. “Yes, ma’am. It was farmed out of the River Tay
by one of my maternal ancestors over three hundred years ago.”


“How
thrilling to have such an interesting family history,” she said
enthusiastically.


Mr.
Harte smiled indulgently at her. It was clear that theirs was a love match. How nice for them. As soon as the
churlish thought went through his head, Alasdair was chagrined. He’d never
begrudged anyone his or her happiness before. Apparently his newest bout of
moral degradation knew no bounds.


Alasdair
glanced over at Hil, who was giving him an expectant look. “It appears as if
several of the people here this evening were also at my reception,” he ventured
hesitantly. He was rewarded by a smile from Hil. So, he had one more clue to
Hil’s master plan. He tried to surreptitiously look around the room again,
picking out the familiar faces. He really was no good at this. He’d been forced
to pay more attention to the physical appearance of strange women over the past
two days than he’d ever expended in his life.


“Oh,
yes,” Lady Linville agreed. “We were just discussing that with my stepdaughter.
It seems one is always running into the same people wherever one goes, doesn’t
it, Julianna?”


*          *          *


Julianna
was frantic. She’d managed to maneuver her father and stepmother into the far
corner of the room early on in the evening. It had been quite a feat to get in
unnoticed. When she had seen Alasdair standing off to the side as she and her
parents waited to greet their host and hostess, she’d made a hasty excuse and
fled to the retiring room. When she emerged, her parents had already greeted Sir
Hilary and Alasdair, who had been busy talking with new guests, and she’d
slipped into the drawing room and worked her way over here. She’d thought she
was safe. Over the years she had developed the ability to blend into the
background when necessary. Most people overlooked her ordinary appearance and
she tended to listen rather than speak.


What
was Alasdair doing here? She’d noticed Sir Hilary at his reception the other
night, but there had been a great many people there. She’d had no idea the two
were such bosom beaus.


As
she hid in her corner and hungrily watched Alasdair—half wishing he’d
find her and half terrified he would—she noticed something awful,
something horrifying. All the young ladies here looked like her. And Sir Hilary
and Alasdair were making a point of speaking to each one. He was looking for
her. And he was going to find her. There was no way to escape without alerting
her father and stepmother.


Then
Sir Hilary spotted her father and made his way over to them and she thought her
heart would jump right through her throat.


Why?
Why now? She had the money. She hadn’t been able to slip away and meet with the
solicitor yet. But Alasdair wouldn’t want the money. He’d want the pearl. As
soon as he spotted her, he would denounce her. Her father would be ruined.
She’d be treated as a common thief. The children would be turned out of the
foundling home and sent to some overcrowded orphanage, or worse.


Blood
pounding in her ears, she shrank back into the shadows of the corner, nearly
slipping behind the curtains of a nearby window. Every instinct she had was
telling her to run. But she was rooted to the spot, watching her doom approach
on impossibly long, muscular legs, his wonderful blond curls artfully mussed,
his eyes narrowed dangerously as he scanned the room. He was magnificent. He
was awful. He was going to kill her.


Suddenly
Alasdair and Sir Hilary were standing before them and Julianna could feel Sir
Hilary’s gaze burning into her. She stood as still as a statue, trying as hard
as she could not to be noticed. And Alasdair didn’t notice her. He wasn’t even aware of her presence. Relief
coursed through her as he exchanged empty pleasantries with her stepmother. But
that relief was short lived, quickly replaced by anger. How could he fail to
notice her? How could he not see through this silly wallflower disguise of hers
to his Juliet underneath? She berated her own foolishness. It was best this
way. He must surely hate her now. Why would she wish to lose her anonymity now,
when it could cost her so dearly?


She was a fool, fool, fool. Because she would give anything for one smile from him.


“It
seems one is always running into the same people wherever one goes, doesn’t it,
Julianna?” her stepmother asked as she turned in her direction.


Julianna
wanted to scream in frustration. What on earth was she doing? Why couldn’t Lady
Linville just let her fade into the wallpaper? She nodded and mumbled her
agreement, desperately hoping the conversation would move on, and take Sir
Hilary and Alasdair with it.


Her
father gave her a sharp look, concern etched on his features. “Are you all
right, my dear? You do not sound well.”


As
Alasdair was talking with her father and stepmother, Julianna had been trying
to slide away into the shadows behind him. But now he was turning around at her
father’s comment. Oh, God, what should she do? Sir Hilary was still staring at
her intently, a gleam of satisfaction in his eyes. He knew. How? She glared at
him, glad to have an outlet for her anger. He looked surprised for an instant and
then darkly amused.


Fine then, she would play his game. She would
play this scene out and see where it led. She’d been in a receiver’s lair in
Tottenham Court, for heaven’s sake. She could handle one well-bred Englishman
in a drawing room.


“Yes,
Lady Linville,” she answered clearly and calmly. “One is always running into a
previous acquaintance here in London. It can be quite inconvenient.”


She
knew the exact instant Alasdair recognized her voice. He froze, his back still
half-turned to her. She watched as he began moving again, very slowly turning
to face her.


“ ‘Inconvenient’?
What an odd thing to say!” her stepmother exclaimed. “I find it quite
comforting. London is so large that it can sometimes be quite daunting, don’t
you agree, Sir Hilary? To find an acquaintance when one least expects it is
vastly pleasing.”


“Yes,
indeed, Lady Linville. Vastly pleasing,” Sir Hilary replied, but Julianna
barely heard him. Alasdair’s eyes were on her now. Angry, disbelieving,
accusing, there was no welcome there. No joy, no relief—just a dark,
accusatory stare.


“Julianna,
you remember Sir Hilary and Mr. Sharp? Gentlemen, my daughter,” Mr. Harte said,
“Miss Harte. I believe you met the other evening.”


Alasdair
smiled grimly. “Yes, I believe we did.” He took her hand in his, and even
through their gloves she could feel his heat warming her cold fingers. He bowed
over her hand and Julianna saw a picture of him the other night, the moonlight
shining in his hair as he kissed his way down her stomach and then put his
mouth on her sex. Her fingers clutched his hand and he looked up, his obvious
anger dousing her desire at once.


“How
do you do, Mr. Sharp,” she said, and she was proud of how strong and unaffected
she sounded.


“How
do you do, Miss Harte,” he said, with
unnecessary emphasis on her name.


“Quite
well, thank you.” She couldn’t resist the challenge of showing him how
supremely unconcerned she was by his presence. He need never know that she
feared she might be ill at any moment or that she wanted to weep with remorse
over what she’d done to him and the fact that she’d clearly lost him forever.
If she’d ever had him, that is.


“How
delightful,” he bit out. Oh, he did think the worst of her. And why shouldn’t
he? When he let go of her hand, she had to force herself not to grip his
tightly in protest.


Sir
Hilary picked up her hand from where it hung limply at her side. “Miss Harte,
it is a pleasure to see you again. I remember you clearly from Sharp’s the
other night.”


Julianna
saw Alasdair glance suspiciously at Sir Hilary, who pointedly did not look at
him.


“Did
you enjoy the evening?” Sir Hilary asked. “I daresay you hadn’t seen anything
like Sharp’s pearl before, had you?”


She
didn’t like that wicked gleam in his eye. “I was under the impression it was
called the Stewart Pearl, not the Sharp Pearl,” she said innocently. “But I
know very little about pearls, or gems for that matter.”


Her
father was watching her intently and Julianna smiled reassuringly at him. He
relaxed marginally, but she knew he was following their conversation closely.


“Really?”
Alasdair asked in feigned confusion. “I was under the impression when we spoke
that you had an almost professional knowledge of them.”


Julianna
blinked slowly, barely maintaining her mask of nonchalance. “You must be
thinking of someone else, sir. I’m afraid I wouldn’t know what to do with a
pearl of that value.”


“Surely
you had some idea when you held it in your hands,” Alasdair commented blandly.


“You
held the pearl?” her father interjected. “You didn’t tell us, Julianna. When? I
don’t remember seeing you in conversation with Mr. Sharp that evening.”


Alasdair
masked his annoyance quickly, but not before Julianna saw it. He hadn’t meant
to reveal so much. “You were otherwise engaged, I believe, Mr. Harte,” he
replied smoothly. “And it was of so little import to Miss Harte that she has
clearly forgotten our exchange.”


“I
have forgotten nothing of our exchange, Mr. Sharp,” Julianna quickly retorted.
“But I moved on when the evening was done.”


Alasdair’s
eyes flared with anger, and then he rubbed the side of his nose roughly, training
an intent stare on Sir Hilary. Sir Hilary looked uneasy for a moment and then he
rushed into the conversation.


“I
say, Mr. Harte, Mr. Camden was inquiring about you the other day, and he is
here somewhere . . .” His voice trailed off as he craned his neck to get a
better glimpse at the rest of the room, presumably looking for Mr. Camden. Sir
Hilary aimed a brilliant smile at her father and stepmother. “We must find him,
for he is anxious to see you both.” He turned to Alasdair. “Mr. Sharp, would
you be so kind as to take Miss Harte to the refreshment table for some
lemonade? I’m sure she would enjoy it.”


“Of
course,” Alasdair replied with a pleasant smile. “I would like it as well.
Perhaps I can introduce you to some people, Miss Harte, as we make our way to
the lemonade. I’m quite sure that everyone here would enjoy learning all about
you.”


The
threat couldn’t have been plainer had he just baldly stated it like Blackman
had. “The Thames is deep and memory short,” she murmured as she took Alasdair’s
outstretched arm. His gaze narrowed on her, sharp with warning.


“If
you are comfortable with that, Julianna,” her father said firmly, “then we
shall leave you to Mr. Sharp’s attentions.”


Julianna
gave her father a careless, bored smile. “Of course, Father. I’m sure we shall
find more to discuss about Mr. Sharp’s pearl.”


*          *          *


 “Where is it?” Alasdair demanded under
his breath as soon as they moved deeper into the crowded room.


“I
believe the refreshment table is over there,” she replied sarcastically,
pointing to the other side of the room.


Alasdair
ground his teeth together. She’d been right under his nose all along. How many
times had he seen her across the road? Had they spoken before? Surely they had.
He had certainly spoken with her father before, he knew that much. His neighbor, his very own neighbor, the thief. It was
unconscionable. And he’d very nearly let her get away again, not believing for
one moment that this unremarkable young woman could be his Juliet. Tonight she
was a drab little mouse in her plain, pale blue gown, her glorious hair yanked
back into a knot so tight it was giving him a headache just looking at it. What
game was she playing? Were Mr. Harte and Lady Linville involved, or did they
honestly believe this was who she was? He almost laughed at the absurdity of
it.


“I
want it returned immediately.” Let her play innocent. They both knew better.


“I
was unaware anyone had moved the refreshment table.” She was so cool and clever
he wanted to shake her until she confessed.


A
lady walked by and gave him a suspicious look. Alasdair hurried Miss Harte
along. “We cannot discuss this here.”


“I
do not think anyone would find a discussion of lemonade offensive,” she replied
sweetly.


He
stopped and she followed suit, turning to face him. Brown. Her eyes were brown,
a rich, dark brown like the pelt of a beaver. “You think yourself very clever,
Miss Harte,” he said, not bothering to lower his voice. “But I daresay you are
unprepared for the reactions of the other guests were we to begin discussing
something besides lemonade.”


She
took a deep breath, not quite a shocked gasp. No, nothing as revealing
as that from his little thief. She turned and began moving through the
crowd again, and he had no choice but to follow her.


“Have
you been here before?” she asked conversationally. “I’ve heard tales of Sir
Hilary’s library. Is it as extraordinary as they say?”


So,
she was willing to talk privately.
“Yes, quite extraordinary. It is a room ideally suited to uncovering truths and
learning the secrets of history.”


“History?”
She sounded greatly amused. “I have no such pretensions, sir. I neither make
history nor change it so its secrets are meaningless to me. I simply learn from
it and act accordingly.”


Was
the chit actually lecturing him? Did she honestly believe he would simply
categorize their encounter as a lesson learned and walk away? Was she mad?
She’d stolen his pearl, dammit, and she damn well better give it back.


“There
are some rather nice paintings down that corridor,” he said quietly, his voice
tight. He indicated the open door and the passage beyond that led to the
library. “If you would care to view them while I fetch your lemonade, I will
find you.”


“Excellent,”
she agreed. “I do enjoy a good painting. Perhaps we should arrange to meet by
the . . . third door on the left?”


“Perhaps
the second door on the right would be better,” he answered wryly, grudgingly
amused by her tactics. It was clear from her awkward response that she had not
arranged many assignations. His ill humor returned. Her virginity, her
guilelessness, all was explained by her identity. Surely he could wrest his
pearl back from this naive young girl.


“Of
course,” she replied. “I’m sure that you shall have no trouble finding me.
There will be no need to raise the alarm.”


“If
I were to have trouble finding you again, Miss Harte, then you would be the one
alarmed,” he vowed. Her mocking smile was her only reply as she trailed out the
door.


 



 







Chapter Nine


 



“Get
in here.” Alasdair spoke angrily as he opened the library door and waited
impatiently for her.


Julianna
had been biding her time waiting for him in the hall, staring blindly at one of
the paintings while her mind raced with the various possible outcomes of this
meeting, each more disastrous than the last. When he’d stopped behind her and
reached his arm around to hand her a glass of lemonade, she’d nearly shrieked
in surprise. And then she’d noticed that the painting depicted sheep being led
into the barn for shearing. How fitting. She’d grabbed the lemonade so quickly
it had sloshed onto her dress. 


Her
legs were shaking as she walked past him through the open door, but he’d never
know how nervous she was if she had her way. She glared at him as she entered
the room and he closed the door behind her with an ominous thud.


“What
the bloody hell have you done with my pearl?” he growled. He apparently no
longer felt the need to contain his anger now that they were alone.


“Your
pearl?” she asked idly as she wandered over to a bookshelf and pretended to
peruse the titles. Lamps had been left burning here, awaiting guests, she
supposed. “I believe you misspoke, Mr. Sharp. It is my pearl.”


“It
bloody well isn’t!” he exploded. “You know damn well that I never meant for one
second to give it to you, virgin or not.”


Well,
she had suspected, but to have him state it so baldly made her unaccountably
angry. “That is your misfortune, Mr. Sharp, and not mine.” Her words were
clipped and she felt her guilt draining away. “We made a deal, you and I, and I
lived up to my side of it. I had no idea that you were going to be dishonorable
enough to take my virginity and then fail to deliver on your promises.”


“I
never claimed to be a saint,” he said brusquely. 


“A
devil by any other name . . . ,” she sneered.


“Will
smell as sweet?” He seemed amused, and it infuriated her more.


“Will
lie as smoothly,” she bit out.


“Speaking
of lies,” he said sternly, crossing his arms, “what about this rent that you
supposedly have to pay? I’m very well aware of your family’s situation, Miss
Harte. You do not need the pearl. Was it a lark of some kind? A thrilling
adventure of some sort?”


 “My family’s situation has nothing to do
with this. And, quite frankly, does not change the nature of our agreement, nor
does it make me responsible for your carelessness and lack of integrity.”


She
watched his face first drain of color and then flush with anger.


“Well,
old man, she’s got you there.” A figure rose from a chair in the corner of the
room, where he’d been concealed by shadows. He held a glass negligently in his
hand and took a lazy sip as he regarded Julianna.


Her
face flamed with embarrassment and shame. Damn Alasdair, she silently fumed.
Her present predicament was his fault.


The
man wandered closer as he raised his glass in salute. “Juliet, I presume?”


Julianna’s
face flushed hotter. He’d told him about that? About their
night together?


Suddenly
the stranger smiled, revealing deep dimples in his cheeks. Julianna idly realized
that if the circumstances had been different, she might have found him quite
attractive. “I can see the appeal, Sharp,” he said drily. “Now I understand why
we’ve spent the last two days searching for your little thief.” He cocked his
head to the side. “But she doesn’t look at all like you described her. Are you
sure she’s got all that hair back there?” He stepped closer to her and she saw
Alasdair stiffen.


The
strange man raised his hand and hesitated a moment before he gently ran it
along the side of her head, smoothing her hair back. Julianna gasped and jerked
away.


“Roger,”
Alasdair growled.


“Ah,”
the man said quietly, “so you are
going to introduce us.”


Julianna
realized he was drunk. He hid it relatively well.


“Miss
Harte, may I present Mr. Roger Templeton?” Alasdair said tonelessly.


“How
do you do?” Mr. Templeton murmured as he picked up her hand and kissed it. It
was all so very strange.


She
tried to tug her hand free, but Mr. Templeton did not release it. “He is
treating you abominably, my dear,” he told her, watching her intently from heavily
lidded eyes. “I shall do much better. Come away with me, little thief, and you
may take whatever you wish for one night.”


“Let
go,” Julianna demanded through gritted teeth as she twisted her arm in his
grasp.


Mr.
Templeton looked amused. “But we’ve only just found you, little thief.” He
still held his drink in one hand, but with the other he was able to drag her
closer—so close that he could pin her to his chest if he chose.
Julianna’s heart was pounding. Suddenly she remembered that she was holding a
glass of lemonade. She reached around as if to embrace him only to dump the
lemonade over his head. Coughing and spluttering, he let her go, and Julianna ran
behind Alasdair.


“Get
out,” Alasdair growled, his body rigid with anger.


Mr.
Templeton laughed weakly as he rubbed his eyes. “I don’t think she needs your
protection, old man. She does quite well defending herself.” He shook his head
and drops of lemonade flew, making Alasdair turn his head away. Mr. Templeton
sighed. “I thought we might try scaring the location of the pearl out of her, Sharp. She doesn’t scare easily, does she?”


If
only he knew, Julianna thought, her knees still trembling.


“Apologize,”
Alasdair demanded.


Mr.
Templeton turned to her and bowed deeply. “My sincere apologies, Miss Harte. I
meant no harm. I daresay I shall remember none of this in the morning, but you
shall and for that I am truly sorry.” He straightened and looked around in
confusion. “Now where did I put that drink?”


He
was very drunk indeed, standing there with lemonade dripping from his hair as
he searched for the glass he’d dropped.


“It’s
over there,” she said quietly, pointing to the glass under a chair where it had
rolled.


Mr.
Templeton smiled broadly. “Now see there! She is almost as clever as Hil, able
to find that which is lost. Clever girl.”


Alasdair
sighed. “Go to bed, Roger. We shall discuss this in the morning.”


Roger
wagged his finger in response. “Trying to get rid of me, eh? Is this the
seduction part of the evening? But that’s exactly what I was trying to help
with.”


Julianna
crossed her arms and regarded him wryly. “Not very well, if I may say so, Mr.
Templeton. Now be a good boy and do as Alasdair says.”


“Always
where I am not wanted,” Mr. Templeton lamented with a sigh. He sidled over next
to Alasdair and then rested his chin on his friend’s shoulder. “You used to
want me to join in, Sharp,” he whispered, watching
Julianna. “If you change your mind . . .” He let the thought trail off as he
winked at Julianna. Alasdair jerked his head aside but Mr. Templeton just
laughed and it was a rich, decadent sound. Then he walked unsteadily to the
door. Before he reached for the handle, he turned to Alasdair. “Psst!” he
hissed loudly. “I don’t think she’s a bad sort, Sharp,”
he attempted to whisper. “I thought she’d flay me alive when I first touched
her. Bad girls love me, don’t you know.” With that extraordinary performance he
left, after walking into the door only once.


Alasdair
ran a hand over his face. “He’s a good sort, really, just very unhappy.”


“Aren’t
we all?” Julianna mumbled as she began to brush drops of lemonade off her
dress. “I look as if I walked here in a rain shower.” Curiosity and shock
warred within her. Curiosity won. “What did he mean by ‘join in’?” she blurted
out. She couldn’t look at him.


“Nothing,”
he answered firmly. He said nothing else and she peeked sideways at him to see
a blush staining his cheeks. He immediately changed the subject. “Had we spoken
before the night you stole my pearl?” 


“Yes,”
she said, not surprised by his abrupt change of topic, “briefly once or twice.”
Her tone was mocking. “But the great Alasdair Sharp was far too busy and far
too dashing to pay attention to the inconsequential daughter of his new
neighbor.”


Alasdair
looked sick to his stomach. It wasn’t just that he hadn’t recognized her. “You
really don’t remember meeting me at all, do you?” she accused. She was only
mildly annoyed since she’d suspected it already.


 “I feel guilty about it,” he said
angrily. “Which is stupid and irrational. I’m quite sure that I have met multitudes
of people of whom I have no recollection whatsoever. I don’t feel guilty about
that.” 


Julianna
smiled smugly as she continued to shake the lemonade off her skirt. She was
really quite happy that he felt guilty. He should.


“Did
you give it to someone?” he asked suddenly.


It
took her a moment to understand his question. He was back to that infernal
pearl. “What I did or did not do with the pearl is none of your concern,” she
responded airily.


He
grabbed her arm suddenly and spun her to face him. He was standing so close that
her breasts brushed his chest. Her nipples tightened painfully and her
heartbeat, which had only just begun to slow down, raced again. But it wasn’t fear that caused her reaction, it
was desire. She still desired him despite everything. Well, she was a
greater fool than she’d ever imagined, then. That was disheartening.


“The
Stewart Pearl has been in my family for generations, Miss Harte. Being
custodian of the pearl is an honor and a duty, and one I take very seriously. I
want that pearl, and I am willing to do whatever I must to get it back.”


“You
may take the responsibility seriously, Mr. Sharp, but you do not carry out the
duties faithfully,” she said breathlessly. “Offering the pearl to women for
sexual favors is not the prescribed custodial behavior, I’d wager.”


He
cursed under his breath. “Who?” he demanded, shaking her
roughly. “Who did you give it to? Another
lover?”


Julianna
was enraged. “Another lover? You fool! You took my virginity just two days ago!
Do you think I found it such a magical experience, I rushed out and bought the
first man I could find with your precious pearl?”


“Yes,”
he challenged, yanking her flush against him. “I know you enjoyed every moment
of our night together, Juliet. You may lie to yourself, but I won’t believe
that you did not relish the night that I gave you.”


“You
bastard,” she said venomously. “Fine. Yes, I went out and bought another man,
and I enjoyed him even more.”


She
went to hit him with her empty glass, but he pulled it from her hand and threw
it to the floor, where the heavy crystal bounced and rolled on the carpet. When
she tried to break away from him, Alasdair wrestled her arm behind her back and
grabbed the hair on the back of her head, holding her stiffly in his arms. She
glared at him, and he glared right back. His face was tight with anger. “Well I
can’t buy another fuck, can I?” he snarled. “I already gave everything for the
right to fuck you.”


His
mouth crashed down on hers and Julianna fought him, but he was stronger, and he
was angry, and he felt so horribly wonderful against her that her heart wasn’t
truly in the fight. When he thrust his tongue against her closed lips, she
opened them without hesitation, let him inside to do what he wanted, to have
his revenge. If this was her punishment, she’d gladly
take it. She’d been starving for him for the past two days. How was it possible
to need someone so much in such a short time?


Alasdair
growled and Julianna refused to be the passive object of his anger. She wanted
him, but not like this. Never like this. She had one free hand and she buried
it in his hair and grabbed a handful, yanking his head back. He cursed her, and
his hand tightened in her hair. “Do you want me?” she asked, her voice rough with
desire, but also fear. What if he said no? What if this was all about anger and
not about her at all?


He
jerked his head and Julianna held on. She watched him intently, letting him see
her desire. Slowly his hand loosened in her hair and he cupped the back of her
head. His eyes were still hot, there was still anger in the lines of his face,
but he gentled his hold and released her arm while still keeping his arm about
her. “Yes, dammit,” he whispered. “God help me, but I still want you.”


Julianna
didn’t need any more encouragement. She wrapped her arms around his neck and
kissed him hungrily. She groaned as she thrust her tongue in his mouth and he
sucked it in and slashed his lips across hers, seeking a deeper connection.
They battled for control of the kiss as they’d battled a few moments earlier,
but this time Julianna let him have his victory. She was still too new to this.
She didn’t know how to go on.


He
was holding her so tightly she was amazed she could still breathe, and she
loved it. She wiggled her hips and he pulled her in closer, shoving one leg
between hers and pressing his well-muscled thigh against her mound, and a
delicious frisson of sexual awareness shivered down her spine and settled in
her sex, vibrating there.


His
hands began to roam wildly along her back and hips. One hand cupped her neck
briefly, then ran down her back to squeeze her buttock
as he thrust against her. He groaned and Julianna whimpered. How she wanted him! Her desire for him
was all consuming. Nothing mattered but having him, right here and now. He
yanked his hands around to cover her breasts, squeezing them before pinching
her nipples through the cloth, and Julianna felt her insides quiver at the
rough caress.


She
broke away from his kiss, gasping for air, desperate to have him inside her.
“Alasdair!” she cried out, and he pulled her close again, whispering, “Shhh!
Quiet. Do not bring the house down upon us.”


She
shook her head violently. No, no she didn’t want that. She didn’t want anyone
to burst through the door and pull them apart.


Alasdair
grinned wickedly as he reached around her and swept his arm across the surface
of the large desk behind them, knocking papers and an inkwell to the floor,
revealing the gleaming wood beneath. Julianna’s heart was beating so hard with
excitement it was trying to escape her chest. This was carnality, she decided.
This was lust, a kind of fever of insanity that could be cured only by rutting
like animals. She wanted to howl at the moon. Instead she laughed and grabbed
Alasdair around the neck as he lifted her onto the desk, his hands rough on her
hips.


“Oh,
you want it, don’t you, little thief?” Alasdair spoke roughly, yanking her
skirt and petticoat up, forcing Julianna to wrap her legs around his waist as
she lifted her bottom up so he could shove the skirts all the way up. They
pooled around her hips and she sucked in a shocked breath as the cool wood of
the desk hit her bare bottom. He thrust his hips and she could feel his hard
length pressing against her through his breeches. She moaned, and Alasdair
laughed with a low, wild, aroused sound.


“You
want it, too,” she whispered huskily, pulling him down and kissing his neck
above his cravat. She licked a path to the delicate hollow behind his ear and
then she bit his earlobe, hard. He tasted so good, better than anything she’d
ever consumed.


He
sucked in a breath and let it out in a growl as he ground against her. “Yes,
damn you, you little cat. I want it. I want you.” He grabbed her wrists and
tugged her arms away from his neck, but not without a struggle. She didn’t want
to let him go. He eased her down so that her back was on the desk and he
fumbled with the front of his breeches before pushing them down and she saw
him, hard and beautiful, reaching out for her.


He
didn’t speak. He didn’t ask permission. He just took her. He pinned her wrists
to the desk above her head with one hand and slid the first inch of his hard
length inside her. She arched her neck with pleasure. Before she could say a
word, he thrust the rest of the way into her. She had to bite her lip to keep
from crying out at how good it felt to have him there again.


“Yes,”
he hissed, and she wasn’t sure if he was pleased by her reaction, if he shared
her pleasure, or both. She hoped both. He settled his hips snuggly against her,
rocking inside her, making her moan. Then he laced his fingers through hers and
pressed their hands over her head against the desk. “Don’t make a sound,” he
whispered harshly into her ear. “I’m going to fuck you hard, Juliet, and I
don’t want anyone to hear us. Do you understand? You’re to lie there and take
what I give you and you’re going to like it.” She nodded her acquiescence.


 He pulled back, but not out. She bit back
another whimper and raised her hips, seeking him, begging silently for the connection
she craved. He didn’t slam into her as he had done at first, but it was a firm,
hard thrust, seating himself deep. And then he did it again, and yet again in
an excruciatingly slow rhythm. And Julianna knew this was her punishment, this
dizzying, unsatisfying, wildly arousing coupling.


He
held her down, his cheek pressed against hers, his breath fanning the hair at
her temple, his heartbeat pounding against her chest. She could hear the sounds
of his advance and retreat inside her, the slap of his flesh on hers. It was
maddening and the most wonderful thing imaginable. She turned her head,
pressing her cheek harder against his, his hair a ghostly kiss upon her lips,
holding his hands so tightly she knew her nails were scoring the backs. She
fought her moans, her cries of delight. This she could give him, her absolute
obedience and her complete surrender. She gripped him tighter about the waist
with her legs, pressed her sex hard against him with each thrust, open and
wanting and his. His thrusts became harder, deeper, and she could hardly
breathe for wanting to scream at the exquisite torture. He stretched her arms
over her head as far as they would go without releasing her hands, and the
movement lengthened his body over hers, changing the angle of his penetration.
That was when she lost her control—she sobbed once as the pleasure
overcame her and she quaked under him, holding him tight between her legs as
the spasms of release racked her body.


When
it was over she felt weak, and each thrust shot an almost painful pleasure deep
within her. She closed her eyes and took it, took what he gave her.


“Oh,
no, little thief,” he growled. He stopped and pulled out, and her eyes flew
open, disappointment and an almost desperate panic seizing her. Not yet. He couldn’t
be done yet. She wanted more, needed more. He drew back and broke her hold, and
she was cold and bereft until she looked into his eyes. They still held a
blazing heat that told her that the night was far from over.


“Get
on the desk.” It took her a moment to understand what he wanted. He grasped her
hips and urged her backward, and she scrambled to pull her feet up onto the
surface.


“On
your knees,” he growled. His eyes were more aroused than angry, which reassured
her. Alasdair climbed on the desk behind her, his shaft still long and hard.
The sight should not have aroused her so, should it? But it did. She loved
seeing the evidence of his desire for her. She’d missed this in the dark the
other night. She hadn’t realized how much better it would be in the light. “You
need to kneel on the desk,” he told her, speaking slowly, each word sharp and
clear. “Can you do that?” He helped her to her knees with a hand under her
elbow. “Turn around.”


His
commands were short and brooked no refusal. Awkwardly she turned around so that
her back was to him, still on her knees, still on the desk. “Put your hands on
the desk.” She did as he asked, trepidation and arousal fighting each other
inside her. 


“Pull
your skirts up,” he rasped, and she realized he was as affected as her. Julianna’s
fear dissipated and she reached back with one hand and yanked her skirts up
around her waist. She blushed as she realized that he must be able to see her
as clearly in the light as she could see him. She was completely exposed,
completely vulnerable. She placed her hand back on the desk and waited for
whatever was to come.


He
spread her legs wider when he moved between them, not roughly but with an
urgency that excited her, pushing her lower with a hand on the back of her
neck. “You make me feel like a beast,” he said. He thrust into her then, and
Julianna shivered at the penetration. She seemed to be even more sensitive to his
touch now, and he knew it, too. It was exquisite torture, and she loved every
minute of it.


Each
thrust rubbed his chest against her back, his thighs against hers, and her
muscles clenched in pleasure at the contact. She spread her legs wider and
pressed her hot cheek against the cool wood of the desk. He took her offering,
pressing into her hard and deep. She was made for him, made to feel this way—this
full, this pleasured. She wanted nothing more than to give herself
to him and let him use her and fill her. She was filled with a wild, mad lust
and she reveled in it.


There
was no tenderness, no consideration, and she didn’t care. She peaked again,
relishing the way he made her feel. It all felt good, the wanton feel of being
on the desk, in the library—fully clothed with her skirts tossed up—knowing
anyone could walk in and see her like this with Alasdair. But it was perfect
because it was Alasdair. Because
she’d lived in despair for two days thinking she’d never see him again, never
have him again.


“Damn
you, Juli,” he groaned. “Damn you.” He pulled out even as she shuddered and he
yanked her up and turned her around to face him, handling her like a rag doll.
He pulled her close and she somehow managed to straddle his lap and then he was
inside her again, his face buried in her neck, and she held him close, almost
soothing him with a hand in his hair, her arm wrapped around his shoulders.
Then his mouth was on hers and they were frantically thrusting against each
other.


His
arm was wrapped around her waist tightly and he pressed his lips to her ear.
She thought he meant to say something, but he only wrapped his other arm about
her. She lost herself in her desire for him. She was no longer content to take,
but determined to give. She pressed her knees against the desk and rode him
roughly, not really sure what she was doing, and he cried out, a broken, rough
sound muffled against her ear. He began to shake, and she felt the heat of his
release inside her. It made her clench onto him in pleasure, her cry mingling
with the echo of his.


*          *          *


As
soon as he could think, Alasdair cursed himself for a fool. She’d done it to
him again, hadn’t she? Used her body to numb his mind. She had offered herself
and made him believe she wanted him. He’d taken her, and in the process he’d once
again lost himself. But he damned well wasn’t going to let her sneak out of
here like she had the other night, slipping away with the most valuable
treasure he had owned. He had her now, and she would tell him where his pearl
was. Their coupling had been wild and regrettable. But he’d needed to get her
out of his system. Now he could get down to the business of wresting the truth
from her.


Stiffly
he pulled out of her. She was so bloody hot and tight. He gritted his teeth to
keep from moaning at how painfully good every movement inside her felt. Instead
she moaned, and he smiled grimly with satisfaction. Oh, yes, she had enjoyed it
immensely, too. He knew, quite immodestly, that no other man could give her
better.


He
pulled her arms from around his neck and pushed her away, until he could scoot
out from underneath her. Refusing to look at her, he climbed down off the desk
and busied himself with rearranging his clothing.


“Alasdair?”
she asked huskily.


There
was a certain innocent hesitation in her voice that made him feel like a back-alley
seducer. Damn her! How did she do it? He was not the one who should feel
guilty. He glanced over at her on the desk, annoyed. What he saw made him
seriously think about undoing his trousers again.


She
was leaning back on her hands, still on her knees, her legs spread, her skirts
up around her hips. Her sex was framed by soft white thighs,
white muslin petticoats, and the dark walnut of the desk. It was quite
possibly the most irresistible thing he’d ever seen. But resist it he must.


“Get
dressed,” he ordered harshly, and she sucked in a surprised gasp. Then she
yanked her skirts down and covered herself, and Alasdair could breathe again.
She climbed awkwardly off the desk and he didn’t offer to help. If he touched
her he had no idea what might happen, but he knew for a fact it wouldn’t be her
fault. 


When
she was standing in front of the desk smoothing her hair, and trying to smooth
her skirts, which were well beyond repair, he went on the attack. “I’ll ask you
again, where is the pearl?”


She
paused with her hand halfway to her hair and he noticed that it was shaking. Why
was she afraid to tell him?


“It’s
in a safe place.” Her cool response belied the tremble of her hand. He was
disgustingly satisfied when he realized she was still affected by their
joining.


“Where
is this safe place?” he demanded.


She
shook her skirts out and then leaned over and ran her hands up her legs one at
a time, smoothing her stockings. He waited impatiently for her answer.


“Here
in London,” was her vague reply.


“Dammit,
Juliet—,” he began, but she spun her head quickly to glare at him and cut
him off.


“My
name is Julianna.” She took a deep breath, clearly trying to control her
temper.


“A
thief by any other name is just as deceitful,” he threw at her.


He
refused to believe that it was hurt he saw in her eyes. She turned away from
him and said, “You may call me Miss Harte,” her voice trembling with anger.


“I
just fucked you like an animal on a desk, Miss
Harte,” he said. “I believe we are beyond social pleasantries.”


“I
am beginning to think you were beyond them before I met you,” she shot back.
“And whether or not I allow you to touch me has nothing to do with the pearl.”


His
anger boiled over again. “I bought your body with my pearl,” he ground out.
“And I will expect you to make yourself available whenever I want you until I
tire of you.” She gasped in outrage. “And if that is unpalatable to you, I
suggest you give me back my bloody pearl.”


“How
dare you!” she whispered vehemently. “I am not some whore you bought on the
street, Mr. Sharp. We had a bargain, for
one night only. My obligation is at an end. As is this conversation.”


She
tried to walk past him haughtily but he grabbed her arm and pulled her into his
side. She turned her head away, refusing to look at him, and he put his mouth
right next to her ear so she wouldn’t miss a word. “I own you as long as I know
your secrets, Julianna,” he whispered coldly. “And if you do not produce my
pearl within the next two days, everyone else will know them as well.”


She
finally turned to look at him, disdain written plainly on her face. “Well,
then, you’ll have lost the weapon you need, won’t you?” With those words she
tugged her arm free and walked out of the library.


*          *          *


 



Two
hours later Alasdair was still in the library. As soon as
Juliet—no, Julianna. Miss
Harte. As soon as Miss Harte had walked out, he’d found Roger’s decanter of
whiskey and started drinking. He was determined to drown the memory of her
coming for him tonight, the memory of her sweet bottom thrust up in the air so trustingly.


He
hadn’t meant to ravish her. But he had been so relieved to see her again, so
relieved to have the pearl within his grasp. She’d angered him with her refusal
to relinquish it, and his blood had heated to boiling. Then his body had taken
over. And she’d responded to him. He couldn’t resist her. No man would have
been able to resist her, willing and eager in his arms, no matter that her
lovemaking was still unpracticed. She was the very epitome of temptation.


He
tried to pour himself another drink and spilled whiskey on his Hessian boot. He
was sure his valet, Evans, would have a thing or two to say about that.


“Well,
it seems everyone around me is turning into a veritable sot.” Hil’s voice
startled him and he nearly dropped his glass. 


“Damn,”
Alasdair muttered. “Forgot you were here.”


Hil
came over and appropriated his glass, taking a meditative sip as he watched him
with those all-seeing eyes. “Did you? I can’t say I’m surprised. I imagine
you’re not remembering much from one moment to the next.” He held up the glass
and peered into it. “Is it helping?”


Alasdair
shook his head and felt his gorge rise. He stopped himself immediately. It
wouldn’t do to cast up his accounts on his stained Hessians. He hadn’t done
that in years, and he was relatively sure Evans would give notice if he did.


“No,
hmm?” Hil asked sympathetically. “What’s harder to forget? That she didn’t tell
you where the pearl is, or the way she looked while you ravished her on my
desktop this evening?”


Alasdair
looked at him in shock. “How did you know?”


Hil
laughed and set the glass down. “For one, my papers are scattered all about the
floor and there appears to be a rather large ink stain on my Aubusson.” He
looked at Alasdair with a raised eyebrow. “You’ll pay for that in the morning.”
He walked over and began to pick up the papers, peering closely at the desk
before putting them back on it. “For another, Miss Harte was walking rather
gingerly when she reentered the drawing room, and I cannot remember seeing a
woman who looked as though she had been so thoroughly fucked for a very long
time.”


“Don’t
talk about her that way,” Alasdair demanded, but it came out as more of a slur.


Hil
looked at him with an amused smile tipping up the corners of his mouth. “No?”
he asked. “Well, then I shan’t mention Miss Harte and fucking in the same
sentence ever again.”


“Her
father know?” Alasdair asked in alarm.


Hil
shook his head. “No, I don’t believe so, although I’m sure it is only because
he’s her father and doesn’t want to see that sort of thing. He believed her
story about tripping and falling and spilling lemonade all over herself.” Hil
tilted his head. “Do I want to know why she had lemonade all over her person?”
He shook his head. “No, don’t tell me. It might entail using the words Miss Harte and fucking in the same sentence again, and we’re not allowed to do
that.”


“Damn
right,” Alasdair agreed in a huff.


Hil
sighed. “This is going to be more work than I bargained for, isn’t it?” he
muttered. Alasdair had no idea what he was talking about. “I thought she was
quiet and pretty and highly intelligent, with deep reserves of passion and
integrity, just the sort of girl for you. But you’re going to make me work a
little harder for it, aren’t you?”


“Got
to work hard,” Alasdair mumbled, as Hil wrapped an arm around his waist and
helped him stumble out of the library. “Got to earn what you’ve got, Hil,” he
admonished. “Don’t expect someone to hand it to you on a silver platter.” That
was good advice he’d received from his Scottish mother. “Or steal it. Don’t
steal it.” That seemed important, too, for some reason. What was Hil working
for? “Thought you had everything,” Alasdair told him, confused.


 “I do not want what I have not got,” Hil
said enigmatically. “But sometimes I wish for what I cannot have.”


Alasdair
sighed. “Don’t we all?” he asked plaintively. Then the lights dimmed, as he
heard Hil echo his sigh.






 



Chapter
Ten


 



 Alasdair rubbed his throbbing temple as
he leaned against a tree in front of his house, watching Miss Harte’s door. She
wasn’t going to avoid him today. He’d dragged himself over here at an ungodly
hour, even though he was worse for the drink, in order to catch her.


When
he had awoken that morning with an aching head, he had suddenly remembered his
first meeting with Julianna. 


Mr. Harte had introduced them. It hadn’t
been at a ball or some other function; it had happened there on the street one
afternoon. He’d been in a rush, late for the races, and Harte had stopped him
so he could introduce his daughter. Alasdair hadn’t even looked at the girl
properly. He’d had the impression of a slight, nondescript girl, too shy to
meet his eyes. And then he forgot her as soon as he rode away. The memory
shamed him. He hadn’t seen the fire in her, hadn’t known the depth of passion
she was hiding under her unremarkable exterior. Somehow he felt that he should
have seen it. Now it was all he could see.


“Why
are we here again?” Roger whined from the stairs in front of Alasdair’s door,
where he sat in abject misery, his head clutched in his hands.


Hil
tapped his walking stick on the sidewalk. “We are here to follow Miss Harte,”
he said cheerfully. “And hopefully she will lead us to the pearl.”


“We’re
going to follow her the whole bloody, damn day,” Alasdair growled, “if that’s
what it takes. The whole damn week.” He sighed and covered his eyes with his
hand. His head really was throbbing.


Hil
tsked loudly. “Really, the two of you
should learn to hold your drink. One would think you’d both been to a gaming hell
last night as opposed to a rather tame entertainment at my house.” He glanced
at Alasdair with wry amusement. “Well, tame for some.” When Alasdair gave him a
dark look, he assured him, “Yes, I know, I’m not to mention them in the same
sentence.”


“Mention
who?” Roger asked irritably. “And I don’t see why I have to be here. Can’t you
two do anything without me? Why was I so indispensable?”


Alasdair
dropped his hand and said, “You aren’t. Go.”


Hil
put his booted foot on the step next to Roger and leaned down to say, rather
loudly, in his ear, “Sharp is right. You weren’t. But I thought you needed
punishment today for your behavior last night.”


Roger
cringed away from him. “What behavior?”


“Accosting
Miss Harte in the library,” Hil answered as the door across the street finally opened.


“What?”
Roger exclaimed, coming unsteadily to his feet. He groaned, and Alasdair turned
to glare at him. “Please, tell me I didn’t,” Roger
said, grabbing his head with both hands. Alasdair’s only response was a
continued glare. “Damn me, Sharp, I’m sorry. My only excuse is I don’t remember
it. I was cup-shot rather quickly.” He sighed. “Did I apologize to the lady? Or
is that part of my punishment?”


“You
apologized,” Alasdair told him in clipped tones. “If you hadn’t, you’d be
sporting a black eye at the least.”


“And
I would deserve it,” Roger mumbled. “I deserve it now, apology or not.”


Alasdair
turned back and watched Julianna walk out of her house, dressed smartly in a
dark blue military-style ensemble that swallowed her fine figure. A maid
followed closely behind her. Julianna paused and turned back to say something
to the girl, who joined her at her side. Smiling kindly at the girl, Julianna
looked delicate and bookish and sweet. It made Alasdair want to march across
the street, toss her skirts up, and take her until she screamed.


“Why
on earth would I accost her?” Roger
asked bemusedly. “She is hardly a siren, nor even my usual type.”


Alasdair
spun about and grabbed Roger by his lapel, his arm already swinging back to
deliver a blow before he knew what he was doing. Hil used his walking stick to
stop him, and it hit his arm.


“Ow!”
he yelled, releasing Roger, who stumbled back out of reach.


Hil
glared at them both. “What are you doing, sparring in the street?” he demanded.
“I have looked the other way at your previous ungentlemanly behavior, but this
is unacceptable.” He pointed at Roger. “Apologize to Sharp.”


“For
what?” Roger demanded. “For stating the obvious? She’s no beauty, and you know
it.”


“Roger,”
Alasdair said dangerously. “If I hear one more disparaging word from your mouth,
I will silence you permanently.”


Hil
put his hands on his hips and stared at the sidewalk, breathing deeply. He
finally looked up at Roger, his disappointment clear on his face. “Have you
learned nothing, Roger, in all these years?” He shook his head and stared
across the street at Julianna, who had noticed the ruckus
they were making and stood staring back. “She is a beauty the likes of which
you may never see again.”


Alasdair
suddenly wanted to hit Hil, too. “Stay away, Hil.”


Hil
shook his head and pointed at Alasdair with his walking stick. “And you, Sharp.
You had better get yourself together or we are heading straight for failure. Do
you understand?”


Alasdair
swung around to face Julianna again, frustrated beyond imagining. “Yes,” he
said shortly. “You are absolutely right. I apologize.” He gave Hil an angry
glance over his shoulder. “You knew. You knew who she was all along, didn’t
you? Why didn’t you just tell me?”


Hil’s
grin was maddening. “I thought it would be much more fun this way.” He turned
to watch Julianna again. “If it were not for her father, I would never have
guessed.”


Alasdair
frowned. “Her father? What does he have to do with it? I very much doubt he
would condone his daughter committing larceny.”


Hil
gave him another mysterious smile. “Hmm, didn’t get that far in your conversation
yesterday evening, I see.”


Alasdair
shook his head in confusion. “Dammit, Hil, if you have something to say, be
clear for once instead of turning it into a puzzle.”


“When
the time is right,” Hil told him, turning away. Alasdair knew what that
meant.  The subject was now closed.


Roger
sighed and came to stand beside Alasdair, placing a tentative hand on his stiff
shoulder. “I’m sorry, old man. I didn’t mean to disparage your little thief.
She is quite pretty, and I’m sure there is a great deal to her that I know
nothing about. But she is, you must admit, far from my usual woman. That is, of
course, not a bad thing, since my usual women tend to be, shall we say . . . evil.
But even drunk I stay clear of her type. Sweet, pretty, well-bred young ladies
are anathema to me.”


Alasdair
could tell a heated conversation was occurring across the street. Julianna and
her maid were arguing in hushed voices. He couldn’t hear what they were saying,
but Julianna’s maid was pointing to them and Julianna was shaking her head. She
looked over at him and he took an involuntary step toward her. She backed up,
as if afraid, and he froze where he stood, a sick feeling in the pit of his
stomach. Just then a carriage pulled up and a footman jumped down and opened
the door for Julianna. She took her maid’s hand and they hurried inside.


As
the carriage pulled away, Hil grabbed both Alasdair and Roger by their arms and
steered them to their waiting horses. “We must go, gentleman, if we do not wish
to lose her.”


*          *          *


Her
first stop that morning was the fishmongers at Billingsgate Market. She was
shopping for food for the foundling home and could afford the best. After today
she would need to start economizing again. Mrs. Eden would be so happy. The
older woman who ran the home constantly worried so about their lack of funds, and
was always trying to stretch a pence into a pound.


She
glanced around nervously as she wandered from shed to shed. She wondered again
what Alasdair and Sir Hilary and Mr. Templeton had been doing on the street
this morning. They had appeared to be fighting about something. About her? Alasdair had started to walk over to her,
frowning fiercely, and she had run away like a frightened rabbit.


He
had looked so incredibly handsome, and so incredibly unhappy to see her. She,
on the other hand, had been inexcusably delighted to see him. After his
behavior last evening she should have been hoping a carriage would come along
and mow him down in the street. Had he followed her? She snorted at the
thought. Why would he follow her? He knew exactly where to find her now.


Half
an hour later she turned to leave the last shed, her footman and maid trailing behind
her carrying the baskets of fish she’d bought. She was mentally ticking off
items on her list of errands, including meeting with the solicitor at two
o’clock to deliver the rent monies, when she ran right into a gentleman who was
blocking the doorway.


“Oof!”
he said as she barreled into him.


“Oh,
dear!” Julianna cried, stumbling back. She would have fallen if he hadn’t
reached out a gloved hand and grabbed her arm.


“Thank
you,” Julianna said sincerely as she regained her footing. “I’m so sorry—”_She
broke off as she looked up at the gentleman’s face. “You.”


Alasdair
swept off his hat and bowed formally. The sun glinted off his golden curls and
highlighted the breadth of his shoulders in his hunter green coat. “Good
morning, Miss Harte. How do you do?” His smile was wide but it didn’t reach his
eyes. “We began to worry that you may have slipped out the back without our
knowledge.”


 Julianna could hear Tessa gasp at
Alasdair’s familiarity. Her lips thinned in annoyance. He had followed her here.
Part of her was thrilled, but the sane part knew it had everything to do with
his damned pearl and very little to do with a desire for her company.


“If
I had known you were waiting outside to accost me, I most certainly would
have,” she retorted haughtily. “Shall I have Thomas call the watch?”


Thomas,
her footman, was observing their conversation warily. “Miss?” he asked.


Alasdair
laughed as if he hadn’t a care in the world, as if she’d just made a very
enjoyable quip. “Now, Miss Harte, as amusing as that is, you must reassure the
man that you are only jesting.” He smiled indulgently at her, and then winked
at Thomas. “I am acquainted with Mr. Harte. We are neighbors, actually, and we
have known each other for some time. I saw her on the street this morning and I
was worried about her being out so early. I found it highly unusual.” He raised
his eyebrow and gave Julianna a hard smile. “Is that not so, Miss Harte?”


Julianna
fumed. Strictly speaking she could dispute nothing he had said except that last
remark. “I do not know what you may or may not have been worried about this
morning, Mr. Sharp.” She smiled sweetly at him. “But I have some ideas.”


Alasdair’s
smile faltered and his eyes narrowed. “Yes, I’m sure you do.” He held out his
arm gallantly. “May I escort you home, Miss Harte? Unless you
have other errands to run? Perhaps a treasure or two to pick up from a
shop?”


There
it was. The pearl, the
pearl, the pearl. Was it all he thought about? Wasn’t he thinking
about last night? About the way it had felt when he took her so wildly? She was
having trouble thinking about anything else. She felt a blush steal across her
cheeks. She was sore from his rough possession and she’d secretly been enjoying
the feeling all morning.


“Only
if the treasures are to be found among the vegetables at Covent Garden or the
bakehouse, Mr. Sharp.” She felt a surge of satisfaction at his obvious
disappointment. Then his face brightened and he looked far too cunning for her
peace of mind.


“Excellent,”
he said jovially. “A treasure hunt. If you are very lucky, we will find
something among the sweet cakes.” He held up his arm again. “Shall we?”


Julianna
didn’t try to hide her dismay. He simply could not accompany her today. How
would she explain the bank notes she needed to exchange before meeting with the
solicitor later? If he saw them, he’d want to know who Blackman was, which was
a frightening possibility. She shivered.


His
gaze bit into her like a brand. “Are you all right, Miss Harte?”


He
seemed so concerned, so solicitous. But he was clearly gauging her reaction,
looking for weaknesses in her defenses. She had never felt more vulnerable. She
couldn’t do this. She couldn’t. She would give herself away. She would ruin
everything, and put him at risk. Why hadn’t she thought of that before now? If
Alasdair tried to retrieve the pearl, there was no telling what Blackman might
do to him.


She
bit the inside of her cheek and smiled stiffly. “I’m fine, Mr. Sharp. Thank you
for your offer, but there is no need for you to accompany me today.” She
gestured behind at Tessa. “I have my maid with me as well as Thomas, as you can
see.”


“Perhaps
I desire the pleasure of your company,” he swiftly responded.


If only that were true, she thought sadly. But quite, quite
impossible now.


She
laughed lightly. “I hardly think that is your motive, sir,” she answered
flirtatiously. “But if you wish to bore yourself with my household errands,
then by all means let us be off.” She turned to smile at Thomas and Tessa and
she could see the relief in their faces. It had been wrong of her to involve
them.


When
they reached the street, Mr. Templeton straightened from the post where he’d
been leaning and tipped his hat. “Good morning, Miss Harte,” he said politely.
He looked wary and embarrassed. Good, he should be. She was in no mood to grant
him clemency today. She nodded stiffly at him, and his cheeks flushed. “May I
take this opportunity to apologize for my behavior last evening,” he stated
rather formally. Julianna glanced nervously at her servants, who were watching
the exchange avidly.


“You
made your apologies last night, Mr. Templeton,” she said dismissively. “It was
not your fault that I was clumsy and spilled lemonade on my dress.”


She
could immediately tell that he had picked up on the subtle nuances of her
response. She had not accepted his apology, and she did not regret dumping
lemonade on him, only that she had gotten some on her dress as well.


He
gave her a wry, chagrined look. “Yes, well, I am sorry you got lemonade on your
dress, Miss Harte. I would have borne the brunt of it if I could.”


Julianna
couldn’t keep her lips from quirking. “I believe you did just that, Mr.
Templeton.”


“We
are off to the baker’s, Templeton,” Alasdair told him, patting Julianna’s hand
on his arm as if in affection. But she knew it for what it was, a reminder that
she couldn’t escape him.


Mr.
Templeton put his tall hat back on at a rakish angle. “Very good,” he said
decisively. “I have always had a soft spot for the bakehouse.”


“I
hope you feel the same about Covent Garden,” Julianna replied with a bit more
sarcasm than was polite, “because that is where we are going first.”


He
seemed pale and out of sorts this morning, no doubt a result of last night’s
drinking, she supposed. His face lost a little more color at her declaration.


“Are
we? Shopping for food today, hmm? I find the thought is perhaps not as pleasing
as another errand might be.”


“I
daresay the walk will do you good, Mr. Templeton,” she told him piously. “You
needn’t accompany me, you know.”


“We
insist,” Alasdair drawled.


Julianna
had planned to drop the fish off at the foundling home before doing her other
shopping. She was vexed that now she could not. “Then you shall have to share
the carriage with the fish,” she told them, and watched with satisfaction as
Mr. Templeton’s face blanched again.


“We
do not wish to crowd you in the carriage, Miss Harte,” Mr. Templeton quickly
told her.


“And
we have no need to,” Alasdair added. “We rode our own mounts and can follow the
carriage.” He looked so smug that Julianna wished she had a response to put him
in his place, but she couldn’t think of a thing.


“Of
course you can,” she said flatly. She’d meant it more as a sardonic set down,
but they took it as agreement.


Tessa
took a seat across from her in the carriage and didn’t ask any questions,
thankfully. She’d probably decided that her mistress was beyond hope. Julianna
watched Alasdair surreptitiously through the window as he rode next to the
carriage. He was one of the handsomest men she’d ever seen. But she knew what
he was like in the dark, too, without the dazzling distraction of his looks.
And it was that man—the teasing, laughing, passionate lover—that
she desired. He was in there somewhere. But she’d taken his most valuable
treasure and he would never be able to forgive her. He’d proven that last
night. For some inexplicable reason he still desired her, but it was not a
welcome thing. He was as angry about his inability to resist her as he was
about her larceny. She did not like being something that a man hated himself
for. It was quite lowering.


When
they reached Covent Garden, Julianna still had no plan. She was so nervous she
had to clasp her hands together so that Alasdair wouldn’t see them shaking when
she got out of the carriage. Did he mean to spend the whole day with her? What
he meant as punishment was her idea of heaven, if a bit inconvenient. If only
he wouldn’t glare at her so. And if only she wasn’t spending the ill-gotten
money she’d made from selling the pearl. That put a decided damper on her
enjoyment of his company.


“Where
to first?” he asked matter-of-factly after the two men dismounted. They left
their horses with her father’s coachman and they walked in the direction of the
multitude of haphazard stalls and sheds that made up
the market. It was so noisy that he had to step close and lean down to speak in
her ear. The touch of his hand on her arm and the warmth of his breath on her
ear made her own breathing hitch and she stumbled. When she darted a glance at
him, she was surprised to notice that a bit of warmth had seeped into his gaze,
helping dispel the coolness that had been there earlier.


She
couldn’t speak. She just swallowed and pointed, the direction irrelevant. He
smiled and placed her hand on his arm.


“Why
are we here?” he asked a few moments later. They had done nothing but walk
around aimlessly, staring at the produce on display. He shook his head at a
vendor who was headed their way with a brace of carrots and the woman turned in
the other direction, yelling at another passerby instead.


“I
am buying food.” She could see her answer did not satisfy him.


“Why?
Does Lady Linville not trust her servants to do the shopping for her household?
Surely the housekeeper or cook’s assistant could do the shopping?”


She
tried to detect a note of accusation in his tone, but there was none. He seemed
genuinely curious. She glanced back and noticed Mr. Templeton offering an
orange to Tessa, who blushed and smiled as she took it, with Thomas frowning
behind them.


“I do some work for several charities,”
she answered truthfully, but vaguely. “I am actually buying provisions for one
of the charity houses I sponsor.”


He stopped short for a moment, and then
resumed their leisurely stroll among the stalls. “Ah, charitable work. The
refuge of the bored young lady.”


Julianna bristled. “I do not offer my
assistance out of boredom, Mr. Sharp, but in response to a deep need I see
among the poor of London.”


“There have always been poor, Julianna,”
he told her not unkindly, “and there always will be. I am sure they appreciate
your efforts, but your work is but a drop in the empty well of need.”


“And that is the attitude of a jaded,
self-absorbed aristocrat,” she accused him, unable to feign
a calmness she didn’t feel.


“Is that why you took my pearl?” he
asked casually as he reached out and picked up an orange, bringing it to his
nose and inhaling its fragrance with closed eyes and a smile. When she didn’t
answer, he opened his eyes and set the orange down. “Because I am self-absorbed
and you feel that I should pay for the circumstances of my birth with the loss
of that which is dear to me?” It was more of a prompt than a question.


Julianna shook her head,
afraid she had given too much away. She tried to start walking again, but he stopped
her with a hand on her arm. When he had her attention, he motioned to the woman
selling the oranges. “How many?” he asked Julianna.


She worried her lip a moment.
“Twenty-five,” she finally answered.


Alasdair’s brow rose. “That many?” He
nodded at the woman and she began to box the oranges for them. Alasdair paid
her and Thomas picked up the box and took it to her carriage.


“Thank
you,” Julianna said as they both watched Thomas walk away.


“What
did I really do, Julianna?” She looked at him and she could see pity in his
eyes. “I have paid for some oranges, which will be a treat for the poor you
sponsor. But I have not changed their circumstances substantially.”


The
hopelessness of it all suddenly swamped her. He was right. She had stolen the
pearl to pay the rent, but for what? So the children would have a roof over
their heads until she ran out of money again? Would she have to steal again?
Take some other innocent victim’s treasured possessions? Or would she have to
close the home? It was already full, and more needy children came knocking
every day. They had to turn them away, which broke her heart. She knew she was
trying to fill the well one drop at a time, knew that it was an impossible
task. And she had known it all along. Was that why she had concocted this
ludicrous scheme and stolen his pearl? To disguise the truth
from herself?


A
tear slid down her cheek as she stared at him, and he reached out and tenderly
wiped it away with his thumb. “I did not mean to put that despair in your
eyes,” he whispered. “I only meant to warn you to protect your heart. If you
take on the troubles of the world, you will break under the burden. Do not let
the world break you, Julianna.”


She
had no response. She turned away and began walking again, blind to her
surroundings. Alasdair took her arm and guided her.


If
he knew the poverty and hopelessness she’d seen, young girls who through
ignorance or violence found themselves with child . . . 


Her
mind, along with her feet, stumbled to a halt. She’d been with Alasdair. She
could be carrying his child right now. How could she have been so stupid? She
saw the ramifications of such loose behavior in the foundling home, and yet she hadn’t thought about it once, not either time. All
she’d been able to think about was having him inside her.


“Are
you sore?” he asked. His voice was pitched very low, and he had leaned down
quite close to her. “You have stumbled more than once today.”


Julianna
was so dumbfounded at her foolishness that it took her a moment to register his
meaning. Then she blushed. He was asking how she felt after their encounter
last night. She shook her head.


“I’d
be surprised if you were not.” He sounded as if the memory was pleasing, and
Julianna darted a glance at him. He was looking at her heatedly. She had not
misinterpreted his reaction, then. She looked away and continued her slow
stroll.


“I
took you rather roughly,” he added, a dark edge to his voice.


“Yes,
you did,” she agreed, barely able to speak through the desire and embarrassment
and confusion swamping her.


“I
am not sorry.” His voice was ragged, his hand tightening on her arm.


“Neither
am I,” she whispered, and she meant it. In spite of everything, in spite of her
new fear that she might be carrying his child, she could not regret having
known him intimately. She felt a bead of sweat trickle down between her breasts
and she shivered.


They
had stopped again and stood staring at each other. Julianna wanted nothing more
than to fall into his arms and devour him. From the way his cheeks were flushed
and his breathing ragged she rather suspected he felt the same.


“Is
there a problem?” Mr. Templeton asked as he came up to them. He smiled mildly
but his look was perceptive.


“No.”
Alasdair didn’t look away as he answered. Julianna couldn’t break their gaze
either.


“Are
we done here?” Mr. Templeton asked. 


“Yes,”
Julianna said decisively. Everything had changed now, not just the situation
between her and Alasdair, but also her plans for the pearl.


“No
treasure then?” Mr. Templeton inquired teasingly.


Alasdair’s
shoulders stiffened and he frowned. Julianna’s heart sank when he looked away
from her.


“If
I had found a treasure, I would have shared my good fortune with Mr. Sharp,”
she replied, willing him to understand what she was saying, even though she
wasn’t completely sure what that was.


 “As long as I am the only one to share
it,” he replied drily. “Spreading a treasure around makes each share worth that
much less.”


It
took her a confused moment to figure out what he was referring to. When she
realized he was talking about her imaginary lover from their argument last
night, she was astounded. Did he really believe she had another lover? She
cringed at his low opinion of her. But could she expect anything more? Ladies
simply did not do the things they had done together. He was justified to think
her no better than a strumpet. But it still hurt.


She
turned away bleakly, her eyes stinging. “Rest assured, Mr. Sharp, that there is
no one else interested in any treasure I may have.”


Mr.
Templeton had been silently observing their exchange and now he spoke. “I find
that very hard to believe, Miss Harte.” When she cast an inquisitive look his
way, she couldn’t read the expression on his face. He looked between her and
Alasdair. “I think Sharp had better be very careful that your treasure does not
slip through his fingers.”


 



The
last stop of the day was a cloth merchant in Piccadilly. After Alasdair
promised to see Julianna and her maid home, her footman headed off in the
carriage with the food she’d purchased. 


When
Julianna went into the shop, Alasdair and Roger settled themselves on a bench
outside a coffeehouse across the street. Neither man wished to be seen wiling
away their time in a cloth shop. Alasdair coughed as a curricle rushed by, dust
flying in its wake. Roger waved his hand in front of his face before taking a
big bite of the apple he’d bought earlier. He chewed loudly and took another
noisy bite, which earned an annoyed look from Alasdair.


“What?”
Roger asked peevishly. “I’m starving. It isn’t my fault you dragged me onto the
harsh streets of London with no breakfast.”


“You
looked decidedly ill at the mention of food not too long ago,” Alasdair
reminded him.


Roger
shrugged and took another bite. Alasdair’s mouth watered and he wished that he’d
thought to buy an apple, too. After he swallowed, Roger gestured across the
street with his apple and Alasdair’s eyes followed it. “What do you hope to
accomplish here, Sharp?”


The
day had grown uncomfortably warm, and Alasdair was tired, hungry, and
irritable. He hadn’t been able to look at Julianna all morning without being
tormented by visions of last evening’s blistering encounter. “What do you
mean?”


“We
are following a woman on her household errands through the streets of London
hoping that she might suddenly remember she meant to visit her favorite
receiver today, and merrily lead us to the pearl.” Roger looked at him wryly.
“Is it just me or does that sound a little implausible?”


“If
you wish to go home, Roger, or at least back to Hil’s, do not let my motives or
predicament impede you.” Alasdair waved in the general direction of Hil’s
apartments. “Go on, and fair thee well.”


Roger
grinned at him and took another bite of apple. He chewed while holding his
steady gaze on Alasdair until Alasdair squirmed and glared at him. “Leave? And
miss all this excitement?” Roger said. “Don’t be foolish, man. The thought
never crossed my mind. I daresay Hil is not finding nearly as much amusement in
his search for clues.”


Alasdair
trained his eyes on the pedestrians walking along both sides of the street. Was
she supposed to meet someone? Is that why she had insisted on stopping here?
Was she waiting inside, thinking she’d fooled everyone, anticipating a tryst
with some other lover? 


“Well,
there isn’t a great deal to look at around here,” Roger commented, “but I’d
hardly say it’s unpleasant enough to cause that look on your face.”


“Who
is he?” Alasdair growled. As irrational as it was, he couldn’t seem to stop his
jealousy. 


Roger
stopped in mid-motion, the apple halfway to his mouth. “Who is who?”


“Her
lover.” Alasdair practically spit the words out. In his mind’s eye he saw
Julianna in an intimate embrace with some faceless stranger, murmuring words of
love.


Roger
stared at him incredulously. “I was under the impression that you were.”


Alasdair
stood up and paced the pavement in front of Roger. “Oh, yes, I’m one of them.
But one of how many?” He was gesturing angrily, and he nearly slapped a poor,
hapless passerby in the nose.


“Here
now!” the stranger exclaimed. “Watch yourself, sir.” He was an older gentleman
and he frowned at Alasdair over his shoulder as he thumped his walking stick on
the ground and stalked off.


Alasdair
was mortified. He pointed at the gentleman with a shaking finger. “Did you see that?”
he asked Roger. “Do you see what she has done to me? I am a shell of my former
self. If I do not get that pearl back, Roger, the Alasdair Sharp you have known
will cease to exist. This”—he waved a hand wildly up and down in front of
his person— “this madman will take his place permanently.”


“ ‘Alas
poor Romeo!’ ” Roger quoted dramatically. “ ‘He is already dead; stabbed with a
white wench’s black eye; shot through the ear with a love-song; the very pin of
his heart cleft with the blind bow-boy’s butt-shaft.’ ” He took a crackling
bite of apple and watched Alasdair, his eyes twinkling and his eyebrows wagging.


 “What is that supposed to mean?” 


Roger
swallowed audibly. “It means,” he said, taking out his handkerchief and wiping
his fingers clean, “that it is not the lost treasure you seek, but the
unexpected treasure you have found that has you acting like a madman, my
friend.”


“You
speak nonsense, just as Mercutio did to Romeo,” Alasdair scoffed, while
breaking out into a cold sweat.


“Wasn’t
there something in that scene about hiding your bauble in a hole?” Roger mused
aloud.


“Would
you stop quoting that bloody play?” Alasdair said between clenched teeth.


Roger
grinned mischievously. “I did not give you the alias Romeo,” he said smugly.
“Nor did I name your lady love Juliet.”


“Her
name is Julianna,” Alasdair said with a heavy heart, remembering that he had no
right to call her that now.


“And
you believe your own dear Julianna has been entertaining Paris behind your
back?”


Alasdair
nodded, then stopped, confused. “Wait. Which one was Paris?”


Roger
laughed. “Her betrothed, who she betrayed when she married and screwed that
little bugger Romeo.”


“Did
he die, too?” Alasdair asked. “I had too damn much to drink last night for an
examination on Shakespeare today.”


“Um-hmm,”
Roger hummed, “killed by a grief-stricken Romeo at Juliet’s tomb.”


“Good
God,” Alasdair muttered. “I had no idea what melodrama I toyed with that
night.” He jerked upright. “Hold on! Are you saying I have to kill this other
lover of hers?”


“What?”
Roger exclaimed. He pounded his palm against his forehead. “You idiot,” he
moaned, shaking his head. “Do you honestly believe that your Juliet has another lover? You truly are mad if you think
that.”


“Don’t
you dare disparage her again, Roger, I mean it,” Alasdair warned with a glare.
“You just don’t know how . . .” He stopped, not wanting to discuss her as if
she were some common doxy. “She could have anyone. A dozen lovers.” He stared
at the door of the cloth merchant’s shop. “A hundred. Or perhaps just one whom
she loves and who now possesses my pearl.”


Roger
sighed. “I’m not saying she couldn’t, I’m saying she wouldn’t.”


Just
then Julianna emerged from the shop, looking around for them expectantly.


Roger
stood up and waved across the street. “Hello! Miss Harte!” he called. He tucked
his handkerchief away. “We’re coming!”


She
smiled and waved and Alasdair grimly returned her smile, following Roger across
the street.






Chapter Eleven


 



The
patisserie was Mr. Templeton’s idea. Julianna had been planning on visiting the
shop at some point over the next few days. She wanted to bring the children another
treat to celebrate their good fortune. Mr. Templeton’s motives were much
simpler—he was hungry.


The
patisserie was owned by the de Tournays, a French family that
had been forced to flee France during the recent troubles. It was
rumored that several members of the family had died under the guillotine’s
blade. Julianna shivered each time she thought of it.


“Mademoiselle
et messieurs!”
Chloé de Tournay called out to them. She was the niece of old Monsieur de
Tournay, who owned the shop. Julianna liked her very much. She was very pretty
and vivacious, with curly brown hair and a wide smile. If not for her family’s
misfortune she might have married a wealthy nobleman in France. Instead she
greeted patrons and sold pastries. Life was certainly unexpected and so very,
very short, Julianna mused morosely. In the larger scheme of things, what was a
little pearl anyway?


“Ah,
mademoiselle,” Mr. Templeton said appreciatively as he bent over Chloé’s hand.
“You are brighter than the summer sun, a quenching drink of beauty to a thirsty
man.”


Miss
de Tournay laughed gaily. She extricated her hand from his with an admonishing
look. “And what does that say of your companion, Miss Harte?” she asked
mischievously.


Mr.
Templeton was struck dumb with horror at his thoughtless faux pas, but Julianna
just laughed with Miss de Tournay. “It says that she is pretty enough to
satisfy his hunger for good conversation,” Julianna said drily.


She
saw Alasdair’s lips quirk on one side in a reluctant smile before he said,
“What it clearly states is that Mr. Templeton should refrain from speech in
polite company.”


Mr.
Templeton was blushing furiously, and Julianna noted dispassionately that
nearly every female eye in the patisserie was on him. All those eyes were quite
hungry, too, and not for pastries. Idly she wondered why she wasn’t
particularly attracted to him. Other than his drunken behavior last night, he’d
been a perfect gentleman. Today he had shown himself to be clever,
self-deprecating, witty, and otherwise unexceptional. He was
devastatingly handsome, it was true. She had
perfect vision and could clearly see that. And yet . . . nothing.
When he kissed her hand, offered her his arm, smiled at her with those
disarming dimples . . . nothing. Yet when Alasdair glared at her, she nearly
melted into a puddle of all-consuming lust. She shook her head with a sigh. It
was unfair, really it was, that she should desire the cad in this way.


Miss
de Tournay turned to her with a smile. “Shall we box some pastries, mademoiselle,
for les bébés?”


Julianna
sucked in too much air and swallowed convulsively, nearly choking. She coughed
and sputtered uncontrollably, and Alasdair took her arm to support her as Tessa
began to pound her on the back. Alasdair brushed her maid away.


“Are
you all right, Miss Harte?” he asked, and if she hadn’t known better she would
have believed his concern was genuine. He’s
probably afraid I’m going to die without revealing the whereabouts of his
precious pearl, she thought caustically as her eyes started to water. She
nodded and yanked her arm away from him. He let her go with a frown.


Miss
de Tournay clucked her tongue in that distinctly French way. “Come, mademoiselle,
sit.” The patisserie was styled after the Parisian fashion, with a long serving
bar lining one wall and several intimate tables scattered throughout the room.
She guided Julianna to an empty table. “I will get you some lemonade, non?”


“Yes,
please,” Alasdair answered for her as he sat in the
chair next to her and watched her, that frown still prominent on his face. He
took out his handkerchief and handed it to her and she wiped her streaming
eyes.


Mr.
Templeton sat down at the small table with them. “I feared for your life,” he
said nonchalantly. “I am relieved you appear to be breathing again. I say, we got a good table out of it.” Alasdair glared at him,
but his jovial cheer earned a smile from Julianna. Mr. Templeton smiled back.
“There now, all better, hmm? I sent your maid over to the front”—he
pointed—“and told her to get herself a treat while she waits for you. I
hope you don’t mind?”


Julianna
shook her head with a weak smile just as Miss de Tournay returned with an
assistant who put a glass down on the table. “Thank you,” Julianna murmured
roughly, and gratefully took a sip.


“So,
patisseries for les bébés?” Miss de
Tournay asked again with a smile.


Julianna
set the cup down with a loud clink on
the table and nodded quickly. She did not risk speaking, afraid of another
coughing fit. She was astounded that Miss de Tournay remembered the rare times
in the past year when she had purchased treats for the children.


“And
some for yourselves, oui?” she asked
the three of them. She wagged her finger at Mr. Templeton. “I think you are a
man who likes sweets, eh, monsieur?”


He
smiled wickedly back. “You are a quite correct, mademoiselle,” he said with a
chuckle. “I am inordinately fond of all things sweet.”


Julianna
hid a grin behind her lemonade glass. 


“Have
you fresh strawberry tarts?” Alasdair asked hopefully.


Miss
de Tournay spread her hands and laughed. “Is it not June? It cannot be June
without strawberry tarts, non?”


 “Then I should like one, if you please,”
he said with a grin. “Or I will think it is December.”


Julianna
was enchanted by this glimpse of the man she’d met that first night, a man who
enjoyed life, who was fun and teased and laughed. She wanted him back, very
much. But when he turned to her, his grin faded and was replaced by a
mysterious look she couldn’t decipher. She heard Mr. Templeton say something,
but the words did not register because Alasdair did not look away. If anything,
his gaze intensified until she felt weighed down by it, held in place by her
own desire and the heat of his stare.


“Mademoiselle
Harte? Mademoiselle?” Miss de Tournay repeated her name, and Julianna jerked as
if waking from a trance. She tore her gaze from Alasdair’s and blushed when she
realized that the Frenchwoman must have been trying to get her attention for
some time. Alasdair’s stare was still burning a hole in her bonnet.


“Do
you have cheesecakes today, Miss de Tournay?” Julianna asked. She had planned
on eating nothing, but she was suddenly famished.


“For
you, mademoiselle, we always have the cheesecakes. With strawberries?” 


Julianna
nodded and smiled in anticipation, and when she looked back at Alasdair his
cheeks were flushed. He quickly looked away, and she felt a flash of
disappointment. That sensation gave way to surprise when a familiar voice spoke
from behind her.


“May
I join you, Miss Harte, gentlemen?” Sir Hilary tipped his hat at her and
indicated an empty chair. “And I should like some of Miss Harte’s cheesecake,
please.”


“With
fresh strawberries, monsieur?” Miss de Tournay asked, her voice suddenly
sultry.


He
glanced at her in feigned surprise. “Is it not June?”


They
all laughed, and Miss de Tournay waved her assistant off toward the back. “It
is good to see you again, Sir Hilary,” she said flirtatiously. He didn’t even seem
to notice her behavior. 


“It
is good to be seen,” he said with a cool smile, and Miss de Tournay sighed and
smiled at them before wandering off. She gave Sir Hilary a coy glance over her
shoulder, but he was talking to Julianna and didn’t seem to notice.


“I
was wondering what les bébés are fond
of pastries from the patisserie,” Sir Hilary inquired with a friendly smile. “I
couldn’t help but overhear.”


Julianna
blinked rapidly. “The cook’s cat,” she said without thinking, then could have kicked herself. She darted a glance at
Alasdair, who was frowning ferociously again. 


“You
feed a cat pastry?” Roger asked suspiciously. “It must be a very fat cat, Miss
Harte”


Julianna
opened her mouth, but she could think of nothing to say.


“Cat
got your tongue?” Alasdair quipped quietly.


 “No, but it generally gets my pastries,”
she replied weakly, hating the lie and everything it was concealing. And she
wasn’t sure why she had felt the need to lie. She’d already told Alasdair about
her charitable work. It was quite possible he wouldn’t make a connection between
the foundling home and the pearl at all. But the chance, no matter how small,
that he might? That was why she’d lied.


Their
refreshments were delivered to the table and they all ate with relish, but
Julianna and Alasdair were quiet, leaving Mr. Templeton and Sir Hilary to bear
the brunt of the light conversation. During a lull in their desultory
observations on the weather Alasdair indicated the brooch on Julianna’s lapel.


“You
have a great fondness for pearls, I see.” His tone was light, his expression anything
but.


Julianna
took a sip of lemonade, shaken by the comment and all that it implied. When she
regained her composure, she glanced down at one of her favorite pieces of
jewelry. It was a gold crescent moon with a small, winged fairy standing on the
inside tip feeding the moon pearls from a barrel with a delicate shovel. “My
father gave this to me when I was young. It was my first piece of jewelry. I
loved the fanciful nature of it, as if the pearls were caviar for a hungry
man-in-the-moon.” She nervously smoothed her fingers over the brooch. “I always
wear it.”


“Not
always,” Alasdair replied in a low voice, and Julianna could feel the heat of
her blush spread from her chest to her cheeks. Mr. Templeton cleared his throat
and Sir Hilary made an inane comment about the likelihood of rain.


When
it was time to go, Miss de Tournay returned to their table with a large box of
pastries. Julianna took it and looked over at her maid, who had been sitting
quietly on a bench by the door enjoying her own treat. Tessa got up immediately
and took the box from Julianna with a smile. She knew where the pastries were really
going. Julianna avoided Alasdair’s eyes, but Mr. Templeton exclaimed in shock.


“All
of that for your cook’s cat?” He shook his head. “I believe you spoil the
creature, Miss Harte.”


“I
daresay it must have kittens,” Sir Hilary retorted. “Is that not so, Miss
Harte?”


Julianna’s
mouth went dry. A quick glance at Sir Hilary revealed nothing. He merely looked
amused, which seemed to be an almost permanent expression for him. “How did you
know?” Julianna asked with a false smile. Alasdair’s eyes narrowed some more.


“Miss
de Tournay mentioned les bébés, did
she not?” Sir Hilary answered.


Julianna
was swamped with relief. “Yes, yes she did. And of course Cook and the pot boy
share them, too.” Oh, how she hated to lie. They had all been so pleasant today
and it felt horrible to ruin that. With a start Julianna remembered her
appointment with the solicitor. She’d forgotten all about it while they’d been
in the patisserie. With the recollection came the reminder of why she had to
lie. To protect the children and the home, of course, but in a more convoluted
way to protect Alasdair. The whole situation was actually becoming rather
confusing on the whole.


“Have
you the time, Sir Hilary?” she inquired sweetly when they found themselves out
on the street again.


Sir
Hilary flipped up the top on his walking stick and looked at his timepiece. “It
is nearly quarter past one.” He looked up, a surprised expression on his face.
“So early! I am not used to getting up when the cock crows.”


“Then
might I inquire why you did so this morning?” Julianna asked, though she was
certain she knew the answer. But Sir Hilary had not been with them for the
majority of the day.


“I
had some business to take care of,” he answered vaguely with the same
dismissive smile he’d given Miss de Tournay. Julianna was not so easily
dismissed, but before she could inquire further, Alasdair spoke up.


“Are
you bringing your pastries home, Miss Harte? May I escort you?” She longed for
one shred of warmth in his tone, but there was none. Only a cold anger that was
out of proportion to the lie she’d told him. Did he somehow know that her lie
was related to the pearl? 


“I
am a bit tired, Mr. Sharp.” She smiled thinly. “Perhaps you would be so good as
to hail a hackney for me?”


Without
a word he stepped closer to the street traffic and waited for a carriage to
pull over. When one did, he opened the door and helped Tessa inside and then
held out his hand for Julianna. When she slid her hand into his, a jolt of pure
pleasure made her start and her fingers involuntarily clenched on his. For a
moment she thought she saw an answering flare of heat in his eyes, but it was
too fleeting to have been genuine, so it must surely have been her imagination.


He
helped her into the carriage and released her hand without speaking. Then he
gave the driver directions to her father’s house.


“Good
afternoon,” she said as he closed the door slowly.


“Good
afternoon . . . Miss Harte,” he answered. Then he stepped away and the carriage
rumbled into traffic.


At
the end of the street Julianna gave a different address to the driver and they
turned toward Tottenham Court. She was going to miss her appointment with the
solicitor.


*          *          *


Alasdair
watched as her carriage pulled up in front of a public house called the Black
Horse. He quickly rode his own horse down a nearby alley. He felt like a
criminal himself, lurking in back alleys to spy on a woman.


Roger
and Hil had declined to follow her with him. Roger was disgusted with him and
he’d made that very plain.


“She
is no more a criminal than Hil’s aunt Gertrude,” he told him flatly. “She is
sweet and witty and intelligent, and it offends me that you insist she is both
a liar and a whore. If I hadn’t embarrassed myself with less-than-outstanding
behavior last night, I’d lay you out right now for even hinting such things.”


“I
never called her a whore,” Alasdair denied vehemently. 


“You
accused her of having other lovers,” Roger pointed out, and Alasdair could not
deny it. “It is tantamount to calling her a whore, when it is painfully obvious
to any man with a brain in his head that she is not. You idiot.”


Hil
had patted Roger on the back approvingly. “Not so dense after all, are you,
Roger?” He’d been smugly amused. “No, Sharp. I believe that you are on your own
now. We have done all we can to help you catch the lady. It is up to you to
follow through, I think.”


Hil
had refused to tell him what he’d learned this morning while Alasdair and Roger
were escorting Julianna about town. Hil had slipped into the shadows at
Billingsgate Market and he’d interviewed the fishmongers she’d visited after
they left. According to him he’d learned nothing there, and he hadn’t fared
much better at Covent Garden, where he’d repeated the process. It wasn’t until
he followed Julianna’s footman home that he’d learned anything. But he was being
infuriatingly close mouthed about it, in typical Hil fashion.


“It
is neither here nor there at this juncture,” he’d said
with a dismissive wave of his hand, “it will not help us in locating the pearl.
I’m sure all will be revealed by Miss Harte herself in due time.” He’d pointed
to the carriage as it turned in the opposite direction of Julianna’s father’s
house. “I believe your quarry is getting away.”


She
hadn’t even told him the truth about the pastries she had bought earlier. Pastries for cats, as if he was stupid enough to believe that.
As far as Alasdair was concerned, her destination only proved his suspicions
about her. What gently bred young lady would frequent a place like this in
Tottenham Court? Alone? Well, he assumed her maid was still with her, but that
was hardly significant in this situation. The miscreants who were lingering on
the stoop didn’t exactly seem to be upstanding citizens, and a petite lady’s
maid would not be much of a deterrent if they decided to harm Julianna.


Alasdair
watched as the driver opened the carriage door and Julianna appeared, stepping
lightly down onto the pavement. She turned and waved her maid back into the
carriage as a young ruffian sauntered over to her. Alasdair put a heel to his
horse, intent on protecting Julianna, but then she smiled at the young man and
held out her hand. He smiled back and said something that made her laugh, and
then he took her hand, bowed over it, and kissed it. Alasdair pulled back on
the reins so hard that his horse Plato tossed his head in protest. Still
smiling, Julianna allowed the man to place her hand on his arm and they engaged
in fervent conversation for several minutes, an indecent closeness between
them, their heads bent together.


With
each moment that passed, Alasdair felt a cold rage building inside of him. He’d
been right about her. He hadn’t wanted to be, he realized now. He hadn’t wanted
to know that she had other lovers; that to her he had been nothing more than a
gullible, foolish victim. But here was the proof. The boy greeted her as if
they were long-standing acquaintances. He was clearly protective of her, and
his protection was enough to keep the others at bay.


After
much discussion Julianna turned back to the carriage and her maid handed the
pastries out. Julianna gave them to a belligerent young woman who had been glaring
at her during her conversation with the young ruffian. The girl flounced off
and the rest of the group descended on her to share the bounty. So these, then,
were the babes the pastries were meant for. The young man led Julianna over to
the side of the building and they disappeared around the corner. Alasdair
turned Plato away, determined to leave her here and head home. But after only a
few feet he stopped. He couldn’t do it. Sighing heavily, he turned his horse
yet again and casually walked him down the street and past the Black Horse.
Several of the women standing about called to him, attempting to entice him
into a quick trip into the nearby alley, the alley into which Julianna had disappeared.


Alasdair
gritted his teeth and forced himself to keep going until he could peer between
the buildings of the alleyway. He was momentarily overcome by relief when he
didn’t see her there as he’d imagined he would, locked in an embrace with the
swaggering youth. But his relief was washed away by uneasiness. Where had they
gone? Inside? He shut his eyes tightly as he imagined all the things they could
be doing with more privacy.


 He jerked Plato to a stop and ran a
shaking hand over his face. This was ridiculous. He had to stop these lurid
imaginings. He clicked his tongue and Plato moved slowly forward, up to the
next street, where Alasdair once again sought cover to spy on Julianna. He
settled into a shadowy space with a clear view of the alley and waited.


*          *          *


“What
do you mean, ‘No’?” Julianna demanded. “I am giving you back your four hundred
pounds. I would like my pearl back.”


“T’isn’t
your pearl anymore,” Blackman said with a mouthful of food. Julianna’s lips
curled in disgust. “It’s my pearl. Bought it fair and square. If you want it
back you’ll have to buy it, just like any other customer. And the price is now
eight hundred pounds.”


“Eight
hundred pounds! But . . . but that is outrageous! You only paid me four hundred
for it.”


Blackman
swallowed and wiped his mouth on a dirty napkin. “Well, now, I’ve got to earn a
little something, too, don’t I?” He smiled and Julianna was reminded of a rat.
“If you got four hundred for it, why shouldn’t I? So I’m only asking for what
you got. Fair’s fair, girl. A man has got to make a living.”


“Making
one and stealing one are two entirely different things,” she drawled
sarcastically.


Blackman
laughed. “Now, I like you, miss. Every time you come to see old Blackman you
forget that you stole the pearl in the first place. So you’re the pot calling
my kettle black, seems to me. And I’m not stealing your money.” He shrugged.
“I’m simply telling you how much what you want will cost.”


Julianna’s
heart was beating like a deranged hammer. “I haven’t got eight hundred pounds,
Mr. Blackman. If I had, I would have had no need to steal the pearl in the
first place.”


He
shrugged again. “Then we got nothing to talk about.”


“Mr.
Blackman—” she began, but the burly guard Cam came up and grabbed her
arm.


“You
heard him,” he barked, shoving her toward the door.


“Now,
see here,” Julianna protested. “I am heartily sick of
your shoving me about, Mr. . . . Cam, and I would appreciate it if you would
stop doing so.” She tried in vain to yank her arm free, but he just tightened
his grip. “You’re hurting me!” Julianna cried out as he opened the door and
threw her into the hall. Once again she fell into Mr. Wiley.


“Now,
Cam, no need to be so rough. I’ve got her,” the youth said soothingly. He
maneuvered Julianna behind him and held out his hands in a placating manner
toward the bristling guard. “I tried to tell her, didn’t I? But women has
always got to find out for their selves, don’t they?”


“Get
’er out of ’ere, Wiley,” Cam growled. “I don’t like ’er. Her kind are always
trouble.”


“You’re
absolutely right, Cam. Trouble from the word go, I
tell you. More than their worth, ain’t that the truth.” While he was talking
Mr. Wiley was gently pushing Julianna toward the stairs.


“I
am not done,” she told him in a frantic whisper. “I’ve got to get that pearl
back.”


He
shushed her with a hand waving behind his back. When they reached the top of
the stairs, he took her arm and hustled her down the first few steps.


“Mr.
Wiley,” she said more loudly. “I really must go back and see Mr. Blackman. I
have to get that pearl back. It is a matter of honor.”


“Honor
won’t chew your food nor lift your fork,” he said in a rather angry undertone,
“so’s I’d shut my mouth if I were you. Blackman’s done with you, and Cam would
like nothing more than to go a round or two with you.”


Julianna
reared back in surprise and quickly turned her head to look back at Cam. He was
standing at the top of the stairs with his arms crossed and his heavily booted
feet spread wide. He smiled at her, and the sight of it made her skin crawl.


“Yes,
I see your point,” she agreed in a shaky voice, letting Mr. Wiley guide her
down the steps.


This
time when the door closed behind them, Julianna had to stop and lean against
the side of the building for a moment because her legs were so shaky and unreliable.
She rubbed the spot on her arm where Cam had grabbed her.


“I’m
sorry, Miss,” Mr. Wiley said sincerely. He stepped
close to her and took over rubbing her arm very gently. “Are you all right?”


Julianna
nodded, watching his hands on her arm. She was lucky. She could have been hurt
far worse, and might have been if Mr. Wiley hadn’t been there to help her. On
impulse she threw her arms around him and hugged him tightly. He awkwardly
patted her back.


“There
now,” he said. “Wiley didn’t let anything happen to you, now did he?” He
stepped back and took hold of both her arms, being very gentle with the sore
one. “No more coming back here, do you understand? That little pearl is gone,
and you’d best forget about it.”


“Oh,
Mr. Wiley,” she cried, miserable. “What have I done? I have to get the pearl
back for Mr. Sharp. It’s been in his family for generations. It’s his most
valued treasure, and he will never forgive me for stealing it. Never.” She
wiped a tear from her cheek only to have another one take its place, and then
another. She sniffed pathetically.


With
a sigh he lifted her reticule from her arm and searched inside until he found
her handkerchief. He handed it to her with a pat on the shoulder. “Like that,
is it? Tell old Wiley all about it, then.” 


Julianna
dabbed her eyes and delicately wiped her runny nose. She glanced at Mr. Wiley
from the corner of her eye. He seemed genuinely sympathetic, and that made her
want to cry more.


“I
know that the home is important.” She sniffed, the thought of having to close it
down breaking her heart all over again. “But I just can’t justify what I’ve
done to Mr. Sharp, not even for the home.” She bit her lip. “He’s a good man
and he didn’t deserve it. And the money from the pearl will only be a temporary
reprieve for the foundling home. I simply can’t do it all myself, and I have
nowhere else to turn for funds.” He started to speak and she held up a hand to
silence him. “And I cannot in good conscience continue to run the house on
ill-gotten money.” She laughed sadly. “It’s quite ironic, really, since that is
how I was raised.”


Mr.
Wiley’s eyes got big. “Was it now? Your mam was a pincher, was she?”


Julianna
stared at him uncomprehending for a moment. “My mother? Oh, no! My father was a
. . . a thief, not my mother. My mother died when I was very young.” She
grabbed his hand. “But he only took small things and many of them were gifts
from lovers. He wanted me to have fine things, after my mother died, and he
didn’t know how else to get them.” She sighed. “I wish he’d learned to live in
straitened circumstances rather than resorting to an immoral life of crime and
. . . and . . .” She couldn’t bring herself to say it.


“Selling
himself?” Mr. Wiley offered helpfully.


Julianna
closed her eyes, pained by his words. “Yes. Exactly.”


Mr.
Wiley squeezed her hand, and when she opened her eyes, he was looking at her
with an expression that was wise beyond his years. “Seems to me that was his
choice. He thought you were important enough. Lord knows, I do what I does for my chicks, no mistake. And I’d do more if I had to,
if you see what I mean. Fathers have to make the hard choices, don’t they, so
their little ones don’t have to.”


All
these years of secretly condemning her father, and it took a simple speech by a
street ruffian to make Julianna understand the choices he had made when she was
growing up. Her laugh was a little watery. “But I made a hard choice, and it
was the wrong one.”


“If
your Mr. Sharp is such a grand fellow,” Mr. Wiley told her as he led her out of
the alley and toward the waiting carriage, “then he’ll get over losing his
pearl if it means he can have you.”


This
time her laugh was bitter. “I am no substitute for a priceless jewel, Mr.
Wiley.”


He
handed her up into the carriage and regarded her seriously. “I know value when
I see it, miss,” he told her. “And yours is beyond price.”


In
that moment Julianna understood completely why Mr. Wiley had so many children.






Chapter Twelve


 



Julianna
paced the pavement in front of her father’s townhouse. She’d been wearing a
hole in the sidewalk for the past hour, hoping that Alasdair would appear
outside his house. It was already two o’clock in the afternoon. Yesterday he’d
been up with the cock’s crow to catch her. Today he was apparently catching up
on his lost sleep. Every two or three steps she glanced across the street only
to be met with a firmly closed door. She could see nothing through the curtains
and his balcony, of course, which faced the mews behind and not the street.


So
attuned was she to every sound on the quiet street that when his door finally did
open, it sounded like a shot in a tunnel. She spun to face his house, suddenly
unsure of her plan. She frantically looked for a place to hide and found
nothing save a very skinny tree that wouldn’t even shield one of her limbs,
much less her entire person. She froze on the spot, exposed, uncertain, and
ridiculously frightened.


He
appeared in the doorway, then he turned to speak with
his man, who was handing him his hat and gloves. He stepped outside and put the
hat on, tilted just so at a rakish angle. He pulled on one glove and then
started down the steps slowly while he put on the other.


He
was beautiful. How many times had she sat inside at the parlor window,
ostensibly to take advantage of the light for sewing or reading, when she was
really waiting for a glimpse of him? Tall, broad shouldered, sure in his step,
commanding yet approachable, greeting the world with a smile. Too many to count, surely. Until she’d grown tired of
waiting and watching and had snuck into his house and stolen his pearl to get
his attention. It was quite, quite lowering to have to admit that to herself.


Today
he looked different to her than he had all those other times she’d watched him.
Today he was the lover who had tenderly introduced her to the pleasures shared
by a man and a woman, and then roughly shown her another side of that pleasure
and of him. He’d held her close, whispered desperately in her ear, kissed her
breasts and filled her with his heat and his release. He had taught her to fly
on wings that she had long thought clipped. And yet, he was a stranger. What
were his deepest secrets? What kept him awake at night? What fears haunted his
waking hours? What dreams kept him going when he believed all was lost?


Julianna
leaned against the tree weakly, her shoulder and her hand pressed against the
bark. Weighty issues aside, she didn’t even know the simplest things about him.
What was his favorite food? His favorite color? He
knew Shakespeare, but did he like him? Perhaps he preferred the modern poetry
of Lord Byron. Did he prefer fish or fowl? Sweet or savory?
She knew he liked strawberries, was jaded but caring, and that he had a dubious
history of carnal relations. 


Just
then he looked up and saw her. He stopped halfway down the steps and stood
there. Just stood there, staring at her, still in the process of pulling on his
glove. He was too far away for her to tell what his expression was. She hoped
he was glad to see her. But wouldn’t he wave then, or in some way indicate his
pleasure at seeing her again? Julianna pushed away from the tree. She took a
hesitant step toward the street and he slowly lowered his hand to his side. She
took another step and he didn’t move. Was he waiting for her? If she stopped now she’d feel a fool, and look like one, too, no
doubt. Her mind made up, Julianna began to cross the street.


Her
approach spurred him into action. He continued down the steps and then spoke to
his groom, who had just brought his horse around. The groom turned back toward
the mews and Alasdair continued toward her. They met in the middle of the quiet
street, only a few passersby around to notice them.


“Good
morning,” she said, after they stood there staring at each other like idiots
for a solid minute.


He
blinked and looked around, and then took her arm and led her back over to her
side of the street. Once they were on the sidewalk, he stopped and faced her.


“What
are you doing?” he asked.


Well,
she hadn’t expected that gruff tone. She tried to hide her surprise. “Waiting
for you.” She figured honesty, as far as it went, was her best policy at this
point.


He
looked cynical for a moment and she couldn’t blame him. “Why?”


She
bit her lip and worried it for a moment, not sure where to begin.


His
eyes grew hot and narrow as he stared at her. “For that, hmm?” he asked
quietly. “Still not sure how to ask for it? That seems odd, and a bit
inconvenient, considering how often you appear to be receiving it.”


Julianna’s
mouth dropped open into an unbecoming O when she deciphered his meaning. He
must have taken it for agreement because he gripped her upper arm and steered
her around the side of the townhouse and through the gate of the tall fence
that separated the gardens from the street.


“Is
anyone at home?” he demanded, pulling the gate shut behind them.
He took a moment to survey the garden and then dragged her across the open lawn
to the trees at the back of the lot.


“Alasdair,”
she gasped, “what on earth are you doing?”


He
tightened his grip on her arm. “Answer the question. Are your father or
stepmother home?”


Julianna
shook her head. “No, only the servants are about. Alasdair!” she exclaimed as
he shoved her behind the garden shed into the far corner of the yard, deep
within the trees. There was not much space between the shed and the fence, and
she was trapped against the back of the small building when Alasdair squeezed
in front of her. He 
pressed himself against her from chest to groin, and he tried to
shove a leg in between hers, but her skirt was too tight.


“This
won’t work at all,” he muttered. He grabbed a handful of her skirt and pulled
it up to her waist, and then his thick, hard thigh was there, rubbing against
her mound deliciously. Julianna moaned and thrust against him, a surge of
desire coursing through her that was almost alarming in its intensity. Alasdair
laughed, but it wasn’t an amused sound. “Yes, I rather thought you’d like that.
Is that what he does?”


Julianna
couldn’t think clearly with his hands on her, his thigh driving her mad, his
mouth a hot, moist temptation against her ear. “ ‘He?’ ” she
asked breathlessly.


“Don’t
even speak,” Alasdair growled. “This will be better if you don’t speak.”


“W-What?”
she stammered. He raised his leg and Julianna squeaked
as she had to go on her tiptoes to maintain contact with the ground. It was
dizzying, and felt so rough and wonderful.


Alasdair
whipped off his hat and threw it to the ground and Julianna got her first good
look at his face. He was furious. Before she could say something, anything, he
slammed his mouth down on hers.


The
kiss was brutal in its intensity, but no less arousing for its leashed
violence. He tried to twist his head, to slant his mouth on hers, but her
bonnet got in the way. With a growl he tore his mouth away and wrenched the bow
open beneath her chin. Her hair was pulled as some pins came loose when he
ripped it off her head to join his hat in the grass. The pain brought with it a
brief moment of sanity.


“Alasdair,”
she begged, pressing her hands to his chest. “Stop. Please! We must talk.”


But
there was no talking. He came back, his mouth hot and open on hers, his tongue
demanding entry, and she couldn’t deny it or him. She stopped fighting him and
instead threw her arms around his neck and buried her hands in his hair,
gripping his head tightly. He grunted his approval and drove his tongue into
her mouth again, tangling it with hers.


His
hands were suddenly gripping her backside, and he thrust his hips against her as
he pulled her hard against his thigh. She could feel his arousal, hard and
wanting, and she moaned and wiggled into the rough caress of his thigh. His
fingers dug into her hips almost painfully as he made the same movement over
and over, never taking his mouth from hers, never letting her come up for air.
She was light-headed and her sex was hot and aching, and she felt a yawning
emptiness inside.


He
was panting into her mouth, as desperate as she. These were not the tender
caresses she longed for, but it was Alasdair, hot and demanding and in her
arms. She knew what was coming, could feel the pleasure spiraling out of
control within her. From his deliberate movements it was what he wanted. He
wanted her to come in this harsh, desperate way. Was it a punishment? It didn’t
feel that way. It felt glorious. She almost told him so, but words were too
difficult, her thoughts too unfocused. She could only feel and want and writhe
on his tight, hard body as it drove her onward.


He
pulled his mouth away at last, his breath ragged in her ear. “Come, damn you,”
he rasped. He wrapped his arms around her, protecting her back from the rough
wood of the shed. Then he canted his hips and pressed against her body perfectly
and Julianna fell apart. But she didn’t want to, not like this. Not alone, not
without Alasdair. Though he held her tight, she felt empty, and she sobbed as
her sex clenched tightly, seeking him, seeking his hard length and finding
nothing except this desperate, aching pleasure and nothing more.


He
raised his leg so that she had to grab him to stay on and not fall to the
ground. She clutched a handful of his coat, her fingers digging into his back.
She held him to her, not because she was afraid of falling but because she
needed an anchor in the emotional storm her peak had left behind. She wasn’t
sure what to expect, but he remained motionless, letting her hold him as he
breathed heavily in her ear, his muscles rigid under her hands.


“Why
are you so angry with me?” she finally whispered. He hadn’t been this angry
yesterday. Was it because of her lie at the patisserie? But his anger was out
of proportion to that small offense. She blinked, nearly laughing aloud in
disgust at herself. So she was classifying her lies now, was she? This one was
not so bad, not as bad as that one, surely?


“I’m
not angry,” he said coldly. “I’m just getting what I paid for.”


She
fought him then. This wasn’t right. She tried to stop him from doing something
she knew he’d regret. He might be angry now, but tomorrow he would hate what he
had done in anger. She wanted him, but not like this. He yanked his head back
then and in his expression she could see the war raging within him between his
anger and his desire. Then he leaned in to kiss her and she turned her face
away.


“Alasdair,
please don’t,” she begged desperately.


He
cursed roughly and grabbed her hands, which were pushing ineffectively at his
chest. He put all his weight against her, pressed her hands into the wood of
the shed wall. “Why?” he growled in her ear. “Why should I stop? Isn’t this
what you want? Isn’t this all you want? Because I haven’t got
anything else to steal, Julianna. Not a damn thing.”


Julianna
bit her lip to hold back her tears. He hated her, and he hated this passion
between them. One of the most glorious things in her life was something he
detested. 


“I
do not want this, Alasdair,” she said firmly, trying to be calm though her
voice shook. “Not like this. Not when you are so angry.”


*          *          *


Alasdair
closed his eyes in despair at her words. She felt so bloody good. How could she
feel so good when he knew what she was? When he’d watched her laugh about him
with her young lover yesterday? When being with her violated every oath he’d
made to himself last night as he’d tossed and turned, unable to sleep? Each
time he’d closed his eyes, he’d relived her tryst in the alley. The way she’d
thrown herself into her lover’s arms and he’d pulled her close and wiped her
tears, held her hands and kissed them. She’d cried. She’d cried over leaving
him. She’d never cried over Alasdair, had she? No, she’d crawled out his damn
window with his priceless pearl without so much as a backward glance. She’d
flounced out of Hil’s library with murder in her eyes.


He
thrust against her and she cried out at his rough handling. He was drowning in
her. Drowning in her scent and her heat and her voice. Drowning in her
duplicity and her greed and her deception. He hated how much he still wanted
her. Hated this secret weakness he had for her. Only the thought of having her
again was keeping him going. She fought against him and he wanted to curse at
how perfect she felt. But she was right, damn it. This wasn’t what he wanted
from her. Not like this.


He
wanted to scream at the injustice of it. At the injustice of finally finding a
woman who drove him mad with desire only to discover that she didn’t care. That
he was a means to an end, a joke, a fool to be fleeced and nothing more. And to
find that she would give another man more than she had given him was degrading
and infuriating.


He released
her hands, slamming his palms against the shed on either side of her. Her arms
snaked around his neck as she buried her face in the curve of his shoulder. She
sobbed, but he was the one in pain. She made him ache when he
was around her, he wanted her so badly.


“Julianna?”
A woman’s voice called out from the house and Alasdair froze. Julianna’s head
jerked up and she stared at him in fear.


Her
face was streaked with tears, her eyes red rimmed, and the expression on her
face cut him like a knife. Horror swamped him. What had he done? What was he
doing? He’d almost violated her unforgivably. She’d begged him not to, and he
hadn’t listened. He’d been so lost in his own anger and despair that he’d hurt
her and nearly taken her against her will. No matter what she’d done to him she
didn’t deserve this. He stumbled slightly and she gripped him tighter.


“Julianna?”
The voice was closer.


She
grabbed Alasdair’s head and pulled his ear to her mouth. “Shhh,” she whispered,
so quietly that he had to strain to hear. He nodded. Yes, he’d be silent. He
didn’t want anyone to know what a bastard he was. He didn’t want anyone to
think less of her. This wasn’t her fault. None of it was. He wished to God he
could remove his hateful presence from her sight. He knew she must be mortified
right now, embarrassed and uncomfortable. She must hate him now.


Then
he felt her lips on his cheek, and his eyes flew to hers. Surely she couldn’t
want him now. Didn’t she understand that what he’d done was wrong? He didn’t
deserve pleasure of any kind. He didn’t deserve her release, and he damn sure
didn’t deserve his own. He didn’t deserve her. Even though she was a thief and
a liar she was better than he was.


“The
maid must have been mistaken, Mr. Harte,” Lady Linville said, her voice was
fading. “Perhaps Julianna is in her room.”


As
soon as he heard the door close, Alasdair released her and she leaned against
the shed, staring at him with wide eyes.


“Alasdair?”
she asked in a very small voice, and his stomach clenched. He thought he might
be sick. He reached out and yanked her dress down after untangling it from
around her, smoothing it over her legs.


“I’m
sorry,” he rasped, his voice breaking. He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, Miss
Harte,” he said more formally. “Please forgive me. I have no excuse. What I did
was inexcusable.”


His
hands were shaking. He clenched them. He hadn’t even taken his damn gloves off.
He would never call himself a gentleman again. What he had done was
reprehensible.


“Don’t,
Alasdair,” she cried out quietly. “It wasn’t your fault. Please. Talk to me.
Please.” She reached out and he jerked away from her hand.


“I
must go,” he said abruptly. He spun around, and when he saw his hat, he swept
it up into his hand and then stood there, unsure of what to do. Should he leave
first? Or should she?


He
couldn’t see her again. Ever.


“Alasdair,”
she pleaded. “Do not blame yourself for whatever you think happened here. I
kissed you back. I wanted you. If you would just talk to me, please.”


At
that he could only stare at her, aghast. “ ‘Whatever happened here?’ ” he repeated. “ ‘Whatever happened here?’ I damn near raped
you,” he whispered in anguish. “How can I not blame myself for that?”


He
saw her bonnet lying in a crushed heap on the ground and he had to lean over
for a moment, his hands on his knees. “I have never done that to a woman before
in my life,” he whispered. He shook his head. “I know you won’t believe that,
but it is true. God, forgive me, Julianna.”


“Alasdair,”
she whispered, and her hand slid along his shoulders soothingly. But it wasn’t
soothing. It was like a hot blade across his back, burning him with guilt. He
jerked away and spun toward a gate in the middle of the back fence. He had to
leave. He had to get out.


“Good
day, Miss Harte,” he choked out. Then, after looking around the corner of the
shed to make sure no one was there, he hurried to the gate and slipped out
without a backward glance.




Chapter
Thirteen


 



“Julianna?”
There was a knock on her door. “Julianna, are you in there?”


It
was Lady Linville. She came to her stepdaughter’s room so rarely that Julianna
felt a flash of panic when she heard her voice. It was the only reason she rose
from the chair she’d been sitting in all afternoon. The sun was setting, she
noticed with surprise, and her room was awash in shadows.


She
hurried to the door and threw it open. “Is something wrong?”


Lady
Linville breathed a sigh of relief and clenched her hands together in front of
her. “That is what your father and I were wondering.”


“I
beg your pardon?”


The
baroness peered around her. “Why is it so dark in your room? Are you ill?”


Julianna
shook her head. “No, no I’m not ill. I was just resting. I’m very tired today.”


At
that her stepmother gently but insistently pushed past Julianna and found a
taper and lit it. She located two lamps and lit them as well. The shadows were
dispelled immediately, and Lady Linville walked briskly over to the windows and
shut the curtains. When she turned back to Julianna, she had a determined look
on her face. “Is there something you’d like to tell me?” she asked.


Julianna
knew she must look guilty. She wasn’t even sure over what, there was so much to
choose from.


“Close
the door, Julianna.” After Julianna did as she was told, the baroness sat
delicately on the edge of her bed and patted the space next to her. “Come here,
child.”


Warily,
Julianna walked over and sat in the indicated space. She twisted her hands
together in her lap. “Yes, Lady Linville?”


The
baroness sighed and patted her hands awkwardly. “I know that we have not been
close since my marriage to your father, and that is as much my fault as yours.
It seems that neither of us is used to having a confidante.” She licked her
lips nervously, which surprised Julianna. She’d seen Lady Linville in many
moods but nervous was not one of them. “I want you to feel as if you can tell
me the things that trouble you,” she said with hesitation. “I realize that you
have no reason to trust me, and that we have had our differences in the past.
But I want you to know”—she reached out and lightly took hold of
Julianna’s forearm—“that I love your father and would not see him hurt
for the world.”


Julianna
blinked rapidly, her stepmother’s honesty and earnestness affecting her greatly.
“As do I,” she whispered.


Lady
Linville nodded and settled herself more firmly on the bed, releasing
Julianna’s arm. “Good. Then we are of like minds.” She tipped her head to the
side and regarded Julianna sternly, but there was a kindness in her eyes that
Julianna had never noticed before. “Now, talk to me, Julianna.”


She
opened her mouth to reassure Lady Linville that there was nothing to talk
about, but to her utter horror and dismay she could not speak through her tears
and the silly hiccupping sobs that were escaping her.


“I
see,” the baroness said kindly, and then she put her arm around Julianna and
let her cry on her shoulder.


And
cry and cry she did. For a woman who had prided herself on her self-control
just a few short days ago she was a blubbering mess. It wasn’t just Alasdair’s
obvious dislike of her and his distasteful passion for her, but all of the
indignities she’d suffered in her twenty years. There was, of course, her lack
of a mother, which really wasn’t anyone’s fault. Having no one to blame for it
had seriously diminished Julianna’s ability to grieve properly. Then there were
her father’s wandering eye and clever, thieving fingers. She had not liked her
childhood one bit, thank you. Moving constantly from country house party to
country house party, where her father found it easiest to seduce and pilfer.
Her sketchy education, gleaned from sitting in on lessons with the often cruel
and unforgiving children of whatever house they happened to be visiting. And the lies. She’d had enough of them to last a lifetime.


And now this.
She thought she might very well be falling in love with a man who despised her.
And she might be carrying his child. It was becoming increasingly clear that
her common sense went missing when Alasdair touched her. Oh, and then there was
the matter of the pearl. She’d stolen his treasure and was helpless to retrieve
it. Her greatest transgression and she could not make amends even though it was
what her heart and mind demanded.


But
how did one confess these things to a distant and still-unknown stepmother? They
might be making progress in their relationship but, as Lady Linville said, they
were not yet confidantes. All Julianna could manage was, “I think I love him.”


Oh, good heavens, that was not what she’d meant to say
at all.


“Well,
that’s a good place to start,” the baroness assured her with a gentle squeeze.
“Now, why don’t you tell me his name, my dear?” Julianna looked at her with
wide, panicked eyes. “No? Well, I know it cannot be any of the young men I’ve
introduced you to, or you would be quite happy to tell me.” She took a deep
breath. “Is he . . . unacceptable?”


Julianna
shook her head vehemently, having made the decision not to talk anymore lest
she reveal more of her turmoil and deceit than was wise.


Lady
Linville visibly relaxed. “Oh, that is good to know.” She rubbed Julianna’s arm
companionably and Julianna sniffed several times, fighting the emotion brought
on by that motherly touch. “When you are ready, Julianna,” she told her
quietly, “you may tell us. But do not wait too long. We would like to help
while it is still prudent to do so, and not when it is too late to do much
good.” She hugged her awkwardly with one arm. “Do not despair, my dear. All is
not lost, it is only misplaced.” She smiled tentatively.


Julianna
nodded miserably. If she was with child, she would have to tell them
everything, and they would make him marry her. And then he would hate her for
all eternity. And she would probably still love him, like the complete fool she
apparently was, which was very, very disheartening. She had always thought she
was above such foolish things.


“Lord
what fools these mortals be!” Shakespeare had written, although not in Romeo and Juliet. But the sentiment
still applied.


*          *          *


“Hil,
am I a good man?” Alasdair asked quietly, standing at Hil’s large window
looking out at the street, which was bathed in the misty hues of dusk. He’d
wandered around for hours after leaving Julianna and he’d ended up here.


“What
a foolish question.” Hil sounded amused. “Who is to say what is good and what
is bad? I for one would say you are a good man, one of the best. But there are
some who would say that I would not recognize a good man were he to punch me in
the nose.”


Alasdair
could not summon even a grin. “Are not good men judged so by their actions?” he
mused, feeling somehow detached from what had happened with Julianna today.


“Unfortunately,
yes,” Hil answered, coming to stand next to him. He looked out on the street
with Alasdair, as if that ever-darkening thoroughfare might lead them to
enlightenment.


“Why
‘unfortunate’?” Alasdair asked, turning to look at his friend.


Hil
met his gaze briefly and then they both turned back to the window. It was dark
enough now that Alasdair could watch Hil’s reflection in the window as he
answered.


“Unfortunate
because a man’s actions often do not reflect what resides inside him. I believe
that it is not actions that determine the man, but the motivation behind them.”
Hil looked at Alasdair in the window. “What motivates you, Sharp?”


Alasdair
looked away and shook his head. “I no longer know. And you?”


Hil
laughed quietly. “Well, I am no saint, no matter what name I was given.”


 “Are you a devil then?” Alasdair asked
with a reluctant smile.


 “No. I am neither. I am just a man. A
little of both, forever condemned to walk the earth and suffer the indignities
of both heaven and hell.”


At
that Alasdair laughed grimly. He spun away from the window and walked
unsteadily over to a large chair. “Indignities,” he said as he sat down. “Yes,
that is the right word, Hil. How undignified we all are.”


Hil
turned to face him, sitting on the edge of the window frame. “They do indeed
have the same root meaning.”


 “Yes, let’s turn this into a grammar
lesson,” Alasdair said with a snort. “How astute of you to know that was what I
needed right now.”


Hil
tipped his head to the side, but his face was completely in shadows, his
expression hidden. “I was not aware I was required to know what you needed at
any particular time of the day. However, if you need something from me, then by
all means ask. I will do what I can to accommodate you. But I will refer you
back to my earlier statement. I am only a man. Do not ask what I am incapable
of giving.”


“How
about forgiveness?”


Hil
said nothing for a moment. “Is my forgiveness the one you should be seeking?”


Alasdair
laughed, and even he could hear the utter despair in it. Letting his head fall
to the back of the chair, he covered his face with his hands for a moment. Once
he had himself under control he let them fall. Perhaps he wasn’t so detached
after all. “No,” he answered shakily, “it is not.”


Rising
from his perch at the window, Hil sighed heavily. He walked over and lit a lamp
on his desk, creating a circle of light and warmth before he sat down in the
large, ornate leather chair behind it.


“What
have you done, Alasdair?”


Alasdair
looked over at him in surprise. Hil rarely used his given name. “Am I to be
judged by my actions?”


 “I cannot answer that,” Hil said calmly.
“I do not know what those actions are, or what motivated you.”


“Anger.
Anger motivated me.” Alasdair rubbed his hand along the arm of the chair, the
red upholstery rough under his fingertips. “And jealousy.”


“That
rarely bodes well.” Hil leaned back in his chair, resting his elbows on the
arms and steepling his fingers beneath his chin. “Tell me.”


Suddenly
Alasdair was tired. He was tired of the anger and the jealousy, the suspicions
and the accusations. He was tired of not laughing with Julianna. They had
laughed and teased that first night, sharing more than physical intimacy. He
wanted that again. With Julianna. But he couldn’t
imagine that she would forgive his actions today.


“How
can I ask her forgiveness?” he whispered.


Hil
toyed with a pen on his desk, running the feather through his fingers. “That
depends. Did you step on her foot? Run over her cat? Steal her virginity?”


Alasdair
glared at him. “That was unnecessary.”


“I
did not use fuck and Miss Harte in the same sentence.” Hil
leaned forward, frowning fiercely. “Dammit, Alasdair, what did you do? I merely
mentioned her virginity to remind you that you have done worse, and she has
more than forgiven you. Yet you act as if this new transgression is even more
heinous.”


“I
stole her free will,” Alasdair said wearily. “I took her innocence and her
trust and I violated her in the most unforgivable fashion.”


Hil
threw down his pen and rose from his chair. He walked around the desk and came
to stand directly in front of Alasdair. His face gave nothing away. “Stand up,”
he said calmly.


Hil
backed up a few steps to give Alasdair room to stand. As he did, he gave Hil a
questioning look. The punch took him completely by surprise. He fell sideways,
knocking his hip against the chair, and then tumbled to the ground, his jaw on
fire. He lay there stunned.


“Feel
better?” Hil asked tightly. “I know I do.” He walked back over to his chair and
took a seat. “Now you had better get up and tell me what the hell you did. If I
have something to answer for here, I’d like to know it.”


Alasdair
laughed weakly and rubbed his jaw as he rolled to his knees. “Actually, I do
feel better.” He had to lean on the chair’s arm to hoist himself
from the floor. Hil packed quite a punch for a scholar. “I deserved that.” He
fell into the chair. “But I don’t see why you would have anything to answer
for, Hil. Whatever happened, I did, and I must face the consequences and make
it right.”


“The
fact that you deserved it is not in question.” Hil tapped his fingers on his
desk. “You have acted the ass for the past week as far as Miss Harte is
concerned. If you have crossed the line, then I need to know about it, Sharp. I
condoned your behavior and encouraged your pursuit of her because I thought you
were an honorable man with honorable intentions, who would acknowledge his
mistakes and ultimately do the intelligent thing. To realize that I was
mistaken is a great disappointment, and a source of great concern. Do we need
to go visit her father this evening? Should I be anticipating his outraged
knock on my door, or worse, a visit from the constables, all tracking you down
like a common criminal?”


“No,”
Alasdair told him, facing him squarely across the desk. “No one will come
looking for me. It isn’t her way. She didn’t understand that what I did was
wrong.”


At
that Hil stopped his tapping and narrowed his gaze on Alasdair. “What do you
mean?”


Sighing
deeply, Alasdair rubbed his jaw some more. Talking actually hurt a bit. “She is
the innocent I first believed her to be, Hil. She doesn’t understand that what
I did in anger, what I did against her protestations, was a violation, no
matter how she felt, no matter what pleasure she took from it in spite of her
pleas.”


“I
never believed you could be a bastard, Sharp, until
right now.”


Hil’s
softly spoken words cut like a knife. But Alasdair deserved that, too. “Perhaps
it is your forgiveness I should seek after all,” he said quietly.


“That
is for her to give, not I. And if she is so inclined, then I can do naught but
follow suit.” He was gripping the edge of the desk tightly. “But hear this,
Sharp. You had best make this right. If you do not, then I will. And you will
rue the day. I was under no obligation to reveal her identity to you the other
night. When I made that choice, I did not give her to you lightly. I entrusted
her to you, and you have not only violated her trust, but mine. I will not
trust you again. I will not call you friend until this has been satisfactorily
concluded. Do you understand?”


Alasdair
nodded once. He rose and was almost out the door when Hil got in one parting
shot.


“I
do judge you by your actions, Sharp. And I judge you to be a fool.”


It
didn’t have quite the impact Hil was hoping for, however. Alasdair spoke
without turning around. “Of course I am a fool, Hil. I am a man in love. Is
that not the same thing?”


He
left the room before Hil could answer.


 



Chapter Fourteen


 



Julianna
awoke to the sound of a thump and a
muffled curse. She was startled, but not frightened.


“Who
the hell puts a bloody chair in front of their window?” Alasdair whispered
harshly.


Julianna
leaned over so that she could see him. “Lots of people,” she answered calmly.
“It is a common occurrence, I believe.”


With
a jerk of his head, Alasdair looked over at her in surprise. “I didn’t realize
you were awake.”


She
sat up and tidied the blankets over her lap. “I wasn’t,” she replied as she
leaned over and lit the candle on the small table beside her bed. She adjusted
her pillow behind her and reclined against it. “Is this the part where I say, ‘Unless
you’d care to be shot this evening, I wouldn’t move if I were you’?”


To
her utter relief Alasdair laughed. “Yes, I believe that was my line.”


“Well,
I don’t sleep with a gun in hand, so I’m afraid you’ll have to settle for, Stop,
thief!” she cried out in a theatrical whisper.


Alasdair
laughed again, and Julianna had never heard anything so wonderful. He was
dressed all in black. Boots, breeches, shirt, loosely tied cravat; his blond
curls were even covered with a black kerchief that was tied in the back. “You
look like a brigand.”


He
smiled wolfishly. “Do I? I tried to copy what you were wearing the night we
met.” He winced. “Well, that night.” He set the chair back up. “You do realize that
you do not have a conveniently placed balcony, don’t you?” He turned and walked
toward the bed. “I had to climb a tree and edge along the brick ledge.”


Julianna
nodded with a serious expression. “Yes, I’ve been meaning to discuss that with
father. It is a concern. How on earth am I to sneak about at night otherwise?”


“You
are not,” Alasdair said very seriously, sitting down on the edge of the bed
next to her. “I do not want you sneaking anywhere.”


“Hmm,”
Julianna said, looking down as she picked at the blanket. “It didn’t turn out
too badly the last time, did it?”


Alasdair’s
hand covered hers, stilling the restless movement of her fingers. “I don’t
know. Did it?” His voice was quiet and hesitant. He was hurting.


Julianna
turned her hand so she could hold his. “No, it didn’t. Not for me.” She looked
up at him then. 


“Nor
for me,” he responded in a husky voice.


“Alasdair,
what are you doing here?” As far as conciliatory gestures went, breaking into
her bedroom in the same fashion she had into his was quite romantic of him. She
hoped romance was what he was striving for.


“I
came to apologize.” He took a breath to say more, but Julianna cut him off.


“Accepted.”


He
closed his mouth and his lips quirked in a wry smile. “Yes, well, I had
rehearsed a whole speech. It was quite moving, actually.”


Julianna
scooted closer and walked her fingers up his arm. “I’m moved. Truly I am.” She
stopped when she got to the large muscle of his upper arm. He leaned closer,
resting his weight on that arm, and she felt the muscle flex and bunch. She
wrapped her hand around as much of his arm as she could, the sheer strength and
maleness of him overwhelming her. Looking up, she saw a bruise on his jaw. She
ran a finger over it gently. “What happened?”


Alasdair
moved his face away from her hand. “Hil took exception to what happened between
us today.”


Julianna
felt a blush stain her cheeks. “You told him?” He nodded stiffly. “Why?”


“Because
I was a bastard to you and I wanted someone to tell me so.”


Julianna
digested that. “Why were you so angry with me?” she whispered, watching as she
moved her hand back to his arm, afraid of what she might see on his face.


He
was silent for long enough to make Julianna uncomfortable. She was about to
pull her hand away when he finally answered.


“The
why doesn’t matter. At least not right now. Let me
make it up to you and then we’ll talk.”


“You
don’t have to make it up to me. I know I should be outraged, but I liked it,”
she whispered. She looked up at Alasdair, feeling guilty and ashamed and aroused
all at once as she thought about their encounter behind the shed. “At least,
part of me did. I liked that you wanted me so much you couldn’t help yourself.”


“Dammit,
Julianna,” he said vehemently, gently shaking her. “I should have been able to
help myself, don’t you see? I am supposed to be a gentleman, and you are a
lady. I should be the one protecting you, not attacking you.” He let go and
tried to run his fingers through his hair but the kerchief was in the way.
Cursing again, he yanked the cloth off his head, freeing his bright, beautiful
hair.


Julianna
cupped his cheeks in her hands. “But, Alasdair, I don’t need protecting.
Especially not from you.” She ran her thumb across his full bottom lip. “You
didn’t hurt me. You pleasured me. Even as mad as you were, you didn’t hurt me,
and I knew you wouldn’t.”


“I
couldn’t.” 


“I
know,” Julianna told him with a bittersweet smile. “I know.” She ran her hands through
that glorious hair of his and he groaned as if in pain. The next thing Julianna
knew, she was lying beneath him, the welcome weight of him pressing her into
the mattress, her hands pinned next to her head. When she looked up into
Alasdair’s conflicted face, she could see his desire and his vulnerability.


“Julianna,”
was all he said, and yet there was a wealth of thought and feeling contained in
that one word. She tugged her hands free easily and wrapped her arms around his
neck, pulling him close then kissing his mouth tenderly.


“Love
me, Alasdair, as you did that first night. When I was nothing but a silly, not-very-good
thief, and you were the not-so-innocent victim of my fumbling attempt at
crime.”


She
felt the smile on his lips as he kissed her. She opened her lips, inviting him
in.  In this, at least, they could
be completely honest with each other.


The
kiss was tender at first, but their need was too urgent, their desire too
strong. Tenderness became desperation in the swipe of a tongue, a moan of
relief rising in Julianna’s throat at the taste and feel of him. He tore his
mouth away just as she was about to deepen the kiss.


“I’ve
changed my mind. We should talk first,” he said in a voice roughened by desire.


Julianna
wanted none of that. She knew she had to tell him she’d lost the pearl for
good, that she could not get it back for him, and she dreaded it. She ripped at
his loose cravat. “Why? When talk may change our actions, but our actions will
not change what we have to say?”


Alasdair
shook his head, his brows knit in confusion as his hands got in her way. “I
have no idea what you just said. This is why we should talk first. Why does my
brain cease to function the minute I touch you?”


Julianna
paused. “You, too? How very odd.” She yanked his cravat from around his neck.
“Does this happen with every woman you’re with?” she asked right before she leaned
in and sucked his neck.


He
jerked away from her and tore his shirt over his head. He threw it away
recklessly. “You’re right. Love first, talk later.”


“Yes,
yes,” she said impatiently, “after.”


He
tore the blankets off her. “What is that?” he exclaimed.


Julianna
looked down with a sheepish expression. “My nightdress.” It was white linen,
with long sleeves and a high, buttoned neck.


Alasdair
growled low in his throat and she shivered. She loved when he did that. “Remove
it,” he ordered.


She
lost only two buttons in her haste to divest herself of the now-hated garment.
When she was naked, she reached for him but he stopped her.


“No.
Just lay down.” She frowned at him, wanting to touch him, but he shook his
head. “Not yet. It occurs to me that I didn’t handle our previous encounters
very well. I have been a poor guide in the art of love, I’m afraid.” He had a
woeful expression on his face. “Just lay down and let me make that up to you.
Please?”


His
voice was rough and low, and she found she couldn’t deny him. And he had said
please, after all. She lay back slowly, unsure of what to do with her arms. He
reached down and helped her straighten her legs, but she couldn’t close them
because he was between them.


“Put
your arms up,” he told her, “like this.” He raised his bent arms until his
hands were beside his ears.


Julianna
imitated him, although her hands rested on the bed, not in the air. She felt
completely exposed, absolutely vulnerable, and irresistibly sensual. Alasdair
obviously agreed.


“Perfect,”
he told her with satisfaction. “You are perfect.” And for the first time in her
life she felt that way.


*          *          *


Alasdair
felt as if he were in a dream. He’d expected recriminations. Some weeping. Abject misery and pitiful groveling on his part. Penance and denial and punishment. Instead he’d received
absolution and admittance to heaven. He thought he ought to rush before she
changed her mind, but she was a feast for a sinner, and he was starving for
her. She laid herself out for him, complete trust on her face and her desire radiating
in the air between them. She wanted him however she could have him. Why? He
still wasn’t sure. But he believed now that it was no act—this was honest
passion between them.


He
started at her feet, just because he could, and because it was his version of
groveling at them. He wanted to taste every inch of her. When his mouth touched
the arch of her foot, she gasped.


“Oh
my God,” she breathed as her back arched on the bed. “It never occurred to me
that that would feel good.”


He
just laughed and paid homage to all ten of her delectable toes. By the time he
was done she was panting.


“Alasdair,
please,” she begged.


“What?” he asked languidly right before licking a path from
her ankle to her knee.
She moaned.


“I
want more.” She sounded so disgruntled he laughed.


“You’re
not enjoying it?”


“Of
course I am,” she snapped. “Good God, I’m nearly insensible. Shouldn’t I be
harder to please?” He nibbled on the back of her knee and she groaned. “But I
just can’t manage to be harder,” she complained pitifully.


Alasdair
had to forcefully hold back his laughter. “I can,” he told her with a grin.


She
raised her head and glared at him. “Prove it.”


Oh,
she was clever. “No.”


Her
head arched back and she cursed as he bit her thigh. “I hope you are not
planning to pass anything by on your way up here,” she warned menacingly.


“You
are becoming a very managing female, Miss Harte,” he admonished her. “Let me
assure you that I have things well in hand.” He glided his hand up her leg onto
her stomach, and down between her thighs. She was soft and slick and he had to
force himself to go slowly.


She
gasped. “I have always been a managing female. That, sir, is not a new
development. And it is not your ability to handle things I question,” she said
breathlessly. “But rather exactly how you plan to do so.”


He
licked the crease between her leg and hip. Damn, she smelled good. Better than
anything he’d ever smelled before. Lavender, woman, and arousal all mixed up
together into a lusty perfume.


“I
am becoming more and more confident of your abilities,” she groaned as she
thrust her hips up.


He
chuckled. “Yes, I rather thought you might be.”


When
he finally tasted her, he realized he hadn’t been teasing only her but himself,
too. This was right. Why hadn’t he seen that before? Over the last week he’d
been blinded by jealousy and anger, but this was his Juliet, this lusty,
laughing girl in his arms. The woman he’d become so enamored of in the dark of
night, the one he’d searched all of London for. What was a bloody pearl
compared to this?


She
opened her legs wide, exposing every secret she had to him. She spread her
fingers through his hair and gripped his head and held him to her. And he loved
it. He loved how sensuous she was, how much she craved the things he did to
her.


“Alasdair,”
she moaned, but he heard more than just his name. He heard her desire, her
surrender, her pleasure.


He
poured his heart and soul into the deep kisses he was lavishing on her. God,
she tasted decadent. He drank in her spicy essence with her muffled cries. He
lost himself in her; lost track of time and all the things that still remained
unsaid between them. All he knew was her. Everything
was Julianna.


“Oh,
Alasdair,” she sobbed, clutching him with legs and hands, her whole body shaking
with pleasure.


He needed
her desperately. He had to have her, now, tomorrow, the day after, next week,
next year. He couldn’t imagine not being this desperate for her, ever. Hadn’t
he been since that first night?


When
her tremors slowed, he slid up her body, his mouth tasting her stomach and
breasts. He settled between her legs, torturing himself with the heat of her
against his still-clothed lower half. Her expression was dazed, but beneath it
he saw tenderness and passion, for him. He realized in that moment that he
craved those emotions from her as much as he craved her body.


*          *          *


Alasdair
pressed against her, so hot and thick and delicious, even through his trousers—everything
she’d been craving and so much more. This was the man who had shown her what
sexual intimacy was, the man who had made her laugh and cry out in the depths
of passion. The angry, disillusioned Alasdair was gone and her Alasdair was
back. How she wished she could have him always. The thought triggered a memory
of her conversation with her stepmother. If
she was with child, she could have him. But she didn’t want him like that.


“We
can’t,” she gasped.


He
rolled off her and covered his eyes with his arm. “I know,” he groaned. “And
it’s sheer torture.” He turned his head and moved his arm to look at her and
she saw how much he wanted her. “But you’re right, we can’t. For
a multitude of reasons. Although, I certainly wouldn’t regret having to
make apologies to you again tomorrow.”


Julianna
crawled over on top of him and he groaned. She pressed her breasts into his
firm chest, the hair there tickling her skin in an erotic caress. “Don’t be an
idiot. No apologies were necessary.” She bit his earlobe. He grunted and palmed
the cheeks of her bottom, squeezing them tight and pressing his hard length
against her stomach. They both groaned in frustration, and then she pulled away
with a sigh. “But we can’t risk it again, Alasdair. I could be with child, and
if I’m not already, we don’t need to keep acting foolishly.” They were some of
the hardest words she’d ever spoken because, God, she wanted him in the worst
way. She pressed her forehead to his. “I want you, Alasdair, make no mistake.
And I am sorry for starting us down this path when we can’t reach the desired
destination.”


He
shook his head. “No, don’t be sorry. That’s not why I came here tonight.” He
wrapped his arms tightly around her waist, his hands tucked safely against her
sides. “I don’t ever again want to force you to do anything, Juli.”


“I’ve
wanted to do everything we’ve ever done together,” she told him in
exasperation. “Perhaps I may have wanted to do it a bit differently, but I
wanted it.” She paused thoughtfully. “Well, perhaps not the fighting. I could
have done without that.”


He
hugged her tightly and buried his lips against her neck as he rolled them over.
Resting his weight on his forearms, he rose over her. She felt cherished,
cocooned in desire and his tender care. “I don’t want to fight with you,
either. This is much better, I think.”


She
wrapped her arms around his waist and wiggled her lower body until one of his
legs slid between hers. Then she thrust up against his muscled thigh. “Mmm, I
think so, too.”


He
laughed, but it was a bit shaky. “I’m trying to do the right thing here. Could
you perhaps help me with that? Just a little?”


She
held him tightly, pressing her sex against his thigh. She sought his mouth and
he gave it to her, inviting her voracious kiss. She wrapped her tongue around
his and sucked gently and Alasdair moaned. The sensation caused a shiver to run
across her shoulders. She’d never felt so decadent before. She moaned back and
broke the kiss. “I want you, Alasdair, I do. I can’t settle for less.”


“Well
you’ll have to tonight,” he told her, regret lacing his words. He rolled away
unexpectedly and stood next to the bed. He found his shirt on the floor and he
began to dress rather frantically.


Still
lost in a lustful daze, it took a moment for Julianna to realize what he was
doing. “You’re leaving?” she asked in alarm. “But we’re not done!” She could
plainly see that he was still aroused.


“Oh,
yes we are,” he said emphatically. “At least for tonight. You are far too much
of a temptation for a sinner like me, my dear. I can resist my own lustful
impulses for only so long, and I don’t believe I can resist yours for one more
moment.” He tucked his shirt into his pants and danced out of reach as Julianna
tried to yank him back into bed. “Stop it. I did not come here for that. Well,
I did, but only for you, and not for me.”


“You
are for me,” she said in a seductive voice, trying to strike an alluring pose
on the bed. Alasdair just raised one sardonic brow.


“You’re
impossible,” she told him, rolling onto her stomach and resting her cheek on
her crossed hands. “Fine. Go home to your lonely bed. I’ll just lay here by
myself dreaming of lurid, wicked things, aching and wanting, desperate to be
seduced.”


Alasdair
sat on the bed beside her and playfully slapped her bottom. “Enough, I’m in
torment already.” He ran his hand down the length of her braid lying against
her back and then began to unwind it. “We need to talk.”


Julianna
groaned and buried her face in the covers. “I don’t want to talk about that
blasted pearl,” she mumbled. She lifted her head and pointed to the window.
“You’ve apologized. You can leave now.”


Alasdair
tugged on her hair. “Try to be serious, Juli. This is part of my apology. You
see, I followed you to Tottenham Court yesterday. I
saw you with that boy. That’s why I was so angry with you.” Julianna couldn’t
contain her small gasp of shock and dismay. Alasdair continued to undo her
braid, refusing to meet her eyes. “I shouldn’t have, I know. But I’m a
distrustful bastard. I saw you two together and let jealousy get the better of
me.” Finally he looked at her. “I hope you’ll forgive me for not trusting you.”


“Of
course you didn’t trust me,” she said in exasperation. “Alasdair, I took your
pearl. You caught me trying to steal it.”


“That
doesn’t excuse my behavior,” he said. “There are lines a gentleman does not
cross. I came dangerously close to crossing them today. Actually, I nearly
crossed them yesterday when I saw you with him.”


“He
is not my lover,” she said firmly, wanting to put that argument to bed once and
for all. “He placed his two boys in the foundling home that I help operate.”
Honesty was again the best policy here, although she wasn’t sure yet exactly
how much to tell him. She did not want him to risk life and limb by confronting
Blackman over the stolen pearl. “He helped me to sell your pearl, Alasdair.”


Alasdair
looked at her with a rueful quirk of his lips. “Sold it, did you? Well, I
suppose I suspected that all along. What did you do with the money?” He was
running his fingers through her hair, which he’d freed from the braid.


“I used
some of it when we went shopping the other day.”


Alasdair
frowned. “Surely you got more than that for the pearl?” He sounded dismayed. “To
whom did you sell it?”


She
shook her head. “I won’t tell you.” He started to argue and she held up her
hand. “No, don’t bother trying to get it out of me. He’s a very unscrupulous
person, and he has refused to sell it back to me. I tried, you see. I tried to
give him back the money, but he wants twice what he paid for it now. And, quite
frankly, I don’t think he’d sell it back if I gave him what he wanted. He’d
rather”—she drew a line across her throat with her thumb while making a
choking noise—“and dump my body in the Thames.”


“What?”
Alasdair practically shouted.


“Be
quiet!” she admonished. “Do you want to wake the household?”


“Did
he threaten you?” he whispered angrily.


“Yes,
he did,” she said matter-of-factly. “ ‘The Thames is deep and memory short,’ ”
she intoned in a mock baritone. She shivered. “And he meant it. I won’t have
you dealing with him, Alasdair. He is the worst sort, and I don’t trust him not
to harm you. Not at all.”


“Harm
me?” Alasdair said incredulously. “What about you?” He grabbed her and pulled
her close. “I don’t want you going back to see him. Tell me his name and I’ll
buy the pearl back.”


She
shook her head against his shoulder as she snuggled into his embrace. “No, I
told you I would not.”


“Julianna,”
he said sternly, holding her away from him with a hand on each arm. “How did
you find this person in the first place?”


Julianna
choked on her reply. She couldn’t risk telling him about her father. If he
inadvertently revealed something to the wrong person . . . or, even worse, what
if he somehow found Blackman? Blackman might choose to reveal her father’s
unsavory past to the world in retaliation. The consequences would be
devastating for her father. 


She
broke his hold and snuggled back against his chest. When he wrapped his arms
back around her, she tried to change the subject. “Didn’t you come here to
apologize?”


“I’ve
already done that,” he said dismissively. “Did that boy bring you to this
unscrupulous fellow? The one who threatened you? What is the boy’s name?”


“You
don’t need to know that, either,” she said, pushing away from him. She climbed out
of bed and looked around for her nightdress. It was draped precariously close
to the lit candle. She shook her head at how careless Alasdair made her. The two
missing buttons made modesty impossible, but he’d seen her naked this evening
already. A little décolletage in her otherwise modest nightwear would hardly be
of significance.


“Yes,
I do. Don’t you think it’s time you were honest with me?” His arms were crossed
and he was glaring at her with something other than passion. 


“I’m
trying to be as honest as I can. Admittedly, I’m a little rusty at it,” she
replied.


Alasdair
gave a bark of laugher, then said, “ ‘Though I am not
naturally honest, I am so sometimes by chance.’ ” In response to Julianna’s
quizzical stare, he said, “The bard again.” 


“Shakespeare
is shockingly appropriate for almost every occasion,” Julianna agreed with a
smile. “I daresay Will would have appreciated these circumstances.” 


“Julianna,
you will tell me the names of both of these men and then you will let me handle
this business of the pearl,” he said sternly, as if talking to a recalcitrant
child.


She
didn’t like that one bit. “No, I will not. This ‘business of the pearl,’ as you
call it, is very much my business. I stole it, I sold it, and I shall retrieve
it. You know nothing at all about this business, Alasdair, and I think it’s
best if we keep it that way.”


“And
what do you know of it?” he exclaimed, standing to confront her. “A gently bred
young lady such as yourself? It is clear that you have gotten in over your
head, Julianna.”


“Over
my head?” she retorted, taking a step closer until she could jab him in the
chest. “I pulled off the burglary of the century, Alasdair. I stole the Stewart
Pearl. I think that qualifies me to handle this situation, thank you very
much.”


“I
practically put it in your pocket,” Alasdair argued disbelievingly. “I caught
you stealing it, and you fucked me senseless and walked out with it. Hardly the
burglary of the century.”


She
gasped. “Is that what you think? That I deliberately set out to get the pearl
by letting you take me to bed?”


“No,
dammit,” he growled, grabbing her wrist. “You actually thought you were capable
of stealing it without getting caught, which is far more worrisome. You are a
terrible thief! You admitted it. I caught you,” he said slowly, as if she were
an imbecile. “It was a foolish escapade from beginning to end.”


“Oh,
you caught me, did you?” she retorted, yanking her wrist from his grip. “Well,
then, where was I in the morning? And where was your pearl?” She smiled smugly.
“I had it in a hidden pocket in my shirt the whole time, you know. I had
already taken it when you dragged me into your bed.”


Alasdair
paled. “I did not drag you. You came willingly, and begged me to let you stay
there once I found out that my thief was a virgin in disguise.”


“Yes,”
she said slowly, “and what about that bargain? It seems to me the pearl is
still mine, to do with as I please. Whether or not I try to get it back is no
concern of yours.” She turned and stalked over to the open window, where she
waved a hand out into the night air. “Good night, Mr. Sharp. I’ve enjoyed your
visit immensely. Do come again when you feel the need to apologize. Again.”


Alasdair
stalked over to the window and, to her surprise, began to climb out. When he
had one leg hanging outside, he sat on the sill and turned back to her. “This
is not over, Julianna,” he said furiously. “I shall find that pearl.”


Before
she could get out an angry retort, he swung out the window and dropped from
view. She heard a muffled curse and the rustle of leaves and then a thump, followed by more cursing that slowly
faded into the night. So much for telling him she couldn’t get the pearl back,
she thought as she closed the window with an audible thud. Now she had no choice. She’d have to get the bloody thing
back before he got himself killed over it.


Chapter Fifteen


 



“I
need help finding a man,” Alasdair announced as he entered Hil’s library the
following morning. Surprisingly, he’d had a good night’s rest after leaving Julianna.
He’d decided to find her dangerous buyer and put an end to this whole pearl
business once and for all. Then he could get on with the far more personal business
of a proper courtship—or at least as proper as it could be under the
circumstances.


Hil
sighed and neatly folded his paper. “First a woman, and now a man. What did he steal?”


Alasdair’s
step faltered as he puzzled over Hil’s response for a second. “Oh, very droll,”
he retorted when he deciphered Hil’s meaning. “The pearl, I think. Julianna
tells me she sold it to some unscrupulous fellow who threatened her when she
tried to buy it back. But she refuses to tell me his name. She’s worried about
my safety, of all things. As if it’s perfectly normal for a girl like her to
have dealings with this person, but not a gentleman such as myself who is
perfectly capable of defending himself.” His disbelief and disgust were evident
in his voice.


Hil
propped his elbows on the table in front of him and rested his chin on his
steepled fingers before regarding Alasdair coolly. “I assume that this means
you apologized to Miss Harte,” he said, “and that she accepted said apology
with this exchange of information.”


“Yes
and yes,” Alasdair assured him. “And then we got into another argument about
her refusal to give me names. Which is why I’m here, Hil. It may be
presumptuous, but I was hoping you might help me find this man and get the
pearl back before Julianna comes to some harm in her own attempts to retrieve
the pearl.”


Roger
entered the library just in time to hear what Alasdair was saying. “Can’t you
two just leave the damn pearl where it is?” he said irritably. “By now we all
know this isn’t about the pearl at all.” He threw himself down on the sofa, and
then wearily lifted his legs so he could lie on it, one arm hanging off the
side as if he were a corpse on display. “I had a dastardly night of carousing,
old man, and I’m not in the mood for your perverse notion of courtship.”


“You’re
partially right, Roger,” Alasdair admitted. “It stopped being solely about the
pearl some time ago. But the fact remains that the pearl is a family heirloom. I
am bent on retrieving it, if only to salvage my somewhat damaged pride. And I think
I know Julianna well enough now to deduce that she is hell-bent on getting it
back before I do. She admitted as much.”


Shaking
his head, Hil walked over to the sofa and knocked Roger’s feet off before
sitting down. Roger unceremoniously plopped them back in Hil’s lap. He left
them there. “Does everything between the two of you have to be a competition?”
Hil asked.


Alasdair
sat across from them. “No. This isn’t about winning. It’s about Julianna’s
safety.”


Hil
laughed. “I believe Miss Harte is quite adept at protecting herself. She has
proven it time and time again.”


“Hear,
hear,” Roger muttered.


“And
what is it about for Miss Harte, do you suppose?” Hil mused. “Protecting
herself from you, perhaps?”


“From
me?” Alasdair was genuinely surprised at the very idea. “She has to know by now
that I would never denounce her or reveal what she’s done.”


“What
about that forgiveness we spoke of?” Hil asked seriously. “She has forgiven
you. Have you forgiven her?”


“Of
course I have,” Alasdair said, but he could hear the lack of conviction in his
own words. “I mean, I don’t blame her for the circumstances that led to her
theft.”


“Hmm,”
Hil said noncommittally, and Roger looked at Alasdair askance from one
bloodshot eye.


“All
right,” he admitted. “I’m still a little angry about the fact that she actually
took the pearl. And that she sold it, of course. But as soon as I get it back,
I’m sure I’ll feel better about that. After all, she feels guilty enough for
the both of us.”


“So
for Miss Harte, getting the pearl back means forgiveness,” Hil said. “Which of
you is more determined? I wonder. You to save Miss Harte, or Miss Harte to earn
your forgiveness?”


“I
had met her before. Did I tell you that?” Alasdair said. He ran a hand through
his hair self-consciously. “I just didn’t recognize my midnight Juliet in the
nondescript girl next door. What does that say about me, do you suppose?
Perhaps I still need forgiveness, too.”


 “Why does she dress the way she does?”
Roger asked. “I mean, certainly her clothes are well made and fashionable
enough, I suppose, but they do not show her to advantage.”


Alasdair
thought about the disguise that Julianna donned each day. The timid woman she
showed the world would never break into a man’s bedroom to steal a precious gem
or dump a glass of lemonade on a drunken sot. She wouldn’t confront a man the
way she’d confronted Alasdair that night at Hil’s or match him measure for
measure when anger turned to desire. He hadn’t seen it, not until she’d given
herself away. He was quite sure no one else saw through her facade at all.
Well, other than the people in this room. “It’s a disguise to protect herself.”


Hil
knew what he meant. “Yes, I believe so. She hides who she really is from the
world. I wouldn’t call it a disguise. I think she wears it more like armor.”


“Well,
it’s silly if you ask me,” Roger said with a yawn. “Most women are flaunting
their assets as much as they can, hoping to catch a fellow. And none of them
are as clever or as resourceful as your Miss Harte. Here is a perfectly good
woman hiding herself away. From whom, I ask? It’s not as if she’s wanted for
murder.” He suddenly sat up, wide eyed. “You don’t suppose she killed someone,
do you? Maybe that’s why she knows unscrupulous people.”


“Don’t
be daft,” Alasdair said, glaring at him. “Juli didn’t kill anyone.”


“Ask
her about her childhood,” Hil suggested. “I think you’ll learn a great deal if
you do.”


Alasdair
narrowed his eyes suspiciously at Hil. “What do you know?”


“Quite
a lot, including secrets that aren’t mine to reveal,” Hil said without
hesitation. “And for that, the two of you should be very grateful, since many
of those secrets are yours.”


 “I only want to know Julianna’s,” Alasdair said.


Hil
shook his head with a smile. “Can you tell me anything about the man she sold
the pearl to?” he asked, returning to the original topic of their discussion.
“Other than his unscrupulousness and his willingness to threaten a young lady.
Unfortunately, there are a great many men in London who fit that vague
description.”


“And
you know quite a few of them,” Alasdair said. Hil nodded in agreement. “Why is
that?” Alasdair pressed. He’d always wondered how and why his friend managed to
know so many unsavory people. He looked at Roger, who resembled a debauched
fallen angel draped across the sofa. Suddenly Alasdair got the uncomfortable
feeling that they might be as unsavory as some of Hil’s other acquaintances.


“That
would fall under the category of secrets,” Hil answered. “Now, what else did
Miss Harte tell you about the man who bought the pearl?”


Alasdair
rubbed the top of his head self-consciously. This story definitely made him
feel unsavory. “First of all, I am well aware that I am going to look quite bad
in this story, so neither of you should feel the need to comment on it. We can
just go right on to the important facts.”


 “You haven’t looked good in any of this
business so far,” Roger said, “so no need to leave any of the ugly details out
now.”


Taking
a deep breath, and refusing to look at Roger, who was obviously enjoying his
discomfort, Alasdair told them what he saw. “When I followed her the other day,
she went to a place on Tottenham Court called the Black Horse. She met a boy
there, someone she obviously knew, who led her inside. I assumed he was her
lover.” Roger snorted. “She claims she knows him because he’s placed two of his
children in the foundling home which she supports in her charitable work. I
believe she stole the pearl because she wanted the money for the home or some
other charity.”


“Oh,”
Hil said with interest. “She told you about the foundling home.”


“Yes.
She had already mentioned her charitable work to me the other day without going
into detail. How did you know?”


“Of
course she did,” Hil replied vaguely, without answering the question. “Go on.”


“Apparently
this boy introduced her to the man who bought the pearl. I don’t know the name
of either of them. She refused to tell me. But if we find the lad, we should be
able to find the man with the pearl.”


“So
you need help finding two men,” Hil commented with a smile. “Hardly a boy if he
has two children.”


“Do
you know him?” Alasdair asked hopefully.


“No.
Not that I know of. That’s a rather sketchy bit of information to go on, don’t
you think?” Hil shoved Roger’s feet off his lap and stood up. “But I do, in
fact, know someone who probably does know who this young man is.”


Roger
groaned. “Why am I not surprised by that?”


                                                 *         *          *


They
found Hil’s friend, John Vickery, at Wild’s pub after searching half of London
for him. Naturally they’d started at his office on Bow Street, but as was
usually the case, the investigator was out and about looking for trouble and a
reward. 


“Here
now,” Vickery said as he stood to greet Hil, “if it isn’t Sir Hilary.” He shook
his hand vigorously. “I’m never sure whether to be happy when you come around,
or to worry about what the reward is going to cost me.”


“Now,
now, Vickery,” Hil said mildly, “no need to worry. It’s a simple job today.” He
took a seat at the man’s table and indicated that the others should do the
same. “We just need some information.”


“Well,
that’s often the most expensive thing hereabouts,” Vickery told him.


Alasdair
silently agreed with him. The pub was filled with the same sort of miscreants
and criminals that he’d seen on Tottenham Court Road the other day. He
surreptitiously patted his pockets and took inventory of the valuables he’d
still like to have when they left. Roger looked as uneasy as he was.


“Mr.
Sharp here”—Hil pointed to Alasdair—“is looking for two men. Both
are probably criminals of some sort. But we don’t want you to find them. There
is no reward. Although certainly I’ll compensate you for your time in this
matter.”


Vickery
looked puzzled. “Don’t want me to find them? Why not? What did they do?” His
look turned suspicious. “I can’t be a party to another crime. If he wants
revenge or some such, that’s not the business I’m in.”


“I
just need to talk to them,” Alasdair said. “They have something that belongs to
me and I want it back.”


“Burglary?”
Vickery asked hopefully. “Finders’ fee?”


“No,”
Alasdair said quickly. “Neither of them stole from me, not exactly.”


Vickery
sighed and sipped his ale. “Sounds like one of those complicated situations you
gentlemen specialize in. Well, how can I help you?”


“One
of them is a young man, rather short, bullish, with reddish hair and a swaggering
walk. I saw him on Tottenham Court outside an establishment called the Black
Horse just a few days ago. I understand he has two children in a foundling
home.”


“The
Black Horse?” Vickery said, suddenly very interested. “That would be Wiley, is
my guess. Runs a gang from there. Pinchers, cons, prostitutes. He kill someone?”


“Wiley.”
Alasdair tried the name and found he disliked it immensely. That must be him.
“No, no he didn’t kill anyone. At least not that I know of.”


“Too
bad,” Vickery said. “Wouldn’t mind getting that one. He’s been on the street
since before he could walk. You won’t catch that one unless he lets you.”


“Again,”
Hil said, “we do not wish to catch him. We merely wish to speak with Mr.
Wiley.” He spoke loud enough for half the pub the hear him.


“He
introduced an acquaintance of mine to a man who bought something from her,
something that I wish to buy back. I fear the man is a rather unscrupulous
fellow,” Alasdair said. 


Vickery
laughed as if at a great joke. “ ‘Unscrupulous’? If it’s who I think it is,
that is an understatement, sir. Seeing as how it was Wiley who introduced your
friend to this man, then I’d conjecture it’s none other than Blackman himself. A receiver of the worst sort, but clever, clever, clever.
Owns the Black Horse. Wiley is one of his suppliers.”


Alasdair
felt his cheeks pale. What on earth was Julianna doing consorting with men like
that? She was lucky to be alive. He stood immediately. “Then I am off to the
Black Horse. Thank you, Mr. Vickery.” He stuck out his hand to the Bow Street
investigator. “I appreciate your time and the information. Send a bill to my
secretary at Bedford Square.”


Vickery
just sipped his ale. “I’m sorry to say, Mr. Sharp, that you won’t get in to see
Blackman as easily as that.”


Alasdair
slowly sank back down into his chair. “What do you mean?”


“Blackman
doesn’t just see anybody who knocks,” Vickery explained, wiping some foam from
his lip. “That’s what Wiley and his ilk are for. Men like you wouldn’t get past
the front door.”


“I
see,” Alasdair said. “So I need this Wiley to introduce me to Blackman?”


Vickery
nodded. “Or someone like him. I’m afraid I can’t be much help there. They know
me and all the other investigators at Bow Street. I can ask around for a
contact if you’d like, and about Wiley. Will there be
remuneration?”


“Of
course,” Hil replied smoothly with a friendly smile. “We realize that time is
valuable and we are prepared to compensate those who assist us in this matter.”


“All
right,” Vickery said with a decisive nod. “That ought to do it, then.”


This
time Vickery shook Alasdair’s hand when he rose to leave. “If your friend is a
woman, Mr. Sharp, then I’d be careful with her around Wiley,” he advised. “That
one attracts women like bees to honey.”


Alasdair’s
eye twitched. “Yes, I’ll keep that in mind,” he said through clenched teeth.


*          *          *


Julianna
paced across the waiting room at the solicitor’s office. After Alasdair had
left last night she’d prioritized her emergencies. First, she had to deal with
the rent money for the foundling home. She could not, would not, spend another
dime of Alasdair’s money, which was how she was now thinking of the money she’d
received from Blackman. If she couldn’t get the pearl back, she would have to
give Alasdair the money. This was a less-than-desirable outcome, but since
their relationship seemed to be progressing toward something, the pearl
situation, as he called it, needed to be resolved in one way or another. Plus,
she hadn’t given up hope that she still might manage to buy back the pearl.


The
secretary opened the inner door and motioned Julianna forward. She came in and
took a seat across the desk from Mr. Wainwright, the solicitor.


“I
am sorry, Mr. Wainwright,” Julianna said quietly after he greeted her
pleasantly. “I simply do not have the money to pay the debt in full. I can make
a small payment toward it, and perhaps we can come to an agreement about
further payments until the debt is fully paid.” 


He
was frowning at her, though he was clearly upset by her plight and not her
failure to produce the rent. “It is I who am sorry, Miss Harte. But we simply
cannot allow you to keep the house if you cannot pay the rent. The new owner
was very adamant about it. He purchased the house as an investment, and was
quite distressed to learn that the current tenant was a charitable foundling
home that had paid rent sporadically.”


Julianna
nodded unhappily. “That is certainly understandable, sir.” She sat gingerly on
the edge of the chair. She was a little tender, though Alasdair had been gentle
with her the night before. It was a constant reminder of the intimacy they had
shared and what she needed to do. She leaned over to slide an envelope toward
Mr. Wainwright. “I have written a letter to the new owner, pleading for more
time to gather the money. Is it possible that you could deliver the note for
me, Mr. Wainwright?”


Mr.
Wainwright considered the envelope for a moment before picking it up and
putting it in his desk drawer. “We were told not to contact him until the
matter was settled to his satisfaction, Miss Harte. But I shall see what I can
do.” He shook his head. “Unfortunately the bank is another factor here. If the
current owner does not produce payment on the house within thirty days, the
bank has a lien on the property and it will take possession. That means if he
cannot get the money from the tenant, that would be you, Miss Harte, then he has to produce it himself. In essence, he would have
to pay for the property twice.”


Julianna
was trying to follow what he was saying, but she had little to no experience
with these matters. “I do not understand,” she said. “Why was the money that
was owed to the bank not paid out of the fee the current owner paid for the
property?”


Mr.
Wainwright’s lips thinned. “Yes, that is what should have occurred. However,
the current owner signed papers without legal advice. He purchased the debt
with the property.”


Oh,
dear. Mr. Wainwright was not happy about that. And she was quite sure the new
owner wasn’t either, even though it was his own fault. “Was there no legal
recourse?”


He
shook his head. “It’s hard to take action against a ghost with no assets.” At
Julianna’s inquiring look, he added, “The last owner has mysteriously
disappeared. It turns out he owed a great deal of money to quite a few people.
My client has had to fight to retain ownership of the property against the
claims of the previous owner’s creditors.” He sighed. “He is determined to see
a profit from this investment.”


Julianna’s
heart sank. It did not sound as if her pleas would be met with a receptive ear.
For one brief moment she thought about the money from the pearl, safely locked
away in her room at her father’s house. She shook her head. She couldn’t, she’d
already established that the money was Alasdair’s, not hers. She would have to
raise the funds another way. If she had to close the home for a while she would
do so. She’d find temporary lodging for the children and then set about finding
a patron so that she could reopen it at another location.


That’s
what she should have done to begin with. She’d gone in full of zeal and good
intentions, as her father had told her, taking in children before she had the
money to properly care for them. It was a hard lesson but one she’d learned
well over the last week. Now that her eyes had been opened, she realized that
the home had been more about her—her needs, her past, her
independence—than about the children, and that was not the way it should
be. Parents like Mr. Wiley had entrusted their children to her, and she owed it
to them to have a plan, a patron, and a safe place for the children.


Julianna
cleared her throat. “Mr. Wainwright, you wouldn’t happen to have another client
who might perhaps be looking for a charitable organization to sponsor, would
you?” She tried not to sound too desperate.


Mr.
Wainwright smiled at her kindly. “I might, Miss Harte. I shall certainly
suggest it to several of my clients.”


Julianna
nearly slumped in relief. It was a start. Mr. Wainwright’s warm response was
more than she thought she’d find here today. She stood and reached out to shake
his hand gratefully. “Thank you so much for your assistance, Mr. Wainwright,”
she said sincerely.


He
continued to smile at her. “I think, Miss Harte, that you would be surprised by
how many people are simply waiting for you to ask for assistance before they
offer it.”


His
perception took Julianna by surprise. “I hope you are correct, Mr. Wainwright,”
she said fervently, “because I am about to ask them.”






 



Chapter Sixteen


 



Julianna
came downstairs for dinner that night with trepidation. It was barrister night.
She’d completely forgotten about the dinner party until her stepmother had reminded
her when she came home from the solicitor’s office. She hadn’t had time to
speak with her father and the baroness about her new plans for the foundling
home. It would have to wait until tomorrow. As for tonight, she had no qualms
about forgoing her promise to meet this newest barrister with an open mind. Her
heart was firmly fixed on Alasdair. To encourage anyone else at this point
would be cruel and deceitful. Alasdair might not be hers, but she was his in
every way possible. If she couldn’t be honest with others about it, she could
finally, at least, be honest with herself.


“Oh,
Julianna,” her stepmother said approvingly as she waited by the drawing room
doors, “you look ravishing, my dear. I’m so glad you’ve tried a new style for
your hair. You have such beautiful hair, it’s a shame to hide it.”


Julianna
had decided to be honest in her appearance, as well. Alasdair knew the real
Julianna now; there was no need to hide behind her silly, dull facade anymore.
To disguise herself now that way felt like another betrayal of Alasdair. She
self-consciously patted the side of her head, checking to see if her hair was
in place. She’d been surprised by Alasdair’s admiration of her hair. It was
vain, of course, and wicked, but even though he wouldn’t be here tonight, she
wanted to wear her hair in a fashion that he would like. It was gathered
loosely on top of her head, with curling tendrils hanging down along her neck
and cheeks. She felt untidy. But she did have to admit it looked rather good on
her. It softened her sharp cheekbones and square, pugnacious jaw nicely. She’d
also donned a pretty peach-colored dress her stepmother had bought her that
she’d never worn before.


There
was a knock below and the baroness waved her into the drawing room. “Come,
come,” she ordered, and Julianna hurried down the last few steps. “I want you to
be posed prettily when they come in.” She arranged Julianna in a chair facing
the door.


This
was new. Before, the baroness had simply taken care of introductions, allowing
Julianna to proceed as she saw fit. This posing and display made Julianna
uncomfortable and very nervous. What was her stepmother up to?


“My
dear, how beautiful you are,” her father murmured as he bent over the back of
her chair and kissed her cheek. “You remind me of your mother at your age.”


Julianna
blinked back unexpected tears at his compliment. Just
then the drawing room door opened and Handley entered. “Mr. and Mrs. John
Lyttle, Mr. Edward Lyttle, and Miss Lyttle, my Lady.”


Mr.
and Mrs. Lyttle were nondescript in their dress and manner. Both gray haired
and plump cheeked, Mr. Lyttle was a good head taller than his wife. They smiled
kindly and immediately went over to greet her father and the baroness. Miss
Lyttle was pretty in a fresh-faced way and she seemed quite young. Julianna
hadn’t seen her at any public functions, so she deduced that they must be allowing her to attend small private engagements such as
this prior to her coming-out. She clung to the arm of her brother. Mr. Edward
Lyttle, whom Julianna presumed was her potential barrister, was anything but
little. He was quite tall with thick, dark, wavy unkempt hair and bushy side-whiskers.
His cravat was askew. He followed behind his parents, frowning at the room.
“How do you do,” he said brusquely to the baroness when they were introduced, shaking
her hand firmly.


Oh,
dear. Julianna liked him already. He was interestingly odd, and surprisingly
handsome despite his untidiness. It was really too bad she’d have to disappoint
him.


Her
father walked back to her and held out his hand. “Mr. and Mrs. Lyttle, may I
present my daughter, Miss Harte.” She shook their hands and murmured a polite
hello. “And, Julianna, this is Mr. Edward Lyttle.” When Julianna shook his hand,
Mr. Lyttle’s grip was so strong it nearly brought her to her knees. 


Before
they could sit down, Handley appeared at the door again. “Sir Hilary St. John,
Mrs. Gertrude Honeychurch, and Mr. Alasdair Sharp.”


Julianna
sucked in a gasp of surprise. What on earth were they doing here?


Alasdair
walked in and immediately glared at Mr. Lyttle who was still holding her hand.
“Lyttle,” he said in a flat tone, pointedly staring at their clasped hands.


She
released Mr. Lyttle’s hand as if it were on fire. “Sharp,” Mr. Lyttle responded
in the same flat tone.


“Oh,
do you know one another? How delightful,” the baroness trilled nervously.


“As
you said at my little entertainment the other evening, my Lady, one is always
running into a previous acquaintance in London. How do you do, Lyttle?” Sir
Hilary said with genuine pleasure. 


While
introductions were made and acquaintances renewed, Julianna discreetly snuck
over to the libations cabinet in the corner and poured herself a small glass of
sherry, hoping to regain her composure. She turned in time to hear Sir Hilary
tell her stepmother, “We attended school together, ma’am. We’ve been great
friends for years.”


“Hmm,
yes, friends,” mumbled Mr. Lyttle vaguely.


“Haven’t
seen you in weeks,” Sir Hilary continued as if Mr. Lyttle hadn’t spoken. “Isn’t
that right, Sharp?”


“I’ve
tried not to see him since he broke my leg,” Alasdair said drily.


Mr.
Lyttle blushed, great splotchy patches of mortification. “You were equally at
fault,” he ground out. Oh, dear, anger then and not embarrassment.


 She stared wide eyed
at Mr. Lyttle, the implications of his previous acquaintance with Sir Hilary
and Alasdair making her head spin. “You were a Devil?” she blurted just a tad
too loudly.


The
silence that greeted her outburst was immediate and deafening in its censure.
“Juli-anna,” her father said.


“What
do you mean?” asked Mr. Lyttle sharply. “What do you know of the Devils?” He
eyed her, Sir Hilary, and Alasdair suspiciously.


Julianna
couldn’t think of an answer that would be suitable for this company. “I don’t
know what I mean,” she said inanely. “My apologies.” Her stepmother ought to
know better than to throw unexpected visitors at her. She knew Julianna was not
very good at social pleasantries, which required that one think before
speaking, one of her major failings.


“It
was devilish bad luck, to be sure,” Sir Hilary said with amusement. “But no
more than schoolboy antics. Poor Alasdair fell off a roof.” Alasdair looked
like he wanted to argue with that description, but the baroness jumped in to
make a comment about Miss Lyttle’s dress. 


Julianna
started to walk over to the group with the intention of joining the
conversation, but Alasdair intercepted her. “How do you do, Miss Harte?” he asked
politely, taking her free hand and raising it to his lips. He perfunctorily
kissed the air above her wrist, and then he let her hand fall, as if they were
no more than strangers. She didn’t like that at all. “We need to talk,” he
whispered as he straightened to stand tall in front of her once again. 


She
smiled politely for their audience. “Fine, thank you. And you?” After
ascertaining that everyone else was engaged in conversation, she pretended to
take another sip of sherry and whispered behind the glass, “What are you doing
here?”


“I
was invited. I assume that Lady Linville wished to reciprocate for the
invitation to my reception. You know the one? It was the night you decided to
steal my pearl.” He grinned and it took the sting out of his words. “So I came.
I concede it was a brilliant plan on my part.”


She
rolled her eyes. “Positively diabolical.” In a normal tone of voice she asked,
“We’ve been enjoying fine weather lately, don’t you think?” Her stepmother
smiled encouragingly at her, and she forced herself to smile back. Sir Hilary
was holding court with the Lyttles on the other side of the room. Young Mr.
Lyttle, however, stood in the center of the room with her father, staring in
turns at Sir Hilary, her, and Alasdair while her father tried in vain to engage
him in conversation.


“I
tried to find an acquaintance of yours today. The one you told me about?”


Julianna
gaped at him and then caught herself. “You what?” she said under her breath,
hoping she’d misunderstood.


Alasdair’s
eyes gleamed with humor. “If we speak circumspectly,” he whispered, “no one but
Hil will know what we’re speaking of.”


 Perhaps, but Julianna was having trouble
finding her footing in the conversation. Ever since Alasdair had walked in, her
equilibrium had been destroyed. It was as if the two separate spheres of her
life were colliding. Julianna had relegated Alasdair to her secret life, while
her father and stepmother were very much her real life. She wasn’t sure she was
quite ready to combine the two.


Alasdair’s
expression warmed considerably as he took in her hair and then her dress. “You
look absolutely lovely, by the way,” he said softly.


Julianna
felt the room tip beneath her feet. She’d dressed for him, not knowing he’d be
here. And yet, here he was, and he thought her lovely. She blushed with pleasure
and had to take another sip of sherry to cover her embarrassment and confusion.


“Not
too much,” Alasdair warned. “This evening is shaping up to be far too
interesting already.”


Interesting?
Is that what he called it? “Which acquaintance?” she asked with a smile when
she noticed that Mr. Lyttle was watching them. “I have so many.” Which was a
terrible lie, of course. Surely he hadn’t gone in search of Blackman?


“The
gentleman associated with the foundling home,” Alasdair said, locking his hands
behind his back and nodding with a smile as if they weren’t discussing a
completely inappropriate connection on her part.


“Oh,
of course,” she said with a laugh. “I’m sorry. I’d completely forgotten about
that. I’m not sure that he can be of any assistance, quite frankly. But you
needn’t worry. I shall take care of it.”


They
were still speaking quietly, though not furtively. But their private
conversation was beginning to attract attention despite Sir Hilary’s best efforts
to distract the others. Julianna smiled at the room in general and stepped
around Alasdair, intending to rescue her father from Mr. Lyttle’s frowns.
Alasdair bowed slightly as she passed and whispered near her ear, “I want you
to forget about the pearl. I will deal with it.”


She
didn’t bother to reply; she just raised her eyebrows as she threw him a glance
over her shoulder. He had a great deal to learn if he thought that was going to
stop her. She was determined to protect him and her father’s newfound
respectability. And, of course, the children and the
foundling home. And now she would also have to protect Mr. Wiley from
Alasdair. She finished off her sherry on the way to her father and Mr. Lyttle.


*          *          *


Julianna must be exhausted,
Alasdair thought as he watched her bid good night to her guests. She’d spent
the entire evening avoiding his subtle questioning. Hil had tried to help him.
He and Lyttle had some mutual acquaintances, including the Bow Street
investigator, Vickery. Alasdair had thought Julianna was going to have apoplexy
when Hil explained to Lyttle that they’d just seen Vickery today for some help
with a new case. For the past half hour since the gentlemen had rejoined the
ladies after dinner she had been studiously avoiding Alasdair altogether. He’d
been forced into the company of Miss Lyttle, who was so shy that each word he
dragged out of her was painful for both of them. The whole evening had been
incredibly vexing. And if Julianna smiled any more brightly at Lyttle, Alasdair
would not be responsible for his actions.


“What
a delightful evening,” Hil’s aunt Mrs. Honeychurch gushed to the baroness. “I
do love being privy to the conversations of well-educated gentlemen.”


While
everyone responded to that inane observation, Alasdair signaled to Hil that he
wanted a moment alone with Julianna. It had been impossible the entire evening
and he was frustrated beyond belief. They all began to filter out of the
drawing room, Alasdair first. Suddenly Hil stopped and exclaimed in alarm.


“Why,
I’ve lost my watch. Auntie, you remember the one? I received it several
Christmases ago. We must find it.” He managed to herd the rest of the guests
back into the drawing room, ostensibly to help him look. When Julianna turned
to follow, Alasdair gripped her arm and pulled her out the door and into the
hall. He pressed her against the wall off to the side, out of view of the
drawing room’s occupants, partially hidden by the half-open door.


“Alasdair,”
she hissed, peering over at the door. “What are you doing?”


He’d
meant to interrogate her sternly. Instead he silenced her with his mouth. Her
arms flew around his neck and held him tightly and they kissed as if they’d
perish without the taste of each other’s lips. He reluctantly pulled back when
he realized they were getting carried away, but he kept raining kisses on her
cheeks and jaw. “How long have we been apart?”


“Less
than a day,” she whispered breathlessly.


“It
seemed like a year,” he told her, drawn back to her warm lips. She sighed her
agreement into his mouth.


“I’ve
waited so long for you, Alasdair,” she murmured a moment later, as he savored
the taste of the soft, delicate patch of skin just behind her ear.


He
froze, his chest pressed against hers, their legs tangled, the taste of her in
his mouth, her scent a brand upon him. He knew what she meant—she’d
waited for him to notice her even before their night together. “I was a fool,”
he told her. “And now I am double the fool, because I will make any excuse to
see you, touch you, hold you.” He tightened his arms around her.


“Come
to me tonight,” she whispered with desperation. “Please.”


He
lifted her slightly and kissed her again. “I can’t,” he said against her lips
with very real regret. Accepting the baroness’s dinner invitation was an
important step in his plan to woo Julianna. Now they could claim an established
acquaintance when he came to call on her, allowing them to avoid uncomfortable
questions about how their attraction had developed. He wasn’t going to put his
respectable courtship at risk.


“You
must promise me not to do something foolish, Julianna,” he demanded. “Please don’t
try to get the pearl back.”


“Oh,
Alasdair,” she murmured, kissing his ear. But he wasn’t satisfied. It wasn’t a
promise.


“Promise
me,” he said, pulling back so that he could look at her. “Tell me how to find your
friend Wiley. I must have him if I am to get in to see this Blackman fellow.”


She
paled and trembled in his arms. “You know about Wiley and Blackman?” she
whispered.


“Yes.
And I’ve got to get in to see Blackman. I’ve got to get the pearl back. It’s
been in my family for generations. I can’t live with the loss, I won’t. It
means too much.” When she stayed silent, he let some of his anger and
frustration show. “Don’t you want me to get the pearl back? Why are you
protecting Wiley?”


“Promise
me you won’t go to see Blackman, Alasdair,” she entreated, her face drawn and
worried. “He threatened dreadful things if I was to tell anyone about our
transaction.”


“No,”
he said, more sharply than he had intended, but she was acting foolishly. She
struggled to get out of his arms. “You must promise me, Juli, that—” 


“Put
her down,” a deep, angry voice said over his shoulder.


Alasdair
let her go and turned, trying to shield her from discovery. But it was only
Lyttle. “Go away,” Alasdair said, irritated.


“Come
here, Miss Harte,” Lyttle said, holding his hand out to Julianna.


“It’s
all right, Mr. Lyttle,” Julianna said softly, her hands resting warmly against
Alasdair’s back. “He has not done anything to me that I did not invite.”


Lyttle
dropped his hand with a sigh. “If he’s got you in some coil or other, call on
me,” he said wearily. He held out a card and Julianna took it, since it was the
polite thing to do. 


“A
‘coil’?” Alasdair demanded as quietly as his anger would allow. “What does that
mean? I am not the irresponsible one here, Lyttle.”


Lyttle
had the grace to blush. “It was an accident.”


“What
was an accident?” Julianna asked.


Before
they could answer, Hil’s voice came loudly from the drawing room door. “I
believe both Sharp and Lyttle are out here with Miss Harte.”


Suddenly
Julianna was falling into Alasdair’s arms and he had only an instant to catch
her as Lyttle reached out to help, too, grabbing her flailing hand. It happened
so fast that Alasdair wasn’t fully prepared for an armful of stumbling woman.


“My
shoe!” Julianna cried out. “Oh, I’ve lost my shoe.” And when Alasdair looked
down, sure enough, there was her shoe lying on its side. “Thank you so much,
Mr. Sharp, Mr. Lyttle. I might have fallen down the steps had you not caught
me.” Well, that was reaching a bit since the stairs were behind Lyttle, but no
one else seemed to realize that. “I am so terribly clumsy tonight,” Julianna
said apologetically as she stepped back into her shoe.


“Of
course,” Lyttle said with no inflection in his voice. “If I can be of further
service, please let me know.”


“Why
is it, Mr. Sharp,” Mr. Harte said with ill-concealed suspicion, “that my
daughter seems to fall whenever she is with you? First at Sir Hilary’s, and now
again tonight.”


“Thank
heavens Alasdair is quite good at catching falling ladies, Mr. Harte,” Hil
observed with more than a trace of humor. “And Miss Harte’s shoe was far easier
to find than my watch,” he continued. “How on earth it ended up under the sofa
and behind the curtain I shall never know.” He shook his head as if in wonder.
“I am forever finding lost things in the strangest places.”


“Yes,
aren’t you?” Alasdair agreed, as Julianna led them all down the stairs.




Chapter Seventeen


 



The
next morning Julianna sat across from Mr. Harte and Lady Linville in the family
parlor.


“So
you see, Papa”—Julianna hesitated a moment—“Stepmother, I seem to
have gotten in over my head with the foundling home.”


The
baroness looked taken aback for a moment at Julianna’s use of the familiar form
of address, but she seemed quite pleased. Her father did not look pleased at
all.


“Juli-anna,”
he said, her name stretched out into two distinct syllables. “How did you
expect to come up with the money to pay the rent? Why did you not come to us
before this?”


Julianna
licked her lips nervously. This was the tricky part. She’d always had trouble
getting a lie past her father. She had decided not to tell them about the
pearl. Given Papa’s past, any association with a stolen heirloom pearl could
prove disastrous. And now there was the baroness to consider. What if her
father was seen going to visit Blackman? What if people assumed he was back at
his old trade, and the theft was attributed to him? It was true that he had not
been discovered in all the years that he’d successfully practiced his trade,
but that was no guarantee that he wouldn’t be unmasked now. It would surely
damage the baroness’s reputation, and Julianna would not like to cause her new
stepmother pain or humiliation.


 Julianna had taken to watching her father
and the baroness together recently and she could see that they made each other
happy. Her father had waited a very long time to be happy again. She wasn’t
willing to be the one to ruin that for him after all he’d done for her.


The
baroness reached over and set a hand on top of her husband’s. “Mr. Harte, I
believe that is precisely the problem. Julianna has no idea where to go for
funds.” She looked at Julianna. “Isn’t that so, my dear?”


She
nodded. “Yes, ma’am.” Relieved that she had managed to avoid her father’s
question, she smiled tentatively at her stepmother.


 “If you expect us to help, Julianna, then
some changes must be made.”


This
time Mr. Harte nodded. “Absolutely. You cannot continue to work with those
children. Their parentage is a stain upon your reputation and it does not
reflect well upon your stepmother.”


Lady
Linville turned to him with wide eyes. “What?”


Without
registering the tone of her voice, Mr. Harte patted his wife’s arm
reassuringly. “Never fear, my dear. I know how upset you’ve been at Julianna’s
insistence on working with those poor children.” He turned to Julianna. “Surely
there are more suitable charities for a young lady, as I mentioned last week.”


“Mr.
Harte,” the baroness’s icy voice rang out in the room. Julianna had often noted
that she really did have a rather imposing voice for such a small woman. “I can
think of no more deserving charity than one that serves the needs of ‘those
poor children.’ It is not the charitable work Julianna does that I have
objected to in the past. It is the location of the home and her insistence on
doing much of the work by herself, some of which is unsuitable for an unmarried
young lady.” She looked at him with an injured expression. “I cannot believe,
sir, that you thought me capable of such petty objections.”


Mr.
Harte looked astounded and then chagrined. He grabbed the baroness’s hand and
held it in both of his. “My dear, I am sorry. I was wrong to assume that that
was your objection. I should have listened more carefully.” He kissed her hand.
“I should have known, Miranda, that you would feel sympathy for the children.”
He shook his head, truly contrite. “I am sorry.”


She
wrapped both her hands around his. “No, my dear, I am sorry for not making my
objections clearer. I know that I can be cool at times, and that tendency often
hides my true feelings. As you know, I am working on it.” She smiled tenderly
at him, and Julianna was forcefully reminded that they were still in the first
flush of their marriage. Still newly wedded and freshly bedded. She blushed as
the old saying ran through her head. This was her father, for heaven’s sake.


Noticing
Julianna’s embarrassment, Lady Linville coughed and pulled her hands away and
smoothed out her skirt while Mr. Harte watched her with a besotted grin on his
face. Julianna had trouble believing that she had ever thought their
relationship a marriage of convenience. Her father was clearly in love. How
could she have missed it? 


“Julianna,
we shall be glad to assist you in finding new lodgings for the home, and a
reliable couple to help Mrs. Eden handle the day-to-day affairs. I believe
having a man around the home regularly should be the first safety measure
implemented. Don’t you agree? And I will be happy to sponsor you and help you
seek patrons for the home. But you must move the children to a safer area,
please?” The baroness was actually asking, not ordering. Julianna realized that
Mr. Wainwright was correct. When one needed help, all one had to do was ask.
Amazing. Whoever would have thought such a thing?


Julianna
smiled with relief. “Of course, Stepmother. Where I am safe, the children are
safe. I am going to do things differently this time. This time I shall do them
right.”


*          *          *


When
Julianna entered the de Tournay patisserie again that afternoon, with Tessa in
tow, she spotted Mr. Wiley immediately. Her footman had brought him her message
in the morning and Julianna had feared that he wouldn’t show. But she should
have known he would. He was just like that. He looked terribly uncomfortable
sitting at one of the tables.


Miss
de Tournay was frowning at him when Julianna walked in. Her face broke into a
smile. “Miss Harte! Bonjour! Back so soon? More treats for les bébés?”


Julianna
shook her head and pointed to Mr. Wiley. “No, thank you, Miss de Tournay. I am
here to meet with Mr. Wiley.” She turned to Tessa. “Please wait for me here,
Tessa.”


Tessa
looked askance at Mr. Wiley, but nodded reluctantly. “Yes, miss.”


Miss
de Tournay’s expression matched Tessa’s. “This is perhaps not so wise, Miss
Harte,” she murmured for Julianna’s ears only. “He is not suitable, non? And you do not want your Mr. Sharp
to find out.”


Julianna
was taken aback. “My Mr. Sharp?” she exclaimed. How on earth did Miss de
Tournay know that?


She
looked at Julianna and grinned. “Oui,
I have eyes, yes? I saw the way he looked at you.” She sighed dramatically. “Très bon, that man, hmm?” Julianna frowned
and Miss de Tournay laughed. “But he only has eyes for you. Anyone could see
that.” She frowned at Mr. Wiley, who had seen Julianna and was standing now,
frowning right back. “This one, he is no Mr. Sharp.” She shrugged. “He has
something, yes, but he is not right for someone like you.”


“Someone
like me?” Julianna had always liked Miss de Tournay, but between her comments
about Alasdair and her attitude about Mr. Wiley she was quickly changing her
mind.


Miss
de Tournay looked at her with a sad, world-weary expression. “A lady, non? This boy is handsome, but he is no
gentleman. Mr. Sharp is a gentleman. He would make your papa proud and happy.
This one? He may make you happy now. But there is no future for you there.” 


“He
is more of a gentleman than many men I know who claim the title,” Julianna
said, raising an imperious eyebrow at Miss de Tournay. “But to set your mind at
ease, it is Mr. Sharp we will be discussing.”


Miss
de Tournay surprised her by taking her hand. “I have lived, Miss Harte, through
troubled times. I did not mean to insult your friend. But I also do not want
you to throw away a chance at happiness. Be careful.”


Julianna
squeezed her hand gratefully. “That is just what I am trying not to do, Miss de
Tournay. Mr. Wiley is here to help me find that happiness with Mr. Sharp.” She gave
Mr. Wiley a reassuring smile before turning back to Miss de Tournay. “But
please don’t tell anyone about this, just for now. It will be all right in the
end, I promise.”


After
giving her a searching look, Miss de Tournay nodded. “Oui, I keep your secret for now.” She ushered Julianna away from
Mr. Wiley. “But you cannot sit in the middle of the shop with him. This would
be noted by too many. Come.” She took Julianna through a curtain in the back,
into an empty room with a few tables scattered here and there. “I will bring
him here. And some pastries, non?”
She smiled wickedly. “You cannot plot to seduce your Mr. Sharp without pastry.”


Julianna
did not correct her. Miss de Tournay did not need to know her real purpose. She
removed her bonnet, and a minute later Mr. Wiley came stumbling into the room
through a discreet door at the back of the room. He did not look happy. “Here?”
he said angrily. “What’s with the Frenchie? I don’t like being shoved about,
and what’s all this havey-cavey business?” He was holding his hat and he threw
it down on the table as he confronted her. “You know you shouldn’t be sending
me notes, and meeting me here. Is someone going to die?”


Julianna
was surprised by Mr. Wiley’s attitude, and his last question completely baffled
her. “No, no one is going to die, at least not that I know of,” she offered hopefully.


“Well,
I will if Sharp and his friends find me. A Bow Street runner asking around
after me! Thank you for that, by the way.” He grabbed his hat and shoved it on
his head. “Right then, good-bye, miss,” he said flatly, then turned and started
walking toward the door. It took Julianna a moment to realize he was leaving.


She
stood quickly, her chair scraping the floor. “Wait! Mr. Wiley! Don’t go!”


He
spun back to face her. “There’s no Mr. Wiley. Just Wiley. My father wasn’t even
Mr. Wiley, whoever the hell he was, beggin’ your pardon, miss.” He heaved an
aggrieved sigh and stood there with his hands on his hips. “If no one’s dying,
then there’s no need for you to be contacting me. Are we clear?” He threw his
hands up in the air. “God almighty! Can you imagine if someone saw you with the
likes of me? And this here place ain’t exactly secret, if you know what I
mean.” He pointed a finger at her angrily. “I thought you were in love with
your Mr. Sharp. I don’t need another skirt chasing my tail, you hear? I’ve got
enough of them. I know I told you to let me know if you changed your mind about
wanting a man, but now I’ve changed mine, see? And I’ll have none of it.” He
crossed his arms in a belligerent stance. “I don’t need to be consoling a woman
who’s in love with another man. I got plenty who are in love with me, see?”


Julianna
had been biting her lip, but she stopped and let her laughter out. He looked
utterly shocked for a moment and then he turned bright red. “What are you
laughing about?” he demanded.


Julianna
walked over and took his hands in hers. He eyed her suspiciously and gently
tried to pull his hands free.


“Mr.
. . .” She stopped at his look. “Wiley,” she tried again, “I am laughing
because you are so sweet, trying to preserve my reputation.” He pulled his
hands free and hurriedly took two steps back.


“Hold
on,” he said disapprovingly.


“No,
no, Wiley. I’m sorry,” Julianna said, shaking her head. “That is not why I
contacted you. And I’m sorry about Alasdair and his friends, too. But I’ve
refused to tell him how to find you.”


“Which
I’m sure he took very well,” Wiley replied sarcastically. “Why I’ll bet they’ve
already stopped looking for me.” He pursed his lips and blew out a breath. “All
right. So why am I here?”


“Come
on.” She grabbed his arm, pulling him back to the far table. She sat down and
indicated the chair opposite her, looking furtively about. Wiley’s expression
was suspicious but curious, and he slowly sat down, removing his hat again.


“What
are you up to, miss?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.


Julianna
grinned at him mischievously. “I need you to help me steal the pearl back from
Blackman, Wiley,” she told him, and he fell off his chair.


“Are
you mad?” he whispered from the floor, looking up at her as if she were indeed
headed for Bedlam. He stood up and slid into his chair, scooting it closer to
her. “If Blackman catches you, he’ll kill you.”


Julianna
sat back and regarded him intently. “Then we’ll just have to make sure he
doesn’t catch me, won’t we?” she said with more confidence than she felt.


“ ‘We?’
” he asked, shaking his head. “Oh, no. There’s no we. Do I look mad?” He splayed a hand across his chest.
“I’ve got children who depend on me. I can’t be risking my life like that.”


Julianna
felt a pang of unease. It was true. She had no right to ask this of him. She
chewed her lip and Wiley watched her uncertainty with satisfaction. “I see you
know I’m right,” he said smugly. “It’s best you let go of this mad scheme, miss,”
he lectured. “We’ll just forget about the whole thing.” He started to stand up
and Julianna grabbed his arm.


“Oh,
no, Wiley,” she said with renewed determination. “I mean to do it, with or
without your help. You needn’t come with me, but any information you can give
me about Blackman’s habits, and the comings and goings at the Black Horse, the
better.” He looked properly horrified. “Don’t give me that look, Wiley,” she
told him sternly. “My entire future depends on getting that pearl back.”


He
gave her a sarcastic look. “Well, your entire life depends on you leaving it
the hell alone.”


“Without
Alasdair I have no life,” she declared, and Wiley rolled his eyes. She cleared
her throat, a little embarrassed at her dramatics. “Oh, all right, but still. I
have to get the pearl back for him or he’ll never forgive me, and if he doesn’t
forgive me, he’ll never truly love me. The other alternative is for him to try
on his own. Then Blackman will kill him, and all will be lost. Don’t you see?”


Wiley
snorted. “Now, why does that sound like female thinking?”


Julianna
gripped his arm tightly and he frowned at her. “You will help me, Wiley, or I
promise I will do it without your help. What will it be?”


He
cursed, and Julianna’s ears turned red at the shocking words. “Fine,” he
declared angrily. “But when you’re dead instead of Sharp, don’t come haunting
me. All you’ll get is an ‘I told you so.’ ” He regarded her for a moment and
then a calculating look came over his face. “Why don’t you ask Mr. Sharp to
help you get it back?”


Julianna
gasped. “Wiley, you must promise me not to say a word to Alasdair about this.”
At his silence Julianna grabbed his arm again and dug her nails in. Alasdair
had made it abundantly clear he did not want her to go after the pearl. The
last thing she needed was for him to find out that she’d ignored his concerns. 


“Ow!”
he cried out, trying to shake her off.


“Promise
me,” she growled.


“I
promise,” he growled right back with a glare.


“If
you break your promise, I really will haunt you,” Julianna said fervently.
“Now, tell me everything I need to know.”


He
raised one eyebrow smugly. “You need to know not to do it because he’ll kill
you.”


“Wiley,”
she said threateningly.


He
sighed dramatically. “Fine. I’ll tell you what I can.”


And
for the next hour he proceeded to do so. When she left the patisserie, Julianna
had a firm plan in place. It couldn’t fail. It simply could not.


*          *          *


When
Julianna arrived home, she was greeted by surprise guests.
Well, not too surprising considering that it was the hour for callers, and it
was obligatory to pay a call on the hostess after attending a function. And
considering that Alasdair was a gentleman who had made passionate love to her
several times he probably felt the need to call, as he should. She smiled
serenely as he rose from the settee when she entered the drawing room.


“Miss
Harte,” he said in that dark, delicious voice of his. Her smile may have been a
bit too enthusiastic, but she couldn’t control it. The answering quirk of his
lips and gleam in his eyes warmed her to her toes.


She
held out her hand to him. “Mr. Sharp, how very good it is to see you again.”
From the corner of her eye she saw her stepmother raise her brow in amusement.
Julianna felt a moment of panic. Did she know what had happened between them?
Good God, Alasdair hadn’t gone and confessed, had he?


“Miss
Harte,” another voice said, and she turned to greet Sir Hilary. She couldn’t stop
the blush that blazed across her face when he took her hand. As hard as she
tried not to think about it, she knew that he knew about her and Alasdair. This
had been true last night, of course, but it seemed somehow more horrifying in
the light of day. He gazed at her curiously, but said nothing as he kissed her
hand and released it. When she glanced at Alasdair, he was fighting a smile.
The cad. He knew exactly why she was blushing.


“My
dear,” Mr. Harte said jovially, “Mr. Sharp and Sir Hilary came to call and were
quite disappointed not to find you at home.” He had risen as well and he gave
Julianna a kiss on the cheek, guiding her into a chair next to the settee where
Alasdair was seated.


“Me?”
she asked pleasantly, accepting a cup of tea from her stepmother. “How very
nice of them.”


“You
did not tell us they spent the day squiring you about on your errands earlier
this week, Julianna,” Lady Linville observed too casually. “We were very
grateful, naturally.”


“Did
I not?” Julianna responded thoughtfully. “How silly of me. I cannot imagine how
it slipped my mind. I was very grateful, too.”


“Hmm,”
was all the baroness said as she took a sip of tea.


“We
wished to pay our respects, of course,” Sir Hilary said, eyeing her intently,
“but also to see how you were getting on since we saw you last evening.”


Julianna
feigned surprise. “How I was getting on? What a strange notion. I am getting on
fine, of course. Why would I not be? Mr. Sharp stopped my fall, after all.” 


He
smiled back, a hint of amusement of his face. “You are right, Miss Harte. Why
would you not be? I’m afraid I phrased that awkwardly. What I meant to ask was
whether anything interesting has happened since we last saw you.”


She
pretended to consider it. “ ‘Interesting’?” She shook her head with an expression
of regret. “No, I’m afraid not. My life could hardly be described as an
interesting one, Sir Hilary.”


He
reared back in exaggerated shock. “Do not say so, Miss Harte! Why, I am sure
that there are all sorts of interesting things that try to creep into your
life, but you are right not to grant them admission.”


She
laughed in genuine amusement at the double meaning of his words. “Do you think
so, Sir Hilary? Ah, if only it were true! I long, you know, for interesting
things to appear.” She had a sudden inspiration. “Like a thief in the night to
steal my dull life away.”


Alasdair
stood up abruptly, startling everyone. “Miss Harte,” he asked politely, though
she saw the strain about his eyes and mouth, “would you care to take a turn
about the back garden with me?”


Mr.
Harte coughed, and when Julianna glanced over at him, she noticed that he and
the baroness were sharing a look.


“Why,
yes, Mr. Sharp. I would like that, thank you.” Her answer was impeccably polite
and she very carefully set her half-finished tea on the table. “My lady, Papa,
you will excuse us?” She turned to the other occupant of the room. “Would you
care to join us, Sir Hilary?”


“No!”
The voices of her father, stepmother, and Sir Hilary echoed in the room for a
moment. Lady Linville was the first to recover.


“That
is, my dear,” she said, blinking so rapidly Julianna could practically hear the
gears turning in her head, “I wished to speak to Sir Hilary on a very important
matter. You and Mr. Sharp go ahead.”


Julianna
bit her lip to hide her smile and decided to tease them all a bit. She slowly
began to sink back into her chair. “Really? Well, if it’s that important
perhaps I should stay?”


“I’m
sure you would both be bored, my dear,” Mr. Harte answered smoothly, waving at
Alasdair to take her from the room. “It is only important to Sir Hilary.”


Alasdair’s
hand on her arm tugged her from her chair. She widened her eyes innocently.
“Well, if you’re sure?” she asked Lady Linville sweetly.


Her
stepmother was not fooled. “I’m sure,” she drawled with a wryly
amused half smile. She beckoned Julianna over and turned her cheek for a
kiss. “He is not so unsuitable after all,” she whispered for her ears only, and
a small burst of laughter escaped from Julianna.


 



Chapter Eighteen


 



“Dare
I hope that your father and stepmother are playing matchmaker?” Alasdair asked
lightly after the door closed behind them.


“I
do believe they are, yes,” Julianna agreed with a huge grin. She just couldn’t
stop smiling at him.


“Shall
we take a turn around the garden?” he asked huskily, his eyes warm and
appreciative. At her nod he took her arm and led her down the stairs. They
began a leisurely stroll around the lawn.


“I
wish to marry you,” he said simply as they walked.


Julianna
stumbled. “What?” Her voice was strangled. “Why? Not yet. It’s too soon.”


He
looked at her in astonishment. “Surely this cannot come as a surprise after the
things we’ve done?”


She
just looked at him in stunned amazement, her mouth hanging open unattractively.


He
laughed. “Julianna, last night you told me that you had waited so long for me.
Well, my dear, the same applies. I have never shared as much with anyone as we
have shared in this past week. It’s clear that even if I wasn’t aware of it,
I’ve been waiting for you, too. ”


“Alasdair,”
she choked out. She was astounded. She’d hoped, of course. It was why she was
planning to get the pearl back, after all. “We’ve known of each other for
months. You certainly didn’t feel this way before. As I recall, you found me
quite forgettable.”


He
shook his head. “No, I didn’t. Because I didn’t know the real you, did I?” He
looked directly into her eyes, more serious than she’d ever seen him. “But the
moment I met you, really met you, it all changed.”


“Yes,”
she whispered. But was it her, or was it just his desire speaking? They’d
shared an overwhelming sexual attraction since the night she took the pearl. She
felt like there was more, or at least she hoped there was.  He’d said nothing about love. He might
not realize it, but the specter of the pearl’s theft and loss was still hanging
over them. Now it was imperative she retrieve the pearl. They could not marry
until she’d returned it. Then he would be free to love her and accept her love
in return.


“Is
that a yes?” he teased, taking a step closer. She shook her head and his smile
dimmed. “No?” he asked, his confusion evident. “But . . .”


“Alasdair,”
she said, trying to sound reasonable and not give in to a fit of tears. “I’ve
stolen your pearl. I am a thief. You may think it doesn’t matter now, but it
will come between us in the end. We cannot move forward until I get the pearl
back.” It was his turn to shake his head. “It is true, you know it.” She turned
away. “This last week has . . . has been more than I had a right to hope for.
But the way we feel about each other will never be enough to make you forget
what I’ve done.”


He
gave her arm a slight tug and they resumed walking. “Nonsense. I’ve already
forgotten it,” he replied brusquely, not looking at her. “Of course I’m
distressed by the loss of the pearl and I want it returned, but I will take
responsibility for getting it back. You promised not to do anything rash.”


“No,
I didn’t.”


Alasdair
forged ahead as if she hadn’t spoken. “We shall tell your parents when we go
inside that you have agreed to consider my suit. We don’t want it to seem as if
we know each other better than we ought. And I need to speak with my cousin,
the Earl of Throckton. It is time to make amends there, I think, and news of my
intentions regarding you will be a good way to start. He’ll probably want to
meet you right away.” He smiled at her conspiratorially. “But we shall only
prevaricate for a short while. I cannot wait that long to marry you, you see.”


Julianna
was so overwhelmed she could hardly speak. He was anxious to marry her. He
wanted to marry her soon. He seemed quite
joyous at the prospect. How could she react to that? Julianna reacted in the
only way she knew how. She hit him on the arm and dragged him back behind the
shed.


“Julianna!”
he protested. “What are you doing?”


She
spun around to face him. “I will not agree to marry you, Alasdair. You don’t
know what you’re saying.” She threw her arms around his neck. “But kiss me
anyway.”


His
look was both tender and fierce, and her heart lurched at how handsome he was,
how cherished. “I meant every word,” he whispered. “And you will marry me. I
will not rest until I have convinced you.” He crushed her to his chest and
wrapped his arms around her before pressing his lips to hers.


What
started out as an exuberant embrace soon became hungry and demanding. His hands
roamed her back and slid down over her bottom in an intimate caress, squeezing
roughly. When he turned his head to slant his lips across hers, his hat brim
knocked her bonnet.


“Damn,”
he muttered, yanking his hat off. He did not throw it this time but kept ahold
of it. “We cannot get carried away, Juli,” he panted, kissing her eyes and nose
and cheeks. “They will come looking for us soon.”


She
nodded and ran her hands down his chest and then around his waist until they
rested on his hard male bottom. “Absolutely,” she agreed breathlessly, as they
shared featherlight, quick kisses. “I do not want to be caught and forced to
marry you.”


A
surprised laugh burst out of him. The look he gave her was disgruntled, to say
the least. “Is this more of the other night’s almost honesty?”


Julianna
nodded eagerly. “I’m trying, you see, truly I am.” 


“Anything
else you’d like to share? Wiley’s location, perhaps? Since you’re so interested
in getting the pearl back for me.” 


“Don’t
be harsh,” she told him with a pinch.


“Of
course not,” he murmured as he grabbed her skirt in one hand and pulled it up.


“Alasdair,
what are you doing?” she squeaked, trying to move out of the way.


“Hold
your skirt,” he muttered, shoving it into her hand while he jerked at his glove
with his teeth. She immediately dropped it and started to back away. When he
got his glove off, he threw it to the ground and wasted no time in reaching for
her again.


“This
shed is quite bad for your behavior,” she hissed at him, warily avoiding his hands.
She tried to ignore how aroused she was by his determination to touch her.


He
chuckled seductively. “Surely this is a different circumstance than the last
time? After all, this time you dragged me back here.” She shook her head, torn
between running away and staying here to enjoy his teasing. Her hesitation
allowed him to capture her hand and he dragged her back to him. “I just want to
satisfy you, Juli,” he whispered in her ear. “Even if you will not marry me, I
am still your lover.” He kissed the curve of her neck and she instinctively
tilted her head to give him better access. It felt so good that Julianna was
seeing stars. She was insatiable where Alasdair was concerned. All she could do
was cling to his shoulders sighing, much to his delight. His smug, quiet
laughter woke her from her desire-induced lethargy and she shoved him away.


“Oh,
you . . .” She thinned her lips and crossed her arms, feigning more annoyance
than she really felt. “You are determined to get your way.”


Alasdair’s
eyes gleamed with the knowledge of what he was doing to her. He mirrored her
stance. “So are you.” When she just continued to glare at him, he sighed and
ran his hand through his hair in a frustrated gesture she was becoming very
familiar with. “Our time together has been wonderful, but I want more than to
just be lovers. As husband and wife we won’t have to part at sunrise. We won’t
have to part at all. We won’t have to sneak behind the shed, or pretend ever
again. Don’t you want that? Let me be your husband, Julianna.”


“Lover,”
she said desperately.


“Husband.”
His voice brooked no refusal. 


“No,”
she argued as she looked into his intent stare. She took a step back when he
advanced toward her with the care usually reserved for approaching a skittish
horse. She let him pull her into his arms, sure that he had nothing more
dangerous planned than trying to persuade her with words. He had no idea how
hard it was for her to refuse him, when to be his was what she wanted more than
anything. But not with the pearl between them. 


Though
she refused to return his embrace, he held her tight. “Juli,” he said softly,
petting her back. For some silly reason she wanted to cry. “Don’t be stubborn,
darling.”


“Don’t
push, Alasdair,” she said, her voice breaking a little. She cleared her throat
and broke his embrace. “I’ll think about it. After we get the pearl back.”


“Juli,
promise me you won’t do anything foolish,” he demanded, reaching for her again.


She
brushed her hands over his coat to smooth out the wrinkles she’d made. “There
now,” she said as if he hadn’t spoken, “that’s a good memory here, isn’t it? To
replace the bad one?”


“Julianna,”
he whispered with a wealth of feeling, leaning down to kiss her again.


“Julianna?
Mr. Sharp?” Lady Linville’s voice was loud, but still far away. Julianna heard
the door slam and the sound of footsteps. “They must be in the back.”


When
Alasdair jerked away from her with a horrified expression, Julianna almost
wanted to laugh. She grinned and smoothed her skirts down. “I thought this was
what you wanted,” she whispered to him. “Over here, Lady Linville,” she called,
and she thought Alasdair was going to swoon.


He
shoved his hat on his head and then looked around frantically for his glove.
Julianna was smoothing her hair back under her bonnet when he found it. He
shoved his hand into his glove as she stepped around him and waved out at the
yard. “Yoo-hoo, my Lady!” she called, her heart racing. “Over here!”


“What
are you doing?” Alasdair whispered frantically. He had to tug the glove off
again because he’d put it on wrong, fingers in all the wrong places. He managed
it correctly the second try.


“I’m
acting innocent,” she whispered back out of the corner of her mouth as she
waved.


“Are
you that good of an actress?” he murmured, and Julianna blindly swatted at him
behind her back while he chuckled.


Lady
Linville, Mr. Harte, and Sir Hilary suddenly appeared through the break in the
trees and Julianna smiled stiffly and waved at them.


“Julianna,
what are you doing back there?” her father asked sharply.


“I
was showing Mr. Sharp where I thought someone might have broken into the garden
the other day,” Julianna said innocently, not sure what possessed her. Behind
her Alasdair snorted.


“Broke
into the garden?” her stepmother said incredulously. “Someone broke in?”


Julianna
nibbled on her lip for a moment in mock concern. “Well, I’m not sure, but I
thought Mr. Sharp ought to be warned there might be thieves around the
neighborhood.” At everyone’s blank stare, she nibbled her lip a little more and
smiled tentatively. “Yes, um, thieves.”


Her
father’s brow was furrowed and he stared at her intently.


She
nodded and nervously cleared her throat. “We can only be thankful that nothing
was stolen.”


Sir
Hilary was fighting a smile. “Well, perhaps the thief was politely waiting for
someone to simply offer him the family jewels,” he suggested.


Alasdair
coughed behind her, but Julianna nodded eagerly in agreement. “Yes, well, I’m
sure we’d have only the best thieves in this neighborhood, after all.”


Her
father and stepmother were looking at her as if she were deranged.


“Oh,
absolutely,” Alasdair finally joined the conversation. “It’s not as if they’d
creep into our beds in the middle of the night for nefarious purposes.” He
smiled at the private joke. “And you haven’t a balcony to climb. Don’t most
thieves climb the balcony?”


They
all stared at one another as if no one knew the answer to that one.


“Yes,
well, thieves or not, shall we go back inside?” her father suggested tersely. He
offered both Lady Linville and Julianna an arm, and Alasdair and Sir Hilary followed
them back to the house.


Julianna
heard Sir Hilary quietly tell Alasdair, “Your hat is askew, Sharp.”


If
her plan worked, Julianna hoped to keep his hat askew for many years to come.
But first she had to get that dratted pearl back. 


 



*          *          *


“Psst!
Wiley!”


“For
cryin’ out loud, I’m here,” he answered, clearly disgruntled. “Hasn’t anyone
ever taught you anything about how to conduct a clandestine meeting? First you
drag me to some hoity bakers, and now this.”


Julianna
turned on the bench where she’d been waiting to peer into the thick stand of trees
and brush behind her. She was sitting on a lesser-used path in Hyde Park, and
Wiley had insisted on hiding in the trees, which she thought was ridiculously
unnecessary.


“Turn
around,” he whispered urgently at her. “Do you want everyone to know you’re
talking to me?”


Julianna
looked around at the almost deserted path. The only people in sight were two
nurses and their very young charges. “Exactly who would ‘everyone’ be?” She
huffed in exasperation. “Honestly, Wiley, you are being ridiculous. It is long
past the fashionable hour, and I chose this path because no one ever uses it.”


“And
today could be the day it becomes the most popular path in the park,” he
muttered angrily.


Julianna
sighed and faced forward again. “Do you think they’ll report me to the
authorities when they see me talking animatedly to myself on this bench?”


“Ha-ha,
very funny, miss,” Wiley said sarcastically. “They may think you touched in the
head, but what if they saw you with me?”


“Well,
I suppose they’d think I was meeting my highly inappropriate young lover for a
tryst in the park,” she teased.


“Exactly!”
he whispered heatedly.


“Well,
if the truth were known, Wiley, I’d far prefer a rumor of debauchery than dementia.”


He
ignored her remark. “What is it now? I’m hardly getting any of my own work done
with all of the running around I’ve been doing to get to these meetings.”


“I
think the front of the Black Horse will continue to stand without you leaning
against it,” she drawled.


He
was silent for a moment. “You are so naive, I swear it’s frightening,” he
finally said. “You have no idea what I had to do to be able to stand around seemingly
idle. You have no idea how many people rely on me to support them and keep them
safe. I may seem idle to you, but if I wasn’t propping up the front wall of the
Black Horse every day, there would be babies going hungry and young boys dying
in the street.”


The
lecture was delivered in a flat tone, missing all of the animation she’d come
to expect from Wiley. Julianna realized she really didn’t know anything about
his life or the hardships he had to endure. Once again she’d been considering
only her own wants and needs. It hadn’t even occurred to her that Wiley might
be too busy to meet with her. She’d asked him to come and she’d expected him to
be there. And he had been. With dawning horror, Julianna realized he had shown
up because she was yet another burden for him to shoulder, another person under
his protection.


“I’m
sorry, Wiley,” she said in a shaky voice. “You’re right, of course. I don’t
know any of those things.”


He
snorted, sounding like the old Wiley. “Well, don’t shed any tears over it. It’s
not like I haven’t been compensated with wine and women aplenty. Now, why am I
here?”


Julianna
wasn’t fooled. She knew that for a brief moment Wiley had dropped all pretenses
and she’d seen the real man. The man who took his
responsibilities seriously, and who lived his life for others. He might
be a streetwise criminal, but circumstances beyond his control had put him
there, and it was his indomitable spirit that had helped him survive and
thrive.


“Mr.
Sharp has asked me to marry him,” she told him, injecting a carefree happiness
into her voice. “Yesterday. Isn’t that wonderful?” She didn’t add that she had
refused him.


“Bloody
beggar better be asking you to marry him,” Wiley scoffed, but Julianna heard
the relief in his voice. “So the plan’s off, then?”


“Oh,
definitely,” Julianna lied gaily. “There’s no need to get the pearl back now. I
thought you’d be happy to know. That’s why I wanted to meet with you.” She
worried her lip, her back turned firmly to him. She could do it without Wiley.
She couldn’t risk him now. Too many people depended on him. She’d gotten them
all into this mess, and she’d get them out. If all went as planned, Alasdair
would have his pearl back, the Bow Street runner would leave Wiley alone, and
she’d have Alasdair.


“Well,
you could have just put it in the note,” Wiley complained. “I’ve wasted half a
day sneaking out here to hide behind this bloody tree.”


Julianna
laughed in genuine amusement at his aggrieved tone. “I’m sorry, Wiley. What a
bother I am to you.”


“Well,
I owe you, then, don’t I? For taking care of my boys?”


“Oh,
Wiley! I almost forgot to tell you. We’ll be moving the home soon, to a better
area, I think, and hiring some more people to help. We shall be able to take in
more charges. Isn’t that wonderful?” She turned to smile at him and was taken
aback at the intense look he was directing at her. “Wiley?”


“Did
you use the money from the pearl for it?”


She
frowned. “No. I asked my father and my stepmother for help, and I couldn’t have
been more surprised when they agreed. The changes were their stipulation for
helping, but I quite agree with them. And I’m searching for other patrons for
the home, too.”


He
smiled at her, and Julianna basked in the approval she saw in that smile. “Good
girl. I knew you’d find a way. And it’s about time you moved those chicks to a
better place. That area isn’t safe at all. It’s why I’m always checkin’ up on
it.”


“Wiley,
I want you to feel like you can come and see the boys.”


He
waved away her offer. “They don’t need to know about me. They’ll be trained for
something better. It’ll be a relief to cut the tie. One less thing to worry
about.”


“You
are a terrible liar,” she told him quietly.


He
smiled back sadly. “No, I’m a very good liar. That’s what makes me so good at
what I do.” He dusted his hands together suddenly, as if his job was done. “All
right, then, I’ll be off. Things to do and people to rob.
You come find old Wiley if you need him.” He wagged a finger at her. “But not
too often, hear? I’ve got me own life to live.”


 



Alasdair
was shown into the earl’s study after waiting in the parlor for only a few
minutes. It was unprecedented. Normally Ernest made him wait for at least half
an hour. Actually it was a bit of a disappointment because he usually got tea
and biscuits while he waited.


“Good
afternoon, Sharp,” the earl said in an annoyed tone. “What do you want today?”
He was sitting behind his desk and he didn’t even bother to get up and offer a
hand in welcome. As a matter of fact he didn’t even bother to stop reading his
correspondence.


Alasdair
took a deep breath. He would not be goaded out of his conciliatory, celebratory
mood. He had been walking on air since Julianna had refused to marry him
yesterday afternoon. She hadn’t actually said no. It was clear she had feelings
for him. A little more persuasion of the seductive variety and he’d have her saying
yes. He’d optimistically spent most of the day shopping for a wedding gift.
What do you get the girl who steals everything? He smiled at the thought.


“I
don’t want anything,” he answered calmly. “Can’t I just come and visit my
cousin?”


At
that, Ernest, frowning, slowly set down the letter he had been reading. “No,
you can’t,” he said, staring at Alasdair. “At least you never have before.”


Alasdair
was suddenly struck with how similar he and his cousin looked. Ernest was his
senior by only a few years, three he thought but wasn’t sure. They were the
same height, and had the same curly hair although the earl’s was brown. And
while Alasdair had always assumed that his blue eyes came from his mother, his
cousin’s were so similar that he couldn’t be sure. He could see the dull gleam
of gray at Ernest’s temples and it shocked him. Surely he was too young to be
turning gray?


“Sharp?”
Ernest called his name with concern. “Are you all right?”


“Alasdair,”
he surprised himself by saying.


“What?”


Alasdair
smiled a little grimly at Ernest’s shock. “We are family, after all. The truth
is you’re the closest family I have. So, please, call me Alasdair.”


Ernest
placed both hands palm-down on the desk and took a deep breath. “Are you
dying?”


It
took a moment for Alasdair to realize Ernest was serious, and he seemed quite
out of sorts about it.


“Well?”
Ernest asked impatiently. He looked as if he were preparing for a blow.


Alasdair
laughed because he didn’t want to cry. He’d been a bastard to Ernest over the
years and yet here he was, worrying about him. What a waste the past few years
had been between them. “No, Ernest, I am not dying. Not, I hope, for a very
long while. I am, however, getting married. When she agrees, that is.”


Ernest
slumped in his chair with relief before glaring at Alasdair. “I have had a
miserable day thus far and I do not appreciate your attempt at levity.”


Alasdair
walked over and sat down in the chair across the desk from Ernest. He crossed
his legs casually and regarded his cousin. “Which part? The dying part or the
marriage part?”


“Neither.”
Ernest picked up the letter on his desk and waved it in the air. “First my
solicitor appears with . . . with this”—he threw it down in disgust—“and
then you show up and scare the life out of me by making me think you’re dying.”


Alasdair
splayed a hand on his chest and regarded Ernest innocently. “Me? I did nothing
of the kind. I merely asked you to call me by my Christian name.”


“Which
is tantamount to the same thing,” Ernest accused. “If I wracked my brain for a
week, I don’t think I’d be able to come up with more than two occasions when
you have been pleasant to me. And one of them was when you had that fall from
your house in school when you were inebriated and you were knocked out cold and
broke your leg.”


It
was Alasdair’s turn to be shocked. “They notified you of that?”


Ernest’s
lips thinned. “Of course they notified me. I was your guardian at the time.
That friend of yours, St. John, thought it best to notify the next of kin. Just
in case.”


“And
you actually came to see me?” Alasdair asked in utter bewilderment. “I was a
complete ass to you in those days. Why on earth would you come?”


Ernest
gave him an exasperated look. “You were my ward and my cousin; in other words,
my responsibility. How would Aunt Pitty have felt if I let you lay there in a
drunken stupor and die alone?”


At
the mention of his mother, Alasdair grimaced. Clearly he had a lot to make up
for between him and Ernest. He would place a bet that most of the man’s gray
hair could be credited to him. But for now he had to deliver the bad news.


“Thank
you,” he started off, acknowledging all that Ernest had done for him over the
years. Ernest grew suspicious again, but before he could say anything Alasdair
rushed on. “But, while I do have glad tidings, I have some rather bad news as
well.” He reached up and toyed with a suddenly too-tight collar as Ernest’s
gaze pierced him accusingly.


“I
knew it,” Ernest said with grim satisfaction. “I knew this could not just be a
social call. You don’t make social calls here.”


“Now,
Ernest,” Alasdair said, his hands spread out in a gesture of good will, “that
simply isn’t true.” He held up a hand to stop Ernest
as he was about to make a comment. “And if you feel that way, then I shall
strive to mend my ways.”


Ernest
folded his arms and sighed heavily. “Out with it. What have you done now?”


Alasdair
couldn’t even get angry at Ernest’s attitude. He deserved it, and more—which
he was sure to get just as soon as he told Ernest about the pearl. Thinking of
Julianna, he faced Ernest with determination. “I’ve lost the pearl.”


Ernest’s
mouth dropped open in horrified shock. “You’ve what?”


Alasdair
sighed and nodded. “You heard me correctly. The Stewart Pearl is gone. Stolen.”
He snapped his fingers. “Poof. Gone.” Though he tried to make light of it, his
heart was still heavy over the loss. Until the other night, a small part of him
had hoped that the pearl was still in Julianna’s possession. Trying to retrieve
it had turned into a difficult task and it was weighing on him. But he wasn’t
going to tell Ernest that, especially since he was determined to get it back.


Ernest’s
mouth opened and closed soundlessly for several seconds. Then he found his
voice. His face turned purple and he began yelling. This was new. Usually he
started out very rational, and only later resorted to yelling.


“You
drunken, inebriated profligate!” he roared. “How dare you lose Aunt Pitty’s
pearl! Have you no shame, no sense of responsibility? She entrusted it to you!
It was your mother’s pride and joy! And this is how you repay her trust? Her devotion to you? And you don’t even care! You sit there
completely at ease with your degeneracy and irresponsibility.”


“There
is more to the story,” Alasdair said through gritted teeth.


“More
to the story? Dare I assume that it involves debauchery of some kind? A woman
at the very least?” Ernest said tightly, clearly trying to rein in his temper.


Alasdair
took several deep breaths while they glared at each other. He kept telling himself  he’d
vowed not to get angry. He had known that Ernest would be upset. Although the fact that his anger seemed to stem from his esteem for
Alasdair’s mother was a complete surprise.


“Yes,
it involves a woman. But more than that I cannot say.” As much as he wanted to
exonerate himself, Alasdair couldn’t. After all, it was his fault. He’d kept
Julianna in his rooms that night because he had wanted her. And he’d taken her.
And he’d promised her the pearl. Those were his actions and no one else could
be blamed. Of course she’d taken it. It had been why she was there, after all.
She hadn’t really known him yet, not well enough to change her plans even after
they were intimate that night. At least that was the reason he’d settled on
last night in an attempt to explain her actions. 


“You
cannot say? Who are you protecting, Alasdair?” Ernest held up a hand and
lowered his head. “No, don’t tell me. It’s better that I don’t know these
things when the constabulary calls.”


Alasdair
snorted. “Have you ever received a visit from the authorities concerning me? I
think not. I am smarter than that.”


Ernest
had himself under control now, his fisted hands the only sign of his anger.
“Tell me what happened.”


Alasdair
licked his lips and formed the explanation in his head first.
It left a lot to be desired, he had to admit, but it was the best he could do
without lying, which he was determined to avoid. His experience with Julianna
had taught him the value of honesty. “A thief broke in during the night. In the
morning the pearl was gone. I tracked the thief with Sir Hilary’s assistance,
but because of extenuating circumstances I was not able to retrieve the pearl,
yet. But I am working on it.”


Ernest
cocked his head and regarded Alasdair disbelievingly, a muscle twitching in his
jaw. “Let me get this straight. You know who took the pearl?” Alasdair nodded.
“But you won’t tell?” He nodded again. “You know where the pearl is?” At this
Alasdair was able to shake his head no. Julianna no longer possessed the pearl,
and he wasn’t sure whether Blackman had already sold it. “I see.” Ernest tapped
a finger on the desk for several seconds. “May I ask what these ‘extenuating
circumstances’ are?”


Alasdair
rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “It involves the honor of a woman, and my future
happiness.”


Ernest
blinked rapidly several times. “I see. Can you tell me what this has to do with
your future happiness?”


“No.”


Ernest
closed his eyes as if in pain. “Have you been drinking?”


Well,
that was a tricky question. “Yes, but only because Hil and Roger insisted on
celebrating my betrothal. Which is actually a secret. I’m not supposed to know
her well enough to propose marriage yet. And, of course, she hasn’t actually
agreed.”


His
explanation did nothing to lighten Ernest’s pained expression. “Does your not-quite
fiancée know that the pearl has been stolen? And that you are protecting this
criminal?”


Alasdair
had to smile at that. “Oh, yes, she knows,” he said emphatically.


He’d
shocked Ernest once again. “And she isn’t bothered by this?”


Alasdair
shook his head. “No, she’s quite happy about it.”


“So
you really are getting married. Not to one of your fancy pieces, I hope?”


Alasdair
bristled. “I do not have fancy pieces. I have lovers. I had lovers, rather. Now
I have one lover. My future wife.”


Ernest
put his forehead in the palm of his hand. “That is perhaps more information
than I think your fiancée would wish for me to know. Particularly since she is
not, apparently, your fiancée yet.”


“Yes,
I think you are correct,” Alasdair said with a grimace. “This honesty business
is harder than it looks. It certainly gets away from you, doesn’t it?”


Ernest
picked up a sheet of paper and a pen. “We shall have to contact the
authorities. You do not have to reveal what you know, but if the pearl can be
retrieved, then we must make every attempt to do so.”


Alasdair
stood rapidly and grabbed the end of Ernest’s pen. “No! No, we will not. I am
the owner, and I do not wish to report it.”


“Don’t
you want it back, Alasdair?” Ernest asked in confusion. “It was your mother’s,
and her father’s before her, and so on. It has been in your family for generations.
It is the Hamilton family legacy, and the source of their pride. And part of the Sharp family legacy now. How can you just
let it go?”


That
was when Alasdair realized that Ernest was trying to protect him. In his
stuffy, overbearing way it was what Ernest had always tried to do, but Alasdair
had been too arrogant and self-righteous to see it. He sighed and smiled
affectionately at the earl as he let go of his pen and sat back down, which
seemed to confound the other man even more. “I know all those things. And they
are important to me. More important than I ever realized,
actually. But I have found something more important. I have found love.
And to report the pearl’s disappearance may put that love at risk, which I will
not do.”


Ernest
slowly set his pen down. “Your fiancée had something to do with the pearl’s
disappearance?”


Alasdair
stepped out on a limb and trusted Ernest. “Yes. And I cannot betray her and
jeopardize her safety.”


“Are
you sure she’s not using you?” Ernest asked cynically. “Is she relying on your
love to keep you silent?”


Even
before he was done, Alasdair was shaking his head. “No. Because the sad truth
is that my actions alone lost the pearl. The truth is I gave it to her.”


“Why?”
Ernest seemed genuinely perplexed. Alasdair supposed that his cousin couldn’t
conceive of giving away the most valuable thing you possessed to have a woman.


“Because
I wanted her.” His bald statement had Ernest shaking his head in bewilderment.


“I
will never understand you,” Ernest said regretfully.


Alasdair
smiled. “I hope one day you do,” he told him sincerely. “And you mustn’t worry.
I’ve already put a plan in motion to retrieve the pearl. I shall have it back
in no time.” He crossed his fingers behind his back and kept the smile on his
face while he said it.


Ernest
picked up the letter he’d been reading when Alasdair arrived, the one he’d
brandished so angrily. “I was going to see if you wished to attach yourself to
a charitable project that needs patrons. I thought it might be a good
investment in your character. But with the loss of the pearl and your upcoming
marriage I doubt you’ll have the time.”


“My
soon-to-be fiancée is interested in charitable works,” Alasdair said, relieved
that they seemed to have moved beyond the pearl.


“Hmm,”
Ernest said, “so she doesn’t spend all her time stealing valuable family
heirlooms?”


“I
never said she stole it,” Alasdair growled.


Ernest
waved his hand dismissively. “Yes, yes, you gave it to her and it disappeared.
I completely see the difference.” Alasdair did not appreciate his sarcasm.
“Perhaps I should turn this over to her, then. Apparently I am an ogre for
trying to turn a profit on a foolish and ill-advised venture. I’ve purchased a
good-sized house in Ludgate only to discover it came with debts and a lien. Apparently
the past owner was letting some foundling home operate there without paying
rent. And now I have a letter from the young lady who runs the home, begging me
for more time to come up with the back rent she owes. I have already given her
more time. The rent was due days ago, and by rights I should have tossed them
all out in the street.” He sighed. “But Wainwright is correct. I can hardly put
women and children out on the street. She has asked if I know of anyone who
might be interested in becoming a patron of the home. I suppose I shall have to
pay the debts myself. What a shoddy piece of business that was on my part.”


Something
was niggling in the back of Alasdair’s brain. Hadn’t Julianna claimed to need
the pearl for rent? Rent that was due. And the
pastries that day, they were for the foundling home, not a cat, and not for the
ruffians on Tottenham Court, either. With a sense of foreboding he heard
himself ask, “What is the young lady’s name? The one who runs the home?”


Ernest
picked up the letter. “Harte. Miss Julianna Harte. Why, she lives near you,
Alasdair. Do you know her?”


She
hadn’t lied about the rent, then. Why hadn’t he made the connection? Alasdair
began to laugh. “So it was all in the family, was it? ”


Ernest
looked at him in confusion. “What?”


Alasdair
pointed at the letter. “Ernest, let me introduce you to my almost fiancée.”


Ernest
looked at the letter incredulously. “Miss Harte?” Understanding dawned. “She
took the pearl to pay the rent.” He put his head in his hands again and laughed
wearily. “So ultimately I am responsible for the pearl’s loss?”


Alasdair
sat forward in his chair. “No, Ernest. I am. It’s this honesty business again.
I lied and here we sit. I’ve really got to work on that. So does she,
apparently. But I think I’m ready to admit my lie may have been the catalyst
for my current predicament.”


“And
will it get the pearl back if you master honesty?” Ernest asked.


Alasdair
shook his head. “I doubt it. But I think it will help my marriage a great
deal.”


Ernest
stood and walked over to the sideboard where he kept his liquor. “Let’s have a
drink to honesty, then, shall we? And you can tell me more about this fiancée
and exactly how you plan to get the pearl back.”






Chapter Nineteen


 



“You can come out of the bushes, Wiley.”


Julianna sat on a bench in the garden at the foundling home,
a toddler in her lap while several other children played nearby. This was her
favorite thing to do when she was here, sit and play with the children. She
didn’t often have the opportunity to do it; there was always so much work to be
done. Right now she ought to be inside helping with chores.


She was relatively sure Wiley had been following her all
afternoon, ever since they’d parted ways in Hyde Park. She’d come to tell Mrs.
Eden about the upcoming move and the changes that were going to take place. It
could have waited, but Julianna’s decision to come here had been deliberate.
She had led Wiley exactly where she wanted him to go.


“Wiley,” she said, exasperated. “I know you’ve been
following me all day. Come out of the bushes and tell me why. For heaven’s
sake, you’ve spent enough time today hiding in shrubbery.”


A muttered curse came from the large holly bush.


“Watch your language,” Julianna admonished. “There are
children present.” She smothered a laugh as Wiley yelped in the bush.
“Honestly, the honeysuckle in the other corner of the garden would have been a
better choice. The holly is quite sharp.”


Wiley emerged from the bush, yanking
his jacket free from several sharply pointed leaves that had attached
themselves to it. He did not look happy. “’Course I
followed you. Can’t trust you not to go running back to Blackman’s, now can I?”


“Which ones are yours?” she asked, ignoring his question.


Wiley stopped and looked away. “Didn’t come here to see
them,” he mumbled.


“Didn’t you?” She stood up holding the baby, who gurgled at
Wiley and held his arms out. “Is it this little fellow?”


Wiley shook his head but wouldn’t look at her or the baby.


“Hmm,” she turned and surveyed the children playing.
“Avery,” she called. A little boy of about three with blond curls came running
over. His blue eyes widened when he saw Wiley still half-hidden in the bushes
and a smile broke over his face.


Wiley finally turned to look at the boy. The eyes had given him
away. After meeting Wiley at Blackman’s the first time, she’d visited the home
and examined the children. She’d guessed Avery was his right away because of
the remarkable blue eyes they shared. And the boy was sturdy, like Wiley. That
made the baby in her arms his as well, since he was Avery’s brother. They’d
been here almost a year.


“His name is Michael,” Wiley said quietly. “What the hell
kind of name is Avery? Are you trying to turn him into a bloody fop?” Wiley
crouched down and took his hat off. He held out a hand to the little boy. “But
I suppose you can name him whatever you want. I gave him up, didn’t I?”


“You could have left a note, telling us his name,” Julianna
told him without a trace of sympathy.


“Can’t write.” Wiley was very matter-of-fact about it.
Julianna could have kicked herself. She kept forgetting where he came from,
what he was. 


“And this little fellow?” she asked, bouncing the toddler in
her arms.


“Donovan.”


“Oh, I like that much better than Augustus. Hello, Donovan,”
she cooed at the baby.


Wiley snorted. “Augustus? Where are you getting these names?
You just making them up as you go along?” Michael had wandered over and taken
Wiley’s hat from him. He sat down and started to pick the band off it. Wiley
let him.


“I thought I’d start with A names,”
Julianna explained sheepishly. “Naming someone is such a huge responsibility.” Curiosity
got the better of her after a moment. “Why is their mother in Newgate?”


Wiley gave her a grim smile. “Remembered that, did you?” He
shrugged. “Off’d a fellow over a little spat, she did.” He ran his thumb across
his throat and made a gurgling sound. “When they come to get her, she was drunk
as a loon, passed out next to the body. Forgot to tell anyone about the babies
sleeping in the next room. Good thing one of me girls came to get me. I brought
them here the next day.” He shuffled around and settled on the ground. “I’d
heard about you by then. Better than some of those other places.”


Julianna could feel how round her eyes had gotten. “She slit
his throat?”


Wiley nodded with a shudder. “She was always a bit off, that
one.” He pursed his lips. “Pretty, though.”


“Did you love her?” Julianna was aghast at Wiley’s tale, and
she held little Donovan tight.


Wiley made a face. “Nah. Love? What is that, anyway?” He sat
on the ground and tugged little Michael into his lap. “She was a fine piece,
and she looked good on me arm. If I had known she had bats in her belfry, I’d
have steered clear.”


“Did she love you?”


Wiley burst out laughing. “Her? No, and that’s a fact. I had
the blunt to buy her what she wanted, didn’t I? That was all she cared about.
Clothes and gin, and a bauble now and then.”


“What about the children? Did she love them?” Julianna
kissed Donovan’s cheek and he swatted at her, pulling her hair.


“No.” Wiley was looking at Michael, holding his little hand
and counting his fingers. He put the little boy’s hand up against his, palm to
palm. Michael laughed and clapped them together several times. “But I figured
as long as I kept an eye on them they would be all right with her. Shows what I
know, don’t it?” He shook his head. “They’re better off here, like I said.”


Julianna marched over and handed Donovan to Wiley. She
didn’t give him a chance to say no. He fumbled with the toddler for a second or
two, but then settled him against his chest, Michael still in his lap. They all
looked so right together. She shook her head. “I don’t think so. It’s obvious
you love them, Wiley. Don’t you think they’d rather be with you?” She looked
around and waved her hand at the other children. “I can only do so much, and
the same goes for Mrs. Eden, and whoever else we hire to help. Regardless of
whether or not we move to a better location, or attract new patrons, we are not
their parents. We can’t love them like you can.”


Wiley got a mulish look on his face and he stood, gently
depositing both boys on the ground side by side. “That may be true, but you can
keep them from growing up like me, that’s for sure. Do a better job educating
them and the like.”


Julianna sat back down on the bench, her chin in her hand as
she stared morosely at the abandoned boys. “Look at us, Wiley. We’ve both hurt
the ones we love, for all the wrong reasons.” She sat up and looked down at her
hands clasped in her lap. “I thought stealing from Alasdair would solve all my
problems, but it’s only created new ones.” She sighed. “And in the end I had to
admit I didn’t do it to help the children, I did it for my own selfish reasons,
because I was a besotted, misguided fool. Please don’t make the same mistake I
did,” she entreated him. “Don’t do something you’ll regret because you think it
will solve all your problems. Don’t fool yourself into thinking you’re doing it
for them. They need a father.” She looked at him and saw the indecision written
on his face. “Make this right, Wiley,” she pleaded. “We both have to make
things right.”


“You are,” he said, his face stubborn once again. “You’ve
found someone to help, haven’t you? Moving to a better place, taking care of
business. And that Sharp, he don’t care about the pearl, does he? Or he
wouldn’t have asked you to marry him. Your problems are solved. No matter why
you did it, it worked out just fine in the end.”


Julianna smiled weakly. “Of course,” she agreed, knowing
what he wanted to hear, but sick at having to tell another lie. “But I still
regret what I did.”


“Well, I don’t,” Wiley said. “I
ain’t got no kind of life to be bringing them into it. Got enough people living
off of me, ain’t I?” He marched to the gate and yanked it open. “I’ll be
bidding you and the little ones good-bye, miss. No reason for me to come back
around, now is there?” His shoulders slumped. “Some things we can’t make
right,” he muttered.


Before Julianna could answer, he’d
closed the gate behind him. “Oh, Wiley,” she whispered, though he couldn’t hear
her. “I do hope you’re wrong.”


*          *          *


Hil came awake slowly, surprised to note that it was still
dark. He usually slept straight through the night and into the afternoon. But
there was something bothering him, something out of place. He sighed and
stretched languorously, shrugging off his unease, determined to go back to
sleep.


“Oh no, you don’t,” an unfamiliar voice said. “Wake up,
Sleeping Beauty.”


Hil sat up, his wide eyes rapidly adjusting to the dark. To
his complete shock he realized that a boy was sitting on the top of his armoire,
watching him with a disgusted look on his face.


“I’ve been sitting here for the better part of half an
hour,” he complained, “watching you sleep. Could of slit your throat, I could,
and not a bloody soul in this mausoleum would be the wiser.”


Hil coughed delicately at the reminder of his vulnerability
and then got comfortable on the bed, not at all alarmed. After all, the boy
hadn’t slit his throat yet, had he? If that was his errand he
would have done it and moved on to the next piece of business.


“Well, I thank you for your consideration,” Hil said
congenially. “I find I am rather fond of my throat. To what do I owe the
pleasure of this nocturnal visit, Mr. Wiley? You are Mr. Wiley, are you not?”


“Bloody buggers,” the boy muttered, “always turning a simple
question into Greek.” He blithely jumped down from his perch, lithe and
athletic. His language and clothing indicated he was of the lower orders, but
clearly no servant. There was no deference in his tone. “And it’s Wiley, just Wiley. I’ve got a problem, you see,” he explained. “I made a
promise to a . . . friend. But I think the promise might not be what’s good for
her, you understand? So I’m trying to find a way to save her bloody little
troublesome hide without breaking it.”


Hil lost any lingering traces of sleep. “A girl? Miss Harte,
I take it. You’ve promised her not to interfere. And is there some way that I
can be of assistance?” He was at a loss as to why this brash young man had come
to him for help now when he’d been avoiding them for the last few days.


“ ‘I can be of assistance,’ ” the young man mimicked. “For
Christ’s sake, just ask, ‘Can I help?’ That’s what normal people do, you know.
Speak the bloody King’s English, for God’s sake.”


Hil smiled in spite of the man’s tone. “Can I help?”


Wiley had wandered closer, but he still kept his distance.
Hil couldn’t reach him without getting out of bed. He was more intrigued every
moment. He wanted to know more about this young man. He had not heard of Wiley
before, though he had assisted Bow Street in investigations, and had recently
taken on some private inquiries himself if he found them interesting enough.
The science of investigation fascinated him, as did the world inhabited by
petty criminals such as Wiley. But he still had a lot to learn about the London
criminal class.


Wiley sighed. “Lord knows I wish I didn’t have to come to
the likes of you, but you know the bloody sod, and so it makes sense.”


“And which bloody sod would that be?” At the young man’s
frown, Hil shrugged. “I know so many.”


“Too right,” the young man agreed. “But it’s Alasdair bloody
Sharp I’m talking about. Stupid sod. Why she’d want to
kill herself over that, I don’t know. Women,” he scoffed.


Hil threw back the covers and bounded out of bed. The young
man took an alarmed step back and made a disgruntled sound at the sight of
Hil’s nakedness.


“Give a man some bloody warning!” he complained. “Cover that
up, for God’s sake.”


Hil was no longer in the mood to bandy words. “What has she
done? Where is Miss Harte? Is she all right?” he fired off the questions as he
threw open the drawers of his armoire and started dressing. “Roger!” he called
out at the top of his voice.


“Oh, Christ,” muttered the young man. “How many Nancy boys
do we have to bring? Can’t you bloody lot walk or take a piss without a crew
tagging along?”


“Answer me,” Hil barked, glaring at the young man as he
yanked on a shirt.


He sighed. “Fine. Miss Harte was alive and chirping the last
time I saw her. But she’s got some asinine plan to steal back the pearl—you
know about the pearl?” Hil nodded. “Well, she’s been planning to break into
Blackman’s, see. She told me today that she’d changed her mind, but I know
better than to believe it. Stupid female, she’s got some bloody fool notions
about love and honor and some other such shite. And she don’t trust Sharp to
help her without getting himself hurt.”


By now Hil was dressed. He grabbed the young man’s arm and
dragged him protesting into the hall. “Is she at Blackman’s now?” he demanded.


“Here now, I’ve done my duty. Let go,” he demanded right
back, trying to break free.


He was young and strong, but Hil was taller and heavier and
he easily kept a hold of him. “Answer me.”


“You’re bloody bossy,” the young man muttered. “Has anyone
ever told you that?”


“Yes,” Hil replied. He threw open the door to Roger’s room.
“Roger, get up. We’ve got to go get Sharp and rescue Miss Harte.”


“Oh, bloody hell,” Roger moaned from his bed. “Can’t those
two just fuck and leave the rest of us alone? Why must they turn all of London
on its ear and disrupt my sleep?”


“Too right,” the young man agreed. “Listen to the Nancy
boy.”


Hil frowned at him. “Roger, do get up and get dressed. We
owe it to Miss Harte to help her. Apparently she has taken it into her head
that she must steal the pearl back.”


Roger sat up, his hair on end. “Sharp has really got to
break her of that habit before they marry. If she were mine, I’d be tying her
to the bed.”


The young man beside Hil bristled. “And I’d be blacking your
eye for it,” he growled.


Roger looked taken aback. “Who the hell are you?”


“Wiley, that’s who,” the young man snarled. “And it’s a name
well-known on the streets. I do what I say I’ll do and make no mistake.”


Roger blinked several times. “Well, that answers that
question. But have no fear, Wiley, Miss
Harte belongs to Sharp. She already gave me a rather harsh set down and,
believe it or not, shows no interest in my considerable charms.”


“Well, she’s not that stupid,” Wiley
said in disgust. “She’d not be taken in by the likes of you.”


Roger grinned and climbed from his bed. “I’m just gaining
all sorts of admirers these days.”


“Oh, bloody hell,” Wiley complained. “Ain’t you gents ever
heard of nightclothes? I thought you were all afraid to show as much as a
finger.”


Roger looked down. “Well, I’ve got more than a finger here.”
He looked back up with a grin. “And I’m not afraid to show it.”


Wiley gave a derogatory, “Ha,” in response.


“Enough,” Hil told them sharply. “Roger, I mean it. Get
dressed and meet us downstairs. We will leave in five minutes whether or not
you are with us.” He turned and dragged Wiley from the room. “How did you get
here?” Hil asked him as they descended the stairs.


“How do you think?” Wiley asked in exasperation. They had
reached the bottom of the stairs and Wiley raised a leg to shake his booted
foot. “I used these. They’re called feet.”


Hil laughed as he tugged on the bell cord to summon his
butler. “Very amusing. We shall take my carriage to Sharp’s.”


Pulling off his hat, Wiley jerked out of Hil’s grasp. He
crossed his arms and stood there staring belligerently at Hil. “I do what I
want, see? I told you she’s going to Blackman’s. My duty’s done. You and that
bloody sod she’s going to marry can go and get her.”


Hil sighed and lit the lamp on the table in the foyer. When
he glanced back up at Wiley, he was shocked into silence by the young man’s
appearance. Without his hat he was breathtakingly handsome. He was short, but
Hil could see the telltale signs of a boy still growing. Wiley’s face was a
masterpiece of sharp angles. His looks rivaled Roger’s for classical
perfection. His eyes were a pale blue-gray that shone luminously in the
lamplight, quite ethereal against his golden complexion and dark cinnamon hair.
And he was muscular, particularly for a boy of perhaps sixteen or seventeen,
Hil would guess. No wonder Vickery had warned Sharp about Wiley’s ability to
attract the opposite sex.


Just then his sleepy butler appeared from the back. He
looked at Wiley in shock. “James, please send for my carriage immediately. We
must be off in minutes. It’s a matter of life or death, man.” Used to his
employer’s cryptic ways, James simply left the room and hurried off to relay
the request.


Hil turned back to Wiley and gestured for him to follow as
he went to the gun cabinet in his study. “How did you become acquainted with
Miss Harte?” he asked as he unlocked the cabinet and took out a set of pistols,
offering one to Wiley. 


Wiley shook his head. “No thanks. Don’t trust those things.
Blow up in your hand, they will. I do all right with these”—he raised his
fists in a fighting stance—“and this.” He tapped his temple.


Hil nodded, and repeated his question as he relocked the
cabinet and tucked the pistols into his waistband. “How did you meet Miss
Harte?”


 “My gang says
you already know I met her when she came to sell the pearl to Blackman. You
leave them alone, now, you hear me?” He sighed and shrugged, his anger
apparently on the wane. “And she’s got two of my boys in that home of hers, so
I already knew who she was. Had to take her in hand, didn’t I? Couldn’t very
well let her march in there alone.”


They had started back toward the front hall, and Hil had a
moment to consider which he found more intriguing, that this young man had two
children whom he obviously cared for, or that he was kind enough to be
concerned about a young lady who was clearly in trouble.


“No, you could not,” Hil agreed when they reached the door.
He held out his hand, and after a moment Wiley hesitatingly shook it. “Thank
you, Wiley, for taking care of her. Now I don’t suppose you’d like to see this
through and save her one more time?”


Wiley grinned, but it was clearly against his better
judgment. “Well, when you put it that way I don’t suppose I can refuse, now can
I? Stupid female, risking herself for a man. Don’t she
know how many are out there that would take her without that damn pearl?”


Hil shook his head, and looked up to see Roger hurrying down
the stairs while pulling on his coat. He hadn’t even taken the time to comb his
hair—a first, to be sure. “No, Wiley, she doesn’t. She doesn’t even
realize she’s already got a man who doesn’t give a damn about that pearl.”


Wiley’s eyes grew wide. “Sharp don’t
want his pearl back?”


“Sharp has come to his senses and realizes that Miss Harte
is the true treasure. He wants the pearl but only to protect her, because he
suspected she’d do something like this. I don’t think he’d care if he never saw
it again as long as she was safe.”


Wiley whistled. “Well, I guess the bloody sod isn’t as
stupid as I thought, then, is he?”


“Don’t be so quick to jump to conclusions,” Roger drawled.
“He’s still pretty damn stupid. He didn’t manage to keep her from doing this,
did he?”


“Neither did you,” Wiley reminded him sarcastically.


Roger looked up from pulling on his glove. “Yes, well, we’ve
already established that she’s not mine, haven’t we?”


A few minutes later they were careening down the street in
Hil’s carriage. Wiley looked decidedly uncomfortable sitting across from Hil
and Roger, clinging to a leather hand strap as Hil’s coachman took the turns at
breakneck speed.


“Tell me where Miss Harte is, Wiley,” Hil asked. “You did
not give me much detail.”


Wiley frowned at him. “This may all be nonsense. She’s
probably asleep in Sharp’s bed right this minute. But if that’s not where she
is, then she’s breaking into the Black Horse in Tottenham Court. That’s where
Blackman does his business.”


“Why do you believe she’s not at home?” Roger asked
curiously.


Wiley sighed. “Checked there first, didn’t I, before going
to his house?”


“Ah.” Roger paused a moment. “What do you know of Blackman?”
he asked.


“He’ll take just about anything you’ve got. Best at
disposing of hot goods, if you get my meaning,” Wiley answered, and Roger
nodded.


“You said you met Miss Harte when she showed up to sell the
pearl to Blackman. What were you doing there?” Hil asked.


“Does my own business there,” Wiley replied belligerently.
“Best Blackman’s got. My gang brings in the biggest haul each day.”


“Blackman is your employer?” Hil frowned. That wouldn’t do
for this young man at all.


“I work for myself,” Wiley said emphatically. “But Blackman
delivers, you see? He gives me the best price and I give him first look. Used
to work for him,” Wiley added with a sniff, “but I paid my dues and became my
own man. I got my own crew now, responsibilities.” He frowned out the window as
they took a particularly sharp turn. “Can’t be flying around all night rescuing
silly females. I’ve got mouths to feed.”


“Where are your parents? The rest of your family?” Hil
wondered aloud.


Wiley laughed. “I’m the parent now, ain’t I?” He shrugged.
“My da’s long dead, my mam just a year ago. Gin got her. My two boys are at the
home. Their mam, she’s in Newgate and not likely to get out, thank God, and me
other two babes is with their own mams. I’ve got to pay rent on two places, but
worth the price.”


Roger was staring at him wide eyed. “Absolutely,” he agreed
in awestruck tones.


Wiley nodded grimly and gestured at Roger. “Knew you’d see
it my way,” he said with a wink. “Gentlemen understand these things.”


“How old are you?” Roger asked incredulously.


Wiley jerked back. “Old enough,
ain’t I? Turned seventeen last year, I think. My mam
couldn’t quite remember. Born either in May or October, she said. She didn’t
have much left”—he tapped his finger to his temple—“before the gin
got her.”


“I see,” Roger said. “Shame that.”


Wiley nodded. “She was a good mum. Paid the rent and didn’t
smack me around too much. Not near as much as I needed, that’s for sure.”


“Have you an education?” Hil asked, and was immediately
sorry for his supercilious tone.


Wiley bristled with indignation. “The only education I
needed was on the streets, wasn’t it? I’m my own man, and mine don’t go
wanting.”


“Of course,” Roger told him sharply, surprising Hil. “We can
plainly see that. He was just asking if you’ve had a formal education. Not many
get as far as you without it, do they?”


Wiley eyed him suspiciously. “No, I suppose not.” He
shrugged. “I haven’t had a formal education. Can’t read, if that’s what you
mean.”


Hil jumped on that. “Well, you won’t get much further
without that skill, Wiley. If you plan to take care of your children properly,
you must learn.”


Wiley looked uncomfortable. “I know that. I just haven’t
found someone willing to teach me. No respectable teacher wants to associate
with me, and the less than respectable don’t want me to better myself.”


“Wiley—” Hil was cut off when the carriage jerked to a
halt. He looked out the window and said, “We have arrived at Sharp’s.”


Wiley looked disgruntled. “He better come up to scratch, or
I won’t be responsible for my actions, see?”


Hil smiled. Yes, he saw a great deal in Wiley—more,
perhaps, than Wiley saw in himself. Hil made a promise to himself to continue
their discussion after they were assured of Miss Harte’s safety. Hil would be
damned if he let a lad with as much promise as this one slip through his
fingers.


 


Alasdair and Ernest were interrupted by a loud commotion
below stairs as they sat in his study having a drink. They’d spent the better
part of the day catching up, and Ernest had come over to review some paperwork
concerning Alasdair’s investments. No sooner had Alasdair recognized Hil’s
voice than his footman, Smithfield, came rushing into the room.


“Sir Hilary is here, Mr. Sharp, and he says that it is
urgent you meet him downstairs immediately. He said to tell you it is a matter
of life and death.” Smithfield looked properly impressed by Hil’s message.


“Whose life and whose death?” Ernest inquired as he put down
his drink.


“I do not know, my lord,” Smithfield replied. “I only know
that he seemed quite agitated, and he had Mr. Templeton and a young street
ruffian with him.”


“Sharp, hurry up!” Hil called from below.


“A street ruffian? Are you sure?” Alasdair had been thinking
this was one of Hil’s larks, but a distinct unease gripped him and he grabbed
his discarded coat and rammed his arms into it quickly.


“Quite sure, sir,” Smithfield assured him. “I believe he
referred to you as ‘the bleeding sod upstairs,’ sir.”


Alasdair was taken aback. “He did, did he? Do you know who
he is?”


“Not his name, no. He’s a mere youth, red hair. Other than
that I can’t say, sir.”


Alasdair hurried from the room, tying his cravat in a very
simple knot.


“Hil,” he was saying as he ran down the stairs, “what is
going on?”


And then he saw the street ruffian Smithfield had mentioned,
Julianna’s street ruffian. The one who had held her and kissed her hand and introduced
her to people who would as soon kill her as look at her. He didn’t think about
what he was doing. His mind was a haze of fury as he launched himself off the
last step and tackled the boy to the ground.


“What the bloody hell?” the boy cried out. Alasdair got one
good punch in before the youth’s surprise wore off and he regained his
composure. The time he’d spent on the streets became obvious as he effortlessly
elbowed Alasdair in the temple and shoved him away with a booted foot to his
stomach. Alasdair went flying across the hall, sliding along the marble floor into
a wall. “You stupid sod!” the boy yelled, wiping the blood from the corner of
his mouth. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”


“You little bastard,” Alasdair growled, coming to his feet.
“How dare you.” He ran back at the young man, who jumped up to meet him.


“How dare I what?” he demanded as he and Alasdair circled each
other, their fists raised.


“Sharp!” Hil barked at him. “Have you gone mad?”


Alasdair could hear shouts behind him, voices raised in
alarm. He ignored them all. He couldn’t see anything except the memory of this
boy tenderly touching Julianna before she threw her arms around him. “How dare
you put her in danger,” he ground out. “How dare you.” He swung but the boy
sidestepped his punch and landed a blow to Alasdair’s midsection.


“How dare I what? Touch her? As if I’m not good enough?” the
boy asked venomously. “I ought to gut you right now and save her a life of
misery, because you’re not good enough to lick her boots.”


“You little prick!” Alasdair bellowed. He feinted to the
left and when the boy compensated, he landed a punch on his jaw. He fell to the
floor and scrambled backward as Alasdair rushed him.


He didn’t see Roger’s outstretched foot until it was too
late. Alasdair fell hard on his elbows and knees, the wind knocked out of him.
The street youth laughed uproariously.


“Both of you be quiet,” Hil ordered in a murderous tone. “Miss
Harte could even now be in grave jeopardy and you two are fighting over her as
if she were the prize in a contest. What the hell is going on here, Sharp?  Surely you can’t still be jealous.”


Alasdair glared at Roger, who shrugged. “I’m of a mind with
Hil, I’m afraid. This seems ridiculously unnecessary.”


Alasdair rolled over and sat on the floor, not sure whether
to hold a hand to his aching stomach or his stinging head. “This has nothing to
do with jealousy. Don’t you see he’s the reason she’s in danger in the first
place? I saw them together on Tottenham Court.”


Wiley scoffed derisively. “ ’Course you’re jealous. You saw
us and immediately assumed we was shagging, didn’t you? Stupid, bleeding sod.”
He pointed a shaking finger at Alasdair, visibly angry. “For some stupid
fucking reason she’s in love with you. She cried over you. She’s
trying to make you love her, you stupid fuck.
And you don’t even care enough about her to ask where she is or why we’re here.
It’s all about you and your fucking pride.” Wiley spit in Alasdair’s direction
in disgust. “That’s for you and your opinion of me, Sharp. I know I’m a better
man to my women than you’ll ever be.”


The fog of fury lifted and terror took its place. Alasdair
didn’t even bother to acknowledge Wiley’s accusations. “Where is she?” He
scrambled to his feet, spun around to face Hil, and took two rapid steps toward
him. “What’s happened? What’s he talking about?”


“Obviously Miss Harte is not here, as Wiley suspected. So
she must be at the receivers,” Hil replied.


“Receivers?” Ernest asked from the stairs. “What receivers?”


“Ah, Throckton. Blackman’s, the Black Horse on Tottenham
Court,” Hil explained. “According to Wiley, she has a scheme to steal the pearl
back from the receiver. He feared for her safety, but she made him promise not
to tell Sharp. So he came to me.”


Some of the mysteries of the last week were solved with
Hil’s explanation, but more remained. “Why is she still determined to kill
herself over that damn pearl?” Alasdair said, panic making his heart race.
“I’ve already asked her to marry me. I didn’t think she’d do anything this
quickly. I thought I had more time to get it myself.” His head was spinning.


Wiley shook his head and sighed as Alasdair came to his
feet. “You know why, don’t you?”


Ernest made a frustrated sound at the bottom of the stairs.
“All this for the back rent on the foundling home?”


Hil looked surprised for a moment. “You know about that?”


“I own the house,” Ernest replied stiffly.


Alasdair laughed in weary resignation. “Now why am I not
surprised you already knew about it, Hil?”


Hil had the grace to look chagrined. “I found out about it
the day we were following her in the markets. Her footman took the food to the
home.”


“Why the hell didn’t you tell me?” Alasdair asked
accusingly. “It would have cleared up a great deal.”


“I certainly never believed it would come to this,” Hil
answered reasonably. “And the reason I didn’t tell you is that you needed to
realize you loved her no matter what. 
If you had only revealed your feelings after you learned why she stole
the pearl, there would always have been a question of your sincerity.” He
smiled grimly. “And because I thought you needed to suffer a bit before winning
the hand of your fair maid.”


“Gentlemen,” Wiley sneered in contempt. “You play your
stupid little games and it’s Miss Harte who pays the forfeit. While you’re
gambling with her life, she’s risking it so his ‘sincerity’ won’t be in
question. How does that make you feel? Better about yourself and your little
schemes?”


Hil was frowning fiercely at Wiley. “You’re right, of
course.” His response shocked Alasdair into speechlessness. No one talked to
Hil that way and received an admission of guilt in response. “I should have
considered her sensibilities more rather than trying to teach Sharp a lesson at her expense, much to my regret.”


“Well, let’s go then,” Wiley said in exasperation. “While
you all are discussing her life like it’s the bleeding weather, she’s breaking
into Blackman’s and practically asking to get killed.” He threw his hands up in
the air before clutching his head in frustration. “If I had known there was
going to be a bloody parliamentary debate between you bleeding Nancy boys, I’d
have just gone myself.”


Alasdair turned on him in anger. “Then why didn’t you? Why
did you let her go alone? If anything happens to her, by God—” He lunged
for the boy again, but was restrained by Roger. Across the hall, Hil was
holding Wiley by the arm.


“I’ve got my own women and children to think of,” Wiley
defended himself belligerently. “Much as I like Miss Harte, it isn’t my job to
take of care of her, is it? It’s yours and you’re doing a piss-poor job of it!”


Alasdair broke away from Roger and leaned against the wall.
He rubbed his hands over his face in frustration and groaned. “Christ, is there
a man in London who couldn’t do a better job of it?” He let his hands fall to
his sides and stared bleakly at Wiley. That streetwise boy knew more about
loyalty and responsibility than Alasdair, though he was half his age. “I am
doing a piss-poor job, Wiley. I am.”


Hil marched over to the door and Alasdair’s wide-eyed butler
pulled it open for him. “Let us be off, then,” Hil said decisively. “Wiley has
once again put the situation in perspective.” He turned with a raised eyebrow.
“Are you all coming?”






 



Chapter Twenty


 



Julianna nearly fell off the stoop in shock when the side
door of the Black Horse swung open. She’d been standing there, her heart in her
throat, for the last five minutes trying to pick the lock. Five minutes of
wondering what she was doing here, why she’d thought this was a good idea, and
why she’d been able to slip out of the house unnoticed, tonight of all nights.
Really, she thought, she only ever managed to do that when she was planning to
get into the most trouble possible. And what on earth was a hackney driver
thinking, picking up a young woman traveling alone, dressed head to toe in
black, in the middle of the night, and dropping her off in such a horrid area
of London? She was going to have to speak with someone about that tomorrow. It
was sheer luck no one walked by and noticed her. And then, just when she’d
about given up and gone home, just like that, the lock had clicked and she’d
turned the latch, and voilà! The door had opened. 


A shot of excitement and anticipation burst through her.
Then sheer terror set in. Had anyone heard it? Was Cam on the other side of the
door? According to Wiley, he made the rounds of Blackman’s other establishments
at this time every other night, leaving one other guard who was neither too
bright nor too conscientious. Please,
please, please, she silently prayed, let Wiley have been right about the
night schedule. Because Wiley had told her that Cam often slept somewhere else on
the nights he made his rounds. Julianna hadn’t dared ask any other questions
about that.


With a great deal more caution than good sense, she slowly
pushed the door open until it was wide enough for her to slip through. The last
two times she’d been here the door had creaked loudly at the halfway point.
Luckily she was small enough to fit through before it made any noise. She’d had
to enter the building here; there was no other way to reach Blackman’s lair.


She held her breath as she closed the door. Other than a
small click when the lock engaged, the
building was silent. There was no one on the other side. Julianna couldn’t
believe her luck. The hall was black as pitch, and she sagged against the door
at her back as she let her eyes adjust to the darkness. All her senses were on high
alert, and she strained to hear any noises that indicated that people were
still up and about. Complete silence surrounded her. At this time of night,
even the street outside was quiet. Hours after sunset and hours before dawn,
even the heartiest revelers and nefarious cutthroats were snatching a bit of
rest. Julianna had crouched in an alley down the street for over an hour
watching for any signs of life from within the building. There had been a light
in Blackman’s office, but it had gone out about half an hour ago. Only when she
was sure that no one was about had she attempted to pick the lock. From the
look and sound of it she’d been right. The only thing she could hear was the
pounding of her heart in her ears.


With a silent sigh of relief she crept over to the stairs.
She blended in with the night. Everything except her face was covered in black.
She’d wrapped her hair in a black kerchief again and black kidskin gloves encased
her hands. She carried her father’s pilfered lock picks in a small satchel
attached to her waist. The four hundred pounds in banknotes that Blackman had
paid her for the pearl were in the satchel as well. She’d needed to compensate
for the money she’d spent for food for the foundling home with an advance on
her pin money. Julianna planned to leave the money in the pearl’s place.
Blackman would certainly figure out who had taken the pearl, but she was
counting on the fact that it was a fait accompli to make him accept the money
and move on. He seemed to be an astute businessman, and surely he would
understand the value of cash in hand.


She took a deep breath as she looked up the stairs. This is
where it got tricky. Blackman slept in a room adjacent to his office and at
least one guard would also be in the building. Though she knew where Blackman
likely was, the guard could be anywhere. It was the one loose end in her plan.
But for the moment all was quiet and still. She’d picked the darkest hour of
night, hoping the lax guard would be asleep.


The sheer number of potential disasters awaiting her in this
mad scheme was daunting, to say the least. But she kept reminding herself that
beyond this night lay a future with Alasdair—a perfect, shining, happy
future—once she regained the pearl for him. Of course, she needed to stay
alive first. That was another loose end she was trying very hard not to think
about.


The stairs were the most difficult aspect of this scheme.
They creaked something awful. The two times she’d been here, four trips up and
down the stairs in all, she’d tried to take notice of which steps creaked.
There were fifteen of them in all. The first four were fine. Tentatively
Julianna put her foot on the first step and, holding her breath, placed all her
weight on it. Nothing. She sagged, light-headed with relief, and almost laughed
aloud at her foolishness. She could hardly climb all fifteen steps at this
pace. She’d still be here when the sun rose.


She mentally delivered a stern lecture to herself and then
quickly took the next two steps. By then her heart had slowed down and she
could hear something besides its frantic beat. She was on the third step. She
climbed up one more, no creaking. She faced the fifth step and pursed her lips.
You shall not get me, she told the
step mentally, and she stretched her foot over it to the sixth. She nearly
shouted in triumph when she was met with silence. She skipped the seventh—it
had creaked the loudest—and then stood on the eighth debating her next
move. The next four steps all creaked. But the last time she’d been here she’d
made sure to step on the far right side of the steps going up and coming down.
If she remembered correctly, only the eleventh step creaked when she was going
up. So she should be safe if she kept to the right and skipped the eleventh.
Dear Lord help her if she was wrong.


Her heart once again in her throat, Julianna carefully
placed her foot on the next step and quickly moved up. Nothing! Before her
courage failed her, she went all the way up to the twelfth step, skipping the
eleventh. She had to stop and take several deep breaths before moving forward.
She was feeling vaguely nauseous.


Just then she heard a door open. If it was possible to have
an apoplectic fit in complete silence then that is what she would have called
the sudden rush of blood pounding in her temples and the cold sweat that
chilled her skin. She plastered herself against the wall, pressing as tightly
to its shadowed length as she could without actually becoming part of the faded
boards. The maneuver was awkward because she couldn’t move her feet. She was
twisted into a painful position, but the physical pain was nothing compared to
the sheer horror of waiting to be caught. As footfalls moved closer, slowly
making their way down the hall, Julianna forgot to breathe. The steps didn’t
falter at the stairs but kept on moving. Whoever it was paused at the end of
the hall for several seconds and then shifted back toward the stairs again. She
heard a voice muttering in annoyance, a door open and close, and then silence
once again.


Julianna nearly fell over as lights danced before her eyes
and she gasped for breath, trying to be as quiet as possible. If you must breathe,
she silently berated herself, then do it
quietly. She pressed a hand to her chest and felt her hammering heart. The guard, making his rounds. It had been the guard. If he
did hourly rounds during the night—which seemed logical to her—she
would have almost another hour before he came out again. She waited several
more minutes before moving, making sure the guard had enough time to fall back
asleep, and her breathing and heartbeat had time to return to normal.


Of the three remaining steps only the last one creaked, so
Julianna made short work of them. She was in the hallway. She mustn’t linger
near the stairs in case the guard came out again, or Blackman. She wasn’t sure
which would be worse. 


She tiptoed down the hall, keeping to the far side, where
Cam had dragged her that first day. The floor had been solid and quiet beneath
her scurrying feet, so she felt safe enough to use the same path tonight. At
the first door she stopped and started to pull out her lock pick. But a glance
at the door made her pause. What if it wasn’t locked? Blackman seemed sure of
his fortress here.


To her delight the door opened easily. She had to stop
herself from swinging it wide, remembering the entry door’s peculiar squeak.
Slowly cracking the door open, she slipped through it, and then quickly shut it
behind her.


She was in! She’d made it to Blackman’s office. It was darker
inside than she’d thought it would be. The lamppost in the street outside his
window wasn’t lit. She would have been able to see by its light. Instead, she
had to rely on her memory. She could just make out the vague outlines of his
furniture. On the left was the window and before it was the table Blackman
seemed to occupy all day. Taking three large steps, Julianna situated herself
next to the table. She felt for the scarred wood surface with her hand. Then
she turned and faced the far wall, to the right. Cam had walked directly from
this spot over to the wall in a straight line. Julianna followed the same path,
so intent on not tripping over anything that she nearly ran face-first into the
wall. Pulling up short, a nervous giggle nearly escaped. She was giddy with her
success thus far.


Julianna placed her hands gingerly against the wall and began
to run them along the seams she found there. After several excruciating minutes
she found what she was looking for. It was almost undetectable; if she hadn’t
been looking for it, she would have passed right over it. But two boards were
separated by a wider space than the others. She pulled off one of her gloves
and inserted her fingernail into the space, gliding it down. It caught on
something and she pulled back and continued below it until it caught again.
Hinges. This had to be it. But how had Cam opened it? She’d been too frightened
by Blackman to pay attention. She closed her eyes and walked through the memory
again, trying to judge how wide the cabinet’s door had been. Two
feet, perhaps? She slid one hand over, searching for some kind of latch.


After several minutes she heaved a sigh of frustration. She
was so close! She could almost smell the pearl. Well, that was an exaggeration,
of course. But she knew, just knew, that it was in there waiting for her to
rescue it. Generations of Sharps and Stewarts were haranguing her from the
grave, and a shiver raced down her spine as if she could actually hear their
clamor. She had to get that damn pearl.


Julianna put her hands on her hips and pursed her lips. She
was being ridiculous. She started to tap her foot, but stopped immediately,
afraid of making too much noise.


You know, she was really rather good at this. She’d managed
to break into the lair of a dangerous criminal and was inches away from the
treasure she sought. She’d made a detailed plan, followed it through, journeyed
through the streets of London undetected, canvassed the area, picked a lock,
snuck up some rather tricky steps, and found the secret cabinet. Glory, she thought with a wide smile, she
really was good. As a matter of fact, if she’d tried this hard when she stole
the pearl the first time around, Alasdair would never have caught her.


But she’d wanted him to catch her.


Her smile fell when she contemplated all the troubles she’d
encountered since stealing the pearl. What a complete and utter fool she was.
She’d never really believed the pearl would solve her problems. As a matter of
fact, she’d pushed her reservations aside, ignored the warning voice in her
head that had told her stealing it would be a colossal mistake. She was a
monumental idiot. She’d stolen Alasdair’s pearl because she’d wanted him and
she couldn’t think of any other way to make him notice her. It was so . . . so
. . . infantile. Tomorrow, when she’d return the pearl, she was going to have
to face him and confess how ridiculous she’d been. Only by returning the pearl
could she redeem herself, not only in his eyes but her own. What a complete
ninny she was, so afraid to talk to a man that she broke into his house and
stole his famous family heirloom. Oh,
yes, Julianna, she berated herself, well
done. Congratulations on a brilliant
scheme. And now he wanted to marry her. Would he still want her when he
learned the truth behind her theft?


With renewed determination Julianna searched for the cabinet
latch. She still couldn’t find it, and she could practically hear the clock
ticking. She had to get the pearl and be gone before the guard made his rounds
again. True, he hadn’t been very thorough, but she had no way of knowing his
routine. Perhaps every other hour he checked Blackman’s office. It was that
loose end, again. In frustration she pushed against the wall, willing it to
open. And it did.


Julianna was so surprised and delighted she almost squealed.
It was a pressure latch triggered to open when you pressed on it. Of course!
Why hadn’t she thought to press on the cabinet door before? With a grin, she
reached into the cabinet and pulled out Blackman’s lockbox. She wanted to run
with it, just leave now and open it later. But decency stopped her. And
practicality. First, she was here only for Alasdair’s pearl. To steal anything
more would negate whatever goodwill she was gaining by leaving behind the four
hundred pounds. Second, the box was too big and heavy for her to carry it
easily, and she had to be light on her feet going down those stairs. So she
carried the box over to Blackman’s table and set it down.


She took out her lock picks, trying several for size. When
she found the right one—truly, she was a natural at this—she
maneuvered the pick in the lock, her intense concentration wrinkling her brow.
She found the tiny latch inside several times with the pick, but it kept
slipping off. Julianna forced herself to stay calm, focusing on the job at hand
and pushing all other thoughts from her head.


When the lock clicked open, Julianna allowed herself only
one small moment of triumph. She opened the lid and rifled through the contents
of the box as quickly as possible. It didn’t take long to find the pearl, which
was still wrapped in the padding Julianna had used. For the first time she
actually felt as if this was going to work. She’d been mortally terrified that
Blackman might already have disposed of the pearl. To find it safe and sound
was such a relief that tears pricked her eyes.


She had just pulled the stack of pound notes wrapped in
paper out of her satchel when a match flared in the corner of the room. She
raised terrified eyes only to meet the cold, hard stare of Cam over the barrel
of a gun.


Blackman chuckled behind him as he lit a lamp. “Took you
long enough, miss, to get the damn thing.” He shoved Cam’s shoulder, and
Julianna’s breath caught in her throat as the barrel of the gun dipped and
jerked back up again. “Her standing there talking to herself, trying to figure
out how the cabinet worked.” He laughed louder. “Funniest thing I seen all day.”


Cam shrugged. “She was good on the stairs. After all that
racket pickin’ the lock, she didn’t make a sound comin’ up.”


 “You owe me ten
quid,” Blackman told Cam. “I knew she’d give back the four hundred instead of
just stealing the pearl. I could tell she was that sort. Now get my pearl and
my money, and get rid of her.”


*          *          *


Alasdair slammed his shoulder against the door one more
time, ignoring the throbbing ache there from his first attempt to break it
down. The door bounced in the frame but refused to open. Suddenly a hand
appeared, reaching around him, and tried to turn the door handle. Nothing
happened. Alasdair turned to look over his shoulder and found Wiley grinning at
him sarcastically.


“On this end of town, mate, that’s how we generally try to
open doors quietly.”


“Yes, quietly,” Ernest entreated in a harsh whisper from
behind him.


“Really? Funny, it doesn’t seem to work on a locked door on
this end of town, either,” Alasdair huffed, rubbing his shoulder. “I thought
you said he was some kind of master criminal. Did you think he was just going
to leave the door unlocked?”


“What the fuck?” a voice bellowed from above and they heard
crashing footfalls, possibly coming downstairs. Then they heard a woman scream.
It sounded like it was coming from the second floor.


“Julianna!” Alasdair shouted. He reached for the door again,
but Hil shoved him back.


“Wiley, is there another way in? A window?” Hil asked
sharply. He pulled a pistol out of his coat and aimed it at the door.


“Yes, sir,” Wiley answered. He was already running down the
alley. “I’ll see you on the second floor!” he hollered back before he
disappeared around the corner. He was hardly out of sight before Hil fired his
pistol and shattered the door’s lock.


Alasdair’s ears rang from the gunshot, blocking out any
other sound for a moment and he panicked, terrified that Julianna was still
screaming and he couldn’t hear her. He shoved past Hil, choking on the stink of
sulfur, and this time the door crashed inward when his shoulder struck it.


Alasdair rushed into the hall, with Hil, Ernest, and Roger
close behind. Suddenly Alasdair’s hearing returned and he heard shouts from the
street outside, someone calling out a warning and voices answering, people
running toward the door. Roger slammed it shut and threw his back against it.
As fists pounded on the other side demanding entry, Ernest joined him. “We
can’t hold it closed forever!” he shouted. The door shook behind them as bodies
slammed against it.


A barrel-chested man came into view hurrying down the
stairs. “Who are you?” he shouted.


Their appearance clearly confused him. Alasdair took
advantage of his confusion and stepped forward to meet him at the bottom of the
stairs. He put all his strength into the punch he delivered to the big man’s
jaw, but he only staggered back a bit. Alasdair had to shake the feeling back
into his hand.


Hil stood beside him, shaking his head. “Meet Jack Tate,
Sharp. Pugilistic champion three years running on the circuit.” The guard
grinned smugly at Alasdair. “Did you really think you could take him?” Hil
asked with genuine curiosity.


Alasdair realized his friend was stalling, giving him time
to recover. The guard seemed amused by their banter. Alasdair gave Hil a wry,
conspiratorial grin. “Well, you must remember I’m a little sore from whipping
Wiley earlier this evening.”


The guard’s eyes widened and he laughed. “Whipped Wiley, did
you?” he growled. “I ain’t no scrapper like the lad.
Can take a little punch like that one, for sure.”


Just then there was another feminine scream from the floor
above. Alasdair’s blood ran cold.


Hil had been maneuvering himself around Tate and he used the
distraction as an opportunity to smash the butt of his spent pistol against the
larger man’s head. The guard crumpled to the floor with a groan. “Go, man!” Hil
yelled at Alasdair as he leaned over and grabbed a cudgel from the unconscious
man’s belt.


Alasdair took the steps two at a time and then stopped in
confusion at the top of the stairs. Which way? He heard the front door burst
open below him, followed by more shouting. He stood in indecision, unsure where
to go.


“Release me!” he heard Julianna yell, and he turned left,
skidding to a stop in front of the first door. It was open, and by the light of
a small lamp he could see Julianna struggling with a large man.


With a bellow of rage Alasdair stormed into the room, but he
stopped short when the man spun to face him, one arm wrapped around Julianna’s
throat and the other hand pointing a gun at her. Alasdair cursed himself for not
grabbing a pistol before rushing off to save Julianna.


“Who the bloody hell are you?” the man growled.


“I am Alasdair Sharp,” he said clearly, “and you had best
unhand Miss Harte immediately.” He figured bravado might get them out of this
predicament if nothing else would.


“Alasdair!” Julianna gasped. She had stopped struggling and
was staring at him in shock. “What on earth are you doing here?”


“Rescuing you,” he told her with no small amount of
exasperation. “What do you think I’m doing here?”


“Oh, Alasdair,” she said with feeling, and then she began to
cry.


“Are you all right?” he asked, fear and fury warring within
him. Was she hurt? Had he arrived too late? Him and his bloody pride! If he’d
just listened to Hil and Wiley instead of attacking the boy in a rage, they
would have gotten here in time to protect her.


“I’m fine,” Julianna sniffed. “It’s just so sweet of you to want
to rescue me.”


The man holding Julianna sneered in contempt. “Well, this is
so fucking sweet it’s all I can do to hold my dinner down. But you have to know
that Blackman can’t let someone try to steal his things, now, can he?”


“Let me talk to Blackman,” Alasdair demanded. “I’m sure he
has no desire to hurt Miss Harte.”


“You are,” the other man sneered. “And Blackman will hurt
someone when he needs to.”


“You are Blackman?”
Alasdair asked.


The man frowned. “I am.”


Alasdair looked at him in surprise. “Then why do you call
yourself Blackman? I say, it’s rather odd to refer to yourself in the third
person.”


Julianna gave a nervous laugh and Blackman tightened his
hold on her throat, choking the sound off. Alasdair took a menacing step
forward, attempting to bluff his way through the ordeal by reaching for his
empty pocket. Before he could get to it, Blackman shoved Julianna at him.
Alasdair dove to catch her as she stumbled and nearly fell. It was a clever
maneuver because if Alasdair had actually had a gun with him, it would have
prevented him from drawing it. He instantly shoved Julianna behind him.


“Julianna, get away!” he ordered.


“Alasdair, no,” she protested.


“That’s right, miss,” Blackman said, widening his stance and
training the gun on Alasdair. “You don’t want to leave now, do you? We’re not
done talking.”


Alasdair heard Julianna take several steps back and move off
to the side. She didn’t leave the room and when he looked back, he saw that she
was pressed against the wall by the door.


“Talk about what?” she asked warily. Alasdair returned his
gaze to Blackman.


“What I’m going to do with you two,” he said ominously,
gesturing with his head to an open lockbox on the table beside him. “I can’t
let word get out that Blackman allows this sort of thing.”


“I was only taking the pearl, as you surmised,” Julianna
rushed to assure him. “I was leaving your four hundred pounds you gave me and taking
the pearl back. As I told you the other day, I must have it back.”


Blackman was shaking his head. “And I told you, the price is
now eight hundred pounds.”


Alasdair looked shocked at the paltry sums. “Don’t either of
you know how much that pearl is worth?” he asked incredulously.


Behind him he heard Julianna groan. “Really, Alasdair, are
you trying to drive up the price?” He winced in chagrin as their captor
laughed.


Suddenly Blackman’s face blanched. “No!” he shouted. A shot
rang out from behind Alasdair and then a loud crack rent the air. Alasdair whirled around to see a large bald man
crumpling to the floor. Julianna stood next to him with the broken leg of a
chair clutched in her hands. She was as white as a ghost and trembling.


“He tried to shoot you,” she said in a small voice.


Alasdair looked back and saw a fresh bullet hole in the
wall. The shot had come closer to Blackman than to him.


“Bloody, stupid little bugger,” Blackman raged. “Did you
kill him? It would serve him right. Can’t see two feet in front of his face, he
can’t. He almost shot me.” He was shaking his head as he kept his gun trained
on Alasdair.


“He’s your brother!” Julianna exclaimed in shocked horror.


Kneeling next to the fallen man, Alasdair pressed a hand to the
man’s chest. “He’s still breathing,” he told Blackman, who didn’t seem very
relieved.


“Up,” he said, waving the gun at Alasdair, who slowly stood
up, maneuvering himself between Julianna and the weapon. “That’s done it, then.
Can’t very well leave you alive to go telling tales. Don’t like witnesses.”


Alasdair could tell from the look in the man’s eyes that he
was going to shoot. If he managed to dodge the bullet, he could rush Blackman
and take him down. The man took a step toward him, his gun in his outstretched
hand. Alasdair knew that the closer Blackman got to him, the better his chance
of inflicting a mortal wound. But Alasdair was frozen in place, unwilling to
move and expose Julianna to harm.


It happened in an instant, but it was as if Alasdair were
watching the scene unfold through a wall of water, slowing everything down.
There was a mighty crash and a body came flying in through the window, slamming
into Blackman right before a gunshot rang through the room. Julianna screamed
and Alasdair stumbled, expecting to feel the painful sting of a bullet. Instead
he heard Blackman cursing. Wait, not Blackman.


“Bloody hell, you stupid sod!” Wiley said breathlessly from
the floor as he rolled off Blackman. “Standing there like a fuckin’ idiot as he
fired at you! Is that what they teach you up at them fancy schools?”


“Wiley!” Julianna cried out. She rushed past Alasdair and
fell to her knees at the boy’s side. She reached for him but he shoved her
hands away.


“I’m bleeding like a pig,” he said weakly. “Don’t get none
of it on you.”


Alasdair came out of his stupor with a shake of his head.
“I’m the idiot? Who told you to jump in front of a loaded gun?” His heart was
beating triple time as he, too, knelt at the boy’s side, across from Julianna.


“Didn’t,” Wiley said, wincing as he clutched his shoulder.
“Jumped him, hoped his aim would be off.”


He yanked Wiley’s hand away from his wounded shoulder,
ignoring the boy’s attempts to keep him away. The blood was seeping out, rather
than pumping, which seemed a good thing to Alasdair, although he’d never
attended a gunshot wound before. He pressed his hand against it to try to slow
the bleeding even more.


“Ow!” Wiley shouted. “I’m shot, man! Take care.”


“Fer Christ’s sake, Wiley, it’s just in the shoulder.”
Blackman’s voice took them all by surprise. He was shoving pound notes into a
small lockbox. He slammed it shut, grabbed it off the table, and started
walking quickly toward the door. He barely paused to nudge the prone form of
his compatriot. When all he got was a groan in response, he kept right on
moving. “Always was a stupid boy,” Blackman muttered. “We could have shared the
profits on the pearl, Wiley,” he called back. “And none would have been the
wiser.”


“Alasdair?” Hil’s voice echoed from the stairs, and in
seconds he was there in the doorway, effectively blocking Blackman’s escape.
“Who’s been shot?”


“Wiley,” Alasdair told him. “Get me something to stop this
bleeding.” Though Wiley was trying to hide it with sarcasm and bravado, his
pale face and the tremors wracking his body revealed his immense pain. “You
saved my life,” Alasdair told him quietly. “Thank you. It is a debt I can never
repay.”


“Too right,” Wiley agreed in a shaking voice. “And don’t you
forget it.”


“Thank you, Wiley,” Julianna said tearfully. She gently took
his hand and pressed the back of it to her cheek. “I can never repay you,
either.”


“Did it for you, didn’t I?” Wiley said with some of his
usual belligerence. “Knew you’d do something stupid like try to steal it back,
even though you told me you wouldn’t.” Julianna bit her lip and looked
incredibly guilty. “He loves you,” Wiley told her, laying
his head back on the floor and closing his eyes. “Without the pearl.” His lips
thinned as Roger knelt next to Alasdair and pressed a thick square of cloth
against the wound. “Bloody fuckin’ Cupid, that’s me,” Wiley muttered.


Alasdair came to his feet and went over to Julianna. Very
carefully he removed the broken piece of wood she was still holding in her hand
and pulled her up into his arms. She was shaking like a leaf. “Yes, you are,”
he said to Wiley, although he spoke to the top of Julianna’s head. She clung to
him, her nose buried in his cravat.


“The others?” Alasdair asked in sudden alarm. “Downstairs?” 


Roger scoffed. “As soon as the gunshots started up here,
they fled like rats from a sinking ship.”


“What happened to this one? Is he dead?” Ernest had come
into the room and indicated the large man who was still lying on the floor.


“No,” Alasdair told him, “but he did try to shoot me.
Apparently his eyesight is quite poor. Julianna cracked him over the head for
his trouble.”


“Can’t believe you’ve turned rat, Wiley,” Blackman said in a
threatening voice. “You’ll pay for this. You ought to stay out of other
people’s business.” Blackman was standing on the other side of the room and Hil
had his pistol trained on him. “And you ought to have steered clear of the
likes of them. All of them crazy, I tell you.” He gestured around the room.
“Look at this mess. All they had to do was pay me my eight hundred, wasn’t it?
And none of this would have been necessary.”


“Eight hundred?” Ernest said in disbelief. Alasdair quieted
him with a glare.


Wiley looked decidedly green at the threat. “Now,
Blackman—”


“None of your sweet talk, you little rat,” the man growled.
“You brought her here. You vouched for her. And now look. Poor Cam is facing
transportation for attempting to murder this here gentleman.”


“Cam?” Julianna said in disbelief. She glared at Blackman
around Alasdair’s shoulder. “This was all your doing, Mr. Blackman, and that’s
exactly what I plan to tell the police when they arrive.”


“We will not tell the police,” Hil told him calmly. “We
simply want Miss Harte and the Stewart Pearl. Then we shall trouble you no
more.”


“What?” Alasdair and Julianna exclaimed in shock at the same
time, while the others looked at Hil incredulously.


A calculating look lit up Blackman’s beady eyes. “So, you
want the pearl, do you? And it’ll keep you quiet?”


“We will not go to the authorities about the events of this
evening,” Hil agreed reluctantly. “But I want your assurance that you will not
seek out Miss Harte in the future, nor will you tell anyone what transpired
between you.”


Alasdair’s shoulders sank with relief. Thank God for Hil. He
hadn’t even thought about what might happen to Julianna’s reputation were the
events leading up to this evening’s confrontation revealed.


 “Can’t talk
about business, eh?” Blackman rubbed his chin. “Well, that might cost a bit
more.”


Alasdair could feel his temper rising again. “We will go to
the police. You may keep the pearl.” He turned as if to leave, trying one last
bluff.


“Now, now,” Blackman hurried to say, “don’t be hasty. If the
constables come pay old Blackman a visit, he might tell them all about her
father, too. Accidental-like, of course.”


Julianna shrank against him. Alasdair looked down at her,
and said, “We never did get that far in conversation, did we?” In wry amusement,
he added, “I no longer need to wonder where you learned your questionable
skills. Lady Linville?” Julianna’s eyes widened and she shook her head
vehemently. He turned back to Blackman. “You give us the pearl and we go home.
That will be the end of it. We don’t know you, and you have never seen us. Do
we have a deal? Because that is my last offer.”


Blackman looked at him, one eye narrowed as if assessing his
words for their value. “Deal.” He pointed at Wiley. “But this one stays here.”


Hil stepped forward. “I’m afraid that is impossible. Wiley
is my protégé. Should something happen to him, you would find yourself dealing
with me.”


“And me,” Julianna said in a strong voice.


Alasdair grinned. “And me,” he added. He knew he owed Wiley
more than he could ever repay.


Roger sighed. “I suppose this is where I have to say, ‘and
me.’ ”


Wiley gaped at them all in astonishment. Blackman snorted.
“Fancy him, do you? You gents have your peculiar tastes, I know.”


Wiley sputtered and glared at Blackman. “Watch your mouth.
There’s a lady present.”


“I did not say ‘and me,’ ” Ernest pointed out. “I barely
know the boy, and though he saved Sharp’s life, I really can’t vouch for him at
this stage.”


“Who is he?” Julianna whispered to Alasdair.


“Shh. Later,” he whispered back.


Blackman crossed his arms and leaned against the table. “So
who are you, and why should I care?” he asked Hil.


Hil raised a supercilious eyebrow. “I am Sir Hilary St.
John.”


His simple reply had no effect on Blackman. He shrugged.
“Means nothing to me, but I’ll remember it,” he said.


“Let’s just say that I have a great many friends and
acquaintances in London, and  on Bow Street, who can make business
rather difficult for a man like you,” Hil replied with a cold smile.


Blackman looked like he’d swallowed a bug and he cursed
violently. “Fine, take him. Take him and go. But he better not show his face
around here again, not after I tell everyone he’s turned rat.”


Before Alasdair could add anything, Julianna pulled out of
his arms and pushed him toward Blackman. “The pearl,” she whispered. “Get the
pearl.”


Alasdair walked over to Blackman and held his hand out. With
a sigh, the villain placed the little bundle in his hand.


“Open it,” Julianna demanded from behind him. Alasdair
looked over his shoulder at her. She stood with her arms crossed, glaring at
Blackman. “I don’t trust him. Make sure it’s the pearl.”


Blackman laughed. “Knew you’d do that, didn’t I?” he
chuckled. “A woman after my own heart, she is. If she weren’t yours . . . ,” He let the sentence trail off.


Alasdair paused in the act of unwrapping the pearl to say
possessively, “Oh, she’s mine all right.” He glanced at Wiley when he said it, and
the boy had the nerve to look amused. Based on what he’d seen of Wiley’s
loyalty and bravery tonight, Alasdair was quite grateful Julianna had not
fallen in love with him when she had the chance. He’d certainly treated her
better than Alasdair had.


When he finally had the package unwrapped and the pearl in
the palm of his hand, he was surprised by how relieved he felt. He held the
pearl up between his finger and thumb. “Hello, again,” he whispered.


“Oh, Alasdair,” Julianna said in a teary voice. “At last.”


He looked over at her and suddenly he knew exactly what he
was going to do with the pearl. “Let’s go,” he said, closing his fist around
it. He shoved it into his pocket and reached out for Julianna’s hand. Alasdair
didn’t look back as he pulled her out the door.






Chapter
Twenty-one


 



“So
I had just removed the pearl and was about to leave the money when Blackman
revealed himself. He knew I was there all along. He’d seen me hiding across the
street and he and Cam waited for me in his office.” Julianna was telling them
all that they’d missed as they sat in Sir Hilary’s carriage on the way back to
her father’s house. So much had happened that Julianna was surprised to find that
it was still the middle of the night when they left the Black Horse. The
streets were deserted. “Blackman caught me red-handed. He ordered Cam, his
brother”—she turned to Alasdair—“the one who tried to shoot you, to
get rid of me. Then there was a thumping downstairs and Cam ran out. Blackman
grabbed me, I screamed, we struggled, Alasdair came running, and, well, you
know the rest of the story.”


Alasdair
had looked decidedly grim through most of her tale, and now he was covering his
face with both hands. She did not take this as a good sign. Alasdair’s cousin, the
Earl of Throckton, looked just as grim, and he seemed slightly sick to his
stomach. The other three men, however, looked quite impressed


“I
never thought you had it in you,” Wiley said in awe. “Amazing.”


Sir
Hilary was nodding. “Amazing, indeed.”


“Well
done, Miss Harte,” Mr. Templeton said warmly.


Alasdair
removed his hand from his face and glared at them all. “ ‘Well done’? ‘Amazing’? It was nothing of the sort! What is amazing is
that she wasn’t killed at numerous times in this ill-advised scheme!”


“Really,
Sharp, I think she could only have been killed once. It’s all we’re allotted,”
Sir Hilary said dismissively. “And it sounds as if she planned the entire caper
exceedingly well and was quite thorough.”


Julianna
was tempted to tell Sir Hilary to be quiet because she was relatively sure he
was not helping her cause. “Well, I did get caught. Again,” she said meekly.


“A
‘caper,’ as you put it,” Alasdair addressed Sir Hilary as if she hadn’t spoken,
“that was entirely unnecessary and placed her life in jeopardy! Am I the only
sane man in this coach who understands that?” Alasdair exclaimed, his hand flung in the air for emphasis. Or perhaps he was
hoping to hit someone. Julianna wasn’t sure. She scooted a little farther away
from him just in case, even though it pressed her rather too close to the
earl’s side.


“Completely
unnecessary,” the earl said, nodding in agreement.


“Settle
down, Sharp,” Wiley said patronizingly, “no harm was
done and you got your pearl back. Isn’t that what you wanted?” He was resting with
his head on the carriage door.


Julianna
sank down on the leather cushion, wishing it would swallow her up. Alasdair’s
face was turning red. “Let me make this perfectly clear,” Alasdair
said in a low, dangerous tone. “I do not care if I never see that damn pearl
again. I do, however, care if I never see Julianna again. Very,
very much. There is no contest between which of them I find more
valuable. Perhaps to the rest of you this was a great lark, but to me it was a
foolhardy, dangerous, idiotic scheme that could have cost me my fiancée.” He
reached into his pocket and pulled out the pearl. He held it out in his open
palm. “I would throw this damn thing in the Thames in a second if it meant
saving Julianna’s life.” His fist closed tightly about the pearl. “Do you
understand?”


Sir
Hilary had a very satisfied smirk on his face. “Yes, well, I don’t think we are
the ones that need to understand that. Are we?”


Julianna’s
heart was full to bursting as she gazed at Alasdair. He meant it. He really did.
He turned to her and she could see the truth of it in his eyes. Without a
second’s hesitation she moved into his arms and kissed him. Kissed him
thoroughly, shamelessly, and with a great deal of passion and relief. And he
kissed her right back, yanking her onto his lap. Before she became completely
lost in him, a throat was cleared loudly.


She
broke the kiss, blinking away tears.


“Well,
it looks like she understands,” Wiley said, and Julianna gave a watery little
laugh.


While
Alasdair fished around in his empty pocket, Mr. Templeton shoved a handkerchief
in front of her.


“One
simply cannot rescue damsels in distress without a handkerchief, Sharp,” Mr. Templeton admonished. “It just isn’t done.”


“Duly
noted,” Alasdair said, and he rested his forehead against the side of her head
as she delicately sniffed into the handkerchief and wiped her eyes dry.


“Have
you told her about the rent, Throckton?” Sir Hilary asked innocently.


Julianna
froze in the act of wiping the corner of her eye. “The rent?” she squeaked.


Alasdair
pulled back with a frown and started shaking his head. “Honesty, Julianna,
isn’t that what you were preaching to me the other night? At what point was
that going to become a consideration for you as well?”


Julianna
looked at him askance. “I was certainly honest about what we were doing the
other night,” she replied smartly, stung by the accuracy of his accusation.


A
throat was cleared again. They both ignored it. “Well you can hardly be
dishonest about that,” Alasdair told her smugly. “You cannot hide what . . .” He
paused and glanced at the others. “Pleases you. That kind of honesty does not
signify.”


Julianna
put her hands on her hips, which was rather awkward, considering she was still
sitting on his lap, but it expressed her inner turmoil perfectly. In the
process she may have dug her elbow into Alasdair’s midriff, but she chose to
ignore his “Oof!” of surprise.


“That
is hardly the sort of thing you ought to be mentioning in mixed company,
Alasdair,” she said haughtily.


She
heard a “Hear, hear,” muttered under someone’s breath, and beside her the earl
said, “They are going to be married, correct?” Glancing around, she realized
that all four men were staring out the windows, trying not to look at her and
Alasdair. Well, it was all the privacy they were likely to get here.


“My
apologies,” Alasdair said stiffly. “You are correct. But the sentiment still
applies. Why did you not tell me about the back rent on the foundling home,
Julianna? Why did you not come to me for assistance?” There was a hurt quality
to his voice that made Julianna feel foolish and terribly guilty.


“How
did you find out?” she asked quietly, smoothing a hand down his cheek. “Did
Wiley tell you?”


Alasdair
looked confused. “How does Wiley know about it?”


“She
told me. Remember, got two boys in the home,” Wiley supplied helpfully, and
then he yelped as Mr. Templeton flicked a finger against his skull. “Oops,
sorry, forgot we weren’t supposed to be listening.”


Alasdair
glared at him and Julianna wondered if the two men would ever get along. She
got the distinct impression that Alasdair mistakenly blamed him for this
night’s work. She turned Alasdair’s face back to her with a gentle hand.


“Wiley
didn’t tell me,” Alasdair answered her, swiftly kissing her palm. “Throckton is
your new landlord. When I came over to tell him about the pearl’s loss and our
engagement, he had just received a letter from a young lady concerning a
charity. That was when everything became clear.” He squeezed her gently. “You
needn’t worry, Julianna, he had already decided not to demand the back rent from
you and to pay it himself. Now, of course, he is more determined than ever to
do so. You are going to be family, after all.”


“Absolutely,”
the earl said, turning to give her a pained look. “I never would have evicted
the children, Miss Harte. If only I had admitted my mistake and dealt with the
consequences of my own foolhardy actions instead of trying to lay the blame at
your door, all this could have been avoided.” He sighed. “In truth, the whole
situation was my fault.”


Julianna
gaped at him. “What are the odds that you would own the house? It’s
astonishing!”


Alasdair
laughed. “London is a very small place, Julianna. And I, for one, choose to
believe that fate intended for us to finally meet properly. If you hadn’t
stolen the pearl, we probably still would have crossed paths again and again,
I’d wager.”


“But
not in the same way, I don’t believe,” Julianna teased. Across the coach, Mr.
Templeton had a coughing fit and Julianna saw that he was hiding a smile. She
blushed furiously, remembering too late that he and Sir Hilary were privy to
the details of their relationship.


Julianna
squirmed out of Alasdair’s lap, taking him by surprise. He looked unhappy at
her departure. “I’ve already spoken with my father and my stepmother,
Alasdair,” she told him briskly, effectively ending that line of conversation.
“I didn’t go to them immediately because I thought Lady Linville disapproved of
my patronage of the foundling home. I believed she and father would take the
opportunity to force me to close the home. I now regret that I underestimated
them so.”


Alasdair
reached out to take her hand. “I’ve learned a lesson or two recently about not
underestimating family, myself, Julianna.” He gave his cousin a meaningful
look, which appeared to surprise the earl. “Let us learn from our mistakes and
not judge ourselves too harshly.” He grinned mischievously. “At least, that’s
my plan.”


Julianna
laughed. “And it’s a good one. The important thing is that Father and Lady
Linville have agreed to help me organize and run the home more efficiently. And
that includes moving it to a safer location.”


Wiley
chimed in again, “And that’s a good thing, Sharp. Not
too happy with the location, myself, so close to Newgate.” He shivered. “Can’t
stand to be that close to that woman.”


Sir
Hilary opened his mouth to ask, but Julianna firmly shook her head at him and
with a nod he remained silent.


“Good,
then,” Alasdair said decisively. “We shall shop around for a better location
together. Ernest will give us all the time we need at the Ludgate house.”


“Of
course,” the earl agreed immediately. “Although I must say I’m not too pleased
to find out it’s in an undesirable location. How am I to let the house?” he
grumbled. “A shoddy piece of business on my part, to be sure.”


Julianna
felt tears threatening again. “You don’t mind it?” she asked Alasdair. “My
working with the home?”


Alasdair
looked taken aback. “Why would I mind? I find it a very worthwhile cause. Can’t
stand to see orphaned or abandoned children, myself.” He smiled at her and
squeezed the hand he still held. “I’d be proud to say my wife supported such a
noble cause.”


Julianna
couldn’t stop herself. She threw herself into his arms and hugged him tightly.
“Oh, Alasdair, I wasn’t sure. Not after the way you talked at Covent Garden the
other day.”


Alasdair
held her close. “My dear, children are another thing entirely. They are the future, are they not?”


“I
hope they are our future,” Julianna whispered in his ear, and his arms
tightened around her.


Alasdair
breathed deeply as he held her. “Is that why you didn’t come to me? Because you
thought I’d disapprove?”


 “Yes and no. I didn’t tell you because I
was trying to protect you, and my father. And Wiley, of
course. I was afraid I would have to reveal the location of the pearl
and you would try to recover it and Blackman would hurt you or the others in
the process.”


Alasdair
pulled back and stared at her in disbelief. “And you thought somehow it would
be better if you were injured in an attempt to regain the pearl?”


“I
tried not to think like that. And I wasn’t injured.” She forcefully pushed the terrifying
memory from her mind. “I very nearly had the pearl, you know.” She laughed at
her false bravado. “All right. Thank God you all came barging into Blackman’s
to rescue me.”


Alasdair
didn’t get the chance to chastise her more, as just then the carriage stopped.
He released her and peered out the window. “We’re here.”


Sir
Hilary tapped the roof, and a moment later the coachman opened the door. “And
it looks as if you two still have a great deal to discuss. We shall leave you
both here, Sharp, and I will see you in the morning.”


Julianna
climbed down from the coach and Alasdair followed. He turned back to Sir Hilary
with a grin. “Is that a summons?”


Sir
Hilary waved his hand airily. “Take it as you will. One o’clock promptly,
please.”


“That’s
the afternoon, there, mate,” Wiley observed.


“In
my world, Wiley, it is perilously close to dawn,” Sir Hilary drawled as the
carriage door closed.


Julianna
was still smiling as she turned to Alasdair after the carriage drove away. Her
heart began to pound when she met his heated stare.


“The
garden?” she asked hopefully.


Alasdair
nodded. “The garden.” She didn’t protest as he grabbed her hand and dragged her
to the gate.


*          *          *


Alasdair
was desperate for her. She could have been killed. He’d barely been able to
hold his relief in check in the carriage. He let it swamp him now. His hands
were shaking as he tried to unlatch the gate.


“Let
me,” Julianna said quietly. She reached over and opened the gate and walked
through. She turned then, looking at him expectantly.


He
knew he should feel ashamed at his weakness, but he didn’t. She’d become
everything to him. He walked into her arms and kissed her. He breathed her in
and held her so tightly against him, it was a wonder she didn’t melt into him
and become a part of him. But then, she already was, wasn’t she?


He
broke the kiss. “Julianna,” he said desperately, pressing kisses along her
cheekbone and then her hairline. “Juli.” His voice was ragged. “You are the
very air I breathe, the blood in my veins. All that is right in my world. If
you ever do something so bloody stupid again, I will turn you over my knee and
spank the living daylights out of you.”


Julianna
burst into surprised laughter, but he could hear how shaky it was. “Promises,
promises,” she whispered. “Perhaps you should teach me a lesson right now?”


Alasdair
stepped back and reached for her hands. He moved backward, pulling her across
the lawn, toward a soft patch of grass on the far side of the garden and beneath
the overhanging branches of a willow tree. “Tomorrow, lessons will have to be
learned. Tonight is for love.”


Alasdair
sank to his knees and Julianna followed. “Did Shakespeare say that?”


“I
have no idea,” Alasdair said, burying his nose in her neck, exposed by the open
collar of her black shirt. “But he should have.”


Julianna
sighed and ran her fingers through his hair. “So you want me here, in the
grass? Right now?”


“Yes.”
He did want her, and he wanted her right now, but not in the way she thought.
He feared she wasn’t going to take no for an answer. Well, he’d make her, but
she wouldn’t like it.


“Good.”
Julianna sounded like the cat that had found the cream. “Do you want me
unclothed? Because I am quite agreeable to it.” He smiled at her and she smiled
back. “You’ve chosen a nice, soft piece of grass. Thank you.”


“You’re
welcome.” He pulled back a bit and surveyed her black clothing. “Naked is not
necessary tonight. I find that I rather like this ensemble you’re wearing.” He
turned a lascivious grin up to her. “You look like a brigand’s woman.”


Julianna
lay back on the grass and pouted. “I want to be a brigand, too. Is there such a
thing? A brigandess?”


Alasdair
huffed in amusement. “If there is such a thing, you are indeed it,” he told
her, lying down beside her and kissing her neck again. He let his hand wander
over her breasts, then dip inside the shirt and her chemise to feel her velvet-soft
skin and tight nipples. She arched in pleasure. “You did steal my pearl, after
all,” Alasdair said.


She
looked over at him contritely. “Oh, Alasdair, I’m so sorry. But at least you’ve
got it back now.”


He
shook his head, anticipating her reaction to what he was going to say. “No, I
don’t.”


She
blinked in confusion. “What? Of course you do.”


He
shook his head. “No, I do not. The pearl is not in my possession.”


Julianna
scrambled to her knees and pressed him down into the grass. She shoved a hand
in his coat pocket and felt around for the pearl. Her actions became more
frantic when she didn’t find it. “Alasdair! Where is it? What have you done
with it? Did you lose it after everything we’ve been through?”


He
was smiling as he captured her hands and shook his head. “No, my dear. The
pearl is exactly where I want it.”


Julianna
stared at him wide eyed. “But I know you had it, Alasdair. You had it in the
carriage.”


He
couldn’t tease her any longer. He let go of one hand and tapped her chest.
“It’s here.”


Julianna
dug her hand into her chemise and, with a look of utter shock, pulled the pearl
from her bodice. “What on earth?” she cried out quietly. Alasdair pressed a
finger to her lips.


“Do
not wake the household, Julianna. I’m not ready to say good night to you yet.”


She
shook her head, and when he took his finger away, she whispered urgently, “What
is this about, Alasdair? You must take the pearl and put it in a safe place.”


She
tried to press it into his hand but he made a fist and pulled it away. Then he
stretched out on the grass and put his hands behind his head, effectively
keeping her from giving him the pearl. “It is as safe as it could possibly be
with you.”


She
sat back on her heels and regarded him in bewilderment. “I don’t understand. I
thought it was so important to you. Your family, your mother—”


“My
honor,” Alasdair finished for her. “Yes, yes, I know. I did say all that.” He
rolled over on his side to face her and came up on one elbow. “And I meant it.
But you are my family, now, and I want you to have the pearl.” He could see
he’d shocked her into speechlessness. “You are the new custodian of my family
legacy. It is my wedding gift to you.”


“Alasdair,”
she whispered, right before she covered her mouth with her hand and her eyes
filled with tears.


He
smiled. “I hope you kept Roger’s handkerchief, because I still haven’t got
one.”


A
weak laugh bubbled through her tears. She nodded.


“Good.”
He lay back down and held his hand out to her. “Now, come here. I want to hold
you.”






Chapter
Twenty-two


 



Julianna
scrambled over his lap to lie on top of him, nearly unmanning him. But when she
laid pressed full length against him, he forgot any momentary discomfort. She fit
perfectly there. He ran his hands down her back, from her shoulders to her
bottom, and then squeezed those plump cheeks, wantonly exposed by the closely
fitting breeches she wore.


“Mmm,”
he purred. “Yes, I really like these on you.”


Julianna
laughed again and she sounded as wanton as her breeches. “I’m beginning to see
the advantages as well,” she replied softly as she spread her legs and hugged
one of his thighs between hers. She raised her hand and opened it to show him
the pearl. “But what should I do with this? I can’t hold the pearl while I
ravish you.”


Alasdair
moaned. “I love it when you talk like that. Keep going.”


“About
the pearl or about more intimate things?” she teased. She reached between them
and he felt her hand inside his coat pocket. When she pulled it out, she patted
the pocket. “It should be safe in there for a little while.”


“A
little while?” Alasdair asked in disbelief. “I plan to lay with you until the
first rays of dawn force us from our grassy bower.”


“Now
who is making love talk?” Julianna asked. She leaned down and nipped his
earlobe, and it was Alasdair’s turn to arch his neck.


“You
are,” he growled. “And I like it.”


He
gently pushed her up until she straddled his leg. She leaned back, her hands resting
on the grass behind her. The position thrust her breasts out enticingly, and he
flicked open her shirt, exposing the way they curved in her low-cut chemise.
The material stretched tightly across her chest, which is why the pearl had
stayed where he put it. It also pressed her breasts up and together, creating a
very arousing valley between them. Alasdair ran his finger across the tops of
the pale, moonlit mounds and down into that hot, shadowed valley. He felt
Julianna’s breathing hitch. He smiled at her and resumed petting her soft skin.


She
was so gorgeous. And she was his. Only his. He gently caressed the outside of
her strong thighs and looked up into her beloved face. “It was never about the
pearl, Julianna,” he confessed. “It was always about you. I was desperate to
find you, and when I did, I was desperate to have you again like that first
night.” He wrapped his hands around those soft, warm thighs. “Like this.”


Julianna
reached down and played with the buttons on his coat. “I felt the same way,
Alasdair.” She kept her face down as if undoing the buttons took all her
concentration. “I realized soon after, that it was never about the pearl for
me, either. In my heart, I knew it was folly and that it wouldn’t solve the
problems at the foundling home. I stole it because I wanted you to catch me. I
wanted you to notice me.” She had his coat open now and looked up at him
sheepishly. “Foolish, was it not?”


He
shook his head. “No, not foolish. I was the fool for not noticing you before
that. But you are all I have been able to notice from that night on.”


She
leaned down and kissed him tenderly, then pulled away for just long enough to
look into his eyes. “You say the most wonderful things,” she whispered. “But
you are absolutely right. You were a fool for not recognizing your Juliet in
the mousy young lady next door.”


He
laughed and rolled over and she smothered a squeal as he knocked her off him. Kneeling
on the grass, he beckoned her to him with one outstretched finger. She crawled over
to him until their knees were touching, and he took her hands in his. “I was a
fool about you. I’ve admitted as much before, and will do so again. Love is the
culprit. It enjoys making fools of otherwise intelligent men.”


They
had settled back, relaxed in their intimacy, their heads bent close together.
“Do you suppose that will change?” Julianna asked hopefully. “After we are
married?”


Alasdair
kissed the palm of her hand. “You are going to marry me, then?”


“Only
if you can promise not to be a fool for me.” Julianna’s devilish grin took the
sting from her teasing.


Alasdair
scoffed. “It is only love denied that produces foolish actions. All
well-married men are wise.”


 “Oh, are they?” she said, her skepticism
apparent.


“Mmm,”
Alasdair hummed as he gathered her close and nuzzled her hair. “I choose to
begin deluding myself now.” He kissed her then, a tenderly passionate promise
between his lips and hers. But before they got carried away, Alasdair broke the
connection.


“Juli,
I’ve gone about this all backward,” he told her fervently as he closed her
shirt, covering her most tempting assets. “I nearly lost my treasure because I
didn’t take proper care of it. I won’t let that happen again. Until the
wedding, there will be only wooing, and no bedding.”


It
was endearing, the way she looked at him with complete confusion. “What?”


“I
treated you like a lover when you were a stranger, and I treated you like a
stranger when you were my lover.” He shook his head at his colossal ignorance.
“If I’d done it right, none of this would have happened, don’t you see?
Everything—the stolen pearl, Blackman, Wiley, tonight—it was all my
fault.”


Julianna’s
look had turned into one of alarm. “Now don’t be hasty, Alasdair,” she argued.
“Why, the very notion that this was all your fault. I stole the pearl.” Her grip on his hands tightened. “I want you
for my own, Alasdair.” She chewed her lip nervously. “I’ve never really had
anyone of my own, you see, not really. Now that I have you, I . . . I can’t
bear to lose you, even for a short while. I don’t need wooing. Really, I
don’t.”


“Foolish
girl,” he whispered, kissing her again just because he could. “You can’t lose a
part of yourself. My heart is yours, don’t you see?” He cupped her cheek. “That
first night you said something similar to me. You told me that you’d never had
a chance to be yourself. We’re going to talk more about that tomorrow. But, you
see, I’m trying to give you that, darling. I want you to have the chance to be
wooed for who you really are, the Juliet I met the first night, the Julianna I
love now.”


 “Is this where you quote Shakespeare
again?” She sniffed loudly.


He
laughed out loud. “I don’t need the bard anymore, not when my heart is full of
words of love for you.”


“You
are very good at this wooing business,” Julianna said. She pulled open her
shirt again. “Take me. I’m yours.”


Alasdair
rolled his eyes at her. “Julianna,” he said, clearly exasperated. “Are you
always going to make it hard for me to do the right thing?”


“When
the right thing involves you and me in separate beds, yes.” 


“Juli,
please try to understand,” Alasdair said quietly. “I need to do this for me,
too. I need to know I’m the kind of man who values what he has. I need to know
I’m capable of being that man, anyway.” Her heart broke for him a little then.
She’d never imagined that Alasdair might suffer from self-doubt. She nodded,
afraid to trust her voice.


“Are
you all right?” he asked quietly, lacing the fingers of one hand with hers.


“Yes,
I’m fine. I’m just not very good at this being-in-love business, you see. You
must give me time to learn how to go about it.” She tried to move away, to give
him the space he needed, but he wouldn’t let her.


“We
are in quite a bit of trouble, then, I’m afraid. Because I certainly don’t know
a blasted thing about it.” She gave him a watery little laugh. “I’m sorry,” he
continued softly, “I shouldn’t have rushed you into this conversation. Not
after what you’ve been through tonight.”


“Are
you mad?” she said in disbelief. “Of course you should have. There’s still a
great deal we need to discuss. I want to make things right between us,
Alasdair. I want this.”


“You
may want it,” he replied ruefully, “but what we want isn’t always what’s good
for us.”


Julianna
moved into his arms, understanding now that in spite of his self-confidence sometimes
he needed reassurance. “You are good for me,” she said softly, and then she
kissed him, pouring her heart into that kiss, telling him everything she
couldn’t find the words for.


“Julianna?”
Her father’s voice cut the night like a rapier, thin and angry. “What is the
meaning of this?”


Alasdair
jerked back as if he’d been shot. His back was to the door, his eyes wide with
dismay. Over his shoulder Julianna could see her parents standing on the stoop,
Handley hovering behind them with a candle. Her father was barefoot and still
wore his nightcap and shirt with his trousers, and the baroness was clutching
the lapels of her ivory night robe, a cap covering her short hair. Julianna
couldn’t help it; she had to laugh at Alasdair Sharp
looking like a naughty child caught by her father.


“I
am in love, Papa,” she called out, smiling at Alasdair like a fool.


She
kept her arms wrapped around his neck while he desperately tried to disengage
her. Julianna was quite sure it was too late.


“What
are you wearing, darling?” her stepmother asked curiously. She didn’t sound the
least bit upset.


Julianna
laughed again, not sure when she’d ever been so happy. “It is a very long
story, Stepmother,” she called out.


“Juli-anna,”
her father said ominously, “what have you done?”


Alasdair
gave her a crooked smile. “She just stole my pearl, sold it to a disreputable
receiver, tried to steal it back, nearly got killed, and promised to marry me.”


It
was Julianna’s turn to cringe. She snuck a peek at her father and was not
reassured by the thunderous look on his face.


 “I do not wish to hear about it now, in
the middle of the garden and the middle of the night,” he said in a tightly
controlled voice. “It will be soon enough when Mr. Sharp calls early tomorrow
morning.”


“Now
that was a summons,” Julianna whispered to Alasdair.


“Yes,
sir,” Alasdair called out. “I believe we have much to discuss.” He turned to
look at her father. “Including anything else from your past that might mar our
future.” Her father had the grace to look chagrined.


“I
think the wedding will be sooner than we thought,” the baroness said to her
father with a smile in her voice.


“Yes,
ma’am,” Alasdair agreed, smiling at Julianna. “I think that would be a very
good idea.”


They
rose awkwardly; surreptitiously checking each other’s clothing to make sure
they were presentable. Alasdair walked her over to the stairs under the
watchful, reproachful eyes of her father. He did not let go of her hand.


“Perhaps
we should leave them alone to say good-bye,” her stepmother told her father
quietly.


“Oh,
no,” Alasdair said in alarm. “I’m no angel. You’d best take her with you.”


“Well,
neither am I,” Julianna said drily.


Alasdair
shook his head. “I know, and I can only take so much temptation.” When they
reached the bottom of the stairs, he pulled the pearl from his pocket and,
turning her hand in his, set it in her palm. Then he closed her fist around it
and kissed the back of her hand.


“That’s
my promise,” he whispered. “I promise never to lose sight of what’s really
important.”


Julianna
stepped closer and kissed his cheek softly. Her father started to protest but
the baroness shushed him.


“And
I promise never to do something so stupid again,” she whispered back. “I mean
it, Alasdair. I will never steal another thing as long as I live.”


He
laughed quietly and gathered her into a fierce hug. “Oh, I hope you do, little
thief. I hope you steal my heart again every night for the rest of our lives.”
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“Why don’t you name some of the
men you were considering, and I’ll tell you if they’re a good idea or not.”
Roger seemed very pleased with his suggestion.


“Roger,” she said impatiently, “I
told you, I don’t know anyone in London yet. I’ve only just arrived. This is my
first time in town.”


“You’ve never been to London?”
Roger frowned. “How is that possible?” He looked her up and down. “I can see
your pockets aren’t to let, so you must have married well. And since you were
invited here this evening, you must have some connections.”


“My late husband despised London.
He refused to bring me. His sister, Lady Lockerby, however, has been helpful
with introductions since my arrival.” Harry refused to discuss the subject
further. “So you must guide me in my choice, Roger, or you must be my first
lover, which, really, makes perfect sense.”


“No, it does not. Why are you so
eager to take me as a lover?” Roger asked, his earlier suspicion rearing its
head. “We haven’t seen each other for years. You’d all but forgotten my
existence until a few moments ago. I agree I have a certain charm, but hardly
enough to warrant this dramatic seduction scene.”


“I haven’t perfected my
performance yet,” she said as she stood. Clasping her hands behind her back,
she began to pace in front of him, apparently giving up her pursuit of him for
the moment. Roger was glad. He’d felt a little foolish playing a grown-up game
of here-we-go-around-the-bramble-bush as she’d stalked him around the clearing.
“Truly, Roger, I’ve only just arrived in London. I don’t really know many
people here. I’d never met Dumphrees until this evening.” She stopped and met
his gaze. “I am desperate for a lover, Roger. Surely it wouldn’t be too awful
for you?”


She didn’t sound desperate. She
sounded as if she were asking for a lamb shank at the butcher.


“What are you up to, Harry?” he
asked again, realizing he knew as little about her now as she knew about him.
“And why do you need a lover so desperately you’d proposition two different men
in one night?”


Harry scoffed unconvincingly.
“You’re being overly suspicious, Roger. I’ve told you what I want. A lover.
You.”


“When it comes to you, Harry, I
have my reasons for being overly suspicious.” He was more amused than angry
now, which was good. “The last time I let you trick me I ended up concussed and
missed my first term of school. You turned so cold and uninviting over there by
the tree”—he pointed—“that I thought you could be a marble statue.
So I don’t believe uncontrollable desire has you begging me to be your lover. Come on, spill. Are you in
trouble?”


“I have no idea what you mean.”
Roger just waited, saying nothing. Finally she shrugged. “My immediate
surrender would hardly have intrigued you. I’m sure there have been many women
who leapt into your bed at the slightest show of interest on your part. I seem
to recall that was the case when we were younger, as well. Rebecca Tidwell
would have committed any number of cardinal sins to earn merely a smile.”


Roger smiled at the memory of the
oldest daughter of Mr. Tidwell, the local vicar in his youth. “We committed
several sins together,” he confessed. “Although none of them cardinal, I don’t
believe. Purely pleasurable.”


Harry snorted. “Precisely. Why
should Rebecca Tidwell receive that which I am denied? Weren’t we friends,
Roger?” She’d begun to sashay back to his side of the clearing and he jumped
up, pacing her again, keeping the distance between them.


“Friends? Not
exactly. You followed me around like an irksome puppy, and I was
constantly getting you out of one scrape or another. And when you are young, an
age difference of five years eliminates the possibility of friendship.” He
cocked his head to the side as he regarded her curiously. “You are still
reckless and foolhardy, Harry. You don’t know anything about me now. Perhaps
you won’t like me anymore,” Roger argued logically. “Perhaps I am a rogue in
sheep’s clothing, and guileless widows such as yourself should stay far, far
away.”


“Impossible,” she said,
dismissing his argument. “I’ve heard no rumors that you have become a murderer,
a molester of women, or a card sharp. Barring those, I can think of nothing
that would make me dislike you.”


“I am one of the Saint’s Devils,”
he said simply.


“What on earth does that mean?”
she demanded crossly. “Is that some sort of London code for men who wear
sheepskin?”


 “Not quite,” he said, highly amused by
her inadvertent double entendre, “but close.” He huffed out a frustrated laugh
as he ran his hand through his hair, still trying to cool his libido after his
failed attempt to teach Harry a lesson. All this talk of lovers was sheer
torture. “It’s just a silly nickname given to me and my friends back when we
were in school. It means I am a notorious rake,” he explained patiently. “I
seduce women and let myself be seduced as frequently as possible. I drink to
excess, I gamble, and I pursue pleasure with single-minded intent.” There, that
ought to discourage her. “In honor of our past acquaintance, I will not make
you yet another conquest for my diary.”


Harry crossed her arms and let
out an audible, “Ha.” Roger openly laughed at her. “That’s not fair,” she said,
sounding like a barrister. “If you’ll bed everyone else in Christendom, why not
me?” She pointed at herself for emphasis, drawing his eyes to her obvious womanly
charms. She really was walking sin. “And a rake is exactly what I need. I need
you.” She ticked the reasons off on her fingers. “One, I know you, quite well
in fact. Two, I find you very attractive, and I know you find me equally
attractive. Three, you are a rake. That means that you are well versed in the
bedroom arts, and really, I must confess, I know next to nothing. So you shall
teach me.”


“No, I shall not,” Roger said firmly. “And nothing you can do will change my
mind, Harry.”
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