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      London – June, 1887

      

      Lady Phoebe Darlington had always had an exquisite eye for fashion. Even as a young girl, she had pored over La Mode and all of the other fashion magazines coming out of Paris, London, and even New York. She’d done her very best to dress impeccably and carry herself with grace, even when her family’s fortunes began to slip. The less money her profligate father gave to her and her mother, the harder Phoebe worked to make the best of what few pieces of clothing they had. She’d learned to make gloves last for months beyond their standard lifetime, hats look refreshed and new, even though they were years old, and faded, old dresses seem straight off the modiste’s mannequin.

      Phoebe knew fashion, which was why it was no surprise to her that she found herself standing behind a counter at Harrods department store instead of in front of it, selling gloves to the women she had once counted as her peers instead of purchasing them for herself.

      “We’ve just received this shipment from Paris,” she informed Lady Eastleigh in a sophisticated yet humble voice as she took a box of fresh, white, kid gloves from the wide shelf behind her. As she set the display box on the counter, she peeked at Lady Eastleigh. “As you can see, the workmanship is second to none.”

      “Yes, I can see that,” Lady Eastleigh said without looking at Phoebe. She picked through the gloves with an almost careless air, caressing a few of the ones with embroidered cuffs with a hand sheathed in a glove that Phoebe could have made use of for months more. Lady Eastleigh didn’t need new things, but making purchases was a symbol of wealth and status.

      Phoebe knew that as definitively as she knew how reduced her own circumstances were, and she knew how to make the most of it.

      “I think you would find these silk gloves particularly interesting, my lady,” she said, bending to take a special tray of ridiculously expensive gloves from a compartment under the counter. She set the tray on the table and peeked at Lady Eastleigh again. “As I understand it, Lady Germaine will be hosting a ball next Friday, and I can say with absolute certainty that none of the people I expect to be on her guest list have so much as looked at these gloves.”

      “Oh?” Lady Eastleigh glanced directly at her for the first time.

      “You would be an original,” Phoebe added with a modest tilt of her head.

      Lady Eastleigh studied her for a moment with a mixture of calculation and pity in her eyes. Phoebe knew the look well. It was the way that almost all of her former acquaintances looked at her—as though she were an embarrassment to their class, and yet someone who still spoke their language and could be of use. Indeed, even though Phoebe had never once in her entire life felt as though she belonged in the upper echelons of society, ever since her fall a year before, she had made a point of keeping abreast of the gossip and social life of high society. The information wasn’t accessible to any of the other shop girls at Harrods, and it had served her well.

      “I’ll take these,” Lady Eastleigh said, selecting a pair of lavender silk gloves decorated with silver embroidery. “And these and these as well.” She selected two more pairs from the white kid gloves.

      “Excellent choices, my lady,” Phoebe told the woman with a smile she hoped was pleasant. “One moment while I ring them up for you.”

      In a flash, Lady Eastleigh’s expression was veiled once more, as though the gilt of Phoebe’s former life had flaked off, leaving her as nothing more than a lowly shop girl. Any hint of recognition disappeared from Lady Eastleigh’s eyes, and she turned away from the counter, as though it were beneath her to be seen conversing with the girl behind the counter. Even if that girl was the daughter of a marquess and had once attended parties at Eastleigh House.

      It still stung. A year after taking up the position at Harrods and bidding goodbye to her old life, it still hurt to be snubbed. Not that she hadn’t been snubbed wherever she went before the money ran out. Phoebe’s father, Lord Darlington, had been as bad as they came. He’d rung up debts all over England and the continent, alienated all of his peers of good taste and good standing, and generally made a nuisance of himself through bad debts, worse wine, and loose women. His decline had been such that society began turning their backs on Phoebe and her mother long before her father’s death. And once he had finally expired—dead of a heart attack in the bed of a prostitute he’d engaged at Piccadilly Circus, a prostitute who wore a dress but allegedly was not a woman—society had washed their hands of Phoebe and her mother and hadn’t looked back. All that was left of the Darlington fortune were debts and an estate that was entailed away to some fourth cousin no one had been able to find yet. Phoebe and her mother had been forced to fend for themselves.

      Which meant Phoebe had been forced to fend for both of them, since all her mother could manage to do was squander what little money they had left, wring her hands, and complain about her lot in life. Harrods and a second-rate boarding house in Marylebone were the only options left to them.

      “Here you go, my lady.” Phoebe handed Lady Eastleigh her wrapped purchases after payment was exchanged. She managed to keep her smile, even as Lady Eastleigh took her parcel and walked away without so much as a grin.

      Phoebe’s smile dropped into a wistful sigh.

      She snapped straight a moment later at the sound of her manager, Mr. Waters, clearing his throat. He frowned at her and shook his head, warning her to keep the proper demeanor. Phoebe plastered on a pleasant smile for him, in spite of the melancholy in her heart, and turned to face the new customers approaching her counter.

      “May I help—”

      She stopped dead and her heart sank at the sight of Lady Jane Hocksley and Lady Maude Carmichael. Her two former acquaintances approached the counter with sly, demeaning grins. They exchanged a look that said they were looking forward to the cruel sport they were about to engage in.

      “I’d like to purchase some gloves,” Jane said with a sneer, tilting her nose up. “Show me your latest styles.”

      “Yes,” Maude echoed imperiously. “Show us.”

      Phoebe shot a covert glance to Mr. Waters—who was watching the exchange intently—before dipping into a slight curtsy and turning to the shelves behind her.

      “It’s perfectly scandalous,” Lady Jane said once Phoebe’s back was turned. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      Phoebe’s heart sank, and she let herself take longer to select a tray of gloves than she normally would have.

      “I would be too embarrassed to show my face out of doors again if it’d happened to me,” Lady Maude agreed.

      “As would I,” Lady Jane sniffed. “But I am certain that every word of the story is true. Millicent always was like that.”

      Phoebe frowned, choosing a tray and turning to set it on the counter. As she did, she noticed Lady Maude leafing through a newspaper of some sort that was tinted pink.

      “Don’t let your mama see you with that,” Lady Jane warned her. “She would expire of an attack of the vapors.”

      “Everyone is reading Nocturne,” Lady Maude said, folding the paper and tucking it under her arm.

      “Nocturne?” Phoebe asked.

      Lady Jane and Lady Maude reacted to her simple question as though Phoebe had asked them to show their knickers. Mr. Waters cleared his throat, causing Phoebe’s cheeks to flare red.

      “How dare you engage us in conversation?” Lady Jane said.

      “Yes,” Lady Maude agreed. “Do your job.” She sniffed, then added, “I doubt that a shop girl like you would be able to find or afford the sort of shocking literary sensation that has all of high society buzzing.”

      “Yes, my ladies,” Phoebe said, her voice hoarse. She glanced to Mr. Waters, but there was nothing more she could do except pretend her former acquaintances weren’t trying to deliberately goad her. “As it happens, my ladies, this fine selection of kid gloves has just arrived from Paris.” She gestured to the box she’d taken off the shelf, and then to the one Lady Eastleigh had looked through. “These as well.”

      “I don’t want those,” Jane snapped. “They look as though every cheap working-class girl has rifled through them.” Her mouth twitched into a grin as she directed her insult toward Phoebe. “Show me something new.”

      “These are our latest acquisitions,” Phoebe said, her voice going hoarse and her face hot.

      “She said she doesn’t want those,” Maude snapped.

      Mr. Waters cleared his throat yet again—Phoebe was growing to hate the sound—adding humiliation to the pile already pressing down on Phoebe. She nodded silently to Jane and Maude, then turned to take a second box down from the shelves. With three trays of merchandise already on the counter, Phoebe had to shuffle what was in her hands and maneuver the tray of silk gloves back under the counter. Jane and Maude seemed to find her work amusing. They snorted to each other and giggled behind their hands.

      “As you can see,” Phoebe told them, face burning, “what we have here are some of the most delicate and fresh styles the season has to offer.”

      “I don’t like them,” Jane said with a sniff. “They look cheap to me.” She stared straight at Phoebe as she spoke.

      There was no denying the game her former acquaintances were playing. They hadn’t come to purchase gloves, they’d come to gawk at her and tweak her about Nocturne, whatever the journal was. Not a week went by when fine ladies of society didn’t come by to stare at the daughter of a marquess who had been forced into common employment to survive. Phoebe supposed she could have taken a more traditional route and retired with her mother to a country cottage to live out the rest of her days in genteel poverty. Or she could have married whatever loathsome lord wanted a bride, as her mother kept insisting she do. But Phoebe had far too much pride to marry the sort of men who were still interested in her, now that she didn’t have a penny to her name, and she was much too stubborn to starve. She had other talents that she’d only discovered when push came to shove.

      “I’m so sorry these gloves don’t meet with your approval,” she told Jane and Maude, her eyes downcast. “Only, Lady Eastleigh just purchased two pairs of these kid gloves and one of the silk. And earlier, Lady Clerkenwell expressed an interest in this pair with the crewel work on the cuff.” She glanced up and met Jane’s eyes. “I hinted that I would save this pair for Lady Clerkenwell, but—”

      Jane made a disgusted noise. “I would sooner see something this fine on swine’s feet.” She sniffed. “It’s only a matter of time before Lady Clerkenwell shows up in the pages of Nocturne.” She peeked at Phoebe as if to judge whether her comment had the desired effect of making Phoebe jealous over being left out. Phoebe pretended she hadn’t noticed at all. Disappointed, Lady Jane went on. “I’ll take them.” She paused. “And this pair as well.”

      “And I like these. And these,” Maude added.

      “As you wish,” Phoebe said, eyes still downcast. She knew Jane well enough to know that if Lady Clerkenwell, formerly Bianca Marlowe, her sworn enemy, wanted something, Jane would snatch it up. Knowing the rivalries of the upper class as well as their social goings on had helped Phoebe to make enough commission from selling gloves to pay the rent on the respectable boarding house where she and her mother lived.

      “I must wear these to the May Flowers meeting next Thursday,” Jane said with a vicious grin. “Lady Clerkenwell will be green with envy.”

      “I hear Lady Clerkenwell is green with illness from a particular condition yet again,” Maude sneered in return. “Honestly, the woman is obscene with her fecundity.”

      Phoebe kept her expression neutral at the news. She’s always liked Bianca Marlowe, and if she were honest, she was envious of the happiness Bianca had found in her marriage, as unconventional as it was. Her own chances for a marriage that wasn’t a complete humiliation had evaporated along with her father’s money.

      “I do wish Claudia would get on with things and make a full break with the rest of the May Flowers,” Maude said with a sigh. “She keeps threatening to break entirely, then going back on that decision and dragging us all back into odious company.”

      “Claudia enjoys conflict,” Jane said with a knowing look, seeming to forget Phoebe was still listening and knew whom they were speaking about. “Honestly, how she can even show her face in society, after the debacle with her brother is—”

      “Phoebe!”

      Jane and Maude’s gossip, as well as Phoebe’s work wrapping their purchases, was sharply interrupted as Phoebe’s mother charged down the aisle, drawing attention as she went. Phoebe winced as not only Mr. Waters, but Hilda—who worked the counter across from Phoebe’s, selling handkerchiefs—and Imogen—who stood behind the counter next to Phoebe’s, selling stockings—glanced up from their customers to see what was going on.

      “Phoebe, look who I’ve found,” her mother fluttered on, far too loud, pushing her way through a few ladies studying the wares for sale. “You remember Lord Cosgrove.”

      Phoebe blanched and shot a quick look to Jane and Maude. The two women lit with amusement, exchanging laughing looks and covering their mouths with their hands. But the true source of her horror was the man walking through the aisle of ladies’ finery with her mother.

      “Lord Cosgrove,” she said shakily as her mother brought the man to a stop at the end of her counter.

      “My dear Lady Phoebe. What a pleasure it is to see you again,” Lord Cosgrove said with a wolfish smile. He was a friend of her father’s, inasmuch as her father had had friends. His grey hair was slick with something that looked like boot-black and parted in a fashion popular with men half his age. In fact, everything from the way the old roué was dressed to the way he carried himself suggested a man far past his prime who was attempting to present himself as still in the flush of youth, which he most certainly wasn’t.

      Jane and Maude could hardly contain their amusement. Phoebe swallowed hard and rang up their purchases, eager to get rid of them before her mother diminished her even more in their eyes. But even after their gloves were paid for, they lingered by the edge of the counter to watch the show.

      “You cannot imagine how overjoyed I was to see our old friend again,” Phoebe’s mother went on in a rush. “I was thrilled to encounter Lord Cosgrove in Green Park just now.”

      “It was a fortuitous meeting,” Lord Cosgrove said, sending a smile to Phoebe’s mother before turning a more appraising look on Phoebe. The look made her skin crawl.

      “When Lord Cosgrove asked about you, I had to bring him to see you right away,” her mother went on. “Can you believe that he paid our cab fare to come all this way? I haven’t ridden in a cab in ages,” she sighed wistfully.

      Phoebe’s face heated even more than it already was. To admit in front of acquaintances like Jane and Maude, and Lord Cosgrove, that they couldn’t afford cab fare was as good as admitting the extent of their poverty.

      “I’m glad to see you looking so well, Lady Phoebe,” Lord Cosgrove said, raking her with a look that left Phoebe repulsed. “The summer sun agrees with you.”

      It was as though he’d shot another arrow into her already wounded body. Yes, Phoebe was well aware that she’d lost the porcelain complexion of a lady of means, thanks to being forced to walk from Marylebone to Kensington for work nearly every day. “Thank you,” she mumbled, not knowing what else to say.

      “I told Lord Cosgrove that you’d be happy to see him,” her mother went on, evidently not seeing how ragingly uncomfortable Phoebe was. “And see, I was right.” She giggled and glanced to Lord Cosgrove.

      Phoebe prayed for sudden death. It would have been less embarrassing than the attention she was getting. “It is good to see you again, my lord,” she said, the same way she would speak to a customer. She darted a glance to Mr. Waters, who was only barely tolerating the conversation.

      “I also told Lord Cosgrove that you would be delighted to walk out with him,” her mother said.

      Phoebe’s eyes snapped wide. “Mama,” she hissed. There was no way to dress her mother down the way she wanted to, though. She could only smile vacantly at Lord Cosgrove and say, “I’m afraid I am at work at the moment.”

      Jane and Maude, who were still watching, giggled.

      “Perfectly understandable,” Lord Cosgrove said. “Perhaps some other time.” He glanced to Phoebe’s mother. “Now that I have made your mother’s acquaintance again, I’m certain we will have ample opportunity for further encounters.”

      Phoebe wanted to groan at the words. What had her mother done?

      “This nonsense about working is unimportant,” her mother balked. “Surely there is someone else who can fiddle with gloves while you engage in more important matters.” She glanced sideways at Lord Cosgrove with a look of urgency. Phoebe knew exactly what her mother had in mind and rebelled at the idea.

      “I’m afraid leaving work is entirely out of the question, Mama,” she said. She gambled on glancing in Mr. Waters’s direction.

      Blessedly, the man stepped forward from his position. He cleared his throat and addressed her mother and Lord Cosgrove. “I’m terribly sorry to be a nuisance, my lord, but I must ask that you either make a purchase or kindly leave my staff alone to tend to other customers.” He nodded to a pair of ladies hovering near the counter.

      “Yes, yes, of course,” Lord Cosgrove said, nodding to the man, then turning a wide smile on Phoebe. “We will speak again soon.”

      “I’m certain you will,” Phoebe’s mother said.

      It took a few more, threatening looks from Mr. Waters to get the pair to leave. Once they departed, Jane and Maude left as well, seeing as the show was over. Phoebe was relieved to be able to turn her attention to the waiting customers, but before they approached the counter, Mr. Waters tapped her arm and dragged her aside.

      “I’m so sorry, sir,” Phoebe said before the man could chastise her. “I did not expect my mother to arrive like that.”

      Mr. Waters pursed his lips, clearly annoyed, but perhaps a tiny bit sympathetic. “I understand your circumstances, Miss Darlington. Truly, I do. But need I remind you, yet again, that this is a place of business and not a social club?”

      “No, Mr. Waters. I understand, sir.” Phoebe kept her head lowered. She’d asked to be called Miss Darlington instead of Lady Phoebe when she was hired, but there was still something soul-crushing in hearing herself addressed as such by a man whom her former self would hardly have noticed. That woman was long gone now.

      Mr. Waters let out an impatient breath. “You are far and away our best sales girl,” he said. “I’ve never seen anyone as adept at selling sundries as you are, Miss Darlington.”

      “Thank you, sir?” Phoebe glanced up at him, not certain if he meant his words as a compliment or not.

      Mr. Water’s expression was tight with impatience. “If you were not as skilled at sales as you are, Miss Darlington, I would have sacked you months ago.”

      Phoebe’s spirits sank all over again. It was a harsh reality that her position in life, such as it was, now depended on the whims of a man as surely as it had when her father frittered away his money and his reputation.

      “I will do better, sir,” she said, because it was the only thing she could say.

      Mr. Waters nodded and returned to his position. Phoebe dragged herself back to her counter and put on a smile to serve her next customers. Inwardly, she wanted to weep. Nothing had gone right in her life since long before her father died. Every which way she turned, misery and misfortune seemed to befall her. But she’d pushed through so far. She was determined to keep pushing through as well.

      That thought stayed with her for the remaining hour of her shift. It bolstered her as she gathered her things from the employee dressing room reserved for Harrods’ female staff. It even stayed with her as she headed out into a dreary afternoon. Thick, grey clouds hung low over London, giving the entire city a depressed air. The streets of Mayfair and the greens of Hyde Park might have been cheery and beautiful, but once she passed on to the narrow passageways between Brook Street and Oxford Street, the pragmatic, commercial side of London became more pronounced, giving it a dirty, dreary, and utilitarian quality.

      To make matters worse, as she hurried up Oxford Street, a commotion due to a collision between several carriages forced her to make a long and arduous detour up toward Fitzrovia just as the skies opened and rain poured down.

      “Blast,” Phoebe muttered, clapping a hand to her already battered hat, wishing she had an umbrella. Her only umbrella had broken the week before, though, and she had yet to save up enough to purchase a new one.

      The rain quickly shifted from a light patter to a full downpour, threatening to soak Phoebe to the bone. All she could do was dash for the nearest shelter, a pub with a shingle over the door that read The Watchman. She only barely managed to avoid getting soaked enough to look like a drowned rat before leaping into the pub, though her threadbare coat and her hat dripped all over the pub’s floor. That wasn’t what caused her to gasp and question her wisdom in ducking into a pub to stay out of the rain, though. Instead, it was the man who glanced up at her from one of the tables near the front of the pub.
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      “The shipping investments are coming along well. The stake you purchased in Riverton Shipping Enterprise is paying off nicely. But as I’ve said several times before, your portfolio’s strength is and always has been your family’s real estate investments.”

      Daniel Long nodded as his man of business, Oswald Tuttle, ran through the piles of reports and ledgers strewn across one of the tables in the pub. Everything was in order as far as Danny could see, though he liked hearing Tuttle explain it all during their weekly meetings.

      “How are the properties in Belgravia doing?” he asked, focusing on the list of costs and income generated by the investment he’d made in the area a year ago.

      Tuttle shuffled through the papers on the table until he found the report he was looking for. “Very well, all things considered,” he said with a smile. “I must admire your acumen, once again, in knowing exactly where to purchase land, when to purchase it, and what to build on it, Mr. Long.”

      Danny shrugged. “There’s a housing crisis. People need to live somewhere. Anyone who pays attention can see where the next big market for houses will be.”

      He was playing down his knack for investment and he knew it. Tuttle knew it as well. Danny was the third generation of Longs to invest in real estate and come out on top. The family legacy had started when his great-grandfather and namesake had won the deed to a small property on Oxford Street in a mad-capped card game. Rumor had it that he’d won a woman in the process, but Great-Granddad had only been a green lad at the time, and since another man was in love with the woman in question, he’d gladly handed her over.

      Great-Granddad had taken over the running of the Oxford Street pub, reinvesting the profits in the building adjacent to the pub. Danny’s grandfather had purchased the buildings on either side of those two and expanded the family holdings. His father had reinvested those profits in bits and pieces of land around the outskirts of the burgeoning city, growing the family fortune exponentially. But Danny was the first of the family to be sent to university on the profits. And though he hadn’t gone anywhere as grand as Oxford or Cambridge, and while his snooty classmates had snubbed him for his lower-class accent and habits, he’d learned more about investing, financial markets, and compound interest than any of his forbearers.

      Danny was the one who had turned a comfortable portfolio of London properties into a real estate empire. He was the one who bought up half of what was now West London before any other investor had an inkling that the property would be worth anything. Danny had the Midas touch, and unbeknownst to just about anyone, other than Tuttle and a few of his closest friends, he was in the running for the wealthiest man in London.

      Lower-class accent, rough demeanor, ribald sense of humor, and all.

      And he still conducted all of his business out of his beloved pub in humble Fitzrovia.

      But something was missing. He’d felt it for a while, but couldn’t quite put his finger on it.

      “What’s next?” he asked Tuttle, glancing across the neat ledgers and carefully compiled information spread on the table in front of him. “What hill are we going to climb now?”

      Maybe if he could find a new investment to master or a new project to excite him, he wouldn’t feel the gaping hole in his chest. There had to be more than investments and money. He had more of that than he needed. It wasn’t even fun to spend it anymore.

      “There’s always Earl’s Court,” Tuttle said with a shrug, sifting through the papers in front of him and taking out a clipping from The Times. “By all reports, Earl’s Court is a veritable gold mine right now. They can’t build those terraced houses fast enough down there.”

      “So we should jump into those waters,” Danny said, taking the clipping from Tuttle and reading through it with lightning speed. That was another trick he’d mastered. He could read faster than anyone else he knew and recall whatever he’d read at a moment’s notice. Him, a man who most of the toffs who danced in and out of his pub, thinking they’d have a laugh by slumming it for a night, assumed couldn’t read at all. Then again, Danny had always loved being underestimated by the high and mighty, and anyone with a stick up their arses, the way most noblemen had.

      “That’s what I recommend,” Tuttle said. “There is a particular parcel of land I think you’d be interested in. Parliament will be holding a hearing soon to decide which company to grant the building contracts to. It’s here, relatively close to the new Earl’s Court Exhibition Centre.”

      Danny’s brow shot up. “That is valuable property.”

      “And you could easily win the contracts to develop it,” Tuttle said. “If you ask me, the area needs a man with a vision like yours to make something of it.”

      A vision like his. Danny grinned at the idea, but it was hard to keep his grin in place. He kept buying properties, building on them, and selling the houses for a profit. Over and over. It was lucrative, but it was growing repetitive. There had to be something else to do with his life besides making money. He’d made it, now he wanted to enjoy it. He wanted acknowledgement too, if he were honest with himself. Secret wealth was no fun at all. But the idea of breaking into society left him cold. Why? What was the point? Those people would never accept a man like him, no matter how much cash he had. He was and always would be inferior in their eyes, a dressed-up dog that they could kick whenever they wanted to. There had to be something else he could do, some other way he could—

      His thoughts were cut short as the door to his pub flew open, bringing with it the sound of rain pounding on the street and buildings outside. The rush of sound lasted only a moment before the door shut again. And there she was, framed against the dark wood, soggy and bedraggled, but strikingly beautiful. Her blond hair was damp under the ugliest hat Danny had ever seen, but the rain that soaked her lightweight coat only served to highlight her glorious shape.

      And then she glanced up at him, her green eyes sparkling with shock to find him staring at her. Her cheeks were pink from walking and her lips were parted just enough to be tempting as she flinched under his gaze.

      “Hello,” Danny said, standing abruptly and abandoning the table, his business, and Tuttle. He stepped around an empty table, feeling like he couldn’t reach her side fast enough. “What brings a bird like you into a rough and tumble place like this in the middle of a Wednesday afternoon, love?” he asked, his accent sharp with cockney drawl.

      “I…er…that is…it’s raining,” she said in a soft, refined voice, twisting to point out the window in the pub’s front door. “I don’t have an umbrella.”

      “Well, come inside and sit by the fire then,” Danny said, moving closer to her than he should and gesturing toward the small, crackling fire on one side of his mostly-empty pub. It was too early in the day for the crowds that thronged the place in the evening to be there yet, which was why he and Tuttle were conducting business out in the open instead of in his cramped back office, but the few patrons who were there glanced up from their pints and pies to take a look at the unusual newcomer.

      “I shouldn’t stay long,” she said, seeming to shrink in on herself as Danny shuffled her over to the table closest to the fireplace. “Only until the rain stops.” She unbuttoned her long overcoat.

      “You can stay as long as you’d like, Lady Darlington,” Danny said, breaking into a wide, sly smile.

      As he expected, Lady Phoebe Darlington started as he called her by name, pausing in the act of removing her coat. “It’s actually Lady Phoebe, not—” She blinked. “You…you know who I am?”

      “Of course I do, love.” He winked. “We met last year, at Lady Clerkenwell’s benefit for orphans. Don’t you remember?”

      He would never forget. It had been a fleeting encounter. He’d been bellowing away at anyone who passed by, bullying them into donating as much money as they could, and then some, to Bianca’s cause. Lady Phoebe had happened by with her mother. He’d been struck by her beauty in an instant. Admittedly, he had teased her in an attempt to get her to donate to the cause before being informed that she and her mother were, in fact, as poor as church mice. The brief encounter had driven home the point to him that it didn’t matter what class someone was born into these days, how much money and security they had was more about effort than birth.

      Phoebe blinked at him in confusion before sudden understanding dawned in her eyes. “Oh.” Her already pink cheeks flushed deeper, stirring purely male appreciation deep in Danny’s gut. “Oh, I do remember. Mr. Long, is it?” She finished removing her coat.

      “You can call me Danny, love,” he said in an overly friendly tone, taking her coat and draping it over an empty chair before pulling out a seat at the table by the fire for her. He leaned far closer than he should have to her as she sat. “All my friends do.”

      “I couldn’t possibly do that,” she said, flustered.

      “Course you can.” Danny nudged her chair in, then sat on the edge of the table facing her. Perhaps it made him a lout, but he rather liked the difference their positions made in their height. She had to crane her neck to look up at him. “How does it go in your circles? We’ve already been formally introduced,” he affected an upper-class accent and attitude. “So you’re free to call me by a more familiar name and talk to me like we’re friends.”

      Phoebe blinked again, probably startled by his change in accent. Everyone was when he talked proper. He loved shocking the sunshine out of the nobs by presenting himself like one of them now and then.

      Just as he was beginning to enjoy Phoebe’s surprise, her whole countenance sagged. “They’re not my circle anymore.”

      An uncomfortable twist hit Danny’s gut. Come to think of it, he had heard some of his upper-class friends mention something about Darlington at some point. He shifted to sit in the chair beside her, gesturing for Bess, one of his bar maids, to fetch them some refreshments.

      “What happened, then, love?” he asked, back to his rough and tumble self.

      Phoebe eyed him suspiciously, but she didn’t shy away or get up and leave. “I wouldn’t want to bother you with my problems.”

      Danny didn’t like the way she looked down. Lady Phoebe Darlington wasn’t meant to be downcast, not at all. “It’s no trouble,” he said, his desire to tease her giving way to a genuine need to hear her story. “And it’s not like you’ve got much else to do until this rain ends.”

      She glanced up, looking out the nearest window. “It doesn’t seem to be letting up,” she said in a somewhat distant voice. “It doesn’t ever seem to want to let up.”

      Alarm bells sounded in Danny’s chest. He didn’t need his university degree to see sadness in the poor woman’s eyes. “Tell me,” he said, reaching out to cover her tiny, gloved hands with one of his own.

      Phoebe’s eyes went wide for a moment and her hands tensed under his. She stole a furtive look at him. A moment later, she let out a breath.

      “I don’t suppose it could do any harm,” she said, clearly speaking to herself. She swallowed, then glanced to Danny. “If you know my name, I would assume you know my circumstances as well.”

      Danny shrugged. “Father died, leaving you and your mum with nothing but debts. No family to come to your rescue. Not exactly the darling of high society. Did I get that right?”

      Her shoulders sagged and she glanced down at her hands, which she’d pulled away from his and into her lap. “Yes, I’m afraid you did,” she said, barely above a whisper. “Mama and I currently reside at a boarding house in Marylebone. I pay our rent by working at Harrods.”

      Danny was impressed and let it show in his expression. “That’s a damn sight more than most women in your position would be able to say.”

      She glanced suddenly up at him. “That’s not the reaction I get from most people when I confess how low I’ve sunk.”

      “How low you’ve sunk?” Danny laughed. “Love, you could be selling yourself instead of, what, ladies’ knickers?”

      She flushed a deep shade of scarlet and looked away.

      “Sorry,” he said, no idea why he felt such a need to apologize. “I’m no better than a street urchin, I know.” He slouched back in his chair, shaping his posture and his expression to exactly what she must have thought he was—a lewd, crass bounder. He didn’t mind playing that part. It was far more fun than playing the stuffed gentleman.

      “Apparently, I’m no better than a street urchin now as well,” she said, barely above a whisper.

      “Come now, sweetheart. You’re much better than that.” He shouldn’t have, but he leered at her just a little to prove his point. In his experience, a woman liked feeling appreciated by a man, no matter how high-born they were. “You’ve got gainful employment,” he pointed out. “You look as though you take care of yourself. And if you’re living in one of those places in Marylebone, you’ve obviously maintained your respectability. I’d say you’re quite a catch.”

      He held his breath, waiting to see if she’d be soothed or offended.

      She smiled weakly, sending him a shy look that had his trousers tightening in the best possible way. “Thank you. I think you’re the first person to see all of my efforts as a good thing instead of an embarrassment to my former class and standing.”

      Her words and the sadness with which they were spoken made Danny want to punch someone. He hated the upper classes and their stodgy rules and prejudices. Poor Phoebe had obviously been cast off by that set, but aside from the handful of gentlemen he knew and welcomed into his pub with open arms whenever they came to visit, she was the finest example of that barmy class that he’d ever seen.

      “Here you are,” Bess said, sidling over to the table with a tray laden with treats. She set the tray down and proceeded to unload two delicious-looking sausage pies and two pints of beer for him and Phoebe. “Have a care with the pies. They’ve just come out of the oven.”

      “Oh, I couldn’t possibly—” Phoebe reached up to refuse the refreshments just as Bess moved the pint in front of her. Their hands collided, and a generous splash of beer spilled across Phoebe’s skirt.

      “Oh, dear,” Danny said, leaning suddenly forward. “We can’t have that.”

      He snagged the towel tucked into Bess’s apron and proceeded to dab at the wet spot on Phoebe’s skirt. Bess grinned knowingly and hurried away from the table.

      “I’m sorry,” Phoebe said, distressed, but not at the way Danny more or less manhandled her. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know how I’ve become so clumsy of late. Nothing seems to go my way anymore.”

      She was near tears, which tugged at something deep within Danny. Something beyond lust or teasing. Something that seemed to fit right into that emptiness inside of him.

      “It’s nothing to worry about, love,” he said, finishing cleaning her skirt and tossing the towel on the empty table next to them. “Here. Eat up. Drink some beer. It’ll make you feel much better.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t consume alcohol,” she said, too embarrassed to meet his eyes.

      “Whyever not?” he laughed, sliding her pint in front of her, then picking up his own and taking a swig. “This is the good stuff.”

      She peeked mournfully up at him. “I’m afraid the boarding house where Mama and I live has a strict temperance policy.”

      “Bloody hell,” Danny growled, then downed a large swig of beer. “That’s no way to live.”

      “I’m afraid it’s the best we can do right now,” Phoebe sighed.

      The sound and the sight of her looking so defeated made him want to wrap her in his arms and never let her go. “Where did you say you work again?” he asked, the light of an idea in his eyes.

      “Harrods,” she said. “Selling gloves, not knickers.” The ghost of a grin flitted across her face. It was the most beautiful thing Danny had seen all day.

      “Harrods,” he repeated. “Well, if you can’t drink this very fine beer, at least you can eat some of this delicious pie.” He picked up one of the forks Bess had brought along with the food and handed it to her.

      Phoebe’s beautiful face turned red all over again. “I’m afraid I cannot pay for it.”

      Danny snorted. “There’s no money between friends, and we’ve established that we’re friends. Consider this my treat. Now eat up. You look famished, and I won’t have any of my friends looking famished.”

      Phoebe smiled and took the fork from him. The simple expression and gesture did amazing things to his heart and to his cock. He wasn’t too proud to admit that he wanted her. A man would be a fool not to want a woman as magnificent as Lady Phoebe Darlington. But he wasn’t a brute, in spite of his background. He would look, but he wouldn’t dare to touch.

      “You really are too kind, Mr. Long,” she said, cracking the crust of her pie with the side of her fork.

      “It’s Danny, remember?” he told her, taking up his own fork and breaking into the pie Bess had set in front of him. He’d need to put something in his mouth in order to stop himself from leaning into her and stealing a kiss. Phoebe deserved more than a bounder like him taking liberties.

      Truthfully, he suspected that what she probably deserved was a long night of thorough love-making that left her breathless and floating on a cloud of satisfaction. If she’d been any other woman, he’d have offered it
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