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Prologue


London, 1833

Autumn

I cant marry him. I just cant. Madelines stomach churned with revulsion as she watched Lord Clifton stroll the outside grounds with her father. She didnt realize she had spoken aloud until her mother, Lady Matthews, replied.

You will learn to care for Lord Clifton, she said crisply. As always, her narrow face wore a dour, disapproving expression. Having led her life with an attitude of self-sacrifice that approached martyrdom, she made it clear that she expected the same of her three daughters. She stared at Madeline with cool brown eyes, her features elegant and pale. All the Matthews women shared the same colorless complexion except for Madeline, who tended to blush easily.

I expect that someday, when you have matured, Agnes continued, you will be grateful that such an excellent match was arranged for you.

Madeline nearly choked on her resentment. She felt traitorous color climbing up her cheeks, turning them bright pink. For years she had tried to be everything her parents requireddocile, quiet, obedientbut she could no longer contain her feelings. Grateful! she exclaimed bitterly. Marrying a man older than my father

Only by a year or two, Agnes interrupted.

who shares none of my interests and thinks of me only as a broodmare

Madeline! Agnes exclaimed. Such a vulgar choice of words is beneath you.

But its true, Madeline said, striving to keep her voice calm. Lord Clifton has two daughters from his first marriage. Everyone knows he wants sons, and Ill be expected to produce them. Ill be buried in the country for the rest of my life, or at least until he dies, and then Ill be too old to enjoy my freedom.

That is enough, her mother said tautly. Apparently you must be reminded of a few facts, Madeline. It is a wifes place to share her husbands interests, not the other way around. Certainly Lord Clifton is not to blame if he doesnt happen to enjoy frivolous pursuits such as novel-reading or music. He is a serious man with great political influence, and I expect you to address him with the respect he deserves. As for his age, you will come to value his wisdom and seek his guidance in all things. That is a womans only course to happiness.

Madeline twisted her fingers together and stared unhappily out the window at Lord Cliftons bulky figure. Perhaps it would be easier for me to accept the betrothal if you had allowed me to have at least one season. Ive never danced at a ball, or attended a dinner party or soire. Instead, Ive had to stay at school while all my friends have come out. Even my own sisters were presented at court

They were not so fortunate as you, Agnes replied, her back as straight as a fireplace poker. You will be spared all the anxiety and inconvenience of the season, as you have already been betrothed to the most eligible and admirable man in England.

Those are your words for him, Madeline said under her breath, tensing as her father and Lord Clifton entered the room. Not mine.

Like any other girl of eighteen, she had fantasized about marrying a handsome, dashing man who would fall madly in love with her. Lord Clifton was as far from those fantasies as it was possible to get. He was a man of fifty, with a stocky build and flapping jowls. With his deeply furrowed face, balding head, and moist, heavy lips, he reminded Madeline of a frog.

If only Clifton had a sense of humor, a kind natureanything that she could find remotely endearingbut he was pompous and unimaginative. Rituals guided his life: the entertainments of the hunt and the racetrack, the concerns of estate management, the occasional speech at the House of Lords. Worse still, he had an unabashed disdain for music, art, and literature, all the things that Madeline hungered for.

Seeing her from across the room, Clifton approached her with a thick-lipped smile. The corners of his mouth gleamed with moisture. Madeline hated the way he looked at her, as if she were a thing to be possessed. Inexperienced she might be, but she knew he wanted her because she was young, healthy, and presumably fertile. As his wife, she would exist in a more or less constant state of pregnancy until Clifton was satisfied with the number of boys she had produced. He wanted nothing of her heart, mind, or soul.

My dear Miss Matthews, he said in a deep, croaking voice, you grow lovelier every time I see you.

He even sounded like a frog, Madeline thought, struggling to contain a slightly hysterical laugh. His clammy hand enclosed hers, and he raised it to his lips. She closed her eyes and steeled herself against a shiver of disgust as she felt his bloated lips brush the back of her wrist. Mistaking her reaction as one of maidenly modestyperhaps even excitementClifton regarded her with a deepening smile.

He asked her to walk outside with him, and her objections were swiftly overcome by her parents enthusiastic agreement. They were determined to have a man of Cliftons means and influence in the family. Whatever Lord Clifton wanted, he could have.

Reluctantly taking her fiancs arm, Madeline strolled through the garden, a formal, precise arrangement of Maythorn hedgerows, tidily sanded paths, and boxed-in flower beds. Enjoying your holiday from school? Lord Clifton asked, his small but heavy feet crunching on the gray-white path.

Madeline kept her gaze on the ground before them. Yes, thank you, my lord.

No doubt you have a desire to leave the academy, as your companions have done, Clifton remarked. Your parents kept you there two years longer than the other girls, at my request.

Your request? Madeline repeated, startled that he had such influence over them. But why

I felt it would be good for you, my dear, he said with a self-important smile. You needed polish and discipline. A perfect fruit must be allowed to ripen. Now you are not so impetuous as you were then, hmm? As I intended, you have learned patience.

Hardly, Madeline wanted to snap at him, but somehow she kept her lips clamped shut. Two extra years of the rigid confinement of Mrs. Allbrights Academy for Young Ladies had nearly driven her mad. It had allowed her rebellious, overimaginative nature the time to ferment into something wild and unmanageable. Two years ago, she had been too timid and easily led to have objected if her parents married her to Clifton. Now, however, the words patience and obedience didnt belong in her vocabulary.

I have brought something for you, Clifton remarked. A gift youve been anticipating, I am certain. He drew her to a stone bench and sat with her, his soft body pressing against her side. Madeline waited wordlessly, finally meeting his gaze with her own. Clifton smiled like some indulgent uncle with a mischievous niece. Its in my pocket, he murmured, indicating the right side of his brown wool coat. Why dont you fish it out, like the clever kitten you are?

Clifton had never spoken to her that way before. They had been carefully chaperoned on previous occasions. I appreciate your kindness, but it isnt necessary for you to give me anything, my lord, Madeline said, her hands tightly folded, fingers knitted together.

I insist. He waggled his coat pocket at her. Fetch your present, Madeline.

Stiffly she reached into the pocket, locating a tiny circlet. Her heart thudded in a sickening rhythm as she withdrew the object and beheld it. A small gold ring fashioned in a braided pattern, adorned with a tiny, dark sapphire. The symbol of her future bondage as Cliftons wife.

It has been in my family for generations, Lord Clifton remarked. My mother wore it until the day she died. Does it please you?

It is attractive, Madeline said dully, loathing the object.

Taking the ring from her, Clifton pushed it onto her finger. It was far too loose, and she had to close her hand into a fist to keep it from slipping off. Now you may thank me for it, my pet. His heavy arms snaked around her, and he pulled her hard against his short, barrelled chest. He had a foul, stale smell, like game birds hung out to ripen for too long. Obviously Lord Clifton believed frequent baths to be an unnecessary indulgence.

Madeline drew in a breath of suffocated misery. Why must you refer to me as a pet or a kitten? she asked in a voice that trembled with defiance. I dont like to be called such things. Im a woman, a person.

Lord Clifton laughed, revealing large yellow teeth, and she winced from the rush of his foul breath against her face. He squeezed her tightly as he replied. I knew that sooner or later you would try to challenge mebut at my age, I know all the tricks. Here is the reward for your impertinence, my spiteful little pet

His blubbery lips pressed over hers, smothering and grinding her mouth in the first kiss she had ever been given. His arms were as tight as barrel stays. Madeline held silent and still, quivering with revulsionusing all her strength to endure his touch without screaming or crying.

You will find that I am a very masculine sort, Lord Clifton said, breathing heavily, appearing satisfied with his conquest. I dont spout poetry or pander to womens ridiculous notions of what they want. I do as I please, and you will learn to like it exceedingly. His pudgy hand stroked the side of her pale, strained face. Lovely, he murmured. Lovely. Ive never seen eyes the color of yours, like amber. His fingers twisted in a stray wisp of her golden-brown hair, rubbing the silken strands repeatedly. How I look forward to the day when youll be mine!

Madeline set her jaw hard to keep it from trembling. She wanted to scream at him, to tell him that she would never belong to him, but the sense of duty and responsibility that had been instilled in her from birth kept her silent.

Clifton must have noticed her involuntary shiver. Youre getting cold, he said in a tone he might have used with a very small child. Come, let us go inside before you catch a chill.

Relieved, she rose with alacrity and stepped with him into the parlor.

As soon as Lord and Lady Matthews saw the ring on Madelines finger, they erupted in smiles and congratulationsthey, who made a point of never showing enthusiasm because they considered it unrefined.

What a generous gift, Agnes exclaimed, her normally sallow face glowing with pleasure. And such an exquisite ring, Lord Clifton.

I think so, he said modestly, jowls flapping with gratification.

Madeline watched with a faint, frozen smile as her father ushered Lord Clifton to the library for a celebratory drink. As soon as they were out of hearing, she tore the ring from her hand and flung it to the carpet.

Madeline, Agnes exclaimed, retrieve that at once! I will not abide such childish tantrums. You will wear that ring from now onand you will take pride in it!

It doesnt fit, Madeline said stonily. Remembering the feel of Cliftons wet mouth on hers, she scrubbed her sleeve across her face until her lips and chin were raw. I wont marry him, Mama. Ill kill myself first.

Dont be dramatic, Madeline. Agnes bent and picked up the ring, holding it as if it were priceless. I hope that being married to a man as solid and earthbound as Lord Clifton will rid you of such wild outbursts.

Earthbound, Madeline whispered with a bitter smile. She found it incredible that her mother could sum up all the repulsive qualities in Clifton with such a banal word. Just the quality every girl dreams of in the man she marries.

For once it was a relief to return to the academy, where there were no males except for the dancing instructor who came to tutor the girls once a week. Madeline walked along the narrow hallway with a hatbox in hand. The rest of her belongings would be brought upstairs later. Reaching the room she shared with her best friend, Eleanor Sinclair, she came upon a crowd of a half-dozen girls settled on the beds and chairs. As Madeline was the oldest student at Mrs. Allbrights academy, and Eleanor was the second-oldest at seventeen, they were frequently visited by the younger girls, who considered them mature and worldly.

The girls appeared to be sharing a tin of biscuits and exclaiming over some colored print that Eleanor held. Noticing Madelines arrival, Eleanor gave her a welcoming smile. How was Lord Clifton? she asked, having known before Madelines departure of the planned meeting with her betrothed.

Even worse than I expected, Madeline replied shortly, walking to her own narrow bed, which was placed opposite Eleanors. She dropped the hatbox to the floor and sat on the edge of the mattress, wishing that the girls would leave so she could talk privately with her friend.

Soon, Eleanors friendly gaze promised, while the other girls continued to huddle in their excited circle.

Just look at him, one of them exclaimed breathlessly. Can you imagine what it would be like to actually meet him?

I would faint, someone else declared, and they all giggled.

Hes the most handsome

He looks like a highwayman

Yes, theres something in the eyes

Madeline shook her head at the flurry of feminine sighs. What in heavens name are you looking at? she asked, her glumness replaced by growing curiosity.

Let Madeline see

But I havent gotten a proper look yet

Here, Madeline. Eleanor brought the colored print to her. My older sister gave it to me. Its the most difficult-to-find print in London. Everyone wants a copy.

Madelines gaze fell on the picture. The longer she stared at it, the more fascinated she became. The mans face could have belonged to a king, a sea captain, or an outlawsomeone powerfulsomeone dangerous. He was not classically handsomehis features were too bold. There was a lionesque quality about his lean face, his gaze narrow and piercing, his wide mouth set with the hint of an ironic smile. The color of his hair was indeterminately brown in the print, but it appeared to be thick and slightly rumpled.

The other girls waited for her to blush and giggle as they had been doing, but Madeline kept all sign of emotion from showing. Who is he? she asked Eleanor calmly.

Logan Scott.

The actor?

Yes, the one who owns the Capital Theatre.

A strange feeling came over Madeline as she continued to stare at him. She had heard about Logan Scott, but she had never seen his likeness before now. At the age of thirty, Scott was an actor of international fame, surpassing the standards set by David Garrick and Edmund Kean. Some even said he had not yet reached the height of his powers. Among his attributes was a voice that was reputed to stroke the ears like velvet or set fire to the air with its crackling intensity.

It was said that women pursued him everywhere, enthralled not only by his skillful stage performances as the romantic hero, but even more by his portrayal of archvillains. He excelled as Iago or Barabbashe was the consummate seducer, betrayer, and manipulator, and women adored him for it.

A man in his prime, attractive, culturedeverything Lord Clifton was not. Madeline was wrenched with sudden longing. Logan Scott inhabited a world she would never be part of. She would never meet him or anyone like himshe would never flirt and laugh and dance, never be seduced by a mans tender words or a lovers touch.

As she stared at Logan Scotts face, a wild, mad idea came to herone that made her fingers tremble.

Madeline, whats the matter? Eleanor asked in concern, taking the print from her. Youre so white all of a sudden, and you look very strange

Im just tired, Madeline said, forcing a smile to her face. She wanted to be alone; she needed time to think. The weekend was a strain. Perhaps if I rest for a while

Yes, of course. Come, girlswell meet in someone elses room. Considerately Eleanor herded the crowd out the door and paused before closing it. Madeline, is there anything you need?

No, thank you.

Im certain that seeing Lord Clifton this weekend was an ordeal. I wish I could help in some way.

You already have, Eleanor. Madeline lay on her side, drawing her knees up to her chest, the skirts of her simple school frock bunched around her. Her mind raced with thoughts, and she scarcely noticed her friends quiet departure.

Logan Scotta man whose appetite for women was nearly as legendary as his acting talent.

The longer Madeline considered her own dilemma, the more convinced she became that Scott could provide the solution. She would use him to make herself so undesirable to Lord Clifton that he would have no choice but to call off the engagement.

She would have an affair with Logan Scott.

The sacrifice of her virginity would solve everything. If she had to live out the rest of her days in disgrace, regarded by society as used goods, so be it. Anything was preferable to becoming Cliftons wife.

Feverishly she began to make plans. She would forge a note from her family, requesting her to return from boarding school a semester early. During the following weeks, her parents would assume that she was safe at school, while Mrs. Allbright would think she had returned home, leaving Madeline free to accomplish her task.

She would go to the Capital Theatre and acquaint herself with Mr. Scott. After she indicated her willingness to sleep with him, Madeline expected that the matter would be quickly resolved. It was a well-known fact that all men, no matter how honorable they seemed, wanted to seduce nice young girls. And a man with Scotts reputation would show no hesitation in matters of sin and debauchery.

When she was ruined beyond redemption, she would return to her parents and accept whatever punishment they meted out. Most likely she would be banished to the home of some relative in the country. Lord Clifton would have a complete distaste for her, and she would finally be free of his attentions. The course she had set for herself would not be easy or pleasant, but there was no other way.

Perhaps it wouldnt be so bad, living as a spinster after all this was over. She would have ample time to read and study, and after a few years Mama and Papa might allow her to travel. She would try to involve herself in charitable works and do some good for people in circumstances worse than hers. She would make the best of things. At least, Madeline thought with grim determination, she would choose her fate rather than have it handed to her.
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One




Gripping the leather handle of her valise, Madeline paused at the back entrance of the Capital Theatre. It had been frightening and yet exhilarating to make her way through London alone. Her ears were assaulted with the noise of carriages, horses, and street sellers, while her nostrils were filled with a confusing mixture of the aromas of manure, animals, and garbage; the yeasty scent of a nearby bakery, and the hot waxen odor of a candle-makers shop.

Earlier in the day Madeline had pawned the ring Lord Clifton had given her, and the pocket of her dress was filled with the satisfying weight of coins. Wary of pickpockets, she had kept her plain gray cloak wrapped tightly around herself, but no one had seemed inclined to approach her. Now she had arrived at the Capital, and her adventure was about to begin.

The theater appeared to comprise four or five buildings that must house workshops and storage facilities. Entering the main building, where the stage was located, Madeline walked through a maze of hallways and rehearsal rooms. She could hear people talking, singing, playing instruments, and arguing, and the temptation to peek through the half-open doors was nearly overwhelming.

She reached a large room filled with worn furniture, including a table of drying sandwiches and wilted cheese and fruit. Actors and actresses of varying ages lounged in the room, talking and drinking cups of tea. Apparently accustomed to frequent comings and goings, they took little notice of Madeline. However, a shopboy paused and stared at her inquiringly, his eyes friendly in a foxlike face. Is there something you want, miss? he asked.

She smiled, trying to cover her nervousness. Im looking for Mr. Scott.

Oh. He looked at her speculatively and jerked his head toward the far door. Hes rehearsing now. The stage is that way.

Thank you.

He doesnt like to be interrupted, the boy advised as Madeline walked toward the stage door.

Oh, I wont bother him, she replied cheerfully, gripping her valise handle with one hand as she opened the door with the other. She pushed her way past set pieces and flats, and found herself standing in the right wing of the stage. Setting her valise on the floor, she drew close to the edge of a green velvet curtain and looked across the stage.

With its seating capacity of fifteen hundred, the Capital Theatre was a grand and spacious building. Massive gold columns inlaid with emerald glass lined the walls. Tiers of boxes and seats filled the auditorium in velvet splendor. Crystal chandeliers shed brilliant light on delicately painted scenes that adorned the ceiling.

The floor of the stage was built at a slant, so that actors downstage could be seen as well as those in the front. The heavy boards were scarred from thousands of performances, boots and shoes and scenery leaving indelible marks. There was a rehearsal in progress; two men were walking around the stage with foils in hand, discussing the choreography of a fight scene. One of them was fair and blond, with the slender, springy build of a cat. not certain what you want he was saying earnestly, tapping the rubber-tipped foil against the side of his shoe.

The other man replied in the most distinctive voice Madeline had ever hearddark, deep, worldlythe voice of a fallen angel. What I want, Stephen, is for you to put some fire into your performance. Your intention, if Im not mistaken, is to kill the man who nearly seduced your fiance. Instead youre handling that foil like an old woman with a knitting needle.

Madeline stared at him, riveted. Logan Scott was taller than she had expected, more charismatic, moreeverything. His rangy, muscular body was clad in a simple white shirt that was open at the throat and a pair of dark trousers that closely followed his lean hips and long legs. The print Madeline had seen hadnt begun to do justice to himthe color of his hair, dark brown touched with fire; the sardonic curve of his wide mouth; the rosewood hue of his skin.

Somehow his polished appearance was tempered by a hint of brutalitythe sense that the princely facade could disappear at any moment and reveal a man who was capable of almost anything. Madeline blinked uneasily. She had expected Scott to be something of a rakish dandy, a charming skirt-chaser, but there was nothing light-hearted or dandified about him.

The blond actor protested. Mr. Scott, Im afraid that if I dont hold back during that last bit of choreography, you wont have time to parry

You wont get through my guard, Scott said with stunning self-assurance. Give it everything youve got, Stephenor Ill cast someone who will.

Stephens mouth tightened. It was clear that Scotts barb had found its mark. All right, then. He raised his foil and lunged, evidently hoping to catch Scott off-guard.

Responding with a short laugh, Scott parried expertly, and the foils scissored and clashed as the two men moved in a lightning-swift exchange. More, Stephen, Scott said, his breath quickening from exertion. Havent you ever lost a woman before? Wanted to kill someone for it?

The other actors temper seemed to flare, as Scott clearly intended. Yes, damn you!

Then show me.

Stephen exploded in a flurry of movement, his face intent beneath a veil of sweat. Scott praised his efforts with a few terse words, retreating and moving forward with his own volley of feints and thrusts. Madeline wouldnt have expected a large man to move with such grace. The sight of Scott literally took her breath away. He was powerful, commanding, and chillingly self-controlled. Fascinated by the intense battle, Madeline drew closer for a better view.

With a shock of dismay, she felt her foot catch on the valise she had set on the floor, and she fell against a small table piled with props. A candelabra, a few pieces of china, and an extra foil dropped to the floor, shattering and clanging noisily. The actors concentration splintered, and Logan Scotts head whipped around toward the right wing. At the same time, Steven lunged forward with his foil, unable to halt his momentum.

Scott gave a muffled grunt, and his taut rump met the hard floor, his large hand clasped to the opposite shoulder. The ensuing silence was disturbed only by the actors rapid breathing.

What the hell, Stephen murmured, staring into the shadows of the wing, where Madeline struggled to her feet. He glanced back at Scott, who wore a strange expression.

Stephen? Scott said, his voice slightly raspy, it appears that the tip came off your foil. As he spoke, a rush of scarlet spread between his fingers and over his shirt.

My God! Stephen exclaimed, his face blanching with horror. I didnt knowI didnt mean to

Its all right, Scott replied. It was an accident. Your performance was exactly what I wanted. Do it that way every time.

Stephen stared at him incredulously. Mr. Scott, he quavered, seeming torn between despair and laughter, how can you sit there directing me while youre bleeding all over the floor? At times I wonder if youre human. He tore his panicked gaze from the spreading bloodstain on Scotts white shirt. Dont move. Ill get someone to helpsend for a doctor

Theres no need for a damned sawbones, Scott called tersely, but Stephen had already fled the stage. Muttering beneath his breath, Scott tried to lurch to his feet and fell heavily again onto the floor, his face whitening.

Madeline threw off her cloak and snatched at her woolen scarf. Here, she said, rushing out of the wing and dropping to her knees beside him. She wadded up the scarf and clasped it hard against his shoulder. This will help stop the bleeding.

Scott inhaled sharply at the painful pressure.

Their faces were very close, and Madeline found herself staring into the bluest eyes she had ever seen, shadowed with thick dark lashes. The irises were lined with sapphire and seemed to contain every shade of blue, from the darkest depths of the ocean to the palest midwinter sky.

Madeline discovered that she was oddly short of breath. Im sorry about, she paused and cast a sheepish glance over her shoulder at the pile of broken stage props, all that. It was an accident. Im not at all clumsy, not usually, but I was watching the rehearsal from the wing, and I tripped

Who are you? he interrupted coldly.

Madeline Ridley, she replied, using her grandmothers maiden name.

What are you doing here, aside from disrupting my rehearsal?

Im here because Madeline met his gaze again, and all of a sudden there seemed to be no choice except to declare her intentions in a bold, straightforward manner that wasnt like her at all. She had to get his attention somehow, to separate herself from the numbers of women who must throw themselves at him all the time. I want to be your next lover.

Clearly caught off-guard, Scott stared at her as if she had spoken in a foreign language. He took his time about replying. I dont have affairs with girls like you.

Is it my age?

There was a flare of laughter in his eyesnot friendly, but mocking. Among other things.

Im older than I look, she said swiftly.

Miss Ridley. He shook his head in apparent disbelief. You have a unique way of introducing yourself to a man. Im flattered by your interest. However, I wouldnt touch you if my life depended on it. Now if youll excuse me

Perhaps you need more time to think about my proposal, Madeline said. In the meantime, I would appreciate it if you would consider giving me a job. I have many skills that could be useful in the theater.

Im certain you do, he said dryly. But none that I require.

Im educated in literature and history. I also speak fluent French, and I can sketch and paint quite well. I would be willing to sweep, mop, scrubanything that needs to be done.

Im light-headed, Miss Ridley. Im not certain if its from loss of blood or sheer amazementbut in any case, youve been quite entertaining. Scott got to his feet, the color having returned to his face. Ill have someone recompense you for the loss of your scarf.

But I she began to argue.

A small crowd of people swarmed onto the stage as various members of the theater company were alerted to the accident. Its nothing, Scott said, seeming annoyed by their worried exclamations. No, I dont need help walking. Theres nothing wrong with my legs. He went toward the greenroom, surrounded by carpenters, musicians, painters, dancers, and actors, all of them determined to help him.

Madeline stared after him. What a remarkable man he was. He seemed like royalty, although most monarchs and princes probably werent blessed with his good looks and magnificent build. She was positive that Scott was the right man to have an affair with. Surely it would be nothing less than extraordinary: a once-in-a-lifetime experience.

True, he hadnt seemed overly eager to bed herbut she wasnt finished yet. She would wear him down with her persistence. She would devote every minute of every day to making herself indispensable to him. She would become whatever he wanted in a woman.

Thoughtfully Madeline went toward the wing, where broken china lay scattered next to the overturned prop table. There was probably endless work to be done at the Capital Theatre. She wondered if there was someone else she could approach about a job. After straightening the table, she began to pick up a few shards of china.

A womans light, melodious voice drifted to her from a few yards away. Be careful, child. Youll cut yourself. Ill have someone sweep that up later.

Madeline placed the china on the table and turned to behold a golden-haired woman several years older than herself. The woman was stunningly beautiful, with an aristocratic face, blue-green eyes, and a warm smile. She was also several months pregnant. Hello, Madeline said, approaching her curiously. Are you an actress?

I have been in the past, the woman admitted readily. However, Im currently limited to the position of comanager, until after the babys birth.

Oh Madelines eyes widened as she realized that the woman could only be the Duchess of Leeds, the well-known actress who had been paired on stage with Mr. Scott in everything from lighthearted comedy to Shakespearean tragedy. Although the Duke of Leeds was reputedly quite wealthy, he apparently did not choose to stand in the way of his wifes love of the theater and her flourishing career. Your Grace, its an honor to make your acquaintance. Please forgive the trouble Ive caused

I wouldnt worry, the duchess reassured her. Accidents happen all the time around here. She stared at Madeline speculatively. I believe I overheard you asking Mr. Scott for employment.

Yes, Your Grace. Madeline blushed, wondering what else the woman had overheard, but her expression was bland and guileless.

Come with me to my officewhat is your name?

Madeline Ridley.

Well, Madeline, youre not the usual kind of girl who comes looking for work in the theater district. Well-dressed, obviously educatedhave you run away from home, child?

Oh, no, Madeline said. It wasnt strictly a lie, since she had run away from school, not home, but she still felt uncomfortable at the deception. She struggled to word her reply carefully. Circumstances have made it necessary for me to find work somewhereand I hoped it could be here.

Why the Capital? the duchess asked, leading her backstage to the administrative offices.

Ive always had an interest in the theater, and Ive heard and read a great deal about the Capital. Ive never actually attended a play.

Never? The woman seemed astonished by the idea.

Only amateur productions at school.

Have you aspirations to be an actress?

Madeline shook her head. Im certain I have no theatrical talent, and I wouldnt like to perform in front of anyone. The very thought makes my knees weak.

A pity, the duchess commented, entering a small office containing a gleaming mahogany desk piled high with folios and notices. Boxes filled with books and papers lined the wall. A girl with a face like yours would be quite a draw for the Capital.

Madeline blinked in confusion at the compliment. She had always considered herself to be moderately attractive, but nothing more. There were many girls with better figures than her slender, modestly endowed onegirls with far more striking features than her light-brown eyes and honey-brown hair. Her mother, Agnes, had always said that her eldest daughter, Justine, was the beauty of the family, whereas Althea was the most clever. Madeline, the youngest, had no special distinction.

Madeline had always been aware that she should have been a boy. Childbirth was difficult for Agnes, and the doctor had made it clear that her third baby would be her last. In spite of willing the child to be a son, Agnes had experienced the greatest disappointment of her life when a third daughter had appeared. Madeline had always felt that it was her fault. If only she had possessed some extraordinary gift that might have made her parents glad to have herbut so far she had been very ordinary.

The duchess gestured for Madeline to sit in a chair near hers. Tell me what skills you possess, and Ill consider the matter of your employment.

They talked for a few minutes while a tea tray was brought from the greenroom. The duchess spoke quickly and smiled often, her boundless energy contagious. It would have been easy for a woman of her celebrity to intimidate others, but instead she was warm and unaffected. In Madelines sheltered life, she had never met a woman like the Duchess of Leeds. There had only been her mother, and the teachers at school with their lectures on propriety, and her friends who knew no more of the world than she.

Madeline, the duchess said, you can see from my condition that Ill be limited in my activities during the coming months. I would like an assistant to fetch and deliver things for me, and keep my office neatthere are so many tasks that no one ever seems to have time for. Your skill at needlework may also be useful to Mrs. Lyttleton, the woman in charge of creating and maintaining costumes. And although Mr. Scott steadfastly denies it, we have needed someone to reorganize the theater library for years.

I could do all of that and more!

The duchess laughed at her enthusiasm. Very well. Consider yourself part of the company.

Madelines gasp of pleasure was cut short by the thought of Mr. Scotts reaction when he discovered her working there. Wont Mr. Scott object?

Ill discuss the matter with him. Im perfectly within my rights to hire anyone I like. If you encounter problems with Mr. Scott or anyone else, come to me.

Yes, maam. That isYour Grace.

There was a flicker of laughter in the duchesss blue-green eyes. Dont let the title intimidate you, child. In spite of my position outside the Capital, here Im only an assistant manager, and Mr. Scott reigns supreme.

Madeline had never heard of such an unorthodox arrangement: a noblewoman actually working in the theater. The worlds of the aristocracy and the theater were irreconcilable. She wondered how the duchess managed to traverse them.

The duchess laughed, reading her thoughts. Most of my peers believe I do an injustice to my rank by continuing my work here. The duke, bless him, would be quite happy for me to leave the theater, but he understands that I couldnt do without it.

If I may ask, Your Gracehow long have you worked at the Capital?

Its been five or six years now. The duchesss face softened in reflection. How elated I was when Logan hired me to be a member of the company! Every actor and actress in London wanted to be trained by him. He had developed a more natural style of acting than had ever been practiced beforenow its widely imitated, but then it was extraordinary.

Mr. Scott has quite a presence, Madeline commented.

And he knows it, the other woman rejoined wryly. She poured more tea into Madelines cup and gave her a speculative glance. There is something I should warn you about. Most of the women who work at the Capital sooner or later imagine themselves in love with Logan. I advise you not to fall prey to the same temptation.

Madelines cheeks burned. I suppose it would only be naturala man with his looks

Its not only his looks. There is a remoteness about him that excites womeneach imagines that she can be the one to finally make him fall in love. However, the theater means more to Logan than any real person ever could. Of course, there is a constant parade of women through Logans life. But never an affair of the heart.

That would certainly make things convenient. If Madelines plan succeeded, she could sleep with Mr. Scott and leave with no emotional entanglement.

Enough about Logan, the duchess said briskly, interrupting Madelines thoughts. Tell me, childhave you found lodgings yet? If not, I can recommend a place for you to stay.

I would appreciate that, Your Grace.

I have a friend, an elderly woman who was once a well-known actress. She lives alone in a fine house on Somerset Street, but she takes in boarders occasionally. She likes to have young people around her, and it is quite entertaining to hear her reminisce about the past. Im certain shell let a room to you for a small weekly sum.

That sounds perfect. Madeline flashed her a smile. Thank you.

A troubled expression crossed the womans face. I try not to pry into other peoples concerns, but its clear that you dont belong here, Madeline.

She was silent, uncertain how to reply. She lowered her gaze to avoid looking into the duchesss perceptive eyes.

Youre not very good at hiding your feelings, the other woman remarked. If youre in some kind of trouble, childI hope youll decide to confide in me. I may be able to help.

I cant think why you would be so kind to a stranger, Madeline said.

You seem so very alone, the duchess murmured. There were times in my past when I felt that way. No matter what youre running from, the situation may not be as dire as it seems.

Madeline nodded, although she had no intention of confiding in anyone. After thanking the duchess sincerely, Madeline left the theater and summoned a hack to take her to Somerset Street.

Mrs. Nell Florence was an elderly woman with silvery-peach hair that must have been a vivid shade of red in her youth. Her skin was pale and gently worn by time, her bone structure elegant. She seemed warm and kind, with a charming touch of vanity.

So my dear Julia sent you to me, did she? Mrs. Florence asked, welcoming Madeline into her home. Im certain well get along famously. Youre an actress, I take it? No? I cant imagine that, not with a face like yours. If Id possessed half such beauty when I was your agebut then, I did quite well with what I had.

Busily she showed Madeline around the two-story house, each room filled with mementos from her acting career. I was the toast of London, Mrs. Florence declared, taking her past a wall of portraits done some thirty years earlier. Each painting depicted her in a different pose or costume, some of them shockingly revealing. She seemed to take great satisfaction in Madelines blush. Youre an easy one to read, arent you? What a refreshing quality.

Intrigued by the collection of memorabilia, Madeline inspected framed play notices, engravings, and colored fashion plates of old costumes. How wonderful, to have led such a life! she exclaimed.

Ive had my ups and downs, Mrs. Florence said. And Ive enjoyed all of it. Never regret anything, thats my advice. Come, Ill show you the room youll be staying in, and then well have a long talk. You must tell me everything about yourself.

Madeline had never before realized how obvious her thoughts were. It seemed that Mrs. Florence could read them as easily as Julia did. Ah, she said, regarding Madelines face. You dont want to discuss your past, I see. Well, we can find other things to talk about.

Madeline was gratified by the elderly womans understanding. Thank you, Mrs. Florence, she said, accompanying her on the rest of the tour.

After unpacking her few belongings, Madeline changed into a dove-gray wool gown trimmed with plum cording. She was going to the theater tonight, to see Logan Scott on stage and decide for herself if he was as talented as everyone claimed. Standing before the mirror, she finished fastening her gownand frowned at the result.

While the garment was well made, the style was all wrong, modest and practical with a primly high neckline. How was she going to seduce any man, least of all Mr. Scott, without some alluring clothes? Wistfully Madeline smoothed her hands over her figure. If only she had a beautiful gown made of silk and lace flounces, and slippers trimmed in pearls, and fresh flowers for her hair.

After brushing out her long golden-brown hair, she coiled and pinned it carefully on top of her head. She wished she had curling irons, to make artful wisps dangle against her temples and cheeks. Not even a drop of perfume, she said, shaking her head ruefully.

After a few moments, however, her naturally high spirits asserted themselves. She would solve such problems later. Tonight she had only one thing to accomplish, and that was to see her first London play.

The Duchess of Leeds was kind enough to show Madeline to a place in the wings where she could stay and watch the play. Youll be all right here, she said to Madeline. Just make certain you keep out of everyones way. Theyll be rushing through scene and costume changesyou wouldnt want anyone to trip over you.

Obediently Madeline shrank to the side and found that she could see most of the action onstage, albeit from an odd angle. The play, called A Lover Denied, was preceded by a musical performance and a one-act farce that sent ripples of laughter rolling through the audience. The curtains were drawn, and set pieces, flats, and people flew across the stage in apparent chaos. Miraculously everything fell into place in less than a minute. Two young men near Madeline pulled expertly at ropes and pulleys, and the curtains opened to reveal the beautifully crafted interior of a London mansion.

Applause and exclamations of pleasure emanated from the audience at the sight of the display. Then two characters, a husband and wife, began to discuss a list of suitors for their marriageable daughter. Madeline was enthralled as she watched the story unfold. She felt acute sympathy for the heroine, an ingenue who was being prevented from marrying her childhood sweetheart and instead was betrothed to a villainous man who refused to relinquish her to the arms of her true love.

To Madelines surprise, Logan Scott had not been cast as the girls true love, but as the villain of the piece. The moment he strode onstage, an electric thrill shot through the audience. Like everyone else, Madeline was riveted by his self-assurance, the threatening charm of his character. He wanted the girl for himself, and not even her love for another man would stand in his way.

To Madeline, each minute that passed was a revelation. She stood silently in the wings, her fingers gripped in a fold of velvet curtain, her heart pounding so hard that she could feel it down to her toes. Each time Mr. Scott spoke, she could barely breathe. He inhabited the character with ease, conveying the mans selfishness and intense longing. Like the rest of the audience, Madeline began to hope that he might win the innocent girls love.

Mr. Scott remained onstage for most of the first act, manipulating, bargaining, driving wedges between the two lovers until it seemed that true love would never have its way. What happens in the end? Madeline couldnt help whispering to a scene-mover who had stopped next to her. Does Mr. Scott marry her, or does he let her go to the other man?

The sceneshifter grinned as he saw the rapt attention Madeline paid to the action onstage. I cant tell you, he informed her. Wouldnt dream of spoiling the surprise.

Before she could entreat him again, the first act concluded and it was time for intermission. Madeline skittered to the side as the curtain was dropped. A troupe of dancers filed onstage to entertain the audience until the second half of the play began.

Wistfully Madeline waited in the semidarkness, hidden behind the edge of velvet curtain. It would seem an eternity until the play resumed. Anticipation filled her, and she was conscious of a tingle of happiness. There was no other place she would rather be than here, breathing in the scents of sweat and paint, and the acrid smell of calcium lights.

A large, dark shape moved past her, a man striding from the stage to the cluster of dressing rooms. Their shoulders brushed as he walked by, and his steps slowed. He stopped and lifted his hand to the place where they had touched. Slowly he turned to look at her. Their gazes met, and Madeline felt a throb of alarm in the pit of her stomach. It was Mr. Scott.

A shimmer of perspiration highlighted every angle of his face. Although the color of his eyes was muted in the shadows, the glitter of dawning anger was unmistakable. You he said. What the hell are you doing in my theater?

No one had ever cursed at her before. Surprise made her slow to reply. Mr. ScottI can see that Her Grace hasnt yet spoken to you about me.

I told you there was nothing for you here.

Yes, sir, but the duchess didnt agree. She hired me as her assistant

Youre dismissed, he snapped, coming forward until he loomed over her.

She could smell the sweat on his skin and the damp linen of his shirt. It was not at all unpleasantit was fascinating. He made the other men she had known in her life seem like soft, tame creatures.

No, sir, she said, hardly believing she had dared to refuse him.

There was a brief silence. No? he repeated in a thick voice, as if the word had never been said to him before.

The duchess said that she could hire me if she pleased, and that if you objected, I should come to her.

An unpleasant laugh came from his throat. Did she? Id like to know who owns this damned theater! Come with me. He took her upper arm in a punishing grip.

Stumbling, gasping, Madeline was pulled toward his dressing room. Her ears were assaulted by his muttered curses. SirI would appreciate it if you wouldnt use such words in my presence.

You come to my theater uninvited, cause an accident in the wings, go behind my back to plead for a joband now give me a lecture on my manners?

The door slammed shut, and they stood staring at each otherhe with palpable fury, she with quiet stubbornness. She would not let him send her away from the Capital.

I would have thought such language beneath a man like you, Madeline said with extreme dignity.

Mr. Scott opened his mouth to reply, then muttered something under his breath.

In the small, brilliantly lit room, every detail of Mr. Scotts face was vivid. The bronze of his complexion made stage paint unnecessary. His gaze was so piercing that it almost hurt to look at him, and his wide jaw was granite-hard. Youve made a mistake, Miss Ridley. Theres no room for you here.

Mr. Scott, if youre still offended by my clumsiness earlier, Im sorry for that. Ill be quite careful from now on. Wont you give me another chance?

Logan was infuriated by his own reaction to her. The memory of her had distracted him all day. The girls appealing speech would have melted a glacier, but it only strengthened Logans resolve. It has nothing to do with this morning, he said brusquely. The fact is, youre not needed here.

But the duchess said there were many things I could help withthe costumes, the theater library

Julia has a soft heart, he interrupted. You managed to take advantage of her. Im not so easily manipulated.

I havent manipulated anyone, she protested.

A manservant arrived to help Logan change for the second act, bearing in his arms a fresh white linen shirt and vest. George, Logan acknowledged him curtly and began to unfasten his damp shirt. There were only a few minutes left before the second act commenced.

Madeline had never seen a man undressing before. As each button was released, more gleaming muscle was revealed. Shocked, she edged toward the door. Mr. Scott, Ibelieve I should go now.

Youre going to leave the Capital? he inquired coldly, shrugging out of the limp garment.

Hastily Madeline lowered her eyes, but the image of his broad, naked chest was permanently seared into her brain. I will stay if the duchess allows it.

Then stay if you choose, but youll pay for it. Im going to make your life hell. Do you understand?

Yes, Mr. Scott, she whispered, fleeing the dressing room as he began to unfasten his trousers.

Logan paused as the door closed, willing his fierce arousal to recede. Tactfully George averted his eyes, scooping up the discarded shirt. Will there be anything else you require, sir? he murmured.

A bucket of ice-cold water would have been useful, not to mention a drink. But Logan shook his head and turned away, continuing to undress. The manservant straightened a few articles in the dressing room and left quietly.

Facing the mirror, Logan sighed, trying to bring his thoughts to the work aheadbut his mind was filled with the girl. Madeline.

Who was she, and why in Gods name did she want to work at the Capital? She was obviously too well-bred for such a placeshe had no business associating with the rough theater crowd. What had Julia been thinking to hire her? He dearly wished he could corner his comanager and wring an explanation from her, but there was no time. He had a performance to finish, and nothing was more important than giving the audience at the Capital exactly what it wanted.

Somehow Madeline made her way back to her vantage place in the wings. She put her hands to her hot cheeks, certain they had been branded a permanent scarlet. Had she been wrong to insist on remaining at the Capital in spite of Mr. Scotts displeasure? She was certain this was not the way to go about seducing a man.

Why did he dislike her? She had always found it easy to make friends. She supposed she was not the kind of woman Mr. Scott preferred. How difficult would it be to change his feelings toward her?how long would it take? Troubled, she stared into the darkened backstage area, where actors waited patiently amidst the set pieces.

The curtain rose, and the story of the beleaguered young lovers resumed. It was a testament to Mr. Scotts talent that Madeline soon forgot everything but the character he played.

After an intricate maze of plot twists, the villain finally realized that even if he succeeded in marrying the beautiful girl, he would never win her love. Assuming the part of an anonymous benefactor, he helped them elope with each other, never letting them know that he was the one responsible for their happiness. Mr. Scott played the role without a touch of self-pity, never letting down the cynical mask he wore, but somehow his rigid control let the audience know that his heart was broken. The plays ending was satisfyingly bittersweet.

Hearty shouts and claps of enthusiasm filled the theater, persisting until the actors had returned to the stage to receive their due. Scott was greeted with the most applause, which he accepted with a faint smile and bow. The program for the next night was announced, and the curtain closed for the last time, despite the fact that the audience clamored for more.

Madeline took care to slip away before Mr. Scott saw her again. She caught sight of his dark head backstage just as he was surrounded by a crowd of admirers. They all wanted to be near him. Sighing, Madeline went to retrieve her coat from the duchesss office.

Madeline. She looked up to see the Duchess of Leeds. Did you enjoy the play?

Madeline struggled to find the right words. Oh, it was the most wonderful thing Ive ever experienced!

My goodness, the duchess said, laughing at her enthusiasm.

No wonder they call Mr. Scott a living legend. Hehe Madeline paused, not knowing how to describe her reaction to him.

Yes, I know, the duchess replied, a smile remaining on her lips.

Madelines exhilaration faded suddenly. Im afraid Mr. Scott saw me backstage tonight. He still objects to me. He made that very clear.

Julias brows lifted in surprise. That isnt like him. Hes never taken issue with anyone Ive hired. I dont see why She broke off, staring at Madeline with a perplexed expression. Dont worry, my dear. Ill meet with him tomorrow morning before rehearsal, and everything will be resolved.

I hope so, Your Grace. Madeline paused. I want to work at the Capital very badly.

Then you shall, the duchess assured her. Unless Mr. Scott can produce a very good reason to the contraryand I expect that will be very unlikely.






    

Two




Logan stood at the back of the Capital Theatres carpentry shop and regarded the double flats critically. The newly constructed stage pieces, made of canvas stretched over ribbed timber frames, would soon be sent to the scene painters.

Weve never made ones this large before, Logan commented to the pair of carpenters who had propped up the hinged flats for his inspection. How will they be supported?

We thought it best to weight the braces in back, the main carpenter, Robbie Cleary, replied. That should keep them steady during the performances.

Logan reached out with a broad hand to grasp a timber beam and test its sturdiness. Youd better hook the back flat to a wooden rod and screw it to the floor. I dont want any chance of it falling on anyone. Its a damned heavy piece.

Robbie nodded in agreement and walked behind the flat, surveying it closely. The double flats had been constructed so that the front piece could be collapsed under its own weight to provide a quick scene change, revealing the second painted flat just behind it. It was a tricky bit of work, requiring the right combination of skill and timing to avoid errors.

Standing back from the set of hinged flats, Logan tugged absently at the front of his hair. Lets see how the first one collapses, he said.

All right, Mr. Scott, Robbie said doubtfully. Though I should warn ye, Ive yet to test the procedure.

Nows as good a time
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