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Chapter 1

   Enter Phoebe, in country dress.

   Phoebe: What a task I have set before me!

The Shattered Heart

London, 1816

The curtain at the Imperial Theater fell. The audience rose to its collective feet and applauded.

Standing in his theater box, adding his own applause, Cameron Chalton, Viscount of Marwood was filled with excitement. Much as Cam enjoyed the theater—he went practically every night, and often saw the same work over and over, enjoying it anew each time—half the pleasure came after the performances.

“What say you, Marwood?” drawled Lord Eberhart, one of Cam’s companions for the evening. “Gaming at Donnegan’s? Shall we away to the rout at Lord Larkin’s? He’s brought in a whole bevy of beauties from France just for the occasion.”

“Why choose?” Cam answered with a laugh. “The night’s in its infancy, and we can do anything at all.”

“Good point.” Eberhart grinned. He wasn’t the brightest star in the firmament, but ever since Cam’s good friend Ashford had wed and settled into marital bliss, Cam couldn’t afford to be as selective with his company. Besides, Eberhart was always up for a night’s revelry. “Let’s go.”

“Not yet,” Cam answered, watching the theater slowly empty.

The Imperial was smaller than the other popular theaters in London, with only three tiers for seats and boxes, plus a smaller pit and orchestra. Yet it wasn’t shabby. The proprietors kept its appearance well. Painted plaster friezes depicting scenes from mythology adorned the fronts of the boxes, and blue velvet curtains draped the sides and top of the stage. Gas lamps provided lighting.

The boxes now released their occupants like tropical birds flying free of their cages. In the pit, the younger, wilder set laughed and boasted, jostling one another, flirting, arguing. Orange girls and women of fast reputation circulated freely among the young men.

Cam’s status prevented him from sitting in the pit anymore, but he missed it. The energy, the rowdiness. Still, he couldn’t complain, not when he’d just watched a performance of a work written by the celebrated and mysterious Mrs. Delamere. Not when the evening opened up for him like an endless banquet. One he would sample to his heart’s content. But not quite at this moment.

“Tell you what, Eberhart,” Cam continued, turning back to his companion. “I’ll meet you at Donnegan’s, then we’ll sally forth from there onto Larkin’s.”

“Going to circulate?” Eberhart said with a grin.

“This is my kingdom,” Cam replied with a wink. “I must inevitably tour my realm. Inspect its crops.”

“Of actresses.” His friend leered.

Cam tilted his head in acknowledgment. “Merely a part of my dominion.”

“Enjoy, Your Highness.” With a chuckle, Eberhart slipped from the box and out into the night.

Once his friend had gone, Cam took one last minute to enjoy the theater’s house as patrons continued to leisurely make their way. The thrills from the performance still resonated in Cam’s body, palpable as electricity crackling along his veins. Though he’d seen this particular work several times, it never lost its excitement—the soaring highs and resounding lows that came from watching characters’ love and loss. He especially loved how the heroine thoroughly humiliated the aristocratic villain before gaining her tragic vengeance against him.

Not every work affected him as much. But for a reason he couldn’t quite articulate, Mrs. Delamere’s tragic burlettas stabbed him through as beautifully and cleanly as a jeweled knife. Her use of language, perhaps, was so much more articulate than other staged dramas. Or the relatable human longing and pain contained within in each work. Whatever caused it, Cam craved the next work from her the way a drunkard needed wine.

Still somewhat tipsy from the performance, he strode from the box. Almost at once, he ran into two young, red-faced lordlings, already listing from too much ale. A pretty courtesan snuggled between them.

“Marwood!” they exclaimed, practically tripping over themselves as they clumsily bowed.

“Gents,” Cam answered, a little coolly. He didn’t mind being a little disguised from drink, but it was a classic mistake of the young not to pace themselves.

“Come with us!” they cried. “We’re going to Vauxhall. Supposed to be quite a crush.”

For a moment, Cam contemplated it. The pleasure garden always promised a good time, and delivered. Its theatricality and lurid beauty never failed to entertain, and more than once, he’d taken a female companion to the Dark Walk for an al fresco amorous encounter. There was something thrilling about being outside when engaged in carnal pursuits—the fresh air, the possibility of being caught.

The courtesan accompanying the two young men gave him a not very discreet looking over. Judging by the way her eyes brightened, she liked what she saw. Maybe she would be agreeable—if not enthusiastic—about the prospect of a trip to Vauxhall’s Dark Walk.

However . . .

“Save me a slice of roast beef,” Cam said. “I’ll join you another time.”

The two bucks looked somewhat crestfallen, but, after a quick exchange of further pleasantries, they and their female friend moved on.

Leaving Cam free to head toward his destination: backstage. That’s where the real action took place.

As he slowly ambled toward his goal, he passed more and more friends and acquaintances. All of them hailed him. Dozens of invitations were issued. Some to sanctioned Society events, others to more daring, exclusive gatherings. Tempting, every one. He wished he had more than one self, so that he might partake of everything presented to him. Galas, private assemblies, midnight horse races. There was no shortage of amusements, no limit on the pleasures he might experience. Bold widows and bored wives offered their own wordless invitations with their provocative glances and heated gazes.

How could he resist? More often than not, he didn’t.

Tonight, however, he had other plans. Specifically, the actress playing the ingénue.

After disentang’ling himself from another posse of aristocratic theater patrons, he headed down the stairs. Closer to his objective.

“What a perfectly dismal surprise,” someone behind him said wryly.

Cam’s heart rose. He knew that voice, almost as well as he knew his own. Now the night could truly begin! He turned to face the Earl of Ashford.

Standing beside Ashford was the earl’s new wife, a very pretty blonde, and some of Cam’s enthusiasm dampened. It wasn’t that he disliked Lady Ashford. Far from it. But ever since she’d come into the earl’s life, Cam’s own world had been in a state of upheaval. It wasn’t nearly as much fun running wild through the Town without Ashford.

“Now the evening’s truly ruined,” Cam answered.

Both Ashford and his wife were elegantly attired for a night out. Lady Ashford, in particular, glowed in blue. Though she was a countess, she prided herself on being a working woman. Yet Cam felt certain that the substantial sapphires around her neck and hanging from her earlobes were placating gestures to her husband. Ashford tried to spoil her at every turn.

The couple stood unfashionably close. Ashford had his hand on the small of his wife’s back.

After kissing Lady Ashford’s gloved knuckles and giving his old friend’s hand a shake, Cam said wryly, “I’m older than I thought, since I’m certain that my eyes are failing. This can’t be Lord and Lady Ashford actually leaving their home. Joining those of us who haven’t found wedded bliss.”

“It’s not our fault that the female population of London considers you an irredeemable rogue,” Ashford said.

His wife smiled warmly. “To women, his reputation acts as a lure, not a deterrent.”

“And yet they’ll find themselves sorely disappointed,” Cam noted, clasping his hands behind his back. “Because this piece of beefsteak is not for sale at Smithfield market.”

Ashford shook his head. “Don’t tell your father. He comes to me almost once a fortnight, despairing of you ever finding a wife.”

Cam rolled his eyes. His father was also Ashford’s godfather, and ever since his friend had married, the efforts to see Cam settled and applying himself to the business of getting an heir had redoubled.

“So much labor,” Cam said with mock sorrow, “and for so little an outcome.”

“You are determined to remain a dedicated bachelor, then?” Lady Ashford pressed, ever the journalist. She used her matching blue fan to cool herself against the oppressive heat in the theater.

“I have a younger brother,” Cam noted. “He has three qualities in his favor that I do not.” Holding up his hand, he enumerated each aspect on his fingers. “One: he has already taken a bride of suitable lineage and fortune. Two: they have produced a child. And third: he has no compunction about assuming the role of Marquess of Allam should anything happen to me.”

Shrugging, Cam said, “There are no obstacles to me continuing to live my life as I so desire it. Free of entanglements.” Free of disappointment.

His parents had a remarkably happy marriage. While they didn’t show affection in public the way the Ashfords did, at home, it was another matter. His mother and father were devoted to each other, brushing hands, exchanging looks, even—God help him—sequestering themselves in the middle of the day in the bedchamber.

It hadn’t been a love match, but it had become one, and Cam knew things like that occurred rarely. What had happened with a seasoned rake like Ashford was the exception, about as common as finding a pearl in an apple.

The only place where love happened consistently was on the stage. It wasn’t meant for the real world. Not meant for him. He’d only find disenchantment if he tried for what couldn’t be.

Which is why he always kept his amorous encounters temporary

Lady Ashford raised a brow. “You are quite convinced that you want no such ‘entanglements.’”

“As convinced as you are that you must continue to work,” he rejoined with a bow, “despite your new social standing.”

She tipped her head in acknowledgment. “I yield—for now.”

Ashford smiled. “Careful, Marwood. That only means she’s taking a tactical retreat. When it comes to matters of significance, my wife is quite tenacious.” He said this with obvious affection.

Cam couldn’t begrudge his old friend this happiness. A new brightness and life shone in Ashford’s eyes now, as if he’d discovered his purpose, the meaning of his existence.

After glancing around to make certain no one listened in, Cam leaned closer to Lady Ashford and said conspiratorially, “I saw a certain Lord V— deep in private conversation with Lord W—’s new wife.”

Her smile was wise and knowing. “Already made note of it.” Though she was a countess, she continued to own and run The Hawk’s Eye, one of London’s most popular scandal sheets. In fact, a series of articles in the paper about Ashford had actually brought the two together.

Cam bowed. “I see I cannot top you for intelligence, my lady.”

“Few can,” Ashford said with a grin.

Lady Ashford said, “It appears to this intelligent eye that we’re detaining Lord Marwood from some objective. Perhaps he plans on paying a call on Miss Smith, who so delightfully played the role of the ingénue this evening.”

Shaking his head, Cam had to admire the countess’s shrewdness. “I admit nothing,” he said instead.

“A good rake never does,” she countered, though she smiled.

“Enjoy the hunt,” Ashford chuckled.

“I will.”

With that, Cam took his leave of his old friend. A bubble of melancholy settled in his chest at the thought of what he’d lost with Ashford’s marriage, and that his friend had found love, when it was such a rare commodity. Given that lightning had struck twice so closely to Cam, it seemed even more unlikely that it would strike him. How much genuine love was there in the world? Very little. It was mostly contained within the proscenium arch of a theater.

He wasn’t in search of love tonight. Only pleasure.

A tall, broad man stood guarding the backstage entrance. His thick arms crossed over his chest as half a dozen young men vied to be admitted behind the scenes—to the actresses’ dressing rooms, most of all. Other theaters had a more lax policy regarding backstage visitors, but someone at the Imperial had years ago instituted a rule wherein all would-be suitors had to be vetted. Clearly, none of these bucks met the criteria.

“Come on, let me in,” one lad whined. “She’s expecting me.”

“I’ve got a twenty-pound note with your name on it,” another pled.

The mountain guarding backstage wouldn’t be moved.

As Cam approached, the crowd parted. The noise died down. All the younger men stared at Cam with something like reverence. He tried not to preen. After all, he’d worked hard for his reputation as a hellraiser of the first water. It would be a shame if all that labor was for nothing.

“That’s Marwood,” one of the men whispered reverently to the other.

“Think he’ll take us with him tonight?”

“Did you hear about the party he threw the other month? A masked ball the likes of which hasn’t been seen since Ancient Rome.”

“I say, Marwood—”

He ignored them. Instead, he stepped in front of the giant man.

“Lord Marwood?” the massive gent asked.

Cam inclined his head.

The man stepped to one side and waved him forward. “If you please, my lord.”

Before he moved on, he turned to address all the panting, eager young chaps. “Never beg for anything,” he said. “Makes you look desperate. No one respects a desperate man. Especially women.”

With that, he strode backstage. All at once, the cacophony started up again. Sadly, it seemed none of the blokes took Cam’s advice. Ah, well. They’d discover the truth of his words sooner or later.

Backstage, all was controlled chaos. Still in costume, performers of every stripe milled around—including acrobats, a dog act, a cloud of dancers, clowns, and the rouged, adorned actors and actresses from the final burletta. In addition to the performers were the stage crew, taking away painted flats, gathering up properties, and generally looking put out by the fact that they had to work in the middle of this bedlam.

Cam stopped in the wings and drew a deep breath. It wasn’t a pleasant breath, thick as the air was with the scent of paint and sweat, but to Cam it still smelled as rich and heady as a fine perfume. This was the fragrance of the theater, of the magic of make-believe. It was slightly stale and very human. Precisely the reasons why he enjoyed it so much.

Many gazes landed on Cam as he paused in the wings. Within a moment, three actresses in their pretend silks and velvets gathered around him like painted butterflies. They batted their kohl-lined eyes at him, draping their soft ivory arms around his shoulders, and smiling with pretty little teeth. Beads of sweat that jeweled their hairlines only added to their appeal. Unlike the women of ballrooms and Society teas, these women had a realness about them, grounded as they were in the theater and its work. It was a paradox that, though they invested themselves in the realm of the pretend, they were more genuine to Cam than any debutante. He accepted his own contradictions.

“My lord,” a brunette actress cooed. “A pleasure.”

“Pleasure is my fondest pursuit,” he answered with a grin.

The female performers giggled.

He was gratified to see that Miss Smith was among the actresses’ numbers. Tall and willowy, with ash blond hair and gray eyes, she had the figure of a woodland sylph but a knowing gaze. And equally adept hands.

Those hands played across Cam’s waistcoat, pressing against his chest. She would’ve made a lovely pickpocket. No man would have resisted getting fleeced by those pretty fingers.

“Oh, my lord,” she sighed. “You’re not soft like the other gents that come back here. You’re hard all over.”

“Indeed, I can be,” he replied.

More titters arose from the women.

“Did you enjoy the performances tonight?” Miss Smith asked.

“Everyone was in rare form,” he answered honestly. “Tears nearly rolled down my cheeks at the tragic conclusion of the final burletta. And I wasn’t the only one in the audience who felt that way. We were all in a swoon.” He spoke no exaggeration.

He didn’t believe in false flattery. It was a cheap trick used by rogues and frauds who hadn’t enough skill to win a woman through the truth.

“In fact,” he went on, “I’d very much like to show my appreciation for such a performance by inviting all of you out for a private supper.”

The actresses squealed with happiness. Miss Smith beamed at him, and her eyelashes batted so furiously, they nearly tangled. Cam realized that he’d told Eberhart that he’d meet him at the gaming hell in an hour, but he knew the other man wouldn’t mind if Cam decided to entertain a small collection of actresses instead. A fellow had to have his priorities.

Cam was about to suggest to the women that they go change out of their costumes, when a movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention. Or rather, the absence of movement. In the sea of commotion, there was a small spot of stillness, and it drew his gaze.

A woman. Petite yet curvaceous, with a mass of nearly black hair piled atop her head, she read over a sheet of paper. Unlike the actresses and dancers, she wasn’t in costume. She wore a simple russet woolen gown with a high neckline and long sleeves. Her face was tilted down as she examined the document in her hands, yet Cam could see that she had a small, pointed chin, nearly severe dark eyebrows, and a wide, lush mouth. Not precisely beautiful, but certainly striking.

Within the confines of her small, curvy body, she held a unique gravitas. A purpose and intent. She fairly burned with it. And damn him if that didn’t appeal to Cam.

A sudden need to be near her blazed through him. She seemed familiar to him, somehow, yet he couldn’t quite place her. Whoever she was, he wanted to smooth the crease between those arresting eyebrows. He needed to hear her voice—whether it was high and girlish, or low and husky. He wanted . . . he didn’t know what he wanted. Only to be close by her side.

“Excuse me for a moment,” he murmured distractedly, disentangling himself from Miss Smith and the other actresses. As if in a daze, he crossed the wings, barely seeing anything and anyone.

Only the mysterious woman before him.








Chapter 2

   Phoebe: Will anyone guess the secret of my identity? I pray not.

The Shattered Heart

Despite the swirl of controlled madness around her, Margaret Delamere’s focus remained solely on the document in her hand. The letter had been haunting her for three days, ever since she had received it. And she was no closer to answering the missive than she had been when it was first delivered. But a reply was expected. Nay, demanded.

She couldn’t even enjoy the usual glow that followed the conclusion of another successful performance of one of her burlettas. All she could do was worry, anxiety a cold knot in her stomach.

As she reread the letter, Maggie became aware that she wasn’t alone.

Glancing up, she looked into one of the most handsome faces she’d ever seen. And immediately, silently, cursed it.

Lord Marwood. Perfectly suited to one of Maggie’s own plays as the dashing, devilish rake, Marwood wore his dark hair long, and it looked as though he’d spent several days apart from the company of his razor, given the stubble on his square jaw. He sported his phenomenally expensive clothing with dashing roguishness, his cravat barely tied. Though he wasn’t exceptionally tall, he had a long, lean build, the kind well suited for all manner of athletic pursuits—including lovemaking.

Maggie immediately bristled. She didn’t care for being interrupted, especially by him.

For a moment, he did nothing. Only stared at her. First with a look of pure male interest, then it slowly shifted. Into something much more subtle. Oh, damn it. He recognized her.

“Miss Delamere?”

“Mrs.,” she answered.

“The author of my favorite theatrical works! Love’s Betrayal, What the Heavens Allow, and—my Lord—The Shattered Heart.” The viscount sounded as excited as if he was meeting Wellington himself. His dark eyes gleamed with enthusiasm.

“The same,” she replied tersely. Though she ordinarily enjoyed meeting admirers of her work, the letter had put her in no mood to talk to anyone, especially a handsome, rakish aristocrat. Maggie knew all about him, given his reputation, and his frequency in attending the Imperial. It was a small world, the theater, and gossip and rumor spread faster than the ague.

Only last week, Maggie learned that Lord Marwood had been involved in a rather messy love triangle between a widow and an opera dancer. The awkward relationship had ended on rather . . . interesting terms. His list of lovers was the stuff of legend and speculation. And it seemed as though every wild party and private gathering required his presence. Not that Maggie ever went to such get-togethers, of course. Her blood remained steadfastly lowborn—a fact for which she was grateful. She’d no desire to rub elbows with High Society.

Bitter experience had taught her what happened when commoners and gentry mixed.

“If I’m not mistaken,” the viscount continued, “you were also at Lord and Lady Ashford’s wedding.”

Damn and hell. She’d hoped he wouldn’t recall that. But it appeared that, besides having an extraordinarily handsome face and virile body, Lord Marwood possessed an excellent memory.

“I was a guest, yes,” she answered warily.

“You sat at the back of the church,” he said. “Yet you didn’t come to the wedding breakfast.”

“There were matters at the theater that needed attending to.” Which wasn’t accurate. The truth of the matter was that, despite the fact that Eleanor, Lady Ashford, was Maggie’s closest friend, even the prospect of friendship couldn’t dim Maggie’s acute unhappiness and discomfort in the presence of blue bloods. Maggie had slipped from the church the moment the vows had been exchanged, and retreated back to the safety of the theater. Thankfully, Eleanor had understood and sympathized. No ill will existed between her and Maggie.

Lord Marwood had been standing up with Lord Ashford, impossibly good looking in his formal clothing, his dark hair slicked back from his forehead, and the light streaming in from the stained glass windows falling in a multi-hued glow across the hard planes of his face. Between him and Lord Ashford, it was unlikely two more attractive men had ever stood before the church’s congregation.

But Maggie had made sure to keep her gaze either on Eleanor or her hymnal. She’d kept far from Lord Ashford’s aristocratic guests. And she’d tried not to attract anyone’s attention, especially Lord Marwood.

Men like him were the very Devil. Handsome. Dangerous.

She didn’t owe the viscount an explanation for her behavior. She barely knew the man.

“There were many people in attendance that day,” she said. “Your vision must be very good, to spot me at the back of a crowded church.”

“You’re very easy to notice,” he answered with a crooked smile. It shot straight between her ribs. What a weapon, that smile. Promising wickedness and pleasure. No wonder women all over London fell like cut flowers at his feet.

But she wouldn’t be one of those flowers. She was a hardy little weed. Not showy, but tenacious.

“My lord,” she said crisply, “you are a flatterer.”

“Perhaps so,” he replied with an easy shrug. “But I find compliments much easier to give when they are merited.”

“And if the compliment is neither believed nor desired?”

His smile widened into a dazzling grin. “Then the challenge becomes all the greater, and I have discovered that I cannot resist a challenge.”

“However,” she went on, “the challenge can resist you.”

He laughed, a rich, low sound. “Even better.”

How infuriating. He likely took nothing seriously, least of all himself. Typical aristo. Given everything and denied nothing.

The viscount said with a low and seductive tone, “You and I should be friends.”

“I am certain you have plenty of friends, my lord.”

“A man like me can never have too many.” Confidence radiated from him in alluring waves. “We have mutual acquaintances.” His voice deepened. “Let’s all dine together. Learn more about each other.”

She could well imagine that to take a meal with him would lead to other kinds of feasts. A low flame kindled in her belly at the thought. But she had to extinguish that flame, for her own safety.

“I make for very dull company.” There were things about her past that only a handful of people knew. Maggie had no desire for the viscount to learn her secrets. He might use them against her in some way. Compromise her. Or draw upon her weaknesses into a seduction.

That’s what this was, wasn’t it? An attempt at seduction? She couldn’t imagine it being anything else. Especially the way he looked at her now, as if she were the only woman—the only person—in existence.

It was a heady, reckless feeling.

“I doubt that very much,” he murmured. He stepped a little closer. So close she could feel the warmth of his body. But if she backed up, it would be ceding victory to him, and she needed to prove to him and herself that he had no power over her.

He continued, “Especially judging by your work. If we dined, we could talk long into the night about your writing. Or we needn’t talk at all. There are so many other ways of . . . communicating.”

“I have much to do,” she answered, which was the truth.

A look of disappointment crossed his face. “Can you at least tell me when the sequel to The Shattered Heart will be performed?”

She stiffened. “I will tell you what I tell everyone: it will be ready at the speed of my quill.”

“Can your quill move faster?”

She was saved the need for an acidic reply by the arrival of Miss Smith. The actress looked clearly put out by Lord Marwood’s lack of attention, her lower lip poking out like a child’s.

“I thought we were going to supper,” she pouted.

The viscount started, as if he’d forgotten Miss Smith’s existence. “Forgive me, my dear. I find myself in an odd humor tonight. I hardly know where I am, or who I keep company with.”

“Well, Lord Frobisher has asked me to dinner with him,” she tossed out.

“Oh, Frobisher is an excellent companion,” Lord Marwood said with an easy smile. “By all means, join him.”

Miss Smith huffed in displeasure, then flounced off.

“She didn’t care for that at all,” Maggie murmured.

“Ah, she’ll forget me in moments,” Lord Marwood answered, offhanded.

Somehow, Maggie doubted that.

“Can I not change your mind about tonight?” the viscount pressed.

“I am simply too busy,” she said at once. “And I make it a policy never to dine with theater patrons.”

“Do you dine with Lord and Lady Ashford?”

“They are friends of mine,” she noted.

“Perhaps it’s time to widen your circle of acquaintance,” he said persuasively.

“I do not think so.” They should have as little to do with each other as possible. Maggie would make sure of it. His kind were too alluring and too treacherous.

She suspected his main curiosity in her lay in the fact that his interest wasn’t returned. That had to be novel for him. And aristos were always looking for the next novelty. But she was a human being, not a curiosity at a pleasure garden. She had the metaphorical scars to prove it.

“Please excuse me, my lord.” Politeness demanded she give him a small curtsey, which she did, and then, quickly as she could, she walked away. Leaving him behind her, as she had to. For her own protection.

In contrast to the mayhem of several hours earlier, the Imperial now sat silent and quiet, empty of everyone. Except Maggie. And Mr. Pierre Kingston, a freeman and the theater’s stage manager.

Sometimes Maggie liked to join the performers in their revels at local taverns following the evening’s show. They would drink and comically toast one another, and themselves. If a performance went especially well, there might be dancing. Theatricals were a boisterous lot. Always had been, since the earliest performances in Ancient Greece. It was a hard life, marked often by poverty and drudgery, which meant they stole pleasure and merriment wherever they could.

For Maggie, tonight was not one of those nights. She simply hadn’t the space in her mind to pretend to be happy, not when everything was on the verge of crumbling around her like so much plaster eaten through by dry rot.

Yet she couldn’t quite be alone, either. Which was why she had taken a seat in Mr. Kingston’s office as he sat at his desk and reviewed the night’s tally. The room was cluttered with old playbills and commedia dell’arte masks.

“A good night tonight,” he said in his Caribbean-accented baritone. “We can run The Shattered Heart a half a dozen times a week, and we nearly sell out every night.”

“Nearly,” Maggie remarked. “But not completely.”

“Trust a writer to find the negative in that statement.” A smile creased his dark brown face.

She shrugged. “We’re fragile creatures, who live or die on a single word.”

“I prefer to live on steak pie,” he answered. “But I won’t get any until I finish calculating these numbers. You needn’t keep me company. They’re all down at the Foxhead, getting, well, foxed.”

“I like it here.” She picked up one of the masks, this one with a very long nose and exaggerated angry eyebrows, and held it to her face. “That is, if you don’t mind my presence.”

“Good to have someone with me as I go about my labor. Makes it less lonely. That’s a wonderful look for you, by the way,” he added, waving at the mask. “Much more approachable.”

“Bah.” She set the mask. “I’m approachable.”

“Clearly, the viscount thought so,” Mr. Kingston said drily.

Oh, God. That man. He hadn’t been far from her thoughts ever since they’d parted company. Where had he gone? Who had he gone with? And why should it matter to her?

She made a scoffing sound. “He’s just like the rest of his class—good looking, useless, predatory.”

“Yet awfully interested in you,” the stage manager noted.

“He’s interested in anything with skirts,” she answered.

Mr. Kingston set his papers aside. “Not true. He could’ve easily found female company with Miss Smith, or any number of actresses or dancers. Once he saw you, he lost all awareness of anyone else.”

Maggie made another dismissive sound. “I’m an oddity to him: a woman who can say no.”

“Men don’t look at oddities the way he looked at you,” the stage manager argued gently. “Besides, all that business about the thrill of the hunt, that’s just nonsense. Yes, men like a little bit of a challenge, but they prefer a sure thing.”

“If there’s anything I’m not, it’s a sure thing.”

“That is most definitely true.” He rose, sighing. “Some damn fool didn’t bring me the receipts for the second half. They likely left them in the box office.” He started for the door. “Don’t set anything on fire while I’m away,” he warned her.

“Writers are compulsive thieves,” she countered. “Not arsonists.”

“Steal anything you like, then,” he said with a wave. “It’s all pasteboard, anyway.” With that, he disappeared down the hallway.

Alone in his office, Maggie stood and began to pace. Mr. Kingston’s comments about the viscount were part of the well-meaning badinage and gossip that belonged to theatrical life, yet how could he know that they stirred up thoughts and feelings Maggie didn’t want?

She hadn’t been able to stop thinking of Lord Marwood since they’d gone their separate ways after the performance. No denying that the man was handsome as hell, and wickedly seductive. She heard all about his reputation—not only for the number of his lovers, but the quality of his lovemaking. While some men studied science or politics, it seemed that Lord Marwood studied the art of bedsport.

Which was all the reason she needed to avoid him. He might give a woman pleasure, but it was a temporary pleasure. Men like him never stayed. They took what they wanted, and then moved on to the next triumph.

It might be temporary, but it would be fun.

She shook her head, dismissing the thought. Fun led to strife. She would not be added to his catalogue of lovers. “The lady writer,” he’d likely call her when itemizing his conquests. She’d already experienced that kind of trouble, and had paid the price. And that’s precisely what Lord Marwood was. Trouble in a pair of gleaming Hessians. No matter his dark good looks and alluring smile.

Besides, she had much greater problems to attend to besides one handsome viscount.

The letter burned in her pocket. Though she’d read and reread it, she pulled it out one more time to peruse its contents.

Dear Mrs. Delamere,

We hope this letter finds you in good health. As you have not responded to our last two missives, we can only conclude that either you are suffering from some ailment, or you are extremely busy working on the promised sequel to The Shattered Heart. We sincerely hope that it is the latter.

If, perchance, you did not receive our prior letters, or have yet to read them, let us reiterate our previous sentiments. The board of the Imperial Theater is exceedingly eager to produce the sequel. Given the tremendous success of The Shattered Heart, we keenly seek to replicate that triumph at the earliest possible opportunity. The Imperial has been subsisting on the profits from this burletta, yet the surfeit of profits is now dwindling. The guaranteed means of replenishing them is with another success, which the sequel will most assuredly be.

Please respond to our correspondence at the soonest chance with an estimation as to the completion of this work. We anticipate your answer.

Yours, &c.

The Board of Directors, Imperial Theater, 

London

Maggie folded the letter. Then thought better of it, and crumpled it in her fist. Wise judgment got the better of her before she could throw the letter into the waste bin. Too many curious eyes could find the missive, and she had no desire to have anyone at the theater learn of her predicament.

Frantically, she paced the short length of Mr. Kingston’s office. Oh, God. What was she to do? Everyone, from the board of directors to the Viscount of Marwood, wanted this blasted burletta. But she couldn’t tell anyone her secret, an ugly truth lurking in the darkest recesses of her heart.

She couldn’t write. She hadn’t been able to pen a line for months, ever since she started The Hidden Daughter’s Return, the sequel to her immensely popular The Shattered Heart.

No one was more anxious for the completed burletta’s delivery than Maggie herself. Trouble was, she simply couldn’t get any further. The words refused to come, like performers stubbornly waiting in the wings, leaving the stage empty and the audience hissing in derision.

She groaned aloud. What was the matter with her? She’d been able to produce at least fifteen full length burlettas and twice as many short pieces these past twelve years. Now, suddenly, nothing was coming out of her quill. Why?

God—maybe it had finally happened. Perhaps she had completely tapped her reserves of imagination, and the interior of her mind resembled a barren desert, wind-swept and empty.

If that was true . . .

An unmitigated disaster.

There had to be something she could do. Some way to flick the reins drawing the cart of her imagination, and set the whole damned thing into motion. Yet blankness only filled her mind. A vast stretch of nothingness.

Panic gnawed at her stomach. She would starve. The whole theatrical troupe relied on her for the majority of their income. They needed her. She couldn’t let them down.

The more she pondered the bleakness of her situation, the worse her sense of doom became. She had to figure out something, and soon.

Perhaps she should have taken Lord Marwood up on his offer of company for the evening. A distraction could be just the thing she needed. It had been too long since she’d taken a lover. Was it merely a physical frustration that caused this block?

She shook her head. In Lord Marwood’s case, the cure would be worse than the ailment. He was too handsome, too rich, too dissolute. Precisely the sort of man she avoided. At all costs.

Dropping into a waiting chair, Maggie couldn’t help but recall how, despite the viscount’s well-deserved reputation, he seemed genuinely interested in her work. Or perhaps he was so skilled as a seducer, that he knew precisely what to say to whom in order to lure a prospective lover into bed. Well, he would find that she wasn’t so easily gulled.

Besides, she had much more pressing issues than the rakish Lord Marwood. He didn’t have to worry about where his next meal was coming from. He didn’t rely on his quill to put a roof over his head, or provide a means of living for nearly thirty men and women. She doubted he received demanding letters from an impatient board of directors, either. He could do precisely what he pleased, when he pleased.

She had no such freedom, trapped as she was in a prison of her own making.








Chapter 3

   Phoebe: Though I have joys in abundance, I cannot help but feel an absence in my life.

The Shattered Heart

The following evening, Cam’s carriage pulled up outside Allam House, his parents’ residence on Mount Street. Gazing at it now as he alit from his carriage, Cam thought it a touch overdone. A bit too stuffy and formal for his tastes. But, then, he found his own family too stuffy, so it wasn’t a surprise that their home followed suit. It was a striking, three-story structure whose numerous windows and columns presented an imposing façade to the world.

As the heir, he could live in his sumptuous suite of rooms at Allam House, but, given his wild lifestyle, it didn’t seem quite suitable. Actresses and opera dancers under the same roof as his mother? He shuddered at the outlandish thought. He might be considered a rake, but even he had his limits.

He’d awakened this morning with the strongest urge to go to the theater to see Mrs. Delamere. Yet he knew that in the game of seduction, it was a tactical error to make himself too available, seem too willing, to his desired prize. So he would have to wait—though the thought strangely pained him.

Cam straightened his waistcoat and mentally prepared himself for the evening ahead. Perhaps if things concluded early, he might still make it to a gaming hell, and a ball after that. He checked his pocket watch and grumbled. Tonight’s performance of Mrs. Delamere’s The Sorrows of Cassandra was already underway and here he was, about to enter the lion’s den of his parents’ home for dinner. Not the way he wanted to spend his night, yet he had certain obligations that couldn’t be ignored. Dinner with his family every fortnight was one of those unshakable obligations.

Today seemed to be filled with inescapable responsibilities. He’d spent most of the day with his man of business, reviewing his holdings, assets, and investments. It helped feed his admittedly extravagant way of life, so he readily invested in outside ventures. Technology was evolving at an astonishing rate. He glanced at the torches illuminating the front of Allam House. Someday, they might be replaced with gas lamps. Incredible.

He smiled wryly to himself. Likely few people—especially Mrs. Delamere—would suspect him of knowing anything about the latest advancements in technology, but if there was anything he’d vowed to himself, it was that he’d never be as old-fashioned as his father.

Speaking of which, the marquess wouldn’t wait any longer. He was a man who enjoyed his timetables and schedules.

Drawing a deep breath as if readying for battle, Cam ascended the steps to Allam House.

“Good evening, my lord,” the butler intoned, opening the door for him. He took Cam’s hat, coat, and walking stick as Cam entered the vaulted foyer. “They await you in the drawing room.”

“Marvelous,” Cam muttered.

He proceeded down a long, richly carpeted corridor, passing portraits of men and women who looked like him. Cam didn’t glance at the portrait of himself, painted just after he’d finished at Oxford and before he’d left for his Grand Tour. Studying one’s own face was a tedious exercise in vanity. He’d lived with his visage for nearly thirty years. Why look at it anymore?

Voices sounded ahead, voices he knew better than his own.

“He’s late,” his father grumbled. Already irritated with him, despite the fact that Cam wasn’t even in the room yet.

“Only by five minutes, dear.” His mother. Her voice was soothing, but with that subtle steel beneath.

Someone exhaled in exasperation. Cam knew who it was before they said a word. His younger brother, Michael. “We always wait for him.”

“It does seem unfair,” agreed Michael’s wife, Johanna, though her voice was soft and harder to hear from down the corridor.

“All my life, we’ve bent to Cam’s will,” Michael groused. “His whims, his predilections. Why? Because he’s the heir.” There was no small amount of bitterness in his words.

Cam took another breath and, for half a moment, considered turning around and simply leaving. There were dozens of ways in which he could spend this evening that were far more preferable than this. A night surrounded by perfumed, silken courtesans. Wagering outrageous sums at a gaming hell. A breakneck ride around London.

But if he did turn tail and flee, it would only confirm what his family—with the exception of his mother—thought of him. And while he usually enjoyed playing to their preconceptions, he now thought about the way in which Mrs. Delamere looked at him. As though, because of his reputation, he was unworthy of anyone’s time. Especially hers.

Damn it—he could prove her wrong.

He stepped into the drawing room, ablaze with the glow of numerous candelabras. His mother had helped to decorate the chamber, so it was bright and modern, with several chaises and low chairs, and tables imported from Italy. His family standing in the drawing room was also quite fashionable. His father, standing by the hearth with a glass of sherry, wore his usual dark evening finery and his cane was close at hand. He glowered at Cam as he entered, and Cam had the distinct impression of looking into the future as he gazed at his father’s face. But Cam suspected he wouldn’t frown nearly as much as his father did now.

He wondered what Mrs. Delamere would make of this scene? How might she write it?

Enter the Prodigal.

“Don’t worry, Michael,” Cam said, stepping further into the room. “Maybe fortune will smile on you and I’ll be killed when my phaeton overturns.”

“Cameron Ezekiel Chalton,” his mother chided, “there will be no talk of untimely deaths.” But almost as soon as she scolded him, her anger seemed to dissolve. She glided toward him with a welcoming smile, then presented her cheek. “If you died doing something stupid, I’d murder you myself.”

“A finer example of mothering couldn’t be set by Medea herself,” Cam murmured, kissing her soft, rounded cheek.

“She knew how to deal with unruly children,” she said, tutting at him with her finger.

Moving away from his mother, he turned toward his brother and sister-in-law, both rising up from the settee.

“Michael,” he said, extending his hand.

“Cameron,” his brother answered, giving him a formal, stiff handshake.

Cam resisted the urge to sigh. It had always been this way between them. He’d been so excited to learn that he was to have a younger brother. Someone to get into scrapes with. Someone who loved mischief and trouble, too. He’d envisioned them playing pirates in the stream that ran through the upper northwest corner of their country estate, or unbuckling the vicar’s shoes during Sunday school.

But instead, Michael had been a fussy child. He cried when he got dirt on his clothes. Disobeying his parents made him pale and short of breath. As he’d aged, he’d turned priggish, waiting up for Cam after a night’s carousing then treating him to portentous silences and baleful looks, as if Cam had disappointed him somehow.

It was easier when they had little to do with each other. The disappointment they each bore didn’t weigh as heavy.

Cam greeted Johanna, who have him a brittle smile as he bent over her hand. His brother had married well—a woman as humorless as himself, who agreed readily with everything her husband said. God, imagine what it must be like to be bound to such a woman for one’s entire life. It wasn’t love, but it was something that worked.

“Oliver takes after his uncle more and more,” Johanna said with a small twist of her mouth.

“How desolate you must be,” Cam answered.

The fleeting unhappy expression on her face proved just how right he was. If it was true, and little Oliver was turning out to be a hellion, he could think of no one better to eventually inherit the title.

Finally, Cam faced his father. They bowed at each other from across the room.

He thought of Mrs. Delamere again. The Prodigal and the Patriarch greet each other like polite acquaintances.

“Once a fortnight is all I ask,” his father said, his brow low, “for you to be responsible for a change.”

“Five minutes will not decide the fate of nations, Father,” Cam answered. He accepted a glass of sherry offered to him by a footman. Taking a sip, he allowed himself a moment’s pleasure to enjoy the liquor. They always stocked the finest at Allam House. At least there were some things that were enjoyable here.

Well, he did like spending time with his mother. She seemed to be the only one to tolerate him. Or perhaps that was a mother’s obligation: to always accept her children as they were, rather than who she wanted them to be. That was the province of fathers.

“Tell that to Wellington,” his father shot back.

“Dinner is not Waterloo,” Cam said. Though this dinner could very well be his Waterloo. He finished his sherry and set his glass down on a nearby table.

Father clasped his hands behind his back. “A marquess or a viscount must consider all of their responsibilities as equal in importance.”

“That’s absurd,” Cam said with a shake of his head. “I cannot give all of my energy and focus to everything. I cannot utilize a hundred percent on every endeavor. It’s mathematically impossible.” He gestured to the footman for more sherry.

His father continued to frown. “You quibble over details but neglect to consider the most important aspect of your duty as heir—”

“And so it begins,” Cam muttered into his glass.

“Marriage.”

Cam threw back his second sherry. “I wonder if it’s humanly possible for us to be in the same room without you mentioning the topic.”

“Not so long as you neglect your obligation,” was his father’s rejoinder.

“Ah, there’s a romantic thought—marriage as an obligation.” Cam needed to move, so he paced to the other side of the drawing room, and found himself staring at a painting depicting Marwood Park, his family’s estate in Kent. It belonged to him now that he’d come of age. What he wouldn’t give to be there now, with its rolling fields, its romantic ruin of a hermitage, and its blessed relief from parental pressure.

He thought again of what Mrs. Delamere might make of this scene between him and his parents. Would she find it tragic? Comical? She seemed to have already cast him in the role of wastrel. This might only prove her point further. Or perhaps, just perhaps, she might be sympathetic to his situation. He hadn’t asked to be made heir, after all.

Michael, Johanna and his mother talked quietly amongst themselves as his father picked up his cane and crossed the drawing room and stood behind Cam.

“Your obsession with the theater has distorted your thinking,” his father said darkly. “You believe that all unions should be based on love.”

“Mother and you are in love,” Cam said over his shoulder.

“We were fortunate to find it.” His father’s words were much warmer now, speaking of Cam’s mother.

Cam turned to face his father. “And yet you expect me to enter into a permanent union based on what? Connections? Money? Her breeding capabilities?”

His father’s brow creased. “Don’t be crass, Cam.”

“The heavens weep if I should speak plainly,” he answered. He realized a moment too late that both he and his father were standing in the same pose, with their hands clasped behind their backs.

His father noticed, too. A corner of his mouth turned up in a wry smile. “Like it or not, you are the next in line for the title. The plain truth is that you do have a responsibility to fulfill. You need a wife, you need your own heir.”

“Michael has that taken care of,” Cam pointed out.

“I must show you the latest surveyor’s report,” his father said suddenly and rather loudly. “Come with me to the study.”

Frowning, Cam followed his father out of the drawing room. His father’s cane tapped softly on the carpeted floor as they walked. But before they reached the study, his father stopped him in the semidarkness of the corridor.

Leaning forward slightly, his father said quietly, “I’d rather everything went to you.”

Cam’s brows rose. This was the first he’d heard of this preference. Michael had always been the ideal son, whereas Cam had been the boy who couldn’t be controlled, the wild one. The lost cause.

“Why?” he asked simply.

“Because . . .” His father cast a quick look down the corridor, toward the drawing room. “If you hadn’t noticed, Michael’s something of a fussbudget. A maiden aunt in the form of a young man.”

Cam couldn’t stop his surprised laugh. “He is, rather.”

His father sighed. “I blame myself, really. Encouraged him to be too serious, when he ought to have allowed himself a little enjoyment in life. Some freedom from his perceived responsibilities.” He gazed at Cam shrewdly. “Besides, I know you’re a damn sight more intelligent and driven than you’d ever let anyone realize. You manage your properties and investments well. And all that interest you have in the theater—I can’t claim to understand it, but it shows you’re a man of thought, of feeling.”

His voice gentling further, his father said, “You might not realize it, but you’d make a damned fine Marquess of Allam, and so would your son.” He gestured toward a portrait of a solemn, dark-eyed ancestor from the previous century. The man wore a wide lace collar, and gazed out at the world with exceptional wisdom. “We’ve had poets, tacticians, and scholars who earned the ear of the court. I’d be”—he cleared his throat, glanced away—“proud to pass the title on to you.”

What a night for revelations.

“How many sherries have you had?” Cam asked. Far easier to retreat into mocking humor than face what Father was actually saying. And he didn’t want that obligation that someone’s pride bestowed. It was simpler to play the scapegrace than actually live up to another’s expectations.

“Cam.” His father’s tone was exasperated, something Cam was far more familiar with. Yet his annoyance only lasted a moment, his expression gentling. “I press duty and responsibility on you because, yes, you do have a duty as the heir to the title. But more than that . . .” He cleared his throat. “I worry for you. I tell you this now because you’ve been so out of control lately, wilder than usual. At the theater every night, then you don’t come home until broad daylight. And the rumors about the company you keep . . .”

“Aren’t rumors,” Cam said, smarting that his father would keep so close a watch on him. He didn’t mention, however, that instead of spending last night in the arms of a very pretty actress, after an hour at a private assembly, he’d actually gone home alone, to ponder a very pretty playwright.

His father huffed in frustration. “You need to know that you matter. That if something were to happen to you . . .” His voice trailed off, and he glanced away.

Cam didn’t like the direction of this conversation at all. Where was his stern, admonishing father, the man he’d known his whole life? Where were their set, defined roles? How was he supposed to act, now that those roles had fallen away and left him and his father not as overbearing patriarch and willful scion, but concerned parent and uncertain child?

“My physician assures me I’m healthy as a ploughman,” Cam said, seeking relief from all this unguarded emotion.

But his father wouldn’t be distracted. “What’s to become of you when you’re old?” he pressed gently. “Who will care for you then? Not your cronies. Not your opera dancers and courtesans.” His gaze turned far off. “I see you alone, attended only by servants in
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