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      LONDON – JULY, 1891

      Backstage at the Concord Theater in the middle of the morning on a Tuesday was not precisely the place one would expect to find the son of a marquess on the brink of losing his fortune and his reputation, but it was the only place that Mr. Dean Rathborne-Paxton had any interest in being.

      “Watch yourself,” one of the stagehands—a young person who dressed like a boy but called herself Lily—called out, ducking, as Dean swung around with a load of boards over one shoulder. He nearly knocked Lily’s cap clean off her head.

      “Sorry,” Dean apologized, face heating with embarrassment. He stole a quick look toward the center of the stage, where rehearsal for Niall Cristofori’s new play, The Marshall, was taking place. “I didn’t mean any harm,” he went on, speaking to Lily while staring at the heavenly sight that was Mademoiselle Nanette D’Argent.

      “No worries. I’ve been dodging your clumsiness for months,” Lily said with a laugh, taking some of the boards from Dean’s shoulder and nudging him to walk with her to the space near the very back of the stage, where construction of the sets for The Marshall was underway. “I’ve learned to be nimble on my feet when you’re in Mlle. D’Argent’s presence.”

      Part of Dean heard what Lily had said, but too much of him was busy gazing at the thing of beauty that was Nanette.

      Nanette D’Argent was beauty and grace and perfection. She had arrived in London less than five years ago, a tender ingenue in the limelight for the first time, and took that season by storm. She’d trained in the ballet in Paris and could dance as magnificently as any of the ballerinas on the stage of the Royal Ballet Theater, but her truest talents lay in the dulcet tones of her singing voice and in her incomparable acting skills. She was the female lead that every playwright and director of the West End theaters wanted for their productions, and that every theater-going man in London simply wanted.

      Her face now graced advertisements for soaps and facial creams as the ideal of feminine beauty—not to mention appearing on the wrappings of chocolate bars and other sweets as the epitome of something a gent might like to eat. Dean had even spent a small fortune purchasing packets of biscuits that bore the images of celebrities so that he could own the collectable card with her face as a keepsake, even though he detested the biscuits themselves. His father—and even his oldest brother, Francis—had scorned those cards as a tasteless bit of modern frippery that heralded the destruction of all good morals and manners, but Dean hardly cared. He slept with Nanette’s card propped against the lamp on his bedside table all the same, dreaming of the day when he might have the real Nanette D’Argent in his bed.

      A burst of laughter shook him out of his admittedly foolish thoughts. He turned swiftly to see who was laughing at him now, and in the process, he slapped the end of his boards against the tall bundles of rolled-up canvas that Martin Piper—one of the Concord Theater’s comic actors, who also helped with the sets and props—carried. The canvas rolls spilled to the floor, but that only made Martin laugh harder.

      “I’ve got them, I’ve got them!” Martin continued to chuckle as he bent to pick up the rolls.

      On the stage, Nanette spoke one of her lines in a louder voice, and Dean twisted back to her. Which meant he swung the boards on his shoulder around just as Martin was straightening. The end of one of the boards thumped the back of Martin’s head, and the man dropped the canvas rolls all over again. One of them escaped the string that tied it shut and began to roll across the stage toward the rehearsing actors.

      Dean leapt into action, dropping his boards—one of which fell on Martin’s toe, causing him to yelp and Lily to burst into raucous laughter—and rushed to fetch the runaway roll before it could even think of doing Nanette any harm. Of course, he kicked it just as he was about to snatch it up, sending it spinning even closer to Nanette and her scene partner, Everett Jewel.

      “Hold, hold!” the irritated director, Mr. Abrams, shouted from his place in the first few rows of seats in the house.

      Everything came to a complete stop. Even the stage crew stopped their work to see what had upset Mr. Abrams this time. Dean caught the canvas and yanked the unspooling roll into his arms, then stood. He found himself faced with not only a furious Mr. Abrams, but an amused Mr. Jewel. And much to his horror, Nanette was now staring at him as well. Only, instead of gazing fondly at Dean, as though he were the hero she had always waited for, Nanette grinned at him, as though he were a poodle that had been trained to wear a tutu and dance at a circus.

      “Is zere a problem, Mr. Rathborne-Paxton?” Nanette asked in her delicious, French accent, one of her dark eyebrows arched fetchingly.

      “No! No, not at all, mademoiselle,” Dean said, smiling broadly at her. “I was just helping with the sets.”

      “I see.” Nanette’s smile widened and her eyes sparkled. “Zen perhaps you might return to your endeavors and allow us to return to ours, non?”

      Dean gulped. She was smiling at him. She found him amusing. He was certain that she liked him, even though she barely paid him any mind whenever they were working in the same space. Acting was Nanette’s profession and her means of supporting herself—which she did spectacularly well, if rumors could be believed—whereas helping out with the sets was simply Dean’s way to fill his days with something other than the idleness of his class.

      “Monsieur Rathborne-Paxton?” Nanette asked. Her use of the French word snapped Dean out of his reverie.

      “Oh. Right. Sorry,” Dean said, bowing to her and backing up, pulling all of the canvas that had unrolled around him as he did. “Terribly sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt. Carry on.”

      Nanette laughed at him. The sound was like golden sunshine. Dean sighed like a schoolboy, then felt as though the sun had gone behind a cloud when Nanette turned back to Mr. Jewel and resumed the rehearsal.

      Just like that, it was as though he meant nothing to her again. He let his shoulders drop and walked to the back of the stage, where Lily and Martin were standing with their heads together, clearly laughing at him.

      “Don’t worry, mate,” Martin said, thumping Dean’s shoulder as he handed the bunched-up canvas and roll back to him. “We all find true love eventually.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Lily said with a voice of mock offense, as though love was the last thing she wanted.

      “I do speak for myself,” Martin said, beaming ridiculously. “Edward and I are very happy.”

      Dean barely flinched at the reminder of the sort of people he delighted in surrounding himself with as he volunteered at the Concord Theater. Martin was happily involved with a Member of Parliament, one Edward Archibald. Everett Jewel was together with his bobby-turned-bodyguard, Mr. Patrick Wrexham. The stage manager, Ted York, lived with two of the chorus girls, Nancy and Eloise, and went around telling everyone the three of them were married. And even Niall Cristofori was famously in a love partnership with recently-divorced duke and father of three, Blake Williamson. And that was all without counting Lily, who lived as though she were a boy without caring what anyone else thought. Theater people were a wicked and scandalous lot.

      Dean loved it. He loved every naughty, immoral, potentially illegal relationship and individual around him. Not only that, the circles in which he chose to move—when he was not obligated to spend time with his own class—were what had inspired him to pursue something a bit wicked and unconventional himself. He’d always expected that, eventually, he’d be forced to find a respectable wife and make a good match—though the idea of courting someone like Nanette as a mistress had also appealed to him—but now that his family’s world had been turned upside down, other ideas had whispered to him, courtesy of his theatrical friends.

      As if entering the stage perfectly on cue as he returned to the boards he’d abandoned earlier, Dean spotted his brother, Francis, walking anxiously through the clutter and activity of the backstage area toward him. It was Dean’s turn to laugh. In his exquisitely tailored suit, perfectly groomed, back straight, Francis appeared as out of place in the wild world of the theater as an ostrich would have been at Eton.

      “Dean, thank God,” Francis said, picking up his pace and stepping around a cluster of open paint cans as he made his way toward Dean. “I’ve been searching everywhere for you. I should have listened to Joseph, who’d said you would be here.”

      “Who’s Joseph?” Martin asked, staying to listen to the conversation instead of carrying the canvas to the other side of the stage, as he’d looked like he would do.

      “My youngest brother,” Dean explained with a smirk that told Martin not to get his hopes up. He then turned to Francis. “What is the matter, frater?” he asked, his concern apparent by his use of Latin, which his brothers only did when they were feeling particularly fraternal. “You wouldn’t dare set foot in a place like this unless London was burning.”

      “Quiet backstage!” Mr. Abrams shouted from the house.

      Dean hunched slightly, sending the director an apologetic look. His gaze drifted straight to Nanette, but she was busy perusing her rehearsal script.

      Francis looked surprisingly cowed as well. He nodded to Mr. Abrams and Mr. Jewel—who winked salaciously at him, despite the fact that his darling Mr. Wrexham was a mere twenty feet away, painting one of the flats for the set. Mr. Wrexham merely shook his head and grinned at Mr. Jewel, who then blew him a kiss. That entire exchange made Francis visibly uncomfortable.

      “I have no idea whatsoever how you can choose to spend your time in a place like this,” Francis muttered.

      “Because it is fun,” Dean answered, dropping everything to go stand in front of his brother, arms crossed. “Did you come here to insult my friends?”

      “I did not,” Francis answered. At least he had the decency to bow respectfully to Martin and Lily—who were now watching as though Dean and Francis were the show. “I have no objections to how anyone chooses to conduct their lives. Now more than ever.” Francis sent Dean a telling look. The two of them along with their brothers, Sam and Joseph, had had piety shoved down their throats from birth, but those lessons had failed to take hold with any of them. Except, perhaps, Joseph. In fact, the more their father had harangued them with virtue, the more the brothers had rebelled when left to their own devices. And when it had come to light recently that their father was a horrific hypocrite who had gambled away nearly all of the family’s money and involved himself in such nefarious activities that, should the truth be made public, the entire family would be instant social pariahs, the sons had rebelled even more.

      Francis cleared his throat once more. “I need to speak to you about arrangements for Mother.”

      Dean’s mood shifted again. “Oh?” He softened toward his brother, taking a supportive step toward him. “What do you need me to do? I’ll do anything for Mother.”

      “Is this Lady Vegas we’re talking about?” Lily asked, inching forward herself.

      Francis looked astounded at Lily’s audacity in involving herself in a conversation between aristocratic brothers, but Dean answered, “Yes. Muriel Rathborne-Paxton, Marchioness of Vegas, and one of the loveliest, most wronged women to ever grace this earth with her presence.”

      Lily made a sound as though she were impressed. “Go on,” she said.

      Francis looked more annoyed than ever, but he did go on. “I think I’ve found a suitable flat for her here in London so that she can be near us again, but the landlord requires some sort of collateral before he will let it to her.”

      “What? A landlord requiring collateral for a marchioness to rent a flat from him?” Martin asked, incredulous, stepping forward as well.

      Francis’s scowl darkened, and he pressed his lips together for a moment before saying, “Our family is experiencing a bit of trouble with ready funds at the moment.”

      “Montrose,” Lily whispered to Martin.

      “Good God.” Martin held a hand to his throat.

      Dean winced. So it seemed that all of London knew about the vicious and merciless Mr. Montrose and his quest to ruin and impoverish any and all families from the aristocracy that he felt had done him some sort of wrong. Montrose had bankrupted earls, publicly disgraced viscounts, and caused a baron to take his own life, all within the last year. He was in the process of attempting to destroy the Rathborne-Paxton family—thanks to the sins of their father, Lord Vegas—and had nearly ruined the life and reputation of Dean and Francis’s brother Sam’s wife, Alice, just the month before.

      Sam and Alice had moved to Francis’s estate in Hampshire a fortnight ago, but before they’d left, they’d uncovered information that could be vital to defeating Montrose. The man was in a precarious financial position himself. His machinery of destruction needed to be oiled with money, and Montrose’s money was swiftly running out. It was valuable to know, but neither Dean nor Francis nor anyone else in their family had yet discovered what to do with the information.

      “Yes, well.” Francis drew Dean’s attention back to the moment at hand. “This is not about Montrose. We need to secure a London flat for Mother. To do that, we need money. And you know what that means.”

      Dean smiled. “Yes, I do.” He sent a longing glance across the stage to Nanette. He hadn’t quite found the nerve to begin his conquest yet, but he already had his eyes set on his prize. Forget making Nanette his mistress. Everything had changed, and now he was dead-set on making the magnificent woman his wife.

      “I don’t know what that means,” Lily said, glancing between Dean and Francis. “What does it mean?”

      Francis frowned at Lily, then turned to Dean. “Perhaps I was wrong to address this matter with you now. It can wait until supper tonight.”

      “But you came all the way to the theater,” Martin argued, looking as though he were trying not to grin.

      Francis’s scowl deepened. “I found myself in the area,” he said. “I did not realize my brother and I would have an audience for such a private conversation.”

      “You are at a theater, my lord,” Lily said with a cheeky sort of pretend respect. “You will always have an audience here.”

      Dean was shocked that his brother would allow an adolescent girl in boy’s clothes to get away with such insolent behavior, but Lily stood confidently where she was, and Francis was clearly out of his depth. So much so that he cleared his throat yet again, tugged at his jacket, and said, “I will continue my errands, then. We will discuss the matter in more detail over supper tonight.”

      “As you wish, Francis,” Dean said, laughing and thumping his brother’s shoulder. “Thank you for at least attempting to meet me on my own ground.”

      After Francis nodded and turned to leave the theater, Lily glanced to Dean and asked, “Is this your own ground? I’m not certain you can claim it as your own when you aren’t paid to be here, like the rest of us.”

      “Nonsense,” Martin blurted—so loudly that he earned their group another censorious glare from Mr. Abrams. “Nonsense,” he repeated in a whisper. “Dean is one of us.” He paused. “Though perhaps he should pay his dues by informing us of the meaning of ‘he knows what that means’, as Lord Cathraiche implies.”

      Both Martin and Lily grinned like a cat who had caught a canary and turned to Dean. They even crossed their arms in tandem and stared at him in a way that implied they would not ease up until they knew everything.

      Oddly, even though it was a private family matter, Dean found that he had no qualms at all about sharing the truth. “Our family needs money,” he said with a shrug. “Francis has suggested that we obtain that money the way noblemen have been filling their coffers for centuries. He has proposed that we all marry wealthy women.”

      “But your brother was married last month, and as far as I understand it, Mrs. Alice Rathborne-Paxton was penniless,” Martin said with a confused frown.

      “She was his mistress, was she not?” Lily asked.

      “She was,” Dean said. “And that is the other part of Francis’s plan for all of us.” He stepped in closer to Lily and Martin and lowered his voice even beyond what Mr. Abrams would have required of him. “You see, Montrose is still after us. And the only way to thwart the man’s intent to destroy the family utterly is if we destroy ourselves first.”

      Martin and Lily exchanged looks as though that were the most ridiculous thing they’d ever heard.

      “Go on,” Lily said, her eyes alight with excitement.

      Dean shifted, leaning even closer. “When Sam announced his intent to marry Alice, believing her to have money, it occurred to Francis that if the four of us marry women with means and wealth, but who are social pariahs with reputations that are already ruined, then Montrose will have no weapons to wield against us. His intentions for our ruination will be thwarted, and he will be forced to leave us alone.”

      “That,” Martin began slowly, “is either the stupidest…or the most brilliant plan I’ve ever heard of.”

      “No, it’s brilliant!” Lily said. “Imagine the freedom that gives them.”

      Martin made a noise as though he didn’t believe her.

      “Truly,” Lily went on. “If everything I’ve heard and the things I’ve read in the gossip columns are correct, Mr. Samuel Rathborne-Paxton got to marry the woman he loved, a woman he’d never be able to marry otherwise.”

      “Precisely,” Dean said, pleased that someone understood the situation.

      Lily’s smile broadened even more. “That means our Dean here will be able to marry the woman he loves as well.”

      Dean’s face flushed hot. “Yes, well, I have yet to address the matter at all.” He peeked over his shoulder to where Nanette and Mr. Jewel were running through the new script.

      “Fantastic!” Martin exclaimed, apparently piecing the puzzle together. “Oh, I like this. I like this very much.”

      “As do I,” Lily laughed. She schooled her face to solemnity and took a step toward Dean, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “Mr. Rathborne-Paxton, I hereby humbly grant you my blessing to pursue Mlle. Nanette D’Argent, a woman we all know you adore, and to make her your own.”

      “Oh, I say,” Dean stammered, flushing hotter. It was absurd for him to feel so pleased—or so sheepish—over a theater girl granting him her approval to pursue the object of his fantasy.

      “Alright,” Mr. Abrams called out at that moment. “We’ll end there for now. Half hour break, and then we’ll have the chorus work with the choreographer for that Act One finale.”

      The sound of shuffling and footsteps as actors and stagehands left what they were doing to begin their break rose up like the rumble before a storm. Lily grasped Dean’s shoulders, then turned him toward Nanette. Nanette continued to stand closer to the apron of the stage, writing something in her script with a stubby pencil. Dean’s heart lifted at the sight of her, then thumped wildly against his ribs as Lily pushed him forward.

      This was it. This was the moment he had dreamed of and dreaded ever since Francis had concocted the idea of them all marrying unsuitable brides. The son of a marquess marrying a famous actress and dancer would tear through the scandal sheets like a hot knife through butter, which was precisely what they wanted. To Dean, though, it was more than that. His heart was on the line.

      As he took a step forward, just as Nanette glanced up at him with a banal smile, he wondered if he was mad or if this was the beginning of a life that would be happier than he could ever have imagined.
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      Nan bit the end of her pencil, then sketched a few more notes about blocking into her script as the rest of the cast and crew began their break. She’d given as much of her attention to running through the scene with Everett and Mr. Abrams as she could, but her mind was scattered in a thousand directions. Not only was the stage itself a hive of activity that continuously pulled her focus away from her work, the cares and concerns that she took home with her when she left the theater seemed to loom larger than usual as well.

      As if to underscore that point, a flash of movement caught the corner of her eye, and when she turned to see what it was, she spotted Lily Logan pushing Mr. Dean Rathborne-Paxton toward her. Mr. Rathborne-Paxton’s face was a charming shade of red, and along with the adoration that the man was never able to hide, there was a great deal of apprehension.

      Of course, Nan knew precisely what that was about. Stage Door Johnnies were as common in her profession as needles were in a seamstress’s shop. Not a day had gone by for years now when she wasn’t greeted at the stage door by a dozen men with flowers or chocolates and worshipful looks every time she left. She received at least two proposals of marriage a week as well. She’d taken to having Everett’s Patrick walk her home a time or two when some of the men had looked as though they wanted more than autographed pictures of her. For the most part, those men were entirely harmless.

      Mr. Rathborne-Paxton was harmless as well. She supposed it was a mark of his class that he’d been able to make his way inside the theater instead of lingering around the stage door, like the others. He was useful when it came to helping construct and paint sets—although she hadn’t been blind to the comedy show that he and Martin had inadvertently put on earlier—and if she were honest with herself, he wasn’t bad to look at either. He had expressive eyes, a fit physique, a sensual mouth, and a thick head of hair that she daydreamed about running her fingers through in moments of particular desperation.

      But Mr. Rathborne-Paxton was just another admirer who would lose interest over time. And if—heaven forbid—he discovered who she really was, he would likely be the first to turn against her and to throw her to the wolves for her deception.

      She closed her script and sent the man another polite smile before starting off for her dressing room. Instead of just grinning at her, like he usually did, Mr. Rathborne-Paxton hurried forward, intercepting her with that adoring look in his eyes.

      “Mlle. D’Argent, would you do me the honor of escorting you to lunch?” he blurted, nearly tripping over his words and his feet as he did.

      A small flutter filled Nan’s stomach. It wasn’t that his offer was unique. She might never have to purchase her own food again if she took up every offer for a meal from an admirer. But she was well aware of the true cost of those meals and what the gentlemen who paid for them expected in return.

      “You are too kind, Mr. Rathborne-Paxton,” she said with what she hoped was a smile kind enough to soothe the sting of her refusal. “But I am afraid zat I must learn my lines, and zerefore, I cannot go with you.”

      “Oh, but the play doesn’t open for another three weeks, right?” Mr. Rathborne-Paxton protested. “Surely, you could take some time to have a quick bite with me.”

      Nan smiled. The man was sweet, really. But so were the three dozen others who had made her the same offer in the last fortnight.

      “Truly, I cannot, monsieur. But I am ever so grateful for your offer.”

      She tried to move on, but froze when Mr. Rathborne-Paxton called out after her, “S'il vous plaît, arrêtez, mademoiselle. Je souhaite simplement passer du temps avec vous.”

      Nan gulped. It didn’t matter how much time had passed or how long she had enjoyed her fame and her persona. Every time someone attempted to speak French to her, she felt as though she were treading on eggshells. She’d worked hard, studied the language as best she could in secret, and even traveled to Paris several years ago in an attempt to strengthen her ruse, but moments like these were the sort she dreaded.

      She drew in a breath and attempted to calm herself. Think, Nan, she ordered herself. You know the words. Puzzle it out.

      As soon as she was reasonably certain Mr. Rathborne-Paxton had said he only wanted to spend time with her, she schooled her expression into a smile, then turned to face him.

      “You are very kind, monsieur,” she said, focusing on her accent. That, at least, she could do competently. “But zees is not a good time, non?”

      “It is always a good time for love,” Mr. Rathborne-Paxton said, rushing to her and taking her free hand.

      Nan yelped a bit in surprise and nearly dropped her script. Mr. Rathborne-Paxton backed off.

      “Sorry,” he said, back to being the charming, slightly bumbling nobleman that she’d come to know vaguely in the last few months. “That was far too forward of me. Please accept my apologies. It is just that circumstances in my life have changed a bit in the last few weeks, and I feel the time has come to⁠—”

      Nan gasped in the middle of his flowery, slightly embarrassing speech as she caught sight of an all-too familiar man stepping into the theater from the stage door at the far end of the backstage area. Montrose. The man had the Devil’s own audacity to show up at the Concord Theater in the middle of the morning. She knew precisely why he was there as well.

      “No apologies are needed, monsieur,” she said, twisting her hand so that she could squeeze Mr. Rathborne-Paxton’s. She maneuvered him so that his body blocked her from Montrose’s view. “You are too kind. You are zee sweetest, zee most kind man who has⁠—”

      Her words dropped off as Montrose approached Mr. Abrams with a scowl. Nan didn’t need to be close enough to hear what he was saying to know Montrose was demanding to know where she was. And blast him, but Mr. Abrams started to look around for her.

      “Quickly,” Nan whispered, grabbing Mr. Rathborne-Paxton’s hand and dragging him off to the far side of the stage. She handed her script and pencil off to one of the younger stagehands, then ducked behind the fly curtains that had just been hung in the wings. It was a bloody shame that the entire stage was open with all of the scenery and fly curtains from the current production lifted high above them. There were very few places to hide.

      “What is the matter?” Mr. Rathborne-Paxton asked, moving along with her. As soon as he glanced back over his shoulder and caught sight of Montrose, his entire demeanor changed. “Montrose,” he hissed. He stepped up to Nan’s side, resting a hand on the small of her back and keeping her body carefully concealed. “Do not worry, Mlle. D’Argent. I will keep you safe.”

      Those words should not have affected Nan the way they did. Something in her heart loosened and sang with relief. She’d been dodging Montrose for years, but his pursuit of her had increased in the last fortnight. If his had been a normal pursuit with the aim that most other men had in mind, she would have felt confident to deal with it. But Montrose didn’t want her for her body. He wanted her for far more dangerous reasons.

      “Quickly, in here,” Mr. Rathborne-Paxton whispered as they drew near to a storage closet where unused props were kept.

      “Non.” Nan shook her head, adjusting to hold Mr. Rathborne-Paxton’s hand tighter. “Zere is no way out of zat room. We must go somewhere where we will be able to flee if we need to.”

      “Right,” Mr. Rathborne-Paxton said, escorting her behind a newly-stretched canvas flat that stood drying off to one side. “Let me see….”

      While Mr. Rathborne-Paxton glanced around, looking for someplace they could hide, Nan peeked around the edge of the flat to see what Montrose was doing. By the look of things, Mr. Abrams had pointed him toward her dressing room, but Everett had stepped up to talk to the villain before he could get there. Everett must have known she wasn’t in her dressing room, but perhaps pretending as though he didn’t want Montrose to go there was his way of distracting the man so that she could get away.

      “Ah,” Mr. Rathborne-Paxton said at last. “I know just the thing.” He tugged Nan toward one of the narrow ladders that led up into the fly space. “Mlle. D’Argent, can you climb?”

      “Can I climb?” Nan repeated the question incredulously, her accent slipping just a bit. She’d grown up in the country. She’d learned to climb trees and scramble up the sides of barns and haystacks immediately after learning to walk. She’d had to climb up to help repair a roof or two in her childhood days as well. Once, she’d even had to climb on top of the schoolhouse to fetch the ball that one of the boys had thrown up there when he was trying to spoil the girls’ game. “Oui, monsieur, I can climb,” she said, pushing Mr. Rathborne-Paxton out of the way and ascending the ladder ahead of him.

      As it turned out, Mr. Rathborne-Paxton’s plan was a good one. Once they had reached the fly space, they were able to look down on the activity of the stage. Better still, the fly space was dark, and because the entire stage was well-lit as the new set was built, it was difficult for anyone below to see what was going on above them. Nan walked along the narrow path that led around the perimeter of the stage, keeping her back pressed as close to the wall as she could. To her surprise, Mr. Rathborne-Paxton grasped her hand at one point—not as a way to comfort her, but because he appeared to be afraid of heights.

      She couldn’t help but giggle a little, despite the danger of the situation. “You are scared, non?” she asked, grinning at him in the dim light.

      “Poppycock,” he said, a bit breathless. “Nothing scares me.”

      One of the stagehands who was working in the fly space toward the front of the stage dropped a coil of rope to the boards below with a loud clatter. Mr. Rathborne-Paxton stiffened and pressed all the way against the wall, as if he could grip it for support.

      Nan started to laugh, but caught her breath a moment later as Montrose strode out onto the stage near the spot where the coil was dropped. He immediately began searching above him.

      “We must move on,” Nan hissed, pushing Mr. Rathborne-Paxton ahead of her.

      Mr. Rathborne-Paxton nodded and rushed forward.

      “I know she is here somewhere,” Montrose said in a loud voice below them. “You cannot hide from me forever, Mlle. D’Argent.” The way he said her name made Nan cringe. It was a horrible, dangerous thing when your worst enemy knew your biggest secret.

      She and Mr. Rathborne-Paxton reached the far end of the stage and turned the corner to step into a particularly dark patch against one wall. They had the advantage of being almost completely concealed, but there was no place for them to climb back down that would go unseen by Montrose where he stood at the moment. Until Montrose left, they were trapped.

      “You cannot hide forever, Mlle. D’Argent,” Montrose called out again.

      “I’ve told you, she isn’t here,” Everett said in his most bombastic voice, approaching Montrose as though the two of them were playing a scene. “She’s gone to lunch with one of her admirers.”

      “A likely story,” Montrose sneered. He turned to look as Patrick started toward him, balling his hands into fists and looking as threatening as he could.

      That, of course, made Everett flush and fan himself. “Patrick, love, not now,” he teased.

      A few of the stagehands that Nan couldn’t see laughed. She willed them to laugh on. Nothing diffused a man who believed himself to be a threat faster than being laughed at.

      “Montrose is a blackguard,” Mr. Rathborne-Paxton grumbled beside her. “The man should hang.”

      Nan’s eyes went wide. “And what do you know of Montrose, monsieur?” she asked.

      Mr. Rathborne-Paxton turned to her as though she’d just returned home from a voyage abroad and had not yet heard the latest gossip. “He has declared war on my family, mademoiselle. He is in the process of destroying my father—though if you ask me, the man deserves to be destroyed—and he nearly ruined my brother Samuel and his new wife, Alice.”

      Nan winced and let out a low sound of understanding. “Oui, of course. ’Ow could I forget.”

      How could she forget? The London papers had been ablaze with rumors about Alice Woodmont—now Mrs. Samuel Rathborne-Paxton—the month before. Things in Nan’s own life had been such a whirlwind during and since that time. Her agent, Mr. Brown, had signed her to three new advertising campaigns. Journalists were constantly pressing her for interviews about the close of one show and the opening of the new one. And on top of that, Montrose had climbed out of the pit of Hell that Nan was certain he lived in to accost her for money.

      She sucked in a breath as several things fell into place in her mind. Montrose had made Alice Woodmont’s life miserable, but the new Mrs. Rathborne-Paxton had slipped his trap and headed off to the country. Nan had assumed Montrose had heard about her new endorsement deals, and that that was why he had suddenly come after her for money. But the timing suggested that, because he’d failed to get what he wanted from one source, he’d turned to another.

      “Mlle. D’Argent, you’ve gone pale,” Mr. Rathborne-Paxton said. He seemed to forget his own fear as he turned to her, drawing her partially into his arms. It was far too intimate a gesture, but Nan found comfort in it. “Is there anything I can do?”

      Nan bit her lip. “Perhaps?”

      Mr. Rathborne-Paxton frowned at her answer. “You are concerned about Montrose. He wants something from you.” His expression turned downright murderous.

      “Non, it is not zat,” she said, assuming Mr. Rathborne-Paxton believed Montrose wanted her. “I…he…zat is….” She bit her lip, scrambling for a way to explain that would not spill her secret.

      Mr. Rathborne-Paxton waited patiently for her answer, his embrace growing slowly tighter. She should not have liked it as much as she did.

      To keep herself from succumbing to the handsome and charming man in a way she knew would spell disaster, she forced herself to straighten and take a breath. “’Ow can I explain?” she began. “Montrose believes I owe him a great deal of money.”

      “Believes you owe him money?” Mr. Rathborne-Paxton asked, one eyebrow raised.

      “He feels as though he is entitled to a portion of my earnings,” Nan went on carefully.

      Mr. Rathborne-Paxton shook his head, confused. “Why would he think that?”

      “Many years ago,” she said slowly, “he introduced me to Monsieur Jewel. Everett zen introduced me to Mr. Cristofori. Zee two of zem gave me my career and my fame.” She paced as Mr. Rathborne-Paxton nodded in understanding. “Montrose believes he is entitled to a percentage of my earnings now.”

      “Because Montrose is strapped for cash and feels he must find it wherever he can.”

      Nan blinked at him, encouraged by the feeling they shared the same problem. “Do you believe so as well?” She cursed herself for letting her accent slip in her shock.

      Fortunately, Mr. Rathborne-Paxton didn’t seem to notice. “My brother, Sam, and his bride discovered that Montrose has financed most of his nefarious dealings on credit. He must always stay one step ahead of his creditors in order to continue his reign of destruction. But we believe he may have come to a point where his reach exceeds his grasp. The man is desperate.”

      Mr. Rathborne-Paxton’s suppositions matched Nan’s own. For a moment, her heart fluttered with excitement. She would cheer along with the rest of the crowd when Montrose met his downfall.

      A moment later, a thought occurred to her that had her clutching a hand to her stomach. Montrose was the sort of man who became more vicious when he believed he was cornered.

      “He will not leave me alone until he gets what he wants,” she whispered.

      Sure enough, as if to prove her words, Montrose shouted, “If you do not drag the woman out here immediately, I will make certain that this entire production, all of you, and this theater we stand in, are destroyed. You will all be ruined. Just tell me where Mlle. D’Argent is.”

      Nan must have made a sound or let her anxiety show. Mr. Rathborne-Paxton stepped into her again, closing his arms around her.

      “Do not fear, my dear,” he said, as romantic as any of the heroes Cristofori had ever written. “I will not let a single bit of harm befall you. You can put all of your faith and trust in me. Consider me your hero.”

      It was silly, given the situation and the moment, but Nan found herself smiling all the same. Perhaps Mr. Rathborne-Paxton was not the same as every other admirer who had ever clamored up to her with roses, demanding an autograph or a kiss. Granted, the man was a tad on the ridiculous side, but noblemen were entitled to be eccentric. And if she were honest with herself, she did rather like the fool.

      “I must escape,” she whispered, letting herself lean into him. If Mr. Rathborne-Paxton wanted to create a moment akin to the sort of scenes Cristofori wrote, then who was she to deny him that pleasure? “We must flee,” she went on. “But we are trapped. ’Owever shall we untangle ourselves from zis situation?”

      They stood so close, the heat of each of their bodies warming the other, that for a moment, Nan thought he might try to kiss her. It was a very real possibility as he leaned closer, gazing into her eyes with affection and desire. It was completely mad, but she was drawn to that desire. It wasn’t as though she was some sort of virginal, fainting violet. She’d had her fair share of lovers over the years. She was not immune to the animal magnetism that some of her admirers had. Mr. Rathborne-Paxton might be good for more than simply evading Montrose.

      Just when she thought he might swoop down to steal a kiss, he pulled back and said, “I have an idea.”

      “You do?” For the moment, Nan was willing to play the damsel in distress who required her hero to rescue her, mostly because she didn’t have any ideas of her own.

      “Yes,” Mr. Rathborne-Paxton said, taking her hand and leading her quietly along the fly space until they came to one of the ladders.

      “Non,” Nan protested as he started down the ladder. “Montrose will see us.”

      “Not at the moment.” Mr. Rathborne-Paxton nodded to the side of the stage where Montrose was now arguing with Everett, Patrick, and Martin. “He’s distracted.”

      Mr. Rathborne-Paxton was right. They had a chance to get away, but only a brief one. As soon as Mr. Rathborne-Paxton was far enough down the ladder, Nan climbed down after him. The whole thing felt perilous in the extreme.

      Once her feet hit the floor below, Montrose shouted, “This is preposterous! She is here somewhere.”

      Nan stifled a gasp—not just because Montrose broke away from Everett and the others, but because Mr. Rathborne-Paxton grabbed her wrist and pulled her straight into one of the costume rooms just a few yards away from the ladder.

      “But, monsieur,” she protested as he shut the door, “we cannot ’ide where zere is no other means of escape.”

      “Oh, but there is another means of escape,” Mr. Rathborne-Paxton said with absolute confidence, rushing around the racks of costumes and pushing things aside. He appeared to be looking for something, though Nan didn’t have a clue what it could be. “There is always a means of escape when you are
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