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"He's not here." Scheherazade Martin said the words aloud in an attempt to force her mind to stop looking for someone she didn't want to see. He wasn't in tonight's playhouse crowd, and she had no interest in being pursued by him anyway. She even prayed nightly that he would lose interest and leave her alone. But some desires went deeper than her mind's ability to block. And yet, it made no sense. Why did she want him so?

He was a lord pursuing a passing fancy. She was an actress and no lord would deign to marry her no matter what he whispered. Besides, her longing was only a symptom of a larger problem. Yes, she craved Lord Blackstone, but she also wanted... something else. Something elusive.

The word "love" whispered through her mind, and she ruthlessly shut the idea away. Love didn't come to the likes of her. Her goal was marriage and even that wouldn't happen with him. So it was best if she stopped looking for Lord Blackstone and concentrated on the task at hand. She turned toward the Green Room, moving so quickly that she nearly caught her skirts on fire.

"Move that lamp," she said to the newest stagehand, pointing to the offending lantern set casually on the floor where anyone could kick it. The Tavern Playhouse was small, barely enough room for a stage and fifty people, all standing. One little fire and the entire building would burn to the ground before she had the chance to scream. "Do you want to be burned alive?"

"Yeh," grunted the boy, barely ten years old, but he didn't move from where he was lying down, peering into a hole that led beneath the stage. Not until he was cuffed from behind by Seth.

"Ow!" he cried, leaping up, his fists raised. "Wot's that fer?"

Seth didn't answer, except to point at the lamp. He was a mute, but he still managed to handle an army of boys with seeming efficiency. Especially since he had the help of Joey, the oldest of Seth's helpers.

"That's Lady Scher, lackwit," Joey barked as he came around from behind the curtain. "We do wot she says as she says it. Or find yer bread elsewheres." He thrust his chin at the backstage door.

There was a tense moment when Scher thought the new boy would fight or bolt. Boys were the most unpredictable in their first week, but he looked at Seth's massive bulk and changed his mind. Slumping over to the lantern, he grabbed it with enough force to break the handle. Seth was beside him in a minute, pulling him to the door by his ear. The boy started bellowing, but Scher turned away. She didn't want to see Seth's brand of discipline. All she cared about was that it worked, and that it was a damn sight better than what waited outside the Tavern Playhouse doors. Besides, she was already late for the Green Room.

"Thank you for your help, Joey," she said.

"Yes, m'lady, yes! I'll finish up 'ere. I'll do it right an' tight, jes how you like!"

Scher managed a smile, and Joey's face lit up like a beacon. "You're a good boy," she said as she slipped past another curtain to the hallway that led to their tiny Green Room. It was a narrow path and dark, but she had been walking it her entire life, so she paid little heed to where she stepped.

She was just ordering her thoughts to the task ahead when it happened. She felt an arm on hers, a push from the side, and then she was spun around to face her attacker. She had only the vaguest impression of largeness—large hand, tall body, and a dull flap as his heavy cloak rippled around them. By the time she gasped, she was already pushed up against the wall. Her backside hit first, so she was able to prevent her head from banging painfully against a ladder, but that was all she could do as his body came hard and full against her, and his cloak hid her from sight.

Her hands fisted and her belly tensed. Slight as she was, she could still fight. And she was already drawing breath to scream. Seth and his boys would be at her side in a moment. No man dared accost Lady Scher, not in her own tavern.

"You're late," he said, his voice a dark shiver up her spine.

Him. The man who touched her too boldly every night—in person first, then later in her dreams. Tension coiled in her belly, as much from hunger now as from fear. Still, it took a moment for her to ease the breath from her lungs.

"Demanding crowd," she whispered. She lifted her head to see better, but he had braced his forearm and cloak on the wall above her. All was darkness in the shadows he created, though she already knew every angle of his chiseled masculine face. She concentrated instead on other impressions. His legs were spread just a little wider than her own, trapping her thighs between his. His belly was flat, but his groin was not, and she felt heat there like never before. But most of all, she smelled the mint of his breath. In a world of stale ale and men's sweat, mint was a beautiful, elegant scent.

But she had tasks to do and a reputation to maintain, so she pushed against his chest. "They are expecting me in the Green Room."

He eased back, but not because she pushed him. She could not have moved him if she put all her weight into it. But he was a gentleman, and so he moved off her. She would have sighed in regret, but he didn't go far enough for that. There was barely an inch of heated air between them.

"What's wrong?" he asked, startling her once again. "You seem sad."

She held her breath, stunned that he could read her so easily. Then she released it in a controlled laugh. "La, sir, but there is not—"

He caught her chin fast enough to make her gasp. "Do not lie to me, Lady Scher."

She didn't speak. She hadn't the breath, not with him so dark and so forceful before her.

"Tell me," he whispered as he bent his head to her neck. His lips began a slow tease to her skin, and she shivered in response. God help her, he was good at what he did. And when his tongue teased a circle just beneath her jawline, she was ready to do whatever he commanded.

She didn't. She couldn't. As the daughter of an actress, she'd learned early not to trust anyone, least of all a man. "I'm tired, is all. Delilah has the headache, which always makes her unpredictable, and Seth caught one of the boys pickpocketing. The child is turned out now, and you know how his life will go. It saddens me, 'tis all."

He didn't answer because he was ministering to her collarbone, right above the fichu of her modest, brown gown. But she knew he heard her. He was a man who used all his senses. He likely read the rapid pulse of her heart, the shallow whisper of her breath, and the feminine weakness in her knees. For her part, she knew his sharp features and his brown eyes, whether she could see him or not. She knew that taken piece by piece, his looks were average, his build unremarkable except for his height. But as a whole, he had presence. When he looked at her, she felt as if he were looking straight through her into her thoughts. And so he learned things that he should not. Like when she lied about her mood.

He pulled back far enough to hover over her lips. Below, his legs tightened ever so slightly against the outside of her thighs. "I don't like it when you lie."

"Of course you do," she countered. "You'd love it were I to lie with you, but that will never happen."

He brushed his lips across hers, and she felt her mouth swell from the caress. "Grammatical banter. I'm impressed," he whispered, and she could taste the mint on his breath.

"I went to school," she said stiffly.

"Then lay your troubles aside as you lie with me, and together—"

"We will lay all our lies to rest?"

He chuckled, the sound sending a low tremor through her belly. "Yes."

"No." She forced herself to push him away as reality intruded with the sound of raucous laughter from the Green Room. She was needed in there. Lady Scher's presence tended to dampen the worst of the high spirits.

"I must go," she said as she pressed her palms to his chest and pushed.

He didn't move. If anything, his legs pressed her harder against the wall. "Tell me what saddens you."

"I did."

"You didn't."

"Do not presume—" She got no more words out. His mouth was upon hers. Not brutally, with lips and teeth mashed together. Not gently, as one might reserve for a virginal new wife. But assuredly, with nips of teeth against the edge of her lips and the tease of his tongue between the tiny seam she allowed.

She did not want to kiss him. She did not want the heat of his body to infiltrate her own. She did not like it that she opened her mouth to him, relishing every sweep of his tongue. She was no virgin, but neither was she a whore. Her role in the theater company was as a lady hostess, and so she needed the illusion of purity.

He stripped all that away. He did no more than kiss her, then invade her mouth and touch her until she was lightheaded from the joy of it. He didn't even press his hips against her so that she could feel his hunger. But she knew it nonetheless, and she knew her own. In barely more than a month, he'd become as vital to her as the cash in the cash box. This man was the newest and brightest light in her very gray and cluttered life.

He finished his kiss, and she damned herself for releasing a moue of regret. Even in the darkness, she saw his teeth flash white as he grinned. So she made her tone especially sharp as a way to salvage her pride.

"I must go. Tonight is not the night for Delilah to preside alone. She's likely to alienate someone."

"Tell me what has happened," he coaxed. "I might be able to help, you know."

She might have told him then. She might have spilled her entire malaise in a heated rush, but she couldn't explain what she didn't herself understand. So she shook her head. "It takes a lot more than grammar to gain my trust, Lord Blackstone."

"I can do more," he said, his every word a sensuous promise. "I will—"

"No," she said making sure her weariness showed in her voice. "I must go."

He stepped back and away, but before she could duck past, he grabbed her hand. His fingers were gloved, as they always were, and hers were blunt, chapped, and bare because she'd pulled off her stained gloves. "I will come to you tonight," he whispered. "I will make it better."

"I am too tired."

His teeth flashed again with a boyish grin. "I will revive you."

How she wanted to say yes. The simmering of her blood clamored that she wanted him to bed her, to own her as a man owned a woman, but she would not walk that path again. When she was sixteen, she had believed a man's lies. Now she had that experience and the example of a dozen more actresses to know that the men who came to the Tavern Playhouse offered sweet kisses and pretty lies. That path led nowhere. The only escape for women like her was with a wedding ring, and that was not being offered by Lord Blackstone. "No, my lord."

He bowed in acknowledgment, though there was mockery in the movement. The kind of mockery all titled men had for their actress whores. "Yes, Lady Scher. Tonight."

She walked away, though she had to force her reluctant feet to move. She listened for the sound of his footsteps—either coming closer to her or withdrawing—but she heard nothing over the growing noise of the Green Room. Then she was pushing open the door with her customary quietness and slipping inside with the pretense of subtlety.

A few people saw her. Delilah was the first, her eyes flashing with a mixture of gratitude and irritation at Scher's late arrival. Their lead actress loved the flattery of her admirers, but sometimes their demands grew wearisome. Even from across the tiny room, Scher could see a pinched tightness to her smile, and most especially to her gestures. But at least she wasn't cursing anyone, and she looked like a queen seated at the only cushioned chair in the room.

Three other actresses acknowledged her with a flicker of an eye or a slight nod. They held court in the other corners, but made sure in one way or another that their admirers knew Lady Scher was here. After all, so long as the "lady" was here, they could pretend they were "chaperoned" and cling to the illusion of being a higher sort of actress. It was a lie, of course, but one that brought in a better class of clientele. And that benefited them all.

Scher maneuvered into the tiny room as gracefully as possible. Not too many tonight—barely more than a dozen guests—which made it easier to breathe, but Scher feared for the company pocketbook. The Green Room offered special brandies and wines, all with higher prices. The more people crushed in here, the more who would drink while waiting for their turn with Delilah.

Scher scanned the crowd, memorizing the faces as she did every night. She saw men she genuinely liked, including Mr. Frazier, who stood in the corner playing with Annette's dog. He had a way with animals, and that made him a favorite. He glanced up when she passed and flashed her a warm smile, which she returned. But she couldn't tarry to chat, especially since a hand abruptly grasped hers in a sweaty clasp. She tried not to cringe. Even she, the "lady" of the tavern, had to suffer through being grabbed at every turn. Hell, she'd even forgotten to pull on her gloves.

"Lady Scher! Lady Scher! Tell her she must give me a kiss!" It was Mr. Babbott, his thin features looking almost gaunt this evening.

"A ribbon!" called another young man, Mr. Phipps she believed. "I demand a ribbon that has penetrated her most precious hair!"

Ribald laughter followed that rather sad double entendre.

"Poor Mr. Phipps," Delilah trilled. "Have you been working on that all day?"

"All last night," he returned with a suggestive waggled of his eyebrows.

More laughter greeted his words. Scher smiled with a vague kind of aloofness. As the "Lady" Scher, she was not meant to understand these things. So she gently extricated her hand from Mr. Babbott and gestured for tea as she quickly donned her gloves. Mr. Babbott, she knew, did not like ale. And their brandy was too expensive for him.

"Oh, no," Mr. Babbott whispered as he shook his head at Nell the barmaid. "I am a little arrears, these days, and cannot afford even tea."

How well she knew that, but he had other services to offer. "It shall be free, Mr. Babbott," she whispered into his ear. "If you can encourage your young friends to depart early. I believe Delilah has the headache."

His eyes grew misty for a moment as he looked at Scher's lead actress. "Of course," he said. "Of course I will, if you will but tell her of the service I do on her behalf."

Scher repressed an inward sigh. He had no hope with Delilah. Surely he knew that. But of course, he didn't, so with a rare show of generosity, she called for a bun as well. "A gift from me," she said when the food arrived. "So that you know you are valued."

Again, his eyes misted, but this time they were trained on her. "You are a true lady," he said as he quickly took the bun. He didn't even secret it away into a pocket but bit into it right there. It must have been quite a long time since he'd last eaten.

Scher patted his hand and moved away, her desperation growing. She was not a true lady, no matter what anyone here pretended. She was not a true chaperone nor an actress nor anything but a hanger-on in this gray life of the theater. She'd been born here. Twenty-five years ago, her mother had stood where Delilah now reigned. Over the years, Scheherazade had played the part of the baby Jesus, had toddled through the crowd pulling on wigs and pocketing coins, and then later tried her hand at acting. She had sung, danced, and played the lute, searching for a place in the only home she had ever known.

But she didn't have the talent. She would never be a lead actress, could never become more than another singer/whore in the troupe. She had tried desperately to be the star, especially after her golden sister Cleopatra died. She had tried to fill the role, but she was not the beautiful nightingale that Delilah was. That Cleo had been. So Scher found a different way to be useful. She ran the tavern, she supervised the costumes, and most of all, she cared for the money. That gave her a function at the Tavern Playhouse, but it did not make her one of them any more than it made her a lady.

Meanwhile, Mr. Babbott finished his bun and tea, then began sniffing the air quite conspicuously. "Dear, dear," he drawled loudly. "I believe the air has gone stale." As he spoke, his eyes turned to Mr. George Hale who was cursed with frequent bouts of gas.

The man flushed red and began to protest his innocence, but it was too late. The damage had been done and he was forced to endure a great deal of mockery. That, in turn, gave Delilah just the opportunity she required to claim illness and escape. And with the lead attraction gone, others soon departed.

Scher continued to play the gracious hostess. She made polite, semi-flirtatious banter with the clientele, and soon, she was rewarded with a quiet nod from Seth who had slipped in within moments of Delilah's disappearance. He would watch over the remaining girls. Most had already made their night's selection and would soon disappear upstairs or to the boarding house next door.

All was at it should be, and so Scher was free to tend to her more solitary duties. She turned to go but knew she would never make it. Kit was still here, chatting amicably with Annette, waiting until that moment when Scher was free. He truly was a sweet man, smart and charming with his sandy hair and freckled face. And now that the crowd had thinned, he crossed to her side.

"Mr. Frazier, how wonderful to see you tonight." It wasn't a full lie. She genuinely liked the man. He was a paying customer—one of their best in both pocketbook and lineage—and so she set aside her fatigue to chat with him. "Did you like the new act with the dog?"

"Kit," he said earnestly, completely ignoring her question. "I have asked you to call me Kit."

"Ah," she said, as she patted his arm, "but you know how very inappropriate it is."

He glanced around. "Please, Scheherazade, is there somewhere private we could go to talk?"

She thought of the hallway between the stage and the Green Room. She thought of the shadows and how in the entire theater, the most privacy could be found in those short minutes when Seth's boys were busy on the stage and the actresses were busy in the Green Room. But those minutes were gone. There was nowhere private anymore tonight.

"Mr. Frazier—"

"Aie, blimey!" interrupted Annette from the opposite side of the room. "I've forgotten me wig again. Come along, dears, and help me with the powder."

Scher looked up, feeling rather dazed as Annette shot a stern look at the other two remaining actresses. Within moments all of them had gathered up their gentlemen and shuttled them out the door. One even picked up the dog. Seth held the door as all slipped out, then he turned back to her. With a slight nod of approval, he ducked away, pulling the door closed behind him. Faster than Scher thought possible, the Green Room was empty save for herself and Mr. Frazier.

"I don't understand," she murmured, and she truly didn't. Mr. Frazier was the fourth son of a titled family. He was young, foolish at times, but would eventually grow into a steady man. He was not one prone to taking mistresses, nor was he wealthy enough to have bribed the room to leave him alone with her. What could possibly be happening?

She turned back to her companion, only to gasp in shock at the sight of him on one knee before her.

"Oh, pray do not look so frightened!" he cried. "This is a joyous time, or rather I hope it will be." He grasped her hand in his own.

"Mr. Frazier," she whispered, her mind much too slow to follow.

"I wish to ask... That is, I want to beg, to plead with you. Please, sweet Scheherazade, will you do me the greatest honor of becoming my wife?"


Chapter 2
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Scher's heart beat painfully in her throat, and she realized with some dismay that she was sweating. How could this be happening? How could she not have known it was coming? The gray haze that had covered her thoughts this last month abruptly thickened until she could barely hear Mr. Frazier's proposal of marriage. And in that near-suffocating silence, her mind brought forth impossible dreams.

She saw herself as a lady in a gown that did not have to be reinforced because of the many men who tugged on it. She saw her wedding in church with a congregation that didn't speak in cant, and the women wore gowns that fully covered their breasts. She saw her home in a village with green grass and birds that were not pigeons. She saw her whole life as it could be, if only she were respectable. And best of all, she saw her children—healthy children—who were attended by a doctor. She had lost her mother, her sister, and countless friends because the surgeon put them last on the list. The respectable patients always got treated first, got the best medicines, and always on time. She would never, ever have children until she could be assured that they would get the best care available. And that meant being respectable.

Meanwhile, Mr. Frazier tightened his grip on her hands. "Say something, Scher. Please."

She opened her mouth to speak, not even knowing what she would say. But finally words spilled out. "Your mother will never allow it."

Her eyes widened in shock. She never meant to say that! And as expected, his face flushed a ruddy red.

"I am a grown man!" he said with a note of defiance.

"Of course you are," she immediately soothed. "You have just taken me so off guard. I don't know what to say."

"Just say yes."

She closed her eyes. Her hand was still gripped in his, and she couldn't stop wondering why she was sweating at this most inauspicious time. "I cannot think," she whispered. It was a lie. She could think, but her thoughts would never come to pass. "It is beastly hot in here, don't you think?"

"Let me get you a chair," he said quickly enough. But he was down on one knee, so that necessitated him getting up. He jerked on her hand only a little as he popped up. In general he was very agile. Then quicker than she wanted, he was escorting her to an old wooden chair next to the wall. She followed him meekly enough, still trying to push through the heavy press of wishful dreams. But there wasn't enough time, and soon she was sitting down again and he was back down on one knee before her.

"Scheherazade, I know you are a woman prone to logic, so perhaps I should begin there."

"You are in love," she said softly. She did not sneer the word, but he must have noticed her lack of enthusiasm because he brought up his other hand to sandwich hers.

"Yes, I absolutely am, my dear. I love you, Scheherazade."

She shivered as he said her name. It sounded so odd. She was Lady Scher to everyone. Only Pappy called her by her full name, and he was gone these many years. "I pray that you have some care for me."

"Of course I do," she responded automatically. "I have loved you since I first met you." He had been like the puppies that Annette raised, tumbling about and chewing on things. Not that he chewed on things, but that same earnest exploration of the world was common to him and the little creatures. She vividly recalled meeting Kit some years ago. He literally fell at her feet when his legs were taking him to the bar while his eyes had just caught sight of Delilah. His upper body spun toward the actress and his feet had no hope of recovering. So down he had tumbled to everyone's grand amusement, including his own. Indeed, he had thought it was so funny that he had called for ale for everyone such that he would not be the only one on the floor.

She remembered leaning down to him to chuck him under the chin, he was that adorable. Of course she loved him. Everybody loved him.

Meanwhile, Kit was continuing his ardent plea. "I can see that you require more than my love, don't you? Very well, then. Let me say that I have thought about this a great deal and our union makes logical sense."

She shook her head. "No, Kit, it doesn't. You are a nobleman, I am only an actress. And I am so much older than you."

He grinned. "You called me Kit. It means your heart knows the truth. Your heart wants you to say yes."

She didn't argue with him. She hadn't the breath. Damn the boy for offering her a dream that could never be. Didn't he understand how painful that was?

He must have taken her silence as encouragement because he started to enumerate his thinking. "First off, you are not older, my dear. We are the same age exactly."

Were they? She hadn't thought so, but perhaps it was merely that he seemed so young to her.

"Secondly, I am the fourth son of a long and vastly ignored title. While you, my dear, have nobility on both sides of your family."

"My mother was an actress, my father..." She flushed and looked away. "Well, I am a bastard, and you know it."

"We'll say you are the bastard of a duke and you'll be all the rage. Much more interesting than—"

"One does not marry 'interesting,' Kit. That is not logical."

He abruptly perked up. "That is the second time you have called me Kit. I vow by the time you say it a third time, we will be engaged."

"Mr. Frazier—" she said tartly, but he shook his head.

"No, no, you have not heard the rest of my logic." Then he grimaced. "Forgive me, but my knee is killing me." He rolled to his side, then quickly got both feet under him as he grabbed a nearby bench and dragged it loudly forward. Within moments, he was seated before her, once again reaching for her hands. She did not fight him. She could tell he would insist, and she had no desire to play run and catch with her hand.

"Now where was I? Oh, yes, logic. I am not very good with it, you know, and there again is my next reason. Am I on four or five?"

"Three," she said softly.

"Ah, yes. See, you are much better at numbers than I."

She shook her head. "Really, there is no need—"

He grimaced, releasing the top of her hand to run a hand through his hair. It only made him look more dashing, of course. He really was an adorable boy. "I am botching this badly, but you see I am about to confess a great truth."

She winced. Nothing ever intelligent came out when someone called it a great truth.

"I was only indifferent at school. I have a moderate head for numbers and no interest at all in Latin."

"You are vastly intelligent, Mr. Frazier."

"Ah, we are back to Mr. Frazier again. That is because you are lying. I am not vastly intelligent. I am only somewhat intelligent. Which means I shall not add anything to the sciences, I will not return to school, and I certainly have no desire to wander around some hellhole being shot at by Spaniards or Frenchies or whomever. So the military is out."

She almost laughed. "So you want to wed an actress instead?"

His expression sobered, and his eyes grew serious. It was a sight indeed as he was rarely ever serious. "I am a fourth son with almost no means of support. No titled girl will want me."

"You don't know that—"

"And if they did, I don't want them. They are stupider than I am, Scheherazade. And if that's not a recipe for disaster, then I don't know what is."

She fell silent. She did not associate with the ladies of the ton, only the men. "You can still marry well, Mr. Frazier."

"See. You called me mister again, so it is yet another lie. I must marry a woman of intelligence, and you are the smartest woman I know. I must find a woman who can help me sort through the financials. With my respectability and your skills, we will become nabobs in no time!"

She laughed. How could she not? His prediction was ridiculous, and yet few men knew her skill. Money was the one thing she managed extremely well.

"Laughter!" he cried with obviously delight. "I am making progress."

"But that is hardly the basis for marriage, you know," she said softly. "I will help you without a wedding ring." She would charge him a fee for her advice, of course, but that was only fair.

"Ah, yes, but you have forgotten all the other things. Recall that a ring will give you the respectability you have never had. I will own all the wealth you already possess—"

"Hardly an inducement in your favor," she lied.

"But you could live with me elsewhere. We could have children, you know. Charming boys and clever girls." He leaned forward, his eyes no longer earnest. In fact, they held a note of warning in them. "You would be honest as my wife, would you not?"

She straightened. "Of course."

He nodded. "I know of so many cuckolded before their first year. You would not do that to me. And I would be grateful every day for your financial savoir faire. You get a percentage of the take here, don't you?"

She looked away. It was true, but she didn't like admitting that. Her persona was as a lady, and ladies did not talk of money.

He drew her face back to his with a gentle touch. "Our marriage makes sense, Scheherazade. I need your stable intelligence. You need my respectability, and I think, my joy." His thumb tapped her lips. "You are too serious, and I make you laugh."

She felt her eyes widen in reaction, not to his words, but the sudden rush of wetness to her eyes. She was tearing? But why? He was wrong! She was not too serious. She was surrounded by actors, for goodness sake. If they did not deify levity, she did not know who did. And yet some emotion was gripping her belly tight. Something was feeding the malaise that she could not seem to shake. What was wrong with her that she could not simply be happy in the life she had built here as Lady Scher of the Tavern Troupe?

Her mind flashed to the dark shadows of the hallway, to the kiss that had burned through her until she thought her blood would boil. "What of your..." She stopped her words. She almost said cousin, but none knew about her man of the shadows. "Your family and friends? They will sneer—rightly so—that you are marrying beneath you."

"Then they are not so good at logic, are they? I would be a good husband to you. I would never hurt you or our children. You would make sure our money is well spent, and there is one more thing."

She swallowed, her mind centered on the cramping in her belly, on the rush of sound to her ears. This would never happen. In the world's eyes, she was almost the lowest of the low. She wasn't even a famous stage actress, but someone who wandered about the backstage. At best, they assumed she was a madam, and they weren't far off. Kit would not be allowed to marry her. It was too far a step for him to take.

And yet, how she wanted it: true, honest, legitimate marriage to the son of a peer! Her life would be respectable, her children safe from all the dangers that plagued illegitimate children. The longing for it was a deep ache that would not subside.

"I love you, Scheherazade," Kit continued. "And you have said you love me. When added to the other logic, can anything else be more perfect?"

She shook her head, her heart caught somewhere between her lungs and her mouth. "Your family will never allow it," she repeated. "Think of the reaction. Can you live outside of ton? Outside of all society? You love it here!"

"It won't come to that."

She sighed. "Yes, it will."

"But you forget something, my sweet." He lifted her clenched fist to his mouth and pressed a tender kiss to her knuckles. She winced at the sight of her stained gloves against his mouth, but he didn't notice.

"Do not say love again. That is a poor basis for anything."

He arched his brow in challenge, but then quickly conceded the point. "All right then, you have forgotten about the money. We shall be rich as Croesus, and that will solve the other. It is the way things are, as you have mentioned to me more than once."

"Money can only buy so much. Your family will still disown you. They would certainly never recognize our children." Her heart twisted painfully at that. How odd that she could feel pain for children that hadn't even been conceived, but she did. She most certainly did.

"We will not need them." He slid off his bench back onto one knee. He pulled her hand to his lips again and gazed at her with an earnestness that she found more endearing than she had before. "Please, Scheherazade, will you do me the greatest honor of becoming my wife?"

Could she do it? Could she spend her life away from the acting troupe and tavern? Could she exist in that gray place of the not quite respectable nor fully deplorable? Could she be a good wife to a man who was kind, if a bit young? Of course, she could. It was a far better life than what she had here.

But he could not. When it came right down to it, he would not. Well before they made it to the altar, the world would change his mind. And yet, she wanted it. She had wanted this forever.

"It will be hard, Kit. Harder than you ever imagined."

He smiled into her eyes, and she saw a strength there she hadn't expected. "Love will overcome all obstacles." And when she didn't answer, he sobered. "You will help me, Scheherazade. And I will help you. This I swear."

"Then yes, Kit. Yes, I will marry you."

It was many hours later before Scher sought her bed. Half the troupe had been listening at the door, so when she finally accepted Kit's proposal they had burst through with shouts of "huzzah!" Then there was champagne and brandy, the not-watered-down kind. And Scher managed to grab a bun before they were all gobbled down. In truth, she tried to keep the celebration modest. She didn't want the engagement talked about yet, and so she told everyone quite sternly to keep the news quiet. It wouldn't work, of course. No one enjoyed a good story like actors, and having one of their own marry the son of a peer was the best story of all. But some of them understood her worry. Some of them knew that Kit had yet to face the wrath of his family for his choice of bride.

In truth, she enjoyed every moment of the celebration. Whenever her mood started to sour, Kit was beside her with a word or gesture, something that made her smile. He really was a delightful... man. She could no longer call him a boy in her thoughts. He was a man grown, or so she hoped.

In any event, she was dropping with fatigue when she finally climbed the stairs to her bedchamber. She was the only one who lived on the top floor, and she cherished the privacy it afforded. The middle story was given over to props and costumes, plus four bedchambers, which were always occupied, though by different couples every night. And of course, the main floor was tavern and stage, plus the Green Room, which was really painted a soft brown so as to further highlight Delilah's pale beauty.

Scher hadn't even put her key to her door when she heard him step up behind her. She whirled around, her fist and lantern at the ready. But it was him, Viscount Blackstone, her fiancé's first cousin. He had warned her that he would come tonight, and though she'd told him no, she'd known he would appear anyway.

He stood back in the shadows. His eyes were hidden in the darkness, but she could see the hard clench of his jaw beneath his morning beard. He was angry, and the sight pleased her. After all, he had made her angry often enough.

They stood there for a moment, her with the light in her hand, him just outside of the lantern's touch, silent and immobile. She struggled for something to say, but could come up with nothing appropriate. In the end, she sighed and turned back to her door. Let him stand in brooding silence all night if he liked. She wanted her bed. He spoke before she turned the key.

"You have accepted his suit."

She sighed again, her whole body filled with a sudden despair. She had held on to her joy among a score of people all shouting "huzzah," but now in the dark corridor before her door, she felt the fantasy slipping away. Why not get the pain over with quickly? The sooner she said the truth out loud, the sooner she could crawl into her bed and cry. And yet it was hard to say it aloud. So much harder than she might have guessed.

"Scher?"

"You need not fear," she forced out. "It will not hold. We are to dine tomorrow with his family to announce the engagement." She let her head drop to the side such that it rested on the door frame. One hand still held the lantern, the other had the key pushed into the lock. But the rest of her body sagged against the frame. "His mother will never let the marriage happen."

"So why accept the suit? Why tarnish his name with gossip? Why put yourself through the mockery?"

She shrugged. "He is a man grown and entitled to his choices."

"But if his mother—"

"Stop!" she hissed. She turned to look at him and was startled to find that her vision was excruciatingly clear. Despite the fact that he hid in the shadows, she still saw his every dark feature. "I want this wedding," she confessed. "I want the home and the children and the life he offers. I want it." She lifted her chin. "I do not know the future. I do not know that his family will break him. He is not the fool you think him."

His head canted to the side as he studied her. "I never said I thought him a fool." He reached out slowly to touch her, but she flinched away. She knew how it would feel before he connected. It would hold no tenderness, but it would burn across her skin like fire. And she had no business feeling fire with a man who was not her intended.

"He makes me laugh," she said clearly. Then she bit her lip, stunned that she had revealed so much.

He moved in close, too close for her to shy away, caught as she was against her door. He touched her only on her face, his rough male fingers exquisitely light on her cheek. And, yes, fire burned wherever he stroked. She closed her eyes, locking her knees against the weakness that would come.

Then his thumb slid to her lower lip, tugging the flesh out from beneath her teeth. "I can make you scream," he said.

She knocked his hand away, startling them both with the force of her refusal. Especially since her mouth was already swollen from his heat. "I do not like to scream," she said tartly.

"True," he said, and she detected a note of reluctance in his words. "You are the most quiet of women. It is why I like you so." Then he dropped the tenor of his voice to a low whisper. "Perhaps I shall make you sing, then."

"I stopped singing on my tenth birthday." Then she turned her back on him, wishing she could close him out of her thoughts as easily.

He had appeared in her life as most men did, as a visitor to the Green Room, a lord who wanted to dabble with the lower class for a time. He was clean, wickedly witty, and had a dark aura around him that she—and so many others—found intriguing. He never drank or became loutish, never pawed or groped anyone, and once he had saved Molly from someone who was both drunk and loutish.

That is what had softened her to him, a little more than a month ago. Before she or Seth had time to even notice the problem, Viscount Blackstone had caught the drunkard and sent him home. She had heard the story later from Molly, who was practically swooning from the romance of it all.

The very next night, Scher had thanked him with a glass of their best wine. And in such a way, their conversations together began. Barely a week later, he had caught her between the stage and the Green Room. His touch had been dark and forbidding, just like the man. A touch of roughness, a need that sparked her passion as nothing else, and that wonderful whisper of minty elegance. She had allowed the kiss then. Five nights later, she had allowed a bit more.

He was a master at seduction, and she had gloried in it. But that had been weeks ago. Five times now, he had come to her doorway at night. Four times she had turned him away, though the things they had done in the hallway would hardly be considered proper. Still, she had kept him from her bed though it had been a losing battle. They both knew her surrender was imminent.

If things had gone as usual this night, if Kit had not logicked her into agreement, then she probably would have opened her door tonight. She would have let him into her bed and her body. She would have relished every moment of her descent into the carnal, and in the morning... In the morning...

She did not know how she would feel in the morning, which is why she hadn't opened her bedroom to him those first four times. And now the question was moot.

"I am an engaged woman," she said before he could renew his caress. "Please do not think I would betray Kit so easily."

He paused, his body still a good foot away from hers. And yet she smelled the mint, she felt his presence, and she knew her legs were weak despite the way she held herself tall and proud.

"You said the engagement will not hold," he said. "And you are still sad."

She huffed. "Because the engagement will not hold." She said the words, but in her heart, she thought something else. What if Kit held strong against his mother? What if the day went not well, but not so badly either? Then she would hold on to her dream with both hands and not let anyone end it.

"No," he said, his dark voice interrupting his thoughts. "There is something deeper. I knew it before Kit's impetuous proposal."

She stiffened at that, abruptly finding the strength to turn and shove him backward with one hand. "It was not an impetuous act!"

He arched an eyebrow at her, the dark slash an echo of the half-sneering twist of his lips. "That is your first show of spirit this whole night."

"Then it is a good thing it came when defending my fiancé." Her voice almost broke on the word "fiancé," but years of vocal training kept her emotions from affecting her words. "You underestimate your cousin."

He acknowledged her words with a shrug. "The boy does have excellent taste."

Scher shot him a grimace of disgust. "Flattery is not your strong suit."

"On the contrary, Lady Scher, flattery is simply not your weakness."

"Why can you not be my friend?" she asked, unable to look in his eyes as she spoke. "You know what life is like for a woman like me. I am accosted at night and sneered at by day. Even the poorest married woman is afforded respect, and her children have options as they grow." She forced herself to look into his eyes. "A friend would be happy for me, for this chance at a good life."

He didn't speak at first, but she read a desperate sadness in his eyes. "I want to be your lover, Scher. You cannot know how you haunt me."

"And I want to be respectable, Lord Blackstone."

"Kit is not your answer." He took a step forward. "But I could be. I could try."

She wanted to believe him. She wanted it the same way she wanted to feel his hands on her body, his male strength surrounding her—penetrating her—at night. But that path led nowhere. So she turned back to the key in her door, twisting it with a precise flick of her wrist. "I am too tired to match wits with you, my lord. I concede the victory. You are more brilliant, more witty, and more manly than any woman can withstand. I am fairly panting with desire. Too bad I am engaged to your cousin."

He was upon her in a moment, his assault too silent for her to hear, his strength too much for her to defeat. She hadn't even smelled the rush of mint until it was too late. He simply waited until her back was turned, then wrapped his arms around her, pinning her elbows to her side. She barely had the strength to keep the lantern from crashing to the ground and setting the entire theater on fire.

He quickly wrenched the lantern from her grip. And when she drew breath to scream, the sound came out as a squeak as he flipped her over his shoulder and carried her into her bedroom.


Chapter 3
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Scher weighed next to nothing. That was Brandon's thought as he kicked the door closed behind him. For all her force of personality, for all the steel he felt beneath her surface, her weight was rather slight. Scher was flesh and bone, he realized, and that could be conquered.

He dropped her on her bed. He remembered at the last moment to protect her head such that it didn't bounce painfully on mattress or wall. He slid his hand to cradle her as she descended, but that brought him too close to landing on top of her. And if that happened, there would be no way to rescue the situation.

So he kept her head from bouncing, and then quickly stepped back. But he couldn't force himself to go far. He stood beside the bed, looming over her, as he contemplated her slim body. She was not lush like the portraits of her mother. Whoever her father was clearly had slimmer bones and more refined features. Brandon thought she was like a beautiful bird, slender enough for flight, long enough to be flexible, and with a crown of glossy red brown hair that could mesmerize him. Did she know it changed colors depending on the light? Right now, it spilled about her head in dark waves, only occasionally glinting red from the lantern flame.

"Why aren't you screaming?" he asked casually. How odd that his organ was painfully hard for her, that he was thinking of doing the unthinkable, and yet could discuss his actions with the dispassion of the most hardened criminal. Perhaps that was what he was: a depraved, unrepentant criminal. "You are frightened," he noted.

Her eyes were wide, her breath shortened into tight whispered pants. She had braced herself on her elbows and coiled her legs together and back the moment her body hit the mattress. But beyond that—and a slow inching to the opposite side of the bed—she made no move to protect herself.

He looked to her bedroom door. It was shut, but not locked. Anyone could enter. Except that they were on the top floor, and he knew no one disturbed Lady Scher's rest. "One good scream from you and I shall have the whole troupe upon me."

She took a deep breath. He wasn't even looking at her, but he heard it nonetheless, and he reacted without thought. He was upon the bed, his forearm pressed to her throat. He didn't push, but the threat was enough. If she released her scream, he would cut it off before she could do more than whimper.

He waited that way until he felt her release her breath on a slow, steady sigh. He even closed his eyes to better feel the heated air whisper against his cheek and the gentle lowering of her chest as she exhaled.

"I suppose that is why," he said to himself. He felt his organ press against her thigh. Oh, she was so close. Damn his cousin for jumping the gun. Damn Kit for proposing today rather than tomorrow. He could have had Scher tonight if it were not for the stupid boy. He could have had her in a blissful sexual haze for nights on end. Enough to satiate his own hunger and dissuade the puppy from his ridiculous proposal. But Kit had not waited, Scheherazade had accepted, and now she would not submit to him without force.

It had seemed so easy a month ago. His brother, the earl and head of the family, had tasked him with distracting a scheming actress away from Kit. How hard could it be? Then he'd met Scher and found her infinitely more complicated than expected. And infinitely more intriguing.

She'd been kissing him for more than a month now, teasing him with her hunger while simultaneously struggling to hold on to her respectability. He had felt the war inside her with every kiss. She did not want to desire him, but she did. And he had made sure that some of his friends knew of their liaison. Not the particulars, just enough to set the stage if Kit forced his hand.

And Kit had forced his hand, damn it all. If only the boy had waited one night. Kit didn't seem to care if the girl was virgin, only that she remain true to him now. So all Brandon needed to do was seduce her before the proposal, then brag about it in the right circles. But it hadn't happened that way, and now Brandon lay on top of her fighting his worst desires.

My, how he had fallen from his idealistic youth.

It would be so easy. All he need do is ease himself on top of her. One hand would pin her wrists. The other would pull aside her skirt. And if she screamed, it wouldn't matter. The deed would be done before anyone could stop him. Even if she cried rape afterward, there would be enough doubt. Kit would likely decry the engagement before tomorrow's family dinner.

His brother would do it. His brother would think it a service to Kit and to the family name. He could almost picture Michael standing over him, cursing with displeasure the longer Brandon avoided doing the deed.

She was back to her short panting breaths. In truth, he hadn't allowed her much more than that, so he eased off her throat so she could breathe deeper. He had no wish to suffocate her. But he couldn't force himself to move further—either on top or away. Her breasts were full beneath his chest. She had gotten that much from her mother. Ripe globes that he could feel distinctly even though she lay on her back.

He moved his free hand to her breast. His right arm still lay light across her throat, but his left shifted enough for him to caress her. He didn't tear off her clothes. She owned so few dresses. It would be cruel to destroy this one even though it was a dull, ugly brown. He could feel through her clothes. He shaped her breast, lifted it, and rubbed his thumb across her nipple. She released a mew of distress, but he felt her pebble beneath his ministrations, and he wondered if her breath was short because of fear or desire.

"I do not want this," she whispered. It was always a whisper with her. Never had he heard her raise her voice or bark a command. An arch of her brow sufficed. Or a pointed finger. Once, he'd even seen her tighten a fist, but that was all. And when she was with him, her voice dropped even quieter, he thought because they shared such intimate confessions.

His hand had not stopped. His fingers continued to toy with her nipple, tugging it as much as he could, rubbing his nail across it when he could not. The fabric was a restriction after all, and he thought of ripping it away. He could always buy her a new gown.

"Stop," she said firmly.

"Cry off your engagement to Kit. Choose me instead."

"No." There was no compromise in her voice, not that he had expected any. He glanced at her face, wincing when he saw the whites of her eyes. For all that she lay still beneath him, he could feel her heart hammering in her chest and see the fear in her widened eyes.

He looked away.

"I have never raped a woman before," he said to her shoulder. "I have never considered it anything but the act of a depraved dog."

"Then why?" she whispered to him. "Why me? And why now? Am I not a person to you?"

He looked back to her face. Forced himself, actually. If he were to become a depraved dog, then he owed her the decency of looking into her face as he did it. So he looked into her eyes, and as he did it, he shifted his hips such that he lay directly on top of her. His organ pushed against her, and she shuddered. It was a small movement, one she obviously fought, but he felt it. There was desire there, if only just a tiny bit.

"You are a woman to me," he said.

"Then why?" she rasped. "You have a mistress. Go to her!"

He paused, pulling back with a frown. "I do not have a mistress." Her heart beat so fast beneath his hands. "You should not listen to gossip, Scher," he said. "The woman I brought back from India is not my mistress. She is but a child."

"What would that child think of this? Of what you are about to do?"

He shrugged. "She already wants me dead. This would be just another crime to lay at my door."

"Why me?" Was the burr in her voice because of him? Had he hurt her? Or was it desire? Either way, he eased his arm farther away from her throat. "Why?"

She slammed her fist down on his shoulder. It was the only thing she could reach and the blow caused a little pain. But it wasn't enough to overpower his lust, and his groin continued to push rhythmically against her.

"Because you have picked Kit over me," he answered.

She hit him again. "Vanity? You would rape me over wounded vanity? Are you so small a man?"

"Apparently," he answered. Then he caught her wrist and raised it high over her head.

"Are you drunk? Mad? Brandon, what is happening to you?"

She said his name. He closed his eyes for a moment to better appreciate the sound. But she had already spoken and so his name was gone. Still, he replayed it in his thoughts. Brandon, what is happening?

"I don't know," he answered. "I don't know."

Except he did know something.
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