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        London: Autumn 1589

      

      

      Min had become accustomed to rejection.  She even expected it.  After all, she'd been rejected by every theatre company manager in London, sometimes more than once.  Every time her play was rejected it felt like a little piece of her heart was stripped off and cast to the City's rats.

      Now she stood face to face with the man capable of cutting it out completely.  It was enough to make her stomach heave.

      "Not you again."  Roger Style stopped mid-stride and thrust both hands on hips exaggerated by his fashionably short trunkhose.  He glanced up and down the street and must have realized he had nowhere else to go except past Min.  Disgruntled theatre-goers, leaving the White Swan Inn after suffering through his latest play, surged down the narrow thoroughfare, buffeting him like an island in the middle of a rapidly flowing stream.  The irony was, they wouldn't have been aware that he was the man responsible for the farce they'd paid good money to see.

      However, the crowd wasn't so large that the buffeting would last long.  Min had to take her chance—her one final grasp at her dream—while Style could not escape.

      Drawing in a solid dose of courage along with a deep breath, she planted her booted feet on the muddy ground and held up her manuscript.  The pages flapped in the chilly afternoon breeze.  "Mr. Style, I'm simply asking that you read it.  Just one little, quick read—."

      "No."  Style took a step closer.  He was short, only a little taller than Min herself, but he had presence borne from years of acting in leading roles.  It was an advantage he knew how to use.

      Min refused to be intimidated.  Again.  She'd backed down from Style once already.  She'd been very close to throwing her manuscript in the fireplace afterwards but sense had thankfully returned in time to save it from oblivion.  She'd decided to have one last attempt with Style, the only manager desperate enough to look at a play written by a woman.  Or so she hoped.  She felt sure if he just read it, he would fall in love with it.  Folly?  Perhaps.  Vanity?  Certainly.  Blind faith?  Most definitely.

      But she wouldn't give up.  Not until she was sure he was rejecting it for the right reasons.  It didn't look promising.

      "Women don't write plays," Style said.  He linked his hands behind his back, squared his shoulders and thrust out his chin.  Or he would have if he had one.  "In fact, due to the smallness of their brains, they cannot write plays.  Alas, it is not of my doing, but God's."  He indeed seemed quite apologetic on the Lord's behalf.  "It is His will that the gentler sex be given the gifts of beauty and..."  He waved his gloved hands as if conjuring a word out of the air.  He looked like the wise old wizard he'd played on stage the month before in a rather forgettable play.  "...other things.  I would be doing you an injustice, my dear, to read the play you thrust beneath my nose.  It would simply encourage you to write more.  In that endeavor, your poor brain would not be able to cope with so much activity and, in short, it might expire.  Nay!  It would expire.  I cannot have that on my conscience."  He smiled down at her the way a master smiles down at his favorite puppy after it has pissed on the rushes—with strained patience as he knows it's not the puppy's fault.

      Min almost bit her tongue off to refrain from saying something that would completely destroy her last chance.  She might be desperate but she liked to think she wasn't a complete fool.

      "Now, if you'll be so good as to step aside."  He lifted thick, woolly brows, expectant.

      Min gave him her best smile.  The one she used on her father after telling him she'd failed to finish copying his notes because she'd been writing her play instead.  The one that always worked.  Almost always.

      "Please, Mr. Style, I shall be indebted to you.  I'm not asking for money."  She put her right arm behind her back to hide the threadbare patch on the cloak sleeve.  "Not much anyway.  I simply want—."

      "No."  He sighed and rolled his eyes.  "Would you like me to explain it to you again?"  He tossed his head and nearly poked the eye out of a passerby with the long white plume decorating his hat.  "Women cannot possibly write the sort of plays my company performs.  The nuances, the rhythms, are simply too intricate for the poor female mind to comprehend."

      "Many women attend your plays, Sir, and enjoy them."  Used to enjoy them, she might have added.  After the most recent outbreak of the plague, Lord Hawkesbury's Men—Style's company—could no longer be relied upon to entertain.  With their chief playwright succumbing to the vile disease that had emptied the City and ravaged those who'd remained behind, the new plays had been awful.  Not a single one had lasted more than two performances.  Most not even that many.

      As a consequence, audiences had dwindled.  The one that turned out for this afternoon's performance had already turned into a trickle leaving the inn.  That alone gave Min hope.  A theatre company with a diminishing audience equated to a desperate manager.  And desperate people took risks.

      Style lifted a hand and caressed the air.  "Watching them is one thing," he said, "writing them entirely another."

      What remained of Min's heart sank into her stomach.  It was hopeless.  He wouldn't look at her play if his life depended upon it, or his livelihood as it were.  She wasn't surprised.  He wasn't the only manager who'd turned her down.  He was simply the last.  The very last.

      The crowd had dispersed entirely, the gray clouds encouraging them to find shelter before the rain broke and made the roads slippery and their ruffs droop.  Style moved to step around her.

      That's when Min saw Him.  Her Savior.

      He leaned against the wall of a haberdasher's shop, arms and ankles crossed lazily.  He was tall with dark hair and skin that spoke of warmer climes or an intriguing parentage.  Unlike the gentlemanly fops she was familiar with, he wore simple black with no outrageously large buttons or elaborate embroidery and not a hint of jewelry, not even an earring.  Even his ruff was small.  She couldn't determine the material of his doublet and hose, but they fit him well.  Not a sag in sight.  A talented tailor had made them precisely for this man's body.

      And what a body.  Wide shoulders and a fine leg.  Even from where she stood on the other side of Gracechurch Street she could see his calf was muscled and shapely.

      All of these things made him stand out from the people around him, but it was his eyes that sent a shimmer of heat up her spine.  Even at a distance she could see they were bright blue, the color of a summer sky.  Amidst all that darkness, they were an oasis—vivid and glorious.

      And they were staring straight at her.

      "Wait!"  She caught Style's arm, jerking him to a halt.

      "My girl," he said with exaggerated effort, "I am very busy."  He glanced back at the inn.  Looking for assistance from his players?  It was unlikely they would come to his aid—they were probably still downing their professional sorrows in the taproom.  "Please remove yourself from my presence or I shall have to—."

      "There's been a misunderstanding.  I didn't write this play."

      "Very well."  He pried one of her fingers off his arm, using only his thumb and forefinger as if he might catch something from her.

      "No, listen."  As soon as he let go of her finger, she clamped it down on his arm again.  "What I mean to say is, a woman didn't write this play, a man did."

      Style frowned.  "Then why didn't you tell me so before?"

      She shrugged.  She didn't have an answer for that.  Not yet.

      "Well, if you didn't," he said, "who did?"

      "Him."  The man's eyes had bewitched her.  It was the only explanation as to why she was doing something so impulsive and foolish.  That and an over-active imagination, as her father called it.

      "Him?"  Style's eyes narrowed as he studied the man.

      The figure in question shifted, a barely noticeable stiffening of his back and shoulders.  Min noticed it, however.  She felt strangely in tune with him—like the fiddler off stage and dancer on it, they were separate and yet together.  That must be how it is when one met one's Savior.

      "Then why didn't he approach me himself instead of sending you?"  Style cocked his head to the side without taking his gaze off the stranger.

      "He's, er, shy."  Min cringed.  She might have an over-active imagination but it wasn't a particularly quick one.

      "He doesn't look shy.  He looks...interesting."

      He most certainly did.  Min had never seen a man quite like him.  He exuded a self-contained power, and despite his lazy stance, she could see he was alert to his surroundings—a cat lazing in the sun but with a hungry eye on the mouse.

      Or in this case, Min.

      "Well, he is shy," she said.  "Very."

      "Let's meet him, shall we?"

      "No!"  She leaped in front of Style.

      He peered over her head and frowned.  "Oh.  He's gone."

      Thank you Lord.  Min breathed out and managed a smile.  "As I said.  Shy."

      "He shouldn't be.  Men who look like that don't need to be shy.  I wonder if he's ever thought of acting.  He'd make quite a striking figure on stage."

      "I'll ask him next time I see him."  She held out her manuscript.  "Will you read his play?"

      Style took it and Min felt her heart rebuild itself in that instant.  She didn't squeal in delight, but it was an effort not to.

      "I'll read it tonight," he said.

      "Wonderful.  I'll meet you back here tomorrow, same time.  You won't be disappointed, Sir."

      Style cast his eye over the front page.  "Bring the playwright."

      "The...er, yes, of course.  He'll be here."  Her face heated at the lie.

      "Good day, Mistress...  What was your name?"

      "Peabody.  Minerva Peabody."

      Style nodded and left, glancing left and right as he hurried the short distance to Gracechurch Street.

      Min watched him go with a growing sense of exhilaration.  He was going to read it!  The battle was half won.  She might finally, finally see her dream come to fruition.  Her heart was whole again and tears welled in her eyes.  It was almost too much.  Two years of writing in moments snatched out of her day only to have her hopes ground under both feet of every theatre manager in London, and now she'd won this victory.  It was minor really—he still had to read it and like it—but the victory felt like a giant leap forward.  And it was all hers to savor and cherish.

      She felt like she would burst if she didn't tell someone.  But who?  Her father would be angry that she'd wasted so much time on her play instead of helping him, and her friends didn't quite understand how much it meant to her.  Those that knew she harbored the dream of being a playwright thought her mad, and they were few.  Not even Ned would appreciate this moment.  Especially Ned.  He might be courting her but he understood her most precious dream least of all.

      Min sighed.  Her earlier enthusiasm faded like the setting sun.  If only her mother was alive...

      She turned to go.  And bumped into a brick of a man.  A big man, with strong hands that gripped her shoulders to steady her.

      "I'm sorry," she said, peering up at him.  "I—.  Oh!  It's you."

      "Why were you watching me?"  No preamble, no 'Are you all right?' or 'Hello, my name is Percy Percival, what's yours?'

      Min swallowed and blinked up at the stranger with the too-blue eyes.  He was quite overwhelming up close.  From afar he'd been like an exotic delicacy—a delicious morsel that was, alas, out of her reach—but now she received the full force of his presence.  Power rippled through his touch into her body, making the tiny hairs on the back of her neck stand to attention.  His blue glare bored into her as if he were trying to extract the answer directly from her head.  There was a jaded languor about those eyes, as if they'd seen too much but no longer cared.

      She swallowed again.  She really hoped his name wasn't Percy.  That would be such a disappointment to her writer's sensibilities.  Lucifer would be far more appropriate.

      "I wasn't watching you," she said, her voice small.  She cleared her throat.  "Anyway, it was you who was watching me."

      His gaze slid to her shoulders.  As if he'd just realized he was still holding her, he let them go.  "You are mistaken."

      "I am not.  You were looking directly at me for quite some time."

      "No."

      "No?"

      "As I said, you're mistaken.  I was merely looking in your general direction."

      "At what precisely?"

      A pulse throbbed in his cheek.  "You ask a lot of questions."

      "I'm merely curious.  As a playwright, it helps to be curious about people.  Besides, one question does not 'a lot' make.  So, what or whom were you looking at if not at me?"  She wasn't sure why she persisted.  Perhaps it was to learn more about him.  He might prove useful as the basis for one of her characters.

      But, more truthfully, it was because she'd never met someone so formidable and yet so utterly compelling after such a brief encounter.  She was a moth and he was much too bright a flame for her own good.  It was futile to even resist. She had to know everything about him.

      "That," he said in a tone that could have frozen the Thames, "is none of your business."

      She sighed.  Flame or no, he was harder to talk to than her father in the midst of his research.

      "Are you going to tell me why you were looking at me or will I have to force it out of you?" he persisted.

      She gasped.  "Force?  What kind of force?"  She glanced around and wondered if any of the lingering youths or hawkers would come to her aid if she screamed.  The street had become oddly quiet now that the performance was long over and the sky had turned sinister.  Everyone must have gone home or into one of the nearby shops in anticipation of a downpour.

      "You could always not answer the question to find out," he said.  "If you're curious enough, that is."

      He was toying with her.  She was almost certain of it.  He wasn't smiling and his eyes didn't sparkle, and yet there was a hint of mischief in his tone.

      She crossed her arms.  She didn't like to be teased.  "My reason is not important."

      "I'll be the judge of that."  He crossed his arms too and suddenly he seemed even taller and far more intimidating than before.  How did he do that with only a few small movements of muscle?  "Who was that man with you?"

      She saw no reason not to tell him.  "Roger Style, manager and lead actor for Lord Hawkesbury's Men."

      "The players?"

      "Yes."

      She thought she saw him smile but she must have been mistaken.  He didn't look like a man who knew how to smile.

      He glanced back at the White Swan Inn.  "And that parcel you gave him was your play?"

      "Yes."

      "Ah.  I see."  He bent down to her level and pinned her to the spot with an unwavering glare.  She tried to appear unfazed when all the while she was shivering on the inside.  "So what, madam, does Roger Style and your play have to do with me?"  She opened her mouth to utter whatever excuse came out first but he stopped her by pressing a finger to her lips.  "No," he said.  "I want a direct answer this time."

      She let out a small breath that would have warmed his finger.  Unlike Style this stranger was not afraid of catching anything from her.  She tried to see the finger but only managed to hurt her eyeballs.  She looked left, right, then finally into the eyes of the man she'd thought of as her savior only minutes before.  Now she wished she'd chosen someone else, someone with blander features and considerably smaller in stature.  Someone who didn't turn her insides hot and cold with one glance or look like he could squeeze answers out of her.

      Someone with a little less strength of character.

      "Are you going to tell me the truth now?" he asked, voice rolling through the small space between them like ominous thunder.

      She expected him to remove his finger so she could speak but he didn't.  Instead, he traced her top lip in a movement so exquisitely gentle it made everything inside Min stop.  Her heart, her breath, her thoughts.  Every part of her focused on that finger and the way it caressed her lip.  It tickled but there was no way she would pull back, no way she would break the touch.  She couldn't.  She was in his thrall.

      A strange hush surrounded them.  She could hear nothing except his light breathing, see nothing except his face, so intent on his task, on her lip.  It was as if they were floating inside a bubble; the outside world became irrelevant.  It was quite simply magical.

      Then the stranger did something quite unexpected.  He smiled.  Not a full, beaming smile but more a twitch of one corner of his mouth.  It was accompanied by a derisive curl of his lip and a soft grunt.  He was sneering.  He removed his hand and the bubble burst.

      She swallowed.  "I, I...  What was the question?"  She pressed her fingertips to her mouth but it didn't feel the same.  Didn't have nearly the same effect.

      He cleared his throat and lifted an eyebrow.  She let her hand fall and tried to concentrate on not looking like a silly female who'd never been touched in quite the way he'd just touched her.  Even though she hadn't.  Not even by Ned.  Nor would she again, a small insidious voice inside her said.

      She reigned in her galloping attention.  "Oh, yes.  I remember.  Style wouldn't read a play written by a woman.  So I told him a man wrote it."  She took a precautious step away from him but it didn't weaken his effect on her.  It would require the distance of oceans to achieve that—no, not even then.  "In short, I told him you wrote it."

      "Me?"

      "Yes.  You."

      "Why me?"

      Because you have amazing eyes and broad shoulders.  She shrugged.  "You were standing about, not doing anything in particular and...because you were watching me."

      "I thought we cleared that up.  I wasn't watching you."  Amusement flared in those blue depths again.  Min found it irritating, despite her attraction.  "However if it pleases your playwright's fancy to think that I was, then go ahead and indulge in that fantasy."

      Heat flared from her throat to her hairline.  "Your eyes were pointed at me, Sir.  And since my eyes are in perfect working order, I do not think I was mistaken."

      He sighed and looked heaven-ward as if seeking a sign.  He muttered something she couldn't hear then returned his gaze to her.  "I wasn't watching you, I was watching your companion."

      The sound of her vanity bursting momentarily filled her ears.  Her heart dipped.  It really was her own silly fault to have assumed he had been watching her.  She was hardly the sort of woman to inspire a man like him to spend his afternoon staring at a stranger.

      She tucked a stray lock of hair back into her hood.  "Style?  But why?"

      He hesitated, just a little, then said, "I want to join his company."

      "Lord Hawkesbury's Men?  As what?"

      He shrugged.  "In any capacity.  And it seems, madam, that you have helped my plight."

      She didn't believe him.  He didn't even know Style was the manager of Lord Hawkesbury's Men until she'd told him and now he wanted to work for Style's company?  She wasn't a fool.

      But why lie?  What did this man have to hide?

      And what had she got herself into by using him?

      Whatever it was, it seemed only fair that he now use her.  That would teach her not to think her schemes through properly before opening her mouth.

      The stranger rubbed his stubbly chin, lost in thought.  "Are you going to see Style again about your play?"

      "Yes."

      "When and where?"

      "Why?"  A sense of foreboding congealed in her stomach.

      "Just answer the question."

      "What if I don't want to?"

      "Then I will follow you and tell your father or husband or whoever is head of your household that you have been consorting with theatrical types."

      Her jaw hurt.  She forced it to move so she could say: "Consorting?"

      "They can put their own interpretation on the word."  He blinked lazily.

      Min wanted to scratch those too-blue eyes out, wanted to punch him on the chin like an insulted man would.  But she wasn't a man and he wasn't like any man she'd encountered.  He was much too magnificent a beast to respond to such pettiness.  "Is your name Lucifer by any chance?"

      His cheek twitched.  "No."

      She spun round and strode off, hating God, the devil and whatever witchcraft had sent this man to her.  Walk away.  Walk far away from him now.  "I'm meeting Style back here tomorrow at this time," she shot back over her shoulder.  By then she would be fully recovered from this girlish folly.

      Her dramatic exit was ruined when he fell into step alongside her.  "To make our ruse seem authentic," he said, "we'd best exchange names.  I'm Blake."

      A fat drop of rain exploded on her nose and she swiped it with her sleeve.  "Is that a first name or last?" she said, flipping up the hood of her cloak.

      "It's what you can call me.  And you?"

      More drops fell.  She picked up her pace and headed for shelter.  The overhanging upper stories of the houses and shops lining the narrow street provided perfect cover for London's fickle weather.  The paved surface quickly became slippery and little rivulets began to trickle between the stones, bringing with it mud, horse dung and refuse from nearby Leadenhall Market.  Min kept her gaze down and dodged the worst in her haste to reach dryness.

      Suddenly a solid arm circled her waist and jerked her back into an equally solid body.  "Watch it," Blake murmured in her ear.  A barrel-sized man stumbled past, too intent on his wineskin to notice anyone or anything in his path.

      Min looked once again into the eyes of her savior.  No, not her savior.  She really must stop thinking of him as that.

      But he had just saved her from being knocked over and landing on her rear in the muck.  And he was staring at her again, this time with an odd expression that she couldn't decipher.

      She smiled tentatively and placed a hand on the arm that still held her snugly against his body.  Beneath the leather doublet, she could feel thick muscle.  Or was it padding?  It was hard to tell so she squeezed.  Definitely not padding.

      He suddenly let her go with a grunt and glanced around as if looking for any more hazards.  Raindrops splashed off his shoulders and plastered his hair to his face.  "You should watch where you're going," he said.

      She huddled into her coat but it was too thin and had too many holes to be effective against the damp.  "Min."

      His gaze shifted to her.  Water dripped from the ends of his hair and lashes but he didn't seem to care.  "Pardon?"

      "You can call me Min."

      "Min."  She thought he would ask her about her name but he didn't.  He bowed slightly.  "I'll see you here tomorrow, Min."  He turned back the way they'd come, his stride leisurely compared to the few remaining people who scurried like ants to get out of the rain.

      Min raced off in the opposite direction, resisting the urge to look back at him.  She wouldn't give into temptation.  She still had enough self-control to resist the blue-eyed Lucifer.

      Her resistance lasted all the way to the corner where she weakened and snuck a peak.

      Blake was gone.
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      Min found her father in his study exactly how she'd left him two hours before—bent over a book, his nose grazing the pages.  Granted his nose was considerable in length but it looked as if he was trying to inhale the words rather than read them.

      "Father, why don't you move closer to the window where the light's better.  You'll hurt your eyes reading like that."  She didn't suggest he light a candle—they couldn't afford the expense of wax ones and he refused to have any stinking tallow in the house unless absolutely necessary.

      He didn't answer her, didn't even acknowledge her entry.  She placed a hand over the book.

      Sir George looked up, a frown on his forehead and a chastisement on his lips.  Then he saw her and smiled.  "Oh, it's you, Minerva."

      "Who did you think it was?"

      "Jane, telling me dinner is ready.  That's how she usually attracts my attention."

      "I've just seen Jane in the kitchen.  Your dinner is there for you, where it has been for hours.  She already told you it was ready, as did I before I went out."

      "You've been out?"  He removed his spectacles and scrunched up his eyes.  "Where did you go?"

      She removed a glove, careful not to spray droplets of rain over his papers.  "I had a few errands to run."

      "I trust you took Jane."

      "She has enough work to do here.  And anyway, I wasn't at the market so there was nothing for her to carry."

      "Minerva.  We've spoken about this."  He rose and came round his desk to face her.  Concern edged his tired eyes.  "If you wish to go out, you must take a servant."

      "Father, we only have one servant left and she's overworked as it is."

      "Her work will be here when she returns."  He pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed.  "What's got into you lately?  You never used to go out alone."

      True.  She didn't.  But so much had changed in the last year and the greatest of those changes had been to Min herself.  "I'm older now and I wish to go out without a chaperone on occasion.  Besides, we simply cannot spare Jane."  Not since they had to let four other servants go.  And certainly not since Min started going to the theatre as often as possible.

      Her father's income from his one remaining benefactor simply couldn't stretch to five servants plus the large Blackfriars house.  Retaining only one maid and moving to a smaller residence near Gracechurch Street had eased the burden, but for how long?  What more could be done?  Min made economies wherever she could and helped Jane with her duties.  The maid was in her mid-forties, advancing years for a domestic servant, and yet she was doing more than ever.  It broke Min's heart to see Jane rub her back only to stop and smile at Min whenever she caught her watching.

      They needed more money, but with only one patron, her father would never be able to fund the entire household.  And Sir George wasn't likely to find any more noblemen willing to endorse him after he lost his own fortune plus the fortunes of several investors when the Lucinda May foundered on a reef on its maiden voyage with her father's latest invention on board.  An invention that was supposed to determine a ship's position with absolute certainty and thus avoid such reefs.  Of course, Sir George claimed his invention was accurate but the location of the reef on the maps was not.  His investors weren't quite so eager to disparage the queen's map makers and so all funding came to an abrupt halt.  Almost all.  Min thanked Heaven for Lord Pilkington every day, even though he was unwilling to give more.

      Once favored by the queen and touted by Drake as the man who would save thousands of lives and fortunes from sinking into foreign seas, Min's father was now considered a "high risk".  As such, funds for his research dried up.  In a world where the New Sciences were the latest fashion, her father was the hat that everyone wanted to wear last year but was now gathering dust in the bottom of a chest beneath newer, fancier hats.  If it wasn't for Lord Pilkington, a somewhat stuffy and pompous viscount and her father's only remaining friend from their old life, they would be destitute.

      "Have you been to the theatre again?"  Sir George pointed his spectacles at her.  "I've told you, it's a dangerous place for a lady."

      "Many ladies attend the theatre, Father."  Some of them are even respectable.

      He tipped his head to the side.  "Alone?"

      She sighed.  He was right.  Why was it that the only thing to draw him away from his calculations and paperwork was something she'd wanted him not to notice?  Fate was being particularly cruel—first Blake and now her father.  What next?

      "I do not entirely discourage you from attending the theatre, Minerva.  I am an enlightened man and despite what some of the City's aldermen think, I believe the theatre is an innocent enough pastime for people of all ranks and sexes.  But need I remind you, you are the daughter of a knight, and as such you should be accompanied to places like that?"

      She should have known there would be a "but".  There usually was when they spoke about the theatre or her writing of plays.

      "So if you hadn't been knighted," she said, "I could have gone to the theatre alone?"  She crossed her arms.  "That is hardly fair."

      "That is not what I'm saying.  Do not twist my words."  He sighed and shook his head.  "Child, the theatre is full of vagabonds and disreputable men looking to stir up trouble."

      "It is also full of nobles and knights and their daughters."

      He put his spectacles back on and regarded her down the length of his nose with a stern eye that showed no signs of its former tiredness.  Oh dear.  She'd overstepped the boundary, the invisible line that once crossed, reminded her father that he was the master of their little family unit, even if an absent-minded one at times.

      "I do think your time could be better spent here writing up my notes," he said, "but if you must go to the theatre on the odd occasion do not go alone anymore.  I forbid it."  He suddenly brightened.  "Why not go with Ned?"

      "Ned?" she spluttered.  "But I'm not wed and he's neither my relative nor a servant.  How is that appropriate?"

      "I trust him."

      He obviously hadn't seen the way Ned looked at her.  Not surprising since her father was usually buried in his study when Ned came to pay his respects.

      She shook her head.  That wasn't entirely fair.  Ned might have a tendency to speak to her breasts and not her face, but Sir George was right in that Ned was harmless enough.  Perhaps that was his problem.  He simply wasn't...interesting.

      Now Blake was Interesting with a capital I.  Interest throbbed from every inch of his flesh.  She would be seeing him again tomorrow, with Roger Style.  A little tingle whispered across her skin but she couldn't be sure if it was in anticipation of seeing Blake again or hearing what Style had to say about her play.

      "Anyway," she added, "Ned doesn't approve of the theatre."

      "That's why I find him a suitable companion for you.  He'll be a steady influence."

      Meaning she was prone to fancy?  She was about to argue the point but, once again, he was right.  She could sometimes be a very practical person like her father, but she had a strong poetic streak embedded deep within her.  She could happily spend hours dreaming up stories.  When once she used to sit by the window, now she helped Jane with the dishes or laying fresh rushes, any repetitive task that didn't require her mind to be present.  Instead, it could wander to foreign lands and save kingdoms or meet princes.  It certainly made the chores go faster.

      All except the chore of writing up her father's notes, the one task she had to think about and the one task he noticed when it wasn't done.  The dust could be as thick as her forefinger on the furniture and he'd say nothing, but if she failed to write up his notes from the previous day, he would subject her to a lecture about the duties of an educated daughter.

      In the absence of a son, he had seen fit to have his only child tutored in the works of Ovid and Cicero amongst others.  She'd been able to read Latin and Greek as well as any boy and had a solid understanding of mathematics by the age of thirteen.  By eighteen she knew the works of astronomers Copernicus and Werner backwards.  Sir George often reminded her that with an education and brain exceeding that of most men her duty was to use it to assist him in his research.  God, and Sir George, would be offended by the waste otherwise.

      Sir George returned to his chair, a sign he was finished with the conversation and wished to return to work.  He picked up his book, scrunched up his eyes and peered at the pages.  With a click of his tongue, he shifted his chair closer to the window but the light had faded considerably since Min's entrance and he tossed the book back onto the desk in disgust.

      "Jane!" he bellowed.  "Fetch candles.  Wax not tallow.  Min," he said, softer, "have you finished the paper I asked you to copy?"

      The paper!  Oh no.  Min swallowed.  "Not quite, Father."

      "But you've had it for days."  He sighed and leaned back in his chair.  "Very well, fetch what you've done and we can go through it together.  I'm not entirely happy with it.  Perhaps your fresh mind can see problems in the theory where mine can't."

      "Ah...  Yes.  I mean, no, perhaps it'll be best if we go through it all when it's done.  I'll have the complete picture then and it'll be easier to—."

      Sir George's hand slammed on the desk.  Min jumped.  A scroll rolled onto the floor and ink sloshed over the side of an inkwell.  "You haven't done it, have you?"

      Min swallowed her retort about not being his slave.  Her father's rare rages didn't frighten her the way they had when she was a child, but it wasn't wise to fan the flames.  Best to let it blow over.  He was usually as quick to calm as he was to flare, especially these days.  He was simply too tired to stay angry for long.  Or perhaps he knew that his temper wasn't as effective on her as it once was.

      "That's twice now, Minerva."

      "Twice?  Twice what?"

      "Twice that you've failed to deliver your work within a suitable time frame.  And this time it appears you've not even started it."

      "Father," she said in a placating tone, "I've been busy helping Jane with some of her chores and..."  She bit the inside of her lip.  It wasn't right to hide behind Jane.  This was Min's doing, no one else's.  She needed to own up to her passion, especially now that Style had agreed to read her play.  "I've been writing."

      "Writing!  Ha!"  He shook his head.  "Poetry again I suppose?"

      She linked her hands behind her back, twisting her fingers.  "A play as it happens."

      "Poetry, plays..."  He pressed both his palms on the desk and half rose from his seat.  Min expected an explosion of temper the likes she had never seen before.  It didn't come.  Instead he sat down again and sighed.  "Minerva, you disappoint me," he said heavily.  "I had you educated by the finest tutors in modern thinking so you could understand my work and assist me when I needed it.  And now that I need it," he removed his spectacles and rubbed the deep grooves of his face, "you choose to squander your time and intelligence on plays.  If your mother had borne me a son, he could have continued my work after I depart this earth."

      But a girl could not.  And certainly not this girl.  She simply didn't have his passion, his drive, for the New Sciences.  Min willed her eyes not to moisten.  When she knew her voice would be stable, she said, "Father—."

      "No!  No more excuses."  His face flushed a dangerous shade of red.  "I have been patient.  I have allowed you your freedom, more than other fathers would.  I have indulged your flights of fantasy but I will not do so anymore.  Not to the detriment of what is important."

      "Important?"  Min nearly choked on the word.  "My poetry is not important?"

      "Will it change the course of the world?  Will it save the lives of men?  Will its benefits echo down the years?"  He stabbed a finger on a map of the world spread out on one side of his desk.  "My work will."  He picked up a handful of notes and shook them at her with more vigor than he'd shown in months.  It would have been heartening if it wasn't directed at her.  "These pages will make history.  Scientists will pore over my work long after I am gone and use them to leverage their own theories.  My work will change the way future generations think."

      Not a word about putting food on the table, paying Jane's wages or keeping a decent roof over their heads.  It was about the world, and making his mark in it, and about the future.

      But what about me? she wanted to shout.  What about the present and the daughter who should have been wed by now?  The one who'd been quickly forgotten by dozens of suitors only a year ago when her father lost her dowry and his reputation somewhere in the ocean off Newfoundland.  The daughter who could still have been wed to safe, dull Ned Taylor but wasn't because her father wanted to keep her at his side as his assistant.

      What about me?

      It was selfish and childish but she didn't care.  Not anymore.  Not now that she was so close to seeing her dream come to fruition.  She would not give up on it.  Even if Style didn't like this play, she would write another and another.  Because she couldn't not write them.  Stories flowed in her blood and they would not stop until every drop had drained from her body.

      Her father must have seen the defiance in her face.  With a sudden violence so out of character, Sir George threw the pages onto the desk and brought a fist down on top of them.  "My work—science—is vital, Minerva.  You of all people should know that."

      The words spewed forth in a torrent, aimed to wound.  And wound they did.  Min had never seen him so angry.  So angry with her.

      But she was her father's daughter, and her own anger could burn just as brightly.  It burst before her eyes, a fierce ball of fire that spread quickly through her, heating her skin, prickling her scalp and burning her insides.

      "I do know it," she said above the pounding of her heartbeat.  "How can I not, when you remind me daily?  But my writing is also important.  It is important to me."

      Sir George opened his mouth but shut it again and blinked at her.  Something passed over his face, perhaps shock at his otherwise dutiful daughter's outburst.  For she had never spoken her mind to him so vehemently, never disagreed with him before.  Never been anything other than the even-tempered child he'd believed he'd raised.

      But that child had grown up while he'd been buried in his books.  She'd developed her own passions.  She had thoughts independent of his and she wasn't afraid to voice them.  That was the daughter he'd raised.

      It seemed he was only just beginning to understand that now.  "You will give up this poetical nonsense and do your duty," he said with calm authority.  "Your place is here with me, writing out my work.  Given time and reflection, you will come to realize this and thank me for directing you towards a more industrious activity than poetry."

      Railing at him would not work.  His mind was not capable of seeing her point.  He believed what he said to the very depths of his being.  And so she quelled the surge of anger and bit back her opinions.  Voicing them would achieve nothing except more hurt.

      "Yes, Father," she said instead.  "As you wish."

      He approached her, for a kiss perhaps or to speak gentler words, but she lowered her head and curtsied as she would to one of the highest rank.

      "Minerva," he said, suddenly sounding old, "let's not quarrel."

      "I'm going to my room.  Your paper will be complete by the morning.  We can discuss it over breakfast if you like."

      "But you'll be up all night!"  He took her hand in his own and patted it.  "Minerva, I'm pleased that you see the error of your ways, but you do not need to prove your earnestness to me."

      "I'm not.  Good night, Father."  She turned and left before they both said something they would regret.  Something else.
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      Robert Blakewell watched her approach along busy Gracechurch Street.  Her black woolen cloak flapped in the wind, exposing the light blue of her gown beneath.  She was too far away to determine if she wore the same patched-up cloak as yesterday or if the gown was long out of fashion.  The tall black silk hat certainly was.  His mother had worn that style several years ago.

      She pulled the edges of the cloak together and tugged the brim of her hat down, obscuring her face.  It was her though.  He knew it by the way she walked.  Erect, purposeful, prim.  A gentlewoman's walk.  One fallen on hard times it would seem.  She wore no gloves today and he found himself staring at her long, fine fingers.

      Min, she said her name was.  Unusual.  Like her.  He'd never met such a pretty and plainspoken woman outside his own family circle.  As with his mother and sister, Min had a quick mind to go with the pouting mouth and big eyes.  A combination that had got his sister into trouble.

      It had almost got Min into trouble too if his reaction to her was anything to go by.  He'd got a handful of soft curves when he caught her.  And those lips—full and only a twitch away from a smile.  When he'd touched them, he'd almost kissed her.  The urge had been powerful and immediate.

      He'd not succumbed yesterday.  Today...well, he would see.  A lot depended on what Style said.  More than Blake liked to admit.  The irony was, he had no alternative plan.  If Min hadn't chosen him, he could still be trying to find a way into the company of players that called themselves Lord Hawkesbury's Men.  He knew what had to be done once he was inside, it was the introduction that had eluded him.

      Until yesterday when Min had chosen him.  Out of all the men lingering in the vicinity, she'd fixed on Blake for some reason of her own.  The hardest part was over.  Now all he had to do was find out which of the troupe's swine turds deserved to have their balls removed for what they'd done to Lilly.

      Min continued towards him, her head down, not watching where she was going.  Again.  He shook his head.  Hadn't she learned from the last time?  Just as she was about to pass him, he stepped in front of her.

      She bumped into him and he caught her shoulders, stopping her falling on her arse.

      "What—?"  She shook herself free then, several moments too late, finally looked up at him.  "Oh.  Blake."  Recognition dissolved the irritation in her gray eyes.

      "Hoping to avoid me?" he said.

      Her gaze didn't quite meet his.  He had his answer.

      "It's too late to back out now," he said.  "I'm here.  And I think I'd like to be a playwright."

      She scanned the faces of passersby, perhaps searching for the elaborately feathered hat Style seemed to favor.  Or perhaps she was simply avoiding looking at Blake.  "Part of me was hoping you wouldn't be here," she admitted.

      "Sorry to disappoint you."

      "No you're not."  She chewed her lower lip and he lifted a hand to stop her destroying the succulent morsel, but dropped it before she noticed.  Touching her had shocked his senses awake.  He couldn't risk touching her again.

      "You see, it's just that...I really don't..."

      "Want me to ruin this opportunity for you?"

      "That's it!"  She smiled at him, leaving her harried lip alone.  "Thank you for understanding.  So you'll leave?"

      "No."

      Her face fell.  More lip chewing.  Reading her emotions was like reading a book, and not a very difficult one.  "Perhaps you could hide then," she said.  "Just over there."  She nodded in the direction of a tavern where several barrels were being unloaded from a cart.  A group of men, some swaying, one singing loudly and out of tune, hovered around the barrels like flees on a dog.  He grunted.  If he was going to hide, he wouldn't choose a place where he'd stand out like a mermaid on a rock.

      "No," he said again.  "I'm staying here.  I want to meet Style."

      She stared at him for a long moment.  He accepted the challenge and stared back.  It gave him a chance to study her.  A splash of freckles decorated both cheeks, and one had slipped down to the corner of her mouth, giving the impression she was constantly smiling.  Her nose was slightly crooked and a tiny pock scar marked her chin.  Her hair was tucked tightly beneath her hat so that not a strand escaped but he could see that it was fair with only a hint of red, not quite as dark as the queen's.  It reminded him of sunrise over a Saracen desert.

      Ha!  Poetry.  Any half-wit could do it.

      Min clicked her tongue.  "Very well, you may stay," she said as if it had been up to her.  "But," she pointed a finger at him, "do not speak to Style unless he directly asks you a question.  I'll do all the talking.  And do not, under any circumstances, say anything about the play.  I've told him you're shy, so...act shy.  You can do that can't you?"

      "I can try."  He glanced towards the White Swan but Style was still nowhere to be seen.  The company's performance for the day had ended a while ago and yet he'd not appeared amongst the audience leaving the inn.

      The crowd was thinner today.  Word must have spread through the City that it was more interesting watching two ants crawling up a wall than the dung Lord Hawkesbury's Men called a play.  He wondered if Min's play was any better.  It couldn't be much worse.  But what if it wasn't good enough?

      Blake would need to find another way, that's what.  He could just barge in, fists and accusations flying, but Lilly wouldn't speak to him if she ever found out.  No, he needed to be more subtle.  Damn.  He wasn't very good at subtle.

      Thank god for Min.

      "However," Blake went on, "perhaps you should tell me about your play so I can answer any questions he may ask me directly."  Better to be armed and ready than caught unprepared.

      "He won't."

      "He might."

      "Very well," she said and he was surprised that she acquiesced so easily.  She'd seemed ready for a battle.  He even looked forward to one.  "It's set in Ancient Rome and is about a young couple who fall in love but through a series of unfortunate events directed by the Gods, they're kept apart.  It's too complicated to go into more detail."

      "It's a tragedy?"

      "No, a comedy."

      "A romance?"

      "Yes."

      He watched her, trying to determine if she was being serious or making fun of him.  By the set of her jaw, she didn't look like she was about to laugh.  Bollocks.

      "You don't like romantic comedies?"  The sun chose that moment to appear from behind a cloud and she narrowed her eyes against it.  Or was she narrowing them against him?

      "No.  It's not that."  A few moments ago, he'd thanked Fortune that this opportunity had fallen into his lap.  Now he wasn't so sure.  A romantic comedy?  Min thought him a suitable candidate for writing a romantic comedy?  She expected Style to believe it too?  He was a privateer for God's sake, captain of his own brigantine.  He'd made life hell for Spanish galleons from the Levant to the New World.  He'd been chained up in jails not fit for a dog.  He'd killed pirates, got drunk with brigands and fought for his country, his honor and just because he damn well felt like it.  Now this girl expected him to pass for a writer of romantic comedies?  His crew would laugh him off his ship if they found out.

      He blew out a breath.  Perhaps it wasn't as bad as he thought.  "Does anyone get murdered?" he asked.  "In this play?"

      She frowned.  "No."

      Pity.  "Is there a pirate?  Or an evil emperor?"

      "No, no villains.  Although one of the Gods is quite competitive and thinks up some cruel scenarios to keep the lovers apart."

      What sort of play doesn't have a villain?  He sighed.  A romantic comedy apparently.  "What about a cannon?"

      "Not in ancient Rome."  She looked apologetic.  "No guns either."  She suddenly brightened.  "But there is a sword fight."

      "Just the one?"

      "Yes.  Sorry."  There was a long pause in which he could see her warring with herself.  Eventually her playwright's curiosity, as she had called it, won.  "You like violence."  She pulled the edges of her cloak together as if fending off the cold, but the day was reasonably mild.  Did he frighten her?  He spent much of his day trying to frighten people so it wouldn't surprise him.  However it did surprise him to realize he didn't want to frighten her.

      "If I wrote a play," he said, "it would at least have a murder in it.  Probably two.  And a villain.  A really bloodthirsty one."

      "You didn't write it," she said irritably.  Irritation was better than fear.

      "But if people are to think I did, there should be a dead body."

      "Oh.  I see what you mean."  She sounded genuinely concerned.  "You do seem like a man who would have no qualms killing a character."

      "Thank you," he said then wondered why he'd said it.  This woman addled his mind.  He'd had two conversations with her and so far she'd managed to make him do things he wouldn't normally do.  Like this.  He was actually agreeing to act as the writer of her romantic comedy?

      He'd done many foolish things in his life, but this was top of the list.

      You'd better appreciate what I'm doing for you, Lilly.  And you too, Mother.

      "If it's a comedy, does it have a clown?" he asked.  There'd better be a clown.  All good comedies had clowns dancing jigs.

      "There's a comedic servant," she said.

      He sighed.  "That'll have to do."

      "Yes, it will."  She crossed her arms and lifted her chin.  Had he offended her?

      He didn't have a chance to ask because Style appeared.  When she saw him, Min caught hold of Blake's hand in a grip that could put many men to shame.  Her hands weren't as soft as he thought they'd be.  Small calluses marred her palm.  The sort of calluses that come from continuous hard work, not the lifting of a quill.

      It was wrong.  Min was an educated woman of gentle birth.  She should have smooth hands—perfect palms to match the perfect fingers.  He rubbed his thumb along the hardened bumps, annoyed at them, at whatever had put them there, and at whoever was supposed to be taking care of her.  Who could allow a daughter or sister such as Min to do a servant's work?  Wrong, wrong, wrong.

      With a strangled sound, she suddenly dropped her hand and stared at him like a startled cat.  He flexed his fingers, still able to feel the weight of her hand, the warmth of her touch against his skin.

      He formed a fist and beat back the fire spreading through him.  There was no room for those kinds of fires in his world.  Not the ones started by innocent, big-eyed gentlewomen.

      Roger Style joined them but Min barely registered his presence.  Her mind was elsewhere—in Blake's hand.  The tender rubbing of her palm had felt good.  Until she'd remembered who he was and that she shouldn't be holding hands with him.  He was a complete stranger.  She'd only ever held hands with Ned twice and one of those was because he had helped her onto a wherry to cross the Thames.

      She snuck a sideways glance at Blake.  His face could have been hewn from rock.  There wasn't even a hint that holding hands with her had been anything other than an everyday, mundane occurrence.

      It probably was.  No doubt men like Blake did more than hold hands with women on a daily basis.  Her face heated as she thought about what else he could do to her.

      "Well," said Style, "you're here.  Good."  He spoke to Blake.

      That annoyed Min.  It probably would have annoyed her more if she had been concentrating.  She forced herself to listen.  Roger Style was the reason why she was there after all.  It had nothing to do with Blake.  Nothing at all.

      Style cleared his throat.  "It's a, er, comedy," he said, lowering his voice as if he were saying a naughty word.

      "Yes," Blake said, crossing his arms and drawing himself up to his full height so that he towered over both Style and Min.  "A romantic one.  So?"

      "So...it's not what I thought you would have written."  Style's nervous laugh died like an unfunny jest.

      "You're not the only one who thinks that."  Blake might as well have poked Min with his elbow, his tone was so pointed.

      "But did you like it?"  Min held her breath.  The moment seemed to drag on forever as Style turned to her.

      He blinked as if he hadn't noticed she was there.  "Oh, good day...what did you say your name was again?"

      "Minerva Peabody."  Why didn't he just tell her what he thought instead of going through these dull pleasantries?

      She felt Blake shift beside her and glanced at him.  He was staring at her, unblinking, frowning, as if seeing her for the first time.

      What? she mouthed.

      But he looked away and Style was talking again.  "And your name?" the manager and lead player of Hawkesbury's Men asked Blake.  "I didn't catch it yesterday.

      "It's Blake.  Just Blake," he said before Style could question him as Min had done.

      "I see."  Style cleared his throat.

      "Well?" Min prompted.  "Did you like the play?"

      "You're a Cambridge man," Style said, ignoring her.  "I can tell.  All the good poets are from Cambridge.  Marlowe, Greene, Spenser...  I had a rather impertinent country fellow from a village on the Avon try to tell me that a university education meant nothing when writing plays.  But I soon put him right.  Hired him as an actor instead."

      Did he just say she was a good poet?  Good was...good.  Wasn't it?  But did good mean he wanted to buy the play or did it mean he'd prefer to use the parchment on something more useful like a shopping list?  She was about to ask when he spoke again.

      "Do you know Kit Marlowe?" he asked Blake.

      "No," Blake said.  "Should I?"

      Style shrugged.  "No, no, of course not.  Your writing is nothing like his really.  A much lighter tone."

      "Too light?" Min asked.  "I know dark and tortuous is very popular after Tamburlaine and Dr. Faustus, but I can't—" write tortuous heroes, she almost said.  "But I can't see Blake writing anything but comedies."

      Two pairs of eyes turned to her.  The brown pair seemed annoyed that she'd interrupted.  The bright blue pair brimmed with something she hadn't seen in them yet.  Laughter?

      She shrugged.  "Well, I can't."

      "After reading this," Style said, "I tend to agree."

      "So do you want it?" Blake asked him.

      "I'll give you two pounds."

      "Yes!" Min said at the same time Blake said, "Five."

      Five!  What was he doing?  He was going to ruin everything!  Why oh why had she been taken in by those impossibly bright eyes and oversized shoulders?

      "Three," Style countered.

      "Four is my final offer."

      "Blake," she hissed.  Her dream was slipping through her grasp as she looked on, powerless to make him keep quiet.  It was utterly frustrating.

      "You're an unknown," Style huffed.  "People won't come to a play written by an unknown."  He tossed his head, making the blue and green peacock feather in his hat flutter.

      "They'll come when they hear how good it is after the first performance."

      Min wanted to throw her arms around Blake and show him how grateful she was for his support.  Then she remembered he hadn't even read it.  She still wanted to hug him but for an entirely different reason that had nothing to do with her play and everything to do with exploring more of the hard body she'd felt the day before.

      "I could ask for the second night's takings," Blake said.

      "You've got a lot of faith in your play if you think it would last two nights," Style said.

      "You're here aren't you?  You obviously have faith in it too or you wouldn't have shown up.  Four pounds or I walk away now and offer it to..."  His gaze shifted sideways to Min.

      "The Admiral's Men," she said quickly.

      "Lord Howard is patron of a theatre company?"

      Where had this man been living that he'd never heard of London's best company of players?  Even her father had seen one of their productions.  He'd escorted her last winter.  It was the first and last time he'd taken her to the newly opened Rose theatre, or to any other theatre for that matter.

      Style snorted.  "Henslowe wouldn't touch a comedy.  Alleyn is not a comic actor.  His range is limited to blustering, diabolical villains,"

      "Really?"  Blake sounded impressed, darn him.

      "Henslowe is the Admiral's Men's manager," Min said, "and Alleyn is their lead player."  When Style raised both his eyebrows, she added, "Blake's led a sheltered life.  He hasn't been to the theatre much lately."

      "How odd," Style muttered, staring at Blake as if he were a creature emerging from the sea.

      "Henslowe would take on this one," Blake said with all the certainty of ignorance.  Min didn't know whether to kiss him or tell him to be quiet.  His blind faith in her work was quite intoxicating—and yet she knew it to be false.  "I'd probably get more money from him too."

      "Then why not try them first?"  Style hadn't become a manger because he was a good actor.  A solid business brain must be crammed into that fancy hat.

      "I saw a performance of yours years ago," Blake said.  "You used to be good.  Very good.  But not anymore."  He nodded up the road to the White Swan.  The coaching inn was now deserted of theatre-goers but still busy with the arrival of travelers on horseback, coach or on foot.  Inside, the rest of Lord Hawkesbury's Men might be having a drink in the taproom, perhaps dissecting the day's performance or even discussing her play if Style had shown it to the other members.

      The thought sent a ripple of excitement down her spine.  He hadn't said no yet.

      "I felt sorry for you," Blake went on.  "That's why I'm offering the play to you first.  I want to see Lord Hawkesbury's Men doing well once more.  It'll bring back fond memories to see you bowing to a full gallery again."

      Style puffed out his chest and tilted his head.  The feather shivered.  "Yes, of course.  That's understandable."

      Min rolled her eyes.  Only Blake saw it.  The ghost of a smile played around his lips.  As lies went, it was a blunt one.  However Style didn't seem to detect it.

      "Four pounds it is."  He clapped Blake on the arm.  "It's a good play."

      Four pounds!  With that much money she could give Jane what was owed her and there'd still be enough left over for wax candles, paper and ink for herself and her father.  And perhaps a new pair of gloves since she'd ruined her only decent pair that morning attempting to reunite the frying pan with its wayward handle.

      "Good man," Style said.  "Now, come meet the rest of the company.  They loved the play."

      "Yes," both Min and Blake said together.  He raised one brow at her.  She shrugged shoulders still tingling with excitement.

      "Excellent."  Style beamed.  "They're waiting."  With his hand on Blake's arm, he steered him in the direction of the inn.  Min followed.  "Er, perhaps you should wait here," Style said over his shoulder.  "An inn's taproom isn't an appropriate place for a girl such as yourself."

      "I have been to inns before," she said, resisting the urge to stamp her foot.

      "Really?  Well, your menfolk can't follow your every move I suppose.  Anyway, this one will be full of players and a few remaining audience members.  That is, mostly men.  We wouldn't want you to see or hear something that might frighten you."

      "Frighten me?"

      "Men's talk can get a little...ribald.  It's not for your gentle ears, my girl."  With that, he marched Blake up to the inn.  At the door, Blake shrugged at her as if to say he could do nothing.

      He certainly could do something.  A man with shoulders like that could get his own way if he wanted to.  But he hadn't even bothered putting a word in for her.  He might have pretended he was her brother or a cousin to convince Style she was chaperoned, but no, he chose to do nothing.

      Min's eyes stung with anger and frustration.  Just wait until you come back out Blake-whoever-you-are.  I'll make sure you remember who is responsible for getting you into Lord Hawkesbury's company.

      A thought nibbled away at her until it became a gaping hole.  She'd been so caught up in her own hopes for her play that she'd not asked herself a vital question: Why had Blake so readily accepted the role she'd shoved onto him?  What was in it for him?  She'd offered him no incentive, financial or otherwise, and yet he was going along with the scheme with enthusiasm.  It was an oddity.  He was an oddity.

      She wandered over to a milliner's shop opposite the inn where she could watch for his return.  When he emerged, she would take back control of this situation and find out his motives.

      If she could wait long enough, that is.  Her father might notice if she was gone for the entire afternoon.  They'd discussed his research paper that morning over breakfast but she'd not confided her concerns over his new theories to him.  Some of his mathematics simply didn't add up and at least one of his conclusions was quite wild.  She sighed.  What had happened to send him down a different scientific path to the one he'd been working on?

      Perhaps he would discuss it with her later.  Much later.  If he went looking for her now and couldn't find her, yesterday's little argument would become as insignificant as a single snowflake in a blizzard.
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