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Chapter One

    "At least it is a fine day," Lady Susan Haythe said. She opened
her parasol, and watched her twin brother stomp along the dusty
road ahead of her. The road that led, perhaps, to Rotherham, but
certainly not to Barnsley after all.

    "Yes, yes, a fine day; a fine day to be lost, without carriage,
without baggage. With a witless post-boy, a defective
post-chaise..."

    Susan stopped walking, and inhaled the fragrant June air.
Hay-making was taking place on the other side of a nearby
hedgerow, and the Queen Anne's lace on the rutted road's verge
billowed in the light breeze. The sun shone gently between white
clouds that echoed the froth of the white flowers.

    "Why are you so very vexed?" she asked. "You were, all
along, seeking adventure by this trip."

    Her brother halted his long strides and turned. Removing
his broad brimmed hat, he banged it on his thigh in frustration. "This
is not adventure. Adventure is bold, sudden, unexpected,
and...and...large. This is stupidity and mere annoyance. It will be a
miracle if our bags join us, just as it will be a wonder if the post boy
and his decrepit carriage do."

    "It was not his fault the road was infested with rocks large
enough to damage a wheel." Susan closed her silk-fringed parasol
with a snap and seated herself in the shade of the hedgerow.

    "It was his fault we were on the wrong road, a road so
    ill-made as to be a danger to every cart and coach. This Rotherham
must be a sad place indeed, if the roads to it deter every visitor. Get
up, do; we will never even reach it if we do not keep walking."

    It was unlike James to be ill-humoured. In the main he
greeted every happenstance with open arms, and high spirits. Susan
remained where she was, and fixed him with what she hoped was a
piercing stare. "This is the first time these three weeks I have
regretted joining you on this mad journey. Do buck up. Whatever is
the matter?"

    "This trip is as boring as London was." He began marching
up and down before her, swinging his ebony walking stick to the
detriment of the roadside plants.

    "It is not," she said. "We have seen new things every day,
met all sorts of people. You know we were tired of conventional
society, of balls and routs, and shopping, and whatever it is you men
do...game, and race, and drink. We sought diversion: the unusual, the
quaint, the charming, and the unfamiliar. I think we have
encountered all of those, particularly the unfamiliar. We have never
been this far north."

    James relented abruptly. She was glad to see the twinkle
return to his blue eyes, so like her own, and a smile twitch his wide
mouth.

    "You are right, you are of course, as always. And so practical,
and so equable. Your spirits are high now, at least." He stopped
pacing and surveyed her. "You worried me, those last weeks of the
Season, you know. You turned down offers from Turlton and from
Hempleigh. And then you danced with that rake Rochlerham three
times in one night. What was wrong? I never had the chance to
ask."

    Susan sighed, remembering how she had felt three months
before. She plucked a nearby cornflower and stared at its starry
display. "I do not know, James. It was like a madness. I wanted to
shock and I wanted to be free. I was bored and yet I was—oh, almost
angry.

    "Mama told me I was expecting too much of the ton, and the
gentlemen. That I should have to find a way to accept someone, or
something, or everything. And I couldn't." She tucked the flower into
the pale ribband that was tied in a bow under her bosom. "But what
of you? You were just as wild."

    "I was worse," he said with an ungentlemanly snort, leaning
on his stick. "Gamed until I outran my allowance. Drank until I
couldn't get out of bed in the morning, or the afternoon. And the
women... Well, never mind that." He grinned with a sidelong look at
her.

    Susan rose and shook out her muslin skirts, unshocked by
her brother's admission. "And now you are bored again."

    "Oh, not really." They began to pace down the road once
more. "This is a change certainly. I needed some freedom, to be
someone other than the brother of the Earl of Cheriton for a while.
And on this journey I have it."

    "And as an earl's sister, I needed the same. Women need
freedom too."

    "Not if you are a dutiful, proper, chaste and modest young
lady," her twin teased, striding along.

    Susan lengthened her stride to keep pace with him. Even
walking so freely was a novelty, and a pleasure. "Well, perhaps I am
not then, not a proper lady at all. For I want a different life,
something other than a marriage in the beau monde like my
sisters. Felicity loves society and Clemmie and Eleonora adore being
mistresses of their estates, and they are all happily wed. But I
want—"

    "Most people want what we have: fortune, comfort, family."
He busied himself with his stick, knocking the heads from the
hawkweed they passed.

    "I want work. Oh, I am not saying I wish to cast aside all
duty, and comfort, and family ties." Susan put up her parasol again;
the sun was growing warmer. "But I want to achieve something and
do something useful."

    "Our brother would give his eye-teeth to hear me say
that."

    "He would sell his soul to have me accept one of my
suitors."

    "We are disappointing him, in fact. Even that is purely
typical of us. We have been frustrating him for years."

    "Nicholas is the best of brothers, excepting current
company, of course." Susan paused to curtsey mockingly to her twin.
"But he is predictable. Even Louisa has not changed that in
him."

    "Having fought at Waterloo, I think he is glad of the
opportunity to be unadventurous. Perhaps I should become a
soldier."

    "No wars just now. It is bound to be tedious."

    "Well, we shall have to inure ourselves to tedium. You shall
have to wed, and I shall have to find employment. Ultimately I do
need to do something. I will not succeed to the title, not that I ever
wanted to. Nicholas has a daughter and will very soon likely have a
son and heir."

    "Well, you have now thoroughly disheartened me, as well as
yourself. Oh, no, look!" She paused and pointed to a spire rising
above the trees ahead of them. "This must be Rotherham and we
shall be cured of our ennui."

    They were laughing as they entered the town. Despite
Susan's words, and James' moodiness, they were soon restored to
high good humour and pleased by everything they saw. A passerby
told them that the River Don flowed to their left, and that the narrow
stone bridge they had just crossed passed over the Rother. Seeking
more information they paused to speak with a smith at his forge and
learned that the street they followed was Westgate, and would lead
them to the centre of the town. They carried on, wondering at the
smoke belching from chimneys on the other side of the Don, until
finally they stopped on a gentle hill.

    Susan withdrew her copy of Cary's Travellers Companion
from her reticule. "They are iron works, and glass works," she said,
after thumbing through the volume. "It is quite a prosperous town.
Nothing like Sheffield of course, but well enough. There are a
number of substantial houses nearby."

    "And a quantity of lesser homes and, I should think, a great
many tradesmen." James was surveying the town from their vantage
point.

    "You are very high in the instep for an adventurer," Susan
admonished him.

    He ignored her stricture. "What is the best inn in this hive of
industry?"

    Susan was stricken. "We must not seek out the best inn,
remember? Anyway, I have not the Commercial Directory. It is in my
portmanteau."

    James grimaced. "Which is in the post-chaise. Which may or
may not, even now, be following us here." He groaned theatrically.
"Come along then, we'll have to do our own research, and find an
hostelry. I am famished."

    A walk of only another few minutes led them to the White
Swan Inn, an appealing establishment near several chapels where
piety, James said, was in the air.

    Susan hushed him hastily as an elderly, but spritely,
landlord greeted them in a spotless vestibule. It soon became
apparent that the inn was clean and commodious. Adopting the
modest attitudes they had used throughout their journey, they
introduced themselves with their carefully fabricated names. They
had wished to be free of their nobility, and had developed their
alternative identities with thorough attention. Plain clothes, plain
manners and modest means had ensured for them a sort of
experience very different from their real life.

    James now engaged two simple rooms. Susan, hot, dusty and
tired from their unexpected walk, retired immediately to follow the
man's directions to her chamber.

    James remained to explain their erstwhile chaise's
predicament to the landlord.

    "'Tis not a problem, sir. If the coach does show, it will go to
the Rother Arms, the posting house. I'll send a message to alert them
to watch for it, and they'll direct the postboy here. You do right not
to stay there. Their prices are terrible high. Now, I'll send up some
water, sir, and the maid for your sister. You may be assured of a good
dinner at four o'clock. In your room, sir?"

    "Yes," James said. "Our funds will not run to a private
parlour, and I cannot think it proper for my sister to dine in the
common room."

    "Quite right you are, sir. Four o'clock then. Top of the second
flight, third on the right." The innkeeper bustled away. James, not
missing the deference his true rank would attain him, wandered up
the stairs. He hoped Susan had found her chamber.

* * * *

    Their meal, taken at a small round table before the window
in James' chamber, was excellent. A fish soup was removed with a
capon, salmagundy and a raised veal pie, and they addressed the
dishes with willing appetite.

    "Did you rest?" James asked Susan idly as they toyed with a
glass of wine after their meal.

    "I did. Especially after the portmanteaux arrived. What a
surprise. I hope you were not too unkind to the postboy."

    "I did not talk to the postboy. If you please, he sent the
baggage to the Rother Arms—it is the post house—with a chance-met
carter. He has taken himself back to Sheffield, realizing I suppose
that he would not be paid for having taken the wrong road."

    "But what of his carriage?"

    "What of it? He'll have to return it to Sheffield somehow, I
suppose. He will be lucky not to lose his position. He lost a patron
and a wheel in half a day." James took a substantial sup of the
wine.

    "You are grumpy again," Susan advised her brother. "You
really should make an effort to recover your temper. You have had a
more than adequate dinner, this inn is clean and its staff willing, and
our portmanteaux have arrived. We have hardly been at all
inconvenienced, and yet there you sit, a misery without a friend in
the world."

    Her brother grinned reluctantly. "Well, 'tis hardly a fine
town in a salubrious location. We did not plan even to visit it."

    "I think it well enough for a day or two." She pointed out the
window. "The surrounding hills are lovely, the rivers fresh and lively.
Come, let us go out and explore the town. There are hours of daylight
left; it is June after all."

    James drank his brandy at a gulp. "Sometimes I think you
are more suited to this journey than I, though it was my idea. You are
pleased by everything, and seldom find fault."

    "And why would I? You know, if you act the disgruntled
aristocrat, our disguise will be for naught. We might as well return
home. Remember, we spoke of this earlier." She shook her finger in
her brother's face. "It is summer, and we are free to do as we please.
We have left 'yes, my lady, no, my lord' behind us. This world
satisfies me and it should entertain you. Now, I shall go and put on
my spencer and my bonnet, and we shall undertake a
reconnoitre."

    They left the White Swan arm in arm, and strolled east
keeping the church spire in view. Upon reaching the high street, they
walked its length then turned to retrace their steps.

    "If we use one of these little allees, it will take us to
the church, I am certain of it." Susan peered down the nearest
thoroughfare.

    "Those allees are mean and narrow. I've no notion to
be robbed of my purse."

    "Well, that would be an adventure. Come, you sound sixty
instead of your rightful twenty. You were doing quite well to shake
off your petulance. Do cheer up again. It is only because of their age
that the streets look menacing. They are clean at least, and the shops
we pass are tolerable. Now come. I want to look again at that bill we
saw posted about the theatre."

    They could not find again the advertising bill that Susan had
seen. But they did find the theatre itself. As they stood before it,
Susan murmured, "Now this might be adventure enough, even for
you, James."

    Her brother snorted. The portico that fronted the
    three-storied building did not appear to have successfully completed its
construction and the sign was barely visible over the door beneath
the new structure. The lowering sun shone full on the face of the
building, revealing smudged windows and greasy spots on the
paintwork of the entry. "I cannot think it is open for business."

    "The bill I saw posted was new, I am certain of it. Do let's go
in, James. Be bold, do the unexpected..." She reminded him of his
words earlier in the day.

    He gave her an expressive look as he pulled open the broad
oak door. There was no doorman, and within, no footman. The entry
was devoid of inviting decoration, but for a pair of classical masks,
tragedy and comedy, hung upon a fading wall.

    "I hear folk within the hall, I think," James said. "But not so
many as to fill a house..."

    A stout man of late middle age slipped through a hitherto
unobserved door as the back of the entry hall, and smiled upon them
with something of an effort. "My abject apologies, dear people. We
were about to begin, and I heard the door. You are welcome, most
welcome. A florin will admit you both to our humble production." He
looked at them expectantly, a meaty hand half-extended.

    James pulled out his purse and passed over the coin, giving
his sister a minatory look. Susan only smiled at him, at their host,
and led the way into the theatre.

    There were some twenty persons making up the audience;
James chose seats for them that were well-separated from the
rowdier-looking elements who looked to be in their cups. In the row
before them was a darkly pretty, very young lady, accompanied by a
maid or chaperon. She cast a glance at them, coloured when James
bowed slightly, and did not look again. Susan poked her brother.
"This is not the place or the time for gallantry. Besides she is but a
child."

    "Two or three years younger than us. And a little provincial
beauty."

    "Never mind her," Susan said. "Look around. This is the
oddest theatre I have ever seen."

    The hall was a simple auditorium, without boxes, but the
benches had backs, and though the floor was not raked there was a
balcony above them. Had there been more audience the sight-lines to
the stage might have been obscured. As it was, their view was
unimpaired. A rather fine proscenium arch, well painted and
dramatically curtained, surrounded the stage. Even as they sat the
plum-coloured curtain swept aside and the play began.

    The production was sedate, as was suitable for a nation still
in mourning for the old king. The play was a simple thing, the
composition half tragedy with flashes of wit that shone in the acting
of the small troupe. The villain was the best of the players, a dark
man fashioned with a hunched shoulder, possessed of a strong voice
and some clever lines.

    The play was succeeded by a quiet ballad or two from a
fresh-faced young woman, who was watched closely by a large
young man in the front row. There followed a row of tumbling, much
cheered, by a youngster who had played a small part in the play, and
a dog that did some time-honoured tricks.

    Susan was well enough pleased with the entertainment and
she had heard James laugh several times during the adroit dialogue.
The girl just a little way from them cast him several looks, but he did
not seem to notice. She hoped he would not. A flirtation would suit
him well, for his quick-silver mind required constant variety, but any
gallantry of his might be misunderstood. And they were not stopping
long in Rotherham.

    Later, Susan realized that the fact that James was
    ill-equipped to deal with boredom was the reason he saw the beginning
of the disaster sooner than she. He was staring about the theatre
between the closing acts, and whispered to her that the great curtain
was beginning to sag.

    The players had been about to take their bows, and the
curtain to close, when whatever supported it made a tremendous
cracking sound. Then the entire structure, wooden beam, ropes,
velvet curtain, and foot-wide golden fringe began an inexorable and
dangerous descent to the stage. The whole assembly thundered to
the wooden floor with an echoing roar.

    James was vaulting the benches before Susan gained the
aisle. The small audience was streaming toward the exit at the
opposite end of the auditorium. Susan paused to give the young lady
nearby an encouraging smile, and then gathered up her skirts to
climb the steps to the stage. Screams rent the air from behind the
fallen curtain.

    By the time Susan reached the stage, the audience all was
gone, and James was tugging the plum velvet aside searching for
victims. Susan began to help him, pulling and folding the fabric, even
as the little dog who had been doing tricks ran barking into the
auditorium. The stout man who had taken their money in the entry
came from the back of the stage, astonishment, horror and
something like despair on his face.

    The dark-haired man who had played the villain stood
unmoving in the wings, his saturnine face cold and unreadable.

    "Don't just stand there—do something!" James shouted at
him.

    Susan stared as the man did no more than glower at them,
turned away and disappeared.

    Susan shook her head and said to the older man, "Was
anyone under the beam? Were they away from the curtain? Go
behind, go behind, and see if your people are all accounted for. We
will fold the cloth, and then we can move the beam, I think."

    In a confused sort of way, the man did as she bid. His rich
voice rolled out only moments later. "They are all here, no one can be
under that mess. But please, if you would help us..." James vaulted
the fallen beam and helped Susan to clamber over it. Voices were
coming from the right wing off the stage, someone was groaning. The
tableaux presented them was itself like something from a play. The
singer was huddled in the embrace of her admirer from the front
row. The boy, the lady who had played his mother, and the stout man
were kneeling by a young man of James' own age—the young man
who had played the hero just half an hour before. An overturned
stool, a broken pole, and a leg bent at a very odd angle told the
tale.

    "Run for Dr. Cuckworth, Tom," the older woman was saying.
"Quickly now."

    James cleared away the pole and the stool and Susan, finding
a cloak the villain had worn close to hand, folded it and put it under
the sufferer's head.

    "This is all the injury. We've been lucky," the older man said.
"But unlucky enough to end poor George's career for now, and
disaster enough to close my theatre." He looked at Susan and James
as if seeing them for the first time. "Thank you for your kindness,
your quick assistance. I am Barnaby Badgworthy, at your service,
manager and proprietor of this that was the Fortune Theatre."

    "Jamieson Laythe, Mr. Badgworthy, and my sister, Miss
Laythe." James introduced them using the names they had adopted
during all their trip. "Come now, why should your establishment
close? Surely repairs may be effected, and you will be in business
again by week's end?"

    "There has been a spell of ill-luck that you would not credit,
young man. So, no, I think this must be the end of it." He sighed
heavily.

    The boy returned through the auditorium with a
    ginger-haired youngish man in his train. "Here's the doctor!"

    The doctor whistled at the sight of the damage, and stepped
around the vast tumble of velvet curtain. "Hard luck, indeed,
Badgworthy." He spied his patient. "Now George, it appears you've
done more damage to your leg than to the stage in your fall."

    Susan and James moved away as the theatrical troupe closed
in about its fallen member. They edged around the fallen beam, and
heard the beefy young man exclaim, "You'll not do another day's
work here Peg. M'mother will be glad to have ye 'til the banns are
read. You come along 'ome now."

    It seemed appropriate to slip away. Susan looked to James
for his agreement, and they crossed the auditorium and let
themselves out the main door under the unfinished portico. Dusk
had only just fallen; they had been within no more than one and a
half hours.

    Susan tucked her hand in the crook of her brother's arm,
and they gained the street. "That man—the man who was the villain.
Did you see him? He just looked at the chaos, at his associates, and
then he left. He did not help at all. What kind of man is that?"

    "A blackguard and a coward—" James pronounced. "No
honour in him."

    Susan remembered the stern, shadowed face, and wondered
if her brother was right. His judgment was harsh, but perhaps it was
accurate. She shivered. "What a terrible accident; someone could
have been killed."

    "Well, no one was. Hard luck for them, though it was only an
adventure for us."

    They found the high street, and made sure of their direction.
The streets of the little town were quiet; the soft light of candles and
lamps was beginning to gleam between shutters and curtains.

    "It is an odd sort of theatre, is it not? And it is sadly
misnamed. The Fortune? It should be called The Misfortune."

    "Or The Calamity," James said.

    "Perhaps The Infelicity?" Susan giggled, then she paused,
suddenly stricken. "Oh, listen to us. How unkind we are. Mr.
Badgworthy is thinking of closing his theatre, several people will lose
their employment, and Rotherham will be without a playhouse. It is
terribly sad."

    "But it is none of our affair." James increased his pace down
Westgate. A pale fog was beginning to rise from the river, but the
White Swan Inn was in sight. "Come along, we'll have a cup of tea as
restorative or another glass of that brandy, and retire early.
Tomorrow we will call at the Rother Arms and hire a new
chaise."

    "Perhaps this time we should travel on the stage, or the
mail-coach," Susan said. This was a discussion they had frequently
undertaken in the last month.

    "No," said James, opening the inn's heavy door.

    "Yes," said Susan, with a saucy grin at her brother.

* * * *

    Breakfast was already laid on a small table in James'
chamber when Susan, still tying the sash of her simple blue muslin
gown, joined him. He looked rested and something excited.

    "I have been thinking, since awakening early," Susan said,
forestalling his greeting. "And I wonder if, after breaking our fast and
before making plans to leave this town, we should return to the
Fortune Theatre. We might discover if there is any way we can be of
help to them."

    "My own thoughts, entirely," he said. "I quite agree. Thinking
alike, twin, does save time. I slept well enough last night, but thought
of nothing else between waking and sleeping and waking again.
Susan, we can help that theatre. This is the perfect adventure." His
excitement was palpable.

    Susan looked at him askance. "It was no mere adventure for
those in the theatre. I cannot stop thinking of their plight, and what
that Mr. Badgworthy said. That it was the end of his business. Surely
with a few repairs and the hire of some new players, their shows
might go on."

    James was serving himself from the dishes laid on, but
paused to say, "Repairs cost money, and actors and actresses worthy
of the name may be difficult to come by here in the north. They may
visit Leeds and Manchester, but would they come beyond Sheffield,
to Rotherham?" He addressed himself to a sirloin of beef and a
serving of buttered eggs.

    Susan helped herself to the eggs and perused a basket of
muffins. After making her choice, she poured each of them a cup of
fragrant coffee. "You are probably correct. There may be difficulties
we cannot know. And money is apparently in short supply for
Badgworthy."

    "We could help." James swallowed his mouthful of beef and
regarded Susan with scarcely concealed anticipation.

    She straightened in her chair, put down the fork she had just
lifted, and returned his regard with suspicion in her glance.

    "We could do repairs, refurbishment even, without
demanding payment. We could even perform." He hurried on,
preventing Susan's interpolation. "With a little organization, a few
new ideas, and a new performer or two, Mr. Badgworthy's business
might be saved."

    "You make it sound very easy. But how could we explain our
willingness to work without recompense? We would seem foolish
beyond words." She could not see how this obstacle could be
overcome.

    "Times are hard for everyone. We'll work for our lodging
and food." James had obviously given the matter some thought.
"Badgworthy will accept that, surely. And we could perform—you've
a fair singing voice, and I've a turn for mimicry."

    Susan took up her coffee cup. "Act upon the stage?" She was
dubious. "Abandon our journey for a little, yes, perhaps. Offer some
practical help, ideas, redecoration, publicité, certainly.
But perform?"

    "What could be more practical than performing? Do think on
it. What a lark, what an adventure." James' blue eyes shone in a way
Susan well recognized. "We are well protected by distance and
disguise from any recognition. No one would ever know of our
venture upon the stage. We might do some good and garner a great
deal of enjoyment."

    Susan was tempted, sorely tempted. "But the possibility of
scandal is so great. We have had our adventures in the past, I know,
but..."

    "We lived through the disgrace of my swim in the
Serpentine, and Gibraltar's escape at Mama's rout..."

    Susan smiled, remembering the monkey's rampage through
the countess' party. "Yes, but this...this venture could end in disgrace
impossible to overcome."

    "No one would ever know," James repeated.

    "I suppose." She was silent, staring into her coffee-cup.
When she looked up at last, she said, "Very well. Do let's undertake
it."

    Her brother capered about the room.

    She shook her head in mock reproof at his foolishness. "I
should not be willing to do much upon the stage. I will not dance,
though I suppose I could sing." When she looked at her brother
again, her eyes were sparkling with anticipation. "What I really
would like to do is redecorate the place. Make it an appealing,
engaging house of entertainment. It would be the most enormous
fun, to have a real challenge and a real task to accomplish."

    "It would." James tapped his knife upon his plate. "I did not
think of it, but the place was shabby. I can do carpentry, or painting.
You know I can turn my hand to anything."

    "You are remarkably useful for an earl's son," Susan agreed
with a teasing smile. "You drove every servant mad when as a child
you followed them around the estate, but you did learn a great deal."
She felt it incumbent upon her, as always, to think practically as a
check to her brother's enthusiasm. "Can we really help the Fortune
though? We have little knowledge of theatres, but from the boxes.
We know nothing of the production of plays, of scenery, of stage
management or direction..."

    "We've done innumerable theatricals; been in dozens of
auditoria. We've a fair notion what goes on."

    "But this is not a typical theatre. In fact, I cannot think how
they can produce plays at all in that space."

    "We could help, then," he said. "We are capital at solving
problems, you must admit it. Did you think the old gentleman looked
in health? I did not. He cannot have been running the business with
any degree of assurance."

    Susan regarded him with a lifted brow. "I am capital
at solving problems. You excel at causing them." At her
brother's grimace, she relented. "No, Mr. Badgworthy did not look
well, but faced with the loss of his business, I expect he would feel
ill." She ate a little of her muffin and eggs, deep in thought. Then she
drank the last of her coffee and rising, took to pacing the room.
"What of the dark-haired man?"

    "I don't suppose he can be anyone very important. If he
would not help Badgworthy last night, he must today be persona
non grata. I think we might never see him again."

    "Possibly." Susan reflected on that stern face and the dark
eyes that had stared so inimically. "He will be a complication if he is
there. He will not like us."

    James shrugged. "I do not expect that he would, or could,
harm us if Mr. Badgworthy approves our offer. We should not let him
determine our actions."

    "I suppose not." She paused by the window, and was sunk in
thought for some minutes. "No harm would be done to anyone other
than us, even if our escapade did become known. And we might
perhaps be of use," she said at last. "But we must tell the family
something of what we are doing. Mama will worry otherwise."

    James stared at her in horror. "We cannot tell the family
anything!"

    Susan knew her smile would have to be called a grin. She
felt, for the first time in an age, a thrill of anticipation fizz through
her. "Oh I don't mean details—just that we are staying in one place
for some little while—that we have found some people who need our
help. I shall write to Clemmie to tell her we are remaining in
Yorkshire, as we are taken with the country. She will tell Mama, and
they will not worry."

    "You won't tell her exactly where we are? If you do, we are
undone. Our big sister is discreet and understanding, but we cannot
trust that she would not tell Nicholas. If she did he might take action
to ensure that we do not disgrace the family name."

    "I will not mention Rotherham, or Sheffield. Don't be so
unsympathetic to Nicholas, my dear. He must be concerned for our
position in society; he is an earl. Louisa has mellowed him
considerably, thank goodness. He only hopes that we shall come to a
better understanding of our station. Our actions do reflect on him,
after all."

    There was a silence broken only by sounds from the street
below their parlour. The rumble of carts and myriad voices echoed
between the ancient buildings nearby, and the summer day was
bidding to be fair and hot.

    James ate in silence, finally saying, "He does not realize that
we do understand our position and have no liking for it. He wants
you wed, and me safely occupied. But we are not his concern this
summer. He has more important things to do than worry over us, I
think." He rose after pushing away his empty plate. "So, are we for
it?"

    Susan took a deep breath. This was a mad enterprise, but
that had never stopped them before. She had been sick unto death of
convention, rules and rubrics when they had decided to undertake
their journey. Her friends, her beaux, and her daily routine had
interested her no longer. It had been three years of a sameness, and
she had wanted change. Now a preposterous sort of novelty offered
itself, and she could not deny its appeal. "I will fetch my bonnet," she
said at last. "And I will meet you downstairs."





Chapter Two

    When Susan ran down the stairs brief moments later, James
stood speaking with their landlord. She greeted the man politely in
passing, and joined her brother to burst into the sunlit street in an
excess of high spirits.

    Within minutes they realized their ebullience was attracting
undue attention, and with difficulty they constrained themselves to
walk more slowly down Westgate toward High Street.

    James said, in a low tone, "We must be agreed on our tale.
We are luckless London performers looking for refuge. We had to
leave the metropolis for some reason, and now are searching for
work in out of the way places."

    "Shall we arouse curiosity with the untold parts of our
fiction?" Susan asked. Obviously James had been giving their story a
deal of thought; it was the sort of thing his quicksilver mind easily
invented. She had to insist though that every question that came to
her mind be satisfied.

    "Perhaps..." James was sunk in thought for several
minutes.

    With time to spare, Susan noticed that the town showed to
advantage on the early-summer morning. But for the smoke rising
from the manufactories, it was as pretty a town as they had seen so
far in their travels. It was certainly better than they had thought it on
the previous evening. And the people in the streets looked both lively
and prosperous, plump enough in the pocket to invest in their
entertainment.

    "I have it!" James said. "Importunate creditors, or harassing
suitors."

    Startled from her thoughts, Susan gave him a saucy look.
"Angry fathers of delectable young ladies?"

    "Very well," he said with a grimace. "Whatever you will. I
think Badgworthy will be so glad for our help that he will not
examine our past too closely. What else? We have come by way of
the Peaks and Lakes—"

    "True enough," Susan interrupted. "How shall we explain
our stay at the inn? Perhaps it is our last coin? But then how can we
stay on there?"

    James mulled over her questions. "Badgworthy might offer
us accommodation. What would you think of that?"

    "It depends, of course, on what it might be." Susan frowned;
lodgings could be a significant stumbling block.

    "We are arrived," James murmured. "The theatre does not
look any better than it did yesterday. If the place was more inviting,
the townsfolk might be more inclined to drop their blunt."

    Susan surveyed the shabby paintwork, the unfinished
portico and the faded signage. The door beneath the portico stood
open.

    "The Fortune needs our help," she said in a firm undertone.
They exchanged a glance and stepped inside.

    The entry was dim and unoccupied, faintly grimy and
unwelcoming in the daylight. They ventured further, into the
auditorium, which was also echoingly empty.

    Voices issued from the stage wings though, and as their eyes
adjusted to the dimness they caught a glimmer of lamplight and a
flare of sunlight.

    They gained the stage by the same stairs they had used the
day before. The plum velvet curtains that had hung within the
proscenium lay neatly folded on the forestage, and the great pole
that supported them still rested where it had fallen the previous
evening.

    Susan pulled James to a halt, suddenly uncertain about the
propriety of their presence and the strength of their pretense. He
patted her hand where it lay on his arm, reassuringly.

    The stout figure of Mr. Badgworthy was displayed against
sunlight streaming from a door that stood open at the end of the
wing. A tall man was speaking earnestly to him.

    Some slight noise revealed them. Squinting into the dimness,
Badgworthy looked astonished by their appearance, but clearly he
remembered them. He gestured toward them and the man speaking
was silenced. He turned slowly.

    Susan caught her breath. Badgworthy's companion was the
villain. He was the villain of last evening's play, and the scoundrel
who had offered no help to his injured compatriot. Overlong dark
hair was swept back from his brow, falling from a gentle widow's
peak that sat ill above his narrow, harsh-featured face. His aspect,
arresting in drama, was shuttered and aloof in repose. His eyes were
dark and unreadable as he stared at them. Then he took a step back
as though he would again, as last evening, fade away into the
recesses of the theatre.

    "Stay!" said Badgworthy. The tall man halted, but his frown
became ferocious. Badgworthy himself summoned from somewhere,
a smile.

    Susan thought it insincere, but given that his companion was
wishful of departure and he had a major structural problem before
him, perhaps it was all the older man could manage. She returned
the smile with a bright beam at them both. Her smiles had generally
a notable effect upon gentlemen. Badgworthy visibly softened, but
the tall man merely stared.

    "Sir? Miss? How may we be of service to you today?"
Badgworthy asked, though it was obvious he wished them at
Jericho.

    James stepped forward, removing his low-crowned hat. "It is
we who think we may be of service to you, sir." He twisted the hat in
his hands as though uncertain. "We are thespians, sir, at least I am,
and my sister is a singer. We wondered if you might have a use for
us. We are late of London, but it has seemed expedient for us to be
absent from the metropolis for a time."

    Susan nodded vigorously, hoping that her expression
expressed worry, and wistful courage. Her mind ran so in train with
that of her twin that she had no doubt they could align their thoughts
even as they spoke.

    James continued, "We are come to Rotherham by way of a
broken wheel, and an error in directions. But we are finding it a
useful sort of place, if you take my meaning, and a pleasant one. You
have need of players, I think, since last evening?"

    Susan noted Badgworthy slant a look toward his companion,
who shook his head slightly, but decidedly.

    "My apologies but I have forgot your names. The events of
last night were confusing, to say the least." The stout man was
dissembling, giving himself time to think.

    "Jamieson Laythe, Mr. Badgworthy, and my sister, Miss
Susannah Laythe." James looked enquiringly, even challengingly at
the tall man.

    He said nothing. Even Badgworthy seemed oddly reluctant,
Susan thought, to name his companion.

    Finally he said, "This is my partner, my playwright, and
sometime actor, Redwick."

    It was an odd, off-hand introduction, if the man was indeed
such an important colleague. Redwick bowed slightly but made no
offer of his hand. Susan offered a very small curtsey.

    James returned the bow with a frown, and returned his
attention to the older man. "I can turn my hand to anything, Mr.
Badgworthy, as well as acting. Whatever you have need of, we can
do. Painting, carpentering, advertisement, even, and m'sister's a dab
hand at sewing, and decorating. She sings like an angel. Well,
almost."

    "Fallen on hard times, have you?" said the tall man, his voice
as harsh as his expression. He looked at their clothing as though
seeking clues to their station and their affluence.

    "We are between positions," James said. Susan admired his
assumed attitude, brave with a modicum of humility and a touch of
pride. He was a good actor.

    Badgworthy and his partner exchanged a glance, and the
taller man began again to shake his head.

    Susan judged it time for her intervention. It was a problem
that while simple, their clothing showed no signs of wear; Redwick
must have noted it. She rummaged in her reticule for a handkerchief,
and touched it to her eyes. "We will work, sir, for lodging. Please, sir?
Our last coin went for our room at the inn last night. We have had
some success in the past, but times are hard for everyone, are they
not? Now, now we would be happy to help you, if you could see your
way to aiding us. If you find us useful and worthy, you might pay us
what you will."
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