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Dear Reader,


When Pocket Books brought my novel By Love Unveiled back into print, I was thrilled at the chance to revise and refresh one of the eight novels I penned under the name Deborah Martin. Those early works set the stage for my career to come: first, the historical detail, passionate action, and darker tone of the Deborah Martin novels. And later on, the sensual entanglements, sexy repartee, and lighthearted spirit of my recent Regency series, the Duke’s Men and the Hellions of Halstead Hall. Both romantic styles are infused with the sizzling sexual tension my readers have come to expect in my works. Every writer dreams of digging deep and finding the distinctive and authentic voices that make their stories come alive for readers. I’m profoundly grateful to be living that dream!


Now I’m delighted that Silver Deceptions, another Deborah Martin novel, is available to you once again in this revised edition. For this tale of a London stage actress with a hidden plan and a seductive marquess trying to unravel her secrets, I heightened the drama and the danger, enriched the story line, tightened the dialogue, and stoked one very hot passion to make it burn brighter than ever. It was an exciting and rewarding undertaking, and one that, I sincerely hope, makes Silver Deceptions a satisfying and unforgettable reading experience for you.


Enjoy!
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Prologue



NORWOOD, ENGLAND


MAY 1667


“Death, in itself, is nothing; but we fear,


To be we know not what, we know not where.”


—John Dryden, Aureng-Zebe, Act 4, Sc. 1


Dark clouds, their bellies full of cold spring rain, hovered over Norwood’s square waiting to dump their burden, and dirty piles of winter slush lined the bleak patch of ground. It was a perfect day for a hanging.


Twenty-one-year-old Annabelle Taylor drew the hood of her woolen cloak forward to cover her hair and pushed through the crowd. No one must notice her.


But she needn’t have worried. As she gained a spot near the gallows, the crowd that watched for the cart with sickening  jubilation paid her little heed.


No one would expect her to watch her mother’s hanging. That was why her plan just might work. The sheriff and his men would be taken so off guard when she claimed the body herself that it might not occur to them to prevent her and her servant Charity Woodfield from carrying Mother’s body away in the wagon Charity’s father was bringing.


“I have terrible news,” a voice whispered at Annabelle’s elbow.


With a sudden foreboding, she glanced at the buxom, fair-haired widow who’d come to stand at her side. Only five years her senior, Charity was more like an older sister than a servant to her. “What is it? What’s happened?”


“The surgeon can’t take yer mother.”


“What do you mean? I gave him all the gold I had. He swore he’d do what he could to revive her!”


She’d read tales of men revived after a hanging. If the neck remained unbroken, a person could still live through it, fainting before actually dying. Only last year, friends of a man in the next shire had secretly carried his hanged body off to a surgeon, who’d warmed and bled it until the man had revived. He now lived healthy as a horse in London, or so she’d heard.


“It isn’t the surgeon’s fault.” Charity looked grim. “Some runagate told the sheriff about yer plans, and now there’s soldiers at the surgeon’s house waiting to seize you and the body if you come near the place. They’ll only let you take the body to the graveyard.”


Despair clogged her throat. “It was my only chance to save her.”


The pitiful hope that Mother might beat death in the end was what had seen her through Mother’s short imprisonment, trial, and sentence of death by hanging for murdering Annabelle’s father.


No, he was her stepfather, a fact she had only recently learned.


She choked back a sob. No one cared that Ogden Taylor had been beating her or that his poor wife could no longer endure such cruelties to her daughter. In the world’s eyes, Squire Ogden Taylor had merely been administering a proper punishment to his daughter when his wife had lost her wits and plunged a kitchen blade through his brawny chest.


Tears slipped from between her lashes. “She can’t die, Charity. I can’t let her. If it weren’t for me—”


“Don’t start blamin’ yerself. He pushed her to it, he did. At least yer mother had the satisfaction of seein’ him suffer in the end.”


Annabelle couldn’t pretend to have loved the man, nor even to wish Mother hadn’t killed him. She only wished Mother had done it less publicly.


The moment those wicked thoughts appeared, a superstitious fear made the sweat bead up on her forehead. Please, God, I didn’t mean it. Only let her live. If you save her, I’ll . . . I’ll . . .


How could she tempt God into overlooking Mother’s crime? Her stepfather had called her the “spawn of the devil” because she suffered his punishments in silence. He’d said it was unnatural.


Perhaps he was right. Then again, he didn’t know how she became someone else inside her mind to endure his beatings, how she pretended she was suffering in battle as the warrior queen Boadicea or the goddess Athena or even Joan of Arc—anything to escape the pain.


“What do I do now?” Annabelle whispered raggedly to Charity.


Charity placed a soft hand on her arm. “It’s out of your hands, dear heart. There’s naught left but to flee this wicked place, turn yer eyes from the evil here, and set yer feet toward London.”


“Not until the end.” With a shudder, Annabelle stared at the gallows crosspiece, the rough wood worn smooth in the middle where the rope was tied. “A miracle could happen. God may yet spare her.”


“Yer mother’s put herself beyond helping,” Charity said without rancor. “Come on with you. We’ll travel to London and join my actress cousin. She says the theater’s full of women like us. With yer genteel manners, you could get a position easy.”


“I’ll go soon enough.” Annabelle strained to see if anyone yet came down the road. “I have no choice—no one wants me here. But you don’t have to leave your family. You’ve got a chance for a good place as a cook.”


“Fie on that! I want to seek my fortune on the stage. My cousin says the nobles fight over the actresses, and any bonny woman can find a duke willing to set her up—”


“Don’t even think such a thing!” Annabelle hissed. “That sort of behavior is what landed Mother here. If she hadn’t taken up with a dissolute nobleman, she wouldn’t have been abandoned with me in her belly. Then her parents wouldn’t have forced her to marry the squire and live the hellish life that drove her to—” She broke off with a sob.


“My poor dear.” Charity stroked her mistress’s back soothingly. “Come away. You shouldn’t be here.”


The noise of the crowd suddenly increased, and Annabelle’s gaze shifted to where the cart track split from the road.


First strutted the sheriff in his sable robes, appearing very dignified and aloof for a man who’d already purchased the Taylor lands from the Crown, since her stepfather had no heirs. Meanwhile, he’d made her an offer of a different kind that she had refused. No doubt that was why he sought to prevent her from any attempt to have Mother revived.


She gritted her teeth. He completed the wheel of torment fashioned by Ogden Taylor and the unfeeling nobleman who was Annabelle’s real father. A plague on them all! How she hated them!


Suddenly, the cart carrying Mother rumbled into view. Chains held her, with thick iron shackles that dwarfed her delicate wrists and ankles. Her beautiful, silver-streaked jet hair had been shorn, highlighting her expression of helpless confusion. As she knelt on the wobbling cart in her white gown, she clasped her hands before her, lips moving in prayer.


“Mother!” Annabelle cried out and started forward.


Charity held her back. “No, no, dear heart. They’ll be waiting for you to make a fuss, so they can throw you into gaol, too. Don’t give the bastards the chance.”


This last was said with such venom it gave Annabelle courage. Annabelle let that venom seep into her soul. She’d need the strength of her hatred to avenge Mother.


Not against the townspeople. Some were wretches, but most had been relatively kind to her and her mother. No, she must find her real father, the lord whom Mother had called Maynard, whose gifts—a signet ring and a poem with the signature The Silver Swan—Mother had sent her to retrieve from their hiding place in the harpsichord. Mother had told her of him only two days ago, urging Annabelle to seek him out and ask his protection.


She’d sooner cut out her tongue. Instead, she would make sure he paid for abandoning Mother when she’d needed him most.


A drunk voice in the crowd called out, “What a collar day! Perfect day for a murderess to be twisted!”


Though someone hushed him, the word twisted made Annabelle’s fingers curl into fists. And when a hawker nearby cried, as if this were some merrymaking fair, “Mutton pies for sale, good and hot!” she would have lunged for him if Charity hadn’t slid an arm about her waist to restrain her.


“Don’t torment yerself by staying here,” Charity muttered. “Yer mother is as good as dead now. You promised her you’d not witness the hanging. Keep that promise.”


“I can’t leave her!” Annabelle hissed.


Charity shook her head but remained at Annabelle’s side.


The rough-hewn cart stopped a few yards in front of them, beneath the gallows with its dreadful rope hanging down like a hideous outstretched claw. Annabelle ached to run to Mother’s side, but she resisted the urge. If Mother saw her, it would make her last minutes intolerable.


A man whose somber clothing and executioner’s mask marked him as the hangman jerked Mother to her feet, and the hot hatred filling Annabelle was so intense she thought she’d burst into flames.


As the wind whipped Mother’s white gown around her, the hangman slipped the noose over her bowed head. He tightened it around her neck, and Annabelle’s own throat went numb.


Please, God, save her. You must save her!


The hangman stepped off the cart. The sheriff of Norwood repeated the sentence in a booming voice, then asked if the condemned had any final words.


Her mother’s soft “Nay” incensed the crowd, who would rather have heard a long confession of her past sins.


The hangman led the horse forward, while Phoebe Taylor’s feet dragged the bottom of the cart until they no longer found purchase.


Annabelle shut her eyes. The silence of the crowd maddened her, because it allowed her to hear the gallows creak with her mother’s weight. But Annabelle didn’t scream or even cry. Instead, she prayed more fervently than she’d ever prayed in her life.


Let the rope break, God. They’ll not hang her again if the rope breaks. They’ll take it as a sign. Let her live, and I’ll be pure and holy all my days, I swear it. Save her and I’ll be your servant forever. Please, God, I swear it!


She didn’t realize she was babbling the words aloud, her voice rising above the hush of the crowd, until Charity began dragging her backward.


“Come, dear heart, we’re leaving now,” Charity whispered. “God has taken her into his bosom, where she belongs. He ain’t going to release her. Come on!”


A clap of thunder sounded nearby, and Annabelle’s eyes shot open. It was an answer, wasn’t it? God would spare Mother?


Then she saw the gallows, and she screamed. She wrenched her gaze from the horrifying sight before her, one last supplication tumbling from her lips.


The rope held.


In that moment, Annabelle shoved her soul and her childhood dreams into a cupboard in her heart, then closed it against the pain threatening to overwhelm her reason. And as she hardened her heart against men and all their cruelties, she vowed that one man at least would pay for taking her mother from her.


Her father.





Chapter One



LONDON


JANUARY 1668


“Robes loosely flowing, hair as free:


Such sweet neglect more taketh me,


Than all the adulteries of art;


They strike mine eyes, but not my heart.”


—Ben Jonson, Epicœne, Act 1, Sc. 1


A mischief upon all Fools!”


Act 3 of Dryden’s Sir Martin Mar-All was well in progress when those words temporarily lessened the din in Lisle’s Tennis Court, which had served as the playhouse for the Duke of York’s acting company since the theaters reopened. All eyes were on the actress who’d spoken the line with contemptuous pride.


Colin Jeffreys, Marquess of Hampden, who’d just arrived, surveyed her from a first-tier box with particular interest, then glanced at the playbill to make certain she was the woman whom the Earl of Walcester wanted him to spy upon. It read, Rose, played by Mrs. Maynard.


That certainly fit. Although the earl had mentioned she was unmarried, all the actresses were called Mrs., married or no, and Colin doubted there was more than one going by the surname of Maynard.


His gaze followed the tall woman as she crossed the proscenium stage. She played the witty servant Rose very well, which intrigued him. Few of the actresses had much interest in their profession; most were on the stage to find a protector.


Not that this one couldn’t if she wished. Although the requisite short curls framed her face in front, the rest of her hair tumbled to the middle of her back, a shimmering robe of ebony in the light of the theater’s candles. She was well proportioned and fine-limbed, and she moved with the bearing of a queen.


Yet she still projected an elusive quality of innocence. That took some fine acting indeed. And perhaps a bit of cosmetic manipulation—while Moll Davis wore a heavy shade of rouge on the cheeks of her white-powdered face, Annabelle Maynard wore little and thus looked fresh and unspoiled as wild rosemary.


In short, she was the perfect antidote to the jaded sensibilities of an oversophisticated court . . . and not at all what he’d expected. Perhaps he indeed had the wrong woman. He hadn’t been to a play at the Duke’s Theater since he’d returned from spending three years in Antwerp in the king’s service, so he wasn’t familiar with all the players.


“Sir John!” he called to his friend over the loud hum of voices. How on earth did anyone listen to a play in this din?


“Not now.” Sir John Riverton drew closer the giggling vizard-mask who sat between them, plying her whore’s trade. “Can’t you see this poor girl’s lonely?”


The “poor girl” was sliding her bejeweled hand up Colin’s thigh even while her other hand worked at tantalizing Sir John.


“Lonely isn’t the word I would choose,” Colin said dryly as he brushed her hand away. “She can wait. Tell me about the actress in white.”


Sir John turned his attention to the stage. “The Silver Swan, you mean?”


Ah, yes, Colin had forgotten that bit. He noted the beauty’s slender neck and graceful gestures as well as the silver ribbons she wore not only in her hair but threaded through her lace cuffs and in bows on the tips of her white satin slippers. On her bodice, a silver brooch winked in the lights. A swan, no doubt.


She was certainly going to a great deal of trouble to foster that nickname. Perhaps Walcester was right to be alarmed, though she did seem rather young to be engaged in the sort of intrigues that the earl had once been part of. Colin would judge her to be no more than twenty-three. “Yes, the one with the dark hair.”


Sir John shrugged. “She’s only been with the duke’s players for . . . oh, six or seven months. She plays mostly smaller parts, but there’s talk that she’ll soon be moved to larger ones.”


“Moll Davis had better look out, then.” Because Mrs. Maynard was clearly the better actress. “How well do you know the Silver Swan?”


Sir John’s chuckle carried to him over the chatter in the surrounding boxes. “Well enough.” When Colin fixed Sir John with a speculative glance, the man added, “But not in that way, you understand, although there are some who have known her more . . . shall we say . . . intimately.”


An inexplicable twinge of disappointment made Colin frown. “Typical actress, is she?”


“That’s what I’ve heard. Serene and aloof onstage, but a fiery wench in bed.” He laughed. “I imagine pearls and baubles will open the thighs of any pretty actress. And she’s no exception. So they say.”


Colin flicked his gaze over the woman, searching for some sign of this wanton side. “Who exactly are ‘they’?”


“Somerset, for one. Claims he’s practically put himself into debt buying her jewels, and you know the man can’t afford it. He says she repaid him . . . as only a woman could. He’s undoubtedly waiting in the wings for her this very moment.”


Colin frowned. “That stunning beauty with a fop like Somerset? I can hardly credit it.”


“He’s the sort of man she seems to find attractive. Or at least the only sort I’ve seen her with.”


Hard to believe. She looked intelligent, and she obviously knew her trade. She even had the old matrons in the upper gallery eating out of her hand. So why dally with prancing coxcombs? It made no sense.


Not that anything in this fool’s errand for Walcester made sense. “I want to meet her.”


Sir John shifted in his seat, adjusting his bad leg. “When?”


“As soon as possible.”


“All you need do is slip into the tiring-room and wait for her.”


“With the other gallants? No. I want to meet with her alone, where we can speak.”


“Speak?” Sir John laughed. “ ‘Is that what you’re calling it these days? I suppose her maid can set up an assignation, assuming her mistress is willing.” He stood, ignoring his pouting companion. “Wait here, and I’ll arrange it.”


Colin returned his attention to the stage. Mrs. Maynard exited, prompting cries of “Swan, Swan!” from the raucous gallants in the pit. Clearly the woman had a score of men, both young and old, seeking her favors.


Then he would do so as well. How better to learn what Walcester needed to know? Colin owed the earl much for having saved his life while they were both in exile in France. The earl had been instrumental in gaining Colin his position in the king’s service, which had led directly to His Majesty’s bestowing on Colin the title of Marquess of Hampden. Colin would be forever in Walcester’s debt. So dallying with a pretty actress to find out her secrets for the earl was the least Colin could do to repay the man.


Not that it would be any great sacrifice. It had been a long time since he’d found a woman who stirred his interest, and this one intrigued him. He’d grown too jaded in his years at court and as a spy. Perhaps it was time to explore something different. Someone different from his usual fare.


The play went on, tedious now that Mrs. Maynard had left the stage. Just as the act ended, however, Sir John returned with a full-figured, youngish blond female at his side.


With his usual merry smile, Sir John said, “Lord Hampden, meet Charity Woodfield.”


The chit bobbed a curtsy, and Colin noted that Sir John cupped her elbow to urge her to rise before resting his hand in the small of her back with obvious familiarity. No wonder the man knew so much about Mrs. Maynard. He had a clear interest in the woman’s servant. And judging from how she didn’t shy away from him, either, the interest was mutual. That could only help Colin’s case.


“I wish to meet your mistress,” he said without preamble.


“So do a great many men, milord, if you don’t mind my saying so. She’s a fine actress, and the gallants all find her fetching.”


He smiled at her shameless and entirely unnecessary attempt to raise his interest. “As do I. So what must I do to ensure I get a fair chance with her?”


“Oh, but yer lordship wants a bit more than a fair chance,” she said tartly, “or y’d be down there right now, trying to get her attention.”


“You’re a saucy wench,” Colin said. “Is your mistress as bold with her tongue as you?”


The maid lifted a brow at his double entendre. “Bold enough to cut you to ribbons with it, and leave your pride hanging by a thread.”


“Now that’s a feat I’d like to see.”


“Then you’ll have to enter the fray behind the stage with the others.”


“No reason for that.” He opened his hand to reveal several gold sovereigns. “I’m willing to buy my way into your mistress’s good graces. I’ll wager that’s more than those other fools would do.”


A coldness spread over Charity’s face, and she curtsied stiffly. “I’m afraid you’ve mistaken my mistress for a whore, milord. I don’t think the two of you would suit.”


Without another word, she pivoted on her heel, brushing off Sir John’s hand when he tried to halt her exit.


“Wait!” Colin called out. At least now he knew that the Silver Swan wasn’t just looking for money. That argued against her being a spy for pay. When Charity kept on going, he added, “I didn’t mean to offend. I’ve heard tales, and sometimes rumors don’t distinguish between women who take lovers and women who are whores. But I do know the difference, so please accept my apologies.”


The maid halted to cast Sir John an accusing glance, obviously having guessed who’d been at fault for the rumors. He shrugged, unrepentant as usual.


Charity stared Colin down. “Very well, milord, I accept your apology.” But her tone was still cold. “What exactly is it you wish me to do?”


“To arrange a meeting between your mistress and me. One where we’ll have complete privacy.”


“Of course,” she said, her voice positively icy.


“I simply want to talk to her.”


“Of course,” she repeated, but when he refused to take the bait and offer more assurances, she added, “So it won’t bother you if the meeting takes place in the tiring-room, here at the theater?”


“As long as I can speak with her alone, I don’t care if it takes place in the middle of London Bridge.”


That seemed to bring her up short. And soften her a fraction. “Come to the tiring-room tomorrow an hour before the play begins. I’ll make sure you’ve got her to yerself.” She fixed him with a dark glance. “But I’ll be right outside in the hall. That’s as close to having her alone as you’ll get.”


It was a start, anyway. “That’s good enough, thank you.” He smiled broadly. “I see that your name is fitting. You’re the very soul of charity, and I won’t forget it.”


For the first time since she’d entered the box, she returned his smile. “Oh, don’t you worry, milord. I don’t intend to let you forget it.”


Then she whisked out of the box to the sound of his chuckle.


ANNABELLE EXITED THE stage at the end of act 3 and looked around for Charity. How odd. The maid was usually right here when she left the stage. Thinking to find her in the tiring-room, Annabelle entered it but found an orange vendor instead, resting her weary feet on a chair.


“Something to whet your whistle for the next act?” asked the girl hopefully.


“That bad today, is it?” Hitching up her skirt, Annabelle drew a few pence from the pocket in her smock and handed it over to the orange girl, who couldn’t have been a day over thirteen.


“Thankee kindly,” the vendor said as she handed Annabelle her fourth orange that day. “Even with the crowds, no one is clamoring for fruit. And Maggie’ll ’ave my ’ead if I don’t give ’er somethin’ to show for my efforts.”


As the girl left, Annabelle hefted the fruit. The other three oranges would go to the urchins outside the theater as always, but today she was in the mood to actually eat one.


Charity walked in just as she was peeling it.


“Where have you been?” Annabelle asked.


“Are you throwing your pence away on the orange girls again?” the maid countered as she began searching Annabelle’s costume for signs of disrepair. “ ’Tis no wonder you can’t afford that new gown you want. How many is it today? Two? Three?”


“Four, if you must know,” Annabelle said testily.


“You’re such a soft touch. That’s why they follow you about. You shouldn’t encourage them.”


“I can’t help it.” Annabelle sighed. “They remind me of myself at that age. I know Maggie beats them when they come up short. And what’s a new gown compared to that?”


Charity sniffed.


“Besides,” Annabelle continued, biting into one juicy section, “I like oranges. You can’t be a true member of the theater and not eat them.”


Softening, Charity smiled enigmatically and knelt to study Annabelle’s loose hem. “The theater does suit you, dear heart.” She drew out the needle and thread she always held ready and began to sew.


“I do believe it does.” Annabelle liked the smell of hot wax from the hundreds of candles, the intensity of the audience in the pit when a scene went well, the sound of lutes wafting down from the musicians’ box. She even liked flirting with the gallants, though most of them were foolish pups. Yes, the theater had been good to her.


What’s more, she actually excelled at acting. She should probably thank Ogden Taylor for that. If not for his beatings, she would never have learned to lose herself in imaginary characters.


The thought of her stepfather’s cruelties sobered her, reminding her of the one dark thread through her bright tapestry. Seven months in London and she still hadn’t found her real father.


She’d set the trap for him well enough. She’d taken his name as a surname. And since he’d signed The Silver Swan to that poem he’d left behind with Mother, she and Charity had worked hard to get the entire theatergoing court to call her by that.


Nonetheless, no one by the name of Maynard had approached her, and certainly no one pretending to be the Silver Swan had shown up.


Charity finished the hem and rose to plump Annabelle’s drooping coiffure. “All that heat and damp air is taking the curl out of yer hair and ribbons.”


Annabelle tore herself from her obsessive thoughts and ate another section of orange. “Never mind that. Act four will start any moment, and I’ve forgotten the line I enter on.”


“Well, don’t expect me to remember it. If I could memorize lines, we’d both be on the stage.” Charity frowned. “Nobody warned me I’d have to learn such long speeches. I’d rather sell pork pies in the market, I would, than spend my time wracking my brain for some poor bit of verse.”


“Fortunately, I don’t have to wrack my brain. Just look in that copy of the play over there and tell me what it is, will you?”


As Annabelle finished off the orange and licked her fingers, Charity read aloud, “Mr. Young says, ‘Good luck, and five hundred pound attend thee,’ and then you and Moll come in.”


“Oh, right. It follows that absurd scene where Warner and Lord Dartmouth plot to find a husband for his pregnant mistress.” Annabelle scowled. “Mr. Dryden has obviously never known what it’s like to be a bastard or he wouldn’t write so blithely about illegitimacy and men who don’t do their duty by the women they seduce.”


“Don’t start thinking on such dark things in the middle of the play. It’ll mar your performance.” Putting aside the script, Charity came back to work on one of Annabelle’s silver ribbons, curling it around her finger in a useless attempt to revive it. “And make you brood on the past.”


“I don’t mind brooding on the past,” Annabelle said. “It strengthens my resolve to set things right, so Mother can rest easy in her grave.”


“She’s gone where you can’t help her anymore. You have to think of yourself now.”


“I do think of myself.”


Annabelle caught Charity’s hand and moved it to trace the crescent-shaped scar on her temple where her stepfather had once lost his temper and cuffed her so hard that his ring had gashed her. She’d been six years old.


“I think of how it felt to have my own blood dripping down my face,” Annabelle went on fiercely. “I think of the mother I’ll never see again. Ogden Taylor may have wielded the lash that led to her death, but it wouldn’t have happened if my real father hadn’t abandoned Mother. ’Tis only fair that I punish the man who started it all.”


Charity caressed the spot. “I understand how you feel, but don’t let your thirst for revenge sour yer heart.”


“Too late for that.” Pushing away Charity’s hand, Annabelle turned to pace the room. “I only wish that ‘Maynard,’ whoever he is, would simply take the bait. I thought certain when he saw me using the names Maynard and Silver Swan together, he’d have some reaction. I paid a pretty penny to have this brooch specially fashioned, and it has brought me naught so far.”


Charity shrugged. “Perhaps he don’t live in London no more. Who knows? The man might be dead.”


“He’d best not be. I want my vengeance!”


Mother had said her father was a wounded Roundhead captain named Maynard, whom her family had taken in until he could rejoin his regiment. Since even the officers in Cromwell’s army had been of good birth—and the man had left a signet ring behind—she knew her father had to be someone of consequence. So the last thing he would want, especially if he was as sober-living as most of the Roundheads, was to have his wild behavior unveiled.


Which was why she planned to confront him with her bastardy, then rub her stage experience and scandalous adventuring in his face. Her unveiling would be public, a supper perhaps, to which she would invite all the gallants and nobles. There she’d announce her real parentage.


Then he would become the laughingstock of London for the bastard daughter he couldn’t control, who mocked his good name before everyone. To tread the boards was a shame no family could bear. And she would make sure that the association was an embarrassment beyond endurance. She would send her creditors to him, she would joke of him to her friends, and she would take a string of supposed lovers. His name would ever be on her lips. London would know that he was her father, and he would cringe that they knew.


“I will make sure that the barbarous arse squirms for what he did, abandoning my mother to the squire,” she hissed.


“Madam!” Charity cried. “I swear yer letting those gallants turn all yer proper words into obscenity. How will you ever find a decent husband like that?”


“I don’t want a husband, and certainly not a ‘decent’ one, who will tether my tongue. I like being able to mock the world and be praised as witty for it. That only happens in the theater.” And as long as she couched her words in dry humor, no one could guess at the pain beneath them.


Least of all the gallants who courted her. “Besides, if these so-called wits who surround me are any indication of the sort of man I would have to choose from, I’m better off alone. They’re a lot of conceited popinjays.”


“And they’re not that witty either,” Charity pointed out. “Lord Somerset is so enamored of his own face, he don’t have time to sharpen his brain.”


Annabelle smiled. “Nor the inclination. The viscount seems entirely concentrated on preening and bragging about his supposed bedding of me to his lackwit friends.”


“Ah, but he was a sight the morning after.” Charity giggled. “Waking up groggy after swigging my tea, and not even knowing he’d merely been sleeping beside you the whole night. You should have seen his face when I entered to announce you were wanted straightaway at the theater. The simpering fool didn’t know whether to admit he didn’t remember his evening with you or boast about his success.”


Annabelle snorted. “Of course he chose to boast.”


“ ’Tis a good thing for you that he did. If y’d had a real man in that bed, he wouldn’t have let you go till he’d taken another tumble, no matter what I told him about where you was to be.”


“That’s why I chose Somerset. He’ll believe whatever I say about his prowess and leave when I tell him to.” Her smile faded. “It wouldn’t do for me to find myself in Mother’s position . . . my belly full and no man near to claim the babe.”


Letting the world think her a whore might be necessary to her vengeance, but she refused to do more than play the role. If her stepfather hadn’t cowed her, she certainly wouldn’t let some foppish gallant do it.


Besides, one day she hoped to have a real life somewhere in the country where she could just be herself. Where she could find a man to marry who would love her as she loved him. And when that day came, she meant to be chaste. She of all people knew how men could be if they discovered that their loves were not.


“Still,” Charity said, “if y’d gone one more month without letting them think someone had bedded you, one of those so-called wits would have had his way with you, willing or no.”


And Annabelle was never going to let that happen. So far, every man she’d met in London was either a fop or a brute, and she had no use for either.


A knock at the door and a warning that her entrance was coming up made her start. When Charity gave Annabelle’s gown a quick once-over and bent to straighten a ribbon on her slipper, a lump filled Annabelle’s throat. The youthful widow could have left her long ago for one of the many gallants attracted to her lush figure and sharp wit. Yet she stayed at Annabelle’s side.


“Have I thanked you for keeping me sane these past few months?” Annabelle asked softly.


Charity glanced up in surprise. “You thank me, dear heart, every time you smile.”


Tears stung Annabelle’s eyes. “Then clearly I shall have to smile more often.”


The call came again from outside the tiring-room. When Annabelle started to leave, Charity said, “Mr. Harris came by and mentioned that he wants to rehearse next week’s play with you in the morning an hour before this one starts.”


“What? Why?”


Looking suddenly nervous, Charity rose to go fold some costumes. “He’s worried about his part, that’s all. Wants to go over some lines. You know how nervous he gets about performing a new play.”


That was true enough. And since he was a favorite with the theater owner, she was in no position to refuse his request.


“Fine,” she said as she headed out the door. “Just make sure the tiring-room is cleared when he arrives. You know how he is.”


“I do indeed,” Charity said cheerily.


Briefly it occurred to Annabelle that Charity was being a bit too cheery about having to come early for an extra rehearsal.


But then she stepped onto the stage and the errant thought left her mind entirely. Once again she lost herself in Rose, and the real world faded around her.





Chapter Two



“Queen and huntress, chaste and fair,


Now the sun is laid to sleep,


Seated in thy silver chair,


State in wonted manner keep . . .”


—Ben Jonson, Cynthia’s Revels, Act 5, Sc. 3


The next morning as Annabelle entered the tiring-room, she swore to find it empty. Where the devil was Henry Harris? He wasn’t in the theater, and he wasn’t back here.


Annabelle would have asked Charity, but the maid had mysteriously disappeared yet again. Shivering, Annabelle headed to the hearth to lay a fire, and as she knelt, a sharp pain made her suck in her breath. Devil take her tight laces! She always suffered pain on days when the winter damp seeped into a person’s bones. But it had only been a year since the squire had thrown her down, then kicked her hard enough to break three ribs. Perhaps in more time they would heal.


A grim smile crossed her face. At least she no longer had to fear being tormented by her wretch of a stepfather.


She fought for control over the ache, and in moments had a comfortable blaze going in the fireplace. As she gazed into the flames, she touched her hand to her brooch. The poem “Captain Maynard” had left behind was engraved on her memory after all the hours she’d studied it, looking for some clue to his identity:


The bard cannot reveal himself,


Except in song, one last refrain,


To beg sweet Portia tread with Beatrice


Far away from the martyr’s plain.


Her heart she must keep close and mute,


Her tongue must whisper not a cry


Else she be forced by crown-less hands


To sing the hangman’s lullaby.


With fond hopes,


The Silver Swan


Obviously the poem had been intended as a message to someone. Was “the bard” meant to be Shakespeare, and the message to Portia to “tread with Beatrice” intended to be the establishment of an assignation?


If so, how had Mother been part of it? Mother had said that even after she’d secretly become intimate with Captain Maynard, she’d known little about his past. Then one day, he’d asked her to carry a sealed poem to his friend at a tavern in Norwood. To ensure that Phoebe could verify that the message came from him, Maynard had given her his signet ring.


Mother had met Maynard’s friend as planned. He’d read the poem and, when some people had entered the room, thrust the letter back at her and told her to leave. Not certain what to do, she’d returned home only to find that Captain Maynard had fled.


Her mother never knew why the poem was signed The Silver Swan or what became of her lover. Why had “Captain Maynard”—the only name Mother had known for him—left her to bear an illegitimate child alone?


Annabelle recited the poem’s lines aloud, searching yet again for any hidden meaning, but it didn’t seem to make any sense.


“Rather morbid verses for such a beautiful and accomplished actress,” said a man’s voice behind her.


She whirled, then tensed at the sight of a tall, broad-shouldered stranger just outside the open door. Alone in the tiring-room, she would prove easy prey for any scoundrel.


Though he stood in the shadows, she could just make out his rich clothing and rakish plumed hat. That eased her alarm. This was no footpad looking to rob or assault her, but another forward gallant. She could easily handle one of those.


“It appears that you have lost your way, sir,” she said smoothly. “The pit is behind you to the left.”


“So you would banish me to the pit for daring to admire you?”


The deep, faintly mocking voice put her on her guard. “Better the pit than to be turned to stone, like those who gazed on Medusa.”


His low chuckle contained enough charm to seduce a stone. “You are hardly a Medusa, madam. I’ve heard it said that Aphrodite is your muse.”


She sucked in a breath. Aphrodite’s bird was the swan.


But that meant nothing. Everyone knew her nickname.


“Then I will pierce you with Aphrodite’s arrows,” she said, determined to have the last word with this unsettling stranger.


“I’ll risk it.”


He stepped into the room, and she caught her breath when eyes green as a forest in spring raked her with insolent amusement. She tried not to notice his solid build, nor the cleft in his square chin, nor even the golden hair that streamed over his shoulders from beneath his wide-brimmed hat to glint in the firelight.


She tried not to notice . . . and failed. How strange that she had never seen him at the theater before. She certainly would have remembered him. Like Adonis, the only man who’d ever been spared Aphrodite’s shafts, he was almost too handsome to be believed.


Not that it mattered. She wasn’t in the market for a lover of his sort, no matter how handsome.


So it annoyed her when he made himself right at home, resting his hip against a scarred oak table a scarce two feet from her.


“I’m waiting for someone,” she told him coldly. “You can’t stay.”


“You’re waiting for me. Just ask your maid.”


She blinked, then groaned. “Devil take that woman! ’Tis so like her to do something like this.”


“I take it you weren’t informed of our appointment?”


“Of course not. If she’d told me, I wouldn’t be here.”


“Then I must thank Charity for her discretion.”


She leveled a scathing gaze on him. “No, you mustn’t, for her discretion will get neither of you anywhere. My maid does not decide whom I will see, so I’m afraid you must leave.”


“Ah, but we haven’t even been introduced.” With the smooth, frightening grace of a tiger, he whisked his plumed hat from his head and bowed. “Colin Jeffreys, Marquess of Hampden, at your service.”


A marquess, no less! No wonder Charity had agreed to arrange a meeting. Still, Annabelle wouldn’t let something like a title tempt her. Men with titles could be as treacherous as men without them, if not more so. Her experiences in the theater had taught her that.


“A pleasure to meet you, my lord. Now, would you please go?”


“You can’t throw me out yet. We’re just beginning to get acquainted.”


When he tossed his hat onto the table behind him, she stifled a groan. “There’s plenty of time for that later.” She flashed him a simpering smile, wishing she had a fan to flutter coyly. “Why don’t you return after the performance? Many others do.”


“Precisely, which is why I’m here now.”


Stubborn ox. Time for another tack. She headed for the door. “You are becoming incredibly tiresome, Lord Hampden. If you don’t leave, I shall seek out Sir William to remind you of the rules.”


His low chuckle gave her pause. “Go ahead. Sir William and I are good friends. We’ll share a fine laugh over the ‘rules,’ and when we’re done, I’ll still be here.”


A tingle of alarm ran down her spine. It had to be alarm. What else could it be? “What do you want from me, my lord? What must I do to have peace?”


He crossed his arms over his chest. “Surely you could guess that.” Pointedly he allowed his gaze to travel the length of her.


Color suffused her face, though she fought to maintain her aloof, bantering persona. “Ah, but that would take the enjoyment out of hearing you make the proposition.”


He pushed away from the table to approach her with slow, deliberate steps. She stared him down, no longer able to pretend amusement.


When he halted very near her, he reached out to smooth one curl from her face, much as Charity might have done. Only his gesture wasn’t soothing or helpful. His was calculated to seduce. His fingers brushed the skin of her cheek, the merest tickle, but enough to make her heart’s pace quicken.


It was nicely done. No doubt he’d perfected the technique by practicing it on other actresses.


Then his eyes locked with hers, their glittering depths offering interesting promises that she knew he’d never keep. Still, the intelligence in that look gave her pause. She didn’t realize she’d stopped breathing entirely until he dropped his hand and a long, drawn-out sigh escaped her.


He swept his gaze down to her brooch. “Such a lovely piece of work. Where did you find it?”


That put her instantly on her guard. It wouldn’t do to admit she’d bought such an expensive piece of jewelry on an actress’s pittance. “Oh, I scarcely even remember. Some admirer or other gave it to me, I suppose.”


“Have you so many admirers that you forget their gifts that easily?”


He was mocking her, the devil. “I have more admirers than you can possibly imagine.”


“And not a one that you favor with your affection.”


The surprising insight startled her, then worried her. He’d been digging into her affairs. She’d better take care. “Of course I’ve favored some with my affection.” She fluttered her lashes. “What poor actress could resist the sweet blandishments of London’s gallants?”


“Then why are you resisting mine?”


Uh-oh. This was beginning to feel distinctly like a trap. “At any other time, with your being a handsome marquess and all, I’d be tempted.” She found it increasingly difficult to play the part of jaded, vapid actress with this fellow. Something about him gave her pause. “Unfortunately, I have quite a tendre for Lord Somerset. We spend every waking moment together.”


He arched an eyebrow. “When you’re not in the theater, you mean.”


“Exactly.”


“Such a pity. The Silver Swan deserves someone better than a fop. Particularly when she bears the name Maynard.”


Her pulse jumped into triple time. First he’d commented on her brooch, then her name. Was this about more than just a gallant looking for pleasure?


No, how could it be? A lord of his consequence never did anything useful. And he was too young—and of the wrong name—to be related to her quarry.


But that didn’t mean she couldn’t get information from him. “What does my surname have to do with anything?” With studied nonchalance, she moved to put a chair between them.


Lord Hampden’s gaze turned calculating. “It’s an important name in London, attached to a great family. Certainly greater than Somerset’s, no matter how glib his tongue and how fashionable his clothing. The man is all sparkle and no spark, all flash and no explosion. Rely on him for your maintenance, and you’ll find yourself eating cabbage when you ought to have caviar.”


“And I suppose you would give me caviar, spark, and explosions.” She cut a coy look up at him. “Sounds dangerous.”


His eyes gleamed at her, momentarily driving out all rational thought. No man should be allowed to walk around with eyes that arresting. He must make ladies trip over their feet wherever he went. “Ah, but you seem the sort of woman for whom danger has a certain appeal.”


Hardly. And she needed to bring the subject back to the Maynard family. “I’m not sure which Maynards you’ve been associating with, but this particular one prefers diamonds to danger. And reliable gentlemen to rakish ones.”


“You consider Somerset reliable?” He snorted. “You’re more naive than I thought. If it’s diamonds you’re looking for, you’re better off with me. Ask any of your rich relations. They can all vouch for my character.”


“So you know these . . . rich relations I supposedly have?”


“I know everyone of any consequence.” He cast her a dark smile. “Which is why you’d be better off spending your time with me than with Somerset.”


Ah, so that was why he was making much of the “Maynards” . . . as a way to gain her favor. Little did he know, in her eyes the fact that he might know her “rich relations” didn’t say much about his character.


“So, my sweet swan,” he went on, “I pray you will allow me to call on you in your lodgings on the morning after tomorrow. Two days should give you time to ask around about me and find out if I’m worth your trouble.”


His request threw her into a quandary. He knew some wealthy Maynards and might even know her father, but he also clearly wanted to bed her. And letting him wouldn’t be wise.


Still, she’d fooled Lord Somerset easily enough; surely she could do the same with Lord Hampden. It was worth the risk for the chance of finding out who her father was. “You may call on me in three days, my lord.”


“Two is plenty enough to determine my suitability.”


His businesslike treatment of their impending assignation began to annoy her. “Perhaps I should ask for letters of reference,” she said tightly.


With a glint in his eyes, Lord Hampden rounded the chair. “I take it that you think me cold-blooded. I see I’ll have to explain myself better . . . so you’ll understand exactly what sort of association I propose.” His suddenly hungry gaze dropped to her lips, and his arm snaked about her waist to draw her close.


“Truly, my lord, I don’t think that’s necess—”


His lips on hers cut her off, causing a surprising tingling in her belly that took her utterly off guard. He dragged her tighter against him, then thrust his tongue inside her mouth, slowly . . . deeply . . .


Boldly. And she was swept up in a kiss of such fathomless intensity, it made her body ache. The plunge of his tongue in her mouth, mimicking the act he meant for them to share, made her pulse quicken and her eyelids slide shut. With a groan, he clasped her head in both hands so he could steal the breath from her with his ravening kisses.


Her knees grew weak and her blood ran hot. So this was seduction—this unexpected hunger that made her want to arch into him, to pull him into herself. Good Lord in heaven, what was he doing to her?


When at last he drew back, she stared at him through heavy-lidded eyes, her body awash with need. She couldn’t have spoken if she tried. As his heated gaze played over her face, he stroked her lower lip with his thumb.


“Two days,” he murmured. “How will I wait two days to have you?”


The words sent a ripple of desire through her, then alarm. None of the fumbling gallants who’d kissed her in dark corners behind the theater flats had affected her so profoundly.


“This is madness,” she whispered.


“Aye.” He drew her against him until they were plastered to each other from thigh to chest. “A very pleasant sort of madness, I think.”


He lowered his mouth again. Knowing that she’d never survive another searing kiss, she strained away from him, and in that moment Charity burst through the door.


Then halted to cast them a speculative glance. “Beg pardon,” she said dryly. “Didn’t mean to disturb you. I’ll just go—”


“No!” Annabelle pushed free of the marquess. “His lordship was just leaving.”


What had she been thinking, to let this powerful lord tempt her from her purpose, no matter how much he might tell her? She’d never be able to control him. Never.


She forced a smile. “Lord Hampden, I’ve changed my mind. You needn’t bother me again, though I thank you for your visit today. It’s been most . . . enlightening.”
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