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CHAPTER ONE 

 

London, February 1807 

I can’t do this, Thea decided, her fingers cold and fretting the ties of her brocade dressing 

gown. She pulled in a breath, made her hands relax, as she had so many times before going on 

stage. She hated that. She hated this more. But what else could she do? Fade like poor Mary 

Robinson into debt and an early death? Or end on the streets? She clenched her robe tighter. 

Even Dora—the great Mrs. Jordan now—even her, for all she was a duke’s mistress, still she 

moved from part to part, town to town, knowing the next play might be the last coin to be had. 

Always a step from killing poverty. That was no kind of life—and Thea knew she could get 

herself better than that. She’d promised herself. On her brother’s grave she had. 

Lifting her chin, she pulled in another breath. She had on her stage makeup, and it made a 

good mask: kohl-lined eyes and rouged cheeks and rice-powdered skin. Just like the stage, she 

thought, trying to calm the tremors in her stomach. 

She’d once hoped for more from those tattered dreams, as faded now as the room about 

her. She’d dreamed of so much, only to have the truth dashed in her face like a hard slap. She 

lacked talent. Oh, she looked well enough decked out in breeches, as some roles needed. She 

glanced down at herself. The breeches clung to the curve of her hips and tapered with her legs, 

showing enough to pull any man’s gaze. But Richardson had been honest with her when she’d 

come back two months ago. 

“It’s not rememberin’ your lines that matters, it’s the saying of ‘em,” he’d said, his words 

only a little slurred from drink. “And you’d best face it, luv. You’ve only a parrot’s trick of 

imitation.” 

Even in memory, the words cut. But at least he’d been straightforward with her. She’d 



had only excuses from others. And while she hadn’t thanked him at the time, she could now. 

He’d opened her eyes, and she hadn’t liked what she’d seen—what she could see tonight. 

The other actresses in the company, with their eager eyes and fresh looks, they’d drawn 

the attention on stage, and still drew it. The loudest cheers had been for young Doris. The tiny 

blonde had a crowd of young gentlemen around her. And Thea could see how it would go from 

here. 

Fewer parts. A struggle to live. She’d already been invited to leave one company. And 

when her looks faded... 

But they hadn’t yet, and there was still one role she could play. She’d time enough for 

that. 

She knew her lines. She’d gone over them this morning before the cracked mirror in the 

shabby room she let off Queen’s Street. So she smiled and strolled forward, the flutter in her 

stomach settling to a quiver. The doubts she stuffed down with the memory of what it was like to 

have a stomach so empty it ached and hands so cold you couldn’t feel your fingers. Those years 

weren’t far enough behind. She intended them never to come again. 

And that meant playing her part here in the foyer of the Haymarket Theater. 

Candles flickered overhead, their light caught in glass drops hung from the chandeliers 

but not quite reaching the walls. Smart fellow, Richardson. He bought good beeswax tapers, but 

didn’t use enough of them to show the faded silks, nor the shabby gold braid tacked onto worn 

burgundy velvet drapery. Theater tricks, to know what looked best in what light for no money at 

all. She knew about that. 

The rich silver threads on her midnight-blue dressing gown glowed under the lights, and 

the tiny mends she’d made after buying it at the Charing Cross street fair didn’t show in the least. 

She’d thought about changing for the opening night gala—most of the others had. But she 

decided if she couldn’t compete in youth, she’d make herself stand out another way. With the 

brocade dressing gown thrown carelessly over a white shirt and boy’s breeches, she drew the 

eyes of every man here. In the theater, youth had its advantage, but so did knowing how to 

upstage others. And she had a few tricks yet in her. 

Taking a glass of champagne from a silver tray, she sipped at the edge to keep the color 

on her lips instead of on the glass. Richardson served the good wine early and the watered later. 

The man in black-and-silver livery carrying the tray gave her a wink and she winked back. Mick 

also painted scenery and handled the ropes to arrange flats on the stage—his white gloves 

covered callused hands. More illusion there. 

But the gentlemen who came to Richardson’s parties seemed to want illusion. Perhaps the 

fantasy drew them, making the old feel young and the pasty-faced feel handsome and the green 

lads who didn’t look old enough to shave feel full grown, what with pretty women to hang on 

their arms and gaze at them. And go to bed with them. 

Foolish girls, she thought, glancing around. Laced into their best gowns. Hair up and 

faces painted almost as strongly as hers. Foolish to sell for trinkets the only thing they really 

owned—themselves. But they could see only as far as the next day, the next night, and perhaps 

into the next week. None of them looked beyond that. But she did. 

She glanced around the room now, seeking that future, certain he’d be here. He’d not 

missed a performance in the past six weeks. And she was ready. Time to prod him onto the next 

step. But her gaze caught on a new face. 

She stopped, her heart skipping a beat, her skin warming as she took in the sight of him. 

He stood beside the curtains that covered the entrance, his hair a careless spill of gold 

above a tanned face and a gleaming white shirt. Around him, a wave of noise spread, as if he’d 

brought vibrant reality into this painted world. Others turned toward him, to his height, to the 



easy flash of his grin. Actresses smiled and fluttered eyelashes at him over their fans. Gentlemen 

beamed and moved to clasp his hand. His face almost seemed too craggy to be called 

handsome—a strong, straight nose, clear eyes, high-cut cheekbones—but the rugged lines had a 

masculine grace with its own appeal. And his smile warmed the room, bright and charming, 

dazzling as summer sun. 

Thea frowned at that. She disliked men with great charm—so often they used it to 

beguile, and forgot to be kind. But she, too, could feel the tug of attraction. 

Who was he? Not an actor—she knew all the famous faces in London, and his wasn’t one 

of them. But he had that sort of presence. He’d look good on stage—a leading man the ladies 

could swoon over and the gentlemen could admire. 

No actor, however, had such sun-bronzed skin. At least none she knew. Her kind lived in 

the late hours of candlelight and twilight shadows. 

A deep voice, soft as midnight and touched with a shade too much champagne, brushed 

her ear, “Contemplating dangerous waters, luv?” She glanced to her right, to Richardson. 

His black hair stood up, as if he’d run his hands through the length of it. A flattering gray 

showed at the temples. Not a handsome man either, but he, too, had charm. Too much of it. And 

warm green eyes. He wore a black cravat, loosely tied, a loose black frock coat and black 

breeches, stockings and shoes. With his lean face and his slender build and his dark clothes, he 

looked ready to play Mephistopheles to some poor fool’s Faust. He’d once told her a man of the 

theater had to create drama—the patrons wanted it. But he enjoyed the theatrics of making a stir. 

Richardson’s glance followed hers and lingered on the golden-headed gentleman. But his 

eyes narrowed, and the nostrils on his aquiline nose flared as if something offended. She read the 

look—one advantage a former lover had—and smiled. 

“Jealous, are we?” 

He looked at her, his mouth crooking. “Always! I live in an agony of it where you’re 

concerned,” he drawled. 

She laughed and put her hand on his arm. They strolled the room, Richardson nodding to 

his guests. Taking her glass, he drank her champagne. 

“Who is he?” she asked. 

“Who?” 

“The dangerous waters—you must know him to think him a hazard. Or do you judge by 

looks alone?” She glanced back at the man, now pulled aside by other gentlemen and stared after 

by pouting women left unnoticed. Did it count for him that he seemed unaware of his effect on 

the females in the room or against him in that such neglect might be callous indifference? 

“Still my child of innocence,” Richardson said, his voice low and smooth. “Have you not 

heard of the great Llewellyn, returned from his adventures?” 

She glanced at Richardson, eyebrows lifted. The makeup creased on her face, so she 

blanked her surprise, and asked, “That’s Llewellyn? Of course I’ve heard of him, but I thought 

him—” 

“Older? Wiser? Burlier? A man of a size to stride across burning deserts and subdue 

marauding bandits single-handed? Hmmmm—that’s rather good, I should use that.” 

“You no doubt will.” She glanced back at Llewellyn. He might not be a giant, but he 

filled the room as well as one. He had a lithe figure and broad shoulders—with his back to her, 

she could admire them. And consider the man’s legend. 

David Llewellyn, the man who’d made his name by walking across the Sahara and 

passing himself off as a Beduin. The man who’d traveled to cities in Arabia where no Christian 

had gone. The man all London now clamored to meet. 

“A bit disappointing, isn’t he?” Richardson said. 



Tilting her head, she considered. She had thought such a man would be older. Llewellyn 

looked to be no more than in his early thirties. To have done so much so young. He spoke and 

read six languages, she’d heard. He’d been on ten expeditions to the Arabian deserts, had 

survived not only the harsh climate but the deadly shifting politics of the land, and his book 

Nomads of Arabia, she knew from the theater gossip, had made him the guest everyone in 

London wanted. The great David Llewellyn. 

He looked like any other man. 

As though awareness of her attention had touched him, he turned. His stare locked on 

hers. He smiled. 

The jolt shot through her, stronger than stepping onto the stage for a new play—a charge 

of energy that shivered along her skin and sank into her bones. For a moment, she stood still, 

trapped by his gaze, beguiled by gray eyes. 

With a smile, a nod, he looked away, taking that heat and sizzle from her. Her throat 

tightened for its loss. But she straightened and turned from him, disturbed in ways she didn’t 

want to know. 

Not disappointing. Anything but. No, not that, she told herself—insisted upon it. 

An interesting man—quite devastating in his way. Unexpected, she would say. Yes, just 

that. And nothing she needed in her life. 

She glanced at Richardson. “Disappointing? You are jealous. But you ought to be used to 

being upstaged.” 

“Never! If I could, I’d write a play in which I had all the best parts. The only parts. But, 

alas, no one in London would come. They wouldn’t even come in the provinces.” He glanced at 

her and smiled. “They want pretty girls in breeches giving suggestive speeches.” 

She pulled away and took her glass from him. “So you’ve told me—and that I’m not so 

young and not as pretty as I was.” 

He caught the ties of her dressing gown and turned her to face him. “Pretty? Never you, 

luv. That’s too ordinary for you. Stirring. Exotic. Lush. Those are words for you.” 

For a heartbeat she held still—she hated such meaningless praise. But she curved her 

mouth, and cocked an eyebrow. She could play his game still. And she asked, “Why is it the 

more you drink the more beautiful I become?” 

“An age-old problem. Help me find more to quench my thirst and become an angel 

divine.” 

She glanced to the door to note another arrival, a well-dressed gentleman in his forties 

with thinning blond hair and a narrow, aristocratic face. She shrugged from Richardson’s hold 

and told him, “You may help yourself. Shelburne is here.” 

She started to turn away, but he did not release the ties and she had to stop. “Still 

determined there? Don’t you know how dull a fellow he is, for all his title and money?” 

She tossed back the last of her champagne and gave him her empty glass. “Blessedly 

dull.” 

With a smile, she slipped loose the knot of the sash, leaving it dangling in his hands. She 

moved to the door, hips swaying, the dark blue dressing gown open and billowing. But as she 

neared Shelburne, her steps slowed. Her entrance—always key to any good performance—was 

being ignored. 

Shelburne stood talking to Llewellyn, smiling at him, shaking his hand as if they’d not 

seen each other in years but knew each other well. Diamonds winked on Shelburne’s fingers and 

in his starched cravat. Gold buttons glinted on his embroidered waistcoat. He wore the long 

pantaloons that younger men had made the fashion. They didn’t suit his thickening figure, but he 

had a good height, and an attractive face, with a high-bridged nose and an easy expression. He 



looked very much like what he was—a good-natured man with money. 

Unfortunately, next to Llewellyn’s lean figure, Shelburne looked overbred and overfed—

fussy and starched. He looked...dull. She disliked that she compared the two men—and even 

more that she found Shelburne’s faults so easily. She ought to be more forgiving of the man she 

planned to marry. 

And so she turned her disapproval to Llewellyn. She wouldn’t have noticed Shelburne’s 

flaws if he’d not been here to make every other man seem less. 

Widening her smile, she stepped closer to Shelburne and still he didn’t notice her. 

Llewellyn did. 

His glance slid over Shelburne’s shoulders to her. Dark eyebrows with a hint of gold in 

them rose a fraction over assessing gray eyes. Eyes with a touch of green and brown in them—

eyes that would change color with the light. Calculation moved in those fascinating eyes. She 

sensed wariness and disapproval. 

Chin lifted, she stared back at his tan, lean face, irritated that he seemed so instantly 

critical of her. But she could not hold the mood or the pose. Her lips twitched—what a hypocrite 

she was, to be the one to want to frown on him without having her dislike returned. 

Shelburne at last seemed to realize he no longer had Llewellyn’s attention for he turned, 

and his smile widened. “Thea! How perfect. I’ve just been telling David about you. Wasn’t I just 

telling you, David, that you must meet my Thea?” 

CHAPTER TWO 

David glanced at Shelburne and back to the actress. She stood close to Shelburne, a 

possessive air to her. My Thea. Also possessive. And if the whole thing stopped at that sort of 

play, he’d smile, clap Shelburne on the shoulder and wish the man good hunting. 

However, he’d heard the rumors. 

Shelburne was making a fool of himself with his actress, a woman intent on marriage to a 

lord. The bets being made at the Adventurers’ Club did not favor Shelburne. Most expected him 

to capitulate and marry the woman to get her into his bed. It was, they said, the only way she’d 

have him. 

He could see why the odds favored her. 

Dark hair framed an oval face, and the paint on her face emphasized dark, almond-shaped 

eyes, and high cheekbones. But it also gave her face hard edges. Her mouth seemed too wide, her 

straight nose too strong, and the jaw a shade too square for real beauty. But that soft, curving 

body distracted from those imperfections. A man’s breeches clung to her hips, as if knitted on 

her, and a billowing white shirt peaked out from under an inky dressing gown. He’d seen woman 

dressed in nothing more than loincloths, he’d glimpsed the harems of pashas in Constantinople, 

but nothing had ever seemed as provocative as this. 

The shirt fell softly around high, taut breasts, the neck open enough so he could see she 

wore nothing underneath— not a corset, or a shift. Nothing but skin. And curves to set a man’s 

hand aching for a touch. No one would mistake her for a boy. Still, her dressing in male garb 

stirred erotic images of forbidden fantasies. 

God help Shelburne. 

Someone certainly had best, or he might lose himself to this temptress and end up in an 

unequal and scandalous marriage. But the man didn’t seem to notice the danger. 

Shelburne rattled on, praising the evening’s performance. The actress glanced down, as if 

embarrassed by such accolades, and David smiled. She was not quite the consummate player—

no modest blush rose to her cheeks. He could almost swear she actually disliked having her 



talent so greatly admired. 

A twinge of sympathy for her stirred. 

At last Shelburne ran down. David offered a polite bow—he held with the courtesy of 

honoring one’s opponent. 

“Delighted to meet you, Miss Newell.” 

“Please, call me Thea. All my dearest friends do—and if you’re Shelburne’s friend, I’m 

certain you’ll be mine.” Thick eyelashes veiled her eyes for a moment before she lifted her gaze 

once more to lock with his in a smoldering glance. 

The pulse jumped in his throat, and he almost forgot where he stood and why he was 

here. He caught himself and choked back a laugh. No, not quite the great actress—not with such 

an obvious attempt to bewitch him. Obvious, but effective. His body had tightened in response. 

Did she look to make him one of her supporters? Or was she after new conquests? It’d be 

convenient if he could so easily distract her. But it might just be that she was a woman who 

delighted in teasing every man she met. 

Taking the hand she held out to him, he wondered what trick she might pull out next. 

Warm skin brushing against his derailed his thoughts. She wore no gloves. Neither did he—he 

couldn’t abide such restrictions. And while her face might be hard, her hand lay soft in his. 

Extraordinary hands. Sensitive, tapering fingers, lacking any adornment of rings, and 

with nails cut sensibly short. Not the hands he expected for a grasping harpy. 

His touch seemed to startle her as well, for she glanced down at his hold on her. A blush 

warmed her skin under the face paint, and when she looked up, he thought he glimpsed a flare of 

something honest and vulnerable in her eyes. 

Thick lashes lowered over her eyes, shuttering her thoughts. What had he really seen? 

Curiosity stirred, like an itch he couldn’t reach. 

Frowning, he wondered suddenly if the hard edges to her face came from the stage paint 

she wore or from deeper within? It would change his approach if he discovered she had honest 

feelings for Shelburne. But how could she if she flirted so shamelessly with him? Or was her 

resistance to Shelburne not a game but simply a lack of desire to be the man’s mistress? 

He had too many questions about her, he realized. 

She slipped her hand from his with the excuse of taking a glass of wine from a tray being 

carried around. Someone else demanded his attention, and he had to offer his hand to yet another 

man who wanted to meet him and hear of his exploits. He had time only to glance back, to see 

Shelburne being led into the crowd by his actress. 

Thea. 

David’s mouth quirked. If she wished to be friends, he’d oblige. How else was he to learn 

if she had a heart under all that paint? How else could he decide if it was Shelburne who needed 

protection from her, or the other way around? 

* * * 

“Contemplating your next role?” 

Thea stiffened and turned from staring out at the empty theater. She’d left the gala, 

needing air and a chance to ease the tension from her shoulders. Now she stood on the bare stage, 

a glass of champagne in her hand, alone in the darkness, she’d thought. But the deep voice from 

the dimness of the pit tore apart the few threads of peace she’d gained. 

She glared into the murky depths of the theater. “Mr. Llewellyn, shouldn’t you be among 

your admirers?” 

“I’m not fond of center stage, Miss—” 

“Thea—I did ask you to call me Thea.” 



“So you did,” he said, his voice moving closer. But he stayed in the pit, lost in shadows. 

The doors at the back of the theater stood open to the foyer—light and noise spilled 

through them, a distant splash in the gloom. The dim glow outlined the shadows, giving shape 

but no detail. She could see the glimmer of his golden hair, the shape of broad shoulders, the 

flash of white cuff and shirt. 

She thought about slipping away and leaving him in the darkness as she might some 

green boy who’d chased after her. But it might be more interesting to stay and learn just why he 

had followed her. 

“Your friends call you Thea,” he said, a hint of amusement in his tone. “What does 

everyone else call you?” 

She walked two steps away, paused and glanced at his shadow. “A number of things, I’m 

sure. Are those the names you also want to give me?” 

For a moment, laughter and voices drifted to them from the gala, and he said, his voice a 

soft stroke, “I don’t know you well enough to say just yet.” 

Surprised, she stared into the darkness, wishing she could see his face. Richardson was 

right. He was dangerous. Far too attractive. Far too compelling. He carried himself with the air of 

a man who believed the world to be his—and it probably was. Someone really ought to take him 

down a peg or two. 

She wished he’d go away. She was tired of entertaining Shelburne, and doing so tonight, 

when her awareness kept shifting to Llewellyn, had exhausted her. 

She would overhear Llewellyn’s laugh and wonder what joke had been told him. The 

rumble of his voice had had her wanting to edge closer to listen. Even when he stood still, head 

tilted as if to hear some story, she’d wondered what held his interest. But now that she had him 

near her, she wanted him gone. 

“Are you hoping I might give you another performance tonight, Mr. Llewellyn? A private 

one?” she asked, trailing a finger along the edge of her champagne glass. “Is that why you came 

to find me?” 

“No,” he said, his voice soft and low. He stood directly in front of her now, in the pit just 

beyond the edge of the stage. If she knelt and reached a hand out, she could touch his face. A 

glimmer of light danced from that spill of golden hair. A golden man—blessed by success, by 

fame, and by wealth. How unfair all that came to him while she struggled. She earned a decent 

four pounds a week, but only for the weeks she performed. 

“Then what do you want of me?” she asked. 

“That rather depends on what you want of Shelburne. Are you out to marry him?” 

She froze for an instant, her heart skipping a beat, her skin warming. She forced a 

chuckled at such a direct question. “My, you are blunt.” She sat on her heels so she could better 

see something of his face in the dimness. “This is a place for dreams you know. Tattered ones, at 

times. Faded on the edges. But dreams all the same. We sell them, you know. And some last.” 

She stared out at the empty stage, but Richardson’s words when she’d come back to his 

company two months ago, echoed in her mind. “It’s not rememberin’ your lines that matters, it’s 

the saying of ‘em,” he’d said, his words only a little slurred from drink. “And you’d best face it, 

luv, you’ve only a parrot’s trick of imitation.” 

Even in memory, the words cut. But he’d opened her eyes. Wetting her lips, she shook 

her head. She’d not think about how the parts were now going to younger girls. When her looks 

faded...but they hadn’t yet, and there was still one role she had time enough to play. 

Glancing at Llewellyn, head tilted to one side, Thea asked, “Why is a woman scheming if 

she intends marriage, while a man with such plans is thought honorable?” 

David propped his elbows on the stage and leaned forward. With a boost, he could haul 



himself up to the boards and to Thea’s side. But he liked having the boundary of unlit copper 

lanterns and curved stage between them. They kept him from foolish things. But not from the 

reminder of the pleasure he’d once had in a woman’s company. 

He liked the sharp edge of this woman’s tongue. The quick wit. And he was attracted by 

her physical charms in ways he’d not been in years. Ways that left him wanting to brush his 

fingers across her face to see what lay under the paint. 

“Perhaps, since a woman can’t ask a man to marry, she must scheme,” he said. 

An absurd situation, to be standing in a dark theater bandying words. But how else could 

he take her measure? He’d watched her with Shelburne as she gave the older man smiles and 

fond touches and kept him close by her side. And yet he’d caught her glancing in his direction 

with a gleam of interest. He’d also seen that she kept a barrier between herself and Shelburne, 

never allowing too much familiarity. 

Why had she left Shelburne to come and stand on an empty stage? Disappointment heavy 

in her tone, she said, “So you’re ready to name me scheming at the least?” 

That surprised him. He didn’t expect her to care what he thought. 

“Not yet. I’ve ideas, but I’ve not spoken them. And it’s the spoken word that matters. 

You, an actress, must agree.” 

“Must I? You seem to have all sorts of ideas set out for me, and we’ve only just met. 

Actually, it’s not just the words you speak, it’s the meaning behind them that matters. Intention 

informs everything.” 

“What are your intentions?” 

She stood. He heard the rustle of her clothing, saw the flash of white breeches in the 

dimness. She sounded amused again when she spoke. “As to what? Shelburne? You sound as if 

you’re his guardian.” 

“No. Just his friend. A good friend, I hope.” 

For a moment she didn’t reply, but she said at last, her voice silky, “I could tell you my 

intentions are honorable, but I think you’d rather they weren’t. Gentlemen seem to like women 

of the theater to be lacking in morals. Is it because you get too much of wives and fine ladies 

starched tight with them?” 

Turning, David stared out at the empty theater. A sharp tongue indeed—she cut deeper 

than she knew. He had an answer for her but didn’t want to give it. He didn’t even want to hear 

the truth himself. So he said, “I can see why you come here. In the mountains of Syria, there are 

temples, ruins of them, built before the Romans—they have this sense of space to them. This 

waiting stillness.” 

Her warm laugh reached him, made him turn to her, and startled a smile even though he 

didn’t want to like her. 

“We don’t look for empty grace here.” She spread an arm as she spoke, and the white of 

her shirt flashed in the dim light as her dressing gown sleeve fell back. “Better a noisy crowd 

with every seat taken and the crowd pressed into the pit, with standing room only between 

benches.” 

“Then why are you here in the darkness—alone?” 

Thea frowned at him. She had to be as invisible to Llewellyn as he was to her, and yet 

she felt exposed. Caught. Could he, with all his other rumored skills, see in the dark? And why 

did he ask such impossibly direct questions? 

Pulling in a breath, she let it out. He might hope for answers—she didn’t have to give 

them. Smiling, she dropped her voice to an intimate caress, “Are we not always alone, Mr. 

Llewellyn? Even in the nosiest crowd?” 

“That is an evasion,” he said, his tone sharpening. 



“No—that’s not. But this is. Good night, sir.” She started away. 

Before she got more than a step, she heard his boots on the boards. His hand closed 

around her wrist. She swung around, champagne spilling, and her pulse lifting. How could he 

move so fast? 

His breath brushed her face. His body pressed close. “I’m not ready to give you a good 

night—not yet.” 

Pulling in a breath, she made her muscles relax. She stepped closer to him; she hadn’t 

strength to match his, but she could fight in other ways. 

Pressing herself against his smooth, rich clothes, she smiled as she heard him pull in a 

breath. “But I am,” she said. 

She twisted her wrist free, put her hand on his chest, slipped her touch lower and felt for 

the edge of his breeches. Pulling them away from his flat, hard stomach, she poured her 

champagne into them. 

Cursing, he jumped back, brushing at what must be spreading wetness. 

“Looks as if you’ve embarrassed yourself,” she said, and spun away to slip into the 

darkness. 

David heard the rustle of her clothing. He started after her, wet breeches clinging to his 

skin. Stopping himself, his hands fisting, he forced himself to think. A trace of spiced perfume 

danced under the cloying sweetness of spilled champagne. He could go after her, track her. But 

what would he do when he caught her? Demand an apology? Shake loose a promise to abandon 

Shelburne? He couldn’t trust such a vow. And even if he could it wring it from her, it would do 

nothing to lessen Shelburne’s infatuation. No, he needed a better approach than to tackle this 

straight on. A glance at his wet breeches tugged a smile. A far better approach. 

Turning, he stared out at the deserted theater. So quiet. A good place to think. 

His smile lifted. She had the truth of it—he’d been more alone in the press of a London 

party than with the stars in a desert sky for company. He’d been alone in his own home. What 

other secrets did she know? 

Dragging a hand through his hair, he shook his head. 

No wonder she’d snared Shelburne so tight the man couldn’t look away. It wasn’t just 

those sinful curves that tempted. 

He could see how she could feed an interest and turn it into infatuation. How far from 

that point to obsession? He’d only just met her and she’d stirred his need with a look. A touch. 

She’d left him hard—not the least cooled by the wine. 

Damn, but he ought to walk away and leave Shelburne to her. The man was ten years his 

senior. He ought to know his own mind and be able to look to his own affairs. Unfortunately, age 

did not always bring wisdom. He’d seen that too often. And he couldn’t turn his back on 

Shelburne. Not and call himself a friend. He’d failed another man he called friend; he could not 

do that again. And he knew just how bad the wrong marriage could be. 

But was he really doing Shelburne any sort of favor to interfere? He let out a breath. 

There was but one way to find out—one way to see if Thea Newell honestly cared for anyone. 

He’d have to find out if he could seduce her from Shelburne’s side. 



* * * 

The orchids carried a card with Shelburne’s seal—Thea recognized the crossed sword 

and staff pressed into the red wax. The spicy-scented carnations—three dozen of them, 

dazzlingly white—came from someone else. She fingered the thick card nestled in them, but left 

it with the flowers on her dressing table in the curtained area she shared with two other actresses. 

The trouble with having left Richardson’s company and returned in less than triumph was 

that she’d given up her privileges along with her place in Richardson’s bed. But she’d learned 

from those two years away. Promises, she knew now, didn’t mean much unless they came with 

legal documents attached. She ought to have learned that from her mother. Well, she wouldn’t 

make such a mistake again, she thought, staring at her reflection in the murky mirror. 

Footsteps echoed behind her from backstage, and Rachel and Doris burst through the 

thick curtains sheltering the area, making it almost into a room. Doris chattered away as always, 

and plump, black-haired Rachel, with dark circles under her eyes, looked as if she’d had too little 

sleep of late. Both girls stopped to stare at the flowers. 

“Well, lookee here, her ladyship’s been sent fresh blooms just like she were bein’ courted 

right proper,” Doris said, her flippant tone not quite covering the spite of jealousy. 

“Oh, shut it, Doris,” Rachel said, leaning forward to put her face in the carnations. “I 

wish someone’d send me somthin’ as sweet.” 

Doris glared at her. “I don’t hafta shut anything!” 

Thea glanced at the pert blond. She hated sharing, but better this than to dress in the 

wings with every stagehand staring. “Yes, and everyone knows you don’t ever shut anything—

least of all your drawers.” 

Doris’s eyes narrowed. She lifted her right hand to fluff her curls and show off the gold 

bracelet on her narrow wrist. “Least I get somethin’ of value for it! Seems your gents don’t think 

you worth a trinket.” 

Studying herself in the mirror, Thea picked up her powder and hare’s foot. “Trinkets like 

that’ll get you ten shillings from any shop hanging three golden balls. And not much more.” 

Doris gave a snort, and pushed past Rachel. “Ten shillings! Much you know. Worth 

twenty quid, it is. Lord Trent told me that’s what he paid for it.” 

“Maybe he’s a fool then, or you’re one for believing him,” Rachel said. 

“Only fool here with a gold bracelet, ain’t I!” With a swish of her skirts, Doris flounced 

out, tugging so hard at the curtain that the wooden rings rattled together on the cord strung tight 

between the corner walls of the theater. 

Rachel turned to Thea. “Cor, five extra lines from Richardson last week and now she’s 

got all the airs of Mrs. Bloody Jordan, don’t she! So who’re they from? That’s Lord Shelburne 

bunch. But what about these spicy white ones?” 

With a shrug, Thea powdered her face and shoulders. “I didn’t look.” 

“Didn’t—how couldn’t you not? Mind if I do?” When Thea shrugged, Rachel dug the 

card out, greedy as a child with Christmas pudding. She scanned the bold scrawl, and let out a 

sigh, one hand pressed to the tight bodice of her red-and-yellow striped gown. 

Thea put down the hare’s foot and glanced at her. She’d not expected to like Rachel any 

more than she did any other actress—competition for parts never made strong friendships. But 

Rachel’s easy laugh and her generosity had made her as close to a friend as Thea could recall 

having. She’d run away from her father, a strict Methodist preacher, according to Rachel, who’d 

beat her on Saturdays, but who’d taught her each Sunday to read the bible. It also helped that 

Rachel dealt with Richardson’s roving eye—and hands—with playful slaps and a willingness to 



flirt but without anything more. 

Thea still found it difficult to watch him with new conquests. She kept wanting to warn 

the poor girls. Except for the ones like Doris—the ones with hearts hard as oak. 

“Well?” Thea asked, trying to sound casual and not the least impatient for Rachel to read 

the card to her. 

Rachel looked up, her black eyes wide and her cheeks pink. “They’re from him!” 

“Him?” 

“That lovely Mr. Llewellyn. Says he wants you to meet him for a drink and supper after 

the play tonight. A friendly gesture, he says, and he put a line under the friendly part. He put a 

line under the drink part as well, but I don’t know why.” 

Standing, Thea leaned closer to glance at the slashing letters on the card. “I have an idea 

about that.” She plucked the card from Rachel’s plump fingers, then tapped it against her lips. 

“But just how friendly does he want? Rach, would you be my secretary and write a note to him 

for me—I need that high tone you have with words. Make it a polite regret that I...” 

“But you can’t not go! They say he darkened his face with betel nut juice to make the 

heathens think him an Arab. An’ he’s supposed to have been all the way up the Nile twice, so 

he’s bound to have grand stories. Besides, didn’t you get a good eyeful of him last night?” 

Rachel let out another sigh. “What I wouldn’t give to meet him for drinks, or anythin’ else.” 

Mischief stirred in Thea. The man wanted to cause trouble for her—she was sure of it. 

What did he plan? A midnight supper and a story to carry back to Shelburne? But she could 

rewrite that story. Make him see he’d underestimated her. 

Smiling, she put an arm around Rachel. She knew just how to put a new ending on this 

play. “Luv, you’re not going to have to give anything at all, except for a few hours. What do you 

think of wearing your purple satin tonight to go with me?” 

CHAPTER THREE 

Thea swept into the discreet, hushed lobby of the Clarendon Hotel with Rachel on one 

side and Doris trailing after. Why not bring Doris as well, she’d decided. The more the better to 

thwart any notion of dinner becoming too friendly. It would be amusing as well to see how 

Llewellyn dealt with Doris’s chatter and Rachel’s budding adoration. Enjoying picturing his 

discomfort, she smiled as a lackey from the hotel showed them up the thickly carpeted stairs, 

along a paneled hall, and into a private suite. 

She smiled even more as Llewellyn’s eyes widened and Doris simpered over him and 

Rachel gushed. So much for his plans for this evening. And she’d have a good meal at his 

expense. 

She had to give him credit, though. Only a moment’s pause at the sight of three women—

not the one he’d invited. He gave no other sign he wasn’t delighted with all of them. 

He looked the perfect gentleman, too, except for the too brown face above his white shirt 

collar and cravat; gents in London weren’t supposed to look like heathens. His wide shoulders 

filled his black coat. A waistcoat of palest gray— plain but for four silver buttons—hugged his 

chest, and the smooth fit of gray breeches outlined long, lean legs. Silk stockings clung to well-

muscled calves, and his shoes had the elegant fit of made-to-order. She could envy him that, for 

her own came from castoffs sold at street fairs. 

A pity, however, that he’d not opted for robes and turbans. That would have impressed 

Rachel even more. And he’d look grand done up in exotic splendor, like some Barbary pirate. 

Llewellyn glanced up, and Thea’s face heated. She’d been staring at him. Moving away, 



she tried to blot out the awareness of the man tingling on her skin like the charge of an 

approaching storm. She turned her attention to the room. 

The Clarendon was not the sort of place to have actresses dine in its public rooms. Not 

when real ladies took their meals there. But Llewellyn’s parlor was twice the size of her room on 

Queen’s Street, with enough luxury for royalty. Thick rugs stretched across the floor in exotic 

patterns of rich blues, golds, and greens. Brocade drapery muffled the carriage wheels of the 

traffic on Bond Street, while walls painted buttery yellow warmed the room, as did beeswax 

candles that would have cost her half a week’s wages. Longing tightened in her chest. Wouldn’t 

it be a treat to have this every day? 

But the room betrayed nothing of Llewellyn’s past or his personality. No objects from his 

travels, only a few books stacked on a table and a few papers on a desk. 

She glanced at them as one manservant took away their wraps. Another came around 

with a tray of wine in crystal glasses. Thea sipped from her glass, found it smooth and sweet and 

nothing like the sharp gin that could be had for a penny and that she’d been raised on. 

Lifting his glass to her, Llewellyn smiled. “I hope you won’t waste this,” he said. He 

turned to give his attention to Doris, who seemed out to impress him with the history of every 

time she’d stepped onto a stage. 

He listened, polite, saying little, but he must have slipped a word to one of the servants at 

some point, for as he ushered them from the parlor to another room, she saw a round table 

decked out in white linen, silver, and gleaming crystal. All set for four. 

She glanced at Llewellyn. He met her look, a knowing amusement in his eyes, and 

suddenly she felt a raw girl. He thought she’d brought Rachel and Doris along to keep him from 

taking liberties. As if she couldn’t deal with him on her own. 

Her mouth thinned. She managed Shelburne well enough. And she’d managed 

Richardson. And a half dozen others she could name over the years, ranging from when she’d 

been a girl and had to manage the men her ma had brought home to when she’d joined Kemble’s 

company and had to keep his actors from taking their love scenes off the stage. Llewellyn 

couldn’t be half as difficult! 

He stepped closer to hold her chair for her and that tingle of awareness swept over her 

like a wave now, vibrating in her and through her—masculine strength, energy kept lightly in 

check, the quick mind in that handsome face. Her breath shortened and her heart quickened. 

Maybe she’d been wiser than she knew to bring company. 

He seated her, before moving to help Doris and Rachel. Thea turned her sherry glass 

between two fingers and watched him. The man treated them all as if they were ladies come to 

tea at his home, not actresses at a midnight supper in a hotel room. Just what was his game? Had 

she pegged his intentions wrong? Was he just trying to get to know her better because he was 

Shelburne’s friend? Or had he made new plans because of Rachel and Doris? 

Begging stories, Rachel pestered him with questions that Doris scorned. But Doris, too, 

soon lost her pretense of sophistication and sat with her elbows propped on the table, her food 

forgotten, staring at Llewellyn as if he was the meal she wanted. The tales Rachel coaxed from 

him with her endless questions surprised Thea. She expected boastful exploits—animals shot, 

bandits killed, discoveries made. 

Instead, he told of sliding off a camel when the saddle loosened and turned, of shipwreck 

off the coast of Greece that left him bare-naked on the shore, and of the only time he’d ever 

gotten lost—on his first visit to London. And when he talked of Syria, describing a sky turning 

pink over a verdant valley after a night on the ground with a tribe of nomadic shepherds, the 



scent of coffee and spice and sheep dusting the air, interest stirred in Thea. She heard admiration 

in his deep voice for the beauty of the land and for the nomad’s fierce loyalty to family. Where 

was the arrogant, boastful adventurer? 

With a smile, he turned the questions back to Doris and Rachel, leaving Thea not 

understanding him at all. 

He pulled from Rachel a confession of her homesick longing for the downs where she 

grew up in south Kent and her ambition to do more than play comic roles. And he coaxed from 

Doris her dreams of having a family of her own someday, since she’d never known her own and 

had been left at a parish orphanage. 

Thea shook her head. How did he do it? The wine helped. The hotel servants kept the 

glasses full—hers included. And they brought a steady flow of food with aromas that set Thea’s 

mouth watering. But wine and food didn’t account for Rachel and Doris telling him such things 

when they hadn’t known him more than a few hours. Was it the way he listened, his head angled, 

his expression intent, as if he couldn’t get enough of their words? 

And why didn’t he ask her anything? 

Frowning, she speared another bite of some fish that melted in her mouth as if it’d never 

had bones. Not that she’d have answered him, mind. Her past was her own business—closed 

business. But he’d invited her to this supper and it couldn’t have been just to ignore her. 

By the time the candles were near to guttering, Rachel looked glassy-eyed with love for 

the man and Doris poured herself over him at every chance. He didn’t seem to mind—literally, 

he didn’t. And not from arrogance at taking such attention for granted, but more because it didn’t 

seem to occur to him that he’d made two conquests. 

After calling for their wraps and a hack to take them home, he went with them to the 

parlor door. He seemed what he had been all night—a gentleman. 

Thea eyed him as he came to her, her cape in his hands. “I’m not sure what to make of 

you,” she told him. She might as well be as direct with her as he’d been with her the other 

evening. 

A glimmer of a challenge warmed his eyes. “I could say the same. Ride with me 

tomorrow.” 

She shook her head, a little disappointed. “I only wear breeches for plays. I don’t actually 

use them.” 

“Then come and take tea. Or coffee—a place in Soho serves a decent Turkish blend.” His 

mouth lifted. “You must bring your friends, too.” 

“There’s that must again. Do you say it so I’ll want to do the opposite?” 

“That sounds manipulative.” 

“And you’re not?” 

“Meet me again and you can be the judge. Or do you consider yourself Shelburne’s 

property already?” 

Thea tipped her head to the side and lifted her eyebrows with a challenge. “Is that the 

only question you’ve for me? You had enough for Doris and Rachel.” 

He stepped behind her, laid her cape over her shoulders. His hands lingered—strong 

hands—and the warm from him bled into her. She almost leaned against him as his breath 

brushed her ear. “It’s the only question I want answered.” 

He moved away, bowing to the other women, making Doris blush, and Rachel would 

only sigh for the entire drive home. Thea frowned at both of them—acting like idiots. So what if 

he had a handsome face and a body that made a woman’s fingers itch to have the clothes off it? 



She touched a hand to her shoulder. 

She shouldn’t see him again. She had her plans and no use for a man like him. She had 

Shelburne’s interest to fix, didn’t she, and no need of distraction. Turning, she stared out the 

window of the hired carriage at the fog gathering, thick and yellowed by coal fires, muffling the 

world, and wondered what to do with Shelburne. 

He wanted her, but did he want her enough to put a ring on her finger? He’d offered to set 

her up in her own house, to give her jewels and a carriage, and all for being his mistress however 

long his adoration lasted. But she knew how it ended. 

She’d heard the tales, like that of Mary Robinson. Every actress in London knew Mary’d 

had the voice and looks for greatness. But she’ met the Prince of Wales. He’d been young, 

handsome by what most said, and hadn’t yet run his figure to fat. What girl wouldn’t think her 

future made with a prince saying he loved her, and that he was ready to shower riches upon her? 

The poor girl had listened to him, but in the end, he left her with twenty thousand pounds of debt 

and a few letters she’d managed to sell back to his family for some coins. She’d died poor, alone, 

her talent gone, and unable to get even small parts. 

That’s where such offers led—to high living and heartache and killing debts. Thea 

wanted something more. She wanted a ring on her finger that wouldn’t tarnish, and a man’s 

name that gave her property and standing. She wanted something that would last. 

But marriage could be a hard thing to pry from a man. She knew that from watching her 

poor mum try and get a legal knot tied of any kind. And she wouldn’t settle for marrying a man 

who drank or gambled, or who’d treat her poorly. No, she’d had enough of that type before she’d 

run from her home and into the streets. Which was why she’d settled on Shelburne. He was a 

good man. Besides, he had two sons already. He’d married once already for duty, but would he 

marry a second time for pleasure? For her? 

Maybe Llewellyn had it right. Maybe a woman had to scheme, since she couldn’t ask 

outright for a ring and respectability. And a little scheming might prod Shelburne. What if he 

thought he had competition for her? What if he thought Llewellyn interested? 

The coach rocked to a halt and Thea glanced at the other girls—Rachel still sighing and 

Doris chattering on about the evening. She hesitated for an instant, just long enough to wonder if 

she was being stupid or wise, but knowing she’d act the same in either case. And she blurted out 

the words before she could change her mind about them, “So, do you want to come for coffee 

with me and him tomorrow?” 

* * * 

She’d wanted to see him again. Thea could admit that as Llewellyn found them a table at 

the back of Locksley’s Coffee House just off Soho Square and she took in the sight of him, the 

pleasure of him. That had her frowning. 

Had she learned nothing of caution? What, after all, did she know of him, other than his 

reputation as an explorer, and that she liked looking at him? She liked that careless spill of bright 

hair over bronzed face. She liked the glittering life in those wide, gray eyes. She liked the way he 

challenged her. 

And she liked that lean body of his. 

Well, she could enjoy the sight of him, all right, but she’d not forget she was here to use 

him. 

“Do you dislike coffee?” he asked, leaning closer. 

She realized she’d been frowning. She put a smile back in place and shook her head. 

Before she could say anything, two other gentlemen, both as tan as Llewellyn but neither as tall, 



pushed forward through the slowly filling crowd. 

The shorter of the two, a man with curling brown hair, blue eyes and a round face, gave 

Llewellyn a friendly cuff. “Stop monopolizing the ladies—introduce us, you cad.” 

Llewellyn smiled. “These rude fellows are friends—not that you’d guess by their 

manners.” 

“Just get to the names and have done. I’m Bennet, and t’bonnie Scotsman here is Fraser.” 

Thea glanced from one man to the other. She would have guessed the Scotsman—lanky as he 

was, with a grim face and the dark looks that cropped up in the Celts—as a banker or clerk. He 

dressed in sober black, coat and breeches, with crisp edges to his cravat and a plain waistcoat. 

Bennet—plump-faced and thickly built—looked almost a youth by contrast. His cravat came up 

to his chin, his waistcoat sported a green stripe that matched his coat, and he had on buckskin 

breeches and white-topped boots. He also had a crooked front tooth and a grin that showed it. 

Doris giggled and put her hand out to him. “I’m Doris. Do you know Mr. Llewellyn 

well?” 

Bennet’s face took on an air of masked modesty. “I should think so—saved his life, I 

did.” 

Llewellyn shook his head. The Scotsman, Fraser, scowled and said, his brogue a light lift 

to his words, “You’d think you could no find another tale to dine on.” 

With a wink, Bennet took Doris’s hand and sat beside her one table away, while the dour 

Fraser steered Rachel to a seat next to him. That left Thea with Llewellyn. 

She glanced at the man, eyebrows lifted, uncertain if she wanted to be annoyed he’d 

expected her to bring company or impressed he’d thought ahead on how to deal with it. Around 

them, the coffee house bustled with waiters carrying trays of steaming mugs, men of the city 

discussing business, and a few faces from the theater that Thea recognized. They were not that 

far from Drury Lane. 

Llewellyn’s mouth curved. “Alone at last.” 

She laughed. “I’d hardly call this alone.” 

“You did the other night. In the theater.” 

“Don’t you know better than to believe anything an actress says when she’s on the stage? 

We tell our best lies there.” 

He pulled out a high-backed wooden chair for her at the thickly varnished oak table. She 

sat and unbuttoned the neck of her pelisse. “So where is this Turkish coffee of yours? I’ve never 

had such a thing, and I like new experiences, particularly pleasant ones.” 

Raising a hand, he got a waiter’s attention and soon had fat, round copper pots on the 

table, along with white china cups and saucers. Thea leaned forward as he poured a stream of the 

dark liquid from the pot—the aroma reminded her of roast nuts, but with a spice to it. 

“Most drink it with milk,” he said, pouring the dark liquid into the next cup. She watched 

him, enjoying the way he moved. No wasted gestures, every movement controlled and graceful. 

He’d be a monstrous success on stage. Sipped the liquid, her mouth tightened on the bitterness, 

the grit, the sweetness. 

She glanced over to see Llewellyn watching her, his eyes bright with interest, and she 

said, “It’s a bit like you—overpowering but possibly an acquired taste.” 

The amusement deepened in his eyes. “Overpowering, am I?” 

“Did you think yourself a bland taste? A weak tea perhaps? Watery and pale?” 

Leaning back, he propped his elbows on the chair arms. They might as well be alone, she 

thought, sitting amid a sea of noise. “It’s my reputation that overpowers,” he said. 



“And you’ve done nothing to deserve it? Your stories last night didn’t seem to suggest 

that.” 

“I’ve been a few places.” He nodded to his friends. “So have they—Fraser’s the best 

linguist I know. And Bennet has a map in his head of Africa to rival any on paper. But no one 

fawns over them.” 

“And the only difference you think is that you’ve written a book?” 

He leaned forward, his eyes darkening. “No. I have my name on a book—that’s the 

difference. And people I don’t know add with their imaginations to the words printed on those 

pages. I’ve become something I’m not.” 

“Is that such a bad thing?” 

“As an actress, you might do that intentionally but you must know...oh, I’ve done it 

again.” 

“Done what?” 

“Given you a must.” 

She smiled. “Yes, but I do know about this. You sound like an actor trapped in a too-

favored role. The crowds don’t want to see me in anything but breeches—and Rachel always 

ends playing the maid or the girl with a too-easy laugh.” 

“The price of your success?” 

“A poor price given us, but you’ve done enough it seems. Haven’t you made your 

fortune?” 

He lifted a shoulder and drank his coffee. “Not enough of one to mount an expedition 

back to the Rub’ al-Khali.” 

“The Rub—?” 

“Al-Khali. The Empty Quarter. It’s a desert that even the Bedu cross with care.” 

“Can’t be all that empty if it has something to interest you—or are you just another mad 

Englishman who can’t keep from going someplace because no other Englishman has gone 

there?” 

He grinned, showing a flash of white teeth. Thea’s heart lifted. She looked down to stir 

her coffee with a tiny spoon and reminded herself that she was only here to pretend to flirt. 

“Perhaps it is a little mad to be consumed by a legend.” 

Looking up, got caught the excitement stirring in his eyes. Drawn by the glimpse of 

something beyond the pose of a man who knew his way around the world, she leaned forward. 

“Just what legend is that?” she asked. 
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