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         Once upon a time, in a land far, far from here, there lived a princess made entirely of ice….

         —from The Ice Princess
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      LONDON, 1762
     

      
      The madam of an infamous brothel has to handle many types of difficult men, Coral Smythe reflected. Drunken lords, arrogant
         merchants, callow youths teetering on the crumbling edges of their own personal disasters, and just too many men with more
         money in their pockets than sense. But few men were as irritating, provoking, vexing, or aggravating as a puritanical naval captain.
     

      
      An attractive, puritanical naval captain.
     

      
      With one finger, Coral touched the gold mask covering her face, checking as she always did that it was in position. Thus satisfied,
         she descended the staircase into the gilded hellhole that was Aphrodite’s Grotto. Business was brisk tonight. The curving
         grand staircase spilled into the main hall. At the far end were the great double front doors to the Grotto, with Aphrodite herself frolicking overhead in painted pink clouds, surrounded by her well-endowed mythical
         lovers, and below…
     

      
      Well, below was bedlam, of course.

      
      Ladies—some of the evening, some quite real—swanned about in demi-masks, their faces much more decorously covered than their
         bodies. Gentlemen—one used the word loosely here—strutted and shouted and fell over themselves in drunken revelry.
     

      
      Coral lifted her upper lip beneath the mask. Easy marks, every one of them. All these men just waiting to lose their money.
         And for what? A handful of soft breast? A warm, wet mouth sucking on their cock? Foolish, ephemeral pleasure that disappeared
         with the light of the next morning. Men were such idiots, so alike in their base desires and loud demands. Dukes or self-made
         coal merchants, they threw back their sweaty heads and laughed at Aphrodite, smiling down from her clouds.
     

      
      All except that one puritanical naval captain.

      
      Captain Isaac Wargate stood like a gloomy black rook of doom at the side of the hall. He still wore his long naval cape, despite
         the heat in the crowded hall, and held his cocked hat under one arm. He surveyed the room expressionlessly, but Coral knew
         there was disapproval in the hawklike eyes that peered beneath heavy black eyebrows.
     

      
      Irritating man.
     

      
      She sauntered toward him, aware somehow that he knew of her presence, though he didn’t deign to look her way. She could study
         him thus—his nose large in profile, his full lips compressed just slightly, his dark hair pulled back into a tightly braided
         queue, the lines about his mouth deep and cynical—and she could feel and acknowledge that traitorous bit of heat that pooled low in her belly every time she saw him. Damn him.
     

      
      “Goodness, Captain, we haven’t seen you here for half a year or more,” she called sweetly when she was within a few feet of
         him. “Have you found a ladybird for the evening?”
     

      
      “You know I don’t sample these wares, madam,” he growled in reply.

      
      He didn’t bother looking at her, despite the low cut of her glittering black-and-gold dress. Her nipples were rouged tonight
         and peeked from the top of the square-cut bodice, a startling crimson contrast to the black material and her white skin. She
         had the eyes of every other man in the room. But not his.
     

      
      Which only irked her more.

      
      Beneath her mask, she smiled and infused contrition into her voice. “Oh, of course. How silly of me to have forgotten.” She
         leaned closer to him, his broad, cloaked shoulders at the height of her forehead, and said conspiratorially, “You do know
         I can supply boys as well, don’t you?”
     

      
      He turned then, his dark blue eyes hitting her like a physical blow. “I’m not interested in the trade of any human flesh,
         ma’am.”
     

      
      “Then one wonders what you’re doing in a brothel.”

      
      “I’m here only to round up my junior officers,” he said shortly. He nodded to a bantam man across the room—one of his sailors.
         “As you very well know.”
     

      
      “Mmm. I’m probably alerted before your admiral when the Challenger docks. All those lovely officers in their pretty uniforms come streaming off your ship and in my doors.”
     

      
      Over the captain’s shoulder, she caught the eye of Big Billy, one of the Grotto bullyboys. The bullyboys were employed to keep the rough out and, when needed, to help the finer hurry home when they’d overstayed their welcome. To look
         at Billy—a huge, hulking man with almost no forehead—one would never think that he was actually quite sharp. He brushed the
         tip of his nose with a thumb—a signal meaning trouble in the offing. Coral nodded imperceptibly and glanced about. The man in front of her was the only trouble she could see, but Billy knew
         something was amiss.
     

      
      She turned back to the captain.

      
      Who was frowning down at her. “My officers gamble and wench away here what little pay they have.”

      
      “Is that my problem?” She shook her head sorrowfully and spread her hands. “I but provide the enticement. They come here of
         their own free will. I can hardly turn those poor, lonely boys away.”
     

      
      “Can’t you?” He eyed her thoughtfully. “I’d’ve thought you could do whatever you wished in this place.”

      
      She shrugged, her nipples rising above her bodice for a second. “Looks can be deceiving, Captain. I’d’ve thought a man of
         your years would know that.”
     

      
      “Oh, I know it well enough.” He glanced away from her as if he couldn’t bear the sight of her white flesh on display. “If
         I could keep my men from coming here, I would, damn you.”
     

      
      “So stern,” she crooned. She reached up and trailed a gold-lacquered fingernail through the strict folds of his black neck
         cloth. It gave her a little thrill—like petting a great bird of prey who might bite at any moment. “Is there nothing I can
         do to relax you, Captain?”
     

      
      His hand caught hers in a move so swift she started. His hand was big and hot, his fingers entirely enveloping hers. For a moment he stared at her, his blue-black eyes narrowed and watching.
     

      
      Then he abruptly let her go. “You can refrain from touching me, ma’am.”

      
      And the awful thing was she felt a pang of hurt from his words. Stupid, really. She’d been a whore since the age of fourteen.
         Had withstood far worse insults without turning a hair. Yet the clipped words of a puritanical naval captain could hurt her.
     

      
      Fortunately, her golden mask hid everything but her eyes. She let her hand fall carelessly as her eyes trailed down his person.
         His cape was thrown back, revealing the dark blue of his coat, trimmed with bright gold braid, a pristine white waistcoat,
         and white breeches. Her gaze settled there, below the waistband of his breeches, and she cocked her head, examining the magnificent
         bulge under the white cloth.
     

      
      Then she raised her eyes to his blue-black stare. “You do not want my ladies; you do not want my boys. I’ve heard that you
         are not married—”
     

      
      “Widowed,” he snapped.

      
      She inclined her head. “So tell me, Captain. Is that padding to make your uniform fit properly? Or do you actually have a
         cock and balls like any other man, for I declare I am in doubt.”
     

      
      She expected anger, even rage. Many men of her acquaintance would’ve struck her for such a shameless insult.

      
      Captain Wargate smiled. His full lips widened and parted, revealing strong white teeth. She caught her breath. The man was
         astonishingly handsome when he smiled.
     

      
      “You’re insulting my manhood, ma’am? I must’ve truly rattled you. Your repartee isn’t usually so crude.”
     

      
      She glanced away uneasily and again caught Big Billy’s eye. He nodded to one of the sitting rooms off the main hall. She should
         go find out what had Billy so worried. She should tend to her business.
     

      
      Instead she turned back to the captain and purred, “You must forgive me, sir, but I’ve not seen any evidence of your, er,
         manhood as you so delicately put it. Quite the reverse, in fact.”
     

      
      Stupid. She needed to find the threat, not stand here and trade ineffectual gibes with a man who came from a world entirely
         different from her own.
     

      
      He shifted and suddenly the broad expanse of his white waistcoat was all that was in front of her face. She glanced up, startled,
         meeting too-perceptive dark blue eyes.
     

      
      “Who’re you watching for?”

      
      She opened her mouth, intending to deny or confess, she wasn’t sure, but a loud male voice spoke behind her before she could.

      
      “Gentlemen!”

      
      Coral turned, already knowing the source of that high, excited voice, already knowing what Billy had been trying to signal
         her.
     

      
      A lithe young man in powdered wig and blazing orange coat leaped to the top of a table. He spread wide his arms. “Gentlemen!
         Kindly lend me your ears, for I have an announcement you won’t want to miss!”
     

      
      By this time, the entire room had turned to look, the laughter and shouted talk gradually dying.

      
      Captain Wargate was at Coral’s back, and she felt the brush of his chest as he whispered in her ear, “That’s the one you were
         watching for, isn’t it?”
     

      
      She gave a single jerky nod.

      
      “Who is he?”
     

      
      “Jimmy Hyde,” she said grimly.

      
      “And what is he?”
     

      
      But there wasn’t time to answer, and she wasn’t sure she could in any case.

      
      Jimmy was talking again. “Tonight, gentlemen, you are very fortunate. Very fortunate indeed! For tonight you’ll witness a
         game of chance like no other.”
     

      
      “What kind of game?” a tall, elderly man in a full-bottom wig shouted.

      
      “Loo, sir!” Jimmy called back.

      
      “Phht!” A thin-lipped dandy in black and scarlet shrugged a discontented shoulder. “I can get a game of loo in any gambling
         house in the city.”
     

      
      “True, sir, very true!” Jimmy might be a spawn of Satan, but he knew how to work a crowd. He grinned and raised his right
         hand with a flourish. “But I’ll wager, sir, you’ll not find a pot like the one Aphrodite’s Grotto offers tonight.”
     

      
      “And what pot’s that?” a royal duke drawled.

      
      Jimmy turned and in the second before he spoke, Coral met his evil little eyes. “Why, gentlemen, we offer up Aphrodite herself!”

      
      She staggered, though no one but Captain Wargate would’ve noticed since he caught her at once about the waist to steady her.
         What nasty plan had Jimmy come up with now? She hadn’t sold her own body in over two years. He knew that. He knew how much she hated it.
     

      
      Which, obviously, was his point.

      
      Jimmy grinned again like an impish monkey bent on destroying what soul she had left. “Seven full nights, gentlemen! Aphrodite
         will serve the winner for seven nights of bliss in any and every way he wishes!”
     

      
      A buzz began in the crowd, like flies swarming to a wounded deer. Jimmy jumped from the table and held out his hand to her,
         graceful, indolent, the command almost entirely hidden. “Won’t you, my dear?”
     

      
      And there wasn’t anything she could do. He held the majority share in the Grotto. Four months ago, a fire had raged through
         Aphrodite’s Grotto. She’d been very lucky. No one had died; all the girls, the boys, and the marks had gotten out; and only
         part of the building had been lost. But the back wing had needed to be rebuilt and furnished, and then when the Grotto opened
         again, she’d thrown a grand celebration to show that she wasn’t down, that Coral Smythe wasn’t out of the business.
     

      
      But all of that had taken money. Too much money. She’d borrowed from Jimmy Hyde, only later finding out that several of her
         original backers had already sold their portions to him. By the time she’d realized what he was doing, he’d held the majority
         share in the Grotto. In effect, he owned Aphrodite’s Grotto. Which meant he owned her. If she refused, Jimmy was quite capable of tossing her out in the street. Without her, the Grotto girls and boys would be
         unprotected—and subject to Jimmy’s less-than-tender mercies.
     

      
      Coral calculated and decided quickly. If she showed reluctance, he’d be twice as gleeful at her misery. That much she’d learned about Jimmy Hyde in the last four months.
     

      
      So instead of trembling, instead of balking or running away, Coral threw back her shoulders and stepped away from Captain
         Wargate’s protective hands. She sauntered forward and placed her hand in Jimmy’s, and then she looked about the room, her
         head held high.
     

      
      “It will be my pleasure,” she murmured, and she put every ounce of allure and promise that she’d ever learned in her life
         as a courtesan into that one sentence.
     

      
      Which, frankly, was quite a lot.

      
      The crowd erupted into a roar.

      
      “One hundred guineas!” Jimmy called, raising his voice above the eager shouts. “One hundred guineas to join this game, gentlemen!
         Who’s in?”
     

      
      That silenced them, and even Coral’s lips parted beneath her mask. One hundred guineas was a mad fortune. Her best working
         girl made only eight guineas a night—and that was when the mark was too drunk to realize his folly. Jimmy had lost his mind.
         No man would gamble a fortune for a chance—a mere chance—of winning her for a sennight.
     

      
      But broad, dark blue shoulders were making their way through the crowd. Captain Wargate parted the men standing in front of
         Jimmy, and without even looking at her slammed down a worn leather money bag on the table.
     

      
      “I’m in.”

      
   
      
      
      Chapter Two
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         Now, the Ice Princess lived in a land far to the north, where the snow and ice never melted and the winds were so cold a man’s
               nose might very well freeze and fall off if exposed to the air for too long. Her castle was carved from drifts of snow, the
               huge, empty halls hung with icicles and despair. The princess herself sat on a glittering throne of solid ice in the middle
               of a frozen lake. Her gown was of lacy frost, her crown of sharp icicles, and the icy pale oval of her face was perfect in
               its frozen beauty….

         —from The Ice Princess
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      He was a fool.

      
      Isaac Wargate knew it even before his fingers left the bag of guineas. Only a fool tried to save a whore. He’d told more than
         one besotted sailor the same thing in innumerable ports of call, and yet he still couldn’t regret placing his money on the
         table.
     

      
      He’d felt Aphrodite tremble when this wicked game had been called.

      
      Thus it was with much less regret than a sane man should feel that he watched Hyde snatch up six months’ wages.
     

      
      “Well done, sir!” crowed Jimmy Hyde. “Who else? Who else wishes to win this lovely prize?”

      
      “Count me in,” said an elderly lord. He threw a silk purse on the table.

      
      “I as well,” said a skeletal gentleman with a twisted lip. His skin looked diseased.

      
      Suddenly there was a rush to the table, very like the churning of sharks when chum is thrown in the water. Isaac glanced at
         Aphrodite. If she was disturbed at being the possible prize of an old man or a syphilitic, she didn’t show it. But then her
         golden mask covered her face, hiding everything but her pale green cat eyes. The mask was skillfully made, the eyeholes oval
         and framed by delicate gold eyelashes, the lips fashioned into a frozen golden smile. Two years he’d been coming to the Grotto
         to retrieve his men, and he’d never once seen her without her mask.
     

      
      Though sometimes in his dreams he thought he saw her face.

      
      “This way, gentlemen,” Hyde called as he led them into one of the salons.

      
      Aphrodite strolled by his side, her head erect, her movements graceful and unhurried. She appeared as composed as always,
         but she shot him an unreadable glance from her green cat eyes as she passed.
     

      
      Isaac straightened. He hadn’t imagined the way she’d sagged against him when Hyde had appeared. Dammit. She might be a whore,
         but she didn’t want this.
     

      
      He jerked his chin at Lieutenant Cranston, who’d been standing quietly by the side of the hall all this time.

      
      Cranston came to his side. “Sir?”

      
      “Have Smith finish rounding up the men,” Isaac ordered, “and see that they make it safely back to the Challenger or whatever lodgings they’ve found.”
     

      
      “Aye, sir,” Cranston replied quietly. He was a man in his third decade, the oldest and most reliable of Isaac’s junior officers,
         and thus the man Isaac often chose to accompany him on these retrieval trips.
     

      
      Cranston cleared his throat.

      
      Isaac cocked an eyebrow at him impatiently. The other loo players had already entered the salon. “Yes?”

      
      “Will you be wantin’ me to return to, ah, help you, sir?” Cranston murmured.

      
      “No, I think I can handle a game of chance myself, Lieutenant,” Isaac replied drily. “And, Cranston?”

      
      “Sir?”

      
      “I’d appreciate it if the other officers didn’t hear of this matter.”

      
      “Very good, sir,” Cranston replied with a small twitch of his lips.

      
      Isaac eyed his lieutenant a moment before grunting and entering the salon. Wonderful. Even Cranston thought him a fool.

      
      The salon was like all the other rooms at Aphrodite’s Grotto—vulgarly opulent. Marble pillars held up the high ceiling—only
         on closer inspection did one notice that the pillars were wood painted to mimic marble. The ceiling was gilded and lewdly
         painted with a scene of a woman being ravished by a bull. The woman seemed to be enjoying the act more than the bull.
     

      
      Seven men were seated about a round card table, leaving one chair empty. Hyde was shuffling a deck of cards showily. To his
         right was Lord Howling, his face red and bejoweled beneath his white wig. The rake sat to Hyde’s left. Beyond him was a country squire, his waistcoat straining over
         a potbelly, his stockings splotched with mud. A young aristocrat, scarcely old enough to shave, nervously tapped his fingertips
         on the table while striving to look bored. An elegant gentleman marred by an eye tic was beside him, and the skeletal man
         with the skin disease was the last of the players.
     

      
      Hyde looked up as Isaac approached, his eyes glittering with malice. “We await you, Captain. Please have a seat and we’ll
         begin. Aphrodite, show the captain his chair.”
     

      
      She’d been sitting behind Hyde, as still as a statue, but she rose at his words and obediently went to hold out the empty
         chair.
     

      
      Isaac tamped down rage. How dare this little manikin use Aphrodite as a servant? He kept his face bland as he sat in the offered
         chair, but as he lowered himself, he heard her whisper, “Don’t let Hyde deal.”
     

      
      Then she was gliding away to take her place behind Jimmy Hyde again.

      
      “The rules of this little game are as follows, gentlemen,” Hyde said gaily. “To simplify matters, I’ll serve as dealer throughout
         the game. You’ll play as normal otherwise, staking your own money. The winner takes not only the pot but our lovely Aphrodite
         as well. Agreed?”
     

      
      Heads nodded around the table. Isaac kept his face impassive, but he felt cold sweat slide down his spine. Most of his money
         had been in his pay purse. He might’ve given it all away only to lose on the first round of this game.
     

      
      “Good,” Hyde said. “Let us begin.”

      
      Isaac placed his hands on the table, careful not to let his eyes wander to Aphrodite. “I don’t want you to deal.”

      
      “Don’t you trust me?” Hyde asked with a grin.
     

      
      Isaac smiled easily. “No.”

      
      Jimmy Hyde’s grin froze. “Now, Captain—”

      
      Isaac turned to Lord Howling and raised his eyebrows. “Do you, my lord?”

      
      Lord Howling stirred, his brows knit as if the possibility of Hyde’s cheating had just occurred to him. “I do not.”

      
      Hyde’s grin went rigid, but he wasn’t about to let his moneymaking scheme fall flat. “Is there someone you’d suggest, my lord?”

      
      Lord Howling frowned. He might be the highest ranked man at the table, but he wasn’t known for his quick wits.

      
      Isaac cleared his throat. “Perhaps Aphrodite herself will do the honor, sir?”

      
      Hyde’s quick eyes narrowed, but Lord Howling was already nodding. “Yes, let our Aphrodite deal the cards.”

      
      Hyde was forced to accede. He rose with a sour smile on his face and held the chair for Aphrodite with exaggerated politeness.
         She sat, as serene as always, her golden mask concealing whatever expression she might be wearing while her bodice revealed
         her beautiful white titties, all the way to her rouged nipples. Isaac averted his eyes, feeling a black tide of anger surging
         in his chest. He’d first noticed it the last time he’d visited the Grotto—a stupid urge to beat in the face of any man staring
         at her nudity—and the minute he’d walked in those faux golden doors tonight, he’d known it was worse.
     

      
      Much worse.

      
      Only an idiot was possessive of a harlot, a woman who deliberately flaunted her naked body before any man. A woman who could
         be bought for a handful of coins.
     

      
      Perhaps he was too long widowed. Poor Alice had died four winters ago now. He was in the prime of his life, and he had needs
         like any other man. But he was loath to buy a woman’s favors, even if most of his men had no such problem. He should never
         have come here tonight, had, in fact, vowed he wouldn’t enter the Grotto again after his disturbing reaction to the madam
         on his last visit.
     

      
      Yet here he was, vow or no vow, and moreover he was gambling for Aphrodite herself tonight. His blood heated at the thought
         even as he watched her nimble fingers shuffle the cards into a bridge.
     

      
      Swiftly she dealt three cards to each man.

      
      Isaac picked up his hand, wondering if she’d merely wanted to replace Hyde at the table or if she had a plan in mind. His
         cards certainly didn’t indicate any mechanism—it was a poor hand at best. He glanced at the madam under his brows. But then
         perhaps she had no wish to help him win.
     

      
      Melancholy thought.

      
      He pushed it from his mind as the game commenced. All survived the first and second hands, but in the third round, both the
         youngster and the man with the tic didn’t pick up tricks and, after being forced to loo to the pot, dropped from the game.
         Half an hour later, the country squire stomped from the room, muttering about London cardsharps.
     

      
      Isaac sat back and watched as Aphrodite shuffled the cards. She’d called for wine to be served to the players, but he’d declined.
         The fact was that he might be able to continue one or two more rounds, but after that he’d have to drop from the game as well.
         He’d hung on so far by only his wits and luck—if his hands were indeed luck.
     

      
      Aphrodite dealt the cards, and Isaac looked at his hand with a sinking heart. This would be his last round—he had no more
         money to loo the pot—but he’d play it as well as possible. The round began and the skeletal man grinned as Isaac passed on
         the first trick. Aphrodite dealt two more cards to each man, and Isaac picked them up without much hope. Then he had to struggle
         to maintain his face. He had the Pam—the jack of clubs—and four hearts. A flush.
     

      
      He glanced at Aphrodite, but her eyes were downcast. Had she slipped him the Pam? Impossible to know.

      
      Meanwhile, Lord Howling drained his glass of wine and pushed his remaining pile of coins into the pot in the middle of the
         table. “Night’s getting late. End this, shall we?”
     

      
      The skeletal man raised an eyebrow but followed suit. He turned to Isaac, his twisted lip raised in a sneer. “I’m afraid you’ll
         have to bow out, Captain.”
     

      
      “Not yet,” Isaac said quietly, and laid his hand down.

      
      For a moment there was stunned silence, and then Hyde began to clap. “Oh, well done, sir, well done!”

      
      The man with the twisted lip stood abruptly, his chair falling backward. “She slipped him the Pam!”

      
      Isaac rose slowly, his hand on his sword, his heart beating hard.

      
      Then Lord Howling snorted. “Don’t be a fool, Whistler. The captain won fairly. Let him enjoy the spoils of victory. Come,
         I’ll stand you a bottle of wine.”
     

      
      Whistler went reluctantly, urged on by Howling, and Isaac didn’t let go of his sword until they had left the room.

      
      “I congratulate you, sir,” Hyde began. “If you want to begin your, ah, victory celebration, I can assure you—”

      
      “Not now,” Isaac interrupted the foul little man. “Have you a bag for my winnings?”
     

      
      “Naturally.” Jimmy Hyde smirked. “We wouldn’t want guineas falling out of your pocket as you walk the East End. I’ll fetch
         a purse for you.”
     

      
      He left and Isaac frowned after him, wondering if Hyde planned to have him waylaid and robbed on the way home.

      
      “You can take Billy with you,” Aphrodite murmured.

      
      He turned back to her. She stood beside him, as lovely and wanton as always. “What?”

      
      “Billy.” She indicated a bullyboy idling by the door to the salon. “He can be trusted to guard your back on the way to your
         ship.”
     

      
      “Ah. Thank you.” He eyed her, wondering what was going on behind that golden mask.

      
      She glanced down. “It is I who should thank you.”

      
      He cocked his head. “Why?”

      
      “You know why,” she said low. He’d never heard her sound so serious before. Gone was the whore who’d drawled ribald comments
         to him just hours before. “You gambled your own money and saved me. Thank you.”
     

      
      Isaac sighed. “I’m sorry to shatter your illusions of me as a bollocksless white knight.”

      
      Her head reared back and her green eyes narrowed behind her mask. “What do you mean?”

      
      He smiled and took her hand, bending over her white knuckles as he murmured, “Only that I fully intend to enjoy my prize.”

      
   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      
      
         
         [image: image]
         
         
         
     

      
      
         As the wind whistled through the Ice Princess’s snowy halls, it made a kind of music, high and sweet and strange. The Ice
               Princess herself seemed to sing as well, although her frozen lips never moved and her song had no words. Nevertheless, the
               eerie melody was carried on the north winds far and wide. Her wordless song told of longing and grief and a passion so deep
               it could never be fulfilled….

         —from The Ice Princess
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      Coral stared at Captain Wargate for a moment, her eyes wide behind her golden mask. It had never occurred to her that the
         puritanical captain would demand his prize. But wasn’t he a man like any other? And all men were base fools when one came
         right down to it.
     

      
      She straightened her shoulders. The curl of her upper lip was hidden by the mask, but her voice dripped with scorn when she
         said, “Of course, Captain. I wouldn’t dare deprive you of anything you’d rightfully won.”
     

      
      If her disdain perturbed him, he made no sign. His blue-black hawk eyes were scanning the room as if her presence hardly mattered to him. “Your graciousness overwhelms me, madam.
         Ah, Hyde.”
     

      
      This last was addressed to Jimmy, who’d come strutting back into the salon with the sack Wargate had requested for his coins.
         Jimmy waved it in front of Wargate like a flag before a bull. “Here you are, Captain! I hope it’s large enough for your winnings.
         Of course, it doesn’t fit the most delectable prize.” He leered at Coral.
     

      
      She stared back stonily, long since inured to Jimmy and his crass ways.

      
      “Now, then, will you be wanting guards to walk home with you?” Jimmy asked with mock sympathy. “It’s dangerous hereabouts
         for a lone man with bulging pockets, but I think we can lend you a couple of our boys, say at a half crown each?”
     

      
      “No need,” Wargate snapped.

      
      Jimmy made a fussy little moue. “I know you’re a big, strong man, Captain, but remember pride goeth before a fall. Why walk
         alone when—”
     

      
      “There’s no need,” Wargate interrupted Jimmy’s prattle, “because I have no intention of walking back tonight. I’ll claim my
         first night tonight.”
     

      
      Jimmy’s eyes widened even as Coral felt her heartbeat quicken. Tonight? She’d have no time to prepare. No time to—

      
      “Eager to taste the delights of our Aphrodite, are you?” Jimmy giggled. “I can’t blame you. By all means, enjoy the spoils
         of victory; in fact…”
     

      
      But Coral lost the last part of Jimmy’s snide comments, because Wargate had caught her wrist and pulled her out of the salon.
         He started for the stairs. His legs were long and his stride fast, so she was forced to jog alongside him, panting, her breasts jiggling ungracefully.
     

      
      “I’m not a dog on a leash, Captain!” she hissed.

      
      He stopped so abruptly she cannoned into his side, her breasts smashed against his arm, one hand braced against his broad
         shoulders. She caught her breath, looking up into his stern blue eyes. His eyebrows were lowered disapprovingly. If he had
         any awareness of her bosom pressed against him, he didn’t show it.
     

      
      “Would you prefer to stay and listen to the drivel pouring from Hyde’s mouth?”

      
      “No, naturally not, but—”

      
      “Then point me to your room.”

      
      She pressed her lips together and jerked her chin at the stairs.

      
      He mounted them two at a time until she nearly tripped. Then he muttered something under his breath and slowed his pace. Coral
         tugged, but he still held her wrist firmly, and she suddenly realized that she would be having sexual congress with this man
         very soon.
     

      
      Possibly within minutes.

      
      Her mouth went dry, her heart beating nearly out of her chest. It’d been years now since she’d let a man touch her. To feel
         the sense of helplessness, to be overpowered by another stronger than herself, to have to wall off that part of her spirit
         that rebelled against such servitude. Could she do it? But of course she must. She’d done it before. One more disgusting act
         hardly mattered, did it?
     

      
      She snuck a glance at Wargate’s grim face. And what if the act wasn’t quite so disgusting? Could she still keep her soul intact?

      
      Wargate halted at the top of the stairs, turning to her with a raised eyebrow.
     

      
      Coral inhaled and pointed to the third door down the hall. “That one.”

      
      He strode to it without comment and threw open the door.

      
      Inside was a simple room furnished with a bed, a chair, and a small lit fire.

      
      The captain frowned. “This isn’t your room.”

      
      Well, of course it wasn’t. No one but her maid was allowed in her rooms. Coral compressed her lips and indicated a room at the very end of the hall.
     

      
      Wargate was there in a few seconds, Coral panting beside him. This time he threw open the door to a much more sumptuous room.
         The bed was draped in crimson velvet, the rug thick and luxurious, and a table and two chairs sat before the fire. Coral gave
         a small satisfied smile. The Red Room was one of her best. Surely he’d be satisfied with it.
     

      
      Except his scowl was thunderous when he turned to her this time. “Quit playing with me, madam. I want your rooms, not a whore’s set stage.”
     

      
      Coral stiffened, feeling an edge of panic. Her rooms were private. They were her refuge.

      
      “I am a whore,” she snapped. “You must be getting old if you’ve forgotten that fact, Captain.”
     

      
      He simply looked at her.

      
      “What do you care whose rooms these are?” She waved at the red velvet opulence in frustration. “Believe me, you shan’t be
         looking at the room when you’re with me.”
     

      
      His sharp eyes narrowed. “I want your rooms. And before you try and tell me these are your rooms, let me point out that as rich as the furniture is, there isn’t a single personal item within it.”
     

      
      She tugged again at her wrist and had as much luck pulling it from his grasp as she had before. She settled for propping her
         free hand on her hip. “You’re ridiculous.”
     

      
      “And you’re obstinate,” he countered. “Do you want me to find Hyde and tell him you’ve reneged on the deal?”

      
      No, she didn’t. Coral turned with ill grace and led him around the corner, down another corridor, and finally to a hidden
         door in the wall.
     

      
      “Watch your head,” she muttered as she ducked inside the dark passage behind the little door.

      
      She heard a thud and a grunt as her warning came too late and his head connected with the low lintel. Ha! She couldn’t help
         but smile. This man never failed to discompose her. With everyone else—even the most disgusting animals such as Hyde—she was
         cool. Composed and dismissive. Only with Wargate did her blood run too hot, her composure crumbling like ashes.
     

      
      He was her own personal Armageddon.

      
      The narrow little hall dead-ended with a door that was locked. Coral fished under her skirts until she found the key that
         hung from a ribbon at her waist. She unlocked the door and entered, not bothering to see if Captain Wargate followed.
     

      
      Molly, her maidservant, straightened in surprise from the little fire in the grate.

      
      “Ma’am?” Her eyes widened and flicked to look behind Coral.

      
      Coral felt heat rise in her cheeks behind her mask. She’d never brought a male here before. “That’ll be all, Molly.”

      
      Molly curtsied, still looking curious, and left the room by a door on the far wall. It led to a stairway that opened eventually into the kitchens and from there to a back door to
         Aphrodite’s Grotto.
     

      
      As the door clicked shut behind her maid, Coral turned and looked at Captain Wargate. He’d moved away from the door they’d
         entered and was inspecting the objects on her dresser. She grit her teeth, feeling a sense of imposition. These were her private rooms, her private possessions.
     

      
      The bed was comfortable, but by no means large, the hangings a soft, faded green stripe. By the fire was a small, square table
         and a single chair. She used the spot to take her meals and to look over the Grotto’s accounting books. A dark wood wardrobe
         held the extravagant costumes that Aphrodite wore, but at the moment a single robe hung on the outside of the wardrobe—a gown
         she habitually wore while in her own rooms. It was a lovely emerald green velvet, but the lace at the sleeve had been mended
         and the elbows were beginning to go bald from wear. The dresser Captain Wargate inspected held a simple white china pitcher
         and washing bowl, her hairbrush, a folding mirror, a pile of hairpins in a glass dish, and a miniature portrait of a worn-looking
         woman.
     

      
      Coral inhaled. He had no right. But she knew how to distract him from his examination of her possessions.
     

      
      “Shall we begin, Captain?” she drawled, her fingers going to the laces of her gown. She slowly drew them apart as she spoke.
         “Have you a particular fancy tonight? Perhaps you’d like my mouth and tongue on your cock? Or would you prefer to bind me
         to the bed for your pleasure? You may sit and I’ll ride you until we both succumb. Or you may mount me from behind like a
         great, randy beast. What will you, sir?”
     

      
      The captain had turned during her provocative speech, but his eyes were impassive as he watched her undo the last lace. Her bodice fell open, revealing the embroidered stays underneath.
         She had only to unpluck the ribbon through the first few holes and then her stays gaped as well, making her breasts entirely
         naked. They were white and round, and she knew without vanity that they were the stuff of a man’s fantasy, but Captain Wargate
         studied her bared bosom without a change of expression.
     

      
      Finally his eyes met hers. “Will you take off your mask?”

      
      She stiffened and blurted her reply before she could think. “No.”

      
      For a moment panic fluttered in her breast as she waited for him to demand she remove the mask.

      
      But he merely sighed.

      
      “Very well. Then, yes, there is something I’d like you to do for me.” He went to the fireplace and sat in the only chair,
         his legs braced apart. “Come here.”
     

      
      She exhaled in relief. This she could handle. She tilted her chin and strolled toward him, putting every bit of the sexual
         seduction she’d learned in her life in her step.
     

      
      She stopped between his spread thighs and paused, trailing a single gold-lacquered nail from her throat down between her bared
         breasts. “Yes?”
     

      
      “Turn around.”

      
      Coral caught her breath and pivoted.

      
      “Bend over.”

      
      Her upper lip curled beneath her mask. Was it spanking he liked, then? Oh, how easily the proud fell!

      
      “Now straddle my leg.”

      
      She frowned in confusion at that but obeyed.

      
      “And grasp my boot.”

      
      Her eyebrows knitted. She looked at him over her shoulder. His face was nearly upside down in this position, but she could’ve sworn she saw his mouth quirk. “What?”
     

      
      “Help me off with my boots,” he said patiently, as if to a child.

      
      “Your boots!”
     

      
      “My boots.” And he had the temerity to put his free boot on her bottom. “Pull.”

      
      Boorish, aggravating, confusing man! Coral sucked in a breath, grimly bent and grasped the boot, and yanked.
     

      
      It didn’t budge.

      
      “A little harder,” the troll said helpfully from behind her, pressing her bottom with his foot.

      
      Men had paid fortunes to have her merely sit by their side so that they might be envied by other men, and he was making her pull off his filthy boots!
     

      
      Coral gritted her teeth and pulled with all her might. The boot came off, nearly sending her tumbling on her nose.

      
      “Well done,” Wargate drawled. “Now the other.”

      
      Coral threw down the boot in disgust and bent again, aware her position was comical, if not downright ungainly. Her breasts
         hung down, her bottom was presented to him, and he’d once again placed a foot on it. The second boot came off easier than
         the first. She straightened and turned, still holding the wretched boot, and tried to regain some of her former aplomb.
     

      
      “What will you have me do next?”

      
      He raised his eyebrows as if surprised. “Why, nothing. I’m quite comfortable now. I’ll bid you good night, madam.”

      
      And then Captain Wargate folded his arms, stretched out his legs, and before her disbelieving eyes did the most insulting
         thing possible.
     

      
      He fell asleep.

      
   
      
      Chapter Four
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         Whenever a flesh-and-blood man heard the Ice Princess’s song, he was transfixed. So desperate was his need to console the
               woman who sang to him that he forgot his family, his country, his very self, and would turn and journey toward the singing.
               When at last he reached the Ice Princess on her lonely throne, she would lean far down and kiss him on the mouth….

         —from The Ice Princess
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      Isaac woke in the morning to the sound of the maid clattering at the grate. He yawned and stretched, wincing at a twinge in
         his neck from having slept in the chair. Aphrodite was gone, her bedcovers thrown back, the endearingly worn green velvet
         robe tossed at the foot of the bed. He’d hoped to break his fast with her but was unsurprised to be disappointed. The lady
         was a cat—he’d invaded her inner sanctum, and no doubt that made her nervous.
     

      
      He’d have to wait for nightfall.

      
      “Will ye be wantin’ coffee, sir?” the maid asked gruffly.

      
      “Yes, thank you,” Isaac replied pleasantly.

      
      The woman’s suspicious expression eased fractionally at his tone. “I can bring you some hot water, too, if you’d like.”
     

      
      He nodded. “You’re not used to men staying the night?”

      
      “I’m not used to them staying at all.” The maid snorted. “Herself doesn’t bring men to her rooms.”

      
      His jaw tightened. “She entertains them elsewhere in the Grotto?”

      
      The maid shot him an unreadable look. “I’ll be getting that coffee and water, sir.” She slipped from the room.

      
      Isaac rose, finding and using the chamber pot. The maid was protective of her mistress’s secrets, which said something about
         how the servants viewed Aphrodite. The worth of a naval captain could always be told by how his sailors spoke of him. When
         the maid returned with his breakfast, he ate, shaved, and donned his hat and cloak before leaving the Grotto. He had important
         business to see to if he wanted to play with Aphrodite tonight.
     

      
      NEARLY TEN HOURS later, Isaac tramped back up the street to Aphrodite’s Grotto. He could’ve hired a chair to bear him, but after months at
         sea, he welcomed the chance to stretch his legs.
     

      
      The big man Aphrodite had identified as Billy stood by the doors to the Grotto tonight. He eyed the small satchel Isaac carried,
         but merely nodded. “She’s awaitin’ you in ’er rooms.”
     

      
      Isaac gave the man a coin and entered the entrance hall. His heart beat like an ensign boarding his first ship. Hold hard, son, she’s a whore, he reminded his surging libido. She might not entertain gentlemen in her rooms, but she certainly entertained them somewhere in the Grotto. She was the brothel’s madam, after all.
     

      
      Yet oddly the thought did not lower his anticipation. Whore or not, he was looking forward to seeing Aphrodite tonight. He
         ran up the grand staircase and strode down the long corridor, past giggling girls and men with stupid lust in their eyes—pray
         he did not wear the same expression. No one gainsaid him when he turned down the smaller corridor and entered the hidden passage,
         remembering to duck his head. He paused outside the door at the end and then knocked.
     

      
      There was a moment of suspense when he wondered if she would insist on meeting him elsewhere, away from her rooms.

      
      Then she opened the door.

      
      Aphrodite wore a dress that was almost simple tonight, green, with a bodice that was very low, although it did cover her nipples.
         He didn’t know whether to be grateful or to mourn the loss of their distraction. The cold golden mask was firmly in place.
         Isaac realized oddly that he knew her—knew the grace of her slim arms, the delicate hollow at the base of her neck, the challenging
         way she tilted her head when she caught sight of him. He knew all this, yet he had no idea what her face looked like.
     

      
      It irked him, like a pebble caught in his shoe, that knowledge that she refused to reveal that most basic part of herself
         to him.
     

      
      “Do you intend to enter, Captain Wargate?” she asked, her tone acid.

      
      He grinned and bowed. “I have every intention of entering your secret room, ma’am.”

      
      That surprised a short laugh from her. “Touché, Captain. Please come in.”

      
      He passed her, conscious that she stepped back so he wouldn’t brush her person as he moved. “Call me Isaac.”
     

      
      “What a very biblical name.”

      
      “What’s yours, then?” He turned to look at her. “Your real name, not the one they call you here.”

      
      She hesitated, and for a second he thought she might tell him, but she shook her head. “Would you like some wine?”

      
      “Aye.” He set his satchel on the square table before the fire. A man must be patient with a cat. She’d only draw near when
         he wasn’t looking.
     

      
      He heard the clink of the glass behind him as he opened the satchel and brought out the board. The pieces were in a soft leather
         pouch, and he laid them out on the black and red squares.
     

      
      “What is that?” She was closer than he’d realized.

      
      He hid a smile. “What does it look like?”

      
      She moved around him to set a glass of wine on the table. “A draughts board.” She frowned down suspiciously at the game. “What
         did you bring it for?”
     

      
      “I thought we’d play.” He sat at one side of the table and picked up the wineglass, watching her.

      
      “But…” She glanced about the room. “You came here to—”

      
      “Play a game with you,” he said softly. “That is, if you wish to.”

      
      As she debated that a moment, he’d have given all the winnings from last night to have seen beneath the flat golden mask.
         Then she lowered herself to the chair opposite his, her back as straight and rigid as if she were about to take tea with the
         king.
     

      
      He nodded and moved one of his men. “You don’t have wine yourself.”

      
      “I don’t drink it while entertaining.” She pushed a round piece forward. “Why draughts?”
     

      
      He shrugged and made his move. “It’s easy to play, but hard to master. I thought you might enjoy it.”

      
      “Enjoy it.” She said the words as if tasting a strange meat. “You’d rather play a child’s game than bed me?”

      
      “Right here, right now, yes,” he said, and took the two pieces she’d played. “And it’s not a game for a child.”

      
      She stared down at the board, and he knew that under the cold metal mask, she was frowning.

      
      He made sure to keep his mouth straight.

      
      “I don’t think I like this game,” she said regally, and flicked a piece forward with her fingertip.

      
      “That’s because you’re not used to playing it,” he replied. “It takes but a bit of practice. A smidgen of thinking ahead.”

      
      “Thinking ahead in what way?”

      
      He scratched his chin. “Draughts can be played in two ways. One can move the pieces at random, reacting to the plays of the
         opponent. That is how a child plays draughts.” He pushed forward a round wooden piece, tempting her to capture it. “Or one
         can plan ahead, anticipate the moves the opposite player makes. The game is more complex then.”
     

      
      She stared at his lure for a moment and then moved a different piece forward. “It sounds like too much thought for what is
         merely a game.”
     

      
      “A game is what one makes of it,” he said softly. “Much of life is a game. If played skillfully, with an intelligent and fascinating
         opponent, it can become almost a dance. One challenges and moves, the other teases and skips away, only to dart forward later
         and strike a telling blow.”
     

      
      She looked at the board and then suddenly leaned forward and jumped two of his men, capturing them. She set the pieces neatly by her side of the board before looking up, her
         green eyes flashing triumphantly behind the mask. “Perhaps I like this game after all.”
     

      
      He felt a thrill go through him—the knowledge that he’d engaged her, this mysterious woman, but he bowed his head to hide
         his own triumph. A commander knew not to celebrate too soon and let the enemy ship duck through his defenses.
     

      
      Aphrodite was fingering one of the wooden markers she’d captured. “Where did you get this game?”

      
      “I made it.”

      
      She bent her head as if to examine the piece she held. “You carved it?”

      
      “Mmm,” he murmured his assent. “The evenings are long at sea. I carved that and stained it several years ago.”

      
      “Who do you usually play with?”

      
      His lips twitched her suspicious tone. “My first mate or one of the lieutenants. King me.”

      
      She placed a second marker on top of his first and then stared down at the board but made no move. “It must be dreary to be
         so long at sea.”
     

      
      “No, not at all.” Isaac sat back in his chair and took a sip of wine. “The sea is ever changing, sometimes so mild and sweet
         it makes your heart ache at the beauty. Sometimes she throws a fit and tosses the ship about so that you’d like to leave her
         and never return. But a sailor always returns to the sea.”
     

      
      She pushed one of her markers too near his guard. “You make the sea sound like a woman.”

      
      “She is to most sailors,” he murmured absently. He could see no trap, so he took three of her men.

      
      Aphrodite made a sound of displeasure at his move and bent her head to the table. “You’re widowed, but you must have a woman
         waiting for you somewhere?”
     

      
      “I wouldn’t be here if there was.”

      
      Her head jerked up. “What a very fine sentiment, Captain.”

      
      He cocked his head, eyeing her. “You don’t believe me.”

      
      “No.” She took one of his men. “In my experience, all men are happy to dawdle with more than one woman, given the temptation.”

      
      “Most men, perhaps—”

      
      “All men,” she said with finality.
     

      
      “Not this one, madam,” he growled, and took six of her markers at once with his king.

      
      She gasped, looking down at what remained of her men. “A gentleman would let the lady win!”

      
      “No.” He shook his head. “No quarter, no false pity. We play this game as adults, you and I.”

      
      “I don’t understand you,” she said, and for the first time he heard uncertainty in her voice.

      
      “Make your move.”

      
      She glanced at the board. “Whichever way I move I’ll lose.”

      
      “Do you admit defeat, then?”

      
      “No.” She played.

      
      He took another man. “I’ll ask a forfeit when I win.”

      
      “You made no mention of a forfeit before we started.” She sounded indignant.

      
      “I do now.”

      
      “Humph. Then it is my decision whether I’ll grant it or not.” She looked up at him through the slanted eyeholes of her mask, her eyes glowing green. “Perhaps you’d like me to perform a service for you.”
     

      
      “Perhaps I would,” he replied, and cornered her last man.

      
      She looked at the board and then sat back in her chair, the angle of her body making her breasts thrust at him invitingly.
         “What would you have me do, Isaac? What do you most desire?”
     

      
      His throat had gone dry at her purring tone. Somehow the sight of her in her own rooms, in the more modest green dress, was
         much more alluring than the night before. There were parts of him that clamored to take her up on her offer.
     

      
      But a wise player knew when to avoid the too-obvious lure. “I want your mask. Take it off for me, Aphrodite.”

      
      She froze. Her hands crept to her face, touching the gold that shielded her from his eyes.

      
      “No.” Her hands dropped to her lap. “I said I’d decide whether to give the forfeit or not and I cannot give that.”

      
      “I see.” He blew out a silent breath of disappointment. Still too soon, then. He leaned forward and began gathering the draughts
         pieces.
     

      
      Then she cleared her throat.

      
      He looked up, his hands stilling.

      
      “I’ll give another forfeiture,” she said so low it was nearly a whisper.

      
      His eyes narrowed. “What is that?”

      
      “My name.” She swallowed. “My name is Coral Smythe.”

      
   
      
      Chapter Five
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         At the touch of the Ice Princess’s frozen lips, the poor mortal man’s blood would stop. His heart would freeze, and his face
               and limbs would ice over. He would, in fact, become a statue of ice, and then he joined the hundreds of other frozen men who
               stood about the Ice Princess’s icy lake. Immobile. Silent. Unchanging. And her only companions…

         —from The Ice Princess
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      Coral woke early the next morning and turned to look at the chair. Empty. Isaac was already gone. Alarmed, she sat up and
         felt for her mask, but it was still in place. She swallowed, letting her arms fall. Strange to think that he’d seen her asleep.
         She usually hated the thought of being observed with her defenses down, but with Isaac… the knowledge that he’d seen her asleep
         was almost erotic.
     

      
      She shivered and rose. She was letting the captain get too close. A man didn’t rise to command his own ship in the Royal Navy
         by being weak. By letting his desires control him. No matter his interest in her at the moment, it would disappear once the novelty wore off and he came to his senses.
     

      
      Coral pushed the cruel thought from her mind. She had errands to run, and if she was quick, she might leave the Grotto before
         Jimmy rose. Hastily she dressed and hurried through the little passage, but her luck ran out when she reached the main hall.
         Jimmy leaned against the wall as if he’d been waiting for her. Her heart jumped nervously at the sight.
     

      
      “Another late night, Aphrodite?” He shook his head in mock concern. “And I hear Captain Wargate spent the night in your rooms.
         Again.”
     

      
      She made to move past him. “I’ve an appointment—”

      
      He caught her arm roughly. “You’re not taking your services elsewhere, are you, sweet?”

      
      “Of course not.” She inhaled to calm the panicked fluttering in her breast.

      
      He squeezed, pinching her flesh against her bones painfully. “Because I wouldn’t like to have to discipline you, Aphrodite,
         not when you’ve suddenly proved so very profitable again.”
     

      
      She stared, truly shocked now. “You know I don’t entertain. Not anymore. After Captain Wargate’s seven nights are up—”

      
      “The gentlemen will be clamoring to try you.” Jimmy grinned like the evil imp he was. “We simply can’t afford to let this
         opportunity slide, sweet.”
     

      
      “Jimmy—”

      
      He suddenly let go of her arm, causing her to stumble back. “I think we’ll make the Red Room solely yours. It’ll lend a touch
         of exclusivity to your wares. Now, don’t let the captain tire you out. I’ve already got the customers lining up for your first
         free night.”
     

      
      He grinned again and strolled away down the hall.
     

      
      Coral pressed her hand to her chest, feeling the frantic beat of her heart. Dear God, if Jimmy truly decided to whore her
         out, there was nothing she could do to defend herself.
     

      
      No. Simply no. She could not do that again, which made her appointment this morning even more urgent. Coral turned and fled down the Grotto’s
         back staircase.
     

      
      IT WAS LATE by the time she returned that night. She crept up the back stairs of the Grotto. The cries of the merrymakers in the front
         of the building were muted but quite discernible. She’d lived in this place for over two years, yet she felt none of the warmth
         one should when returning home. But then what kind of fool expected the warmth of home from a brothel?
     

      
      Coral paused outside the door to her room. It looked no different than it had this morning, but she sensed he was already here. She compressed her lips. He was occupying entirely too much of her thoughts. It wouldn’t do. She was the madam of the most infamous brothel in London.
         She’d used and tossed aside men much more powerful than he. She was Aphrodite. And after these seven days were up, she’d never see him again in this lifetime.
     

      
      She would be the one to use and forget, not he.

      
      So she slipped her wrap from her shoulders, tugged her bodice a little lower, and tilted her chin as she opened the door to
         her little room. He sat at her table, his long legs sprawled before him in perfect comfort, his eyes closed, his arms crossed
         over his chest as if he owned the room. The sight irritated her beyond reason.
     

      
      She shut the door behind her overhard. “Good evening, Captain Wargate.”

      
      “Isaac,” he drawled without opening his eyes. “And a good evening to you as well, Coral.”
     

      
      She strolled toward him, dropping her wrap on the bed as she passed it. His mere presence was an irritation, a prickling beneath
         her skin. What did he want with her? What game was he playing?
     

      
      “A gentleman would rise on the entrance of a lady,” she said, sharper than she’d meant, but then he was wearing away the shell
         of her artifice. “Oh, but I forgot, I’m not a lady, am I?” She was by the dresser now, and she twitched the mirror slightly
         to the left. “I’m a whore—a very, very high-priced whore. And yet you merely sit there and talk to me. Or play draughts. What
         kind of man wants to talk to a whore?” She flicked too jerkily at the miniature portrait and it fell to the floor with a clatter. She stared at it,
         blinking angrily. Dammit! Why couldn’t she control her mouth with him?
     

      
      From behind her he sighed. “Come sit down, Coral.”

      
      She turned to him, folding her arms. “Why should I?”

      
      His wide mouth curved into a surprisingly sweet smile, lighting his hawkish eyes and pressing a dimple into one hard cheek.
         He looked almost boyish. She did not want to be attracted to this man. “Because I bought some meat pies for our supper.”
     

      
      He bent and picked up a cloth bag from his feet and took out a wrapped bundle. The moment he unfolded the bundle, the aroma
         of hot meat pies filled the room, making her inhale deeply in appreciation.
     

      
      She came to the table with ill grace. “Why?”

      
      “Why what?” he murmured without looking up from the task of placing the pies on two plates.

      
      “Why bring me dinner?” She was honestly confused. She didn’t know what this man wanted at all, and the oddity of it kept her off balance.
     

      
      “Because I’m hungry?” He produced a bottle of wine and poured two glasses.

      
      “I told you, I don’t drink with customers,” she said as she sat.

      
      He pushed the wineglass toward her without speaking, only his blue eyes gave ironic challenge.

      
      She picked up the glass and defiantly took a sip.

      
      A corner of his mouth twitched before he picked up his meat pie and bit into it. He closed his eyes for a moment, a look of
         near rapture crossing his face.
     

      
      Coral felt her mouth go dry. What would it be like to be the cause of such bliss? To drive this man—Isaac—to rapture?
     

      
      He opened his eyes and smiled at her, swallowing, his tanned throat working. “You have no idea how tasty a meat pie is after
         months at sea.”
     

      
      There were any number of ribald comments she could make to that, but simple curiosity won out. “Tell me.”

      
      “We start out with fresh meat and provisions, of course.” He took a sip of his wine. “But they never last long. Then we’re
         down to mostly mealy biscuits until we make port again. Funny how each man takes it. Most simply soldier on, try not to think
         of better victuals.”
     

      
      “Most?” She poked at her pie with a fork. He’d set out two utensils, though he was eating his own pie with his fingers.

      
      He grunted. “I once had a first mate, name of Jones. He would talk on and on about food. Dishes his mother made. Favorite
         meals he’d had. The last meal he’d eaten while on shore. He could wax eloquent about a joint of beef until you fair tasted
         the meat on your tongue.”
     

      
      Coral raised her eyebrows, smiling in spite of herself. “And how did your other sailors take this?”
     

      
      “Not always well.” He chuckled. “I once had to confine two sailors to the brig. I was afraid they’d murder Jones in his sleep.”

      
      She laughed, the soft sound surprising her. She looked down at her meat pie and took a bite. It was delicious, the gravy savory,
         the thick chunks of meat tender. “Jones is no longer your first mate?”
     

      
      He didn’t answer and she looked up. Isaac had stopped eating and was staring blindly down at the table.

      
      “Isaac?”

      
      He inhaled and glanced at her, his eyes empty. “No, Jones is no longer my first mate.”

      
      She made a practice of leading men on and then turning away. Of never asking too deep a question. Of never becoming involved.

      
      But not tonight. “What happened to him?”

      
      His brows knit as he stared down at his half-eaten meat pie. “We were in battle. A cannon blast caught him on the right arm,
         just below the shoulder. It wasn’t a single ball, but shrapnel—bits of sharp iron. His arm…” He swallowed, reaching for his
         wineglass, but he merely fingered the stem. “His arm was destroyed. The sawbones tried to make a clean amputation, but the
         wound was very near the shoulder, and it wouldn’t stop bleeding. We buried Jones at sea the next morning.”
     

      
      She bit her lip. For some reason, the very stoicism of his recital made it all the more heart-wrenching. “I’m sorry.”

      
      He didn’t seem to hear her. “It’s strange. Sometimes the most ordinary of men, the ones small in stature, the ones not outstanding
         in intelligence or good humor, show the most extraordinary courage. He was awake the entire time, Jones was. All that night, with the screams of the other wounded around
         him, he merely lay there, his face white, a small smile on his lips. After the sawbones cut into him, carved away the bits
         of flesh that hung from his shoulder, after he said he could do no more, Jones looked at him and thanked him. And when I went
         to talk to him just before dawn, Jones tried to salute and told me it’d been an honor to serve with me.”
     

      
      She looked at him helplessly. She knew how to give a man immeasurable pleasure, how to tease and flirt, how to bring a man
         so close to the brink he literally begged to be released, and yet she did not know how to comfort this one man.
     

      
      “Isaac,” she whispered.

      
      He blinked and looked up. “Forgive me. This is not nice conversation for a supper table.”

      
      She felt a spurt of unaccountable anger and blurted, “But this is what I want to talk about. I want to know about you, about
         your ship and about your men. I want to know you, Isaac.”
     

      
      Her rash words hung there in the air between them. She couldn’t take them back, couldn’t pretend she hadn’t said them, so
         she stared at him defiantly. For a moment he didn’t move.
     

      
      Then he leaned a little forward. “Take off your mask, Coral.”

      
      She couldn’t. She simply couldn’t. If she removed her mask, he’d see what lay beneath; he’d see everything she wanted to keep
         hidden. He’d see her. But oddly, her hands were moving of their own volition, pulling free the ribbons at the back of her head. She lay her golden
         mask on the table.
     

      
      And looked at him.

      
   
      
      Chapter Six

      
           
      
         
         [image: image]
         
         
         
     

      
         Now one day a soldier came home from war to the village where he’d been born. And after he’d greeted his mother and father,
               his sisters, and his old grandmother, he looked around and exclaimed, “But where is Tom, my younger brother? Will he not come
               and bid me welcome home?”

         At this his family sighed and looked at their toes until the grandmother spoke for them all. “Alas! Poor Tom has been enchanted
               by the Ice Princess, and we’ve never seen him since.”

         “Tut!” said the soldier to that. “Then I shall have to bring him home again….”

         —from The Ice Princess
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      When Isaac arrived the next night, Coral was sitting at the table, as regal as a queen. She was also wearing the golden mask.
         He waited until her maid curtsied and left the room, and then he stalked toward her.
     

      
      “Remove it, please.”

      
      She hesitated, but he stared at her in command. On this matter he would brook no retreat. Still, he must’ve unconsciously held his breath as she raised trembling fingers to undo
         the ties at the back of her head, for he exhaled as her mask fell and once again was caught by surprise.
     

      
      It wasn’t her beauty that was the surprise. He’d known, even before he’d seen her face last night—by the way she moved, by
         her confidence around men, by the fact that she’d been very, very successful at her profession—that Coral Smythe was a beautiful
         woman. No, what took his breath away was her youth.
     

      
      The Aphrodite of Aphrodite’s Grotto couldn’t be more than one and twenty.

      
      Her complexion was fine and so pale it was nearly translucent, and her lips were thin with a long sensuous curve to the slightly
         wider upper one. Her nose was straight and thin and delicate. And those eyes. Seen as they should be, with her entire face
         revealed, they were mesmerizing. Cat-green and tilted at the corners as if some exotic ancestor had left their imprint on
         her countenance. She was fragile and brave and beautiful.
     

      
      And she was much too young.

      
      Last night she’d requested—nay, demanded—he leave after she’d revealed herself to him. Last night he’d known both their emotions
         were too close to the surface. Last night he’d bowed to her near-hysterical entreaty and quickly withdrawn from her presence.
     

      
      Tonight he stood firm and asked the question he suddenly knew he had to know.

      
      “How did you come to be here?” His voice emerged rougher than he’d meant, and he watched as her expression blanked. One slim
         hand reached for the golden mask lying on the table before her, while the other flew to her right eye, as if to shield it.
     

      
      “Dammit, don’t.” He pulled out the other chair from the table and sat, reaching across the table and catching the hand that
         held the golden mask. “I’m sorry.”
     

      
      She was silent, her back ramrod straight, her gaze fixed on the table. She’d frozen at his touch, and he saw now that her
         hand hid a slight deformity on her right eye. The lid of that eye drooped a little lower than the left, and a small white
         scar ran through the eyebrow.
     

      
      Isaac took a breath and tugged gently on the hand he held. “Don’t hide yourself again.”

      
      Her breath trembled.

      
      “Please.” He fought to keep his voice low, soothing. “I was merely surprised by your youth last night and again today.”

      
      That prompted a harsh laugh from her. “I’m four and twenty. How old did you think me, Captain?”

      
      “Isaac,” he chided absently. “I don’t know. I know only that I thought you’d been a madam, had been doing this”—he waved a
         hand vaguely—“for years.”
     

      
      “You mean whoring myself,” she said. The words should’ve been defiant—before the game of loo, the Aphrodite he’d known had
         taken every opportunity to flaunt her profession, especially, it had seemed, at him.
     

      
      But this was Coral now, not Aphrodite, and her words were soft and a little sad.

      
      “I have been whoring myself for years. I had to when I first started. It was the only way to make enough money to feed myself and…”
     

      
      She paused and for a moment he thought she wouldn’t continue. Who was the other person she’d protected and provided for? A
         mother? Dear God, a child?
     

      
      He leaned forward. “Tell me.”
     

      
      Her fingers tightened about his hand almost painfully. “My elder sister took care of me when I was small. Both our parents
         were dead. She worked as a maid—a good position—but when her employer let her go without reference, she could find no other
         work.”
     

      
      She’d been staring at the tabletop, but now Coral raised those extraordinary green eyes to him. “She could’ve abandoned me.
         She could have sold me to a whoremonger or as an indentured servant. Instead she walked the streets of London so that we both
         might have food to eat. For years she did this. But when I grew old enough, after men started to notice me as well…”
     

      
      She stopped and he could see in her haunted eyes what she’d done.

      
      But he needed to hear her say it aloud. “What did you do?”

      
      She lifted her chin. “I found the fanciest bawdy house I could and made a deal with the madam—that she would sell my virginity
         to the highest bidder and I’d keep one-fourth of the money.”
     

      
      He felt the tension in his muscles, almost painful across his chest and arms. He wanted to leap from his chair. To throw furniture
         and bellow. To smash in the face of that madam and the man who’d bought Coral and every other man or woman who’d ever used
         her.
     

      
      Instead he closed his eyes to keep his temper inside. “Did you work at the brothel after that?”

      
      “For a while.” Her voice was bleak. “I made more money at the brothel than my sister did on the streets. But then I found
         myself a protector.”
     

      
      He looked at her, hoping that her “protector” had been a kind man but knowing that was unlikely.

      
      She stared at the table. “I was with him for almost a year before another man, a wealthy merchant, offered to keep me. In
         all, I have had five different protectors, each one more important and richer than the last, and I was able to tell my sister
         she need not walk the streets of London anymore. That she could retire from that life because I now had enough money to support
         us both.”
     

      
      She sounded proud, and he could understand now why she might be. “Why did you decide to come to Aphrodite’s Grotto?”

      
      He watched as her fingers brushed over the scar in her right eyebrow. “My last protector was a very jealous man. A woman—a
         rival of mine—told him I was seeing other men. He…” Her voice trailed away for a moment, and then she straightened and looked
         him in the eye defiantly. “He beat me. Quite badly, in fact. I thought he might kill me. After that I came to Aphrodite’s
         Grotto. I’d rather be with a different man each night than let myself be under the power of one man.”
     

      
      He swallowed, beating down rage at the unknown man who had hurt her so. “And now?”

      
      She attempted to withdraw her fingers, but he held tight. Damned if he’d let her retreat. “Now? Now I am the Aphrodite of
         the most infamous brothel in London, sir. What else do you think?”
     

      
      He was in no mood for her teasing. “Do you whore yourself now?”

      
      Her elegant head reared back, and an ugly sneer twisted her lips. “Of course I—”

      
      He shook their joined hands. “Cut line, Coral. Tell me the truth.”

      
      Something vulnerable flashed behind her eyes, and he wondered if she’d dare tell him the truth.
     

      
      Then she sighed, the sound weary and lost. “I haven’t entertained a man in two years. I haven’t had to—I am the Aphrodite.”

      
      “Except for me,” he reminded her.

      
      “Is that what I’m doing with you?” She cocked her head, a sad, whimsical smile on her face. “Am I truly entertaining you?”

      
      “I enjoy my time with you,” he said carefully. This was new ground, fragile and uncertain. He didn’t want to make a false
         move. Didn’t want to destroy this new trust. “I like talking with you, like sitting here with you. In that way, I am entertained.
         Whether I am like your customers in other ways as well, I don’t know. I hope not. I hope this is something different and new
         for you, but I think that is for you to decide.”
     

      
      She stood, gently disentangling their hands, and came around the table to stand before him. He moved his chair so that he
         faced her.
     

      
      “You are different.” She lifted a hand to delicately trace his hairline.
     

      
      He closed his eyes, feeling her fingers tremble against his skin.

      
      “For whatever reason,” she said softly, “when you are with me, you are simply Isaac and I am Coral.”

      
      And he felt her lips against his. Lightly, no more than the brush of a moth’s wings. Her breath fanned against his mouth,
         hesitant and sweet. He curled his hands about the chair’s seat, fearful of grabbing her. Fearful of breaking this fragile
         bond. She grew bolder, pressing her lips, mouth still closed, to his. He opened his lips slowly, savoring her, not wanting to frighten her. He licked across her mouth and tasted wine and woman. His pulse beat heavy in his body. He wanted
         to take her into his lap, to open her dress and feel all that smooth, pale skin.
     

      
      But when she drew back, he made no move to stop her.

      
      He opened his eyes and looked at her, Coral Smythe, this mysterious woman he seemed to know so well now, and asked the only
         thing he could.
     

      
      “What now?”

      
   
      
      Chapter Seven

     
      
      
         
         [image: image]
         
         
         
     

      
      
         So the soldier set off for the home of the Ice Princess. He journeyed through forests and mountains, tundra and bare ice,
               tramping along with a bag over his shoulder and worn boots upon his feet. He was attacked by lions and chased by bandits,
               and he spent the night with more than one wise hermit. And as he neared the Ice Princess’s palace, he began to hear her song,
               high and sweet, and so very, very lonely….

         —from The Ice Princess
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      Coral glanced in the mirror and smoothed her already perfect coiffure. She’d waited on innumerable men in her career, but
         for some reason, the wait tonight for Isaac was making her as nervous as a cat strolling through a pack of dogs.
     

      
      She let her hands fall with a sigh of frustration. Oh, why not admit the truth? Isaac wasn’t like all the other men she’d
         lured and ensnared over the years. Isaac was important.
     

      
      Which was perhaps why she’d cut short their tête-à-tête last night in an uncharacteristic fluster. She just didn’t know what to make of the man. How to act, how to present herself.
         He seemed to see right through her usual wiles—damn him. He made her feel wretchedly gauche, and at the same time the mere sight of him caused her heart to jump and skitter,
         made her lips curve in a silly smile.
     

      
      Good Lord, she was turning into a ninny.

      
      A discreet knock came at her door, and she whirled, that idiot smile attacking her face. She fought it back fiercely, took
         a deep breath, and glided across the room to open the door. The sight of Isaac’s grave, handsome face was like a physical
         blow. He wore his naval uniform—crisp white, dark blue, black, and gold—and his black hair was pulled back into a severe queue.
         Her heart started skittering, whether she willed it or no, a tempo that increased, keeping time with her mounting excitement.
         She wanted to muss his uniform, take apart that tight queue and run her fingers through his hair. And why not? Wasn’t that
         the inevitable conclusion to this game they played? Why not simply accept fate?
     

      
      The only problem would be to keep herself intact as she gave in to her urges. She knew she trembled on the edge of an abyss,
         and if she fell… well, there would be no climbing out of that particular pit. But she pushed that thought aside as she stood back to let him in. She’d bedded many men in her lifetime.
         He was just one more.
     

      
      Now, if only she could convince her heart of that.

      
      He threw his cloak over a chair and started to speak, but she was done with their dancing. She stepped close to him and, standing
         on tiptoe, reached up to bring his face down to her level.
     

      
      She kissed him.

      
      Ah, this was better. A part of her calmed at the touch of her lips on his, even as her belly clenched in need. His lips were
         firm yet supple, yielding to her pressure without surrendering. She was surprised—and a little embarrassed—by her own moan.
         It was the man who was supposed to yearn and lose control. She was the Aphrodite. She was immune to sexual heat.
     

      
      Except that with him she was not.

      
      She pulled back at the thought, suddenly frightened. Isaac looked down at her, his lips a little reddened by their kiss but
         his eyes still alert and watchful. As if he merely waited for her next move. The sight piqued her. He should not be more calm
         than she. She’d make him feel, damn him—she’d make him lose control.
     

      
      She reached up and pulled his queue forward across his shoulder. Then she unwound the inky black strands, spreading them,
         sifting them with her fingers, playing like a cat with string. All during this, he stood silent and still and let her tease.
         When she was done, she fanned his unbound hair over his shoulders and examined him. He looked like a pirate—in a naval officer’s
         uniform. She frowned at his clothes and untied his black neck cloth, pulling it free. She threw it to the floor, prompting
         a frown from him.
     

      
      That hint of disapproval delighted her.

      
      She attacked his coat and waistcoat next, throwing the one on the bed and the other perilously near the fire, but he was stubbornly
         impassive. He began to crack, though, when she pulled his shirt off.
     

      
      Unfortunately, so did she.

      
      He was so finely built. She ran her palms over him slowly, unable to suppress the desire to touch him. His shoulders were broad—so broad—and muscled from years of living at sea. She was used to rich men, men who would rather cut
         off their hand than do physical labor. Their flesh was soft, white, almost feminine. Isaac could never be mistaken for a female.
         His body was hard, the planes of his chest scattered with black curls of hair, and tanned as if he doffed his shirt to work
         when at sea. She flexed her fingers, digging her fingernails just a bit into his muscled chest.
     

      
      “Careful,” he murmured.

      
      She looked at him through her eyelashes. “Do you really want me to be careful?”

      
      A corner of his mouth twitched. “Maybe not.”

      
      She gently pushed him, shoving him backward toward the bed. She was under no illusion that she physically overpowered him—that
         was impossible—but he let her play at dominance. He sat on the edge of the bed, and she crawled up into his lap, curling there
         like a cat seeking his warmth. She lay one arm across the back of his shoulders and used the palm of her other hand to tilt
         his face toward her. Her heart skipped at his look. With his hair sliding about his bare shoulders and his black eyes glittering
         under lowered brows, he looked a barbarian—a man who could seize her and carry her away to some waiting ship. He was powerful
         and male, and her chest ached suddenly. She wanted him. Wanted him forever.
     

      
      But that was folly.

      
      So she smiled slowly—a seductive smile she’d first practiced at the age of fifteen—and laid her mouth against his. Her lips
         were trembling just a bit, but he made no comment, only sat and let her play her tongue in his mouth. She could become drunk
         on his taste. Forget time and place and simply live in the moment—if she dared. She bit his bottom lip and at the same time drew her nails across his
         chest.
     

      
      He caught her hand. “Sheath your claws, madam.”

      
      She pulled her hand from his grasp and, with her eyes locked on his, scraped one nail gently over his nipple.

      
      He sucked in a breath.

      
      She lowered her head, hiding her smile of triumph as she sweetly kissed his other nipple. She could feel him go still beneath
         her, so she used the flat of her tongue to tease that small part of him.
     

      
      “Coral,” he growled, the sound resonating against her lips.

      
      She looked up through her eyelashes and nearly forgot what she was about. His sensuous lips were slightly parted, his head
         tilted back, and those blue-black eyes were closed. She pursed her lips around his nipple and sucked.
     

      
      He swore then, low and foul, and she felt herself contract at the sound. To make a man like this lose control was simply heady.
         She twisted on his lap, swiftly and not particularly gracefully. She’d lost some of her own control, but she didn’t let herself
         think about that. Instead she gathered her skirts, pulling and yanking, until underneath her bare bottom was against him.
     

      
      He opened his dark eyes, staring at her. His thick brows were drawn together as if he meant to reprimand her, but he seemed
         distracted.
     

      
      She smiled and wriggled her hands underneath the froth of her skirts, seeking and finding the fall of his trousers. Delicately—expertly—she unbuttoned him until his flesh surged unrestrained into her hands. She stared into his dark eyes as she held him. He
         hadn’t changed expression, but a muscle ticked on his jaw, giving lie to his seeming unconcern.
     

      
      She ran her fingers up his length, measuring, testing, the penis she couldn’t see. “I want you. I want your cock inside of
         me.”
     

      
      He blinked and suddenly she saw sorrow at the back of his eyes. “Coral…”

      
      No. No. She would not let him pity her. She rose up on her knees—braced on either side of him on the bed—and came down unerringly
         on his penis, taking him into her an inch or so.
     

      
      He had his hands on her waist as if to stop her—and he could have had he wanted to. But his cock was already lodged within
         her, pushing into her sensitive flesh, and she’d yet to meet a man willing to disengage at such a moment.
     

      
      She looked down at him, feeling triumph, feeling loss, and pushed against his flesh. She still held him upright with one hand,
         but with one last shove, she took him fully and her hand fell away.
     

      
      He was inside her—all of him. She nestled against him, sex against sex, in the most intimate of human positions. Yet she was
         still fully clothed and her skirt covered them both. Had someone entered, they would not know for certain what went on under
         her skirts.
     

      
      She bent her head and licked his nipple. “Do you like this?”

      
      He bared his teeth to her.

      
      Her heart jumped and she laughed, a nervous puff of sound. She braced her hands on his shoulders and rose, just enough, not
         too much—she knew the exact amount—and let him slide from her. His nostrils flared as she reseated herself, swiveling her hips a little, making them both gasp with the force of their rejoining.
     

      
      “Do you like this?” she panted, rising again.

      
      He shook his head, but she hardly thought he meant for her to quit.

      
      She set a rhythm, fast and sure and entirely unstoppable. He was hard and slick now with her moisture, and with every downward
         stroke, he widened her, rubbing against her clitoris. Warmth was spreading through her pelvis, and she could feel the slide
         of sweat down the middle of her back. That part she’d always disliked, but she barely noticed it with him.
     

      
      This was different somehow from all the other times. He was different.
     

      
      And he would not break. Even when she rode him hard, using all her considerable talent, even when the sweat stood on his upper
         lip and he grit his teeth.
     

      
      Why wouldn’t he break? “Do you like this?” she demanded again.

      
      And he arched his hips suddenly, taking her clean off the bed, embedding himself into her so deep she swore she felt him brush
         her womb. He threw back his head and grunted, the muscles on his arms bunching as he gripped her waist. He opened his eyes
         and stared at her as she felt his semen fill her to overflowing, felt his cock jerk inside her again and again.
     

      
      He exhaled a mighty gust and relaxed, her knees finally touching the bed once again. She still held his shoulders—awkwardly
         now. For a moment she wondered if she should dismount or wait for him to recover.
     

      
      Then he inhaled. “Yes, I like this, but it’s obvious that you, madam, don’t.”
     

      
   
      
      Chapter Eight
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         After many long days and nights of travel, the soldier stood before the Ice Princess herself. He bowed low, for he’d been
               taught proper manners by his mother, and said, “Good day to you, madam!”

         The Ice Princess opened her icy eyes and said in a voice as cold as an iceberg, “Come kiss me.”

         “I thank you, no,” the soldier replied. “Though I do appreciate the offer.”

         “Then why have you come?” she asked.

         “To bring my brother Tom home,” he said, “and I’ll not leave without him….”

         —from The Ice Princess

      

      
      
         
         [image: image]
         
         
         
     

      
      “Damnation!” Isaac threw the official letter down.

      
      Lieutenant Cranston, sitting across the tavern table from him, looked startled. “Something amiss, Captain?”

      
      “It’s as I feared—we’ve been called back to sea early. We set sail in less than a week.” He stared down at the congealing
         plate of beef before him, his appetite lost. There had been a time once, immediately after his wife had died, when he would not have minded the abrupt summons back to
         duty. Back then there had been no one waiting for his return to land and home. Now…
     

      
      “Damnation,” he growled again under his breath. “The men will be barely rested. They’ll be resentful and surly, and there’s
         bound to be fighting.” He glanced up at Cranston. “Better make sure our supply of grog is in order.”
     

      
      Cranston nodded. “Aye, sir.”

      
      “And tell the other officers that discipline will be tight—no looking the other way over minor incidents. Better a flogging
         or a stay in the brig than one of my men maimed or killed in stupid fisticuffs.”
     

      
      “Aye, sir.” Cranston stood. “With your permission, I’ll begin preparations.”

      
      “Good man.” Isaac watched the lieutenant weave his way through the crowded tavern. He had preparations to make as well—accounts
         to be settled, business to be transacted before he sailed again. The list was never ending when one spent the majority of
         time at sea. But tonight he wouldn’t do any of that.
     

      
      Tonight he’d visit Coral once again.

      
      He glared at his piece of beef, his mood foul as he remembered how she’d used him the night before. He’d known making love
         to Coral wouldn’t be easy, but the woman had used him like a goddamned whore. And then she’d somehow expected him not to notice
         that she’d never been engaged in the act at all. He’d left her before he said or did something he’d regret later.
     

      
      “Will ye be wantin’ more ale, sir?” the tavern wench asked flirtatiously at his elbow.

      
      He looked up and unconsciously transferred his glare to the poor woman. Her pretty blue eyes widened in fright.
     

      
      Isaac smoothed his expression and made his voice gentle. “Nay, lass, I’m done here.”

      
      Outside, the sun was beginning to set, taking her warmth with her. Isaac pulled his cloak about his body as he walked to Aphrodite’s
         Grotto. All the way he brooded on Coral and her deceptions and the kind of fool who would return to a woman such as she. But
         when he at last stood before her little door and watched it open, he forgot all that.
     

      
      Coral’s chin was lifted, her mouth stretched in a faintly mocking smile, but he could see the uncertainty that lurked in her
         exotic green eyes.
     

      
      Isaac sighed. “Invite me in, love.”

      
      He saw the flicker of surprise in her eyes before she stepped back. “Please come in, Captain Wargate.”

      
      He nodded. “Thank you.”

      
      Her small concession soothed him a bit. He entered the room and turned to study her. She didn’t seem to know quite what to
         do, now that he was here.
     

      
      Well, that made two of them.

      
      “I don’t know what you want,” she said, sounding accusing.

      
      “I know,” he replied drily.

      
      She looked hurt.

      
      Oh, Christ. He rubbed his jaw, realizing absently that he needed a shave. “Do you have any wine?”

      
      “Yes.” She glided to the table and poured him a glass, bringing it to him. She offered the wineglass to him silently, holding
         it in both hands.
     

      
      He took it, meeting her gaze. She wasn’t the type of woman to apologize, even if she’d known—and admitted—what she’d done wrong. The very first captain he’d served under—a wise
         old sea dog—had told him that happy men accepted what was real and under their nose. Chasing after impossible wishes only
         drove a man to melancholy and excessive drink.
     

      
      Isaac sipped his wine, then walked to the table and set the glass down, feeling suddenly lighter. He looked at Coral. “Come
         here.”
     

      
      Her expression was clearly wary, but her curiosity won out over her reticence. She crept closer, stopping just out of arm’s
         reach. He sat on a chair and spread his legs, patting one knee. “Come.”
     

      
      Her look was almost resentful, but she came nonetheless, perching uneasily on his thigh. He wrapped an arm around her but
         held her back when she tried to kiss him.
     

      
      “What do you want from me?” she exclaimed irritably.

      
      “Let me explain,” he said soothingly as he drew her skirts up with his free hand. “You and I have a confusion as to terms.”

      
      She glanced down distractedly as he slid his palm under her skirts, along her bare thigh. “What?”

      
      “Making love,” he stated, and traced a gentle circle against her warm skin. She was so soft; it was like petting a kitten.
         “To you, the phrase means an exchange of money, a business transaction with only one of the parties deriving pleasure. To
         me, making love is a mutual thing of benefit to both.”
     

      
      She caught his wrist, stilling the hand on her thigh. Her eyes were a little desperate. “What do you mean to do?”

      
      “I’d like to show you my way of making love,” he said gently.

      
      She hesitated, clearly thinking it over. He let her, patiently waiting. She had to agree to the act; he’d not make her.
     

      
      Finally she let his wrist go.

      
      “Good girl,” he breathed, and traced the fine line of her leg up until he touched maiden hair.

      
      She bit her lip.

      
      His cock jumped at the sight, but this wasn’t for him tonight. He threaded his fingers through the springy hair, letting her
         get used to his touch. When she began to relax, he moved lower, finding soft, damp flesh.
     

      
      “What are you doing?” she whispered.

      
      “Making love to you.” He bent his head to hers and touched his mouth gently against her lips, parting them as he parted the
         lips below. It had always amazed him how delicate a woman was here. How sweet and soft. His wife had been ashamed of her sex,
         refusing to let him explore her as he’d have liked. He opened his eyes as he kissed Coral and wondered if she’d let him spread
         her naked on her bed one day. Let him look and touch and kiss.
     

      
      That thought had his balls tightening, the blood pounding through his veins. He wanted to put himself inside her, to feel
         that lush, wet heat again. Instead he gently stroked, seeking and finding that special place.
     

      
      She jerked, her eyes flying open.

      
      He watched her. Surely she’d been touched here before? But maybe she didn’t allow her lovers this intimacy. He felt a surge
         of possession at the idea—that she’d let no other man play with her.
     

      
      Give her pleasure.

      
      Because she was pleasured—he could see it in the pink flush rising in her cheeks, in the dazed expression in her eyes. His fingers were becoming slippery with her desire. He circled that little bud, felt it stiffen and come erect.
     

      
      “Don’t,” she whispered suddenly, her legs clamping together so his hand couldn’t move.

      
      “Coral,” he said sternly. “Let me.”

      
      She looked at him, and at the sight of her eyes, which swam with tears, he nearly let her go. But if he backed down now, they
         might never reach this place again.
     

      
      He held her gaze. “Please.”

      
      She closed her eyes and her thighs eased apart.

      
      He leaned close and kissed her temple lightly. “You’re so beautiful I am awestruck. I want to lie beside you and simply watch
         you sleep. I want to hold you in my arms and make you tremble.”
     

      
      She gasped and he smiled against her ear. “I want to touch you until you forget yourself, forget where you are, forget the
         world.”
     

      
      He could feel her fine tremors now, and his fingers were drenched. She was so close! The animal part of him wanted to lay
         her flat, pound himself into her until he felt his own release. He grit his teeth and reined himself in, keeping his fingers
         gentle, trying to ignore the soft hip pressed into his erection.
     

      
      “Come for me, Coral,” he whispered, and circled her nub. “Come for me.”

      
      She jerked suddenly, and he thrust a finger into her heat, groaning at the tightness, the slippery wet. This was his woman,
         the primitive whispered, and he’d bring her joy no matter the cost.
     

      
      Her hands were wrapped about his wrist now, but not to stop him. He watched her eyes close, watched as her teeth worried her
         lip, and even if he couldn’t be joined with her when she climaxed, he could take a small sip. So he kissed her, savagely and openmouthed, thrusting another finger
         into the place his cock wanted to be, using her roughly now.
     

      
      And she came apart in his arms, moaning under his mouth, jerking against him, her cream flooding his fingers.

      
      He continued to pet her, his strokes becoming softer as she descended from her peak until he finally broke their kiss and
         laid his forehead against hers.
     

      
      “That,” he whispered in a voice he struggled to contain, “is making love.”

      
      She swallowed, opening her magnificent green eyes, looking almost shy. “Thank you.”

      
      He wanted to smile, but dammit, he was too near the edge.

      
      She framed his face with her small, cool palms, and kissed him chastely on the mouth. “Now can we make love together?”

      
   
      
      Chapter Nine
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         The Ice Princess stretched out a long, slim arm, pointing to one of the ice statues that stood about her. “There is your brother
               Tom. You may have him if you bring me but three things.”

         The soldier cocked his head. “And what are those?”

         “First, the courage of six lions.”

         “Tut. Is that all?” the soldier said. He opened his sack and withdrew the severed manes of six male lions. “I have killed
               six lions and thus I have the courage of six lions.”…

         —from The Ice Princess

      

      
      
         
         [image: image]
         
         
         
     

      
      Coral felt awkward—foolish and uncertain. She’d never done this thing, never made love as Isaac called it. A week ago she would have laughed scornfully at the mere words.
     

      
      Prostitutes did not deal in love.

      
      But here, alone in this quiet room with Isaac, she was no longer a prostitute. She was a woman with a man she… cared for deeply, and suddenly the notion of making love didn’t seem so strange after all.
     

      
      Of course, that didn’t make her any more skilled at it.
     

      
      She kissed him, feeling the warmth of his lips, the rough slide of his tongue. Her skin was almost too sensitive, too aware.
         She tried to hide the trembling of her hands by clenching them in his coat.
     

      
      And then he suddenly lifted her, prompting an undignified squeak from her throat. She looked up and saw Isaac grin, his strong
         white teeth flashing, as he carried her to the bed.
     

      
      “Yes,” he said, and for a moment she couldn’t remember what he replied to. He laid her gently on her bed and stood back to
         take off his coat. “Yes, now we can make love.”
     

      
      She wasn’t sure what to do, so she simply lay and watched as he efficiently shucked his clothes. His upper body was tanned
         from the sun, his lower limbs a shade lighter. He was tall and well built, with broad shoulders, long, powerful legs, and
         large feet. He looked like a man in his prime. A man aware and sure of his own strength. He glanced at her, and she was suddenly
         aware that she’d made no move to disrobe.
     

      
      “Oh.” She fumbled at the hooks to her bodice, her fingers thick and clumsy.

      
      “Let me.” Isaac was beside her, sitting on the edge of the bed. He glanced up at her, his blue eyes glinting. “Do you mind?
         I’ve been dreaming about this.”
     

      
      He’d dreamed of undressing her? Coral swallowed and let her hands fall away, feeling unaccountably shy. Isaac bent over her,
         his warm fingers working at the hooks to her bodice. His breath this close was intimate and slow. She watched his face as
         he worked, studied the planes of his cheeks, the firm set to his lips.
     

      
      He glanced up and half smiled. “Lift up so I can pull this away.”
     

      
      “Of course,” she whispered, helping him to divest herself of her gown.

      
      But he pushed her back gently when she would’ve unlaced her stays. “My job, remember?”

      
      She nodded, conscious of the rise and fall of her breasts beneath his hands. He opened her stays and pulled them from underneath
         her, and then she lay in only her chemise, her breasts free. For a moment he simply sat and stared at her, and then he slowly
         stroked his big hands up to enclose her breasts in his palms.
     

      
      “You are so lovely,” he rasped.

      
      She closed her eyes. She’d heard these words countless times before from countless other men, and yet they’d never meant anything
         before tonight. She was beautiful to him, and here, now, she was glad.
     

      
      She felt him brush gently at her nipples through the thin fabric of her chemise and then the sudden warm heat of his mouth
         closing over one breast. She jerked a little at the touch, and he immediately raised his head.
     

      
      She looked at him in question.

      
      He shook his head. “If there is anything you don’t want to do, anything that makes you uneasy or feel sad, we don’t have to
         do it. Just tell me.”
     

      
      She swallowed through the thickness in her throat. “No, it isn’t that. Your touch pleases me. I was… surprised. That’s all.”

      
      “Ah.” He looked at her a moment longer before he grinned, quick and hard. “Then let us see what else you might find surprisingly
         pleasing.”
     

      
      He bent and placed his mouth once again on her breast, pulling strongly through the tissue of her chemise. Coral drew a shuddering breath at the exquisite sensation—and at the almost
         overwhelming feeling of heartache. She laid her hand rather hesitantly on his head. She’d never done this before, this making
         love. But she loved his hair, and she gently pulled free the ribbon holding his queue. She threaded her fingers through his
         hair as he moved to her other breast to suck. She was used to being the one giving the pleasure, the one in control. To simply
         lie back and let him attend to her was strange.
     

      
      Strange, but not unpleasant.

      
      She closed her eyes, letting the erotic warmth fill her. She was already sensitive from her earlier orgasm, and Isaac’s attention
         to her breasts was making her come alive again. She squirmed under him.
     

      
      “Lie still,” he murmured, and she thought she heard a hint of laughter in his voice.

      
      She would’ve frowned at that, but he was pulling up her chemise, bunching the fabric in his hands, baring her legs, hips,
         and belly. He drew the chemise over her head, and then she lay only in her stockings and garters. She blinked up at him, feeling
         a bit silly. He smoothed his hands over the silk of her stockings.
     

      
      “These are very pretty,” he said as he pulled loose her pink ribbon garters.

      
      She cleared her throat. “Thank you.”

      
      His lips twitched. “And these are pretty, too.”

      
      He ran his hands down her legs, pushing her stockings before them. She wasn’t sure if he referred to her legs or the slips
         of silk. He divested her of those, and then she was entirely naked before him.
     

      
      As naked as he.

      
      He placed his palms on her knees, spreading her wide, looking at her very center.
     

      
      “But this,” he said in a voice that had roughened and deepened, “is the prettiest of all.”
     

      
      And he bent forward to kiss her there.

      
      Coral gasped—she simply couldn’t stop herself. She’d been touched there; of course she had. Men had even wanted to do what
         Isaac was so masterfully doing now. But all those times before, she’d been working, had been very much in charge. She’d never
         let herself feel before.
     

      
      Now feeling—almost painfully sweet—overwhelmed her.

      
      He was licking her, licking the flesh that he’d touched with his fingers so recently. Each pass of his tongue was slow, languidly
         thorough, explicitly right. Dear God, she wouldn’t last a minute at this rate. His broad shoulders were between her thighs,
         holding them open, and she convulsively clutched at them. She mustn’t clench her fingers too hard, she thought fuzzily as he opened his mouth about her bud. She mustn’t hurt or scratch him.

      
      “Coral,” he whispered, his hot breath brushing over her wet, throbbing flesh. “Coral.”

      
      “What?” Dear God, he’d inserted his tongue into her and just as leisurely withdrawn it.

      
      “Stop thinking.”

      
      How did he know? Her eyes were squeezed shut, her breath coming in pants, and her hips were moving in quick little jerks that
         she couldn’t seem to control.
     

      
      He took her in his mouth and sucked, flicking his tongue over and over until she arched and cried out her ecstasy. Her world
         exploded, shimmering heat spreading from her center, her breath caught in her throat, her nails digging into his shoulders. He didn’t stop. He kept licking and sucking until she was near begging for mercy. Then suddenly
         he was crawling up her, big and feral, his erection brushing over her legs and thighs.
     

      
      She opened her eyes, alarmed to find herself digging her nails into his shoulders. “Oh! I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      
      He silenced her with a hard kiss, openmouthed and possessive. “Never apologize for the pleasure you feel with me.”

      
      She looked up at him in wonder, this good, strong man who wanted to make love to her. Who wanted to give her pleasure without any of her apologies. She didn’t deserve him—she’d always known that—but
         for now she’d lay aside that knowledge and take what he gave so freely.
     

      
      So she wrapped her arms about his neck and pulled him closer. “Please make love to me, Isaac.”

      
      “Together.” He bent and kissed the corner of her mouth softly. “Together we make love.”
     

      
      He reached between them and positioned himself. Then he raised his head and gazed into her eyes as he slowly—oh, so slowly!—entered
         her.
     

      
      “Like this,” he whispered as his warm flesh parted hers, entered hers.

      
      He was hard, she was soft, and they united as sweetly as if they’d been created to do this. Make love together. He settled
         on her, his hips fitted to the cradle of her thighs, his belly pressed flat to hers. It was an age-old position, a position
         that was impossibly intimate. She felt him inside of her and on top of her, dominant but not fearfully so.
     

      
      “Is that it?” she whispered, daring to tease.

      
      “Oh, no,” he replied. “There’s more—I assure you.”

      
      He withdrew and thrust into her, his rhythm sure and strong. She lifted her hips to meet his. It wasn’t as elegant as merely
         lying there and receiving him, but he said they’d do this together and she meant to fulfill their bargain. So she moved with
         him, their slippery flesh sliding. His penis rubbed against her and into her with each stroke. Her breath came faster.
     

      
      “Wrap your legs around me,” he panted.

      
      She lifted them high, crossing her ankles above his buttocks, locking them together. They could hardly move apart to thrust
         together again, but somehow that made it even better. She felt a drop of his sweat splash on her shoulder. She heard the wet,
         squishing sounds they made. She smelled the rising mist of their bodies.
     

      
      It was all so beautiful that she began to sob.

      
      She was afraid he’d misunderstand, that he’d grow alarmed and stop, but instead he leaned down and nuzzled against her cheek.
         “Don’t hold it in. Let yourself feel it.”
     

      
      She did. It was like a glorious sun, rising, bright and hot, between them. She arched back her head and shouted, crying and
         laughing at the same time, her emotions, her body, free and out of control.
     

      
      He watched her, she knew, still rocking against her, still softly kissing her, until his own body jerked and stiffened and
         his own crest combusted with hers.
     

      
      Until they both went up in flames together.

      
   
      
      Chapter Ten
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         A slight frown marred the Ice Princess’s perfectly cold face, but she continued. “Next I will need the wisdom of the oldest
               man alive.”

         “Easily done,” the soldier replied. “For whilst on my journey, I stayed the night with the oldest man alive. He was a jolly
               fellow, and after I’d mended his smoking pipe, he gave me a book in which he’d written down everything he’d learned in all
               his long life. I have it here.”

         And the soldier withdrew an old and battered book from his sack and gave it to the Ice Princess….

         from The Ice Princess
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      Isaac opened his eyes with the realization that he held a soft, warm weight against him. Coral still slept, her pale fingers
         threaded through the hair on his chest, her golden-red hair spread over his shoulder and against his cheek. He listened to
         her exhalations and felt a peace such as he’d never imagined before. And in that moment he made his decision: He would marry
         this woman, no matter their differences and her past. He would care for her and live with her and love her until she let down her defenses
         and loved him back. Until they were both happy and at peace.
     

      
      She opened her green eyes at that moment and blinked sleepily, yawning delicately like a cat. Her eyes focused on his face
         and narrowed in sudden suspicion. “What is that look on your face? What are you thinking?”
     

      
      He leaned over to kiss her nose and then grinned. “I’m thinking that I could eat an entire joint of beef for breakfast.”

      
      She wrinkled her nose as if the kiss had tickled her. “I don’t know about a joint of beef, but I’m sure we can find a gammon
         steak and some eggs for you.”
     

      
      “And coffee and toast?” he asked hopefully.

      
      “Of course.” Her voice was cool, but her lips curved in a shy smile. “I’ll ring for breakfast.”

      
      To his disappointment, she rose immediately from the bed, modestly pulling on her worn green silk wrap. He’d rather hoped
         to make love to her again. But as he watched her quickly yank the bellpull and then nervously straighten the little mirror
         and portrait on her dresser, he understood. She needed time. He must school himself to patience, win her over bit by slow
         bit.
     

      
      So he rose as well and donned his breeches and shirt, moving slowly, feeling as if he trod delicately about a wild animal
         who might be frightened by sudden movement.
     

      
      The maid came to the door, and Coral went to consult with her before returning to the middle of the room. She stood twisting
         her pale hands together.
     

      
      Isaac smiled. “Come sit with me at the table.”

      
      She nodded and sank into a chair.

      
      He took a seat opposite her. “When I was a boy, my mother would make me runny eggs for my breakfast.”
     

      
      She wrinkled her nose. “Runny eggs?”

      
      “With the yolk still liquid.” He stretched his legs under the table. “She’d toast me slices of bread, butter them well, and
         cut them into sticks, and I’d dip them into the yolks.”
     

      
      She seemed to relax a little. “Where did you grow up?”

      
      “On the coast of Cornwall.”

      
      “Really? I would’ve thought London or nearby.”

      
      He shook his head. “I grew up near the wild, windy cliffs. My father was a mining foreman, and my brothers still work there,
         managing the mines. But I always loved the sea. My mother’s father was the captain of a ship, and he bought me my first commission.”
     

      
      She looked at the table, placing her hand flat against the surface. “Is she still alive, your mother?”

      
      “Yes.” Someday soon he’d take her to meet Mother, but he didn’t tell her of that. “And the sister you once spoke of? Is she
         alive as well?”
     

      
      “Pearl.” She smiled a little sadly. “Yes, she’s still alive. She’s married, in fact, to a land steward in Essex. She seems
         happy.”
     

      
      “Seems?”

      
      “I haven’t seen her in years,” Coral said softly.

      
      Isaac frowned, but before he could question her, the maid entered with a full tray of food. There was a pause as the maid
         set the table and arranged their repast, and then Coral thanked her and she left.
     

      
      Coral placed a large ham steak on a plate and handed it to him. “At what age did you go to sea?”

      
      “Twelve.” Isaac helped himself to coddled eggs from a dish and some toast. “And I was so homesick the first month that I thought I’d die before I ever saw land again.”
     

      
      “Truly?” Coral paused, the teapot half lifted toward her cup. “I can’t imagine you uncertain or afraid.”

      
      “But I was just a boy like any other,” he replied in amusement. “All boys miss their mothers when first they go to sea.”

      
      “All boys may miss their mothers, but I doubt very much that you were like all the other boys. You became a captain—surely
         they don’t all rise so high.”
     

      
      “No, of course not.” Isaac buttered a piece of toast. “I served my first commission on a ship with a wise old captain. He
         took me under his wing.”
     

      
      “You were fortunate.”

      
      “Yes, I was. He made me into the man I am today.”

      
      “Then I would thank him if I met him, for I like very much the man you are today,” she replied quietly.

      
      Isaac looked at her, wondering at the sad undertone in her voice. “You’ll put me to the blush.”

      
      “Yes, well…” She stared down at the table, fiddling with her silverware. “I wonder that you haven’t heard that quite often
         from other females.”
     

      
      “Not so very often,” he said gently.

      
      “You said your wife died years ago,” she said, still looking at the table. “Haven’t you thought of marrying again?”

      
      “I’m away for months at a time at sea. A captain’s wife can accompany him, but not many ladies are strong enough for that
         life. Alice, my late wife, certainly wasn’t. Any woman I take to wife would either have to be able to sail with me or be able
         to withstand months alone.”
     

      
      “Ah.”

      
      He was thrilled that she seemed interested in the subject, but frustrated that he couldn’t read her face. Was the prospect
         of being a captain’s wife too daunting? Or was she intrigued by the thought of sailing the sea?
     

      
      “I confess,” he said carefully, “that for a time I thought I would never remarry. Lately, however, I have begun to think a
         wife would be a very good thing.”
     

      
      “Oh,” was all she said.

      
      Still, he decided to take her response as a good sign—she had not rejected the idea outright. Isaac made sure to keep the
         conversation light after that, and when he rose from the table some fifteen minutes later, his cheerful mood was restored.
     

      
      “Tonight, then?” he asked as he paused at the door to her room. “This is the seventh night of my winnings, I believe.”

      
      She caught her breath as if she’d just remembered as well. Suddenly she was before him, and she reached up and took his face
         between her soft hands and pulled him down to kiss him. Her mouth was open, her lips wild, and he felt himself harden. He
         took a step back into the room, crowding her toward the bed.
     

      
      “No,” she gasped, tearing her mouth from his. She placed her hands flat on his chest and smiled, though her lips trembled.
         “I’m sorry. I know you have business to do today. Go.”
     

      
      “You’re sure?” He had business, but at the moment whatever it was had flown his mind.

      
      “Yes.” Her fingers worried at one of his brass buttons. “Just don’t forget me.”

      
      He grinned. “Small chance of that.”

      
      “You promise?”

      
      “Yes,” he said slowly. She was too intense. What worried her now?
     

      
      But before he could ask, she stepped back and wrapped her arms about herself. “Go, then.”

      
      He left quickly before his body could change his mind. With only a few days left now before the Challenger sailed, he was indeed busy. Still he found time to visit a small jewelry shop and make a purchase before the day was over.
         By the time he made his way back to the Grotto that night, it was well past dark.
     

      
      So he was a bit surprised, then, not to find the usual guards outside the big double doors to the brothel. Perhaps they’d
         been called inside to deal with an unruly patron. Isaac let himself in the Grotto and immediately saw a crowd of girls and
         some guests gathered at the door to one of the salons.
     

      
      “It’s my house!” someone was screaming from inside.

      
      Isaac pushed his way through the crowd, fearful that Jimmy Hyde was threatening Coral. But what he saw inside the salon was
         a different scene altogether. The two men who usually stood guard by the front doors each held one of Jimmy’s arms—and none
         too gently. The little man was half lifted off his toes. But still he managed to hurl threats and scream obscenities at the
         man who stood in front of him. Big Billy had his arms crossed and was watching Jimmy with dispassion.
     

      
      When the little man stopped to gasp for breath, Billy spoke. “You saw the papers right enough. Our Aphrodite has bought the
         shares fair and square and has signed the Grotto over to me an’ the girls. Now git on wi’ ye. We have no use for ye anymore.”
     

      
      With that, Jimmy was dragged through the crowd, which began to cheer.

      
      “Drinks on the ’ouse for all in honor of our Aphrodite!” Billy cried above the shouting.
     

      
      Isaac made his way to Billy’s side as the girls and men began to go in search of free champagne. “What has happened?”

      
      Billy looked at him, a grin splitting his homely face. “She did it! She went to the other shareholders and persuaded them
         to buy out Jimmy. He’d gotten into debt, made a few bad deals, and she had them demand a marker there, whisper a word here,
         and, hey, presto! Jimmy’s out of the Grotto. It belongs to us now—the girls and the guards.”
     

      
      “And to Coral as well, I presume,” Isaac said quietly.

      
      Billy shook his big head slowly, sobering a bit. “She sold out.”

      
      Isaac felt ice enter his chest. “What do you mean?”

      
      “She’s gone.”

      
      Even as he heard the words, Isaac was running from the salon, making for the stairs. But as he took them two at a time, he
         knew already.
     

      
      Coral had left him.

      
   
      
      Chapter Eleven
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         A muscle twitched in the Ice Princess’s cheek, and a very small piece of ice chipped off.

         The soldier raised his eyebrow and asked, “What is the last thing?”

         “The heart of a good man,” she whispered.

         “Ah, that is the easiest of all,” the soldier replied softly. He leaned forward and placed his mouth against the Ice Princess’s
               cold, cold lips.

         And then a very strange thing happened. For instead of the soldier freezing, the Ice Princess thawed. Hot tears spilled from
               her eyes, melting the ice that covered her face….

         —from The Ice Princess
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      SIX MONTHS LATER…
     

      
      The wind caught her skirts and swept them against her legs. Coral pushed back a lock of hair that had dislodged and was flying
         against her cheek. Out beyond the cliffs, the iron-gray sea was pushing whitecaps toward the shore. The heavy, damp air tasted of salt. She’d never lived by the sea, having been born and bred in the heart of London, but somehow
         it had seemed right when she’d left the Grotto to come settle here by the sea.
     

      
      She half turned and looked back along the worn narrow trail along the cliffs. On the horizon was a small white dot—her cottage.
         A woman from the village came in twice a week to clean and cook for her, but otherwise she was alone here.
     

      
      So very alone.

      
      Coral faced forward again, walking beside the cliffs. Pearl, her sister, would’ve been very happy to have Coral come live
         with her and her husband, but it hadn’t seemed right somehow. Pearl was so happy now, so very settled into domestic bliss,
         that Coral would’ve felt like a third wheel: unnecessary and awkward. So she’d come here, to live beside the sea, and if she
         were honest with herself, she’d hoped, deep down inside, that Isaac would follow her. Oh, she knew the wish was impossible—she’d
         left no note, no direction, no way for him to figure out where she’d gone, even if he’d wished to follow her, but the hope
         had been there nonetheless.
     

      
      Or it had been.

      
      Coral kicked a small pebble rather viciously, and it went careening off the cliff. She’d held out hope for week after week,
         but now it had been six months and hope had died. He was at sea again by now or—wretched thought!—had found some other lady
         to court.
     

      
      For he’d courted her—she acknowledged that now. He’d wooed her and made love to her, and in the end she’d fallen, hopelessly
         and helplessly, in love with Captain Isaac Wargate. A sob lodged in her chest, and Coral stopped, gazing sightlessly out toward the gray sea. She loved Isaac. After a life lived as a whore, after never feeling the
         slightest emotion for any man, she’d fallen in love. A tear slipped down her cold cheek. Oh, how the gods must be laughing!
         She’d never see him again, would live out the rest of her dreary life here by the sea, simply because it reminded her of him.
     

      
      Coral sighed, fished a tattered handkerchief from her sleeve, and wiped her face. It must be almost luncheon time, and whatever
         stew the woman from the village had made would not taste better cold. Best to start back. She turned, watching her footing
         on the rocky path, and when she at last looked up, she thought at first that she was imagining it.
     

      
      She blinked, but the sight was still there.

      
      A man, small in the distance but growing larger at a rapid pace. He strode over the gorse, his steps firm and long, and even
         from here she could tell that he wore a naval uniform.
     

      
      Coral’s heart began to beat like a wild thing trying to fly.

      
      A long black cape blew against his legs, and his shoulders were set with determination. He must’ve seen her, but his stride
         didn’t break and his expression didn’t change. He was grim, like a man going to war, his wide mouth straight, his cheeks like
         granite, his dark eyes dour beneath lowered brows. She had an instinctive animal urge to flee before his grim advance, but
         it was too late now. He was upon her.
     

      
      She opened her mouth to cry for joy or to offer explanation, she did not know which, and it didn’t matter anyway.

      
      He seized her shoulders and kissed her.

      
   
      
      Chapter Twelve
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         And as the ice covering the Ice Princess melted, the frozen statues thawed as well, until hundreds of living, breathing men
               stood where once there had been only frozen bodies. The men gave a great cry, and each and every one of them started the journey
               back to their own homes. Soon, only the Ice Princess and the soldier remained. Hot tears continued to drip down the Ice Princess’s
               pink cheeks, falling into the hands she held in her lap.

         The soldier looked at her and asked, “Why do you weep, sweetheart?”

         The Ice Princess drew a heavy breath. “You’ve freed all my ice men and soon you’ll leave as well. Then I shall truly be alone….”

         —from The Ice Princess
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      This. This was exactly what he wanted.
     

      
      Isaac wrapped Coral in his arms and kissed her with all his soul. He’d spent the last six months wondering if he’d ever see
         her again—if he’d ever find her again—and now at last he had her. Something quieted in his chest. The hawk beating its wings against his rib cage all this time settled
         and closed its eyes. Finally. Finally he’d found her.
     

      
      Not that his ire was altogether appeased.

      
      Her lips trembled beneath his, and she parted them with gratifying speed. He took her offer and plundered her mouth, making
         sure she knew who kissed her. Knew that he had no intention of letting her go this time.
     

      
      He raised his head and examined her. She wore a plain frock and shawl, an almost Puritan white cap upon her head. Had she
         thought to hide her beauty from him with such a meager disguise?
     

      
      “I searched for you,” he said with careful precision. “I searched for you obsessively for the six days before the Challenger left port—”
     

      
      She blinked. “Six days?”
     

      
      “And when I returned only a fortnight ago,” he continued, determined to speak his fill, “I stopped only long enough to see
         my men safely to port before continuing the chase. I haven’t even had time to sit down to a proper meal on land since I made
         port, all because I was searching for you. And the worst part, the most damnable part of all, is that until I came over that
         hill and saw you standing here, I had no proof that I would find you at all.”
     

      
      Here he may have let his iron control slip a bit, for he found himself kissing her again, devouring her mouth like a starving
         man presented with a loaf of bread. When he raised his head again, he saw with some satisfaction that her cheeks had pinkened
         and she was looking a bit dazed. He almost smiled, but he restrained himself in time.
     

      
      “Explain yourself, madam.”

      
      “I… I…” For a moment her cat-green eyes were dazed, but then they narrowed in suspicion. “How did you find me?”
     

      
      Her mode of attire might have changed, but her wit obviously had not. He leaned close, her nearness warming his heart. “I’ll
         tell you how I found you when you tell me what was going on in that pretty head of yours when you abandoned me—”
     

      
      She stiffened. “It wasn’t abandonment—”

      
      “After a night of sublime lovemaking,” he continued, “which, I think most would agree, would lead any man to believe our relationship
         had taken on a permanent basis. I think I could successfully bring a suit of breach of promise against you—”
     

      
      “Oh!”

      
      He bent and bit her ear gently. “Therefore, I would be most grateful if you would give me a reason for causing me such heartache.”

      
      When he raised his head again, he saw she was looking contrite. “I never meant to cause you heartache, Isaac.”

      
      He raised a skeptical eyebrow.

      
      Her color heightened. “I didn’t! You must know that we could never be together for very long. We—”

      
      “Why not?” His words were clipped as he felt his ire rise.

      
      She gaped at him—and then began to laugh, though the sound was a little desperate.

      
      Isaac contemplated kissing her again, or simply taking her here on the cliffs, but they needed to have this conversation in
         order to move forward. And besides, it was a chilly day.
     

      
      So he simply waited until her gasping laughter quieted and then raised his brow again.

      
      Her mouth turned down at the sight, the corners bitter and lined. “I’m a whore.”

      
      “Were.”
     

      
      “I beg your pardon?”

      
      “You were a whore,” he enunciated clearly. “But no longer.”
     

      
      She shook her head as if the past tense was trifling. “You are a respectable man. A man whose entire career could be ruined
         simply by association with me.” She stopped and glared at him.
     

      
      He nodded encouragingly, but she simply stared at him, looking rather frustrated.

      
      “Is that it?” he asked politely.

      
      She threw her hands up. “Is that it? That’s everything, I should think! I left because I could not bear the inevitable severing of our relationship. I left because
         we could never be.”
     

      
      “You left because you had a cowardly moment,” he replied drily. She opened her mouth in outrage, but he placed a finger over
         her lips. “My turn, I think.”
     

      
      She closed her mouth and glared at him, mute, her arms crossed.

      
      “One,” he said, ticking his points off on his fingers. “You are no longer a whore. Two, you wore a mask, you little idiot—no one will recognize you if you don’t tell them your past. Three, I love you. Four, you love me. Five”—he
         tapped his thumb against his chin—“well, I really don’t have a fifth reason, but I should think the first four are sufficient.”
     

      
      “But—”

      
      He smiled benevolently down at her. She really was quite lovely with her cheeks pinked by the wind, and he much preferred
         her simple white dress to the gaudy things she’d worn at the Grotto. “To answer your first question, I found you because of your sister’s portrait—remember you had her miniature on your dresser?”
     

      
      She nodded, looking not a little distracted.

      
      “Well, I had quite a lot of time to contemplate the matter whilst I was at sea. The minute I made port, I went to the Grotto
         and talked to Billy. He sends his regards, by the way. He told me that you had received regular letters from an address in
         Essex. I tracked down the address, talked to your sister—she sends her love as well—and voilà! Here I am.”
     

      
      He watched her open her mouth once more as if to argue. “Ah, ah! Do you have any more questions for me?”

      
      She shut her mouth, frowned quite charmingly, then said grudgingly, “No.”

      
      “Good.” Isaac reached into his pocket and pulled out the ring he’d been carrying about for six long months. Though he had
         met warships in battle at sea, though he’d faced down maddened pirates, he noted with one part of his mind that his fingers
         actually trembled.
     

      
      He dropped to one knee and stared up at the woman he loved. “Will you marry me, Coral Smythe?”

      
   
      
      Epilogue
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         At the Ice Princess’s words, the soldier threw back his head and laughed. “Have I not just given you my heart? Come with me
               and be my bride, and we shall live in blissful happiness all the days of our lives.”

         He held out his hand. The Ice Princess took it and gladly, for she’d had enough of her icy throne.

         And the soldier and the Ice Princess did indeed live happily ever after.

         —from The Ice Princess
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      Coral lifted her face, feeling the salt spray hit her lips. The wind was playful today, the sun shone brightly on the turquoise
         waves, and the Challenger rode the sea like a porpoise.
     

      
      “We’ll make Gibraltar in another day,” Lieutenant Green said beside her.

      
      Coral turned and smiled at him, watching in some amusement as the young man’s face suffused with red. He couldn’t be more
         than nineteen.
     

      
      “How exciting, Mr. Green,” she murmured. “Have you seen the rock yourself?”
     

      
      “Me? Oh, no, ma’am.” The poor man’s ears were fiery now. “Of course, the captain has been there many a time. But this’ll be
         my first.”
     

      
      He stopped suddenly as if fearful of babbling on too long.

      
      Coral took pity. “Then you must be as excited as I, Mr. Green. Would you care to join the captain and me at dinner tonight?
         We shall both bombard him with requests for his recollections of his visits to Gibraltar.”
     

      
      The lieutenant’s eyes widened. This was his first voyage on the Challenger, and it was something of an honor to be asked to dine at the captain’s table. “Yes, ma’am!”
     

      
      “Green,” came a deep voice from behind them.

      
      The young lieutenant whirled, snapping to attention. “Sir!”

      
      Isaac’s blue eyes were impassive. “If you’re to dine with Mrs. Wargate and me tonight, you’d best see to your linen.”

      
      The boy blushed again, darted a look at his cuffs—which were sadly dingy—and darted off with a strangled, “Aye, sir!”

      
      “You’ve scared him witless,” Coral murmured as she watched poor Mr. Green disappear belowdecks.

      
      Her husband clasped his hands behind his back, still looking quite austere—if one didn’t see the twinkle in his hawkish gaze.
         “It’s my job to scare new lieutenants witless. Besides, I had the distinct impression that you were flirting, Mrs. Wargate.”
     

      
      Coral widened her eyes innocently. “I, Captain Wargate?”

      
      He leaned a little closer. “You, Mrs. Wargate. We’re not a week out of port and already you’ve wrapped the entire crew around your little finger. As usual, I might add.”
     

      
      Coral fluttered her eyelashes. “Well, it does give me something to do.”

      
      One ebony eyebrow lifted slowly. “If you find you haven’t enough to do on board, madam, that can easily be corrected.”

      
      Coral felt a familiar quickening of her pulse. “Whatever do you mean, Captain Wargate?”

      
      “I’ll be most pleased to show you,” he growled low, “tonight in our quarters.”

      
      “Ah, Captain?” One of the officers stood behind Isaac, trying to look as if he hadn’t overheard their exchange.

      
      Coral hid a smile as Isaac turned to the man, and they consulted on some business of navigation. This was her third voyage
         on the Challenger. On her first, she’d held some trepidation that she might become bored confined to a ship for months on end. But to her surprise,
         the sea had won her over. Every day held a new horizon, a new possible adventure. She’d found, too, that there was something
         to be said for being the only female on a craft full of men. They all, from the youngest cabin boy to the most grizzled sailor,
         treated her as if she were a queen, and, it must be confessed, she rather liked it.
     

      
      But best of all, she was with Isaac. She watched as he completed his business with the officer and came toward her. He was
         magnificently handsome in his uniform, respected by every man aboard, and he was hers. The mere thought made her shiver.
     

      
      He must’ve caught her shiver, for his black brows snapped together. “Are you cold?”

      
      “No, I—”

      
      He stood beside her and placed one broad palm against her belly, hiding the movement with their bodies. “You are to remember
         to take special care of yourself now, madam.”
     

      
      She lifted her chin, placing her own hand over his, both their palms against the new life that grew within her. “I know,”
         she said softly. “Never fear.”
     

      
      His wide mouth curved into a smile, both rare and wickedly seductive. “I love you, my wife.”

      
      “And I love you, my husband,” Coral replied with all the joy in her heart.

      
      And Captain Isaac Wargate bent and kissed Mrs. Wargate there on the poop deck in full view of his crew and officers.

      
      But then they were becoming somewhat used to the sight.
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Oh, gather ’round, my dears, and keep the candles burning bright, for tonight I’ll tell you the tale of the Harlequin Ghost of St. Giles…
—from The Legend of the Harlequin Ghost of St. Giles
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LONDON, ENGLAND

MAY 1738

The body in the road was the absolute cap to the day.

Isabel Beckinhall—Baroness Beckinhall—sighed silently to herself. Her carriage had come to a standstill in the worst part of London—the dirty streets of St. Giles. And why was she in St. Giles as dark descended? Because she’d volunteered to represent the Ladies’ Syndicate for the Benefit of the Home for Unfortunate Infants and Foundling Children at the final inspection of the new home, more fool she.

Never volunteer. Not even when pleasantly filled with warm scones and hot tea. Warm scones were obviously the work of the devil or perhaps of Lady Hero Reading, one of the two founding patronesses of the home. Lady Hero had refilled her teacup and looked at Isabel with guileless gray eyes, asking prettily if Isabel would mind meeting with Mr. Winter Makepeace, the home’s dour manager, to look over the new building. And Isabel had blithely agreed like some scone-filled, mindless cow.

And the damned man hadn’t even shown!

“Moo,” Isabel muttered to herself just as the carriage door opened to admit her lady’s maid, Pinkney.

“Ma’am?” Pinkney asked, her blue eyes wide and startled. Of course, Pinkney’s blue eyes were nearly always wide and startled. She was one of the most sought-after lady’s maids in London and a paragon of the latest fashion, despite being barely past one and twenty and somewhat naïve.

“Nothing,” Isabel said, waving aside her bovine utterance. “Did you find out why it’s taking so long to move the dead man?”

“Oh, yes, my lady,” Pinkney said. “It’s because he’s not dead.” Her pretty dark blond brows drew together. “Well, not yet anyway. Harold the footman is having a time pulling him aside, and you wouldn’t credit it, ma’am, but he’s a comic actor.”

It was Isabel’s turn to blink. “Harold?”

“Oh, no, my lady!” Pinkney giggled until she caught Isabel’s steady gaze. “Er”—the maid cleared her throat—“the not-yet-dead man is. A comic actor, that is. He’s dressed as a harlequin, mask and all…”

Isabel was no longer listening. She’d opened the door and climbed from the carriage. Outside, the gray day was growing grimmer with the advent of nightfall. Fires flared to the west, and she could hear the rumbling of rioters from that direction. They were very near. Isabel shivered and hurried to where Harold and the other footman were bent over a figure on the ground. Pinkney had probably mistaken the costume or the man or the mask or—

But no.

Isabel drew in a sharp breath. She’d never seen the notorious Ghost of St. Giles in person, but she had no doubt at all that this must be him. The prone man wore black and red motley. His floppy brimmed black hat had fallen from his head, and she could see that his brown hair was tied back simply. A short sword was sheathed at his side and a long sword lay by one broad hand. A black half-mask with a ridiculously long nose covered the upper half of his face, leaving his square chin and wide mouth revealed. His lips were parted over straight white teeth, the upper lip a little bigger than the bottom.

Isabel snapped her attention up to her footman. “Is he alive?”

“He’s still breathin’ at least, m’lady.” Harold shook his head. “Don’t know for how long, though.”

A shout came from nearby and the sound of smashing glass.

“Put him in the carriage,” Isabel said. She bent to pick up his hat.

Will, the second footman, frowned. “But, m’lady—”

“Now. And don’t forget his sword.”

Already she could see a mass of people rounding the corner down the street. The footmen glanced at each other then as one lifted the Ghost. Harold grunted under the weight, but he made no complaint.

A crowd gathered at the end of the street and someone gave a shout.

The rioters had spotted the carriage.

Isabel picked up her skirts and trotted after her footmen. Harold gave a great heave and dumped the Ghost and his sword into the carriage. Isabel scrambled rather inelegantly inside. Pinkney was staring wide-eyed at the Ghost sprawled on the floor of the carriage, but for the moment Isabel ignored him. She tossed the hat on top of him, lifted her seat, and withdrew two pistols from the hidden compartment underneath.

Pinkney squeaked in alarm.

Isabel turned and handed the pistols to the footmen at the carriage door. “Don’t let anyone climb the carriage.”

Harold’s jaw tightened. “Yes, m’lady.”

He took the pistols, gave one to Will, and mounted the running board behind the carriage.

Isabel closed the carriage door and knocked on the roof. “Fast as you can, John!”

The carriage started forward with a lurch just as something hit the side.

“My lady!” Pinkney cried.

“Hush,” Isabel said.

There was a lap robe on the maid’s seat, and Isabel tossed it over the Ghost. She sat back on her own seat, clutching the window as the carriage rocked around a corner. Something else knocked against the carriage. A grimacing face appeared suddenly at the window, its tongue smearing lewdly against the glass.

Pinkney screamed.

Isabel stared at the man, her heart racing but her gaze steady as she met his eyes. They were bloodshot and filled with maddened rage. The carriage jolted and the man fell away.

One of the pistols fired.

“My lady,” Pinkney whispered, her face white, “the dead man—”

“Not-quite-dead man,” Isabel muttered, eyeing the robe. Hopefully anyone glancing inside would see a robe thrown carelessly on the floor, not the hidden Ghost of St. Giles. She braced herself as the carriage swung wildly around a corner.

“Not-quite-dead man,” Pinkney obediently repeated. “Who is he?”

“The Ghost of St. Giles.”

Pinkney’s robin’s-egg-blue eyes widened. “Who?”

Isabel stared at her lady’s maid in exasperation. “The Ghost of St. Giles? The most notorious footpad in London? Goes about in a harlequin’s costume, either ravishing and murdering or rescuing and defending, depending on whose stories you believe?”

If Pinkney’s eyes got any bigger, they might fall out of her head altogether.

“No?” Isabel waved a hand toward the window and the shouting and screaming outside and said sweetly, “The man that mob wants dead?”

Horrified, Pinkney stared at the robe. “But… why, my lady?”

The second pistol fired with a deafening BOOM! Pinkney jumped and looked wildly out the window.

Dear God, they were out of ammunition. Isabel prayed the footmen were safe—and that they could hold off the rioters without their guns. She was an aristocrat, but just last year a viscount had been dragged from his carriage, beaten, and robbed in St. Giles.

Isabel took a deep breath and felt under the robe until she found the hilt of the Ghost’s sword. She drew it out as Pinkney eyed her askance and put the heavy thing across her lap. If nothing else, she could hit someone over the head with it. “They want him dead because this morning he cut Charming Mickey O’Connor down from the gallows.”

Pinkney actually brightened at this. “Oh, Charming Mickey the pirate! Him I’ve heard of. They say he’s handsome as sin and dresses better than the king himself.”

Of course her lady’s maid had heard of a well-dressed pirate.

“Quite.” Isabel flinched as something hit the window, cracking the glass. “They probably chased him all the way from Tyburn gallows, poor man.”

“Oh.” Pinkney bit her lip. “Pardon me, my lady, but why have we picked him up?”

“Well, it does seem a pity to let anyone be torn apart by a mob,” Isabel drawled, not letting the girl see the fear that made her heart beat hard. “Especially a young, handsome man.”

Pinkney looked timidly at Isabel. “But, my lady, if the mob wants him and he’s in our carriage… ah…”

Isabel drew on all her strength to smile firmly. Her hand tightened on the hilt of the sword across her lap. “That’s why we’re not going to let them know we have the Ghost, are we?”

Pinkney blinked several times as if working through this logic; then she smiled. The child really was quite pretty. “Oh, yes, my lady.”

The lady’s maid sat back as if quite confident that they were all out of danger now that everything had been explained.

Isabel twitched aside the curtains to peer through the cracked glass. She wasn’t nearly as sanguine. Many of the streets in St. Giles were narrow and twisting—the reason that her carriage had been traveling so slowly earlier. A mob could move much faster afoot than they. But as she looked behind them, Isabel saw that the mob was beginning to fall away. John Coachman had found a straight stretch of road and was urging the horses into a trot.

Isabel let the curtain fall with a heartfelt sigh of relief. Thank God.

The carriage drew abruptly to a stop.

Pinkney shrieked.

“Steady on.” Isabel gave her maid a severe look. The last thing she needed was Pinkney having the vapors if they were about to be attacked.

Isabel peeked out the window and then hurriedly shoved the sword back under the carriage blanket.

And only just in time. The carriage door opened to reveal a stern-looking dragoon officer in scarlet uniform.

Isabel smiled sweetly. “Captain Trevillion. How good to see you—after we’ve outrun the mob.”

The captain’s craggy cheekbones darkened, but he still cast a sharp eye about the carriage. For a moment his gaze seemed to linger on the blanket.

Isabel kept her eyes on his face, her smile firmly in place. Casually she lifted her feet and rested them atop the robe.

The dragoon’s gaze snapped back to her. “Ma’am. I’m glad to see you and your party safe and sound. St. Giles isn’t a place to be loitering today.”

“Yes, well, we didn’t know that when we started out this morning.” Isabel raised her eyebrows in polite inquiry. “Have you caught that pirate yet?”

The captain’s thin lips tightened. “It’s only a matter of time. We’ll get him and the Ghost of St. Giles. The mob has them both on the run. Good day to you, my lady.”

She nodded, not daring to breathe until the dragoon had slammed shut the carriage door and given the word to John Coachman to move on.

Pinkney sniffed scornfully. “Soldiers. Their wigs are always terribly out of fashion.”

Isabel slumped back against the squabs and gave her lady’s maid a quick grin.

Half an hour later, the carriage was pulling up before her neat town house.

“Bring him inside,” she ordered Harold when he opened the doors.

He nodded wearily. “Yes, m’lady.”

“And, Harold?” Isabel descended the carriage, still clutching the sword.

“M’lady?”

“Well done. To both you and Will.” Isabel nodded to Will.

A shy grin split Harold’s broad, homely face. “Thank you, m’lady.”

Isabel permitted herself a small smile before she swept into her town house. Edmund, her dear, late husband, had bought Fairmont House for her shortly before he’d died and had gifted it to her on her twenty-eighth birthday. He’d known that the title and estates would go to a distant cousin and had wanted her properly settled with her own property, free of the entail.

Isabel had immediately redecorated on moving in four years ago. Now the entry hall was lined in warm golden oak panels. A parquet wood floor was underfoot, and here and there were items that amused her: a dainty pink-marble-topped table with gilded legs, a laughing boy faun holding a hare in black marble, and a small oval mirror edged in mother-of-pearl. All items she loved more for their form than their worth.

“Thank you, Butterman,” Isabel said as she tucked the sword under her arm and pulled off her gloves and hat, handing them to the butler. “I need a bedroom readied immediately.”

Butterman, like all her servants, was impeccably trained. He didn’t even blink an eye at the abrupt order—or the sword she carelessly held. “Yes, my lady. Will the blue room do?”

“Quite.”

Butterman snapped his fingers and a maid went hurrying up the stairs.

Isabel turned and watched as Harold and Will came in, carrying the Ghost between them. The Ghost’s floppy hat lay on his chest.

Butterman raised his eyebrow a fraction of an inch at the sight of the unconscious man, but merely said, “The blue room, Harold, if you please.”

“Yes, sir,” Harold panted.

“If you don’t mind, my lady,” Butterman murmured, “I believe Mrs. Butterman may be of assistance.”

“Yes, thank you, Butterman. Please send Mrs. Butterman up as quickly as possible.” Isabel followed the footmen up the stairs.

The maids were still turning back the sheets on the bed in the blue room when the footmen arrived with their burden, but the fire on the grate was lit.

Harold hesitated, probably because the Ghost was quite dirty and bloody, but Isabel gestured to the bed. The Ghost groaned as the footmen laid him on the spotless counterpane.

Isabel propped his sword in a corner of the room and hurried to his side. They were out of danger, but her pulse hadn’t slowed. She realized she was a bit excited by this odd turn of events. She’d rescued the Ghost of St. Giles. What had started as an ordinary, almost dull day had become a curious adventure.

The Ghost’s eyes were closed. He still wore his mask, though it was askew on his face. Carefully she lifted the thing over his head and was surprised to find underneath a thin black silk scarf covering the upper part of his face, from the bridge of his strong nose to his forehead. Two eyeholes had been cut into the material to make a second, thinner mask. She examined the harlequin’s mask in her hand. It was leather and stained black. High arching eyebrows and the curving grotesque nose gave the mask a satyr-like leer. She set it on a table by the bed and looked back at the Ghost. He lay limp and heavy on the bed. Blood stained his motley leggings above his black jackboots. She bit her lip. Some of the blood looked quite fresh.

“Butterman said ’twas a man injured,” Mrs. Butterman said as she bustled into the room. She went to the bed and stared at the Ghost a moment, hands on hips, before nodding decisively. “Well, nothing for it. We’ll need to undress him, my lady, and find out where the blood’s coming from.”

“Oh, of course,” Isabel said. She reached for the buttons of the Ghost’s fall as Mrs. Butterman began on the doublet.

Behind her, Isabel heard a gasp. “Oh, my lady!”

“What is it, Pinkney?” Isabel asked as she worked at a stubborn button. Blood had dried on the material, making it stiff.

“ ’Tisn’t proper for you to be doing such work.” Pinkney sounded as scandalized as if Isabel had proposed walking naked in Westminster Cathedral. “He’s a man.”

“I assure you I have seen a nude man before,” Isabel said mildly as she peeled back the man’s leggings. Underneath, his smallclothes were soaked in blood. Good God. Could a man lose so much blood and survive? She frowned in worry as she began working at the ties to his smallclothes.

“He has bruising on his shoulder and ribs and a few scrapes, but nothing to cause this much blood,” Mrs. Butterman reported as she spread the doublet wide and raised the Ghost’s shirt to his armpits.

Isabel glanced up for a moment and froze. His chest was delineated with lean muscles, his nipples brown against his pale skin, with black, curling hair spreading between. His belly was hard and ridged, his navel entirely obscured by that same black, curling hair. Isabel blinked. She had seen a man—men, actually—naked, true, but Edmund had been in his sixth decade when he’d died and had certainly never looked like this. And the few, discreet lovers that she’d taken since Edmund’s death had been aristocrats—men of leisure. They’d hardly had more muscles than she. Her eye caught on the line of hair trailing down from his navel. It disappeared into his smallclothes.

Where her hands were.

Isabel swallowed and untied the garment, a little surprised by the tremble of her fingers, and drew them down his legs. His genitals were revealed, his cock thick and long, even at rest, his bollocks heavy.

“Well,” Mrs. Butterman said, “he certainly seems healthy enough there.”

“Oh my, yes,” Pinkney breathed.

Isabel looked around irritably. She’d not realized the maid had come close enough to see the Ghost. Isabel drew a corner of the counterpane over the Ghost’s loins, feeling protective of the unconscious man.

“Help me take off his boots so we can bare his legs completely,” Isabel told Mrs. Butterman. “If we can’t find the wound there, we’ll have to turn him over.”

But as they stripped his breeches farther down his legs, a long gash was revealed on the man’s muscled right thigh. Fresh blood oozed and trickled over his leg as the sodden material was pulled away.

“There ’tis,” Mrs. Butterman said. “We can send for the doctor, my lady, but I’ve a fair hand with the needle and thread.”

Isabel nodded. She glanced again at the wound, relieved it was not nearly as bad as she’d feared. “Fetch what you’ll need, please, Mrs. Butterman, and take Pinkney with you to help. I have a feeling he won’t be much pleased by a doctor.”

Mrs. Butterman hurried out with Pinkney following behind.

Isabel waited, alone in the room save for the Ghost of St. Giles. Why had she rescued him? It’d been an action taken almost without thought—to leave a defenseless man to be ravaged by a mob was an idea that instinctively repulsed her. But now that he was in her house, she found herself more curious about the man himself. What sort of man risked his life in the disguise of a harlequin? Was he a footpad or a sword for hire? Or was he merely a madman? Isabel looked at him. He was unconscious, but he was still a commanding presence, his big body sprawled upon the dainty bed. He was a man in the prime of his life, strong and athletic, nearly bare to her gaze.

All except his face.

Her hand moved, stretching toward the black silk mask still covering the upper part of his face. Was he handsome? Ugly? Merely ordinary-looking?

Her hand began to descend toward the mask.

His flashed up and caught her wrist.

His eyes opened, assessing and quite clearly brown. “Don’t.”

THIS DAY WAS not going as planned.

Winter Makepeace stared up into Lady Isabel Beckinhall’s clever blue eyes and wondered how, exactly, he was going to extricate himself from this situation without giving away his identity.

“Don’t,” he whispered again. Her wrist was warm and delicate, but he could feel the feminine strength beneath his fingers, and his own muscles were damnably weak at the moment.

“Very well,” she murmured. “How long have you been awake?”

She made no move to pull her wrist from his grasp.

“I woke when you took off my leggings.” That had certainly been an interesting way to regain consciousness.

“Then you’re not as badly off as we thought,” she drawled in her husky voice.

He grunted and turned his head to look about the room. A wave of nausea and dizziness nearly made him pass out again. “Where am I?”

He kept his voice to a low, barely audible rasp. Perhaps if he whispered, she wouldn’t recognize him.

“My home.” She cocked her head. “I won’t touch your mask if you don’t want me to.”

He watched her, calculating. He was naked, in a strange house, and wounded. The odds were not in his favor.

She raised one elegant eyebrow. “If you’d let go of my wrist?”

He opened his hand. “Your pardon.”

She rubbed her wrist, her eyes lowered demurely. “I saved your life earlier, and you’re quite at my mercy now”—her eyes flicked over his nude body—“yet I don’t think you truly ask my pardon.”

She raised her gaze to his, intelligent, humorous, and utterly seductive.

The danger was palpable.

Winter’s lips twitched. “Perhaps I’m just a rude fellow.”

“Rude, undoubtedly.” She flicked a finger over the small bit of material covering his pelvis, and his base flesh stirred in mindless response. “But ungrateful as well?” She shook her head sadly.

He raised his eyebrows. “I trust you do not blame me, madam, for my present state of undress. I do vow, I woke thus and know not who to blame but you.”

Her eyes widened just a fraction and she bit her lip as if to quell a tremor of laughter. “I assure you my, uh, curiosity was prompted merely by a desire to find out where you were wounded, sir.”

“Then I am honored by your curiosity.” Winter felt as if he had tumbled down a hill and landed upside down. He never bantered thus with women, and Lady Beckinhall had made it quite clear on their previous meetings—when he was merely Mr. Makepeace, the manager of the Home for Unfortunate Infants and Foundling Children—that she did not hold him in high regard.

Perhaps it was the mask and the intimacy of the quiet room.

Or perhaps it was the knock on the head he’d received earlier. “Did you discover that which you sought?”

Her lips, wide and delicate, curved into a secret smile. “Oh, yes, I found all that I could wish for.”

He inhaled, his pulse too fast, his head too light, and his cock too unruly, but the door to the room opened at that moment. Instantly, Winter closed his eyes. He instinctively knew it was best that the others not know he was awake and aware. He couldn’t logically explain this impulse, but since this type of instinct had saved his life countless times in the past, he no longer bothered to question the urge.

Carefully he peered from beneath his eyelashes.

His field of vision was limited, but at least two females entered the room.

“How is he?” one of the women—a servant, judging by her accent—asked.

“He hasn’t moved,” Lady Beckinhall replied.

She didn’t mention that she’d been talking to him only seconds before, he noticed. But then he’d always known Lady Beckinhall was quick-witted.

“Shouldn’t we take off his mask?” a different, younger, female voice asked eagerly.

“Do you think that wise?” Lady Beckinhall inquired. “He might decide he must kill us if we learn his identity.”

Winter almost cocked an eyebrow at this outrageous suggestion. The younger servant girl gave a muted scream. Obviously she hadn’t noticed how very solemn Lady Beckinhall’s voice was—the lady was hiding her amusement.

The first servant sighed. “I’ll sew his leg up quick and then we’ll get him comfortable.”

Which was when Winter realized that the next several minutes of his life were to be quite unpleasant.

His entire body ached, so he hadn’t really noticed until that moment that his right thigh throbbed in particular. Apparently that was the wound Lady Beckinhall had been searching for.

He closed his eyes fully then and waited, breathing in and out slowly, letting his arms and legs lie as if weighted on the bed.

It’s the shock that makes pain hard to bear, his mentor had said long ago. Expect it, welcome it, and pain becomes simply another sensation, easy enough to brush aside.

He thought of the home and the logistics of moving eight and twenty children into a new building. Fingers touched his wound, pinching the edges together with a sharp bite of agony as fresh, warm blood trickled over his leg. Winter was aware of the pain, but he set it aside, letting it flow through him and out again as he considered each child at the home and how he or she would react to the move.

The new dormitories were spacious rooms, lit by large windows carefully barred. The sharp dig of the needle as it pierced his flesh. Most of the children would be happy with their new home. Joseph Tinbox, for instance, though already eleven years of age, would delight in running up and down the long hallways. The draw and raw tug as the thread pulled through his skin. But for a child such as Henry Putman, who had been recently left at the home and remembered the abandonment, the move might be troubling. Another stab of the needle. He would have to be especially aware of Henry Putman and others like him. Fire burning over his leg as liquid was splashed on the wound. Only Winter’s many hours of training kept him from jerking from the searing pain. He breathed in. Breathed out. Let his mind drift as the stabbing began again…

Some time later, Winter realized that the poking of the needle had stopped. He surfaced from his internal musings to the feel of a cool hand on his forehead. He knew without opening his eyes that it was Lady Beckinhall who touched him.

“He doesn’t feel feverish,” Lady Beckinhall murmured.

Her voice was low for a woman and somewhat throaty. Winter seemed to feel her breath washing over his still-nude body and ruffling his nerve endings, but that was fancy. Perhaps the knock on the head was worse than he’d thought.

“I brought some water to bathe him,” the older maidservant said.

“Thank you, Mrs. Butterman, but you’ve done enough for tonight,” Lady Beckinhall said. “I’ll see to it myself.”

“But, my lady,” the second, younger servant protested.

“Truly, you both have been the greatest help,” Lady Beckinhall said. “Please. Leave the water here and remove the rest of the things.”

There was a rustling, the sound of something metallic dropping into a tin basin, and then the door opened and shut again.

“Are you still awake?” Lady Beckinhall asked.

Winter opened his eyes to find her looking at him, a wet cloth in her hands.

His body tensed at the thought of her hands on him. “There’s no need for that.”

She pursed her lips and glanced at his leg. “The wound is still bloody. I think it best. That is”—her eyes flashed up at him in challenge—“unless you fear the pain?”

“I have no fear of pain or anything else you might inflict on me, my lady.” His whisper came out as a rasp. “Do your worst.”

ISABEL INHALED AT the flash of defiance she saw in the Ghost’s brown eyes.

“You don’t fear me or what I may do to you,” she murmured as she approached the bed. He’d lain so still while Mrs. Butterman had sewn up his wound that she’d feared he’d fainted again, but now some color had returned to his cheeks, reassuring her. “You don’t fear the wrath of the soldiers or a murderous mob. Tell me, Sir Ghost, what do you fear?”

He held her gaze as he whispered, “God, I suppose. Doesn’t every man fear his creator?”

“Not all men.” How strange to discuss philosophy with a naked, masked man. She carefully wiped at the dried blood upon his thigh. The warm muscle beneath her hand tensed at her touch. “Some care not at all for God or religion.”

“True.” His dark eyes watched her every movement. “But most men fear their own mortality—the death that will eventually take them from this earth—and the God that will judge them in the afterlife.”

“And you?” she murmured as she squeezed out the cloth and wet it again. “Do you fear death?”

“No.” His statement was cool.

She raised her eyebrows, bending over the wound to examine it. It was jagged, but Mrs. Butterman had stitched it very well. If it healed, there would be a long scar, but it wouldn’t be too wide or unsightly. It would’ve been a great pity to mar such a beautiful male limb. “I don’t believe you.”

A corner of his mouth curled suddenly as if his own amusement surprised him. “Why not? Why should I lie?”

She shrugged. “Out of bravado? You do go about in a mask and harlequin’s motley.”

“Exactly right,” he whispered. “I hunt the streets of St. Giles with my swords. Would I do such a thing if I feared death?”

“Perhaps. Some who fear death make a game of mocking it.” She stroked up his thigh, coming perilously near the sheet laid over his genitals.

He made no move, but she knew his entire attention was on her. “Only fools mock death.”

“Truly?” She inched her cloth under the wadded sheet. A tent was forming there. She straightened and plopped her cloth into the basin of water, rinsing it. “But mockery can be such an amusing game.”

She moved to lay the cloth low on his belly.

He grabbed her wrist. “I think the game you play is not to mock, but to tease.” There was a ragged edge to his whisper.

Isabel eyed the growing ridge beneath the bundled sheet. “Perhaps you’re right.” Her gaze flicked to his, her eyebrows raised. “Is it a game you like?”

“Would it matter?” His mouth twisted cynically.

Her eyebrows rose. “Of course. Why tease an unwilling man?”

“For the pure sport?”

She blinked at the twinge of hurt. “You wound me.”

He tensed his forearm and, without any visible sign of strain, pulled her closer, until she was forced to bend over his form, her bodice nearly touching his bare chest. This close she could see a ring of amber about his dark irises—and his pupils large with pain.

“If I wound you, madam, I am sorry,” he rasped. “But acquit me of stupidity. I am not a rag doll to be played with.”

She cocked her head, wishing he’d remove his mask so that she could truly see him, this man who had captured her interest as no other had in a very, very long time. He parried her flirtation with disconcertingly plainspoken answers. She simply wasn’t used to such frankness. All the gentlemen of her acquaintance knew to speak in elegant riddles that in the end meant nothing at all. Was he a common man, then, beneath his mask? But he didn’t address her as an inferior.

No, his speech was quite familiar. As if he were her equal or more.

She inhaled and let her eyes drift down his form. “No, you certainly are no limp rag doll, sir. I beg your pardon.”

His eyes widened as if in surprise and he abruptly let her go. “ ’Tis I should beg pardon of you. You saved my life—don’t think I don’t know it well. Thank you.”

She felt heat moving up her neck. Dear God, she hadn’t blushed since she was a girl. She’d bantered with dukes, flirted with princes. Why, then, should this man’s simple words make her feel suddenly self-conscious?

“ ’Tis of no matter,” she said, much less graciously than her usual manner. She tossed the soiled cloth into the basin. “You’ve lost a lot of blood. You may rest here until we can move you in the morning.”

“You’re very kind.”

She shook her head. “We’ve already established that I’m not a kind woman.”

He smiled slightly as his eyes closed. “I think we’ve established just the opposite, actually. You’re kindness itself, Lady Beckinhall.”

For a moment she watched him, waiting to see if he’d add something more, but instead his breathing grew sonorous.

The Ghost of St. Giles had fallen asleep.

THE GRAY-PINK LIGHT of dawn was peeking through the window when Isabel next opened her eyes. For a moment she merely blinked, wondering fuzzily why her back ached and why she wasn’t in her own bed. Then her gaze flew to the bed beside her.

Empty.

She stood stiffly and looked down at the coverlet. It was neatly made, but blood smeared the center. He had been there last night at least. She placed her palm on the counterpane, but the cloth was cool. He’d left some time ago.

Isabel crossed to the door and called for a maid. She’d make inquiries, but she already knew in the pit of her stomach that he was gone and, besides the bloodstains, he’d left no trace.

She returned to stare moodily at the empty bed while she waited for the maid, and in that moment she remembered something that had nagged at her too-tired brain the night before: Lady Beckinhall. He’d called her by her name, though no one had uttered it in his presence.

She caught her breath. The Ghost of St. Giles knew her.



Chapter Two
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Now you may not credit it, but once the Ghost of St. Giles was merely a mortal harlequin actor. He played with a traveling troupe that wandered from town to town. The Harlequin wore tattered red and black motley and when he swung his wooden sword at the villain of the play, it clacked: Clip! Clap! and made the children shout with glee…
—from The Legend of the Harlequin Ghost of St. Giles
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Winter Makepeace, mild-mannered schoolmaster and manager of the Home for Unfortunate Infants and Foundling Children, crouched on the sloping roof shingles as the sun came up over London. His back was to the roof edge and the drop below. He gripped the eve with both hands before kicking out and letting his body fall over the edge. For a moment he hung, three stories up, his entire weight suspended only by his fingertips, and then he swung through the attic window below. He landed with a wince, not only because of the pain his injured thigh caused him, but also because of the soft thump he made as he hit the floor.

Usually he entered his room through the window without any sound at all.

He winced again when he sat on the bed and examined his motley hose. They were muddy and a large rip ran from his hip to nearly his knee on the right leg. His head pounded in a drumbeat rhythm as he peeled the filthy fabric from his bandaged wound. He bundled the torn hose with his jackboots, swords, mask, and the rest of his costume and shoved the whole mess under the bed. Providence only knew if he’d be able to repair the damage—his sewing skills were adequate but by no means accomplished. Winter sighed. He very much feared that he needed a new costume—one that he could ill afford.

Turning, he limped, nude, to the pitcher of water on his washstand and poured a bit into the basin. He splashed the cold water on his face and for the first time in his life regretted that he didn’t own a looking glass. Were there bruises on his face? Telltale scratches? He could feel the scrape of his morning beard as he ran his palms over his jaw.

He grunted and for a moment leaned straight-armed on the shabby little washstand, letting the water drip from his face. He ached. He couldn’t remember when he’d last eaten, and his head was spinning in a slow, nauseating rhythm. He had to dress, had to appear normal for the coming day. Had to teach small, recalcitrant boys at the day school, had to prepare the home’s children for the move to the new building, and had to find out if his youngest sister, Silence, was safe.

So much to do.

So many people who depended on him.

So very tired.

Winter collapsed onto his narrow bed. Just a moment’s rest first. As he closed his eyes, he seemed to feel the touch of a soft yet strong feminine hand.

Seductive, husky laughter whispered in his mind…

Bang! Bang! Bang!

Winter jolted upright, hissing as the sudden movement sent a stab of pain through his right thigh. Sunlight was streaming through his window now, illuminating every crack in the wall, every dusty beam in his attic bedroom. He squinted. It must be late morning, judging by the angle of the sun. He’d overslept.

The insistent knocking on his door began again, this time accompanied by a feminine voice. “Winter! Are you there, Brother?”

“A moment.” He snatched his nightshirt from under his pillow and hastily threw it over his head. His breeches were nowhere in sight and he couldn’t remember where he’d left them yesterday.

“Winter!”

Sighing, he draped the bedsheets around his shoulders like a banyan and stood to open his bedroom door.

Sherry-brown eyes narrowed in fear and concern met his. “Wherever have you been?”

Temperance Huntington, Baroness Caire, his elder sister, swept into Winter’s room. Behind her was a girl of thirteen with black hair and rosy cheeks. Mary Whitsun was the eldest girl at the home and as such held the most responsibilities.

Temperance nodded at the girl. “You’d best go tell the others that we’ve found him.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Mary hesitated only long enough to say to Winter, “I’m so glad you’re safe, sir.” Then she was gone.

Temperance glanced about the room as if expecting to find an entire brothel hiding in the corner, then frowned up at him. “Dear Lord, Winter, we’ve spent half the night and all this morning searching for you! When you didn’t come back yesterday and the riot spilled over into St. Giles, I quite feared the worst. And then we received word that you’d never made it to the new home.”

Temperance plopped onto the bed. Winter eased back as well, careful to keep the covers over his lower limbs. He opened his mouth—

But Temperance evidently wasn’t done. “And then Silence sent word that she has married Mickey O’Connor and has gone into some sort of hiding with him. We had to send the baby, Mary Darling, to her with two of O’Connor’s more frightening-looking men.” She added grudgingly, “Although, they did seem very fond of Mary Darling and she of they.”

She inhaled for breath and Winter leaped into the breech. “Then our sister is safe?”

Temperance threw up her hands. “Presumably so. The soldiers were all over London yesterday—and still are today, for that matter—looking for Mickey O’Connor. Can you imagine? They say he was actually dangling from the rope when the Ghost of St. Giles cut him down. Of course, that’s probably an exaggeration. You know how these rumors spread.”

Winter kept his features impassive. Actually, it was no exaggeration at all—he’d barely made it in time to save O’Connor’s neck from the hangman’s noose. But obviously he couldn’t tell Temperance that.

“And Mr. O’Connor’s wretched palace burned last night,” Temperance said in a lower voice. “They say a body was found in the smoldering ashes this morning, and everyone presumes it to be O’Connor’s, but Silence’s note arrived after the fire, so he must be still alive, mustn’t he? Oh, Winter! Will Silence be safe with him, do you think?”

That was one question he could answer without hesitation.

“Yes.” Winter looked into Temperance’s eyes so that she could see the assurance in his. Mickey O’Connor might be a very dangerous river pirate and the most notorious man in London at the moment—and Winter might dislike the man quite intensely—but he did know one thing: “He loves Silence and Silence loves him. I watched the man’s face as he gave Silence up to us when he knew he could no longer protect her. O’Connor cares for her deeply. Whatever else happens, he’ll keep her safe with his life.”

“Dear Lord, I hope so.”

For a moment Temperance closed her eyes, losing her rigid posture as she slumped against his pillow. She was but nine and twenty—a mere three years older than he—but Winter was startled to realize that a few fine lines had imprinted themselves about her eyes. Had they always been there and he’d never noticed? Or were they new, brought on by the excitement of the last few weeks?

As he watched her, Temperance opened her eyes, as alert as ever. “You still haven’t answered my question. Where have you been since yesterday afternoon?”

“I got caught in the riot.” Winter winced and settled himself companionably on the narrow bed, shoulder to shoulder with his sister. “I’m afraid I was already late to my meeting with Lady Beckinhall. I was hurrying to get there when the crowd overwhelmed me. It was rather like getting caught in a herd of cows driven to market, I suppose, except they were noisier, fouler, and much more mean than any bovine mass.”

“Oh, Winter,” she said, laying a hand on his arm. “What happened?”

He shrugged. “I was too slow. I fell and was kicked about some and my leg was hurt.” He gestured to his right leg. “It’s not broken,” he added hastily at her exclamation, “but it did slow me down. I ended up ducking into a tavern to wait out the worst of the riot. I suppose I got home quite late last night.”

Temperance frowned. “No one saw you come in.”

“As I said, it was quite late.”

Strange how facile he had become at lying—even to those closest to him. It was a flaw within himself that he would have to examine later, for it did not speak well of his character.

He looked at the window. “And now it is already near noon, I think, and I need to be up and about my duties.”

“Nonsense!” Temperance’s brows drew together. “You’re injured, Brother. One day abed will not bring the house down about your ears.”

“Perhaps you’re right…,” he began, and then was startled when his sister leaned over to peer into his face. “What is wrong?”

“You’re not arguing with me,” she murmured. “You must really be hurt.”

He opened his mouth to deny her statement, but unfortunately she jostled his leg at that moment, turning his protest into a gasp of pain.

“Winter!” Temperance stared at the bedsheet-covered leg as if she could see through the material. “How bad is your leg, exactly?”

“It’s just a bump.” He swallowed. “Nothing to be concerned over.”

She narrowed her eyes, looking patently dubious of his claim.

“But I may take your advice and stay abed today,” he added hastily to appease her. Truthfully, he wasn’t sure he could stand for any length of time.

“Good,” she replied, gingerly rising from the bed. “I’m sending one of the maids up with some soup. And I should get a doctor to see you as well.”

“No need,” he said a bit too sharply. A doctor would immediately realize that his wound came from a knife. Besides, Lady Beckinhall’s maidservant had already sewed it up. “No, really,” he said in a quieter voice. “I just want to sleep for a bit.”

“Humph.” Temperance didn’t look at all convinced by his protest. “If I weren’t leaving this afternoon, I’d stay and make sure a doctor saw to you.”

“Where are you going?” he asked, hoping to change the topic of conversation.

“A house party in the country that Caire insists we attend.” Temperance’s face clouded. “There’ll be all sorts of aristocrats there, I suppose, and all of them looking down their horsey noses at me.”

He smiled—he couldn’t help it at her description—but his words were tender when he replied. “I doubt anyone will be sneering. Caire would cut off their noses, horsey or not, if they dared.”

A corner of her mouth tipped up at that. “He would, wouldn’t he?”

And Winter was glad, not for the first time, that his elder sister had found a man who adored her completely—even if he was an aristocrat.

For a moment he felt a pang. Both Temperance and Silence—the two people he was closest to in the world—were married now. They had husbands and, presumably, would soon have families of their own. They’d always be his sisters, but now they would always be apart from him as well.

It was a lonely thought.

But he didn’t let it show on his face. “You’ll do fine,” he told Temperance gently. “You have intelligence and moral dignity. Qualities I suspect very few of those aristocrats possess.”

She sighed as she opened his door. “You may be right, but I’m not entirely certain that intelligence and moral dignity are at all esteemed in aristocratic circles.”

“Ma’am?” Mary Whitsun peered around the doorjamb. “My lord Caire says as how he’s waiting for you in the carriage.”

“Thank you, Mary.” Temperance touched a finger to the girl’s cheek, her countenance clouded. “I’m sorry to leave again so soon. We haven’t had much time together lately, have we?”

For a moment Mary’s stoic little face wavered. Until her marriage, Temperance had lived at the home and had grown especially close to Mary Whitsun.

“No, ma’am,” the girl said. “But you’ll be coming back soon, won’t you?”

Temperance bit her lip. “Not for another month or more, I’m afraid. I have an extended house party to attend.”

Mary nodded resignedly. “I ’spect there’s lots of things you must do now that you’re a lady and not like us anymore.”

Temperance winced at the girl’s words, and Winter felt a chill. Mary was right: The aristocratic world was apart from the ordinary world he and Mary lived in. Mingling the two never worked well—something he’d do well to remember when next he saw Lady Beckinhall.

THE CURRENT FASHION in furnishings was opulent, Isabel reflected several days later, but even by modern standards the Earl of Brightmore’s London town house was so beyond lavish it bordered on the ridiculous. Rose-colored marble columns lined the walls of Brightmore’s main sitting room, topped with gilded Corinthian finials. And the finials weren’t the only things that were gilded. Walls, ornaments, furniture, even the earl’s daughter, Lady Penelope Chadwicke, shone with gold. Isabel personally thought that gold thread—which featured prominently in the embroidery on Lady Penelope’s skirt and bodice—was rather absurd for an afternoon tea, but then she supposed it did make sense.

What else was the daughter of Midas to wear but gold?

“Mr. Makepeace may be intelligent,” Lady Penelope was saying, her voice just slow enough to imbue her words with doubt about the manager’s mental facilities, “but he is not suitable to run an institution for children and infants by himself. I think we can all be agreed on that point at least.”

Isabel popped a bite of scone into her mouth and mentally cocked an eyebrow. The Ladies’ Syndicate for the Benefit of the Home for Unfortunate Infants and Foundling Children was holding an emergency meeting with those members currently in town: herself; Lady Phoebe Batten; Lady Margaret Reading; Lady Penelope; and Lady Penelope’s companion, Miss Artemis Greaves, who, Isabel supposed, must be accounted an honorary member of the Ladies’ Syndicate simply because she always attended with Lady Penelope. Missing were Temperance Huntington, the new Lady Caire; her mother-in-law, Lady Amelia Caire; and Lady Hero, all out of town.

Judging from the expressions of the other members of the Ladies’ Syndicate, Lady Penelope’s point about Mr. Makepeace wasn’t universally agreed upon. But since Lady Penelope was, in addition to being a well-known beauty—eyes of pansy-purple, hair of raven-black, et cetera, et cetera—also a legendary heiress, not many ladies were brave enough to chance her ire.

Or perhaps Isabel had misjudged the courage of the assembled ladies.

“Ahem.” Lady Margaret cleared her throat delicately but quite firmly. A lady with dark, curling brown hair and a pleasant face, she was one of the youngest members—older only than Lady Phoebe, who was still technically in the schoolroom—but she seemed a strong personality nonetheless. “It’s a pity that Mr. Makepeace no longer has the help of his sisters in overseeing the home, but he has been the manager for many years now. I think he’ll do quite well enough on his own.”

“Pish!” Lady Penelope didn’t snort, but she did come perilously close. Her pansy-purple eyes widened so much in incredulity that they nearly bugged from her head. Not a becoming expression. “It’s not just the lack of feminine authority at the home that concerns me. You can’t seriously think that Mr. Makepeace can represent the home at all the social functions he’ll need to attend now that we ladies are patronesses?”

Lady Margaret looked troubled. “Well—”

“The home has new social standing because of the Ladies’ Syndicate. He’ll be invited to all manner of genteel gatherings—gatherings in which his comportment will reflect on us as his patronesses. There will be teas, balls, possibly even musicales!”

Lady Penelope waved a dramatic hand, nearly clipping the nose of Miss Greaves, sitting next to her. Miss Greaves, a rather plain young woman who hardly spoke, started. Isabel privately suspected she’d been dozing while holding Lady Penelope’s silly little white dog in her lap.

“No,” Lady Penelope continued, “the man is impossibly gauche. Just three days ago he did not appear for a scheduled appointment with Lady Beckinhall at the new home and didn’t even send an excuse. Can you imagine?”

Isabel swallowed, amused at the other woman’s theatrics. “To be strictly fair, there was a riot in St. Giles at the time.” And she’d been busy saving a mysterious, masked man whose athletic form haunted her dreams at night. Isabel hastily took a sip of tea.

“To not send word to a lady is the height of impoliteness, riot or no riot!”

Isabel shrugged and took another scone. Privately she considered a riot quite sufficient excuse—Mr. Makepeace had sent an apology ’round the next day—but she hadn’t the interest to argue with Lady Penelope. Mr. Makepeace might be a perfectly fine manager, but she had to agree that he would be a disaster in society.

“And with the new home’s grand opening, we have need of a much more refined manager,” Lady Penelope said. “Someone who can converse with a lady without offering insult. Someone who can rub shoulders with dukes and earls. Someone not the son of a beer brewer.” Her lip curled on the last two words as if beer brewer were a step below whoremonger.

The Ghost of St. Giles would probably be quite at home conversing with dukes and earls—whatever his social standing under that mask might be. Isabel pushed aside the thought to focus on the conversation. “Temperance Huntington is Mr. Makepeace’s sister and thus also the child of a brewer.”

“Yes.” Lady Penelope shuddered. “But at least she has married well.”

Lady Margaret pursed her lips. “Well, even if Mr. Makepeace cannot overcome his accident of birth, I do not see how we can take the home away from him. It was founded by his father—that same beer brewer.”

“He’s now the manager of a large, well-funded home. A home that will, no doubt, in the future expand in both size and prestige. A home with all our names attached to it. In less than a fortnight he will be obliged to attend the Duchess of Arlington’s grand ball. Can you imagine what will happen the first time the Duchess of Arlington asks Mr. Makepeace about the children in his home?” Lady Penelope arched a pointed eyebrow. “He’s likely to spit at her.”

“Well, not spit,” Isabel protested. Cut her dead, maybe…

Sadly, Lady Penelope had a point. Because they had all given money to the home, Mr. Makepeace, as the home’s manager, would now be an important figure in London society. He needed to be able to sail polite society’s sometimes dangerous waters with ease. To be the face of the home, to perhaps solicit more monies, influence, and prestige for it as the home grew. All of which Mr. Makepeace was completely unprepared for at the moment.

“I can teach him,” Lady Phoebe blurted out.

All heads swung toward the chit. She was a plump child of seventeen or eighteen with light brown hair and a sweet face. She should be in the midst of preparations for her first season—except Isabel suspected there wouldn’t be any season for the poor girl. She wore round spectacles, but her eyes squinted vaguely behind them. Lady Phoebe was nearly blind.

Still, she lifted her chin. “I can help Mr. Makepeace. I know I can.”

“I’m sure you could, dear,” Isabel said. “But it would be quite inappropriate for a bachelor gentleman such as Mr. Makepeace to be taught by a maiden.”

Lady Margaret had opened her mouth, but she closed it abruptly at Isabel’s last words. Lady Margaret wasn’t married either.

“The idea is a good one, though,” Lady Margaret rallied. “Mr. Makepeace is an intelligent man. If someone pointed out the advantages to him of learning society’s ways, I’m sure he would set himself to acquiring some sophistication.”

She glanced at Lady Penelope. That lady simply arched her eyebrows and sat back in her chair with a moue of distaste. Miss Greaves was staring fixedly at the little dog in her lap. As Lady Penelope’s companion, it would be suicide for her to voice dissent to the other lady’s opinion.

Lady Margaret’s gaze swung toward Isabel. Her lips curved into a mischievous smile. “What we need is a lady who is no longer a maiden. A lady with a full understanding of polite society and its intricacies. A lady with enough self-possession to polish Mr. Makepeace into the diamond we all know he is.”

Oh, dear.

THREE DAYS LATER, Winter Makepeace carefully descended the wide marble staircase of the Home for Unfortunate Infants and Foundling Children’s new residence. The staircase was a far cry from the rickety bare wood steps in their old home, but the slippery marble was also perilous to a man using a cane to support his still-healing right leg.

“Coo! Bet this banister would make a grand slide,” Joseph Tinbox said somewhat unwarily. He seemed to realize his mistake as soon as the words had left his lips. The boy turned an innocently earnest freckled face up toward Winter. “ ’Course, I’d never do such a thing.”

“No, that would be quite unwise.” Winter made a mental note to include a warning against banister riding in his next address to the children of the home.

“There you are, sir.” Nell Jones, the home’s right-hand woman, appeared at the bottom of the stairs, looking flustered. “You have a caller in the sitting room, and I don’t know that we have any muffins left. There’re a few sweet biscuits from the day afore yesterday, but I’m afraid they may be stale and Alice can’t find the sugar for tea.”

“Biscuits will be just fine, Nell,” Winter said soothingly. “And I don’t take sugar in my tea in any case.”

“Yes, but Lady Beckinhall may,” Nell pointed out as she blew a lock of blond hair out of her eyes.

Winter stilled on the landing, aware that his heartbeat had quickened. “Lady Beckinhall?”

“She’s in there with her lady’s maid,” Nell whispered as if the lady could hear her from down the hall and through the walls. “And she’s wearing jeweled buckles on her slippers—the maid, not the lady!”

Nell sounded awestruck.

Winter repressed a sigh even as his muscles tightened in anticipation. His body might be eager to see the lady again, but the reflex was involuntary. He did not need the complication of Lady Beckinhall and her overly inquisitive nature today.

“Send in the tea and whatever biscuits you have,” he told Nell.

“But the sugar—”

“I’ll handle it,” he said firmly, catching Nell’s frantic gaze. “Don’t worry so. She’s only one woman.”

“One woman with a fancy lady’s maid,” Nell muttered, turning toward the back of the house and the kitchen.

“And, Nell,” Winter called, remembering the matter that he’d originally come down for, “have the new girls arrived yet?”

“No, sir.”

“What?” He’d received word just this morning of two orphaned sisters, only five years of age, begging for scraps on Hog Lane not far from the home. Immediately he’d sent the home’s sole manservant, Tommy, to bring them in. “Why not?”

Nell shrugged. “Tommy said they weren’t there when he got to Hog Lane.”

Winter frowned, troubled by the news. Only last week he’d gone to pick up a little girl of seven or so who had been left at St. Giles-in-the-Fields Church. Yet when he’d arrived, the girl had inexplicably disappeared. The whoremongers of St. Giles were often on the lookout for girls, but these children had vanished within minutes of his receiving word that they were on the street. That was awfully swift even for the greediest of whoremongers. Why would—

Someone pulled on his coat, and Winter looked down into Joseph Tinbox’s brown eyes, grown wide with pleading. “Please, sir, can I go with you to see the lady and her maid? I ain’t never seen jeweled buckles afore.”

“Come.” They’d reached the lower floor by now, and Winter tucked his cane discreetly in a corner, then placed his palm on the boy’s shoulder. Hopefully this arrangement would be less conspicuous—the last thing he needed was Lady Beckinhall realizing that he was limping on the same leg that the Ghost had been wounded on. He smiled at Joseph. “You shall be my crutch.”

Joseph grinned up at him, his face suddenly quite angelic, and Winter felt a quite inappropriate warmth in his chest at the sight. As the manager of the home, he should have no favorites. He should view all eight and twenty children equally and impartially, a benevolent governor above and apart from them all. His father had been such a manager, able to be both kind and distant. But Winter had a near-daily struggle to follow his father’s example.

He squeezed the boy’s shoulder. “Best behavior, mind, Joseph Tinbox.”

“Yes, sir.” Joseph composed his face into what he no doubt thought a solemn expression, but to Winter’s mind it merely made him doubly mischievous-looking.

Winter squared his shoulders and let his weight settle equally on both legs, ignoring the pain that shot through his right thigh. He opened the sitting room door.

The sight of her was like a swift, cool wind through his frame, quickening his body, alerting all his senses, making him completely aware he was a male and she a female.

Lady Beckinhall turned as he entered. She was attired in a deep crimson gown, delicate layers of lace falling from the sleeves at her elbows. The lace was repeated in a thin line about her low, rounded bodice as if to frame her creamy bosom. More lace edged the frivolous scrap of beaded linen that served as a cap on her glossy mahogany hair.

“Mr. Makepeace.”

“My lady.” He crossed to her carefully, his palm still on Joseph’s shoulder.

She held out her hand, no doubt so that he could bend over it and kiss her fingers, but he would do no such thing.

Instead he took her hand, feeling the small shock of her slim fingers in his palm, and shook it before quickly letting go. “To what do we owe the honor of your visit?”

“Why, Mr. Makepeace, perhaps you’ve already forgotten your promise to show me about the new home?” She widened her eyes mockingly. “To make up for our appointment last week?”

He suppressed a sigh. Lady Beckinhall’s maid stood behind her, and Nell was quite correct: The girl was overdressed, her lace as dear if not dearer than her mistress’s. Joseph had his head tilted sideways and was leaning slightly away from Winter’s grip, presumably in an effort to catch a glimpse of the fabled jeweled buckles.

“I must apologize again for missing our meeting last week,” Winter said.

Lady Beckinhall inclined her head, making the teardrop pearls she wore swing from her earlobes. “I hear you were caught up in the mob.”

He started to reply, but before he could, Joseph cut in eagerly. “Mr. Makepeace was near crushed, he was. He’s spent almost the whole last week abed. Got up only when we moved to this here new home.”

Lady Beckinhall’s dark eyebrows arched in interest. “Indeed? I had no idea you were so gravely injured, Mr. Makepeace.”

He met her gaze, keeping his own complacent, though his pulse had quickened. She wasn’t a fool, this woman. “Joseph exaggerates.”

“But—” Joseph began, his voice injured.

Winter patted him on the shoulder, then transferred his hand to the back of a settee. “Run to the kitchens and see if Nell has the tea ready, please, Joseph Tinbox.”

The boy’s face fell, but Winter looked at him firmly. Any show of weakness and Joseph would wriggle out of the request.

With a dramatic slump of his shoulders, the boy turned to the door.

Winter looked at Lady Beckinhall. “I’m afraid we aren’t settled yet in our new home, but should you come back next week, I would be pleased to show you around.”

The lady nodded, finally—thankfully!—settling onto a winged chair. Winter sank into the settee, keeping his face bland even as his right thigh protested the movement. The lady’s maid retired to a seat across the room and gazed rather vacantly out the window.

“Thank you, Mr. Makepeace,” Lady Beckinhall replied in her throaty voice. “I’m looking forward to your tour, but that was not the only matter I came to see you about today.”

He arched his eyebrows in silent inquiry, trying not to show impatience. He hadn’t the time to play guessing games. Not only did he have work to do, but also every minute he spent in her company there was the danger that she might make the connection between him and the Ghost. The sooner she was out of his home, the better.

She smiled, quick and devastating. “The Duchess of Arlington’s ball is next week.”

“Yes?”

“And we—the Ladies’ Syndicate—hope that you’ll be attending to represent the home.”

He nodded his head curtly. “I’ve already informed Lady Hero that I would attend at her request, though frankly I do not see the need to do so. Nor”—he glanced at the door as it opened to admit Nell and two of the girls bearing the tea—“do I see what your interest in the matter is.”

“Oh, my interest is quite personal,” Lady Beckinhall drawled.

He looked back at her quickly. A tiny smile was playing about her lips, sensual, sly, and not a little roguish.

His eyes narrowed in sudden wariness.

Lady Beckinhall’s blue eyes danced. “I’ve been elected to be your social tutor.”



Chapter Three
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Twice a year the Harlequin’s troupe came to play in St. Giles. It happened one day that a fine lady was riding by and her carriage was stopped by the crowd gathered to see the comic actors. The fine lady drew aside the curtain on her carriage and looked out. And as she did so, her eye caught the gaze of the Harlequin…
—from The Legend of the Harlequin Ghost of St. Giles
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Isabel watched as Winter Makepeace slowly blinked at her news. It was his only reaction, but it was a telling one from a man who made stone statues seem animated.

“I beg your pardon?” he asked politely in his low, slow voice.

She supposed he could be called a handsome man, but only if one overlooked his severe demeanor. His face was pleasant enough, his chin strong, his nose straight, his mouth firm, but she’d not often seen Winter Makepeace smile and never laugh. His dark brown hair was clubbed back simply without curl or powder, and he dressed in plain black or brown. He had the air of a man far older, for Mr. Makepeace couldn’t be past thirty years of age.

He was sitting on the settee, seemingly relaxed, but she hadn’t missed his slight limp as he’d entered the room—nor the fleeting expression of irritation on his face when the boy had mentioned his infirmity. For a moment she remembered the Ghost and how he’d looked, lying on the bed in her blue room: naked, muscled, and dangerously sexual.

Winter Makepeace, in contrast, no doubt had the soft body of a man of letters. His chest would be bony, his arms thin and spindly. Why, then, was she even dwelling on the thought of Mr. Makepeace nude?

Isabel leaned toward the tea things. Miss Jones and the other maids had finished setting out the trays, but they still hovered, looking wide-eyed between her and Mr. Makepeace. “Shall I pour?”

She saw a muscle knot in his jaw. His glance flicked to the maids and his expression softened a trifle. “Thank you, Nell. That will be all.”

Nell cast him a speaking glance as she left, but Mr. Makepeace’s attention was already back on Isabel. He waited until the door closed behind the maids. “Please explain.”

“Oh, dear,” Isabel sighed as she poured the first cup of tea. “There doesn’t seem to be any sugar. Shall I ring for the maids again?”

She smiled sweetly at him.

Apparently Mr. Makepeace was immune to her smiles. “We haven’t any sugar. You’ll just have to do without. Now, what—”

“That’s such a pity—I do so adore sugar in my tea.”

Isabel made a disappointed moue and was rewarded with the firming of Mr. Makepeace’s lips. It was too bad of her, really, but for some reason it amused her no end to poke at this man. To subtly taunt and prod. He was so stiff, so utterly self-contained. Perhaps he simply had no emotions to restrain, but she didn’t think so. No, Isabel knew deep in her heart that there was a volcano somewhere under that granite shell. And if it ever blew, she wanted to be there to witness the explosion.

“Lady Beckinhall,” Mr. Makepeace gritted very softly. “I regret the lack of sugar for your tea, but I would be most appreciative if you explained yourself. Right. Now.”

“Oh, very well.” Isabel handed the cup of tea to him and spoke as she poured herself another. “The Ladies’ Syndicate has decided that you would… ah… benefit from some lessons in social etiquette. It’s nothing much really”—she waved a negligent hand as she sat back on the settee with her own teacup—“just a few—”

“No.”

“—sessions.” Isabel blinked and raised her eyebrows. Mr. Makepeace had a slight frown about his lips, which in any other man would translate into a full-fledged rage. “I beg your pardon?”

“I said no.” He set his tea down untouched. “I don’t have the time or inclination to waste on lessons in social etiquette. I’m very sorry, but—”

“You don’t sound sorry,” Isabel pointed out. “In fact, you rather prove my case, Mr. Makepeace. You delight in repressing your emotions, yet you can’t be bothered to hide your disdain for a lady.”

For a moment he simply watched her, his dark eyes lidded, and she wondered what he was thinking.

Then he inclined his head. “I am very sorry if I seem to disdain you, my lady. On my honor, I do not—quite the contrary. But I do not see the need for your so-called social etiquette lessons. My time is limited as it is. Surely you would agree that it would be better spent managing the home than learning to flatter aristocrats?”

“And if your home—and your livelihood—depend upon flattering those aristocrats?”

His straight brows drew together. “In what way do you mean?”

Isabel sipped her tea, bitter though it was without her usual sugar, and marshaled her thoughts. He was a stubborn man, and if she couldn’t make him understand the gravity of his situation, she very much feared that Mr. Makepeace would simply refuse her help. And then he’d lose his position at the home. Winter Makepeace might do a wonderful job of hiding all his emotions, but Isabel knew the home was very important to him. Besides, it didn’t seem right that he should suffer the loss of his family’s and his life’s work simply because he was surly, dour, and a rather humorless man.

So Isabel lowered her teacup and gave Mr. Makepeace her best smile—the one that had made more than one young buck trip over his own feet in a ballroom.

Judging by Mr. Makepeace’s expression, she might’ve presented him with a codfish of uncertain provenance.

Mentally sighing, Isabel said, “You understand the importance of attending events in polite society now that the home has the patronage of ladies such as Lady Hero, the Ladies Caire, and Lady Penelope?”

His nod was so slight it might’ve been a twitch.

She’d take it anyway. “Then you must understand the need to make your appearances in society properly. Everything you do, every movement you make, and everything you say will reflect not only on yourself, but also on the home—and its patronesses.”

He stirred impatiently. “You fear I will embarrass you.”

“I fear,” she said as she deliberated over her choice of sugar biscuits, “that you will lose the home.”

For a moment he was silent, and had he been any other man, she would’ve said he was stunned.

“What do you mean?” he asked very carefully.

“I mean that you risk losing either your position as the home’s manager or your patronesses—or if worse came to worst, both.” She shrugged and took a bite of the sugar biscuit, which turned out to be terribly stale. “No society lady wishes to be associated with an uncouth gentleman. If you cannot learn some polite manners, you will either be replaced as the home’s manager or you will lose your patronesses.”

She took a sip of her bitter tea to wash down the dryness of the biscuit, watching his face over the rim of the teacup. He gazed straight ahead, his face immobile, as if he debated something within himself.

Then he looked at her squarely and she had to repress a gasp. It felt as if he touched her physically with the intensity of his stare and the effect was… heady. Oh, yes, there were certainly emotional depths to this man. Did he let those emotions free when he was intimate with a woman? And why was she thinking this of Mr. Makepeace? He was the least sensual man she knew.

She was so confused by her thoughts that it took her a moment to realize he had spoken.

“No.” Mr. Makepeace rose, his hand perhaps unconsciously rubbing his right leg. “I’m afraid I have neither the time nor the inclination to learn etiquette from you, my lady.”

And with those blunt words, he left her.

WHY DID LADY Beckinhall imperil his usual reserve?

Winter Makepeace limped down an alley as the last rays of the dying sun retreated over the mismatched roofs of St. Giles. Even after a half hour spent in the lady’s company earlier this afternoon, he could still make no sense of his dangerous attraction to her. She’d been very brave, true, to rescue him from the mob. She liked to act the frivolous flirt, but her actions had been kinder than he’d seen from most people, poor or aristocratic. She’d brought him into her home, tended to his wounds, and nursed him with her own hands. The lady had shown a wholly unexpected side to herself, and if she were the daughter of a cobbler or butcher, he might’ve been very tempted to find out more about that part of her she kept so well hidden.

Winter shook his head. But Lady Beckinhall was no butcher’s daughter. He knew—knew—she wasn’t for him. And yet, as he’d been mentally lecturing himself that he must stay as far away from Lady Beckinhall as possible, he’d found himself almost agreeing to her ridiculous plan to “tutor” him. It had been harder than it should’ve been to walk away from the lady. And that simply wasn’t logical.

Lady Beckinhall was as far above him as Hesperus, the evening star. She’d been born to wealth and privilege while he was the son of a beer brewer. He was by no means rich and at times in the past had teetered on the edge of penury. She lived in the best part of London—an area with wide, straight streets and gleaming white marble, while he lived…

Here.

Winter leaped a stinking puddle and ducked around a crumbling brick wall. The gate in the wall had been vandalized and swung open, creaking in the wind. He entered the dark cemetery beyond, careful to watch for the low, tablet-like headstones set into the ground. This was the Jews’ burial place, and he knew that during the day he would see the inscriptions on the headstones in a mixture of Hebrew, English, and Portuguese—for most of the Jews in London had fled that country and its terrible laws against those who were not Christians.

A small, black form darted away as he neared the other side of the cemetery—either a cat or a very large rat. The wall here was low, and Winter scrambled over it and into a narrow passageway, biting back an exclamation at a twinge from his leg. This let out into another alley next to a chandler’s shop. Overhead, the chandler’s wooden sign swung, squeaking, in the wind. It was in the crude shape of a candlestick, but whatever paint had once outlined the flame and stick had long since flaked away. A single lantern hung outside the little shop, the flame flickering uncertainly.

It was the last glimpse of civilization the alley could boast—farther on, no lantern lit the black shadows. Only the most courageous—or foolhardy—of St. Giles’s residents would brave the dark alley after nightfall.

But then he wasn’t an ordinary resident, was he?

His boots clattered on the remaining cobblestones in the alley as the grim shadows enveloped him. Most would bring a lantern out at night, but Winter had always been more comfortable making his way by moonlight.

A cat screeched with amorous intent nearby and was answered by an equally loud rival. Was he as mindless as the tomcats? Driven by the scent of a willing female and his own innate animal drive?

He shook his head as he entered a covered lane—more a tunnel, really. The walls dripped with slimy moisture and his footfalls echoed off the low arch. Up ahead, something—or someone—moved in the gloom.

Without breaking stride, Winter unsheathed the sword hidden in his greatcoat. As a commoner, he wasn’t technically allowed to carry either it or his short sword, but he’d long ago made peace with his necessary circumventions of the law.

Sometimes it was a matter of life or death, after all.

The lurker ahead made a sudden movement as if to rush him. Still advancing, Winter casually swung his sword up in front of his body. By boldness of attack you’ll seize the advantage, the old words of his mentor whispered across his mind.

The robber thought better of his action. There was a scuttling sound and then the way ahead was clear.

He should’ve felt relief at the lessening of danger—that the potential for conflict and the possible need to harm his fellow man had disappeared. Instead, Winter fought down a wave of irritation mixed with disappointment. He had the primitive urge to fight, to feel the pull and bunch of muscle, the thrill of peril, the satisfaction of victory over another.

Winter stopped dead, breathing quietly in the black night, listening to the drip of fetid water on the tunnel walls.

I am not an animal.

That was, in part, what the mask was for: to let loose some of his baser urges. Carefully. With great control. But he wasn’t wearing the mask tonight. Winter sheathed his sword.

The covered lane let out into a tiny courtyard that was hemmed in on all sides by tall buildings with overhanging balconies that seemed on the point of tumbling down to crush any so unlucky as to be standing beneath. Winter quickly crossed the courtyard and knocked twice on a low cellar door. He paused and then rapped once more.

Inside he could hear the scrape as a bolt was drawn back and then the door opened, revealing a face creased by time like the pages of a prayer book.

“Mistress Medina,” Winter murmured.

Instead of greeting him, the little woman impatiently beckoned him inside.

Winter bowed his head to clear the low lintel and stepped into the cozy room. A fire crackled on the hearth, gently steaming the clean laundry hung overhead on a wooden frame made accessible by a crude rope and pulley. Directly in front of the fire was a low stool and small table, set all about with lit tallow candles. And on the table were the tools of Mistress Medina’s trade: scissors, chalk, pins, needles, and thread.

“I’ve just finished it,” she said as she closed the door behind him and locked it. She limped over to the bed and held up the tunic that had been lying there.

Black and red diamonds paced across the fabric. People see only the surface, his mentor used to say. Give them a showy costume, a mask, and a bit of cape and they’ll swear to phantoms in the night and never notice the man beneath.

Winter crossed to the old woman and fingered the sleeve. “You’ve done excellent work as always, Mistress Medina.”

She scowled at his praise. “Best take care of it, then, ’adn’t you? I don’t know if I can ever make another. My eyes are going.” She jerked her chin at the smoking tallow candles. “Even with all them candles, I can’t see to place my stitches ’alf the time.”

“I’m sorry to hear it,” Winter said, and meant it. He could see now that her eyes were red-rimmed and watering. “Have you another means of making your way?”

She shrugged. “Might try to ’ire on as a cook. I made a fair pie in my day.”

“You did,” Winter said gently. “I can remember enjoying one of your apple pies.”

“Aye, and I remember making you the first one of these,” she said softly, caressing the new hose that went with the tunic. “You were but a shiverin’ lad. I never would’ve thought you could even ’old the swords were it not for Sir Stanley swearin’ you were the quickest learner ’e’d ever seen.”

There was a faint, nostalgic smile at the corner of her mouth. Winter wondered—not for the first time—if the little seamstress had been more to his mentor, Sir Stanley Gilpin, than merely a servant.

Her gaze suddenly sharpened. “You’ve filled out some since then, ’aven’t you? And become ’arder.”

Winter lifted his eyebrows. “That was nine years ago,” he said mildly. “Is a boy of seventeen ever the same as a man of six and twenty?”

She snorted and began bundling his new costume. “That I don’t know, but I wonder sometimes if Sir Stanley knew exactly what ’e was about when ’e gave you them swords and mask.”

“Do you disapprove of my actions?”

She waved an impatient hand. “Don’t try to trap me with your arguments. All I know is that ’tisn’t natural for a man to spend all ’is time roamin’ the streets of St. Giles, making other people’s troubles ’is own business.”

“Would you have me ignore people in trouble?” he asked in simple interest.

She turned abruptly and pinned him with her gaze. Her eyes might be ruined from years of sewing in too-dim light, but her regard was still acute. “I saw the knife cut in that old pair of leggings you brought to me—and the dried blood about the edges. There must be a terrible wound ’iding beneath your breeches.”

He shook his head, amused. “I’m young and strong. I heal fast.”

“This time.” She pushed the bundled costume into his chest. “What’ll you do when the wound is deeper? Longer? You ain’t immortal no matter what Sir Stanley might’ve told you, Winter Makepeace.”

“Thank you, Mistress Medina.” He took the clothes and retrieved a small purse from his pocket—most of the money he’d saved since the home had had the fortune to gain patronesses. “Call around at the home tomorrow morning. We’re in need of a cook, I think, now that we’ve new quarters. In the meantime, I’ll keep your admonitions in mind.”

“Humph.” She took the purse and unlocked the door for him, scowling. But as he passed by her, he heard her say gruffly, “Take care, Mr. Makepeace. St. Giles needs you.”

“Good night.”

He pulled his greatcoat more securely about himself as he headed into the chilly dark. If he were wearing his harlequin motley, he could go in search of other people’s troubles right now and lose himself in the night and danger. Winter shrugged irritably at the thought. His shoulders itched to swing a sword or throw a blow. He’d lain abed for almost a week, letting his leg heal, and now he was almost ready to charge the filthy walls of the little courtyard.

Tomorrow night, he promised himself. Tomorrow would be soon enough to find someone to help. To find someone to fight.

The thought pulled him up short. He’d always regarded himself as a man of peace—despite his nocturnal wanderings. He went out as the Ghost of St. Giles to right wrongs. To help those unable to help themselves.

Didn’t he?

He shook his head at himself. Of course he did. St. Giles was a weeping wound of humanity. Those too poor to live elsewhere came here. The prostitutes, the thieves, the ones enslaved to gin. All the dregs of London. And with them came their problems: rape and thievery, starvation and want, abandonment and despair. He’d long ago learned that there weren’t enough hours in the daytime to help the destitute of St. Giles, so he’d taken to the night. Some wrongs needed more than good intentions and prayer to correct.

Some could only be helped with the point of a sword.

Winter walked around a corner and into a slightly wider street, startling a skeletally thin, small mongrel that looked like a terrier of some kind. The dog yipped once and cowered back into the pile of rags it lay on. Winter passed the animal, but something made him pause. Perhaps he sensed movement or the scent of something else besides the dog.

Or perhaps it was Providence.

In any case, he turned and took another look. A pale thing lay against the dog’s dark fur, like an exotic starfish lost from the sea: a child’s hand. Winter bent and lifted away a rag, ignoring the uncertain rumbling coming from the dog’s thin chest. A frightened face cringed away from him, the eyes wide and staring, the mouth stretched in a rictus of terror.

He crouched to make himself less intimidating. “I’ll not hurt you, child. Are you all alone?”

But the little creature seemed too petrified to speak.

“Come. I know a warm, safe place.” Winter carefully lifted the child, bundled rags and all, ignoring the creature’s feeble attempts to push him away. Lord only knew what had made the child so terrified, but he could not leave it here to freeze to death.

The dog tumbled from the rags, falling to the street with a yelp.

The child whispered something and held out a pleading hand to the mongrel.

Winter lifted his chin to the dog. “Best you come along, too, then.”

And without looking back to the mongrel, he turned to continue toward the home. The dog would follow or not, but in either case the animal was not his main concern.

The child was.

He could feel the little body shaking against his chest, whether from fear or cold, he couldn’t tell.

Half an hour later, the new Home for Unfortunate Infants and Foundling Children loomed ahead. The building was utilitarian brick, but it still stood out from its surroundings, a shining beacon of hope. Winter stumbled at the thought. What would he do if Lady Beckinhall was correct and he was driven from the home? He had no idea—the home and helping the children within it were all he’d ever wanted to do in his life. Without it—without them—he was less than nothing.

He shook away the thought and continued walking. The child needed to get inside. There was a rather grand front entrance with a set of wide stairs, but Winter chose the more accessible servant’s entrance at the back.

“Lord love you, sir!” Alice, one of the maids, exclaimed as Winter came in. The servant’s entrance opened into the kitchen, and Alice appeared to be enjoying a before-bed cup of tea at the kitchen table. “I didn’t know you were out this late, Mr. Makepeace.”

“Pour a cup of tea with lots of milk and sugar, please, Alice,” Winter ordered as he brought the child to the hearth.

“Shoo, you!”

Winter turned at Alice’s angry words and saw she was attempting to wave the mongrel back out the door.

The child whimpered in distress.

“That’s all right, Alice,” he said. “Let the dog stay.”

“ ’Tis a smelly, filthy beast,” Alice muttered, sounding scandalized.

“Yes, I can see that,” Winter said drily. The mutt had crept to the fireplace, apparently torn between staying close to the child and fleeing before strangers, and the odor of rotten fish drifted from its matted fur.

“Here you are, then.” Alice handed Winter the milky tea, then hovered as he held the cup steady for the child’s trembling hands so it could drink. “Poor, wee mite.”

“Indeed,” Winter murmured. He smoothed the child’s lank hair away from its dirty little face. The child looked to be four or five, or maybe older, for many children in St. Giles were too small for their age.

The dog sighed and slumped into a corner of the hearth.

The child’s eyelids were heavy with fatigue. Winter tried not to disturb the creature as he gently drew aside the rags. A little chest was revealed, almost blue with cold, the ribs in pitiful relief.

“Bring a blanket to warm by the fire, Alice,” Winter murmured.

“He needs a bath,” the maid whispered when she returned with the blanket.

“Aye,” Winter said. “But he’s been through enough for tonight, I think. We can give him a thorough washing tomorrow morning.”

Assuming the child lived through the night, that is.

Winter drew off the last piece of clothing and then paused, brows raised. “I think you’d best finish this, Alice.”

“Sir?”

He wrapped the sleeping child in the warm blanket and turned to the maid. “She’s a girl.”

LADY MARGARET READING—better known simply as Megs to her intimates—stepped into Lady Langton’s ballroom that night and deliberately did not look eagerly around. For one thing, she knew most of those who would be attending the ball: the very cream of London society, including her brother Thomas and his wife. Distinguished members of parliament would mingle with society hostesses and, no doubt, one or two slightly risqué ladies or gentlemen. They were people she’d associated with ever since she’d come out nearly five years ago—the usual roster of invitees to an event such as this.

But that wasn’t the only reason she didn’t bother looking around. No, it was much more discreet to not gawk after him like a besotted milkmaid. She wasn’t ready yet to let everyone—her brother included—know about their connection. Right now it was a delicious secret she held close to her breast. When they announced their attachment, it would immediately become public property. She wanted him all to herself for just a little longer.

And the third reason she didn’t scan the crowd? Well that was the simplest of all: The first sight of him was just so wonderful. She felt a thrill every time. A quiver in her tummy, a rush of light-headedness, a wobbliness in the knees. Megs giggled. She was making Mr. Roger Fraser-Burnsby sound like a head cold.

“I see that you’re in fine fettle tonight, Margaret,” a rich masculine voice murmured behind her.

She turned to find her eldest brother, Thomas, smiling down at her.

Funny, that. Until recently—until his marriage to the rather notorious Lavinia Tate last December, in fact—Thomas had never bothered smiling at her. Not really anyway. He always had a social smile, of course. As a leading member of parliament and the Marquess of Mandeville, Thomas was always acutely aware of his public aspect. But since the advent of Lavinia into the Reading family, Thomas had been different. He’d been happy, Meg realized now. If love could excite a man as stuffy as her eldest brother, think what it could do to the average person!

“Oh! Is Lavinia here already as well?” Megs asked, grinning.

Thomas blinked as if surprised by her enthusiasm and replied cautiously, “I did escort Lady Mandeville here tonight.”

Hmm. Obviously love could only help so far in such a stodgy case.

“Good. I’d hoped to have a chat with her.” Megs made her expression more sedate.

“You’ll have to seek her out, then. Lavinia is up in the boughs over this escaped pirate business, and the moment we were past the door, she sought out her bosom bows to gossip with. She was telling me all the details about his burned body on the ride here. Quite gruesome, really, and not at all what a lady should be interested in.” Thomas frowned ponderously.

Megs, not for the first time, felt a twinge of sympathy for her new sister-in-law. It might not be correct, strictly speaking, for a lady to be interested in burned-to-a-crisp pirates, but it was very hard not to be. “Most everyone in London is talking about it, I think, both the pirate and the Ghost of…” Megs trailed off as she suddenly lost interest in the conversation.

She’d caught sight of Roger at last and her knees were wobbling right on schedule. He stood with a group of other gentlemen and his head was thrown back in laughter, his strong, tanned throat working. Roger wasn’t exactly handsome in the traditional sense. His face was too broad, his nose too flat. But his eyes were a warm brown and his grin was quite infectious. And when he turned that smile on her… well, the rest of the world seemed to fall away.

“… a soiree or ball or some such. I expect you’ll attend,” Thomas murmured next to her.

Megs started slightly. She had no idea what “some such” he was talking about, but she could find out later readily enough. “Of course. I’ll be quite pleased.”

“Good. Good,” Thomas said vaguely. “And Mother will be in town by then as well. Too bad Griffin and Hero have run off to the country. Odd time to do it, in the middle of the season.”

“Mmm.” Roger was talking to three other gentlemen who Megs knew were close friends of his: Lord d’Arque, Mr. Charles Seymour, and the Earl of Kershaw. Unfortunately, she didn’t know the other gentlemen at all well and was thus rather shy around them. In fact, Lord d’Arque was a notorious rake. If she could only catch Roger’s eye, perhaps she could signal a meeting in the garden.

Plum-colored silk overembroidered in gold and silver thread blocked her line of sight.

“Oh, Lady Margaret, I’m so relieved to see you here!” Lady Penelope spoke to Megs, but it was at Thomas that she batted her eyelashes. Beside her, Miss Greaves smiled shyly at Megs. “I must speak to you about Mr. Makepeace.”

“Makepeace?” Thomas frowned. “Who is this chap, Megs?”

Megs opened her mouth, but Lady Penelope was already talking. “He is the manager of the Home for Unfortunate Infants and Foundling Children, my lord. Or I should say the current manager, for I must speak frankly and say that I am deeply doubtful of Mr. Makepeace’s qualifications. I think if we could only find a more polite manager, the home would be vastly improved.”

Thomas looked both confused and bored by this explanation, but Megs couldn’t let it go by unchallenged. Mr. Makepeace might be nearly as stodgy as Thomas, but he’d devoted his entire life to the home. It seemed a shame to let a bully like Lady Penelope take it away from him.

Megs smiled sweetly. “We’ve appointed Lady Beckinhall as Mr. Makepeace’s tutor in matters social. Shouldn’t we give her a chance to educate Mr. Makepeace?”

Lady Penelope sniffed. “Lady Beckinhall has all my admiration, of course, but I have little hope that even she can effect such a drastic change in Mr. Makepeace. Rather, I believe that an entirely new manager must be found. To that end, I have just today started interviewing men I think might be suitable for the position.”

Megs stiffened at this information. “But we already have a manager—”

“Not, as we’ve already agreed, an appropriate one.” Lady Penelope smiled prettily, though quite a few of her teeth were showing. “The gentlemen I’ve agreed to interview all have lovely, polished manners and are recommended by some of my most intimate friends.”

“But do they have experience running an orphanage?” Thomas arched an eyebrow in amusement.

“Pish!” Lady Penelope waved an airy hand. “The man I hire can learn, I am sure. And if need be, I can always hire two gentlemen.”

Miss Greaves cast her eyes heavenward for a second and Megs wished she could do the same without being seen by Lady Penelope. At least Lady Penelope seemed aware of the huge amount of work Mr. Makepeace did all by himself.

“I don’t think we can make any drastic changes while both Ladies Caire and Lady Hero are away from the city,” Megs said firmly. “After all, they are the original founders of the Ladies’ Syndicate.”

Lady Penelope’s bottom lip stuck out in a pretty pout, and Megs felt a welcome wash of relief. Lady Penelope must know she could not act in Lady Hero’s and the Ladies Caire’s absences without damaging her cause irrevocably. Megs made a note to write all three ladies so they might be aware of the danger to Mr. Makepeace.

At that moment, Roger looked over, catching Megs’s eye, and all thought of the home fled her mind. He winked and tilted his head imperceptibly in the direction of the garden terrace.

“Oh, I see a dear friend,” Megs murmured. “If you’ll excuse me?”

Megs only vaguely heard Thomas’s and Lady Penelope’s polite words. Roger was already moving obliquely toward the French doors. She must be careful, but soon—so soon!—she would be in her lover’s arms.
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