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      Dear Reader,

      

      
        
        If we shadows have offended,

        Think but this, and all is mended,

        That you have but slumber'd here

        While these visions did appear. (A Midsummer Night’s Dream)

      

      

      

      The Cock & Oyster series has reached its end. A playful take on the cozy mystery genre and the film versions of Dashiell Hammett’s Thin Man novels, my stories play fast and loose with Shakespeare’s Hamlet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Macbeth, Othello, Much Ado about Nothing, and Antony and Cleopatra. These tales are irreverent and in no way adhere to the idea of historical accuracy, although there is a wee bit of authenticity. My purpose has been nothing more than to craft a lascivious romp that hopefully readers find amusing and detracts from their daily cares.

      What you’ll find in these pages is the complete collection, slightly revised and edited and with new material. If typos occur, it’s the fault of the author despite the exceptional care A.K Edits gives to my writing. It’s always that last-minute tweak (IYKYK). Sydney Tricks designed the amazing covers for the first four novellas, while DotCovers designed the fabulous cover for this book. I could not have done this without these talented and forgiving individuals. Much love and appreciation to them. All faults are mine.

      If you’re new to the Cock & Oyster Historical Cozy Mystery series, know that each story involves a murder or crime and some violence (I am deeply indebted to Willie S for this). My world-building does reflect Elizabethan England’s social landscape and a diverse population. The main characters are a former brothel owner, Aisha Resonne, who goes by the name of Ellen Chapman and is Black English, and Percy Howard, Lord Ross, who is white English and a spy for the Queen. Percy and Aisha are an older couple (40ish) and have an active sex life with added spice (BDSM). Like Nick and Nora Charles (The Thin Man films), Percy and Aisha imbibe. What this detective couple does differently is spend a lot of time making love whenever they can.

      In writing these stories, I sought to avoid the racist, sexist, and homophobic language that pervaded the period as much as possible. However, it would be a historical lie to pretend Aisha’s color or the issue of class weren't aspects of daily life in early modern England. Since any book dealing with history/ies should carry a content warning, I want to note that there may be references or depictions that can be triggers. Please exercise care when reading these mystery tales as they deal with murder, potential incest, kidnap, and child neglect.

      I hope you enjoy The Cock & Oyster Historical Cozy Mystery Series with a dash of kink.

      
        
        Elysabeth
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      “Well, fuck me,” Percy Elwen Howard, Lord Ross and one of Queen Elizabeth’s most capable spies, uttered as his gaze took in the best-looking arse in a gown he’d seen in years. “I do believe I’ve finally met my wife-to-be and the future Lady Ross.”

      A soft, throaty laugh floated across the room and wrapped itself around the nerve endings of Percy’s hardening cock. Without a glance back at the man who spoke, the owner of the Cock & Oyster Brothel, where he presently stood, replied, “Fucking you is subject to conditions, diplomacy, and whether the voice and the man match.”

      Her hesitation was deliberate, filled with invitation and seduction, and Percy held his breath until she added, “However, since you are in a brothel, if your coin is plentiful and your cock well-formed and rigorous, all things are possible and negotiable.”

      Percy closed the door behind him. “Although I’m a stickler for negotiations and diplomacy in state matters, I doubt I’ll have the will or the reason to do either when it comes to you, and I haven’t even seen your lovely face. Nonetheless, my heart has been captured by your voice and arse, and I fear I’ve fallen in love.”

      Ellen Chapman’s laughter brushed his senses like a slow-moving stream, languid and tempting at the same time. “So early in the day. Give it time, Lord Ross, give it time,” she murmured as she turned to face her visitor. “Love and lust are two sides of the same coin. What matters is when the coin is tossed, which side lands face up.”

      Staring at the exquisite loveliness of Aisha Resonne, who owned the brothel under the name Ellen Chapman, Percy accepted he was done for. Hoisted. Ensorcelled. Bewitched. Done for. His days of wandering were over, for he’d found his home.

      He held no prejudice when it came to a woman’s beauty, for it was always in the eye of the beholder. Yet, to behold Aisha’s dark eyes and luscious brown skin had his heart racing and his breath struggling to escape his lungs. His gaze slowly swept her, from the coiled braids framing an oval-shaped face to a nose neither flat nor straight but perfection in size and curve. However, it was her mouth that tangled his thoughts and made him want to capture her lips with his own. Full, lush, and an invitation to paradise.

      His eyes trailed down her body. Aisha’s blue satin gown was ordinary, not what he’d expect to find in a brothel, lacking the embellishments usually marking women of the trade. Her breasts teased the silken fabric of her bodice with the promise of a reveal, but it wasn’t to be. Not to be deterred, he sauntered closer and inhaled, then hastily released the breath as the scent of her invaded his lungs and coursed through his blood. His lips parted, and his tongue whipped across his bottom lip. He wanted to taste Aisha’s scent on her skin, especially between her thighs.

      “You do realize you’re staring,” she observed, her voice steeped with amusement. “Have you not seen a Black woman before?”

      “I…I…yes, I…of course. It’s…they’re everywhere in England…I mean…”

      She chuckled at his awkwardness. “I suspect you are rarely at a loss for words, Lord Ross. Please sit and enjoy a glass of wine while you tell me your business with the Cock & Oyster since I’m sure you have no need of our services.”

      Percy stared at the chair she pointed to and, after a few seconds, walked over and sat. His words still hadn’t found their way to his tongue, so when she handed him a glass of wine, he nodded his thanks and quickly took a sip. Ellen pulled a chair opposite him and raised her glass to her lips.

      “Let me begin with a declaration, Mistress Chapman, or truthfully Aisha Resonne. I am in love with you, and one day, you will be my wife.” He took another sip to hide his grin at her astonished face. “As to the business that brings me to your door, it involves a search for a young woman who eloped.”

      “If she eloped, why on earth would you visit a brothel in search of her?”

      “It seems the elopement failed once the couple arrived in London.”

      “Presumably she’s nobility, so I can assure you, Lord Ross, the Cock & Oyster hasn’t taken on a noblewoman for some time,” Ellen stated.

      He peered at her. “You’re going to ignore my declaration?”

      She raked him with her eyes before she smiled. “No, but as I said, it’s early in the day, Lord Ross, and although you know my names, we’ve just met. Shall we proceed to the matter that brought you to my door?”

      Percy reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a miniature portrait. Handing it to Ellen, he asked, “Have you seen this young lady?”

      She studied the portrait. “A lovely woman.” Giving the portrait back to him, she shook her head. “Why do you believe she’s in a brothel? Perhaps she is making her way home even as we speak.”

      “Not likely,” Percy retorted. “The man abandoned her in London before he returned to the town where they resided. Her family wants to keep the matter private, without fanfare.”

      “Which is why they sought your aid.”

      He nodded. “I’ve interviewed several witnesses who swear they’ve seen her among the ladies of pleasure. Hence, my visitation to the likeliest houses to employ a noblewoman.”

      What is her name?”

      “Alison Hathaway. She’s eighteen years and, according to her maid servant, a bit flighty.”

      “Well, my lord, Alison Hathaway has not set foot in the Cock & Oyster. Have you tried Holland’s League? Bess Holland is keen to add to her employees while I am not.”

      Percy smiled. “’Tis my next stop. Not that I mistrust you, but would you mind if I met the women of the Cock & Oyster?”

      Ellen rose from her chair and walked over to a velvet rope. Tugging it, she turned to face him. “’Tis a common occurrence among men.”

      “What?”

      “Mistrust. May I have the portrait please?” she asked, walking over to him.

      He handed it to her, and she returned to the door she left ajar. Her voice was soft yet melodic with a hint of an accent he couldn’t quite place as she gave instructions to whomever stood in the corridor. Several silent minutes passed before the women of the Cock & Oyster strolled into the parlor and seated themselves on the chairs and divans scattered about the room.

      “Ladies, Lord Ross, one of Her Majesty’s favorite employees, asked to be introduced to you. Sadly, it’s not for your beauty or charm,” Ellen stated drolly. “He is in search of a runaway who may be hiding in a brothel. Since birds of a feather are presumed to flock together, have any of you seen this young lady?”

      She handed the portrait to the woman seated nearest her. “Please look carefully, and if you recognize her, speak up.”

      The courtesans passed the portrait among themselves and shook their heads. One of the women peered at Percy. “I know most of the courtesans working in brothels, and I’ve not seen this woman before. How recently did she arrive in London and start to work, my lord? What is her name?”

      “Alison Hathaway. She ran away a month ago. The man she eloped with returned home, claiming she refused to return to her family and declared her intentions of becoming a courtesan.”

      “Have you checked Old Lady Holland? She’s most likely to take the woman in.”

      “So true, Eleanor,” one of the younger courtesans remarked. “Holland can’t keep anyone longer than six months with her parsimonious ways. If this Alison went to work for her, she’ll search new dwellings before the year is done. Do you recall Meg Carter? She didn’t last two months and⁠—”

      “Thank you, Eveline,” Ellen interrupted. “I’m certain Lord Ross isn’t here for trade gossip.”

      Eveline tittered before she stood and followed the others out of the salon, shutting the door behind her. Ellen shifted her gaze to Percy. “Is there anything else I can do for you, my lord?”

      Percy heard the teasing note in her voice, a lyrical sound that went straight to his cock. Rising from his chair, he approached her until only inches separated them. The sound of her quick inhalation triggered an instant semi-erection. Lord, this woman is capable of destroying all of my self-control.

      “Yes, there is something else.” He set his goblet on a nearby table, took her slender brown hand in his, and brought it to his lips. “I want you, Aisha Resonne, and yes, I know a number of your secrets.”

      He gently tugged her against him and wrapped his arms around her. “That is neither here nor there since I’ve taken an oath to make you Lady Ross. Don’t frown. I’m only giving you fair warning.”

      “And if I choose to ignore your warning, reject your advances? What then, my lord?”

      His fingers reached up and brushed a loose curl from her temple. “Kiss me, Aisha.”

      Her eyes darkened with an emotion he couldn’t name but hoped it was passion since she didn’t attempt to extricate herself from his hold. Instead, she peered into his eyes, studying him as if to decipher his reasoning. When he couldn’t bear the uncertainty any longer and parted his lips, she smiled. “I believe I will, Percy Howard, Lord Ross.”

      Her head tilted slightly, and her pink tongue traced a wet path across her bottom lip before doing the same to the upper twin. The scent of mint invaded his nostrils when she softly exhaled and murmured, “Yes, I will kiss you.”

      Then her mouth brushed his, a feathery touch much like a butterfly’s wing, and his stomach clenched. He dare not move for fear she’d change her mind, so desperate was he to know the taste and feel of the inside of her mouth. Ellen’s lips were rose petal-soft against his, and he lost the battle to control his cock when her tongue flicked the corners of his mouth.

      She leaned back and peered into his eyes, hers dancing with amusement. “Oh sweet Percy, thou dost please me.”

      With those words, she devoured his mouth with a kiss that curled his toes and had him praying she’d never stop. Her tongue danced atop his with a rhythm that nearly stripped him of breath. He was helpless to counter her movements, so deeply enmeshed in the wicked sensations she stirred inside him he wanted to beg for relief.

      Her mouth was sorcery beyond imagination, a temptation he willingly pursued. Her kiss sent him soaring towards uncharted territory where every lick, stroke, and caress altered his perception of what desire should be. It was a heaven he longed for and feared he had no right to enter.

      Percy’s body shivered when slender fingers undid his breeches and wrapped around his hard flesh. Just one stroke and he’d be undone. “Aisha,” he gasped.

      “Yes, Percy?”

      “Do you intend to fuck me?”

      She licked the inside of his mouth before she pulled away, her hand still holding his prick. “I haven’t decided. We will have to negotiate terms. I’m aware of your wealth, and your cock is definitely pleasing; thus what remains to be sorted are your expectations. I have no wish to marry, and therein lies the diplomatic rub.”

      He pressed his penis against the palm of her hand. “I surrender to whatever terms you devise for now. As we come to know each other, you will find I am a determined man, and when in pursuit, I’m quite successful.”

      She kissed him before she removed her hand and refastened his breeches, giving his prick a gentle pat. “I’m intrigued, and therefore, I will play.”

      Percy smiled and caressed her temple. “I promise, sweet puss, you’ll have no regrets.”

      “I do hope so, since it was business that brought you to my door, and I don’t mix business with pleasure, Lord Ross.”

      “As our business was concluded when the ladies departed, we are only about pleasure, Aisha Resonne.”

      “Ellen Chapman.”

      He bowed and strode to the door. “Good day, Mistress Chapman. Be warned, it is Aisha Resonne who I will make my wife.”
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      “I must return to London, Percy,” Aisha Resonne whispered, kissing his naked chest before she raised her head to peer at him.

      Percy Howard had been her lover for six years, and she adored the man, which surprised her. She’d sworn never to give her heart to any man, to focus on the Cock & Oyster as she promised her Aunt Ahmara. While her resolve on the success of the exclusive brothel was unwavering, matters of the heart were less responsive to her will the day Percy Elwen Howard, Lord Ross sauntered into the exclusive house in search of a missing noblewoman who’d run off with a Cornish sailor. The sailor had seduced and abandoned the gullible woman, who was found working at Holland’s Leaguer brothel, refusing to return to her family.

      A light snore floated from Percy’s lips, and Aisha studied his face in the early morning sunlight. Framed by thick silver and black hair, his visage was exactly the type white Englishwomen swooned over despite his forty-five years. A broad forehead, a nose not too thin or too long, and a firm jaw betrayed his stubborn nature. He wasn’t a very handsome man, though he was quite pleasant to gaze upon. However, his wit was intoxicating and his manner deceptively seductive, and the man could love her into breathlessness.

      Not even the Cock & Oyster’s courtesans were immune to his wicked charms, becoming fluttery as hummingbirds whenever he had cause to visit. She wasn’t sure whether it was the light brown eyes that twinkled with mischief or the slow, sensuous smile that curved his lips upward to draw attention to a pair of deep-set dimples. Whatever made the courtesans titter like sparrows, she herself wasn’t unscathed.

      Percy Howard had strolled into her office, self-assured and bordering on arrogance. His gaze swept her entire body slowly before he stated his business, and his personal intentions. Shivers went through her as his deep, sensual voice stripped naked her usual aplomb and trampled it. She’d assumed he was there to challenge her public vow to never become some man’s mistress. In the minute of weighted silence floating between them, she was tempted to abandon her oath.

      Instead, she’d forced a smile and said, “Be warned, my lord, I’m not for sale, and I don’t mix business and pleasure.”

      Percy’s rebuttal surfaced in her mind as she studied the man sleeping beside her. A faint giggle escaped at the memory. With the characteristic boldness he’d displayed over the course of their relationship, he had inhaled and replied, “I’m not looking to purchase, and I also don’t mix business with pleasure. And for that reason, you will never be my business, Mistress Chapman. Only my pleasure once I conclude my current task.”

      She’d been intrigued, then seduced.

      “What are you thinking, sweet Aisha?” Percy inquired, his voice thick with sleep. “Please don’t disappoint me with words about the brothel’s affairs. I’d prefer my proposal of marriage be the cause for your lack of slumber.”

      She sat up and glided her fingertips across his forehead. “Percy.”

      He reached up and gripped her hand, kissing the palm before placing it back on his forehead. “I’ve heard all your excuses, sweetheart. None of them mean shite to me.”

      “Percy Elwen Howard, watch your tongue.”

      He sat upright in the bed and tucked her into an embrace. “I’d much rather gaze upon your face while my tongue licks your sweet bud to convince you my intentions are honorable.”

      “Why can’t matters remain as they are? There is no need to alter our arrangement.”

      He released her and rose from the bed, tension radiating across his naked back. Her gaze followed the tight muscles of his arse as he walked over to a table. She loved every delicious bit of the man and hated that her reluctance to marry frequently resulted in an argument. Watching him pour wine into a goblet and drink half, she resigned herself to another round.

      “Percy, I’m neither noble nor white. Wasn’t it enough your uncle gave up his title to marry my aunt?”

      He slammed the goblet on the table and whipped around to face her. “I don’t give a damn about your color or your birth, Aisha! As to my uncle, he has never been happier.”

      “Do you intend to give up the title, Lord Ross? To marry me, that is what you will have to do, and not just because of my common blood,” she came back. “What will you say when your wife is called a bawd or a quean? Do you believe Ellen Chapman or even Aisha Resonne will be accepted in court as a Black noblewoman?”

      She waited for him to flinch at her words. Instead, he came around the bed and sat beside her.

      “Aisha, my uncle never wanted the title. He much preferred being a simple farmer, and your aunt has given him that life. He regrets nothing about his choice; he would have sacrificed the world for her. As to Aisha Resonne in court—I’ve yet to meet a woman more noble than you. Besides, I don’t care what the court thinks.”

      His gaze swept her face. “Your color…I wish my pale skin was as beautiful. I want you, Aisha Resonne, as my wife. My uncle didn’t sacrifice anything for love, and neither will I.”

      Her eyes became wet, and she shook her head. “I can’t let you, Percy.”

      “It isn’t your choice, Aisha. It’s mine.” He pressed a finger to the space just below her bottom left eyelid, halting a tear in its track. “Look at me.”

      When her eyes met his, he smiled. “One day soon, you will become my wife, and I don’t need to make sacrifices to bring it about.”

      She opened her mouth to speak, and he placed a finger on her lips. “Hush, love. Let me bring you pleasure since I know you’re in a hurry to return to London.”

      He then captured her mouth, and his tongue rendered her silent while his hand slid between her legs, teasing her into a familiar state of bliss.

      

      The carriage rumbled toward London and Percy smiled when Aisha snuggled closer. His gaze lingered on Aisha’s hair, and his fingers instinctively stroked one of the coiled braids. Afternoon sunlight spiked through the parted leather curtains and illuminated the few threads of silver concealed among the sable strands—visible if you knew where to look. He adored the soft, silky texture, especially when she undid her braids and he toyed with a shoulder-length curl, which inevitably led to an erection.

      Her exquisite brown skin was unblemished and petal-soft. When they first met, her dark eyes studied him before she asked whether his visit was one of pleasure or for another purpose. She was direct, even fierce in her protection of the women who practiced their trade in the Cock & Oyster, several of whom he suspected were daughters and widows of noble birth who’d rejected marriage. A suspicion he’d left unexamined.

      He’d been enchanted by Aisha Resonne from the second he walked into her parlor. It had taken him several months to convince her to dine with him. She’d agreed but with a condition—they would dine at her Southwark house. It was late when he’d reluctantly departed with a quick brush of her lips across his cheek. As he made his way to his London house that night, Percy accepted he’d never find a woman like Aisha in several lifetimes and was determined to win her affections.

      His arm tightened as she shifted. Everything about the woman asleep in his arms had him like a male cat in heat. Her mind was one of the sharpest he’d encountered, and her wit often reduced him to unfettered mirth. He’d tossed his vaunted self-restraint the first time he set eyes on her, vowing to make her his. The only obstacle was the lady herself.

      The carriage bobbled, and his arm gripped her protectively. His coach was sturdy and Samuel was an excellent driver, yet Percy hated the roads between his home near Frome in Somerset and London. This trip was less arduous as they’d stopped overnight in Basingstoke to visit his mother’s cousin Emery and his companion, both of whom dearly loved Aisha. He’d been happy to appease Emery’s request since it meant another night with her. Once they arrived in London, she’d become the owner of a brothel and he Lord Ross, and he hated it.

      “What has you so pensive, Percy?” Aisha queried before she sat upright in the coach.

      Heavens, he loved her. Kissing her temple, he said, “You realize this is the sixth time you’ve refused me. If I weren’t a determined man, I’d say my pride has taken a veritable beating.”

      Her laughter filled the inside of the carriage. “Determined? Obstinate, obdurate, pig-headed, mulish⁠—”

      “Determined,” he insisted. “I wanted a life with you and I went after it, Aisha Resonne.”

      “Ellen,” she snapped.

      He sucked in his agitation and slowly released it. “Ellen Chapman. I will not be marrying Ellen, just so you know.”

      She reached up and kissed his bearded chin. “If⁠—”

      “When,” he cut her off. “When you marry me. I’m at the point where abduction is under consideration.”

      “Should I agree to marry you, Percy,” she corrected.

      “When, Aisha,” he gritted. “There are no conditionals.”

      “When I agree to accept your offer, dearest love, I promise to come to you as Aisha Resonne, not Ellen Chapman. Until that time, I suspect only your employer knows my true name, and I will do everything in my power to keep it so.”

      “Glad you’ve finally admitted defeat.”

      He lowered his head and kissed her, his tongue an invasion of her mouth. He licked, tasted, and moaned as she opened wide for him. He succumbed to the invitation, savoring the essence of the mint leaf she’d chewed. Her kisses incited and excited him, and he felt the painful grip of silk on his cock. His hand roughly shoved her gown upward to expose her thighs. A shiver went through her as his fingers stroked their way to her lower lips and two fingers pushed inside her wetness.

      The sounds of her pleasure never made it past his lips as he brought her to a quick climax. When her body slowed its quaking, he gentled his kiss. Raising his head, his breathing ragged, he murmured, “If we weren’t so close to Ross House, I’d halt this carriage and fuck you.”

      Aisha shuddered as his fingers left her, and he licked them clean before smoothing her gown back into place. A satisfied smile on his face, he stared into eyes glazed with pleasure. “Alas, there isn’t time enough.”

      She brushed her lips across his mouth. “You will also need softer cushions and a wider seat before I permit such liberties, Lord Ross.”

      “I so love you, Aisha Resonne,” he said with a chuckle. “So very much, and I will hold you to your word. And not just about the carriage.”

      “My lord, we’ve arrived.” Samuel’s voice penetrated the thick leather covering between the driver’s seat and the carriage’s interior.

      Percy waited until Samuel opened the door and placed a stool near the coach. Climbing out, he assisted Aisha from the carriage and led her into his home. “I know you won’t stay, but will you remain with me until night falls?”

      After a footman removed her traveling cloak, she thanked him and turned to Percy. “Of course.”

      Taking her hand, Percy Howard led his future wife toward the parlor.
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      Aisha stared at the account book splayed open in front of her and frowned. This was the worst part of her week, and she wished she was back in Somerset, cuddling with Percy and being spoiled. The sonorous voice of St. Olav’s priest resounded in her head: Procrastination is a sin.

      “Oh shut up, you lecherous old fool. So are your weekly visits to Mary Cuthbert,” Aisha muttered. “She should charge you more than ha’penny.”

      She picked up two letters, one from her aunt and the other from her brother Issac and his wife, Penelope. She read Issac and Penelope’s missive first, smiling as they reminded her she’d not visited her nieces and nephew in some time. Setting the letter aside, she knew the reason she’d distanced herself from her family, even though they were aware of her trade.

      Grabbing a clean sheet of paper, she penned a quick note to her brother with a promise to visit in spring. Sucking in a deep breath, she gritted her teeth and stared at the sealed letter from her aunt Ahmara. Aisha offered a quick prayer to her ancestors to care for her aunt before she slid the sharp letter opener beneath the wax seal and opened the folded paper. Relief flooded her as she read. Her aunt and her husband, Percy’s uncle Robert, would arrive in London in a fortnight. They were to stay with Percy, and her aunt expected her presence. Aisha chuckled at the gently written command. If she didn’t make an appearance, Ahmara would drag her from bed before dawn.

      Aisha tucked the letter in a drawer and focused once more on her accounts. A smile creased her lips. After the weekly bribes to the local constable, the “tithes” to the village priest, the expenses for food and drink, and payments to the workers of the Cock & Oyster, her profit was quite good for the month. She recorded the courtesans’ payments in a separate journal before she went to a tapestry on the wall behind her desk. Running her hand across the smooth brick, she pressed slightly and a portion of the wall opened. Aisha removed an iron chest and returned to her desk. It only took a few minutes to sort out the various coins needed to pay everyone, including herself. A small pile of leather bags grew on the desk top before she closed the chest, locked it, and returned it to its hiding place.

      With wages taken care of, she tugged on a velvet rope beside the tapestry. Her back to the door, she glanced around the room. There were no windows, and she missed the natural light of the sun. Her aunt had explained the reason to her; since this was the accounting room, there should be no means for a robber to enter except through the door, which was always locked.

      Three quick raps on the thick doorframe brought her to the door. “Good morning, Randall,” she greeted when he strolled into the room.

      “Miss Ellen, you’ve been busy this morning.”

      Shutting the door, she eyed the large Black man who served as confidant and protector of the women residing in the brothel. His lover and the house’s cook, Matthew, was the only other man living in the Cock & Oyster. They’d fled the religious persecutions sweeping France, arriving in London and nearly imprisoned as foreign beggars. Her aunt, seeing their plight, employed them on the spot when she learned Matthew possessed a skill with food and that Randall had been a nobleman’s guard.

      “The deliveries are ready,” Aisha said. “We turned a tidy profit this week, so there is a bit more in each lady’s bag and yours and Matthew’s. Will you see to the tithes and bribes?”

      “Don’t I always? What did Tante Ahmara have to say for herself?”

      Aisha chuckled. “You’ll find out yourself when she arrives in a fortnight. She’s determined to visit her business to make certain we’ve not run it into the ground and,” she added with a long-suffering groan, “to see me married.”

      Randall’s booming laughter echoed in the room. “About time she stepped in. It will be good to see her and Lord Robert.”

      “We’ll see,” Aisha mumbled. “Any concerns I should put my mind to?”

      He shook his head. “Mary wants to go to Holborn to visit the stalls. Once I’ve taken care of this matter, I’ll escort her.”

      “What’s wrong with Camden? Joan is the only herbalist we’ve used.”

      Randall sighed. “It seems one of the herb sellers in jealousy spread a few lies, and Joan’s stall was taken away. She’s returned to her mother’s stall in Holborn.”

      Aisha sucked her teeth. “Do we know which seller?”

      “Etta Peterson.”

      “That charlatan,” Aisha spat. “I should have guessed. She preys on the weak-willed and those seeking a quick cure. Let Fate be unkind to her for her wickedness. Inform Joan, should she wish to return at any time, to send word and a stall will be waiting for her.”

      Randall nodded. “I also think Joan misses her ma and Harry. Etta probably did her a favor with her meanness, although it might not benefit her as much as Joan. Anyway, I’m off. I’ll return before you leave for Lord Ross.”

      As he gathered the bags, Aisha stood and went to the door. She waited until he left the room, then locked it and followed him up the stairs to the brothel’s main hallway. Randall turned toward the back of the house, and she laid her hand on his arm.

      “Unless there’s a murder or fire, I’m taking a bath and don’t wish to be bothered.”

      He chuckled. “I don’t understand why you don’t employ a clerk to do your scribal work.”

      “As much as I hate keeping accounts,” she huffed, “at least I won’t have to worry about an embezzler. It wouldn’t be a pretty sight should the ladies’ wages come up missing.”

      Aisha went upstairs to her private room, where a bath waited. She’d sent word to Celeste, and the maidservant never failed her. Despite her shyness, Celeste was a gem. Although far too innocent to be a courtesan, her initial reason for coming to the Cock & Oyster, she’d accepted a maid’s position with relief.

      Scented steam rose from the tub, and Aisha quickly stripped, tossing her service gown on the floor near a chair. A silk robe and a linen bath sheet were neatly folded on a stool next to the large bathing tub. Climbing in, she lowered herself into the heated water, and thoughts of Percy filled her awareness.

      Persistent Percy.

      The man gave her no peace. Where was his head, thinking to marry a Black commoner, and a brothel keeper to boot? Her sigh was audible and filled with sadness. She loved the man, and if he came without a title and entailed estates, she’d wed him on the morrow. However, because of his position at court, marriage was unthinkable. They couldn’t retire to the country as his uncle did. Marrying Percy meant she’d have to give up the Cock & Oyster, and a small part of her was reluctant to hand the reins over to Ahmara’s heir, who had no inkling of her inheritance and was unprepared to take on the burden.

      Aisha reflected on her mixed feelings about giving up the brothel. Since taking over the Cock & Oyster, she’d accumulated enough wealth to live comfortably. Why couldn’t she acknowledge or speak the real reason for her reluctance to Percy? The answer was obvious—her fear of losing him.

      She needed to confront her fears and talk to Percy about them. Maybe Ahmara’s visit was an auspicious sign that it was time, and whether it involved marriage or not, Aisha knew her life would always be with Percy.

      The tinkling sound of a bell brought her upright. She got out and dried, then smoothed scented oil over her skin. Celeste had placed her latest purchase, a new gown, on her bed. Percy had chosen the color—the green of early summer grass. Slipping it over her head, she loved the feel of the silky fabric against her skin.

      Sitting in front of her mirror, she undid the braids she usually wore, brushing and combing her hair before redoing it in a single braid. Once she was satisfied with her appearance, she left the room and went down to the receiving parlor where the courtesans were gathered.

      “Look at ya, Miss Ellen,” one of the nine women in the room remarked. “Are ya working tonight?”

      “Don’t be silly, Sally,” Ophelia Swinden chided. “Mistress Ellen doesn’t sell her wares at the Cock & Oyster. The rest of us wouldn’t have no clients.”

      Aisha blushed and joined in the laughter that followed Ophelia’s declaration. Most of the women assumed she was only for private hire, and never at the brothel. Since Percy entered her life, the courtesans viewed her affair with Percy in such light, and she encouraged it. Her gaze swept the room. “Who are your clients tonight, ladies?”

      Except for Sally Wooster, all the women practiced the trade. Once she heard the names, Aisha reminded them to look after each other and to make sure Randall, Mary, or Matthew escorted the men from the house once their business was done. She promised to dine with them the next day.

      “Mistress Ellen, the sedan chair is here,” Mary said as she popped her head inside the parlor.

      Aisha nodded and looked at the women in the room. “Make them pay well, ladies. We can all use some new trinkets and gowns.”

      The laughter that followed her out of the room warmed Aisha’s heart. There was a close bond between the women. Even the most recent additions, Ophelia Swinden and her servant Sally Wooster, had found a place among the courtesans—especially since Ophelia preferred working with the more difficult-to-please clients. As she climbed into the sedan chair, Aisha knew part of her reluctance to give up the brothel was because of the people who made it their home. Yet, in the quiet of early evening, she found herself longing for a simpler life. One empty of worry about the precarious nature of the business she ran. She tired of the constables’ visitations, the drunken lords who thought she was for sale, and the priestly interference should a tithe be late. Nine years was a veritable lifetime to have survived in the trade.

      The only time she knew joy and contentment was in Percy’s arms.
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      Percy plucked apart the parlor’s curtains and peered at the street in front of his London home. The street was empty, nary a soul walking on the cobblestone. Where was she? He’d sent the sedan chair some time ago, and Aisha should have arrived by now. He turned away from the window and rang for his butler, then returned to his vigil in front of the paned glass.

      The door swung open and, without looking behind him, Percy said, “Silas, fetch my cloak, please. My guest hasn’t arrived, and I’m worried.”

      “How exactly did you misplace your guest, Lord Ross?”

      He swung around, a smile creasing his face as Aisha walked into the room and shut the door behind her. He strode to where she stood and pulled her into his arms. “I didn’t misplace her; she didn’t arrive when I expected.”

      Aisha kissed him. “Ah, therein lies your mistake, Percy. Never lay expectations on a woman and you will never be disappointed or worried. I was delayed doing the accounts.”

      “Then I should count myself blessed that you arrived at all.”

      “Smart ass.”

      He removed her cloak and tossed it on a chair. “Do I have your company for the night, Aisha? I have several new bottles of wine, and I’d like your opinion. The winemaker is newly settled near Sussex, having fled Burgundy some months past, bringing with him what he could to England.”

      “And how did you come by them since I don’t recall you traveling to Sussex, Percy Howard?” She rolled her eyes and snorted. “Never mind, I assume said visitation was the reason my dildo was my only companion for a fortnight some months past.”

      He chuckled and squeezed her right breast. “As long as it was your only companion.”

      Aisha slid her hand down his belly and inside his breeches. “Jealous?”

      “Only of you playing without me to watch.” He groaned as her fingers squeezed his flesh. “Another man in your life—no, I trust you with my heart, my soul, and my life.”

      “Well said, Lord Ross. Feed me, and perhaps you can practice your observational skills tonight.” Aisha removed her fingers and licked them. “Are we dining in here?”

      He slid his arm across her shoulder. “Unfortunately not. Silas insists on waiting on you hand and foot, so it’s the smaller dining room this evening. Were it just me, he’d place my bowl of gruel on the floor in here and tell me to enjoy it.”

      Aisha’s throaty laugh echoed in the hallway as they walked to the dining room. “That’s because you’re English, my lord.”

      “So is he and Martha; they’re Somerset-born,” Percy retorted. “You’re also English.”

      She halted and patted his chest. “English-born, Mauretanian-bred. Martha has come to appreciate the gifts of spices I send, which is why you eat well when I visit. Now, if you’re done blaming others for your dull palate, I want to taste one of these wines rescued from Burgundy.”

      When they reached the dining room, Silas bowed to Aisha, then seated her. He flashed her a quick smile. “Martha is thrilled you’re joining Lord Ross for dinner. She’s prepared lamb for the meat, madam.”

      Percy’s gaze whipped between Aisha and Silas before settling on her. “You’ve been conspiring with my staff?”

      She shrugged. “Do sit, Percy. Someone must, or you’d live like that odious Lord Ashedon.” When Percy grimaced, she chuckled. “Although we’d have you lodged in Bedlam before we permit you to descend to his peculiarities.”

      Silas’s tittering earned a dark look from Percy as Silas placed their plates before them. After filling their wine goblets, he went to the door. “Enjoy your supper, my lady.”

      Before he closed the door quietly behind him, Silas muttered, “You too, my lord.”

      Aisha’s laughter earned several grunts from Percy. “Oh sweetheart, wipe that frown from your face. If Silas and Martha didn’t adore you as they do, you wouldn’t be the man I love.”

      “You love me?”

      “Of course, I do. Besides, no other woman—or man—would have your taciturn self,” she teased. “Nor bear with the occasional disappearances for weeks only to show up muddy, exhausted, and wanting to fuck.”

      He sipped his wine, then said, “True. How do you put up with me, Isha?”

      “Quite easily, Percy,” she murmured. “Quite easily.”

      The rest of dinner was familiar as they conversed about the daily worries of living with an aged and dying sovereign, the recent capture of several French and Spanish spies in the court. Percy stared at the woman he loved. “Is your family well, Isha? What does Issac or Simon report?”

      She took a sip of wine. “They’re worried but not overly much. Unless there is civil war in England, not much affects people’s need for cloth or clothing. Issac begs me to visit.”

      Percy waited through her silence, then interrupted her thoughts. “Will you go?”

      “I want to, but it means being away from the house for a month or so.”

      “Are you listening to yourself, Aisha? When did a brothel become more important than family? It’s a business, and a very profitable one, but Issac is your brother, his children your blood, and his wife your closest friend. Stop running from those who love you, including me.”

      “We are not having this argument,” she retorted.

      “As you wish.” Percy angrily pushed his chair away from the table. “If you want me, I’ll be in my parlor. I’ve lost my appetite.”

      He strode out of the dining room and upstairs, needing to rein in his anger and hurt. The arguments over their relationship and her somewhat-strained relations with her family had increased over the past year, and he was reaching a breaking point—not certain whether the fight for Aisha Resonne would ever be won.

      Silas was just leaving the parlor when he approached. “Thank you, Silas. Aisha is in the dining room.”

      His servant frowned and peered at him, then silently walked out and closed the door. Percy went to the table where Silas had left two glasses and an open bottle of wine. Pouring himself a drink, Percy went to the window and pushed aside the curtains. Below was a small garden, mostly flowers and herbs bathed in fading sunlight, and he stared down at it.

      Lost in thought, he didn’t hear the door open and close until a hand gently pressed his back. His heart seized in panic. Here it comes, she will end our love. Steeling his spine, he turned and gazed at Aisha. “Would you care for a glass of wine?”

      She studied his face for a second. “Please.”

      He watched her walk over to her favorite chair and sit. Filling a glass, he handed it to her and lowered himself on the chair opposite hers to see her face, read her expression, and prepare for the devastating blow of rejection.

      “I’m so sorry, beloved,” she began. Her fingers clenched her glass as she raised it to her lips and drank. “It’s just that I’m afraid, Percy.”

      “Afraid of what, Isha? Has someone threatened you?”

      She smiled. “No, nothing so drastic. It’s a different kind of fear.” Her eyelids lowered as she peered into the red liquid in her glass. “When Issac’s ship was destroyed and he was a prisoner for a year, I watched Penelope suffer heartbreak each passing day. She held fast to her vow despite her father’s insistence she marry another, but her despair was obvious.”

      “Yet Issac returned safely, and they married,” Percy stated.

      “What if he hadn’t? It would have shattered Pen, my family…” She broke off. Sucking in air, Aisha continued, “Me. Issac has always been important in my life. He might be younger, but he understood my impetuous nature, my love of adventure, and never faulted me. He may not approve of what I do, but he’s accepted my choices. Like my father, Issac would prefer that I marry.”

      “I agree you’ve done well with the Cock & Oyster, Isha. But you deserve a life, happiness, and love. You deserve me, and my name.”

      “I love you, Percy. So very much, and my greatest fear is losing you. I don’t think I can be your wife and live with you serving the Crown as you do. The not knowing when you will disappear and where you’ve gone. If you’ll come back the same man or return maimed...or dead. It’s the latter I fear the most. That one day, you will not return to me.”

      Seeing the tears gather in her eyes, he pulled her onto his lap and held her. His mouth brushed her temple as he whispered how much he adored her, that she owned his heart. He tucked a knuckle beneath her chin and lifted her head until their gazes met. “Will you marry me if I give up spying, Isha?”

      “Don’t, Percy,” she blurted out. “That is unfair. I don’t want you to give up anything for me. I can’t ask you to do that.”

      “Why not? I’ve asked you to give up the Cock & Oyster.”

      “They are very different matters. You serve Her Majesty and England. I profit off men’s lusts, their inability to be satisfied with their wives, or who have unconventional desires.”

      “True, but I still believe it is the asking that we have in common. Will you become my wife if I give up spying? Would you retire to Somerset and live a quiet country life?”

      She stared at him, searching his eyes. Finally, she said, “For you? Without question.”

      “Then you need to set a date, and preferably not years from now, my love. I’ve informed Cecil I am no longer available for clandestine work that takes me away from London or Somerset.” He kissed her slowly and deeply. When he lifted his head, he peered at her. “I never want you to worry or fear for my return, Aisha.”

      She laid her palm against his cheek. “Before I arrived, I pondered what it would be like to be a country mouse. To tend a garden and bake bread, to prepare your porridge, mend your socks.”

      He chuckled. “I doubt Martha will allow that. You will have to find some other form of entertainment to keep you amused.”

      “What I’m trying to say, beloved, is I believe it’s time for Bella to acquire her inheritance. I’ve been a caretaker long enough.” She kissed his chin. “Would a spring wedding suit you?”

      “I’d prefer next week.” He faltered at her narrowed eyes. “However, I can be patient. Shall I speak to the priest at St. Olav’s?”

      She shook her head. “Would you agree to Issac’s home? There is a priest who serves our people in the nearby village, and I’d like his blessing.”

      “I don’t care where we marry, as long as you become my wife,” he murmured before his mouth lowered to hers.

      A rap on the door brought them apart. “What?” he barked.

      The door swung open, and his Uncle Robert and Aisha’s Aunt Ahmara entered. Aisha hastily rose and fastened her bodice before she looked at her aunt. “Aunt Ahmara. What are you doing here? Your letter indicated you and Uncle Robert wouldn’t arrive for a fortnight.”

      Ahmara strolled over to her niece and kissed her forehead. “Forgive the interruption,” she said cheekily. “We assumed you and Percy were dining and we wanted to join you. However, we can have Silas and Martha send something to our room.”

      Percy glanced at Aisha’s face and ducked his head to hide his grin at her obvious discomfort at her aunt’s subtle jibe. He rose from his chair and went to Ahmara. Kissing her cheek, he said, “Welcome, Aunt, Uncle. Sit, please, since I know you’re not planning to leave. I’m sure Silas has already arranged for food. Would you like a glass of wine?”

      Ahmara smiled at him before she sat on a divan. “No, thank you. Martha is sending up atay along with supper. However, I’m sure Robert would enjoy a glass.”

      Percy filled a glass and handed it to his uncle, who joined his wife on the divan. Taking a sip, Robert nodded. “This is quite good, nephew. Burgundy?”

      “Yes,” he replied. “The winemaker sadly lived long enough to see the French king grant Christians their freedom to worship, but the years took a toll. The vineyard was confiscated, but I managed to get several bottles of wine.”

      The men sat and talked wine for a few minutes before Ahmara looked pointedly at Percy but spoke to Aisha. “How are the ladies, Randall and Matthew, and any news on your pending retirement from the sex trade, Aisha?”

      “Is that why you’ve traveled to London, Aunt?” she snipped. “To hurry on my retirement? Why should I retire? The house is profitable, the courtesans have no complaints, and the clients pay generously. Randall and Matthew are happy, to my knowledge.”

      Percy rose from his chair. “Come, Uncle, I have some papers I want to review with you.”

      Robert stood and walked with his nephew to the door. “Coward,” Aisha hissed.

      Percy turned and walked over to her, leaning down to kiss Aisha’s forehead. “Ring for Silas if there’s to be a duel. He knows where my swords are, and I suggest the rapier, much more delicate.”

      With this advice, he and Robert left the room.

      Ahmara’s laughter provoked Aisha’s and, patting the space Robert had just abandoned, Ahmara said, “Come sit next to me, Isha. Tell me when you plan to train Isabelle to take over her inheritance. And when are you going to accept Percy’s marriage offer?”

      “Is that why you and Uncle Robert traveled from Wiltshire? To badger us into marriage?”

      “No, he came to visit his nephew,” Ahmara declared. “I’m here because I love my husband and being apart from him makes me unhappy.”

      Aisha smiled at her aunt’s words. “I’m so happy for you, Aunt Ahmara. How is your health?”

      “It is well. And,” Ahmara intoned, “I am here to make sure you do right by Robert’s nephew. You’ve dangled him on a string long enough.”

      Aisha rolled her eyes. “Not you too. First Issac, then Percy, and now you. Is there no peace to be allowed for a maiden’s hesitancy? Perhaps I prefer Diana’s path and would have you lay virginal bouquets on my marble bed.”

      “Useless shite, those romances, and you’ve not been a virgin since you took up with Percy.” Ahmara spat. “What did Issac write? I assume Penelope and the children are well.”

      “They are all well, and he begs me to visit.” Aisha sipped her wine. “He’s of your mind about Percy and me.”

      “Good.”

      “I sent Issac word we will visit in spring. Will you and Uncle Robert travel...for a wedding?”

      Ahmara’s scream brought Percy and his uncle rushing into the room, followed by Silas. They halted when Ahmara said, “Finally!”

      “I agree,” Percy remarked, knowing what prompted Ahmara’s screech. “It’s time for Aisha Resonne to make a respectable man of me.”

      Aisha side-eyed him. “Impossible, Lord Ross. You do recall where we first met?”

      “Aye. It was a sign, or I should say, the sign Fate had taken me in hand.” He refilled their glasses. “Here’s to the Cock & Oyster.”
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