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          SAN FRANCISCO, 1875

        

      

    

    
      "What the hell do you think you're doing! In my costume? Rehearsing my lines?"

      Maude Meredith swept onto the stage of the Blythe Theater. She was over four hours late for rehearsal—not for the first time—and livid with rage.

      Opening night for As You Like It was only three days away. Hours earlier, when she had failed to arrive at the theater and no one—not her manager, her secretary, or her personal dresser—knew her whereabouts, Mr. Jolly, manager of the Blythe, declared that rehearsal would go on without her.

      Having discovered this, Maude was furious, and determined that everyone within shouting distance know it.

      "I've performed in theaters all over the world," she spat at the other members of the cast, frozen in their positions. "London, Paris, New York. I've worked with professionals!" Her tone was scathing, venomous. She immediately turned on Jolly, who had the misfortune to be present, watching rehearsal.

      "Replacing me, with opening night only three days away?" Her laughter was harsh, filled with fury and incredulity. "You little weasel! Did you really think that you would get away with it? I'll have your job for this!”

      “And you!" She whirled on her understudy. “I've never seen such incompetence. You call yourself an actress?" She seethed, that famous melodious voice rising several octaves so that it was no longer musical but unnervingly shrill. "The half-breed leavings of some Chinese whore, who has illusions of grandeur?"

      Maude's color was wild. Eyes usually described as resembling the color of soft violets had gone to cold slivers of hard blue ice. The glorious halo of honey-colored hair whipped in tangled chaos about her shoulders as she gestured with arms spread in disbelief.

      "As if you possess even a shred of talent and could ever replace me, you conniving little bitch! Do you think that I don't know what you're doing?" she accused furiously. "Trying to insinuate yourself into this production by taking over my part behind my back? Well, I won't have it! Go back to that steamy back-street laundry where you and everyone like you belongs." Her eyes glittered, the legendary smile twisting savagely. "Better yet, go back to your master's bed, where all Chinese whores belong!"

      Elegant hands, which had held the royal scepter of a queen, a poison-filled goblet, and deadly daggers in countless stage roles, flexed and clenched like vicious talons, as if anticipating the bloody marks they would leave. Her beauty, compared to that of the Jersey Lily and Dame Edith Pembroke of the English theater, was distorted into a mask of cold hatred. The voice, equally unrecognizable, seethed to a strangled whisper.

      "Get out of my play, you slut! Get out of this theater!" Maude's personal dresser, Rose Smith, and secretary, Jamie McNamara, had crept to the edge of the stage at the first sound of the violent confrontation. They huddled in the shadows at the edge of the stage, careful not to draw attention to themselves.

      The second lead in the play, actress Anne Clemons, had been awaiting her stage cue when Maude interrupted rehearsal. Like the others, she seemed to decide that her dressing room might be safer. And like the others, there was no escape. Maude grabbed her by the sleeve of her costume as she attempted to make an inconspicuous exit.

      "And just where do you think you're going?" she demanded. "Rehearsal is not over! This is my play and you'll stay right where you are. Is that understood?" Then Maude's gaze shifted back to the hapless theater manager and her anger gathered new momentum.

      "I suppose you're responsible for this," she said, gesturing in the direction of her understudy, then vowed, "I won't be replaced. And certainly not by a no-talent whore, picked off the streets because you couldn't find anyone with passable talent in this wretched city."

      Actor Benjamin Calder, the male lead in the play, glanced away at her stinging remarks, his handsome features filled with embarrassment. The other members of the beleaguered cast, along with the harried theater staff and weary musicians, shifted and squirmed uncomfortably. The scene was all too familiar and had been played out over and over in the past several weeks—the violent outbursts, tardiness, temperamental rages.

      Only the actress's understudy remained completely still, her delicate features frozen in a pale mask. But Maude Meredith's words, like knives, wounded deep, and all but drew blood in Lili McKendrick as she stood at center stage.

      The gas footlights flickered, casting her features into soft pools of dying light. Shadows at the back of the stage expanded and surrounded the two women until it seemed they were the only ones on stage, everyone else seeking refuge in the shadows.

      Maude bore down on her. "Do you hear me, you conniving little whore? I want you out of here. Now!"

      Lili's chest rose and fell in anguished breaths, with the effort of holding back her own anger. Her eyes ached with tears she refused to cry.

      Stubborn pride prevented her knees from buckling, kept the tears at bay, lifted the delicate curve of her chin. She stared back with cool, unwavering hatred as Maude made the mistake of drawing back her hand to strike.

      Lili had never been hit before in her life, not even on the few occasions she had disobeyed as a child and probably deserved it. She caught Maude's wrist before the blow landed. Her voice was low and silken with unmistakable promise.

      "If you touch me, I swear I'll kill you."

      Somewhere nearby, someone gasped. Stunned and angry, Maude tried to jerk her wrist out of Lili's grasp.

      "How dare you threaten me!"

      Maude's personal manager, Harry Winston, was a thin wisp of a man. He hesitated where he had come up behind Rose and Jamie at the first sounds of his client's voice. His features were heavily lined.

      "Maude, please," he said, gesturing imploringly.

      "You're just tired. You've been working too hard the past several weeks." He looked pleadingly over at Mr. Jolly. "Perhaps we should all take a break. We can begin again after supper," he suggested, then turned pleadingly back to Maude. "You're always at your best in the evening, my dear. A little rest and everything will be fine." In spite of his conciliatory words, his voice was filled with a weariness that seemed as inherently a part of him as the thin, gray body, gray suit of clothes set off against the gray pallor of his skin, and thin, graying hair.

      Now, as he had countless times over the past several weeks, he played the role of peacemaker. He made certain everything was just the way Maude liked it. He fixed whatever was wrong, closing himself away with her behind her dressing room door, making it right again. In return, she treated him horribly.

      He was constantly being sent off on countless foolish errands, to the dressmaker's, to bring her specially prepared meals from her favorite restaurant because she didn't like the food the theater provided during rehearsals, or to walk her little dog, which she treated better than anyone else, except perhaps for Benjamin Calder.

      Harry reached out to her once more as he crossed the stage, his voice soothing and cajoling, as if she were a willful child who needed mollifying. She swatted at him furiously.

      "Don't touch me," she snarled. "If you really want to do something, then get her out of this theater!" Maude's lips pulled back from her perfect teeth. "I won't have her on the same stage with me. Do you understand, Harry? I want you to fix it. Take care of it. Get rid of her!"

      "Please, come along, dear," he finally persuaded her.

      "Everything will be all right." He reached to take his client's arm and gently guide her along to the stage steps that led down to the dressing rooms below.

      "Take care of it, Harry," she repeated, then added with almost vicious pleasure, "After all, that is what I'm paying you for."

      She smiled as he winced. Then her gaze slipped past him and she glared sharply at the theater manager. "Opening night is only three days away. Get rid of her, or there won't be any opening night. I promise you that." Then she whirled around and swept from the stage, her furious footsteps echoing down the passage that led to the dressing rooms below. Harry Winston followed like a gray shadow.

      For long moments afterward, no one seemed capable of movement. Then the pained silence was followed by the frantic scuffling of footsteps as Maude's secretary and personal dresser hurried after her, not wanting to give her any reason to be unhappy with them by disobeying. Stage hands gratefully disappeared back to their duties, leaving the remaining cast of the play and Mr. Jolly in uncomfortable silence. At the moment he seemed anything but jolly. He looked truly miserable.

      "Miss McKendrick," he began hesitantly. "Surely, you must understand the position that I'm in," his voice trailed off and he stared down at his hands as if his fingernails were suddenly of profound interest. He began again, his gaze carefully averted.

      "You're welcome to audition for one of our other plays later in the season. Under the circumstances, it would be better...” Mr. Jolly and everyone else knew that if it were any actress other than Maude Meredith, this wouldn't have happened.

      "Yes, of course," Lili said woodenly, feeling as if she would shatter inside. This play—even in her role as understudy—had meant so much to her.

      Not a cruel man, Jolly reached out a consoling hand.

      "I am terribly sorry, Miss McKendrick. If there was anything I could do . . . Anything at all...” Again his voice trailed off helplessly. "You'll be paid for the length of time that you've been with us. Please see Mr. Janeway in the front office before you leave."

      She nodded stiffly, knowing, as they all did, that once an actress was asked to leave a play, it was unlikely she would ever be considered for another. Word would get around, distorted by gossip and innuendo. It would be rumored that she was the one who had been difficult and temperamental. It was always that way.

      "And please make certain that you leave all your costumes for the wardrobe mistress."

      Humiliation warred with anger at the thought that Jolly trusted her so little he had to remind her about the costumes in front of everyone. Did he think that she would steal them?

      Feeling miserable, she looked up and was suddenly aware that the other members of the cast were still there, standing uncomfortably at the edge of the stage, uncertain what to say or do.

      She had worked with several of them before in other productions. Over the past several weeks of rehearsals, they had all become friends in that unique way that bound all theater people together.

      She saw the pity in their eyes, and it was more than she could stand. She gathered the skirts of her costume and hurried off stage before anyone could approach her.

      The gaslights backstage were a watery blur. Paying little attention to where she was going, Lili wiped angrily at the hot tears as she ran down the steps.

      She stumbled as the toe of her boot caught in the hem at the front of her costume, and would have fallen down the remaining stairs if not for the strong arm that grabbed her about the waist.

      Her natural instinct was to fight. From too many encounters with men who'd assumed too much, she had learned to be wary and untrusting. They all thought they could own her, or simply take her and use her for their own amusement, like those who purchased women from the Chinese slave auctions that were still held in secret places in the city.

      When she was a child, her father had protected her.

      As a young woman she had learned to protect herself with the slender knife Uncle Woo had given her, and to never trust any man. On occasion she had used the knife, skillfully retrieving it from the satin garter she wore beneath her skirts. Today, she had left the intricately carved, jade-handled blade in her dressing room.

      The sound of her name, low and urgent, brought her head up with a snap, her eyes clear and wide with surprise that had nothing to do with her narrow escape from what could have been a very bad fall.

      The elusive hint of accent, the deep masculine voice that filled the abandoned stillness of the hallway, the edge of intimacy that wrapped about her, just as it had over a year ago, in the candle-lit cabin of a ship commanded by a mysterious man rumored to be a notorious pirate, was hauntingly familiar.

      She would know that voice anywhere, felt along every nerve ending and across each sense—intimate, tender, like a caress—in contrast to everything she'd heard about the man.

      "Captain Harper!"

      She shouldn't have been surprised to find him there.

      After all, there were rumors that he and Maude Meredith were lovers, speculation that the countless times her dressing room door was stoutly locked—as she always insisted—that she was with a certain mysterious gentleman.

      "Are you all right?" he asked, his voice soft, low, and surprisingly warm. He steadied her as he held her against him longer than seemed necessary.

      "Yes, I think so," she said, uncertainty skittering along the surface of her skin, those cold warnings of her childhood colliding with the heat of his gloved hands.

      She was small and fragile, the look in her eyes even more fragile. Those eyes, softly angled, hinted at her Chinese ancestry, but the color was startling, unexpected and vivid green. High cheekbones in a heart-shaped face accentuated the exotic angle of those eyes, skin pale as porcelain, emphasizing thick, black lashes that matched hair as dark and luxurious as midnight satin, streaming down her back to her slender waist.

      The fragility was deceptive. Beneath the porcelain skin, behind those exotic and alluring eyes, beat a proud and defiant heart with enough courage to seek out a Barbary Coast pirate, corner him in his own ship's cabin, and cut a bargain for the truth with nothing more than courage and a few gold coins.

      Now as then—over a year ago—and every time since, when he had stood in the shadows of the theater and watched her on that gas-lit stage, he experienced the overwhelming need to touch her.

      Would that pale, luminous skin be as cool and fragile as it looked?

      To run his fingers back through the torrents of gleaming black hair. Would it feel like satin?

      To hold her in his arms and feel her smallness against the length of his body. Would she disappear, the way she disappeared in the mist of his dreams? Or would she pull away, out of horror, repulsed by what she saw?

      Could he bear to see the revulsion in those beautiful eyes, feel it in her cringing touch, or hear it in the shocked horror of her voice?

      He immediately loosened his hold on her, knowing as he had known from the very first moment he saw her that he could never have her, or any woman worth having. His gloved fingers curled tightly into his palms, as if he could hold onto the feel of her, even as he drew his hands away.

      "You should be more careful," he said with gruff concern. "Those stairs can be treacherous." Then the gruffness in his voice was gone, and he added with a sardonic smile, "Much like navigating a swinging gangway."

      When she looked up, his expression was gently bemused with the memory of that previous encounter aboard his ship, when she'd almost lost her footing on the precarious gangway and pitched headfirst into San Francisco Bay, which she would have done if not for his steadying hands.

      She laughed softly, a little unevenly, still smarting from her confrontation with Maude. "You forever seem to be saving me from myself. Thank you, Captain Harper."

      "It is a pleasure, I assure you." He flashed a rare smile, transforming the hard, cold expression beneath the slash of black silk mask he always wore, into a thoroughly unexpected and startlingly handsome expression.

      The mask covered his right eye and the upper right half of his face, bound at the back of his head over long, sun-streaked hair that spilled recklessly over his forehead and framed the mask.

      Set out in stark contrast to the black silk, a slender ribbon of pale scar creased his forehead, disappearing above the mask into the thick mane of hair at his hairline, then emerging once more below the mask in an opalescent streak that snaked down his cheek and hooked the right corner of his mouth. She could only guess at the havoc it had wreaked to the skin and eye concealed beneath.

      Those weren't the only scars. The soft black leather gloves, elegant evening clothes, and cape, covered other scars that she'd seen on that previous occasion when he'd worn only tight-fitting seaman's pants, knee-high boots, and a shirt left open at the throat.

      She had gone seeking information from him about the death of her father. She had been abducted at the waterfront, and ironically, dumped at the feet of the very man she had been searching for. Alone, completely defenseless except for that knife—which she'd quickly discovered was useless against him—her family unaware of her whereabouts, she immediately realized the foolishness of seeking out a man of Gray Harper's reputation.

      His shirtsleeves had been rolled back to his elbows, revealing a gleaming scar that sliced down the length of his right forearm and cleaved the back of his hand. Through the open neck of his shirt, she'd glimpsed the pale satin luster of another scar that slashed down over his collarbone, cutting a deep channel into the heavy chest muscle before it disappeared beneath the fabric of his shirt.

      Lili was neither terrified nor repulsed by what she saw that night. She had been taught the art of healing by her great-grandmother Woo, and treated many wounds for her uncles and cousins. She had seen too many such wounds and the scars they left, but never so many on one man.

      That night she wasn't frightened, merely curious. The scars were the markings of his past—a past that he had somehow survived. She could only wonder at the injuries that had caused them, and the pain he had endured.

      Perhaps she should have been terrified. Gray Harper was captain of the ship, lord and master over everything and everyone. He could have done anything to her and she would have been helpless to prevent it. She was as vulnerable and helpless that night as her mother had been long ago on a Chinese slave ship bound for San Francisco. But he had asked only one thing of her.

      "I want you…”

      She had been stunned, shocked, filled with a sudden, cold dread at the predicament she'd put herself in. Then he had stunned her further.

      ''I want you…” he smiled, “… to have supper with me," he clarified. “Nothing more.”

      There had been something very near regret in his voice that night, overlaid with an unmistakable sadness as he said almost wistfully, "Please stay."

      She had stayed for supper that evening, because then, as now, she sensed that had he chosen. He could have taken her and forcibly used her, as he no doubt had used countless women. The only thing he had asked of her was her company, nothing more. That was the astonishing part, perhaps even more astonishing that he hadn't forced himself on her—he had asked her to stay, not demanded it.

      When supper was over, he had taken her back to her father's house on Geary Street, thanked her for sharing the evening with him, and then vanished on the night mist that cloaked the city. But she hadn't forgotten Captain Gray Harper.

      Now, as then, she was intensely aware of the lean animal strength in his powerful body, the long, heavily muscled legs that pressed against hers as he steadied her, the equally powerful muscles of his arms as they gently held her.

      Pirate, thief, murderer. Gentleman, cunning businessman, and a skilled healer whose knowledge of medicine had saved her sister's life.

      Shadow and light. Powerful, yet tender. Dangerous, yet gentle. He was a complete contradiction of every rumor she had heard about him. Like sunlight filtering through water—golden near the surface, then swirling in dark, gathering shadows in the glimmering depths that shifted with the ever-changing current.

      Which was illusion? Which was reality? Was it possible for light to survive within the shadows?

      Lili lifted a hand to brush back her disheveled hair and equally disheveled emotions as she stepped back from him.

      “I should have been paying more attention to what I was doing. I'm not usually so clumsy."

      His hand, heavily gloved to cover his disfiguring scars, instinctively came up, clenched suddenly, and then just as suddenly relaxed, as if he were at war with himself. He slowly reached out. Only he knew that he held his breath, every muscle tensed, anticipating the moment she would jerk away, anticipating that look in her eyes. When neither occurred, he stroked back several strands of hair that she had missed, aware that his gloved fingers trembled.

      "That is the last thing you are," he said, with a tender shadow of a smile that struggled against the furrowed scar on his cheek. "You are graceful, elegant, and breathtakingly beautiful, little one. It isn't in you to be clumsy." Then he added, "Or frightened of anyone." Still holding his breath, he slipped gloved fingers beneath her chin and tilted her face up. She didn't pull away.

      "Or so heartbreakingly sad."

      Her startled gaze met his, searching the hidden expression in that broken, gray stare.

      "Perhaps it was Maude's bloodletting," he suggested, his fingers moving hesitantly against the gentle curve of her chin, remembering the simple, innocent touch of her hand from that meeting long ago. He fought the taunting anger that tightened in his fingers. To be so near, yet unable to really touch her. It was something he could only imagine, never risk.

      At the mention of the esteemed actress, those beautiful green eyes were suddenly bleak. In her misery, Lili's gaze slid away from his.

      As she looked away, Gray felt the instant tightening low in his gut, as if he'd taken a physical blow. It was always the same—the sudden looking away, the revulsion that he found in a woman's eyes at the sight of his scars. Then her voice broke softly, small and quavering, slipping through his defenses.

      "You heard?"

      He fought back the natural instinct to take her into his arms, to hold her tight against him, and ease the pain of Maude's words.

      "Aye, it was impossible not to hear," he said, more gruffly than he intended, as he slowly reached out and gently wiped away a single tear that slipped down her cheek. He expected her to retreat further, but she didn't.

      That single tear shimmered against the dull sheen of his leather glove. His fingers curled into a fist as if he could hold on to it, prevent it from disappearing on the air. Daring to risk more, his voice was laced with irony as he lifted her delicate chin and brushed back another tendril of glossy, black satin hair.

      "She knows her part well. Too well, I fear."

      "She certainly does. And she seems to enjoy it," Lili said, with a faint catch in her voice. "I don't think that's a part I ever care to play."

      He stroked the curve of her bottom lip with his gloved fingers, as if he could physically wipe away the pain. "I wish that I could take back every word, all the hurt, and every tear."

      He had come to the theater that afternoon as he had many times over the past several weeks, and countless times before, during other productions.

      He and Maude were lovers with no illusions of love.

      They understood each other too well. Both were cold and calculating, taking what pleasure they could of each other. It had always been like that.

      He accepted Maude and her consuming passion to be the most celebrated actress in the world, even greater than Lillie Langtry, so desperate was her need for adoration and adulation. She accepted his need for anonymity and solitude, living among the shadows, a phantom lover, who gave her beautiful gifts, an opulent house on Nob Hill, and the freedom to have other affairs. In exchange, she accepted his disfigurement, playing out her role as impassioned mistress, as long as he wore the mask and covered most of his scars.

      It was a suitable arrangement, quite simply because he had come to understand long ago that no truly decent, fine woman could ever look upon him with anything but pity—certainly not with tenderness or love. She would always see only the scars, and be repulsed, unable to prevent herself from cringing away at the sight of him. And he knew he could never bear that. He was left with a choice of whores found in any port tavern, or Maude Meredith.

      Maude was the consummate actress; she played her part very well. In exchange for the brief physical pleasure the relationship brought, he ignored her occasional cruelties to other people, telling himself it mattered little to him. There was very little compassion surviving in his scarred body.

      But he couldn't abide or ignore this cruelty. Not this time, not to this exquisitely beautiful young woman whose clear green eyes gazed back at him, unafraid and filled with such unbearable pain. He could withstand anything, but he couldn't bear to see such distress in someone who was so tender, proud, and innocent.

      He had watched her from afar and admired her beauty and passion in the characters she created on stage. Whenever he was in San Francisco, he went to the theater and stood in the shadows watching as she transformed from inexperienced girl into the breathtaking young woman she was now, knowing that he could never reveal to her how much just the sweetness of her fragile, exotic beauty slipped beneath the scarred ugliness of his soul and soothed him.

      If he could do nothing else, if he could be nothing more in Lili McKendrick's life than a distant admirer who lived among the shadows, he could at least make certain she was never hurt like this again. His gray eyes hardened.

      "She's played this part for the last time. I promise, she'll never hurt you, or anyone else, ever again."

      Then he stepped back from her, gathered the folds of the satin-lined cape about his shoulders, and swept past her in long, powerful strides, cutting down the hallway toward Maude's dressing room. He blended with the shadows of the dimly lit hallway, then disappeared as if he'd never been there at all.

      Stunned by the encounter, Lili sought her own dressing room at the end of the adjacent hallway. She quickly stepped inside and leaned back against the closed door.

      The gaslight on the wall had been turned down. Her eyes slowly adjusted to the dimness. It was then she saw the single white flower in a glass vase at the dressing table—a fragile, delicate, exotic China lily.

      Once before she had received such a flower, from Gray Harper, on opening night of a play she was in. He must have come into her dressing room during rehearsal and left it for her. She touched the bell-shaped flower.

      The petal was thick, waxy, yet amazingly supple, deceptively strong and resilient in spite of its delicate, fragile beauty.

      "I am not like your China lily, Captain Harper," she whispered, as if he could hear her. "I am not nearly as strong. No one will listen to you. No matter what you say or do, I'll never be allowed to perform in San Francisco again."

      Lili had no idea how long she sat there looking at the flower, unable to pack away her makeup and clothes and leave the theater for the last time. Finally she rose from the dressing table. It was pointless to put it off any longer. If she didn't clear out her things now, she would have to come back in the morning, and she didn't think she could bear to face everyone again, to know what they were thinking, to see the pity on their faces. It would be too painful.

      She packed her brushes, makeup, and personal clothing into the small carpetbag she always carried to rehearsals. She was careful to leave every costume neatly hung so that no one could accuse her of taking anything. Finally ready to leave, she took one last look around the small, cramped dressing room. Then, gathering her carpetbag that contained her things, she turned down the gaslights and left the dressing room.

      Outside her dressing room she heard the sounds that usually filled a theater in the last frantic days before opening night—the staccato rap of a hammer as the finishing touches were made to set backdrops; the crash of a ladder, followed by a burst of loud cursing; the overhead whirring of ropes drawn through pulleys to raise the heavy stage curtains; somewhere distant, the slamming of a door and rush of hurried footsteps as an actor or actress rushed to join the cast on stage.

      And overall was the faint tapping of the orchestra conductor's wand on his music stand, the expectant silence that followed, and then the violin strains of the opening accompaniment, which abruptly halted at the impatient rapping of that wand, followed by the suggestion, "Shall we try again, gentlemen? May I remind you that opening night is only three days away. At this rate, the best you can hope for is to accompany the opening performance of a pack of caterwauling felines in a back alley behind the theater. Now," he snapped, his voice clearly audible, even below stage. "One more time!"

      It was as if nothing had happened. Shortly, rehearsals would continue. The play would go on for everyone except her.

      Her hand tightened over the handle of the carpetbag as Lili hurried through the hallway, eager to be gone. She glanced up as she approached the last row of dressing rooms. Maude Meredith's was considered the best in the theater. It was situated in closest proximity to the stage, so that its occupant wasn't required to walk a great distance to make her entrance. The door was ajar.

      Lili frowned. It wasn't like Maude to leave her door unlocked, much less open even a fraction of an inch. She zealously guarded her privacy, insisting that the door remain firmly shut at all times and tightly locked whenever she left. Nor would either her personal dresser or secretary have left it open like that.

      Just days earlier, Maude had flown into one of her frequent tirades when Jamie McNamara had stepped out for just a moment to give a note to a messenger boy, to be delivered for Maude. Maude had jerked the door open behind Jamie.

      "I told you to keep this door shut at all times. I don't want anyone snooping about. Do as I ask or I'll hire someone who will!"

      Several cast members had heard the angry confrontation, and then watched as Maude whirled around and slammed the door behind her. Thoroughly humiliated, Jamie McNamara had given those around her a watery smile.

      "The woman is a witch! Someday she'll pay for the way she treats people, and I'll be glad of it!"

      Then she reluctantly returned to the dressing room, shoulders sagging, and closed the door securely behind her. The tirade continued behind the closed door, seeping through the thin wood theater walls, and the other cast and crew members could only look at one another with sympathy for Jamie. At one time or another, they had all had their encounters with la Madame Maude.

      That was only two days earlier. Surely Jamie hadn't left the door open again, Lili thought. She couldn't bear the thought of the girl suffering yet another humiliation—or worse—at Maude's hands.

      She hesitantly approached the door, determined to close it before the lapse was noticed. But as she laid her hand on the doorknob, she got the impression that the dressing room was empty. Lily frowned as she pushed the door open a fraction wider. If no one was about, then the door should be securely closed and locked.

      “Jamie? Rose?" she called out.

      Pushing the door open several more inches, she discovered that neither Jamie nor Rose were in the dressing room.

      Lili had glimpsed the dressing room on one previous occasion. It was elegantly furnished as befitted an actress of Maude Meredith's stature—and demands—with thick carpet underfoot, damask-papered walls, deeply cushioned chairs, and dozens of bouquets of flowers of every size, shape, and description that were delivered daily. By far the most striking of these was the bouquet of brilliant pink-and-red blooms on the dressing table.

      The room was lavish, a stark contrast to the other, spartan dressing rooms which were considered to be "luxurious" if they contained a simple dressing table and chair.

      Lili glanced through to the adjacent sitting room—this was the only dressing room in the theater that had one—and was startled to find Maude reclined on the satin brocade settee.

      The hem of Maude's elegant dressing gown and one satin-clad shoulder were all that was clearly visible. The hem of the gown draped over the edge of the settee and puddled onto the carpeted floor. Maude's right arm was flung casually back over her head and rested along the curved back of the settee. The unmistakable mane of pale golden hair crowned the back of the settee like a radiant halo.

      Lili held her breath, expecting a furious, violent outburst at her intrusion. Surely Maude had heard her call out from the door. But there was no outburst, no ugly replay of the confrontation during rehearsal, nothing. Maude simply lay there, not moving so much as a finger.

      Lili turned to leave, not about to push her luck. But when she was halfway to the door and still Maude made no sound, she stopped and turned back around. Something wasn't at all right about this. An uneasy sensation slipped across her nerve endings as she slowly approached the open sitting room.

      Still, there was no response from Maude—no movement, no sound, nothing to indicate that she was aware anyone was in her dressing room.

      Lili came up behind the settee and cautiously reached out to touch Maude's shoulder. As she did, Maude's head rolled onto that same shoulder. Her elegant hand, raised to strike Lili only a few hours earlier, slipped over the side of the settee and dangled limp above a teacup and saucer that sat on the carpet below.

      "Maude?"

      Lili rounded the settee. She stopped short and stared down at the actress.

      Maude was reclined in natural repose. She had clipped a large, crimson flower into her hair above one ear, as she often did, making her look exotic and seductive. She held another long-stemmed, blood-red rose in her left hand, which lay beside her. The cream-colored satin dressing gown draped over well-curved legs and was cinched about the actress's legendary small waist. It revealed more than it covered, which raised the question of who Maude might have been expecting—Gray Harper?

      The gown gaped open at the neck exposing the ample swell of Maude's other equally legendary charms, cream-colored satin over flawless cream-colored skin, startling contrast to yet another crimson bloom at the edge of the dressing gown that draped Maude's breasts.

      Then Lili's eyes widened. The red bloom at her breast wasn't a flower at all, but a spreading crimson stain, blood! And Maude Meredith wasn't merely resting.

      The renowned actress, who'd performed in theaters in London, Paris, and New York, was giving the most compelling performance of her life.

      She was dead!
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      Lili jerked her hand away, blood from the front of Maude's dressing gown sticky at her fingertips. She stared in stunned disbelief at Maude's lifeless body, the cold cloying sensation of shock spreading through her.

      It wasn't the shock of fear. Lili had seen death before, in the back alleys of Chinatown, when young men exacted the revenge of ancient blood feuds; when she was only nine years old and her mother lay dying of the wasting disease that no amount of Great-Grandmother Woo's healing skills and secret potions could hold back; and the year before, when her father had been murdered.

      Nor was it the shock of faintheartedness. As wounds go, Lili had seen far worse. It was small, discreetly covered, with only that small blossom of blood on the collar of the white satin gown.

      Rather, it was the shock of disbelief that Maude Meredith, world famous actress who had performed in countless theaters in countless cities around the world, who was adored for her beauty, poise, and grace everywhere and by everyone, had been murdered.

      But then, she hadn't been adored by quite everyone, Lili reasoned, as her thoughts finally jolted into some sort of cohesive order. She stared down at Maude's body, reclined along the length of the satin-brocade settee, her upper body cushioned by several tasseled pillows, her head tilted back with a graceful arch of her neck. Her eyes stared glassily up toward the ceiling, pupils so wide the striking blue bands had all but disappeared.

      Lili rubbed her fingers together, again feeling the last traces of fresh blood, a thought vaguely surfacing as she noticed the expression on Maude's face. For someone who had been stabbed, she seemed so serene. There was no look of stunned surprise, no painful contortion of facial muscles. Instead, her features were relaxed, a faint, dreamy smile playing across her frozen lips, completely at odds with her death.

      Except for those sightless, staring eyes, it almost seemed as if she were sleeping. But she was dead, and her death had been violent. She had been stabbed just above her left breast. Lili glanced quickly about for a weapon, then concluded that whoever killed Maude must have taken it with them.

      Her startled gaze widened as she looked up to the adjoining rooms. Was the murderer still about?

      The heel of her boot wobbled over something on the floor. She pulled the hem of her full skirts back from the toe of her boot, her eyes registering surprise at the sight of the jade-handled knife—the knife Uncle Woo had given her. She picked it up. She'd been wrong. Whoever killed Maude hadn't taken the weapon with them.

      "Maude? I delivered that message, just like you said."

      Lili looked up. The outer door to the dressing room was open. Rose Smith, Maude's seamstress and personal dresser, stood in the doorway.

      "Miss McKendrick?" Rose asked, more than a little surprised to find Lili in the dressing room. Then she glanced down at her employer, reclined on the settee. She started to cross the dressing room, a frown lining her forehead.

      "What are you doing here, Miss McKendrick?" Then she stopped, her gaze fastened on the knife Lili held in her right hand.

      Keeping her voice carefully controlled, Lili informed her, "Something has happened. Find Mr. Winston at once."

      When there was no comment, much less any objection from Maude, alarm sprang into Rose's blue-gray eyes. "What is it? Is Miss Meredith ill?" She came toward the adjacent sitting room, her body rigid with sudden apprehension.

      Lili met her at the adjoining doorway and stopped her with a firm hand at her arm. She took hold of Rose by the shoulders and quickly spun her about, certain the woman would dissolve into hysterics when she saw the wound and realized the truth.

      "Find Mr. Winston," she repeated firmly, leaving no room for argument. At the outer door to the dressing room Rose whirled and fled into the hallway. She hadn't been gone more than a few moments when Ben Calder rushed into the dressing room.

      "I ran into Rose out in the hallway, babbling that something had happened to Maude. What the devil is going on in here?"

      He crossed to the sitting room, familiar with the spacious interior. He glanced briefly down at Maude reclined on the settee. Then his gaze immediately swept back again and widened at the sight of blood on the dressing gown.

      "Dear God!"

      "What is it? What has happened? Will someone please explain what is going on?" Irritation thinned Harry Winston's voice as he came into the room followed by Rose, scuttling along in his wake like a quivering shadow. Jamie McNamara and Anne Clemons were right behind them.

      "Where is Maude?" he demanded, his voice betraying exasperation. He clearly struggled for patience. Maude's tantrums, constant demands, and harsh criticisms were well known, and after the earlier confrontation on stage, it was obvious Harry Winston wasn't in the mood for more. His gray brows shot up when he saw Lili standing on the other side of the settee.

      "What are you doing here, Lili? What is this all about?" Then he glanced down at Ben Calder, who was sitting at the edge of the settee bending over Maude. Slowly, Ben looked up. His face was ashen.

      "She's dead," he whispered, his voice almost failing him. Then he repeated with disbelief, "Maude has been murdered."

      The opulent dressing room was strangely devoid of any of the usual sounds of grief—tears, wails, at the very least some discreet sniffling into handkerchiefs. There was only the speculative murmur of voices.

      The dressing room and adjacent sitting room were as spacious as any that might be found in one of the mansions on Nob Hill. Yet the rooms seemed small now, crowded as they were with dazed members of the cast, various theater staff; Mr. Jolly, the theater manager, who stood apart wringing his hands; Harry Winston, whose face was pale and drawn. Rose Smith looked as if she was about to faint at any moment. Jamie McNamara stood apart from them. Her one comment had been, "Well, what do you think of that! Someone finally done her in." The others in the room were the three police constables who had arrived over an hour ago, and Lili, who had been asked to wait in the outer dressing room after Rose screamed, "She did it! I saw the knife in her hand."

      Not that the knife was any secret. As soon as she had sent Rose to find Harry Winston, Lili had laid it on a small table near the settee, knowing there was no point in trying to conceal what she'd found.

      Lili sat before the mirror at the dressing table in the outer room, and watched the reflections of the sitting room in the glass.

      She tried to collect her thoughts. Like many of the others, she was unable to summon any trace of grief. Maude was dead, and in some small corner of her mind Lili couldn't help the thought that she'd somehow deserved it.

      It was a dreadful thought, undoubtedly the worst sort of sin for which she would no doubt burn in the eternal fires of hell—according to the nuns at the convent school she'd attended as a young girl in Monterey. But the other far more practical—the Chinese side of her nature—reconciled that in some small way, the murder was retribution for Maude's cruelties to so many people, including just about everyone present in those rooms. Which raised all sorts of questions, not the least of which was, who had killed Maude? And why?

      Her gaze wandered over the opulent suite, taking in the elegant cherry wood furnishings that Maude had insisted upon for the dressing room, along with satin wall-hangings, thick carpet, and dozens of vases of flowers, which were delivered fresh daily. A vase sat on the dressing table filled with stems covered with glossy, tear-shaped leaves, and plumes of bright pink and crimson blossoms that Lili recognized as exotic oleander.

      She frowned. Someone, probably Jamie McNamara, had neglected to fill the vase. It was completely dry, but the flowers hadn't yet begun to wilt. Her gaze swept back to the adjacent sitting room, where a hysterical Rose was recounting her story to a uniformed police constable. A younger constable smiled shyly at Lili and reddened as he hesitantly approached her.

      "You can go back to your own dressing room if you would like, Miss McKendrick," he suggested kindly. Her slender brow lifted slightly.

      "I know who you are, Miss McKendrick," he added.

      "The name is Willie Slater." He blushed again. "Constable Slater, that is. I met your pa when I was livin' on the streets. It was him suggested that I join up with the local constabulary. He said it was a sight safer than workin' for the Wells Fargo Company, and with my knowledge of the streets, I could make a decent, honest living."

      Lili smiled. Willie had undoubtedly been another of the street orphans that her father always looked after, hiring them to find information for him, paying them far more than the information was worth so they could have a hot meal in their stomachs, occasionally bringing them home to their private rooms over the office at Geary Street. Her father's voice was still distinct in her memory: "We have more than enough room, and more than enough to eat. The lad has nothing but the gutter for his bed and what he finds in it for his meal. Besides," he'd add, winking at her, "he'll earn it when he brings me the information I need." And so it was that an odd assortment of people, mostly children like Willie Slater, stayed for varying lengths of time in the small storeroom downstairs at Geary Street, on a warm, makeshift bed, and sharing their meals at suppertime, which were brought over by cousin Lin Su after her mother died.

      "Your father was a fine man," Constable Slater was saying. "It grieved me to hear what happened to him. You and your sister did a right fine job clearing that man they was going to hang. No one would ever have known that it was that society lady, Mrs. De Winter, who done it. Imagine, all because of some expensive perfume she wore."

      Lili smiled softly. That vital but overlooked clue about the perfume, overlooked by everyone, including the police, had been the key to solving their father's murder and bringing Lili and her sister, Allison, together.

      "Thank you," she murmured, grateful for his kind words.

      "Like I said, you might want to wait in your dressing room. It might be more comfortable for you, away from...” He jerked a look back over his shoulder in the direction of the satin-covered settee where Maude reclined, like a regal queen playing out her part in some play. Except that she was very dead, her features frozen, stiffness already beginning to set in.

      Lili sighed. "That's very kind of you, Mr. Slater." As she stood to leave, she was aware that he intended to follow her. One brow lifted slightly. "I think I can find my way," she said.

      He didn't return her smile this time, but looked distinctly uncomfortable. "I'll just go along with you, Miss McKendrick."

      She glanced past him to the constable in charge, a hard, flat-faced man by the name of Sergeant Malloy, and found him watching her while he questioned someone else. She understood far more than Willie Slater was willing, or allowed, to divulge.

      "I see. Very well, then by all means please join me. I'll fix us some tea. My grandmother blends it herself."

      "That would be fine, Miss McKendrick," he beamed gratefully, his blue eyes lighting up, the smile setting thousands of freckles dancing across his animated features.

      As he escorted her down the hallway to her former dressing room, she glanced down at the service revolver he wore strapped about his uniformed waist. "Do you really think you'll have to use that? I promise to go along quite peacefully."

      He blushed to the roots of his russet-colored hair and shrugged. "It's part of the uniform, Miss McKendrick. Now that we got a regular police constabulary in the city, we got all kinds of regulations from the commissioner. We're supposed to wear the pistol all the time. It's to protect law-abiding citizens from criminals and outlaws."

      "I see," Lili remarked, then asked with her usual straightforwardness, "And just which of those am I?"

      She didn't think it was possible for Constable Slater to blush any redder than he already had. She was mistaken.

      "Ah, Miss McKendrick. I'm just followin' orders. Mr. Mallory says yer to wait in your dressing room. He'll be right along to ask you some more questions."

      "I've already told him everything that I know." When his embarrassment drained away, every freckle stood out in stark relief against his pale skin.

      "I got my orders, Miss McKendrick," he said pleadingly. He looked so miserable, she hadn't the heart to ask him what these new questions might be. She would find out soon enough.

      Back in her small, spartan dressing room, Lili quickly set water to simmering over a small oil-lamp burner that she had retrieved from the bottom of the carpetbag she had packed earlier. She sprinkled the steaming water with tea leaves from the special blend her great-grandmother always made certain she had an abundant supply of.

      Whenever she was contemplating something of great importance, Great-Grandmother Woo always sipped a hot cup of the pungent greenish tea she favored.

      ''ls it magic?" Lili had once asked her. "Does it give you great wisdom?"

      "! already have great wisdom," Great-Grandmother gently scolded her. Then her wrinkled old face puckered with an impish grin and she giggled as she explained to Lili, "But it makes foolish men, like your uncle, think that it is magic and provides great wisdom." Then she became very somber, with a mock serious expression on her face, and extended her crooked index finger toward the ceiling for emphasis. "That is great wisdom."

      Later, as they sat sipping tea, Willie confessed with a sheepish grin, "I usually prefer coffee. But this is really good."

      Lili looked up from where she sat at her dressing table, cradling a cup of steaming brew in her hands and remembering her great-grandmother's words. "I added honey and cinnamon," she replied thoughtfully, as she stared down at the cup with the dark leaves clumped in an intricate design at the bottom. It reminded her of a flower with its perfect petals unfurled.

      She frowned at the comparison—a flower very like the blossoming stain on Maude's white satin dressing gown. She looked up as Constable Slater held out his cup. She refilled it.

      "The wound was right over the heart and quite deep," she murmured aloud thoughtfully. "Odd, that there wasn't more blood."

      Willie Slater blinked at her. "It's lucky you didn't faint dead away, Miss McKendrick, seein' a dreadful thing like that."

      She looked over at him with slightly raised brow.

      "Why would I do a thing like that?"

      ''Well, it's just that it's not a pleasant sight for a lady." She gave him an amused smile. He really was very kind, and so shy that she wondered how he had survived on the streets at all.

      "I've seen all your plays," he said, concentrating particularly hard on the cup in his big, gawky hands. Then he looked up and colored to the very roots of his hair. "And I don't usually care much for plays, either."

      She smiled again. "Then I'm flattered that you like both my tea, and my performances, brief as my acting career was."

      "Was?" he asked, picking up on the sudden sadness in her voice. But before she could explain, there was a knock at her dressing room door. Sergeant Malloy had come to ask her more questions.

      "The seamstress said that she saw you in the room with Miss Meredith," Constable Malloy repeated from the notes on the piece of paper he held.

      "Yes," Lili replied. "I was leaving the theater for the evening when I noticed that her dressing room door was open. I went to close it."

      "Why did you do that?"

      Lili replied with a shrug, "Because it was open, and Maude was insistent that it remained closed at all times." At his still-perplexed expression, she elaborated, "I was afraid that Miss McNamara might get in trouble again if Miss Meredith discovered the door open. So, I went to close it."

      "And that's when you went inside the room. Did Miss Meredith invite you inside?"

      "Of course not," Lili bluntly replied, fighting back her growing exasperation. "That would have been a little difficult, since she was already dead."

      "Why was she so insistent about the door being kept closed? Was she afraid of something or someone?"

      Afraid? That was the last thing Lili suspected Maude Meredith of being. It was just the other way around most people were afraid of her, or at the very least, completely intimidated. Lili tried to think how best to answer his question.

      "Maude never allowed anyone to enter her dressing room except for Rose, Miss McNamara, Mr. Winston, and…" She hesitated saying the other name that came to mind, as a remembered threat slipped back through her thoughts: "She'll never hurt you again. I promise you."

      Sergeant Malloy latched onto her sudden hesitation.

      "You were saying, Miss McKendrick?"

      Again, she chose her words carefully. "Maude had acquaintances, gentlemen callers who came to see her after rehearsals. No one else was allowed in her dressing rooms."

      "Yet you were in her rooms," he pointed out. "And right after you had quarreled. Isn't that right, Miss McKendrick?"

      Lili met his gaze evenly. "There was no quarrel."

      "You had words with Miss Meredith," he specified. Annoyance flashed in her green eyes. "I believe it would be more correct to say that she had words with me."

      "You threatened her. Several of the other members of the play's cast remember you saying that if she ever raised a hand to you again that you would ‘kill’ her. Is that right, Miss McKendrick?"

      "Miss Meredith was angry that I had replaced her at rehearsal," Lili explained, choosing not to elaborate that this was not the first time Maude was late to rehearsal, but that it was simply once more in a long, unending succession of missed or late appearances.

      ''And you threatened her!'' Sergeant Malloy insisted. "After she tried to strike me," Lili shot back at him, annoyance slipping to anger.

      "And less than three hours later—after you were dismissed from the play—Rose Smith found you in Maude Meredith's dressing room standing over her with a knife."

      Lili's thoughts froze. She knew how it must seem. "I found it on the floor of the dressing room beside the settee. Maude was already dead when I found her."

      "Do you know who the knife belongs to?" he asked, and Lili felt control slip away by degrees. She knew by the way he asked it and the tone of his voice that he already knew perfectly well who the knife belonged to. She could see it in the expression on his flat, blunt face.

      "Yes," she replied in a quiet voice.

      "And who might that be, Miss McKendrick?"

      She took a deep breath. "It belongs to me. But I left it in my dressing room during rehearsal. In this bag." She indicated the carpetbag that held all her clothes, makeup, and a copy of the script from the play.

      "Anyone could have taken it from my dressing room," she hastily went on to explain. "None of the doors besides Maude's have locks. Anyone could have taken it."

      Anyone.

      The words lay frozen in her throat. Anyone could have taken it—someone who could enter her dressing room freely... someone she knew... someone she might have seen.

      "I promise, she'll never hurt you again."

      She tried to bring her scattered thoughts back under control.

      "Very well, Miss McKendrick," Sergeant Malloy was saying. "I have just a few more questions I want to ask the others. Please wait here a few minutes longer." She sensed it wasn't a request, but an order that he intended be obeyed.

      "Of course. I have nothing to hide."

      The door to her dressing room was left open. As a few minutes dragged out to a half hour and then longer, she brewed more tea. Willie gratefully accepted it.

      She looked up as one by one the others were allowed to leave. It was late now. It had been over three hours since she'd discovered Maude's body, almost an hour since Sergeant Malloy had asked her to wait just a few minutes longer.

      She emptied the teapot. The oil-lamp burner was no longer hot. She packed it away. Then she looked up as Sergeant Malloy appeared in the doorway, a second constable behind him.

      "Did you find out what you wanted to know?" she asked politely, as she closed the bag, feeling anything but polite. It was late. It had been a horrible evening. All she wanted was to go home to the house on Geary Street. In the morning she would call on her sister and tell her all about what had happened. They had become quite close in the past year—a vast improvement over their initial meeting, after not knowing each other for most of Lili's twenty years.

      Allison was now in the last weeks of her pregnancy, and according to her doting husband's instructions, confined to their house until the baby was born. Only Dalton Malone's strictest orders to his wife, not to mention his equally strict instructions to the household staff at the majestic Cliff House Hotel, which they owned, along with the removal of everything on four legs that might pull a carriage from the stables, had managed to confine her at all.

      If she hadn't been so large with child, Lili was certain her headstrong sister would have walked to the offices on Geary Street every day the past few weeks, she was so bored with her confinement. In fact, Allison had walked the short distance to the cable car line terminal, which transported guests to and from the hotel on the cliffs overlooking San Francisco Bay, only to get stuck between the narrow handrails of the steps while getting on the car. The president of the cable car line was forced to send a messenger out to the Cliff House and inform Lili's brother-in-law that his wife was now confined to the cable car.

      They had finally dislodged her in the privacy of the cable car barn by undoing several layers of petticoats, Allison's heavy brocade gown, and thick whalebone stays, only the top laces of which were drawn (the bottom ones had been left open to accommodate her expanding girth), all of which was bunched thickly about her already more-than-thick waist.

      When Lili finally had Allison undressed down to her corset and thin chemise, Dalton Malone insisted on finishing the task, a task which should have taken only a few minutes, but which took over an hour, after which her sister and brother-in-law emerged from the closed cable-car barn with her sister's hair badly disheveled and Dalton Malone's immaculate dress coat and shirt oddly askew. His black satin tie was missing altogether.

      Lili had worriedly asked them both if everything was all right.

      "More than all right," Dalton had announced with a devilish grin. Then his grin deepened as he looked past her to his very pregnant, very disheveled wife.

      "I believe I just took your queen," he announced, which only left Lili all the more confused.

      But there was very little confusion now. She sensed that everything was not at all right.

      "Please gather your things together, Miss McKendrick," Sergeant Malloy ordered her, without even a trace of his earlier civility.

      "You're to come along with us to the police station."

      At her startled look, he informed her, "I'm arrestin' you for the murder of Maude Meredith.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Lili sat on the edge of the cot in the jail cell, her arms wrapped about her as if trying to ward off the cold. The truth was, the chill came from within.

      Part of her wavered somewhere between outrage and blind panic. Another part of her, that she long ago recognized as the Chinese side of her nature, called for logic and calm. Nothing would be gained from hysteria. She would simply have to wait until all of this was straightened out.

      She'd had nothing to do with Maude's death. The side of her that leaned toward panic reminded her of the threats she'd made in front of several witnesses. Her more practical self argued that many of those same people had equally good reason to hate Maude.

      For years Rose Smith had been the actress's devoted seamstress and personal dresser—and the recipient of Maude's verbal and physical abuse. Only a few days earlier, several people had witnessed Maude slap the poor woman over some small, inconsequential deed. Why did Rose stay with Maude all those years and continue to suffer in silence?

      Jamie McNamara was young, pretty, and Irish—a fact Maude obviously found distasteful and took great delight in punishing Jamie over: "Your people are lazy, worthless drunkards. I won't tolerate that sort of behavior. You work for me, and I intend to make certain you earn every penny."

      The theater community was small and close-knit.

      Countless times over the past weeks of rehearsal, Lili had seen Jamie bite back a retort, her fair skin coloring with humiliation and hatred at Maude's cruelty and callousness.

      ''I hate the old witch!" Jamie hissed one day as Lili tried to console her.

      "Why do you put up with it?" Lili had asked her. "Because I need the money, miss. I've got me younger brothers and sisters to help support, now that Ma and Da are gone." And so Jamie was forced to take all of Maude's abuse. How deep was Jamie’s hatred? Had she finally been unable to control it? Had she refused to take any more torment?

      Harry Winston had been with Maude longer than anyone could remember. He was completely devoted to her. Yet even he grew weary of her tantrums, endless demands, and endless lovers. What were his real feelings for Maude? What might it take to push a man of such long-suffering and deep devotion to murder?

      There were rumors that Annie Clemons had once hoped for the sort of stage career that Maude had attained. There were even rumors that Maude was somehow responsible for the fact that Annie never achieved that career. What secret had the two women shared? Could it have driven Annie to murder? It was clear to everyone there was no love—not even the barest civility—between the two women. They spoke their lines, then retreated to their dressing rooms, the atmosphere about them like a storm waiting to break.

      Ben Calder was young, handsome, and Maude's leading man of the moment, both on stage and in bed, if rumors were to be believed. It was no secret to anyone that they spent a great deal of time together behind that locked dressing-room door, with specific instructions not to be disturbed. But occasionally Ben was locked out of her dressing room along with everyone else. And there were evenings when she left the theater after rehearsal was over, alone, and her destination was not her hotel room.

      Maude alternately played at the game of cat-and-mouse with Ben. Toying with him, treating him like a favored lover one moment, rejecting him the next. How much humiliation would a man be willing to endure?

      That same question might be asked of Gray Harper. He was rumored to be Maude's patron as well as her lover. Did he know about Maude's relationship with Ben Calder? Did he know about the others?

      Captain Harper was a dangerous man with secrets he kept safely guarded, a phantom pirate with a notorious reputation who lived his life in the shadows after having been physically, if not emotionally scarred.

      How much humiliation would such a man be willing to endure?

      And what of the promise he'd made to Lili in their brief encounter in the dimly lit hallway outside Maude's dressing room?

      "She'll never hurt you again."

      Lili nibbled thoughtfully at the inside corner of her mouth, a habit Great-Grandmother Woo was forever reminding her was characteristically un-Chinese. Then her head came up as she heard the distinctive clank of keys in the steel lock, followed by the grating of metal against metal as the cell door was swung open.

      When Constable Malloy announced at the theater that she was being arrested, she had hastily sent a message off to her father's dear friend and business associate, Ian MacPherson. Uncle Mac had been like a second father to her.

      After Will McKendrick's death the year before, he had been the solid, steady influence that kept her world from falling apart. He was also the catalyst for bringing together Lili and the sister she had never met.

      Unwillingly, Lili had been forced to accept her half-sister's assistance the year before, in solving their father's murder. Instead of returning to Boston afterward, her sister Allison had chosen to stay in San Francisco, a full partner with Lili and Mac in McKendrick Investigations.

      Allie was now married to Dalton Malone, a Barbary Coast gambler, owner of the Bella Union Music Hall and a luxurious French chateau, the Cliff House Hotel.

      The marriage, five months earlier, barely precipitated a rather scandalous courtship that would have rocked Nob Hill society right down to its well-cultured foundations, with the first McKendrick-Malone joint venture due to make his or her debut at any moment.

      At the time the tiny ''joint venture" made its presence known, Lili and Allie McKendrick were in some never-before-heard-of watering hole of a mining town, which consisted of a saloon, a dry goods store, a boarding house, eleven whorehouses, and fifty-three active mining claims.

      They were on a case, investigating the death of an old miner who never had more than a grain of gold to his name, but managed to die face down in a foot-high pile of gold dust, a knife stuck in the middle of his back.

      They were fast closing in on the suspected murderer in an alley behind the boarding house, when the felon turned and fled inside. The heavy, noxious smell of rancid grease and starchy grits, overlaid with the acrid aroma of singed side of pork, had hit both Lili and her sister through the opened doorway.

      With the assistance of the local sheriff, Lili pursued the suspect while Allie remained in the alley and proceeded to lose the combined contents of her breakfast, dinner, and supper in a very undignified manner.

      Allie was almost four months pregnant, but had simply chosen to ignore the symptoms of the past few months. There simply hadn't been time to be concerned about the possibility of impending motherhood when there were so many cases that needed their attention.

      Marriage had changed her little. Allie insisted, to her headstrong husband's chagrin, to keep her own last name and remain in the family business, McKendrick Investigations.

      The only reason she was presently confined—if presiding over the most prestigious and elegant hotel in all of San Francisco could be called confinement—was the fact that she could no longer fit through the opening of her husband's new carriage.

      Even Lili found the carriage rather unaccommodating, and suspected that her brother-in-law might have had something to do with its design in order to keep his wife at home in her advanced state of delicacy.

      Which was the precise reason that Lili was absolutely certain that when she heard the sound of that grating steel lock, it would be Mac, and not her sister, on the other side of the jail cell door.

      It was therefore with disbelief, and more than a little dismay, that she watched as Mac escorted her very pregnant sister through the outside steel door leading to the cells.

      "What are you doing here?" Lili blurted out. "How did you get here?"

      Allison McKendrick Caulfield Malone looked through heavy steel bars at her slender, strikingly beautiful little sister. One elegantly curved, dark brow glided upward.

      "I might ask the same of you," she responded wryly.

      "I thought rehearsals were supposed to be held at the theater." She gestured wide at Lili's present surroundings, almost as wide as the swell of her stomach beneath the hastily donned, low-cut evening gown, the only gown that could be let out enough to accommodate her ever-expanding waistline with any modicum of good taste.

      Thank God her confinement was almost over. For the life of her, Allie couldn't imagine why women did this to themselves. Actually, she could imagine it. The making of babies was as pleasurable as the growing of them was insufferable.

      However, she concluded, with
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