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A love too strong to disguise, a disgrace too deep to ignore. 

The second book in the Triple Countess series. 

Orlando Garland, Lord Blyth, has spent a lifetime restoring the family fortunes but now it's time for him to think of himself for a change. When he hires a dowdy companion for his invalid sister, it doesn't take him long to suspect "Charlotte" is more than she appears. Yet the lively young woman proves to be good for his sister. And Orlando can't ignore the seductive beauty behind the disguise. Violetta Palagio's mask has never chafed before-until now. She longs for the freedom to love the handsome Orlando. Yet to reveal herself would be disastrous for them both. She is La Perla Perfetta, the daughter of London's most successful courtesan. For most of her life, her mother has cleverly kept Violetta's identity a secret. Will she risk all that, now the threat that kept them in disguise for so long is finally gone? For the first time in her life, Violetta is in love. Can she find the courage to come out from behind the mask? And if she does, will Orlando chance everything he has worked so hard to rebuild-for a courtesan's daughter?
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Dedication

To Chris and Elspeth, who help me with much laughter and friendship. 

Chapter One

April, 1754

Orlando Garland, seventh Earl of Blyth took his time studying the woman sitting on the hard chair on the other side of his desk. It was one of the few times it was acceptable to stare at someone so blatantly and he made the most of it, leaning back in his own comfortably upholstered chair to get a better view. What was it about this woman? The moment she had walked into his study, he felt the hair on the back of his neck prickle. There was something—something, though he had no idea what it was.

He suspected subterfuge the moment he saw her. Such elegant deportment didn’t usually go with the plump, dowdy figure this lady presented to the world. Her hair, screwed up tightly into a bun at the back of her head, was a mousy brown, but despite the heavy, tinted spectacles perched on her nose he could see that her eyes were beautiful, almost violet. Her slim wrists belied her stout figure and her neck showed no extra folds of flesh. She had deliberately disguised herself.

It might just be an effort to make herself less attractive. Comeliness was not a welcome attribute for companion governesses in most households. Orlando glanced at the paper in front of him, noting her relative youth and lack of experience. He looked up, meeting her gaze directly, looking for any other signs of deception. “Have you worked as a governess at all, ma’am?” 

She looked away and then lifted her head once more, meeting his regard with a spark of defiance. He liked that spark. It might prove useful for the position he had in mind for her. “I am considered too young by most prospective employers. That is the reason I thought to apply for a position as a companion instead. It is only recently I have found myself in the position of having to look for work.” She swallowed, the only sign she had given so far of nervousness. 

Orlando sought to reassure her, wondering at the same time why it should be important to him to put her at her ease. “Your age will not be a problem here. I need someone about the same age as my sister, to share in her interests. Did Mrs. Thompson explain the nature of the post?” Not wanting to take any chances, he had sent his enquiry to the best—and most expensive—agency in London. He wondered if Mrs. Thompson had asked her about the efforts to disguise her appearance, or whether the practise was too commonplace to be remarked upon.

She bowed her head once. One small gloved hand clenched in the folds of her unbecoming gown. “I was told you wanted a companion for your lady sister.”

Orlando pulled his mind back to the matter in hand. “Indeed I do. If I may, I will remind you of the circumstances. I am sure Mrs. Thompson was discreet when she explained the situation to you, and you may not be aware of the full story. It is essential you know the whole before you begin.” He felt a pang of the sense of failure he always felt when thinking of Perdita, but he took care nothing showed on his cool countenance. Picking up a quill pen from his desk, he put it in its proper place, in the pottery jar with the others. They formed a feathery bouquet on one side of him, the only flowers he allowed in this room. The rest of the house was dedicated to feminine delicacy, but here, and in his own bedroom, masculinity was allowed to declare itself.

He kept his account brief and to the point, firmly locking his sadness deep inside. That was too private to show to someone he had only just met. “My sister, Lady Perdita Garland, had a riding accident last year. Sadly, she broke both legs. She has not walked since.” He paused, but refused to allow himself to dwell on that dreadful day. There was nothing to be gained by remembering it now. “According to her physician Dr. Sewell, her legs have healed completely, but she needs rest and will always be weak and in need of medical attention. I fear she has lost the confidence she once had in abundance. By providing her with a companion, she might be encouraged to take her place in society again.” He wondered how much to tell this young woman; she might not stay more than a week, if he decided to take her on. He decided on the truth. After all, there was nothing shameful about it, and most of it was known, at least by his family. “Perdita is a lovely woman, but she is seven and twenty and she feels she is past the age of looking for a husband. Until recently I could only offer a modest dowry, and Perdita is a fastidious woman. No one has come up to her exacting standards.” He hid his deepest sadness with a deliberate lack of emotion, something he had become used to doing over the years. “Now she doesn’t go out at all. I would like that to change.” 

Orlando stared across the table. Something underneath her disguise called to him, made him wonder. There was an underlying grace she couldn’t hide, despite the careful concealment, something about the way she disposed her hands upon her lap. He felt sure she was a beauty, disguising her natural assets to obtain a position. From the detailed account Mrs. Thompson had sent him, she was a clergyman’s daughter from the North. She had worked as a teacher, but the school was closed now, and she needed another situation. Her references, such as they were, were excellent. “Do you feel up to the task, Miss—ah—” He consulted the paper on his desk, although he didn’t really need to. “Miss Lambert?”

She coloured up slightly, for no reason he could discern. “I would like to try, my lord.”

He shuffled the papers on his desk, straightening them between his hands and putting them down. “You will be required to make an appearance in the highest circles, should my sister decide to re-enter society. I trust you know how to conduct yourself?”

“Yes indeed, my lord. I was born into a good family but we found ourselves in straitened circumstances shortly after I left school.”

He frowned. “Lambert is a familiar name. Have we met before?”

“No, my lord, I’m sure of it. I would have remembered.” That charming tinge of colour crept into her porcelain pale cheeks once more. 

Orlando suspected hidden depths. It boded well. If he was interested, it was to be hoped Perdita would be, too. From a lively young lady his sister had turned into a listless stranger in the last year. Engaging a companion was the last of a series of strategies Orlando had tried to get her back on her feet. Even if she never did that, he wanted to see her the centre of a group of admiring beaux again. 

“Then, Miss Lambert, let us be frank. You are not the first young woman I’ve employed to try to encourage my sister to return to society. I need someone to take a strong line with her, to fight her if need be. I am convinced that is the only way. I have tried kindness, persuasion, even bribes, but she doesn’t respond. If I employ you, I would require a degree of frankness from you. While I don’t expect you to break any confidences, I would appreciate regular reports on my sister’s progress. Since I do not particularly wish for anyone else to know, this would involve personal contact.” He took a breath and watched her closely. It was impossible to read her expression, serenely regarding him from those remarkable eyes. “In case that should cause you any alarm I should inform you I consider it bad form for a man to take advantage of his own servants.”

“In any circumstances?”

Her comeback was so sharp he grinned, forgetting his dignity in his pleasure at her impertinence. “I’m only human, ma’am, but I do my best. However, I never use underhand methods, and I always honour my obligations.” 

Miss Lambert appeared unperturbed, not changing her calm expression one whit. “I do not judge until I meet the person involved, my lord. My—family has been subject to gossip, and I know how much rumours can exaggerate a basic fact.”

He wondered what she meant by that intriguing comment. Strangely, Orlando had no doubts about allowing this young woman, for all her false padding, near his sister. There was a bone deep integrity about her that he trusted. He had always succeeded when he had trusted his instincts, invariably failed when he ignored them. He trusted them now. “What would you say to a week’s trial, to be terminated without prejudice on either side? If Perdita dislikes the stance you take on my instruction, I promise to give you a good character to take with you. Unless, of course, you’ve transgressed in some way.”

“It seems fair, my lord.”

“Very well then.” He stood and shook the heavy skirts of his formal coat into place. It was an automatic gesture, but with her interested gaze on him he became aware of the movement as he’d rarely done before. The coat was an expensive one, bought new that season but wasn’t particularly unusual. The dark red was positively staid compared to some of the coats that he used in the evenings. Perhaps it wasn’t the coat, but Orlando himself she stared at so fixedly. He was not accustomed to such a frank appraisal by a woman. He moved towards her.

She came to with a start. “I beg your pardon, my lord, my mind was elsewhere. I could start almost immediately, but I have relatives in London, with whom I am staying. May I have permission to visit them to let them know what has happened? I would hate them to worry.”

“Yes, of course.” He walked around the desk and was interested to see that his proximity didn’t seem to bother her. A sign of good breeding, not to shrink back when a man came close, though the other companions he had engaged had shown a particular preference to shrink back at his approach. “May I take you to meet my sister?” He lifted his arm in an invitation for her to lay her hand on it. She did so and immediately removed it, then put it back.

Orlando stood silent, absorbing the unexpected sensation. Had she felt the jolt that had gone through his body at the touch of her hand on his coated and shirted arm? That was impossible, surely. How could a mere touch have such an effect? He looked away, gently urging her forward, trying to forget the shock. This was a perfectly ordinary young woman, and what was more, she would be an employee. 

He found the jolt impossible to forget. As they climbed the stairs to the drawing room, his mind lingered on the strange shock he’d experienced. She was a small woman and one he found himself attracted to, despite the heavy spectacles and mousy hair, but it couldn’t be that, surely? It had been too long since he’d given his last mistress her congé. Perhaps it was time he looked for another. That must be the reason for his visceral response to her touch.

Perdita would be in the drawing room at this time of day, although the only visitor she received was her friend Judith Wayland. Orlando sighed when he remembered the lively social life his sister had enjoyed a bare year ago. Men lined up to offer for her this time last year, and during her “at home” days the house had rarely been quiet. Now it was so peaceful Orlando missed all the activity. It was like a deserted mansion, except for the lack of dust. The silence was uncanny sometimes. He could go out for his amusements, but Perdita refused to leave the house, even to take the air. He was more worried than he cared to admit. If this didn’t work, this firmer line, he had no idea what he would do next to help his sister. 

He turned to escort Miss Lambert into the drawing room and caught her looking at him. He stared back. She looked away. This was so unlike the prim, proper lady he had thought her that it gave him pause, but not enough to prevent him rapping lightly on the door and then pushing it open. In a statelier house, there would be a footman stationed outside the door to perform this role, but since no guest was allowed entrance any more Perdita had deemed it a waste of money. Despite his recent affluence, Orlando had become accustomed to counting the pennies, and to Perdita it was second nature although she was fond of cavilling at the economies they had been forced to use in the past.

As Orlando had expected, Lady Judith Wayland was keeping his sister company that afternoon. It appeared he had interrupted a comfortable gossip, for he heard a flurry of silken skirts when he opened the door. Despite her seclusion, Perdita seemed to know what was going on in the fashionable world outside her window. Lady Judith regularly relayed all the information she came across, and the papers were delivered daily, even the more disreputable ones. Perdita read them all. They looked up from their conversation, silver-gilt head and darker, golden one moving in harmony. Two sets of finely plucked eyebrows arched in surprise.

He stood to one side of Miss Lambert, so she could make her curtsey. “This is Miss Lambert, Perdita. Thompson’s sent her. I hope she may prove of some use to you. She has permission to visit her family tonight, but she will be living her while she is with us.” He felt rather than saw Lady Judith’s fulminating stare at the newcomer so was not surprised to see it when he turned. He smiled guilelessly. “My dearest wish is to see you return to society, Perdita, but if you will not, you will doubtless need some company.” 

Perdita smiled vaguely at Miss Lambert and immediately looked away, towards Lady Judith. “You always think of my comfort, brother.” The two ladies exchanged a speaking glance. “Won’t you stay and have some tea with us?”

“I fear I cannot. I’m expected elsewhere.” He turned and bowed to Miss Lambert. “Ladies, I will leave you to become acquainted.”

Lord Blyth left the room in a flourish of heavy silk and sheer male presence. Violetta felt her senses relax; they had somehow been surrounding him while he had been present. Her heritage, she supposed. It came of having a mother like hers, a woman who needed an intimate knowledge of men for her livelihood. Violetta schooled her face to what she hoped was an expression of a humble desire to please. It wasn’t easy. Lord Blyth may have advocated the strong approach, but she wanted to assess Lady Perdita first, to plan her campaign.

“Miss Lambert,” Lady Perdita said. She tapped her pale pink lips with her fan. “What is your first name?”

“Charlotte,” Violetta replied without blinking or looking away. It was a name she had always liked and one that suited her disguise well. 

“Charlotte. Very well. Have you had much experience at this work, Charlotte?”

“Not a great deal, my lady.”

“I see.” There was a pause, which Violetta was aware Lady Perdita deliberately allowed to lengthen. Of all things, she disliked the way Lady Perdita and her friend stared at her. The gazes seemed to violate her, where the frank gaze of his lordship had not bothered her at all. Violetta waited. 

“You may sit down, Charlotte, in the chair beside me. We will discuss your duties.” The cold, flat voice came as a relief. 

“Yes, my lady.” Violetta took the chair indicated, a hard chair next to the comfortable sofa on which Lady Perdita sat. She kept her regard steadily on the young woman while Lady Perdita examined her. 

“If I could stand I think I might overtop you by an inch or so,” Lady Perdita said, tapping her fan against her hand. “Your dark hair is an excellent foil to my looks. I would call your skin olive, don’t you agree?”

Violetta humbly agreed although she’d heard her skin described as “creamy” before. She knew she was striking, and had ample evidence of her attraction to the opposite sex, but she had no vanity. Violetta knew exactly how she looked. Another gift bestowed by her mother; the ability to see herself frankly. The knowledge had enabled her to disguise herself into a dowdy female, a disguise she felt uncomfortably sure had not entirely fooled his lordship. 

“Do you need the spectacles all the time, Charlotte?”

“In general, my lady.” Violetta met her ladyship’s pale stare steadily. She had become good at untruths over the years, a skill forced upon her by necessity. It didn’t make her enjoy it, though. 

Lady Perdita waved her fan in a dismissive gesture. “Keep them. I’d rather you saw what you were doing when you hand me my tea. Your figure is a trifle full, don’t you think?”

Violetta inwardly rejoiced. She had laced her stays loosely and stuffed a shift down the front to pad it even more, succeeding in giving the illusion of plumpness on her normally trim figure. However, her new mistress bade fair to outshine her even without the padding, wig, spectacles and dowdy clothes.

Lady Perdita was ethereally lovely. Her unpowdered hair was the fairest of blondes, gleaming pale gilt in the spring sunlight. Her eyes were a heavenly blue, lighter than her brother’s but the shade suited her porcelain-pale complexion. She would have suitors at her feet if she decided to re-enter society, whether she walked or not. 

Under the voluminous skirts of the ice-blue gown Lady Perdita wore, it was impossible for Violetta to see what damage the accident had done to her ladyship’s legs. Lady Perdita had fallen from a bolting horse last summer. The breaks had been clean and they mended, but her ladyship refused to leave her chair. It might be a failure of confidence, but looking at her ladyship Violetta did not think that was a quality Lady Perdita lacked. Everything about her said elegance and poise. 

“My figure has never been remarkable,” Violetta ventured. Not to her, anyway.

“Gentlemen are such swine. They will go after anyone wearing a skirt,” Lady Judith put in. “I’ve remarked it often.” Her supercilious air seemed to Violetta, used to summing up people quickly, bone deep. Violetta mentally scolded herself for prejudice. 

“Most gentlemen,” Lady Perdita agreed. “My brother, however, is more perceptive. He used not to be, but I have great hopes he is more discriminating in his choice these days. It is why you must be here for him to notice you, dear Judith!” She patted her friend’s hand, and they exchanged a fond look. Violetta began to understand.

Violetta knew a great deal about Lady Perdita and her family, having an intimate acquaintance with a close family member, but thought it more discreet to pretend ignorance. She also knew of Lady Judith. 

Lady Perdita raised an eyebrow. “Where were you before?”

“Yorkshire,” Violetta answered and immediately wished she had said Cumbria, because it was further away from London. “Yes, my lady, I know something of your family’s history, but I don’t listen to gossip.”

The two ladies exchanged a speaking glance. “You won’t last long in London if you don’t listen to gossip,” Lady Judith commented, a tone of acidity in her voice. “I would advise you, however, not to take part.”

Violetta did her best to look shocked. “Of course not, my lady!”

“How much do you know of us?” Lady Perdita demanded. 

“I know your mother is known as the Triple Countess, and you and Lord Blyth are her children by her second husband, the late Earl of Blyth.” Violetta carefully filtered her extensive knowledge of the family as she spoke, repeating nothing that was not general knowledge. “Your mother lives with her third husband, Lord Taversall, and their family.”

Lady Perdita nodded. “Very good. Our elder brother, the Earl of Rosington, is the most fortunate, his father having left him with a tidy fortune and no siblings.” Lady Perdita’s pretty mouth turned down. “Our revered mama is prolific, and has always done her duty by her husbands. I do not find it an incentive to marry. She was married to her first husband, an old man, for the money, she ran off with Blyth and lived to regret it and now she’s so happy it is quite a sight to see.”

Lady Perdita’s bitterness astounded Violetta. It would have made her happy to have a brother or sister to share with, but as an only child she’d only had her mother to rely on. It had made them closer, but Violetta always had a feeling of isolation and a yearning for someone of her own, someone special. 

She knew better than to hope that could be Lady Perdita. She was an employee here, made clear to her by every movement of the other two ladies towards her, even to the hard chair she sat in. Besides, she was wary of letting too much slip. 

“I will have the housekeeper show you about,” her ladyship said. “It is important you know your way around, because I will require you to fetch and carry for me.”

Violetta murmured a reply in the affirmative. 

“When we have company, you will stand by my chair and take no part in the conversation. I will require you to be at least presentable, but no more. I wish you to be devoted to me.” Violetta listened to the requirements and tried to think humbly, but the more Lady Perdita spoke, the more her arrogance irritated Violetta. “Now I wish you to leave,” the lady continued. “You will have the room close to mine so you will be ready for my call. Listen.” She picked up a bell from the side table and shook it. A pleasant but penetrating tinkle. “When I ring, I expect you to attend me immediately.”

“Yes, my lady.” Violetta stood and kept her hands folded neatly before her, head down. 

The door opened to admit a footman. 

“Have Miss Lambert shown to the bedroom that has been prepared for my companion. She has permission to visit her family this evening.” Lady Perdita turned to address Violetta. “Be back first thing in the morning. I will expect you to be ready to take up your duties.” 

Violetta curtsied and left the room to the sound of a giggle from Lady Judith. She had no doubt her slightly eccentric appearance would cause discussion as soon as she had gone. She followed the footman to the end of the corridor and through a small door to the backstairs. “We’ve been told you are to stay with us, Miss—”

“Lambert,” Violetta supplied. 

“Lambert. If you want anything, just shout down the stairs. I hope you don’t mind me taking you this way. I thought you might like to know about these stairs, because you’re near the end of the corridor.” They climbed a flight of narrow, wooden stairs and he opened a door. They were back in the main house, on the second floor. “This is where the family bedrooms are, ma’am. His lordship’s suite is across the staircase and yours is next to her ladyship’s. I hope it suits.”

Moving to a door, the footman opened it for her. The room contained everything necessary to her comfort; a bed with a light canopy, a washstand and a tall clothes press. A single candlestick stood on the plain nightstand that presumably contained a necessary in its lower cupboard. No carpet or rug covered the polished floorboards, and the shutters at the windows were bare, with no drapery to soften them. “This was her ladyship’s dressing room, ma’am, but she had the sitting room on this floor converted for her use instead.”

It was obvious the furniture had been moved in recently, as some of the pieces didn’t quite fit in the places allotted to them and fresh scrapes marked the bare, planked floor. It was all simple, country stuff, probably brought down from a servant’s bedroom. She tried not to be disappointed. Companions were sometimes treated as equals, but obviously not in this household. 

Her cloak had been brought up and thrown on the bed. No chance of more than casual help from a maid, Violetta guessed, so she must learn to fend for herself. Even at school, she’d had fellow pupils to help her with her stays in the mornings. Remembering the girlish companionship with a pang of nostalgia, Violetta picked up the cloak and put it on, finding her bonnet hung on a peg screwed to the back of the door. At least there was a mirror, even if it was a trifle spotted. It looked as though it had been a grand piece once, but was in an outdated style, the frame elaborately carved in a dark, dull wood. 

Outside, Violetta went down the main staircase, elegantly curving into the neat hall and left the house by the front door. She would do that until instructed otherwise. She made her way across the square where she hailed a hackney cab. Time to go home, to her other disguise. 

Chapter Two

“La Perla Perfetta!” Violetta heard the announcement, felt rather than heard the anticipation in the room, the rustling of heavy silk, the low murmur. Putting her hand to her elaborate silk mask, she made sure it was firmly fixed in place. It had become a habit for gentlemen to try to remove it, but her mother forbade it. Flicking her fan open in a flurry of feathers and spangles, she put up her chin and entered the drawing room. 

The murmurs rose appreciatively and she let them look. Used to the reaction she could arouse, she allowed herself to smile, but only a little. She knew she was a man of fashion’s dream. Dressed in her trademark pure white, her mask covering the top half of her face, her shining black hair drawn back into a simple style, she let them look.

The glitter of spangles, precious gems and candlelight reflected off the room’s numerous gilded pier-glasses and demonstrated the success her mother, La Perla, had found amongst English society. The French gilded chairs and costly Aubusson carpet bore mute witness to her personal wealth. 

Uncle Lucius—Lord Ripley—came forward to lead Violetta to her mother. La Perla sat in state, in the chair she preferred, set between the two large windows of the salon on the first floor. Only the highest, the most expensive courtesans were allowed into this room, and Violetta in her guise as La Perla Perfetta was one of them. Except that La Perla Perfetta was a virgin, and likely to remain so, if her mother had any say in the matter.

La Perla was magnificent in cobalt blue, her hair, still black with a very little help of walnut juice, her face carefully made up but in no way the white mask some society ladies preferred. La Perla at fifty, was still lovely. She acknowledged her daughter’s low bow with a gracious smile, motioning her to rise. 

Violetta stood next to her mother’s chair, watching the company. As usual, the cream of society had attended her mother’s public salon. The only segment significantly absent was the ladies. Occasionally, with careful connivance, a respectable woman made a heavily disguised appearance here, but only in the rarest circumstances. The gowns were as expensive and brilliant as those worn in the Duchess of Queensberry’s drawing room, the conversation as scintillating, for La Perla was the queen of the demi-monde, the ruling monarch of her world. And Violetta was her daughter, and her heiress.

Once Violetta had found it thrilling to appear so, especially after her sojourn in a stuffy finishing school in France. Now it was almost routine. 

Lord Ripley, standing on the other side of La Perla’s chair, cast Violetta a frowning glance. He knew then. La Perla must have told him. Violetta loved him as a father, but she dreaded his knowing what she had done. Perhaps her mother had done her a favour by telling him. At least she would not have to tell him herself. 

She turned at a familiar voice. “La Perla Perfetta, you are such a welcome sight!” A man she knew well, dressed elaborately in dark purple with red trimmings. Wealthy, privileged, he took her hand and pressed a fervent kiss to her palm. A wet kiss Violetta longed to wipe off. “When will you relent and allow me to take care of you?”

The meaning was not equivocal. “I am still considering your generous offer, Lord Quenby.” Violetta allowed her native tongue to suffuse her voice, lending it a heavy Italian accent. It was one more layer in her disguise. 

“My daughter is a prize. She does not bestow her favours lightly, my lord,” La Perla added, in an accent on which her daughter had modelled her own, but hers was natural. “You must be patient. She will make her decision soon. It is not your person, or yet your fortune that makes her hesitate, but her standards are of the highest. You must prove worthy of her.”

This was the game they played, keeping the gentlemen coming and constantly attendant. Violetta had not yet taken one, though she was discreet about her refusal, unless the man in question proved importunate or ignorant, assuming she was his for the taking. She was not. However, Lord Quenby had shown admirable restraint and had never behaved in a less than gentlemanly manner to her. Some of the women in this room wielded a great deal of power and influence. Perhaps more so than their respectable equivalents, since they held their own fortunes, ran their lives as they saw fit, unlike a wife, who, when all was said and done, was wholly owned by her husband. It was generally assumed La Perla Perfetta would be one of the most important when she chose to take her place. Violetta had tired of the game long ago, although it was impossible to allow it to drop. Soon she would leave it all behind. The sooner the better, she decided, except for one aspect. She would not be able to see her mother as much as she would like, and it would always have to be in secret. 

She studied the elegant, attentive male by her side and wondered. Did she really want it, the respectability denied her as the daughter of the best courtesan in London, or was it a dream, something she would not want at all? It was the reason for the mask, a precaution she had accepted at first, but now sometimes regretted. She was not ashamed, she thought fiercely. She was proud of what her mother had wrought. All by herself, refusing to allow anyone, even Lord Ripley, to help her. 

Violetta knew she could do worse than Quenby. He would initiate her into the world of intimacy with respect and consideration, she was sure. La Perla always left the decision up to her but so far, no man had appealed to her. Lord Quenby was kind, and Violetta was tiring of playing a part, always hiding behind a mask of one kind or another. If it had not been for her Aunt Virginia’s concerns about Lady Perdita, she would never have considered another disguise. Or so she told herself, but when she thought of appearing in public as herself, terror gripped her in its paralyzing vice. She had never appeared in public as Violetta Palagio, except for one brief visit to her family in Italy after her father’s death. She didn’t know if she could sustain the illusion of being herself any more.

So she smiled at Lord Quenby, allowed him to monopolize her company, feed her titbits from the supper table, even, at the end of the evening, to steal a chaste, closed-mouth kiss. Perhaps it was time to give up her foolish dreams and become what her mother had been. Perhaps.

Having seen Quenby off the premises, Violetta lifted her skirts and climbed the marble stairs to the drawing room, empty now except for her mother, Lord Ripley and the servants, busy clearing away the results of the evening’s revels. Very few gentlemen left alone, but they had all left. Even in the days of her active career, La Perla had rarely allowed guests to stay in this house. That way lay imprisonment and disgrace, the label of a house of ill repute, the life of a common prostitute. La Perla had never been a common prostitute. 

By common consent, they moved to a smaller salon, one they had not used that night. La Perla leaned back in the comfortable sofa with a weary sigh and held out her hand. Lord Ripley immediately took it and sat next to her. Violetta, used to such sights, was not perturbed, but warmed by the sign of affection between her mother and the man she had always loved.

While not in the first flush of youth, or even the second, La Perla was still a lovely woman. Dressed simply but with a style that proclaimed a lifetime dedicated to the art of self-presentation, La Perla never used a clumsy move, never appeared in slovenly dress. The beauty that had captured a generation was still blazingly real. “My dear, tell us all about the experience. Has it changed your mind? Will you come home?” Her voice still held its Italian lilt, unlike Violetta’s which had disappeared with the last guest.

Violetta ignored her mother’s question for a moment. “I’m glad you’re back, Uncle Lucius.”

“Yes indeed, my dear, back from my duty visit. I brought my daughter to Town, but she knows better than to expect me to be at home too often.” His deep voice rumbled, happily familiar.

“He will make his home here,” La Perla said firmly.

“I always have.” He turned back to his mistress. Their affection was immediately obvious; the intimate smile they exchanged expressed it all. The affair between the Marquess of Ripley and La Perla had always been a love affair. Looking at him again, the dark eyes and friendly, handsome smile, Violetta wondered for the umpteenth time if Ripley was her real father, but they never spoke of it, and her mother had never told her. She was almost convinced of it now, but instead of the shame she should have felt, she felt only pleasure that this man, not the violent man her mother had been married to, had given her life.

Now he turned back to Violetta, seated in a deeply upholstered armchair opposite the sofa. “Tell us all about your day, my dear. Did you succeed in your plan? Please tell me you did not!”

Violetta smiled. The marquess had aged, true, but he still stood tall and strong. He was dressed formally, in full-dress coat and wig, but Violetta knew that under the fashionably queued, white-powdered confection, his short, dark hair was only grizzled at the temples and showed no sign of a receding hairline.

“I succeeded magnificently,” Violetta announced. “I have the position of companion to Lady Perdita Garland.”

“Oh, Violetta, how clever!” La Perla was charmed.

Violetta beamed. “I want to help the family all I can.”

“I know that. It is a clever disguise, cara, the Charlotte Lambert one, but don’t you think they will recognize you?”

“They won’t.” Violetta lifted her hands to her mask, pulling out the pins that secured it to her hair and loosening the strings. She removed it and dropped it on the small table beside her.

“So many disguises!” Lord Ripley murmured. “Your mama says you have a wig and spectacles in this part.”

The wig was necessary. Violetta’s hair was almost a trademark, as unlike the tresses of most English maidens as could be. The blue-black shade proclaimed her Mediterranean origins as clearly as if she had spoken Italian all the time. “The wig is excellent. You have some very clever people in your employ, Mama.”

“I have drawn the best to me. I never fail to pay them their worth.” It was a simple fact. La Perla reached a white hand to the coffeepot reposing on a table by her side and poured three strong black cupfuls, but added a quantity of cream and sugar to one of them. This she passed to the marquess, who took it with a smile. “I have need of good people to help me.” The marquess touched her hand with his own, briefly, a gesture speaking of years of sympathy and comfort. 

Violetta couldn’t imagine how her mother’s lover had coped with the men who had come into the house and left it again over the years. She never asked, and Ripley never volunteered the information, remaining always urbane and accepting of La Perla’s necessary profession. It must have been hard for him to bear, though. 

After escaping the clutches of a man who’d nearly killed her, La Perla had been determined not to allow any man control over her ever again. Violetta’s memories of her life in Italy were vague, but the few, terrifying flashes never left her. It must have been so much worse for La Perla, who had, for the sake of her child and her family, withstood the abuse for seven years before leaving. Violetta knew why she had left, and deliberately blocked the scene from her mind most of the time. She did it again now. 

Ripley was a constant in their lives, doing everything he could to dissuade La Perla from her choice of profession. He failed, but remained, watching and waiting for her, knowing she needed him. Violetta knew he had never been so happy as in the past five years, when La Perla closed her bedroom door to everyone except him. They were for all the world like a happily married couple. Except they had never been married to each other, and never would be.

She took a sip of the rich, dark brew. “You’re right, Mama, Lady Perdita needs help. She is old for a single lady, but her brother is eager for her to take her place in society now he can suitably dower her. Aunt Virginia may not like it, but I’m there now, and I’ll give her daughter all the help I can.”

The marquess sat up a little straighter, his brow creased in a frown. “You’ve met Judith, haven’t you?”

Violetta grinned. “Yes, I met your daughter, sir. She didn’t recognize me.” His daughter, so perhaps Violetta’s half-sister. What a tangle!

“I can’t approve of this.” There was no sign of amusement on the marquess’s face. “You are mad, girl! Did you help her, Donata?”

“Naturally. I did not wish it at first, but you would not know her, my dear, as Miss Lambert. Violetta sincerely wishes to help her godmother’s daughter.” La Perla frowned faintly, which was a serious expression for her. She tried to keep her face perfectly smooth at all times in the general way of things, a strong believer in the theory that using too much facial expression was eventually aging. It was not vanity that had inculcated these actions, as it might have been in a society matron. It was the deep vein of practicality that ran through La Perla as a streak of gold through rock. In her profession it was necessary to retain one’s looks as long as possible. “I told Violetta about Lady Perdita, and I think her way of helping is ingenious. Virginia will not be pleased, though. I know Lord Blyth’s reputation but he is above all things always in control of his emotions. A cold man, I do not believe Violetta stands in any danger in his household. Violetta is her own mistress, Lucius. She wishes to do this for Virginia, and we should not deter her.” Violetta smiled gratefully at her mother, who flashed a grin back. 

Lord Ripley glowered at her. “I don’t know Blyth well, although I’ll certainly do my best to remedy that. I know Judith has hopes in that direction.”

“He seems very cold,” Violetta ventured. “He’s handsome enough, but there’s no humanity there.”

“There is. It’s hidden deep. He wouldn’t take money from his stepfather, all that he’s achieved he’s done himself. It must have taken a great deal of discipline and control. He refused to be sent abroad on the Grand Tour when his stepfather offered. He succeeded in restoring his family’s fortunes, but at great personal cost. Perhaps it is he who needs the help, though I wouldn’t suggest it.” The marquess smiled at Violetta, a particularly warm, avuncular smile. “Violetta, my sweet, I knew you when you stood no higher than my knee. I’ve watched you turn into a lovely, poised young woman. I know I won’t be able to dissuade you, but I have to ask you to think again. You have your own future to think of, one that is much brighter than we considered it three years ago.” Two years ago, Violetta’s father died in Italy. The disguises were no longer necessary, but it had been too late for La Perla, whose face, if not her real name, was known by the highest in English society. Violetta, however, had another chance at respectability.

“No, sir, I do not think this will affect my future. I want to help Aunt Virginia.”

Ripley sighed. “You don’t have to help her this way.”

Violetta set her mouth into a stubborn line. “I have the choice, and this is what I want. Aunt Virginia has stayed with Mama, through all our times, good and bad. I would like to repay her somehow, and I know she is terribly worried about her daughter. Now I know why. I think Perdita Garland has been surrounded by people who have allowed her to have her own way for too long. She needs someone not afraid of her, someone to challenge her.”

Her mother’s expression cleared. “Very likely, my dear. Perhaps you have the right of it. Perhaps.” She shook a warning finger at her daughter, when Violetta smiled in relief. “Though I shall keep you to your promise. If anyone sees even the slightest resemblance between you and La Perla Perfetta you will leave that house and come home.”

Ripley handed his cup to La Perla to be refilled. “I wondered when you would meet my daughter. I hadn’t planned for it to be like this. I am afraid they will recognize you, once you enter society as yourself. Your dreams will be at an end.”

“People see what they want to see.” She paused, not knowing what to say about Lady Judith, whose dislike of her had been palpable. “Your daughter seems charming, sir.” 

Lord Ripley grimaced. “Too high in the instep, just like her mother. She’ll treat you like nothing.” He paused, frowning. 

Violetta knew there was something else, something he wasn’t telling her. “What is it, Uncle Lucius?” Was he about to tell her, once and for all that Lady Judith was her sister and therefore she was his? She held her breath

“She can be more perceptive than you think. Be careful.”

Violetta let her breath out in one long sigh. “They only saw a dowdy woman in thick spectacles. It was Mama who taught me people notice one distinctive thing about a person so I decided on thick spectacles.”

“You could hardly have chosen a more unbecoming pair,” her mother commented. “It will doubtless be what people remember about Miss Lambert. It is so sad, that no one will see my beautiful daughter as she should be!” Her voice held a yearning sadness, which moved Violetta as little else could. 

“Mama, they will. When I enter society properly they will.”

The marquess gave her an apologetic grin. “I would support you, but ten to one people will think it wrong.”

Violetta shook her head at the marquess. “You have to keep your distance, or you will make them suspicious.”

He shrugged. “It would be pleasant to look after someone. My wife and daughter have made it clear they don’t wish my interference. I tried, but a man can only be turned away so many times before he refuses to come back. When the children were small I worked hard to be the father they needed, but my wife opposed me at every turn. Long before I renewed my friendship with your mother, she made my life untenable. Now, at least I have some happiness, thanks to Donata.” He reached out once more and touched her hand. She smiled back. They could be an old married couple, Violetta thought fondly, except for a few details. Like his marriage and her career. 

It passed Violetta’s understanding, the level of the devotion between London’s most notorious courtesan and one of its wealthiest peers. It was an open secret, that these days La Perla was exclusively for Lord Ripley. Hardly anyone asked her any more. 

La Perla was at the top end of the market, but a whore was a whore and Violetta had long decided that life was not for her. Now, thanks to her mother’s careful investments and her father’s death, there was enough money for her to do as she wanted, and a family to support her. She hadn’t done anything about it, except for a visit to her family in Italy, but she couldn’t put her decision off for much longer. She could enter society as a respectable woman. No one would turn away from her in the street, no one would avoid her gaze at the opera, and no one would ever size her up as goods to be bought and sold. No one. Not even a cold, handsome man who regarded her without desire.

Violetta wrenched her thoughts away from Lord Blyth. The likelihood was that she would see him rarely in the weeks to come. “The earl’s sister needs some encouragement to re-enter society. After her riding accident last year she has refused to see anyone except Lady Judith.”

“I used to see a lot of Lady Perdita, before her accident,” Lord Ripley put in. “Now Judith goes to her, rather than the other way about.” 

“She’s very proud.” Violetta didn’t want to upset the marquess by talking out of turn. She hardly knew Lady Perdita at all. 

“That might be an effort to distance herself from others. Does she seem well?”

“Aunt Virginia told me her doctor says she is fully healed, but she isn’t walking.” Briefly, Violetta let her mind dwell on the pain Lady Perdita must have endured. It was all very well for her brother and doctor to accuse her of malingering, but there was more than physical healing to be overcome. 

“Judith says she is low,” Ripley said. 

“I will help her for now, and if it becomes too difficult, or I am in any danger of being recognized, I will return to you.”

La Perla sighed heavily, the sigh of every long-suffering mother. “I will ask Virginia to visit, so she may accustom herself to your appearance there.”

Violetta looked up and grinned girlishly. “I haven’t told Aunt Virginia that I’ve actually gone ahead with it.”

“You two are a fine pair!” The marquess stood. Violetta watched him cross the room to where the brandy decanter waited on a side table. He poured himself a glassful and drank it in one gulp before glaring balefully at Violetta and returning to the sofa, flicking his heavy coat skirts up carelessly before he sat down again. “This is foolish. You should stop this immediately, Violetta!”

Violetta smiled. “There may be a devil in us, Lord Ripley, but we are more alive than most of the women you know.”

She wrenched a reluctant answer from him. “That must be why I’ve stayed with your mother for so long. I never know what she’ll do next. Without me, she could find herself in a mess.”

La Perla leaned across to lay her hand over his, tightly fisted on his knee. “You have cared for me well, mon amour.” It was hard to express emotion as frankly as she did, Violetta knew. It was one of her mother’s breathtaking braveries in a life full of courage.

“I will take care,” Violetta promised. “If you tell Aunt Virginia, that will be one less worry, Mama, but—” she paused, the mischievous grin back once more, “—I would dearly love to see how long it takes her to recognize me!"

The marquess groaned when La Perla clapped her hands together. “Then I shall not tell her! Let it serve her right for her shabby treatment of me at the opera the other night. She would not risk meeting with me in one of the trysting rooms. I shall make her pay!” The crow of laughter robbed her words of any maliciousness. 

“This,” the marquess declared with great decision, “is pure madness.”

Chapter Three

“Miss Lambert.”

Violetta lifted her head when she heard his voice. In the last three days, Lord Blyth had not been at home often, especially in the middle of the day. She found her marker and folded her book closed around it as he came into the room. “I’m sorry, I have startled you.”

“Not at all, my lord.” She got to her feet, but he waved her back down again. 

“I wondered if we could have the first of our little talks.” When she nodded, face as composed as she could make it, he sat down in the deep upholstered chair opposite her that matched her own. “How is my sister?”

Violetta bit her lip. “She is low in spirit, but I have found no way to get close to her yet. I have not suggested an outing. I’m sure she would reject it out of hand.” She had not begun on her campaign, deeming it more advisable to study the lay of the land first.

He nodded. “Very wise. You don’t want to build up her resistance to the suggestion. You know I have several carriages and they are all available for her use whenever she wishes it. Do you drive?”

Violetta bowed her head, avoiding the eyes that seemed to see right through her disguise. “I have learned, my lord, though my skill is not great. I have never driven in the town, only in the country, and never a fashionable vehicle.”

“A country
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