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			Chapter 1 

			Surrey, 1817

			She will do.

			James aimed at her gold-­kissed curls and serene smile and launched his dagger. Right on target. Dead center between her placid blue eyes.

			“An excellent choice, Your Grace.” Cumberford pushed his spectacles up his narrow nose and consulted a ledger. “Lady Dorothea Beaumont, eldest daughter of the Earl of Desmond.”

			Lady Dorothea. A thoroughbred groomed to bear champions. “What do you think of her, Dalton?”

			The only answer was an inebriated snore. James’s friend Garrett, Marquess of Dalton, was stretched out on a sofa, arm dangling off the edge, still clutching an empty brandy glass.

			James selected another dagger from the leather case and perused the pastel sketches he’d commissioned anonymously from a newspaper illustrator.

			Thwack. His blade pierced a delicate swan neck. Thwack. He skewered an aristocratic nose.

			Cumberford recited pedigrees, edging as far from the knives as possible.

			James downed more brandy.

			How had it come to this? He was the family disgrace, the exiled devil-­may-­care spare. He should be hacking a path through a West Indies jungle, not choosing duchess candidates.

			Marriage had never been in the plan.

			His next throw wobbled east, narrowly missing Cumberford’s nose, and stuck in the burgundy leather spine of The Life and Times of his venerable forebear, the first Duke of Harland.

			If Cumberford disapproved of James scarring the mahogany-­paneled library walls, he didn’t let on. He’d been the Harlands’ man of business far too long to betray emotion.

			“Damn!” said James.

			“Wassat?” Dalton finally lifted his head off the sofa cushions.

			“Almost chose Cumberford.”

			“Quite all right, Your Grace,” said Cumberford.

			“Almost what? Why have you got a knife in your hand?” Dalton groaned and threw his elbow over his eyes. “Where am I?”

			James inclined his head, and a footman poured Dalton another drink.

			Dalton closed his bloodshot blue eyes. “I’m going to be sick.”

			“None of that.” James hauled his friend off the sofa and curled Dalton’s fingers around a knife handle. “Make yourself useful.”

			Dalton stared at the dagger. “You’re right. Once you’re caught in the matrimonial trap, I’ll be one of the Last and Final Hopes. It’ll be hideous. I should end it all now.”

			“Not you, idiot.” James spun him to face the lineup of paper lovelies. “One of them.”

			Three knife-­riddled ladies glared back. They didn’t much like being pincushions. James swore Lady Dorothea’s wide eyes had narrowed.

			“You haven’t thought this through,” Dalton said. “They’ll be on you like a pack of wolves. Warbury Park will be swarming with conniving females. I have to leave. Now.” He took an unsteady step.

			James propped him up. “Since you arrived unannounced, you could at least stay to help evaluate the candidates.”

			“If you must audition a wife, why not wait until the season, like a civilized fellow?” Dalton smacked his forehead with his free hand. “Oh, wait. I forgot. You’re never civilized. You do know what they’re calling you in London? ‘His Disgrace.’ ”

			“I’ve been called worse.”

			“At least consider cropping that barbaric beard. Makes you look like a pirate.”

			“Just throw the knife.”

			Dalton squinted at the row of drawings fixed to the library walls. “All the same anyway,” he slurred. “Soft lips and fluttery lashes. Until they snare you. Then it’s harpy tongue and Medusa stare. Turn a man to stone for glancing at another girl. No fun, I tell you. None at all.”

			James shrugged. “It’s the fathers I’m really wooing. Cumberford assures me these are the most influential men with eligible and refined daughters.”

			“Ah ha!” Dalton clutched James’s cravat. “If it’s the fathers you want, invite them here. We’ll ply ’em with your excellent brandy and negotiate like gentlemen. You won’t even have to meet the daughter until the wedding.”

			James shook his head. “I want to choose my bride. I need a sensible business partner. Someone gracious, genteel, irreproachable . . . all that I’m damn well not.”

			“Best of luck with that, then.”

			“When did you become so cynical? You were always waxing eloquent about Beauty and Aesthetics at school.”

			“Life.” Dalton brandished the knife. “Life happened, old friend. Disappointments too numerous to name. Certain you won’t reconsider?”

			“Impossible. You know the score.”

			“I know, I know.” Dalton made a wry face. “Must produce heir. Preserve the Harland legacy. Open your precious manufactory. All that nonsense. Bloody rotten business if you ask me.”

			“I don’t like it any more than you do. Marriage is the last thing I want. I don’t need more complications.” James drummed his fingers on his thigh.

			He didn’t want any of this. The dukedom or the society bride.

			He’d spent the last ten years roaming the world, living by his own rules, and he wasn’t about to move back to cold, restrictive England and become a narrow-­minded tyrant like his father. Instead, James would find a blameless virgin to sacrifice to the gods of Reputation and Respectability, one with a father of ample means and solid political connections, and leave as soon as possible.

			He swept a hand toward the pastel sketches. “One of these lovely ladies is sure to be duchess material. A demure, mannerly—­”

			“Medusa!” Remarkably, Dalton managed to sink his blade into the edge of one of the drawings.

			Cumberford permitted himself a small sigh of relief. “Another superb choice. Miss Alice Tombs, daughter of Sir Alfred Tombs, rumored to have amassed a fortune of over—­”

			“That’s four now,” said James. “Deliver the invitations, Cumberford. I want this bride business concluded as swiftly as possible.”

			It was already August. The mourning period for his father and brother had kept him in England too long. He must set sail for the West Indies before the hurricane season made ocean crossings more dangerous. He would stay here in England only long enough to sire an heir and ensure the success of his new cocoa manufactory.

			“Very good, Your Grace.” Cumberford bowed. “I shall personally deliver the invitations to the fortunate ladies tomorrow morning.”

			James nodded his dismissal, and his man of business practically sprinted for the door, eager to distance himself from the drunken target practice.

			“It’s not too late.” Dalton raised a fist. “Call off the hounds! Stop the hunt!”

			“Four ladies. Three days. How bad can it be?”

			Dalton sighed. “You’ve no idea. Don’t say I didn’t warn you, Duke.”

			Duke.

			The duke was dead.

			James helped Dalton back to the sofa and poured himself more brandy.

			He could still see the silver-­handled coffin disappearing into the dark crypt beneath the black-­draped family chapel. Could still smell death and sickly sweet lilies. The English rain had soaked through wool and linen, turning his skin to ice.

			James jammed a blade deep into the smooth mahogany of his father’s desk.

			I’m the last of my line. I never wanted this. I never wanted to be the duke.

			His brother, William, had been the consummate family scion. Steady, sober, obedient . . . law abiding. But he’d died in the same carriage accident that had left their father mortally wounded and claimed his life six months later.

			James tugged at the noose society called a cravat, craving air. He’d never been any good at following rules or treading a prescribed path. But there were so many ­people depending on him now.

			Not only tenants and workers. He thought of the little girl upstairs in the nursery. Her dark, sad eyes and rebellious screaming fits. Such an unexpected responsibility.

			But she would be safe in England with an elegant, blameless duchess to protect her from society’s inevitable scorn and oversee her development. He knew it was a lot to ask of a debutante.

			He took a sip of brandy and contemplated the sketches.

			He wasn’t cut out to be a duke, but he could choose the perfect duchess.

			Cumberford had gathered a predictable batch of English roses. No doubt they had the blinkered eyes and fettered souls of a respectable aristocratic upbringing.

			James had been uncharacteristically celibate since arriving in England, but he was certain that society debutantes would be too timid to tempt him, which was for the best. He couldn’t afford any distractions. This was a business arrangement, not a love match.

			He emptied the brandy bottle and raised a glass to Lady Dorothea’s innocent eyes and beatific smile.

			She’d have to be a bloody saint to marry the likes of him.

			Some nights Charlene Beckett didn’t feel like being a saint.

			When her back ached and her fingers were red and raw from the washing. When her head pounded from staring at figures that never seemed to add up to what they needed.

			Some nights it was difficult to smile, give comfort, be strong.

			Tonight was one of those nights.

			Every footfall dragged heavier than the last as she climbed the stairs to her room. All she wanted was to crawl into bed and pull the counterpane over her head. Shut out the sounds drifting down from overhead.

			Soft giggles. Blustery male voices. A tinkling pianoforte.

			Trussed up in rose-­colored velvet and plumes, floating on laudanum to suppress the cough that grew worse every day, Mama was holding court upstairs in her discreet bawdy house known as the Pink Feather.

			Charlene rested against the wall for a moment. The sound of her mother coughing made her wince. Tomorrow she’d find a way to convince her mother to stop working. Tonight Charlene needed to sleep.

			The door to her room was ajar.

			“Lulu?” she asked as she opened the door, thinking her younger sister might be waiting for her.

			An aquiline nose above a gleaming white cravat emerged from the gloom.

			Charlene’s heart clenched. The moment she’d been dreading for more than a year was finally here.

			Not tonight. Please, not tonight.

			“I’ve been waiting for you, pretty bird.” Lord Grant rose from where he sat near the window.

			“Lord Grant.” She managed to keep her voice steady despite the panic clawing at her throat. “We didn’t expect you for several months yet.”

			“I couldn’t leave my flock alone so long, now, could I?”

			He stepped into the light of the oil lamp, and Charlene swallowed back revulsion. He peeled off gray kid gloves and set them on the table. Ran a hand through wavy brown hair, thick with orange-­scented pomade. He might have been handsome if she hadn’t known the deep streak of cruelty beneath the polished façade.

			Grant’s assessing gaze swept her body. “Still beautiful, I see, even in that drab gown.”

			Charlene opened the door wider, searching the hall for movement. They were alone.

			She stopped herself from flinching as he approached.

			His finger brushed her cheek. “I’ve dreamt of this moment.”

			So had Charlene. Only in her dreams, it was bright daylight and she burned with enough keen-­edged hatred to slice through this suffocating fear.

			“We need more time,” she said.

			“More time?” He cupped her chin in his palm. “I don’t understand.”

			“To raise the funds. We need more time.”

			Charlene’s mother, known as Madame Swan, had opened the exclusive bawdy house with gifts from a grateful benefactor, but she was too softhearted for this business. Most of the profit went to her employees. She’d accepted a loan from Lord Grant, a frequent patron, and now he was here to collect.

			He laughed and framed Charlene’s cheeks with his hands. She twisted her head away, but he jerked it back into place.

			His fingernails were half crescents of white, buffed to a shine. He wasn’t one to get his hands dirty. She was surprised he hadn’t brought one of his guards tonight to subdue her if she proved troublesome. Which she would.

			“You never learn, do you,” he said. “Life doesn’t have to be complicated. It’s very simple.” He rested his forehead against hers. “I want you, nothing else. You’re all the payment I require.”

			He nipped at her earlobe, the heavy, bitter-­orange scent of his hair clogging her senses. “I’m willing to forgive and forget.”

			Charlene stilled. He was willing to forgive. She fought a swell of anger that threatened to swamp her control. The last time she’d seen him, he’d been wielding a blazing brand, preparing to mark her with his family crest. Induct her into his private harem.

			He dipped his head to nuzzle her cheek. “Don’t make this unnecessarily difficult.”

			She would never forget the moment when he’d held the glowing brand above her shoulder. Her world had been separated, like the whites of an egg from the yolk. Before, she’d believed that life held promise, maybe even the possibility of love. Afterward, she’d known that wealthy, titled gentlemen had a core of evil. She would never fall in love. Never give anyone even a modicum of power over her.

			The timely arrival of Kyuzo, the bawdy house guard, had helped her escape before Grant had branded her, and the baron had left for Scotland the next day. In the intervening year, she’d practiced defending herself, preparing for Grant’s return.

			Remember your training, Charlene.

			No anger. No fear. Only a gentle, flowing river.

			He has no idea that you’re ready this time.

			An arm snaked around her waist. He pulled her against his unyielding length. “Don’t fight me, pretty bird,” he whispered in her ear.

			He kissed her neck.

			“Let me go.”

			“Don’t you want the things I can give you?” He sounded genuinely puzzled. “Aren’t you tired of wearing sackcloth and smelling of lye? I’ll bring you to live in luxury. You’ll have silks and French perfume.”

			And she would be owned, kept for a man’s pleasure. She would never let that happen.

			“Let me go,” she repeated, staring him straight in the eye.

			“No. I’ve waited too long for this.”

			Wait until his energy is full. Kyuzo’s words echoed in her mind. Use his energy against him. In that way you have the strength of two.

			She turned her face to avoid his kiss. He clamped one large hand around her throat and forced her back to face him.

			Soon.

			Wait. Breathe.

			Now.

			Swiftly, she stepped back, following Kyuzo’s instructions. Place both hands around the hand that holds your throat. Bend backward, away from harm. Twist his wrist. Lock your elbow above his elbow. Right foot to left foot. Force him down.

			“What the devil?” Grant’s right knee hit the floor. He grunted in surprised pain, his arm bent at an awkward angle.

			She could snap his elbow from this position.

			Breathe. No anger.

			She applied more pressure to his weak, extended elbow, forcing his other knee down to the floor. “I’m not yours for the taking.”

			“You don’t decide that,” he gasped, struggling against the arm lock.

			“Charlene.” Kyuzo burst into the room. “I heard a noise.”

			Charlene released the baron.

			Grant stumbled to his feet, cradling his elbow and wrist against his chest. He glared at Kyuzo. “I see you still have your mongrel protector.”

			Kyuzo’s arms crossed over the formidable chest that had convinced her mother to hire him as a guard. “Miss Beckett said you were leaving.”

			Charlene gathered the baron’s top hat, gloves, and overcoat, and thrust them into Grant’s arms.

			Kyuzo took the baron’s elbow, but Grant wrenched free. “Don’t touch me.” His brown eyes turned nearly black. “I’ll be back to collect my due.”

			“I’d think twice about coming back if I were you,” Kyuzo growled. “Go on with you then.” He steered the baron out the door ahead of him.

			Charlene’s spine remained rigid until she heard them descending the stairs. She staggered against the wall, her knees buckling.

			Grant would be back.

			Even with taking in washing and selling Lulu’s paintings, they hadn’t saved nearly enough to repay the loan and the exorbitant interest he’d charged.

			As her breathing returned to normal, Charlene searched her mind for a solution. She must find a way to settle their debt, close the house, protect Lulu from Grant.

			She’d find a way.

			She had to.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2 

			Shaking out her skirts and smoothing her hair, Charlene took the lamp and headed back downstairs. Kyuzo had resumed his post by the front door.

			“Impressive.” Kyuzo’s eyes crinkled up around the edges. “You used Ude Gatame.”

			Charlene smiled. “I had an impressive teacher.”

			Fifteen years ago, Kyuzo had escaped from the Dutch merchant vessel that stole him from a fishing village in Japan and forced him into unpaid servitude. He’d survived on the streets of London with only his wits and fighting prowess to earn a living.

			It was his knowledge of the traditional Japanese art of Jujitsu that had secured him the position of guard. Over the years, Charlene had helped the older man improve his English language skills and, in return, he’d taught her basic defensive techniques to safeguard herself against the unwelcome advances of the titled gentlemen who came to the Pink Feather for sport.

			Charlene drew a shuddering breath. “He’ll be back, Kyuzo. And he won’t come alone.”

			“I know. We’ll be ready. Don’t worry.”

			There was a knock at the door. Charlene’s breathing quickened. “Grant again?” she whispered.

			Kyuzo shook his head. “He wouldn’t knock.”

			Charlene slid the viewing panel open and peered out at the tall, imposing man and black-­cloaked woman standing on the stoop. Their clothing was expensive and their demeanor impatient. They were nobility, and unaccustomed to being kept waiting.

			“May I help you?” she asked.

			The man spoke into the open panel. “We have a private matter to discuss.”

			Not a threat, Charlene decided, unlatching the door.

			“Miss Charlene Beckett?” the man asked.

			Charlene paused. How did they know her name? “What brings you here?”

			“You,” the woman said.

			Beside her, Kyuzo’s shoulders stiffened.

			“I’m not available.” Charlene was so weary of clients who assumed she was one of the commodities for sale.

			The woman lowered her hood, and Charlene’s heart hammered into her throat. She recognized the stern profile and pale blue eyes. Lady Desmond. Her mother had pointed her out one day when they’d been shopping on Bond Street.

			“You know who I am,” the countess said. It wasn’t a question.

			Charlene nodded.

			“Come here.”

			The imperious order carried Charlene toward the countess before she knew she was moving.

			Lady Desmond gripped her chin. “Dismal light in here.” She turned Charlene’s face toward the tallow candles burning in sconces along the hallway. “What say you, Jackson? Will she do?”

			“It’s uncanny, your ladyship. She could be Lady Dorothea’s twin.”

			“Precisely.” The countess squeezed Charlene’s cheeks until her mouth popped open. “All her teeth. And passably white, too. I must say I am surprised.”

			Charlene jerked away and stood next to Kyuzo.

			“She’s a bit fleshier, though.” The countess cocked her head to one side, measuring with her eyes. “But I’ll be able to squeeze her into Dorothea’s gowns. She’ll do, Jackson. She’ll do.”

			“I really must bid you good evening, your ladyship.” Charlene sketched the barest of curtsies and gestured to the door.

			When they didn’t move, Charlene glanced at Kyuzo and tapped one finger to her wrist—­their signal that these visitors were unwelcome.

			Kyuzo took a step forward.

			The countess held up her hand. “Send your guard away. We need privacy. I have a matter to discuss that could prove extremely lucrative for you.”

			“Anything you have to say you will say now, and Mr. Yamamoto stays.”

			Kyuzo eyed Jackson and widened his stance. “I stay.”

			“Very well.” The countess extended one elegant, white-­gloved hand toward Charlene. “I know you are unhappy here. Let me help you.”

			Charlene hugged her arms to her chest. “You don’t know anything about me.”

			“On the contrary, I make it my business to study all of my husband’s by-­blows. The ones he acknowledges, and the ones he does not.” Lady Desmond inhaled sharply, as if the subject pained her. “You are of particular interest because you are nearly identical to my own daughter, Lady Dorothea.”

			The earl’s legitimate daughter. Her half sister. Charlene had often thought about Lady Dorothea and wondered what her life was like in her fashionable house in St. James’s, worlds away from the chaos and grime of Covent Garden.

			“You have put up a brave struggle,” the countess said. “But it’s only a matter of time before you are forced to follow in your unfortunate mother’s footsteps. Sell yourself. Become a bawd. And Luisa, such an artistic child. What will be her fate? Have you thought about that?”

			Of course Charlene had thought about it. Lulu was still an innocent. She lived in a world of her own creation, intent on the miniature portraits she loved to paint, blissfully unaware of their home’s improprieties. Charlene would do anything to keep her from learning the truth.

			Countess Desmond reached inside her reticule and extracted a thin, rectangular piece of paper. Candlelight caught and held gold-­embossed words and gilded edges. “This is your golden opportunity. An invitation from the Duke of Harland, issued to only four young ladies in all of London.”

			“How is that relevant?”

			The countess handed Charlene the paper. “The invitation is for Lady Dorothea, who happens to be on a ship returning from Italy.” She narrowed her pale blue eyes. “I refuse to let the trifling fact that she is not here ruin my daughter’s chance of becoming a duchess. You were born to play this role, my girl. You will use your . . . arts . . . to snare the duke. He will be forced to marry my daughter. She will become a duchess.”

			Charlene suppressed a hiccup of disbelieving laughter. “You want me to seduce a duke? While pretending to be your daughter?”

			“If you must put it so crudely, then yes. It’s really very simple. Three days of acting for enough coin to achieve your dreams. What is it you want most?”

			That was easy. “Pay our debts, close the Pink Feather, and open a respectable boardinghouse.” Her mother’s health was worsening. She couldn’t sustain the long hours she worked. Charlene would run the boardinghouse. Save vulnerable young girls from prostituting themselves, save them from predators like Grant. “And I want to purchase a painting apprenticeship for my sister.”

			“Well then,” said the countess with a slight smile. “Is that all? Jackson.”

			Jackson drew a packet from inside his coat. “Her ladyship has anticipated your requests. Here is a letter of introduction for your sister to Mrs. Anna Hendricks of Essex, an elderly miniaturist whose eyesight is failing and who has need of a gifted young apprentice.”

			His gaze traveled to the countess for a moment, as if he were giving her time to stop him. When she did not, he continued. “This is in addition to the one thousand pounds her ladyship will settle upon you should you succeed.”

			Charlene gasped. The countess must truly be desperate. They’d have the wherewithal to pay Grant and open a boardinghouse in a decent neighborhood.

			How did they know so much about her and Lulu? It was downright sinister.

			“Well?” asked the countess.

			Charlene shook her head. “I was raised for . . . this life. I can’t pass for a lady.”

			“No matter how you were raised, the blood of emperors flows in your veins, however tainted or diluted.”

			Charlene squared her shoulders. She’d already booted a baron. She refused to be cowed by a countess. “If I am so tainted, how do you expect to fool the other ladies, who, I assume, are acquainted with Lady Dorothea?”

			“Only one of them knows her, and not well. The other two have never met her.”

			“And the duke? Surely he’s met Lady Dorothea before?”

			“He’s been living abroad for a decade and only recently inherited the title. They say he’s brutish, more pirate than gentleman. But I daresay you’re adept at handling difficult men.”

			This was all too preposterous. Charlene held out her ungloved hands. “Do you see these? I earn my keep in this house doing the bookkeeping and some of the washing. Can a girl with these hands entice a duke?”

			“Pish,” countered the countess. ­“People see only what they expect to see. A duke is no exception. A few days under my tutelage will suffice to transform you.”

			The determination in her icy blue eyes made it clear that the countess believed herself omnipotent.

			Kyuzo gestured for Charlene to walk a few steps with him. He turned his back on the countess and whispered in Charlene’s ear. “Ask her what are the terms if you fail. If the duke doesn’t propose. You need to be paid either way or it’s not worth the risk.”

			“You’re right,” Charlene agreed. They returned to Jackson and the countess.

			“What are the terms if I don’t secure a proposal?” Charlene asked. “What then?”

			Jackson set his lips disapprovingly. “Her ladyship has established terms that you will find more than satisfactory. One hundred guineas now, yours to keep even if you fail to procure a proposal.”

			He shook the purse. There was the metallic sound of coin against coin. The music that ruled her mother’s world. The sound of a girl being sold.

			“If you succeed, the full payment. Contingent upon the promise that you will never contact her ladyship, or any member of her family, and will accompany Miss Luisa to Essex for the period of at least one month after the conclusion of the contract.”

			Charlene wavered. This could be the answer to her prayers.

			“It’s only five days, Miss Beckett,” urged the countess. “We must begin your training this very night. You may send your family a letter of explanation in the morning, making no mention of my name or your mission, of course. I require absolute secrecy.”

			“You there, Yamamoto, is it?” Jackson tossed a smaller purse to Kyuzo. “Here’s something for your silence. If I hear you’ve been spreading tales, you’ll answer to me.”

			The lines around Kyuzo’s mouth deepened as he examined the contents of the pouch. “You call this a bribe, Sir? Twenty guineas? I could win twice that at the gambling tables tonight.”

			Charlene had to grin at the shocked expression on Jackson’s face. Clearly he hadn’t expected any resistance.

			“I highly doubt you have the wherewithal to command such large sums,” Jackson said disdainfully. “You’ll be happy with what I gave you.”

			Kyuzo pretended to reconsider the offer. Then he smiled. “I wonder. Do you think The Times might be interested in this little story?” The smiled dropped off his face. “Fifty guineas and count yourself lucky.”

			“This is outrageous,” Jackson exclaimed.

			Kyuzo shrugged. “A man’s got to save for retirement.”

			“Oh just pay him, Jackson,” the countess said impatiently. “Come along, Miss Beckett, we haven’t a moment to lose.”

			There was a noise from the stairway. Lulu appeared at the top of the stairs, fragile and pale, her long red hair, so different from Charlene’s blonde locks, covering her thin shoulders. “Charlene? Are you coming to bed?”

			Charlene hurried to the foot of the stairs. “Go back to bed, sweetheart. Everything is fine.” She smiled reassuringly. Her sister appeared so much younger than her fourteen years.

			“It’s late.” Lulu’s hazel eyes were filled with concern. “Who are these ­people?”

			“Come along, Miss Beckett. We must leave,” Jack­son said.

			Kyuzo joined Charlene. “Don’t worry. Luisa will be safe.”

			“What if Grant returns?” Charlene whispered.

			“I’ll hire another guard while you’re gone. Go now.” Light danced in his eyes. “That poor duke doesn’t have any idea who’s coming for him. You can do this.”

			She had to do this. There was no other alternative.

			She took Lulu’s hand. “Sweetheart, I’m going on a short journey. Nothing to worry about. I’ll be home in a matter of days.” She forced herself to look away. The questions in her sister’s eyes would have to wait.

			Kyuzo guided Lulu back up the stairs.

			Charlene closed her eyes, just for one heartbeat, then followed the countess and Jackson to the waiting carriage.

			She could act the lady if she had to. She’d been groomed to become an exclusive courtesan, and even though she’d rejected the role, she spoke French, played the pianoforte, and knew the proper forms of address for titled, pleasure-­seeking gentlemen.

			She glanced back at the house. Candlelight flickered in the upstairs windows, outlining the curvaceous silhouette of Dove, her mother’s favorite. Mama was there as well, oblivious to her daughter’s desperate bargain.

			As Charlene settled onto the carriage’s opulent silk cushions, she ran a finger over the gold lettering on the invitation. The Favor of Lady Dorothea Beaumont’s Company is requested at Warbury Park by His Grace. . .

			The Duke of Harland.

			He probably wore stays to control a rotund belly, oiled his moustache, and had a custom snuff blend. And because he was born to privilege and obscene wealth, he thought nothing of ruining and discarding females as casually as he changed coats for dinner.

			The same egotistical, autocratic bully she’d dealt with so many times.

			But what alternative did she have?

			They traveled the short distance to St. James’s in silence. Before they reached the front gate of the earl’s town house, Jackson rapped on the carriage ceiling and gestured for Charlene to follow him out. He took her around to the servant’s entrance and smuggled her up the back stairs, shrouded in the countess’s black cloak.

			“This is Lady Dorothea’s room,” he whispered, glancing up and down the hallway before bringing her into the chamber. “Lady Desmond will be here soon.” He handed Charlene a leather-­bound copy of Debrett’s Peerage. “Study this,” he said, and left.

			It was a feminine room, with a profusion of floral prints. There were pink roses and blue forget-­me-­nots on the carpet. An embroidery sampler depicting the wildflowers of England hung on walls sprigged with delicate white lily of the valley. A silk canopy the color of a rosy summer sunset covered a large wooden bed overspread by a white counterpane embroidered in intertwining vines and floating thistle flowers.

			Charlene formed a picture in her mind of her half sister, as soft-­edged and feminine as the room, a butterfly flitting among her flowers.

			Charlene used to construct elaborate fantasies about the earl acknowledging her, and inviting her and Lulu, no matter that she was not one of his, to live in this grand house.

			Now she was a usurper trespassing in Lady Dorothea’s privileged world. Charlene wondered what her half sister was thinking about in her luxurious chambers on the ship back from Italy. Did she even know Charlene existed?

			The countess marched into the room, followed by a slender lady’s maid dressed in black, with a frilly white apron and cap. “Now then, Miss Beckett. Your speech is tolerable, but we’ll have to correct your posture. Unfold yourself if you please. Ladies never sit in that manner.”

			“I’m not a lady,” Charlene countered.

			“You will be able to emulate one when I’m through with you,” the countess said grimly. “I won’t have you embarrassing me. Take off that cloak, Miss Beckett.”

			Charlene unfastened the cloak and laid it on the chair back.

			“Your hair is in a deplorable state,” announced the countess. She turned to the lady’s maid, who’d been eying Charlene as if she’d seen a ghost. “Blanchard, stop gawking and fetch a hairbrush. There’s much work to be done. Find the hand salve as well. Her hands need softening.”

			Blanchard hurried away.

			The countess unfolded a square of blue velvet on the dressing table in front of Charlene, positioning glasses of varying shapes and sizes alongside a row of silver forks and spoons.

			“Which glass is for sherry?” the countess asked.

			Charlene chose a thin glass at random.

			“Wrong. That is for cordial.” The countess launched into a lecture on glassware.

			Blanchard returned and unpinned Charlene’s hair, brushing it with a gleaming silver brush.

			The countess paused for breath.

			“If I’m to impersonate Lady Dorothea, shouldn’t I learn about her, as well as table etiquette?” asked Charlene.

			The countess set down the fork she’d been wielding. “Lady Dorothea is a paragon of virtue. She never speaks unless spoken to, never takes more than one biscuit, something you would do well to emulate,” she said as she glanced significantly at Charlene’s waist.

			Charlene had never been able to resist sweets when she’d been able to afford them.

			“She devotes her free time to embroidery and charitable concerns.” The countess indicated the wildflower sampler hanging on the wall. “One of her earliest pieces.”

			Needlepoint was Charlene’s sworn enemy.

			“Despite my daughter’s many virtues,” the countess continued, “for some unfathomable reason, she wasn’t the instant success I’d hoped in her first two seasons. There was an . . . unfortunate incident. I sent her to Italy to visit an aunt and acquire more polish. If I’d known a duke would take an interest in her, I never would have allowed her to travel.”

			“But what are her mannerisms? For example, how does she laugh?”

			The countess frowned. “I don’t know, how does anyone laugh?”

			“Is her laughter high, or low, does she chortle, or squeak?”

			Lady Desmond turned to the maid. “What does Lady Dorothea’s laugh sound like?”

			“It’s high pitched, my lady, more of a giggle than a laugh. I think she giggles when she’s nervous. Which is . . .” Blanchard glanced at the countess. “ . . . all the time.” She spoke with a slight French accent.

			“Never mind what her laugh sounds like, it doesn’t signify. You only have to be her for three days,” said Lady Desmond. “It will be best if you keep speech to a minimum. I suspect the duke isn’t searching for brilliant conversation. What he needs is a refined lady to polish his tarnished reputation.”

			Silence had never been Charlene’s forte. She was far too opinionated. “Are you certain I’m right for the role?”

			“You were trained by your mother, were you not? Use your skills. Be affable . . . be accommodating.”

			In other words, encourage the duke to take liberties. Flirt, flatter, and entice him into a compromising situation.

			No brilliant conversation required.

			The countess continued her dinner etiquette dissertation. Charlene had difficulty keeping her eyes open. It had been a long day, and Lady Dorothea’s sumptuous bed beckoned. It would be soft and comfortable. She could pull the embroidered counterpane over her head. Forget the dangerous mission for a few hours.

			“Miss Beckett, do try to pay attention,” said the countess. “I will not have you embarrass me at the duke’s estate.”

			Blanchard gave Charlene a sympathetic smile when their gazes met in the mirror.

			Finally, the countess exhausted the subject of proper dining. “We’ll continue your lessons in the morning. You may sleep here tonight. You should become accustomed to Lady Dorothea’s sensibilities.” She swept from the room without a backward glance.

			When she was gone, Charlene stood. “What’s your name?” she asked the lady’s maid.

			“Manon Blanchard, milady.”

			“Oh, come now. I think you can tell I’m no lady.”

			Manon smiled.

			“Tell me about Lady Dorothea. Do we truly look alike?” Charlene asked.

			The maid nodded. “You could be twins.” She helped Charlene remove her gown and don a fine cambric nightdress. “She’s a sweet girl. Obedient and demure. But she’s not . . . what did her ladyship say? A paragon? She’s not a paragon. Just a girl.”

			Lady Dorothea was becoming a real person in Charlene’s mind, not some mythical princess from the pages of a fairy tale. It had to be quite a trial having a mother with such impossible expectations.

			As Charlene climbed into bed and finally pulled the whisper-­soft counterpane up to her chin, her eyes pricked with unshed tears. She’d never been away from Lulu, not even for one night. Even though they were five years apart and had different fathers, they were best friends.

			Lulu was approaching the age Charlene had been when she’d learned the truth about their life.

			At fourteen, Charlene’s life had seemed normal, genteel even. Until the evening when her mother had taken her upstairs, to the Aviary. Where she’d never been allowed before.

			She remembered the scene so clearly. The girls she’d known only as friends swinging from silken perches and performing feathered fan dances for leering peers in the secret top floor room. Nightingale, Dove, Linnet, Swallow. They all had bird names. And, in one moment of awful realization, Charlene had understood why.

			She’d fled from the house into the shock of a frozen winter’s night, trying to outrun her destiny. She’d had to go back, rather than risk the streets of Covent Garden in winter. But she’d refused to become a courtesan. She preferred doing the washing.

			Charlene never wanted her sister to learn the sordid truth. Lulu was more than simply innocent, she was almost willfully blind to their circumstances. She was always painting romantic scenes in miniature, precise detail. Picturesque ruined castles crumbling in fields of orange poppies. It was almost as if she didn’t see the real world, the soot and grime of London, preferring to live in an imaginary world of her own creation.

			Charlene would do whatever it took to preserve her sister’s innocence.

			Seducing a duke was better than living life as Grant’s prisoner.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3 

			James caught his valet’s wrist. “Not too short.”

			Pershing gave a wounded sniff. “I’ll leave curls around your neck. Your Grace will be fashionably tousled and poetic, and the ladies will swoon.”

			“Just not too short.” James had seen too many men sheared like sheep. To keep the lice away. To brand them as prisoners.

			The prisoner in the mirror stared back. Dark hair falling around shoulders broad from chopping trees, hoisting logs. Cutting his hair was his one concession to the female onslaught that was about to begin. The rest of him was disreputable enough.

			Pershing hovered and darted in to snip like some scissor-­beaked hummingbird.

			Hair fell in piles around his feet. A neck emerged. Thick and bullish.

			He hadn’t cropped his hair these ten years.

			A memory saturated his mind like ocean spray over a bowsprit.

			Shimmying up the spire, Cambridge dwindling below, his friends watching from the shadows as he climbed and kept going, even when fear and cold numbed his fingers and he no longer remembered why he was climbing.

			Higher and higher. Fifty feet, sixty feet, the flag stuck in his teeth. Hanging on with one arm while he lashed the flag to the spire, his stomach lurching.

			In the morning light, the black flag streamed above King’s College, a skeleton spearing a heart and raising a glass to the Devil.

			Blackbeard the Pirate’s emblem.

			Show no quarter. Have no fear.

			It had been so important to him to rebel in those days. Disavow his father’s ruthless legacy. Declare his independence.

			He’d been sent down for his prank, of course. And his back still bore the scars of the old duke’s retribution.

			If you insist on playing the pirate, I’ll send you to sea. Teach you fear of God and Family.

			He’d shipped James to their ailing sugar plantation in Trinidad the next day.

			That first year, thirty men on his father’s plantation in Trinidad had died of yellow fever. James had nearly been one of them. While he’d been in the sweat-­soaked throes of the fever, he’d hallucinated that his mother was still alive. Felt her cool hand on his brow, a touch he hadn’t known since she’d died giving birth to a stillborn baby when he was fourteen, and away at Eton.

			As the thirst had raged and he’d vomited black liquid over the bedclothes, he’d seen her soft blue eyes pleading with him not to die.

			He’d lived. Grown a beard. Vowed never to return to England and the father who had shipped him off to die.

			James had closed down his father’s brutal sugar plantation and left the West Indies to travel the world, earning his own way with sweat, gambling, and wise investments.

			After several years he’d returned to the West Indies and, using no funds from his father, he’d invested in cocoa cultivation by other small farmers who farmed marginal cocoa lands in Trinidad and in the country of Venezuela.

			Scissors attacked his beard.

			When they finally captured the notorious Edward Teach, known as Blackbeard, and shot him dead, they catalogued his wounds. He’d been shot five times, carved by knives over twenty.

			When James received the letter telling of the carriage accident that killed his elder brother instantly and left the old duke dying, he thought of Blackbeard, of cataloguing not the wounds his father had received but the ones he’d inflicted.

			It would be a long litany. He’d been a cruel man who’d only valued ­people for what he could bleed out of them. William had learned the art of obedience from their faded, silent mother, choosing survival over independence, while James had chosen to fight.

			He’d never stopped fighting.

			The crooked nose in the mirror told the story. Too many reckless challenges in dark taverns, too many brawls when he’d been outnumbered but had provoked a fight all the same. He’d never learned to be silent in the face of injustice, never learned to keep his mouth shut.

			Pershing smoothed something that smelled like a pine forest over his jaw, and a sharp blade scraped against his skin.

			James clenched his fingers, battling the instinct to reverse his vulnerable position and flatten the valet against the wall with a fist at his throat. “Enough,” he said, waving Pershing away and sweeping the towel from his shoulders.

			The valet plucked two striped waistcoats from a shelf. “The crimson or the jade, Your Grace?”

			“It’s no use, Pershing.” James rubbed the towel across his jaw. “You’ll never make me respectable.” He angled his head, taking in his reflection in the mirror. “I’ll still frighten the poor ladies.”

			Hell. He looked like his father. He flung the towel against the mirror, obliterating the unsettling truth.

			He had to escape. Every day he stayed in England, the memories grew more oppressing.

			The thought of taking his place in the line of Harland dukes whose harsh faces haunted the gallery walls made his jaw lock with anger and frustration.

			He couldn’t don a gaudy silk waistcoat and stand on the front steps of the house he despised, welcoming polite society to pass judgment on him.

			He had no choice, of course.

			Producing an heir required a bride. Even if that bride would be repulsed by his brutishness.

			Pershing proffered another waistcoat choice. “What about this cerulean blue—­”

			James leapt from the chair, startling the valet.

			One more hour without the eyes of the ton assessing him, finding him lacking, as they always had.

			“Robert,” he said to the young footman standing at attention near the door.

			“Your Grace?”

			He was narrower in the shoulders, but it would work.

			“I need your coat, Robert.”

			The footman unbuttoned his coat and handed it over without so much as an eye twitch. Delaying the inevitable for an hour would also give James the chance to observe the ladies’ arrival in anonymity.

			“I won’t be needing those waistcoats, Per­shing,” James said. “Not just yet.”

			Damn, the coat was tight.

			James stood in line with the other footmen, hunching his shoulders to loosen the tug of the constricting wool.

			Dalton ambled down the front steps. “Have you seen Harland?” James heard him ask Hughes.

			The butler tilted his head in James’s direction, unwilling to voice the unthinkable, unconscionable truth. That his master, James Edward Warren, seventh Duke of Harland, Marquess of Langdon, Earl of Guildford, Baron Warren and Clyde, was, horror of horrors, standing in a line of servants garbed as a common footman.

			Albeit a very tall, very irritable footman.

			“What the . . .” Dalton walked over. “Is that you, Harland?”

			James nodded. The idea of passing as a footman during his initial encounter with the ladies had seemed clever. In his chambers.

			Dalton raised an eyebrow. “It is you. Damn near didn’t recognize you without that pirate beard. You look like the old duke.”

			“I know,” James spat, the old helpless hatred pressing on his chest. “But I’ll never become him. I swear it.”

			Dalton raised a hand. “Of course not. Didn’t mean to suggest it. What the devil are you wearing? Is it a prank?” He’d been James’s accomplice at Cambridge on too many occasions to be startled.

			James gestured to the row of carriages winding up the stately drive. “A
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