
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Lady Charlotte Winters has but one ambition when she returns to London society... the complete and utter destruction of her stepfather, the Earl of Weybridge. Finding love along the way was not in her plan.

	 

	 

	Charles Royce was but thirteen years of age when his stepfather, the Earl of Weybridge, arranged for his kidnap and murder. But instead of burying his body in a shallow grave, as ordered by the earl, his kidnapper sells him to the Captain of a slave ship bound for Jamaica.

	Eighteen years later, when Charles returns to London society to attain his revenge, it is as a very different person indeed.

	For, whilst in Jamaica, Charles becomes Charlotte, a beautiful young debutante and wife to one of the richest plantation owners on the island. When her husband succumbs to yellow fever, the beautiful and fabulously rich Lady Charlotte returns to England with one ambition in mind—the complete and utter destruction of the Earl of Weybridge.

	Lady Charlotte soon discovers, however, that revenge is not a dish best served cold, after all. Instead, she discovers revenge is a dish best tempered with love for her friends, with love for her family, and with her love for a very special man.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	James Beaufort, 8th Duke of Camberly, stood before the ornate silvered mirror on the wall of his study and smiled to his reflection benevolently. He had, as usual, spent an hour or so on his correspondence, just as he did most mornings. This had been followed by a visit from Mr Paul, his Man of Business, for the monthly inspection of the estate books, and James had been exceedingly pleased with the state of affairs. Why even the estate in Scotland was turning a profit, thanks in part to the changes in farming policy he had introduced when succeeding his father.

	“A good thing, too, for Anne’s gowns alone are costing a small fortune,” he said to himself.

	Carefully he poured himself a small glass of his favourite Scottish whiskey and then wandered over to the picture window to stare out into the garden of his London townhouse, his attention drawn by the laughter he could hear. It was a beautiful day, and James found himself smiling once more as he observed his daughter with her friend, Lady Jane Chalmers, the two of them engaged in some sort of feminine conversation that would surely baffle any gentleman listening in.

	Unexpectedly, his heart and mind became suffused with a host of mixed emotions. At very nearly nineteen years of age, Lady Anne Beaufort had blossomed into an incredibly beautiful and accomplished young woman. Not only was she a talented musician, being proficient on both pianoforte and harp, but she had also taken responsibility for the efficient management of the household of Grantly Manor, doing so with grace, humour, and sensitivity that endeared her to each and every servant.

	But he knew time was fast approaching when he would be destined to lose her to another, and the thought saddened him intensely.

	Three weeks before, the entire household had moved to the townhouse in Belgrave Square, so that preparations could be made for Lady Anne’s first season in London. In two weeks’ time she would be formally presented to the Prince Regent at court, and, a day later, would make her first appearance at the Duchess of Harrow’s famous debutante’s ball.

	Yet again James wished, with all his heart, that his beloved wife still lived. Margaret would have shielded her daughter with the ferocity of a mama bulldog protecting her pups. She would have helped Anne to avoid the less scrupulous members of the ton, who would think nothing of compromising a naive young lady in order to get hold of a sizeable dowry. Margaret would have gently guided her daughter through the trials and tribulations of the marriage mart to make the best possible choice, only ever considering a love match to be good enough for her girl.

	“Perhaps you should have remarried. At least then you would have had a suitable chaperon for Anne,” he groaned, knowing that talking to himself this way was never a good sign.

	James shook his head sadly as he turned from the window, relishing the burn of the whiskey in the back of his throat as he sipped his drink. At four and fifty years of age, whilst no longer in the bloom of youth, he was still a fit and active man, and was often told by his friends that he could easily attract a wife should he so wish. But when Margaret had died, part of his heart had died too, and he had no desire whatsoever to offer it once more, only to have it crushed yet again. Besides, he needed no wife, for he already had a wonderful daughter in Anne, and his son, Richard, Viscount Addington, was developing into a splendid young man. Currently on his grand tour after graduating from Cambridge University, he would undoubtedly be a credit to the title of duke when it became his turn to inherit.

	“But the fact remains,” he mumbled aloud, “that I still need to find Anne a suitable chaperon if she is to have her season. Perhaps I will have to ask Mother after all.”

	Inwardly, he groaned at that thought, for he had no doubt that, despite the affection Anne held for her grandmother, she would not relish the idea of the dowager duchess being appointed as her chaperon.

	Suddenly, a polite yet firm knock on the closed study door interrupted his train of thought and, as James looked up, Stevens, his butler, entered, holding a small silver tray in one hand. Despite his advanced age, the man’s back was ramrod straight and the uniform he wore as immaculate as ever.

	“Yes, what is it, Stevens?”

	“There is a lady caller, your grace, requesting a moment of your time. I told her that you were unavailable, but she was most insistent. She asked me to give you this.” The man held out his silver tray.

	On the tray was a calling card that was clearly of superior quality and, after picking it up, James viewed it carefully, noting that the name was beautifully embossed in real gold leaf.

	Lady Charlotte Winters.

	Instantly, James’s interest was aroused. Lady Charlotte Winters! He had heard that name bandied around his club over the past couple of weeks, where speculation about the woman was rife. By all accounts, she was a widow recently returned from the West Indies and was said to be as rich as Croesus himself. She would have to be, if she was to rent Conway House for the whole of the season, the townhouse only four doors away from his own in Belgrave Square.

	Looking up he smiled at the butler.

	“You had better show her in, I suppose. Is she chaperoned?” he asked with a sudden afterthought.

	“Yes, your grace. By the biggest African man I have ever seen. But she has requested that she speak to you alone.”

	“Oh, very well. Show her in, Stevens.”

	“In here, your grace?” Stevens gave him an incredulous look, his expression leaving no doubt in James’ mind that his butler thought the study was a highly inappropriate place for such a meeting.

	“Yes, in here,” he snapped.

	“Yes, your grace.” Stevens sighed and gave a cursory bow before turning back to the door, leaving James in no doubt that his butler disapproved of his choice of room.

	As he waited, James could not help but speculate as to who or what this woman was all about. Just the fact that she had requested to see him alone suggested she might be a woman of advanced years, for no respectable lady would risk her reputation by being un-chaperoned.

	Yes, she’s probably as old as the hills and as ugly as sin, too.

	A few moments later there was another knock, and James watched as Stevens opened the study door, standing to one side to respectfully permit his visitor to enter.

	“Lady Winters, your grace,” Stevens announced, so as to facilitate some form of formal introduction. “His grace, the Duke of Camberley.”

	In preparation for meeting the woman, James had schooled his expression into one of benign indifference, and he suddenly found himself offering a silent prayer of thanks to the gods for doing so. For had he not, he knew, without any shadow of doubt, he most probably would have gasped aloud when he first glimpsed his visitor.

	Old she was not. Nor ugly as sin.

	James had always been an admirer of the feminine form, and the lady who stood before him matched, in every way, his ideal. She appeared to be around thirty years of age and was dressed in a beautiful cream coloured day dress that must have been expensively tailored to perfectly fit her slim, graceful body. She was tall for a lady, yet still a good head shorter than he. Her arms were slender and graceful, her breasts small yet pert, her waist trim, and her lovely auburn tresses had been expertly crafted into a very pretty chignon, a style that left little tendrils of hair framing her face to perfection.

	And what a face it was.

	Contrary to fashion, she wore cosmetics upon her skin. Unlike some women of his acquaintance, who seemed to plaster the stuff on with a trowel, Lady Winters wore but a subtle application of makeup. She was enhanced with a light dusting of powder on her perfect skin and a little rouge on her cheeks to emphasise her high and aristocratic cheekbones. She also wore kohl on her lashes, which only served to draw his gaze to her startlingly blue eyes, and a little ruby stain on her plump and very kissable lips.

	In short, Lady Charlotte Winters was undeniably beautiful.

	Suddenly, James felt the heat rise in his cheeks as he remembered his earlier uncharitable thoughts. So he bowed politely to allow a moment to compose himself, shaking his head a little to clear his mind of all the improper thoughts that seemed to be lodged there.

	Graciously, he indicated an armchair to one side of the room. “Please, Lady Winters, please be seated. May I offer you some refreshment? Tea perhaps?”

	“No, thank you, your grace,” she replied.

	Lady Winters took the offered chair, smoothing her skirts beneath her so she could sit demurely, and James moved to a second chair, deliberately maintaining a neutral expression as he contemplated the woman’s speaking voice. From her appearance, he had expected a soft, high pitch to her words, but she had spoken with a deeper, huskier tone that, in his mind, only added to the woman’s allure.

	James was intrigued.

	“So, of what service may I be to you, Lady Winters?” he asked, noting the growing nervousness in the expression on his visitor’s face.

	The woman sighed uneasily, her gaze, at first, cast nervously down to the floor. But then she lifted her head and looked back at him with a deep penetrating stare, her brilliant blue eyes searching his face in a way that instantly reminded him of someone he had once known. The memory of it was there, in the back of his mind, yet for some reason, he could not place it, could not recall who it was that Lady Winters reminded him of.

	He stared back at her, suddenly feeling small. For there was something in her expression, an air of stubbornness perhaps, that suggested she was observing him in a manner that would allow her to judge the character of the man before her. Then she smiled, and James could not stop himself from smiling back, knowing, perhaps, that he had passed some unwritten test.

	“I have something of great consequence I wish to discuss with you, your grace. But before I begin, I must ask... I must ask for your word as a gentleman that what we are to converse about remains between these four walls. Please, your grace, your word. It is of the greatest import to me.”

	James felt a surge of annoyance as he heard these words. After all, he considered himself a man of integrity, one of high office, and to have someone, especially a young woman, impugn that by actually asking for him to give her his word, irked him considerably.

	But then he looked closely at the young woman once more. He noted how she had captured her bottom lip tentatively between her teeth and how her hands were clasped nervously in her lap, and something in him, perhaps an innate ability to judge someone’s character, sensed there was no malice intended. Instead, it was quite apparent that the request had been made with but one thing in mind—an obvious desire to protect herself from some ill-conceived scandal, perhaps.

	He did not hesitate. “Of course, madam, you have my word as a gentleman.”

	Lady Winters took a deep breath, and her gaze flickered anxiously away from his. Then her eyebrows furrowed for a moment as she looked back, her expression now one of purpose and resolve, giving James the feeling that he, somehow, had yet again passed some undisclosed test.

	She sighed, and her eyes narrowed with fierce determination. “Your grace, I am here with news of Charles Royce, son of the late Sir Oliver Royce and the now Countess of Weybridge... and... I believe... your godson.”

	In shock, James gasped as all the air seemed to abruptly vacate the room as he registered her words. Then his pulse began to race.

	Charles Royce, son of his lifelong friend, Sir Oliver Royce, had disappeared on his way to Eton school for his first term, never to be heard of again. At the time, it was thought he had been taken by a press gang, men who roamed the countryside looking for willing volunteers to crew the ever-growing number of ships needed in the war against France. Enquiries had been made, of course, but from that moment on there had simply been no trace of him, and after seven years, he had been presumed dead.

	And now this chit of a woman was sitting before him, as bold as brass, saying she had news of him.

	“What!” Instantly, James moved to the edge of his seat, closing the distance between them and stared intently into the woman’s eyes. “Please, Lady Winters, tell me. Is he alive?”

	“Alive and well, and here in London,” Lady Winters replied.

	“What? Where?” James demanded. “This is incredible news. If this is so, you must take me to him immediately.” He jumped to his feet and glared at the woman, hardly daring to believe what he was hearing.

	Lady Winters remained motionless on her chair, yet he could plainly see that she was desperately struggling to retain her composure. Apprehension and dread swept across her eyes, and for a moment, he even feared that she was going to rise, that she was going to flee. So with a conscious effort to control himself, he took a step back and breathed deeply in an effort to still his mind.

	“Please, madam,” he begged. “Can you not tell me where he is? Can you not take me to him?”

	“I cannot.” Her voice was now almost a whisper as she pointed back to his chair, her gesture beseeching him to sit once more. “I cannot take you to him.”

	“And, pray tell, why not?”James struggled to contain his anger, his impatience surely evident as he refused to sit. Yet Lady Winters was not to be intimidated, and, in total amazement, James could only glare as she stared back at him, her beautiful gaze holding his own, her small breasts heaving as she once more took a deep breath.

	“I cannot take you to him,” she whispered, “for he is already before you. You see, your grace, I am, or should I say I once was your godson, Charles Royce.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	It was like waiting for a volcano to erupt.

	As Charlotte uttered her words, she heard the duke take a deep rasping breath, only to hold it there like the calm before the storm. But then his mouth dropped open, his pupils dilating in surprise as what she had said registered upon his mind. Disbelief flooded his face, just as Charlotte had expected it would, his features quickly contorting into anger.

	Then tempest broke.

	“Well, young lady,” he roared. “I am not sure what game you play, but you are certainly not Charles Royce. That much is plainly evident.”

	But Charlotte was prepared and ready to face his incredulity.

	“Oh, but I am, Uncle GG,” she whispered, using the name she had adopted for him when but three-years-old. “Do you remember how you used to let me ride on your back when I was a child, and how I gave you that name, Uncle GG? Do you remember the pony you bought me for my sixth birthday? I called him Hermes, for I fancied he would fly as fast as the winged god himself. Do you remember how, on the following day, I broke my arm when trying to jump Hermes over a fence that was way too high for the both of us? Do you remember how inconsolable I was when my father died, and how you held me and rocked me to sleep because my mother, in her grief, was incapable of giving me the comfort that I needed? Do you remember how you took me fishing one day, and how I managed, in my desperate enthusiasm to please you, to get a hook in my arm?” she added as she showed the duke the tiny scar on her left forearm. “It was on that day you promised me that you would be as a father to me, to always be there for me,” she added as a single tear sprang to her eye. “Do you remember, Uncle GG?”

	Slowly the duke sank down onto his chair, his mouth wide open with shock, and Charlotte began to hope, began to believe, that her words might have cut to the chase. Yet there was still anger there, disbelief and scepticism, too.

	“No... no, it is not possible!” he said, unable to keep the incredulity from his voice. “Knowledge of these things does not justify your claim. You... you are plainly not Charles! How could you be? You are... you are... a... a... woman!”

	“Yes, plainly,” she echoed. “Yet I am who I claim to be.”

	“No! Despite what you say, I cannot believe you,” the duke countered as he once more stood and glared at her.

	“But it is true, and I can prove it. On my right shoulder blade, I have a birthmark. When I was little, my mother used to call it my angel’s kiss. Do you remember, Uncle James?” Charlotte asked, daring to call him by his given name.

	“Yes,” he whispered.

	“And what shape was the birthmark?”

	“I will not say, for you must show me to prove your case.”

	Very slowly, knowing that the duke was still not ready to believe, Charlotte turned away from him and pulled the shoulder of her dress down over her arm, revealing the delicate outline of her back. There she exposed a small red birthmark in the shape of a perfect crescent moon, a mark that was as unique as any wax seal. For a moment, she sat with her back straight and her eyes closed as she waited for the duke’s reaction, the silence between them almost palpable, a silence that was only broken as breath hissed from his mouth.

	“Oh my God,” he whispered.

	“I have but one final proof, your grace.” With a knowing smile, Charlotte pulled her dress back over her shoulders and then turned back to the duke. “Although that would require me to divest myself of all my clothes, something I would rather not have to do.”

	“No... no, that will not be necessary,” the duke stuttered.”But surely you can understand my scepticism. Before me I have a young woman, who claims to be my godson, and, whilst I admit to recognising your birthmark, I... I... I...”

	As the duke seemed to lose the ability to speak, Charlotte once more captured his gaze, her mind more than a little troubled with the enormity of what she was about to reveal. However, she also knew that if she were going to be successful in her endeavours, the truth would need to be told to the man before her.

	“If I was to tell you what befell me, would you then accept the truth in what I say?” she asked.

	“Yes, yes, perhaps. Yes, of course,” the duke replied. “Please... please do.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Charlotte took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a moment so as to order her thoughts. Despite an outward appearance of calm, her whole body was trembling and tense, and her heart was pounding so much like the pistons of Mr Stephenson’s famous Rocket steam engine, she feared her legs would no longer support her weight should she try to leave.

	The duke was just as she remembered him to be, albeit some 15 years older. He was tall, his physique still imposing and masculine, with little sign of the paunchiness that often afflicted most of the older members of the ton. Of course, he had more grey in his hair, and his face carried more lines than she recalled, but he remained the handsome man she remembered from her youth. Yes, this was the man she had once called uncle all those years before, the man she had trusted as a boy. But so many years had gone by since then, so many hardships and secrets untold that, even though she had repeatedly rehearsed what it was she wanted to reveal to him, she quailed at the prospect.

	“As you no doubt remember, I was only eight years of age when my father died in a hunting accident,” she croaked and then coughed. “He and my mother were, at that time, the centre of my whole world, a world that was, in an instant, turned upside down. For not only did I lose my father in that dreadful hunting accident, but my mother, too, as her grief overcame her.”

	“Yes. I remember her anguish and melancholy all too clearly, for even I, her husband’s closest friend, could do nothing to console her,” the duke replied, the distant look in his eyes giving testament to how much he had actually cared.

	“If you recall, our estates bordered those of the Earl of Weybridge’s. He played the part of the sympathetic neighbour well and even waited for a whole month after Mother officially came out of mourning before coming to call with nothing but courtship on his mind.”

	“I remember all too well, and believe me when I say I tried extremely hard to discourage the man.”

	“I know you did, your grace, and for that, I will be eternally grateful. But Mother was lost, unable to cope, and unable to manage Father’s estates on her own. To her, George Hamilton was like a knight in shining armour. Not only did he blind her with his charm and good looks, but, in return for her hand, he also promised to relieve her of the burden of managing the Thorpe estate.

	“So they married, and Mother moved to the earl’s house at Haycock Abbey to take up her role as countess. I, of course, was required to go with her. This, in turn, meant that I was forced to leave behind everything and everyone I loved, even my pony, Hermes.

	“For my part, I hated the earl from the very first moment, almost as much as I hated living at Haycock Abbey. And then there was Henry Hamilton, the earl’s son from his first marriage, who, from the outset, seemed to go out of his way to make my life miserable. Mother did her best to shield me from any unpleasantness, but the earl would hear nothing of his son’s cruelty and bullying ways.

	“One day, after a very unpleasant incident with Henry, my mother took me to one side, and in an effort to bolster my spirits, she explained the terms of my father’s will to me. She told me how Thorpe Hall and all of the estate, all three-thousand acres, had been left in trust for me for when I turned one and twenty. Even though I was still very young, when I learned of this I was overjoyed, and, in my childish naivety, I made up my mind to endure my stepfather’s and my stepbrother’s cruelty until I came into my inheritance. Then I determined that when I reached my majority, I would take my mother away with me and we would live in happiness forever at Thorpe Hall.”

	“Yes, I am aware of the conditions of the will,” the duke said, “just as I am aware of what happened after the earl had Charles declared legally dead. The estate, being un-entailed land, reverted to your mother’s ownership, and thus, by marriage, to the earl himself. At present, whilst the earl retains tenure of the estate, Lord Henry Hamilton, Charles’ stepbrother, has Thorpe Hall as his residency. However, I do believe that the estate adds a considerable sum to the earl’s coffers each year.”

	“And that, I believe, is the very reason for my disappearance in the first place,” Charlotte muttered in a voice that was barely above a whisper.

	“What! Do you mean that the earl was responsible for Charles’... er... er... your disappearance!”

	“Yes, in fact, I know so, although, other than my own ears, I have no proof. If I may continue?”

	“Yes, yes, by all means.”

	“I had barely turned thirteen years of age when the earl informed me that I would be starting at Eton. In truth, I was quite excited about the matter, for it would get me away from Henry, who, just the year before, had been sent down from Eton for some serious misdemeanour, and was, by then, attending Harrow instead.

	“Mother had wanted to accompany me on my journey to school, but my stepfather would have none of that. He argued that I needed to start standing on my own two feet, and I have to admit that I felt quite grown up with the prospect of doing so.

	“At first everything went well with the journey. That was until the carriage transporting me to school pulled into a coaching house to change horses, and, instead of staying in the coach, as I had been instructed, I alighted to stretch my legs.

	“It was at that very moment my life descended into the very pits of Hell.

	“All I really remember is a rough hand clamped around my mouth and a sharp blow on the back of my head. I think this blow must have rendered me unconscious, for the next thing I remember is finding myself bound, gagged, and blindfolded, and lying in the back of a cart underneath a pile of sacking that had been used to conceal me.”

	“Oh, the bastard... er... villain.” Genuine anger flashed across the duke’s eyes.

	“We must have travelled for an hour or so before the cart stopped. So as to not reveal myself, I pretended to remain unconscious, but I could clearly hear two different voices discussing me. One, a rough, uncouth voice, clearly came from my abductor. The other unmistakably came from the Earl of Weybridge, my stepfather. I heard him, your grace, as clearly as I hear you now. I heard him pass a purse of coins to the man he had hired to make off with me and I heard him give the man instructions to find a quiet stretch of woodland before putting a bullet in my head and burying me deep. No, there is no doubt in my mind that it was the earl that orchestrated my kidnapping and that he wanted me dead.”

	“The blackguard. I will kill him for this,” the duke growled with barely contained fury.

	“Quite. Well, fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on how you look at it, my abductor saw this as an opportunity of making even more money out of the deal. Instead of following the earl’s instructions, he took me to Liverpool, a journey of several days, and before I knew what was happening, I had been sold to the master of a slave ship, one Captain Thaddeus Jones, a truly evil man.

	“What followed became a period of real despair for me. For you see, whilst the captain could have his pick of the slaves he carried, his sexual tastes lay in a very... in a very different direction. There is no polite or easy way of saying this, your grace...Jones was a buggerer of boys, and it was to be me on whom he would force his attentions when the desire took him.

	“I was shackled like a slave, but in the captain’s cabin instead of the hold, and I was repeatedly forced by him to perform whatever sexual perversion he could devise. He was a large man, too, and I but a boy, so his attentions often left me bruised, battered, and bleeding. I was even, on occasion, given to members of the crew. I suppose it was the fact that I was small and slender in stature, almost girlish, that made me appealing to the men. Believe me when I say, having suffered so much at the hands of these men, had I the chance, I would have gladly thrown myself overboard to end my life.”

	The duke gasped. “Oh, my God. I am so sorry you had to suffer this.”

	“At first, I tried to resist, but after the beatings I received, I soon learned to acquiesce to their demands, to even feign enthusiasm. I think, perhaps that is why the captain tired of me in the end, for to have me struggle just added to his enjoyment.

	“It took nine long months to collect a shipment of slaves and to sail into Kingston in Jamaica. Nine long months of being repeatedly raped.”

	Once more Charlotte paused in order to compose herself, the horror of these memories almost overwhelming her. Even though it had been so long ago, uncontrollable tears began to form as she spoke aloud of her dreadful experiences. Quite deliberately, now needing a moment to compose herself, Charlotte took a small handkerchief from her reticule and dabbed at the corner of her eye.

	“I’m, sorry, your grace, but the memory of this is still quite distressing for me,” she sniffed. “Anyway, shortly after arriving in Kingston, I made a futile attempt to escape, something that the captain did not take too kindly. Rather than beat me, as he had on many occasions before, he instead dragged me ashore by the scruff of the neck. Before I knew what was happening, I was once more sold, this time to the madame of a high-class brothel that catered to the entitled and wealthy of Jamaica.”

	“I cannot, for the life of me, imagine how you managed to endure,” the duke murmured.

	“But endure I did. For two more years, I was repeatedly hired out to anyone who fancied a boy for the night and had enough coin to pay for me. As you can imagine, I quickly learned to use my body to please those that had bought me, for fear of the punishments I would receive if I did not.

	“In a strange sort of way, I also found a kind of family there, too. Like myself, many of the girls who worked in the brothel were just trying to survive, and I soon became like a surrogate baby brother to them, one who they tried their best to protect. In fact, at times, it was almost as if I were one of them in all respects.

	“This became a very confusing time for me. Often, I would find myself fantasising about what it might be like to actually be one of the girls, and countless times, I found myself lying awake at night wishing, with all my heart, I had been born a woman. It got to the point where, more often than not, I would imagine myself as one of the girls when with a client, just so that I could forget who and what I actually was.

	“Then, as time passed, this fantasy, this need I seemed to have inside me, became an obsession. It was for that very reason that, at the age of fifteen, one of the more experienced girls, Sally, caught me in her room trying on one of her dresses.

	“I was mortified to be discovered this way and fully expected the flogging I deserved. But to my surprise, rather than getting angry, Sally took it upon herself to indulge me, to let me put on a dress, to paint my face and arrange my hair into a feminine style. It actually started as a jest, a little harmless fun on a quiet night, but to everyone’s amazement, by the time she had finished dressing me, I was, without doubt, a far better-looking girl than boy. It appeared the madame thought so, too, as from that night on, I was required to dress as a girl each evening and was sold to customers as the girl with something extra under her skirt.”

	“That must have been awful for you.”

	“In part, yes, for no one in their right mind would choose the life of a prostitute. But in other ways, being forced to dress as a girl was something of a salvation for me. I was allowed, no, encouraged, to look like the young woman I had fantasised about becoming. I grew my hair and was taught how to use cosmetics to enhance my feminine persona. The other girls donated clothes for me to wear, too, and I soon became adept at making myself look feminine.”

	For a moment, Charlotte paused, as she once more collected her thoughts, for what she was about to reveal she had only ever spoken about once before.

	“But for me, this soon became so much more than merely altering my physical appearance. It is difficult to put into words, but from the very first moment I was put into a gown, I felt, well, I felt complete. It was almost as if, for the first time in my life, I had become the person I should have been all along. I loved the makeup and the way having my hair dressed made me look feminine and pretty. I loved the feeling of stays compressing my waist, the sensation of a chemise around my legs. I also loved the way that being a girl changed the way customers viewed me. But, most of all, I discovered some form of inner peace when dressed as a girl, almost as if I was destined to remain that way forever.

	“It was a few days before my sixteenth birthday that my life was to take a turn for the better.”

	“What happened?”

	“I met Sir David Winters, one of the richest plantation owners in Jamaica. After my episode with Sally, he became one of my regular visitors and developed a great fondness for the feminine me. Then to my complete and utter amazement, in secret, he paid the madame a king’s ransom to purchase me, and I was taken to his residency in the north of the island, where my life was to begin again, even if that life was to be the life of a woman.”

	“My God! I met Winters once, many years ago. He was about the same age as myself, was he not?”

	“Yes, he was nine and thirty when I first met him. Anyway, the moment I entered David’s home, any thought of becoming Charles once more evaporated like brandy left too long in the sun. From the very first, and to my growing delight, I was required to be Charlotte, the woman I am today. I was bought clothing and undergarments befitting a lady, and I was trained in all the womanly arts. I learned piano and how to sew, embroider, and paint. I was taught to dance and ride as a lady and was even instructed in the art of running a household.

	“David also employed the services of a rather unique servant for me, a sort of a lady’s maid but more—so much more—and one of only two in the household who came to know of my true gender. Phoebe, for that is her name, turned out to be a skilled practitioner of the healing arts, and three times a day she would bring me a potion to drink, a medicine so foul tasting that, even today, it makes me shudder as I take it. Each day she would also massage salves into my face and chest. At first, the potions made me sick, a little like a woman in the early stages of her confinement, but then, and to my great astonishment, my body began to change.

	“As a boy, I had expected my body to grow and alter into that of a man. But for me, that did not happen. Quite the contrary, to be exact. I began to develop breasts and my hips widened. I grew no facial hair, my skin remained blemish free, and even my voice refused to deepen. I did not grow much more in height either, all of which I attribute to Phoebe’s potions.

	“For his part, David was quite remarkable. Whilst I was expected to share his bed, not once did he treat me as anything but the woman he wanted me to be. At all times, he treated me gently and with respect, and I came to care for him deeply... to love him even.

	“Then, when I turned one and twenty, David deemed me ready, and for all intents and purposes, I became his wife. He introduced me to Jamaican society as such, where for the next eight years, I lived openly and was, remarkably, accepted as the woman I am now. Fortunately, my appearance had changed so much, had become so much more ladylike, that even Sally, when I passed her one day in the street, did not recognise me.

	“Then, two years ago, my beloved David succumbed to yellow fever. For a while, I was devastated until other events dragged me from my despondency. You see, in his will, David left me everything—his vast fortune, his plantations, his houses in Jamaica, his workforce—and it soon became apparent to me that I could not remain melancholic if I were to honour my husband’s legacy on the island.”

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	With his mind buzzing, James sat back in his chair and studied the person in front of him, a large part of him still not certain what to make of all this. The truth of the matter was that he was still not certain he could believe what he was being told, and he was still unsure how it could be possible that the boy he once knew was now the woman who sat before him. Yes, the evidence was compelling—the scar on the arm and the birthmark that he remembered so well almost impossible to forge. But how could it be? How could it be possible that a boy... a man... could look so perfectly female?

	As a young man, he remembered attending a function at his club where entertainers had dressed as girls. It had been a ribald and bawdy evening, and he clearly recalled, with disgust, how vulgar and unconvincing the actors had been as women. However, the person sat before him could never be described in that way, for in truth, she looked every inch a perfect lady.

	Then he studied her once more, his eyes fixed upon her beautiful face. Yes, at first, she had been understandably nervous, but now she sat in a confident manner, no subterfuge hidden behind her expression. And it was for the very reason that she appeared to have been totally honest with him, that his heart began to accept.

	“So, if, as you say, you are now free of these horrors, why not go back to being Charles?”

	“Then may it be said that you accept I am who I claim to be?” Charlotte retorted.

	“Mm, it would appear that I am beginning to. So let me ask you my question again. If you are who you say, why not be Charles once more, now that you are free to do so? Your mother would be overjoyed to have her son return home safe, and I, for one, would love to see the look on the earl’s face as you reclaim your inheritance.”

	“Which is one of the reasons I choose to remain Lady Charlotte! My current guise protects me from my stepfather. Whilst I no longer fear him, should he ever discover my true identity, I am certain he would make an attempt on my life just so he can keep control over my father’s estates.

	“But the real truth of the matter is that I will never return to being Charles, your grace, for this is who I now choose to be. Long ago, I accepted that I should have been born with the feminine gender. I am now and will always remain, until the day I draw my last breath, Lady Charlotte Winters.”

	“Remarkable, truly remarkable. So what is it you want of me?” he asked, now coming to the crux of the matter. “Why come to me at all?”

	For a few moments, they sat in silence until, much to James’s surprise, Lady Charlotte stood in a rustle of silk and walked over to his desk. Carefully she poured out two small glasses of brandy, one of which she handed to him, tossing the other one back in a single swallow.

	“Before I answer that question, would you tell me of my mother?” she asked as she returned to her chair.

	“I will tell what little I know, for she is seldom seen in polite society these days. In truth, whilst I have tried, on numerous occasions, to see the countess, I have always been rebuffed by the earl, with whom I have never seen eye to eye. However, on the rare occasion our paths have crossed, she seemed but a shadow of the woman I once knew. She never really recovered from your father’s death and then your disappearance sent her into a spiral of melancholy that was only alleviated by the birth of her daughter.”

	“Ah yes, her daughter.” Charlotte smiled. “My sister.”

	“Your halfsister, to be exact. Lady Amelia. A delightful child, and an innocent, too. In fact, Lady Amelia and my own daughter, Anne, are close friends, despite my own personal animosity towards the earl. She is the same age as my Anne and will be making her come out this season as well.”

	“And therein lies my dilemma. You see, my one ambition in this life is to be able to reconnect with my mother, and at the same time, get to know my sister. I long to see my mother, to find out how she fares, and to ensure that she is happy in life. It means so much to me, your grace, to know that she is safe and content. I would say the same for my halfsister, too. However, in order to do this without raising suspicion, I must do so as Lady Charlotte Winters.”

	Then, for James, the penny dropped.

	“Ah! So now I see of what value I can be to you. You wish for me to engineer an introduction to your mother and sister. ‘Tis a dangerous game you play, especially knowing to whom your mother is married.”

	“Yet one in which I must participate. It has, I must admit, occurred to me that I might come to know my mother and my sister by attending some of the same functions during the season. But alas, Lady Charlotte is a lady by marriage only, the widow of a mere knight of the realm, a tradesman to boot. So for me to be accepted by the ton, for me to get close to my mother and sister, I need someone of status, someone above reproach, to sponsor me. A duke, perhaps,” Charlotte said with a wry smile.

	James rubbed his hand over his face as he peered intently at his visitor. There was now little doubt in his mind that this person was—or had once been—his godson, Charles, just as he had little doubt that he would never truly understand the horrors of what he... she... had been through.

	But how could he help? After all, should anyone discover that the Duke of Camberly’s godson now dressed as a woman, even if that woman was truly ravishing, the scandal would ruin him, would destroy the chances of Anne ever making a good match, whatever the size of her dowry.

	But then again, as he stared at the woman before him, his mind slipped back to the simple Christening ceremony all those years ago. Before God, he had made a promise to cherish and protect his godson, whatever might befall him, and it had been a promise that he had always intended to keep. As he felt the guilt of failure in that task wash over him, he knew what his answer must be.

	Decisively, he made up his mind as to what to do, knowing that honour dictated he at least attempt something to help.

	“Lady Charlotte,” he addressed her formally, “you must understand my position and the difficulty of what you ask. Should anyone associate me with someone such as yourself, a... erm... a... well... a man dressed in women’s clothing, if the truth were ever to come out, the scandal would be the talk of the ton for years.”

	“But—”

	“No, let me finish,” he interrupted. “Many years ago, I made a promise to your parents, and to God, that I would protect you, that I would always be there for you, and I did so again after your father died. Until now, I have failed in that obligation. Therefore, if I can, I will help you, but with one unbreakable condition. My first responsibility will always be to protect the good names and reputations of my own family, and despite my promises to your parents and to you, whatever happens, I will do whatever I need to do to ensure this.”

	“As will I,” Charlotte replied. “You have my word on that. Should anyone suspect my true gender, I will make it perfectly clear that I pulled the wool over your eyes, too. But, in truth, since making my own come out in Kingston society, there has not been a single occasion where anyone has demonstrated the slightest suspicion about my true gender. So I, for one, do not fear discovery, as I have absolute confidence in who I am today.”

	“Now that I can believe.” James chuckled. “So how do you propose we proceed?”

	It was at that very moment that there was a swift knock on the study door, and before James could utter another word, his daughter, Anne, came rushing into the room unannounced. She was simply attired in a white muslin day dress, and her golden hair was arranged in an uncomplicated twist. Despite the abruptness of her entrance, James could not help but look at her fondly.

	“Papa,” Anne gushed. “I wanted to remind you that I have an appointment with my modiste this afternoon and that I
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