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      Daring masquerades, with love as the prize

      

      In these tales of Regency intrigue, nothing is as it seems: A street wench masquerades as a debutante to fulfill a rake’s wager; an actress pretends to be a vengeful lord’s mistress to catch a killer. A noble war hero disguises himself as a much older man to woo an on-the-shelf spinster. An independent widow forces her disapproving business partner to pretend to be her fiancé — and teach her about passion.

      All are daring masquerades, with love as the prize.
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      A reformed rake led a miserable existence.

      Regarding the half-filled brandy bottle with a mixture of longing and dread, Julian LeFevre vowed never again to sit through one of Lady Harwood’s musicales without the fortification of spirits.

      Sobriety — and reform in general — was painfully boring.

      Julian winced at the memory of the tedious evening he had endured. Lately, all of his evenings had been tedious. Since resolving to face his future squarely, without the numbing distractions of dissipation and debauchery, he had not enjoyed one moment of his drastically altered lifestyle.

      Respectability held no allure. This hair shirt he had manfully donned only left him itching to be rid of it. Quiet evenings made him restless, like a suit of clothes that did not fit properly.

      Life had lost its spice. Lady Harwood’s vapid punch had not soothed him, and the only women he had encountered were the few pallid debutantes willing to overlook his reputation in exchange for elevation to the rank of duchess.

      Virtue most assuredly was not its own reward.

      Anyway, no one believed he had truly changed. Despite his excruciatingly civilized demeanor, watchful mamas still hovered protectively over their chicks when he was near.

      The betting books had given him a month to return to his former ways. Julian doubted he would make it two weeks. Boredom held no solace. The gaming hells beckoned still. The sirens of the night sang as seductively as ever. Certain thirsts were unquenchable, it seemed.

      Glowering at the brandy bottle, hating its seductive promises of forgetfulness, Julian told himself he had done his best. He had accepted all respectable invitations, avoided his usual excesses, donned his best society manners, and kept a civil tongue. But it was no use.

      He was a bastard at heart.

      The inner demons that demanded he reorder his dissolute life and face the dilemma of his lineage would not be silenced by good behavior — just as they had not been assuaged by debauchery. Neither sin nor virtue had resolved the uncertainty that tormented him. A dukedom and his immortal soul hung in the balance, and he did not know how to save either one.

      With a jaundiced eye, Julian regarded the family Bible that lay open before him. The pages recording the births and deaths of generations of heirs to the dukedom had been obliterated, a defect he had long ago discovered. Tonight he had been desperate enough to hope he had overlooked something that might finally reveal whether he was living a lie.

      But there was nothing, only some of his moralizing aunt’s sermons that someone had tucked inside the cover of the least-read book in the house.

      A loud thump sounded from the shelf above him. Without the sturdy old Bible as a bookend, the books that had stood next to it had toppled over. Julian slammed the heavy tome shut and heaved it up to its place on the shelf, out of sight and memory. It was a perfect bookend. But then, a family Bible ought to be good for something.

      His mouth curled into a bitter smile. All hesitation gone, he reached for the bottle.
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      “Devil take it, Julian! Your sister has refused me three times.”

      Frowning at the glaring sunlight that invaded his study with Sir Charles Tremaine’s abrupt arrival, Julian regarded his friend with a less-than-sympathetic eye. His head ached like the devil from the worthless solace he had sought last night in his brandy, and his brain felt as thick as a wad of cotton.

      “Lost your touch with the ladies, have you, Charles?” he drawled as Charles flopped glumly into a claret leather wing chair.

      The baronet grimaced. “She is holding out for an earl, I am sure of it.”

      Unable to fathom how any man could allow a woman to reduce him to such a state, Julian shook his head — an unwise move that produced a blinding spasm of pain.

      “Your problem is that you are too eager,” he muttered. “Women never want anything unless they think they cannot have it.”

      “And your problem is that you do not have the vaguest idea what it is like for us lesser mortals,” Charles grumped. “The fact is, a duke’s daughter may wed as high as she chooses. Why should your sister bother with a mere baronet whose pockets are to let?”

      With a grunt of impatience, Julian rose and moved to a small table to pour out two glasses from a crystal decanter that had beckoned him all morning. “Drown your sorrows in this,” he commanded. “And while you are at it, reflect upon the fact that your financial shortcomings cannot matter one whit to a woman who has thirty thousand pounds a year in pin money. Lucy has never cared about pedigree.”

      “I suppose when one dwells in the lofty altitudes of a dukedom, one need not concern oneself with the ton’s opinion,” Charles groused.

      Julian’s mouth curled contemptuously. “No one has ever dared to meddle in our affairs. They will not start now.”

      “You but prove my point. Why, look at you! You wear Weston’s finest with the effortless assurance of royalty. Your cravat is tied so intricately no one could possibly mimic it. And those boots are from St. James’s Street, or I am King George.”

      Julian glanced down at his burnished black leather Hussars and shrugged. He had never bothered about fashion, leaving such matters to his valet. “So?”

      Charles made a sound of disgust. “Despite the rakehell’s reputation you have so richly earned, nothing can erase that magnificent ducal shadow you cast. Do you think the ton would tolerate your behavior otherwise?”

      Tossing off his drink in a single gulp, Julian scowled. “If society chooses to look at a sow’s ear and call it a silk purse, that is not my concern.”

      “You underestimate society,” Charles responded. “Breeding will out. And you, my friend, are bred to a fare-thee-well. The list of your titles would fill a ballroom: ‘His Grace, the Duke of Claridge. The Most Honorable the Marquess of Ramsey. The Right Honorable the Earl of...’”

      “Cut line, Tremaine,” Julian snapped, “before I cut out that glib tongue of yours.”

      “Nevertheless, your pedigree...”

      “Might be worthless.”

      Charles frowned. “Not that again.”

      With a muttered curse, Julian set down his glass. “Admit it, Charles: you can no more swear to my right to this position than you can fly to the moon.”

      “You make too much of the deathbed utterances of a vengeful old man.”

      “And you make too much of a title,” Julian returned scornfully. “Anybody with hubris and intelligence can manipulate the ton. Those biddies at Almack’s are too vain to look beyond the end of their noses. Wave a bit of glitter at them and they are caught. Why, I could take someone from the streets and pass her off as a duchess.”

      An intrigued expression crossed Charles’s face. “A bet?” he asked softly, eyes suddenly alight with anticipation.

      Julian pushed back the thick shock of black hair destined to fall onto his forehead no matter what his valet did to tame it. “Why not?” he returned in a bored voice.

      “Someone from the streets, you say?”

      “Or the gutter.” Julian shrugged. “It makes no matter.”

      “And the wager?”

      “Anything you wish. I care not.”

      Charles took a deep breath. “I will have your sister, then, if it is all the same to you.”

      An incredulous bark of laughter was Julian’s response. “Winning a bet with me will scarcely bring Lucy around.”

      Charles did not smile. “An elopement might.”

      “Idiot!” Julian glared at him. “I cannot allow you to elope with my sister.”

      “I should not do so without your permission, of course,” Charles rejoined, his gaze bleak. “But I am convinced that if we could only share one night of passion, she would never have eyes for another man.”

      “Not even a reprobate would collaborate in his sister’s seduction.” Julian’s voice held a dangerous edge.

      “You misunderstand,” his friend assured him. “My intentions are entirely honorable. But Lucy’s court is large, and she is pleased to have her fun. By Jove, I will not wait forever!”

      Such a declaration from the normally phlegmatic Charles prompted Julian to roll his eyes. “Do you honestly expect me to look the other way while you married my sister over the anvil and ruined her reputation?”

      “A duke’s daughter is impervious to ruin,” Charles reminded him.

      Slowly, a spark of interest kindled within Julian’s deep-set eyes, eroding the permanent look of boredom that had fallen over his features lately.

      “You are mad,” he said.

      “Not at all,” Charles assured him. “But the odds against you turning some street wench into a paragon of respectability give me reason to risk the highest stakes.”

      For the first time in weeks, Julian felt the boredom leave him.

      “Done.”

      Charles blinked. “What?”

      “I said I will take you on,” Julian said calmly. “Your matched bays against my sister’s hand. You pick the wench I am to transform. My only condition is that she must be young and passably pretty.”

      “You have that much confidence in your ability?”

      Bottomless, dark eyes filled with scorn. “I have that much confidence in society’s stupidity. Do you think I would risk Lucy’s reputation otherwise?”

      “You would risk whatever serves your purpose. But you need not worry about Lucy. She will be in good hands — mine, eventually.” Charles smiled, his mood considerably lightened by the prospect.

      “Your lack of confidence in my abilities wounds me,” Julian drawled. “How shall you go about picking the formless lump of clay I am to mold into one of the Season’s Originals?”

      A cunning look crept over Charles’s features. “I know just the place. The Lock Hospital.”

      “What!” Julian stared in disbelief. “You would saddle me with a syphilitic whore?”

      “Not at all,” Charles said blandly. “Some of the, ah, patients, are quite healthy, I understand, just down on their luck. Why, the reformers are forever jabbering about their successes in rehabilitating the women there. I wager that the perfect candidate for you reposes within those walls.”

      Julian’s brows arched heavenward, but his harshly planed features looked anything but angelic. “I will say this, Tremaine — you know how to hedge your bets.”

      Charles cast his friend a baleful look. “A man in love can be desperate.”

      “Balderdash.” Julian’s gaze grew coolly assessing. “By the way, Charles…”

      “Yes?”

      “You will take no steps to win my sister before I have had my chance with the woman. I will need time to pull this off.” At Charles’s mulish gaze, he added, “I assume you do not wish to let Lucy get wind of our little wager.”

      His friend paled. “Certainly not.”

      “Then I expect you will do your best to smooth the way for our lump of clay.”

      Charles frowned. “I do not take your meaning.”

      “I want no sabotage,” Julian said. “My protégé will succeed or fail on her own merits. You will not by so much as a raised eyebrow hint to anyone that she is not the proper young lady I will make her appear to be.”

      “Very well. But you have forgotten one thing. Any young lady introduced as your protégé cannot help but have certain rather lurid assumptions made about her character from the outset.”

      “How kind of you to point that out. And now, let us go and choose the poor young woman whose dismal fortunes are about to take a turn for the better.”
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        * * *

      

      “Disease is God’s punishment of sinners,” declared the Reverend James T. McGougal.

      Gravely stroking his chin, as if considering the minister’s words, Charles allowed the statement to stand without comment. Julian possessed no such tact, however.

      He regarded the man with the embedded cynicism of one of Satan’s own angels. “Presiding over a building of sick whores must bring you great delight, then,” he said, “for surely it is rare to witness such tangible proof of the Creator’s justice.”

      As Charles erupted in a sudden fit of coughing, Reverend McGougal paled. “I only meant that you must not expect too much of this young woman, Your Grace,” the minister explained, eyeing Julian nervously. “Her character was formed long ago, I am afraid.”

      “We understand completely,” Charles managed. “You must not concern yourself with our expectations.”

      A hint of suspicion flashed over the minister’s features. “You will not use her ill? I release her to you only upon your word that you will not abuse her, nor return her to the streets. Our goal is to change the animalistic behavior of these girls, not to encourage it.”

      “Locking them up in cages is perfectly consistent with your philosophy, of course,” Julian said.

      “They are not cages.” Reverend McGougal reddened. “The bars on their rooms are for their own protection.”

      Charles eyed Julian reproachfully. “You must not regard the duke,” he told the minister. “He has been a trifle ill himself lately.”

      “God’s punishment, no doubt,” Julian muttered.

      Hastily, Charles shepherded the minister away from Julian. “I can assure you that we will treat the young woman with respect.”

      “And in any case, my donation to your hospital should be sufficient to assuage your doubts,” Julian drawled.

      The minister flushed. “You have been most kind, Your Grace.”

      “Then may we get on with it?” Julian asked in a silky tone that bore a distinct note of impatience.

      “I have already sent for the girl.” Reverend McGougal mopped his brow. “I should mention, perhaps, that while Hannah is one of the few women here who meet your age and, ah, other qualifications, she has one or two drawbacks.”

      “Drawbacks?” Julian frowned.

      “I hope the Lady Lucille will find her acceptable nevertheless,” the minister quickly added. “The young woman is quite intelligent and possesses a resilient constitution.” He cleared his throat. “She is also quiet. Very quiet. And unassuming. One could not say that about many of our other patients.”

      By this time, Julian was thoroughly weary of Reverend McGougal. Nor was the hospital a particularly pleasant place. Its dingy gray walls imparted an oppressive air of gloom and decay. The knowledge that most of the inmates were suffering from incurable illnesses contributed to the atmosphere of hopelessness. Julian had seen one tight-lipped nurse and a slovenly orderly, but otherwise, the Lock Hospital appeared to have little in the way of staff.

      Vulgar propositions came from some of the patients who watched them through barred windows off the corridor to McGougal’s office. Women with pock-marked faces, toothless grins, and wild eyes reached through the iron bars, their blistered hands extended in a plea for freedom that acknowledged the futility of their plight. Julian had no doubt that McGougal spoke the truth when he insisted that few of the women could pass muster outside of these walls. He only hoped that the woman McGougal had in mind bore no resemblance to those tormented souls.

      As the sound of creaking hinges indicated the opening of the door to the minister’s office, Julian turned warily.

      A young woman in tattered clothing stood at the threshold. She nodded briefly as McGougal introduced them, but said nothing. Her eyes searched the faces of each person in the room.

      Julian did not bother to hide his distaste for the ragged scarf that covered her hair and the formless dress that looked to be some larger woman’s castoff. But while her skin bore an unnatural pallor, it appeared otherwise healthy. And her light gray eyes were clear and earnest, as if a lucid intelligence resided behind them. She clutched her hands tightly, without the frantic wringing and constant nervous movement he had seen in the other women.

      It was difficult to take her measure, but with a little cleaning up and a new wardrobe, she might do for his purposes. Reverend McGougal began to explain matters to her, and relief swept her features as the minister told her she was to leave the hospital. It was quickly replaced by doubt when the minister informed her that she was to be turned over to these two gentlemen.

      Julian eyed her speculatively. Most women in her position would have little interest in the minister’s assurances that she was going to a respectable household — what did these women care for respectability, after all? But the woman seemed to hang on McGougal’s every word.

      Finally, she nodded her understanding. Her gaze met Julian’s and did not waver as she spoke in a clear, soft voice. “What would be my position in your home, Your Grace?”

      Her gray eyes held his with unusual intensity.

      Turning away from her oddly unsettling scrutiny, Julian spoke more to the room than to her. “If all goes well, Miss...” He tried to remember her name, but could not. “If all goes well,” he repeated, “you will be employed as my sister’s” — he searched for an appropriate word — “companion.”

      Reverend McGougal cleared his throat. “It is necessary to look directly at Hannah when you speak, Your Grace.”

      Surprised, Julian turned. The girl was staring at him without comprehension. He frowned at McGougal. “Explain.”

      “Hannah is excellent at reading lips, but you must afford her the opportunity to do so,” the minister replied uneasily.

      “Reading lips?” Julian stared at the woman as comprehension began to dawn. “Do you mean to say the girl is deaf?”

      No doubt envisioning the evaporation of Julian’s donation, Reverend McGougal nodded in resignation. The woman seemed not at all discomfited, however. She shot him a self-possessed smile.

      “Yes, Your Grace,” she confirmed with more than a shade of defiance. “As deaf as a post.”
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      “You must take me for a fool!” Julian impaled his friend with a murderous gaze.

      Charles shifted uneasily. “I did not know about this young woman’s deficiency. I swear it.” He paused. “But you did say I could choose the candidate. Despite her infirmity, she is young and passably pretty, the only conditions you laid down. I believe you must accept her.”

      “What?” Julian’s incredulous bark was almost a roar. “You said nothing about handing me a deaf-mute to work with!”

      “Obviously, Miss Gregory is not mute,” the Reverend McGougal interjected. “She is in fact exceedingly well-spoken. You see, she was not born deaf — ”

      Julian rounded on the man. “What the devil difference does that make?” he demanded.

      “A great deal,” Reverend McGougal quickly assured him, taking a hasty step backward. “The doctors say language develops from birth, so that if hearing is lost later in life, the person usually retains normal speaking skills.”

      Julian ignored the minister and returned his attention to Charles. “Our bet made no mention of a deaf whore,” he growled.

      Reverend McGougal gasped. Even Charles winced at Julian’s pithy choice of words. Nevertheless, the baronet stood his ground. “It is Providence, not I, who has presented you with this, ah, lump of clay,” he insisted. “For these stakes, the bet must be something of a challenge — do you not agree?”

      “Bet? Stakes?” Confusion swept the minister’s face.

      “A low blow, Tremaine,” Julian snarled. “Not sporting in the least.”

      Charles nodded in mournful acknowledgment. “A man in love is desperate, Julian. Perhaps one day you will find that out.”

      Trickery he might abide, but a lecture on love was too much. “The woman is unacceptable!” Julian thundered. “I call upon your good faith as a gentleman to release me from our agreement.”

      “As your friend, I would dearly love to oblige,” Charles assured him calmly. “As a man who hopes to be your future relative, however, I can only applaud what Providence has seen fit to drop into my lap.”

      “The devil take it!” Julian advanced on him like an avenging angel.

      “Gentlemen!” cried the Reverend McGougal, quickly inserting himself between the two men. “There is no need to come to blows.”

      “No, indeed,” Charles agreed gravely, stepping adroitly out of Julian’s reach.
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        * * *

      

      Because everyone was speaking, and not to her, Hannah could not make sense of the rapidly moving lips that must have filled Reverend McGougal’s tiny office with a cacophony of voices. No special brilliance was needed to discern the Duke of Claridge’s displeasure, however. If his words were lost to her, the angry glint in those coal black eyes was not.

      A deaf woman was clearly not what he had in mind. Hannah could scarcely blame him. Someone in a duke’s employ must be above reproach. It would not do to be different, a laughingstock.

      Anger fed by a familiar sense of isolation swept through her. Why must everyone assume her to be an imbecile simply because she could not hear?

      “You cannot require my presence any longer, gentlemen,” she said with as much dignity as she could muster, hoping she had made herself heard above the clamor.

      Instantly, the men stilled. Indeed, they looked momentarily stunned, as if she were a puppet who had startled them by possessing a voice of its own.

      Pride stiffened her spine. Despite her tattered clothing, despite the dreadful state of her life, she would not linger to be discarded like so much useless garbage. With her head held high, Hannah moved toward the door.

      “Stop.”

      At least that is what she imagined he said, for the vibrations that shot through her as the duke grasped her arm bore the force of a sharply uttered command.

      Slowly, she turned to meet a gaze that could have sliced a man to ribbons. Dark eyes, hinting at some grim torment amid the anger, held hers. For the first time Hannah allowed herself to study him at length.

      Above that cruel slash of a mouth, harsh lines of dissipation had carved stark cynicism and weary age into a face that probably had fewer than thirty years. His granite features betrayed no trace of softness. A scar on one cheek looked to be of recent vintage, and she wondered how he had come by it. Doing the devil’s work, an inner voice answered.

      And indeed, the Duke of Claridge resembled nothing so much as that infamous dark angel. His carelessly tousled hair formed a halo of midnight around that uncompromising visage, and his eyes were seas of unrelenting black. His broad shoulders and solidly muscled frame easily dominated the room, and he radiated physical strength. He had a soldier’s bearing — proud and tall — but there was a tension about him, an aura of unpredictability suggesting that a soldier’s discipline had eluded him. Having witnessed that brief display of his temper, she had no desire to see more of it. The duke was a dangerous man.

      Hannah felt rather than saw the sudden awkwardness that came over him as he became aware of her scrutiny.

      “Look,” he began, speaking slowly and with forced patience, as one might address a dim-witted child. “Your infirmity is regrettable and obviously not of your own making, but —”

      “On the contrary,” Hannah interrupted, rejecting his misguided pity. “I was completely to blame. I fell out of a tree when I was seventeen and have been unable to hear ever since.”

      The duke frowned. “A tree?”

      “Yes.” She eyed him defiantly. “I was a veritable hoyden. A subsequent life of deafness is a fitting punishment for engaging in such unladylike activities, do you not agree?”

      He did not immediately reply. Doubt clouded his gaze, as if he was uncertain whether or not she was making sport of him. His silence fueled her reckless anger.

      “Being a tiresome burden, I was tossed out of the house — on my ear, you might say,” she continued, wildly pleased at her little pun. “I thought to find employment in London, but none would hire me. Some women I met were kind enough to help me find lodging.”

      She reached for the doorknob. “As for how I came to this place, that story would doubtless bore you. Anyway, women like me do not give of their time without recompense, so I shall not waste any more of it.”

      Her huff of an exit from Reverend McGougal’s office halted abruptly, however, as one large hand came down upon her shoulder. Bracing herself for another display of the duke’s temper, she turned toward him.

      To her surprise, a smile played at the corners of that cruel mouth. An unsettling gleam that might have been amusement flickered in those bottomless black eyes, but his brows furrowed forbiddingly. It was an odd quality, this stern mirth, as if laughter were so utterly foreign to him that he must restrain it like an enemy within.

      Hannah frowned. A man with unlimited food, clothing, wealth, and consequence should know how to laugh. But that was the least of her concerns at the moment.

      “I beg your pardon,” she said coolly and made to push by him. He only tightened his grip on her shoulders. Then he put one hand under her chin to tilt it upward, forcing her to look directly into his face.

      That relentless black gaze immobilized her more than any physical restraint. But although he eyed her intently, his words seemed to be for his friend.

      “I have changed my mind.” Unsettling seas churned in those midnight eyes. “She will do.”
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        * * *

      

      “I do not understand, Julian. Who is this young woman and why do I need her company?”

      Lady Lucille Pembroke, daughter of the late Duke of Claridge and half-sister to the present duke, regarded her brother from clear blue eyes whose acute perceptiveness was not diminished by the radiant feminine charms that had ignited the ardor of dozens of eager suitors this Season.

      Julian had known that getting around Lucy would be a challenge. It was not that she lacked a kind nature and willingness to help others. Far from it; Lucy was gifted with an altruism utterly foreign to him. But she was also an independent sort who had inherited their father’s mulish streak, and her wit was as sharp as steel. Lucy would not be mollified by some lame story about his protégé’s origins. Moreover, despite the fact that they had not grown up together, Lucy had come to know him rather well.

      “I shall not be bamboozled into taking one of your women into the house,” she added with mock sternness.

      Rather too well, Julian reflected wryly. “Have I ever done such a thing?” he asked with studied innocence.

      Lucy cocked her head, causing one golden curl to fall down on her forehead. Impatiently, she tossed it aside. “As I recall, it was only last summer that I returned to town unexpectedly and found the house occupied by a rather odd assortment of…creatures.”

      The memory of her unexpected invasion of one of his lost weeks of debauchery brought a scowl to his face. “If you had been considerate enough to send word ahead,” he said sternly, to cover his discomfort, “you would have been spared a scene entirely inappropriate for a young lady of your youth and breeding.”

      “And miss the opportunity of seeing my brother surrounded by a bevy of wondrously colorful beauties?” Lucy shot him a teasing smile. “No, indeed. Thanks to you, Julian, I realize how woefully inadequate was the information about the world that my poor, embarrassed governess tried to impart.”

      Julian grimaced. “I suppose your precociousness must be laid at my door. But for all that, you are only eighteen. You need guidance. And a better example of proper behavior than I can offer.”

      “No one exemplifies propriety better than Aunt Eleanor.” His sister sighed heavily. “Have I thanked you recently for sending her to me?”

      Julian shrugged. “There was no one else. Someone must see to your Season.”

      “And you know very little about escorting well-bred young ladies,” Lucy put in mischievously. “But Aunt Eleanor has the disposition of a persimmon, Julian. You cannot pretend that you enjoy having her ensconced in the house like a queen.”

      It was true. His father’s elder sister, the Countess of Huffington, had made herself about as pleasant as the plague. But she was the only appropriate relative to oversee Lucy’s come-out.

      A high-stickler, Aunt Eleanor had rubbed Lucy the wrong way from the start. She was fond of quoting from her own sermons or some other unimpeachable moral authority, making her presence most tedious. The first weeks of the Season the two women had battled over almost every aspect of Lucy’s appearance. With her wispy blond hair and delicate features, his sister had an angelic countenance but no fondness for the demure pastels their aunt insisted were proper for a young lady. Despite the disputes, Lucy had taken to the relentless parties like a fish to water. Her exuberant and outgoing nature thrived on being around people of all sorts — perhaps to make up for the social deprivations of her childhood, as their father had had little desire for the company of neighbors or their children.

      Julian had never known Lucy’s mother, as she had died birthing a stillborn son — his father’s last-ditch effort to secure his line on his own terms, rather than bring Julian out of France and install him in the ducal home as his heir. After the babe’s death, of course, he had no choice.

      But that was another matter. Turning his attention to Lucy’s complaint, Julian saw a way to use her dissatisfaction for his own ends.

      “That is precisely why I thought you would enjoy the company of a young woman nearer your own age,” Julian said smoothly. He racked his brain for the woman’s name and hoped the one that popped into his head was correct — “Miss Gregory is most interesting.”

      “Oh?” Her blue eyes clouded with suspicion. “Interesting enough to be your latest mistress?”

      Julian leveled a gaze at her. “One of these days, you are going to regret that lively tongue of yours. She is nothing to me other than a chance to provide you with relief from Aunt Eleanor’s company. And,” he added, as inspiration suddenly struck, “a chance to assist a friend.”

      “A friend? Who might that be?”

      “Tremaine.” Julian took satisfaction in laying some of this mess at Charles’s door. If it made more difficulties for his friend’s suit, so be it. Charles had not exactly dealt from the top of the deck in this wager.

      Lucy frowned. “What has Charles to do with this?”

      More than you know, Julian wanted to reply, but he merely pretended to inspect the sleeve of his jacket. “She is a relative of his, albeit a somewhat distant one,” he lied. “Her family could not afford to give her a Season — and neither could Charles,” he could not resist adding, “so I agreed to take her on, on your behalf. I felt sure you would not turn away a needy young lady who, but for her lack of fortune, would have already made her come-out and be dancing alongside you this very night.”

      The words rolled easily off his tongue, with the intended effect.

      “Well,” Lucy began uncertainly, “if she is a relative of Charles’s, I suppose she is quite acceptable. How kind of him to think of helping a distant connection.”

      Too late, Julian saw that his improvised tale had given Lucy a new appreciation of Charles’s sterling qualities. “She will need coaching, I am afraid,” he added, intent on taking some of the bloom off that particular rose. “She is not accustomed to society and has no notion of how to go on.”

      Lucy tilted her head consideringly. “My own age, you say?”

      Julian hesitated. Women like Miss Gregory undoubtedly aged rather rapidly. Still, the woman had not looked much above twenty. “She may be a year or two older. But do not take her age for experience,” he warned. At least not the sort of experience society valued. “We will both have to work to help her fit in.”

      “We?” Lucy eyed him suspiciously. “I do not believe I have ever known you to take an interest in any woman who was not your — ”

      “Why must you think that I have any ulterior motive?” Julian scowled.

      “Because you invariably do,” she replied cheerfully.

      If he had possessed a conscience, it might have bothered him, but Julian had no difficulty meeting Lucy’s gaze and assuring her straight-facedly of his impartiality as to the fate of Miss Hannah Gregory. “My only interest is in helping an unfortunate member of Tremaine’s family. The young woman is deaf, you see.”

      Lucy blinked. “Deaf? Oh, dear, Julian. How can you expect that she will be able to attend parties and dance and converse with the gentlemen?”

      “I said she is deaf, not feeble-minded. She reads lips and is otherwise as normal as any other young lady.”

      Other than being a prostitute, Julian mentally amended. Not for the first time he wondered whether he was mad to take such a woman on. Pushing the thought from his head, he regarded his sister without guile. “Do you intend to allow her unfortunate disability to stand in the way of your acceptance?”

      Lucy colored. “I should not like to think of myself as subject to unreasonable prejudices, but there are others who will have difficulty accepting Miss Gregory. Including Aunt Eleanor, I imagine.”

      “All the more reason for you to stand as Miss Gregory’s supporter.” Julian gave her an encouraging look. Lucy would almost certainly take the side of anyone so unfortunate as to earn their aunt’s disapproval.

      “Yes...of course,” Lucy said slowly, smiling. “Indeed, I believe Miss Gregory and I shall be great friends.”

      Julian nodded gravely. “That is precisely what I had hoped.”
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      “A relative of mine?” Aghast, Charles stared at him.

      Idly Julian watched the view out the window, where the local ne’er do wells were subjecting his coach and four to great scrutiny. It was not often that such a fine vehicle made its way through this part of town. “Cheer up, Charles. The knowledge that you are aiding a poor relation caused your estimation to soar in Lucy’s eyes.”

      “Truly?” The baronet frowned uncertainly.

      “Most assuredly.”

      Charles looked dubious. “But if I cooperate in your lies, I will be working against my own interests.”

      “Not at all,” Julian replied in a bored tone. “You need merely refrain from contradicting my assertions regarding Miss Gregory’s background. You did promise not to sabotage my effort, if you recall.”

      “Why do I have the feeling I am outgunned?” Charles crossed his arms and sighed.

      “Oh, come, Charles,” Julian said scornfully. “The odds are very much on your side. I am the one who must turn a deaf whore into a paragon of ladylike behavior.”

      But Charles sank into a glum reverie that did not dissipate until the carriage stopped outside the forbidding Lock Hospital, its aging limestone dark and crumbling. “Miss Gregory seems rather genteel to be in such a place, does she not?”

      Julian’s lips curled. “You know as well as I that the cleverest of her breed are skilled at conveying the notion they are better than they are. It is precisely that quality in her that gives my scheme any hope of succeeding.”

      Charles fell silent as an attendant let them past the sharp iron gates that kept the world out and the women in.

      “Come,” Julian urged as they strode into the building. “I daresay your poor relative is eager to be off.”

      “Do you think she will go along with your story?”

      “A woman in her position will do anything as long as it comes with a bit of blunt,” Julian replied with a smirk as the door to Reverend McGougal’s dingy office opened.

      Hannah Gregory was sitting with the minister, her hands crossed gracefully in her lap. She wore a plain blue walking dress that Julian had sent ahead, along with a straw bonnet and plain gray gloves.

      Plain suited her, Julian decided, pleasantly surprised at how much she looked the part of a poor but respectable young woman come to town to acquire some polish and find a husband. Perhaps his task would not be so difficult after all. There was no obvious coarseness about her. Indeed, she looked thoroughly out of place in this godforsaken hospital.

      But as greetings were exchanged, Miss Gregory displayed no particular gratitude at the prospect of being rescued from this hellish place. Instead, she remained stiffly in her chair, unsmiling.

      “I must insist that you tell me precisely what my duties are to be, Your Grace,” she said.

      She spoke slowly but her diction was more than adequate, Julian noted. Moreover, the challenge in her voice was plain. Julian fixed her with a cool gaze. “I have already explained that you will be helping my sister,” he said, speaking unhurriedly so that she would understand. “Do not be concerned. The position pays quite well.”

      The somber gray eyes studied his face intently. “But what, precisely, am I to assist her with?” she persisted. “The household, her correspondence, her wardrobe?”

      He waved a dismissive hand. “We will discuss that later.”

      She did not look away. “I fear it must be now, or I will not be able to leave with you after all.”

      Julian’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

      The ominous tone in his voice prompted Reverend McGougal’s hasty intervention. “Although Hannah realizes how fortunate she and the hospital are to have your patronage,” he assured Julian, “she has some concerns.” He gave Julian an ingratiating smile. “Perhaps you can reassure her that there will be no improprieties.”

      “Improprieties?” Julian glared at the woman in disbelief. “Surely the term is utterly meaningless to a whore.”

      Miss Gregory gasped. Slowly, she rose. “I have every right to question your motives,” she said in a trembling voice. No tears sprang to her eyes, however, to Julian’s relief. He detested women who resorted to tears to get their way.

      Indeed, though her eyes shimmered with moisture, there was a decidedly mulish glint in those gray depths. “Only a fool would move into the home of a notorious libertine without receiving some assurances that she will remain unmolested,” she stated firmly.

      Julian arched a brow. “I gather you have learned a bit about me since last we spoke.”

      A flush sprang to her cheeks. “Your reputation is well known. Even within these walls — especially within these walls.”

      That information surprised him. To be sure, his reputation was widespread among the ton, but he had not imagined himself so notorious as to come to the attention of the class of women that plied the streets. Somehow, the thought unsettled him. He regarded her coldly.

      “I do not frequent prostitutes. If you are entertaining any hopes along those lines, I would advise you to forget it. Your presence in my household is for another purpose entirely.”

      Daggers shot from her eyes, but if thoughts could kill, he would have cocked up his toes long ago. Julian returned her murderous gaze with cool contempt.

      Nervously, Reverend McGougal rubbed his hands together. He looked from Julian to his charge. “Now, Hannah. Let us not offend His Grace. As you can see, everything is on the up and up. This is a wonderful opportunity, a godsend. Why, the other girls would dearly love to be in your shoes.”

      “Would they?” She tilted her head.

      “How can you look at those new clothes of yours and doubt it?” Reverend McGougal replied reproachfully. “His Grace has been most generous, and his sister must be the soul of piety to offer to take one such as you to her bosom. Whatever tasks she sets for you can never begin to repay such generosity.”

      “Nevertheless,” she replied stubbornly, “I should like to know what will be expected of me.”

      Charles tried to stifle his laughter. “Your lump of clay is rather determined,” he observed.

      Miss Gregory remained motionless, unaware that Charles had spoken. Looking at her intent, unsmiling features, Julian tried to remember what about the woman had persuaded him to accept her on the basis of that first meeting. Was it her spirit — which on second inspection now looked to be a decidedly inconvenient rebelliousness?

      Why the devil had he taken that ridiculous bet anyway? He had no hankering for Charles’s matched bays, the only decent team his friend owned. He could buy a splendid pair for himself anytime he wished.

      To be sure, the wager offered a diverting distraction from confronting the dilemma of his birth. Miss Gregory certainly presented an intriguing challenge. But there was something else at work here, he realized as he regarded her defiant features. If the ton could be fooled into accepting a whore as a lady, then whore or lady, bastard or duke — what did it matter? The blood that ran in his veins — and hers — was as good as those whose right to their titles would never be challenged.

      Passing Hannah Gregory off as a lady would prove that breeding was not a measure of worth. In an odd way he did not care to fully understand, succeeding with this wench might restore some of the manhood his father had stolen with his dying breath.

      Where had that thought come from? Julian wondered. This was just a bet, no different from countless others he’d made in gambling hells all over London. And while it had seemed mildly diverting at first, the longer he spent in the woman’s presence, the more it was obvious that she was determined to be difficult.

      “Miss Gregory,” he began, as her gaze bored into his. “My sister is a spirited young woman. The only other female in our household is our aunt. Lucy needs a companion near her own age.”

      “But why?” She eyed him distrustfully. “There must be many women who would suit such a position. I cannot imagine why you would wish to have your sister associate with a person of my station and background.”

      She had a point, of course. “My sister is a bit too spirited,” he improvised, seizing on a sudden idea. “I fear she will do something rash.” That was a rather significant stretching of the truth, for though Lucy was fun-loving, he had never known her to be reckless.

      “You do?” Charles frowned.

      Julian shrugged. “Lucy has a wild side to her nature. She is especially curious about certain...matters that are not appropriate for a young lady.”

      Charles gave him a speaking look, as if to say that Lucy’s exposure to any inappropriate behavior could be laid squarely at Julian’s door. Julian ignored him.

      “I fear it is only a matter of time before she indulges her curiosity and risks her reputation,” he added mournfully.

      Reverend McGougal made a sorrowful, tsk-tsking sound.

      “I can think of no one better suited to recognize the warning signs than a woman whose pandering to the delights of the flesh brought her to a sorry pass,” Julian finished, quite pleased at his logic.

      “I see.” Miss Gregory’s voice was brittle. “I am to serve as an example of how not to be.”

      “Oh, she will not know of your true circumstances,” Julian assured her.

      Miss Gregory frowned. “I am afraid I do not understand. You wish me to serve as an example of how not to go on, and yet you do not plan to tell her who I am?”

      “Precisely,” Julian replied.

      Charles’s loudly clearing throat told him that his friend thought he had woven an impossible web of lies. Julian ignored him. “You will be brought into the household as Sir Charles’s poor relation whom we are assisting in making her come-out.”

      She eyed him in astonishment. “I must have mistaken your words. I thought you said that I was to make my come-out.”

      Julian nodded. “As is my sister. You will be able to monitor her behavior and provide a credible foil to any wild schemes she might have.”

      “But, surely, your aunt can provide any guidance your sister requires,” Miss Gregory said, bewildered.

      “Our aunt is a curmudgeon,” Julian replied bluntly, knowing that in this, at least, he spoke the truth. “Whatever Aunt Eleanor decrees, Lucy is sure to do the opposite. My sister is something of a rebel.”

      “Oh, unwise tempestuousness of youth,” Reverend McGougal murmured.

      “Despite your circumstances and background, Miss Gregory,” Julian continued, reining in his distaste for the minister’s platitudes, “you seem to have a sober nature. I expect you will provide a steadying influence on my sister.”

      In the corner of the room, Charles sat red-faced, though whether from suppressed laughter or outrage, Julian could not tell. He suspected it was the former. Both of them knew that while Lucy and Aunt Eleanor had indeed clashed, there was no one possessed of more common sense than Lucy. Julian did not for a moment think that Lucy’s spirited nature would lead her into committing any unwise act. But his tale was having its intended effect. Reverend McGougal nodded his approval.

      “Just think, Hannah, dear, you will have the opportunity of redeeming yourself by your good works. It is the fervent hope of every fallen soul.”

      Miss Gregory frowned. “There is something about this, Reverend, that does not seem quite right.”

      “Did I mention that I will pay you five hundred pounds?” Julian added.

      “My word!” Reverend McGougal exclaimed. Miss Gregory eyed him blankly. Julian wondered whether she had understood.

      “Five hundred pounds,” he repeated, holding her gaze.

      Vaguely, she nodded. Her face bore a troubled expression.

      Julian had expected the mention of such a sum to erase all doubt from her face. “Five hundred pounds,” he repeated, more slowly. Perhaps Miss Gregory’s skill at lip-reading did not extend to numbers.

      “I am not an imbecile,” she said sharply. “I understand that you mean to pay me five hundred pounds to pretend to be someone I am not in order to keep your sister from coming to harm because of what you would have me believe is her wild nature. You wish me to lie to her in hopes the means will justify the end result.”

      “Now, Hannah,” Reverend McGougal said coaxingly, “you do not think I would urge you to do anything immoral?”

      “Forgive me, Reverend, if I remain incredulous that the duke thinks it fitting and sensible to hire one such as me to watch his sister. That he is prepared to pay such an exorbitant sum merely fuels my suspicions that he has some ulterior motive.”

      As Charles made a strangled sound, Julian whirled on the hapless minister. “You assured me that this woman had a biddable disposition,” he said accusingly.

      “Compared to other patients, she is docile indeed,” McGougal began, but Julian made a sound of disgust and the minister quickly retreated into silence. Julian turned to discover Miss Gregory regarding him grimly.

      “I have seen the world, Your Grace,” she said. “It is not a place where miracles occur. When a man offers a woman a great deal of money for something, he is invariably not driven by altruism.”

      His patience for this game vanished. “What does it matter?” His gaze was as hard as stone. “You need the money, do you not? Women like you always do.”

      Suddenly all the life was gone from those gray eyes. Defeat suffused her features. She sank into a chair.

      “Yes,” she said in a dull voice. “Yes, I do need it.”

      Julian swept her a mocking bow. “Then shall we be off, Miss Gregory — now that we understand each other?” He offered her his arm.

      But she was not looking at him and did not know he had spoken. She stared straight ahead, seemingly lost in the inspection of a spot of dirt on the wall. Gently, Reverend McGougal touched her elbow to get her attention. She looked up and met Julian’s derisive gaze.

      Without another word, she rose and moved toward him.

      “If things do not work out, you will always have a home here, Hannah,” the minister assured her.

      But she had her back to him now and missed the words.

      The trio did not go directly to Julian’s magnificent townhouse on Berkeley Square, where eight previous Dukes of Claridge had lived and where Lucy was even now readying herself for the evening’s parties. Instead, they made a quick stop at Lucy’s dressmaker, where a footman picked up a small trunk before the carriage turned up the Oxford Road and headed west.

      “Where in blazes are we going?” Charles demanded, as the carriage rounded the park and kept on going.

      Julian eyed him in surprise. “My hunting box. Surely you did not think I would simply thrust her into the social whirl without benefit of tutoring?”

      “What you do with her is your own concern,” Charles responded with asperity. “I will get out here, thank you.” He tapped on the carriage roof to get the coachman’s attention.

      Julian eyed him blankly. “But I need your assistance.”

      “It is one thing to refrain from contradicting your lies, and quite another to actively work against my own interests,” Charles declared. “I draw the line at helping tutor this young woman. You are on your own.”

      As the carriage slowed, he opened the door and leapt out. Catching sight of Miss Gregory’s startled expression, he tipped his hat to her and walked off down the street.

      “Damn it, Charles,” Julian shouted after him. “I have no intention of spending time alone with the woman.”

      “Pity,” his friend called over his shoulder. “I would have thought that was just your style.”
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        * * *

      

      Hannah stared miserably at the increasingly dense landscape that whirled past outside the carriage window.

      She had missed the substance of the exchange between the duke and his friend, and her host had been in such a black mood since then that she had dared not question him about Sir Charles’s sudden departure.

      As best she could gather, they were traveling through the countryside with a trunk of new clothes and absolutely no thought of meeting the duke’s sister. Hannah wondered if the duke even had a sister. Could this be some elaborate plot to kidnap her?

      But why would anyone wish to kidnap her? She had nothing of worth to offer for ransom — not money, nor beauty. A disturbing thought seized her. Gossip had it that the Duke of Claridge had a wondrously hedonistic appetite. What if his tastes were strange, as was reputed to be the case with some of the wealthiest noblemen? The women who had befriended her had told her about such men — men aroused by the unusual, men who took pleasure in debasing the flesh of the infirm or deformed.

      What if — dear Lord! — the duke was a man inclined to such tastes? What if her deafness, of all things, was a spark to his unnatural desires? He already thought her a woman to be bought and sold. Did he mean to hold her hostage, to use her until she cried for mercy? Men could be cruel, and the man who stared broodingly out the window looked cruel indeed. His eyes were dark, bottomless pools of mirthless cynicism; the frank sensuality of his wide, slashing mouth fueled his dangerous air. The jagged scar on his cheek bespoke violence, and that unruly black hair gave him a wild, untamed look. As they drove ever deeper into the forest, Hannah thought of a satyr, waiting to wreak his will on her in some unholy woodland bower.

      Panic seized her. What could she do to save herself?

      Just then, his hand touched her arm. She shrank against the seat.

      “Stop!” she cried. “Do not touch me!”

      He seemed puzzled. “I merely wish to speak to you. That is how it is done, is it not?”

      Hannah realized that he had but imitated the way he had seen Reverend McGougal touch her arm to get her attention when he wished to talk to her. She colored, greatly embarrassed at having let her imagination run wild.

      “Yes,” she said. “That is how it is done.”

      Those dark eyes studied her for a disconcerting moment. “I thought you would wish to know where we are going,” he said slowly, obviously trying to enunciate every word. She was becoming used to his pattern of speaking and easily followed his words.

      Carefully, Hannah nodded.

      “We are traveling to property I own in the country a few miles from London,” he continued. “There is a hunting box that will afford us some privacy.”

      “Privacy?” Nervously she adjusted her bonnet.

      “I mean for us to spend a few days there before I take you to my sister.”

      “A few days?” Alarm knifed through her. She could think of only one interpretation for the fact that he meant to be alone with her in a secluded hunting box.

      “Well, perhaps it will not take that long,” he conceded with a careless shrug.

      Hannah stiffened. “Yes, who knows?” she flung at him. “Perhaps you will tire of me before very little time has passed.”

      Once again, the duke stared at her as if she had lost her mind. Then his brow cleared. His mouth quirked upward into something that might have been a smile if it had not been so tinged with contempt.

      “As I have said, Miss Gregory, whores are not to my tastes. You need not fear that I will insist on your services as payment for rescuing you from that place.”

      Hannah had long since given up fighting the fact that people assumed the worst of her, but she never gotten used to the words they used, words that stung and made her feel like a base commodity. She glared at him, but swallowed the retort that sprang to her lips. More than defend her honor to this stranger, she needed to survive, and it remained to be seen what the duke wanted of her this night.

      “I wish to make certain you are prepared to meet my sister,” he continued. “Lucy understands that you have lived away from society, but she would be shocked if I presented her with someone utterly ignorant as to polite behavior. We will spend the next few days coaching you — not engaged in the lascivious pursuits to which you are doubtless accustomed.”

      He seemed not to notice her revulsion at his characterization of her and instead turned his attention to the small stone house before them as the carriage rolled to a stop.

      No lantern brightened its windows. No bustling servants hurried to greet them. Indeed, there was no sign of any activity. The place was truly empty. Hannah could feel the coachman’s knowing eyes upon her as he waited for her to descend the carriage steps. He carried her trunk into the house but did not tarry. Then he returned to the carriage and promptly drove away.

      She and the horrid Duke of Claridge were utterly alone.
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