

[image: cover]




[image: Image]


[image: image]






Copyright © 2013 Juliana Gray
Excerpt from How to Master Your Marquis copyright © 2013 Juliana Gray


The right of Juliana Gray to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in this Ebook edition in 2013 by Eternal Romance, an imprint of Headline Publishing Group


Published by arrangement with Berkley, a division of the Penguin Group (USA) Inc.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN 978 1 4722 0488 2


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.eternalromancebooks.co.uk
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk









[image: Image]
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By Juliana Gray


A Lady Never Lies
A Gentleman Never Tells
A Duke Never Yields









Three intrepid princesses find themselves targets in a deadly plot against the crown—until their uncle devises a brilliant plan to keep them safe. . .


England, 1888. Quiet and scholarly Princess Emilie has always avoided adventure, until she’s forced to disguise herself as a tutor in the household of the imposing Duke of Ashland, a former soldier disfigured in battle and abandoned by his wife. When chance draws her into a secret liaison with the duke, Emilie can’t resist the opportunity to learn what lies behind his forbidding mask, and find out what adventure really means. . .


The duke never imagines that his son’s tutor and his mysterious golden-haired beauty are one and the same. But when the true identity of his lover is laid bare, Moreland must face the demons in his past in order to safeguard both his lady – and his heart.
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London, England
October 1889


At two o’clock in the morning, as a cold autumn rain drummed against the damask-shrouded windowpanes of his Park Lane town house, the Duke of Olympia was awoken by his valet and told that three ladies awaited him downstairs in his private study.


“Three ladies, did you say?” asked Olympia, as he might say three copulating hippopotamuses.


“Yes, sir. And two attendants.”


“In my study?”


“I thought it best, sir,” said the valet. “The study is situated at the back of the house.”


Olympia stared at the ducal canopy above his head. “Isn’t it Ormsby’s job to take care of such matters? Turn the women away, or else toss them into the upstairs bedchambers until morning.”


The valet adjusted the sleeve of his dressing gown. “Mr. Ormsby elected to refer the matter to me, Your Grace, as an affair of a personal nature, requiring Your Grace’s immediate attention.” His voice flexed minutely on the word immediate. “The attendants, of course, are in the kitchen.”


Olympia’s ears gave a twinge. His sleep-darkened mind began to awaken and spark, like a banked fire brought back to life by a surly housemaid. “I see,” he said. He continued to stare into the canopy. The pillow beneath his head was of finest down encased in finest linen, cradling his skull in weightless lavender-scented comfort. Beneath the heavy bedcovers, his body made a warm cocoon into the softness of the mattress. He removed one hand from this haven and plucked the nightcap from his head. “Three ladies, did you say?”


“Yes, sir. And a dog.” The valet made his disapproval of the dog apparent without the smallest change of voice.


“A corgi, I believe. And the ladies: two auburn and one fair?”


“Yes, sir.”


Olympia sat up and heaved a sigh. “I’ve been expecting them.”


Eight minutes later, in a yellow dressing gown rioting with British lions, with his silvering hair neatly brushed and his chin miraculously shaved, the Duke of Olympia opened the door to his private study in a soundless whoosh.


“Good morning, my dears,” he said cordially.


The three ladies jumped in their three chairs. The corgi launched himself into the air and landed, legs splayed, atop the priceless Axminster rug, on which he promptly disgraced himself.


“I beg your pardon,” Olympia said. “Don’t rise, I implore you.”


The three ladies dropped back into the chairs, except the auburn-haired youngest, who scooped up the dog with a reproving whisper.


“Your Grace,” said the eldest, “I apologize most abjectly for the irregularity of our arrival. I hope we have not put out your household. We meant not to disturb you until morning . . .”


“Except that wretched new butler of yours, Ormsby or whatever the devil his name was . . .” burst out the youngest.


“Stefanie, my dear!” exclaimed the eldest.


Olympia smiled and shut the door behind him with a soft click. He stepped toward the center of the room and stopped before the first chair. “Luisa, dear child. How well you look, in spite of everything.” He took her hand and squeezed it. “A very great pleasure to see you again, Your Highness, after so many years.”


“Oh, Uncle.” A blush spread across Luisa’s pale cheeks, and her hollow blue-eyed gaze seemed to fill a trifle. “You’re terribly kind.”


“And Stefanie, my dear scamp. Do you know, I recently met another young lady who reminded me very much of you. It made my old heart ache, I assure you.” Olympia reached for Stefanie’s hand, but she instead released the dog, sprang from her chair, and threw her arms around him.


“Uncle Duke, how perfectly sporting of you to take us in! I knew you would. You always were such a trump.”


Stefanie’s arms were young and strong about his waist, and he patted her back with gentle hands and laughed. “You always were the most reckless girl in that damned cow pasture of a principality you call home.”


“Holstein-Schweinwald-Huhnhof is not a cow pasture, Uncle Duke!” Stefanie pulled back and slapped his arm. “It’s the most charming principality in Germany. Herr von Bismarck himself pronounced it magnificent. And dear Vicky . . .”


“Yes, of course, my dear. I was only teasing. Quite charming, I’m sure.” Olympia suppressed a shudder. Bucolic landscapes made his belly twitch. He turned to the final princess of charming Holstein-Schweinwald-Huhnhof, the middle child, quietly soothing the corgi, who was yapping and whining by turns. “And Emilie,” he said.


Emilie looked up and smiled at him behind her spectacles. “Uncle.” She placed the corgi on the rug and rose.


How old was the girl now? Twenty-three? Twenty-four? But her eyes looked older, round and owlish, improbably ancient amid the clear skin and delicate bones of her face. Her hair gleamed golden in the light from the single electric lamp on Olympia’s desk. The other two were handsome girls, constructed on regal lines that showed well in photographs, but Emilie’s beauty was more subtle. It ducked and hid behind her spectacles and her retiring nature. A scholar, Emilie: She could parse her Latin and Greek better than Olympia himself. A strain of genius ran through the family blood, and Emilie had caught it in full.


“My dear girl.” Olympia caught her hands and kissed her cheek. “How are you?”


“I am well, Uncle.” She spoke quietly, but there were tears in her voice.


“Sit down, all of you. I have ordered tea. You must be exhausted.” He motioned to the chairs and propped himself on the corner of his desk. “Did you make the crossing last night?”


“Yes, after sunset,” said Stefanie. “I was sick twice.”


“Really, Stefanie.” Luisa was sharp.


“It was the licorice,” said Stefanie, sitting back in her chair and looking at the gilded ceiling. “I never could resist licorice, and that little boy at the quayside . . .”


“Yes, quite,” said Olympia. “And your attendants?”


“Oh, they were quite all right. Sturdy stomachs, you know.”


Olympia coughed. “I mean, who are they? Can they be trusted?”


“Yes, of course.” Luisa shot a reproving look—not the first—at Stefanie. “Our governess, who as you know has been with us a thousand years, and Papa’s”—her voice quivered slightly—“Papa’s valet, Hans.”


“Yes, I remember Hans,” said Olympia. He focused his mind on the memory: a burly fellow, not the most delicate hand with a neckcloth, but his eyes burned with loyalty to his master, whom he had served since before the prince’s marriage to Olympia’s youngest sister. “I remember Miss Dingleby, as well. It was I who sent her to your mother, when Luisa was ready for schooling. I am relieved to hear she has escaped safely with you.”


“So you have heard the tale.” Luisa looked down at her hands, tangled tightly in her lap.


“Yes, my dear,” Olympia said, in his kindest voice. “I am very sorry.”


“Of course he’s heard,” said Emilie, in an expectedly brisk voice. Her eyes, fixed on Olympia’s face, gleamed sharply behind her spectacles. “Our uncle knows about all these things, often before the rest of the world. Isn’t that so, Uncle?”


Olympia spread his broad hands before them. “I am a private man. I simply hear things, from time to time . . .”


“Nonsense,” said Emilie. “You were expecting us. Tell us what you know, Uncle. I should like, for once, to hear the entire story. When one’s trapped in the middle of things, you see, it’s all rather muddled.” She looked at him steadily, with those wise eyes, and Olympia, whose innards were not easily unsettled except by bucolic landscapes, knew a distinct flip-flop in the region of his liver.


“Emilie, such impertinence,” Luisa said.


Olympia straightened. “No, my dear. In this case, Emilie is quite right. I have taken it upon myself to make an inquiry or two, in hemi-demi-semi-official channels, about your case. After all, you are family.”


The last word echoed heavily in the room, calling up the image of the girls’ mother, Olympia’s sister, who had died a decade ago as she labored to bring the long-awaited male heir of Holstein-Schweinwald-Huhnhof into the world. The baby, two months early, had died a day later, and though Prince Rudolf had married thrice more, applying himself with nightly perseverance to his duty, no coveted boys had materialized. Only the three young ladies remained: Princess Stefanie, Princess Emilie, and—bowing at last to the inevitable four months ago—Crown Princess Luisa, the acknowledged heir to the throne of Holstein-Schweinwald-Huhnhof.


But their mother still hovered, like a ghost in the room. Olympia’s favorite sister, though he would never have admitted it. His own dear Louisa, clever and handsome and full of charm, who had fallen in love with Prince Rudolf at court in the unending summer of 1864, during the height of fashion for German royalty.


Emilie, he thought, as he gazed upon the young princesses, had Louisa’s eyes.


“And?” she asked now, narrowing those familiar eyes.


The electric lamp gave a little flicker, as if the current had been disturbed. Outside, a dog barked faintly at some passing drunkard or night dustman, and the corgi rose to the tips of his paws, ears trembling. Olympia crossed his long legs and placed his right hand at the edge of the desk, fingers curling around the polished old wood. “I have no inkling, I’m afraid, who caused the death of your father and”—he turned a sorrowful gaze to Luisa, who sat with her eyes cast down—“your own husband, my dearest Luisa.” This was not entirely a lie, though it was not precisely the truth; but Olympia had long since lost all traces of squeamish delicacy in such matters. “One suspects, naturally, that the murder must have occurred by the hand of some party outraged by Luisa’s official recognition as heir to the throne last summer, and her subsequent marriage to . . . I beg your pardon, my dear. What was the poor fellow’s name, God bless his soul?”


“Peter,” Luisa whispered.


“Peter, of course. My deepest apologies that I was unable to attend the ceremony. I felt I would not be missed.”


“By the by, that was a jolly nice epergne you sent,” said Stefanie. “We absolutely marveled on it.”


“You are quite welcome,” said Olympia. “I daresay it has all been packed safely away?”


“Miss Dingleby saw to it herself.”


“Clever Miss Dingleby. Excellent. Yes, the murders. I thought to send for you myself, but before I could make the necessary arrangements, word had reached me . . .”


“So quickly?” asked Emilie, with her clever eyes.


“There are telegraphs, my dear. Even in the heart of Holstein-Schweinwald-Huhnhof, I’m told, although in this case the necessary communication came from a friend of mine in Munich.”


“What sort of friend?” Emilie leaned forward.


Olympia waved his hand. “Oh, an old acquaintance. In any case, he told me the facts of this latest crisis, the . . . the . . .”


Luisa looked up and said fiercely: “My attempted abduction, do you mean?”


“Yes, my dear. That. I was gratified to learn that you had defended yourself like a true daughter of your blood, and evaded capture. When the papers reported the three of you missing with your governess, I knew there was nothing more to fear. Miss Dingleby would know what to do.”


“She has been a heroine,” said Luisa.


Olympia smiled. “I had no doubt.”


“Well then,” said Stefanie. “When do we begin? Tomorrow morning? For I should like to have at least a night’s sleep first, after all that rumpus. I declare I shall never look at a piece of licorice in quite the same light.”


“Begin?” Olympia blinked. “Begin what?”


Stefanie rose from her chair and began to pace about the room. “Why, investigating the matter, of course! Finding out who’s responsible! I should be more than happy to act as bait, though I rather think it’s poor Luisa they’re after, God help them.”


“My dear, do sit down. You’re making me dizzy.” Olympia lifted one hand to shield his eyes. “Investigate? Act as bait? Quite out of the question. I shouldn’t dream of risking my dear nieces in such a manner.”


“But something must be done!” exclaimed Emilie, rising, too.


“Of course, and something shall be done. The Foreign Office is most concerned about the matter. Instability in the region and all that. They shall be conducting the most rigorous inquiries, I assure you. But in the meantime, you must hide.”


“Hide?” said Emilie.


“Hide!” Stefanie stopped in mid-pace and turned to him, face alight with outrage. “A princess of Holstein-Schweinwald-Huhnhof does not hide!”


Olympia lifted himself away from the desk and gathered his hands behind his back. “Of course, there’s no point hiding in the ordinary manner. These continental agents, I’m told, are unnaturally cunning in seeking out their targets. Simply sending you to rusticate in some remote village won’t do. Your photographs are already in the papers.”


Stefanie’s hands came together. “Disguise! Of course! You mean to disguise us! I shall be a dairymaid. I milked a cow once, at the Schweinwald summer festival. They were all quite impressed. The dairyman told me I had a natural affinity for udders.”


“Nonsense. A dairymaid! The very idea. No, my dears. I have something in mind more subtle, more devious. More, if you’ll pardon the word . . .”—he paused, for effect—“. . . adventurous.”


Luisa drew in a long and deep breath. “Oh, Uncle. What have you done?”


“I admit, I had the idea from you yourselves. Do you remember, a great many years ago, when I came to visit your . . . er, your charming homeland? You were just fifteen, Luisa.”


“I remember.” Her voice was dark with foreboding.


“You put on a play for me, did you not? Hamlet, I believe, which was just the sort of melancholy rubbish a fifteen-year-old girl would find appealing.” Olympia came to a bookshelf, propped his elbow next to a first folio, and regarded the girls with his most benignly affectionate expression.


“Yes, Hamlet,” said Luisa warily.


“I remember!” said Stefanie. “I was both Claudius and the Prince of Norway, which proved rather awkward at the end, and Emilie of course played Polonius . . .”


Olympia widened his beneficent smile. “And Luisa was Hamlet. Were you not, my dear?”


The timepiece above the mantel chimed three o’clock in dainty little dings. The corgi went around in a circle once, twice, and settled himself in an anxious bundle at Stefanie’s feet. His ears swiveled attentively in Olympia’s direction.


“Oh no,” said Luisa. “It’s out of the question. Impossible, to say nothing of improper.”


Stefanie clasped her hands. “Oh, Uncle! What a marvelous idea! I’ve always wanted to gad about in trousers like that. Such perfect freedom. Imagine! You’re an absolute genius!”


“We will not,” said Luisa. “Imagine the scandal! The . . . the indignity! No, Uncle. You must think of something else.”


“Oh, hush, Luisa! You’re a disgrace to your barbarian ancestors . . .”


“I should hope I am! I, at least, have some notion . . .”


“Now, ladies . . .”


“. . . who overran the steppes of Russia and the monuments of Rome . . .”


“. . . of what is due to my poor husband’s memory, and it does not require trousers . . .”


“My dear girls . . .”


“. . . to create the very wealth and power that makes us targets of assassins to begin with . . .”


“HUSH!” said Olympia.


Luisa paused, finger brandished in mid-stab. Stefanie bent over with a mutinous expression and picked up the quivering corgi.


Olympia rolled his eyes to the ceiling, seeking sympathy from the gilded plasterwork. His head, unaccustomed to such late hours, felt as if it might roll off his body at any moment and into the corgi-soiled Axminster below.


Indeed, he would welcome the peace.


“Very well,” he said at last. “Luisa rejects the notion; Stefanie embraces it. Emilie, my dear? I believe it falls to you to cast the deciding vote.”


Stefanie rolled her own eyes and sat with a pouf into her chair, corgi against her breast. “Well, that’s that, then. Emilie will never agree.”


“I am shocked, Uncle, that a man of your stature would even consider such a disgraceful notion.” Luisa smoothed her skirts with satisfaction.


Olympia held up his hand and regarded Emilie. She sat with her back straight and her fingers knit, thumbs twiddling each other. Her head cocked slightly to one side, considering some distant object with her mother’s own eyes.


“Well, my dear?” Olympia said softly.


Emilie reached up and tapped her chin with one long finger. “We shall have to cut our hair, of course,” she said. “Luisa and Stefanie will have an easier time effecting the disguise, with their strong bones, but I shall have to wear a full beard of whiskers at least. And thank Heaven we are not, taken as a group, women of large bosom.”


“Emilie!” said Luisa, in shocked tones.


“Emilie, darling!” cried Stefanie. “I knew you had it in you!”


Olympia clapped his hands in profound relief. “There we are! The matter is settled. We shall discuss the details in the morning. Wherever has the tea gone? I shall have it sent to your rooms instead.” He turned around and pressed a button on his desk, a state-of-the-art electrical bell he’d had installed just a month ago. “Ormsby will show you the way. Tally-ho, then!”


“Uncle! You’re not going to bed?”


Olympia yawned, tightened the belt on his dressing robe, and made for the door. “Oh, but I am. Quite exhausted.” He waved his hand. “Ormsby will be along shortly!”


“Uncle!” Luisa called desperately. “You can’t be serious, Uncle!”


Olympia paused with his fingertips on the door handle. He looked back over his shoulder. “Come, my girls,” he said. “You shall be well instructed, well placed in respectable homes. You are actresses of exceptional talent, as I have myself witnessed. You possess the dignity and resourcefulness of a most noble family. You have, above all, my unqualified support.”


He opened the door, stretched his arm wide, and smiled.


“What could possibly go wrong?”


The Duke of Olympia did not, however, make straight for his room. He walked in the opposite direction, down the hall toward the service staircase at the extreme back of the house. As he descended, the expressions of feminine outrage and excitement from the study died slowly into the walls, until the air went still.


Miss Dingleby was waiting for him in the alcove near the silver pantry. She made a little noise as he drew near, and stepped into the light.


“Ah! There you are, my dear,” Olympia said. He looked down at her from his great height and placed his hand tenderly against her cheek. “Won’t you come to bed and tell me all about it?”




ONE
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A ramshackle inn in Yorkshire
(of course)
Late November 1889


The brawl began just before midnight, as taproom brawls usually did.


Not that Emilie had any previous experience of taproom brawls. She had caught glimpses of the odd mill or two in a Schweinwald village square (Schweinwald being by far the most tempestuous of the three provinces of Holstein-Schweinwald-Huhnhof, perhaps because it was the closest to Italy), but her governess or some other responsible adult had always hustled her away at the first spray of blood.


She watched with interest, therefore, as this brawl developed. It had begun as the natural consequence of an alesoaked game of cards. Emilie had noticed the card players the moment she sat down in an exaggerated swing, braced her elbows, fingered her itching whiskers, and called for a bottle of claret and a boiled chicken with her deepest voice. They played at a table in the center of the room, huddling with bowed heads about the end as if they feared the spavined yellow ceiling might give way at any moment: three or four broad-shouldered men in work shirts, homespun coats slung over their chairs, and one stripling lad.


The stakes must have been high, for they played with intensity. A fine current of tension buzzed through the humid, smoke-laden air. One man, his mustache merging seamlessly with the thicket of whiskers along his jaw, adjusted his seat and emitted a fart so long, so luxuriously slow, so like a mechanical engine in its noxious resonance, the very air trembled. A pack of men at a neighboring table looked up, eyebrows high in admiration.


And yet his companions were so intent on the game, they couldn’t be bothered to congratulate him.


At that point, Emilie had taken out a volume of Augustine in the original Latin and made an impressive show of absorption. Travelers, she had discovered early in today’s journey from London, tended to avoid striking up conversations with solitary readers, especially when the book’s title encompassed multiple clauses in a foreign language, and the last thing Emilie needed was an inquisitive traveling companion: the kind who asked one impertinent questions and observed one’s every move. St. Augustine was her shield, and she was grateful to him. But tonight, at the bitter end of her journey into deepest Yorkshire, that godforsaken wilderness of howling wind and frozen moor, she could not focus her attention. Her gaze kept creeping over the edge of the volume to the table beyond.


It was the boy, she decided. Like her, he seemed out of place in this stained and battered inn, as if—like her—he had sought it out over higher-class establishments in order to avoid his usual crowd. He sat at a diagonal angle from her, his left side exposed to her gaze, illuminated by the roaring fire nearby. He was not much more than sixteen; possibly not even that. His pale face was rimmed with spots of all sizes, and his shoulders were almost painfully thin beneath a long thatch of straw-colored hair. He alone had not taken off his coat; it hung from his bones as if from an ill-stuffed scarecrow, dark blue and woven from a fine grade of wool. He regarded his cards with intense concentration behind a pair of owlish spectacles.


Emilie liked his concentration; she liked his spots and his long fingers. He reminded her of herself at that age, all awkward limbs and single-minded focus. Without thinking, she pushed her own spectacles farther up the bridge of her nose and smiled.


The boy was clearly winning.


Even if the stacks of coins at his side were not steadily growing into mountains, Emilie could not have mistaken the scowls of his companions, the shifting in seats, the sharp smacks with which they delivered their stakes to the center of the table. Another round had just begun, and the dealer passed the cards around with blinding swiftness, not to waste a single instant of play. Each face settled into implacability; not a single mustache twitched. One man glanced up and met Emilie’s eyes with cold malevolence.


She dropped her gaze back to her book. Her wine and chicken arrived in a clatter of ancient pewter, delivered by a careless barmaid with clean, apple red cheeks and burly fingers. Emilie set down the book and poured the wine with a hand that shook only a little. The coldness of the man’s gaze settled like a fist in her chest.


Emilie concentrated on the ribbon of wine undulating into her glass, on the chilly smoothness of the bottle beneath her fingers. Her wineglass was smudged, as if it had seen many other fingers and very little soap. Emilie lifted it to her lips anyway, keeping all her fingertips firmly pressed against the diamond pattern cut into the bowl, and took a hearty masculine swallow.


And nearly spat it back.


The wine was awful, rough and thin all at once, with a faint undertone of turpentine. Emilie had never tasted anything so wretched—not even the cold boar’s heart pie she’d been forced to eat in Huhnhof Baden two years ago, as the guest of honor at the autumn cornucopia festival. Only duty had seen her through that experience. Chew and swallow, Miss Dingleby had always instructed her. A princess does not gag. A princess chews and swallows. A princess does not complain.


The wine felt as if it were actually boiling in Emilie’s mouth. Was that even possible? She held her breath, gathered her strength, and swallowed.


It burned down her throat, making her eyes prickle, making her nostrils flare. The atmosphere in the room, with its roaring fire and twenty perspiring men, pressed against her forehead with enough force to make her brow pearl out with perspiration. Except that princesses did not perspire; even princesses in exile, disguised as young men. She stared up at the ceiling, studied the wooden beam threatening her head, and let gravity do its work.


Her stomach cramped, recoiled, heaved, and settled at last with a warning grumble. A buzz sounded from somewhere inside her spinning ears.


Emilie picked up her knife and fork with numbed fingers and sawed off a leg from her chicken.


Gradually her ears began to pick up sound again, her nose to acquire smells. To her right, a rumble of discontent ricocheted among the card players.


“Unless my eyesight is capable of penetrating the backs of your cards,” the boy was saying, his voice skidding perilously between one octave and the next, “your accusation is impossible, sir. I must beg that you retract it.”


One of the men shot upward, overturning his chair. “Nor bloody likely, ye fuggling wee bugger!”


“You are wrong on both counts. I am neither dishonest nor a practicing sodomite,” said the boy, with unnatural calm.


The man flung out his arm and overturned the pile of coins next to the boy’s right arm. “And I say ye are!” he yelled.


Or so Emilie presumed. The words themselves were lost in the crash of humanity that followed the overturning of the coins onto the floor.


Emilie, who had just lifted the chicken leg to her mouth with a certain amount of relish—she had never, ever been allowed to touch a morsel of food without the intercession of one utensil or another—nearly toppled in the whoosh of air as a long-shanked figure dove from his seat near the fireplace and into the tangle of flailing limbs.


“Oh, fuck me arse!” yelled the barmaid, three feet away. “Ned! Fetch t’bucket!”


“Wh-what?” said Emilie. She rose from her chair and stared in horror. A coin went flying from the writhing mass before her and smacked against her forehead in a dull thud.


“I’ll take that.” The barmaid swooped down and snatched the coin from among the shavings.


“Madam, I . . . Oh good God!” Emilie ducked just in time to avoid a flying bottle. It crashed into the fire behind her in a shattering explosion of glass and steam, laced with turpentine.


Emilie looked at her wine and chicken. She looked down at her battered leather valise, filled with its alien cargo of masculine clothing and false whiskers. Her heart rattled nervously in her chest.


“Excuse me, madam,” she said to the barmaid, ducking again as a pewter tankard soared through the air, “do you think . . .”


“Ned! Bring t’bleeding bucket!” bellowed the barmaid. The words had hardly left her lips when a thick-shouldered man ran up from behind, bucket in each hand, skin greasy with sweat. “About time,” the barmaid said, and she snatched a bucket and launched its contents into the scrum.


For an instant, the scene hung suspended, a still-life drawing of dripping fists halted in mid-swing and lips curled over menacing teeth. Then a single explicit curse burst fluently from some masculine throat, and the fists connected with solid flesh. Someone roared like a wounded lion, a feral sound cut off short by a smash of breaking glass.


“Ye’d best fly, young sir,” said the barmaid, over her shoulder, as she tossed the second bucket into the fray.


“Right,” said Emilie. She picked up her valise and stumbled backward. She had already engaged a room upstairs, though she wasn’t quite sure where to find it; but at least she knew there was an upstairs, a refuge from the brawl, which seemed to be growing rather than ebbing. Two men ran in from the other room, eyes wild, spittle flying from their lips, and leapt with enthusiasm onto the pile.


Emilie took another step backward, a final longing gaze at her chicken. She’d only had a single rubbery bite, her first meal since a hurried lunch of cheese sandwich and weak tea at the station cafe in Derby, as she waited for the next train in her deliberately haphazard route. She hadn’t thought to bring along something to eat. What princess did? Food simply arrived at the appropriate intervals, even during the flight from the Continent, procured by one loyal retainer or another. (Hans did have a knack for procuring food.) This chicken, tough and wretched, pale and dull with congealed grease, was her only chance of nourishment until morning. The dismembered leg lay propped on the edge of the plate, unbearably tantalizing.


At the back of Emilie’s mind, Miss Dingleby was saying something strict, something about dignity and decorum, but the words were drowned out by the incessant beat of hunger further forward in the gray matter. Emilie ducked under a flying fork, reached out with one slender white hand, snatched the chicken leg, and put it in her pocket.


She spun around and hesitated, for just the smallest fraction of an instant.


“I’ve got ye, ye scraumy-legged bu—” The shout rang out from the melee, cut short by an oomph and a splatter.


Emilie turned back, set down her valise, and wrenched the other leg from the chicken. The bone and skin slipped against her fingers; she grabbed the knife and sawed through until the drumstick came loose.


A half-crown coin landed with a thud on the platter, at the bisection of leg from trunk, in a pool of thickened grease. “Oy!” someone yelled.


Emilie looked up. A man rushed toward her, his nose flinging blood, his arms outstretched. Emilie took the chicken leg, left the coin, and scrambled past the chair.


“What has ye got there? Oy!”


A heavy hand landed on her shoulder, turning her around with a jerk. Emilie held back a gasp at the stench of rotting breath, the wild glare of the bulbous eyes. The chicken leg still lay clenched in her left hand, the knife in her right.


“Stand back!” she barked.


The man threw back his head and laughed. “A live one! Ye manky wee gimmer. I’ll . . .”


Emilie shoved the chicken leg in her pocket and brought up the knife. “I said stand back!”


“Oh, it’s got a knife, has it?” He laughed again. “What’s that there in yer pocket, lad?”


“Nothing.”


He raised one hamlike fist and knocked the knife from her fingers. “I did say, what’s that there in yer pocket, lad?”


Emilie’s fingers went numb. She looked over the man’s shoulder. “Watch out!”


The man spun. Emilie leaned down, retrieved the knife, and pushed him full force in his wide and sagging buttocks. He lurched forward with a hard grunt and grabbed wildly for the chair, which shattered into sticks under his hand. Like an uprooted windmill he fell, arms rotating in drunken circles, to crash atop the dirty shavings on the floor. He flopped once and lay still.


“Oh, well done!”


The boy popped out of nowhere, brushing his sleeves, grinning. He pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose and examined the platter of limbless chicken. “I do believe that’s mine,” he said, taking the half crown and flipping it in the air.


“Wh-what?” asked Emilie helplessly.


“Freddie, ye feckless gawby!” It was the barmaid. Her hands were fisted on her hips, and her hair flew in wet strands from her cap.


“I’m sorry, Rose,” said the boy. He turned to her with a smile.


Rose? thought Emilie, blinking at the broad-shouldered barmaid.


“Ye has to watch yer mouth, Freddie,” Rose was saying, shaking her head. Another shout came from the mass of men, piled like writhing snakes atop one another on the floor nearby. Someone leapt toward them, shirt flapping. Rose picked up Emilie’s half-empty wine bottle and swung it casually into the man’s head. He groaned once and fell where he stood. “I’ve told ye and told ye.”


“I know, Rose, and I’m sorry.” Young Freddie looked contritely at his shoes.


“Ye’d best fly, Freddie, afore yer father come a-looking. And take t’poor young sod with ye. He never is fit for wrastling.”


Freddie turned to Emilie and smiled. “I think you’ve misjudged him, Rose. He’s got a proper spirit.”


“I have nothing of the sort,” Emilie squeaked. She took a deep breath and schooled her voice lower. “That is, I should be happy to retire. The sooner”—she ducked just in time to avoid a spinning plate, which smashed violently into the wall an instant later—“the better, really.”


“All right, then. Don’t forget your valise.” Freddie picked it up and handed it to her, still smiling. He was a handsome lad, really, beneath his spots. He had a loose-limbed lankiness to him, like a puppy still growing into his bones. And his eyes were pure blue, wide and friendly behind the clear glass of his spectacles.


“Thank you,” Emilie whispered. She took the valise in her greasy fingers.


“Have you a room?” Freddie asked, dodging a flying fist.


“Yes, upstairs. I . . . Oh, look out!”


Freddie spun, but not in time to avoid a heavy shoulder slamming into his.


“Jack, ye drunken taistril!” screeched Rose.


Freddie staggered backward, right into Emilie’s chest. She flailed wildly and crashed to the ground. Freddie landed atop her an instant later, forcing the breath from her lungs. The knife flew from her fingers and skidded across the floor.


“Right, ye wankley whoreson,” said the attacker. He was the first one, Emilie thought blearily; the one who had knocked the coins from the table to begin with. He was large and drunk, his eyes red. He leaned down, grabbed Freddie by the collar, and hauled back his fist.


“No!” Emilie said. Freddie’s weight disappeared from her chest. She tried to wriggle free of the rest of him, but Freddie was flailing to loosen himself from the man’s grasp. Emilie landed her fist in the crook of one enormous elbow and levered herself up, just a little, just enough that she could bend her neck forward and sink her teeth into the broad pad of the man’s thumb.


“OY!” he yelled. He snatched his hand back, letting Freddie crash to the ground and roll away, and grabbed Emilie’s collar instead.


Emilie clutched at his wrist, writhing, but he was as solid as a horse and far less sensible. His fist lifted up to his ear, and his eyes narrowed at her. Emilie tried to bring up her knee, her foot, anything. She squeezed her eyes shut, expecting the shattering blow, the flash of pain, the blackness and stars and whatever it was.


How the devil had this happened to her? Brawls only happened in newspapers. Only men found themselves locked in meaty fists, expecting a killing punch to the jaw. Only men . . .


But then . . . she was a man, wasn’t she?


With one last mighty effort, she flung out her hand and scrabbled for the knife. Something brushed her fingertips, something hard and round and slippery. She grasped it, raised it high, and . . .


“OOGMPH!” the man grunted.


The weight lifted away. Her collar fell free.


Emilie slumped back, blinking. She stared up at the air before her. At her hand, grasping the tip of a chicken leg.


She sat up dizzily. Two men swam before her, her attacker and someone else, someone even broader and taller, who held the fellow with one impossibly large hand. Emilie expected to see his other fist fly past, crashing into the man’s jaw, but it did not. Instead, the newcomer raised his right arm and slammed his elbow on the juncture of his opponent’s neck and shoulder.


“Oy?” the man squeaked uncertainly, and he sagged to the ground.


“Oh, for God’s sake,” said Freddie. He stood up next to Emilie and offered her his hand. “Was that necessary?”


Emilie took Freddie’s hand and staggered to her feet. She looked up at the newcomer, her rescuer, to say some word of abject thanks.


But her breath simply stopped in her chest.


The man filled her vision. If Emilie leaned forward, her brow might perhaps reach the massive ball of his shoulder. He stood quite still, staring down at the man slumped on the ground with no particular expression. His profile danced before her, lit by the still-roaring fire, a profile so inhumanly perfect that actual tears stung the corners of Emilie’s eyes. He was clean-shaven, like a Roman god, his jaw cut from stone and his cheekbone forming a deep, shadowed angle on the side of his face. His lips were full, his forehead high and smooth. His close-cropped pale hair curled about his ear. “Yes,” he said, the single word rumbling from his broad chest. “Yes, my dear boy. I believe it was necessary.”


Dear boy?


Emilie blinked and brushed her sleeves. She noticed the chicken leg and shoved it hastily in her pocket.


“I was about to take him, you know,” said Freddie, in a petulant voice.


The man turned at last. “I would rather not have taken that chance, you see.”


But Emilie didn’t hear his words. She stood in horrified shock, staring at the face before her.


The face before her: His face, her hero’s face, so perfect in profile, collapsed on the right side into a mass of scars, of mottled skin, of a hollow along his jaw, of an eye closed forever shut.


From somewhere behind him came Rose’s voice, raised high in supplication. “Yer Grace, I’m that sorry. I did tell him, sir . . .”


“Your Grace?” Emilie said. The words slipped out in a gasp. Understanding began to dawn, mingled with horror.


Freddie handed Emilie her valise and said ruefully, “His Grace. His Grace, the Duke of Ashland, I’m afraid.” A sigh, long and resigned. “My father.”




TWO


[image: image]


The carriage rattled over the darkened road. Each jolt echoed through the silent interior before absorbing into the old velvet hangings, into the cushions with their crests embroidered in gold thread.


Emilie took in shallow breaths, hardly daring to disturb the heavy air. How many years had this carriage sat inside the duke’s stables, taken out for polishing every month or so and rolled back in again? She tried to think of something to say. She had been educated to speak into silence, to keep conversation flowing during interminable state dinners and family visits, but on this occasion she could not produce a single word.


Young Freddie sat next to her, or rather slumped, dozing against the musty velvet. Freddie, by courtesy the Marquess of Silverton, as it turned out. Across from them sat the duke, still and massive, his head bent slightly to avoid the roof of the carriage. He stared without moving through the crack in the curtains to the wind-whipped moors beyond. Emilie could scarcely see him at all in the darkness, but she knew that he was facing to his right, that he was shadowing his flawed side from her view. She sensed, rather than saw, the rise and fall of his chest as he breathed. The rhythm mesmerized her. What was he thinking, as he sat there with his steady breath and his steady heartbeat, while the wind pounded the carriage walls?


The Duke of Olympia had told her little about him. He lived in deepest Yorkshire, at the Ashland family seat, from which he rarely ventured. He had been a soldier before assuming the title—he was a younger son of some sort, and not expected to inherit—and had fought in India or thereabouts. (Emilie, her skin prickling at the memory of the duke’s elbow landing expertly on the drunkard’s neck, could readily believe this.) His only child, Frederick, was nearly sixteen, extremely clever, and already preparing for the entrance examinations at Oxford; his old tutor had left a few months ago, which was why they needed another scholar without delay.


There had been no mention of a wife.


She opened her mouth to say something, anything, but the duke’s voice checked her.


“Well, Mr. Grimsby,” he said, without turning his head, just loud enough to penetrate the rising howl of the wind with his extraordinary deep voice, “this is a fortuitous coincidence indeed. Another instant, and I should have been forced to find Frederick a different tutor.”


Emilie cleared her throat and concentrated on keeping her words steady. “And I thank you again, Your Grace. I assure you, I am not in the habit of engaging in tavern brawls. I . . .”


The air stirred as Ashland waved his hand. “No doubt, of course. Your references are impeccable. Indeed, I rather believe I trust Olympia’s judgment in such matters above my own.”


“Still, I should like to explain myself.”


He turned at last, or at least Emilie thought he did. Her eye caught a flash of movement, the sliver of moonlight striking his pale hair, and she turned away with a blush.


“No need at all to explain yourself, Mr. Grimsby,” he said. “You rescued my young scapegrace of a boy, after all. I daresay it was simply a case of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”


“Exactly that, sir. As for the inn itself . . .”


Another stir of the air. “I ought to have had a carriage sent to the railway station, of course. I can’t imagine why no one thought of it. My butler is rather old, I suppose, and unused to visitors. As am I.”


The wind screamed, the carriage jolted violently. Emilie reached for the strap, but not before she and Freddie shot forward in tandem against the opposite seat.


For an instant she was flying, suspended in the air, and then she landed with a crash into Ashland’s right shoulder, just as Freddie’s head connected into the small of her back.


Ashland shuddered at the impact. His iron arms closed around them both, steadying.


“Oh! I’m so sorry!” Emilie felt for her spectacles, her whiskers. Freddie was disentangling himself slowly, muttering, fumbling for his own spectacles, which seemed to have flown from his face and onto the seat.


“Not at all.” The duke’s tone was even, but to Emilie’s ears it vibrated with some sort of emotion, distaste or impatience, and as she struggled to right herself, she sensed that his flesh was shrinking from hers. That his very bones, from the instant of impact, had convulsed with agony at her touch.


Had she hit him with such force? She hadn’t felt any pain; just the ordinary sort of thud, not even worthy of a bruise.


“You’re all right?” he asked. He didn’t wait for an answer. His arms opened wide, releasing them both, almost pushing them away.


“Yes, yes. Quite all right.” Emilie nudged Freddie away and settled back in her place. Her face burned against the cold air. Embarrassment. Yes, that was it. Of course the duke had been embarrassed. That was natural; she had felt it, too. They were strangers. It was simply the awkwardness of it all.


“Speak for yourself, Grimsby,” said Freddie. “Where the devil have my specs gone?”


“Here,” said Ashland, from the darkness.


“Oh, right-ho.” Freddie leaned backward and sank into the seat, just as it rose up in another jolt to meet him. “I take it we’re near the drive?”


“Almost there.” A pause settled in. Ashland shifted his big body. “We will save our interview for tomorrow morning, Mr. Grimsby, if it’s convenient for you. I daresay you’d just as soon head straight for your room.”


“Yes, Your Grace.” The carriage slowed and lurched around a corner. Emilie found the strap just in time.


“I believe they’ve already prepared it for your arrival. You shall instruct my butler, of course, if anything is amiss.”


“Yes, of course. Thank you, sir.”


Freddie coughed. “You’re going to have to show a great deal more spirit than that, Grimsby, if you’re hoping to survive a winter up here. Once the wind starts to kick up, things turn dashed melancholy.”


A gust rattled the windows, shrieking along the seams.


“Hasn’t it rather kicked up already?” Emilie ventured.


“This?” Freddie laughed without mirth. He rapped his knuckles against the glass. “Nothing more than a gentle breeze, this. A zephyr.”


“Oh. I see.”


Freddie laughed again. “You’re in Yorkshire now, Grimsby. Abandon hope and all that. If I were you, I’d be counting the days until my first weekend off and booking the early express up to London. We are giving him a weekend off now and again, aren’t we, Pater?”


Ashland did not stir. “If your progress is satisfactory, of course.”


“Then I shall do my best for you, Grimsby. It’s the least I can offer you. And I’m dashed clever, you know. Never fear.”


“Quite clever, I’m sure.” Emilie said this with conviction. No doubt at all, young Lord Silverton was altogether too precocious.


The carriage slowed, lurched, stopped. Almost before the wheels had fixed, the door was swinging open and the duke leapt out as if from a spring.


“That’s Pater for you,” Freddie said resignedly. “Not at all fond of closed spaces. You first, Grimsby. Hero of the hour and all that.”


The moon shone round and full behind a raft of skidding clouds. It illuminated the Duke of Ashland’s hair to whiteness as he turned and stared down at Emilie. She met his gaze squarely beneath the brim of his hat, afraid of letting her eyes trail downward to his ruined jaw. The single eye enveloped her whole. In the moonlight, it might have been any shade from pale gray to vivid blue. “Simpson, this is Mr. Grimsby, Silverton’s new tutor. Have your staff see to his comfort tonight.”


Emilie was aware of an enormous dark mass to her right, immense with gravity, obscuring the night sky. A single figure resolved itself from the pitch, white collar gleaming with its own luminescence from the corner of Emilie’s vision. “Yes, Your Grace,” said a low voice, crackling with age. “You may come with me, Mr. Grimsby.”


“I shall send for you in the morning, directly after breakfast, to discuss the terms of your employment here.” A sudden gust of wind nearly tore his words away, but Ashland didn’t move, didn’t raise his voice by so much as a single decibel. “In the meantime, I urge you to make yourself comfortable in my home.”


“Thank you, sir.” Despite the numbing shock of the wind, Emilie’s cheeks glowed with warmth.


“In other words,” Freddie put in, “you’ve been dismissed for the night, Grimsby. I’d dash while I could, if I were you. In fact, being a hospitable sort of chap, I believe I’ll take you up myself.” His hand closed around Emilie’s upper arm.


“Frederick.” The single word snapped out of the duke’s throat.


The boy paused, one shoe poised above the gravel. “Yes, Pater?”


“In my study, if you please. We have a certain matter to discuss.”


Freddie’s hand dropped away from Emilie’s arm. “What matter, sir?”


“Frederick, my dear boy. We have all been to a great deal of trouble tonight. I believe some sort of reckoning is in order. Don’t you?” Ashland’s silky voice nudged upward at the very tip of the last word, implying a question where one didn’t really exist. Emilie heard a little slap, as of gloves hitting an impatient palm.


Emilie didn’t dare look at Freddie. She couldn’t have seen him well anyway, as the moon had just retired behind one of the thicker clouds. But she heard him gulp, even above the thrum of the wind about the chimneys. Her heart sank in sympathy.


“Yes, sir,” Freddie said humbly.


“That will be all, Mr. Grimsby,” said the Duke of Ashland.


The butler stepped aside in a meaningful crunch of gravel, and Emilie turned and walked up the steps, guided by the dim golden light from the entrance hall, and into Ashland Abbey.


The Duke of Ashland waited until his son’s footsteps had receded entirely up the stairs before he allowed the smile to break out at the corner of his mouth.


Well, it had been an entertaining evening, after all, and he couldn’t deny he stood in need of a little excitement from time to time. A chuckle rumbled in his throat at the image of poor Mr. Grimsby, eyes wide, whiskers a-flutter, one slender, scholarly fist closed at his side and the other brandishing a chicken drumstick. But he had shown spirit, after all. The young chap had put himself in imminent danger to rescue Freddie. That was all Ashland needed to know.


He rose from his desk. On the cabinet near the window, a tray beckoned alluringly with a single empty glass and three crystal decanters: one of sherry, one of brandy, and one of port. Ashland’s right hand—the one that no longer existed—throbbed with eagerness at the sight.


He walked with steady steps to the cabinet, picked up the sherry with his left hand, and filled the empty glass nearly to the brim. A single glass of spirits each night: That was all he allowed himself. Any more, and he might never stop.


The first sip slid down his throat in a satisfying burn. His nose and mouth glowed with the familiar taste, the taste of relief. Ashland closed his eyes and dug his fingers into the diamond pattern of the bowl, giving it time, letting the sherry spread through his body to fill all his parched and aching cracks. The stiffness on the right side of his face began to ease, the throb of his phantom hand to fade.


How Grimsby had stared at first. Ashland had almost forgotten the effect of his ruined face on the untrained eye. How long had it been since he had encountered, unmasked, a genuine stranger, one who hadn’t been prepared in advance for this abomination? But Grimsby had recovered in a flash and composed himself politely. Well-bred, that fellow. Outside the carriage, he hadn’t shifted his eyes away, hadn’t looked at the ground or his hands or Ashland’s hat. Another point in the young man’s column. He might very likely do. Only a few months, after all. Only a few more months until Freddie’s Oxford examinations, and then Ashland need no longer bother with this business of bringing tutors into the house, into his well-ordered routine, only to have them pack their valises and leave after a week or two. Freddie would be off, would likely only return to the howling moors for the odd dutiful week or two, and that would be that.


The Duke of Ashland would be alone at last. No tutors; no Freddie spreading about his profligate charm, so like his mother’s; no lingering reminders of the days before he had shipped off to India, plain old Lieutenant the Honorable Anthony Russell, leaving behind a beautiful wife and infant son, and two perfectly healthy cousins between himself and the dukedom.


Ashland took another drink, longer this time, and lifted aside the heavy velvet curtain. The window faced north; in full daylight, the view was bleak beyond description. Tonight, however, all was black. The clouds had moved in completely, propelled by the incessant wind, and there was no further moonlight to illuminate the spinning grasses, the rocks, the few scrubby bushes that had once formed a sort of garden along this side of the house. In her last year, Isabelle had worked obsessively on that garden, employing a raft of men from the village to eke out some sort of civilized order to the landscape. She had ordered plantings and statuary, tried for shade and windbreaks, and all for nothing. Only the statues remained, like the ruins of some lost Roman town, limbs cut off abruptly where the wind had toppled the poor fellows off their pedestals.
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