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Kent, August 1879


Absolutely not. What an utterly harebrained idea, Annabelle.”


Gilbert’s eyes had the rolling look of a hare that knew the hounds were upon him.


Annabelle lowered her lashes. She knew it would look demure, and demure placated her cousin best when he was all in a fluster. Of all the types of men she had learned to manage, the “ignorant yet self-important” type was not exactly the most challenging. Then again, when her very fate lay in the hands of such a man, it added insult to injury. Gilbert would snatch the chance of a lifetime from her here in his cramped little study and go straight back to admiring his freshly pinned butterflies in the display case on the desk between them.


“What would be next,” he said, “joining the circus? Standing for Parliament?”


“I understand that it’s unusual,” she said, “but—”


“You are not going to Oxford,” he bellowed, and slapped his hand down on the desk.


Her father’s old desk. Left to Gilbert in her father’s will rather than to her. The dignified piece of furniture did nothing for her cousin: age-worn on four carved lion paws, it would have bolstered the authority of any man throning behind it, but Gilbert was still fluffed up like a startled chicken. Well. It was understandable that he felt ambushed. She had surprised herself. After five long years as Gilbert’s maid for everything, she hadn’t expected to feel a yearning urge ever again. She’d kept her head down, her feet on the ground, and had accepted that the parish borders of Chorleywood were the boundaries to her dreams. And then the news that Oxford University had opened a women’s college had slammed into her chest with the force of an arrow.


She had wanted to ignore it, but, after barely a week, her self-control, so laboriously acquired, had crumbled.


But surely, this was not just a case of her wanting too much. Who knew for how long Gilbert’s ramshackle household would stand between her and destitution? Between her and a position where she was easy prey for a lecherous master? During the day, she went through her routines like an automaton. At night, the awareness crept in that she was forever balancing on the precipice of an abyss and there, at the bottom, lurked old age in the workhouse. In her nightmares, she fell and fell.


Her fingers felt for the slim envelope in her apron pocket. Her Oxford admission letter. A proper education could break her fall.


“This conversation is over,” Gilbert said.


Her hands knotted into fists. Calm. Stay calm. “I didn’t mean to quarrel with you,” she said softly. “I thought you would be delighted.” A blatant lie, that.


Gilbert’s brow furrowed. “Delighted, me?” His expression slid into something like concern. “Are you quite all right?”


“Given the advantages for your family, I assumed you’d welcome the opportunity.”


“Advantages—”


“I apologize, cousin. I shouldn’t have wasted your precious time.” She made to rise.


“Now, don’t be hasty,” Gilbert said, waving his hand. “Sit, sit.”


She gazed at him limpidly. “I know that you have great plans for the boys,” she said, “and an Oxford-certified governess would help with that.”


“Indeed I have plans, sound plans,” Gilbert clucked, “but you already know more Greek and Latin than is necessary, certainly more than is appropriate. And ’tis well known that too much education derails the female brain, and where’s the advantage for us in that, eh?”


“I could have applied for a position as governess or companion at the manor.”


This was her final shot—if mentioning Baron Ashby, lord of the manor up the hill and owner of their parish, did not move Gilbert, nothing would. Gilbert fair worshipped the ground the nobleman walked on.


Indeed, he stilled. She could almost hear his mind beginning to work, churning like the old kitchen grindstone, old because Gilbert never had enough coin to maintain the cottage. A logical consequence when his small salary for ringing the church bells remained the same while his family steadily grew.


“Well,” Gilbert said, “that could earn a pretty penny. The master pays well.”


“Indeed. But I understand. Even a fortune wouldn’t justify impropriety.”


“ ’Tis true, ’tis true, but it wouldn’t be exactly improper, would it, given that it would serve a higher purpose.”


“Oh,” she cried, “I couldn’t go, now that you’ve shown me all the flaws in my plan—what if my brain derailed …”


“Now, don’t exaggerate,” Gilbert said. “Your head is probably quite inured to books. However, we can’t do without your hands for even a week. I’d have to hire help in your stead.” He leveled an alarmingly cunning gaze at her. “The budget won’t allow for that, as you know.”


How unfortunate that he had to discover financial planning now. No doubt he wanted her to compensate any expenses her departure would cause, since she cost him exactly … nothing. Unfortunately, her small scholarship would barely keep her fed and clothed.


She leaned forward in her chair. “How much would you pay a maid, cousin?”


Gilbert’s eyes widened with surprise, but he recovered quickly enough.


He crossed his arms. “Two pounds.”


She arched a brow. “Two pounds?”


His expression turned mulish. “Yes. Beth is, eh, in a certain way again. I’ll hire additional help.”


He wouldn’t, but she managed to take the bite out of her voice. “Then I shall send you two pounds every month.”


Gilbert frowned. “Now, how will you manage that?”


“Quite easily.” I have absolutely no idea. “There’ll be plenty of pupils in need of tutoring.”


“I see.”


He was not convinced, and neither was she, for even the maids at the manor wouldn’t earn two pounds a month, and if she scraped together an extra two shillings, it would be a miracle.


She rose and stuck out her hand across the desk. “You have my word.”


Gilbert eyed her hand as if it were an alien creature. “Tell me,” he then said, “how can I be sure that those Oxford airs and graces won’t rub off on you, and that you will come back here in the end?”


Her mind blanked. Odd. The entire purpose of wheedling permission out of Gilbert had been to keep her place in his household—a woman needed a place, any place. But something bristled inside her at the thought of giving her word on the matter.


“But where else would I go?” she asked.


Gilbert pursed his lips. He absently patted his belly. He took his time before he spoke again. “If you fell behind on your payments,” he finally said, “I’d have to ask you to return.”


Her mind turned the words over slowly. Calling her back meant he had to let her go first. He was letting her go.


“Understood,” she managed.


The press of his soft fingers barely registered against her callused palm. She steadied herself against the desk, the only solid thing in a suddenly fuzzy room.


“You’ll need a chaperone, of course,” she heard him say.


She couldn’t stifle a laugh, a throaty sound that almost startled her. “But I’m twenty-and-five years old.”


“Hmph,” Gilbert said. “I suppose with such an education, you’ll make yourself wholly unmarriageable anyway.”


“How fortunate then that I have no desire to marry.”


“Yes, yes,” Gilbert said. She knew he didn’t approve of voluntary spinsterhood, ’twas unnatural. But any concerns expressed over her virtue were at best a nod to protocol, and he probably suspected as much. Or, like everyone in Chorleywood, he suspected something.


As if on cue, he scowled. “There is one more thing we have to be clear about, Annabelle, quite clear indeed.”


The words were already hovering between them, like buzzards readying to strike.


Have them pick at her; at this point, her sensibilities were as callused as her hands.


“Oxford, as is well known, is a place of vice,” Gilbert began, “a viper pit, full of drunkards and debauchery. Should you become entangled in anything improper, if there’s but a shadow of a doubt about your moral conduct, much as it pains me, you will forfeit your place in this house. A man in my position, in service of the Church of England, must stay clear of scandal.”


He was, no doubt, referring to the sort of scandal involving a man. He had no reason to worry on that account. There was, however, the matter of her scholarship. Gilbert seemed to assume that it had been granted by the university, but in truth her benefactor was the National Society for Women’s Suffrage, which she now had to support in their quest for a woman’s right to vote. In her defense, the society had first come to her attention through a certain Lady Lucie Tedbury and her adverts for women’s stipends, not because she had an interest in political activism, but it was a safe guess that on the list of moral outrages, votes for women would rank only marginally below scandals of passion in Gilbert’s book.


“Fortunately, an old spinster from the country should be quite safe from any scandals,” she said brightly, “even at Oxford.”


Gilbert’s squint returned. She tensed as he perused her. Had she overdone it? She might be past the first blush of youth, and digging up potatoes in wind, sun, and rain had penciled a few delicate lines around her eyes. But the mirror in the morning still showed the face of her early twenties, the same slanted cheekbones, the fine nose, and, a nod to her French ancestry, a mouth that always seemed on the verge of a pout. A mouth that compelled a man to go quite mad for her, or so she had been told.


She quirked her lips wryly. Whenever she met her reflection, she saw her eyes. Their green sparkle had been long dulled by an awareness no fresh debutante would possess, an awareness that shielded her far better from scandals than fading looks ever could. Truly, the last thing she wanted was to get into trouble over a man again.
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Westminster, October


Now,” said Lady Lucie, “for the new members among us, there are three rules for handing a leaflet to a gentleman. One: identify a man of influence. Two: approach him firmly, but with a smile. Three: remember they can sense if you are afraid, but they are usually more afraid of you.”


“Like dogs,” Annabelle muttered.


The lady’s sharp gray gaze shifted to her. “Why, yes.”


Clearly there were good ears on this one, something to keep in mind.


Annabelle clutched the ends of her shawl against her chest in a frozen fist. The rough wool offered little protection from the chilly London fog wafting across Parliament Square, certainly not from the cutting glances of passersby. Parliament was closed for the season, but there were still plenty of gentlemen strolling around Westminster, engineering the laws that governed them all. Her stomach plunged at the thought of approaching any such man. No decent woman would talk to a stranger in the street, certainly not while brandishing pamphlets that boldly declared The Married Women’s Property Act makes a slave of every wife!


There was of course some truth to this headline—thanks to the Property Act, a woman of means lost all her property to her husband on her wedding day … Still, given the disapproving glances skewering their little group, she had tried to hold her pamphlets discreetly. Her efforts had been demolished swiftly the moment Lady Lucie, secretary of the National Society for Women’s Suffrage, had opened her mouth for her motivating speech. The lady was a deceptively ethereal-looking creature, dainty like a china doll with perfectly smooth pale blond hair and a delicate heart-shaped face, but her voice blared like a foghorn across the square as she charged her disciples.


How had these ladies been coerced into attendance? They were huddling like sheep in a storm, clearly wishing to be elsewhere, and she’d bet her shawl that none of them were beholden to the purse strings of a stipend committee. The red-haired girl next to her looked unassuming enough with her round brown eyes and her upturned nose, pink from the cold, but thanks to the Oxford grapevine, she knew who the young woman was: Miss Harriet Greenfield, daughter of Britain’s most powerful banking tycoon. The mighty Julien Greenfield probably had no idea that his daughter was working for the cause. Gilbert certainly would have an apoplexy if he learned about any of this.


Miss Greenfield held her leaflets gingerly, as if she half expected them to try and take a bite out of her hand. “Identify, approach, smile,” she murmured. “That’s simple enough.”


Hardly. With their collars flipped high and top hats pulled low, every man hasting past was a fortress.


The girl looked up, and their gazes caught. Best to give a cordial smile and to glance away.


“You are Miss Archer, aren’t you? The student with the stipend?”


Miss Greenfield was peering up at her over her purple fur stole.


Of course. The grapevine in Oxford worked both ways.


“The very same, miss,” she said, and wondered what it would be, pity or derision?


Miss Greenfield’s eyes lit with curiosity instead. “You must be awfully clever to win a stipend.”


“Why, thank you,” Annabelle said slowly. “Awfully overeducated, rather.”


Miss Greenfield giggled, sounding very young. “I’m Harriet Greenfield,” she said, and extended a gloved hand. “Is this your first suffrage meeting?”


Lady Lucie seemed too absorbed by her own ongoing speech about justice and John Stuart Mill to notice them talking.


Still, Annabelle lowered her voice to a whisper. “It is my first meeting, yes.”


“Oh, lovely—mine, too,” Miss Greenfield said. “I so hope that this is going to be a good fit. It’s certainly much harder to find one’s noble cause than one would expect, isn’t it?”


Annabelle frowned. “One’s … noble cause?”


“Yes, don’t you think everyone should have a noble cause? I wanted to join the Ladies’ Committee for Prison Reform, but Mama would not let me. So I tried the Royal Horticulture Society, but that was a miss.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.”


“It’s a process.” Miss Greenfield was unperturbed. “I have a feeling that women’s rights are a worthy cause, though I have to say the very idea of walking up to a gentleman and—”


“Is there a problem, Miss Greenfield?”


The voice cracked like a shot, making both of them flinch. Bother. Lady Lucie was glaring at them, one small fist propped on her hip.


Miss Greenfield ducked her head. “N-no.”


“No? I had the impression that you were discussing something.”


Miss Greenfield gave a noncommittal squeak. Lady Lucie was known to take no prisoners. There were rumors that she had single-handedly caused a diplomatic incident involving the Spanish ambassador and a silver fork …


“We were just a little worried, given that we are new at this,” Annabelle said, and Lady Lucie’s flinty gaze promptly skewered her. Holy bother. The secretary was not a woman to mask moods with sugary smiles. Where a hundred women clamored to be domestic sun rays, this one was a thunderstorm.


Surprisingly, the lady settled for a brusque nod. “Worry not,” she said. “You may work together.”


Miss Greenfield perked up immediately. Annabelle bared her teeth in a smile. If they lobbied but one man of influence between the two of them, she’d be surprised.


With a confidence she did not feel, she led the girl toward the busy hackney coach stop where the air smelled of horses.


“Identify, approach, smile,” Miss Greenfield hummed. “Do you think this can be done while keeping a low profile, Miss Archer? You see, my father … I’m not sure he is aware that working for the cause is such a public affair.”


Annabelle cast a poignant glance around the square. They were in the very heart of London, in the shadow of Big Ben, surrounded by people who probably all had dealings with Miss Greenfield’s father in some shape or form. Keeping a low profile would have entailed staying back in Oxford. It would have been much nicer to stay in Oxford. A gent nearing the hackneys slowed, stared, then gave her a wide berth, his lips twisting as if he had stepped into something unpleasant. Another suffragist nearby did not seem to fare much better—the men brushed her off with sneers and flicks of their gentlemanly hands. Something about these contemptuous hands made a long-suppressed emotion stir in the pit of her stomach, and it burned up her throat like acid. Anger.


“It’s not as though my father is opposed to women’s rights as such—oh,” Miss Greenfield breathed. She had gone still, her attention fixing on something beyond Annabelle’s shoulder.


She turned.


Near the entrance of Parliament, a group of three men materialized from the mist. They were approaching the hackneys, rapidly and purposeful like a steam train.


Uneasy awareness prickled down her spine.


The man on the left looked like a brute, with his hulking figure straining his fine clothes. The man in the middle was a gentleman, his grim face framed by large sideburns. The third man … The third man was what they were looking for: a man of influence. His hat was tilted low, half obscuring his face, and his well-tailored topcoat gave him the straight shoulders of an athlete rather than a genteel slouch. But he moved with that quiet, commanding certainty that said he knew he could own the ground he walked on.


As if he’d sensed her scrutiny, he looked up.


She froze.


His eyes were striking, icy clear and bright with intelligence, a cool, penetrating intelligence that would cut right to the core of things, to assess, dismiss, eviscerate.


All at once, she was as transparent and fragile as glass.


Her gaze jerked away, her heart racing. She knew his type. She had spent years resenting this kind of man, the kind who had his confidence bred into his bones, who oozed entitlement from the self-assured way he held himself to his perfectly straight aristo nose. He’d make people cower with a well-aimed glare.


It suddenly seemed important not to cower away from this man.


They wanted men of influence to hear them out? Well, she had just completed step one: identify the gentleman.


Two: approach him firmly … Her fingers tightened around the leaflets as her feet propelled her forward, right into his path.


His pale eyes narrowed.


Smile.


A push against her shoulder knocked her sideways. “Make way, madam!”


The brute. She had forgotten he existed; now he sent her stumbling over her own feet, and for a horrible beat the world careened around her.


A firm hand clamped around her upper arm, steadying her.


Her gaze flew up and collided with a cool glare.


Drat. It was the aristocrat himself.


And holy hell, this man went quite beyond what they had set out to catch. There wasn’t an ounce of softness in him, not a trace of a chink in his armor. He was clean shaven, his Nordic-blond hair cropped short at the sides; in fact, everything about him was clean, straight, and efficient: the prominent nose, the slashes of his brows, the firm line of his jaw. He had the polished, impenetrable surface of a glacier.


Her stomach gave a sickening lurch.


She was face to face with the rarest of breeds: a perfectly unmanageable man.


She should run.


Her feet were rooted to the spot. She couldn’t stop staring. Those eyes. A world of tightly leashed intensity shimmered in their cold depths that held her, pulled her in, until awareness sizzled between them bright and disturbing like an electric current.


The man’s lips parted. His gaze dropped to her mouth. A flash of heat brightened his eyes, there and gone like lightning.


Well. No matter their position in the world, they all liked her mouth.


She forced up her hand with the pamphlets and held it right under his nose. “Amend the Married Women’s Property Act, sir?”


His eyes were, impossibly, icier than before. “You play a risky game, miss.”


A voice as cool and imperious as his presence.


It heated rather than calmed her blood.


“With all due respect, the risk of being pushed by a gentleman in bright daylight is usually quite low,” she said. “Would you release me now, please?”


His gaze snapped to his right hand. Which was still wrapped around her arm.


His face shuttered.


The next moment, she was free.


The bustle and noise of Parliament Square reached her ears again, unnaturally loud.


The press of strong fingers round her arm lingered like the afterglow of a burn.


He was already moving past her, staring ahead, his two companions rushing after him.


She swallowed and found her mouth was dry. Her lips still tingled as if he’d brushed over them with a fingertip.


A small, gloved hand touched her sleeve, and she jumped. Miss Greenfield’s brown eyes were wide with concern and … awe. “Miss. Are you all right?”


“Yes.” No. Her cheeks were burning as if she had fallen nose first onto the damp cobblestones. She smoothed a trembling hand over her skirts. “Well then,” she said with false cheer, “I gather the gentlemen were not interested.”


From the corner of her eye, she watched the ice lord and his minions file into a large carriage. Meanwhile, Miss Greenfield was contemplating her with covert wariness, probably trying to determine politely whether she was a little unhinged. She wasn’t, but there was no denying that she had acted on impulse. Lord help her. She hadn’t been impulsive in so long.


“Do you know who that was?” Miss Greenfield asked.


Annabelle shook her head.


“That,” the girl said, “was the Duke of Montgomery.”


A duke. Of course the first man she tried to lobby turned out to be a duke, just a fraction short of a prince …


A pair of heels clicked rapidly behind them; Lady Lucie was approaching with the force of a small frigate. “Was that what it looked like?” she demanded. “Did you just try to lobby the Duke of Montgomery?”


Annabelle’s spine straightened. “I didn’t know that he was excluded from our efforts.”


“He’s not. Just no one has ever tried going near him before.” The lady cocked her head and looked Annabelle up and down. “I can’t decide whether you are one of the bravest or one of the most foolish women I’ve recently recruited.”


“I didn’t know who he was,” Annabelle said. “He just looked like a man of influence.”


“Well, you had that right,” Lady Lucie said. “He is one of the most influential men in the country.”


“Wouldn’t it be worth a try, then, to speak to him?”


“Have you seen him? This is a man who divorced his wife after barely a year, kept her dowry, and made her disappear. We can safely assume that he is a lost battle where women’s rights are concerned, and not squander our limited resources on him.”


“A divorce?” She might be from a small place like Chorleywood, but even she knew that the aristocracy did not divorce. Still, she could not seem to let it go. “Would the duke’s opinion sway other men of influence?”


Lady Lucie gave an unladylike snort. “He could sway the entire upcoming election if he wished.”


“But that means that if he’s against us, it hardly matters how many of the others we win for the cause, doesn’t it?”


“Possibly.” A frown creased Lady Lucie’s brow. “But it is of no consequence. Our army is not made for attacking such a fortress.”


“How about a siege, then,” Annabelle said, “or a subterfuge, like a big, wooden horse.”


Two pairs of eyes narrowed at her.


Oh, grand, she had thought that out loud. Being pushed by that man must’ve shaken her more than she’d thought.


“Well, I do like the sound of that,” Lady Lucie drawled. “We should put Montgomery onto the agenda for next week’s meeting.” A smile curved her lips as she stuck out her hand. “Call me Lucie. You too, Miss Greenfield. And do excuse me, I believe that is Lord Chiltern over there.”


They watched her plunge into the fog, her red scarf flapping behind her like a pennant. When Miss Greenfield turned back to Annabelle, her expression was serious. “You saved me from Lucie biting my head off in front of everyone earlier. Please call me Hattie.”


It felt a little wrong, such familiarity first with a lady, and now an heiress. Annabelle took a deep breath. This was her new life, being a student, petitioning dukes, shaking hands with unfathomably wealthy girls in purple fur stoles. It seemed that the wisest course of action was to pretend that this was all perfectly normal.


“My pleasure,” she said. “And apologies for not keeping a low profile earlier.”


Hattie’s laugh floated merrily across the square, attracting almost as many scandalized glances as their pamphlets.


They failed to enthuse any man of influence that afternoon. In between half-hearted attempts, Annabelle’s gaze kept straying back to the direction where the coach with the duke had disappeared.
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When Her Majesty requested a meeting, even a duke had to comply. Even when the duke in question was notoriously occupied with running one of the oldest dukedoms in the kingdom and preferred to stay far from the madding crowds of London. One did not say no to the queen, and Sebastian Devereux, nineteenth Duke of Montgomery, knew that he was no exception to that rule. It behooved a man to know his limitations. It meant he could heed or ignore them precisely as the situation required.


He navigated the corridors of Buckingham Palace with long strides, effectively herding the royal usher before him. Secretary Lambton and Lambton’s protection officer were, as usual, trotting behind somewhere.


What did she want?


The last time the queen had summoned him at such short notice, he had walked out of her apartments tasked with ending a trade war with the Ottoman Empire. It had shot his routine to hell, and he was still dealing with the backlog of paperwork. He’d prefer it to be an even greater task now—one so monumental that it would entitle him to ask for something in return.


He handed his hat and greatcoat to one of the footmen lining the hallway to the royal apartment.


“You,” he said to Lambton’s protection officer.


“Your Grace?”


“There was no need to push the woman.”


The officer’s thick brows lowered. “The one on the square?”


“Yes. Or have you accosted any others today?”


“Eh—no, Your Grace.”


Sebastian nodded. “If I ever hear that you have laid a hand on a woman again, it will be the end of your employ.”


The officer was not his employee. But if he wanted to see someone lose his position, Sebastian made it happen. Hectic red splotches spread on the man’s throat. He bowed. “As ye wish, Yer Grace.”


An East End accent, and showing so easily? Times were dire when even the palace had trouble finding decent staff.


The large wing doors swung open, revealing the usher and the gilded interior beyond.


“Your Grace. Sir Lambton.” The usher dipped low as he stepped back. “Her Majesty will see you now.”


The queen’s stout figure rose from her armchair in a rustle of stiff black skirts.


“Montgomery.” She started toward him, one bejeweled hand extended. “I am pleased to see you.”


Her upturned lips said as much. She was in an appreciative mood. For now.


“Sir Lambton”—she turned to her secretary—“we trust your journey was uneventful?”


Lambton shook his head. “A near miss, ma’am. We were attacked by a feminist on Parliament Square.”


The corners of her mouth pulled down sharply. “I daresay.”


“She made straight for the duke.”


“The gall!”


“I escaped unharmed, ma’am,” Sebastian said wryly.


“This time,” the queen said. “This time. Oh, they ought to be given a good whipping. Wicked, unnatural demands! And who would suffer, if they got their way? Why, these women. No gentleman in his right mind is going to be willing to protect such mannish creatures should the need arise. Tell me, Montgomery,” she demanded, “did she look terribly mannish?”


Mannish? The woman had had the softest, most inviting lips he’d seen on this side of the channel. A man could easily lose himself in the pleasures to be had from a mouth like hers. But what was more remarkable was that she had looked him straight in the eye. Green eyes, slightly slanted. Her smile had not touched them.


He shook his head. “She looked female to me, ma’am.”


“Hmph.” The queen looked unimpressed. “You know what happens when common people have grand ideas? Chaos. Chaos happens. Just look at France.” She all but whirled on her heels. “Those are tomorrow’s concerns, however,” she said. “Today there are more pressing matters.”


Sebastian tensed. Pressing sounded promising. She had something that belonged to him, or her nephew did, and he would get it back only if he could offer her something she would want more. In his sixteen years as Montgomery, there had never been such a thing. He understood. It was easier to control a duke, even a dutiful one, when one held his eight-hundred-year-old family seat hostage.


The queen lowered herself back into her armchair with such gravitas one could imagine it were her throne.


“You are a rare sort of man, Montgomery,” she began. “You assess, you decide, you execute, very efficiently and, remarkably … modestly.” She fingered the diamond-encrusted crucifix that dangled from her necklace. “And I so favor modesty.”


He gave a modest nod, when in fact he wasn’t modest at all. He did things in moderation because it yielded results, but she was not the first to misread him on that account.


And then she said: “I want you to be the chief strategic advisor for the election campaign of the Tory party.”


Ducal breeding kept his expression completely bland, but his mind screeched to a halt. “For the upcoming election?”


The queen frowned. “Yes. Something has gone awry. The Liberal party has gained a surprising lead.”


Not that surprising, if one looked at the country through the sober glasses of reality instead of Disraeli’s rose-tinted party ideology. But the queen had an absurd soft spot for the prime minister, upstart that he was, and now she was asking him, Sebastian, to keep the man in power?


The German cuckoo clock on the mantelpiece ticked away strategic seconds as he scanned the facts. The election was in March, little more than five months from now. Hardly enough time to turn things around, not when one had ten estates, policy work, and one unruly brother to manage. The question was, how much did she want him in particular to turn this election? Very much. He was one of her most trusted advisors at only thirty-and-five because he was good at what he did.


He locked eyes with her. “I’m honored, but I’m not a politician, ma’am.”


She stiffened. “Leave us, Lambton,” she commanded.


The scowl on her face deepened as soon as the door had clicked shut. “You are a politician in all but name and no one can contest your leadership,” she said. “Your public endeavors have an unbroken record of success.”


“I’m presently too occupied to do the task justice, ma’am.”


“Regrettable,” she said coolly, and, when he did not reply, “pray, is there something that would allow you to change your priorities?”


She wasn’t asking as much as she was daring him to make demands on the queen of England.


His gaze didn’t waver. “I spend a lot of my time convincing Hartford to sell me back Montgomery Castle,” he said. “If someone convinced him to return the house, I would be free to advise the Tories.”


Her eyes narrowed. “To sell you back the castle? And there we had been under the impression it was never properly purchased in the first place.” Below her impenetrable skirts, a small foot was tapping rapidly. “Remind us, Montgomery, how did your family seat come into my nephew’s possession?”


He supposed he deserved it. “My father lost it to the marquess in a card game, ma’am.”


The queen’s brows rose in mock surprise. “Ah. That’s right. You see, one would think a castle deserves to be lost, if it is held in such low regard as to be staked in a hand of cards, would you not agree?”


“Unreservedly,” he said, “but then, I am not my father.”


The tap-tap-tap of her foot ceased. The silence that ensued was rife with an oddly personal tension. She had watched him for years as he tried to piece his family’s legacy back together, never quite hindering him, never helping him, either. Except once, he suspected, when he had rid himself of his wife and the consequences had been surprisingly manageable.


“Indeed you are not,” she said. “Hence, I want you to take over the campaign.”


“Ma’am—”


Her hand snapped up. “Very well. Hartford will make you an offer after the election.”


His muscles tensed as if he had been slammed to the ground, making his next breath difficult.


“Is the offer contingent upon the election outcome?” he managed. One needed to be clear about such things.


She scoffed. “It certainly is. The final say over the victory is of course in the hands of higher powers, but would that not be all the proof we need that the castle was truly meant to return to you?”


His mind was already steps ahead as he stood and made his way toward the doors, rearranging his schedule for the upcoming months …


“Duke.”


He turned back slowly.


The queen was reclining in her chair, a mean gleam in her blue eyes. “If this campaign is to succeed,” she said, “your comportment has to be exemplary.”


He suppressed a frown. His comportment was so exemplary, all the lines so skillfully toed, that not even a divorce had managed to ruin his standing.


“Some people rumor that you are turning into an eccentric,” she said, “but eccentricity is so unbecoming in a man not yet forty, agreed?”


“Agreed—”


“And yet you are hardly ever seen at parties. You do not hold dinners, you are veritably unsociable, when everyone knows politics is made over a good feast. And there was no New Year’s party last year, nor the year before.”


And the year before that only because there had been a duchess to manage the whole affair.


He gritted his teeth. There was no mistaking where this was going.


“The Montgomery New Year’s Eve party was famous across the continent when I was a girl,” the queen continued. “Your grandfather hosted the most splendid fireworks. Granted, back then it all took place at Montgomery Castle, but Claremont should do.”


“You wish for me to hold a New Year’s Eve party.” His voice was dry as dust.


She clapped her hands together with a cheerful smack. “Why indeed. You are running late with the invitations, of course, but people will change their plans. No one will want to give the impression of not having been invited to the event of the year. So do your duty, Duke. Host a party. Make merry.”
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Make merry. The words bounced around him mockingly as the train rumbled back toward Wiltshire. Sebastian dragged his stare away from the darkening horizon.


Ramsey had just finished laying out his notebook, fountain pen, and ink blotter on the narrow table before him and made to withdraw to the servant corner of the coach.


“Ramsey, draw up a list of people needed to put together a New Year’s Eve party.”


Well-trained as he was, the valet couldn’t stop his eyes from widening with surprise before schooling his features.


“Yes, Your Grace.”


“There will have to be fireworks; expenses are of no consequence.”


“Understood, Your Grace.”


“And a ball,” Sebastian added darkly. “I need a concept for a winter ball by next week.”


“Of course, Your Grace.” Ramsey reached inside his jacket and produced the slim silver case with the cigarettes. He placed it next to the ink blotter and retreated.


Sebastian took up his pen. The queen’s retaliation had hit its mark. Hardly a punishment, a house party, but then, she knew how they annoyed him: the stomping crowds, the inane chatter, the stuffy air, the intrusion on his home and his work—and there was no duchess to bear the brunt of the organizing and socializing. He stilled. Was that the queen’s true intention, making him feel the absence of a wife?


He put the pen down and reached for the cigarettes. He did not need reminding. A man his age should long have a duchess running his house and an entire pack of sons underfoot. And every single society matron knew that, too. They thrust their debutante daughters at him whenever he did make a show—seventeen-year-old girls, all vying to be the next Duchess of Montgomery. All of them too frightened of him to even look him in the face. His mouth curved into a sardonic smile. They would have to bear a whole lot more than look at him if they were his wife.


Unbidden, a clear green gaze flashed across his mind. The woman on the square. She had looked him straight in the eye. She had talked back at him. Ladies of his acquaintance had yet to dare do such a thing, but women as far below his station as her? Inconceivable. And yet Green Eyes had dared. She had split from the herd, from that faceless crowd that usually just milled at the fringes of his life, and had stepped right into his path … Presumptuous wench. Possibly unhinged.


He flipped open his notebook, and as he set pen to paper, all vanished but the task at hand. Castle Montgomery. Given to the first duke for services rendered during the Battle of Hastings, lost by the eighteenth duke in a hand of cards. He would get it back, even if it was the last thing he did.
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You seem distracted, Miss Archer.”


A marksman-sharp gaze pinned her over the rim of metal-framed glasses, and Annabelle felt a ripple of both guilt and alarm. With his patched tweed jacket, high forehead, and impatient frown, Professor Jenkins looked every inch the brilliant academic he was. Barely forty, he was already a titan in the field of ancient Greek warfare, so if there had ever been a need to pay attention, it was during his morning tutorial.


She looked up at her father’s former correspondent with contrition. “My apologies, Professor.”


He leaned forward over the desk. “It’s the bloody knitting, isn’t it?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“The knitting,” he repeated, eyeing Mrs. Forsyth balefully. “The click-click-click … it is maddening, like a furiously leaking tap.”


The clicking behind Annabelle stopped abruptly, and Mrs. Forsyth’s consternation filled the room. Annabelle cringed. The woman was rightfully offended—after all, Annabelle paid her sixpence an hour to sit right there, because Gilbert, confound him, had been right about one thing: she did need a chaperone. One who was approved by the warden of her college, no less. Female students were not allowed to enter the town center unescorted, nor could they be alone with a professor. Mrs. Forsyth, widowed, elderly, and smartly dressed, certainly looked the part of a respectable guardian.


But if Jenkins was vexed by the sound of knitting, she had to find another solution. He was the titan, after all. His lessons turned crumbling old pages into meaningful windows to the past; his outstanding intellect lit her own mind on fire. And in order to teach her, he took the trouble to come to the classroom the university had given to the female students: a chamber with mismatched furniture above the bakery in Little Clarendon Street.


A bakery. That was the crux of the situation. It was not the knitting that was distracting; it was the warm, yeasty scent of freshly baked bread that wafted through the cracks in the door …


A cart rumbled past noisily on the street below.


The professor slammed his copy of Thucydides shut with an annoyed thud.


“That is it for today,” he said. “I have no doubt you will come up with an original take on this chapter by tomorrow.”


Tomorrow? The warm glow following his praise faded quickly—tomorrow would mean another night shift at her desk. They were piling up fast here, faster than in Chorleywood.


She watched Jenkins furtively as she slid her pen and notebook back into her satchel. She’d been surprised how youthful the professor looked when, after years of dry scientific correspondence, she had finally met him in person. He was lanky, his face unlined thanks to a life spent in dimly lit archives. He was also mercurial, lost in thought one moment, sharp as a whip the next. Managing him could pose a challenge.


Downstairs in the bakery, someone began banging metal pots with great enthusiasm.


Jenkins pinched the bridge of his nose. “Come to my office in St. John’s the next time,” he said.


St. John’s. One of the oldest, wealthiest colleges at Oxford. They said its wine collection alone could pay for the crown jewels.


“But no needles, no yarn,” Jenkins said, “understood?”
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Annabelle hurried down St. Giles with a still disgruntled Mrs. Forsyth in tow. She would have liked to meander and soak up the sight of the enchanting sandstone walls framing the street, but they were running late for the suffragist meeting. She could still feel the withered stones of the old structures, emanating centuries-old knowledge and an air of mystery. She had peeked through one of the medieval doors in the wall the other day, catching a glimpse of one of the beautiful gardens of the men’s colleges that lay beyond, a little island of exotic trees and late-blooming flowers and hidden nooks, locked away like a gem in a jewelry box. Someday, she might find a way to sneak inside.


This week, the suffragists gathered at the Randolph. Hattie and her chaperoning great-aunt rented apartments in the plush hotel for the term and had kindly offered to host them all. The common room of her college, Lady Margaret Hall, would have sufficed for their small chapter, but their warden, Miss Wordsworth, didn’t allow political activism on university grounds. I shall tolerate the nature of your stipend, she had told Annabelle during their first meeting, but use the university’s trust in you wisely. An interesting woman, Miss Wordsworth—paying for the tutors from her own pocket to give women an education, but seeing no need whatsoever in helping women get the vote.


“Now what precisely is your group trying to achieve?” Mrs. Forsyth asked, her breath coming in audible puffs. Ah, she sounded so eerily like Aunt May when she said such things. Now, what precisely was my nephew trying to achieve, overeducating you like this? Aunt May had muttered something along those lines daily, during those long winter months they had spent up north together. Was that why she had chosen Mrs. Forsyth from the pool of warden-approved chaperones? She surreptitiously studied the woman from the corner of her eye. She looked a bit like Aunt May, too, with her small glasses perched on the tip of her nose …


“We ask that they amend the Married Women’s Property Act,” she said, “so that women can keep their own property after marriage.”


Mrs. Forsyth frowned. “But why? Surely all the husband’s worldly goods are the wife’s as well?”


“But the goods would not be in her name,” Annabelle said carefully. “And since only people with property to their name may vote, a woman must keep her own property if she wishes to have the vote.”


Mrs. Forsyth clucked her tongue. “It is becoming clear to me why a fair girl like you has been left on the shelf. You are not only bookish but a radical political activist. All highly impractical in a wife.”


“Quite,” Annabelle said, because there was no way to pretend it was otherwise. She wouldn’t make a convenient wife to any man she knew. It had probably been thus from the moment she had read about men like Achilles, Odysseus, Jason; demigods and men who knew how to navigate the seven seas. Men who could have taken her on an adventure. Perhaps her father should have made her read “Sleeping Beauty” instead of The Iliad—her life might have turned out quite differently.


At the Randolph, the meeting was about to begin: Lucie was rooting in a satchel next to a small speaker’s desk. A dozen ladies had formed a chatty semicircle around Hattie’s fireplace. A pink marble fireplace, with a vast, gold-framed mirror mounted above, leaf-gold, she guessed as she handed her coat to a maid.


Hattie was not here, and every seat was taken. Except one half of the French settee. The other half was occupied by a young woman wrapped in a battered old plaid. Annabelle recognized the plaid. The girl had been at Parliament Square: Lady Catriona Campbell. She wasn’t a student; she was the assistant to her father, Alastair Campbell, an Oxford professor, Scottish earl, and owner of a castle in the Highlands. And now the lady startled her by giving her an awkward little wave and sliding over to make more room.


A gauntlet of covert glances ensued as she moved toward the settee; yes, she was aware that her walking dress was plain and old. Among the silky, narrow-cut modern gowns of the ladies, she must look like a relic from a bygone era … not quite as bygone as that tartan shawl, though.


She carefully lowered herself onto the settee’s velvety seat.


“We have not yet met, I believe,” she said to Lady Campbell. “I’m Annabelle Archer.”


The lady didn’t look like the daughter of an earl: her face was half-hidden behind a pair of round spectacles, and her raven hair was pulled into an artless bun. And there was the way she wore that shawl, quite like a turtle would wear its shell.


“I know who you are,” Lady Campbell said. “You are the girl with the stipend.”


Her matter-of-factness was tempered by a soft Scottish lilt.


She seemed encouraged by Annabelle’s smile, for her right hand emerged from her plaid. “I’m Catriona. I saw you lobby the Duke of Montgomery last week. That was very brave of you.”


Annabelle absently shook the proffered hand. Montgomery. The name brought it all back—the haughty aristocratic face, the cold eyes, the firmness of his hand clasping her arm … She wasn’t proud of it, but their encounter had preoccupied her so much that she had read up on him in the Annals of the Aristocracy. Like every duke worth his salt, his ancestral line went straight to William the Conqueror, with whom his forefathers had come over in 1066 to change the face of Britain. His family had only amassed more land and wealth as the centuries went by. He had become duke at nineteen. Nineteen sounded awfully young for owning a substantial chunk of the country, but recalling the duke’s self-contained imperiousness, it seemed impossible that this man had ever been a boy. Perhaps he had sprung from somewhere fully formed, like a blond Greek demigod.


“Ladies.” Lucie slapped a thick stack of papers onto her speaker’s desk. Satisfied that she had everyone’s attention, she gave the group a dark glance. “Our mission has just become more difficult. The Duke of Montgomery is the new advisor to the Tory election campaign.”


Well, speaking of the devil.


A shocked murmur rose around Annabelle. She understood that some Tories were in favor of giving women the vote, but most were against it, whereas the opposing Liberals had a few members against women’s suffrage and most in favor. The duke had thrown his weight behind the wrong party.


Lucie emerged from behind the desk with her papers. “Drastic circumstances demand drastic measures,” she said as she handed out sheets, “so I propose we meet MPs in their offices from now on, and we will find out everything about them beforehand: their likes, their dislikes, and most importantly, their weaknesses. Then we tailor our approach to each man. He thinks he’s an expert on justice? Use Plato to argue with him. He thinks his children will suffer should his wife get the vote? Tell him how independent women make better mothers. In short, ladies—know thy enemy.”


Annabelle nodded. Strategic and manipulative—that usually worked.


The sheet Lucie had handed her was divided neatly into sections: general characteristics … voting record … notable scandals … botheration. This information was hardly common knowledge in her circles. She’d have to scour scandal sheets and public records—but when? Doing her coursework and tutoring pupils to pay Gilbert already pushed her working hours well into the night.


The door to the antechamber creaked, and Hattie crept into the room. She met Lucie’s evil eye with an apologetic little smile and settled next to Annabelle in a cloud of expensive perfume.


“Good morning, Catriona, Annabelle,” she chirped. “I’m late. What did I miss?”


Annabelle handed her a sheet. “We are going to spy on men of influence.”


“How exciting. Oh, these would make a fabulous handbook on eligible bachelors!”


A snarl sounded from Lucie’s direction. “Eligible bachelors? Have you paid any attention during our meetings?”


Hattie gave a startled huff.


“No man is eligible as long as you become his property the moment you marry him,” Lucie said darkly.


“It’s true, though, that the marriage-minded mamas will have a lot of this information,” Lady Mabel dared to argue from the couch across.


“You may go about it by all means possible,” Lucie allowed. “Just not marriage.”


“And what makes you think the MPs will receive us?” Catriona asked.


“There’s an election in March. Politicians like to look accessible in the months leading up to election day.” Lucie turned to Annabelle, her elfin face expectant. “What do you think of this approach?”


“The idea is excellent,” Annabelle said truthfully.


Lucie gave a satisfied little smile. “You inspired me. Seeing you walk up to Montgomery as if he were a mere mortal made me step back and look at our routine with a fresh eye.”


“Finding information on Montgomery will be difficult,” Hattie said. “He may be divorced, and we all know he wants his ancient castle back. But there’s nothing ever written about him in the gossip sheets, and I read them all.”


Lucie wrinkled her nose. “Because he’s a favorite of the queen, so the press doesn’t dare touch him. No, we need drastic measures where Montgomery is concerned. Catriona, do you not tutor his brother? Lord Devereux?”


Catriona shook her head. “It was last term, in hieroglyphics.”


“Excellent,” Lucie said. “Find an excuse for your paths to cross and then you inveigle yourself …”


Catriona recoiled. “Me? Oh no.”


Lucie’s eyes narrowed. “Why ever not? You are already acquainted.”


“I taught him hieroglyphs,” Catriona mumbled, “that’s quite different from …”


“… inveigling,” Hattie supplied.


“But—”


Catriona made to disappear into her plaid.


“Never mind,” Lucie said brusquely. “Annabelle will do it.”


Annabelle looked up, astonished and a little alarmed. “Me?”


“If you please.”


“I’m afraid I cannot think of any reason to introduce myself to his lordship.”


Lucie began to look strained. “You do not need a reason. You are the most beautiful of all of us. Try looking terribly impressed by whatever he says and a young man is liable to tell you all his secrets before he knows it.”


“I’m not—” Annabelle began, when Hattie cut her off with a cheerful wave.


“But you are,” the girl chirped, “very beautiful, such a lovely profile. I have been thinking how I’d love for you to sit for my Helen of Troy. Would you?”


Annabelle blinked. “I beg your pardon?”


Hattie wiggled her fingers at her. “I study fine arts. I paint. Thank goodness for gloves, I have the most pitiful hands in England.”


No, that would be my hands, Annabelle thought. The calluses would not go away in a lifetime. “I’m honored,” she said, “but I couldn’t possibly fit in a sitting for a painting.”


“It’s due next term,” Hattie said, her round eyes growing pleading.


Lucie cleared her throat. “Peregrin Devereux,” she said. “Find a way to get to him.”


The girls exchanged uncertain glances.


“If we want something from Lord Devereux, we need to offer him something in return,” Annabelle said, starting with the obvious.


“We could pay him,” Hattie suggested after a moment.


Annabelle shook her head. “He will hardly want for money.”


“Young men always want for money,” Hattie said, “but you are right, it may not be enough for him to tattle on his brother.”


“Perhaps we have to find a way to get closer to Montgomery himself.”


Hattie frowned. “But how? He’s entirely unsociable.”


A brooding silence fell.


“I think there is something that Lord Devereux might want,” Catriona said quietly.


Hattie leaned in. “You do?”


Catriona studied her hands. “His drinking society wants the key to the wine cellar of St. John’s.”


Hattie gasped. “Of course he would want that.”


Excitement sizzled up Annabelle’s nape. Oxford’s drinking societies were outrageously competitive, to a point that it had reached even the delicate ears of the female students. They said it was worth more than a first-class degree, and was as coveted as winning a tournament against Cambridge, leading the table of drunken debaucheries. Odd priorities, rich people had.


“But how do we get our hands on the key?” she asked.


Catriona looked up. “My father has it.”


Indeed. As a don at St. John’s, Professor Campbell would have all sorts of keys. Annabelle felt a rare grin coming on. Hattie looked like a cat about to raid the canary cage.


“Oh dear,” Catriona said. “We better make this worth it.”
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The sun had set by the time Annabelle climbed the creaking stairs to her room in Lady Margaret Hall. There were only eight other students in her class, one of whom, namely Hattie, resided in the Randolph, so they were all easily accommodated in a modest brick house at the outskirts of town. Nothing at all like the Randolph. Still, a warm emotion filled her to the brim as she stood in the doorway to her chamber. The low light of the gas lamp cast everything in a golden glow, the narrow bed on the left, the wardrobe on the right, and, straight ahead, the rickety desk before the window. Her desk. Where she could sink into the myths of Greek antiquity and solve Latin puzzles. Her bed. Where she could sleep alone, without being kicked by a sleepy child’s foot or having the blanket stolen by one of Gilbert’s girls. All it took was a note on the outside of the door saying she was engaged, and the world remained outside and left her undisturbed.
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