

[image: cover]




[image: Image]


[image: Image]




Copyright © 2014 Juliana Gray


Excerpt from How to School Your Scoundrel copyright © 2014 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 2014


by HEADLINE ETERNAL


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


Published by arrangement with Berkley,
a division of the Penguin Group (USA) LLC.
A Penguin Random House Company.


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 0490 5


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


www.headlineeternal.com


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk


Cover photograph © Alan Ayers




[image: Image]


Juliana Gray began writing as a child to relieve the tedium of being sentenced to her room, and later turned to romance to relieve the tedium of unsatisfactory suitors. Sadly, despite five years’ residence in the most exclusive areas of London, she never met a single duke, though she once shared a taxi with a future baron.


Juliana’s debut romance trilogy, A Lady Never Lies, A Gentleman Never Tells, and A Duke Never Yields, won widespread acclaim, including the Romantic Times Book Review’s Seal of Excellence for August 2012. She followed up that trilogy with her Princess in Hiding series, including How to Tame Your Duke, How to Master Your Marquis, and How to School Your Scoundrel. As Beatriz Williams, she is also the author of Overseas and A Hundred Summers. She enjoys dark chocolate, champagne, and dinner parties, and adores hearing from readers.




Praise for Juliana Gray:


‘Gray’s witty writing, flawless characterization, and fanciful plotting make this Victorian-set historical romance an absolute treasure’ Booklist (starred review)


‘Crackles with chemistry and romantic tension . . . Emotionally electric scenes between strong characters make this one a winner’ Publishers Weekly (starred review)


‘Exquisite characterizations, clever dialogue, and addictive prose’ Library Journal (starred review)


‘[Gray] demonstrates a knack for writing a sexy story, a battle-of-wits romance, and now a funny tale tinged with paranormal elements . . . Gray has a bright future’ Romantic Times


‘Charming, passionate, and thrilling . . . sets a new mark for historical romance’ Elizabeth Hoyt, New York Times bestselling author


‘A delightful confection of prose and desire that leaps off the page’ Julia London, New York Times bestselling author


‘The story feels tremendously sohphisticated, but also fresh, deliciously witty, and devastatingly romantic’ Meredith Duran, New York Times bestselling author


‘Clever and supremely witty. A true delight’ Suzanne Enoch, New York Times bestselling author




By Juliana Gray


Affairs by Moonlight


A Lady Never Lies


A Gentleman Never Tells


A Duke Never Yields


Princess in Hiding


How to Tame Your Duke


How to Master Your Marquis


How to School Your Scoundrel




[image: Image]


The spellbinding series of three intrepid princesses in hiding continues . . .


Princess Stefanie is appalled to find herself masquerading as an unbearably drab clerk for the most honourable barrister in England. But at least it allows her to consort unchaperoned with her employer’s exceedingly handsome nephew, James Lambert, the Marquess of Hatherfield.


Her deception is safe with Hatherfield, for he is hiding a dangerous secret of his own. But when one too many escapades with the madcap princess bring Hatherfield’s troubled past to light, it is only Stefanie’s sharp wits that stand between the marquis and disaster, and only Hatherfield’s daring that can save the princess from the agents bent on finding her.




To Mr. Gray,
who also rows.
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Old Bailey, London
July 1890


The courtroom was packed and smelled of sweat.


James Lambert, the Marquess of Hatherfield—heir to that colossal monument of British prestige, the Duke of Southam—was accustomed to the stench of jammed-in human perspiration and did not mind in the slightest. He feared, however, for the young woman who sat before him.


Hatherfield couldn’t watch her face directly, of course, but he could sense the tension humming away in her body, like the telephone wire his stepmother had had installed into her private study last year, in order to better command her army of Belgravian sycophants. He knew that her back was as straight as a razor’s edge; he knew that her eyes would appear more green than blue in the sulfurous light waxing from the gas sconces of the courtroom, and that those same eyes were undoubtedly trained upon the presiding judge with a fierceness that might have done her conquering Germanic ancestors proud.


He knew his Stefanie as he knew his own hands, and he knew she would rather be boiled in oil than sniff a human armpit. His darling Stefanie, who thought herself so adventurous, who had proved herself equal to any number of challenges, had nonetheless been raised a princess, with a princess’s delicate nose.


The judge was droning on, precedents this and brutal nature of the crime that, and Latin tags strewn about with reckless enthusiasm. He was a man of narrow forehead and prodigious jowl; the rolls about his neck wobbled visibly as he spoke. A large black fly had discovered the interesting composition of the curling white wig atop his pear-shaped head and was presently buzzing about the apex in lazily ecstatic loops. Hatherfield watched its progress in fascination. It landed atop the fourth roll of wiry white hair with a contented bzzz-bzzz, just as Her Majesty’s judicial representative informed the mass of perspiring humanity assembled before him that they were required to maintain an open mind as to the prisoner’s guilt ad captandum et ad timorem sine qua non sic transit gloria mundi et cetera et cetera et cetera.


Or perhaps he was now addressing the jury. Hatherfield couldn’t be certain; the man’s face was cast downward, into his notes; or rather into the jowls overhanging his notes. Like that chap at Oxford, that history don, the one who would insist on taking tea at his desk and dropping bits of crumpet unavoidably into the jowly folds, to be excavated later as he stroked his whiskers during lectures. On a good day, the dais might be strewn with the crumbly little buggers, and a positive trail left behind him on the way back to his chambers. What had they nicknamed him? Hatherfield screwed up his forehead and stared at the magnificent soot-smeared ceiling above.


Hansel, that was it.


A flash of movement caught his eye. Something was going on with Stefanie’s fingers: She was scribbling furiously on the paper before her, biting her tender lower lip as she went. She looked up, locked eyes with him, and flashed the paper up and down again, the work of an instant. He saw the words, nonetheless. They were written in large capital letters, underlined twice for emphasis:


PAY ATTENTION!!


Ah, Stefanie. He tapped his fingers against the rail before him and composed his reply in Morse code:


I AM PAYING ATTENTION. TO YOU. YOU LOOK EXCEPTIONALLY HANDSOME IN THAT WAISTCOAT. I SHOULD VERY MUCH LIKE TO KISS YOU.


He watched as her eyes dropped down to his fingers. He tapped the message again.


She changed color. Well, he couldn’t see her well enough to verify, but he knew anyway. The flush would be mounting up above her stiff white collar, spreading along the curving wedge of her regal cheekbones and beneath her mustache. The tip of her nose would be turning quite pink right about . . . now. Yes, there it was: a little red glow. Just like when he . . .


With her elegant and agile fingers, Stefanie tore the paper in half, and in half again; she assembled the quarters together and tore them rather impressively once more. She hid the pieces under a leather portfolio and locked her hands together. Her knuckles were bone white; Hatherfield could see that from here.


Familiar words struck his ear, jolting him out of his pleasant interlude: his stepmother’s name. “. . . the Duchess of Southam, who was found murdered in her bed in the most gruesome manner, the details of which will become clear . . .”


The Duchess of Southam. Trust her to toss her bucket of icy water over his every moment of happiness, even from the grave, merely by the sound of her name in a room full of witnesses. He had tried by every means to deny her that power over him, and still she laid her cold hands on his body.


Hatherfield found he couldn’t quite bear to look at Stefanie now. He trained his gaze instead on the judge. The fly had disappeared, frightened away perhaps by the thunderous vibration of those tempting white curls, as the speaker worked himself up to an indignant climax—a theatrical chap, this judge, for all his comical jowls—and asked the prisoner how he pleaded.


Hatherfield’s hands gripped the rail before him. He straightened his long back, looked the judge squarely in the eye, and replied in a loud, clear voice.


“Not guilty, my lord.”


Devon, England
Eight months earlier


Princess Stefanie Victoria Augusta, a young woman not ordinarily subject to attacks of nerves, found to her horror that her fingers were twitching so violently she could scarcely fold her necktie.


True, it was a drab necktie. She had longed for one in spangled purple silk, or that delicious tangerine she had spotted through a carriage window on a dapper young chap in London, before she and her sisters had been hustled away by their uncle to this ramshackle Jacobin pile perched on a sea cliff in remotest Devon. (For the record, she adored the place.) But the array of neckties laid out before her on the first morning of her training had offered three choices: black, black, and black.


“Haven’t you any interesting neckties?” she had asked, letting one dangle from the extreme tips of her fingers, as if it were an infant’s soiled napkin.


“My dear niece,” said the Duke of Olympia, as he might say my dear incontinent puppy, “you are not supposed to be interesting. You are supposed to be the dullest, most commonplace, most unremarkable law clerk in London. You are hiding, if you’ll recall.”


“Yes, but must one hide oneself in such unspeakable drab neckties? Can’t they at least be made of silk damask?” Stefanie let the necktie wither from her fingers to the tray below.


“Law clerks do not wear silk damask neckties,” said her sister Emilie. She was standing before the mirror with great concentration, attempting a knot under the anxious supervision of His Grace’s valet.


“How do you know they don’t?” asked Stefanie, but Olympia laid a hand on her arm.


“Stefanie, my dear,” he said affectionately, for she was his favorite niece, though it was a close secret between them, “perhaps you don’t recall what’s at stake here. You are not playing parlor games with your courtiers in charming Hogwash-whateveritis . . .”


“Holstein-Schweinwald-Huhnhof,” said Stefanie, straightening proudly. “The most charming principality in Germany, over which your own sister once reigned, if you’ll recall.”


Olympia waved his hand. “Yes, yes. Charming, to say nothing of fragrant. But as I said, this is not a friendly game of hide-and-seek. The three of you are being hunted by a team of damned anarchist assassins, the same ones who killed your own father and kidnapped your sister . . .”


“Attempted to kidnap,” said Princess Luisa, smoothing her skirts, except that her hands found a pair of wool checked trousers instead and stopped in mid-stroke.


“Regardless. No one is to suspect that you’re being scattered about England, dressed as young men, employed in the most invisible capacities . . .”


“While you and Miss Dingleby have all the fun of tracking down our father’s murderers and slicing their tender white throats from end to end.” Stefanie heaved a deep and bloodthirsty sigh.


Miss Dingleby had appeared at her other elbow. “My dear,” she’d said quietly, “your sentiments do you credit. But speaking as your governess, and therefore obliged to focus you on the task at hand, I urge you to consider your own throat instead, and the necktie that must, I’m afraid, go around it.”


Four weeks later, the neckties had not improved, though Stefanie had become a dab hand at a stylish knot. (Too stylish, Miss Dingleby would sigh, and make her tie it again along more conservative lines.)


If only she could make her silly fingers work.


The door opened with an impatient creak, allowing through Miss Dingleby, who was crackling with impatience. “Stefanie, what on earth is keeping you? Olympia has been downstairs with Sir John this past half hour, and we’re running out of sherry.”


“Nonsense. There are dozens of bottles in the dungeon.”


“It is not a dungeon. It’s merely a cellar.” Miss Dingleby paused and narrowed her eyes at Stefanie’s reflection in the mirror. “You’re not nervous, are you, my dear? I might expect it of Emilie and Luisa, straightforward as they are and unaccustomed to subterfuge, but you?”


“Of course I’m not nervous.” Stefanie stared sternly at her hands and ordered them to their duty. “Only reluctant. I don’t see why I should be the law clerk. I’m by far the shadiest character among the three of us. You should have made me the tutor instead. Emilie will bore her pupil to tears, I’m sure, whereas I would . . .”


Miss Dingleby made an exasperated noise and moved behind her. “Take your hands away,” she said, and tied Stefanie’s black neckcloth with blinding jerks of her own competent hands, to a constriction so exquisitely snug that Stefanie gasped for breath. “The decision was Olympia’s, and I’m quite sure he knew what he was doing. Your Latin is excellent, your mind quick and retentive when you allow it to concentrate . . .”


“Yes, but the law is so very dull, Miss Dingleby . . .”


“. . . and what’s more,” Miss Dingleby said, standing back to admire her handiwork, “we shall all be a great deal reassured by the knowledge that you’re lodged with the most reputable, learned, formidable, and upstanding member of the entire English bar.”


Stefanie allowed herself to be taken by the hand and led out the door to the great and rather architecturally suspect staircase that swept its crumbling way to the hall below. “That,” she said mournfully, “is exactly what I’m afraid of.”


Olympia and his guest were waiting in the formal drawing room, which had once been the scene of a dramatic capture and beheading of a Royalist younger son during the Civil War (Stefanie had verified this legend herself with a midnight peek under the threadbare rugs, and though the light was dim, she was quite sure she could make out an admirably large stain on the floorboards, not five feet away from the fireplace), but which now contained only the pedestrian English ritual of a duke taking an indulgent late-morning glass of sherry with a knight.


Or so Stefanie had supposed, but when she marched past the footman (a princess always greeted potential adversaries with aplomb, after all) and into the ancient room, she found herself gazing instead at the most beautiful man in the world.


Stefanie staggered to a halt.


He stood with his sherry glass in one hand, and the other perched atop the giant lion-footed armchair that had been specially made a century ago for the sixth duke, who had grown corpulent with age. Without being extraordinarily tall, nor extraordinarily broad framed, the man seemed to dwarf this substantial piece of historic furniture, to cast it in his shadow. His radiant shadow, for he had the face of Gabriel: divinely formed, cheekbones presiding over a neat square jaw, blue eyes crinkled in friendly welcome beneath a high and guiltless forehead. He was wearing a dark suit of some kind, plain and unadorned, and the single narrow shaft of November sunshine from her uncle’s windows had naturally found him, as light clings to day, bathing his bare golden curls like a nimbus.


Stefanie squeaked, “Sir John?”


The room exploded with laughter.


“Ha-ha, my lad. How you joke.” The Duke of Olympia stepped forward from the roaring fire, wiping his eyes. “In fact, your new employer has the good fortune of traveling with company today. Allow me to present to you the real and genuine Sir John Worthington, Q.C., who has so kindly offered to take you into his chambers.”


A white-haired figure emerged dimly from the sofa next to the fire and spoke with the booming authority of a Roman senator. “Not nearly so handsome a figure as my friend, of course, but it saves trouble with the ladies.”


With supreme effort, Stefanie detached her attention from the golden apparition before her and fixed it upon the source of that senatorial voice.


Her heart, which had been soaring dizzily about the thick oaken beams holding up the ducal ceiling, sank slowly back to her chest, fluttered, and expired.


If Stefanie had been a painter of renown, and commissioned to construct an allegorical mural of British law, with a judge occupying the ultimate position in a decorous white wig and black silk robes, bearing the scales of justice in one hand and a carved wooden gavel in the other, she would have chosen exactly this man to model for her and instructed him to wear exactly that expression that greeted her now.


His eyes were small and dark and permanently narrowed, like a pair of suspicious currants. His forehead was broad and steep above a hedgerow brow. His pitted skin spoke of the slings and arrows of a life spent braced between the dregs of humanity and the righteous British public, and his mouth, even when proffering an introductory smile, turned downward at the ends toward some magnetic core of dole within him. Atop his wiry frame was arranged a stiff gray tweed jacket and matching plus fours, with each leg pressed to a crease so acute that Stefanie might have sliced an apple with it.


If Sir John Worthington had ever encountered trouble with the ladies, Stefanie judged, it was not without a significant intake of champagne beforehand. On both his part and hers.


Still, Stefanie was a princess of Holstein-Schweinwald-Huhnhof, and what was more, she had never yet met a living being she had not been able to charm.


“Good morning, Sir John,” she began cheerfully, and tripped over the edge of the rug.


Time was supposed to slow down during accidents of this sort, or so Stefanie had heard, but all she knew was a flying blur and a full-body jolt and a sense of horrified bemusement at the sensation of threadbare carpet beneath her chin. A feminine gasp reached her ears, and she was nearly certain it wasn’t her own.


A pair of large and unadorned hands appeared before her, suspended between her face and the forest of chair and sofa legs. “I say. Are you quite all right?” asked a sonorous voice, which in its velvet baritone perfection could only belong to the Archangel.


Was it manly to accept his hand in rising? It was a marvelous hand, less refined than she might have expected, square and strong boned, with a row of uniform calluses along the palm. The fingers flexed gently in welcome, an image of controlled power.


Stefanie swallowed heavily.


“Quite all right,” she said, rather more breathily than she had planned. She gathered herself and jumped to her feet, ignoring the Archangel’s splendid hands. “New shoes, you know.”


A little giggle floated from the sofa.


Among the sounds that Stefanie could not abide, the female giggle ranked high: well above the drone of a persistent black fly, for example, and only just beneath the musical efforts of a debutante on a badly tuned piano.


She shot the sofa an accusing glance.


A young lady sat there, utterly dainty, perfectly composed, with a smug little smile turning up one corner of her mouth. She was beautiful in exactly the way that Stefanie was not: delicate features, soft dark eyes, curling black hair, rose-petal skin without the hint of a freckle. Though she reclined with languorous grace upon the sofa, one tiny pink silk slipper peeking from beneath her pink silk dress, she was clearly of petite proportions, designed to make the long-shanked Stefanies of the world appear as racetrack colts.


Except that Stefanie herself was no longer a young lady, was she?


“Charlotte, my dear,” said Sir John, “it is hardly a matter for amusement.”


“Nothing is a matter of amusement for you, Uncle John,” said his dear Charlotte, with a sharp laugh.


Stefanie expected Sir John’s face to empurple at this saucy (if accurate) assessment, but instead he heaved a sigh. “Mr. Thomas, I have the honor to introduce to you my ward, Lady Charlotte Harlowe, who lives with me in Cadogan Square, and who will, I’m sure, have as much advice for you as she does for me.”


Lady Charlotte held out her spotless little hand. “Mr. Thomas. How charming.”


Stefanie strode forward and touched the ceremonial tips of her fingers. “Enchanted, Lady Charlotte.”


“Indeed,” said Sir John. “And I believe you’ve already made acquaintance with the Marquess of Hatherfield.”


“Your friend is a marquess?”


“Yes. Hatherfield practically lives in our drawing room, don’t you, my boy?” Sir John looked grimly over her shoulder.


Stefanie turned. “Lord Hatherfield?”


She spoke with solemn composure, but her head was spinning. The Archangel was a marquis? Good God! What other gifts could possibly have been lavished on his head by an adoring Creator? Did he spin gold from his fingertips?


A marquis. Practically living in his drawing room, the old fellow had said.


God help her.


The Archangel Hatherfield grinned widely and shook her hand. The calluses tickled pleasantly against her palm. “It’s a great pleasure to meet you, Mr. Thomas. I admire your pluck enormously, entering into Sir John’s chambers like this. I daresay you charm snakes in your spare time?”


“Oh, I gave that up long ago,” said Stefanie. “I kept tripping over the basket and losing the snake.”


Hatherfield blinked at her once, twice. Then he threw back his head and howled with laughter. “Oh, Thomas,” he said, wiping his eyes, “you’re a dashed good sport. I like you already. You’ve got to take good care of this one, Sir John. Don’t let him near the cyanide tablets like the last poor clerk.”


“Really, Hatherfield,” said Sir John, in a grumbly voice.


“Well, well. This is charming,” said Lady Charlotte, looking anything but charmed. “I look forward to hearing Mr. Thomas’s witticisms all the way back to London. How lucky we are.”


The Duke of Olympia, who had been standing silently at the mantel throughout the exchange, spoke up at last. “Indeed, Lady Charlotte. I do believe that you will profit enormously from Mr. Thomas’s company, both on the journey to London and, indeed”—he examined the remains of his sherry, polished it off, set the empty glass on the mantel, and smiled his beneficent ducal smile—“in your own home.”


Lady Charlotte’s already pale skin lost another layer of transparent rose. “In our home?” she asked, incredulous, turning to Sir John. “Our home?” she repeated, as she might say in my morning bath?


Sir John, impervious Sir John, iron instrument of British justice, passed a nervous hand over the bristling gray thicket of his brow. “Did I not mention it before, my dear?”


“You did not.” She pronounced each word discretely: You. Did. Not.


“Well, well,” said Hatherfield. “Jolly splendid news. I shall look very much forward to seeing you, Mr. Thomas, when Sir John can spare you. You will spare him from time to time, won’t you, Sir John?”


“I will try,” said Sir John, rather more faintly than Stefanie might have expected.


She was not, however, paying all that much attention to Sir John and his ward. Hatherfield had fixed her with his glorious blue-eyed gaze in that last sentence, and she was swimming somewhere in the middle of him, stroking with abandon, sending up a joyful spray of . . .


“Nonsense,” said Lady Charlotte. “Clerks are meant to work, aren’t they, Sir John? It costs a great deal to educate a young man in the practice of the law, and it must be paid somehow.”


“Why, dear Lady Charlotte,” said Hatherfield, without so much as a flicker of a glance in her direction, still gazing smilingly into Stefanie’s transfixed face, “you speak as if you’ve ever done a moment’s useful work in your life.”


A strangled noise came from the throat of the Duke of Olympia. He covered it quickly, with a brusque, “In any case, my friends, I see by the clock that you will miss your train if you delay another moment. I believe young Mr. Thomas’s trunk has already been loaded on the chaise. I suggest we bid one another the customary tearful farewell and part our affectionate ways.”


Hustle and bustle ensued, as it always did when Olympia issued a ducal decree. Stefanie’s hand was shaken, her overcoat found, her steps urged out the front hall and into the chill November noontide, where the Duke of Olympia’s elegant country chaise sat waiting with pawing steeds. To the left, the landscape dropped away into jagged slate cliffs, awash with foam, roaring with the distant crash of the angry sea.


“Cheerful prospect, what?” said Hatherfield.


“Barbaric,” said Lady Charlotte. She reached the open door of the chaise and stood expectantly.


Stefanie, feeling lighthearted and therefore (as her sisters well knew) rather mischievous, grasped Lady Charlotte’s fingers to assist her into the chaise.


A little gasp escaped her ladyship, an entirely different sort of gasp from the one that had greeted Stefanie’s arrival on the threadbare rug of Olympia’s Devon drawing room. She jerked her hand away as if stung.


“Is something the matter, Lady Charlotte?” asked Lord Hatherfield solemnly.


She raised one delicately etched eyebrow in his direction. “Only that I require your assistance into the vehicle, Hatherfield.”


Hatherfield handed her in with a smile, but what Stefanie noticed most was not that golden smile, nor the unexpectedly gut-churning sight of his strong fingers locked with those of Lady Charlotte, but the expression on her ladyship’s face. It had changed instantly at the point of contact, from sharp hauteur into something softer, something dulcet and melting and almost longing, something rather akin to . . .


Adoration.


The Marquess of Hatherfield swung himself into the carriage and tapped the roof with his cane. In deference to both Lady Charlotte and her august guardian, he took the backward-facing seat, next to young Mr. Thomas.


Mr. Thomas. Mr. Stephen Thomas. He glanced down at the plain wool legs next to his. Rather skinny legs, at that; particularly in comparison to his own, which were thick and hard, the quadriceps hewed into massive curves by nearly a decade spent powering racing shells through the rivers and lakes of England in an attempt to outpace the skulking shadows in his memory.


Yes, Mr. Thomas’s legs had a curiously slender cast, beside his.


Which was only to be expected, of course, and not curious at all. For Hatherfield had gathered at a glance what the supposedly keen-eyed Sir John and the reputedly sharp-witted Lady Charlotte had, by all appearances, not begun to suspect.


It was quite obvious, really.


Mr. Thomas’s legs were slender because he was a she.


A brash, clever, amusing, lovely, and elegant she. How she’d sprung right back up to her feet after her humiliating fall, how she’d joked about it afterward. A she for the ages.


The Marquess of Hatherfield straightened his gloves, settled back into his cushioned seat, and smiled out the window.




ONE
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Old Bailey
July 1890


The prosecution called Sir John Worthington to the witness box at the end of a brutally hot afternoon, just before adjournment.


Stefanie looked up at the face of her former employer. Though she’d seen him just this morning over breakfast, he seemed to have aged a decade. His skin had grown pallid, and shone with perspiration in the heavy atmosphere of the courtroom. Even his magnificent whiskers drooped in exhaustion. She lifted her pen over the paper before her, as if that little act might somehow have a similar effect on Sir John’s defeated spine.


“Sir John,” said the counsel for the prosecution, brusque and rather offensively energetic in the face of the withering heat, “how would you characterize your relationship to the accused?”


Sir John cleared his throat, and his spine straightened a miraculous inch or two. He said, in a voice accustomed to ringing through courtrooms, “I would characterize him as a friend of the family, a close friend.”


“As a second son, perhaps?”


“I have no first son.”


The prosecutor smiled. “As a kind of protégé, then. A young man who spent a great deal of time in your home.”


“Yes.”


Stefanie’s clenched organs relaxed a fraction. Of course Sir John knew how to answer these questions. Simple, without elaboration. Give the prosecutor nothing to pounce on.


After all, hadn’t she herself learned all this in Sir John’s own chambers?


“Would you say you had a fatherly affection for him, then?”


“Certainly I had an affection for him.”


The prosecutor turned to where the Duke of Southam sat, white-haired and unsmiling, his cane propped beside him, in the second row of benches. He stretched out his arm, palm upward, and stretched his face into an expression of confusion. “But the accused already had a father, did he not?”


“Yes, he did.”


“And yet Lord Hatherfield breakfasted at your house every morning, did he not, instead of that of his father and stepmother.”


“He often breakfasted at my house.”


“So you must have been familiar with the state of Lord Hatherfield’s mind. With the nature of his relationship with his parents.” The prosecutor inserted an emphasis on the word parents.


“We did not discuss Lord Hatherfield’s family.”


“Did you have the impression, then, that relations between Lord Hatherfield and his parents were not warm?”


“I had the impression that Lord Hatherfield was a dutiful son.”


“But not an affectionate one.”


“I can have no opinion on that matter.”


The prosecutor’s eyes narrowed slightly with frustration. He turned around and, in a sweeping gesture, brought his hand to rest on a stack of papers at his table. “But can we not conclude that since Lord Hatherfield lived entirely on his own, took his breakfast each morning in the home of Sir John Worthington, and by all accounts saw almost nothing of his parents, that relations between them were not only not warm, but in fact quite cold? That Lord Hatherfield was not—as you say—a dutiful son, but rather a hard-hearted and even unfilial son, who paid his parents little attention and rendered them even less service?”


Mr. Fairchurch shot to his feet at Stefanie’s side. “My lord! This is pure speculation on the part of my learned colleague.”


“Proceed with your questioning, Mr. Duckworth,” said the judge, “and stick to the facts, if you please.”


“I beg your pardon.” Mr. Duckworth patted his brow. “As a father myself, I find the subject close to my heart. Sir John, I will rephrase the question, in deference to my learned colleague’s delicate sensibilities. Where would you judge that the Marquess of Hatherfield spent the chiefest part of his time: at your house, or at the home of the Duke and Duchess of Southam, God rest her soul?”


Sir John looked neither at the duke nor at Hatherfield. He fixed his eyes on Mr. Duckworth, and his expression no longer sagged under the oppressive weight of the late July heat, but had hardened into a mask. “At my house.”


Stefanie’s fingers grew damp around her pen. She glanced at Hatherfield in his box. He stood with his usual expression of mild interest, hands resting lightly on the rail, a small smile curling the corner of his beautiful mouth. As if they were not discussing his father and stepmother at all, but rather two strangers whose names escaped him at the moment.


Mr. Duckworth smiled and turned to the jury. “Thank you, Sir John. I believe that settles the question of Lord Hatherfield’s filial affection to the court’s confident satisfaction.”




TWO
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Cadogan Square, London
November 1889


Among the many virtues owned by Her Royal Highness Stefanie, youngest Princess of Holstein-Schweinwald-Huhnhof, the earliness of her hours was not conspicuous.


“One final admonition,” Miss Dingleby had said, sharp of eye and sharp of voice, that last morning in Devon. “You are now a member of the professional classes. Early to bed, early to rise.”


“Of course!” Stefanie had replied cheerfully, lifting her teacup in salute. “The easiest thing in the world. Healthy, wealthy, and wise!”


That was yesterday morning, however, with a civilized breakfast spread out before her and a decent cup of tea spread out inside her. This morning, the picture was altogether different. Stefanie opened her eyes in a bare little bed to a bare little room, no breakfast within sight, no tea within scent, while a cold rain rattled against her gloomy window glass. She did the sensible thing. She rolled onto her empty stomach and went back to sleep.


An instant later—it seemed like an instant, anyway—a furious knocking started up in Stefanie’s brain. She cracked open one eye.


To her mild confusion, the knocking seemed to be coming from the door instead of her head. Well. How terribly rude.


She said so.


“How terribly rude!” she called out. “There’s no need for that sort of thing!”


A slight pause in the racket. “Sir?”


Oh. Her voice. Of course. Stefanie cleared her throat and added a little heft. “There’s no need for all that knocking. I shall be up in due course.”


“Sir!” Knockknockknock. “Sir John, he says you’re to come downstairs directly this moment, he’s to leave for chambers in ten minutes!” Knockknockknock. “Come on, now, sir! He’ll have me head if you’re not dressed and ready!”


Stefanie heaved herself up and shook her head. She glanced at the plain white clock on her plain white nightstand—seven forty-six, how ghastly—and then at the plain white nightshirt covering her torso. Her wits began to gather themselves.


Slowly.


Slowly.


Oh, Lord. Now she remembered.


The long, wet day of travel yesterday, crushed up against the massive thighs of the Marquess of Hatherfield. The steely glare from that steely china doll, Lady Charlotte. Sir John, buried in papers. The train, the carriage to Cadogan Square. The austere supper of bread, cheese, and Madeira with a silent Sir John in the Gothic dining room (Lady Charlotte had flounced upstairs to take supper on a tray). The rain, the rain. The itch of her glued-on mustache. The dull black necktie, sinking her further into gloom.


The rain.


The weight of all these recollections sank into her dismal mind. Really, it was a wonder she could stir herself at all this morning.


“Coming,” she called, sotto verve.


Knockknockknock. “Now, sir! They’ll have me head, they will!”


Stefanie swung her legs to the floor and summoned herself. “You may tell Sir John,” she said, quite deeply and quite clearly, “I shall be downstairs, dressed and shaved and ready, in exactly three minutes.”


Another slight pause. “Very well, sir.” Footsteps, in blissful retreat.


So much for the knocking, then. Now for the toilette.


The shaving part was easy, as she had no actual whiskers to whisk off, only a bristling dark mustache to glue on. (She had thought it rather dashing, yesterday. Now she cordially hated the itchy thing.) Instead, Stefanie found her black trousers and thrust her legs into them; she found a shirt and buttoned herself in. She applied jacket and necktie in swift strokes; she splashed her face with icy water and slicked back her auburn hair with oil. Toothbrush, tooth powder. Dabs of glue, then the mustache. Shoes. Damned buckles.


She clattered downstairs at double time and came to a perplexed halt at the bottom of the steps. “Sir?” inquired a passing footman, bearing a tray.


“The breakfast room?” she gasped.


“If you’ll follow me, sir.” The footman moved off at a stately pace. Stefanie jogged behind him. The scents trailing through the hall made her want to swoon: rich and meaty, toasty-browny, spice and milky. Tea and all good things. Stefanie adored breakfast. On Sunday mornings, when Miss Dingleby allowed the lesson schedule to relax a trifle, Stefanie might linger over the table for an hour, stuffing herself silly, a dollop of this and a fat sausage of that. Tea and more tea. That dreadful section of grapefruit, upon which the governess insisted.


Stefanie’s belly made a prolonged and undignified sound, to make its intentions clear.


The footman swerved to the left, and Stefanie followed him into an elegant breakfast room, plated at one end by a set of French doors that allowed in as much light as the weather and the surrounding houses would permit. But Stefanie’s eyes didn’t linger curiously at the gray view of Sir John’s courtyard garden, not when a sideboard full of breakfast stood promisingly to her right. She veered foodward and snatched a plate.


Sir John’s voice ground into the air behind her. “Why, good morning, Mr. Thomas. At last.” The last two words bit deep.


“Good morning, Sir John. A trifle gloomy, wouldn’t you say?”


“My dear young man,” said Sir John, in a way that suggested she was anything but. “Whatever are you doing?”


“Gathering breakfast, of course.” Stefanie placed an egg in her cup and hovered between the sausage and the kidneys. “The most important meal of the day, according to that American fellow, whose name escapes me. The chap with the electricity.”


“Indeed.” Dryly. “Which is why I so deeply regret that you will miss it.”


“Miss it? Whatever for?”


“Because we depart this house for my chambers in four minutes, Mr. Thomas.”


A faint titter.


Stefanie turned from the sideboard, plate in hand, mouth open to object, and only then did she realize that the room contained three occupants. Sir John at the head, gray of hair and flushed of face. Lady Charlotte, exquisite at his right, like a pastel drawing of a medieval shepherdess.


And the Marquess of Hatherfield.


He sat to the left of Sir John, with his back to the sideboard, wearing a pale gray suit of fine wool that stretched and stretched across the width of his shoulders. But he had turned his head in her direction, and Stefanie’s gaze drifted to a halt somewhere in the middle of his amused blue eyes, the fresh-scrubbed skin of his cheeks and neck. He looked delicious and dewy and edible, every muscular, lovingly crafted inch of him, and he seemed to be suppressing something in his throat.


Something rather like a prodigious bout of laughter.


“I beg your pardon, your lordship,” Stefanie said. “Were you going to say something?”


He dabbed at his lips. “Benjamin Franklin.”


“Benjamin Franklin?”


“The American chap. With the electricity. Though he was not, in fact, a notable proponent of breakfast, merely early hours in general.”


“Oh, right. Of course. Thank you.” Stefanie eased herself into a chair and signaled for the footman to address her with the teapot. “In any case, I shan’t be above ten minutes, Sir John, I promise. Thank you, my good man.” This to the footman, who set down the teapot with grave ceremony. She poured herself a cheerful cup and bent close to inhale the scent. “Have you any fresh toast? This seems to have cooled.”


Another titter.


Stefanie eyed Lady Charlotte from the rim of her teacup. She had spent all day yesterday enduring her ladyship’s telling titters, her superior giggles, and really. Enough was enough.


“Something amuses you, Lady Charlotte? Or does the old lace itch something dreadful this morning?”


A slight movement of his lordship’s shoulders at her side.


“Not at all,” said Lady Charlotte. “I was only observing the expression on Sir John’s face.”


Stefanie turned in surprise to Sir John. The chandelier overhead, wired for electricity and blazing with unseemly enthusiasm, illuminated his face in lurid detail: the purpling skin, the wide-open eyes, the outraged brows, the staggered chin.


A gulp of hot tea, which had been on the point of swishing itself comfortably down Stefanie’s esophagus, spilled over into her windpipe.


“I say,” said the marquess, pounding her back. “Nasty thing, tea.”


Sir John rose from his chair and tossed his napkin atop his empty plate. He pulled a gold watch from his pocket—quite needlessly, for a clock ticked away on the nearby mantel—and consulted the dial. “My chaise departs this door every morning for Temple Bar at eight o’clock precisely. Precisely, Mr. Thomas. In consequence, if you yourself are not present on the front doorstep at precisely eight o’clock, you shall be obliged to make your own way to my chambers. We begin work at eight thirty, Mr. Thomas.”


Stefanie nodded helplessly to the rhythm of Hatherfield’s open palm on the back of her drab black coat. Through her watering eyes, she saw Sir John stride out the door in a flash of electric light against his gray head.


“I suppose we ought to have warned you about my uncle’s punctual habits.” Lady Charlotte smiled benevolently.


The tea had finally found its way out of Stefanie’s lungs. “Really. A matter of a few minutes. Is he ordinarily so inflexible?”


“How unfortunate it’s raining. You won’t find a cab, poor fellow.” Lady Charlotte spread another slice of toast with the thinnest possible layer of butter. “But no doubt the walk will lift your spirits.”


“Your concern touches me deeply.”


“Lady Charlotte is renowned for her generous spirit,” said Hatherfield. He folded his napkin neatly and laid it next to his plate.


Lady Charlotte turned to him. “Are you leaving, James?”


For some reason, the intimacy of Hatherfield’s given name on those flawless rosebud lips made Stefanie’s innards revolt. She set down her fork.


“I’m afraid I must,” Hatherfield was saying, “loath as I am to leave poor, young, unsuspecting Thomas trapped between your playful claws, my dear.”


There was an odd silence. Stefanie glanced up from her tea.


Lady Charlotte’s gaze rested to Stefanie’s left, on Hatherfield’s rising body. Her lips had parted slightly, her eyes had grown wide and uncertain.


But the expression lasted only an instant. In the next, Lady Charlotte turned to Stefanie herself, all softness and solicitation. “Yes. Poor Mr. Thomas. You must have an umbrella. I shall see to it myself. Must you leave your breakfast behind, however? A horrid shame. Tyrannical Sir John. He really is impossible.”


The Marquess of Hatherfield was on his feet. “Indeed. On second thought, I perceive a splendid solution to this unfortunate dilemma.”


“You do?” said Lady Charlotte.


“You do?” said Stefanie, setting down her empty teacup.


“I do. Mr. Thomas, you may finish your breakfast at your leisure, and ride in perfect dryness and comfort to Sir John’s chambers.”


“Really, James? Are you going to head out into the rain and fetch him a hansom yourself?” asked Lady Charlotte dryly.


“Not at all. I shall simply take him there in my own hansom, which awaits us in the street outside this very moment. Mr. Thomas? Does this suit you?” Hatherfield turned to Stefanie and made a little bow.


Stefanie returned Lady Charlotte’s astonished gaze with a wink. She finished her toast, dabbed her mouth, and rose from her chair, all the way up to the tip of Lord Hatherfield’s straight golden nose.


“How very kind, your lordship. I should like that very much.”


The rain crackled earnestly against the window of Hatherfield’s hansom, filling in the silence. He settled into the corner and crossed his arms. Young Thomas had his—her—hands twisted together on his—her—lap. She stared at the window as if counting the raindrops on the glass.


“Nervous?” he asked.


“Me?” She turned to him. “No, not at all. I’m not the nervous sort. I was only reflecting.”


“Of course you were.” He paused. “May I be so unpardonably rude as to ask the subject?”


The subdued light in the vehicle softened her face, making her sex so obvious it took him by the chest. In the breakfast room, she had looked so sturdy and young-laddish, with her brave cheekbones and bristling mustache and short, sleek hair. He’d had to concentrate to shift the image in his mind, to see her properly, as she really was.


Here, now, it was much easier. Hatherfield wanted to reach across the few feet of damp space and take her hand.


Take more than that.


She was still looking at him, not replying. Good Lord. Could she read his thoughts?


“I was thinking about my family,” she said. “My sisters.”


“Left behind?”


“Yes.”


“Ah. You must miss them a great deal.”


She opened her lips eagerly as if to say Oh, very much! But at the last instant she checked herself. “Oh, a little, I suppose.” She shrugged and looked back out the window. “They’re only girls, after all. Not much company for a young fellow like me.”


“Ah, no. Of course not. I quite understand. Have a few sisters myself. All that nonsense about dresses and ribbons and lapdogs. Appalling rot.”


“Yes, quite.” She sounded as if she might choke.


“We men, on the other hand, have much weightier things to discuss. Politics, for example. Tell me, what’s your opinion of this Corrupt Practices Act? I don’t think there’s enough bite to it, myself.”


“No, not at all. Much more bite is required. Corrupt practices are . . . simply . . . dreadful things.”


“I quite agree. Any sort of subterfuge undermines the trust.”


“The trust?”


“Yes. The public’s trust in its political institutions and services. Disguise, underhanded dealings, it’s all most distressing. Most un-British, wouldn’t you say?”


“I . . . yes. Most un-British.”


Hatherfield uncrossed his arms and stretched one hand along the back of the seat. “The worst sort of punishment should be reserved for such devious malefactors. Nothing’s too severe for them, really. It makes my fingers tingle with eagerness to deliver the proper justice.” He wiggled the fingers in question to emphasize his point.


At which time Thomas’s spine went stiff as a pole. She turned back to him and shot him a look of such haughty severity from those green blue eyes, it nearly pinned him to the seat. “You’re up early today, your lordship,” she said crisply.


“I beg your pardon?”


“The hour. I thought idle young aristocrats such as yourself were only just retiring as dawn breaks over London.”


“Ah, well.” He spread out his hand. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, then. But habits are habits.”


“You make a habit of rising at seven o’clock in the morning, in order to secure a breakfast at Sir John’s table? Are Lady Charlotte’s charms so terribly irresistible?” Her eyebrow rose, as if she’d just delivered a blow of mortal proportions.


He laughed. “No, no. Charming as the lady is, the habit is of much longer standing than my acquaintance with her. No, the thing is, I row.”


“Row?”


“A boat.” He motioned with his arms. “In the river, each morning.”


“In the river?” Aghast. “Each morning?”


“Yes, indeed. Bright and cheery. Up around Putney Bridge. A number of boathouses there. I belong to one.”


“But . . . why on earth?”


The expression on poor Thomas’s face was priceless. Such a mixture of horror and bemusement, eyebrows perched high on her forehead, jaw dipping low. How plump, those parted lips. Hatherfield could almost see the tip of her tongue, beckoning within.


She’d just asked a question. What was it? Oh, right.


“Exercise, Mr. Thomas.” He plucked at a piece of invisible lint on his trouser knee. “I find I’m rather addicted to it. And the early hour, if you care to gaze upon it, is really quite good for the soul.”


“The soul.” As she might say the tooth fairy.


“Yes, the soul. Even in London, even in the incessant drizzle.” He nodded to the window. “Just you, in a light little well-behaved racing scull, and the water, and your own muscles working in rhythm. Not another care in the universe.”


Her eyes were on his face, now. He rather liked them there, earnest and curious.


“Aren’t you cold, out there?”


He shrugged. “A little. But the exercise warms one up wonderfully. And then breakfast, of course. You have me there. Sir John lays a much earlier table than my own family. I take shameless advantage.”


“They don’t seem to mind.”


The hansom lurched around a corner. Hatherfield glanced outside. They were turning into the muddy Strand now; almost there. Somerset House slid past in a monumental charcoal blur. “No, they don’t,” he said. “He does have a kind heart, Sir John, under all that bluster. You might wish to consider cooperating with those early hours of his. It’s not that hard, really. A little discipline goes a long way.”


She made a little noise of laughter, a delightful bell-like sound. “Oh, that’s easy for you to say, you paragon. You’re accustomed to rising at dawn.”


“So I am,” he said, “but that doesn’t make it any easier.”


“Then why torture yourself?”


Why, indeed? Why torture himself? Why rise at dawn every morning and push his body through a wall of pain, beyond the limit of human endurance, beyond memory and conscious thought, out there in the fog-shrouded Thames with no one to see or hear him?


Because it was better than lying sleepless in his bed, staring at the ceiling.


Hatherfield felt Thomas’s gaze on his face, this stranger with her elegant bones and white unmarked skin, all buttoned up in her sober man’s suit, on her way to begin a day’s work in the chambers of Sir John Worthington, Q.C., in Temple Bar. The two of them in his own carriage, masks in place, outer shells fully hardened to protect the secret centers within.


What was she doing there? Why? A hot little flame burned inside Hatherfield’s chest, a most uncharacteristic desire to know her, to look inside her secret center.


Dangerous business, secret centers. Who knew what he might find?


“It’s not torture,” he said. “You only have to retire at a decent hour, set your alarm clock—you do have an alarm clock at your bedside, don’t you, Mr. Thomas, working man that you are?—for half four in the morning . . .”


“Half four!”


The hansom made another sharp turn, jolting them both. Hatherfield put out an instinctive hand to steady her. The clattering rhythm slowed.


“Here we are,” he said. “You have your umbrella?”


“Right here.” She held it up, just as the carriage came to a stop. Her lips parted uncertainly. “Thank you, Lord Hatherfield. It’s very kind of you. I confess, I’ve never ridden in a private hansom before.”


“Not at all. An eccentricity of mine, I suppose, but a hansom is a great deal nimbler than a proper four-wheeler, to say nothing of economical. I drive it myself from time to time. Anyway, it was no trouble at all. I couldn’t have lived with the picture of you arriving here late, all wet and wilted, to face Sir John’s secretary for the very first time.”


“His secretary?”


Hatherfield opened up the door and gave her a nudge. “Give him my warmest regards!” he said cheerfully, and that was the last he saw of poor young Thomas, her face registering stricken trepidation, her luscious round, young bottom outlined against her drab black trousers as she pitched herself out the hansom door.


Hatherfield fell back against the cushion and stared at the ceiling of his carriage.


The little front window opened. “Back to the Mansions, sir?” inquired the coachman.


“Back to the Mansions.”


Back to his own rooms in Albert Hall Mansions, where he would take out a sheet of paper and compose a friendly man-to-man telegram to the Duke of Olympia: Warmest regards, faithful servant, et cetera, and what the devil sort of mischief was he plotting with this Mr. Stephen Thomas, whose luscious bottom was quite demonstrably not that of a mister?




THREE
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Sir John’s secretary.


Nobody had warned Stefanie about a secretary. But here he stood before her, black of eyes, thin of hair, gimlet of face, his bony shoulders squared for battle. He said, in a voice both high-pitched and menacing, “You’re wet, Mr. Thomas. Wet and late.” The word late was uttered with particular distasteful emphasis, as he might say infected with clap.


But Stefanie was not the sort of princess to allow a mere underling to get the moral advantage of her. She placed her hat on the hat stand, removed her damp coat, and straightened her lapels before answering.


“It’s raining,” she said, “and half eight is a most uncivilized hour.”


The outrage on the secretary’s face turned so livid, Stefanie could almost smell it. Or perhaps that was the chap’s own scent, redolent of mothballs and hair oil.


He thrust his finger at the clock on the shelf. “Do you see what the time is, Mr. Thomas?”


“I do, Mr. . . . er . . . I beg your pardon. Have you a name?”


A faint titter sounded from some distant corner. The secretary whirled about, and for the first time Stefanie noticed the room in which they were standing, a large and stately chamber lined with shelves and shelves of legal texts in handsome gold-stamped bindings. Down the exact center of the room marched two rows of elderly wooden desks, containing four young men in threadbare black suits identical to her own, with identical brown whiskers bristling about their jowls in an extremely businesslike fashion. Four identical pens scratched in unison across the four identical desktops. Stefanie gazed in horror.


The tittering quelled instantly.


The secretary turned his gimlet face back to her.


“My name is Mr. Turner, and you would do well . . .”


“Turner. Charmed.” Stefanie cast a disdainful glance at the plain black-and-white clock ticking dolefully on the shelf and pulled her own watch from her pocket, a handsome gold piece given to her by a particularly generous stepmother for her eighteenth birthday, and which she had been sternly instructed to leave behind in Devon. “It is eight thirty-six in the a.m., Turner, and . . .”


“Mister Turner.”


Stefanie favored him with an indulgent smile. “Mister Turner. It is eight thirty-six in the a.m., and if those six minutes are of such critical importance to you and Sir John, I shall be happy to make them up at the end of the day. Now. Where is my office, Mr. Turner?”


“Your office!” Mr. Turner’s face, alas, had already gone as scarlet a shade as his circulatory system could support; the valiant old capillaries could apparently do no more. “You have a desk, Thomas. A . . .”


“Mister Thomas.”


Another titter interrupted the even scratching of the identical pens.


Mr. Turner’s black eyes narrowed even farther. More, and they would squint shut entirely.


“Mister Thomas. You have a desk. Right there.” Mr. Turner pointed a long and bony finger toward a battered wooden contraption in the back corner of the room, the last in the right-hand row.


Stefanie turned and gazed at the desk in question for a weighty moment. She swiveled back to Mr. Turner. “This is entirely inadequate, to say nothing of the lack of privacy. I shall require my own office.”


“Your . . . own . . . office?”


“Yes.” Stefanie removed her gloves in a few brisk tugs. “Nothing large or elaborate, of course. A nice little box will suffice, so long as there are sufficient shelves and a sturdy desk.” She cast a disapproving eye at the dull piece of furniture in the corner, which seemed, if she wasn’t mistaken, to tilt at least half an inch to the left-hand side. “And a fireplace, of course. I do dislike working in the cold.”
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