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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.
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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















































































































































































NOTE
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As a child, I was dragged—sometimes willingly, sometimes not—to evenings at the Seattle Opera, so inevitably operatic shenanigans make their way into my books. I’m afraid the entire Princess in Hiding trilogy may have originated in the plight of the captured princess Aida. The love triangle connecting her, the warrior Radames, and the fiercely jealous Amneris in an imaginary long-ago Egypt inspired the dynamics between Stefanie, the Marquess of Hatherfield, and Lady Charlotte in Victorian London . . . in this case, thank goodness, with a much happier ending.

As I discovered, words sung beautifully in Italian often wind up translating poorly on a written English page. Still, I couldn’t resist throwing in Radames’s expressive declaration of love: Ergerti un trono vicino al sol (“Build you a throne next to the sun”). I think Hatherfield says it well, don’t you?


ONE
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London
November 1889

The Earl of Somerton leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers into an imaginary cathedral before his nose, and considered the white-faced man standing at the extreme edge of the antique Kilim rug before the desk.

Standing, of course. One never made one’s underlings too comfortable.

He allowed the silence to take on a life of its own, a third presence in the room, a roiling thundercloud of anticipation.

The man shifted his weight from one large, booted foot to the other. A droplet of sweat trickled its lazy way along the thick vertical scar at the side of his face.

“Are you warm, Mr. Norton? I confess, I find the room a trifle chilly, but you’re welcome to open a window if you like.”

“No, thank you, sir.” Norton’s voice tilted queasily.

“A glass of sherry, perhaps? To calm the nerves?”

“The nerves, sir?”

“Yes, Mr. Norton. The nerves.” Somerton smiled. “Your nerves, to be precise, for I can’t imagine that any man could walk into this study to report a failure so colossal as yours, without feeling just the slightest bit”—he sharpened his voice to a dagger point—“nervous.”

The Adam’s apple jumped and fell in Mr. Norton’s throat. “Sir.”

“Sir . . . yes? As in: Sir, you are correct, I am shaking in my incompetent boots? Or perhaps you mean: Sir, no, I am quite improbably ignorant of the fatal consequences of failure in this particular matter.” Another smile. “Enlighten me, if you will, Mr. Norton.”

“Sir. Yes. I am . . . I am most abjectly sorry that I . . . that in the course of . . .”

“That you allowed my wife—a woman, unschooled in the technical aspects of subterfuge—my wife, Mr. Norton, the Countess of Somerton—to somehow elude your diligent surveillance last night?” He leaned forward and placed his steepled fingers on the desk before him. “To escape you, Mr. Norton?”

Norton snatched his handkerchief from his pocket and dabbed at his temples. His narrow and unremarkable face—so useful in his choice of profession—shone along every surface, like a plank of wood left out in the rain. “Sir, I . . . I . . . I most humbly suggest that Lady Somerton is . . . she has more wits in her possession than . . .”

Somerton’s fist crashed into the blotter. “She is my wife, Mr. Norton. And she slipped through your grasp.”

“Sir, in all the weeks I’ve kept watch on Lady Somerton, she’s traveled nowhere more suspicious than the home of her cousin, Lady Morley . . .”

“Who is undoubtedly complicit in her affairs.”

“Oh, but sir . . .”

“And she has followed me, on occasion, has she not?”

“Yes, but . . .”

“Which means she has neither the good sense nor the propriety of a common shopwife.”

Norton’s massive jaw worked and worked. His gaze fell to the rug. “Sir, I feel . . .”

“You feel?” Somerton barked. “You feel, Mr. Norton? Allow me to observe that your feelings have nothing to do with the matter at hand. My wife, the Countess of Somerton, is engaged in an adulterous liaison with another man. It is my belief that she has carried on this sordid correspondence throughout the entire duration of our marriage. Your object—the task, the sole task for which I hired you, Mr. Norton, as the best man in London for clandestine work—your task was to obtain proof of this affair and bring it to me. You are not paid to have feelings on the matter.”

“Sir, I . . .”

“Look at me, Mr. Norton.”

Erasmus Norton, the most stealthy and deadly assassin inside these British Isles, known to have killed at least one mark with a single silent tap to the skull, lifted his dark eyes carefully upward until he met Somerton’s gaze. For an instant, a flutter of pity brushed the inside wall of the earl’s thick chest.

And then, like the butterfly snatched by the net, it was gone.

“Believe me, Mr. Norton,” said Somerton, in his silkiest voice. “I understand your little predicament. She is a beautiful woman, isn’t she? Beautiful and full of grace. You wouldn’t think, as you watched her smile in that gentle little way of hers, as you watched her float about her daily business, that she would be capable of dishonoring a pet mouse, let alone her husband. I can see how you’ve fallen under her spell. I can hardly blame you. I fell myself, didn’t I, in the most catastrophic manner possible. I married her.” The word married came out in a growl.

“If I may say, sir . . .”

Somerton rose to his feet. “But you are paid to set aside these tender notions, Mr. Norton, these misguided ideas of yours, and see to your business. Otherwise, I shall be forced to consider, one by one, the various means by which your feelings may be forcibly exhumed from your incompetent breast.” He leaned forward and spoke in a low voice, just above a whisper. “Do you understand me, Mr. Norton?”

Norton hopped backward from his perch like a startled brown-haired parakeet. “Oh, but sir! She’s innocent, I’ll stake my life on it . . .”

“Innocent?” The low simmer of fury in Somerton’s brain, the fury he had battled all his life to control, flared upward in a roar of heat. “Innocent? By God, Norton. Do I hear you correctly? Are you actually saying I’m mistaken about my own wife?”

Norton’s white mouth opened and closed. “Not mistaken exactly, sir, that’s the wrong word, I . . .”

Somerton walked around the side of his desk. Norton’s eyes followed his progress, while his words drifted into a wary silence.

Somerton came to a stop next to the edge of the rug, mere inches away from Norton’s blunt and unlovely figure. They were of about the same height, he and Norton. In fact, taken both together, they made a pair of brothers: tall, dark-haired, brute-boned, thick with muscle, crowned by faces only a particularly adoring mother could admire.

Not that the woman who had given birth to Somerton had been that sort of mother.

“Mr. Norton,” he said, “I find this conversation has dragged on long enough. Either do your duty, or I shall exact the usual forfeit. There are no other choices. We’ve done business together before, and you know this fact as well as any man on earth.”

Norton’s dark eyes blinked twice. “Yes, sir.”

“You may go.”

Norton turned and dashed for the door. Somerton waited, without moving, until his black-coated figure had stepped off the rug and reached gratefully for the door.

“Oh! There is one more thing, Mr. Norton.”

The man froze with his hand on the knob.

“As I observed, you have allowed Lady Somerton to follow me about my business in the evening, from time to time. A dangerous occupation, that.”

“I have kept the closest watch on her, sir. As close as possible without revealing myself,” Norton said to the door.

“Let me be clear. If a single hair on Lady Somerton’s head, a single eyelash belonging to her ladyship’s face is harmed, you will die, Mr. Norton. I shall perform the deed myself. Do you understand me?”

Norton’s hand clutched around the knob, as if struck by the actual cold-blooded wind of Somerton’s voice.

“I understand, sir,” he whispered.

“Very good.”

Lord Somerton returned to his seat without another look. The door creaked slightly as it opened and closed, and then there was silence, profound and merciful silence, except for the rhythmic scratch of Somerton’s pen as he finished the letter in which Norton’s entrance had interrupted him.

A double knock struck the study door.

He signed his name, considered it carefully, and blotted the ink on the page before he answered.

“Come in,” he said.

The footman stepped cautiously through the doorway. “Mr. Markham is here to see you, sir.”

“Mr. Markham?”

“For the position of secretary, sir.” The footman’s voice lifted just a single nervous trifle at the word sir, turning the statement into a question. Servants and peers alike performed a similar vocal trick when engaging Lord Somerton in conversation. He couldn’t imagine why.

“Send him in.”

Somerton folded the letter, slipped it inside an envelope, and addressed it himself in bold strokes of black ink. A wretched and time-consuming chore, that. He did hope this current secretarial prospect would prove capable of the position, but the hope was a faint one. For some reason, he had the most appalling luck with secretaries.

The footman dissolved into the darkness of the hallway. Somerton consulted the list he had prepared an hour ago—another damned chore he was eager to relinquish—and made a small check next to the word Ireland. Two more words remained: Secretary and Wife.

He was about to take care of the first, anyway. He preferred not to think about the second.

A coal popped in the fireplace nearby. The London air had taken a turn for the chillier this week, and the usual miasma of yellow fog had thickened like an evil enchantment about the streets and buildings of the capital, as millions of chimneys put out millions of columns of coal smoke into the damp English atmosphere. In another week, the household would retire to Somerton Park for the Christmas season. Hunting every day, drinking every night. His wife’s uncomplaining mask at dinnertime; his son’s brave Yes, sir and No, sir to the few questions Somerton could stretch his adult imagination to ask. The querulous voice of his mother, inquiring after his dead father.

In short, the usual jolly old Yule.

The door opened. Somerton flexed his fingers.

“Your lordship, Mr. Markham,” said the footman.

A young man stepped through the doorway.

“Good morning, Mr. Markham.” Somerton glanced at the clock on the mantel. “I hope the hour is not too early for you.”

“Not at all, your lordship. I thank you for taking the trouble to see me.” Mr. Markham moved into the lamplight, and something stirred in the pit of Somerton’s belly.

Indigestion, no doubt.

They were all young men who came to interview for the position of personal secretary to the Earl of Somerton, but this young man seemed younger than all of them. He could not have been more than eighteen. A suit of plain black wool covered his coltish limbs a little too loosely. His face was smooth and unlined, without a single whisker; his dark auburn hair was slicked back from his head with a stiff layer of pomade. In the symmetrical architecture of his face, there was a trace of almost delicate beauty, a lingering evidence of boyhood.

But there was nothing childlike about the way he moved. He squared his thin shoulders, propelled his lanky figure to the center of the rug, and went on, in a firm, rich alto. “I have come to interview for the position of secretary.”

Somerton set aside his pen in an exact perpendicular relationship to the edge of the desk. “So I am informed, Mr. Markham. I read over your references last night. Astonishingly fulsome, for a man so young.”

“I hope I have given satisfaction, sir.” In a voice that knew full well he had.

Cocky little bastard.

Not that cockiness was necessarily a fault. A secretary should approach his work with confidence. That cockiness could shove open more than a few doors in his employer’s service; it could accomplish what timid self-effacement could not.

Just so long as the two of them were quite clear: That cockiness should never, ever direct itself toward the Earl of Somerton himself.

Somerton raised his most devastating eyebrow. “No doubt, Mr. Markham, you gave the,–er–, the attaché of this beleaguered ambassador of Holstein-Schweinwald-Huhnhof the very utmost satisfaction. I presume you left his employ because of the political revolution there?”

A slight hesitation. “Yes.”

Somerton shook his head. “A shocking state of affairs. The ruler murdered, the heir snatched away from the funeral itself. Is there any news of the missing princesses?”

“None, I’m afraid,” said Mr. Markham. “One hears they escaped to relatives in England with their governess, but it’s only a rumor. Likely a false hope.”

“My sympathies. Regardless, I should warn you that my standards are perhaps a trifle more exacting than those of a backward, corrupt, and regicidal Germanic principality.”

Was that a flare of indignation in Mr. Markham’s warm brown eyes? But the lad smothered it instantly, returning his face to the same pale symmetry as before. Another point in his favor: the ability to control emotion.

“That unfortunate state,” he said icily, “is nonetheless most exact in its notions of ceremony and diplomatic procedure. I assure you, I am well versed in every aspect of a secretary’s duties.”

“And I assure you, Mr. Markham, that the duties required of my secretary will soon prove unlike any you have encountered before.”

Markham’s eyelids made a startled blink.

“We will, however, begin at the beginning, so as not to shock your tender sensibilities. I begin work directly after breakfast, which you will enjoy on a tray in your bedroom. I dislike company in the morning, and my personal secretary does not take meals with the household staff.”

“I see.”

“You will report to this room at half eight. We will work through until ten o’clock, when coffee is brought in and I receive visitors. Your desk is there”—he waved to the small mahogany escritoire set at a right angle to the desk, a few feet away—“and you will remain in the room, taking notes of the meeting, unless I direct otherwise. You can write quickly, can you not, Mr. Markham?”

“I have recently learned the essentials of shorthand notation,” Mr. Markham said, without the slightest hesitation.

“We will take lunch here in the study, after which your time is your own, provided you complete your assignments by the time I return at six o’clock. We will work for another two hours, after which I dress for dinner. I invariably dine out. You may take your meal in the dining room, though you will likely find yourself alone. Her ladyship dines in the nursery with my son.” Somerton congratulated himself on the absence of expression in his voice.

“Very good, sir. Do I understand you to mean that I have met with your approval?” Mr. Markham said. His face tilted slightly against the lamplight, exposing the curve of his cheekbone, prominent and graceful, in perfect balance with the rest of his face. His arms remained crossed behind his back, his posture straight. Almost . . . regal.

What an extraordinary chap. The thought slipped without warning between the steel columns of Somerton’s mind.

He rose to his feet. “Approval, Mr. Markham? Nothing of the kind. I am in want of a secretary. You, it seems, are the only man daring enough to apply for the position.”

“Rather a tight spot for you, then, sir.”

The words were said so effortlessly, so expressionlessly, that it took a moment for Somerton to process their meaning.

What the devil? Had the fellow actually just said that?

Rather a tight position for you. The cheek!

Somerton’s shoulders flexed in an arc of counterattack. “You have one week, Mr. Markham, to prove yourself capable of the position. A position, I hardly need add, that no man has held for longer than two months together. If you succeed in winning my—what was your word, Mr. Markham?”

The young man smiled. “Approval, Lord Somerton.”

“Approval.” He sneered. “You will be compensated with the handsome sum of two hundred pounds per annum, paid monthly in arrears.”

Two hundred solid English pounds sterling. A fortune for an impecunious young man just starting out in his profession, clinging by his claws to the first rung of the professional ladder; twice as much as his wildest hopes might aspire to achieve. Somerton waited for the look of startled gratification to break out across Mr. Markham’s exquisite young features.

Waited.

A small curl appeared in the left corner of Mr. Markham’s round pink upper lip.

“Two hundred pounds?” he said, as he might say two hundred disemboweled lizards? “I no longer wonder that you have difficulty retaining secretaries for any length of time, your lordship. I only wonder that you have tempted any to attempt the position at all.”

Somerton shot to his feet.

“I beg your pardon! Two hundred pounds is impossibly generous.”

“You will forgive me, Lord Somerton, but the facts speak for themselves. I am the only applicant for the position. Evidently two hundred pounds represents not nearly enough compensation for an ambitious and talented young fellow to take on such an overbearing, demanding, bleak-faced despot as yourself.” He uncrossed his arms, walked to the desk, and spread his long young fingers along the edge. “Allow me, if you will, to make you a counter-proposition. I shall take on the position of your personal secretary for a week’s trial, beginning tomorrow morning. If the conditions of employment meet with my approval, why, I’ll agree to continue on for a salary of three hundred pounds a year, paid weekly in advance. My room and board included, of course.”

Mr. Markham’s eyes fixed, without blinking, on Somerton’s face. That unlined young face, innocently smooth in the yellow glow of the electric lamp, did not twitch so much as a single nerve.

“By God,” Somerton said slowly. The blood pulsed hard at the base of his neck. He sat back in his chair, took up his pen, and balanced it idly along the line of his knuckles. His hand, thank God, did not shake.

“Well, sir? My time this morning is limited.”

“You may go, Mr. Markham.” He waved to the door.

Markham straightened. “Very well. Good luck to you, sir.” He turned and walked to the door, at that same regal pace, as if leading the procession to a state dinner.

Somerton waited until his hand had reached the knob. “And Mr. Markham? Kindly tell my butler to arrange for your belongings to be brought over from your lodgings and unpacked in the suite next to mine.”

“Sir?” At last, a note of astonishment in that imperturbable young voice.

Somerton took out a sheet of blank paper, laid it on the blotter, and smiled. “I suspect you shall suit this overbearing, demanding, bleak-faced despot very well, Mr. Markham.”

Luisa closed the door to the study and leaned back against the heavy carved wood.

Her heart still thudded inside her ribs at an alarming speed, as if she’d just finished a footrace around the shore of the sparkling clear Holsteinsee. Thank God for starched white collars and snug black neckties, or else that man—that Somerton, that predatory prizefighter of an aristocrat with his keen black eyes and his impossibly thick shoulders—would have detected the rapid thrust of her pulse against her skin.

Her tender female skin.

He would have seen right through her mask of male bravado. He would have annihilated her.

How her chest had collapsed at the words You may go, as if the world had vaporized around her.

And then Unpacked in the suite next to mine, the point at which her heart had resumed beating, with this alarming and reckless patter of . . . what? Fear? Relief? Anticipation?

When Luisa was younger, before her skirts were lengthened and her hair arranged in elaborate knots and loops under a jeweled tiara, her father used to take her out in the Schweinwald to stalk deer. They would set out at dawn, while the grass still breathed out rings of silver mist, and the thud of the horses’ hooves rattled the autumn silence. In those quiet mornings, Luisa learned how to hold herself still, how to be patient, how to listen and watch. She would study her father’s movements and replicate them. She was Diana, she was the virgin huntress, wise and ruthless.

Until that October day when her horse had gone lame and she had fallen behind, unnoticed, and the familiar trees and vines of the Schweinwald had become suddenly and terrifyingly unfamiliar. She had hallooed softly. She had whistled. She had called out in mounting alarm, panic mottling her brain, and as she stood there with her hands gripped around the loops of her horses’s reins, a black bear had wandered into view among the trees and came to a stop about twelve feet away.

They had stared at one another, she and that bear. She knew, of course, that you weren’t supposed to stare. You were supposed to look away and back off slowly. But she couldn’t remember all those rules of engagement. She couldn’t leave her lame horse. She had nothing to fall back on, no rear position in which to shelter. So she stared back, for what seemed like an hour and was probably less than a minute.

She still remembered the absolute blackness of the bear’s fur, except for a small patch of rufous brown where a miraculous ray of sunlight penetrated the forest canopy. She remembered the dark watchfulness of its eyes, the fingerprint texture of its round nose. She remembered the syrupy scent of the rotting leaves, the chilling handprint of the air on her cheek.

She remembered thinking, I am going to die, or I am going to live. Which is it?

“Sir? Are you going to see my father?”

Luisa opened her eyes and straightened away from the door.

A young dark-haired boy stood before her, examining her with curious black eyes so exactly like those of the Earl of Somerton, her heart jumped an extra beat for good measure.

“I beg your pardon?” she said.

“My father.” The boy nodded at the door. “Are you going in to see him? Or has he tossed you out?”

“I . . . I have just finished my interview with his lordship.” Luisa heard herself stammering. Children made her nervous, with their all-seeing eyes and their mysterious minds, occupied with infant imaginings Luisa could no longer even attempt to guess. And this one was worse than most, his pale face poised upward with unsmiling curiosity, his eyes far too reminiscent of that pair she’d just escaped. She scrambled for something to say. “You are Lord Somerton’s son?”

The boy nodded. “Philip. Lord Kildrake,” he added importantly.

“I see.”

“I guess he’s tossed you out, then. Well, buck up. That’s what Mama says. Buck up and try again later, when he’s in a good mood.”

“I see.”

Young Lord Kildrake sighed and stuck his finger in his hair, twirling it into a thoughtful knot. His gaze shifted to the door behind her. “The trouble is, he never is. In a good mood.”

From the entrance hall came the sound of feet on marble, of the butler issuing quiet orders. A woman’s voice called out. The boy’s mother, probably. Lady Somerton, summoning her son.

He never is. In a good mood.

In the end, that long-ago day, Luisa had lived, but not because she had stared the bear down. The thunder of avenging hoofbeats had filled the forest, and Prince Rudolf had appeared on his white charger. He had risen in his stirrups, dropped his reins, lifted his rifle, and shot the bear dead without a break in the horse’s stride.

Luisa looked down at the little boy. He had lost interest in her now. He let out another long sigh, turned, and ambled back down the hallway, still twirling his hair.

Her father was dead. Her husband was dead. Her sisters, her governess, all scattered to the winds of England.

She was alone.

Luisa straightened away from the door and shook out her shirt cuffs. She had better get on with it, then, hadn’t she?


Three intrepid princesses find themselves targets in a deadly plot against the crown.
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England, 1888. Quiet and scholarly Princess Emilie has always avoided adventure, until she’s forced to disguise herself as a tutor for the imposing Duke of Ashland, a former soldier disfigured in battle. When chance draws them into a secret liaison, Emilie can’t resist the opportunity to learn what lies behind his forbidding mask.

The duke never imagines that his son’s tutor and his mysterious golden-haired beauty are one and the same. But when her true identity is laid bare, Ashland must face the demons in his past to safeguard both his lady—and his heart.
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Lady Alexandra Morley, an alluring widow, has come to Italy to escape her creditors and devise a plan to reverse her fortunes. Distracted by the arrival of Phineas ‘Finn’ Burke, an attractive inventor, she despairs of ever getting what she needs . . . until they kiss.

Finn, naïve to the female species and intent only on perfecting his ‘horseless carriage’ engine for an exhibition in Rome, never dreamed he’d meet a woman like Alexandra, who is as intelligent as she is beautiful. Finn longs to make Alexandra his wife, but past wrongs stand in the way . . . unless Alexandra can sacrifice everything she knows to realise her deepest desires.
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