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By Juliana Gray

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





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

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

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




PROLOGUE
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London, England
October 1889

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

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

“Yes, sir. And two attendants.”

“In my study?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, sir.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Stefanie, my dear!” exclaimed the eldest.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Really, Stefanie.” Luisa was sharp.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Emilie, such impertinence,” Luisa said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Peter,” Luisa whispered.

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

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

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

“Miss Dingleby saw to it herself.”

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

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

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

“What sort of friend?” Emilie leaned forward.

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

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

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

“She has been a heroine,” said Luisa.

Olympia smiled. “I had no doubt.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hide?” said Emilie.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, Hamlet,” said Luisa warily.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Now, ladies . . .”

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

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

“My dear girls . . .”

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

“HUSH!” said Olympia.

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

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

Indeed, he would welcome the peace.

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

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

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

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

“Well, my dear?” Olympia said softly.

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

“Emilie!” said Luisa, in shocked tones.

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

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

“Uncle! You’re not going to bed?”

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

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

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

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

“What could possibly go wrong?”

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

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

“Ah! There you are, my dear,” Olympia said. He looked down at her from his great height and placed his hand tenderly against her cheek. “Won’t you come to bed and tell me all about it?”
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A ramshackle inn in Yorkshire
(of course)
Late November 1889

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The boy was clearly winning.

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

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

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

And nearly spat it back.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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








































































HISTORICAL NOTE
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While Emilie, her family, and the principality of Holstein-Schweinwald-Huhnhof itself are entirely fictional, the dangers she would have faced as a European royal in 1890 were quite real.

If the eighteenth century was the age of great revolutions, the nineteenth century saw the rise of small ones. This was not for lack of big ideas. By the time of the short-lived establishment of the Paris Commune in 1871, any number of “isms” flourished in the cafes, streets, and universities of the Western world, addressing the great problems of social and political inequality with ambitious solutions. Moreover, they had acquired distinctly international goals, and conceived often violent means to achieve them.

The anarchism movement took many forms, but at its core rejected the state as unnecessary and evil, and authority itself as tyranny over the individual. For those who believed that violence was the only effective means of achieving the overthrow of state and hierarchy, the so-called propagande par le fait (“propaganda of the deed”) held irresistible allure. In the decades before the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, assassination took the lives of tsars, kings, empresses, presidents, and prime ministers across Europe and the United States: President McKinley, Tsar Alexander II of Russia, and the beautiful Empress Elisabeth of Austria were among the victims.

But among the organizations responsible for these assassinations—to say nothing of countless bombings, kidnappings, riots, and uprisings—the Revolutionary Brigade of the Free Blood does not, and never did, exist.
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Old Bailey, London
August 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 Cambridge, 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. 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. The 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
Nine 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 His Grace’s anxious valet, attempting a knot with great concentration.

“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 impressively 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 uniform 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, my friend has the good fortune of traveling with company today. Allow me to present to you the real and genuine Sir John Worthingham, QC, 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 nephew, 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 sides.

Still, Stefanie was a princess of Holstein-Schweinwald-Huhnhof, and what was more, she had never yet met the 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 callouses 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, Cousin 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 my nephew, the Marquess of Hatherfield.”

“Your nephew?”

“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. And Sir John’s nephew. Practically living in his drawing room, the old fellow had said.

God help her.

The Archangel Hatherfield grinned widely and shook her hand. The callouses tickled pleasantly against her palm. “It’s a great pleasure to meet you, Mr. Thomas. I admire your pluck enormously, entering into my uncle’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, Uncle. 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 in 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 my uncle 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 performed 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 unexpectedly 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. Ah, 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.
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