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            Dedication

         
         
            For Alex and Karen

            As you journey through life together

            May the years be generous and kind

            May all the dreams you share be fulfilled

            And when you are wrinkled with age

            May you still hold hands and

            Smile at each other in the same way that you do now.

            With my love always,

            Mom

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            When playing the game of seduction, the queen is always the most powerful piece on the board.
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            Chapter 1

         
         
            London

            April 1875

         

         Blackguard Blackwood.

         
         David Blackwood decided a man could be called worse. Sitting at the mahogany desk in his grand library, perusing the latest
            gossip sheet, he was astounded by how quickly and decisively a man’s reputation could fall because of scandal. Two transgressions
            that had become very public the previous autumn were being rehashed in the gossip rags as a warning to the latest batch of
            debutantes and other ladies in search of a husband: a liaison with him was bound to bring about ruination. While he was not
            the only one to have made that damning list, it seemed he had secured the top position as the one to be avoided at any cost.
            Thankfully, he was more amused than insulted because he wasn’t on the hunt for a wife. Not this Season nor the next nor the
            following fifty. He understood all too well the pitfalls of marriage and intended to avoid being shackled until he drew his
            last breath.
         

         
         “Sir?”

         
         He glanced up to see his slender, silver-haired butler standing as rigidly as a poker just inside the doorway. “What is it,
            Perkins?”
         

         
         “I apologize for disturbing you when you are about your work, but a Mrs. Mallard wishes an audience.”

         
         Slipping his golden timepiece from his waistcoat pocket, he glanced at the hour. A little after seven. At nine was a meeting
            of the Chessmen, a moniker given to him and his three firmest friends—while they were studying hard and wreaking havoc during
            their time at Oxford—because of their ruthless strategy when it came to investing. That ruthlessness was the reason he was
            presently able to do anything he damned well pleased without worrying about Society’s censure. “I’ll see her, but do have
            the carriage brought round as I’ll be departing once our business is concluded.”
         

         
         The second his butler disappeared, he put away the newsprint as well as the numerous reports that outlined various investment
            opportunities he was considering. When his desk was tidied to his satisfaction, he shoved back the sturdy leather chair, stood,
            and moved to the center of the gigantic chamber. He’d purchased this ridiculously large residence because his father had wanted
            it, and Bishop had made it his life’s ambition to deny his sire anything he desired.
         

         
         Now he waited patiently for his guest. Nothing good ever came from rushing into judgment, and he’d long ago learned the value
            of biding his time until all aspects of the situation presented themselves.
         

         
         Only a few minutes passed before Perkins returned. A woman who lived up to her namesake waddled in behind him. Small of stature,
            she wore a frock of dark blue buttoned up to her chin. Her blond hair was tucked beneath a narrow-brimmed hat, its crown decorated
            with only a few light blue flowers and a sprig of green.
         

         
         “Mrs. Ava Mallard,” Perkins announced gravely, and the lady gave a startled jerk as though he’d reached around and pinched her bum. She looked to be preparing to take flight at any moment, with the merest encouragement to flee. A loud noise. An unexpected action. The flickering of one of the gaslights. 

         
         Ensuring his strides were leisurely, long, and unthreatening, he crossed over to her. “Mrs. Mallard, how may I be of service?”

         
         She looked at Perkins, then shifted her attention back to him. In a barely audible whisper, she asked, “Are you the bishop?”

         
         “It’s merely Bishop, a sobriquet my mates bestowed upon me when I was at school. I must say it rather stuck.” A nickname given
            to him because at the time he’d been destined for the clergy. Until he’d discovered he was more suited to other endeavors.
         

         
         “Mrs. Winters said you helped her last autumn.”

         
         “I did indeed.” The assistance had cost him five thousand quid when Mr. Winters had sued him for damages, but he’d considered
            the money well spent and his coffers hadn’t mourned the loss. “Why don’t you join me by the fire, and we’ll discuss the reason
            you’ve called?”
         

         
         Gnawing on her bottom lip, she glanced around. “Upon further reflection, I probably shouldn’t have come.”

         
         “You’re perfectly safe with me, Mrs. Mallard. Perkins, have tea brought in.”

         
         “Yes, sir.” Having never been entirely comfortable around the ladies who frequently visited and being terribly unskilled at
            hiding his disapproval of their presence, Perkins made a hasty retreat.
         

         
         Bishop backed up several steps. “I think you’ll find this chair over here the most cozy. I’ll stand by the hearth, shall I?”

         
         She gave a half nod before shuffling over to a large stuffed wingback chair. He stopped by his decanter table and poured himself
            some scotch before walking over to the massive marble fireplace, leaning against it, and studying the woman fidgeting so nervously
            before him. “I take it that you’ve come to me because you wish to obtain a divorce.”
         

         
         She gave a jerky nod and clasped her hands tightly together. “He is not unfaithful, but neither is he a kind man. He has incredibly
            high expectations and when they are not met—”
         

         
         In commiseration, he shook his head. “I don’t need to know the particulars, Mrs. Mallard. That you desire to be free of him
            is reason enough.”
         

         
         “I do worry that I’ve delayed the inevitable for too long. I think he wishes to be rid of me, possibly to have me committed . . .
            or worse.”
         

         
         Hearing the rattling of china, he held a finger to his lips. In order to meet with success in helping these women gain their
            freedom, he found it necessary that no one know of his true involvement with them.
         

         
         Holding a tea tray, a young woman he didn’t recognize walked gracefully into his library. Her hair, the shade of the honey he poured over his scones at breakfast, was tightly secured into a neat knot beneath her white mobcap. Her eyes—a mesmerizing bright blue, like the delphiniums his mother had taken such delight in growing—were alert with an inquisitiveness that seemed to take in her surroundings and catalog each aspect. Wearing a simple black frock and frilly white bibbed apron, she required no adornment to make her one of the most strikingly beautiful women he’d ever laid eyes upon. Perkins handled all the hiring and letting go of servants, and Bishop generally paid them little notice. But she was somehow different, demanding attention by simply existing. She set the tray on the small table nearest to Mrs. Mallard. 

         
         “Have we been introduced?” He wasn’t in the habit of asking questions to which he already knew the answer—if he had ever crossed
            paths with her in the hallway, he’d not have forgotten—but he required something innocuous and who the devil are you didn’t seem the way to go.
         

         
         Her attention had been on his guest, but she quickly shifted her focus to him and bobbed a shallow curtsy. “No, sir. I’ve
            been employed here less than a sennight.”
         

         
         “Your name?”

         
         “Daisy.”

         
         He furrowed his brow. She didn’t look at all like a Daisy to him. The name sounded too common, and he suspected she was anything
            but typical. It was the confidence with which she spoke and met his gaze. Unlike most of his staff, she appeared neither intimidated
            by nor in awe of her employer. He wanted to question her further, but now was not the time. “Prepare some tea for Mrs. Mallard.”
         

         
         During his conversation with the maid, his visitor had relaxed a tad, perhaps because she no longer felt she was being scrutinized.
            He preferred it when the women who came to him didn’t have a nervous constitution. The maid struck him as someone who didn’t.
            With a great deal of efficiency, she set about preparing the tea.
         

         
         “Milk and sugar?” she asked in a soft voice that held a hint of gentility. While he’d not been born into the nobility, he had friends who had been. He’d accompanied them now and again to aristocratic affairs and been introduced to enough of their acquaintances to recognize refinement when he heard it. He wondered how it was that she’d come to be a servant. 

         
         “Please,” Mrs. Mallard said.

         
         He shouldn’t be mesmerized, watching the delicate, unblemished hands pour tea, then milk, into the china cup decorated with
            pink roses—all his china reflected his mum’s favorite blossoms—before adding two lumps of sugar and stirring all the contents.
            With a soft smile, she handed the cup and saucer to the married lady before turning her attention to him. “And you, sir?”
         

         
         He lifted his glass slightly. “I prefer my beverages with a bit more bite to them.”

         
         “Shall I pour you some more before I take my leave?”

         
         No. That’s what he should have said. He needed to get her out of here so he could finish his business with Mrs. Mallard. After
            all, he had an appointment to keep. What he heard escaping his mouth, however, was yes.
         

         
         What the devil was wrong with him? He’d once had no control in his life and now he maintained power over every aspect of it. He certainly never said what he did not mean. Yet he stopped silently castigating himself the second she was near enough that he could inhale the soft fragrance of sweet violets and was reminded of his mother pointing out the delicate blossoms on their walks through the forest and the many times he’d plucked them as a gift to her. Their home had always smelled of violets. 

         
         As she took the tumbler, her warm bare fingers touched his, and he went completely still, not even breathing, his eyes locking
            with hers, not so much from the shock of such an inappropriate encounter but the awareness it stirred to life, as though he
            could sense how glorious her entire body would feel nestled against his.
         

         
         Then the glass was gone, as was she, along with his wits. He couldn’t recall any woman ever having such a disconcerting effect
            on him. He watched her stroll to the sideboard. She removed the stopper from one decanter, gave it a sniff, and returned it
            to its proper place before giving another a try. That one she poured into his tumbler. She knew her liquors then. Expensive
            ones. She wandered back over to him and extended the glass. Taking more care in removing it from her grasp, he ensured no
            part of his hand touched hers.
         

         
         “Will there be anything else, sir?” she asked.

         
         “Not tonight.” He nearly slammed his eyes shut at the implication that there might be more on another night, more that was not within her realm of duties. The slow stroke of his hand along her spine, a brush of his lips over her throat,
            a lick of her skin. Dangerous journeys all. Forbidden. Treks he wouldn’t enjoy because he did not take advantage of his servants.
            Ever, under any circumstances.
         

         
         “Very good, sir.”

         
         “Close the door on your way out.” He hated that he sounded so brisk, nearly cross, but he wasn’t accustomed to being unsettled
            by a mere slip of a woman.
         

         
         “Yes, sir.” If she noted his brusque tone, she gave no indication. She gave another quick bob of a curtsy before wandering slowly from the room, and all he wanted to do was trail after her. 

         
         Jesus. He tossed back the scotch, noticing that she’d left some of her violet fragrance on the tumbler. Or maybe it was simply that
            the scent now permeated the room. Unfortunate that, because he needed to stop thinking about her.
         

         
         “Are you suddenly unwell?” a quiet, hesitant voice asked out of the ether.

         
         He jerked his attention to Mrs. Mallard. He’d completely forgotten about her. It was unlike him to lose his train of thought.
            What sort of spell had the captivating maid cast over him? “No, I’m fine. Where were we?”
         

         
         “My husband’s threats?” she replied meekly, although the high pitch of her voice at the end made it sound as though she wasn’t
            entirely certain she was providing the correct answer.
         

         
         At that moment, he hated the man for his ability to mentally beat down this woman until she possessed no confidence whatsoever.
            He wanted to see the blighter rot and her liberated from him. “Right. Have you children?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         He was glad of that. Children and the custody of them brought additional complications. Not to mention the mental anguish
            they suffered when too young to fully understand what was happening.
         

         
         “How will you provide for yourself, Mrs. Mallard? He will not be required to pay alimony since you will be the one found guilty
            of infidelity.”
         

         
         “I’ve made arrangements to serve as an elderly widow’s companion, should this come about so I gain my freedom. As we get along famously, she will wait to fill the post until I know my fate.” 

         
         He was impressed that she’d considered her financial position. The women he aided usually either returned to the bosom of
            their families or found employment. One had been squirreling away her pin money, and after her divorce he’d helped her invest
            it, so she received enough in interest to live modestly but happily.
         

         
         He made a motion to move toward the chair across from her, and her eyes widened in alarm. “As I mentioned earlier, you have
            nothing to fear from me, but I need you to understand what is at stake, and my not hovering over you will make the discussion
            easier.”
         

         
         A nod, a sip of her tea, and he imagined she was striving to position herself so she could toss the hot brew on him if the
            need arose. He was actually grateful for that bit of rebellion.
         

         
         He crossed over to the chair, sat, and, holding his tumbler with both hands, leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs.
            “To be clear, this will not be a pleasant experience for you. Divorce is granted only when adultery is involved. It could
            take weeks before your husband discovers what we are about, but in order to meet with success, we will have to convince him
            and the courts that we were engaged in an illicit liaison. It will no doubt be reported in the newspapers. All of your family—parents,
            siblings, cousins—will hear of it. Your friends. Enemies. Strangers. It is likely to bring you disgrace. You need to think
            long and hard about the consequences and be certain you wish to tread this path.”
         

         
         In her hands, the teacup sat still and unmoving on the saucer. Not a single vibration. Not a single tremor. “If I do nothing, I think I will run mad. I have already given it considerable thought, Mr. Bishop—” 

         
         “Just Bishop.”

         
         She gnawed on her lower lip again. Sitting this close to her, he could see the slight scarring from previous gnawing. “I feel
            I have no choice.”
         

         
         “Are you certain he isn’t having an affair?”

         
         “Quite certain. But even if he was, a woman must show two causes for divorce, while a man need show only one.”

         
         As she was familiar with that condition of the regulation, perhaps she’d already spoken with a solicitor or Mrs. Winters had
            explained the unfairness of the law to her. Bishop had articulated several times to his friend the Duke of Kingsland about
            the need to amend that portion of the act so women were not required to have more reasons to end a marriage than men. But
            the gents who enacted laws feared if they made it too easy for a wife to dissolve the arrangement, more fellows might find
            themselves turned out. Bishop thought that particular worry had an easy enough solution: don’t be an arse to the woman you
            took to the altar. “You’ve indicated he’s not treated you well. Would you go so far as to say cruelly?”
         

         
         She nodded. “How do I prove it? It is merely my word against his. The servants will not speak out against him. He is a barrister
            and has far too much influence and power. But even if they did side with me, I haven’t the necessary requirements to seek
            a divorce because, as I mentioned, he’s not been unfaithful.”
         

         
         Perhaps not bodily but to his vows to love, honor, and cherish. With a sigh, Bishop leaned back. “But you think he will seek a divorce when he discovers your infidelity?” 

         
         “I’m rather certain his pride will insist.” Angling her head slightly and lowering her saucer to her lap, she studied him
            as though he were a new breed of puppy. “Why do you do this? Help women out of unpleasant circumstances? He is bound to sue
            you for damages for having criminal conversation with what he considers his. Other husbands have. What do you gain?”
         

         
         Without answering, he tossed back what remained of his scotch and shoved himself to his feet. “Give it grave consideration,
            Mrs. Mallard. If you are still of a mind to carry through with this plan, find an excuse to leave your residence without your
            husband and return here at nine in the evening Tuesday next, at which time our affair shall commence.”
         

         
         The cup did give a slight rattle against the saucer then. “Mrs. Winters assured me—”

         
         “Nothing shall actually occur between us, but we will give all appearances that it has. Once your husband begins to suspect,
            he will no doubt hire a detective to solicit proof. You are free to tell the truth and deny that we are involved. But you
            will not be believed. My reputation will ensure it.”
         

         
          

         As instructed earlier by the butler, Daisy sat in a brocade armchair at the end of the hallway waiting for the man everyone, including staff, referred to as Bishop to finish with the woman behind the closed door so she could retrieve the tea service and tidy up. No doubt pillows or cushions from one of the sofas tossed onto the floor. Perhaps even broken china or porcelain figurines. Although their encounter was certainly quieter than she’d expected. 

         
         Serving as an inquiry agent, a private investigator, she knew all about David Blackwood, was here because of his reputation.
            Her most recent client, Martin Parker, was relatively certain his wife was engaged in an adulterous liaison with the man.
            Therefore, Daisy had hired on as a maid to catch the vixen in the act. Wednesday a woman had arrived a little after nine in
            the evening. Daisy had managed to catch a glimpse of the lady before Bishop had escorted her up the stairs to his bedchamber,
            and she wasn’t the wife for whom Daisy was searching. But that didn’t mean Mrs. Parker wasn’t one of his paramours. Last year
            he’d been the adulterous party named in two divorce proceedings. Now, having seen him with a second woman in this residence,
            she had to wonder how many he needed to slake his lust.
         

         
         So here she was, hoping her client was correct and her time wasn’t being wasted. Also hoping she could resist the allure of
            Bishop. The man was far too handsome, with features that appeared to have been chiseled from stone. Although a bit rough around
            the edges, they formed a fetching landscape, like that of a majestic mountain with interesting crags and hollows that begged
            to be explored. Dark hair and dark eyes, eyes that saw too much. Tall with remarkably broad shoulders that could no doubt
            carry any burden, he wore his clothes well. Obviously, he had a fine tailor and was very particular about his attire. When
            she’d fetched his glass, she’d noticed the unique buttons on his waistcoat. Black onyx inlaid with a golden B.
         

         
         Most employers paid scant attention to their servants. When he’d asked her name, her heart had sped up, and she’d feared her ruse had been discovered. But apparently, he’d been only curious. Yet tiny tremors had continued to undulate through her as she had prepared tea for his guest. She’d been grateful the china hadn’t rattled. The concentration with which he’d watched her certainly hadn’t helped matters. No other gentleman had ever studied her so thoroughly. She’d felt as though she’d been naked. Not that he had leered, but the intensity of his gaze had made her feel as if he could see her clearly, could uncover all her secrets. 

         
         The library door finally opened, and the woman stepped out followed by Bishop, who immediately swiveled his head Daisy’s way,
            as though he’d been struck by her presence as forcefully as she had by his when he’d appeared before her. Why the devil was
            she so aware of him?
         

         
         “Daisy, what are you doing there?” His deep, rich, and melodic voice made her wonder if its hypnotic power was partially responsible
            for his ability to lure women into his bed so easily.
         

         
         Quickly she came to her feet. “Mr. Perkins bade me to wait until you’d completed your . . . business so I could collect the
            tea service straightaway.”
         

         
         “Mmm, I see. Well, I’m going to escort Mrs. Mallard home before carrying on to a meeting. Hopefully Perkins remembered to
            have the carriage waiting for me.”
         

         
         “I’m rather certain he did, sir. He’s quite efficient.”

         
         “Yes, he is.” He studied her for a full minute while Mrs. Mallard looked on, more in curiosity than jealousy. She supposed, based on his reputation, women knew they’d be sharing him and there was no point in being bothered by it. “Right, then, see to your duties.” 

         
         Without even touching his guest, he escorted her toward the large foyer that fed into stairs and hallways. If Daisy was involved
            with a man, she’d want him unable to keep his hands from her person. But then she’d also expect loyalty.
         

         
         She wandered into the library, struck immediately by his bergamot and orange fragrance and beneath, the softer rose scent
            of his visitor. She hadn’t expected everything to smell so crisp and fresh, assumed the activity surrounding a sexual encounter
            would taint the air somehow. Not that she’d ever experienced the process in order to know precisely, but she did understand
            the mechanics of it. A dear friend had explained things shortly after she married, and the way of it—the pain, discomfort,
            and embarrassment—had made Daisy decide it was something to be avoided if at all possible.
         

         
         Although perhaps her friend’s experience was unique. Since Daisy had made her living for the past two years in part by discovering
            if women were indeed having affairs, she was flummoxed as to the reason they would seek out an encounter with another man
            if it was truly a test of endurance rather than a gift of pleasure. Perhaps if it was the right man, with the right woman?
            But how was one to know when any sexual congress before marriage was to be avoided?
         

         
         She’d shared a few kisses in her lifetime. The first when she was twelve and a stable boy had talked her into a bit of wickedness. She’d even let him undo one of the buttons on the bodice of her frock. She might have agreed to more if, in his haste, his clumsy fingers hadn’t caused that one to go flying into the hay he’d spread out in the stall. It had taken them a good ten minutes to find it, so she could sew it back into place—using the lad’s small sewing kit—before returning to her uncle’s manor. The entire time she’d been terrified that her misbehavior was going to be found out, and she’d be forced to wed the lad. 

         
         Were these women who had illicit affairs terrified? Was the terror of being caught part of the appeal? Or was it love that
            drove them to another’s bed?
         

         
         Glancing around, she could find no evidence of anything that needed to be straightened. Even the cup and saucer had been returned
            to their proper place. With a sigh, she lifted the tray.
         

         
         Based on the heat in his eyes when he’d studied her earlier, she’d expected to find scorched furniture. If they hadn’t engaged
            in sexual relations, why was the woman here?
         

         
         Daisy shook her head. It didn’t matter. No one had paid her to care about Mrs. Mallard. She was to confirm that Mrs. Parker
            was involved with this Bishop fellow. She did hope the woman made an appearance soon.
         

         
         Her gaze shifted to the desk, over to the door where no footman stood guard outside, and back to the desk. She was quite alone.
            Other than the thudding of her heart and the ticking of the mantel clock, she heard no other movements.
         

         
         After walking over to the large structure, she set the tray on the corner. Several newspapers rested evenly on one side. They were of no interest to her. She released the latch on an elegant wooden box to reveal correspondence. A quick glance through missives indicated they were related to business not paramours. She’d hoped for a treasure trove of love letters written by women who might have enjoyed his company, in particular one from Mrs. Parker. It would have been worth gold. A stack of ledgers was off to the other side. They would be related to business as well, no doubt. Still, she thumbed through the first to reveal columns of numbers. She lifted the second, her breath catching as her gaze fell on the third. In gilded letters was written Appointments. It couldn’t be that easy to gain what she needed.
         

         
         Licking her lips, she glanced again toward the doorway. No one about. No shadows wavering beyond it to indicate someone’s
            imminent arrival. No distant sounds to be heard.
         

         
         She set the diary in the middle of the desk. Between pages, a slender blue silk ribbon trailed out from the top. Using it
            as her guide, she opened the book to the present day, Friday. Each day was given its own page, and along the edge of the paper
            was listed various times. Today’s date showed 9 p.m. Chessmen Twin Dragons.

         
         So that’s where he was headed. He’d be late to his appointment because of Mrs. Mallard. Had she been an unexpected visitor
            then? Had they previously engaged in a lover’s tiff? Had she come to straighten things out with him? Had she visited for another
            reason? Although Mrs. Mallard was not her concern, Daisy possessed an inquisitive mind, and questions constantly tumbled through
            it whenever she was presented with anything new or baffling. She always enjoyed deciphering any sort of puzzle.
         

         
         She glanced at the day before. Thursday. Nothing in the evening. If he’d gone out, she hadn’t been alerted to it, but then her present duties involved assisting the upstairs chambermaid. That she’d been asked to deliver a tea service this evening had been unexpected. She turned the page back to Wednesday. 8 p.m. Blue-Eyes.

         
         That would have been the woman she’d seen going up the stairs with him. She was disappointed he didn’t use names. Although
            perhaps it was only with this particular lover. Tuesday was dinner at Knight’s. Monday he’d gone to the theater with Rook.
            Chess pieces. Were they aliases as well? Could they be other paramours? Now she was curious about his future appointments.
         

         
         She turned to Monday next. 9 p.m. Raven. Mrs. Parker had black hair. Could he be referencing her? On Wednesday he had another appointment with Blue-Eyes. Thursday
            evening had a notation of F&S. Was that another lady or a club perhaps? Surely not the Fair and Spare. The notorious establishment
            catered to bachelors, spinsters, and those no longer married who sought companionship or more—a sexual partner—for the evening.
            What need had he to seek out a rendezvous when ladies were coming to him? Was he that insatiable?
         

         
         Daisy heard approaching footfalls. Quickly she closed the book and returned it along with the others to their places. She’d
            just picked up the tray when Mr. Perkins strode in and gave her a suspicious look. “The master left some time ago. What are
            you still doing in here?”
         

         
         “I was simply tidying up as ordered. A few items were scattered hither and yon.”

         
         “Bishop doesn’t like us messing about his desk. That’s not where you put the tea tray, is it?”

         
         “No, but it’s where I found it when I returned to the room.” She’d become quite skilled at lying convincingly.

         
         “Strange, that.”

         
         “Perhaps his guest moved it to prepare herself another cup of tea.”

         
         “Perhaps.” He jerked his head back slightly. “Come on then. Once those are washed, all the chores will be done and we can
            retire for the night.”
         

         
         “Yes, sir.” With hasty steps she followed him out. By Monday, with any luck, she’d have the answer she sought regarding her
            client’s wife. The challenge would be proving it.
         

         
          

         “You’re unusually quiet this evening.”

         
         Bishop glanced over at the Duke of Kingsland—King—who occupied the chair to his right. Knight and Rook were also in the circle,
            seemingly curious to hear his response to their friend’s question. They were all situated in a corner of the library within
            the Twin Dragons, a club that had once been known as Dodger’s Drawing Room and had been the domain of men. But its new owner,
            Drake Darling, had expanded it to include women.
         

         
         For some reason watching the ladies moving about had reminded Bishop of the new maid. He wondered if she ever visited here. He doubted it. He paid a good wage to his staff, but she didn’t strike him as someone who would spend frivolously on memberships. If she belonged to any club at all, it was probably Aiden Trewlove’s that accommodated women’s whims. Or perhaps she was a member of Griffith Stanwick’s Fair and Spare. But if she was a member of the latter, he’d never seen her there. And he would have noticed her. He tended to notice everything. “I have a lot on my mind lately.” 

         
         “Anything you care to discuss?” Rook asked.

         
         Have you ever had occasion to set eyes on a woman and feel as though she had branded herself on your mind, a woman you can’t
               seem to stop thinking about? Who sends a thousand questions tumbling through your head like petals caught in a gusty breeze,
               like a whirlwind of discarded leaves traveling through the park? And makes you think in poetic phrases when you never have
               before? “No.”
         

         
         Eyebrows went up at that, and Bishop knew it was because he wasn’t normally a man of few words. He relented. “If you must
            know, I’m contemplating a daisy.”
         

         
         Rook laughed. “For what purpose?”

         
         “As an addition to my garden.” At a table, sipping tea, in a yellow frock, wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat. One he would
            remove so the sun could kiss her cheeks. He suspected as a child, she’d had freckles.
         

         
         “You already have one of the most elaborate gardens in London. I know of no other that has as many varieties of flowers as
            yours.”
         

         
         “But it has no daisy.”

         
         “I wondered if perhaps you were mulling over your latest unflattering appearance in the gossip rags,” Knight said. “I assume
            you saw the damning article.”
         

         
         “I did indeed. Blackguard Blackwood has a poetic ring to it.”
         

         
         “Gentlemen are usually quickly forgiven their transgressions,” King said. “It’s been months since yours came to light. I’m
            unable to determine why the gossipmongers continue to harp on them.”
         

         
         “I wasn’t born into their ranks, so absolution isn’t so easily granted. I’ll understand if any of you wish to no longer associate with me.” To be honest, he’d been surprised to find them waiting for him, a tumbler of scotch resting on the table before the empty chair when he’d arrived. 

         
         “Don’t be bloody ridiculous,” Knight said. “Your affairs are your business. Certainly, I know of worse offenses.”

         
         He appreciated the loyalty, especially because he’d never told them the truth about his affairs. The fewer who knew the better.
            “Being seen with me could tarnish your own reputations.”
         

         
         “Don’t make us take you outside and beat some sense into you,” Rook said.

         
         “As though any of you can match me when it comes to fisticuffs.” At an early age, he’d learned the value of being able to
            deliver a decisive blow. He glanced over at the man who had become his first friend at Oxford. “You have a wife to consider,
            King.”
         

         
         “Penelope will be the most loyal of us all. She never sits in judgment, doesn’t even peruse the gossip rags.” He grinned.
            “She prefers scouring through financial reports.”
         

         
         He’d married a woman who, like them, excelled at investing. Anxious to turn the conversation away from gossip, Bishop asked,
            “How is marriage suiting you?”
         

         
         It was a ridiculous question because they all knew the duke was madly in love with his wife, had been long before he’d realized
            he was.
         

         
         “I find it very much to my liking. You should give it a try.”

         
         “I’m not sure marriage is something one should try. Rather, I think it requires a commitment, one I’m not willing to make. Unlike you, I have no title, require no heir.” Even if his current reputation didn’t make him unsuitable as a husband, he had a past he wouldn’t wish to inflict on any woman or offspring. He’d leave his fortune to various charities. 

         
         “It’s good that your wife lets you out occasionally,” Knight teased.

         
         King scowled. “I’m not a pet to be let out. Besides, Penelope took a friend to the theater.” He glanced at his watch. “I’ll
            leave in half an hour to pick them up. With my short duration here in mind, has anyone heard of any good investments lately?”
         

         
         The talk shifted to various opportunities they’d heard about or been invited to join, but Bishop listened with only half an
            ear because his thoughts began to wander back to the maid, and how she’d looked somewhat forlorn when he’d first clapped eyes
            on her sitting in the hallway waiting for him to finish up with Mrs. Mallard. Then she’d appeared incredibly alert and a tad
            guilty. He wondered if she’d been engaged in naughty musings about some gentleman, because surely a man played a role in her
            life. Servants were not usually married, so she had no husband. But perhaps she fancied someone. Regardless, she was not for
            him. To flirt with her at all would be a disservice to her. She was in his employ. However, it was more than that.
         

         
         He’d always enjoyed women. The discovery of what they offered was one of the reasons he’d decided to forego a career in the
            church. A man of God shouldn’t be a sinner.
         

         
         However, as someone who grew easily bored, he couldn’t envision himself being content with one woman for the remainder of his life. As a result, he’d never pursued a lady with the notion of anything permanent. He wasn’t certain how one even went about it, which was perfectly fine as he had no plans to go about it. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         The following morning, with a heavy sigh, Bishop glanced at the reports spread out over his desk, the reports he’d been studying
            for the past hour, striving to determine if he should invest in any of the companies asking for an assist. His neck and shoulders
            ached. He knew better than to spend so long in one position. He needed an interruption. Perhaps a walk in the park or—
         

         
         Reaching back, he yanked on the bellpull and then began rubbing on his neck as he waited for his butler to appear. A few minutes
            later, Perkins entered the room.
         

         
         “You rang for me, sir?”

         
         “I could set my watch by your punctuality, Perkins.”

         
         “I’ll take that as a compliment, sir.”

         
         “As well you should. Have some tea brought in.”

         
         His brow furrowed, Perkins glanced around before leveling his dark stare on Bishop. “Are we expecting company?”

         
         “No, why?”

         
         “You don’t drink tea, sir. You have gone so far as to threaten to have me dismissed should I ever have it served to you.”

         
         “Unless I request it. Now I’m requesting it. Have that new girl, Daisy, bring it in.”

         
         Normally at this point, Perkins issued a quick, “Yes, sir,” and dashed off to tend to whatever business Bishop required of
            him. Now he opened his mouth, closed it, blinked. An odd movement of his jaw followed, and Bishop could have sworn he heard
            teeth grinding. “Is there a problem?”
         

         
         “She is rather innocent, sir.”

         
         “However, she knows how to pour tea, does she not?”

         
         “Yes, sir, but perhaps”—he glanced around again at the room devoid of visitors—“a footman should bring it up?”

         
         Ah, he was worried about the young woman’s reputation in light of his employer’s. There were times when his willingness to
            help a woman escape her tyrannical husband’s clutches did place him in a bad light. As his servants were sometimes called
            upon to serve as witnesses, he let them believe the worst of him so they could tell the truth as they saw it, rather than
            have them risk perjury. “Have you ever known me to take advantage of a female staff member?”
         

         
         “No, sir, but neither have I ever heard you call for one by name.”

         
         Bishop released a long, drawn-out sigh. He paid this man good wages, more than some earned working for the nobility, and he shouldn’t have to put up with his actions being questioned. Nevertheless, he had to admire Perkins for his protectiveness toward the staff. “The door shall remain open, and you can stand guard at the threshold to ensure I’m on my best behavior, if you like. My head is aching, and I thought perhaps some tea might help.” 

         
         He gave a short bow. “Very good, sir. I’ll include a dash of cook’s powder that is known to relieve one’s head pains.”

         
         Then he was gone, and Bishop refrained from getting up and pouring himself a scotch. He didn’t know why he wanted to see the
            chit again. For some ungodly reason, he couldn’t stop thinking about her. It wasn’t her pretty features that occupied his
            thoughts, but her mannerisms. She had seemed to be taking in the tableaux of the room, to have been studying him and his guest.
            Every servant he’d ever known, including the few in his father’s residence, had gone about their business without appearing
            to care about anyone else’s. She cared. He’d been able to detect the questions fairly running through her mind. Who is the woman? Why is she here? What’s she to you? He wondered if he should advise her to never play a game at a card table.
         

         
         In the distance, he heard the soft tinkling of porcelain dishes. Even as his heart gave a hard thud against his ribs, he opened
            his ledger, dipped his pen in the inkwell, and hoped to give the impression that he hadn’t been anxiously awaiting her arrival.
            To ensure she understood he recognized her as a servant and not someone to be wooed, he would not stand.
         

         
         Then she was walking into the library, no Perkins in her wake, thank goodness. He didn’t need his butler to serve as his guard or her chaperone. He was fully capable of controlling his desires. It wasn’t as though he yearned for her. She’d merely aroused his curiosity. Although knowing what curiosity did to the cat, calling for her could prove to be a regrettable mistake. 

         
         “Where would you like the tea, sir?”

         
         “On the same table you used last night, but I’ll have a cup at my desk here.”

         
         “Very good, sir.”

         
         She set down the tray and looked over at him. He wished he’d pulled back the draperies so the sunlight filtered over her,
            and he could see her more clearly, but he concentrated better when no distractions hovered at the edge of his vision. He worked
            diligently to avoid anything that interfered with his focus. She was a distraction he didn’t seem to mind.
         

         
         “How do you take your tea, sir?”

         
         “Prepare it however you enjoy it.”

         
         Her eyes widened slightly, not in alarm, but in surprise before she went about doing as he’d asked. He watched as milk and
            sugar—dear Lord, was that five lumps?—were added to the brew in the cup. She stirred gently, and he had the impression she
            was humming a little ditty in her head. She seemed at peace, content, and yet an alertness about her remained as though she
            was constantly gauging her surroundings, was aware of everything around her, and could probably even tell him how many ledgers
            were spread before him, as well as their contents.
         

         
         After lifting the saucer upon which balanced the teacup, she glided over and set both on the corner of his desk. “Anything
            else, sir?”
         

         
         “Yes. Is it Margaret, Marguerite, or Margarette?” She went still, so visibly still, that he wasn’t certain she even breathed.

         
         “I beg your pardon?”

         
         Interesting. The words came out crisp and demanding. The courteous, obliging servant had disappeared and before him now stood a woman who didn’t like to be questioned. No, it was more than that. Wouldn’t tolerate being questioned. “I doubt very much that your mother named you Daisy. Marguerite is French for daisy, and so I’m curious as to which version of the name she gave you.” 

         
         Pressing her lips together, she studied him through narrowed eyes before giving a little nod. “Marguerite. She was French.
            My mother. She was the only one to call me Daisy, although recently I’ve begun using the moniker as a way to remember her.”
         

         
         “Was?”

         
         A couple of quick, jerky nods. “She died when I was younger. As did my father. I was an orphan, raised by my father’s spinster
            sister.”
         

         
         “My condolences on your loss.”

         
         She lifted a slender shoulder as though to shrug off his words. “It’s been twenty years now. I’ve grown accustomed to their
            absence.”
         

         
         “We may adapt to their absence but that doesn’t mean we don’t still miss them.”

         
         “Your tone implies you speak from experience. Are you an orphan?”

         
         “Not completely. But I did lose my mother when I was at a tender age.” Still too young to have prevented the tragedy that
            befell her.
         

         
         “I’m sorry.”

         
         He didn’t know how to respond. He didn’t usually tell people about his mother because he always felt a modicum of guilt that
            he’d not been able to save her. In spite of his youth, he should have been able to do something. Before he fell down that dark hole of regret, he reached for the cup, took a sip of the concoction, and returned the china
            to the saucer. “Oh, God, that’s dreadful.”
         

         
         Her delicate brow furrowed. “Too much sugar or milk?”

         
         “It’s the tea. I’ve never fancied the bloody stuff.”

         
         “Then why did you ask that I bring it to you?”

         
         “It’s been a while since I’ve had any, and I thought to see if it’s as appalling as I remember. It’s more so.” Why was he
            explaining himself? One didn’t justify one’s actions to servants. And did he have to sound so blasted chagrined?
         

         
         “Oh, I see.” She took a single step back, and he decided she really did see. It wasn’t the tea he’d wanted but her presence.

         
         “I’ll also admit to finding you intriguing. Your diction is more suited to upstairs than down. You strike me as being too
            independent to take orders. You’re accustomed to giving them.”
         

         
         “What makes you think that?”

         
         “I’m not sure. You bring to mind a mine that is played out, but the owner is trying to sell it by insisting it is still of
            value.” He shook his head. “No, that’s not quite right. You’re more like something of value striving to appear that it isn’t.
            Which makes no sense. Yet still, I’d invest in you in a heartbeat.”
         

         
         “I can’t decide if I’ve been complimented or insulted.”

         
         “There.” He winked at her. “A servant wouldn’t be so bold as to respond to what I said. Would have simply asked if I required
            anything else. Last night . . . you know your liquors. Most maids don’t.”
         

         
         “How many maids have you had pour you a drink?”

         
         He released a quick burst of laughter. “None.”

         
         “Therefore, you may be judging me by what you think a servant does rather than what one actually does.”

         
         “I grew up with servants.”

         
         “As did I.”

         
         “That does not surprise me. Why seek employment as one?”

         
         She glanced around the room.

         
         “I’ll know if you’re lying.”

         
         Her gaze came back to him and nearly skewered him. “Will you?”

         
         He gave one brisk nod. “You don’t have a face for playing cards. Your expressions are far too easy to read.”

         
         Her sigh of surrender would have lifted a kite and sent it soaring among the clouds. “My aunt gave me an ultimatum—marry or
            move out. I chose to move out. I needed a position quickly, and, well, some household is always in need of a servant.”
         

         
         “You could work as a governess. I would think that occupation would better suit you.”

         
         “With all due respect, sir, I don’t believe you know me well enough to know what suits me.”

         
         I’d like to. But even as he had the thought, he squashed it. She was employed in his household, and he wasn’t going to be like the man who’d raised him and cross those boundaries. He also had his scandalous reputation to contend with, which, until that moment, he’d never considered a burden, but it wasn’t going to appeal to a woman such as she and would only serve to do what the gossip rags promised: bring her to ruination. While she might have the right of it and he didn’t know what suited her, he did understand fully and completely that she was undeserving of a downfall, especially one at his hands. “You may take the tea.” 

         
         “The inquisition is over?”

         
         He grinned broadly. Damned, if he didn’t like her. “A servant would never speak in such a condescending tone of voice to the
            master of the household.”
         

         
         “Seems I have a lot to learn.” She took the saucer with its cup and gave a quick bob of a curtsy. “Good day, sir.”

         
         She deposited the china on the tray, picked it up, and began strolling from the room.

         
         “Good day, Marguerite,” he called out.

         
         She stopped, held still for a heartbeat, two, before carrying on. He wondered what retort had been on the tip of her tongue.
            Probably go to the devil.
         

         
          

         Never do anything to make him smile.

         
         Good God, but his grin had been devastating, had made him look unburdened, carefree, and fun. Had made her want to reach out
            and touch his mouth, his cheek, his jaw.
         

         
         Then the way her Christian name had rolled off his tongue . . . She’d never liked Marguerite. It had seemed too pretentious,
            too large for the girl she’d been, but his deep voice had made it sound as though she fit it perfectly. She’d never be a great
            beauty like her mother but in that moment, she’d felt seen, appreciated, and lovely. And terrified because no man had ever
            made her feel as though he had a true interest in her, all of her, not just the shell that came with a dowry. Part of the reason she’d never felt she fitted properly within Society was because she wanted to be viewed as more than the overseer of a household and the bearer of children. Hence, much to her uncle’s chagrin and her aunt’s disappointment, she’d set up her own business rather than move about in their social circle of lords, ladies, and the elite. 

         
         She considered giving her notice to Perkins and then informing her client he needed to hire another sleuth. But she’d never
            been one to accept defeat, especially as a result of something as innocuous as feelings stirred to life by a brief meeting.
            Bishop’s charm was such that she fully understood why women were falling into bed with him. But her moral fiber was such that
            even the thought of succumbing to his allure was revolting—or should have been. Instead, she wondered if he grinned at a woman
            while debauching her. She rather suspected he did, and it would be as intoxicating and pleasurable as the finest wine.
         

         
         She also wondered why he went through lovers with the ease and frequency that most men changed shirts. Did he grow bored?
            Did he require a constant carousel of new ladies to hold his attention? Or did ill feelings arrive when the husbands sued
            him? Or perhaps the women were disappointed he’d not been discreet enough and their liaison had been discovered.
         

         
         Not that any of it really mattered. The man was a devilishly handsome Lothario, and she would do well to remember that. No
            more fluttering heart, quivering stomach, or warmth whispering along her skin whenever she encountered him.
         

         
         Still, as the days rushed toward that all-important Monday, she found herself hoping she’d run into him. In one of the many hallways. Or in one of the chambers that she was tidying. From what she’d been able to gather, he spent most of his day and early evening in his library. Breakfast, luncheon, and dinner were all served to him on a tray delivered by a footman. She’d considered volunteering to handle the chore, but didn’t need the distraction of him, and she was striving to be as unnoticed as possible. No one paid him a visit on Saturday or Sunday. 

         
         However, Sunday night from her bedchamber window, she caught sight of him strolling about the gardens, and she couldn’t help
            but think that he struck her as a solitary, perhaps lonely, soul. She was unable to take her attention off him, even considered
            slipping out and joining him. Her curiosity regarding him seemed to know no bounds, even as she knew time spent in his company
            would come to no good. She had to remain impartial and distant because once she’d gathered her evidence, she would speak out
            against him in court. She couldn’t experience any remorse at betraying him, and she wouldn’t be riddled with guilt if they
            shared no confidences, if their relationship remained as it should: employer and employee.
         

         
         Yet it seemed such an odd thing to see him wandering about alone when he had women aplenty seeking his company. She wondered
            if he was reminiscing about one of them, absurdly would have welcomed him ruminating about moments spent with her.
         

         
         She was grateful when Monday finally arrived, heralding what could turn out to be her last day of mixed sentiments where Bishop was concerned. As usual, before a single ray of sunshine peered over the horizon, Mr. Perkins called the servants together in the room in which they took their meals so he could alert them to any additional requirements for the day. Daisy didn’t see how another hour in bed would hurt. She was rather certain they’d still have plenty of time to get their chores done, and probably with a good deal more efficiency because they’d be bright-eyed with no cobwebs filling their heads. But the butler was a stickler for routine. 

         
         “All right then,” he began, his tone stern and uncompromising. She wasn’t certain he was capable of emitting a laugh or demonstrating
            a smile. “We have a busy day ahead of us. Following his dinner—as is his customary habit with a tray delivered to the library—the
            master will be enjoying the company of a friend. Mrs. Karson, he has asked for a platter of strawberries, a bowl of your chocolate
            glaze, and a few other sweets of your choosing, along with some cheeses, to be delivered to his bedchamber shortly after nine.
            Tom, you’ll see to the delivery.”
         

         
         “Yes, sir,” the footman answered sharply with military precision. Daisy was surprised he didn’t salute.

         
         “Today’s flower is to be lilies and baby’s breath. Sarah, ensure all is in order upstairs.”

         
         “I always do, sir.”

         
         He gave the tiniest of scowls before nodding. “Everyone else, carry on as usual. Remember, you are to clean without being
            seen.”
         

         
         As the servants began to scatter, Daisy was relatively certain Perkins had his final words embroidered on a framed sampler
            hanging over his bed, because he ended any directions or discussion with them. She followed Sarah to the linen cupboard and
            held out her arms for the fresh sheets the chambermaid handed to her.
         

         
         “I was wondering,” Daisy began hesitantly, “if the lady tonight might be the one I saw on Friday when I delivered tea to the library. A Mrs. Mallard.” Although she thought it unlikely. That woman had been fair and in no way resembled a raven. 

         
         “Ah, no,” Sarah said, as she began marching up the back stairs. “Monday is Mrs. Parker.”

         
         Daisy’s breath caught. “You know her name?”

         
         “Yeah. Tom heard it once when he carried a tray into the bedchamber. He told me.”

         
         “Have you ever caught a glimpse of her?”

         
         “No.” She winked. “I clean without being seen.”

         
         Daisy smiled. “Perkins really does like saying that, doesn’t he?”

         
         “We’re supposed to be quiet, unobtrusive. Lord of the manor isn’t supposed to know he has servants, is he? We’re like the
            cobbler’s elves, aren’t we, coming in and getting the job done, leaving people to think it’s all magic? But he pays well,
            so I never complain. Although Tom does often enough.”
         

         
         “What has he to be unhappy about?” Daisy asked, well aware that crucial information could come from the most unexpected of
            places.
         

         
         “He considers it beneath him to cart a tray about. Thinks it’s a chore best handled by maids. He sees it as an absolute waste
            of his talents . . . as well as those strong muscles of his.” She smiled sheepishly. “I can think of better uses for those
            lovely muscles.”
         

         
         “Such as?”

         
         Sarah laughed lightly. “Carrying me up these stairs for starters.”

         
         At the landing, in front of a door, was a table. “Place the linens there,” Sarah said. “We’ll change Bishop’s bed once he’s
            up and about.”
         

         
         She opened the door that led into the wide and elaborate corridor of bedchambers. Daisy followed Sarah’s lead, dusting and polishing and sweeping. She was gathering up the flowers in the vases that adorned several of the tables in the hallway when the door to his bedchamber opened and he stepped out. Halted. Stared at her. 

         
         But then she’d stopped as well. As had her lungs. She’d forgotten how devilishly handsome he was, dark hair, dark eyes, dark
            brows. She hadn’t seen his valet go into the room. Did he even have one? However, he was freshly shaven and immaculately attired.
         

         
         “Good morning, Marguerite.”

         
         Her arms full of wilting blossoms, she gave a quick bob. “Sir.”

         
         “You probably believe me to have an inordinate number of flowers in this residence.”

         
         “It does seem odd to have so many up here where few people see them.”

         
         “My mum loved flowers. When I was a lad, I’d help her plant them, water them, and keep the weeds away from them. Having the
            blossoms about reminds me of her. I suppose in a way they are a tribute to her.”
         

         
         “It’s lovely that you
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