
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            For Taoufiq—

            through thick and thin.

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	Chapter One

            	Chapter Two

            	Chapter Three

            	Chapter Four

            	Chapter Five

            	Chapter Six

            	Chapter Seven

            	Chapter Eight

            	Chapter Nine

            	Chapter Ten

            	Chapter Eleven

            	Chapter Twelve

            	Chapter Thirteen

            	Chapter Fourteen

            	Chapter Fifteen

            	Chapter Sixteen

            	Chapter Seventeen

            	Chapter Eighteen

            	Chapter Nineteen

            	Chapter Twenty

            	Chapter Twenty-One

            	Chapter Twenty-Two

            	Chapter Twenty-Three

            	Chapter Twenty-Four

            	Chapter Twenty-Five

            	Chapter Twenty-Six

            	Epilogue

            	Acknowledgments


        	
      An Excerpt from THE DUKE GETS DESPERATE
      
        	Chapter One

        	Chapter Two

        	Chapter Three

      

    

            
            	About the Author

            	Also by Diana Quincy

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      


	iii

	v

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	312

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	346

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	354

	355

	356

	357

	358

	359

	360

	361

	362

	363

	364

	365

	366

	367

	369

	370

	374

	ii

	371

	373

	375

	iv




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	Chapter One

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         He noticed the woman the moment before she flung herself directly into the path of a lumbering oncoming coach and four.

         
         She was young and attractive, but it wasn’t her eyes that caught Brandon’s attention, although they were large and almost
            unnaturally blue, like robin’s eggs. Nor was it her hair, which escaped its pins in long, gleaming waves the color of afternoon
            sunlight. No, it was her monstrous hat, an extravagant and overdone flourish of colorful feathers. She might as well have
            a peacock sitting on her head.
         

         
         The woman stood out on the crowded London sidewalk and was exactly the sort of female he avoided—expensively dressed and probably
            known to high society. Although, to be fair, Brandon stayed clear of most people.
         

         
         She had launched herself into the street. Feather hat and all. As she sailed through the air, her wool periwinkle pelisse
            flapped like a flailing bluebird. The four matching grays startled. One whinnied as eight pairs of hooves slammed against
            the road surface, bearing down on the woman.
         

         
         Brandon reacted. He lunged, wrapping his arms around expensive fine wool. It took all of his strength to lug the woman back to the side pavement. She was heavier than she appeared. 

         
         “Get off of me, you lout!” She struggled in his arms.

         
         Instead of showing gratitude, she screamed at him as if he were accosting her? Alexander Worthington, Marquess of Brandon,
            was not accustomed to being berated. By anyone.
         

         
         He stiffened. “No need to thank me for saving your life.”

         
         “Let me go, you cow!” squeaked another raspy voice. A child. Brandon blinked, finally realizing why rescuing the woman took
            so much effort. She had her arms folded around a flailing boy of about ten or so. The coach and four thundered by on the cobblestones
            just as she wrestled the youth out of the way.
         

         
         She relaxed her grip. “Where is your mother?”

         
         “In Hades!” The boy took off—or at least he tried to. Brandon grabbed the urchin by his soiled collar. The boy ran in place
            for a second before realizing he’d been caught again.
         

         
         “Bugger!” He struggled to get away. The boy was all limbs, arms and legs squirming and kicking.

         
         “Cease this instant,” Brandon ordered. “And mind your manners.”

         
         Something in his voice, perhaps the dark tone of warning, prompted the boy to go still. “I ain’t done nuffin’ wrong.”

         
         “I doubt that,” Brandon said.

         
         “You are scaring the child,” the woman admonished.

         
         Brandon took in the sly expression on the boy’s narrow face. “He’s not the sort to frighten easily.”

         
         Her eyes blazed. Robin-egg blue edged in amber-red fire. “Do you make a habit of bullying young children?”

         
         “Bullying?” Irritation simmered along the surface of Brandon’s skin. “I will have you know that because I saved both you and
            the child from being trampled, I am late for an important appointment.” A meeting that had taken weeks to arrange that would
            show his enemies that he had lost patience.
         

         
         “Nonsense.” She attempted to right the feathered eyesore on her head. “I went in after the boy to pull him to safety.”

         
         “Nice hat,” he responded.

         
         Amusement lit her eyes. “Yes, well, it was a gift from my elderly aunt. She knows I have a fondness for artistic hats, although
            this one is a bit outlandish.” She pulled back her shoulders. “She was very happy to see me wearing her gift when I visited
            her today.”
         

         
         “What did you do to her?”

         
         “I beg your pardon?”

         
         “To deserve that hat?”

         
         Her lips quirked. This woman was almost certainly a lady. Her bearing and clothing told him as much. As did her clear and
            precise diction. In contrast, Brandon was dressed like a member of the laboring class rather than a nobleman. And yet, she
            didn’t speak down to him.
         

         
         “You, sir,” she said with a twinkle in her singular eyes, “are ungallant.”

         
         He tipped his chin. “A failing I readily admit.”

         
         “I’ll have you know that I received compliments about my hat today.”

         
         “Did they have eyes?”

         
         She swallowed a snort. “My elderly aunt’s friends. It’s possible that their eyesight is failing them.”

         
         “Gor!” the boy piped up. “Are you gonna ’old on to me forever?”

         
         “It will be as the lady wishes,” Brandon informed him.

         
         “If you promise not to run,” she told the child, “I will supply you with a meal and perhaps an errand for which I shall pay
            handsomely.”
         

         
         Speculation gleamed in the boy’s eyes. Brandon released him. The urchin looked wily enough to be lured by the promise of food
            and money.
         

         
         Brandon shifted his weight from one foot to the other. It was time to take his leave. “I am late to my appointment. Good day.”

         
         She finally looked at him again. “I suppose I should thank you for saving me.”

         
         “You are most welcome.” He bowed his head before turning to weave his way through the crowded sidewalk.

         
         “Although,” she called after him, “I did not need saving.”

         
          

         Rose Fleming stared out the window later that day, her thoughts on the handsome stranger who’d dragged her out of the street.
            His vigor left an impression.
         

         
         Even though her would-be savior was tall and well formed with rugged good looks, Rose kept remembering his eyes. Cynical yet
            glinted with humor, and so black that it was like staring into an abyss. A tap at the door cut into her reverie.
         

         
         Rose turned from the window to find the housekeeper regarding her expectantly. “Yes, Mrs. Waller?”

         
         “The footman candidate is here. The one that the agency sent over.”

         
         “Oh, yes, of course. I’d forgotten.” The appointment slipped Rose’s mind because she was too busy woolgathering. “Has he been here long?” 

         
         “About a quarter of an hour.”

         
         “Put him in the front salon.”

         
         “Yes, madam.”

         
         A few minutes later Rose joined the footman candidate. His height struck her first. He was over six feet. Standing by the
            window looking out, his profile revealed a strong nose, generous forehead and precise chin.
         

         
         “Good afternoon, I am—”

         
         He faced her.

         
         “Oh.” Rose stopped short, staring at the dark-haired stranger with the cynical eyes. “It’s you.”
         

         
         Surprise lit his face. “Are you—?”

         
         “You are here for the footman position?” she asked at the same time. Surely, it was a mistake. How could the commanding stranger
            she’d encountered on the street be a footman? This man possessed the aloof splendor of a person accustomed to being waited upon.
         

         
         “Yes.” He paused. Something unreadable flashed across the stern features that somehow contrived to make him handsome. “I am
            here for the footman position.”
         

         
         His deep, gravelly voice sent a shiver through her. “I am Mrs. Fleming.”

         
         “I hardly recognized you without the hat.”

         
         She bit back a smile. “Insulting your potential employer does not do you any credit.”

         
         “I apologize.”

         
         “There’s no need for that.” Flustered, she looked around. She almost invited him to take a seat, which one most certainly
            did not do with a servant. “The agency sent you?”
         

         
         “That’s right.”

         
         “Do you have any experience?” This man possessed both height and looks, two highly sought-after attributes in a footman. With
            his appealing visage and arrogant demeanor, he could find a position in one of Mayfair’s finest homes. Why settle for a merchant
            employer in a not-quite-fashionable neighborhood like Spring Gardens?
         

         
         “I have a little experience.” Thick, long lashes rimmed watchful eyes. Most women of Rose’s acquaintance would kill for those
            lashes. Pity they were wasted on a man. “But I am a quick learner. I won’t disappoint you.”
         

         
         What he lacked in experience, he made up for in confidence. “What work have you done in the past?”

         
         “I was employed by an elderly bachelor who passed away.”

         
         “I see. And before that?”

         
         “Mostly work on the family farm.”

         
         “Your father is a farmer?”

         
         “You could say that.”

         
         That explained his athletic physique. Working on a farm would require daily physical labor. Did it also account for the golden-olive
            tint of his skin? She’d taken him for a Spaniard at first. Or perhaps black Irish. Yet, his accent suggested neither. He spoke
            very well for a manservant. “Are you aware of the work that will be required of you here?”
         

         
         “I assume you will enlighten me.”

         
         He certainly didn’t have a servant’s deferential attitude. If he was going to work in her household, Rose needed to establish
            appropriate boundaries. “Let us begin with your name, shall we?” she said coolly.
         

         
         “Alex, ma’am. Alex Worth.”

         
         “Very good, Alex. As a footman, you will be required to rise at seven o’clock. You will clean the knives and the lamps. Set the table for breakfast and serve Mr. Fleming and myself.” 

         
         “Mr. Fleming is your—?”

         
         “My husband and the master of the house.” Not that Roger acted like much of a husband. Or master of anything. “As I was saying,
            you will lay the table and serve at breakfast and lunch, clearing the table afterward. At five o’clock, you will light the
            lamps and candles and bring them into the drawing room. You will lay the cloth for dinner at six o’clock, wait on us at dinner,
            clear the table and wash up. You will take the candles and the lamps down at ten-thirty when Mr. Fleming and I retire for
            the evening.”
         

         
         “I don’t see any reason that should be a problem.”

         
         “In addition, you will brush out Mr. Fleming’s suits, my skirt hems and our shoes. Either you or Dudley will answer the front
            door. You will divide these chores that I’ve just described and any other chores that arise on any given day.”
         

         
         “I’m most grateful for the opportunity.” He spoke in a grave, raspy tone. His manner was perfectly correct, yet the slightest
            trace of irony gilded each word.
         

         
         “Very good,” she said crisply. “You can expect to present yourself to Mr. Fleming this evening at supper.”

         
         He dipped his chin. “Yes, madam.”

         
         “Dudley will direct you to the tailor to have a livery made up.”

         
         “I will check with him, madam.”

         
         “Very good.” She hesitated. “I shall see you at supper, then.”

         
         “As you wish, madam.”

         
         Rose departed, leaving him standing in the salon. It was only after she closed the door behind her that Rose realized she’d
            been holding her breath.
         

         
          

         Brandon, now known as Alex—he needed to become accustomed to being addressed by his name rather than his title—surveyed the
            stuffy attic room he shared with Dudley, his fellow footman. He could barely stand upright without hitting his head. The room
            just managed to accommodate two narrow beds, the table between them and a wardrobe. Not exactly the sort of arrangements Brandon
            was used to. But that was of no consequence.
         

         
         What mattered was that he was here, in the home of Roger Fleming, London’s preeminent mapmaker. A man who thought he could
            use a fraudulent map to cheat Brandon out of his land and get away with it.
         

         
         Fleming had crossed the wrong man.

         
         A known recluse from high society, Brandon was not an idiot. Nor did being the half-Arab heir of the Mad Marquess make him
            unsophisticated. Brandon suspected at least one of his adjoining landowners had conspired with the mapmaker to cheat him.
            Someone who believed Brandon sullied their precious ton with his mother’s foreign blood and merchant roots.
         

         
         He pulled what few clothes he’d packed from his valise. At the bottom lay the rolled map drawn by Fleming. He tucked the canvas
            in among his things and arranged them in the wardrobe opposite Dudley’s meager pile of clothing.
         

         
         His thoughts drifted to Mrs. Fleming. She was a surprise. An attractive woman with a sense of humor. And not a lady after all. She was a merchant’s wife, even though the expensive clothing and regal bearing suggested otherwise. In any other situation, he might be inclined to like her. Did she know her husband was unscrupulous? 

         
         Dudley popped his head in through the narrow door frame. “We’re having tea now in the servants’ hall. Coming?”

         
         Brandon shut the wardrobe door. “I wouldn’t miss it.” He followed his fellow footman down to the basement.

         
         “We usually have our tea after we’ve served at dinner,” Dudley said as they trotted down the stairs. “But Mrs. Waller called
            for an early tea today.”
         

         
         They joined the home’s other servants: Bess, the maid of all work, Mrs. Waller, the cook and housekeeper, and to his surprise,
            the boy Mrs. Fleming rescued earlier in the day.
         

         
         “You’re still here?”

         
         “In me flesh,” the boy responded. Brandon saw now that the child was painfully thin, his arms like flesh-covered twigs. “Missus
            says I’m ter be fed while she finks of errands for me.”
         

         
         The housekeeper sipped her tea. “Don’t you worry. I’ll find plenty for you to do.”

         
         Brandon stared down into the weakest cup of tea he’d ever seen. It was certainly nothing like the strong black sage-flavored
            tea he was accustomed to. His mother, Lady Brandon, shed most things from her Arab past, including her name (Maryam became
            plain Mary) when she married his aristocratic father. But she’d held on to her tea, going so far as to instruct the gardener
            at Highfield to plant mint and sage to flavor the shay.
         

         
         “Why ain’t you drinking yer tea?” Bess set down her chipped porcelain cup. All of the dishes were chipped and mismatched. “You’d better drink up. We only get tea twice a day.” 

         
         “I prefer my tea a bit stronger.”

         
         “Well, excuse me, Yer Grace.” Dudley smirked. “I don’t expect the servants got fresh tea leaves at yer last situation.”
         

         
         Brandon frowned. Did all servants drink from used tea leaves? He had no idea what kind of tea his servants at Highfield consumed. He never thought to ask.
         

         
         “I fink it’s good.” The boy gulped his tea down and reached for another piece of bread, the only food served with the tea.

         
         The housekeeper, a portly woman with her hair glued back in a tight bun, gestured at Brandon’s untouched ration of tea and
            bread. “You’d best take whatever nourishment is offered. You will need it to fuel you for your duties.”
         

         
         “Sound advice, I’m sure.” Brandon forced himself to drink the tea and made an effort not to grimace. He made a mental note
            to purchase tea on his afternoon out. Whenever that was.
         

         
         “Where were you last in service?” Bess asked.

         
         “I have limited experience.”

         
         Dudley spoke around a mouthful of bread. “How limited?”

         
         So much so that he had to bribe the employment agency to place him in Fleming’s four-story terraced home. He also arranged for Fleming’s previous second footman to receive an offer of employment from the Duchess of Huntington, who happened to be Brandon’s sister. 

         
         “I was previously employed by an unwed elderly gentleman who died.” At least that was the story he worked out with the agency.
            Any gaps in his manservant knowledge could be attributed to serving in a bachelor household with few requirements. “Before
            that, I worked on my father’s farm.”
         

         
         A bell jingled. It took Brandon a moment to realize it was the servants’ bell. Similar contraptions were mounted in the servant
            areas at Highfield, but Brandon hadn’t laid eyes on them in years. He was accustomed to being on the opposite end—doing the
            summoning.
         

         
         Bess popped up. “So much fer my tea.” She looked longingly at the half-full cup and crusty bread before heading for the stairs.

         
         “Wonder what the mistress wants,” Dudley said.

         
         Brandon set his terrible tea down. “Is Mrs. Fleming a demanding employer?”

         
         Mrs. Waller’s lips firmed. “We don’t tell tales about our employers.”

         
         “Not usually,” Dudley said at the same time. “Especially not during the day. She normally closes herself off in her sitting
            room and sketches all day.”
         

         
         “Every day?” Brandon pretended not to see Mrs. Waller’s quelling look. “She spends the entire day drawing?”

         
         “She takes lunch and long walks. But then goes right back to it. Has done for as long as I’ve worked here, which is going
            on three years now.”
         

         
         “Is Mrs. Fleming an artist?”

         
         Dudley scoffed. “Can’t say. I ain’t never seen any of her drawings. Not a one.”

         
         “Tea is over.” Mrs. Waller stood, her chair screeching disapprovingly across the flagstone floor. “Surely you two have something
            more productive to do than gossip about the mistress.”
         

         
         “We surely do.” Dudley winked at Brandon. “I have a bill the master wants me to go and pay. Alex here can brush out the master’s
            boots by the back door.”
         

         
         “Owen can help you with the boots,” Mrs. Waller informed Brandon. “He needs to earn his keep.”

         
         “Who is Owen?”

         
         “Gor, that’s me,” the boy piped up. “What’s yer name?”

         
         “I’m Alex.”

         
         “Are you goin’ to tip me fer ’elping clean the boots?”

         
         “Most certainly not,” Brandon said, leading the boy up the stairs.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         “You ain’t a very good footman,” Owen proclaimed.

         
         “Forgive me if I do not take a street urchin’s word for it.” Brandon searched the cupboards in the footman’s pantry until
            he found what passed for a clean cloth.
         

         
         “You didn’t even know what a footman’s pantry is.” Owen sat on the counter swinging his spindly legs, the heels of his worn
            half boots thumping against the cabinets below. “If I ’adn’t ’ave told you, you’d be cleaning them shoes by the back door.”
         

         
         “My former employer did not have a footman’s pantry.” Brandon had never heard of such a room, although he assumed there must
            be one at Highfield. He knew there was a butler’s pantry, but he’d never actually been inside it.
         

         
         “Did ’e ’ave shoes?”

         
         “What?” Brandon craved silence but the boy was a chatterbox.

         
         “Yer employer before. Did ’e ’ave shoes?”

         
         Brandon rubbed the white cloth against Roger Fleming’s dirty black boots. The boy’s nonstop prattling added to the annoyance
            of cleaning his nemesis’s footwear. “He did have boots.”
         

         
         “Like I said. You ain’t no footman.”

         
         Brandon ignored him and contemplated whether wetting the boot might make it easier to clean.

         
         “Yer supposed to scrape the dirt off the edges of the sole with a bone or wooden knife.”

         
         “Learned that while living on the streets, did you?”

         
         “Me ma cooked in a ’ouse even grander than this. I used to ’elp ’er in the kitchens. Ran errands for the ’ousekeeper and butler
            sometimes, too. I seen ’ow shoes are supposed to be cleaned.”
         

         
         “Did you now?” Brandon studied the boy. He might be of some use after all.

         
         “Sure did,” he said proudly. “After you scrape off the dirt, yer gonna use yer hard brush to get the rest of the dirt off.
            Then you get yer blacking brush—”
         

         
         “Where is your mother now?”

         
         The boy’s face clouded. “She took ill and died.”

         
         “When was this?”

         
         “’Bout three months ago.”

         
         “I am sorry. And you’ve been on the streets since then?”

         
         Owen shook his head. “Went to stay with Ma’s brother Willie but ’e’s a mean drunk so when the mistress said I could come ’ere,
            I decided to try it out.”
         

         
         “Won’t this Willie be missing you?”

         
         “’E’ll be missing trying to swat me.”

         
         Brandon stilled. “He beat you?”

         
         Owen grinned. “’E tried but ’e couldn’t catch me.” He puffed up his scrawny chest. “I was too fast fer ’im.”

         
         “And your father? Where is he?”

         
         “Dunno.” Owen shrugged. “Never knew ’im. Ma said ’e was no good. Any’ow, after you brush the dirt off the boot, you use blacking to make it shine.” 

         
         “Where do I find the blacking to polish the boots?”

         
         “You make it, of course.”

         
         “I make it?” Posing as a footman was proving far more complicated than Brandon anticipated. He’d expected to mostly serve at meals
            and answer the door. “Surely, it can be purchased somewhere.”
         

         
         Owen guffawed. “It’s too expensive. Cheaper to make it.”

         
         Brandon ran an appraising look over the boy. “Do you know how to make this blacking?”

         
         “Sure do. Seen the footman do it a ’undred times. Sometimes when ’e was busy with guests, I ’ad to do it. You mix ivory black,
            oil of vitriol, sweet oil, brown sugar, vinegar—”
         

         
         Brandon held up a staying hand. “All right, then. I will pay you a shilling to show me how to clean boots. And that includes
            making the polish.”
         

         
         He was tempted to pay the boy to do all of his tasks, but Brandon’s masquerade needed to be convincing. Everyone in the household
            must believe he really was a footman. Shining a few boots was a small price to pay for regaining the water meadow that Highfield’s
            tenant farmers needed to boost their agricultural output. They had families to feed. Destroying Fleming’s venerable mapping
            business in the process would make an example out of the brazen thief and any others who conspired against him.
         

         
         “Three shillings,” the boy shot back.

         
         “Fine.”

         
         “Really?” Owen’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. The amount was a small fortune to an orphaned child. “Yer gonna pay me three shillings?” 

         
         “And you have to show me how to brush out clothes, clean knives and any other duties that I don’t know how to perform.” Which
            was most of them.
         

         
         The boy crossed his arms over his bony chest and pretended to contemplate the offer. “Seems ter me all that instruction is
            worth more ’an three shillings.”
         

         
         “Never mind, then.”

         
         The boy popped off the counter. “On second thought, I accept yer terms.”

         
          

         “More pudding?” the new footman asked Rose.

         
         “No, this will suffice.” She’d never felt odd being waited on by a manservant before, but having Alex attend to her made Rose
            distinctly self-conscious. She was extraordinarily aware of his presence behind her. He stood at the ready and swept in at
            appropriate intervals to carry her plates away or refill her drink. Dudley, stationed on the opposite end of the long table,
            saw to Roger’s needs.
         

         
         “The pudding is excellent,” her husband remarked.

         
         “Yes, it is, isn’t it?” she responded.

         
         At meals, they engaged in meaningless conversation that Rose suspected bored Roger as much as it did her. They never discussed
            the only real subject they had in common in front of anyone. Issues related to the family mapping and engraving concern, left
            to Rose by her uncle and now publicly run by her husband, were nobody’s business but their own.
         

         
         She scooped a spoonful of pudding. “I shall be sure to convey your compliments to Mrs. Waller.”

         
         “Oh yes, please do.” Roger’s polite gaze shifted from her to the man standing behind her. “Alex, isn’t it? You’re the new footman.” 

         
         “Yes, sir.” The deep voice came from behind Rose. Alex was not in her line of vision, and she resisted the urge to twist in
            her chair to observe him while he conversed with Roger. Doing so would be highly inappropriate dinner table behavior, especially
            for the mistress of the house, and Roger was a stickler for the proprieties.
         

         
         Her husband’s gaze moved up and down as he inspected the new manservant. “Came to us from the agency, did you?”

         
         “I did, sir, yes.”

         
         “Dudley here looks after me. You will serve as my wife’s footman.”

         
         “What?” The word escaped Rose’s mouth before she could remember to be more circumspect. “That’s not necessary.” She still
            had no view of Alex, but she sensed his attention to the conversation.
         

         
         “I think that it is,” Roger replied pleasantly, but firmly. “Whenever you leave the house, Alex here will accompany you.”

         
         “I am hardly a society miss who requires an escort when I go out. And when I do need accompaniment, Bess goes with me.”

         
         “We are better than that.” Roger sipped his wine. “It will be as I say.”

         
         Rose swallowed an angry retort. “As you like.” This topic was best discussed in private. The last thing she desired was to
            be trailed everywhere she went.
         

         
         “As my wife’s footman,” Roger addressed Alex, “you will attend to her needs.”

         
         Rose registered Alex shifting behind her. “Yes, sir.”

         
         “You will prepare her breakfast tray, clean her shoes, brush out the hems of her dresses and attend to anything else she requires.”

         
         “I will do my best, sir.”

         
         “See that you do. I want my wife well looked after.”

         
         Roger’s brows knit when his gaze fell on Rose. “You are flushed, my dear. Are you well?”

         
         “Abundantly so. It’s a bit warm in here.”

         
         “It does feel like it is going to be a hot summer.” He rose. “Shall we retire to the salon?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Rose followed her husband into the formal front salon. He closed the doors behind them. It was their evening ritual, one of
            the few times they were alone during the day, and able to speak frankly.
         

         
         “How is Lord Wallthorne’s map coming along?” Roger inquired.

         
         “I should have it done by next week.”

         
         “Not sooner?”

         
         “No. It is a very involved piece and I want it to be right.”

         
         “We could double our profits if you drew more quickly.”

         
         “I draw the finest maps in all of England.” Although no one knew it. Few patrons would pay top prices for a map drawn by a
            woman. “And that is because I take my time with them.”
         

         
         “We need the money.”

         
         “You might try squandering less of it.”

         
         “It’s important to keep up appearances. The illusion of success invites success.”

         
         “Is that why you engaged a second footman that we do not need? If anything, we require a new maid. Bess is overworked.”

         
         “Male servants lend prestige to a household.” He poured himself a glass of port. “The new footman has a fine face and form.
            Additionally, he is tall. He looks like he could serve at a duke’s table.”
         

         
         “That’s just it. We are tradespeople, not nobility. And I don’t care to be constantly trailed by a servant. You know I enjoy
            my long walks.”
         

         
         “By all means, continue to take your daily constitutional, just do so with Alex. I am afraid I must insist on this point.”

         
         “Engaging a new footman is just as wasteful as your insistence that I frequent modistes favored by the ton. Patronizing a
            Bond Street dressmaker is the height of indulgence. And then there’s the vacant apartment above the shop. We should be renting
            that space out.”
         

         
         He shook his head. “We don’t want to appear desperate. It’s all about giving the impression of prosperity. At the moment my
            maps are the finest in London. I’m able to command the highest prices for them.”
         

         
         “Don’t you mean my maps?”
         

         
         He continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “Having a well-dressed wife attended by an excellent specimen of a footman lends us
            more consequence. And will allow me to command even higher prices for our maps. It’s like driving the most expensive coach.
            People make assumptions about your success based on what kind of coach you drive.”
         

         
         But they did not own an expensive coach. “What do you do with all the money you take out of the business?”

         
         He gave her a severe look. “It is not your place as my wife to question my spending habits. However, if you must know, I hope to secure a royal warrant.” 

         
         “A royal warrant?” Her mouth dropped open. “You must be jesting.”

         
         “I most certainly am not.” His soft brown eyes shone. “Imagine if I am appointed the official royal surveyor, engraver and
            cartographer.”
         

         
         Alarm bolted through her. “You realize that you are actively seeking to defraud the Prince of Wales, the very man who rules
            England?”
         

         
         He sipped his port. “Stop overreacting.”

         
         “Everyone thinks you draw the maps.” And that was because she signed her finished works R. Fleming. Fortunately, she and Roger shared the same
            first initial. “What if they discover that I am the cartographer in the family?”
         

         
         Roger scoffed. “Who is going to find out?”

         
         A noise sounded outside the door. They both stilled, listening quietly. Rose couldn’t be sure but it sounded like—“Do you
            hear footsteps?”
         

         
         She darted to the door and threw it open, but there was no one there.

         
         “Calm down,” Roger admonished. “No one is eavesdropping on us. For goodness’ sakes, we are safe in our own house.”

         
          

         Brandon overheard something about a royal warrant, but beyond that, he picked up useless snippets of the Flemings’ conversation through the closed door. However, he did learn one important piece of information: Roger Fleming’s wife was smarter than her husband. Mrs. Fleming was innately savvy enough to sense danger. Unlike her dullard spouse. Fortunately for Brandon. 

         
         Still, it was deuced inconvenient that he had to serve the wife rather than the husband. He needed access to Fleming’s private
            rooms, his study and bedchamber. Serving as the man’s personal footman would make that easier.
         

         
         He escaped to his attic room while Dudley remained in the basement cleaning up after supper. Beads of perspiration quickly
            gathered on his forehead in the hot and airless chamber. He spread the Fleming map over his bed. There was no denying the
            man’s talent. Brandon was no expert but this map was beautifully detailed. Too bad it was also wrong. Not for the first time,
            he regretted agreeing to engage a London surveyor and mapmaker.
         

         
         He’d allowed himself to be drawn in by Fleming’s reputation for honesty and excellence. And the man’s maps were practically
            pieces of art. So when it came time to draw proper boundaries to enclose their properties, Brandon and neighboring landowners
            engaged the cartographer to survey their properties, peruse their land papers and draw maps delineating each man’s property.
            The final result cheated Brandon out of a critical section of his land, cutting off access to a main water source.
         

         
         Owen burst in. “There you are!”

         
         Brandon casually rolled up the map. “Do you ever knock?”

         
         Owen’s face scrunched up. “What’s that?”

         
         “What do you want?”

         
         “Why are you up here? Yer supposed to be cleaning the glasses and knives.”

         
         “Oh, joyous day,” Brandon muttered under his breath. To the boy, he said, “We’d best get to it, then.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         “Where’s the rest of breakfast?”

         
         Dudley snorted. “Treated you like a prince at yer previous place, did they?”

         
         “Bread and tea?” Brandon stared at the paltry ration before him. “That’s it?”

         
         His stomach rumbled. He’d been up for two hours. The boy had shown him how to clean and trim the lamps. Then he’d prepared
            Mrs. Fleming’s breakfast tray, which she took in her sitting room. Afterward, he helped Dudley clear the table and wash the
            dishes, glasses and utensils.
         

         
         “That’s all the master allows,” Bess said.

         
         “You will find that the midday meal is heartier,” Mrs. Waller assured him.

         
         Brandon could scarcely believe the meager offerings. The Flemings weren’t wealthy, but surely, they could afford to properly
            nourish their servants. He slathered butter on the bread and downed it with the weak tea, which went down far more easily
            than it had the previous day.
         

         
         Mrs. Waller turned her attention to Owen, who gobbled his bread and gulped his hot tea as though it was cold water on a sultry afternoon. “After you are done eating, you’ll need to sweep the front steps.” 

         
         The bell rang. Dudley looked at Brandon. “That’s fer you.”

         
         “It is?” He thought Bess answered when Mrs. Fleming rang.

         
         “Yer her footman now. When she rings, you attend to her.”

         
         Brandon rose, downing the rest of his tea and taking his unfinished bread with him. “Where is she?”

         
         “In her sitting room,” Mrs. Waller said.

         
         Bess’s eyes rounded. “You can’t attend the mistress with bread in yer hand!”

         
         “Not to worry.” Brandon mounted the steps two at a time. “I’ll devour it long before Mrs. Fleming sees me.”

         
         When Brandon reached Mrs. Fleming’s upstairs sitting room, the private chamber where the lady of the house spent most of her
            time, he tapped on the door. Her muffled voice sounded through the door.
         

         
         “Come in.”

         
         “You rang, madam?”

         
         “Oh, Alex, yes.” She rose from a large drawing table pushed up against the window. She wore an embroidered floral dressing
            grown with fringed edges. “Come in.”
         

         
         The sun shone through the window, encasing her slender silhouette in a warm golden glow. She’d arranged her hair in a messy
            bun atop her head, held in place by a pencil stabbed through the center. Wispy tendrils of hair framed her face in amber threads.
            Any objective observer would find Mrs. Fleming to be a striking woman. Yet, she seemed oblivious to her appeal.
         

         
         Her sitting room was an inviting space furnished with dark woods and faded upholstered furniture. Papers and stacks of books littered the table surfaces. Bright scarves hung over one chair. The space was not what he expected. The house’s public rooms were impeccably formal, presenting a sterile facade to the outside world. But Mrs. Fleming’s private rooms were intimate, colorful and unassuming. 

         
         “I shall be going to the modiste in about an hour’s time,” she informed him. “Since my husband insists that you accompany
            me, I am alerting you in the event there are other duties you must attend to before we depart.”
         

         
         “Yes, Mrs. Fleming. I will be ready at your convenience.”

         
         “Thank you. You may go.”

         
         As he made to withdraw, his gaze caught on a framed map above the well-worn floral sofa. He instantly recognized it as one
            of Fleming’s. He knew the man’s work in detail. He’d studied his own Fleming map a thousand times. Brandon couldn’t fathom
            how a colorless man like Fleming could create such beauty. He peered more closely. “It’s this neighborhood. Spring Gardens.”
         

         
         “Yes.” She came to stand next to him, their mutual attention on the map. Her fragrance reached him and he inhaled the scent
            of lime and flowers.
         

         
         “What do you think?”

         
         “It’s remarkable.”

         
         “Truly?”

         
         “Absolutely. Particularly the details, the trees that indicate the park, the headstones in the graveyard, the city squares.
            The unique flourishes that are your husband’s signature.”
         

         
         A becoming flush painted her cheeks. His praise pleased her. Even if it was for her husband.

         
         “In all honesty,” he added, “I am stunned your husband is capable of producing something so imaginative and artistic.”

         
         Her mouth quirked. “Are you insulting your employer?”

         
         “I meant no disrespect,” he lied.

         
         “Of course you did.” But he saw that she wasn’t angry. If anything, Mrs. Fleming appeared amused. “You’ll need to mind your
            tongue around Mr. Fleming if you mean to keep your position.”
         

         
         “And around you?”

         
         “I appreciate frankness. It’s refreshing. Most of the servants hide their real feelings.”

         
         “I’m hardly an open book.”

         
         She gave a charming little laugh. “You’re anything but. I am quite certain there is much more to your story. However, it is
            yours to keep private if you so choose.”
         

         
         He felt a stab of guilt. Ruining her husband would certainly harm Mrs. Fleming. An outcome she did not deserve if she was oblivious to Fleming’s machinations.
         

         
         “As long as no lines are crossed,” she said, “I do enjoy a harmless barb every now and again.”

         
         “I shall endeavor to stay firmly on my side of the line.”

         
         “Then we should get along swimmingly.” Their gazes met and something warm flowed between them. They turned from each other
            in unison.
         

         
         “I should get back to work,” she said.

         
         Work? Brandon stepped away. “I shall be ready to depart when you are, madam.”
         

         
          

         “Welcome, Mrs. Fleming.” Madame Gisele hurried forward when Rose entered the Bond Street shop with Alex trailing her. “I have set aside several gowns with the tasteful embellishments you enjoy.” 

         
         “I cannot wait to see them,” she said politely.

         
         The modiste’s gaze drifted up to Rose’s bonnet. “Your hat is sublime. The artistry is impeccable.”

         
         Rose touched a hand to the front edge of her new hat, a wide-rimmed bonnet with a flourish of silk red roses. “That is most
            kind of you to say.” Behind her, Rose thought she heard Alex snicker.
         

         
         She followed Madame Gisele to the fitting chamber. Despite being a regular customer, Rose still felt ill at ease whenever
            she visited. Even the most extravagant gown could not disguise the truth that she and Roger were tradespeople, as much as
            her husband longed to pretend that they weren’t.
         

         
         “Here we are.” Madame Gisele pointed to the several gowns in the changing room. “If none of the designs are to your liking,
            we can always make the perfect gown for you.”
         

         
         “I am sure these will do.” Rose always selected premade dresses. Custom creations cost a fortune. She had no idea whether
            the modiste was truly French, but her prices were certainly worthy of the finest Paris designs.
         

         
         As much as Rose dreaded visiting Madame Gisele’s establishment, it kept the peace with Roger. He was more likely to heed her advice on important business matters if Rose humored his silly ideas regarding enhancing their consequence. She hated having to placate her husband, but there was nothing to be done for it. As her husband, Roger had the final say over everything, even though Rose’s late uncle left the print shop to her. 

         
         The first garment she tried on was a pink gown with gold embroidery trimming the sleeves and hem. She came out and stepped
            onto the platform before the large mirror.
         

         
         “Beautiful.” Madame Gisele folded her hands over her chest. “This one you must have. It highlights the length of your neck,
            and your beautiful porcelain skin.” Rose caught sight of Alex in the mirror. He’d taken up a position near the entrance. She
            couldn’t see his eyes, but she sensed his keen gaze fixed on her.
         

         
         Madame kept the compliments coming as Rose tried on dress after dress. The deep green made Rose’s skin gleam like marble.
            The red silk was divine and on and on. The final selection was a soft blue fringed gown that enhanced the color of her eyes.
         

         
         “I shall take this one,” Rose said.

         
         “Very good. Would you also like the purple silk, madam?” asked one of the salesgirls.

         
         “I think not.” Standing before the full-length mirror in the blue gown, she turned and peered back at her reflection over
            her shoulder. Behind her, Alex watched quietly.
         

         
         “The purple gown is a bit too much,” she said to the girl, trying not to let Alex’s presence fluster her. She wasn’t accustomed
            to being followed around everywhere. “The simpler lines look best on me.” Besides, the purple gown was clearly the most expensive
            of the lot. No need to squander even more money.
         

         
         “Which ones shall it be, then?” asked the modiste.

         
         Rose crossed one arm under her chest, resting the opposite elbow on it as she cradled her chin, contemplating her purchases. “Definitely this one. I do like the fringe, and the pink with the embroidery. The green as well.” 

         
         “Exemplary taste as usual.” Madame nodded her approval. “You have an artist’s eye. I would love to see which hats you will
            pair with these dresses.”
         

         
         Another smothered laugh erupted from Alex.

         
         The modiste cast an admiring look in his direction. “Perhaps your handsome footman would like to come closer.” Alex wore an
            old livery that Mrs. Waller had found for him until a new one could be made. It was ill-fitting and too small, stretching
            tight against the backs of his shoulders and clinging almost obscenely to muscular thighs and other . . . assets. “I am certain
            my girls would like a closer look.”
         

         
         Alex bit back a smile. “I am quite content where I am.”

         
         Madame Gisele surveyed him from head to foot. “Mrs. Fleming is most fortunate to have you to serve her.”

         
         “I am here to see to Mrs. Fleming’s every need.”

         
         The modiste examined Alex the way a discerning cook assessed the freshness and firmness of vegetables at the market. “What
            woman would not want a footman such as you to tend to her needs?”
         

         
         One of the salesgirls whistled while another winked at Alex. “He can take care of my needs,” she said with a saucy jaunt of
            her head. “In fact, I have some urgent things that need attending to right this minute.”
         

         
         “Come to think of it,” laughed another salesgirl, “so do I.”

         
         Alex’s eyes twinkled. “I apologize, but you must look elsewhere. I can only look after my mistress’s needs.”

         
         “I think we are through here,” Rose said sharply, stepping down from the dressmaker’s platform with her head held high. “My
            husband engaged Alex. Not I.” She marched toward the dressing rooms while avoiding Alex’s gaze.
         

         
         Behind her, she heard Madame Gisele remark, “That husband of hers, I think he is not so smart. In fact, the man must be a
            complete fool.” The salesgirls’ laughter trailed Rose into the fitting room.
         

         
         After she dressed, Rose completed her order and double-checked Madame Gisele’s final calculations before approving the final
            bill of sale to be sent to Roger for payment.
         

         
         “The dressmaker was jesting about admiring your hat, wasn’t she?” Alex asked once they emerged from the shop.

         
         “She most certainly was not. Madame Gisele is a woman of taste. She understands creative genius.”

         
         “And you are the genius?”

         
         “Not at all. I don’t design these hats. I am simply smart enough to recognize a masterpiece when I see one.”

         
         “If you say so.”

         
         “When are you getting measured for your livery?” she asked.

         
         “I have an appointment with the tailor this afternoon.” He followed after her on the paved sidewalk, keeping a step behind
            as any respectful servant would. Although his confident swagger overshadowed any attempt at deference.
         

         
         “Very well. Until you have your new livery, I think it is best that you not accompany me in public.”

         
         “That suits me.” He tugged at the shoulder of his skintight tailcoat. “This livery is at least two sizes too small.”

         
         She’d noticed. The ill-fitting costume embraced Alex’s masculine curves so completely that it was practically indecent. The
            livery left so little to the imagination that the broody new footman had already prompted more carnal thoughts from her than
            Roger had in four years. Not that Roger wanted anything from her besides more maps. He stopped coming to her bed long ago.
            Her husband’s sudden, inexplicable defection from the marriage bed three months after they wed still smarted.
         

         
         “Watch yourself,” Alex warned, putting a hand on her elbow. “There’s a puddle.” She’d have stepped right into the muddy hole
            if he hadn’t redirected her.
         

         
         “Yes, thank you.” She practically snatched her elbow away. Being touched by Alex reminded Rose of what she didn’t have with
            her own husband. Did Roger really find her so unattractive? True, she wasn’t a curvy woman. But being slender was supposed
            to be fashionable.
         

         
         “You did that on purpose back there,” she accused.

         
         “Saved you from stepping into a puddle? Guilty as charged.”

         
         “Not that.” She was perspiring under her pelisse. The day was particularly warm for so early in May. “You made insinuations
            at the modiste’s when you talked about your duties.”
         

         
         “I was just having some fun with Madame Gisele and her girls.” His dark eyes glittered. “It was harmless. Shall I get you
            a hack?”
         

         
         “No.” The last place Rose cared to be was in a cramped hackney with Alex. “I’d rather walk.”

         
         “As you wish.”

         
         They walked home in silence. It was quite a distance, but Rose was accustomed to walking. However, the sun was bright and
            by the time they reached home she suspected she was red-faced and she knew she was perspiring.
         

         
         “Please set up my hip bath,” Rose said to Mrs. Waller, who greeted them when they entered the front hall.

         
         “I’ll see to it, Mrs. Fleming.”

         
         Rose escaped to her bed chamber and pulled off her pelisse and fichu. She ran a hand over her décolletage; her skin was warm
            to the touch. She heard a masculine tread in the corridor. Followed by a tap on the door.
         

         
         Alex entered with two large buckets. “I have your bath water.”

         
         Her maid usually oversaw the preparation of Rose’s bath. “Where is Bess?”

         
         “She’s out on an errand.” She watched him pour the water into the hip bath. Although Rose was accustomed to having manservants
            bring up her water, it felt strangely intimate to have Alex prepare her bath. Now, due to Roger’s silly edict, she’d have
            to accustom herself to it.
         

         
         Did Alex feel strange seeing to her bath? She shook off the ridiculous notion. Her footman’s thoughts should be of no concern
            to her. Besides, he probably took no more notice of her than her own husband. Not that she needed Roger’s, or any man’s, admiration.
            She had her maps. The finest in London. That was admiration enough.
         

         
         Except that she had to let Roger take credit for her work. For everything really, despite the reality that she also managed the business side of things, except for the accounts, which Roger insisted on maintaining. 

         
         What Roger did best was spend her money. Yet, he wasn’t much of a drinker or gambler as far as she could tell. Where did the
            money go? Was he possibly saving it?
         

         
         Alex stepped out into the corridor and returned with more buckets full of water that Dudley brought up. “Will there be anything
            else, Mrs. Fleming?”
         

         
         “Did you leave one bucket for rinsing?”

         
         “Erm. No.” She’d caught him off guard. “Shall I go and heat more water?”

         
         “No, this will do.” She didn’t want him coming back. She just wanted to get into the bath and relax.

         
         “As you wish.”

         
         “Oh, and Alex.”

         
         “Yes, Mrs. Fleming.”

         
         “You will not need to attend me for the remainder of today. I shall be busy writing some letters after my bath. And this evening
            Mr. Fleming and I have a dinner engagement.”
         

         
         “Very good, madam.” After he was gone, Rose latched the door. She normally left it unlocked for Bess to help her rinse off.
            But today she felt the need to be assured of complete privacy.
         

         
         After shedding her clothing, she settled in the tub. The water was too hot but as she sat there, hugging her knees to her
            chest, her forehead resting on her knees, the bath began to cool and so did she. She felt more aware of her body. Of the delicate
            curve of her breasts and their pointed tips. The smoothness of her legs. The sensitivity of her most private area.
         

         
         She began to feel overheated again. Her fingers slid down to the place between her legs. With a long sigh, Rose threw her head back and took care of her pleasure for the first time in many, many months. 

         
          

         Trying not to envision what Rose Fleming looked like in the bath, Brandon exited the tailor’s shop after getting fitted for
            his footman’s livery. Preparing a woman’s bath was a surprisingly intimate experience. It prompted a man to have involuntary
            erotic imaginings.
         

         
         The fitting hadn’t taken long so rather than returning directly to New Street, Brandon detoured home to Peckham House. As
            he walked to Mayfair, images of Rose trying on gowns at the modiste replayed in his head.
         

         
         She was given to expressing herself with her arms, holding them out and away from her body, palms up, as she studied her form
            in the looking glass, assessing how each gown fit her slender body. From what Brandon could tell, she had a fine arse, round
            and full, despite her trim form. Her breasts were not large.
         

         
         She’d ordered several expensive gowns as though cost were no option. Yet allotted meager food rations to her servants. Contempt
            rippled through him. Maybe Rose Fleming was just like her lying, cheating bastard of a husband.
         

         
         He put thoughts of Mrs. Fleming aside once he arrived home. His butler, Stokes, greeted Brandon when he entered the front
            hall.
         

         
         “Welcome home, my lord.”

         
         “I’m only here for an hour or so. Please have a bath prepared and anything Cook can scrounge up for a meal. I’m famished.” He took the steps to his bed chamber two at a time. “And, Stokes.” 

         
         “Yes, my lord?”

         
         “Prepare a basket for me to take when I depart. Fill it with biscuits, tea, coffee, meats, cheeses. Whatever Cook has on hand.”

         
         “Consider it done, my lord.”

         
         “Also, use one of our oldest baskets. The more worn, the better.”

         
         Stokes, who by now was accustomed to odd comings and goings, as well as strange requests from his employer, merely nodded.
            “I will see to it, my lord.”
         

         
         Thirty minutes later, after a long, hot bath in which he luxuriated far too long, Brandon sat at his dining room table devouring
            cold chicken, foul moudammas, cheese, tomatoes, bread, olives and baked apples sprinkled with sugar and lemon zest.
         

         
         “Stokes?”

         
         The butler, who stood at the ready by the sideboard, stepped forward. “Yes, my lord.”

         
         “What do we feed the servants?”

         
         “My lord?”

         
         “For breakfast, for example. What do you all eat?”

         
         “Sometimes porridge with bread and butter. At other times, potatoes with bread. Two or three times a week Cook will add bacon
            or fish.” He paused. “Is his lordship concerned that the expenditures are too high?”
         

         
         “No, not at all. Please see to it that a meat or fish is included with every breakfast.” He sipped strong, hot tea flavored
            with plenty of sugar and fresh sage from his garden. “And what about ale?”
         

         
         “Shall I bring you some ale, my lord?”

         
         “No, the servants. Do we provide them with ale?”

         
         “We do, my lord.”

         
         “Good.” He tore off a piece of chicken and stuffed it into his mouth. Food had never tasted so delicious. “Please see to it
            that we have plenty of ale in the house. The servants are to have as much as they like.”
         

         
         “As you wish.”

         
         “What about tea?”

         
         “The servants have tea twice a day. In the morning and then again in the late afternoon.”

         
         “What kind of tea leaves do you use?”

         
         “Black tea, my lord.”

         
         “Fresh tea leaves? Not used?”

         
         “No, my lord. His lordship is not in residence often enough to furnish the servants with used tea leaves. We could purchase
            them, of course. But the marchioness used to insist that the servants have fresh tea.”
         

         
         That sounded like Mama. She had loved her shay. “I’m pleased to hear it. I don’t want anyone in this household drinking tea from used leaves. Ever.”
         

         
         “As you wish, my lord.”

         
         Something small and fast raced into the room. It took him a moment to realize it was a dark-eyed, curly-haired toddler. Leela,
            Duchess of Huntington, Brandon’s sister, breezed in behind her daughter.
         

         
         Her eyes lit up when she spotted her brother. “You are here. I can scarcely believe I’ve caught you at home.”
         

         
         “I was just on my way out, actually.”

         
         Stokes pulled out a chair for Leela. “I would love some tea,” she said to the butler.

         
         Brandon cut a piece of sliced apple. “You did hear me say that I need to leave soon?”

         
         “Where are you going?”

         
         “I have some business to attend to.”

         
         “Where have you been?”

         
         “You can change the question but the answer remains the same.”

         
         “Still acting as mysterious as ever, I see.”

         
         “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

         
         “I left some maps in Mama’s upstairs sitting room and came to retrieve them. It’s pure luck that I’ve found you here.”

         
         Something nudged at Brandon’s knee. He stared at the little girl who blinked back at him with large, solemn brown eyes. “Up.”

         
         “What does it want?” he asked his sister.

         
         Leela helped herself to some foul and olives. “She wants you to lift her up.”
         

         
         “And put her where?”

         
         “On your lap, of course.” Amusement danced in her eyes. “Don’t look so alarmed. Maryam won’t hurt you. Three-year-olds are
            generally harmless.”
         

         
         He gingerly lifted the child onto his lap. Leela handed the girl a piece of cheese. “I forgot you named her after Mama.” Nibbling
            on the morsel, his niece snuggled close in Brandon’s chest.
         

         
         “Huh. Look at that.” Leela sipped her tea. “Maryam doesn’t usually take to people so quickly.”

         
         He felt an unexpected stab of pride. “Well, I am her uncle, after all.”

         
         “Maybe you should come and see her more often.”

         
         “I’m hungry.” The child pointed to the rolls on the table. “I want some bwed.”

         
         “You want bread?” Suddenly, he was eager to give the child whatever she wanted. “Here you go, sweetling.”

         
         “Thank you.” Maryam took the food from her uncle with remarkably small, pudgy fingers and settled contentedly against his
            chest.
         

         
         “Your cook makes foul?” Leela scooped a bite of the mashed fava bean mixture with a piece of bread.
         

         
         “Citi sent it over,” he said, referring to their Arab grandmother.
         

         
         “Citi does make the best foul. She always adds just the right amount of lemon and garlic.”
         

         
         Brandon stroked Maryam’s little head. Her dark curls were baby soft. “Will you give her a brother soon?”

         
         Leela shrugged. “It hasn’t happened yet. And it never might.”

         
         “Isn’t it rather early to abandon all hope in that direction?”

         
         “I thought I couldn’t have children at all. Maryam was a delightful surprise.”

         
         “Doesn’t Huntington want an heir?”

         
         “His current heir, his cousin, has several sons. The succession is assured whether or not I bear a son.” She tilted her head.
            “Speaking of heirs. What about you? You need a son.”
         

         
         “I am considering the possibilities.”

         
         “You are?” She leaned closer. “Do you have someone in mind?”

         
         “The Duke of Kingsley has an eligible daughter.”

         
         “Lady Olympia? She was the diamond of the season last year. She had many suitors from the finest families.”

         
         “Precisely.”

         
         “Do you care for her?”

         
         “What difference does that make? She’s a duke’s daughter.”

         
         Understanding lit her eyes. “And you would delight in winning the most eligible young lady on the marriage mart.”

         
         “Isn’t it past time that I restore respectability to the Brandon title?”

         
         “That’s not what you are doing. You want to laugh in the face of all of those people who rejected our parents.”

         
         “Would that be so terrible? Father wasn’t any madder than you or me.”

         
         “Society thought he must be in order to marry the Arab daughter of foreign merchants.”

         
         “I shall have a bit of revenge. Imagine the uproar when the Mad Marquess’s half-Arab son snaps up the diamond of the Season
            right out from under the blue-blooded sons of the fine lords and ladies who shunned our parents.”
         

         
         “Be careful of what you wish for.”

         
         “How cryptic.” Brandon popped an olive into his mouth. “What is that dire warning supposed to convey?”

         
         “Revenge doesn’t seem like a very good foundation for a marriage. I already pity poor Lady Olympia.”

         
         “You should not. I’ll shower her with gifts and intend to treat her with the utmost courtesy and respect.”

         
         Leela did not look impressed. “What of marrying for love?”

         
         “Not all of us are meant to make grand love matches like you and your duke.”

         
         “Papa married for love, too.”

         
         “I prefer to take a more pragmatic view. Wedding Lady Olympia would be a favorable alliance.”

         
         “Are you certain she’ll have you?”

         
         He handed his niece another piece of cheese. “I can be charming when I put my mind to it. She seems pleased enough to receive
            roses from me.”
         

         
         “You sent her flowers?”

         
         “I am having very extravagant arrangements delivered to Lady Olympia once a week.”

         
         “You do have a knack for getting whatever you go after.”

         
         “Exactly. Besides, I’m the highest-ranked title on the marriage mart at the moment. At least, the only one with all of my
            hair and teeth.” He studied his niece’s profile. “She really does look a great deal like Mama.”
         

         
         “But she has Papa’s chin.”

         
         “I can see that.” He contemplated his sister. With her family and work as an author of travelogues, Leela had found a contentment
            in life that eluded her brother. “Our blood family has dwindled, has it not? With Mama and Papa gone. It’s just you and me
            and, now, this little one.”
         

         
         “Not entirely. We have numerous relatives on the Arab side of the family. Too many to count. You should think about meeting
            some of them.” Leela herself had only recently become acquainted with Mama’s relations. While he and Leela were growing up,
            their mother publicly rejected her Arab relatives in order to fit into their father’s noble world. It hadn’t worked. Not for
            Lady Brandon or her children.
         

         
         “I’ve met
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