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Chapter One

Spring, 1821

Alexander Whitcomb fisted a pillow and crammed it over his head to shut out the repeated knocking. Squinting one eye open, he registered the angle of the sun.

Who was making such a racket so early in the day? And didn’t they know he worked at a pub and often drank with his customers? This was the worst part of living upstairs from one’s workplace.

Xander’s brother Bruce had managed this pub for years and had recently purchased it. Of course, since their mother had married the Earl of Northumberland, who owned it, he got it for a song. Bruce promptly made Xander the closing manager, so he could sleep elsewhere and not be disturbed by early morning deliveries. But none had been scheduled for today, so this infernal banging had to stop.

He let out a sigh into the bedding where he lay diagonally across the too-small bed, facedown. Pushing up, he heaved himself off the bed, ignoring the sawdust in his mouth from that sixth whisky the night before, and scooped up his trousers he’d worn for work to throw on.

Pounding down the stairs barefoot, he shouted, “Hold your knickers, I’m coming.”

Opening the door, he blinked in surprise at the stranger standing there. Which, upon reflection, was silly. Any local would have been more respectful of his sleeping hours, as they valued his hostship in the pub. The man was closer to his mother’s age than his own, and his black suit was more formal than anyone in Old Shoreston wore, even for church.

“Yes?”

“Mr. Whitcomb?”

“One of ’em,” he mumbled.

The stranger frowned. “There is more than one?”

“Long story. Also, not your business.” He was not the easiest going at the best of times. Being woken after only five hours of sleep after eight days straight of work and more whisky than normal, he was downright grumpy.

“I’m afraid it may be,” the stranger said. Gesturing behind him, he added, “Perhaps I might buy you tea?”

Xander’s gaze slid past him to the tea shop diagonally across the road. But then he’d have to trot back upstairs to don shoes, stockings, and a shirt. The stranger was lucky he’d grabbed trousers.

“Nah. You’d better come in.” He begrudgingly opened the door wider, closing it and locking it behind them and leading the man through the pub to the small kitchen behind the bar.

“Mr. Jacob Lancaster at your service, Mr. Whitcomb,” the man said, sweeping off his hat in a shallow bow. “Solicitor to the Duke of Rutland.”

“A duke’s solicitor come to Northumberland. And asking for Whitcombs? You sure you don’t want the earl or his son, the Lynwoods?” Xander gestured northwest to where his stepfather’s stone fortress-slash-home sat on a hill overlooking the wild North Sea.

“Quite.”

“I suppose you want tea,” Xander grumbled again. At the solicitor’s nod, he filled the kettle and set it on the hob. He didn’t mean to sound annoyed, but he was.

There was a vague recollection that calling hours began at two in the afternoon in London. Now that was a good rule, as much as he disliked most of London. The city was dirty and far too crowded for his tastes.

He’d spent time down there helping his stepbrother Luke, the younger Lynwood, get Free Your Spirits off the ground. Free Your Spirits was a facility to help men clean themselves up after too much drinking or gambling or whatever other vices Londoners found to waste their lives away. Luke had an unending amount of patience for the spoiled overgrown children of the ton who couldn’t manage their lives without liquor. However, Xander did not. They’d been condescending, petulant, and outright rude to him, and he had quickly lost any compassion.

In between moving furniture into rooms, Xander had had to deal with the drunks, many of whom were belligerent. He’d been vomited on, pissed on, punched, and called derogatory names. They waffled between ordering him around like a servant, snubbing him, and begging him to get them just one drink.

After that, Xander was done. He’d gone there as a favor to Luke and his new wife. And their private back garden and plenty of quiet rooms was an oasis in the filth and noise of London. But drunken nobs’ attitudes toward hardworking people trying to help them made him want to knock their heads together.

He’d returned to Bruce’s establishment, content to manage a pub frequented by working men. Sure, they overindulged and grew surly, but they apologized when they sobered up.

“Would you be willing to indulge me for a moment and explain the multiple Mr. Whitcombs phenomenon, please? I promise I have a good reason.”

“’Tain’t a secret, so I suppose I could.” He shrugged. The man could ask almost anyone in town if he wanted to know badly enough. So as much as he disliked anyone associated with the aristocracy aside from his new family members, Xander answered, “Bruce, my older brother, owns this pub. I work here.”

“Er, perhaps you could elaborate a bit more? We only have the record of one son born to James Whitcomb.”

Xander retracted his head in shock at Lancaster’s use of “we.”

Narrowing his gaze, he said, “James, my da, only had one son born—me. He took Bruce in when he married our ma, a year before I came along. Doesn’t make him less my brother.”

In fact, his parents had chosen Northumberland because the townspeople had been so welcoming. His da set the example by treating both of them equally in both reward and the odd punishment, and the boys were closer than most siblings to this day.

“Ah. Quite right. I understand now, thank you.” The man squared his shoulders and reached into his satchel, drawing out some papers. “Well, sir. I have some sad news for you and felicitations, all at once.”

Xander wished the kettle would boil quicker. He really needed tea for this.

“Your father’s second cousin, John Manners, who was the Duke of Rutland, passed a few months ago. Quite unexpected, as he was not yet forty. The first cousin had died in the war. Neither had produced issue.”

“Issue?”

“Children. Heirs.”

What a strange way of wording it. Xander noted the man’s pursed lips and unblinking gaze. A tendril of dread worked its way up his spine.

“Which,” the Londoner paused for emphasis, “makes you the Duke of Rutland, Marquess of—”

“What?” The kettle chose that moment to whistle its boil.


Chapter Two

Evie’s carriage pulled into the driveway of her aunt’s modest home in the town of Rutland, conveniently only a half hour drive from Rutland Manor. That proximity to family had been one of several reasons Evie had been quick to accept the Duke of Rutland’s offer of marriage. She’d met him in her first season. Comely enough to catch several suitors’ eyes, she’d aimed high. After all, she was the grandniece of a duke and the daughter of an earl.

The carriage was still rocking on its springs when she unlatched the door and sprang from the vehicle without waiting for the step or any assistance.

Aunt Louisa followed her footman out the front door and stood grinning on the steps.

“Aunt Lou!” Evie waved her hands and flew toward her, almost tripping when she neglected to pick up her skirts for the steps. Throwing herself into her aunt’s arms, she squeezed the older woman tight. Aunt Louisa was her most beloved family member. She loved her parents to pieces, but they were parental. Her aunt was family and friend all wrapped into one, and she’d been excited at the prospect of living within an hour’s drive from her.

Her aunt returned the hug and unconsciously echoed Evie’s sentiments, whispering in her hair, “Oh my. I could not wish for a better greeting from my favorite niece. How did you fare?”

“It was worth it to see you again.” The two days of travel with only her maid for company had been frustrating but imperative to get Aunt Lou’s help.

Evie dragged her aunt inside, aiming for the rear parlor. The room doubled as an office and something of a library with a wall of bookshelves, and Louisa detoured to her desk to collect a notebook before sitting across from Evie in a matching armchair.

“Have you seen him?” Evie asked, leaning forward.

“Briefly. He’s, mmm, not like the other duke.” Her aunt dithered.

“In what way? Is he ugly? Mean?” Alarmed at her own words, Evie gulped. What if he was mean?

John Manners had been the duke named in Evie’s marriage contract. When he’d passed unexpectedly, she mourned the loss of a young life but was not overly upset. She had been young and silly when she’d accepted his suit and hadn’t realized how much more important common outlooks were than looks and compliments. Instead, she’d relied on unfounded hopes to partner with her future husband to influence the passing of laws to help the poor. Sadly, her betrothed had been a staunch Tory, something she hadn’t discovered until after the marriage contract was signed.

Evie had nearly cried when her father told her he’d written to the new duke, some second cousin of the previous one, to renew the betrothal, assuming she was amenable. If only her father hadn’t enjoyed his elevation in status from being linked to a duke quite so much. She wished even more he hadn’t mentioned it to a few of his peers, causing a risk to her reputation if she or the new duke refused. There was a small amount of wiggle room, but it required finesse to avoid Ton gossip or worse, ostracization.

Whatever that threat, this time around, she planned to do her homework.

Aunt Lou answered her question, “First, I saw him. I did not talk to him. So I cannot speak to his mindset. Second, no, he is not ugly. I meant his physique. He looks like the working-class man he was. Barrel chest, big shoulders, thick arms and thighs…”

Was her aunt blushing? Evie giggled and teased, “Auntie! Were you looking at his thighs?”

“All for you, my dear. ’Twas a sacrifice to be sure, but I managed it.”

They both snorted before giving in to outright laughter.

Her aunt was the perfect person to help her, and it wasn’t due to her proximity to Rutland Manor. Much to her father’s regret, the women in her family took what most Ton members would consider an “unnatural” interest in the laws of their country. Her staunchly liberal aunt had influenced her reading and interests, so upon learning of her father’s overzealous request on her behalf, Evie had written immediately to Aunt Lou regarding her wish to investigate her new potential husband.

Her aunt had promptly invited her for a visit. However, given the frequency with which past visits had landed them in questionable circumstances, her parents would not have allowed her to go north without a specific reason. So Aunt Louisa had told them that she knew the new duke and would provide an introduction.

Finally, her aunt added, “He is very handsome. Simply in a different way than you might be used to from the Ton set. And I dare say his outlook is rather different as well. He was helping load barrels of wine and ale to go to the manor.”

Evie stared, suddenly sober. She needed someone to represent those who performed such jobs, certainly, but a man who was prepared to take on the House of Lords to fix their situation en masse, not help one barrel at a time.

Her aunt murmured, “Have patience, dear. I’ve been doing some thinking…and some inquiring. All will be well. Apparently, he worked at a pub until now, with no idea he was in line for a dukedom. Perhaps he has not quite found his dukely decorum.”

“Oh lordy. Well, that is the purpose of my visit. To find a way to meet him, hopefully more than once, to ascertain that we’ll get on well.”

Louisa did not really know the new duke; rather, their plan was to devise a way for Evie to learn more about him. After all, she should have a say in marrying a different person than was named in the agreement, a stranger. A betrothal contract should not be treated like a reticule one no longer likes—passed to someone who could get more use out of it.

“That is what I was thinking about before you arrived. I’d heard he is looking to hire two or three new maids.”

Evie frowned, unsure where her aunt was going with that statement.

“According to gossip, he had to release a few who were interested in cleaning more than his house, if you take my meaning,” her aunt continued.

Evie gasped, shocked at their audacity, although not at her aunt’s frankness.

“He gave the first one a generous settlement and letter of reference, so then two others attempted it before he set it as a house rule.”

“However did you find this out?” Evie asked.

“Servants talk to other servants. And you know my few are beyond loyal, they are friends.” Louisa grinned.

“So, you think to loan him someone of your household?”

Her aunt pursed her lips. “In a manner of speaking…I was thinking you might like to spend some time there…in disguise.” 

“As a maid?” Evie’s mouth dropped open. She wasn’t above honest work, but she’d never thought of such a possibility. Although it wasn’t the worst idea she’d ever heard.

“You know yourself that servants are invisible, especially in a household that size. You’ll be able to see what he does each day, who he interacts with, and how those conversations go. What better way to judge his suitability?”

Indeed.


Chapter Three

Xander kept having the same dream. He’d wake up in an enormous manor, with a host of servants ready to bow or curtsy at a moment’s notice and a pile of correspondence demanding his attention, with no idea what to do with any of them.

Unfortunately, the dream seemed to last all day. Only at night could he strip off the fine clothes his stepfather, Giles Lynwood, Earl of Northumberland, and better known to most as North, had insisted on buying for him, close his eyes, and remember his simpler life working in his brother’s pub.

His mother had been so proud. “I have no doubt that you can manage a dukedom as well as you manage the pub. You deserve this, Xander. I’m excited for you. We’ll let you get settled, then come visit. And you must write often.”

He was less excited and more overwhelmed, but as she’d pointed out, he’d have help. 

The duke’s—his—solicitor, Jacob Lancaster, had journeyed with him to Rutland, inland and just south of Northumberland, and met with the duke’s—his—steward, before leaving his direction and assuring Xander that he would respond to any questions or concerns immediately upon receiving them.

Before he’d left Northumberland, Bruce, his stepfather, and his mother had prepared him as best they could.

His mama had told him to befriend the housekeeper. “Have daily or at least weekly check-ins with her, and have a second set of eyes on the books, but unless the house appears derelict, the day-to-day and oversight of the rest of the servants will be handled by her. There will be time later—or hopefully a wife—to manage that.”

North had said, “Trust your steward in small increments. Give him the opportunity to prove himself to you or fail. But have Jacob look over the books.”

“You think he could be stealing?” Xander was appalled.

“I do not think he is, but neither do I assume he is honest.”

“Ugh. What of Jacob?”

“I know Jacob’s firm by reputation. And I doubt he would have bothered to come looking for you if he were anything less than loyal. However, the biggest pitfall of inheriting a title is people’s expectations. They’ll expect you to have money, they’ll expect favors and leadership. Indeed, they’ll curry attention. Even if you didn’t have money, you’d need to worry about who is after your title, particularly the ladies. Jacob says you’re flush, so you’ll need to consider who is ingratiating themselves looking for that, in addition to the title.”

“That sounds bloody awful. I hated London when I was there to work. Now I have a whole extra layer of disgust for it.”

“Sadly, you’ll likely have to deal with the city and the Ton to some extent in your new role. You hold a seat in the House of Lords now, as well as a London home you should check on periodically. As a Member of Parliament, you have a responsibility to guide the country forward and help govern the people of Britain.”

“Geh. I thought having staff was too much responsibility. Is there someone I can pass this along to?”

“Come now,” North admonished with a half-smile. “Most men would give their left arm to get a title and a fat purse and retire from working life. It won’t be all bad. Plenty of ladies will be interested in entertaining a duke without looking for the title or money. Just be careful of the débutantes.”

“And the staff,” Bruce added.

“What? Why? Isn’t that a lord’s privilege?” Xander joked.

North snorted.

His brother frowned and continued. “They work for you. First, Ma would tell you ’tis the height of impropriety to take advantage of that role imbalance. Second, you don’t shite where you eat, brother. You should know that after Lisa.”

He humphed as North guffawed at his brother’s reference to the animosity from a server in the pub after he turned her down for a second night in his bed.

“Fine.”

Jacob Lancaster had written to his firm to investigate Munroe, the steward, and send their own evaluation at the earliest possible time. By the time Xander had a handful of new pieces of clothing and three days’ lessons done, he was more than ready to leave if only to escape the well-intentioned teachings of his family. His head was going to explode if he had to sit through one more meeting, scribbling notes and hoping his anxiety did not explode out of his chest.

He changed his mind about being ready when they stopped on the circular drive of Rutland Manor, however. The previous duke’s parents had both passed, and his sister had married and moved away, so he’d lived in this monstrosity alone when not in London. If Xander’s head or anything else exploded, it could take days for anyone to find him in this giant edifice.

Munroe gave him a tour of the place. The gardens alone were as big as the main street of Old Shoreston, where he’d spent the last decade of his life. As for the interior, he had no idea what he was expected to do with eleven guest chambers, several with their own sitting room, and two parlors, not one, a library, and a blooming ballroom. He supposed he’d learn. He’d rather not, though; he’d been perfectly content to make the tavern patrons’ lives a little better and easier by giving them a pint and a patient ear. Having staff, tenants, and more at other locations relying on him for their bread and butter was more stress than he’d ever looked for. Blazes, after watching his parents struggle to get ahead with two children even before his father’s death, he’d never even wooed a girl for fear of accountability.

* * * *

His first full day at Rutland, Xander alternated between meetings with Lancaster and Munroe that made him fear he’d never have adequate knowledge to run the dukedom, much less sit in Parliament. When his heart pounding in his chest moved to a pulse drumming in his temple, he requested a break to walk the gardens.

Munroe had looked confused when Xander asked the second time, and the London solicitor leaned in to say, “You’re the duke. We are here at your convenience, Your Grace.”

Apparently, politeness was not valued in dukes. He rolled his eyes again.

He’d asked what time supper would be served and got another strange expression from the housekeeper before she blinked and said, “Whatever time you’d like, Your Grace.”

The one bright spot in his new circumstances was his bed. The giant cherry wood bed frame with fancy carved posts in his fancy ducal bedroom was the first one large enough for his build. Between its size and the extravagant bedding, he slept better than he ever had. Although that might be from exhaustion. Managing a pub had been physically challenging, but the mental toll of his new world drained him in a different way.

After a few days of transition, Lancaster excused himself back to London, informing Xander that he was in capable hands with Munroe, and he was only a letter away.

Xander took another sennight to find a routine that worked for him. Irritation with all the demands waiting for him was slower, and he was less likely to take that out on Munroe if he used the mornings to read alone at the duke’s—his—massive desk in the library, allowing himself to feel overwhelmed when needed and to consolidate his questions. Munroe would join him in the afternoon, and they’d move to the small table and chairs by a window, where they’d work through whatever the next element of the dukedom Munroe thought he needed to learn that day.

This morning, he re-entered the library and plopped down in his chair. The desk faced the door with his back to the glass veranda doors so he turned to stare outside at the rolling fields. That view was more compelling than bookshelves and the hall door; he could not fathom why anyone would have placed the desk facing away from it.

Frustrated, he turned to start work. Wait a minute. He was a duke now. Stepping out into the hall, he called to the footman by the front door. “Hullo. I’m sorry, I have forgotten your name.”

“Ferguson, sir. How may I assist?” The man trotted over, bowing his head.

“No, your first name.”

The man’s eyes went wide. He swallowed and answered, “Duncan, sir.”

“Duncan, would you be so kind as to help me move the desk, please?” Xander wasn’t sure he’d ever rid himself of asking people when he wanted help or service. He didn’t care if other nobs expected it like their due, he’d never be like them.

“Of course.” The man stepped into the library. “Ah, let me call for another servant, sir.”

“Why?”

“I shan’t be able to move that alone without scraping the floors, and then Mrs. Betters will have my head.”

“Duncan,” Xander said on a sigh, trying to find his patience. “I am an able-bodied man who was lifting casks half his days until a fortnight ago. I will lift the other side.”

Duncan opened his mouth to argue, but closed it.

Xander almost laughed, suspecting the man was debating between arguing that a duke shouldn’t do that sort of thing and arguing with a duke, period. To expedite the solution, he moved to one end of the table and gestured. “I want to rotate it a quarter turn, so I have the outdoors on one side and the interior door on the other, with the rest of the room and the fire in front of me.”

“Of course, sir.” Duncan grabbed a few books off the shelf nearest him and placed them on the piles of documents on the desk so they wouldn’t spill.

“Ah, good thought. Thank you.”

The footman blinked before saying, “Certainly, Your Grace.”

After they’d adjusted the desk and Xander brought the chair around, he sat to test it, looking in both directions. “So much better, don’t you think?”

Duncan blinked twice and took a moment to form his reply. “Definitely, Your Grace. You can enjoy the outdoors whilst keeping an eye on anyone who might think to disturb you.”

Xander barked a short laugh. “Well put, Duncan. ’Ta.”

The footman re-shelved the books before heading back to his post in the hall.

Alone again but in a better mood, Xander tackled the rather daunting amount of correspondence awaiting him. Munroe had opened the letters in case anything urgent required dukedom funds or arbitration. He’d been kind enough to separate letters into two piles. One was composed of letters of condolences and felicitations, often on the same page, regarding the previous duke’s passing and his ascension. Xander planned to ignore those as long as possible.

The second pile was more time-sensitive notes, including House of Lords business to review.

Xander picked up a page from the top of the pile.

To Alexander Whitcomb, Third Duke of Rutland,

He doubted he’d ever get comfortable seeing that in writing or hearing himself introduced as such. And the “Your Graces” were downright annoying. He kept looking around for a chit named Grace. He continued reading, phrases leaping out at him.

…part of an alliance…here to help…visit in the coming weeks…

He straightened in his desk chair. There was an alliance by dukes, to help dukes? He leaned back. Of course there was. Perhaps there could be an alliance of dockworkers to help each other, too, and tavern workers, and whatever else. But none of them had the time or the wherewithal to form such a thing. Even if they did, it would only take the coffers of one wealthy merchant, earl, or dare he say it, duke, to smite them. An alliance, however, would keep power centered exactly where dukes wanted it—among themselves.

Throwing the letter aside, he moved to the next one and spent the better part of an hour trying to decipher the references and the attached proposed bill from the House of Commons. That, too, was tossed to the side. Sighing with frustration, he thunked his elbows on the desk and threaded his fingers through his hair to support his head. Staring down at the desk, he closed his eyes in frustration. He read the newspapers, of course. However, the governance of the country was so far removed from everyday life for most Brits that none of them could speak to the pros and cons of a law or even whether it benefited them directly. Half the documents revised or amended older laws, which meant he’d need to see if archives were kept at this house by the former dukes or request them from London. It was exhausting.

A rustle from behind his left brought his head up and around. He hadn’t heard anyone come into the office. A maid in a frilled mob cap stood nearby.

Munroe always knocked. The whole point of working alone in the mornings was for these private anxiety attacks.

Now, however, someone had witnessed his silent panic. He narrowed his gaze at her, channeling his newfound ducal energy.

She nodded to him, appearing immune. “They’re expanding the Insolvent Debtors Act to Ireland, hmm?”

“I beg your pardon?” Was this part of maids’ training for a duke’s household? He was relatively sure she was one of the newer hires, and that the two maids who had made sexual advances toward him would not have had that observation even if they’d spent an hour with the letter as he had.

“The bill.” She tilted her head to the second letter he’d thrown aside. “I hadn’t considered Ireland. Rather myopic of me, wasn’t it? I’m glad they are rectifying it.”

He gaped. Half aware that he resembled a fish, opening and closing his mouth without emitting any words, he had a crazy thought. If he hadn’t been sure before, he was now. This had to be a dream becoming a nightmare because a lovely chit he’d never hesitate to tup before was suddenly off limits. Worse, the minute she opened her mouth, she proved she knew more about the governing of the country than he did.


Chapter Four

Realizing what she’d just done, Evie caught her breath, aghast. Servants didn’t comment on Parliamentary matters. Hellfire, not all of them knew how to read.

She’d spent her first few days cleaning whatever below-stairs rooms the duke was not using, gathering her bravery to venture into the library and thinking up ways to interact other than spilling something on him. She’d groaned when she’d seen the thirty-person set of silverware to be polished in the dining room. Then again at the mount of wood in the library to be dusted and polished. Bookshelves, windowsills, tables—a round one for a light meal, the low one in the seating area, and a side table, and the duke’s desk.

She was behind the breakfast table on her knees, half dusting, half skimming the titles on the shelves in the far corner when the duke entered the library. Her heart raced as she remained quiet. This was the chance she’d been waiting for, to observe him without appearing impertinent.
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