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        1807

        Bikaner, India

      

      

      “I see no reason why I should make my home in England.” Rajesh William De Redvers returned from his Grand Tour only a week ago, during which he’d studiously avoided traveling anywhere near England. It was where his spiteful grandfather continued to reign terror over his fiefdom as the Earl of Devon. But it seemed that the sins of the father were to be laid upon the sons. When Rajesh’s father chose an assignment from the English East India Company twenty-eight years ago over a commission in the Royal Navy, Lord Thomas De Redvers, the 9th Earl of Devon and 3rd Viscount De Redvers, swore to disown his second son along with any and all progenies.

      “The reason is he’s dead. They’re both dead.” A hardness existed in his father’s eyes as he made the first declaration, but Rajesh was certain he noticed a dampness as he whispered the second. Robert De Redvers was now the presumptive 10th Earl of Devon and 4th Viscount De Redvers. A letter arrived that morning announcing the deaths of his father and his older brother, the former heir.

      “Both?” Rajesh murmured.

      “Yes, both. Sickness took them within a day of one another. My brother first, then my father. My mother was in London for the Season. It’s what spared her.”

      Rajesh stared at his father, gobsmacked. He hadn’t expected that news when he was called into his father’s study during the sweltering July day in Bikaner. It was the only home Rajesh had known in his twenty-three years. He looked to his mother, Suniti, who sat next to his father in a chair that always remained next to his behind a massive oak desk. It was one of the few pieces of furniture from England, and one of his father’s only ties to his homeland.

      “Mother, you cannot be in favor of this.” Rajesh was ready to implore his mother to refuse to move to England. She shot him a warning glare that only a mother could accomplish. He snapped his mouth shut and looked back at his father, who seemed to have aged in the five minutes Rajesh had stood in the library. While there were likely thrice as many Indians living in England as there were Britons in India, it didn’t mean Rajesh expected a warm welcome. He hardly doubted his mother’s noble birth as the oldest daughter of Maharaja Surat Singh, which made her a princess, would endear her with the ton.

      That had been his grandfather’s reason to refuse to broker a truce, despite the births of two grandsons. An oil-painting miniature sent to his grandmother, Cassandra, sealed all their fates. That was twenty-two years ago. He could only imagine how the old earl would roll in his grave to know Arjun had married an Indian woman, Nyra, and already had a daughter.

      “It will take time to adjust,” Robert conceded.

      “I am the second son of a second son. I still don’t see why I must go, too. My future is here. This is where I belong.”

      “Cease,” Suniti snapped. “You sound like a petulant child. You are not the only one whose life is changing. This is a shock to us all. But that doesn’t change the fact that you are now the Honorable Rajesh William De Redvers, second son of the Earl of Devon.”

      “And you are just a countess. How the mighty have fallen.”

      “Enough!” Robert roared. “You will not speak to your mother so. Absolutely disgraceful. Apologize.”

      Rajesh regretted the words the moment they flew from his mouth. When her father died in the war between the princely state of Bikaner and the princely state of Jodhpur, she’d still maintained her noble status. Despite Suniti’s marrying a man only titled Honorable, a lesser title by far than one given to a princess, Robert gained the title raja. As his wife, Suniti carried the title rana, and remained a princess. Her family never considered disinheriting her. Neither had they done that to Suniti’s two sisters, Vinita and Sarla, who married Englishmen and moved to their husband’s homelands when their tours for the East India Company ended. His grandmother, Chandra, still invited them to lunch every Monday for somavaram. It was the holy day of the moon, chandra bhagavan, for which her parents named her.

      “I’m sorry, Maan.” While they spoke primarily English, some things carried over from Hindi. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d used the English word for mother.

      There ended their conversation. Five days later, Rajesh, his parents, his brother, his sister-in-law, and infant niece boarded a ship in Bombay bound for Southampton in London. Two weeks later, his mother was dead. A perilous storm threw Suniti from her bunk, landing her against the wall where she cracked her skull. Rajesh swore to find his way back to India the moment they docked. England had brought them nothing but pain and misery.
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        1814, Seven Years Later

        Powderham Castle, Devon, England

      

      

      Rajesh feared he’d lose what little of his sound mind remained. The wails of his nine-month-old niece were enough to make him wish for his own solitary cell in Bedlam. He stood in his greenhouse, looking out at the River Exe. He could ride away on his horse to Plymouth and find a ship bound for anywhere besides this massive pile of bricks that kept him mired in grief. It had been seven-and-a-half months since he’d inherited the earldom. Seven-and-a-half months since someone murdered his brother and sister-in-law. It was the first time Arjun and Nyra ventured out after her confinement and birth of Rajesh’s second niece, Anjali. A carriage accident they said. Hardly.

      “My dear, you must find a wife, or a governess at the least.” Rajesh closed his eyes and inhaled a calming breath as his grandmother entered the one place he thought to find solace. The greenhouse with its humid air had been his blessed escape since he arrived in England. It was the only place that reminded him of home. His real home. India.

      Dowager Countess Cassandra De Redvers would surely outlive them all. She’d defied medical science on every account. Rajesh believed the sole cure for anything that ailed his paternal grandmother was stubbornness. The only person who rivaled her was his maternal grandmother, Chandra, who remained in Bikaner. Since making his home at Powderham, letters arrived as often as merchant ships, all from Chandra, imploring him to return. But that wasn’t an option. Not when he’d already run back to India once.

      However, he hadn’t found a place for himself there among the East India Company. He’d held true to his pledge and boarded a ship back to the subcontinent within a month of reaching the English shores. He didn’t understand why, but the Company made it clear he was unwelcome anywhere in India. His father spent years working for them, but it was as though Rajesh had the plague. He’d arrived back in London in the dead of the night and left before dawn on a ship bound for Antigua.

      He spent the next four years sailing between England and the Caribbean. He spent more time on the tropical isles than he did the perpetually overcast one. He’d returned to England long enough to attend his father’s funeral and to convince his brother to invest in his privateering. Once his brother ascended to the earldom, he returned to his ship for another two years, visiting England only long enough to trade and deliver his riches. Then, less than a year ago, he assumed the title. Now there was nowhere to call home but Devon.

      “You will find a wife in London.” Cassandra spoke as though she issued a royal decree. It wasn’t a suggestion, but an expectation. Rajesh would sorely disappoint her when he came back just as he left. Alone. He’d developed a relationship with an English widow in Antigua, but he’d refused to commit to marriage because she harangued him to move back to what she claimed was their homeland. While he enjoyed his arrivals at her home, by the end, he was even more eager for his departures. They would enjoy only three days together before she would begin nettling him about when they would marry and where in England they would live. He generally kept her too occupied or too exhausted to talk. It had been a disastrous scene when he had to admit that he was moving back to England as a bachelor.

      “Grandmother, I am not merely buying a chapeau or a new riding crop. I cannot arrive in London and merely point to a woman, then announce I choose her.”

      “Whyever not? That’s precisely what the Season is for. You’re an earl. Unless you’re competing with a duke for a lady’s favor, who can challenge you? You have more money than Croesus.”

      That he did. By the time he retired from sailing, he had a fleet of five ships. They still sailed for him, bringing steady revenue that he’d invested back into the family’s estates. Their finances had been strong before he inherited, but he now possessed enough to ensure his nieces had sizable dowries or the means to live independently, should they want either.

      “Perhaps you have been in the dim light too long, Grandmother. Your eyes must not notice the difference in our coloring.”

      “Nonsense. That was your grandfather, not me. You’re a dashing young man with a sizeable income.”

      Money. This was what his life had devolved to. He’d done it to himself, but it didn’t make his grandmother’s comment sting any less. The ton would deem him a most highly eligible bachelor for his title and his wealth. Many would say it compensated for his unfortunate lineage.

      Another wail filled the air, and Rajesh pinched his brow. He needed to remedy the issue of a governess for his older niece and a nursemaid for his younger. The wet nurse could no longer produce the sustenance the infant needed, but Anjali refused milk from any other source. A crash echoed between howls. He clenched his fists and gritted his teeth. His older niece, Indira, was a bright spark in his life, but she was precocious as the day was long. And accident prone. Very, very accident prone.

      Rajesh made his way to the greenhouse door leading back into the manor. The disturbance gave him an excuse to extricate himself from the repetitive conversation with Cassandra. Or so he thought as he made his way to the stairs.

      “Just because you move faster than I, my boy, doesn’t mean you can outrun your duty.”

      Rajesh froze. He forced himself to release the scowl that took hold of his face before he turned toward Cassandra. “Duty? Will you never forgive me? I am here now. I have been here every day for nearly a year. I came home for Father’s funeral, and I remained here until Arjun settled into his position. But lest we forget, it was duty that killed my mother.”

      Rajesh took the stairs by twos and threes as he hurried toward the commotion in the family wing. Muttered curses, reprimands, and laughter greeted him as he entered the nursery. He knew not what to make of the scene beyond forcing himself not to join in with nine-year-old Indira’s laughter. Before him stood a small disaster. There was soil strewn across the floor, clumps and fine silt littering the carpets and in between the floorboards. Shattered pottery and dangling roots were evidence that the shards had once been flowerpots. A chair on top of the table looked precarious at best. But the worst was the maid, with what smelled painfully like manure splattered across her face and uniform.

      “Indira.” Rajesh infused a sternness that he usually saved for his most insubordinate sailors. The girl didn’t flinch. “What have you done?”

      “Nothing.”

      Rajesh cocked a dark brow but narrowed his glittering emerald eyes. It was the only feature he’d inherited from his father, and the only one he shared with Cassandra. He’d heard plenty say it was the only proof of his paternity. He crossed his arms as he leaned against the door jamb. He’d developed a muscular build after years aboard his ships, working the riggings and hauling cargo. To most people, he was intimidating. To his niece, he was a pushover.

      “It hardly looks like nothing. I shall give you another chance. What have you done?”

      “Nothing, Uncle Raj.” Indira looked toward the maid covered in manure, then at the footman who busily tried to sweep away the pottery before anyone stepped on it. “Becky was putting⁠—”

      “Stop right this minute, Indira. Think again if you intend to blame a servant. I warn you, I will not be pleased if you don’t take responsibility for your actions.” Rajesh strode into the chamber and stood before the girl. She knew she’d reached the point where he would not tolerate her mischief. She’d learned early on that Rajesh was quick to laugh with her if she admitted to her mistakes and made amends. But he was also quick to punish if she tried to avoid accepting the consequences.

      “I wanted to create a jungle like in Father’s storybooks. I thought it would be like home.” Indira met Rajesh’s gaze, her emerald orbs so much like his. “I thought stacking the plants would make it look like the treetops. I insisted Becky place the pots on the top of the chair back and hanging over the sides of the seat. She warned me against it, but I refused to listen and ordered her to do it.”

      Rajesh looked at the maid, who remained frozen in place, tears threatening. He shifted his focus to the footman, who kept his face down, but Rajesh could see his frown. He turned back to Indira. “As far as I can count, there are at least three infractions here. You brought outdoor plants in here, and I’m guessing you didn’t ask Peter if you could take them from the garden. You created a risky situation that could have wound up with someone hurt. And worst of all, you’ve abused the privilege of having someone tend to you. Our maids and footmen are our employees. We do not own them. They are not ours to do with as we please. We treat all people with respect regardless of station.”

      “Yes, Uncle Raj.” Indira swallowed as she looked at the two servants. She lowered her line of sight as she went to stand before the footman. “Jones, I will clean up. I’m the reason for the mess. You have other duties. Please leave the brush and dustpan.”

      The man rose and bowed before spinning on his heels and fleeing. Indira turned toward Becky. Rajesh watched as understanding of the situation and her role sank in. He witnessed when the guilt finally flooded her. Her lip trembled, and he noticed her blink several times. One thing he’d learned about Indira was that what she felt, she felt deeply and wholly.

      “I’m sorry for what I did, Becky. You warned me this was a bad idea. You warned me everything would break, and I would wind up in trouble. I insisted I knew better. I knew then what I know now. I don’t know better. But I was selfish and childish. Uncle Raj is right. You are in his employ, but that doesn’t mean I can order you about on a whim. I hope you can accept my apology. I sincerely mean it.” Indira kept her tears at bay, but her voice wavered by the end.

      “Thank you, miss.” Becky bobbed a curtsy, unsure what to do. It wasn’t the first time Indira had to apologize, and the maid felt the child’s honesty. But it disconcerted her to hear the Earl speak his views and to receive his ward’s contrition.

      “Becky, you may go belowstairs and ask Mrs. Graves to discharge you early today. You may have a bath brought to your chamber with all the hot water you need.” Rajesh felt sorry for the woman. She was barely more than a girl, really, and she would never ask for such a luxury as the tub taken to her servant’s quarters. But Rajesh suspected neither she, nor anyone else, would want the stench trekked into the kitchen. She could also launder her uniform when she was done.

      “Thank you, my lord.” Becky wasted no time skirting around the remaining mess and making haste belowstairs. It left Rajesh and Indira staring at one another.

      “Indira, I admit it was amusing when I first arrived. I will not lie and pretend it didn’t tempt me to laugh at the scene. But this wasn’t a drawing. You involved people who have feelings. They have pride, and they have dignity. You do not have the right to take those away.”

      “But Emily says servants were born to serve. That’s why they’re called that.” Indira spoke of the girl her age who lived on the neighboring estate. Her father was landed gentry with a prosperous horse-breeding stable.

      “Come sit with me.” Rajesh lifted the chair from the table and moved it close to the window seat. He sat on the cushioned embrasure since the chair would never support his weight. “There are plenty who believe that. I cannot change everyone’s mind, nor is it my responsibility to raise Emily. But I am raising you. People deserve to be treated with dignity regardless of their station.”

      “Yes, Uncle. I’m sorry.”

      “I know you are, and I know you’re still learning. Part of that is taking responsibility and accepting the consequences. You shall clean up your chamber. When you finish, you will go belowstairs and find Mrs. Graves. You will ask her what chores remain, and you will do them. I care not if it’s cleaning fire grates, stacking wood beside fireplaces, or peeling vegetables. You will tell Mrs. Graves that she can expect your help for the next three days. You may not go riding for the next three days either.”

      “Yes, Uncle Raj.” Indira swallowed. “Do you think Becky and Jones will forgive me?”

      “Yes. But only if you make amends, and more importantly, don’t mistreat them again.”

      “Do you forgive me?”

      Rajesh sensed that was the more important question. He scooped her out of the chair and settled her on his knee. He remembered the trouble he and Arjun caused at her age. He knew she was lonely and grieved for her parents. Her sister was far too young to play with, and he was careful about how much time she spent with Emily, since he saw the spoiled neighbor as a poor influence. He wouldn’t ease his punishment, but he would be certain she understood he held no grudges.

      “Indira, of course. I already have. I know you’re sorry, and I know you will make things right. I don’t expect you to be perfect. No child is. No adult is, despite what they might think. We all err. But it’s how we make things right that speaks to our character. Our honor and our dignity. Our reputation. Once we befoul those, they are very hard to get back.”

      Rajesh knew. He’d put more dings and scrapes in his reputation than a blacksmith could hammer out. Spending seven years as a privateer intrigued many and made him a source of idle gossip. But it had done little to raise him in the esteem of his peers. He’d assumed it would never matter. He’d assumed Arjun would have a son, and he would move further from inheriting the title. But Nyra suffered miscarriages and stillbirths after Indira. It had been a miracle that Anjali was born and thrived. They’d lost sons and daughters, leaving Rajesh in the position in which he now found himself: as father figure and earl.

      “Uncle?”

      “Yes.”

      “I heard Grandmother talking to you yesterday.” Cassandra insisted that her grandchild and great-grandchild call her Grandmother. She said Great-Grandmother was far too much of a mouthful to say and to hear. “Could you marry a widow who has a little girl my age?”

      Rajesh’s chest burned. Indira’s quiet request had far more power on his conscience than anything his grandmother hurled. Her large emerald orbs locked with his, and he nearly agreed. But he refused to marry a woman he barely knew, or worse, knew not at all. He would not marry a woman for her dowry since he had no need. He wouldn’t marry a woman for her title, since he already had two he wished he hadn’t. He wouldn’t marry a woman who thought marriage meant playing dead in her bed each night. There were plenty of things he wouldn’t do. But it was difficult to remember them when he saw how isolated his niece was. He would find a governess as a more immediate remedy. He doubted he would find a noblewoman willing to mother his niece with the attention he’d taken for granted from his own.
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        * * *

      

      “My dear.” Cassandra lowered her spoon as she sat at the dinner table with Rajesh and Indira the next evening. While Rajesh had grown to love his grandmother with a steadfast devotion, he loathed that phrase. It always preceded a suggestion, as she called them. Edict was what it meant. “You must give us plenty of warning before you return with your bride. The entire house needs to be aired out. While I’ve learned to tolerate these exotic dishes, I doubt your bride will welcome the pungent fumes.”

      Rajesh kept his left hand on the armrest while his right brought his spoon to his mouth twice more before he responded. “Grandmother, you’ve complimented Geeta’s dishes many times, and I have seen you enjoy more than one serving at some meals.”

      “Yes, well, that took time. I hardly think it’s the same. You, your father, and your brother were grieving your mother when you arrived. The food seemed like a small comfort. Then your father insisted. But your wife’s domain shall be this household. She will not want this—cuisine.” Cassandra looked down at the bowl of murgh makhani, a butter chicken dish. Geeta, who’d arrived in England with Rajesh’s family, had cooked nearly every meal Rajesh had ever eaten at one of his family’s homes. She made three versions of every dish now, accounting for Cassandra’s refusal to try anything spicy, to Indira’s developing palette, to Rajesh’s preference for food so spicy it made even him sweat at times.

      Rajesh lifted a lacha parathat, a layered bread, and examined it. He found it far more appetizing than the bread in England, and certainly infinitely better than the hardtack he ate aboard his ships. Geeta’s cooking had been one of the few things he looked forward to when he arrived at Powderham, when it finally became his home. Food was one of the few constants in his life from India. He spoke Hindi to Indira and Geeta, but he had no one else with whom to converse in his first language.

      He’d accepted breeches, starched shirts, cravats, and Hessian boots when he went on his Grand Tour; that felt like it had ended a lifetime ago instead of only seven years. Tonight, just like any time he didn’t have to leave the grounds, he wore a sherwani, a collarless, fitted, knee-length frock coat with buttons that ran the length of its front. Rather than breeches, he wore churidars. They were tightly fitting trousers that tapered from hip to ankle and were snug beneath his sherwani. Earlier in the day, his kurta, a loose-fitting cotton shirt, was his preference. It was less constricting when he worked at his desk or visited tenants and oversaw his land. Robert had reverted to wearing traditional English attire, and Arjun had assimilated. His clothing was one of the few ways in which Rajesh could rebel against the strictures of a culture that still felt foreign.

      “William, if you leave tomorrow, you will arrive in time for the Windsor-Clive ball in four days.” As a concession, he’d accepted using his middle name once he took his place in the peerage. Cassandra glanced toward the clock that ticked across from her. It was as though she counted the hours until he would leave and until he would return with the expected bride. “You can return at the end of July.”

      “End of July?” Indira blurted. Cassandra turned a disapproving mien toward the girl.

      “Speak when spoken to, child.”

      Indira shot Rajesh a panicked look. He understood why she wouldn’t wish to rattle around in the enormous manor with only Cassandra for company for six weeks. He didn’t intend to be away that long, but he feared it might be close. He’d received a letter than morning summoning him to his seat in Parliament. The matter of the East India Company’s charter was up for debate. It had been most recently renewed twenty-one years earlier, but there was growing concern about the company’s influence so far from London. There were those who argued the Company merely represented England’s trade interests, and Parliament should allow it to do business as it wished. Others warned the Company was usurping English control and behaving as though they were the local government, acting as legislator, judge, and juror.

      “I must take my seat in Parliament while the House of Lords debates the matter of the East India Company. I don’t know how long it will keep me, Indira.” Rajesh addressed his niece, but he watched his grandmother. He was certain she grinned before she adjusted her expression and looked at him.

      “Can I come?” Indira’s entreaty was tempting, but Rajesh wasn’t interested in taking a full household with him. He wished to travel light, relying on the minimal staff he kept on retainer at his London townhome.

      “I’m afraid not. I’ll travel by horseback, and I will spend long days away from the townhome. It’s best if you stay here with Grandmother and Anjali.” Rajesh offered her a smile that appeased her.

      “Will you bring me something back?” Indira chirped.

      “Yes,” Cassandra answered for him. “An aunt.”

      Rajesh sighed and looked at the bowl of kheer that a servant placed before him. Normally he loved the rice pudding, but tonight it appealed not at all.

      “I leave the day after tomorrow.”
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