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      The Lords in Disguise series was previously published as The Footmen’s Club series.

      What happens when three noblemen get foxed at a pub and make a bet that they can each outlast the others while pretending to be servants at a country house party? Why, hijinks ensue, of course.

      Love historical romance with a dash of humor and lots of rompishness? Sign up for my newsletter at https://www.ValerieBowmanBooks.com/Newsletter to be notified of new books releases, insider scoops, and sales!
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        Lucas Drake, the Earl of Kendall

        Dark-brown-haired, green-eyed, former navy hero turned earl, who needs to find a lady to make a countess. His friends cook up an insane plot to help him.

      

        

      
        Rhys Sheffield, the Duke of Worthington

        (aka Worth)

        Black-haired, dark-blue-eyed, devil-may-care rake and gambler with a love of horses. He’s tall, dark, and handsome and has a past with a certain lady, who may just be bent on revenge when the perfect opportunity presents itself.

      

      

      
        
        Beaumont Bellham, the Marquess of Bellingham

        (aka Bell)

        Blond-haired, light-blue-eyed, in control of everything in his world. Bell is a spy for the Home Office, and nothing misses his notice, that is until he just might meet his match in the most unexpected of places.

      

      

      
        
        Miss Frances Wharton, daughter of Baron Winfield

        Brown-haired and eyed, she’s determined to fight for the rights of the poor, has a tiny dowry, reads too much, and is too particular according to her mother. Frances has no interest in marriage until she meets a footman who just might change her mind.

      

      

      
        
        Lady Julianna Montgomery,

        daughter of the Duke of Montlake

        Blond-haired, light-green-eyed Lady Julianna is gorgeous, rich, and comes from an excellent family. Once considered the best catch of the Season, she’s happily engaged to the Marquess of Murdock. But when she finds her ex-flame, Worth, pretending to be a groom in the stables at a house party, she decides it’s the perfect opportunity to pay him back for jilting her.

      

        

      
        Miss Marianne Notley, lady’s maid to Lady Wilhelmina Copperpot

        Red-haired, vividly-blue-eyed Marianne is savvy, intelligent, and entirely used to relying upon herself. When she meets her employer’s new valet, she immediately distrusts him. He may be handsome. He may be charming. But he’s absolutely hiding a secret. She ought to know—she is too.

      

      

      
        
        Ewan Fairchild, Viscount Clayton

        Boon companion to Kendall, Worth, and Bell, and host of the infamous summer house party. Married to his true love, Thea, whom he met when she broke her leg trying to sneak into his stables.
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        Let the games begin.

        Every fortune-hunting female in London is after the newly titled Earl of Kendall, but he’s intent on finding a wife whose heart is true. So, while drunkenly jesting with his friends in a pub one night, he has an idea—what if the ladies of the ton didn’t know he was a wealthy earl? All he has to do is pose as a servant at his friend’s summer country house party and make sure the guest list is full of beautiful, eligible debutantes. What could possibly go wrong?

      

      

      

      
        
        May the best footman win.

        Miss Frances Wharton is far more interested in fighting for the rights of the poor than in marriage, but her mother insists she attend a summer house party—and find herself a husband. Frances would rather wed a goat than the pompous man her mother has in mind, so in order to dissuade the would-be suitor, she vows to behave like a shrew. The only person she can be herself with is the kind, handsome footman she runs into at every turn. Their connection is undeniable, and the divide between them is no match for the passion they feel. But what will happen when Frances learns that the footman she adores is actually the earl she despises? In a game where everything is false, can they convince each other that their love is true?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Lords in Disguise Series includes the stories of the Earl of Kendall (book 1, The Footman is and Earl), the Duke of Worthington (book 2, Duke Looks Like a Groomsman), and the Marquess of Bellingham (book 3, The Marquess Who Loved Me).

      The prologue of each of the first three books is the same scene written from each hero’s point of view. Rest assured, with the exception of the prologue, no other content or scene is repeated.

      Thanks for reading!

      Valerie
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        London, July 1814

      

      

      Lucas Drake, the fifth Earl of Kendall, was foxed. But only foxed, not an entire three sheets to the wind. And he should know. He spent more than a decade in His Majesty’s Royal Navy. Lucas knew precisely how dangerous a situation it was to have three sheets to the wind. The sheet controls the sail, after all, and if the line is not secured, the sheet flops in the wind. If all three sails were loose, the ship would be out of control. Lucas was not out of control. Four mugs of watered-down ale at the Curious Goat Inn would not do that to a former sailor. He was foxed enough, however, to say, “I think it’s time I find a wife,” aloud, in the presence of all three of his closest friends.

      As expected, he silenced his three companions. Worth, Bell, and Clayton immediately snapped to face him with varying expressions of alarm.

      Rhys Sheffield, the Duke of Worthington, was the first to find his voice. Worth was an excellent man at heart, but his horse’s arse of a father—God rest the former duke’s soul—had all but ruined him. Rhys took himself and his title too seriously. Competitive to a fault, especially when it came to gaming or women—both of which he usually won—the duke enjoyed the finer things in life and projected a devil-may-care attitude that only his close friends understood was a façade.

      Worth’s reply to Lucas’s statement was to wince, suck in his breath, shake his head vigorously, and say, “A wife? Good God, man! There’s no need to rush into anything so…permanent.”

      “We’re not getting any younger,” Lucas pointed out.

      “On the contrary,” Worth replied, “at nine and twenty, we’re pups. My father was over fifty when I was born.”

      The second head to turn and stare at Lucas was that of Beaumont Bellham, the Marquess of Bellingham. There was no finer patriot than Bell. The man had tried to renounce his title for a spot as a soldier in the wars against France. He’d been turned down in his request, however. Apparently, the Crown did not fancy its marquesses gallivanting across Europe being shot at. Instead, he’d settled for a position with the Home Office and did what he could by way of reconnaissance to help with the war effort on solid English soil. Bell was shrewd, detailed, and focused and was often accused by Worth of working too much. A charge Bell fully admitted to. He liked to tell Worth that he might try an honest day’s work instead of spending his time gaming and chasing women. Worth had yet to take such friendly advice.

      Bell narrowed his eyes and said, “Are you certain you’re ready? It’s only been two years since…” Thank God the man ended his sentence there. Lucas wasn’t in any mood to discuss Emily. He never would be.

      The third head to swivel toward Lucas was that of Ewan Fairchild, Viscount Clayton. Clayton had recently got himself leg-shackled, and was just back from his honeymoon. Clayton had a mind for science and there were few things he liked better than experimenting and creating things. He was the kind of man you’d entrust your deepest secrets to. Rich as Croesus and loyal to a fault, Clayton loved his wife Theodora deeply and completely. He’d been the last one they’d all have thought would be the first to marry.

      Clayton exclaimed, “Thank heavens. I cannot wait until I’m no longer the only one of us with the parson’s noose around his neck.”

      Lucas took another long draught from his mug and wiped the back of his hand across his lips. His role in their quartet was that of the peacekeeper and confidant. The four of them had met at Eton as lads and stuck together through all manner of hurdles.

      Lucas’s main concern was, and had always been, duty. He’d spent his life trying to fulfill his duty to his father, his family, and the Crown. In that order. His years in the Navy had taught him responsibility, respect, and the importance of hard work. The death of his older brother Charles fourteen months ago had taught him the importance of living life to the fullest and fulfilling his promise. Before his death, Charles had been championing a bill before Parliament. On his deathbed, as consumption slowly pulled his life away, Charles had asked Lucas to ensure the bill was passed. “For the good of our estate,” Charles had said. “For the good of the country.” Lucas had promised his brother. If it was the last thing he did, he would ensure the Employment Bill passed.

      Lucas would take a bullet for any one of his friends. He’d give his life for his country. He would walk across broken glass for his mother or sister. But finding a wife who would be true to him, who didn’t want him merely for his money or his title, that was something he couldn’t control. And he detested that fact.

      Lucas glanced around at his three friends, who watched him as if he’d recently escaped from Bedlam. The rules of etiquette were different here at the Curious Goat Inn. The pub sat like a fat little duck on the corner of two streets in an area of London that was a goodly length from Mayfair, but not quite as far, status-wise, as the Rookeries. Here one could do things like get foxed, wipe the back of one’s hand across one’s lips, and say things like one was looking for a wife, without having to worry about mamas and maidens popping out of every nook and cranny in search of a husband with a title. Ever since he’d inherited the title, he’d been beset by such ladies at every turn.

      “I’m entirely serious,” Lucas continued. “I must look to secure the earldom. I fear I’ve been too preoccupied with the Employment Bill. I’ve been remiss waiting this long to find a bride.”

      “I certainly won’t disagree with you that you’ve been too preoccupied with the Employment Bill,” Worth drawled. “Obsessed is more like it.”

      Lucas shrugged. “Well, now that the Lords have tabled the vote until the autumn session, I have more time to rally the votes I need. I might as well get about the business of looking for a wife in earnest.”

      “I never bother to vote in Parliament,” Worth drawled. “Don’t happen to care for the hours. And all the arguing is downright exhausting.”

      Bell gave Worth a beleaguered look and shook his head. “God forbid you take an interest in your seat or any of the issues the country is dealing with.”

      Worth gave them his most charming grin, flashing his perfect smile that had been the downfall of many unsuspecting women. “I’m entirely confident you chaps can handle it,” Worth replied, clapping Bell on the back.

      “When the time comes for the vote for my brother’s law,” Lucas continued, addressing his remarks to Worth, “I’ll drive to your town house and drag you out of bed myself.”

      Bell’s and Clayton’s laughter filled the alcove in which they were sitting.

      “Let’s not talk of such unpleasantness,” Worth replied with a sigh. “You mentioned finding a bride, Lucas. That’s much more interesting. Now, how old are you again?” The duke shoved back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest, narrowing his eyes at Lucas.

      Lucas arched a skeptical brow at Worth. “The same age you are, old man.” After Eton, they’d all gone on to Oxford. They’d all taken their firsts together. They all were the same age save for a matter of months.

      “Well, then,” Worth declared. “You’ve plenty of time to find a wife as far as I’m concerned.”

      “That’s easy to say, coming from a man who’s never given a toss about securing his own title,” Lucas shot back, giving his friend a good-natured grin.

      Worth returned the smile. “I cannot argue with you there.” He turned and gave the barmaid his even more charming smile, the one that brought out the dimple in his cheek, as he ordered another round of ale for the table.

      “Yes, well, if you’re seriously looking for a wife, Lucas, the Season has just ended,” Clayton interjected. “It seems you’ve missed your chance. The entire ton is about to retire to the country as soon as Parliament closes next week.”

      “I’m well aware,” Lucas replied with a curt nod. “The Season makes my skin crawl. Full of simpering maids and purse-eyeing mamas eager to show off their best behavior in the hopes of snaring a rich husband. I don’t want to find a wife that way.”

      “How else do you intend to find one?” The marquess’s intelligent eyes turned shrewd.

      “I don’t know how exactly.” He took another drink, growing more confident with each sip. “But this time I intend to find a lady who loves me for myself.”

      He was talking about Lady Emily Foswell, of course. He never mentioned her name, but his friends knew what he’d been through. No amount of swaggering or denial on his part would convince them that he hadn’t had his damn heart destroyed by her. Though until tonight, he hadn’t even thought about Emily since Parliament had resumed session a few months ago. He’d been far too preoccupied with the Employment Bill.

      “Yes!” Worth pounded his fist against the table. The duke’s normally jovial voice filled with anger. “I think we can all agree that Lady Emily is the lowest of the low. There’s no excuse for what she did, tossing over one man for another with a better title. As far as I’m concerned, she no longer exists.”

      Leave it to Worth to bring up a sore subject. The duke had been the most outraged of all of them by Lady Emily’s behavior. And the most interested in ensuring Lady Emily knew that she’d inadvertently tossed over a future earl for a baron.

      “Can we not discuss Lady Emily, please?” Lucas said with a groan, covering his face with one hand.

      Worth’s good humor returned with the arrival of the barmaid who’d appeared with their drinks. “Keep ‘em coming, love,” he said to her, before turning back to Lucas and adding, “I’m merely pointing out that if you want a lady who loves you for yourself, the Season and its ridiculousness are the last place you should go.”

      “Yes,” Lucas replied with a sigh, lifting his mug into the air to salute the duke. “Didn’t I already say that? The Season and its fetes are the last place I should go, which is why I’ve avoided it like the pox for the last two Seasons.”

      “Oh, is that why you haven’t attended the boring balls at Almack’s?” Worth replied with a smirk. “I thought it was the tepid tea and small talk. That’s why I steer clear of them.”

      “You avoid them because they don’t serve brandy and we all know it,” Bell pointed out, staring fixedly at Worth, his arms crossed tightly over his chest.

      Worth winked at his friend. “That and they won’t give me the bank that Hollister’s will.”

      Hollister’s was Worth’s favorite gambling hell. The man spent nearly all his free time there. Hollister’s had given the duke carte blanche and he won and lost small fortunes there regularly.

      Lucas scratched his chin and stared blindly at his mug. “If only the ladies of the ton didn’t know I am an earl, I’d have a much better chance of finding a match,” he grumbled. Hmm. The drink was obviously making him looser with words. Perhaps looser with thoughts as well.

      Worth’s laughter cracked off the wooden beams on the tavern’s ceiling. “I’d pay to see that. An earl dressed up like a common man to find true love. Has a certain poetic ring to it, don’t it?”

      Clayton laughed too and shook his head, while Bell’s shrewd, narrowed-eyed stare intensified. “It’s not a completely outlandish idea.” He tilted his head to the side.

      “What’s not?” Lucas had nearly forgotten what he’d said.

      “The idea of pretending you’re a commoner to find a wife,” Bell replied.

      Worth slapped Bell on the back. “Are you mad, man? You’re not even drinking.”

      Bell never drank. His mug probably contained rice milk or something equally unexciting. He preferred to remain in control of his faculties, and they all knew it. He’d always been the one to ensure they all made it home safely and without unnecessary run-ins with the foot patrol or the chancellors at Oxford. The marquess leaned forward to stare directly at Lucas. “Given the right circumstances, it could work, you know?”

      “Pretending I’m common?” Lucas replied, blinking. “I don’t see how.”

      “Everyone in the ton knows him,” Clayton pointed out. “How would he ever manage it?”

      “Are you suggesting he wear a mask or alter his appearance?” Worth asked, stroking his chin, his own eyes narrowing as if he, too, were taking the idea seriously.

      Lucas glanced back and forth between Worth and Bell. “You cannot be serious, either of you. Clayton’s right. How would it ever work?”

      “No, not a costume.” Bell addressed his remarks to Worth. “I was thinking something more like the right...situation.”

      “Such as?” Worth replied, drawing out both words. He also leaned forward.

      “You two are frightening me, you know?” Lucas replied. “You seem as if you’re actually trying to plot out a way this ludicrous idea might work.”

      “Like a…house party,” Bell replied to Worth, stroking his chin and completely ignoring Lucas’s concern.

      Worth inclined his head, his eyes still narrowed. “A house party, yes. I see what you mean.”

      “But it couldn’t be just any house party, of course,” Bell continued. “It would have to be one given by someone who was in on the experiment.”

      “Experiment?” Clayton perked up. “There are few things I enjoy more than an experiment, and I just so happen to be about to send the invitations to my annual country house party.” Clayton’s words were stated casually as if he hadn’t just added a large helping of kindling to the fire that was already burning brightly with insanity.

      “Experiment?” Lucas repeated numbly, blinking.

      Bell snapped his fingers. “Your house party would be perfect, Clayton.”

      “Wait. Wait. Wait. Wait. Wait.” Lucas, who sat between Bell and Worth, pushed against each of his friends’ shoulders with both hands. He needed to sober up quickly. His friends had clearly lost their minds, even Bell, who was normally the level-headed one when things went too far afield. “A house party isn’t going to change my identity. Ladies of the ton will still know who I am at a house party.”

      “He makes a good point,” Clayton replied, sloshing more ale down his throat. Thank heavens, Clayton wasn’t taking this discussion seriously, after all.

      “Not if you invite only the debutantes from this Season,” Bell replied, a smug smile tugging at the corner of his lips. “And not if you create the right circumstances.”

      Lucas sucked in a deep breath and pushed his mug out of reach. “The ladies may not know me, but some of their mothers do. More than one of them has already been to court with an older daughter making her debut.” There. That was common sense, which this discussion was sorely lacking.

      “That’s where the right circumstances come in,” Bell replied, crossing his arms over his chest, the half-smile still riding his lips.

      Worth scratched at the dark, day-old stubble on his chin and smiled an even wider, much more charming smile than Bell’s. “By God, I think you’re onto something.”

      “I refuse to wear a mask if that’s what you’re thinking. That’s positively medieval,” Lucas declared, shaking his head.

      “Not a mask,” Bell replied. He settled back in his chair and plucked at his lower lip, a gesture he often made when he was plotting something.

      “Or a costume, either,” Lucas continued. He pushed his mug farther away for good measure. More drinking would only make this particular situation more insane.

      “Not a costume…precisely.” Bell exchanged a positively roguish grin with Worth.

      “By God, I’m going to have the best time watching this,” Worth added, nodding.

      “Watching what?” Clayton’s nose was scrunched in confusion. “I don’t know what in the devil either of you is talking about any longer.”

      “I’m talking about Lucas here pretending to be a servant,” Bell replied, still grinning like an arse.

      Lucas blinked. “A servant?” Of all the things he’d expected his friend to say, those two words had been at the bottom of the list.

      “Yes. It’s perfect,” Worth added, nodding.

      Lucas turned to him and stared at the duke as if he’d lost his mind. “Perfect? Me? Being a servant? How is that perfect?”

      “That still doesn’t fix the problem of the ladies’ mothers recognizing him. Even if he’s dressed as a servant,” Clayton pointed out.

      “Ah, but it does,” Bell replied. “That’s the beauty of it. Most people don’t look at servants. They don’t pay attention to the majority of things beyond what they need and want. My training as a spy has taught me much about the human failure to notice details. I’d be willing to bet that not one of those ladies of the ton will look twice at Kendall if he’s dressed as a servant and performing servants’ duties. He’ll be wearing livery, knee breeches, and a powdered wig, after all.”

      “And it has the added advantage that a servant will be in a particularly excellent position to discover how a lady truly behaves,” Worth added, shoving his long dark hair off his forehead with his fingers. “I’d wager she’s at her best when addressing a potential bridegroom and at her worst when addressing a servant. God knows, I’ve seen it time and again from my mother.”

      “You’re both truly mad, you know that?” Lucas replied. He was becoming genuinely alarmed. Did his friends actually believe this madness would work? They couldn’t possibly.

      “I dunno,” Clayton replied, tugging at his cravat. “But it sounds like quite a lark to me. I’m perfectly willing to offer my upcoming house party as a venue for such an experiment.”

      “You’ve gone mad too, then,” Lucas declared. Bloody hell. He’d lost his final ally to madness.

      “Think about it,” Bell said, turning his attention to Lucas. “It has the potential to give you precisely what you want. An unencumbered look at the latest crop of debutantes behaving precisely how they would when they don’t know you are watching.”

      Lucas narrowed his eyes on the marquess. “It’s positively alarming that you don’t see the problem with this plan.”

      Bell shrugged. “What problem? The risk is not too great. If anyone recognizes you, we’ll simply ask that person to play along. No doubt they’ll enjoy the game too.”

      “What if I find a lady I fancy?” Lucas replied. “Am I supposed to simply rip off my livery and declare myself an earl and expect she’ll fall madly in love with me?”

      “Not at all,” Bell said. “I’m merely suggesting that you get to know these young ladies on the basis of how they treat servants. I’ve no doubt the best-natured ones will be kind and pleasant. Once you have a few candidates, you will know who to court next Season.”

      Lucas shook his head slowly. He pulled his mug back toward his chest. Perhaps more ale would cause this entire line of reasoning to make more sense. “You’re suggesting that I choose a future bride on the basis of how she treats a footman?”

      Bell arched a brow. “How did Lady Emily treat servants?” His words were slow and deliberate.

      Lucas clenched his jaw. Damn Bell. The man always knew precisely what to say. Unwanted memories flashed through Lucas’s brain. Memories of the beautiful, accomplished Lady Emily snapping at her maid for bringing her lukewarm tea and dismissing a footman for catching the train of her gown in the coach door when he shut it.

      “I see by the look on your face that you recognize my point,” Bell drawled.

      Lucas considered it for a moment. Perhaps it was the four mugs of ale he’d consumed, but suddenly the entire plan was starting to sound…good to him. Not just good, but reasonable and helpful. He’d been trying to think of a way to enter the marriage mart without having to endure the ladies who were only after his money and his title. One encounter with such a woman was enough to last a lifetime. By God, his friend may well have just stumbled upon the perfect plan!

      “I’m willing to do it with you,” Bell tossed out casually with another shrug.

      “What?” Worth’s black eyebrows snapped together over his dark-blue eyes. “Why would you do it?”

      Bell straightened his shoulders and settled back into his chair. “Because I’ve narrowed down my hunt for the Bidassoa traitor to one of three possibilities.”

      “The man you’ve been hunting for the Home Office?” Worth clarified, lowering his voice.

      “Precisely the one,” Bell replied. “And if Clayton here will invite those three men to the house party, I will also pretend to be a servant to watch them.”

      Worth tossed back his head and laughed. “I should have known you had another motive all along, Bell. His Majesty’s work is never far from your mind. Even when we’re drinking.”

      Bell’s grin widened. “Why shouldn’t we use the opportunity for two useful pursuits instead of one? I’ll admit, I was already thinking about this plan before Lucas informed us of his search for a wife, but if it helps both of us, all the better, I say. We will truly have to behave as servants, however. We’ll have to wait on the guests and do all the tasks servants must do.”

      “Hmm. I do quite like the idea of spying going on under my roof.” Clayton took another long draught of ale. “Gives the whole affair a bit of intrigue. And since I haven’t been a soldier or served His Majesty otherwise, I feel it’s my duty to say yes to this ruse. Not to mention my love of an experiment. Will you do it, Lucas?”

      Lucas hefted his mug to his mouth and drained it. Then he wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “Now that Bell’s doing it with me, how can I refuse?”

      Worth accepted yet another new mug of ale from the barmaid and flipped a coin into the air for her tip. He gave her an outrageously flirtatious grin before turning his attention back to the conversation. “I, for one, am so interested in seeing such a situation play out, not only will I attend to watch the spectacle, I will also settle a large sum on the outcome as to whether you two can pull this off. Care to bet me?” He gave them both his most competitive stare.

      Bell rolled his eyes. “Everything’s a bet with you, Worth.”

      “Perhaps, but you must admit, this is a particularly tempting bet.” Worth lifted his chin toward the marquess. “Five hundred pounds say you are both outed by a keen-eyed mama within a sennight.”

      “I’ll take that bet!” Clayton declared, pointing a finger in the air. “You’ll be attending as a guest, I presume, Worthington.”

      Lucas’s snort of laughter interrupted Worth’s reply. “Of course he’s attending as a guest. Our mate Worth here could never pass for a footman.” He shook his head sympathetically toward the duke. “You couldn’t last one night serving others, I’m afraid.”

      Worth’s nostrils flared. He gathered himself up and straightened his shoulders. “I take offense to that. If you two sops can do it, surely I can.”

      Clayton blew air into his cheeks and shook his head, not quite meeting Worth’s gaze. “Hmm. I’m not exactly certain I agree with that, old chap.”

      Worth crossed his arms over his chest and glared at his friend. “You truly don’t think I could do it?”

      “No,” Clayton admitted, looking slightly sheepish. “Not if you actually have to fill the role of a servant and do real chores. No.”

      Worth’s gaze swung to Bell. “You don’t think I can do it either?” He almost looked hurt.

      Bell shook his head. “Not a chance. Apologies, Your Grace, but you’re far too used to being waited upon to wait on anyone else.”

      “But that’s how I know how to do it properly,” Worth shot back, a disgruntled expression on his face.

      Lucas snorted. “I’m afraid seeing one serve and actually serving are two entirely different things.”

      Worth’s eyes widened. “You’re a bloody earl for Christ’s sake. Why do you think you can serve?”

      “I may be an earl but I’m no stranger to hard work. I spent years in the Navy doing chores like picking oakum and deworming hardtack. And those two tasks were pleasant compared to some of my other tasks,” Lucas replied.

      Worth slapped a palm on the tabletop. The mugs bounced. “Fine. One thousand pounds says I can make it through the entire fortnight as a servant too. Or at least I can last longer than either of you.”

      “Now who is being mad?” Clayton asked, waggling his eyebrows at Worth.

      “I’m quite serious.” Worth’s jaw was locked. “One thousand pounds, gentlemen. Who will take the bet?”

      “I will,” all three called in unison.
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      Miss Frances Wharton winced when her mother came hurrying into the breakfast room. Mama had a smile on her face, which meant she’d received what she called “good news,” or more correctly, the opposite of the news Frances wanted to hear. Frances shut her copy of The Taming of the Shrew and pushed it behind a potted flower. Mama was always complaining that she read too much.

      “I’ve just come from Lady Cranberry’s house,” Mama declared. “She has confirmed that Sir Reginald Francis will be attending the Claytons’ country house party next week.”

      Frances exchanged a look with her younger sister who sat across from her. Abigail was only sixteen years old and had not yet come out, while Frances was eighteen and had just made her debut this Season. Her mother had set her sights on Sir Reginald Francis for her. Frances had no idea why. The man might be a knight, but he was also a loud, pompous ass. Not to mention his surname was Francis. She couldn’t imagine a life in which she was named Frances Francis. It presented so many issues.

      “I’m not feeling particularly well, Mama. I’m not certain I can attend the Claytons’ house party.” Frances pressed the back of her hand to her forehead in as dramatic a gesture as she could manage. She’d never been much for dramatics, but usually Mama seemed to appreciate them.

      “Nonsense,” Mama replied, clearly unmoved this time. “You are healthy as a horse, but even if you’d come down with the plague, I’d have the servants carry you to the house party.”

      Frances gave her mother a side-wise glance paired with a frown.

      “I wish I could attend,” Abigail said with a long, dramatic sigh. She too placed the back of her hand against her forehead. Now, her sister always had a flare for the dramatic. Somehow Abigail’s dramatics seemed so much more believable than her own. Frances made a mental note to ask her sister how to be both more dramatic and more believable at it.

      “You’ve yet to make your debut,” Mother replied to Abigail.

      “I know,” Abigail moaned, emphasizing her woe.

      Another mental note. Moan more.

      “But I would so love to attend a country house party filled with handsome gentlemen,” Abigail continued.

      “Filled with handsome gentlemen and Sir Reginald Francis,” Frances mumbled.

      Mama shot Frances a look that clearly indicated she did not find her daughter’s jest amusing in the least. “I fail to comprehend your objection to Sir Reginald,” Mama said, pointing her nose in the air.

      Frances crossed her arms over her chest and drummed her fingertips against the opposite elbows. “Let’s see. He’s twice my age.”

      “Forty is hardly ancient.” Mama’s nose remained aloft.

      “He’s pompous,” Frances continued, still drumming her fingers.

      Mama waived her handkerchief in the air. “All men with titles are pompous. Your father was when I met him.”

      “He’s entirely uninteresting,” Frances continued, scratching her cheek.

      “I don’t know why you say that. He’s perfectly interesting to me,” Mama insisted.

      Frances arched a brow. “He spent the better part of an hour telling me about a game of whist he played four years ago. A hand he lost, by the by. And not a particularly compelling hand.”

      “Oh, Frances, you’re so particular.” Mama gave a long-suffering sigh and pressed her handkerchief to her throat. “You must remember.” Her voice dropped to a whisper as if they were not alone in their own drawing room, shabby though it might be. “You don’t have much of a dowry and while I love you, you’re hardly a diamond of the first water.”

      “Thank you for the encouragement, Mama,” Frances replied, stifling her urge to laugh at her mother’s egregiousness.

      “I’m quite serious,” Mama continued, “Sir Reginald has shown interest. His may be the best marriage offer you receive.”

      “If reciting a four-year-old tale about a card game is showing interest, I suppose you’re right, Mama, but I already told you, I’m perfectly happy for you to give my dowry to Abigail to ensure she makes a good match.”

      Papa’s penchant for gambling paired with his proclivity for losing had caused the family great financial distress of late, but Frances couldn’t understand why her mother wouldn’t be practical and double Abigail’s dowry instead. It only made sense. Apparently, her mother didn’t appreciate sense.

      Mama waived her handkerchief in the air again. “That is madness.”

      “It is not,” Frances replied. “Abigail is actually interested in finding a husband. With both of our dowries together, she might make a decent match. I don’t want a husband.” They’d had this argument at least a half dozen times, and her mother always dismissed it. It drove Frances mad. Mama had no concept that a young woman might actually sincerely have no desire to marry.

      Mama shook her head. “Stop saying such ludicrous things. I would have the doctor pay you a visit if we had the money for such extravagances.”

      Frances sighed. She would not win this argument. As far as Mama was concerned, making a decent match was the only thing in the world worth thinking about. Sonless, Lady Winfield spent far too much of her time worrying over her two daughters’ futures and their choices of husbands. It wasn’t news to Frances that she was not exactly the most highly sought-after debutante of the Season. In addition to her father merely being a baron, and her lack of a decent dowry, she’d spent far too much time this past Season sitting with the other wallflowers. When a potential suitor did ask her to dance, she quickly frightened him off by talking at length about her plans to work with the magistrates to convince Parliament to change the poor laws. At present, she had her cap set firmly against the awful Employment Bill that would be up for vote as soon as Parliament reconvened in the autumn.

      Frances had been barely more than a decade old when her father had taken her for a walk in Hyde Park and they’d seen a group of poor people protesting outside a politician’s house. The small crowd had been angry and sweaty and carrying pitchforks. They were yelling about their treatment under the law. Her father had tried to hurry her past the scene, but she’d insisted upon stopping and listening.

      She’d been horrified by what she’d heard. None of the crowd’s complaints seemed to be outrageous demands. That day, she’d vowed that when she came of age, she’d do anything and everything she could to help them. As a debutante, she had few opportunities to change policies, but what she did have, upon occasion, was the attention of some of the most influential members of Parliament’s House of Lords. During dances at ton balls, she’d been known to say things such as, “Did you know, Lord Sharton, that often the poor are forced to pay fines they cannot afford and are thrown back in prison where there is no hope of them ever paying them?” or “Lord Abemarle, are you aware that poor prisoners are tried for their lives with no counsel whatsoever? How can we say we live in a civilized Society when such a thing is true?”

      Often her dancing partner would get a look on his face equivalent to a hare caught in a trap and hurry her back to the sidelines the moment the dance was through, never to call upon her again.

      Mama had warned Frances countless times to stop being so unpleasant. That was the word she liked to use for Frances’s little ‘outbursts,’ but Frances refused to stop. Searching for a husband held little appeal to her, but while she had the ear of some of the most powerful men in Parliament she might as well make herself useful. She’d continued to be ‘unpleasant’ throughout the Season until nearly every eligible chap in the ton all but ran from her when they saw her coming.

      Sir Reginald Francis, it turned out, had been out of the country for most of the Season. He was also wealthy, according to Mama, so wealthy he apparently was willing to overlook her pitiful dowry. That was why Mama held out hope for a match with him and why Mama was so eager to cart her off to Lord Clayton’s house party.

      “You must promise me you’ll be pleasant,” Mama continued, wagging a finger at Frances.

      “When am I unpleasant?” Frances winked at Abigail behind their mother’s back.

      “You know I’m referring to your outbursts, dear,” Mama replied, dabbing at her forehead with her handkerchief.

      Frances shrugged. “I simply don’t see why I should be forced to take the first offer I receive.”

      “The first offer is usually the best offer, dear,” Mama said. “Besides, to date you’ve had no offers, so I hardly think it matters in this case. I’ve heard from several people who know him well that Sir Reginald isn’t put off by young ladies who speak up about politics and such.” Mama pressed her handkerchief to her lips this time, her eyebrows dipped in worry over her gray eyes. “I can only hope that’s true.”

      Frances frowned. She might believe such a thing was true of Sir Reginald if she hadn’t already met him. The auspicious occasion had been last week at the final party of the Season. He’d talked nonstop about himself. Mama had watched her closely during their introductions and had immediately interrupted Frances when she’d attempted to bring up the Employment Bill, that hideous piece of legislation that some equally horrible member of the House of Lords was backing. A Lord Kendall. The votes were close according to Frances’s sources, which was mainly the newspaper coupled with her pressing her ear against her father’s study door when his friends came to visit and talk about politics. The vote had been put off, however, until the next session of Parliament and Frances had no intention of keeping quiet on the matter whenever she found herself in the company of a peer. And if she ever crossed paths with the hideous Lord Kendall, she fully intended to give him an earful.

      “I can only hope Sir Reginald doesn’t bore me to tears with talk about a faro game from a decade ago,” Frances said, sighing.

      Mama rolled her eyes. “Regardless, we’re leaving for Devon on Friday.” She turned toward the door. “I’m off to ask Albina to begin packing the trunks. Prepare yourself, and no talking about politics.” Her mother turned back sharply to face her. “Do you understand me, Frances Regina Thurgood Wharton?”

      Frances pointed a finger in the air. “The Employment Bill isn’t necessarily polit⁠—”

      “No talking about bills. Or the poor. Or Employment. Or anything of the sort.” Mama huffed.

      “Fine.” Frances briefly considered crossing her fingers behind her back, but that would be dishonest, and she was honest. Sometimes to a fault. “Very well, I promise not to discuss it. At least not with Sir Reginald.”

      “Or any eligible gentlemen of the ton,” Mama finished, arching a disapproving brow at her.

      Frances posted her fists on her hips. “Very well. Or any eligible gentlemen of the ton,” she parroted back.

      “Excellent. We might just get you married off yet.” Mama smiled, picked up her burgundy silk skirts, and sailed from the room.

      The door had barely shut behind their mother when Abigail turned bright blinking gray eyes toward Frances and asked quite seriously, “What are you planning to do, Frannie? You weren’t crossing your fingers, I saw you. Oh, were you crossing your toes?”

      Frances couldn’t help her grin. Her sister knew her well. She’d loved Abigail since she’d been a two-year old peering into Abby’s basinet. Frances felt responsible for her and she was entirely serious when she’d told her mother she would like nothing better than to give up her dowry to make Abigail’s more substantial. She would do anything for her little sister. “I might have crossed my toes if I’d thought about it,” she jested. “But I promised Mama I wouldn’t talk about any of the causes dear to my heart and so I won’t.”

      Abigail leaned forward and peered at her. “What shall you do?”

      Frances shrugged. “I have little choice. I suppose I’ll have to dissuade Sir Reginald from wanting to offer for me some other way.”

      Abigail’s eyes were wide orbs. “How do you intend to do that?” Her sister had never defied their parents in her life, and she seemed perpetually amazed at Frances’s penchant for doing so.

      Frances scooped up The Taming of the Shrew and made her way over to the window. She stared out across the street to the park while hugging the book to her chest, contemplating the matter for a moment. Slowly, her gaze dropped to the book and she held it out in front of her, letting her gaze to trail across the cover. Then she turned back to her sister and allowed a sly grin to spread across her face. The perfect idea had just popped into her mind. “By acting as if I’m the biggest shrew in the land, of course.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London, early August 1814

      

      

      “We’ll call it The Footmen’s Club,” Lucas declared.

      Three days had passed since they’d come up with their drunken idea and none of them had backed down in the harsh light of sobriety. Apparently, they were doing this mad thing and Lucas couldn’t say he didn’t want to. The idea seemed to make more sense the longer he contemplated it. And he’d even contemplated it with nary a drink in sight.

      They’d all arrived at Clayton’s town house so that his town servants could teach them the ways of Clayton’s household chores. They were just finishing being fitted for their livery, an event that delighted Worth. “It doesn’t matter what I’m wearing,” the duke said with a charming grin and a wink. “It’s all about how you wear it.”

      “‘The Footmen’s Club,’” Bell echoed. “I like the sound of that even though I intend to be a valet.” Bell didn’t need Clayton livery, but he was being fitted just the same in order to have clothing befitting a valet to wear for his interview.

      “Who knew that knee breeches and white stockings would look so good on me?” Worth called out, completely ignoring their discussion about the title of their escapade.

      “Yes. The Clayton livery is quite distinct,” Clayton said. “Black coats, emerald waistcoats, white shirts, white stockings.”

      “You should pay me more because of my height,” Worth added, smoothing his hand down the front of his shirt. “Aren’t tall footmen paid more?”

      Bell shook his head. “We aren’t collecting wages.”

      “The devil we’re not,” Worth replied. “If I’m to perform the duties of a servant, I expect a servant’s pay.”

      Clayton threw back his head and laughed. “Not to worry, Worth. You’ll get your money. I usually hire extra staff this time of year to help with the house party. Your wages will be waiting for you after you complete your fortnight of work. I daresay you’ll need every farthing you can get if you’re going to pay each of us one thousand pounds when this is over.”

      Worth glared at him. “You let me worry about the thousand pounds. Just show me what to do and I’ll do it. I intend to be a groomsman, by the by, but I like the sound of ‘The Footmen’s Club’ too.”

      “Is no one to be a footman with me?” Lucas asked. “I thought we were doing this together.”

      Bell tugged at his cuff. “I need to be close to the men I’m watching. I intend to see to it that at least one of them is in need of a valet before the party begins.”

      “What are you going to do to his valet?” Clayton asked, his eyes widening.

      Bell shrugged. “Don’t worry. Nothing dangerous. Pay off the chap, most likely.”

      “Being a groomsman isn’t going to be as taxing as being a valet,” Lucas told Worth. “You didn’t tell us you intended to be a groomsman when you made the bet.”

      “Have a care,” Worth replied, looking a bit offended. “I need at least a sporting chance at winning. Besides, I prefer horses to people.”

      “Not to worry,” Clayton assured Lucas. “He’ll have to deal with the guests even as a groomsman. We do quite a bit of riding during my house parties.”

      “See there,” Worth replied smugly, straightening his shoulders.

      “I still say you won’t be able to do it,” Bell said as the tailor measured his inseam.

      “I’m flattered by your faith in me, Bell,” Worth shot back. The tailor’s assistant was measuring his shoulders. “No padding,” Worth told the man. “I don’t need it.”

      “Very well,” Lucas replied. “But I intend to visit the stables from time to time to see how you’re getting on.”

      “Please do,” Worth replied.

      “I think I have everything I need, my lord.” The tailor stood, gathering his scraps of materials and the string he’d used to measure. The assistant fell in line by his side.

      “Thank you, Mr. Kirby,” Clayton replied. “The butler will see you both out.”

      The tailors left the room and Clayton rang for Mrs. Cotswold, the housekeeper. The formidable lady arrived within moments. She wore a dark gown that swept the floor, a perfectly starched white apron, and a ring of keys that was attached to her waist by a belt. Clayton had already informed them that Mrs. Cotswold was the housekeeper at his estate. He’d sent for her ahead of the house party to assist his friends.

      When the housekeeper entered the room, all three prospective servants stood up straight. They were queued in order of height, in front of her. She walked along the line of them and then turned to face her employer. “I’m not at all certain about this, my lord.”

      “I understand it’s going to be difficult to think of them as servants, Mrs. Cotswold,” Clayton began, “but as I’ve said, I give you and the other servants leave to treat them no differently than one of your own for the next fortnight.”

      “That’s not my concern,” the lady replied, her mouth tight. “The fact is, I’m not certain any of them are up to the task. The duties of a servant are many and varied and the hours are long and can be quite taxing.”

      Clayton pressed his lips together. He looked as if he were struggling to keep from laughing. “I understand perfectly, Mrs. Cotswold. They’ve all agreed to do the best they can. Haven’t you, gentlemen?”

      All three dutifully nodded.

      Lucas stepped forward. “I’d like to thank you for taking time from your busy schedule to help us, Mrs. Cotswold. I promise to take the instruction quite seriously. I will be as fine a footman as I possibly can.”

      Mrs. Cotswold inclined her head to him. “Thank you, my lord. I appreciate that.”

      “And I’ve already begun my study of the tasks of a valet,” Bell said. “I spoke at length with my man over the last few days. He’s informed me that watching over the candles is a large part of his work. I never knew.”

      “The candles are only a portion of it, my lord,” Mrs. Cotswold said, shaking her head slowly. She still looked highly dubious.

      “I’m ready to learn,” Bell replied, bowing to the austere woman.

      Mrs. Cotswold turned to Worth next. He looked as if he were trying to squelch a smile. “What about you, Your Grace?” Her brow was arched, and she looked nothing but skeptical.

      “All I can say in defense of myself is that I have quite a large sum of money riding on this and I hate to lose bets,” Worth replied, staring directly over her head toward the mantelpiece.

      “You’ve bet on this?” Mrs. Cotswold asked, her eyebrow inching even higher.

      “Yes.” Worth remained as still as a statue.

      Mrs. Cotswold’s shoulders relaxed the slightest bit. “Well, then, why didn’t you say so? I’ve little doubt you’ll be the best footman of the lot, Your Grace.”

      Worth cleared his throat. “Groomsman.”

      “Oh, so you won’t be in the house?” the housekeeper clarified.

      “No.” Still standing at attention, Worth lifted his chin.

      “That’s probably for the best,” Mrs. Cotswold replied. She turned away from them and all four of the men exchanged laughing glances. None of them dared to utter a sound, however, as the housekeeper turned toward them once more, her hands folded behind her back and said, “We shall begin with the basics.”

      “Which are?” Lucas asked.

      “How to clean silver,” Mrs. Cotswold replied, eyeing each of them in turn as if looking for any objections to that particular task.

      The three future servants nodded in unison.

      “What else?” Bell asked.

      “For you?” Mrs. Cotswold replied. “How to welcome guests and valet them properly including how to see to a gentlemen’s clothing and boots.”

      Bell nodded. “Of course.”

      “And?” Lucas prompted.

      “For a footman? How to trim the lamps and properly wait upon the dinner table,” Mrs. Cotswold replied.

      “I suppose I should just totter off to the mews then,” Worth said, already heading for the door.

      “Not so quickly, Rhys,” Mrs. Cotswold said.

      Worth froze, a look of utter surprise stalled on his features.

      The barest hint of a smile tugged at the corner of the housekeeper’s lips. “You do realize servants are often called by their Christian names?”

      Worth cleared his throat and shook off his astonishment. If a housekeeper calling him by his first name wasn’t enough to stop him, apparently her admonishment was. “Of course,” he replied, turning back to face her and inclining his head. “But why wouldn’t I be trained in the mews?”

      “In due time,” Mrs. Cotswold replied, “but first there are things you’ll need to learn from me.”

      “Such as?” Worth arched a brow.

      “Such as how to put rugs around a lady’s legs,” the housekeeper replied with nary a pause, “which you may be called upon to do if our guests partake of a ride in a coach.”

      Worth frowned. “It’s August.”

      Mrs. Cotswold nodded. “Some ladies are quite cold even in August.”

      “Very well.” Worth sighed. “Anything else?”

      “Yes. A great many things. Such as…how not to appear as if you’re listening to your master’s conversations.” She gave them all a tight smile. “Shall we begin?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Viscount Clayton’s Country Estate, Devon, August 1814

      

      

      Frances stepped out of the carriage at Clayton Manor and breathed a sigh of relief. No one else was in the vicinity. She might be able to make it to her rooms without an uncomfortable encounter with Sir Reginald. Albina, their maid, had already been carted away to join the other lady’s maids. Poor Albina was serving as a cook’s helper, a housemaid, and a lady’s maid at this point. The money to pay for a full staff of servants had long ago been gambled away by Papa.

      “Lady Winfield,” said Lady Clayton, their beautiful hostess, who stood by the front door to greet them. “I’m so pleased you and your lovely daughter could join us.”

      Frances smiled at Lady Clayton and executed a short curtsy for the woman. Lady Clayton was young and lovely and seemed very nice. They’d met during the events of the Season and developed an instant liking.

      “We’re both ever so pleased to be here,” Mama replied. “Thank you so much for your kind invitation, Lady Clayton.”

      “Wasn’t Lord Winfield able to make it?” Lady Clayton asked, frowning.

      Mama winced. “Uh. He had some business to attend to in London, I’m afraid. But we do hope he’ll join us next week.”

      They hadn’t employed a footman in an age. Thankfully two footmen from the Clayton residence were busy pulling the trunks from the top of the carriage, while Frances glanced around nervously. The longer they remained out in the open, the greater the chance Sir Reginald might spot them.

      To Frances’s immense relief, Lady Clayton soon led them into the manor house’s large, gorgeous foyer. It smelled like lemon wax and Frances marveled at how very clean and well-kept everything looked. In addition to being far smaller, Papa’s country house was dingy these days, ever since they’d had to dismiss most of the servants and sell the artwork and furniture. But there were plenty of servants here at Clayton Manor, including the two footmen who carried their trunks behind them and the formidable-looking housekeeper who stood near the bannister staring at them. Apparently, she’d returned from depositing Albina in the servants’ quarters.

      “Mrs. Cotswold will show you to your rooms,” Lady Clayton said, gesturing toward the housekeeper.

      “Thank you,” Mama replied. She made to follow the housekeeper, who had already turned toward the grand sweeping staircase, before turning back to Lady Clayton. “Oh, one more thing. Has Sir Reginald Francis arrived yet?” She made it seem as if it were an afterthought, but Frances knew better.

      Frances held her breath while Lady Clayton blinked as if perplexed by the question. The poor woman’s brow furrowed next. “Why…” The lady tilted her head to the side thoughtfully. “Why, yes. I do believe Sir Reginald arrived early this morning.”

      A wide grin spread across Mama’s face. “Excellent,” she said, eyes sparkling. She gave Frances a knowing grin.

      Trying to keep her expression perfectly blank, Frances expelled her breath and lifted her skirts. If Sir Reginald was already here, she’d best ascend to the safety of her bedchamber as quickly as possible.

      She darted across the foyer, nearly tackling one of the poor footmen who was headed toward the back of the house with her trunk. No doubt he was on his way to the servant’s staircase. “Please,” she said in a loud whisper to the man. “Please won’t you bring the trunk directly up?” She nodded hastily toward the staircase in the foyer.

      The footman’s face was obscured by the trunk hoisted on his shoulder, but he quickly turned his frame toward the double-sided staircase and said, “As you wish, my lady.”

      Frances nearly wept with relief. She was being entirely inappropriate, of course, but at the moment, she couldn’t summon a care. She should also wait for her mother and the housekeeper, but instead, she plowed ahead of the footmen. She pointed up the staircase in front of them. “This way?” she asked as if it were a perfectly normal occurrence for a guest to ask for directions from footmen.

      “Yes, milady,” the footman who carried her trunk replied in a voice that sounded as if he were slightly amused. When Frances reached the first landing, she tried to wait for the footman to join her, but her anxiety got the better of her and she continued on up. The poor man was carrying a fortnight’s worth of her clothing and unmentionables on his shoulder, she could hardly blame him for not being as speedy as she was. “I’ll just…meet you at the top of the staircase,” she blurted, grabbing her skirts and practically running up the final set of stairs. Once she reached the top, she glanced around in a panic. The hall was unconscionably long and filled with what seemed like dozens of closed doors that all looked alike. Terribly inconvenient.

      “To the right?” she called in a voice that cracked as the footman steadfastly made his way up the steps behind her. Below Mama was still talking to Lady Clayton. Oh, what was keeping her? No doubt more prying questions about Sir Reginald.

      “To the left, Miss,” the footman responded. She still couldn’t see his face, but Frances was once again aware of a bit of humor in the young man’s tone. She did not stop to dwell upon it, however. Instead, she dutifully raced off toward the left. She’d made her way halfway down the hall when she realized that for all she knew, she’d passed her room.

      “The end of the hall,” came the footman’s helpful voice. He’d made it to the second floor quite promptly for someone weighed down by such a heavy trunk.

      The second footman was having a much worse time of it. He was still struggling up the staircase with Mother’s trunk. Frances glanced toward him and winced. Mama did tend to hideously overpack.

      Turning back to face the hallway, Frances continued her flight all the way to the end of the space, before stopping to wait for the footman. She had no choice. She had no idea which room was hers. She stood near the window, tapping her foot and biting her lip.

      The footman had nearly caught up to her when a door she’d already passed opened and Sir Reginald of all people came out. Frances froze and held her breath as if that simple act alone would keep the man from noticing her should he happen to glance in her direction. Thankfully, he did not. Instead, he turned away from her and made his way toward the staircase. Even with his back toward her, she was certain it was him. She recognized his bald spot and sloping shoulders.

      There was no more time to waste. Sir Reginald might turn around at any moment.

      “In here?” she called to the footman in a loud whisper. She did not wait for a reply. Instead, she yanked open the very last door and darted inside. If she’d made the wrong choice, the footman would just have to come in and tell her so. A few moments later, the footman pushed open the door and followed her in.

      “I’m terribly sorry if I’ve made a mistake with the room,” she said, hurrying over and shutting the door soundly behind him. “It’s just that I…” Hmm. What could she possibly tell this poor chap that would make any sense of her odd behavior?

      “No mistake,” the footman replied, hoisting her trunk off his shoulder and onto the floor near the window. “This is the correct room. You do seem to be in quite a hurry, however.”

      Frances, who’d been standing with her ear to the door to listen for Sir Reginald’s receding footsteps, blinked. First, she had the fleeting thought that the footman’s speech sounded quite cultured. Second, had a footman just commented upon her behavior? Well, that was certainly impertinent. Did the lad want a coin or didn’t he?

      Upon further reflection, however, she supposed she couldn’t blame him for acting oddly after the way she’d behaved. At any rate, Mama would be here soon, and no doubt would be seriously displeased to find Frances alone in the room with a footman.

      She needed to pay the chap and send him on his way. Still listening at the door, her back turned away from the servant, she fumbled for her reticule that dangled from her wrist. The reticule contained a bit of pin money that might tide him over.

      She stuck her gloved hand into the small bag until she felt the outline of a coin. She pulled it out to look at it. A half-pound. Good enough. Clutching the coin, she turned to look at the footman who stood not two lengths behind her and…sucked in her breath.

      Good heavens. This was no lad, but a full-grown man, and perhaps one of the tallest and certainly most handsome she’d ever seen. He had intelligent dark-green eyes, and a face that looked as if it had been carved into marble. Dark eyebrows, a perfect nose, wide shoulders, and full, masculine lips. Unconsciously, she pulled the coin up to her lips and exhaled, staring at him as if he were a statue come to life. Good heavens. Seems somehow she’d managed to close herself into a bedchamber alone with God’s gift to footmen.
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      Lucas narrowed his eyes on the pretty young woman he’d just helped. She was leaning back against the closed bedchamber door, one gloved hand pressed to the wood, the other holding a coin near her rosy lips. Was it his imagination or was she shaking? He’d never seen a young lady in such a hurry before. She’d acted as if the devil had been on her heels. Now she was standing there in quite a state, her bosom heaving with her deep breaths, her skin flushed a lovely shade of pink.

      He’d seen her look at him. Twice. Then her eyes became deeply focused. She was staring at him. There was no mistaking it, and the look on her face was utter surprise.

      For an awful moment he wondered if she recognized him, but he quickly discarded the notion. He didn’t recognize her. He was quite certain he would have remembered her if they’d been introduced.

      He’d spent the better part of the morning hauling trunks upstairs for a variety of young women and their mamas, but this was the first young woman who’d caught his attention so thoroughly. Not only because she was beautiful—and she truly was, with dark-brown hair, a pert nose and lovely dark eyes that hinted she was up to something— but she’d mostly managed to catch his attention due to her unexpected behavior. She’d certainly been the first young lady to abandon Mrs. Cotswold and her own mother and rush up to her room ahead of him. Not to mention asking him to follow her up the grand staircase. At first, he’d simply guessed she had a desperate need to use the privy, but when Sir Reginald Francis emerged from his room, she’d turned ashen white and leaped into the first bedchamber she’d come across. What precisely was the matter between the young woman and Sir Reginald? Or was she merely painfully shy and doing her best to avoid all other guests? The way she was looking at him, however, made him seriously doubt she was at all shy.

      Lucas’s suspicions were confirmed when the young woman stepped toward him and said, “Would you mind very much peering out the door and ensuring that a man about five inches shorter than you, with graying hair at the temples, a bald spot, sloping shoulders, and probably a smug look on his face is no longer in the corridor?”

      Lucas had to bite his lip to keep from laughing outright. That was a description of Sir Reginald if ever Lucas had heard one. In addition to being unpredictable, this young woman was also humorous. Both of which made her interesting. Interesting and a bit mysterious. But why was she hiding from Sir Reginald? He was hardly worth the intrigue.

      Lucas smiled at the irony of his own thought. He was hiding from Sir Reginald too. In fact, Lucas had been slightly worried earlier when he’d noticed Sir Reginald’s coach pull up. They knew each other from Parliament. One glance and Sir Reginald might recognize him in an instant. Unless, of course, Bell was right, and the upper crust rarely noticed servants.

      Regardless, Lucas had made a mental note to ask Clayton why the devil he’d invited the knight to the house party. Clayton had been under strict orders to keep the guest list  to a minimum to reduce the risk of recognition.

      There would be time to discuss Sir Reginald with Clayton later, however. At the moment, Lucas fully intended to humor this poor young lady. If she needed a confirmation that Sir Reginald was no longer in the corridor, Lucas would be happy to provide her with one. Of course, Mrs. Cotswold hadn’t taught him anything about the propriety of peering after guests in the corridor, but he was already quite certain he shouldn’t be alone in a guest room with a young lady, so what did a bit of peering matter?

      He moved closer to the door and the young woman hurriedly stepped aside, but not before he caught a whiff of her perfume. A light and airy flowery scent that made his head reel.

      “Pardon me,” he said, clearing his throat again. Why did this young woman’s presence make his throat tight?

      Her lips rounded into a small O and she stepped farther sidewise from the door. “My apologies.” She glanced away, blushing slightly.

      He’d made her blush? That was adorable. Lucas stepped forward, turned the handle, and opened the door a crack. He peeked out into the corridor. James, the other footman, who was carrying the mother’s trunk, was entering the bedchamber next door. Otherwise, the hall was empty. The girl’s mother must still be speaking with Thea downstairs. Lucas briefly wondered at a woman who hadn’t even seemed to notice that her daughter had run up the stairs and disappeared. The entire situation was quite strange. He felt slightly sorry for the young woman.

      Lucas shut the door again and turned back to her. “He looks to be gone,” he reported.

      The young woman heaved a sigh and leaned back against the wall, letting her head tip toward her right shoulder. A lock of dark hair had escaped her bonnet and it lay on her shawl. He wanted to wrap the lock around his finger, see if it felt as soft as it appeared.

      “Oh, I’m so glad. Thank you. Thank you very, very much,” she exclaimed.

      “Was he…bothering you, my lady?” Lucas couldn’t help but ask. Mrs. Cotswold would no doubt disapprove of a footman being so nosy. But façade or not, he was still a gentleman and a gentleman always protects a lady. But who was this young lady, and what danger did she face from Sir Reginald of all people? The man could be a pompous ass, but harmless otherwise, as far as Lucas knew. Though the knight had certainly been a thorn in Lucas’s side over the summer. Sir Reginald had been teetering between defense of the Employment Bill and rejecting it, which meant Lucas had spent the better part of the last few months trying to convince the knight of the bill’s merits.

      Normally, Lucas would have been pleased to find one of the men he still needed to convince at the same house party. It would give him more of an opportunity to make his case, but at this particular house party, it would be nothing but embarrassing if Sir Reginald recognized him, which was entirely possible, powdered hair or no. Lucas would definitely have to steer clear of the man.

      “He wasn’t bothering me…yet,” the young woman replied with what looked to be an irrepressible grin. “But that’s why I wanted to get away from him so quickly. I’m certain he shall bother me in future.”

      Lucas was torn between smiling and frowning. This young woman had a fascinating way with words. Everything she said was unexpected. He found himself looking forward to her next sentence. But he didn’t like to hear that she predicted trouble from Sir Reginald. Had the knight said or done anything ungentlemanly toward her?

      “Would you like me to tell him to stay away from you, my lady?” As soon as the words left his mouth, Lucas realized how impertinent they must sound. As an earl, Lucas had every right to say such a thing, but as a footman…it was another matter entirely. Blast. He wasn’t off to the best start at this charade, was he? Not to mention, he could hardly tell Sir Reginald to stay away from her while dressed as a footman. For the first time all morning, Lucas was seriously doubting the intelligence of The Footmen’s Club experiment.

      The young woman took a step closer to him. She seemed to study his face. “That’s very kind of you, Mr. …?”

      “Lucas,” he blurted. Damn. Now she’d think that was his surname. What was it about this young woman that had him so flustered? Normally, he was much more self-possessed than he was acting at present.

      “Mr. Lucas,” she replied, “but I don’t think that’s necessary. I can handle Sir Reginald on my own. As long as I see him coming first,” she added with a whimsical laugh.

      “As you wish, my lady,” Lucas said. He’d been there long enough. He should leave before her mother arrived and found them in the room together unchaperoned. He cleared his throat and gestured toward the door the young woman was once again blocking.

      “Will there be anything else, milady?” he asked in his most obliging tone. Mrs. Cotswold had drilled into him that a proper servant never left a room before asking if there would be anything else.

      “Oh, I…” The young lady blushed again, and he found himself wanting to touch her soft-looking skin.

      “Well, then, I’ll just…” He gestured toward the door.

      “Oh, yes, yes, of course.” She blushed an even deeper shade of pink. His hand was on the door handle when she said, “Wait, I⁠—”

      He turned and knocked her outstretched hand, which apparently had held some sort of a coin because it fell to the wooden floor with a smack.

      They both bent to retrieve it at precisely the same moment. He said, “My apologies,” while she said, “Oh, dear.”

      They knocked heads with a hearty thunk. He was the first to scoop up the coin while they both profusely apologized to one another as they lifted themselves up, rubbing their skulls. He made to hand back the coin and she pushed his hand away. The warmth of her fingers burned him even through her glove.

      “No. No. Keep it. That was meant for you,” she said, still blushing profusely.

      “I couldn’t possibly take it, milady. Not after having nearly knocked you to the floor.”

      “No, please. You’ve earned it. Thank you for your discretion about Sir Reginald,” she added, with a nod.

      “My pleasure, milady.” Lucas hated to take her money. He felt like a scoundrel, but the longer he waited, the more chance they would have of being discovered together. Worth’s words rang in Lucas’s ears. The duke had been all for taking monetary gifts from guests. Worth had said he looked forward to it. In fact, he’d bet the Footmen’s Club that he would get more gifts than any of them. That was a bet Lucas and Bell could hardly refuse. Worth was the least likely of any of them to be paid for exemplary service. They’d readily agreed and now it was the thought of the bet that had Lucas sticking the coin in his pocket. That and the fact that were he a real servant, he’d gladly accept the gift. No use appearing unnecessarily suspicious.

      “Thank you, milady. I must go.” He patted the coin in the pocket of his emerald waistcoat.

      “No, thank you,” she replied. “It’s the least I could do.”

      Lucas pulled open the handle. “Would you do me one favor, my lady?” he asked, knowing he was being wholly inappropriate but unable to stop himself.

      She blinked at him. “What favor?”

      “Will you tell me your name?”

      Her eyes widened with surprise. “My name?”

      “Yes, I do hope you don’t think it too forward of me.” Suddenly, he felt awkward for asking. But his purpose had been twofold. First, he truly wanted to know her name so he could make some discreet inquiries about her and her family. Second, he’d decided that asking an inappropriate question might just be the best way to discover how she truly felt about servants, and thereby gain a glimpse into her character. If she was churlish to servants, he was about to find out.

      She pushed the curl off her shoulder and a wide smile appeared on her face. “I suppose it’s only fair to tell you my name after you’ve been so kind to share yours,” she replied. “I’m Frances, Frances Wharton.”

      “Thank you, milady.” He bowed. There. Not only had she not been offended by the question, she’d bestowed a gorgeous smile on him. So far at least, Frances Wharton seemed like a nice young lady indeed.

      Lucas left the room and pulled the door closed behind him. He hadn’t exited a bit too soon, either. James was just coming out of the other bedchamber and Lucas joined him on his way back down the staircase to see to the next coach.

      Pulling it from his pocket, he tossed the coin in the air and caught it in his fist. Frances Wharton? She hadn’t used the word ‘lady,’ yet she must be of the Quality or she wouldn’t have been invited to the house party. Not to mention she was dressed as a lady, spoke like a lady, and had been treated like a lady by Thea. Interesting, then, that she hadn’t included that word when telling him her name. She also hadn’t felt it necessary to blurt out her father’s name. Wharton? Hmm. Seemed Lucas knew a baron with that surname. A grin spread across his face. Yes, indeed. Frances Wharton might just be one young lady to keep an eye on.
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      That night at the long table in Lord Clayton’s elegant dining room, the empty seat to Frances’s right caused her no end of worry. Her mother sat on the other side of the void, watching Frances while smiling and nodding like an inhabitant of Bedlam. Mama clearly knew something that pleased her about the seat’s future occupant. Which could only mean one thing. Sir Reginald was on the way. The theory stood to reason. He wasn’t occupying any of the other seats at the dinner table and Frances’s fervent wish that he had taken ill and would not be coming at all was dashed when Lady Clayton said in a loud voice for the entire table to hear, “Sir Reginald should be here any moment.”

      Frances’s heart sank. She had already tried to feign illness before dinner, believing that to be a much better alternative than pretending to be a shrew. Being a shrew would involve theatrics and was certain to be tiring, while feigning illness involved lying in one’s bed and reading, and what could be better than that?

      Despite Frances’s fake coughing, back of her hand to her forehead, and plenty of moan-sighing, her mother would have none of it. Mama had ordered Frances to dress for dinner and prepare to be charming and friendly. Mama had also reminded Frances she was not, under any circumstances, to mention anything about either the Employment Bill or politics of any sort.

      Frances had reluctantly allowed poor, beleaguered Albina to help her dress, all the while seriously doubting whether she could be charming or friendly, let alone both, particularly if Sir Reginald was her dinner companion. How would she ever pretend to be interested when the man began telling a story about his feet or something equally mind-numbing? Abigail had always been good at listening to other people’s boring stories and feigning interest. Frances, however, tended to alternate looks that had been described by her mother as a trapped fox and a sleepy parson. But Frances couldn’t help it. Boring stories were boring stories and Sir Reginald Francis had proven himself to be a successive offender.

      For the thousandth time, Frances wondered why her mother simply didn’t give up on her and save the dowry money for Abigail. Abigail was charming. Abigail was friendly. Abigail was looking forward to marriage and running a household and having a family. Abigail never wanted to discuss politics. Abigail was much more like the other young women at the house party. It was beyond ill luck that Abigail wasn’t the elder of the two of them.

      Frances glanced around at the other occupants of the dining table. It was mostly comprised of young ladies and their mothers. In fact, now that Frances considered it, the table was noticeably lacking in eligible gentlemen. Not that she minded as far as courtship was concerned, but she suspected the other young ladies had (like Mama) come here hoping to find more eligibles. Frances mentally shrugged. Normally, she’d be interested in talking politics with the eligible gentlemen, but since she’d already promised Mama not to broach the subject, she supposed it didn’t matter how many eligibles were here. She seriously doubted the other young women and their mamas felt the same, however.

      Frances took another surreptitious glance around the table. There were several lovely young women here. She recognized each one of them. Like her, they were all the outcasts of the Season. The ones who hadn’t made matches at least.

      With one notable exception.

      Lady Julianna Montgomery.

      Lady Julianna was the daughter of the Duke of Montlake and the sister of Frances’s friend, Mary. Lady Julianna was gorgeous, with blond hair and light-green eyes. She was also tall and thin and proper. In fact, she was so wealthy, popular, and beautiful that the Times had followed her debut and subsequent courtships. Abigail and Mama had been positively on tenterhooks reading the stories. Frances remembered bits and pieces of their gossip. Apparently, the year before last, when Lady Julianna had made her debut, there had been rumors that she’d caught the eye of the elusive Duke of Worthington, but no one had truly believed that. Worthington was dashing and exceedingly handsome by all accounts, but he was also an established rake and a notorious gambler. He’d never been one to frequent the events of the ton. Still, the rumors had been given some credence. After all, if Worthington was planning to finally marry, Julianna Montgomery certainly would be the sort of young woman who could manage to bring him to the altar. Surprisingly, Lady Julianna had remained unattached her entire first Season, but this past Season, she’d made an excellent match. She’d become engaged to the Marquess of Murdoch. The marquess was young, rich, handsome, and the heir to the Duke of Murdoch, his childless uncle.

      Frances took a sip of wine and eyed Lady Julianna from behind her glass. The blonde was here at the house party with her mother and younger sister, who’d just made her debut this Season and had yet to secure an engagement. Lady Julianna was everything Frances was not. Regal. Poised. Charming. Gorgeous. How she managed to always keep a serene and inviting look on her face, Frances would never know. No doubt about it, Lady Julianna was a diamond of the first water. Surely her dowry was indecent. And Frances was entirely certain that Lady Julianna never did anything inappropriate such as bringing up politics to potential suitors. No wonder the Marquess of Murdoch had come calling.

      When Lady Julianna suddenly turned and met Frances’s gaze, Frances nearly dropped her wine glass. She quickly looked away. Perfect. Now she’d been caught staring at Lady Julianna Montgomery. What more rude behavior could she display this evening? She glanced at the clock that rested on the mantelpiece in the center of the long room. That clock had to be the slowest contraption in history. She sighed under her breath. She’d be forced to sit here for at least two more hours, if not three. These sorts of formal affairs were ever so lengthy and tedious. Especially when the talk was as trivial as it was at present. Mama was chatting with the woman on the other side of her about Sir Reginald’s imminent arrival. Frances was already bored, and the knight hadn’t even made his appearance.

      The only thing that was keeping the evening from being completely wasted was the fact that the extremely handsome footman who’d helped with the trunks and asked for her name this morning was serving the table. Frances had been unable to keep her gaze from him all evening. Was it her imagination or had he just glanced at her? Lucas was his name. Mr. Lucas. He’d been awfully kind to her. He’d even tried to give her back her coin. She’d never known a servant to do such a thing. She’d also never known a servant to be as handsome and well-built as he was. In addition to being tall, his broad shoulders filled out the black jacket he was wearing perfectly, not to mention his—Good heavens, her cheeks were heating. Mama would have a conniption if she knew the impure thoughts Frances was having about a footman. She hid her smile behind her napkin and tried not to glance at Mr. Lucas. Much.

      Moments later, Sir Reginald came hurrying into the dining room. “I’m awfully sorry to be late, my lady,” he said to their hostess, “but I received a letter from the Prince Regent, and well, one does not wait to read a letter from Georgie.” He pretended as if he only meant Lady Clayton to hear, but his words had been loud enough to reach the entire dining room.

      Frances couldn’t help it. She glanced at Mr. Lucas. Had he just rolled his eyes? That was interesting. She took another sip from her wine glass to keep from smiling again.

      Sir Reginald soon located the empty chair to Frances’s right and proceeded to seat himself. He was just about to open his mouth to speak when Mama leaned across Frances to say, “My dear Sir Reginald, you must tell us what the Prince Regent said in his letter.”

      Frances didn’t miss that Mama had also emphasized the words Prince Regent and nearly toppled out of her chair in her attempt to garner Sir Reginald’s attention.

      A self-satisfied smirk popped to the knight’s thin lips as Mr. Lucas settled a napkin on his lap. Sir Reginald didn’t spare the footman so much as a glance, Frances noted with some distaste.

      Sir Reginald cleared his throat. “Why, he asked how I’m getting on at the house party and wanted to know if I’d like to come to dinner at Carlton House upon my return,” Sir Reginald announced, his voice raised again for the entire table to hear.

      “Did you hear that, Frances?” Mama asked nodding more. “Sir Reginald has been invited to Carlton House.”

      Frances did her best to smile and nod also, but she was certain both looked pained and awkward. Why did they keep emphasizing the words Prince Regent and Carlton House? Frances had never given a fig about the prince and wasn’t about to start now. The man was almost always on the wrong side of every political issue she’d ever taken an interest in.

      “I intend to write back and invite him here, with Lady Clayton’s blessing, of course.” Sir Reginald smiled and nodded toward Lady Clayton who raised her wine glass and inclined her head and said, “Of course, Sir Reginald. Of course.”

      Mama nearly squealed. She pressed one hand to her chest. “The Regent! Coming here! Why, just think of it, Frances.”

      A great deal of talking and excitement bubbled throughout the room at the news that the Prince Regent would be invited to join them. Frances glanced at Mr. Lucas who had pursed his lips and raised his brows in the semblance of being mock-excited about the news too. She smothered her laugh behind her napkin again just before Sir Reginald turned to her and said, “My dear Miss Wharton, it’s lovely to see you again. I still recall our fascinating discussion of whist the last time we spoke.”

      “I recall it, too,” Frances managed to croak, while Mama smiled approvingly. Frances glanced at Mr. Lucas when she said it and was convinced she saw the hint of a smile hovering at his firm lips. Goodness, that man was handsome. Was it hot in the dining room of a sudden?

      “Yes,” Mama added, “Frances has mentioned your fascinating conversation about whist more than once.” Mama leaned so far over toward Sir Reginald, that Frances had to grab her wine glass to keep it from toppling and lean so far back in her chair as to risk falling out of it. In fact, as the chair tipped back, Mr. Lucas appeared to right it for her.

      “Be careful, Frances,” Mama whispered under her breath, a false smile still plastered to her face for Sir Reginald’s sake.

      Frances shot Mr. Lucas a thankful look and lifted her wine glass to her lips again. She was quite certain Mama might smile herself into insanity if she kept it up at this rate.

      When Frances resumed listening to the conversation, Sir Reginald was still talking about whist. Frances watched the knight from the corners of her eyes. Did he truly believe his whist story had been fascinating? From the wide smile on his face, he looked as if he believed Mama. Frances fought the urge to shake her head. Some people were far too quick to believe flattery.

      Moments later, Frances found herself looking around the room to catch Mr. Lucas’s gaze again, but apparently he had left. He was probably on his way to the kitchens to retrieve the next course. Frances had the strangest feeling of being left alone. She glanced around the table again. When her gaze fell on Lady Julianna, the woman gave her an encouraging smile. Frances returned the smile just before Sir Reginald cleared his throat again.

      “I hope you don’t think it too forward of me to say, Miss Wharton, but I’ve had my eye out for you all afternoon,” the knight announced.

      “Have you?” Frances drawled, clutching her wine glass as if it might somehow save her from the conversation. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      She earned a scowl from her mother for that pronouncement.

      Her words didn’t appear to affect the knight in the least, however. He kept talking as if he hadn’t even heard her. “Yes, but when my man arrived from London with the mail and there was a letter from the prince, well, …” Sir Reginald let the sentence die away.

      Reading the letter was more important than looking for me, Frances mentally finished for him, biting her lip to keep from smiling. She wished Mr. Lucas had been in the room to hear this last bit. Sir Reginald could be quite entertaining if one had enough wine and the correct perspective.

      “Oh, do tell more about the prince’s letter,” Mama encouraged Sir Reginald. She looked as if she was about to shred her napkin with excitement. Frances continued to clutch at her wine glass as if it were the last connection to sanity.

      “Of course there was quite a bit more in the prince’s letter,” Sir Reginald continued obligingly, “but one doesn’t become a confidante to the prince by telling his secrets.” The man dabbed at his lips with his napkin while giving Frances a knowing look.

      Frances glanced away in misery. She searched the room. There were four footmen in total waiting on the dining table and two of them had been busy removing the soup bowls while Mr. Lucas and the fourth man had left the room. The two of them soon returned carrying a large silver platter upon which sat a roasted goose. They laid the platter on an empty sideboard and began helping the other two footmen lay out plates. Frances had never paid much attention to the comings and goings of servants at meals such as this one, but tonight she found herself watching Mr. Lucas’s every move. Soon after he finished with the plates, he was busy going from person to person offering slices of roasted goose, while two of his cohorts carried the platter. She watched his progress, as a funny feeling roiled in her belly the closer he came to her.

      “Milady?” he asked, bowing when he finally reached her seat. “Roast goose?”

      “Yes, please,” she responded, not looking at him, and desperately hoping that neither Mama nor Mr. Lucas himself could tell she was blushing. Drat. She’d never blushed over being offered roast goose before. She was the goose.

      She was served quickly and efficiently before Mr. Lucas and the platter moved on to Sir Reginald while Mama asked, “Sir Reginald, how often do you dine with the prince?” Mama’s eyes were sparkling in a way that made Frances worry. It was official. Mama’s interest in the knight’s friendship with the prince bordered upon obsession.

      “Oh, quite a bit, I’d say,” Sir Reginald replied, another smirk on his face.

      Frances glanced at Mr. Lucas, who arched a brow this time. He obviously doubted Sir Reginald’s lofty pronouncement. Frances fumbled to get her napkin to her lips before she laughed out loud.

      “Does the prince enjoy whist?” she finally managed to ask Sir Reginald.

      The knight’s eyes widened. Frances wasn’t certain if he was pleased that she’d asked him a question or pleased that he had more opportunity to talk. Both, perhaps? “He does indeed, my lady.”

      For the next three quarters of an hour Frances sat listening to Sir Reginald and her mother carry on a lengthy conversation about the Prince Regent’s card-playing habits, while she sipped her wine and used her fork to poke at her goose.

      When Sir Reginald launched into a story that seemed to miss no detail about his travels to Clayton Manor, replete with an exhaustive description of each time they stopped to change horses, how his back ached whenever he emerged from the coach, and (perhaps most fascinating) how much mud appeared to be clogging up the roadways of late, Frances decided she could take no more. She might not have succeeded in feigning illness, but nothing was stopping her from feigning shrewishness. She’d no sooner decided to make a scene that would (hopefully) horrify Sir Reginald and (mercifully) give her an excuse to leave the dining room, then she looked up to see Mr. Lucas pouring more wine in her glass.

      There it was. The perfect opportunity. One didn’t look a gift horse in the mouth.

      She glanced at Mr. Lucas and winked, hoping against hope the looks they’d seemed to exchange all night weren’t merely in her imagination. She’d sorely regret it if Mr. Lucas misunderstood, but she’d be certain to apologize to him later regardless.

      She bumped Mr. Lucas’s arm, causing the wine to spill on both the tablecloth and her skirts and immediately leaped to her feet. She frantically swiped at her stained gown with her napkin. “Clumsy oaf!” she called in the most entitled, shrill tone she could muster. “Look at my skirts. They’re ruined!”

      Mr. Lucas turned his body away from the table so that only she could see him. For a horrible moment she thought she’d been completely wrong and he didn’t understand that she’d done this on purpose.

      He bowed to her, the light in his eyes signaling that he was in on the ruse. “Sincere apologies, my lady. I’ll fetch something to clean the gown immediately.”

      “No need,” she replied, still feigning a shrill tone. “The gown is ruined. I’ll just retire to my room and let my maid see to it.”

      Mama, who’d barely had enough time to comprehend what had happened, turned as red as an apple. “Frances, what in heaven’s name has got into you? Lower your voice.” Mama was intently watching Sir Reginald for his reaction to the scene, a fake smile pinned to her face.

      Lady Clayton stood and came sailing over. That lovely lady apologized quietly and escorted both Frances and Mr. Lucas quickly from the dining room. Frances had barely taken two steps toward the door when she heard Sir Reginald say to Mama, “I like a woman with spirit. And that footman was a clumsy oaf.”

      Confound it. Was she actually attracting the ass with this behavior?

      As soon as they reached the corridor Frances turned to apologize to Mr. Lucas, but Lady Clayton had already ordered him to return to the servants’ hall in the basement and remain there for the rest of the evening. Oh, dear. Frances had no way of knowing for certain if he realized she’d done it all on purpose. She would have to go looking for him later.
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      Frances Wharton, Lucas thought two hours later as he stood leaning a shoulder against a wall down in the servant’s hall. Thankfully, no one had seemed to recognize him before Thea had removed him from the dining room earlier. He’d turned his back upon the table immediately and Thea had quickly carted him away, along with Miss Wharton.

      He’d stayed downstairs to watch the butler complete his duties and to ask some questions about tomorrow’s plans. He’d learned quite a bit about life in service since he’d come here, and to his delight most of Clayton’s servants seemed pleased to teach him. Probably on Mrs. Cotswold’s orders, but still, he appreciated their help and their not acting put out by his presence. Of course, a few of them kept forgetting they weren’t supposed to call him “my lord,” but he quickly reminded them. His presence in the servants’ hall made one of the housemaids blush earlier. He hoped he hadn’t embarrassed the poor girl too much.

      Service was more difficult than Lucas had imagined. He’d spent his evening rushing up and down a great many stairs while balancing elaborate platters full of food. Not only had his physical skills been put to the test, but so had his mental ones as he’d been kept quite busy trying to recall in which direction to serve the soup tureen, on which side of each guest to stand while serving, and precisely how long he should wait at each seat before moving to the next to ensure he wasn’t going too slowly. Ensuring he didn’t spill any food on the guests or the table was its own feat. He would have made it through the first evening without incident if Miss Wharton hadn’t purposely bumped into his arm.

      By far his greatest fear of the evening, however, had been that the diners who knew him—and there were a handful—would suddenly look at his face and recognize him. Amazing, really, how correct Bell had been. The marquess had said none of the members of the ton would give Lucas a second glance when he was dressed in livery while wearing a powdered wig, and by God, none of them had. Except, that is, for Miss Wharton, who kept glancing at him. He knew she was glancing at him because he kept glancing at her. At first he’d been worried for her when Sir Reginald took the seat next to her. Particularly when the blowhard had begun by announcing to the table that he was friendly with the Prince Regent. In fact, he’d practically shouted the words “the Prince Regent” so the entire table could hear.

      And calling the prince “Georgie”? That was enough to make one physically ill. The table’s occupants had seemed impressed, however. Especially Lady Winfield. Lucas had no idea why. Carlton House was famous for its lavish dinners, but it was hardly much fun. Why, Lucas usually tried to get out of any invitations to dinners at Carlton House (and he’d received a great many over the years). It was awkward there, in the past due to Mrs. Fitzherbert’s presence, and the conversation always revolved entirely around the prince.

      Lucas much preferred the company of his friends at the Curious Goat Inn to the stuffy confines of Carlton House. However, Sir Reginald’s friendship with the Regent was one reason Lucas was interested in securing the knight’s vote. The man was a cohort of the Prince and the Prince was influential with a score of MPs. If Lucas could manage to sway that loyal group of royalists to his cause, he’d have the vote on the Employment Bill all but guaranteed. Lucas would have to continue to court his favor, though, if he were going to win over Sir Reginald and his cronies.

      Yes, tonight Lucas had felt sorry for Frances Wharton. He couldn’t help it. He realized why she’d been in such a state trying to hide this morning. She was avoiding Sir Reginald at all costs. The moment the knight sat down, she looked as if she wanted to flee. Lucas had made it his business to hurry over to provide Sir Reginald with his napkin. Any worry about Sir Reginald looking up at him and recognizing him was quickly squelched. The older man didn’t so much as spare him a glance. Sir Reginald was much more interested at staring down Miss Wharton’s décolletage. That had been difficult to watch. He’d wanted to punch the leering knight in the gut.

      But being invisible had its benefits. Lucas was beginning to enjoy himself actually. It was as if he had a sort of magic or something. The feeling was both alarming and freeing at the exact same time. It truly perplexed him that not one of the diners (save for Miss Wharton and Thea) had made eye contact with him. On the other hand, he could overhear comments he’d never have a chance to hear as a guest at a dinner table.

      He’d also made it his business to closely watch Miss Wharton’s interactions with Sir Reginald. Lucas came around often enough with wine refills that he was able to hear some of the mind-numbing conversation Sir Reginald was treating poor Miss Wharton to. Lucas could have sworn there was an entire conversation about mud. He and Miss Wharton had shared more than one look, both rolling their eyes over the knight’s tales.

      At one point in the evening, the pained look on poor Miss Wharton’s face made Lucas want to pour the entire tureen of turtle soup in Sir Reginald’s lap. But she soon responded with a saucy comment or two that made Lucas smile and her mother blanch. He’d learned more about Frances Wharton tonight. The young lady clearly wasn’t one to demur and apparently, she was quite comfortable with speaking her own mind. Lucas would have liked to have heard more of Miss Wharton’s witty comments, but too often his duties called him from the room when he and James needed to hurry downstairs to fetch the next course.

      Thea had been drinking wine tonight, probably to keep from laughing at him. She’d been simultaneously horrified and delighted by the idea of The Footmen’s Club. Clayton had had to talk her into it in the end, but once she’d agreed, she was entirely immersed in the plot and endlessly amused by it. She, too, appeared nonplussed to discover that not one person at the dining table had recognized Lucas. Granted, given their guest list, there were only a handful of people present who had met him before, and that ass Sir Reginald was the surest choice, but he was so busy talking about himself and his closeness to the prince, he hadn’t glanced at the servants at all.

      Clayton had sat at the other end of the table, dutifully ignoring Lucas. In fact, Clayton had done such a good job of ignoring him it was almost odd. When Lucas finally got to him to serve the goose, Clayton waved him away. He’d have to have a talk with him about not acting too obvious.

      Lucas had frozen after Miss Wharton had used him to spill wine on her gown. Would that be the way everyone recognized him? Her calling him out for being a “clumsy oaf”? The hint of a smile played around the corners of his mouth. She wasn’t a terribly good actress, poor woman. She’d delivered her lines far too formally. But it had been a good enough show to fool Sir Reginald, and clearly removing herself from the knight’s presence had been her goal.

      Thea and Clayton had been in stitches when they’d come downstairs an hour after the dinner party had ended. They pretended as if they needed to have a word with Lucas for his clumsy behavior. He’d good-naturedly taken the ribbing from the other servants too. They’d all told him it was a rare servant who didn’t make some sort of mistake and it was just too bad that he’d managed to spill wine on the biggest termagant at the party. Of course, Lucas wasn’t about to give Miss Wharton’s secret away and tell them all she’d only been pretending to be angry. It wasn’t his secret to tell.

      But the fear of being caught pretending to be a footman had been real. Once he’d been safely belowstairs, he’d had the thought for the hundredth time since he’d come here: perhaps he was going about this entire wife-finding business the wrong way. Perhaps he needed to throw himself on his mother and sister’s mercy and have them pick out a bride for him. They’d offered often enough. He’d been reluctant to take them up on their offers because he knew his mother would pick a girl with a large dowry from the best family without a thought to how the girl regarded him or how he thought of her. His sister would merely pick out one of her friends, which might work better than his mother’s method, but certainly had its own drawbacks. Surely there were better ways to find a wife than this. But he couldn’t deny that his visit here hadn’t been in vain.

      He’d spent some time tonight while serving dinner glancing over the other prospects, but his gaze kept returning to Miss Wharton. She was the one who captured his attention, whether it was the look on her face that indicated she was fantasizing about clouting Sir Reginald over the head with the soup tureen, or replying to the knight’s boring comments with clever ones the man didn’t seem to understand.

      “I heard ye had some excitement up in the dining room tonight,” Mrs. Claxton, the cook, said as she came out of the kitchens for the night, wiping her hands on her apron.

      Lucas bit his lip and tilted his head. He knew perfectly well that servants were not supposed to gossip about their employers and their employers’ guests. He also knew perfectly well that nearly all servants did gossip about their employers and their employers’ guests. It made him feel a part of the club, the real club of servants, to be trusted by Mrs. Claxton with such a statement. If she thought he would tell Clayton or even Mrs. Cotswold that she’d been gossiping, she never would have said such a thing to Lucas.

      “Indeed, I did,” Lucas replied, pulling away from the wall and walking with Mrs. Claxton toward the servants’ staircase that led up to the sleeping quarters. He would spend his night in a small room on the men’s side of the fourth floor. He’d insisted on being a servant in every way possible. Bell would be up there too. Worth, however, was sleeping above the stables with the other groomsmen and stablehands.

      “Turns out I’m a ‘clumsy oaf,’” Lucas continued, grinning at the cook.

      “I’d have liked ta have seen it,” Mrs. Claxton said, shaking her head. “And I’d like even more ta see what that gel would say if she ken who ye really was.”

      Lucas gave Mrs. Claxton a warning look.

      “I know. I know. It won’t be coming from my mouth. But I can’t help wishin’,” Mrs. Claxton finished, chuckling.

      They were just about to climb the stairs when a bundle of green satin came hurtling down toward them. Lucas had to grab the young woman wearing the satin about the waist to keep her from falling face-first onto the cobblestone floor.

      When he’d finally stood her up and ensured she was steady on her feet, he realized he’d just caught Miss Wharton.

      “Oh, dear,” she said, a blush quickly traveling from her chest to her hairline. “I’m terribly sorry. I wanted to make it down here before you all had gone to bed.”

      Mrs. Claxton and Lucas just stared at her. A small group of the other servants who were also done with their duties were gathering behind them, staring at Miss Wharton as if a unicorn had just emerged in their midst.

      “Can we help ye, milady?” Mrs. Claxton asked, her brow wrinkled. “Would ye like somethin’ ta eat? I can send up a maid⁠—”

      “Oh, no, no, no,” Miss Wharton said, pressing a hand to her collar bone. “Nothing like that. I just wanted to see Mr. Humbolt, the butler, and the footmen who were serving in the dining room this evening.”

      Lucas glanced at her warily. He’d assumed she’d knocked his hand causing him to spill on purpose, but he may have been entirely mistaken. Was she here to call him another name? Or worse. Had she somehow discovered who he was and come to demand an answer for his charade?

      Mr. Humbolt cleared his throat and stepped forward from the back of the small crowd while James and the other two footmen stepped forward as well. Because Lucas was already standing next to her, he merely bowed. Bowed, and hoped that no matter what Miss Wharton said, none of the servants mentioned that he was an earl. They’d all been carefully instructed not to speak of it in front of anyone, least of all the debutantes, but the nagging fear was still there in the back of Lucas’s mind as he said, “At your service, milady.”

      She blinked at him as if she hadn’t yet recognized him standing there. “Oh, my. It’s you.” Her mouth formed a small, surprised O.

      “It’s me,” he echoed, letting the brief shadow of a smile cross his lips. He had to admit he was intrigued again. What was she doing down here at this time of night?

      She nodded vigorously and looked at Lucas, James, the other two footmen, and Mr. Humbolt in turn. “Please accept my apology,” she said, “for my behavior in the dining room earlier this evening. I had quite a good reason to act that way, but I certainly didn’t mean to be rude to any of you.”

      “Think nothing of it, my lady,” Mr. Humbolt quickly responded.

      Lucas took his cue from James who merely nodded and bowed to Miss Wharton.

      “Yes, well, er, thank you.” Her gloved hands were folded in front of her and she was pulling at her fingers nervously. She turned to Lucas. “And I owe you a special apology for calling you a ‘clumsy oaf,’ Mr. Lucas. Of course, you are neither clumsy, nor an oaf.”

      “I’m not certain you know me well enough to judge that accurately, my lady,” he replied with a grin.

      A hush fell over the servants who’d all just seemingly witnessed a footman say something quite impertinent to a houseguest. They all seemed to hold their collective breaths until Miss Wharton smiled, laughed, and said, “Be that as it may, Mr. Lucas, I greatly appreciate your service at table this evening and I do hope I did not cause you any trouble with Lord Clayton.”

      “None he can’t handle,” Mr. Humbolt replied, a twinkle in his blue eyes.

      Miss Wharton nodded. “Well, then, I had better get back upstairs,” she finally said as the entire group of servants continued to stare. “Again, I’m awfully sorry for the way I behaved.”

      She lifted her skirts, turned, and was gone nearly as quickly as she came. Lucas stared after her scratching his chin. That was interesting.

      “Well,” Mrs. Claxton said, her hands on her hips. “If that ain’t a first. Ain’t never seen a lady come down here ta apologize ta a bunch o’ servants a’fore.”
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