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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            AN ASSIGNMENT SURPRISES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        March 1815, Whitehall, London

      

      

      Attempting to soften the sound of her boot heels on the polished stone floor of the wide Home Office corridor, Daisy Albright slowed and regarded the nameplate on the nearest door.

      Inhaling, she compared it to the name found at the bottom of the letter she had received only the hour before. Assured it matched, she lifted a gloved fist and knocked.

      Not hearing an immediate response, she was about to knock again when she heard, “Come,” called out from within. She quietly slipped inside the office, closing the door behind her. As she did in any new environment, she took a moment to look about and study everything she didn’t recognize.

      Far different from most of the other offices along the same corridor—this one featured light wood paneling, a Turkish carpet, a massive mahogany desk topped with a large lit lamp near its center, and an upholstered chair where there would usually be a wooden one—Daisy noted the presence of someone at the desk. The lamp prevented her from seeing him completely, but from what she could see, she thought she might have mistaken the name on the letter. About to check the letter again, she froze when she realized she was being watched by said presence.

      “Have you an appointment, miss?”

      “Only a letter, sir.”

      The balding man behind the desk half-stood, waving her to the chair opposite his. “Miss Albright, I presume?” he said before reseating himself in what looked like a new leather chair. Daisy was reminded of the squabs in her late mother’s town coach.

      “I am, Mr. ... Abbot?” she guessed.

      “Guilty,” he replied. “Glad to know the post is working here in town,” he murmured.

      At hearing the weariness in his voice, Daisy sensed the civil servant was bored in his position. At least he had to be comfortable in the office, though. She spied a salver with liquor decanters and what appeared to be crystal glasses on a table behind his desk. There was a fireplace, although the lumps of coal currently burning looked as if they wouldn’t last past noon.

      The most impressive feature in the office was the chandelier. She thought for a moment it had to have come from somewhere else—surely no government offices were regularly equipped with such an elegant fixture.

      “Rescued from a chateau in France,” Abbot said as he rifled through a stack of papers on his desk. “Before it was burned to the ground.”

      Daisy arched a brow.

      “Ah, here are your orders,” he said as he pulled the paper from the stack. He looked up for the first time since she had entered the office and regarded her with a curious expression. “You’ll be perfect for this assignment. You’ll need to be away from London for a time—”

      “That’s not a problem.”

      “Perhaps a year, mayhap more,” he went on, ignoring her interruption. “You’re going to Yorkshire. Your mark is an aristocrat.”

      Struggling to maintain an impassive expression, Daisy said, “Very well.”

      “Ethan Range, Marquess of Plymouth.”

      She inhaled softly. “What’s he done?”

      “Seems there’s some evidence of smuggled liquor making its way into the country via the coastline of his marquessate,” Abbot replied. “We need confirmation before he can be charged. An eye witness who can follow what’s happening and report to our agent in Scarborough.” He pulled on a pair of spectacles and reviewed another sheet of parchment. “Ah, looks like the Foreign Office has been apprised. With any luck, Chamberlain will have one of his operatives acting on the water. He has an old Navy ship now,” he said before he rolled his eyes. “Supposedly auctioned off and dismantled, but it’s apparently still in one piece and crewed by pirates.” He shook his head. “Why do they get to have all the fun over there?” he murmured rhetorically.

      About to counter his words, Daisy elected to remain quiet. She had worked briefly for Chamberlain in the past. After she’d been shot in the leg whilst attempting to deliver orders in Belgium, she’d been left with a slight limp. For that and, well, for another reason entirely unrelated to her qualifications as an operative, Chamberlain had let her go. He had provided a character reference, though, which had her landing a similar position with the Home Office.

      “So, your assignment is to get yourself hired as his mistress, stay close, convince him to talk, and catch him in the act.”

      Daisy nodded. “Very well, sir,” she replied.

      He passed her an envelope. “No need to change your name for this one unless you want to. There’s a ticket for the mail coach. Four days in transit. You’ll need to be in Scarborough no later than a week from now. Doesn’t give you much time to prepare.”

      Peering into the envelope, she found several bank notes, some coins, a ticket for the mail coach, and a creme calling card. “The Soho Club, sir?” she asked, pulling the card from the envelope.

      “That’s where you’ll stay until you leave London. There’s a room reserved for you. Three nights. Just ask for Mrs. Skarsgard.”

      Daisy was about to argue that she had a place to stay—she’d been ensconced in The Coburg since her return to London—but if the Home Office was willing to cover the costs of her accommodations for the next few days, who was she to complain?

      “Give you a chance to hone your skills at seduction and... such,” Abbot said as he waggled his brows.

      At that moment, Daisy remembered the assignment. She cleared her throat. “Has someone been... assigned to... to be seduced?”

      For the first time since she had entered the office, Abbot grinned. “You’ll have see to your own mark for that, Miss Albright,” he replied.

      “Very good, sir. Is there anything else?”

      He shook his head.

      Daisy gave him a nod and took her leave of the office, her limp considerably more noticeable now that she had been sitting too long. Once she was in the corridor, she leaned against the wall and took a deep breath.

      She was relieved to have an assignment—glad, even—but this one would cost her more than most. Acting as the Marquess of Plymouth’s mistress meant she would be sacrificing her virtue.

      Father will be furious, she thought.

      Well, only if he discovered the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            SOHO SO SECRET

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        An hour later, Soho Square, London

      

      

      Pulling the creme card from the envelope in her reticule, Daisy read the engraved script of the Soho Club’s address and then glanced up at the corresponding building before her. Like White’s and the other exclusive clubs in St. James Street, there was no shingle or even a placard to indicate the name of the establishment. The exterior had been recently cleaned, though, the stone free of the past winter’s layer of soot.

      Making her way to the door, she discovered the card worked rather well. The portly gentleman in front of her was denied entry and waved away from the premises while she received a bow from the footman.

      “I’m to ask for Mrs. Skarsgard,” she said quietly, once she was inside the wood-paneled vestibule. Although there were hooks on which to hang coats and a bin for umbrellas, there were none there now. There was a desk off to the side, currently unmanned.

      “Would you like to leave your redingote, my lady?”

      Daisy wondered if the footman used the honorific for all the women who held a creme card or if her accent had given her away. Had she adopted the dialect she had perfected for her assignment in Leeds the year before, he might have merely called her ‘miss.’ “Thank you, no,” she replied.

      The doorman opened the next door, revealing what appeared to be an inner sanctum. Sconces lit with candles cast a golden glow along the walls while velvet drapes covered every window. Several chandeliers added their light and warmth, reminding Daisy of a ballroom. An empty one, though, for no one else was there despite an array of upholstered furnishings.

      “You can find Mrs. Skarsgard up the stairs and down the hall,” the doorman said before he bowed and disappeared through the door from which they had just come.

      Daisy was about to ask for better directions, but decided the proprietor’s office must be evident. She turned and made her way up the stairs, glad the thick Aubusson carpeting muffled her climb. Back in Whitehall, she had thought everyone along Mr. Abbot’s corridor could have heard her approach.

      At the top of the stairs, there was only one direction in which to go, and she made her way down the carpeted corridor until she came upon a door with a brass nameplate. She knocked, heartened when a feminine voice said, “Come.”

      Opening the door, Daisy dared a glance inside before she fully stepped into what could have been a small bedchamber. There was no bed, though. There were two wingback chairs and a small table. A chaise longue sat beneath the room’s only window. Although light came through it, the room was mostly lit with candle lamps.
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