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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            A VISITOR TO A VISCOUNT’S BEDCHAMBER

          

        

      

    

    
      May 31, 1818,  Bostwick House in Mayfair

      The sounds of a dying fire and the faraway footfalls of servants pulled George from a blissful sleep. He didn’t want to open his eyes. He was dreaming his wife was kissing him as his children played nearby. Their giggles had him grinning when the kiss ended. When he turned to discover just what had them making such happy sounds, he found several had lined up on the lawn and were peeking at him from between fingers held over their eyes.

      Having been caught kissing their mother, Elizabeth, George turned in their direction and gave a deep bow, which resulted in another round of giggles before the children ran off and continued their play.

      Despite their happiness, George frowned in his semi-conscious state. He had only fathered two babes—at least, so far—and his children were too young to be running about as these children were doing. His son, David, was only two, and his daughter, Christina, was barely a month old, so he knew he was dreaming. But the niggling feeling that something—or someone—was watching him finally had him opening his eyes.

      A pair of round, blue eyes rimmed in dark gray and topped by long, curled lashes stared at him. The hair above the lashes was dark and curled in a haphazard fashion, and two chubby fists gripped the edge of the bed linens where they dropped over the edge of the bed. The eyes lit up in delight, and incomprehensible words came tumbling out of a mouth hidden from George’s view.

      “Well, good morning,” George murmured, a smile lighting his own face before he realized two things at once.

      His son, David, was in his bedchamber.

      For his son to be in his bedchamber meant the toddler had learned to work a door handle. “You escaped from the nursery, didn’t you?” George whispered. At any moment, he expected hurried footfalls to come from the hall as the nurse, Mrs. Foster, raced about in search of the heir to the Bostwick viscountcy.

      From behind him, his wife, Elizabeth, stirred and was soon turned so her front was pressed against his back. “Who are you talking to?” she mumbled, before she had an elbow beneath her torso and could see over George’s shoulder.

      The toddler let out an excited shriek at the sight of his mother, and he let go his grip on the edge of the bed in favor of lifting his arms in the air in anticipation of being lifted onto the bed. George did the honors, snaking an arm beneath the gown-clad boy’s bottom and pulling him up and onto his body. He rolled to lie on his back as Elizabeth backed up a bit to give him the space, her face betraying the humor she felt at seeing her son in their bedchamber.

      “You know what this means?” she asked, as George settled the boy onto the front of his body.

      “He knows how to open a door,” he replied as he turned his attention to his wife of nearly three years. Her hair, dark auburn curls that matched those of their son, were sleep-tousled and surrounded a face he still found to be the most beautiful in all of England.

      Or at least of those he had paid witness to during his four-and-thirty years.

      Elizabeth blinked, her aquamarine eyes disappearing for a fraction of a second before she said, “It means he knows how to escape the nursery,” she countered with a hint of concern.

      David struggled a bit, his knees bending with his intention of crawling to his mother. George let out an “oof” before he moved to pass the tyke to Elizabeth. “Have a care, David. I haven’t yet fathered my spare heir,” he warned in mock annoyance. But David was already happily atop his mother’s body, his mouth attached to a bare breast. “The little bugger!” George added in dismay. “He didn’t even ask!”

      Elizabeth let out a musical laugh, although its sound was nearly swallowed up by the velvet curtains that surrounded the bed on three sides. The open side faced the fireplace and the rest of the bedchamber. “Mrs. Foster is no doubt in a panic,” she scolded her son. “You probably ran off whilst she changed Christina’s nappy.” At the mention of a nappy, she felt David’s gown and was relieved to find it was dry. “Right after she changed yours.”

      At the sound of George clearing his throat, Elizabeth turned her attention on him. “What is it?”

      “Christina is right here, my sweeting. You brought her to bed with us last night,” he reminded her as he pulled the sleeping infant from the nest of pillows he had created for her when Elizabeth fell asleep nursing her.

      “Oh, I remember now,” Elizabeth replied, giving her daughter a quick glance. “I fed her a few hours ago, I think.”

      George glanced in the direction of the fireplace, stunned to find the hands on the mantle clock showing it was nearly eleven o’clock. “So much for attending church,” he murmured. “I cannot believe I slept so late.”

      Well, he could, actually, given what he and his wife had been doing for most of the night. He had gladly abided the physician’s recommendation that he abstain from sexual congress with his wife until his daughter was a month old, mostly because Elizabeth had exhausted him in that regard for the entire month leading up to Christina’s birth.

      With David, she had discovered frequent couplings helped alleviate the aches and pains of pregnancy, so George had happily accommodated her every request then as well as when she was expecting their latest.

      The birth of Christina had almost been a relief, for he felt as if he needed as much time to recover as his wife. After a couple of weeks, though, he found his desire had returned along with a need to pleasure his wife.

      Apparently she was of a similar mind a fortnight ago. Having pleasured her in ways not requiring intercourse, George now recalled how Elizabeth had moved atop him and captured his manhood between her engorged breasts. Rubbing him against the velvet-soft skin had him rock-hard and climaxing within a minute. In the blissful aftermath, she had kissed the tip of him and finally settled her head into the small of his shoulder.

      He found her still there the following morning. The very thought of it now had the bed linens tenting halfway down his body. He rather hoped she wouldn’t notice.

      She noticed.

      “George,” Elizabeth said in voice meant to scold. She was grinning, though, when he rolled his eyes and sighed.

      “I cannot help it, my love.” He would have continued to ply her with words of adoration, but a knock sounded at the door.

      Probably someone in search of David, he thought before he inhaled. “What is it?” he called out. Reluctantly, he sat up and reached for his dressing gown. The dark velvet robe had fallen from the bed and was now in a heap on the carpet below. He pulled it on, got up from the bed, and walked around the end of it to find his butler, Elkins, standing just inside the door. The butler’s expression indicated puzzlement.

      “There’s a Mr. Streater calling for you, sir,” Elkins replied, one brow furrowed as his eyes darted about the room.

      George blinked. He expected the butler was helping in the search for David, so word that his friend, Theodore M. Streater, was paying a call came as a surprise. “Does he seem in good spirits?” he asked, wondering if something was amiss. The two fenced at least once a week at Angelo’s Academy, so he figured something must have happened since their last match on the pisté.

      “He does not, sir. ‘Bereft’ is how I would describe him on this day. He, in fact, didn’t expect to find you at home but said he would be willing to wait until you returned. I believe he thinks you are attending church.” The butler glanced around again. “Sir. When I arrived, your door was... open,” he said carefully. “Is there any chance Master David has paid a call?”

      Even though he was concerned at hearing Teddy Streater was “bereft,” George couldn’t help a slight chuckle. “He’s with his mother,” he said in a slightly loud voice, wanting Elizabeth to know her son’s absence from the nursery had indeed been noticed. “Helping himself to an early luncheon. Pray tell, how long has it been since he went missing?”

      Elkins eyes widened a bit. “Oh, no more than ten minutes, I should think. Mrs. Foster is beside herself with worry, though.”

      Ten minutes? “No doubt,” George acknowledged. In that amount of time, the toddler could have visited every room on the first floor, bounced himself down the stairs on his bottom, run to the kitchens, and been back up the two flights of stairs to the nursery. “Please let her know Master David is safe before bringing Mr. Streater here. I should be dressed enough to receive him by then.”

      His eyes darting to one side, Elkins said, “I can return and assist you if you’d like, sir.”

      George shook his head. “That won’t be necessary, but do bring a tea tray, some coffee, and a cup of chocolate for Lady Bostwick.” He gave a nod to Elkins’ quick bow before the butler took his leave. He was on his way back to his bed when Elizabeth appeared from around the curtains.

      “Do you think Mr. Streater has lost his position?” she asked, her face displaying concern. She lifted the sleeping David to her shoulder and settled him there before turning her attention back to George.

      Her husband swallowed, his manhood reacting when her dressing gown briefly opened to reveal her nakedness. “I rather doubt it. When we fenced a few days ago, he said he had been promoted to Head of Clerks at the bank,” George replied as he hurried to gather up some clothes.

      Elizabeth was the reason Teddy had acquired his position as a clerk at the Bank of England. She had begun her charity, Lady E’s ‘Finding Work for the Wounded,’ to assist returning soldiers in their quest for employment, and she had chosen him to be her first client.

      Having lost his right arm during the war, Teddy was deemed unsuitable to return to his old position as a clerk—even though he wrote his numbers with his left hand and could perform all the duties required of the position.

      When Elizabeth learned there was a clerking position open at the Bank of England—the very position he had held until he left for a second stint with the British army—she bribed the bank manager on Teddy’s behalf. As a result of her intervention, Teddy was rehired. A few days later, she saw to it he had a wooden arm he could wear inside the sleeve of his topcoat.

      “You’re welcome to stay and greet Mr. Streater, of course,” George said as he bussed her on the cheek. “Although I would suggest you wear something less... revealing, or I fear I shall require a quick tumble.”

      Elizabeth’s eyes widened. “Oh!” she said as she used her free hand to grip the edges of her dressing gown together.  Then she realized he was teasing, gave him a quelling glance, and passed the sleeping toddler off to George. She hurried off to the dressing room. “Don’t let Mr. Streater leave before I have a chance to see him,” she called out. “Oh, and Christina is still sleeping. And although I rather like the little bed you made for her, I put her in the bassinet.”

      George glanced around and finally settled David onto the settee, positioning the boy so he couldn’t roll off. Managing to pull on his breeches, stockings, a pair of boots, and a shirt before the expected knock at the door, George found a waistcoat at the same time he said, “Come!”

      Pulling it on, he remembered Elkins’ comment about his visitor seeming bereft. He schooled his features into a sober expression as he buttoned up the waistcoat and turned to face the opening door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            A VISITOR TO A VISCOUNT’S APARTMENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      A moment later

      Elkins announced his visitor, and Teddy Streater gingerly stepped into the room. His attention was directed to the area where a settee and chairs were set up around the fireplace.

      “Good morning,” George said, not intending to startle his visitor. But Teddy jumped and immediately turned to regard him with surprise.

      “Damn! I never knew you had such a large... salon?” he half-asked as his gaze swept the long room from left to right. He allowed a low whistle of appreciation before giving his head a shake. From the way he gripped his pocket watch in his good hand and dipped his head, he seemed anxious.

      “Apartment,” George finished for him. “It used to be three rooms before I had the townhouse refurbished,” he explained. “The rooms were entirely too small, though.” Indeed, the number of doors into and between each room—a study, a salon, and a bedchamber—chopped up a space made  claustrophobic by dark wall coverings and even darker wood paneling. “Now it’s where I spend time with my family,” he explained as he waved an arm to the fireplace that had at one time heated the salon. “Have a seat. Tea is on the way,” he added as he finished buttoning his waistcoat.

      “I apologize. I hope I didn’t wake you,” Teddy said as he took one of the wingback chairs.

      “You didn’t, actually. My son managed that when he escaped the nursery this morning,” he replied as he pointed over to the settee.

      Teddy’s eyes widened when he spotted the toddler on the settee. “That’s him? I haven’t seen the little bugger since his christening,” he said as he gingerly moved toward the settee. “Got his mother’s hair, he does.”

      George frowned, rather surprised at how much time had passed since the christening. Two years! “Elizabeth is in her bedchamber. She wishes to see you, so you have to stay until she’s finished dressing,” he warned, one eyebrow arching up. At Teddy’s sudden look of alarm, George added, “You needn’t look so worried. She’ll be quick.” He paused. “Is something amiss? Elkins said you looked—”

      “My mother died yesterday,” Teddy interrupted.

      George blinked as he struggled to remember if he had ever met the woman. “Jesus, Teddy. I’m so sorry,” he said in a whisper. “Where... where was she?”

      “At the school,” Teddy replied with a nod. “Well, in her apartment at Warwick’s,” he clarified, referring to Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School. Agnes Streater had been the headmistress of the boarding school for over thirty years. “She seems to have died in her sleep. She was... old,” he added with a shrug. “One of the instructors found her and had a note sent to me right away. I was going to take her to church this morning,” he added as his eyes suddenly brightened with unshed tears.

      George took a breath. “I’d forgotten she was still working there,” he said. Teddy rarely spoke of his mother, but then he was past thirty and long out of the family house. “Does your brother know?”

      Teddy nodded. “He does, although...” He paused, not about to share how his older brother had reacted to learning of their mother’s fate. “The two of them never got along. Michael was embarrassed by her position, I think,” he added, sotto voce. But then, Baron Michael Streater didn’t wish to have anything to do with Teddy, either, as if he thought his younger brother was waiting with bated breath for him to die so that he could inherit his title.

      George winced, remembering how contrary the older brother could be. Although the man had finally married, it was possible that Teddy might one day be a baron and join George in Parliament. “Do you need... help? Do you need anything?”

      Teddy shook his head. “I’ve just come from the solicitor’s office.”

      Furrowing a brow, George was about to say he was surprised a solicitor would be working on a Sunday when he realized the man was probably Jewish. “So, you’ve already seen to her...”

      “She was rich, George. Very rich.”

      George blinked again, his brows furrowing. “I thought she was the headmistress at Warwick’s.” We are speaking of Mrs. Streater? he almost asked, well aware that many young ladies, mostly daughters of London’s wealthy cits, had at one time come under her strict thumb.

      “She was,” Teddy acknowledged with a nod. “And that’s all I ever thought she was,” he added as his breathing seemed to quicken.

      “So, your father left her some blunt—”

      “My father left us in debt,” Teddy countered.

      “So... she inherited something from an aunt or a—”

      “She owned Warwick’s,” Teddy stated with a nod. “And she’s left it all to me.”

      At this bit of news, George frowned before he was aware that Elizabeth had come into the room. He got to his feet as she nodded to Teddy’s deep bow, amazed at how quickly she had managed to dress and pin up her hair—even if she did have a lady’s maid to help. He wondered how much she had overheard.

      “Oh, Mr. Streater, it’s so good to see you again,” Elizabeth gushed as she hurried forward. Instead of offering her hand, she stepped up and kissed him on the cheek.

      The man’s face reddened before he noticed George’s smirk. “You as well, my lady,” he managed to say. His gaze immediately went to the toddler. “He’s already quite the strapping young lad,” he added, wondering if Elizabeth could even carry the toddler.

      “Two stone at two years,” she replied proudly. “And he adores his little sister. She’s sleeping at the moment or I would introduce you. I do hope they’re treating you well at the bank?”

      “Very,” Teddy replied with a nod.

      “He’s just accepted a promotion as Head of Clerks,” George added. “But he’s actually here on another matter.”

      Elizabeth managed a happy, “Congratulations,” before Elkins appeared at the door with the tea tray and her chocolate. A pot of coffee took the place of the usual teapot.

      Teddy gave a nod as he retook his seat. “Thank you, my lady. I owe it all to you and your charity, of course,” he said.

      “I’ll see to the serving,” Elizabeth whispered as the butler set the tray on the low table in front of the settee. “Also, could you remind Mrs. Foster that both the babes are with me? I don’t want her in any more of a panic than she probably already is,” she added quietly.

      “I will see to it, my lady,” Elkins replied as he gave a bow.

      After Elkins took his leave and shut the door, the lady of Bostwick House set about pouring coffee and adding milk and sugar. She gave a cup to Teddy.

      “Now, what’s this about the owner of Warwick’s? I once attended that school, as did my friends, although they didn’t board there,” she explained as she gave a cup to George. “I had a governess, but I’m afraid I proved too challenging for her, so Father sent me there.”

      An involuntary shudder passed through her. Elizabeth couldn’t claim her two years at the finishing school were her favorites. She attended because her parents had gone off to Italy to visit her mother’s family, and because she had vexed her last governess to the point of distraction. Although she could already speak French and knew all the dances, she had learned how to draw and paint, appreciate the theatre for more than just a place to see and be seen, improve her sewing skills, and walk with a book on her head—even up and down stairs. Given the status of several of the girls at the school, security was of utmost concern, so burly men were posted outside of schoolrooms and provided protection when the students were out-of-doors.

      Warwick’s was also where she had met and befriended Beth Cunningham, who was now the Duchess of Somerset. Her best friends had also attended with her those two years. Charlotte Bingham, now the Duchess of Chichester, was living with her duke at Wisborough Oaks in Sussex, and Hannah Slater, now the Countess of Gisborn, was at Gisborn Hall near the village of Brampton, Oxfordshire. “Has something happened?” she asked.

      Teddy dipped his head. “My mother, my lady. She died yesterday, you see, and I was just telling his lordship here that I’m in a bit of a quandary.” He ignored George’s look of dismay at being referred to as “his lordship” by his best friend. He set the cup and saucer on the table and lifted the cup with his only hand.

      “Oh, please, do accept my condolences, Mr. Streater,” Elizabeth said, her voice filled with concern. Then she frowned. “Mrs. Streater was your... she was your mother?” she asked, disbelief coloring her voice.

      “Indeed.”

      Elizabeth did a mental calculation of how many times she had secretly cursed the headmistress of Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School, the ancient woman rather strict with her charges. It was difficult to imagine Mrs. Streater having at one time been married, let alone a mother to Theodore Streater and his older brother, Michael, a baron. “So, I rather imagine the owner of the school is searching for a new headmistress,” she said as she gave a cup of coffee to her husband.

      George cleared his throat. “I believe what Teddy is trying to say is that he is the new owner of Warwick’s,” he explained in a quiet voice.

      Elizabeth’s brows furrowed. “But..., but I thought Mrs. Worthington owned the school.” Mrs. Streater always seemed so deferential in the presence of the woman who could claim that her son, Samuel, was one of the richest men in all of England. He had been responsible for the early steamships, his venture netting him vast wealth. His fortune was now in the hands of his widow, Adele, Countess of Torrington.

      Teddy nodded. “As did I,” he agreed. “For my whole life. I’ve always thought the most valuable item in her possession was my grandmother’s garnet and diamond ring, but I’ve just come from the solicitor, and he claims my mother was indeed the owner of the school. As well as a...” He hissed at this point, a rather pained expression appearing on his face. “A fortune of some ten-thousand pounds.”

      George blinked.

      Elizabeth blinked.

      David blinked, waking up from his nap to display a huge grin directed at his mother.

      “Ten-thousand pounds?” George repeated. “Bollocks, Teddy, you’re... you’re rich!” he said before turning to Elizabeth and giving his head a quick shake. “Forgive the curse, my lady.”

      “Oh, of course, darling. If you hadn’t said it, I would have,” she claimed with an expression that matched his. She suddenly frowned. “You do know what this means?” she asked as she directed her attention to the bank clerk.

      Teddy’s eyes widened. “My two-hundred-and-eighty pounds a year at the bank is a pittance?”

      Elizabeth grimaced, not entirely pleased he was earning less than three-hundred pounds a year. Given his years of experience and knowing the salaries of dozens of positions in London—she knew of such things because of her charity—she thought him worth more. Still, his salary would support a small family in modest accommodations. “You can afford to take a wife,” she said, just as David giggled.

      George and Teddy stared at one another. “She has a point, Teddy,” George said. “It’s been several years since Gertrude died. It is past time you took another wife.”

      But Teddy shook his head, ignoring the pang he felt at hearing his late wife’s name. “What woman on God’s green earth is going to want to marry a man with only one arm?” he countered in disgust. When he saw how Elizabeth and George both gave non-committal shrugs, he rolled his eyes. “I don’t want to marry a woman who is merely after my fortune,” he claimed.

      “No one has to know you have a fortune,” Elizabeth countered. “Who besides your solicitor knows?”

      Teddy furrowed a brow. “Just you two. And him,” he added as he glanced over at David. “My brother didn’t show up for the reading of the will, and I haven’t yet been to see him.”

      David was sitting up on the settee next to his mother, his face displaying the carefree happiness of extreme youth. He giggled, as if he knew Teddy had singled him out for acknowledgment.

      “You could hire a matchmaker,” George suggested.

      “Oh, that would never do,” Elizabeth said with a shake of her head. “Teddy requires a perfect match. A woman who will appreciate what he’s been through. A woman who values him,” she said, as if the man in question wasn’t sitting just five feet away.

      “Well, I rather doubt there’s a matchmaker who specializes in finding wives for wounded soldiers,” her husband said with a sigh.

      Somehow, he knew even before the words were out of his mouth that Elizabeth would be struck with the very idea that suddenly came to him when he completed his comment. He stared at Elizabeth with the same intensity she stared at him, and they both said, “Finding Wives for the Wounded!” at exactly the same moment. Then they both grinned before turning their expectant gazes onto Teddy.

      Teddy blinked, obviously rather startled. George was truly of the same mind as his viscountess! “What are you saying?” Teddy asked. “That you’re going to bribe potential wives into marrying wounded men?”

      Elizabeth allowed a look of offense. “Of course not, Mr. Streater. There are women out there—widows and... and those a bit on-the-shelf, or spinsters, even, who still harbor hope for a match. Hope for a husband and children,” she explained softly. “We just have to find them, and interview them, and—”

      “Elizabeth,” George said in a hoarse whisper. “What are you suggesting?”

      His wife sighed, well aware her son had turned his attention on her, as if he, too, wanted to know. “We’re not as busy down at ‘Finding Work for the Wounded’ as we were in the beginning,” she said. Indeed, for the first year after she had a shingle hung and opened the door to the establishment in Oxford Street, there had been a steady stream of returning soldiers bearing wounds that made it hard for them to secure employment. Now that the war had been over for a couple of years, fewer old fogeys sought their services. “Perhaps we could... repurpose one of the staff to matchmaking,” she said. “Or we could hire a matchmaker. Someone who has experience.”

      George regarded Teddy a moment, rather surprised to see a glimmer of hope appear in the man’s eyes. “Perhaps,” George agreed. “But, in the meantime, I believe Teddy has a more pressing matter.”

      Elizabeth turned to stare at their visitor. “What might that be?”

      Teddy angled his head to one side. “I need a new headmistress for Warwick’s,” he said with a heavy sigh.

      Rolling her eyes, Elizabeth said, “Well, that should be easy enough, Mr. Streater. Find out who among the current staff is interested in the position, and offer it to her.”

      Teddy exchanged a startled glance with George before he turned his attention back to Elizabeth. “That’s brilliant, my lady,” he said in awe. Then he sobered. He hadn’t yet been to the school to discover who he was employing. “But will her interest alone qualify her to be headmistress?”

      Considering the question a moment, Elizabeth realized the man had a point. “Perhaps not.”

      “You could post the position in the newspaper,” George suggested. “Or...” He turned his attention to Elizabeth. “I don’t suppose you’ve had any females apply for positions at ‘Finding Work for the Wounded’?” he asked.

      His wife’s eyes widened. “But we have!” she countered. “A couple of nurses from the field hospitals, and...” She paused, as if in thought. “And a woman who claimed she couldn’t tell us exactly why she was in Belgium, but that she was shot in service to king and country. Has a bit of a limp as I recall.”

      George and Teddy exchanged suspicious glances. “A spy, perhaps?” George asked, directing his question to their visitor.

      “Or a courier,” Teddy countered with a shrug. He had served as an officer in the army on three different occasions and was well aware of how women had served the war effort. “Or maybe she was there to follow the drum.”

      “I’ll have Mr. Overby search the records,” Elizabeth said as she lifted David onto her lap. “In the meantime, you already have a number of instructors to meet.”

      Teddy swallowed, realizing she had a point. “I suppose I should introduce myself to them, seeing as how I find I am their employer now.”

      George angled his head. “Aren’t there servants as well? Cooks and housemaids?” he asked.

      “I seem to remember a gardener,” Elizabeth added. “And  someone who saw to repairs.”

      Teddy seemed to wilt at each reminder of what he had inherited. “I can see to the accounting, at least,” he muttered. “As for the rest... I fear I shall be at a loss.”

      Elizabeth waved the hand that wasn’t holding onto David. “Just host a tea at the school and invite all the employees.” When she noticed how uncomfortable Teddy seemed at the suggestion, she added, “I can help, if you’d like. Send out the invitations. Have the tea here, and I’ll act as your hostess.”

      “Oh, would you?” Teddy replied, his countenance brightening.

      “I will,” Elizabeth promised. “But you must be the one to host. It will give you an opportunity to meet everyone.  Assure them they still have positions. That is... if you intend to keep the school open?”

      The query seemed to surprise the man. “Oh, I do,” Teddy replied. Given how much he had inherited, owning the school had to have been lucrative for his mother. Where else would her fortune have come from if not from tuition fees?

      Although he could sell Warwick’s—and perhaps he still might if it turned out it was a venture beyond his ken—he thought it best to continue his mother’s legacy. “With your help, I shall host a tea, and I shall meet each and every one of my employees. How does Saturday afternoon sound?”

      “Saturday would be best,” Elizabeth agreed. “Three o’clock in the afternoon. If you can send over a list, I’ll see to the invitations, and have a footman deliver them.”

      When David giggled again, his attention on Teddy and his manner suggesting the new owner of Warwick’s would fail, his mother regarded the boy with a frown. “Now, there will be none of that, young man,” she said by way of warning. “Or you may find yourself betrothed to Lady Pettigrew’s grandniece.”

      George had to suppress the urge to laugh when David’s eyes suddenly widened in fear. “Do let us know how it goes, won’t you?” he asked of his best friend. “And congratulations again on the promotion.”

      Teddy merely nodded before he said, “Thank you. I think.” He stood up and gave a bow, kissing the back of Elizabeth’s hand. “I’ll go to the school now and find that list,” he promised. He turned to George. “Tomorrow at Angelo’s?” he asked.

      George blinked. “If you’re sure,” he replied, realizing Teddy referred to their weekly sparring session. Given what had happened, he didn’t expect Teddy to be available for their match.

      “I am. I’ll be in need of exercise,” Teddy replied before he bowed and took his leave of Bostwick House.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            A SPY RETURNS TO LONDON

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, in the back of St. George’s Church

      Sure most of the parishioners attending that morning’s service in St. George’s had already taken their seats, Daisy Albright dared a quick glance around the nave before finding a seat in the back of the sanctuary—at the exact moment everyone stood up for the first hymn. Keeping her eyes straight ahead, she ignored the curious gaze of an older woman to her left. At just a bit over five-foot tall, she didn’t stand out from those around her. The wig and hat she wore, along with cosmetics used to make her appear older than her eight-and-twenty years, ensured no one would recognize her.

      Well, except for her father, perhaps. If he was in town, then she was quite sure he was seated somewhere close to the front. Probably in the first pew, given his status as a duke. But it had been a long time since they had seen one another. An occasional note sent to him assured him she was well and that she would pay a call when she was next in London.

      This was her third trip to town since the sentiment had first been shared, and Daisy hadn’t yet paid a call. The fact that her father had a wife and two small children shouldn’t have given her pause, she supposed. But it did. Despite the life she had lived with her mother and sister and him—back before her mother’s death—she had no place in his life these days.

      She shouldn’t even be in church, given her status as an  illegitimate daughter. He would argue otherwise, though. Rules be damned, she remembered him saying when her mother insisted they abide Society’s—and the church’s—edicts. Her mother had done so because, she, too, was an illegitimate daughter and would never think to go against protocol.

      Not when she was mistress to the heir of a dukedom.

      Daisy wondered if she had made a mistake in coming to church. The London summer heat had perspiration dribbling down her back and between her breasts, moistening her stays. A twinge in her leg reminded her she needed to angle her heeled slipper just so, or she would have difficulty walking later that day. The edge of the lace ruffle at the end of her sleeve tickled the back of her hand, but she ignored it in favor of concentrating on what the bishop was saying. When that didn’t work, she allowed her mind to wander, remembering where she had been three years ago—down in Dover—, two years ago—on the Continent, and a year ago...

      York.

      She resisted the urge to sigh aloud at how that assignment had played out. Nearly a year spent playing mistress to a marquess suspected of smuggling meant getting too close, becoming too attached. Then she had been forced to throw him over for a wealthy trader who proved to be the real target. A man who was responsible for arranging the shipments of liquor into York by way of a strip of beach owned by the marquess. At least their association had only lasted a few months before he was arrested.

      She had never felt more soiled in all her life.

      That return to London had her discovering she no longer had a position with the Home Office. Your limp gives you away, Miss Albright, the secretary had said when she was dismissed with a small pension and the pay for her time in York. Her one assignment with the Foreign Office—the one in which she was sent to Belgium and was shot in the leg for her trouble—helped end her career, it seemed. Despite her offer to accept a position in an office as a clerk, she was told she was retired.

      Trips to Bath and Brighton proved diverting but expensive. A brief stay in her childhood home had her experiencing melancholy before the first day ended. Every room held memories of her late mother. And the week spent alone at the Burrough’s country estate in Derbyshire only reminded her there was a reason she stayed there in the past—she preferred the city.

      Having come into her majority a few years ago, she knew there were funds in a bank should she need them. Her father had seen to it, assuring both her and her sister, Diana, there were dowries set aside for them. Now that her own funds were nearly depleted, she realized if she didn’t land a position and soon, she would have to live off her inheritance.

      The thought of becoming another rich man’s mistress wasn’t the least bit appealing.

      “Pardon me, but are you going up?” the old woman to her right asked in a quiet voice.

      Startled from her reverie, Daisy lifted her head to discover Communion was being served. She shook her head. “No. I’m...” She was about to say, “not allowed,” but said, “I’m not.” She turned a bit to allow the woman to pass, her gaze lifting in search of her father. Then she remembered he would have been one of the first to be served and decided it was too late to catch a glimpse of him.

      When the service ended and the occupants of the first row filed out of the church, she pretended to read a hymnal when in fact she was watching James, Duke of Ariley, as he made his way down the aisle. He won’t recognize me, she thought with some relief. He won’t even give a glance in my direction.

      What surprised her, though, was that his duchess, the former Lady Helen Harrington, sister to Stanley Harrington, Earl of Mayfield, wasn’t by his side. She wondered if the duchess was ill, or if she was spending time away from London. If so, had the children gone with her? Or were they still in London?

      It was odd to think she had a younger brother and sister. She had known for years she eventually would have other siblings besides Diana—her father required an heir, after all—but she hadn’t imagined when she might meet them. What they might think of her.

      Her thoughts wandered as she waited for the remaining rows of parishioners to exit before she finally stood and made her way toward the front door. Having sat too long, her leg bothered her a bit, and it was several steps before she could overcome the slight limp that the Home Office had claimed gave her away.

      Concentrating on her gait, she was caught completely unawares when her father threaded an arm through her crooked elbow and pulled her off to the side in the vestibule.

      Since she was in a church, she hadn’t thought to be on guard, to tense her muscles and react by punching her assailant with a fist to his cheek followed by an uppercut to his chest and a knee in the groin.

      Thank the gods.

      For she was suddenly facing her father. Staring at his wide, blue eyes and expression of recognition.

      “It is you,” he breathed.

      Daisy blinked. “Hello, Father,” she replied with a quick curtsy.

      “What the...?” He almost said, “devil,” but caught himself. They were still in the church. “I’ve been worried sick about you,” he scolded.

      Her eyes widening at his claim, Daisy gave a shake of her head. “You needn’t have been. I am quite fine. Didn’t you get my letters?”

      James frowned. “Letters?” he repeated.

      Daisy allowed a sigh of frustration. “I sent letters from Brighton, Bath, Cherrywood, and Scarborough.”

      The expression on the duke’s face suggested he would be having a discussion with his man of business. “I may have,” he hedged. “But why on earth are you wearing that hideous wig? And cosmetics? Daisy... that is a wig, is it not?” he asked in a quieter voice, his expression indicating his disgust.

      Giving him a quelling glance, Daisy said, “Of course it is, Father. I didn’t wish to be recognized.” By you, she almost added, in case your duchess was with you.

      The Duke of Ariley's’ face screwed up. “Are you on a mission?” he asked in a whisper. Then he gave his head a quick shake. “Of course, you aren’t.”

      Daisy angled her head to one side. “How do you know I am not?” she countered, a bit indignant. At one time, she had thought her work for the Home Office was a secret. And it would have been if her father wasn’t a duke. If the Home Secretary hadn’t admitted to Ariley that he had sent her on the mission to York. He had probably neglected to mention the Foreign Office had taken over that particular assignment before it was complete.

      As to how James Burroughs, Duke of Ariley, even suspected her of working for King and country, she had no idea. He never said how he suspected her secret enough to ask in the first place.

      And she hadn’t asked.

      “Never mind that,” he said as he offered his arm. “I’m taking you home.” He started to lead them to the front doors of St. George’s. “See if we can’t find you some proper clothes.”

      Daisy attempted to pull her arm from his. “I cannot be seen with you like this,” she said in a hoarse whisper. “What will people say?”

      Ariley turned and regarded her with a quizzical brow. “If I let you out of my sight, it might be another two or three years before I see you again, and, dash it Daisy, I cannot abide that.”

      A bit stunned by his response, Daisy regarded him for a moment. She had never for a moment doubted that he loved her and her sister, Diana. He had been a doting father, a doting lover to her mother. He had mourned Lily Albright for weeks after her death, and continued to be a good father well after the time she and Diana could look after themselves.

      But he had an entirely new family now. A well-regarded duchess. Two children. The very last thing she wanted to do was embarrass the duchess by showing up on her doorstep. She was the duke’s illegitimate daughter!

      “My Helen wishes to meet you,” he said then. At Daisy’s continued look of surprise—she was quite sure no wife of an aristocrat wanted to have anything to do with by-blows or bastard children—he added, “She married me knowing I already had a late mistress and two daughters. I made it clear you and your sister were important to me.”

      Although his words merely reinforced her memory of his devotion, she still wasn’t convinced meeting his duchess was the best idea just then. “Did you tell her what I was doing for employment?” she asked, thinking if Helen shared the on-dit with those who visited her parlor, then it was no wonder she had lost her position in the Home Office.

      “No. Of course not,” James replied. “I didn’t even know for the longest time.”

      “May I enquire as to who told you?”

      He inhaled sharply, his eyes darting to one side—clear signs he was about to either change the subject or claim he didn’t remember. So Daisy was shocked again when he said, “Chamberlain,” referring to Matthew Fitzsimmons, Viscount Chamberlain. “And only because he thought I already knew. I pretended I did, and he said a bit more than he should have over drinks at White’s.”

      Daisy arched an eyebrow. “Chamberlain knows better than that,” she said. Chamberlain had been running the Foreign Office for years, and he only knew about Daisy because of her assignment in Belgium. And because there had been that bit of interoffice cooperation at the end of the York assignment. Smuggled liquor from another country fell under the Foreign Office’s purview.

      Oh, and because Chamberlain’s niece had ended up stranded on a deserted island with the marquess for whom Daisy had been a mistress for nearly a year.

      She gave her head a quick shake, her regret over that particular assignment still too painful.

      The first rule of being a mistress was to never get too close. Never fall in love or believe an offer of carte blanche would be extended for longer than the time on the original contract.

      She had come to care for Ethan Range, Marquess of Plymouth, during their year together. I probably didn’t love him, exactly, she decided. But the pain she had felt at telling him she had accepted the offer of another protector had her cringing. Had her wishing she could tell the Home Office she was done trying to discover the true culprit.

      The Duke of Ariley looked suitably chagrined. “All right, then. I forced it out of him.”

      Daisy blinked, once again pulled from her reverie. “What?”

      Her father shrugged. “I threatened to have Chamberlain fired from his position if he didn’t tell me what he knew about you.”

      Rolling her eyes—she nearly laughed at hearing her father’s claim—Daisy sighed. “Well, I can no longer claim to be in service to King and country,” she murmured. She was about to add, “Because of you,” but the duke surprised her.

      “Because of me,” he said in a whisper. “At the time I threatened him, you were in Belgium. I was... beside myself with worry. You could have been shot...”

      “I was shot,” Daisy said, matter-of-factly.

      “You could have been kill... wait. You were shot?” he asked, his voice rising so anyone left in the church could have heard him.

      Closing her eyes a moment, Daisy waited for him to calm down before she said, “Flesh wound. In the leg. I am fine,” she said before he could quiz her further.

      “Were you the agent who got the missive to Wellingham?” he asked in a hoarse whisper.

      Daisy blinked before giving her head a shake. No one was supposed to know about that mission. Four agents, all given what was supposed to be the same note and dispatched from various locations, were to rendezvous with Wellingham just before what became the Battle of Ligny.

      But she didn’t make it. At least, not in time. Not quite.

      Someone did, though. For the message did make it, and eventually Napoleon was defeated.

      Just not that day.

      “I was shot just before I got there,” she whispered.

      “Jesus, pet, you could have been killed,” he replied in a frantic whisper.

      “But I wasn’t.”

      He was suddenly pulling her out of the church and down the front steps to his town coach, a gold ducal crest emblazoned on a door that a footman was seeing to opening the moment he appeared from inside the church.

      Daisy thought about attempting to escape. Thought for a fraction of a second about stamping a half-booted foot onto the duke’s Hoby-clad foot. But the image of his valet attempting to repair the damage to the top of his boot had her deciding to simply allow him whatever he wanted. “You really intend to introduce me to your duchess when I look like this?” she asked once they were both in the town coach.

      “Of course not. I’ll have Jarvis escort you to your bedchamber where you can wash off those cosmetics and change into one of your gowns.”

      Daisy stared at her father. “My gowns?” she countered.

      James gave a shrug. “Yes, your gowns. You have a bedchamber at Ariley Place. I saw to it anything you left behind in Kent was moved into it after your visit there last year,” he explained. “Figured if you went there again, you would find my note and understand how badly I wished to see you again.”

      Daisy inhaled, holding the breath a moment. “You’re certainly full of surprises,” she murmured, a wan grin appearing. She wondered what he might have written in the note. “Too bad you didn’t read the ones I sent to you,” she said in a whisper.

      He angled his head. “Daisy,” he said on a sigh. “What ever happened to have you going off to... work... when you could have stayed under my protection? Made a good match and been married? Had children?” he asked in exasperation. “My grandchildren might have been playmates for my new children.” He managed to avoid a wince when he realized how the last might have sounded to his oldest daughter.

      Angling her head to match his, Daisy pulled first the awful hat and then the hideous wig from her head. The brunette hair beneath fell in curly waves around her face, youthening her appearance by at least ten years. She then unbuttoned and pulled the ragged pelisse from her shoulders, revealing a sky-blue gown of fine lawn embroidered with tiny flowers and leaves. Digging into her reticule, she pulled out a linen handkerchief and wiped her lips before folding it and then giving her face a quick wipe.

      James watched in fascination as she transformed into the daughter he remembered. “It’s not too late,” he whispered in awe.

      Daisy gave a shrug. “I never wanted that life, Father. I am too much my mother’s daughter, I fear. Although I promise I shall never accept an offer of carte blanche, I cannot be content doing embroidery all day long—”

      “Your sister was a dance instructor,” he interrupted. “At Warwick’s. Now she’s a viscountess. Runs her own household. Or, at least, she will when she returns from her wedding trip.”

      Her lower lip caught with a tooth, Daisy considered how to respond. She knew very well her younger sister would one day be a countess—The Countess of Aimsely—for Diana had married the oldest son of Mark and Patience Comber, Earl and Countess of Aimsely. Adam Comber, Viscount Breckinridge, might have been a ne’er do well in his younger years, but before the eve of his thirtieth birthday, he had quite suddenly decided to marry Diana Albright. “I sent her my congratulations when I learned of it,” Daisy said with a grin. “She is far better suited to the role of an aristocrat’s wife than I would ever be.”

      For just a moment upon learning of her sister’s marriage, she wondered who might take Diana’s place at Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School. The thought of teaching arithmetic and dancing to daughters of wealthy cits didn’t hold much appeal, though. “Poor Mrs. Streater must have been beside herself on attempting to fill that position,” Daisy commented.

      For just a moment, James appeared interested in what she had said, but at her quick head shake, he realized she wasn’t about to apply for a position at the finishing school. “If you cannot see yourself teaching young ladies or running your own household, perhaps... perhaps you would be willing to run one of my estates. As an estate manager. Or...” He faltered, not sure if she had the skills to run what was essentially a business.

      What practical skills did former spies possess?

      “Careful, or I may require you make me an estate manager,” she warned with a grin. “Actually, I have an application pending at Lady Bostwick’s charity,” Daisy finally admitted. “Finding Work for the Wounded. She has been successful at placing old fogeys in positions all over London. Good positions.”

      James couldn’t help the wince that appeared at her mention of “old fogeys.” “I’m aware of her success,” he replied, his words sounding sharp even to his ears. “Faith, Daisy. You’re the daughter of a duke. My daughter. The least you could do is take your inheritance—”

      “I started to, Father. Last year,” she interrupted. “The interest, at least.” She knew she would be in need of the funds whilst on her travels. Her salary had been enough when she was on assignments, but when the Home Office let her go, there was no pension. No hope for a future position.

      Furrowing his brows, James gave her a sideways glance. “You didn’t take any of the principal,” he countered.

      He had her there. She had felt like a thief just taking the interest that had accrued. She knew he intended it for a dowry. “It’s true. I... I thought it best I leave it in case—”

      “Take the money,” James said in a hoarse whisper. “Use it as you see fit. But please, don’t live in squalor—”

      “Oh, I do not live in squalor, Father. I only dress as if I do when... when it suits my needs,” she countered. Like when I don’t wish to be recognized because I feared you would have your duchess with you.

      So much for her disguise.

      “Pray tell, how long did it take for you to recognize me?” she asked.

      Her father allowed a broad grin. “Not even a second. I know those eyes...” His voice broke, his own eyes brightening with tears. Struggling to maintain his composure, he finally managed to add, “You have your mother’s eyes, as does Diana,” he whispered softly.

      “Oh, Father,” Daisy said as she sighed. She half-stood, turned around, and sat down next to him in the velvet squabs. Her head angled to rest on his shoulder. “Even after all this time.” Her mother had died when she was eighteen. Now Daisy was nearly nine-and-twenty.

      One of his arms wrapped around her back. “I love Helen. I do. But there are times I miss your mother very much,” he said, his words so quiet she almost couldn’t hear them over the noise of the coach wheels.

      “Me, too,” she replied, just as the coach came to a halt in front of Ariley Place.

      When she stepped down from the coach, her hideous wig and hat hidden beneath the pelisse draped over her arm, she allowed her father to escort her up to the white painted door. Ariley Place would be her home for a few days, it seemed. But just a few.

      She had no intention of living under her father’s roof. Although she adored him, she feared if she did live with him, she would end up married to a fat, balding viscount.
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