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Leo (July 23 - August 22): The fixed fire sign is ruled by the confident sun, which informs their positive, cheerful, vibe. Driven and self-assured leaders, they tend to be oriented toward taking action in life, and they're born feeling like they can accomplish their wildest dreams thanks to a glimmery combination of magnetism, luck, and endlessly believing in themselves. Although they might struggle to step out of being self-focused, they can be extremely loyal, devoted, and adore showering their loved ones in playful energy and all of life's finest things.
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Aries (March 20-April 19): At their core, Aries do things their own way. They are unafraid of conflict, highly competitive, and honest. They throw themselves at the world eagerly and without fear. Aries are driven by a desire to prove themselves and their strength. 
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Chapter One

 

1812

The drawing room was dead quiet. If a servant had been listening at the door they would certainly have thought the room empty. 

The snap of a biscuit and then the quiet crunching drew the attention of two of the women in the room. Lady Chadwick, from whom the sound had come, frowned at the two young ladies. “This is ridiculous,” she stated after clearing her mouth with a sip from her teacup. “Have neither of you anything to say? You know this will be entirely unacceptable once we reach London.”

“But Mother...” Miss Claire Sadler said. It came out as a bit of a whine, and it was clear that she realized it right away because her cheeks turned bright scarlet. 

“I would be most happy to converse, my lady. Only whenever I bring up a subject, it is brought to a close almost immediately,” Teodora said. 

Lady Chadwick gave a meaningful look to her daughter.

Claire said nothing but lowered her eyes to her teacup sitting in her lap. 

“The two of you are going to be presented to society in less than a month!” Lady Chadwick remonstrated. “We are leaving for London in three days,” she added with a meaningful stress on the word three. 

“What does one speak about in society?” Teodora asked her hostess. She’d been given only a little training on how to behave in society, but then it had been more tailored to the society in Florence, where she had been born and raised. Lady Chadwick had said--or was that hoped?--that Florentine society was very much like London society. What worried Teodora the most was that the lady was basing this opinion on absolutely nothing. She had never been beyond the English shores. Teodora wasn’t much more traveled than her, but she had left her home country to come here, after all.

It hadn’t been Teodora’s choice, of course. Her uncle and aunt who’d raised her had insisted—her uncle more strongly than her aunt. He was English. She was Florentine and didn’t see anything wrong with Teodora marrying a man from there. But Uncle Benjamin had insisted, so here she was in the home of his cousin, trying to learn all she could about how to behave in English society while also getting used to speaking English all the time and getting to know Lady Chadwick and Claire. 

If only Lady Chadwick was a little more forthcoming with her tutelage. Teodora sometimes felt as if she were forcing the information from the lady. And Claire... Well, even after being here for two weeks, Teodora still didn’t know Claire very well. She was such a quiet girl. She mainly kept to herself, spending hours in her room--reading, so she claimed. It could never be verified because she never spoke about what she read. She never spoke--ever--unless she was forced to. 

“What do you speak about in Florence?” Lady Chadwick snapped.

Teodora opened her mouth in surprise at the sudden attack. She quickly pulled herself together, however. She would not be intimidated by this woman. She was stronger than that. And as her aunt had reminded her many times before she left, she was beholden to the lady for agreeing to present her to society. So, Teodora took in a deep, calming breath and lifted her lips into a small smile. “The weather, naturally. And we speak of food—what is currently available in the market. If I am speaking with another lady, we might share recipes. If it is a gentleman, I will ask him what he prefers to eat or perhaps what his favorite dish is.”

Lady Chadwick pulled her head back in disgust. “We do not speak so much of food here. The weather, as you say, is always a safe topic.”

“If you don’t speak of food, do you speak of...” Teodora scoured her mind for some likely topics. “Crops? Fashion? The sermon you heard the previous Sunday at church?” Now she was really pulling at straws, but she couldn’t imagine what people might speak about.

“The sermon?” That idea even got Claire to speak. 

“No. We do not speak about what we heard in church,” Lady Chadwick snapped. “Fashion and horses are acceptable. Most commonly, people speak about... well, who they saw in the park, or who was dancing with whom at the ball the previous evening. Perhaps even regarding the performance one witnessed at the theatre, opera, or a musicale.”

Teodora frowned. “So, they... gossip mostly?”

“It’s not gossip per say...” Lady Chadwick hedged. But it was clear that it was. 

“And if one doesn’t know anyone?” Teodora asked. “What do I speak about then?”

The lady picked up her teacup again and took a sip before answering, “You get to know people.”

This wasn’t exactly the most helpful advice, especially since Teodora had been here for two weeks already and couldn’t say she knew either her hostess nor Claire very well. If it was this difficult getting to know the people she was living with, how was she going to fair in society? 
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Sebastian Clemens, Earl of Everston and head of the Carlisle Group—an intelligence gathering organization—was hunched over his desk converting the letter he’d just written into code. It would be sent via courier to his new operative in Paris. 

It wasn’t easy getting used to having a new person there, but last spring after Irène, one of his best, returned to London bearing the official seal of the Minister of War, he’d decided to bring back her partner George, Lord Marron  as well. He’d put a new team in there right away, but they were still finding their footing and working on embedding themselves into French society. He knew it wasn’t an easy task, and he was trying to be patient, but it had been nearly nine months, and they still were sending back information that could be found in any newspaper in France.

The tip of his quill nearly bent with all the frustration he was putting on it. Finally, in disgust, he threw the damn thing across his desk. Sadly, throwing a feather was never very satisfying. His eye fell on the bottle of ink, and he was seriously considering it when there was a knock on his door.

“Come!” he shouted more loudly than he had intended.

“I think you believe your door to be thicker than it is,” the foreign secretary said as he came into the room.

Sebastian jumped to his feet. “Lord Wellesley, good afternoon. Did we have a meeting which I forgot?”

“No, no, I just thought I’d stop by, see how things were going,” the older man said, easing himself into the chair on his side of the desk.

“Oh. May I offer you...” Sebastian checked the time on his watch. Still before noon. “Some tea?” he finished.

His lordship chuckled. “No, thank you. If it were a little later, I would have been happy to accept a glass of that fine French brandy you keep in your desk, but I suppose it’s still a little early in the day for that. No matter.” The smile slipped from his lips. “How are you, Everston?”

“Other than a little frustrated with my new people in Paris, just fine,” he said, taking his own seat again.

Lord Wellesley nodded his understanding. “It’s always hard waiting for new people to get settled. Such a shame the comte and comtesse were not able to return to duty.”

“They requested a year to help his aunt get acclimated to London,” Sebastian said. 

“And Marron?”

“He was helpful in introducing Dumont around before he left, but I believe he is at his estate in Gloucestershire trying to make up for years of neglect.”

Lord Wellesley shook his head. “Not an easy task.”

“No, but I think he’s enjoying a new challenge.” 

“And what of you?” his lordship asked, meeting Sebastian’s eyes with his steel blue gaze.

“Me, my lord? As I said, I’m only a little—” 

“Frustrated, yes. But how are things going otherwise—in the rest of your life?”

“I’m not certain I understand the question, my lord,” Sebastian answered honestly.

“Well, you aren’t married. Are you looking around for a wife? Planning on participating in the Season, even though you have no protégée to squire around as you did last year?”

“I did very little squiring of Irène. Between my mother and Lady Preston, my presence was hardly required at all.”

Lord Wellesley nodded. “And now that she’s married? What are your plans?”

Sebastian opened his mouth and then closed it again, a little at a loss as to how to answer. “Business as usual, I suppose,” he said finally. 

“Not on the lookout for a wife?”

Sebastian had not planned on looking for a wife for another few years. He was not yet thirty. Surely there was plenty of time no matter what his mother said. But then, it was her job to pester him about marrying—one which she took very seriously. Actually, having Irène around to take the brunt of his mother’s attention last year had been really nice. “You’re nearly thirty, are you not?” Lord Wellesley asked.

“Just after the new year,” Seb admitted.

His lordship nodded. “Then it is past time you started looking.”

“Well, with my position here and my estate, I hardly—”

“That won’t be an issue, Everston. You will soon have a great deal more time on your hands to go to parties, routes, rides through the park, whatever.”

“My lord?” A bad feeling was beginning to settle in the pit of his stomach.

“Everston, you’ve been working in this position for nearly ten years now. You were still at university when you began, for God’s sake!”

“I believe both my father and Lord Liverpool saw great potential in me.”

“And they were right to do so. You have led the Carlisle Group successfully through the most difficult years of this war,” Lord Wellesley agreed.

“And it’s not over yet,” Seb pointed out. 

“Sadly, it is not. You, however, need a break, and I think now, this year, would be an excellent time to take one.”

“Does this have anything to do with Lord Castlereagh taking over as Foreign Secretary, sir? Are you thinking that he’ll want to put his own man here?”

“It is a fair question, but Castlereagh has assured me that he is very happy to have you continue on in your position. He did agree, however, that this would be the best time for you to take some time for yourself. It doesn’t need to be a full year, six months should give you the time you undoubtedly need to relax and see to your personal affairs.

“But…”

“No, no, Everston. No arguing, I quite insist upon it. I want you to live a little, find a wife, enjoy yourself. Most young men have had the time to do this, but sadly, you have not. I think now is the time.”

Lord Wellesley stood, and Sebastian followed suit.

“So rewrite that letter,” he said, pointing to the coding Sebastian had been working on, “and inform your operatives that you will be taking a long holiday starting immediately. They will soon hear from me as to who will be taking your place.”

“Yes, sir, who—”

His lordship held up a hand stopping Sebastian’s words. “Don’t you worry about that. I’m certain Castlereagh has someone in mind. It will also give Castlereagh time to appreciate your work. He’ll never find anyone as good as you.” He headed toward the door but before leaving said, “Enjoy yourself, Everston. Relax a little, have fun, and find yourself a wife. You’ll thank me later.”

Sebastian could do nothing for a good two minutes but stare at the closed door.

Irène would laugh when she hears of this, and Sebastian would never hear the end of it. 
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The Chadwick’s London home was even more opulent than their country estate. It looked as if this was where they kept their best pieces of art and their newest, most stylish furniture—at least in the public rooms.

The bedroom Teo had been given was quite lovely, but not as new as the one she’d had at Chadwick House. The coverlet was ever-so-slightly frayed at the edges, the dressing table scarred from years of use. Teo didn’t mind. In fact, she liked it much more than if everything had been new and perfect. This room had stories to tell with all the well-loved things within it as the characters.

After she had washed away the grime of travel, she changed her gown for one which was soft if a little worn—rather like her room. She then went down to the drawing room, a book in her hand.

Lady Chadwick soon joined her. When she took in Teo’s dress, however, her lips pinched together. “Is that all you have to wear?”

“No, my lady, but I thought we might be comfortable for the evening since we are just arrived,” Teo explained.

The woman just hmphed and gave the bell pull a tug. A minute later, a maid came in.

“Please inform my daughter that she is to join us as soon as she has washed and changed,” Lady Chadwick told the girl. “And bring tea.” 

The maid gave a little bob. “Yes, my lady.”

It was only a few minutes later, after the tea tray was brought in, that Claire joined them wearing a scowl that made her look just like her mother.

“You wished to see me, Mother?” she asked, standing by the door.

“Come and join us for tea,” Lady Chadwick said. 

With a quiet sigh, Claire came and sat in the chair between her mother and Teo at the small round table in the corner of the room. The tea pot was in the center of the table. Lady Chadwick nodded to it. “Claire, would you please pour? Teodora, you will watch and learn.”

Teodora looked to Claire, expecting to see an expression of superiority since Teo was two years older but less knowledgeable. Instead, Claire just had her usual resigned expression as if this all too tiresome and boring for her to be bothered.

She did as she was told, however, preparing the tea with surprising grace and elegance. As Claire handed her mother her cup, Lady Chadwick nodded approvingly.

When Teo was handed her cup, she said, “Thank you. I do hope I can learn to be as graceful as you.”

Claire said nothing, just lowered her eyes, and gave an almost imperceptible shrug.

“Well, now,” Lady Chadwick said, getting the attention of both girls. “First thing tomorrow—”

“By which you mean eleven,” Claire said, interrupting.

“Yes, at eleven tomorrow morning, we have an appointment with Madame Dubois who will make entirely new wardrobes for the both of you.”

Claire’s face pinched as if she’d seen something disgusting. “Must we?”

Lady Chadwick glared at her. “Yes, you must. You are making your debut into society. You will not do so in gowns made by a village seamstress or”—she waved a hand to indicate Teo’s dress—“whoever made your clothing in Florence.”

“Some were made—” Teo began.

“You will have all new clothes in the latest styles,” Lady Chadwick said, making it clear that there would be no more arguments tolerated.

“I do need a new pair of half boots,” Claire said, relenting a bit.

“Of course. We will go to the shoemaker and hat maker as well. It will be a very full, busy day,” Lady Chadwick said.

“When does the Season begin?” Teo asked. She had been looking forward to this with both fear and anticipation ever since her uncle had informed her she was going to England.

“We have our first invitation in a little over a week. We have plenty of time not only to see you both properly clothed, but to begin making calls as well. Sunday we shall stroll in the park.” She turned to Teo and explained, “Absolutely everyone in Town will be there.”

“But it’s still so cold,” Claire complained. 

“Then you will wear your warmest pelisse. Oh, and I have a fur muff you can carry,” her mother added.

Claire looked a little mollified. Teodora didn’t have a very warm pelisse. It never really got too cold in Florence. Perhaps she could wear a shawl. “I imagine it is important to be seen,” she said.

Lady Chadwick rewarded her with a smile. “Precisely, my dear. Once people know we are in Town and I will be presenting the two of you, the invitations will simply pour in.”

Claire didn’t look entirely pleased with this idea, lowering her gaze to her hands. “When did Papa say he would be joining us?” 

“Not for another few weeks,” Lady Chadwick said. “It would be lovely if he has some gentlemen to meet when he arrives.”

Claire gave a little snort of laughter as if this was the most ridiculous idea. But Teo knew that Claire was asking because her father was always encouraging and kind to his daughter. Lord and Lady Chadwick had only two children. Claire’s younger brother was away at school, so the parents only had their daughterto worry about.

“On that happy note, I shall retire to my room for the night,” Claire said, not looking at all pleased despite her words.

“Yes. We shall all have an early night. If you are hungry, you may order a tray be brought to your room.”

Claire disappeared as quickly as she could. Teo simply didn’t understand the girl. How could she not be excited about all of this?

“Thank you, my lady,” Teo said, slowly getting up from the table. “This all sounds absolutely wonderful. I am greatly looking forward to it all.”

Lady Chadwick’s expression softened. “You are most welcome, Teodora.” She turned a more worried expression toward the door. “I only wished Claire felt as you do.”

Teodora didn’t feel it was her place to say anything to this, so she simply said good night and headed to her own room. To get there, however, she had to pass Claire’s room. As she approached it, her curiosity got the better of her, and she paused and knocked.
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Chapter Two

 

There was a muffled “come in,” so Teo opened the door.

Claire was sitting curled up on the window ledge. It wasn’t quite wide enough to be a seat, but she was small enough to just fit.

“Claire, may I ask you a question?” Teo asked, closing the door behind her. Claire gave a little shrug.

“Are you upset or scared about entering society?”

“No, not either one.”

“But you’re certainly not happy or excited. I’m aware we don’t know each other well, but I would like to. Will you share your thoughts with me?”

With a sigh, Claire lowered her stockinged feet to the floor and turned to face Teo. “I suppose I have been unpardonably rude ever since you arrived,” she said quietly. “I... I don’t do well with new people. I don’t feel comfortable. And now, not only are you here, but I’m going to have to meet so many more new people.. Really, all I want to do is sit and read and be left alone.”

“Because you don’t like meeting people?” 

Claire nodded.

“So, it’s not just me who you want nothing to do with. It’s everybody,” Teo clarified.

At that, Claire lifted her gaze and actually met Teo’s eyes. “I don’t dislike you! I’m just—”

“Not comfortable,” Teo finished for her when it didn’t seem as if she would.

Claire nodded and dropped her gaze back down to the floor.

“I understand being nervous at meeting people. I mean, well, I happen to love meeting new people, but my younger cousin, Susanna, is horribly shy. Whenever she had to meet someone new she would become physically ill.”

Claire widened her eyes at that. “Did she, did she get over it?”

Teo nodded. “She did, but it took a little while. We started off slowly when a friend of my aunt’s, who Susanna had never met, came for a visit. She kept her distance from my cousin and didn’t speak to her for the first day she was there. The second day she moved a little closer and the third she began speaking to Susanna. My cousin was still nervous, but after a few more days, she was able to hold a conversation with the lady. After that, my aunt brought another new person in, and they went through the same process only more quickly.”

“So can she now meet new people with no problems?” Claire asked, clearly taken with the tale.

Teo nodded. “She’s still quite shy, but she feels ready to begin to be more social now—go to parties and so on. She’s just two years younger than me.”

“So, my age,” Claire said.

Teo nodded.

“Well, I’m grateful I’m not that shy, but it is still difficult.”

“I’m sure it must be. I do hope, however, that we can become friends, and then whenever we go out to a party or visiting, you’ll always know you will have a friend by your side.”

For the first time since they’d met, Claire actually smiled. “Thank you, Teodora. I can’t tell you how comforting that is to me.”

Teo gave her a smile. “Good night, then, Claire. I hope you rest well. Tomorrow is going to be a difficult day.”

“But it will be easier because you’ll be there.”
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After sitting on his news for a full day, Seb knew he was going to have to tell his mother that he wouldn’t be going in to his office and, he thought with a wince, that he would begin looking for a wife. When he learned that Irène was with her as he was heading up to the drawing room, he almost turned right back around.

With a sigh, however, he continued up, knowing she would find out eventually. It might as well be from him.

“Irène, what a lovely surprise,” Seb said as he entered the room.

One of his top spies, Irène had returned to London last April. He’d insisted she take some time off to find a husband and even had his mother sponsor her. She was now the Comtesse Vernais and one of Seb’s closest friends.

“Everston, I’m surprised to see you here. Aren’t you usually out in the mornings?” Irène asked. As Seb’s mother didn’t know anything of the Carlisle Group nor his position there, Irène couldn’t openly ask why he wasn’t at his office.

“Er, well, actually, that’s what I came to tell you.” He sat down next to his mother on the green damask-covered sofa and eyed the tea service laid out in front of them.

Both women waited for him to begin, but he just wasn’t sure how to do so. Finally, before the silence became too charged, he said, “I spoke with Lord Castlereagh the other day.”

“Lord Castlereagh?” his mother interrupted. 

“Yes, well, you know we’re friends,” Seb explained.

“You see him often when you go to Parliament, don’t you?” Irène asked, helping him out of this awkward situation.

“Yes, yes I do. We frequently have tea together to discuss the current bills and so on,” Seb agreed, expanding on Irène’s story.

“Oh, yes, I’m certain you’ve mentioned something of the sort before,” Lady Everston said, looking only slightly uncertain.

Seb nodded. “He seems to think I need a break. Suggested that I begin to look for a wife, even.”

“Sebastian, I’ve been telling you this for two years at least!” his mother exclaimed.

“He told you to take a holiday?” Irène asked, her eyes going wide.

Seb knew where this was leading. He could only give a little nod.

“And to look for wife,” she clarified, her voice breaking a little with her pent-up laughter. Seb nodded again.

Irène didn’t hold back. She burst out laughing, first throwing her head back as the sound exploded out of her and then covering her mouth with her hand. If she was trying to hold back, it wasn’t evident. She laughed until her eyes began to water.

Seb had known this was coming. The irony of his situation was not lost on him. He had done exactly the same thing to Irène last year. She hadn’t wanted to stop spying for him; he’d forced her to do so. And now here he was in exactly the same position.

“Goodness, Irène, I do not understand why you find this so amusing,” Lady Everston said.

“I... I do beg... beg your pardon, my lady,” Irène said, trying to control herself.

“It’s a private joke between us, Mother,” Seb explained. “You truly can stop now, though I do understand,” he told his friend.

“It’s just—” She paused as a giggle popped out. “It’s just so perfect, so appropriate.” She wiped at her eyes with a prettily embroidered handkerchief.

“I know,” Seb sighed.

“Appropriate?” Lady Everston asked. “If you mean necessary, then I completely agree.”

“Yes, necessary,” Irène said quickly. “Some times my English, it fails me.”

Seb knew that wasn’t true, and she had most certainly meant appropriate—the fates were getting back at him for what he’d done to her the previous year.

“Well, you know, Everston, I would be more than happy to assist you in your search for a wife,” his friend offered.

Just the thought soured in his mouth. He didn’t want help. Goodness only knew what sort of girl Irène would introduce to him. Besides, he knew precisely the type of woman he wanted to marry—he’d had years to think about it—and she simply did not exist. 
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As if having Irène burst into laughter at his predicament wasn’t enough, he and his mother ran into Lady Preston, the renown matchmaker, that afternoon while they were out visiting Hatchards Book Shop.

“Do not say a word to her, Mother,” Seb whispered hurriedly when they spied the woman. “If I want her help, I will seek it out myself.”

“But—”

“No!”

“Lady Everston, my lord, how lovely to see you both,” Lady Preston said, turning to them.

“And you, my lady,” Seb said, bowing. 

“I do hope you had a lovely Christmas?” Lady Everston asked politely.

“Indeed. I enjoyed the hospitality of some friends at a house party. And you?”

“It is always nice to go home to Everston, although sadly, we didn’t stay for long as my son had commitments in Town,” Lady Everston answered.

“Oh, if I had known, we could have met for tea,” Lady Preston said.

“It’s quite all right. It was rather pleasant to have a little quiet time—even in London.”

“Indeed,” Lady Preston started to agree, but then her attention was caught by something behind Seb.

He turned to see what she was looking at and found an older lady escorting two stunningly beautiful young women. One was fair and blonde and her companion dark and alluring.

“If you will excuse me, my lord, my lady,” Lady Preston said. She gave them a quick nod of her head and then rushed off to meet the beauties.

“Oh, Everston, just look. That is exactly the sort of girl you should be pursuing,” his mother said.

“Which one? They are both lovely.”

“Well, yes, but I meant the blonde. The other, while pretty, is too dark. No, you should definitely do your best to be introduced to the fair one.”


[image: ]



Rebecca couldn’t help it. she certainly had not meant to be rude to the Everstons, but when she spied two young ladies new to London, she just could not stay away.

“Why, Lady Chadwick, what a surprise,” Rebecca said, approaching the woman and her charges. “I didn’t know you had returned to Town.”

The lady looked just as pleased to see Rebecca as Rebecca was to see her. While they were certainly known to each other, saying they were acquaintances was even going a bit far. But upon seeing these two beautiful girls who looked just the right age to be brought out into society, Rebecca was very happy to change that.

“Lady Preston, how do you do? Yes, we just arrived yesterday as a matter of fact,” Lady Chadwick said. “May I introduce my daughter and, er, friend?”

She sounded a little unsure of what relation to claim to the dark-haired girl. It was obvious the blonde was her daughter. There was a striking resemblance between them.

“Please,” Rebecca said, smiling at the girls.

“This is Miss Claire Sadler, my lady, and Miss Teodora Cesari. Girls, this is Lady Preston, a highly respected lady of the ton,” Lady Chadwick said. The two girls curtsied prettily.

“We are honored to meet you, my lady. Miss Sadler and I will be making our curtsies to society this Season. Do you, perhaps, have a word of wisdom to share—beyond the excellent advice Lady Chadwick has already imparted?” Miss Cesari asked.

“Oh, I am certain Lady Chadwick has all the wisdom you could need for a successful Season,” Rebecca answered. She was trying to determine what zodiac sign this bright, outgoing girl might be. Sometimes she could pinpoint it right away. At other times, it took a little getting to know the person.

“Of course, I am doing my best,” Lady Chadwick said. “We must be off. We have appointments to keep—preparing for the Season, naturally. We just stopped in to get the latest copy of LaBelle Assemblée.”

“Of course. Well, it was lovely meeting you. I am certain we shall meet again very soon.”
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Lady Chadwick turned and left with the girls who followed like good little ducklings.

They followed her back to their coach, where they were all assisted in by the footman who had accompanied them. As soon as the door was closed, Lady Chadwick said, “Well, that was a piece of good fortune. Lady Preston is one of the most influential people for those looking for a husband or wife.”

“How is that, my lady?” Teo asked.

“She is a matchmaker. She has some strange ideas about the zodiac, but I have to say she has an excellent record of making very good matches.”

The lady turned and stared out the window, clearly deep in thought.

“I imagine using a matchmaker would be a great deal easier than trying to find someone on your own,” Claire said.

Her mother turned to look at her and raised a finger to point at Claire. “Don’t you get any ideas, Claire Ann Sadler. You are going to find a husband the same way I did. You are going to meet gentlemen, dance with them, go for drives in the park, and be at home to visitors in the afternoon.”

“But if Lady Preston can—”

“No! And that is the end of this discussion. We have arrived at the shoemakers.” Lady Chadwick rose and stepped out of the vehicle.

Claire gave Teo an exasperated look, but she just shrugged. There didn’t seem to be any leeway here, although she did think that Claire was right. For someone as shy as she was, having a match chosen for her would be a great deal easier.
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Chapter Three

 

Seb didn’t how other men did it—staying home all day, doing nothing but estate work, and keeping up with what was going on in Parliament. He supposed if he became more active in politics—but he hated those games.

After two dull days, he decided to see if there was anything happening at his club. It was just two in the afternoon, so he didn’t have any high hopes, but it was better than sitting at home all day.

Powell’s reading room had a surprising number of gentlemen in it. Some were reading the paper, others chatting quietly over a bottle of rum. Even more curious was the fact that one of his operatives, George, the Marquess of Marron, was here.

Lord Marron spotted Seb and waved him over, indicating the empty chair next to him. Seb paused only to order some tea before joining his friend.

“I wouldn’t have expected to see you here at this time of day, Marron,” Seb said, settling into the chair.

“Likewise, I’d have thought you to be in your office,” his friend responded while reaching out to shake Seb’s hand.

“Ah, so you haven’t heard yet.”

“Heard what?”

The footman brought over a small tea tray with a pot of tea and plate of biscuits.

Seb waited until the man was gone before saying, “Castlereagh has given me a holiday—insisted on it, in fact.”

Marron’s lips quirked up. “Insisted? You mean like what you did to Irène last year?”

Seb scowled. “Yes, exactly like that, and yes, she found great amusement in this. The words ‘serves you right’ didn’t actually leave her mouth, but they might as well have.”

Marron chuckled.

“And what about you? Your current assignment can’t be too taxing if you are here.”

“Just waiting for some communiques to come in before I make my next move,” he explained.

Seb nodded. People would be surprised how much of spy work was just waiting around for either something to happen or for some information to come to you.

“And so, this is how you spend your time while waiting?”

“Either sitting here reading the paper or working out my frustration at Gentleman Jackson’s.”

“Ah, that sounds like a good idea. I might join you there one day.”

“And you? What are you planning to do with your time now?” Marron asked.

“I’m supposed to be looking for a wife, but I have to admit I don’t know precisely how one does such a thing,” Seb said, offering a biscuit to Marron.

He held up a hand to decline and then said with a lopsided smile, “You do know you won’t find any candidates here, right?”

Seb just frowned at him. “I was rather hoping to discreetly ask around if anyone had a sister or cousin they would be willing to introduce to me.”

Marron nodded his understanding. “It would be easier to just attend parties. There are any number of mothers—and fathers—happy to introduce their daughters to you. You might also consider paying some morning calls. Always lots of young ladies out doing the same.”

Seb cocked his head at his friend. “You’re not married, so how do you know all this?”

“My mother has begun dragging me to such things in the hope that I’ll find a ‘remedy’ to my contented bachelorhood.”

Seb smiled. “Ah, yes. My mother did the same to me and Irène last year, but I always managed to escape to the card room and avoid the party entirely.”

“Well then, you know that’s the place to go.”

“Yes, I was just hoping to bypass all that and go straight to the introduction of a lovely, eligible young lady—preferably one with some intelligence.”

“Sorry, my friend, there is no way to avoid the desperate mamas and even more anxious papas looking to shunt the precious girls off onto someone else’s shoulders.”

Seb laughed and then sighed. It did look as if he was going to have to do this the hard way.
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That evening, Lady Chadwick saw both Claire and Teo into the best of their old gowns and took them out to their first-ever invitation.

Lady Chadwick hardly counted the dinner party as anything of significance, but it would be an easy entrance into society for the two girls. They had both been to dinner parties while in residence at Chadwick Hall. This wouldn’t be much different.

“Except that we won’t know a soul,” Claire pointed out when Lady Chadwick had explained this to them at dinner the previous evening.

 “Precisely,” Lady Chadwick had said. “You will get a chance to practice your conversation in a smaller, easier atmosphere than a ball or soiree.”

Claire clearly hadn’t liked the sound of that, but she hadn’t been given a choice, and so they submitted themselves to Lady Chadwick’s critical inspection and then climbed into the coach to take them a few blocks over to the home of Lord and Lady Beckworth, whose daughter was going to be starting her third Season on the marriage mart.

Teo walked into the Beckworth’s drawing room and immediately recognized why Lady Chadwick kept all of her best things in her London home. Teo had thought the Chadwick’s house opulent, but it paled in comparison to the Beckworth’s.

The walls were covered in blue silk, which perfectly matched the Egyptian-style settee, chaise longue, and the few chairs scattered around the seating area by the fireplace. On the walls were paintings of lush green fields, a large house which Teo assumed to be their family estate, and other pastural images. They made for an odd juxtaposition with the bird heads, wings, and claw feet carved into the furniture.

Teo and Claire were introduced to their host and hostess and then escorted to where some others about their age were talking. Lady Beckworth made the introductions. Lady Elaine and Miss Cummings were sitting side by side on the chaise longue, and Lord Touffington, Mr. Franklin, Mr. Cawfield, and Miss Beckworth were standing around them. Lady Elaine and Miss Cummings looked to be nearly opposites with the first a small, curvy young lady with a pug nose which Teo was certain would be called “adorable” by those who admired her. Miss Cummings, on the other hand, was tall and slender with an aquiline nose. The gentlemen were all dressed to perfection with Lord Touffington in a pale tan coat that nearly matched the color of his dark blond hair, and Mr. Franklin in a deep red coat that brought out the red in his tousled brown curls. 

Mr. Franklin immediately turned to Claire, a pleasant smile on his face. “Is this your first Season?” 

Claire nodded but looked like a deer caught in the line of a rifle. 

“We are both new to London,” Teo said, jumping in to assist. “This will be our first Season, so we would greatly appreciate any words of wisdom you might impart.”

“Don’t dance with Lord Borling if you can help it,” Miss Beckworth said immediately.

The two other girls tittered behind their hands. 

“Oh? Is he not a good dancer?” Teo asked.

“He creaks,” Miss Cummings said with a giggle.

“And smells,” Lady Elaine added.

“And steps on your toes,” Miss Beckworth finished.

Teo just laughed. “Thank you for the warning. I’m certain we will do all we can to avoid him.”

“You have such an interesting accent, Miss Cesari,” Lord Touffington said. “Where are you from?”

Teo smiled. “Florence. I arrived in England less than a month ago.”

“Really?” Mr. Franklin said, turning his interest onto her. He had been surreptitiously keeping an eye on Claire as if he couldn’t tear his gaze away from her. 

“But your English is excellent,” Lord Touffington said.

“Thank you. I have been speaking it my entire life. My uncle who raised me is British.”

“Which explains why you’ve come to England to make your debut,” Mr. Franklin said with a nod.

Teo just gave him a smile. 

“I say, Miss Cesari, would you care for a drink?” Lord Touffington asked, lifting a hand to call a footman over. 

“Thank you,” Teo started. Before she could say anything more, the man had asked for a glass of Madeira for her. 

The footman nodded and was about to leave when Teo added, “And one for Miss Sadler, as well.”

“Oh! Miss Sadler, do please excuse me, I forgot you were there,” Lord Touffington said. He at least had the grace to flush slightly. 

Claire didn’t look hurt or surprised. She just turned to Teo and gave her a little smile as if to thank her. Teo reached out and grasped her friend’s hand. She hoped Claire got her message that she would never forget she was there no matter what some idiot of a man did. 

The conversation turned to a discussion of the coming Season, and Teo was happy to have all of her curiosity satisfied. Claire, while she stayed by Teo’s side, didn’t say a word and, likewise, was rarely addressed by anyone else. 

Teo had a feeling Claire would have been very happy for things to stay as they were, but soon enough, the dinner gong sounded, and people began pairing off by rank. 

Mr. Cawfield looked jealously at Mr. Franklin before offering his arm to Claire while Mr. Cawfield happily held his out for Teo to take. At the table, Teo and Claire were seated on opposite sides, which was a shame because that meant they could barely see each other around the huge ornamental centerpieces and certainly couldn’t speak to one another. Every so often, Teo managed to catch sight of Claire who didn’t look to be speaking to either of the gentlemen next to her. She only kept her eyes on her plate and hardly seemed to eat a thing. 

Teo felt horrible for her friend, but there was nothing she could do. As soon as the meal was over, however, and the ladies got up to retire to the drawing room for tea, Teo immediately came and put her arm through Claire’s, giving it a warm, supportive squeeze. 

However, in the drawing room, Teo was whisked aside by Miss Beckworth and Lady Elaine, and she lost sight of Claire. 

“My dear Miss Cesari, you must tell us about Florence,” Miss Beckworth said, leading her over toward the fireplace where they’d been before dinner. 

“There isn’t much to tell, truthfully. We live a very quiet life outside of the city,” Teo told the girls. 

“You and your uncle?” Lady Elaine asked suspiciously.

“And my aunt and cousins,” Teo added. 

Lady Elaine looked relieved. “Of course. But your cousins didn’t join you? Are you close in age?”

“I have an older cousin, Marco, who has not married yet, but he is a man and can take his time finding a wife. And his younger sister, Susannah, is two years younger than I am. I believe Susanna will make her debut among society in Florence rather than coming here. She’s a little shy.”

“Hopefully not as shy as Miss Sadler,” Miss Beckworth said, turning to look around the room, presumably to locate Claire.

“Even more so, I’m afraid. But she is working on it, as is Miss Sadler,” Teo told them.

“It’s such a shame. Miss Sadler is so very pretty, but if she can’t even speak with you, well, what’s the point?” Lady Elaine said. 

“She is such a mouse,” Miss Beckworth agreed. 

“No, she isn’t really,” Teo said, quickly defending her friend. “She just needs a little time to get to know people.”

“But she won’t have that time once she starts attending soirees and balls, will she?” Lady Elaine explained.

“No, but…” Teo started.

“She will always be something pretty for the men to look at, but I assure you, no one will want to have anything to do with her once its known that she is so shy she can’t even hold a conversation,” Lady Elaine went on, ignoring Teo.

“My daughter will not be so shy once the real Season begins, Lady Elaine,” Lady Chadwick said, coming up from behind the girl who spun around to face the woman.

“We are helping her to overcome her shyness,” Teo said. “I’m sure that if you were to help—”

“I cannot afford to be associated with such a girl if you will excuse me, my lady. But I need to find a husband. Being seen with Miss Sadler will not help.”

“Then we will not count upon it. I wish you the best of luck, Lady Elaine, in finding a gentleman wishing to marry such a heartless young lady.” Lady Chadwick took Teo’s arm and led her away from the girls who both stood there in shock at the lady’s harsh words. 

“We do not need them, Teodora, nor anyone else who would disparage my dear Claire just because she is a little shy,” Lady Chadwick said as they walked away.
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