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      March 1844

      Several wooden crates were in the process of being unloaded from the Greek merchant ship, Son of Apollo, when Ziyaeddin hurriedly made his way down to the dock on the western shore of the Aegean Sea. His guards had already made the short trip from the palace and were spread out above the water’s edge, as if they expected some threat from the ship.

      “I cannot decide if I am happy to see you or not,” Ziyaeddin said as he grinned at the sight of the ship’s captain. The gray-bearded gentleman had just descended the ramp and was making his way to the front of the dock.

      “I cannot believe you talked me into this,” Captain Popodopolis remarked, his gaze darting to the bundle the sultan held against one shoulder. “Although, I suppose I would be offended if you chose someone else to transport your favorite son to England.”

      “Ertuğrul wishes to spend a Season in London, and Mr. Bennett-Jones has agreed to be his guide,” Ziyaeddin explained. “With the construction of the two universities and the palace complete, it is time my heir be allowed a return to what he thinks is a more civilized world.” He didn’t add that it was a ploy to keep his heir out of the wars the empire was currently engaged in fighting. It seemed as if the Albanians were revolting every decade and now the Kurds in Botan were staging an uprising.

      Popodopolis stepped off the dock and onto the well-worn path that led up to the sandstone palace, one of many scattered about the Ottoman Empire. “Where will they stay?” he asked as the two made their way.

      “In Mayfair. The Bennett-Joneses are going to host them. I am assured by my sultana that Ertuğrul will be treated like royalty, which has me the most concerned,” Ziyaeddin remarked. “I do not want him spoiled.”

      Popodopolis paused in mid-step, as if the sultan’s words had reminded him of something. “Hold on a moment,” he said as he turned and shouted a command in Greek to one of his crew. The man waved in acknowledgement, and the captain shouted another command.

      Assured his crew understood what to do, Popodopolis turned around and did a double-take. Sultan Ziyaeddin I, the current ruler of the Ottoman Empire, had just lifted his five-month-old son into the air and was moving him about as if the babe were a bird. Obviously enjoying the experience, the boy emitted a series of giggles and gurgles that had his father grinning ear to ear.

      Ziyaeddin caught the ship captain’s look of alarm and quickly sobered. “What is it?” He lowered the babe to his shoulder, one hand cradling the boy’s bottom.

      Popodopolis scoffed. “How old are you?”

      Ziyaeddin frowned. “Fifty years,” he replied carefully. “Why do you ask?”

      Lifting a hand to cover his mouth, the Greek worked to stifle a chuckle. “Are you quite sure? You look as if you’ve youthened since I last saw you,” he accused. “And you’re behaving like a...” He clamped his mouth shut.

      “Like a what?” Ziyaeddin challenged. “A new father? A man in love?”

      “I was going to say an idiot, but...” the captain shook his head. “Maybe I am merely jealous.”

      “Perhaps I am an idiot,” the sultan replied with a grin, absently sniffing his son’s dark hair. “But I am enjoying my life these days. Probably more so than ever.”

      Popodopolis regarded the sultan with a curious expression before he pointed to the baby. “How many does this make?” he asked.

      Ziyaeddin chuckled. “Twenty-one. Number twelve as sons go,” he replied proudly. “I have named him Ahmet.”

      Entrusted with the care of his newly-fed son only moments before Ziyaeddin had spotted the arrival of the Greek ship from the balcony of his private chambers, he made his way down the series of stairs to the palace’s atrium and out the front doors without anyone taking notice. Anxious to greet the captain and to show off his latest progeny, the sultan had left the palace without telling anyone of his whereabouts.

      “So... you don’t regret taking an Englishwoman to wife?” Popodopolis asked, referring to Charlotte, Dowager Duchess of Chichester.

      “I do not,” Ziyaeddin stated, grinning when his newest son babbled incoherently. “Sultana Charlotte is the second love of my life. She has adapted rather well to our ways. Taken on the responsibilities of a sultana in a manner befitting her station,” he explained. “Although, she is still struggling to learn the language. We mostly speak English,” he added.

      “You treat her well?” Popodopolis asked, his manner more serious.

      Having agreed to transport Charlotte from England to Greece for a holiday two years prior, the captain had worried about the fate of the duchess when the Son of Apollo was boarded by pirates. Taken to the sultan’s palace on the edge of the Aegean Sea, Charlotte and her lady’s maid, Parma, ended up under the protection of Ziyaeddin. Within a few days, the sultan had fallen in love with the duchess.

      In the meantime, Popodopolis and his crew had been able to dispatch the pirates when the Son of Apollo sailed into the harbor of Rhodes, where they met Charlotte’s son, Lord James Wainwright, and his fellow traveler, David Bennett-Jones, heir to the Bostwick viscountcy. Determined to save Charlotte, they had set off for the palace, arriving to discover the duchess was not of a mind to be saved.

      She had fallen in love with the sultan.

      The trip hadn’t been a waste, though. James had met and married the sultan’s favorite daughter, Sevinc, and they were now on an archaeological expedition on a Greek island.

      Meanwhile, David had become fast friends with Sevinc’s twin brother, Ertuğrul, the two sharing an interest in architecture. The Bostwick heir decided to remain in the Ottoman Empire, helping to oversee the construction of a new palace and the universities while studying the mosaics that decorated the sultan’s various properties.

      When Popodopolis and his crew departed, the captain promised to keep in touch. Given his daughter, Elena, was the head servant in Ziyaeddin’s palaces, the captain was always welcome. As the Greek captain who had sunk Ziyaeddin’s ship during the Greek’s War for Independence, Popodopolis had earned the sultan’s respect—and ultimately his friendship—by saving him and his crew from drowning.

      “Of course I treat her well,” Ziyaeddin claimed, annoyed the captain would think otherwise. “She is my sultana. I give her gifts almost every day—”

      “But do you love her?” Popodopolis pressed.

      Ziyaeddin gave a start at hearing the query. “More now than the day she was thrown down before me by those damned pirates,” he replied. “She has given me another daughter and now a son...” He took a deep breath. “At my age, I am fortunate to experience another love in my life.”

      The captain seemed satisfied with the answer, although his attention had gone to something—or someone—behind the sultan. “I am relieved to hear it,” he said. “I made a promise a long time ago to see to it she made it to Syros and then onto a ship bound for Athens, and I still haven’t fulfilled that promise,” he explained.

      “Well, if you ever do, you’ll be taking me, too,” Ziyaeddin warned. “I will not allow her to travel alone.”

      “Understood,” Popodopolis remarked. His brows furrowed. “Are you about to be in some sort of trouble?”

      Ziyaeddin frowned before his eyes rounded. “Is my sultana behind me?” he asked, just then remembering he hadn’t told anyone he was leaving the palace whilst in possession of the baby.

      Popodopolis nodded. “And she has someone with her,” he said.

      “That would be Zehra,” the sultan guessed, referring to his youngest daughter.

      “You are in luck. Duchess Charlotte doesn’t appear to be angry,” he added as he allowed a huge grin.

      “Poppy!” Charlotte Sultana shouted happily as she rushed down the path. Her progress was impeded, however. Clasped in one of her hands was the much smaller hand of a two-year-old girl who was moving as fast as she could.

      The toddler, dressed in a European style gown of pale pink with white petticoats, white stockings, and black slippers, called out “Baba!” when her father turned around and knelt. She collided with him a moment later, nearly knocking him backwards in the process.

      Chuckling as his newest daughter kissed his cheeks and wrapped her chubby arms around his neck, Ziyaeddin managed to return to standing whilst holding both children, one against each shoulder. He kissed his daughter on the forehead and was about to do the same to his son, but the boy’s attention was captured by his mother. His legs bent and straightened over and over at the same time his hands fisted and pummeled Ziyaeddin in his excitement.

      “Oh, I see who you favor,” the sultan accused. As the babe continued his display of happy excitement, Ziyaeddin turned around to discover Popodopolis laughing at his expense.

      “I see what you mean, old man,” the captain said as his eyes crinkled in delight. He lifted Charlotte’s hand to his lips. “Your Grace,” he said as he bowed. “Or should I call you... Your Highness... or Your Majesty now?”

      “Well, I did marry him,” Charlotte acknowledged, lifting herself onto tiptoes so she could kiss the sultan on his cheek. “But I suppose I shall always be a duchess to you.” Ahmet took the opportunity to launch himself into her arms, babbling happily as he rested his head on her shoulder.

      “She is my only sultana,” Ziyaeddin acknowledged.

      “Do you have time to spend with your daughter?” Charlotte asked of the captain, grinning when he took Zehra’s chubby fist to his lips. The toddler giggled. “I spoke to Elena only a moment ago to let her know you had arrived.”

      “I would like that, if she can afford the time.” His attention was on Ziyaeddin as he replied. “We’ll need to set out around sunset,” he added. “The winds will favor us then.”

      “Spend as much time with her as you’d like,” Ziyaeddin said. “Enjoy a meal together. Your crew is welcome to eat as well.”

      The captain dared a glance toward the dock. “I appreciate the offer, but please do not take offense when I tell you they would prefer staying aboard the ship.”

      Ziyaeddin shrugged, well aware Popodopolis’ crew were mostly Greeks, and many had been sailors in the Greek War for Independence from the Ottoman Empire.

      “The boys are all packed, and a servant is seeing to their trunks right now,” Charlotte said. “Even though I’ve known this day was coming, I cannot help but be sad that they are leaving us,” she said, referring to David and Ertuğrul. “Again,” she added with an arched brow.

      Only the year before, the two had set off intending to go to England for the Season when the weather in the Mediterranean forced Popodopolis to put the Son of Apollo into port in Sicily. By the time the weather had cleared a few days later, David had sent word of their intentions to remain on the island.

      “Having seen what Catania has to offer and learning of the numerous mosaics that can be found in the churches and public buildings here, I wish to continue my Grand Tour, and Ertuğrul has fallen hard for Baroque architecture. There is no talking him into a trip to England this year.”

      “Am I to return them here after the Season is over?” the captain asked as they climbed the path toward the palace. Newly bloomed tulips lined the way, their red and yellow petals still closed at the top.

      Ziyaeddin directed a glance toward his wife, but Charlotte had paused to lower Ahmet so his face was closer to a tulip. The boys arms shot out in an effort to capture one of the flowers, but she used a hand to cover his. “You can look, but don’t touch,” she said. When she straightened, she had tears pricking the corners of her eyes. “If it can be arranged with your schedule,” she answered, sniffling. “Although we’ll be back in Constantinople by then.”

      “What’s wrong?” Ziyaeddin asked, his brows furrowing at seeing her bright eyes.

      She blinked several times. “I’m just sorry to see the boys go is all,” she replied. “They’re like my own sons,” she added. “Especially Ertuğrul.”

      Ziyaeddin exchanged a quick glance with Popodopolis, his look of concern fading after a moment. “Are you worried you’ll never see them again?”

      Charlotte inhaled softly, her eyes rounding. “What if they meet some young ladies? Fall in love? Wish to marry?” she asked in a rush.

      Once again exchanging glances, the sultan and the captain both chuckled. “Isn’t that the reason they are going to London, my sultana?” Ziyaeddin asked gently.

      Charlotte blinked again as she absently bounced her son on her shoulder. “Oh,” she replied softly. “I suppose it is,” she added after another moment, a watery grin replacing her look of worry.

      At least Ertuğrul would return. He had to. One day, he would be the sultan of the empire.

      As for David, well she supposed it would depend on his plans for his future. His father’s plans for him. He was the heir to the Bostwick viscountcy, after all.

      

      Meanwhile, at White’s men’s club, St. James Street, London

      Fog following him through the glossy black door of White’s, James, Duke of Ariley, gave up his greatcoat to a footman before making his way to the back of the elegant men’s club. Given the time of year, more members were in attendance on this evening than had been for the past few months. Aristocrats were returning to London in anticipation of Parliament’s start in a fortnight.

      Pausing to glance into one of the smaller, more private rooms, he nodded to several men who acknowledged him. He moved on to the next room and did a double-take upon seeing George Bennett-Jones, Viscount Bostwick, engaged in a conversation with Marcus Batey, Viscount Lancaster.

      “Gentlemen,” he said. “I hope I’m not interrupting,” he added, knowing full well he was. As a duke, it was his right, of course, but he’d lived long enough not to abuse it.

      “Not at all, Your Grace,” George said as he stood. “Lancaster and I were just discussing our wives’ charities,” he added.

      “And speaking of wives, I won’t have one if I don’t get home before midnight,” Marcus said as he pulled his pocket watch from his waistcoat and noted the time. “It’s already past eleven.”

      James chuckled. “Then you best get going. I was hoping to speak with Bostwick for a moment... although...”

      Marcus’ gaze darted to George before he turned it back on the duke. “Is something wrong, Your Grace?”

      “No. But... you have daughters, do you not?”

      Arching a dark brow, Marcus said, “My oldest, Analise, is Countess of Middleton, and Charity gave me my second daughter, Miss Hope. Uh... we named her Faith Hope, but we call her Hope since there are so many Faiths her age,” he added.

      “She must be the one,” James stated.

      “Sir?” Marcus once again dared a glance at George, but the other viscount merely continued to stare at the duke.

      “She’s not married, is she?” James asked.

      Marcus shook his head. “She’s been courted a few times, but...” He shrugged a shoulder again. “Daughters of viscounts aren’t exactly top of the list. We’re hoping she meets someone this Season who can appreciate her boldness, or my wife has threatened to employ her matchmaking skills and marry her off to some wealthy tradesman,” he said on a huff.

      “Boldness is not a trait to dismiss lightly,” the duke remarked. “Especially in the wife of an aristocrat.”

      Blinking, Marcus regarded the Duke of Ariley with a questioning expression. “If only the young bucks agreed,” he finally replied. He turned and nodded in George’s direction. “I’ll bring Charity to the office in the morning,” he said, referring to his viscountess. “And I’ll see you both in Parliament,” he added before he turned to give the duke a deep nod. “Your Grace.”

      “Have a good evening, and if you are in need of a witness for this evening, I’ll vouch for you with Lady Lancaster,” James offered.

      Grinning, Marcus said, “Much appreciated,” before he took his leave.

      James watched him go and then moved to take the chair Marcus had been using. A footman appeared with a glass of brandy, setting the drink on the table that separated the two aristocrats.

      “We haven’t spoken in a long time,” George commented. He had half a mind to ask what the duke had in mind when it came to Lancaster’s daughter, Hope, but decided he would learn soon enough. With the Season beginning soon, gossip would spread through Mayfair like wildfire. “What’s happened?”

      Helping himself to his brandy, James said, “Nothing, which is usually a good thing, but...” He sighed. “I find Ariley Place rather crowded these days.”

      George furrowed a brow. “Oh? Did your duchess give you another heir?” He knew Helen Harrington Burroughs, Duchess of Ariley, was probably too old to bear any more children—she had to be in her sixties—but given the number of women in their forties who had done so in the past few years had him wondering if his own viscountess might be enceinte. “Or have some long lost relatives shown up on your doorstep?”

      James winced. “No additional heir, but also no son-in-law and no daughter-in-law. I had hoped Waverley and Rose would both be married by now,” he complained, referring to his son William, Earl of Waverley, and his third but only legitimate daughter, Rose.

      Giving a start, George regarded the older man with an incredulity. “Waverley isn’t yet thirty,” he remarked.

      “True. But close enough.”

      “Forgive me for asking, but has Lady Rose recovered from her accident?” George asked. “I understand from my daughter that she was quite badly injured. A broken leg, was it not?”

      Inhaling deeply, the duke seemed to think better of what he was about to say and finally let out the breath he’d been holding. “Indeed, but she has recovered. She can walk without a crutch now. I barely see her limp except sometimes late at night. If she’s been walking too much.”

      “Well, this is good news,” George said. “She’ll have suitors banging on your door any day now that the Season is about to start.”

      “Except she won’t,” James replied, his brows knit into a graying caterpillar.

      George considered how to respond. “Sir?” he finally said. “She’s a duke’s daughter. She no doubt has a generous dowry. She’s a rather pretty young lady. Why do you think she won’t have suitors?”

      James sighed. “I think she believes she must only consider men of a certain rank.”

      Well aware of what the duke meant by his comment, George said, “Aren’t you of the same opinion, sir?”

      The duke scoffed. “Mayhap thirty years ago,” he replied. “Not any longer.”

      George considered the comment, rather surprised to hear Ariley didn’t require a duke’s son for his daughter. “Have you told her that?”

      Wincing, James shook his head. “Not yet. Only because I had to first assemble the list to determine who her options might be.”

      George once again furrowed his brows. “The list?”

      James nodded. “The eligible young men of the peerage born between 1813 and 1823 who have completed university and their Grand Tours, and who live in or around London, and who haven’t yet wed.”

      Blinking, George considered the conditions. “That’s rather specific,” he remarked. “Are there any who made the list?”

      “There are fewer than twenty.”

      Inhaling sharply, George stared at the duke. “Is my son on that list?” He shook his head. “I only ask because he’s sent word he’s on his way back from Constantinople.”

      “Is he coming back to stay?” the duke asked, apparently intrigued by the news.

      “Indeed. In fact, he plans to find a wife. As does the young man who will be accompanying him.”

      James straightened in his chair. “And who might this other young man be?”

      George dipped his head. “Emir Ertuğrul Effendi, heir to Ziyaeddin the First, Sultan of the Ottoman Empire. Oh, and stepson of Sultana Charlotte, Dowager Duchess of Chichester.” He paused as the duke simply stared at him. “I’ll be hosting Ertuğrul at Bostwick House.”

      Draining his brandy, James took a moment to consider the information before he said, “Well, Bostwick, you’ve done it again.”

      “What’s that, sir?”

      James chuckled. “Given me hope. When will they arrive?”

      Shrugging one shoulder, George said, “They should be here in a few days, if their ship has remained on schedule.”

      “Capital,” the duke said, his good humor increasing. He suddenly sobered. “The emir won’t be bringing his harem with him, will he?”

      George shook his head. “I don’t believe he has one, sir. He’s… he and David have been very involved in some construction projects in the empire and haven’t exactly had time for other pursuits.”

      Disbelief showed on the duke’s face. “How old is he?”

      Furrowing a brow as he calculated Ertuğrul’s age, George said, “Two-and-twenty, I think. Maybe three-and-twenty?”

      James blinked. “Is that all? He barely qualifies for the list.”

      “David is seven-and-twenty,” George offered. “I believe Lady Rose and he are about the same age?”

      “Indeed,” James agreed, although he seemed to be studying something in his mind’s eye. After a few seconds, he said, “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but we’re hosting a ball in Rose’s honor next week. I do hope your family will be in attendance. And bring the emir, of course.”

      “We will all be there, sir,” George said. “But in the meantime, if you could keep the news about the emir and my son quiet, I would appreciate it. I’d rather my viscountess not learn of it until I hear further word from David. I would hate for her to get her hopes up again,” he added.

      “Understood,” the duke acknowledged with a knowing grin. “Now… I should be returning to my duchess before she thinks I’ve taken a mistress.”

      “Me as well, Your Grace,” George replied with a grin, glad he had something he could share with Elizabeth when she asked if anything might have happened at the club.

      He also had a thought to compile the same sort of list as the duke had mentioned, and there was one particular person at Bostwick House who could help in that regard.

      His youngest daughter, Adeline.

      Not yet, though. He didn’t want to raise any suspicions.
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            AN ITINERARY IS REVEALED

          

        

      

    

    
      April 4, 1844, at the Bostwick townhouse in Mayfair

      A blustery wind accompanied Elizabeth Bennett-Jones, Viscountess Bostwick, when she rushed into her house followed by her daughter, Adeline. The butler, Elkins, hurried to close the door once the women’s skirts had cleared the threshold.

      “Oh, my,” Elizabeth breathed as she allowed Elkins to help her out of her redingote.

      “Of all the days to have to be at the charity,” Adeline murmured under her breath, shrugging out of her own coat. “At least it was a good day, was it not?”

      “Very,” her mother agreed. “Although I intend to have a word with your father about a particular bank manager,” she groused as she shed her gloves into Elkins’ waiting hands.

      Elizabeth’s charity, Finding Work for the Wounded, specialized in placing wounded soldiers—and as of late, any men who were disabled in some capacity—into honest employment. She’d had a young man perfectly suited to a teller position, but due to a missing leg, he would be required to lean or sit on a stool as he performed his duties. The bank manager refused to hire him, despite Elizabeth’s attempted bribe.

      Even before she made it into the hall of Bostwick House, George Bennett-Jones, Viscount Bostwick, was out of his study and had his wife pulled into his arms. Despite their daughter’s presence and Elkins still in the vestibule, he kissed her thoroughly.

      Adeline rolled her eyes and crossed her arms as she waited for her parents to finish the kiss. Having paid witness to such outrageous displays of affection nearly every day of her life, she was used to it. She also knew that her father had overheard her mother’s complaint and was using the kiss as a means to deflect her mother’s anger—for the time being.

      “I’m glad you’re home and out of that awful weather,” George whispered, once he’d finally finished the kiss.

      Elizabeth gazed up at him for a moment before she blinked. “Well, I’m certainly glad I am as well,” she murmured. Her dazed expression cleared, and she allowed a sigh.

      “What is it, my sweet?” George asked, his eyes darting briefly to their daughter.

      “It’s not my fault,” Adeline stated, her hands going to her hips. The move was exactly the same as one Elizabeth frequently employed when she was upset about something. “That odious Mr. Turnbull at Barclays refused to hire Mr. Cromwell because he cannot stand on his wooden leg for long periods of time.”

      George furrowed his brows. “Barclays?” he repeated. Having been married to Elizabeth nearly as long as she’d been running her charity, he had learned over the years who among employers were good about taking on disabled workers and who were not—even when a bribe was involved. “New manager?” he guessed.

      “Will you have a word with him?” Elizabeth asked in a small voice. Over the years, she had tried hard not to involve George in the negotiations over hirings, but sometimes a man was required to talk sense into another man. Given his position as a viscount and hers as the daughter of a marquess, the couple rarely had to use threats of their relationships with aristocrats to convince someone to hire a deserving man.

      “Forget Barclays,” George stated, stepping away from Elizabeth to hurry into his study.

      Elizabeth followed. “But they have a position,” she argued.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t start with the Bank of England,” he murmured, taking a seat behind his desk. “Teddy will hire him if he’s qualified.”

      “I have prevailed upon him twice in the past two years,” Elizabeth argued, referring to Baron Theodore Streater. Back in 1815, he had been her very first client at Finding Work for the Wounded, and he had worked at the Bank of England ever since, moving up into higher positions of authority as older employees retired or resigned. When his mother died a few years later, he inherited Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School and then married Ariley’s illegitimate daughter, Daisy. The baroness was the headmistress of the school and mother to two children.

      Despite his wife’s protest, George had already begun penning a note. “I fenced with him earlier today,” he said. “He was complaining about an incompetent clerk. Someone hired because he was the son of someone important,” he added as he signed his name. He sanded the sheet and carefully dumped the fine granules back into the silver container. “I told him I would mention his need to you.”

      Elizabeth inhaled softly. “I hope the two clerks I placed there last year are working out to his satisfaction,” she murmured.

      “Oh, they are,” George assured her as he folded the note. “Elkins!” he called out.

      The butler was at the door in only a moment. “See to it this note is delivered to Mr. Streater at the Bank of England,” he said as he handed over the note.

      “Yes, my lord,” Elkins replied as he nodded and backed out of the study.

      George turned his attention back on his wife. He was about to tell her his news when she ended up back in his arms. “Oh, George. I do love you,” she whispered before her lips took his.

      Enjoying the kiss, George decided to continue it far longer than usual, even considering the thought of escorting her up to their apartments so he might engage her in a quick tumble. If she discovered he had kept her in the dark regarding news from their oldest son, though, she would be furious with him. Better he wait until later that night to make love to her.

      “I have news about David,” he whispered when he finally pulled away.

      Her eyes glazed over from their kiss, she stared at him in confusion. “David who?” she asked in a whisper.

      George threw his head back and guffawed. “Now I wish I had taken you upstairs for a tumble,” he said as he continued to chuckle.

      Her expression of confusion finally clearing, Elizabeth gasped. “Are you speaking of our David?” she asked in alarm.

      “The one and only,” he affirmed. “He’s coming home. For certain, this time, or so he wrote,” he added as he lifted a white envelope from the silver salver on his desk.

      “Oh! When?” she asked, taking the note from him.

      “They are expected to arrive on the Sun of Apollo in Southampton the day after tomorrow,” he replied. “I’ve already arranged for them to take the train from the Southampton Docks, and I’ll have the traveling coach collect them at the Nine Elms station here in London,” he explained.

      “Well, shouldn’t we be there to meet him in Southampton?” she asked as she flitted about the office, her movements indicating her mind was racing with plans.

      Prepared for her reaction, George grinned. “You and Adeline have a garden party to attend—”

      “I can miss a garden party—”

      “At your mother’s.”

      Elizabeth clamped her mouth shut. “Damnation,” she muttered. Her eyes rounded. “What about you? Can you meet him?”

      “I can,” he replied. “If you insist—”

      “I do.”

      “I’ll head down on the train tomorrow and spend the night at The Star Hotel,” he said, referring to the lodgings nearest the docks in Southampton. Having already made the plans, he was relieved that Elizabeth insisted he go. Although he knew David could manage on his own, he also knew there was another whose comfort would be a consideration. He was about to mention him when Elizabeth’s eyes once again rounded.

      “You said ‘they’,” she accused. “Has he gone and done what Lord James did?” she asked as her eyes rounded. Her best friend’s son had married one of Sultan Ziyaeddin’s daughters three year’s prior, shortly before her best friend, Charlotte, Dowager Duchess of Chichester, had agreed to marry the sultan.

      “He has not,” George assured her. “That is, if you meant has he taken a wife,” he added. “However, he is bringing one of the sultan’s sons with him. The Emir Ertuğrul Effendi,” he explained. “The one he befriended when he first arrived at that Aegean palace. When he and Lord James went off to rescue Charlotte from the pirates,” he added, not bothering to suppress a grin when he remembered how the event was described in David’s entertaining letter on the matter.

      By the time David and James had arrived at the palace in pursuit of the kidnapped duchess, Ziyaeddin had already fallen in love with Charlotte. Although Charlotte claimed she didn’t know how she felt about Ziyaeddin and the matter of remaining in the Ottoman Empire, the boys knew she wouldn’t return to England. Given they were on their Grand Tour, they simply adapted to their new itinerary, remaining at the palace at the sultan’s invitation.

      David’s interest in architecture and mosaics landed him a position of sorts with the sultan’s son, Ertuğrul, who was in charge of the empire’s government buildings, and James met and married the sultan’s daughter before taking her on a wedding trip that was by all accounts still going on. The last George had heard, James was on an archaeological dig in Greece with Viscount Jasper Henley, his wife and toddler son at his side.

      “This Ertuğrul... isn’t he the same one David was going to bring with him last year?” Elizabeth asked.

      “He is,” George replied. “It seems the şehzade still wishes to spend a Season here in London. Attend all the entertainments, although...” He allowed the sentence to trail off.

      “What is it?”

      George winced. “It’s my understanding that sultans of the Ottoman sort don’t usually marry. They have harems filled with concubines,” he said. He couldn’t help but notice how Elizabeth’s face took on a blush worthy of a new bride. Charlotte had apparently shared what she had learned of them in her letters to his wife. “Which has me wondering why the heir-apparent to Ziyaeddin the First wishes to spend a Season in London.”

      Elizabeth considered his comment a moment. “Do you suppose he’s looking to add an English girl to his harem?” she asked in a quiet voice.

      Arching his brows, George considered the query a moment before he said, “David would surely tell him how unlikely it would be for an English miss to agree to move to Constantinople and become a concubine,” he reasoned. “So... he’s probably coming on a diplomatic mission on behalf of the sultanate.”

      “Makes sense,” Elizabeth agreed. “But surely Charlotte would have sent word...” She stopped when she noted George’s attention was once again directed toward the door. He held up a finger.

      “What is it, Elkins?” he asked, acknowledging the servant who had been hovering near the study’s threshold for several seconds.

      “A letter has arrived for Lady Bostwick,” Elkins replied. “It’s marked ‘urgent’.”

      Elizabeth was at the door and collecting the well-worn envelope before the butler could finish.

      “It’s from Charlotte,” she said, recognizing the handwriting even before she popped the seal from the back. The tughra embossed in the dark red wax would have been her other clue, the symbol unique to the sultan. The battered parchment looked as if it had been trampled on its way from the Ottoman Empire. Unfolding the letter, she held it out and began to read aloud.

      
        
        My Dearest Elizabeth,

        I hope this letter finds you and your family well. My new situation, no longer so new I suppose, has me incandescent with joy nearly every day. Daughter Zehra is learning Turkish faster than I am, and Ahmet is... well, he’s still a baby and a boy. Having raised two with a doting father, I expect he will be no different. Zi treats both as if they are his only children, but then he is that way with the others that remain with us. Two more married this past year, and several are betrothed to marry in the next year or so. The rest remain in school or with tutors. Zi is very insistent they get the very best education possible.

      

      

      Elizabeth glanced up from the letter to see that George had settled one hip on the edge of his desk, and his arms were crossed as he listened. “Ziyaeddin does sound like an attentive father,” she remarked.

      “Indeed,” he agreed. “Which has me wondering which one of his sons he will choose as his heir.”

      Her brows arching, Elizabeth asked, “Can he do that?”

      George nodded. “Sultans are chosen by their father. They don’t follow the laws of primogeniture like we do,” he explained.

      “Does that mean Charlotte’s son could become the sultan?” she asked, her eyes rounding.

      Chuckling, George said, “He could, but I rather imagine one of the older sons will be chosen, if he hasn’t already been.” He pointed to the letter. “Go on,” he encouraged.

      Holding out the parchment, Elizabeth resumed her recitation.

      
        
        Ertuğrul and David remain unattached, which brings me to the real reason for my letter.

        By the time you receive this, you will no doubt be in preparations for another Season. After what happened last year (the unexpected squall that required the Son of Apollo to put into port in Catania), those two young men are determined to make it to London for the Season. They are due to arrive in Southampton on the Sun of Apollo on or around March the 27th. I know your son has sent a note to George to let him know, but in the event that letter goes astray, I wanted to be sure you knew of their impending arrival.

        Although David has been invited to remain here, to live in our palaces and continue his work as an architect, I know he is eager to marry. Nothing but an English miss will do for him, though (he is nothing like James in that regard—my boy loves his Sevinc. He never would have been happy with an English girl.)

      

      

      “Well, this is a relief,” Elizabeth said. “I was beginning to think our boy was going to end up married to one of Sevinc’s sisters,” she added.

      George chuckled. “She would be beautiful.” When he noted Elizabeth’s pointed glare in his direction, he quickly added, “But not as beautiful as you.” He was afforded an appreciative nod and a grin before she continued to read.

      
        
        As for Ertuğrul... he has been looking forward to another trip to England since he finished his studies at Cambridge. For the past two years, Zi has said many a time he is free to travel. I believe he wants him to act as a sort of diplomat for the empire.

        Ertuğrul is happy to act in that capacity, but I cannot help but think he wishes to go to London for other reasons. Architecture for one—he is fascinated by the works of the Adamses—and perhaps to find a wife.

        Although he should have a harem by now (made up of daughters gifted to him from viceroys and such), he has avoided the issue by insisting his older and younger brothers be the beneficiaries of those gifts. I cannot help but wonder if—and feel a hint of pride— he has set his mind on taking a wife because he has seen what it has done for his father.

        I cannot imagine I am a good example, though, since I was so reluctant to become a sultan’s wife. I have attempted to be a mother for him, though, since his (and Sevinc’s) mother died when they were born. He is too old for a mother now, of course, but I have made it clear I am available to offer advice should he require it.

        Neither of my sons have spoken with me the way Ertuğrul does, and it does my heart good to know that I can still provide motherly advice to at least one poor young man on this earth.

        On this note, I ask that you be open to any queries he might have whilst he avails you of your hospitality. Since you have two sons of your own, I expect you’ll have no trouble offering advice when it’s requested. (The fact that you have two daughters of your own will also bode well. Although I now have one of my own, she is far too young to cause the sort of issues I expect yours have caused you and George over the years.)

        Oh, dear—I do hope David has informed you of the arrangements he has promised—a guest chamber for Ertuğrul’s use during his stay in London. I would also ask that you use your influence to see to it he is invited to all the very best entertainments. You needn’t be concerned about a language barrier as his English is excellent.

        Ahmet has awakened from his nap, and although Zi can entertain him for a few minutes (he lives for that boy’s giggles), Ahmet will require his midday feeding.

        Please give George and Adeline my love.

        Your best friend,

        Charlotte

      

      

      Elizabeth paused a moment before she refolded the letter. When she glanced up, she discovered George regarding her with an expression of bemusement. “What is it?” she asked.

      He chuckled. “I am of the opinion you are going to enjoy the next few months,” he remarked. “Overseeing the potential love lives of not just one young lady but two young men as well?” he added as he rolled his eyes.

      “George,” she scolded. After a pause, she added, “I do like a challenge.”

      “Oh, is that how you see it?” he countered with a grin.

      About to reply in the affirmative, Elizabeth’s eyes suddenly rounded. “David’s letter,” she stated. “Was there anything else in it about this... this Ertuğrul?” she asked as she furrowed a brow.

      George held up the note from David. “It’s pronounced ‘Er-too-rule,’ I believe,” he commented, managing to correctly roll the second ‘r’. “Charlotte’s letter contained far more information, of course,” he added. “However, our son wished to make it clear that we’re not to treat the sultan’s son any better than we would any other guest in Bostwick House.”

      “But... isn’t he the equivalent of a prince?” Elizabeth argued.

      George’s head bobbed from side to side. “Probably. But I’ve come to learn from David’s past letters that this Ertuğrul is rather humble. He’s not the oldest son, nor is he the youngest. We’re not to fuss, my sweet,” he warned. “We’re not going to move into a larger townhouse or buy a mansion in Richmond,” he added with an arched brow.

      Scoffing, Elizabeth inhaled and let out her breath in a huff. “Oh, all right,” she finally said. “But I will see to it he’s in the very best guest bedchamber,” she said.

      “And that will do,” George replied, knowing there was really only one guest bedchamber in all of Bostwick House. That it was currently decorated for more feminine tastes meant he expected to begin receiving invoices from drapers and decorators within a week.

      Elizabeth could accomplish much in a day.
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