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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            A MORNING BEGINS IN THE VERY BEST WAY

          

        

      

    

    
      The first day of autumn, 1802

      Gregory Grandby stared up at his wife and allowed a grin. “Well, good morning my beautiful bride,” he whispered, lifting his head to determine that, yes, indeed, Christiana was straddling him in their marriage bed.

      His turgid manhood was about to disappear inside her when Christiana said in a quiet, breathy voice, “You don’t mind, I hope.” She sounded as if she’d been involved in some activity that had her struggling to catch her breath.

      Gregory blinked and considered the question as a grin appeared on his handsome features. “Am I to play a horse this morning?” he asked in delight, the last of his question turning into an, “Oof,” as his wife impaled herself.

      “Oh, would you, dear? I find it so much easier when you do the bouncing.”

      Blinking several times in an effort to ensure he was really awake, Gregory allowed a chuckle. “No... foreplay?” he countered, rather stunned at how ready she seemed for him. He glanced about with suspicion, as if to look for someone else in their master suite—for whoever had seen to making his wife so ripe for him.

      He wouldn’t have been surprised to find someone else there. A construction crew had been working on the west wing of the house for over two months. Their bedchamber had been the first room on the renovation list, the majority of it finished the day they were married.

      Had that been just two months ago?

      Christiana sighed. “The workmen will be here in a few minutes. For just this one morning, I would like us to do this without having to match our moves to the sound of hammering.”

      Rather surprised by her words, Gregory slid his hands up the sides of her petite body, finally pulling her down until he could kiss her lips. “Understood,” he whispered. He was about to start the bouncing she had referred to when Christiana lifted her head.

      “Perhaps it would be better if I were on my elbows and knees,” she whispered as she moved to get off of him.

      “Wait, what?” Gregory watched as she repositioned herself. “Why?” he asked, his suspicion evident.

      Christiana sighed as she turned her head to regard him. Her bottom, high above her arched back, was bare as was the rest of her body. Her pert breasts barely grazed the bed linens. “Mrs. Dawes says I should do this if I wish to conceive a boy,” she explained quickly. “Hurry, please.”

      Desire slammed into Gregory even as he questioned why she would offer herself as if she were some doxy in a brothel. “Yes, my sweeting,” he managed to get out before he stepped off the bed and positioned himself behind her. “Just so you know, I’m only doing it this way because you’ve demanded it of me,” he whispered. He let his manhood seek out its favorite place as he held onto the globes of her bottom. He groaned as he buried his member into her, glad he wasn’t playing a horse that morning.

      And he was ever so grateful when her mewling turned into the unmistakable sounds of intense pleasure just one moment before the first hammer struck a nail. On the second blow, he allowed his own release. On the third, he cursed happily and tumbled onto the bed, bringing Christiana with him on the fourth so she ended up tucked into the front of his body.

      Gregory supposed he should be glad Christiana was determined to conceive a child so early in their marriage, but his last thought before falling back to sleep was of how exhausted he would be until she did so.

      

      When the waves of pleasure finally subsided and Sophia Simpson’s breathing returned to normal, she smoothed the palm of one hand down the side of her husband’s torso. She delighted in how his own breath hitched as her fingertips caressed his skin, in how his body jerked, and especially in the words he whispered next to the whorl of her ear.

      “You saucy minx!”

      Sophia giggled, her joy at their early morning coupling evident in her flushed face. “As I recall, you’re the one who started it,” she murmured, her other hand joining the first to slide over his heated skin until it reached his hip.

      “Careful, my lady, or I shan’t allow you to take your leave of this bed for the entire day,” James Simpson warned in a hoarse whisper.

      His wife’s expression betrayed her confusion. “Why do you say that as if it’s a bad thing?” she asked, a grin still in place. She felt the vibration of his chuckle even before the sound erupted next to her ear.

      James lifted his chest from hers, his arms straightening on either side of her body as he regarded her with bemusement. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. He ducked his head down, capturing her lips in a quick kiss. “And I am a very lucky man.”

      Sophia blinked as she regarded her husband of nearly twenty-one years. “How much did you win?”

      His face screwing up in confusion, James shook his head before his eyes widened. “All of you,” he finally answered.

      The fifth Duke of Ariley’s youngest daughter sighed. “I thought you went to your club last night,” she countered, her thumbs moving to lightly brush over his nipples before smoothing the crisp, graying curls on his chest.

      Nodding, James finally pulled his body from hers and landed in the mattress next to her, rather liking how Sophia mewed a sigh of disappointment at the same time. “I did, but not to gamble,” he replied in a voice that sounded far away. “I needed to speak with your brother.”

      Sophia’s eyes widened. “Sir William?” she questioned as she raised herself onto an elbow and regarded him in alarm. The motion allowed James to snake an arm beneath her and pull her body on top of his.

      “Indeed.”

      “Is anything...  wrong?”

      James opened one eye and gave his head a quick shake. “Not at all. And why is it every time I seek out your brother’s advice, you think something is wrong?” he asked before a yawn took away his ability to speak.

      Sophia considered the question, realizing she did seem to jump to the same conclusion every time. Conditioned to it, she supposed. After all, her brother, Sir William Burroughs, had been the one to use his skills as a banker to help her escape a life as a widow at Merriweather Manor and begin a new one with the household’s butler. A life that had now passed its twenty-year mark.

      Her inheritance from her late husband, Roger Grandby, as well as the funds she received from her father upon reaching her majority, had funded the purchase of an entire street of townhouses in Kingly Street in London. The properties had given her the means to live a modest but comfortable life with a man she loved. And it allowed her to hide in plain sight, for her sudden disappearance from Merriweather Manor on the last day of 1781 had set the ton in a twitter. Some thought she had run off to the Continent with a secret lover, while others were sure she had left for the United States to begin a new life there. A few thought she had simply moved to the country to live a quiet life away from the censure of the ton.

      Who would have thought to look for her closer to home? To the middle of London? To a modest townhouse in Kingly Street?

      “Did he provide you good advice?”

      James struggled to open his eyes, but found sleep about to take him under. “He did.”

      Aware of the moment James succumbed to sleep, Sophia sighed and lowered her head to his chest. Although she was curious, she knew she would have to wait to learn whatever it was that had her husband asking a banker for advice.

      

      Thomas Wellingham watched his wife as she pulled on a silk wrapper and moved to open the drapes concealing the bedchamber’s only window. Early morning light filtered through the sheers still covering the glass and cast her tall figure in silhouette as she made her way back to the bed.

      “Good morning, handsome,” she murmured as she removed the wrapper and slipped back into the bed. Given the warm, late summer nights, she had shed her nightrail even before climbing into bed the night before.

      “Indeed it is,” Thomas whispered in delight, realizing she only returned to the bed because she wished for his amorous attentions. Given how aroused he had become just watching her remove her wrapper, Thomas needed little in the way of encouragement.

      Although they had only been married ten weeks, Thomas could hardly remember what his life had been like before he finally met Emma Fitzsimmons. There was his work, of course. Running the import business his late father had begun still took up most of his days, but back then, his nights had been spent in quiet desperation. An occasional dinner in town with friends, a visit to Boodles now and again, but otherwise lonely evenings spent in the library with a book and a brandy.

      As his sister’s roommate at Warwick’s Grammar and Finishing School for nearly two years, Emma was certainly known to him. Christiana spoke of the woman often when Thomas took his sister to dinner or when she was home from school for a holiday.

      He didn’t have the occasion to meet the woman until earlier that year, though. In February, he had paid a call at his sister’s boarding house to join the young ladies there for dinner. Unlike every other time he had done so, Emma was actually present that evening. The capable woman had seen to directing her fellow housemates in making that night’s roast beef dinner—the cook had taken ill and died earlier that night— and she had, in the process, impressed him with her culinary skills. Later that night, she had endeared herself to him with her knowledge of cost accounting.

      Who knew that talk of numbers could have him so enamored?

      Just the month before they met, he had come to believe someone at Wellingham Imports had been embezzling funds. Needing to learn the identity of the guilty party, he offered her the position of auditor for his company’s books the night of the dinner.

      Working in Woodscastle’s library for several months following the end of finishing school and her night classes in accounting, Emma audited the company ledgers Thomas brought home. She determined not only who had stolen money, but how much.

      In the process, she had stolen his heart.

      Thomas hired her to replace the fired employee, and now she was responsible for the company’s payroll as well as his renewed enthusiasm for making the trip to the London offices every day.

      They would be late in arriving that morning, he decided. Although Emma would have been satisfied with a quick tumble, he wanted to make that morning’s encounter last as long as possible.

      

      Deborah awoke to the soft snores of her husband and a brief case of morning sickness. Finishing off the biscuit her lady’s maid had left on the nightstand helped in that regard, and she settled back down into the mattress.

      “Are you ill?”

      The sound of her husband’s voice had given her a start— she hadn’t thought him awake. “I am fine now,” she answered, moving her body so she rested against his side. The warmth of his tall body permeated her nightrail, and she allowed a satisfied sigh. “It’s barely light out.”

      Todd Vandermeer inhaled deeply, the scents of honeysuckle and lemon from her hair and nightrail a heady combination. “Thank you for joining me in my bed,” he murmured. “And for staying the entire night.”

      Angling her head where it rested in the small of his shoulder, Deborah allowed a grin. Was there another man in all of London who thanked his wife for sharing his bed? “I am glad to do it, of course. Perhaps you’d like to visit me in my bedchamber this evening?” she hinted.

      Todd wrapped an arm around her shoulder and pulled her atop him. “I’d like that very much. Your bed is far more comfortable than this one.”

      Deborah frowned. “I hadn’t noticed,” she remarked with an arched eyebrow.

      Grinning, Todd allowed a chuckle. “Then I must be doing something right,” he murmured as he pulled her hand to his lips and kissed her fingertips. When he didn’t make a move or offer another comment, Deborah lifted her head again, thinking perhaps he had fallen asleep.

      “Are you well?” she asked in concern.

      Todd’s eyes were closed, but he allowed a grin. “I am, my lady. I am merely...  thinking.”

      “Good thoughts, I hope,” she countered.

      Inhaling slowly, Todd finally sighed. “Possibly. Right now they are rather...  unsettling. But I will know more later this morning. Should they result in what I hope they do, then I will wish to speak with you about them when I return tonight.”

      Although the words were spoken in a near whisper, Deborah couldn’t help but think they sounded rather ominous. Perhaps her husband sensed her sudden discomfort, for he allowed a chuckle before adding, “Nothing bad, I assure you. Possibly something very...  very good, in fact.”

      Relieved at his words, Deborah lifted herself from the mattress and placed a kiss on his lips. “Then, by all means, get lost in your thoughts as I return to slumber,” she murmured.

      She settled her head back into the small of his shoulder before Todd gave a start. “Slumber?” he repeated. “Why, I thought...” He allowed the sentence to trail off before another sigh escaped, this one sounding of disappointment.

      “What is it?” Deborah asked, sensing his sudden distress.

      “I merely thought you were about to have your way with me,” Todd replied in dismay.

      Deborah allowed a giggle. “Am I allowed to interrupt your serious thinking in such a manner Mr. Vandermeer?”

      She heard the slap from the palm of his hand intersecting his forehead and lifted her head again to regard him in shock.

      “I was rather hoping you would save me from thinking, my lady,” he replied, his lack of humor giving Deborah pause.

      Another moment passed before she lifted herself onto an elbow and stared at him. “Does that mean you wanted me to...  to suggest we make love?” she asked in confusion.

      Todd chuckled then, his other arm wrapping around her hips to pull her body more firmly atop his. “It means I wanted you to demand I tumble you. Or that you should simply mount me, and ride me like the humble steed that I am,” he replied happily.

      A moment later, Deborah was straddling her rather startled husband, her nightrail having been stripped from her body in a quick movement that belied how ill she had felt only minutes ago. “I apologize for not understanding your meaning,” she whispered before she impaled herself on his engorged manhood.

      Not able to stifle his growl of astonishment, Todd moved his hands to her hips and gave them a gentle squeeze. “I shall be sure to make my meaning more clear next time,” he managed to get out before his wife’s ministrations and her bouncing on his balls had him seeing stars.

      He wasn’t able to form a coherent thought for some time, thank the gods.

      Or rather, his goddess.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            RENOVATIONS LEAD TO A DISCOVERY

          

        

      

    

    
      Woodscastle, Chiswick, September 23, 1802

      Humphrey closed the front door and studied the names on the three envelopes he held. Before Gregory Grandby had taken up residence in Woodscastle, an estate home about six miles from London, the household usually received only one or two posts a week. Now, they seemed to come in clusters of three or four every day, sometimes by post and sometimes by courier. At one time rarely used, the silver salver set aside for mail was now employed on a daily basis.

      Today’s delivery required all the spare pence kept on the small table next to the front door. Although Thomas Wellingham, his other master, usually saw to it that there was a collection of coins left to cover postage, the butler had no intention of asking him for more funds given most all the mail these days was for Gregory. He would simply make mention of the depleted postage money when he delivered the day’s mail to Mr. Grandby.

      As he made his way in search of the man, Humphrey considered how different the household was now that both Thomas and Christiana Wellingham were married.

      For over ten years, the siblings had lived in the east wing of the dilapidated home. Their late father, Graham Wellingham, had been the black sheep of an aristocratic family. His father and then his older brother had been the third and fourth Earls of Trenton. Despite having married the sister of the Earl of Everly, Christina Tennison, Graham eschewed the ton and insisted he wanted to build and run a business. He did so with the blessing of Christina.

      Since his father’s death, Thomas had built Wellingham Imports into a rather prosperous firm. Once Gregory Grandby announced his intention to marry Christiana and then bought half the house from Thomas, Humphrey realized Woodscastle would never be the same.

      A good thing, he decided. Although he currently delivered the mail to the library—a long room adjacent to the vestibule—there would one day be a room designated as Gregory’s study to which he would do so.

      Apparently, Thomas would continue to use the library as his study.

      There would also be more servants, a situation he found rather exciting, since he and a housekeeper, a part-time maid and laundress, a cook, a groom and a stableboy had been the extent of the staff for the past ten years. Despite the rumor of a baby in the household within the year, a nurse hadn’t yet been hired. Once Gregory and Christiana returned from their upcoming trip to Europe, though, a nurse would be added to the staff.

      At least, Gregory had promised Thomas’ wife, Emma, one would be hired. The mistress of the house had a background in such matters but, given her position as an accomptant at Wellingham Imports, she had little time to see to the care of an infant.

      The sounds of pounding and sawing assaulted his ears as Humphrey made his way to the library. In its third month of renovations, Woodscastle was slowly transforming from a shabby and somewhat dilapidated hulk to an estate home worthy of its name. Although the east wing had been in a livable state for many years and had hosted Thomas and Christiana as well as their late parents, the west wing suffered from neglect—no one had lived in that part of the house for nearly a half-century.

      Having purchased half of Woodscastle from his best friend and brother-in-law, Thomas Wellingham—the bad half, if one believed the story—Gregory Grandby insisted on footing the bills for the renovations. It was his intention to create a wing in which to raise a rather large family. Christiana had grown up with only the one brother and insisted she wanted ten children.

      Since Gregory grew up in the nearby estate home Merriweather Manor among dozens of cousins, and since he wanted a large family of his own, who was he to argue?

      But ten children meant the need for a nursery, multiple bedchambers, bathing chambers, a salon for his wife, a study for him, and servants’ quarters. Hence the extensive renovations.

      The sound of pounding from above, which had been going on all day, was a constant reminder that the roof was undergoing replacement as well. It would be another week before that project would be completed.

      Drawings for the finishing woodwork for several rooms lay spread out on a library table. Several more were in the process of being rendered by a draftsman who had taken up residence in the library where accomptant Emma Fitzsimmons had spent several months working on ledgers earlier that year.

      Christiana, surrounded by stacks of fabric samples and bits of trim and tassels, sat in silence whilst holding a fanned display of fabric samples. Her look of exasperation suggested she was looking forward to Emma’s return from Wellingham Imports. She obviously needed help in making the final decorating decisions, the butler realized.

      Humphrey nearly collided with Gregory as he stepped into the library. “Several posts arrived for you, Mr. Grandby,” the butler said as he recovered his composure and held out the salver for the tall man. “And I gave the last of the money for postage to the postman, I’m afraid.”

      Gregory eyed the collection of envelopes and plucked the top one from the salver, examining the puddle of red wax that sealed the four corners of the missive together. “You can leave the others on my desk,” he murmured as he reached into his waistcoat pocket and pulled out a fistful of coins. “This should cover what arrives whilst I’m gone. Mrs. Grandby and I will be back in a few months, I should think.”

      Humphrey’s eyes widened at the collection of coins Gregory dumped into his palm. Despite knowing the man was one of the wealthiest in all of England, Humphrey required an occasional reminder as the man’s easy-going manner belied his station in life. The grandson of a duke and cousin to the Earl of Torrington, Gregory could one day inherit the earldom if his cousin, Milton, died without issue. Given Milton’s relatively young age, Gregory rather hoped he could avoid the responsibility.

      He regarded the envelope a moment before he slid a thumb beneath the seal to break it. Before he could open the letter, though, a construction worker appeared behind Humphrey.

      “What is it?” Gregory asked as Humphrey moved to leave the salver on his desk.

      “We’ve discovered something, sir. Could you come take a look?”

      Gregory blinked. The entire time the west wing had been under reconstruction, at no point had any of the workers approached him with such an intriguing invitation. Usually the foreman was apprising him of potential problems or warning him that some new request was going to cost more money, to which Gregory would often simply shrug and say, “It costs what it costs.”

      Having been told something had been discovered was exciting. Curiosity had him wondering just what might require his attention. Intrigued, he replied with, “Lead the way.”

      Following the foreman’s assistant to the west wing stairs, Gregory opened the letter and intended to at least determine its author, but the foreman stood at the top of the stairs and appeared rather anxious.

      “It should not take much of your time, sir,” the man said in an apologetic tone. “It’s just that when we measure this room and the one next door, there seems to be a rather large space missing in between.”

      Gregory’s eyebrows arched up as he followed the workman into the room that would eventually be his study. “Here, sir,” the foreman said as he pointed at the paneled wall on the south end of the long room. Water damage from a leaking roof had ruined most of the moldings in this room and others on the second story, but the carpenters were busy installing paneling in the rest of the study.

      Another carpenter stepped into the room. “Hey, Henry, there’s definitely a space...” He stopped in mid-sentence when he took sight of Gregory examining the wall. “Oh, pardon me, sir,” he said as he gave a short bow and stepped back.

      “Quite all right,” Gregory replied absently, studying the details in the room’s original paneling. He walked up to the wall and allowed his eye to follow the pattern of the moldings until he found a place where the wall wasn’t quite connected. Pushing against the panel near the vertical crack didn’t result in any movement, but when he moved his hand across the wall about three feet to the left, where another vertical moulding was located, the wall pushed inwards several inches.

      “A secret door!” one of the workmen exclaimed as he moved closer to the south wall. “A passageway, do you suppose?”

      “Or perhaps a priest hole,” Gregory murmured as he glanced around the room. “Can you get me a torch?” he asked as he pushed open the door, its unused hinges creaking in protest.

      One of the workmen grabbed a kerosene lamp from near the room’s entrance and lit it. Holding it in front of his body, he offered it to Gregory. The taller man took it, his attention on the space behind the secret door.

      “This is most curious,” Gregory said as he walked into the hole. Directly across from him was evidence of a matching door from the adjacent room, and to the left, a set of stairs that led down into inky black darkness. No water damage was evident, although the light from the lamp barely reached the unadorned ceiling. “Mr. Thompkins, can you see if you can find a similar door in the next room?” he asked as he contemplated where the stairs might lead.

      “Right away, sir,” the carpenter replied before he hurried out of the room. Despite the muffled pounding from above, Gregory could hear the man’s footfalls in the corridor and then through the wall. After a few seconds, the door from the other side opened and Mr. Thompkins stood staring at Gregory, a look of delight on his face.

      “These doors are well hidden in the old paneling, sir,” Mr. Thompkins remarked with a nod.

      “Indeed,” Gregory replied as he directed the lamp’s glow to the stairs. “See to it the new paneling accommodates these doors, if you would,” he murmured.

      “Aye, sir.”

      “Well, nothing ventured,” Gregory commented before starting down the stairs, careful to check to be sure each runner would hold his weight before stepping onto the next.

      There were seven steps before a wall and a landing forced him to take a turn. He slowly descended the next set of seven steps and again reached a wall and a landing. At the bottom of the last set of stairs, Gregory faced a door at the end of a short corridor.

      Listening, he tried to determine what might be on the other side and was amused when he heard the curses of Mr. Tanner, the cook, as he prepared luncheon. The door at least had a handle. Noticing the hinges on his side of the door, Gregory gingerly turned the handle and pulled hard. The hinges protested at first, but the door opened to reveal a rather startled cook staring at him in fright.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Tanner,” Gregory said with a satisfied grin. Then he realized he couldn’t actually walk into the kitchen. A large, oak table blocked the doorway. Located along the west wall of the kitchen, the door was quite evident as it included trim molding and a handle.

      “Mr. Grandby,” the cook acknowledged with a half-bow.

      “Where ...?” he started to ask before he leaned around Gregory to stare at the open door. “Where did you come from?” he asked as his bushy eyebrows did a dance.

      “The west wing study,” Gregory replied with a nod. “Seems the original owner of this house wanted a quick access to a midnight snack,” he added with a grin. “Capital idea, wouldn’t you say?”

      Mr. Tanner screwed up his face. “I suppose so, sir. Does this mean I’ll have to move my table?” he asked, his tone of voice suggesting disappointment.

      Chuckling, Gregory said, “Not yet. In a few months, perhaps.” He set the kerosene lamp on the kitchen table.

      Still holding the letter, Gregory took the opportunity to study the handwriting and the embossed wax seal on the back. Sir William Burroughs, he realized as he read the letter by the brighter light of the kitchen. He flattened the folds.

      
        
        To my dear nephew, Gregory Grandby II, I hope this letter finds you and your bride in good health. I fear I must ask that you delay your departure to Rome on the occasion of a matter of Utmost Importance regarding a business matter to which you must attend with great Speed and Authority. The nature of this matter is too important and private to express in this letter. I ask that you come to the Bank at your earliest convenience. Yours truly, Sir William Burroughs.

      

      

      Frowning as he read the letter, Gregory wondered which of his investments could require such immediate attention. He had dozens of business ventures scattered throughout Great Britain. There was no telling which one his uncle thought so important that he would need to not only make a trip to the Bank of England, but also change his travel plans.

      As for delaying his departure for Rome, Gregory realized just then he hadn’t made his updated itinerary known to his uncle. He and Christiana wouldn’t be leaving for Rome on the morrow as originally planned, but rather the following week. Although Gregory would have suggested the change in departure first—renovations still required his presence, it seemed— Christiana had been the one to put voice to the request.

      He hoped it wasn’t because she feared being away from her best friend and sister-in-law, Emma, or from her only brother, Thomas. He certainly hoped she wasn’t fearful of being in his company—and only his company—once they departed for Italy. They had never been alone as a couple for more than a night at a time since they met one another. Besides, a lady’s maid would accompany them on the trip and provide Christiana with a companion should she require one during the voyage and whilst they visited the ancient sights of Italy.

      Gregory could hardly wait to return to his favorite city. He rather hoped Christiana would agree with his assessment of Rome.

      Refolding the letter, Gregory gave a nod to the cook, lifted the kerosene lamp so it lit the stairs, and headed back up to his study. Ten minutes later, he was on a horse and headed to the Bank of England.
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            AN OFFER IS ALMOST ACCEPTED

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, at Wellingham Imports

      “There you are,” Emma said as she hurried to meet Thomas at his office door. “I was about to send Master Billy in search of you,” she murmured.

      The owner of Wellingham Imports wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her into a quick hug, bussing her on the cheek as he did so.

      “Mr. Wellingham!” she admonished him, her face blooming with a shade of pink he hadn’t seen since the spring.

      Rather surprised by her scold, Thomas blinked. “It’s not as if anyone paid witness...” He turned around when he noticed that Emma’s eyes were darting off to one side. There, in front of the upholstered chair facing his desk, stood one of his best friends. “Todd!” he exclaimed, quickly moving to join the tall man, his right hand extended. “Pardon my...  indiscretion.”

      “Good morning, Thomas,” Todd Vandermeer replied, shaking Thomas’ hand at the same time he aimed a wink of amusement in Emma’s direction.

      At one point earlier that year, Todd had set his cap on Emma, convinced she would make him the perfect wife. Then Emma had introduced him to her best friend, Deborah. A midwife at Mrs. Dawes’ Home for Unwed Mothers, Deborah stood nearly six feet tall and proved the perfect match for a man of his unusual background—and taller-than-normal height. She also played nursemaid when it came to his ever cranky knees.

      “So glad to see I am not the only one who enjoys kissing his wife,” Todd added with an arched eyebrow.

      Emma angled her head. “I’ll be down in the accomptants’ office,” she said in a quiet voice, a signal to Thomas that she wouldn’t be going back to her desk. Located behind the wall that separated her space from Thomas’ office, her elaborately designed escritoire was where she spent most of her time seeing to the payroll for Wellingham Imports.

      With a window overlooking the Thames and a stove on which a teakettle stayed hot most of the day, the office was a rather cozy place to spend her days. But Emma’s work as a payroll clerk sometimes required she spend time with the accomptants who saw to the accounts payable and receivables. Given the increase in the products Wellingham Imports brought in from all over the globe, the staff in the clerks’ office had grown by four in just the last few months, but Emma still needed to help on occasion.

      Thomas gave a bow in her direction and moved to sit at his desk. Once Emma curtsied and took her leave, Todd settled into the wing chair across from Thomas. A sigh escaped his lips as he did so, as if he were relieved to be sitting down.

      “From the looks of things both in here as well as downstairs, I am of the opinion that you, sir, are doing rather well,” Todd remarked with an arched eyebrow.

      Leaning forward, Thomas rested his forearms on his messy desk and nodded. “I am. Can’t say I have the time to enjoy the success, though. It seems as if I am here most of the day, as is Emma,” he complained lightly.

      “Perhaps I can be of some help, then,” Todd said as he leaned forward. “I’ve given your offer of employment a good deal of thought. Especially since...  since I tendered my resignation with the John Company.”

      Thomas blinked as he straightened in his chair. “Truly?”

      Todd nodded. “Yes. I felt it was time, and I wanted to leave there on good terms. If I had stayed much longer, I fear I would not have been able to do so.”

      Furrowing his brows, Thomas regarded his friend for a moment. Todd was known as one of the East India Company’s best brokers. He was eminently well-liked. Whatever could have the man leaving the company he had worked at—since he was a tyke—on less-than good terms? “Whatever happened?”

      Embarrassed, Todd shifted in his chair. “One of the brokers...  he’s never been very good at the position—”

      “The one that ordered the transparent gowns from Paris?” Thomas broke in, remembering the hubbub that had happened when a huge shipment of see-through gowns had a hard time finding buyers. A bit of creative marketing had solved the problem, though, resulting in a sudden demand for them from several modistes and ladies’ shops. Worn over an unadorned gown, the transparent gown instantly enhanced the dress, and provided a woman the means to create several fashionable ensembles.

      Apparently, the experience had taught Todd not to trust the other broker. Perhaps not to trust anyone else should they seek his help in matters of the import business.

      “Yes. Him,” Todd agreed with a sigh. “Anyway, despite that situation having been sorted—rather satisfactorily, I might add—he has taken my marriage to Miss White as an affront to his sister.” He didn’t add that Hughes had been let go from the John Company, a development that he found rather surprising.

      Thomas blinked, not quite sure he understood. “Who is his sister?”

      Todd cleared his throat. “Miss Charlotte Hughes. I hosted her in my home for tea one afternoon...” He held up his hand as if to stave off Thomas’ immediate sound of protest. “I didn’t know any better at the time. She didn’t come with a chaperone, but given her apparent age, I didn’t think it was out of the ordinary for her to show up without one. But from the time she arrived for afternoon tea, she took stock of everything in Grace Park as if she were determined to move in and redecorate the place. I made a comment that she found...  offensive, and she left quite suddenly. Much to my relief, really.”

      Thomas managed to avoid putting voice to any response, knowing his friend tended to make an occasional faux pax when in the company of those better educated.

      The man had grown up an orphan, after all, and had never been formally schooled in proper manners. Having befriended him when he was but a caddy for the John Company, Thomas and Gregory hosted him in their respective homes on multiple occasions. A quick study, Todd quickly learned what he needed to know so he could at least pass in polite Society. He learned even more about the import business and used his instincts to figure out which products could find eager customers in Britain.

      Now that he was an adult and had been employed in a position of some importance, traveled to India—twice—and owned a prestigious home in Cavendish Square, Todd seemed to have overcome his disadvantageous youth.

      He still committed the occasional faux pax, but now he had people around him to help cover the mistakes.

      “Mr. Hughes is an ass,” Thomas stated. “Do not concern yourself with him. Besides, Miss Hughes recently accepted an offer of marriage from Michael Merriweather,” he added with a wave of his hand.

      His eyes widening at this bit of news, Todd finally allowed a grin. “Michael Merriweather once owned my house,” he claimed. “One of Gregory’s cousins, if I remember correctly?” he half-asked, his brows furrowing. He sobered. “Didn’t he go to debtor’s prison? I was quite sure I ended up with the house because he had to sell it. To cover his gambling debts.”

      “Indeed,” Thomas replied with a nod. “The lucky bastard won a bet and made enough to get himself out of debt. Runs the Sans Souci Theatre in Leicester Square.”

      Todd chuckled as he considered the irony. If Michael Merriweather hadn’t had to sell Grace Park, the mistress of the house he now owned could have been Charlotte Hughes. “I’m happy to hear things have worked out for him,” he murmured.

      He glanced up to find Thomas regarding him with a serious expression. “What is it?”

      Thomas took a breath and held it for a moment. “Do consider my renewed offer to work here.”

      Todd regarded his friend for a moment. “Can you...  can you offer a regular salary instead of merely...  incentives?” he asked, obviously uncomfortable putting voice to the query.

      Thomas blinked, realizing he may have misunderstood how Todd Vandermeer was paid by the East India Company. “I can offer a salary, of course, and a bonus based on the new business you bring into Wellingham Imports,” he stated. “Fifteen-hundred a year. What say you?”

      It was Todd’s turn to blink. And blink again. “I’ll be a rich man,” he murmured.

      Thomas straightened, a frown appearing. “I thought you already were,” he countered.

      Todd angled his head first to one side and then the other. “True, to some extent. However, I spent most of my funds on my house, and I find myself spending...  just to spend. Deborah does not join me nor encourage me in such endeavors, although she has agreed to wear the jewelry I have purchased her as gifts.”

      Inhaling sharply, Thomas wondered if perhaps his friend had been encouraged to spend simply to appear as if he belonged in the Beau Monde.

      Although Deborah had grown up in a middle-class household in Whitechapel, she had spent her adulthood—until her marriage to Todd—in relative squalor. As a midwife in a home for unwed mothers, she’d had a bare-bones, unheated room in which to sleep and nothing else. As her wedding gift, Todd had seen to buying a hotel to replace the old Home for Unwed Mothers in Newport Street. After a few weeks of renovations, the old Cooper Hotel in Oxford Street was now the new Mrs. Dawes’ Home for Unwed Mothers, and Deborah was simply one of several midwives on staff.

      Compared to the old home, living in a Cavendish Square mansion with twelve servants was probably a shock for the modest woman.

      “Does that mean you’ll accept my offer?” Thomas asked hopefully.

      Todd allowed a wan smile. “I hope to. I wish to discuss this with Deborah.”

      Thomas didn’t bother hiding his disappointment. He rather hoped the tall man would simply accept his offer outright and begin work on the morrow. “But, why?” he asked in a hoarse whisper.

      Giving a slight shrug, Todd sighed. “She is my wife. She will be left alone for hours whilst I am here—”

      “But it’s not as far for you to travel to get here,” Thomas countered. “Certainly your time on a phaeton will be far less than having to make the trip to the John Company and back every day.”

      Todd considered the comment. “True,” he acknowledged. “Still, I promised I would speak with her about this. I wish to keep that promise. I will have my response for you by next week,” he said with a nod.

      Realizing he wasn’t going to get the answer he was hoping for that moment, Thomas finally gave the man a matching nod. “Agreed,” he replied.

      With that, the two shook hands and Todd Vandermeer took his leave of Thomas’ office.

      As Todd made his way along the raised walkway to the stairs, he couldn’t help but notice the name on the next office door down from Thomas’.

      T. Vandermeer was painted in bold letters with the words, “Senior Broker” beneath.

      A grin lighting his face, Todd almost turned around to let Thomas know he would accept the offer. His words to Deborah gave him pause, though, and he instead took his leave of Wellingham Imports.
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            A MEETING WITH A BANKER

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, at the Bank of England in Threadneedle Street

      Gregory approached the doors to his bank and paused as a footman hurried to open one of them. He gave a nod to the liveried man, briefly wondering how long he had been in the bank’s employ.

      Although he didn’t have an appointment with Sir William Burroughs, Gregory figured the summons he had received via that day’s mail was enough to gain him entry into his uncle’s office. He expected to have to wait a few minutes, given how Sir William’s schedule was usually filled with meetings, but his knock on the banker’s door was met with a gruff, “Come in!”

      He turned the handle and opened the door enough to poke his head through the opening. “Reporting as ordered, Uncle,” Gregory stated as he regarded the knight—and youngest son of a late duke—who sat behind a massive mahogany desk covered in a mess of papers.

      “I was beginning to wonder if you’d already left London,” Sir William said as he waved in his tallest nephew—the only son of the late Roger Grandby.

      “Not as yet,” Gregory replied as he moved to take the chair in front of his uncle’s desk. Movement to his left had him pausing as he glanced in that direction and recognized one of his cousins. “Max?” he asked, his voice filled with disbelief when he realized the identity of the man seated behind a small clerk’s desk in the front corner.

      “Aye,” replied the dark-haired man. He stood up and regarded Gregory with a huge grin. “Although I go by ‘Andrew’ these days. I haven’t seen you in an age, Cousin.”

      Gregory regarded his younger cousin for a moment, stunned to find Maximilian Andrew Burroughs dressed in clothes and shoes better suited to a clerk than to the youngest son of a duke. “Whatever are you doing here?” he asked, his attention going to the small desk where his cousin had been seated.

      “Finishing up some details before I return to Brighton on the morrow,” Andrew replied, extending his right hand to Gregory. The taller man took it and gave it a good shake. “I have a position at the bank down there, but I sometimes find a reason to make an occasional visit to London,” he added, as if he did so deliberately.

      “You’re a banker?” Gregory questioned in surprise. Given he had spent a good deal of the past few years traveling all over England in search of investment opportunities and to meet with clients and owners of companies, Gregory hadn’t kept up on what his dozens of cousins had been doing. But to learn the youngest son of the Duke of Ariley was engaged in a trade was a surprise.

      “I wasn’t suited for a career in the military or the church,” Andrew said, as if he could read his cousin’s mind. “Uncle took me under his considerable wing a few years ago and taught me all about the banking business. I’ll be taking over the head position at a bank in Bath by year’s end.”

      Gregory shook his head, stunned by the man’s words. “And your... family? I heard you married. Lady Bess Craven, wasn’t it?”

      The younger man nodded. “Indeed. They’re all in Brighton at the moment. Two sons,” he murmured, his eyes darting to one side as if he were trying to decide how much information to offer. He brightened. “I heard you’ve just been leg-shackled yourself.”

      The taller man smiled. “It’s true. I married my best friend’s sister. Bought half his house—Woodscastle—and now I’m shoulder deep in renovations and the mess that goes with it,” he said with an arched eyebrow.

      Andrew grinned. “Have you been back to Merriweather Manor recently?” he asked, referring to the estate home all the Grandbys, some of the Burroughs and, before that, the Merriweathers, had called home for the past few generations.

      Gregory shook his head. “Been by it several times, of course. It’s just down the road from Woodscastle, but I’m afraid there’s only one family left living there, and I find I cannot bring myself to request a tour. I’m not sure of their plans for the place. It’s become...  shabby of late,” he said with a hint of disappointment.

      Indeed, ever since his stepfather, James Simpson, had left his position as the butler of the household in 1782, the place had begun to deteriorate. In the meantime, a particular street of townhouses in Kingly Street had been undergoing a transformation that made those townhouses some of the most sought after properties in London. Given his mother (and Sir William’s sister), Sophia, owned that particular street, Gregory was quite sure James was responsible for overseeing the improvements. The man had an uncanny way with carpenters and construction crews, and he seemed to possess a vision for how buildings and their interiors should look.

      “Such a shame,” Andrew murmured, giving his uncle an arched eyebrow. “Why didn’t you mention Merriweather Manor’s condition when we spoke of it last night?”

      Sir William gave his nephews a shrug. “Until it’s vacated, there’s little we can do about it, Max,” he replied in his own defense. “If you truly feel it worthy of renovation, we can see to it when we have the funds,” he said simply, not adding that the manor home was actually an entailed property of the Torrington earldom. Milton Grandby, Earl of Torrington, had only recently inherited the earldom and probably didn’t know he owned the pile. Given the man’s easy-going manner, however, Sir William was quite certain Grandby would welcome someone taking on the responsibility of renovating the property at some point.

      Andrew gave his uncle a reluctant nod, as if he were disappointed to hear the man’s answer. “I had rather hoped I would be raising my family there,” he said, his response directed to Gregory. “But my work has me elsewhere these days, I suppose.” He paused a moment. “Oh, my. I guess you’re here because you have business with Uncle. Pardon me for having taken your time,” he added, his crestfallen expression at odds with how happy he had been only the moment before.

      Gregory shook his head. “It’s quite all right, Max. I rather wish we could spend some time catching up,” he remarked. “I’m actually here because I was summoned by our uncle,” he added as he held up the missive that had come in that day’s post. “But before you say anything, Sir William, please know that I am not about to delay my wedding trip another day. Christiana and I will be on a ship to Italy a week from today.”

      Sir William rolled his eyes and indicated the chair in front of his desk. Swiveling around in his own chair to snag a crystal decanter and some tumblers from the credenza behind him, Sir William waited until Gregory was seated before he spoke. “I may have...  exaggerated the situation when I had my clerk write that letter,” he hedged, pouring a finger’s worth of brandy into the tumblers. He gave glasses to both nephews before holding up his own in a salute. “Cheers,” he said before drinking his brandy in a single gulp.

      Gregory and Andrew exchanged uncertain glances before repeating the word and taking sips from their own glasses. The younger man gave a nod to Gregory before he returned to his desk, apparently aware his input wouldn’t be required in whatever Sir William had to say.

      “Exaggerated?” Gregory repeated. “What the hell is going on, Uncle?” he asked, unable to hide the annoyance he felt at having to make what might be an unnecessary trip into London.

      Sir William regarded his nephew for a moment before allowing a sigh. “I have reason to believe your mother will be considering an addition to the family,” he stated finally.

      Gregory blinked. And blinked again. An addition to the family? As in... ? “Is she considering adopting a child?” he asked after a moment of stunned silence. “Am I to gain a brother or a sister?” he asked in a whisper. Good God! His mother was old enough to be...  well, she wasn’t too old to be a mother, he supposed, but if Christiana gave birth to a child within the year, as he wholly expected she would, given how often he paid attendance on her in their marriage bed, Gregory thought Sophia Simpson would soon be a grandmother. Another thought struck him and his eyes widened. “Is she...  expecting?”

      The older man interlaced his fingers and leaned forward as far as his rotund belly would allow. “Not as far as I know. Your stepfather mentioned it last night. At the club. Seems he’s...  he’s feeling his mortality. He has no heir, and although he claims you’re a better son than most, he admits he would welcome a child.”

      Several thoughts raced through Gregory’s mind just then. What made James Simpson think that just because he wanted a child, Sophia would be able to provide one? The two had been married for...

      “One-and-twenty years,” Sir William stated, as if he could read Gregory’s mind. “I have reason to believe they’ve been careful to avoid the very situation he finds himself desiring now.”

      Embarrassed at hearing his uncle speak of his mother and stepfather’s private affairs, Gregory held up his hands in front of his body, palms out, and shook his head. “Am I expected to provide input on this? Because, truth be told, it’s really none of my business,” he murmured.

      Sir William sat back in his leather chair and regarded his nephew for a moment. “So, I can’t persuade you to talk the man out of it?” he asked in surprise.

      Gregory blinked. “You’re speaking to a man who is doing all he can to get a child on his bride—the sooner, the better— given we’ve decided on ten of them,” he countered with an arched brow. “I am the very last man to persuade another not to at least try.”

      His expression rather contemplative, Sir William finally nodded. “I suppose, when you put it like that, I can see my brother-in-law’s point of view,” he said with a sigh. “At least he only wants the one,” he added with a slight grin.

      It was Gregory’s turn to roll his eyes. “Then let’s hope my mother delivers a boy,” he replied with not the least bit of humor. If she can even conceive a child at this stage in her life, was his last thought before he took his leave of the bank.

      He was about to head back to Woodscastle, but realized he had the time to pay a call on his mother.
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      Meanwhile, at #4 Kingly Street, London

      The sound of the front door opening and closing had Sophia setting aside her embroidery hoop, the needle safely tucked into the silk. She glanced at the clock on the mantel, rather surprised to see it wasn’t yet time for the late luncheon she had requested of the cook. “I’m in the parlor, dear,” she called out.

      James Simpson appeared on the threshold a moment later, giving her a bow before he hurried to join her on the settee. His topcoat bore the unmistakable look of having been brushed out just the moment before. Given the renovation projects the man had been overseeing on one after the other of the townhouses they owned in Kingly Street, his boots usually displayed a layer of dust. Most days, the fastidious man was quick to wipe them upon entry into their vestibule, but Sophia noticed he hadn’t yet cleaned them.

      “You look rather lovely today,” James remarked, lifting one of her hands so he could brush his lips over the back of it. He didn’t release it, though, which had Sophia giving him a quizzical glance.

      “And you’re as handsome as ever,” she countered, using her free hand to reach up and spear her fingers through the short hair near his graying temples. “With a bit of mischief mixed in, I should think. Whatever are you about?”

      James had always been a handsome man, his short-cropped black hair and dark brows framing a face that featured a square jaw, a thin blade of a nose and eyes that were almost sapphire in color. Topped with long, dark lashes, those eyes had first captured her attention when she was a new bride in the Merriweather Manor household. She hadn’t done anything to betray her husband, of course. Even after his death due to pneumonia, it was nearly six months of widowhood before she realized there might be something more to the man than his charm and good looks. Given their class difference, she had to be the one to make the first move, however.

      James had taken the position of butler a few years before her arrival at Merriweather Manor. Although he was far younger than the man he replaced—there were concerns among some of the Grandbys in residence that he was too young to hold the lofty position—James’ efficient but friendly way with the existing staff and all the children that lived at the manor soon silenced their concerns. Rather than ruling the household with an iron hand and an unyielding clock, he instead encouraged the servants to perform their duties at the times it made the most sense to do so.

      Not only did the house seem cleaner as a result, but necessary maintenance was scheduled and performed without disruption to the day-to-day routines of the five families who lived there. It came as no surprise the man was missed when he resigned his position after seven years in service. It would have been a scandalous surprise if anyone learned exactly why he left Merriweather Manor.

      “I do think you are the most debonair man I know,” Sophia stated.

      James allowed a grin, and Sophia thought for a moment a touch of red colored his face. “Ah, compliments! Should I be expecting a request for something?” he teased.

      Sophia’s eyes widened before a blush colored her face. “I cannot help that I find you desirable,” she whispered, aware a maid was setting the dining table in the next room. “Especially after how you behaved this morning.” This last was said with an elegantly arched eyebrow.

      The back of her hand was bestowed with another kiss. “I find my thoughts going to you far more frequently these days,” he said in a quiet voice. “Especially now that, well, I have something to show you, and something rather important I wish to discuss with you.”

      A mix of excitement and dread filled Sophia just then. She, too, had something important to discuss with her husband, but at no point in the past month had there been an appropriate time to bring up the topic. “Show and tell, then?” she answered as brightly as she could muster.

      James straightened and allowed a smile. “Agreed. First, though, I must explain myself.”

      Sophia swallowed, the weight of a stone having dropped into her stomach. “What have you done?”

      Shaking his head quickly, James said, “Oh, it’s not bad, my sweeting. At least, I think you will like it very much. You see, I know when you first bought these townhouses—”

      “We,” Sophia interrupted.

      James angled his head.

      “When we bought these townhouses,” Sophia amended.

      It was hard for James to think he had anything to do with the acquisition of the entire street of properties in Kingly Street. The purchase had been made with Sophia’s inheritance money. Then, when she reached her majority, her father, the Duke of Ariley, had given her additional monies, funds she and James could live on for the rest of their lives if they did so modestly. For his part of the bargain, James had merely agreed to see to the renovations and maintenance—an arrangement that suited his skills perfectly. “When we first bought these townhouses, I know that you chose this one to live in because it was the best of the lot at the time.”

      “And the perfect size for the two of us,” Sophia agreed with a nod. “Cozy. Easily maintained. We only require a few servants,” she added with a nod.

      James’ eyes darted to one side. “Well, now that it’s been twenty years, I am of the opinion it’s time for you to have a house better suited to your station in life,” he continued, giving the back of her hand another kiss.

      Sophia’s eyes widened before she frowned. “Whatever—?”

      “You’re a duke’s daughter. You deserve far better than what a man who worked in
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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