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      “My lady, you outshine everyone else here this evening.”

      Miss Daisy Williams blushed furiously as Viscount Watt bowed over her hand, his lips tantalizingly close to her skin. “You are much too kind,” she told him, a little breathlessly. “And a little biased, I believe.”

      He looked up at her, grinning. “Biased? Surely not!” he exclaimed, making her smile. “I cannot be so. I am just wise in all my judgements.”

      She shook her head at him, laughing. “You know very well what I mean.” Her cheeks were still hot, but she made no attempt to hide them from him. Lord Watt had been courting her for some weeks now and they were getting along very well indeed, it had to be said. Daisy was quite certain that, soon, Lord Watt would seek her father’s permission to ask for her hand in marriage. She had no doubt that she would accept, of course, for Lord Watt was charming, kind, considerate, and very well mannered. In addition, she found that each moment spent in his company was a joy, for he often made her laugh. Yes, they rubbed along very well indeed together, and Daisy had to admit that the thought of being wife to someone such as he was a welcome one.

      “I am sure that I do not know at all what you meant by such a statement,” Lord Watt answered, with a twinkle in his eye. “Therefore, I will stand by my consideration that you are, Miss Williams, the most beautiful young lady in all of England.” Her hand, still captured by his own, was lifted a little closer and, in a moment, he had kissed it and then allowed it to drop.

      The sensations that captured Daisy were almost too overwhelming to describe. Heat spiraled up her arm, sending embers all the way into her heart and stealing her breath from her. The urge to draw closer to him, to have him take her in his arms completely, grew so strong that had she not been standing at the edge of a ballroom with the other guests milling near to her, then Daisy might have done just that.

      “I look forward to our walk tomorrow afternoon, Miss Williams,” Lord Watt murmured, a spark in his eyes. “You have not forgotten it, I hope?”

      “I would never permit myself to forget,” she answered, one hand pressed to her heart in an attempt to calm its furious thundering. “I look forward to it, Lord Watt.”

      He smiled at her, and something in his expression shifted, as though he knew some wonderful secret that she did not. Her heart exploded within her, suddenly believing that Lord Watt had every intention of proposing very soon indeed.

      “As do I, Miss Williams,” Lord Watt replied, glancing to her right and smiling at whoever it was approaching. “I look forward to it with great anticipation.”

      “Daisy, my dear!”

      Daisy closed her eyes momentarily, feeling a wave of disappointment crash over her soul as she turned towards her father, who was looking at her knowingly. Viscount Harrogate was a kind if not strict father, who had taken a keen interest in each of his daughter’s debuts into society. Daisy’s sisters had both married very well indeed, and that was, of course, thanks to their father’s careful eye as well as their mother’s guidance.

      “Where is your mother?” he asked, with a slight gleam in his eye. “Or one of your sisters? You know very well you ought not to be standing here alone!”

      Daisy, who knew her father was a stickler for propriety, winced inwardly but put her very best smile on her face instead. “I am sure they are nearby,” she said, gesturing at nobody in particular. “You need not worry, Papa.”

      He chuckled. “I am not worried, my dear, not when you are in the company of Lord Watt.” He grinned in Lord Watt’s direction. “I am certain that he has been speaking a good many lovely words to you, my dear. Is that not so?” He shot a questioning glance towards Daisy, who blushed all over again. “How sad that I should have to pull you from his company.”

      Lord Watt bowed his head, no sign of frustration or regret on his face. “I quite understand,” he said warmly. “I have every intention of calling on Miss Williams tomorrow afternoon, as was agreed – but perhaps I might arrange a meeting with  you a little beforehand?”

      Daisy felt her world begin to spin, her heart beginning to cheer furiously with such joy and expectation. She saw her father glance at her, as though looking for signs that she agreed with and wanted this arrangement, and Daisy gave him a swift nod, her hands clasping together tightly as though this would help her contain her joy.

      “I think that would be welcome,” her father said, with a warmth to his voice that told Daisy he knew precisely what Lord Watt wanted. “Come half an hour before you were due to call on Daisy. I look forward to seeing you then.”
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        * * *

      

      “You are lost in a dream, Daisy.”

      Daisy caught herself, then laughed as her mother eyed her from the other side of the carriage. It was quite dark save for the two carriage lanterns and, even then, they threw only a small light across the passengers within.

      “I am sorry, Mama,” she said with a smile. “It is only that Lord Watt has asked father if he might call upon him tomorrow afternoon, before he and I go for our walk in Hyde Park.” Her voice rose in pitch, exposing her excitement. “I cannot help but be thrilled with such a thing.”

      Lady Harrogate considered this for a moment, glancing at her husband, who was sitting next to her but looking keenly out of the window into the darkness.

      “And you are content with that, Daisy?” she asked after a moment. “Lord Watt has been very attentive, yes, but are you quite sure that he is someone you wish to consider to be by your side for the rest of your days? I have heard that he is a viscount with too much wealth and not enough responsibility.”

      Daisy, knowing that her mother was doing all she could to ensure that Daisy had given a good deal of consideration to her future, smiled gently back at her. “Yes, Mama, I have,” she said honestly. “Lord Watt has been very attentive, yes, but there is a friendship between us that cannot be denied. He is always interested in what I have to say and does not consider me vapid, as so many other gentlemen have done.” She rolled her eyes, recalling how one Lord Barton had simply ignored her conversation, before telling her that he thought it best if young ladies remained, on the whole, mostly silent. “I think him an excellent gentleman.”

      Lady Harrogate considered this, her eyes fixed upon Daisy. “Then I hope all goes well,” she answered gently, allowing Daisy to let out a breath of relief. “Your sisters have all married well, and I hope that the same will be said for you. Lord Watt appears to have an excellent character, although he is a little lacking in the accepting of his responsibilities. I have heard that he does not often spend time at his estate and prefers to leave such matters to his steward, but mayhap that will change in time.”

      “Once he is married, a good deal will change,” Lord Harrogate said firmly, reaching across and taking his wife’s hand. “I think him an excellent match for Daisy.”

      Daisy smiled, sighed, and settled back into her seat. This was all going wonderfully well. Soon, she would find herself betrothed, with a wedding to plan and preparations to make. Thereafter, she would be a viscountess, wed to Lord Watt and mistress of his estate. She could hardly wait for tomorrow to come.
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        * * *

      

      “Daisy!”

      Daisy stirred, her eyes heavy with sleep as she attempted to force herself into wakefulness.

      “Daisy, you must wake up!”

      Groaning, Daisy rebelled at the insistent hand that was shaking her, wanting to snuggle back down under the covers and return to that most excellent dream where she had been wed to Lord Watt.

      “Daisy! It is a matter of life or death!”

      Hearing the urgency and the fear in her father’s voice, and slowly realizing that it was he who had been waking her, Daisy forced her eyes to open and slowly sat up, blinking furiously. Lord Harrogate grasped her shoulders, forcing her into wakefulness all the more.

      “Daisy, you must get up and get dressed at once,” he said, urgently. “You must take your mother to Susanna’s house.”

      Daisy blinked in confusion, trying to force her muddled head out of the remnants of her dream and into the present. “Susanna?” she asked, repeating her elder sister’s name. “But why? What has happened?”

      Her father said nothing, letting go of her shoulders and stepping to one side to allow her to rise.

      “Where is Mama?” Daisy asked, as a sudden chill ran up from her toes all the way through her. “What is wrong, Papa?”

      “Take a few things with you,” he said, moving back towards the door and picking up a bag that she had not noticed before. “Just the things you will require for the next few days.”

      Daisy stared at him, her hands refusing to move as he held out the bag to her. Fear clutched at her heart, seeing the grim expression on her father’s face and realizing she had very little understanding of what was happening.

      “Daisy!” Her father’s voice echoed around the room, startling her. “You must do as I ask. Now!”

      Jerked into obedience, Daisy began to hurry. Feverishly, she gathered up a few things from her dressing table and placed them into the bag. A few clothes soon followed, whilst her father pulled out her long, thick cloak from the wardrobe.

      “Once you dress, you will need to put on your cloak,” he said firmly, as Daisy’s breathing became ragged with fright. “Then come to join your mother and I in the drawing room. You must leave at once. Most of the staff have already left and will return in the morning, if it is safe.”

      Daisy saw him make to leave, only to hurry forward and grasp his arm. Her eyes wide, she looked up into his face and saw the paleness of his cheeks, the fear in his expression.

      “What is wrong, Papa?” she asked hoarsely, aware of the terrified pounding of her heart. “Why must we go to Susanna’s? Where will you be?”

      Her father shook his head. “If I do not come after you, then you must not come looking,” he said slowly, his expression grave. “I love you and your mother very dearly, which is why you cannot remain here. I have had word that he is seeking me out, and I fear for my own safety, as well as for yours.”

      Daisy’s heart began to hammer furiously. “You have had word?” she repeated, not understanding what her father meant. “From whom? And why would you be in danger?”

      He held her gaze steadily, pressing his lips together. “You must never breathe a word of this to anyone,” he said, his voice low as though they would be overheard. “But I work for the King. The League helps protect England from the many foes who would come into our country and seek to do us harm. I believe I have been discovered. I fear that they seek me out now, knowing that I have betrayed them and that they are no longer safe.” His eyes darted away, and she saw the fear held within them, wanting to understand and to reassure him but knowing she could not. “I must keep you and your mother free from danger. Go to Susanna’s. Stay there for as long as is required, and do not come to seek me out.”

      Daisy did not understand much of what had been said, but she threw herself into her father’s arms, holding him tightly. Tears began to streak down her cheeks, her breathing turning into ragged sobs. She felt as though she were saying goodbye to her father, as though she would be parted from him for some time, if not forever.

      “You can come with us,” she said hoarsely. “You know that Susanna and Lord Northgate would be glad to see you.”

      “I cannot,” he answered, setting her back from him gently, his urgency beginning to surround her once more. “I would not put any of you in danger.” His eyes searched hers. “If the worst should happen, then you must speak to Lord Templeton. He must know of this.” Sighing, he put one hand on her shoulder, his head low. “Please, Daisy, do as I ask. Come and find your mother and I once you are dressed. I would have you both gone from this house just as soon as I can.”

      And so it was that Daisy found herself trudging along beside her mother in the cold, dark streets of London, with two footmen accompanying them. Her heart was aching, her mother quietly weeping beside her. Her father had been insistent that they depart, and equally insistent that he could not join them. Her mother had cried and begged him to attend, but Lord Harrogate had refused.

      “We must convince him,” Daisy whispered furiously, suddenly turning around in order to make her way back to the house. “Mama, we cannot permit him to stay!”

      “We must,” Lady Harrogate answered, stopping in her tracks and turning back around to face the townhouse. “Daisy, my dear, you know very well that I would have your father join us, but he would not listen to me. He refused to come to Lord Northgate’s home, and if my words would not convince him, then I fear that—”

      “I do not understand,” Daisy said, as the two footmen looked at each other in concern. “Mama, whatever Papa is involved with, it does not mean that he cannot join us? I am sure that…”

      Her words died away as something huge, something furious, blew out from what Daisy knew to be her father’s study window. The glass shattered all over the ground as flames of orange and red began to lick at the sides of the window. Beside her, Daisy heard her mother scream, saw how the footman caught her arm and prevented Lady Harrogate from running back to the house. She could hear the crackle of the fire and could smell the smoke, but her mind could not quite believe it, could not quite take it in.

      Their townhouse was on fire. The place she had come to love here in London was now being eaten away by the flames.

      And her father was still inside.
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      Two Years Later

      Daisy’s heart sank low as she walked into the cemetery. It was early enough in the morning for her to see her way clearly, but to also ensure that there were very few others about. Tears began to pool in her eyes as she approached her father’s grave, remembering with great clarity exactly what had happened that night.

      “Papa.”

      Sinking down onto her haunches, Daisy reached out and traced the letters of her father’s name on his headstone. Nearly two years later, the pain had not yet gone from her. She had no peace, no easy sense of reconciliation. There were still too many questions, too many answers not yet given.

      Closing her eyes, Daisy let out a long, heavy sigh. The night of the fire remained firmly fixed in her memory. She and her mother had stared at it, aghast, whilst the footman had held back Lady Harrogate from rushing back towards the house. Daisy had been horror-struck, wanting to save her father but knowing full well that there was far too much danger for both herself and her mother should they return inside.

      From all around her, people had suddenly appeared, emerging out of the darkness. They had begun to muster enough people to throw buckets of water on the flames, although Daisy had feared it would be much too late. She had tried to help, had tried to join in, only for the footmen to insist that they continue on their path.

      Lady Harrogate had been almost too overcome to put one foot in front of the other and, indeed, had needed to be supported by the footman as they had walked. Daisy had not wanted to leave, had not wanted to move from the sight of their burning townhouse, but the footmen had insisted. Lord Harrogate had put them in charge of both Lady Harrogate and Daisy’s safety, and they fully intended to fulfil what had been asked of them.

      By the time they had reached Lord Northgate’s townhouse, Daisy had been so overcome with shock and fright that she had barely been able to climb the steps. Her sister and Lord Northgate had been roused at once and had come to Lady Harrogate and Daisy’s side almost immediately. Daisy could still recall just how frightened her sister had been and how she had clung to her, too afraid to tell her just what she had seen.

      Lord Northgate had ridden away almost at once, only to return some hours later, weary to the bone and streaked with dirt and soot. It seemed he had given all he could to the effort to save the townhouse and that, thankfully, it seemed to have been successful. The study had been almost completely destroyed, with the drawing room next to it being badly damaged also, but the rest of the house had been saved from the fire. Her heart had leapt with hope, her hands clasping together tightly as she looked at her brother-in-law’s face, only to hear the words that she had dreaded coming from his lips.

      Her father was gone. Caught by the fire, Lord Northgate had said – but there had been something in his eyes that she could not quite understand. It had only been a day or so later, when she had demanded to know precisely what Lord Northgate had seen, that he had told her the truth.

      Her father had been burned badly, yes, but there had been a dagger found close to his body. When she had pried even further, desperate to find out the truth, Lord Northgate had reluctantly told her that it seemed as though her father had been stabbed first, dying from that injury rather than from the fire itself. Whether or not he had been overcome by smoke beforehand, no one could tell – but Daisy almost prayed that it had been so, in the hope that her father had been spared some pain.

      “I will find the truth, Papa,” she murmured, closing her eyes and pushing her tears back. “I will not fail you in my search for justice.” Her heart ached with sadness as she thought back to her last two years of struggle. After her mourning period, she had gone back to London and stayed with her sister and Lord Northgate. Her sole intention had been to speak to Lord Templeton, to find a way to convince him to tell her the truth about the League and her father’s role within it. She had done all she could, only to find herself turned away again and again by Lord Templeton.

      The first time she had met the Earl of Templeton, she had been filled with such grief and pain that she had barely been able to speak one word to him. The Earl of Templeton had been very surprised that a young lady had appeared on his doorstep some days after the fire and was insisting on seeing him just as soon as she could, but he had allowed her in and had given her time to express herself carefully and, in time, had listened to what she had needed to say. He had expressed sympathy, had thanked her for her diligence in doing what her father had asked, and had then attempted to turn her away – but Daisy had refused to do so. She had refused to even remove herself from his chair until he told her precisely what her father had been involved with.

      That had been some two years ago. Lord Templeton had said he could not say much, but if she returned after her year of mourning, he might be in a position to say more. With no other choice, she had endured her mourning period alongside her mother back at their father’s estate, which had been then occupied by Daisy’s much-elder half-brother from her father’s first marriage. Charles was not a bad sort, for he had never expressed any wish for either Daisy or Lady Harrogate to depart from the house and find a new situation but had rather encouraged them to remain for as long as they needed. That year had given Daisy all the time she had required to consider her future. The idea of returning to London for the next Season and to put herself back into glittering society had turned her stomach. She could not do such a thing when there was so much grief and so much pain over her father’s death.

      And so, she had determined that a life of a debutante was no longer something she wished to pursue.

      “I have tried my best to find out what happened to you,” she whispered, miserably. “But Lord Templeton is determined to keep it all from me. I returned after a year as he asked, but he could give me very little information.” She sighed heavily, reaching out and pressing against the cold headstone, as though she might be able to find some answers simply by touching it. “He told me of The King’s League and your role within it, and I am truly in awe of your courage and your fortitude – but Lord Templeton will tell me nothing more. He will not state who he believes brought you to your death, nor will he state why such a thing occurred. Any request I have made has been firmly denied. The League does not include young ladies, it seems.” A wry smile touched the corner of her lips, but she shook her head and closed her eyes again, tears still coursing down her cheeks. “But I will not give up.”

      Lifting her head, she took in three long breaths and forced herself to steady her composure. She would be returning to London within the hour, and her mother would, no doubt, do all she could to convince Daisy to behave as a proper young lady should, even though she knew very well that Daisy had no intention of attending any balls or the like. Daisy had made it quite clear to her mother, her half-brother, and to her sisters, Susanna and Rachel, that she was not to be pushed towards such a thing. Even Lord Northgate, who was very strict and not to be trifled with, had been unable to stand against Daisy’s determination. She would not allow anyone to tell her what to do. The only thing she wanted was to find the truth about what had happened to her father and to seek out justice for it.

      Rising to her feet, she turned and, with her head held high, moved out of the cemetery. The carriage would be ready by now, waiting for her. She did not much like taking the carriage, but it was necessary, she supposed. Traveling back to London was difficult and arduous enough without worrying about comfort. Besides which, she would have the time to ensure that her plans were fully formed, without even a flicker of uncertainty or confusion.

      “Daisy, there you are!”

      Daisy looked to her left, astonished to see her mother hurrying towards her, a note in her hand.

      “Mama!” Daisy exclaimed, catching her mother’s hand. “It is much too early for you to have risen. Whatever is wrong?”

      Lady Harrogate swallowed hard, her eyes filled with tears. “I could not sleep, knowing that you intend to return to London again,” she answered, sending a jolt of guilt through Daisy’s heart. “And I have only just now received a letter from your sister, telling me that, now that the ton have returned to London, there are questions and rumors about you spreading throughout the city!”

      Daisy frowned, finding that she cared very little what the ton thought of her. “That is not something to concern me, Mama.”

      “It should be!” Lady Harrogate exclaimed, waving the letter in front of Daisy’s face. “There are whispers that you are no longer of this earth, that the grief and the pain was too much for you to bear! Susanna thinks it is entirely her fault, since she made some remark about you being lost in darkness – due to your grief, of course, but it seems that some of the beau monde believe that you are dead, Daisy! They think that since you have not been seen since that day two years ago, that you have been taken to heaven and we have buried you quietly, without pomp or ceremony.” She shook her head, her eyes still glistening with tears. “You must return to Society, Daisy. You must quash this rumor at once.”

      Daisy sighed, took the letter from her mother’s hand, and read it quickly. It was precisely as her mother had said. Susanna was greatly concerned about this rumor and, whilst she had done her best to state that it was not so, she could not find the strength to overcome it completely.

      Daisy felt no anxiety whatsoever. She had been in London the previous year, but not in an attempt to rejoin the ton, so it was quite understandable that so many had not seen her since the death of her father. When she had gone to London, it had been solely to meet with Lord Templeton and to do as he asked, so that she might join The King’s League and find out the truth about her father. In fact, she mused, considering things quickly, it might do her very well if people thought she was also gone from this earth. She might be able to convince Lord Templeton that she was more capable than he thought her, more willing than he imagined, and more determined than ever to find out the truth.

      Looking back at her mother, Daisy felt her heart squash down hard against her chest, feeling such a sense of guilt that she was forced to take in some long breaths before she answered. Lady Harrogate had endured a great deal these last two years and, whilst Daisy did not want to upset her mother in any way, she could not allow such a sense to keep her from doing what she must.

      “Thank you, Mama,” she said carefully. “I will consider what this letter contains on my way to London.” She smiled as warmly as she could and handed Lady Harrogate back the letter. “You need not worry.”

      Lady Harrogate did not smile back in return. “You might then allow this rumor to continue to circulate?” she asked hoarsely, as Daisy took her hand. “Why would you do such a thing, Daisy? Have I not had enough trouble?”

      Daisy swallowed the lump in her throat, hating that she was making her mother cry. “I must find out the truth about Papa,” she answered, having explained this to her mother many times before but finding that she did not seem to understand. “I cannot return to society or even consider my own future happiness without having all my questions answered.”

      Her mother’s cheeks paled just a little. “And ensure that those who killed your father are brought to justice?” she asked hesitantly, as though she did not want to consider what such a thing might mean. “Is that what your intentions are, Daisy?”

      Daisy paused, searching her mother’s expression and seeing the fear held in her eyes. She did not want to admit such a thing to her mother, having never done so before, but that was the truth. She not only wanted to discover who had taken her father’s life, but she also wanted to ensure that they were meted out their punishment in return. Lord Templeton had admitted that much to her, at least. He had vaguely spoke to her of those who might have killed her dearly loved father, but he had been forced to admit that no consequences, as yet, had been brought on anyone.

      “I will find the answer to our questions, and thereafter, I will consider what to do,” Daisy answered quietly, seeing how her mother let out a sigh of relief. “But you know that I have every intention of finding the truth, Mama. I will not be dissuaded from it, not even by the rumors and whispers of the ton.” She smiled at her mother, who only pressed her hand tightly. “They may think me dead and gone, but you and I know very differently indeed.”

      “You will be careful,” her mother stated, as though Daisy had every intention of behaving foolishly. “And you will ensure that these rumors do not become truth.”

      Daisy reached forward and hugged her mother tightly, feeling her sob and finding her own heart breaking also. “You will not have to bury me too, Mama,” she promised, well aware that she could not say such a thing with definite confidence. “I will return home again very soon. You need have no doubt.”
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        * * *

      

      It took some days for Daisy to return back to London. The hours sitting stiffly in the carriage, the overnight rests at various inns, and the constant jarring of the carriage on the road had left her in a very dark frame of mind, which was not at all helped by the sight and sound of the ton as the carriage drove towards Lord Northgate’s home. Her sister, Susanna, who was married to an earl, had written to say that they had intended to come to London for the Season, only for them to discover that she was now expecting their first child. Daisy had been very happy for her sister, glad that she had found some happiness still, but the pain and the sorrow had not lessened within her own soul.

      “My dear sister.”

      Daisy managed a small smile as her sister hurried towards her, arms outstretched. Opening her arms, she hugged Susanna tightly, feeling tears prick at the corners of her eyes but refusing to allow them to fall.

      “How was your journey?” Susanna asked, looking keenly into Daisy’s face. “You are not too fatigued, I hope?”

      “I am glad to have arrived,” Daisy said honestly. “Thank you for allowing me to stay with you again.”

      Susanna did not quite manage to smile. “Of course,” she said, a little unsteadily. “I presume that, similar to last Season, you have no intention of going out into society?” It had taken some time for Susanna and Lord Northgate to become used to Daisy’s refusal to go out into society or to be seen by almost anyone, but in time, they had accepted it. Mostly because Daisy herself had refused to change her intentions and had done precisely what she wished, when she wanted to do so.

      “No, I have no intention of going into the beau monde’s arms,” Daisy answered firmly. “I have come, as I did last Season, simply to try and find out more about our father’s death.”

      Susanna sighed heavily and shook her head. “I do not think that such a thing is wise,” she said gently. “You know that you had very little success last Season. Why should you have any change in circumstances this year?”

      Daisy lifted her chin and looked her sister straight in the eyes. “I have every intention of being successful,” she said, firmly. “I will return to Lord Templeton and insist that he divulge more.”

      Susanna, who knew of Lord Templeton but not about The King’s League, sighed but nodded. “You are determined, that is for sure,” she admitted softly. “Very well. Do come in, Daisy, and let us have something to eat. You will need to rest, of course.”

      Grateful that her sister was not about to start haranguing her in an attempt to get her to change her mind, Daisy smiled appreciatively and then continued to make her way through the house, towards the drawing room.

      “Lord Northgate is gone into town,” her sister called over her shoulder. “He will be back this evening, and I am sure he will be very glad to see you.”

      Daisy smiled, feeling more and more relieved with every step. “I shall be glad to see him also,” she said, hoping that Susanna’s easy demeanor and willingness to accept Daisy’s intentions would pass on to her husband also. “I hope his estate fares well?”

      Lord Northgate had endured some difficulties with his estate over the last couple of years, what with fields flooding and crops being entirely ruined, but thankfully now all seemed to be improving. She listened to her sister talk animatedly about the new methods that were being tried out with the crops, thinking to herself that it would be very lovely indeed to have so few cares.

      Whilst she knew that her sisters, mother, and elder brother missed and mourned for Lord Harrogate, none had the same drive as she did in her determination to find out the truth. They merely accepted the explanation from Lord Northgate that it appeared as though someone had broken into the house and had taken Lord Harrogate’s life.

      Even her mother, Daisy considered, as she sat down, had decided to leave the matter alone. It seemed that it was too painful for her to consider any further, and Daisy knew she could not criticize that. But as much as Lady Harrogate wanted Daisy to leave things as they stood, Daisy knew she could not.

      “Lord Watt.”

      Daisy’s attention was caught suddenly by the mention of a name she had not given much consideration to these last two years. Her heart wrenched from her chest as she looked to her sister, who was watching her closely. “What did you say?” she asked, a touch breathless.

      “I said,” Susanna answered, gently, “that Northgate met Lord Watt yesterday here in town. He was present last Season I believe, but only seen very little, which is why I made no mention of him before.”

      Daisy cleared her throat and smiled up at the maid who, thankfully, interrupted the conversation by bringing in the tea tray. She did not want her sister to know of her suddenly racing heart, of her sweaty palms, and the thousand memories that threatened to swamp her. Lord Watt was not someone she had given much thought to these last few months. Her mourning for her father and the shock of what had occurred had dogged her mind, making her quite unable to even recollect any of the warm feelings that had once filled her heart.

      Until this moment.

      “I am sure you will see him again, should you decide to rejoin society,” Susanna said slowly, as the maid closed the door behind herself. “He has not married.”

      An exclamation lodged itself in Daisy’s throat, but she did not allow herself to say a single thing. It did not matter to her whether or not Lord Watt had married, she told herself. The only thing she needed to concentrate on was speaking to Lord Templeton and discovering the truth about her father’s death. To allow her mind to become caught up with an old beau was nothing more than a distraction.

      And yet, he was almost your betrothed.

      “I do not think I wish to see him again,” Daisy said carefully, making sure she chose her words with great deliberation. “You know of my intentions this Season. They are the same as before.”

      Susanna said nothing but eyed Daisy with a look of suspicion that had Daisy’s eagerness to defend herself growing steadily. She opened her mouth to say something more, only to close it again. There was no need to express herself further. Lord Watt was nothing more than a distant memory, even if he had once almost become her betrothed, even if she had once held a deep affection for him.

      “He might think the rumors about you are true,” Susanna said softly, breaking through the silence with a sharpness to her words that tore at Daisy’s heart. “What then?”

      Daisy shook her head. “It does not matter what he thinks,” she answered, firmly. “There is nothing between us any longer. He did not once write to me after the news of my father’s death became known. I did not see him nor hear from him. Therefore, I can only conclude that anything that was once between us is now at an end.” She could, of course, tell her sister that she believed Lord Watt had been waiting to hear from her, wondering if there was still to be that courtship between them, but instead, she chose to remain silent on the matter. Forgetting about Lord Watt, as she had done before, was the best thing for her to do.

      “I wish you would find some happiness,” Susanna sighed, leaning forward to pour the tea. “I know you are singularly determined to find the truth about our father’s death, but in doing so, you are missing so much, Daisy. You might be courting if not betrothed by now!”

      “And our father’s death remaining as nothing more than a heavy question that sits on our minds for the rest of our days?” Daisy retorted, a spike of anger burying into her heart. “I do not think I can do such a thing, Susanna.”

      Her sister gave her a small yet sympathetic smile. “I have accepted what my husband believes,” she answered, pushing the teacup and saucer towards Daisy. “Our father was killed by someone who broke into the house.”

      Daisy wanted to shake her head fervently and to remind her sister that nothing had been stolen, nothing had been taken to suggest that the murderer had been seeking to steal from Lord Harrogate, but instead she forced herself to keep her mouth closed and to pick up her teacup instead.

      “But I can see that even the mention of Lord Watt is not about to change your mind,” Susanna finished, with a sadness to her voice that nipped at Daisy’s conscience. “Very well, Daisy. Do what you must. I only hope it will bring you relief in the end.”

      “I am sure it will,” Daisy answered, firmly. “For no matter what happens, I am determined to get to the truth.”

      Susanna looked at her. “Even if it demands a great deal from you?” she queried, sounding a little alarmed.

      “Even if it demands everything from me,” Daisy answered, without hesitation. “I shall go on and push forward, until I finally have the answers I seek.”
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      Matthew groaned inwardly as Lord Trentworth ambled towards him, a large brandy in his hand. He had only been back in London for a short while and already some of his less-than-favored acquaintances were seeking him out.

      Most likely to try and encourage Matthew to be a little generous with his vast wealth that almost every member of the ton knew he had. Whilst only a viscount, Matthew had been left a vast fortune, which was much more than he ever really required, and with it came the knowledge that many of his friends and acquaintances only sought him out because of his money and not for himself. It was a rather unfortunate consequence of having so much.

      His wealth was also the reason he had been brought into The King’s League. There were a good many who looked up to him, admired him, and wanted to be close to him, and thus, he was an excellent candidate for a spy for the Crown. Having been introduced to it some years ago, Matthew had accepted the position and, over the last few years, had slowly increased his standing within the group. Now he was one of the leaders of the League, which involved organizing, planning, and discussing what would happen and when.

      Unfortunately, it had not distracted him from his own grief.

      “Lord Watt!” Lord Trentworth exclaimed, weaving this way and that as he grinned at him. “You have returned to London!”

      “I have,” Matthew muttered wearily. “And Whites is just the same as ever.”

      Lord Trentworth laughed and shook his head, his brandy sloshing violently in the glass. “You are quite mistaken!” he exclaimed, staggering slightly. “Much has changed. There are new debutantes, new diamonds of the first water and a few new widows who are looking for warm company.” He waggled his eyebrows and leaned closer to Matthew, who forced himself not to recoil. “And of course, there are all the usual pastimes, such as cards and the like.”

      “A pastime which I fear I cannot enjoy at the present,” Matthew said firmly, seeing the disappointment jump into Lord Trentworth’s eyes. “I have made it my intention not to gamble at all this Season in fact!” He could not help but smile to himself as Lord Trentworth, clearly disappointed, sighed heavily and muttered something under his breath before turning around and wandering away, leaving Matthew to watch him go with a growing sense of satisfaction. Lord Trentworth was clearly hoping that Matthew might play a few hands of cards, where he might have an opportunity to defeat him entirely. Given Lord Trentworth’s current state, he did not think that the man would have done anything other than fail, but still, it was a little amusing.

      “Lord Watt.”

      The grave voice behind him had him spinning around, only to see Lord Templeton, one of the most senior members of The King’s League, standing waiting for him.

      “Templeton,” he breathed, hurrying forward and shaking the man’s hand firmly. “It is very good to see you.”

      Lord Templeton nodded but did not smile. “And you,” he answered. “Come, let us sit down. A quieter corner, perhaps.” He sent a sharp glance towards Lord Trentworth, rolling his eyes in Matthew’s direction.

      “Indeed,” Matthew agreed quickly, snapping his fingers at the nearby footman and asking for a drink to be brought for them both. “Tell me, what have you discovered?”

      Lord Templeton hesitated, folding himself carefully into a chair and eyeing Matthew carefully. He had a full head of white hair, sharp blue eyes that felt as though they could cut through glass, and a spark within his soul that spoke of youthfulness and vigor despite his years.

      “It has been a difficult year,” he said slowly, looking at Matthew in the knowledge that he understood. “There has been a good deal going on within the League, and we have had to undertake a good deal of investigation.”

      Matthew nodded slowly. Last Season, he had been in London in order to help the League with a very difficult situation. It had been resolved, of course, but not before a good deal of trouble had been uncovered within the League itself. He had done his best to ensure it was entirely rooted out, whilst maintaining a calm and steadfast façade throughout. Of course, his heart and mind had been troubled with not only what was going on, but also with the knowledge that Lord Harrogate, one of the League’s men, had been killed in his own townhouse in the middle of London. On top of which, he had been desperately waiting to hear from Daisy, Lord Harrogate’s daughter with whom he had been in love but had heard nothing from her whatsoever.

      It had been, as Lord Templeton had said, a very difficult year.

      “Therefore,” Lord Templeton finished, with a regretful look, “I confess that I have not managed to achieve very much at all. Lord Harrogate was trying to infiltrate himself within a small group of high society gentlemen, in the knowledge that one of them, we were sure, was working with the French. I believe that he knew which of them it was, and that this gentleman, in turn, chose to silence Lord Harrogate in the only way he could.”

      “And do you know the names of these men?” Matthew asked, feeling a fierce spirit begin to burn in his heart. “Surely you have sent others to investigate them?”

      Lord Templeton drew in a long breath. “I have done so,” he said slowly, “only to discover that they have all gone from England to another part of the world. One has gone to inspect his holdings on the continent, whilst two others are gone to America. And the final one decided to undertake the Grand Tour and has been away for some time. I have sent two men from the League to America in search of them, of course, but have not heard anything as yet.”

      Matthew rubbed one hand over his eyes, feeling a good deal of frustration. He had wanted to involve himself in the investigation into Lord Harrogate’s death, but had been unable to, given the ongoing situation that had taken over every part of his life last Season. And now to discover that very little had been done only added to his irritation.

      “You may have the investigation now, if you wish,” Lord Templeton continued, evidently aware of Matthew’s frustration. “I am getting a little too old to continue with the League at any rate.” He sighed and accepted the glass of brandy from the footman’s tray. “I can still advise, of course, but I do not think that I am up to much else.”

      Matthew’s frustrations died away at once. Lord Templeton was an excellent ally and had done a great deal for the League. He did not want the gentleman to think that just because this investigation had not gone particularly well thus far that Matthew laid the blame at his feet!

      “Surely not!” he exclaimed at once. “You must not think so little of your own abilities, Lord Templeton. You have worked for the King for many years, and there are many of us who look up to you in that regard. Please, do not feel as though this failure is anything to do with you.” He spoke eagerly, leaning a little forward in his chair but saw the older man shake his head.

      “I am tired,” Lord Templeton said quietly. “I think I shall see this investigation through – and by that, I mean, I shall give you whatever help you require so long as I can give it – but thereafter, I think I shall retire.” He smiled, and Matthew saw the glimmer of relief in the older man’s eyes. It was, it seemed, the right time for Lord Templeton to step back. “Besides which, I am quite certain that there are a good many others to take my place.”

      “None as good as you,” Matthew answered firmly. “I shall be sorry to see you go from amongst us, Lord Templeton.”

      Lord Templeton waved a hand at this remark, then sat up a little straighter. “Now, I must inform you that I have heard a rumor that the daughter of Lord Harrogate has also passed away.”

      Matthew swallowed hard, his whole body seeming to freeze with cold for a moment or two. No one had mentioned Miss Williams to him for some time, and even those within the League knew not to speak of her to him. He had tried his best to put her from his mind, believing that she needed time and space to come to terms with what had occurred, but now — two years after the death of Lord Harrogate — he feared that she would never return to him.

      “I do not know if such a rumor is true,” Lord Templeton continued, clearly unaware of just how this was affecting Matthew, “but it is important that you are aware of it.”

      “I-I do not understand why,” Matthew stammered, trying not to believe that such a rumor held any truth whatsoever. “Why should such a thing matter?”

      Lord Templeton looked at him in surprise then frowned hard. “I would have thought such a thing was obvious,” he muttered, running one hand over his thinning hair. “If the girl has died, then is there not the suggestion that she also has been killed by whoever took her father?”

      It felt as though a hand had clasped tight around Matthew’s throat and was slowly squeezing the breath from his body. “Why?” he said hoarsely, trying not to allow an image of Miss Williams lying prone on the floor into his mind. “Why should such a thing happen?”

      Lord Templeton sighed heavily. “Because she came to me a few days after her father’s death and then again last Season. She is determined to find out the truth about her father’s death and who is behind it. I had very little to tell her but it seems that her father mentioned the League to her the very night he died. Therefore, she knows a little of it but does not fully understand everything.”

      “And you think that she might have come to some sort of understanding as to those who killed her father, and therefore she too has been silenced,” Matthew murmured, leaning his head back against the chair and trying not to panic. “That is an understandable conclusion.”

      “I would suggest that you confirm whether or not such a story is the truth, just as soon as you can,” Lord Templeton said firmly. “It is gravely important. If it is that she has been killed over something she has discovered, then we must know what it was.”

      Matthew took in a long breath, before blowing it out slowly. “Of course,” he answered, as steadily as he could. “I understand.”

      “And I, meanwhile, will locate the whereabouts of the four men that Lord Harrogate had befriended,” Lord Templeton continued, as though he were merely speaking of the weather rather than four men who might be working for the French. “We can meet together again soon in order to share what we have uncovered.”

      Matthew said nothing but threw back his brandy and drank the rest in three large gulps. He waited until the brandy had begun to spread warmth through his veins before he answered, hoping that the liquor would take away some of the shock that now poured through him. “Very good, Lord Templeton,” he muttered, as the older man clicked his fingers at a nearby footman, gesturing to his empty glass. “That sounds very good to me.”

      “And you shall have to make something of an appearance within society, of course,” Lord Templeton continued calmly. “For if any of these four gentlemen have returned, then you will need to acquaint yourself with them, and it is best that you have been already seen within society rather than simply appearing at the very time they also choose to return.”

      Seeing the wisdom in this, Matthew nodded in agreement and gestured for the footman to bring him another brandy also. “Of course.”

      “And the League is due to meet soon also, is it not?” Lord Templeton finished, getting to his feet and picking up his newly filled brandy glass from the table. “In a few days’ time, I think.”

      “Yes, that is so,” Matthew replied, somewhat relieved that he would now be left alone for a time. “I will tell everyone there what our plans are.”

      “I thank you,” Lord Templeton said, putting one hand on Matthew’s shoulder as he passed. “Until then, Lord Watt.”

      “Until then,” Matthew echoed, waiting for a moment or two before slumping back down into his chair, his heart aching with a deep and terrible misery that he did not think would ever let him go. Closing his eyes, he drew in air, trying to calm his frantic heart and yet still, all he wanted to do was shout aloud with both fear and despair.

      If his dear love was gone from this world, without him ever having the chance to see her or even speak to her again, then what hope was there for him? He had waited far too long, confused by her silence and telling himself that he was doing the right thing in stepping away from her. Perhaps he had, in fact, left her for far too long. He had been a little afraid that if he had written to her, had called upon her, that she might tell him that their courtship, their regard for each other, was to come to an end. It had been easier for his heavy mind to pretend that things were still just as they had been, but with a space between them for the present so that she might be able to mourn her father’s death in her own time.

      He had been a coward.

      Leaning forward, Matthew put a hand over his eyes and groaned quietly. What a fool he had been! And now, perhaps, it would be too late. Too late for him to tell her that he had never stopped thinking of her, that not a day had passed without her being in his thoughts. His heart had still ached for her, his arms feeling empty without her by his side. And yet, he had done nothing. He had told himself that it was for the best; he had allowed himself to become entirely distracted by all the difficulties that had gone on in the League last Season and had not done as he ought. If he had done so, then mayhap she might have told him all that she was struggling with, and she might have been honest with him about what she had learned about her father’s actions in the few weeks before his death.

      Instead, he had done nothing—and now it felt as though he would be without her forever. He would never have the chance to make amends, to tell her just how sorry he was for all that had occurred. For the rest of his days, he would bear this burden on his soul—and it had been all his own fault.
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        * * *

      

      “Things have much improved, I hope.”

      Putting a broad smile on his face and a cheeriness in his voice that he did not feel, Matthew greeted Lord Westbrook warmly.

      “Much improved indeed,” Lord Westbrook answered with a grin. “Lady Esther is doing very well also, although she is somewhat frustrated that we must return to the estate soon.”

      Matthew frowned. “You do not intend to stay for the rest of the Season?”

      “She must soon go into her confinement,” Lord Westbrook explained, making Matthew catch his breath, a true smile spreading across his face as his friend beamed with pride. “Although she is not greatly impressed with such a thing, I confess.”

      “My hearty congratulations!” Matthew cried, truly happy for Lord Westbrook. “That is wonderful news. Do give Lady Esther my very best wishes. After what she has endured, I think this is exactly what she deserves.” He slapped Lord Westbrook on the shoulder. “What you both deserve.”

      “I will,” Lord Westbrook said, thanking him. “I am sorry I cannot stay in London for as long as I had first expected, but there are ongoing concerns that can be dealt with near to my estate.”

      “But of course,” Matthew said firmly, not wanting to have Lord Westbrook risk himself for anything of a serious nature, given that he would soon be welcoming a baby into his family. “Please, you need not concern yourself. There are a few matters here in London, yes, but there are plenty of us here who can take them on. Your most important concern at the present must be Lady Esther.” He smiled, and Lord Westbrook let out a slow breath of evident relief, seemingly glad that the League did not require him.

      Matthew gestured for Lord Westbrook to continue on through to the drawing room where the rest of the gentlemen were waiting, ready to begin another meeting of The King’s League.

      The King’s League was primarily used to protect the Crown – which included both the King himself, ill as he was, and the Prince Regent. Given that there were those who wished to take advantage of the King’s illness and absence from court, the League worked tirelessly to ensure that those who might want to bring harm to England in any way were brought to justice. The French had a good many spies amongst them at present, and those spies could not be permitted to make any headway in their plans. The League did all they could to stop them, whilst maintaining their façade that they were nothing more than gentlemen of the ton.

      Matthew had always been glad to be a part of it, feeling as though he was doing something beneficial for his country. When he had first started courting Miss Williams, he had known then that Lord Harrogate would be keeping a careful eye on him, but also that he had an advantage from other gentlemen in that Lord Harrogate knew of his dedication and devotion to his country.

      Before Lord Harrogate’s death, Matthew had never really known someone personally whose life had been taken from them due to their involvement in the League. Yes, there had been one or two who had gone from their company and been  quietly commended by those in the League left behind, but he had never known them personally. Lord Harrogate’s death had been a shock.

      Clearing his throat, Matthew walked into the drawing room and looked all about it, seeing the men sitting in various corners of the room, with some standing and talking to each other in low voices. They all glanced up as he walked further in, evidently expecting him to address them all.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Matthew said quietly, sitting down in a chair near to the hearth, which had only a small fire within it. “We have a few things to discuss this evening, as well as some reports on how certain endeavors have gone.” He gestured to Lord Montague and then to Lord Harrison. “And on top of that, I have been told by Lord Templeton that he will soon step back from the League and begin to consider his retirement.” He heard a murmur of surprise go around the room and smiled briefly at Lord Monteforte, who was nodding in understanding, being that he also was drawing close to that age when one might start thinking about quiet nights by the fire and days spent wandering through the grounds of one’s estate with very little else to occupy one’s time.

      “The greatest matter which faces us now,” Matthew continued, as silence began to fall across the group again, “is the matter of Lord Harrogate’s death.” Waiting for a moment and fully expecting someone to say something about that, he was surprised when not even a single murmur broke the quiet. “It has been two years, I know,” he continued, aware that every eye was on him. “But given just how much we had to deal with last Season, as well as the difficulties we then faced in finding out anything about the gentlemen Lord Harrogate was dealing with before his death, we have had a good deal set against us. Now, however, the time has come for us to focus on it entirely.” Drawing in a long breath, he lifted his chin and looked at each gentleman in turn. “Some of you have your own assignments already underway. You are not to give them up. Continue on as you have been and do not let anything distract you from them. Those who do not, you will come alongside me and work with me to find out who took Lord Harrogate’s life from him and why. We owe it to him to discover the truth.”

      “Hear, hear,” someone said, lifting their glass in a toast. “We will have justice.”

      “Indeed,” Matthew stated, as the other gentlemen of the League lifted their glasses in agreement. “We will have the justice Lord Harrogate’s family deserves, one way or another. They will not be allowed to escape the consequences of their actions.”

      So saying, he lifted the glass of brandy to his lips and drank deeply, his lips pulling into a thin, grim line. The perpetrators would not be long for this earth, once their identity became known. They had taken the life of a gentleman of the League, and of a friend, and their actions could not be allowed to stand. That, he knew, was in the heart of every gentleman here, and resounded all the more loudly in his own heart.

      “And for Daisy,” he whispered, before throwing back the rest of his brandy and swallowing it in one large gulp.
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      “Lord Templeton.”

      Daisy bobbed a quick curtsy before walking a little further into the room, sitting down in the chair that Lord Templeton gestured towards. He had not said a word to her as yet, his eyes still remaining fixed and calculated as he watched her.

      “I am returned to London, as you can see,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “I had to call upon you just as soon as I could.”

      Lord Templeton arched one eyebrow. “You are not dead and buried, then.”

      For a moment, Daisy was stunned to hear such a comment, only to realize that this was the rumor that her mother and sister had informed her about. “No,” she answered, with a small, rueful smile. “I am not dead, as it has been said. In truth, Lord Templeton, I have very little idea where such a whisper has come from, but I have not any particular urgency to prove it otherwise.” She watched him frown, his eyes darting from one side of the room to the other before fixing back on hers again. “I am not come to London in order to re-enter society, Lord Templeton. I am come for one reason only.”

      Lord Templeton’s frown remained. “You come to seek out more information about the death of your father,” he said, without hesitation. “And I do not think that you will willingly give up without learning what it is I have discovered.” He lifted one eyebrow and let out a weary sigh, as though her determination was more than a little irritating. “But I must be honest with you, Miss Williams. I have discovered very little indeed, but before you begin to protest, I will state that this is not the end of the matter. A further investigation is already beginning and will bring to light those who were responsible.”

      “I want to help.”

      Daisy saw the older man stiffen and steeled herself against what she thought would be an immediate refusal, only to see Lord Templeton sigh heavily and rub one hand over his eyes.

      “Your resolve is stronger than almost anyone I have ever met,” he told her, with a shake of his head. “I want to refuse you, Miss Williams, but I fear I cannot. It would not be right to keep you from doing what you wish and from helping you with what you seek. After all,” he finished, with a small sigh, “it was your father that was taken from you and the explanations given to you thus far have been severely lacking indeed.”

      “I want to help,” Daisy said fervently, finding a small modicum of hope beginning to burn in her soul. Lord Templeton was not about to turn her away, as she had feared. Instead, he seemed to be softening somewhat, seemed to be encouraging her to continue her pursuit of this matter. It was not at all what she had thought would occur, having feared that Lord Templeton would steadfastly refuse to give her any help whatsoever and instead would state that, should they find out anything more, she would be duly informed.

      “I will do whatever I can to help,” she said quietly, her fingers lacing together as she looked back at him steadily. “I know that my father was a part of The King’s League, and whilst I know that a woman could not be permitted, I would like to try and help in whatever way I can.”

      This, for whatever reason, made Lord Templeton smile. His light blue eyes lit up with evident humor, and his lips curved up gently. Daisy did not know what to make of this, and so she sat quietly, waiting for him to speak. Her heart was beginning to beat furiously, and she forced her fingers to tighten all the more, remaining silent as Lord Templeton continued to smile at her.

      “The King’s League has always looked for gentlemen who have a strong resolve, a determined spirit, and a belief in doing what is right,” he said, after some moments. “Those within it are gentlemen who have a strong sense of justice and who are unafraid to face difficult situations. Whilst they are within society, they put their desires and the like to the very back of their minds, choosing to put the safety of their country over their own wishes.” His smile grew just a little. “You are everything one might wish for when it comes to recruiting someone new, Miss Williams.”

      Daisy blinked in surprise. “Oh.” She had not expected Lord Templeton to compliment her so, but rather had expected him to turn her away.

      “I am getting old,” Lord Templeton continued, with a small sigh. “I have decided that will be the very last thing I am fully involved with in the King’s League. Thereafter, I will still be able to advise and the like, but I shall not become fully involved.” He looked at her again, considering. “I think that I would be willing to consider involving you, Miss Williams, given that this is my last investigation. The other gentlemen of the League might not be particularly impressed with such an idea, which is why we shall not tell anyone of it.”

      Daisy blinked in surprise, awash with a sudden warmth. “I see,” she murmured quietly. “And what is it you think I can do?”

      Lord Templeton grinned suddenly, his lined face alive with enthusiasm. “There are four gentlemen with whom your father was acquainted,” he said, sitting up a little more in his seat. “He was doing what he could to befriend them, knowing that one was an enemy of the Crown.” His smile began to fade, the light in his eyes dimming. “Perhaps all four were involved in some way.”

      “Involved?”

      Lord Templeton nodded and cleared his throat gruffly. “We found coded messages being passed from one person to another, speaking of the weakness of English defenses.” He waited until a tea tray had been set before Daisy before continuing, waving his hands about expressively.

      “It was one evening, at some soiree or other, that we first discovered these messages. Lord Winchester was hosting the ball, and he is one of the gentlemen within the League, so we had every reason to trust him. However, by chance, both myself and Lord Harrogate – your father, walked into the library to discover a gentleman pulling something out from one of the books within Lord Winchester’s library.”

      A wave of shock crashed over Daisy. “Goodness,” she murmured, reaching forward to pour herself some tea. There was only one cup on the tray itself, making her realize that Lord Templeton clearly did not want any. “So what happened next?”

      “Lord Harrogate and I had been on our guard that evening,” Lord Templeton continued, making Daisy’s heart swell with both pride and pain over the mention of her father. “We knew that only four gentlemen had left the drawing room at one time or another, which meant–”

      “Which meant that only one of those four could have placed the coded message within the library,” Daisy interrupted, making Lord Templeton smile. “I quite understand.”

      The gentleman nodded, watching her keenly. “You are correct. Therefore, your father decided that he would further his acquaintance with each of these men, believing that one was not as he seemed.”

      A heavy stone fell into Daisy’s stomach. “And you believe that one of these men killed my father, because he discovered the truth of his identity.”

      Lord Templeton nodded gravely, no smile on his face now. “That is it entirely, Miss Williams.”

      “And you do not know the names of the four men my father was trying to befriend?” she asked, her stomach knotting. “Is that right?”

      “No, no, indeed not!” Lord Templeton protested immediately, shifting forward in his chair. “We do know the names of these four men, but the difficulty has been in following their movements, Miss Williams. You see, in the days following your father’s death, it was discovered that the four gentlemen had all decided to leave England’s shores.”

      Daisy blinked in surprise, her hands tight on the china cup as she lifted it slowly to her lips, taking a quick sip of tea which spread warmth through her. So this was why no progress had been made in identifying who had taken her father’s life. Each of the four men who might have done such a thing were, in fact, gone from England entirely!

      “One decided to undertake the Grand Tour and made his way to the docks almost at once,” Lord Templeton continued, with a shake of his head. “He was young enough for such a thing to have been acceptable, of course, but it was decided upon very swiftly.”

      “And the others?” Daisy asked, her heart beginning to quicken all the more. “What of the other three?”

      “One left to inspect holdings on the continent somewhere, whilst the other two sailed for America.”

      Daisy closed her eyes in frustration, feeling as though whoever had taken her father’s life had managed to escape without any sort of consequence.

      “I have heard, however,” Lord Templeton continued, “that two are returning. Viscount Fitzherbert has made arrangements to return from his Grand Tour and will be amongst the ton again within the week, whilst Lord Stevenson has already come back from the continent. His holdings there have taken him almost two years to inspect, but he has returned in time for the Season.”

      Daisy’s heart beat all the more quickly as she looked into Lord Templeton’s eyes. “You think I can help discover if either of them have been involved with spying or the like?”

      Lord Templeton nodded firmly, his eyes fixing themselves onto hers. “If one of them is the spy and the one responsible for your father’s death, then they will be on their guard. No doubt they will be very careful about those they befriend, which is why I fear that the gentlemen within the League will not make particular progress.” He tipped his head to the left, looking at her steadily. “But you, however…” Trailing off, he left the rest of the words unspoken, making her realize precisely what he wanted. Her breath hitched as she realized what Lord Templeton wanted from her, making her heart pound in her chest.

      “You wish me to return to society,” she said slowly, each word like a death knell in her mind. “You want me to pretend that all is well, that I have put my sadness behind me and have, instead, decided to seek out a husband for myself.”

      Lord Templeton chuckled. “You need not look so despondent. You will still be keeping to your intentions, Miss Williams, even though you will be doing nothing other than playing a part.”

      Daisy considered this, feeling herself recoil from the idea of throwing herself back into society. She did not want to mix with the beau monde, knowing that they would whisper about her the very moment she set foot amongst them. Of course, there would be an uproar when it was learned that she was not dead and gone from this world, as they had first suspected, and surely that could not be a good thing?

      “You will be playing a part only, Miss Williams,” Lord Templeton repeated gently, making her turn her head back towards him. “You will have nothing other than this goal in mind. Gentlemen and ladies of the ton will think your return to them is because you are determined to find a husband for yourself and the like, but you need not care about what they will think. Your intention will be to draw near to Lord Fitzherbert and Lord Stevenson. They are both eligible bachelors, I believe, and so they will think your attentions to be entirely innocuous.”

      It was a good plan, Daisy knew, but still, she felt herself rebel against it. Out of her tumbling thoughts came the sudden vision of Lord Watt, making her shudder violently. If Lord Watt was back in London, as her sister had said, then what would he make of her seeking out these two gentlemen?

      It does not matter what he thinks, she told herself sternly. He is your past, that is all. You have a role to play and play it you must, if you wish to find any truths out about your father.

      “And if neither have any link to what happened to my father?” she asked, turning her gaze back towards Lord Templeton, who was watching her closely. “What then?”

      Lord Templeton gave her a small, half-shrug. “Then there is nothing else for you to concern yourself with, Miss Williams. Those two gentlemen will be freed from our suspicions, and we will know to look to the return of the other two who are, as yet, still in America. Unless, of course, I receive word from the men that were sent there in search of them.”

      Again, Daisy nodded slowly, feeling a small sense of satisfaction creep over her soul. This was what she had wanted, was it not? She had longed to be given some role to play, something important to do – and now, this was it. Lord Templeton was offering her that and she could not turn away from it.

      “Very well,” she said softly, as Lord Templeton clapped his hands together loudly. “I will do as you ask.”

      “Excellent,” Lord Templeton cried, his delight at her acceptance making Daisy smile despite her own flickering misgivings. “You will do very well indeed, Miss Williams.”

      She hesitated, then spoke plainly. “I confess I do not know precisely what it is I am expected to do.”

      “That will come,” he said, still smiling broadly. “You and I shall meet regularly to discuss what you have managed to achieve, although I may still bring in another gentleman from the League who might be able to help also.” Another small shrug lifted his shoulders. “Once you have established a good rapport with each gentleman, I will help you in what you have to ask them and what you have to discover as regards your task.”

      “And will they not suspect me?” Daisy asked, a sudden fear clutching at her heart. “I am Lord Harrogate’s daughter after all.” She eyed Lord Templeton carefully, suddenly feeling as though she were willingly setting foot into what could be a very dangerous situation.

      Much to her surprise, however, Lord Templeton let out a loud chuckle. “No, indeed, Miss Williams, they will not suspect you.” His eyes lit up with evident delight. “That is what is so very wonderful about my plans. Even if one of those two men did take the life of your father, the very last thing they would think is that a young lady is involved in trying to discover the truth.” Spreading his hands and allowing a slightly apologetic look to cross his face, he gave her a quick smile. “That is not to say that you have not the same grit and determination as any gentleman, Miss Williams, but rather than such a thing is not at all expected.”

      “I see,” Daisy murmured, reaching to pour herself a little more tea so that she might steady herself somewhat. “I am not insulted to hear you say so, Lord Templeton. Indeed, I quite understand it.” Lifting the cup to her lips, she took a long sip, seeing him watching her closely. “You say that you wish me to speak to another gentlemen in the League also?”

      Lord Templeton hesitated, then shook his head. “Not for the present moment, no,” he said, slowly as though he had not quite resolved the idea in his own mind. “Unfortunately, I cannot predict what the reaction of the gentlemen in the League would be, to know that I have permitted a young lady to involve herself in this. No, for the present, we will keep this between ourselves. Although that may well change, depending on what occurs.”

      Daisy nodded and took another sip of her tea. She was not shaken by all that had occurred but was rather overcome by the surprise of it. Having expected Lord Templeton to refuse her entirely, she was still shocked to realize that not only was he about to involve her, he expected her to be quite successful. Perhaps more successful than even the gentlemen of the League! A sense of satisfaction climbed into her heart. She had managed to take the first step into what she had long been hoping for, and finally, Lord Templeton was willing to involve her. Yes, she would have to return to society, and yes, she would have to pretend that she had set the past behind her and was willing now to do all she could to find herself a suitable match, but that was a small price to pay when it came to finding out the truth about her father’s death.

      “Very well, Lord Templeton,” she said, setting down her cup carefully on the saucer. “I will return home at once and ensure that I am fully prepared for my return to society.” She gave him a wry smile. “My sister will be quite overcome, I assure you.”

      He chuckled, then rose to his feet as she got out of her chair. “I am very glad to welcome you into the League, Miss Williams,” he said, as she curtsied. “Although you may be in a very inconspicuous role, I assure you that your actions will be just as important as any other undertaken in this matter.” Holding her gaze for a moment, he let out a long breath before giving her a small smile. “And let us hope that it will be successful.”

      “Indeed,” Daisy answered, her heart still beating a little quicker than usual. “I will do all I can, Lord Templeton. You know very well that all I want is to find those who took the life of my father so that they might be brought to justice.”

      “As do I,” he stated, before Daisy curtsied again and took her leave, feeling a good deal more hopeful than she had since her father’s death.
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      “You do not look at all cheerful.”

      Matthew resisted the urge to roll his eyes as Lord Fraser, a baron from Scotland, eyed him speculatively.

      “I am not cheerful,” he stated blandly. “I do not want to go to Lord and Lady Humphries’ ball, but yet I must do so in order to circulate amongst the ton.”

      “As must we all,” Lord Fraser said, glibly, as they walked into the house. “I am certain that there must be some enjoyment for you here this evening, however. Ladies to dance with, good conversations to be had, and very little else to do otherwise!”

      Matthew said nothing, his heart still aching furiously within his heart. He knew very well that everything Lord Fraser said was true, but still his despondency grew. He did not want to be here this evening. He did not even want to be in London. Everything within him wanted to curl up into a ball and to cry out in pain over the evident loss of Miss Williams and over his own foolishness.

      He had not the time to do so, however. His duties remained much the same as before, requiring him to ingratiate himself with his peers, to attend balls, soirees, the theatre, and extravagant dinners, whilst all the while continuing to search out those four men who might have been involved with the death of Lord Harrogate.

      Having met with Lord Templeton earlier that afternoon, he now knew that two of the four men had either returned or would be returning to London very soon. Other gentlemen from the League had been dispatched to America, in order to discover the whereabouts of the other two – although such a task Matthew knew would be very difficult indeed. They had been gone for some time, however, which meant that there might be a message from them received at any time. It was all rather unknown.

      Frowning to himself as the receiving line shuffled forward just a little, Matthew recalled the tea tray that had been sitting on a small table in Lord Templeton’s drawing room, as Matthew himself had entered. It had been cleared away almost at once, but not before Matthew had noticed the single china cup and the cold tea sitting within it. Lord Templeton had obviously had a lady calling upon him, although Matthew could not think as to who such a creature might be. Lord Templeton himself had made no mention of it, and whilst it was not Matthew’s business to pry, he was still a little curious. Given last Season’s difficulties, he was still somewhat on his guard, although he could not believe, even for a moment, that Lord Templeton was anything other than loyal to the King’s League – and to the King himself.

      But just who had he been entertaining that afternoon? From what Matthew knew, Lord Templeton had been a widower for many years, with only a single son born to him in that time. That son was now in Eton and, from what Matthew knew, doing very well indeed. So who was this lady that had met with Lord Templeton?

      “Ah, Lord Watt!”

      He had no more time to think, for it was now his turn to greet his host and hostess. Putting on a warm smile, he bowed low over Lady Humphries’ hand, charming her with his manner.

      “Thank you for inviting me this evening, Lady Humphries,” he said, with a cheerful smile. “It is one of the most beautiful balls I have attended thus far, and I am sure will be a most excellent evening.”

      “You tease me,” Lady Humphries said, as he let go of her hand. “I know very well that you have barely attended any ball at all thus far, which is why you speak so highly of mine, I am sure.

      “Not at all,” Matthew chuckled, reassuring her. “And Lord Humphries? How do you do this evening?”

      Lord Humphries smiled down at his wife, who was blushing a little, and then gave Matthew a broad grin. “Very well indeed,” he said, clearly taking no offense at Matthew’s ability to charm Lady Humphries so easily. “I am glad to see you back in society again, Lord Watt. It has been some time, has it not?”

      “I was present last Season,” Matthew protested weakly, “but perhaps chose not to involve myself as much as I ought.”

      Lord Humphries nodded, quickly losing interest in the discussion as he made to greet his next guest. Matthew moved on quickly, not wanting to further the conversation any more than he had to, seeing Lord Fraser waiting for him.

      “That was not as bad as you expected, I think,” Lord Fraser murmured, as Matthew joined him. “Now, where are we to go?”

      Matthew sighed inwardly. “Into the crowd,” he muttered, waving a hand towards the other guests who were milling about the ballroom. “To discover if either of these two gentlemen are present this evening.” And if they are not, he thought to himself, I have every intention of returning home without waiting for the ball to come to an end.

      Lord Fraser chuckled, slapped Matthew on the shoulder and then moved forward, clearly not wasting any time. Lord Fraser was quite delighted to be present this evening, even if Matthew was not. That was a good thing, Matthew decided, for at least then, someone from the League would remain here for the duration of the evening. The only thing he wanted to do was return home so that he might retire to bed and come to terms with all that he had learned the last few days.

      Memories began to crawl through his mind as he looked about him. The music, the dancing, the gowns, and the decorations all transported him back to the time when he had been dancing with Miss Williams, when he had been permitted to take her in his arms and waltz with her across the floor. What joy he had known then! What happiness! There had been such an understanding between them, the like that he knew he would never know again. She had been intelligent, witty, and utterly delightful. The moments he had spent watching her, the way his heart had warmed whenever her gaze turned towards his – it had been more than just a gentle affection. It had been nothing less than love.

      Sighing, Matthew turned to the left and began to make his way towards the side of the room, picking up a glass of ratafia on the way past. He had no desire to speak to anyone, no eagerness to involve himself in conversation or to sign his name on anyone’s dance card. Even though he knew it was expected of him, even though he knew that this was what he ought to do, the desire to do so was lacking. There was an apathy there that he could not shift, torn apart by his grief over the loss of his dear Miss Williams.

      “You look much too glum this evening, Lord Watt!”

      He turned, groaning inwardly at the sight of Lady Forester, who had not only one but two daughters, who were, from what he knew, as yet unmarried. They were not particularly interesting young ladies nor were they particularly beautiful, and yet Lady Forester continued to push them towards any gentleman she could in the hope that someone might find them a little enticing. They stood a little behind her at the moment, although he could practically feel their eyes fixed upon him.

      “Good evening, Lady Forester,” he mumbled, only just remembering to bow. “How good to see you again.”

      Lady Forester eyed him keenly. “You have not been seen in London for a time, Lord Watt,” she said, with a sharp voice. “And now can we hope that you have returned to society?”

      “I was present last Season, if you recall,” he answered, a little more sharply than he had intended. “But I confess that I found myself rather caught up with a few weighty matters that took precedence over enjoying the company of the young ladies of the ton.” He said this quickly so as to cover his initial annoyance and, thankfully, Lady Forester seemed to accept it without hesitation.

      “But this year you shall be entirely without any such matters to bother you, I am sure,” she said, making Matthew wince inwardly. “And my daughters would be very glad to have your company for one of their dances.” She smiled and stepped back, gesturing to her two daughters to step forward. Matthew could do nothing other than accept their dance cards from them, writing his name down for a dance each – although he did not even consider the waltz, for fear that they would then think him a little interested in furthering his acquaintance with either one.

      “You are very kind,” Lady Forester said, stepping close once he had let the second dance card go. “I look forward to seeing you dancing with each of my pretty girls later this evening, Lord Watt.”

      He muttered something and bowed, turning away just as quickly as he could in the hope that no other young ladies would soon accost him, having seen him sign dance cards already. Rubbing one hand over the back of his neck in an attempt to ease his frustration and general irritation at being present at this ball which he did not want to be at, Matthew moved quickly into the shadows near the edge of the ballroom and leaned back against the wall.

      This was not what he was meant to be doing, of course. He ought to be mingling with the others present this evening, making good conversation and doing all he could to present a jovial front, but his heart would not allow him to do so. This evening brought back far too many memories, filling his head with far too many thoughts and making him struggle to think of anything else other than Miss Williams.

      A sudden laugh made his head shoot up in surprise, the sound reverberating through his mind and making his heart quicken furiously.

      “Stop it,” he told himself dully. “That is not her. You know it is not.” Even though it was nothing more than a rumor that Miss Williams was now lain in her grave, Matthew found it hard to disbelieve it. There was so much regret, so much doubt and sorrow in his mind that he could not chase the idea from his thoughts. To be hearing her laugh now, to have his mind filled with that pleasant memory which only tortured him further, was nothing more than an agony.

      “You are very kind.”

      Her voice floated towards him, making Matthew stiffen. Whoever the young lady was that was speaking so, she sounded very much like Miss Williams, to the point that he had to turn away and move back through the crowd, removing himself from his spot in the shadows. He could not bear the torture of having the memory of her thrown back at him time and again.

      “Lord Watt!”

      Forced to come to yet another stop, Matthew plastered a smile on his face as he bowed. It was none other than Lord and Lady Westbrook, however, which meant that he did not have to feign his delight for long.

      “I am very glad to see you again, Lady Westbrook,” he said, taking in her blossoming figure and seeing her blush just a little. “I hear you are soon to return to your husband’s estate to begin your confinement.”

      Lady Westbrook rolled her eyes, sighing heavily. “I am,” she admitted, evidently irritated. “And just when the Season has begun. I wish I could remain for longer, but I will admit to you, I suppose, that I find myself getting rather tired of late.” She laughed and nudged her husband, who was looking at her adoringly. “Although I will not allow myself to be removed from this ball until I have decided it is time for me to retire.”

      Lord Westbrook chuckled, and Matthew could not help but smile. The friendship and love between the two of them was more than apparent and, whilst he was glad to see it, it also made his heart ache for what he could have had.

      “You do not appear to be enjoying yourself thus far, however,” Lady Westbrook said pointedly. “I can tell a feigned expression of happiness, Lord Watt, and you do not wear it very well.”

      He winced, then shrugged. “I confess that I am not as contented as I am trying to appear,” he answered. “I am struggling to have any sort of enjoyment from this evening.”

      Lord Westbrook frowned. “I am sorry to hear that,” he said, quietly. “I know it must be difficult indeed to be looking into such a difficult matter, especially when Lord Harrogate’s daughter is present this evening.”

      For a moment, a sudden thrill of hope ran up Matthew’s spine and he stared at Lord Westbrook, breathless with anticipation – only to recall that Lord Harrogate had three daughters and that one was married to Lord Northgate, who was currently in London with her.

      “You will manage to bring the perpetrators to justice, I am quite sure,” Lady Westbrook said gently, reaching out and pressing Matthew’s arm for a moment. “Do not let your heart become burdened, Lord Watt.”

      He sighed and felt like telling her everything that was on his heart but knew that now was not the time to do so. Of course, the ton had known that he had formed an attachment with Miss Williams, but given all that had occurred, her mourning period and then her lack of interest in returning to society, it seemed as though everyone had merely assumed that things had come to a very natural end. The beau monde did not know that he still cared for her, did not know that he had once had every intention of proposing to her and of making her his wife. They could not tell that he still had that longing within his heart, as well as being overcome with regret, disappointment, and sorrow. Whilst he appreciated Lady Westbrook’s concern for him, he knew he could not do as she suggested. His heart was already burdened.

      “Ah!” Lord Westbrook exclaimed suddenly, pulling Matthew out of his own, morose thoughts. “The cotillion.” He looked down at his wife, a slight look of hope in his eyes. “Is that much too difficult for you in your present state?”

      Lady Westbrook laughed, as though her husband was being quite ridiculous. “I am not unwell,” she teased, looping her arm through his. “Just so long as I do not exert myself too much, I shall be quite all right.”

      Matthew watched them go, his eyes rather dark with sorrow. He had so often stepped out with Miss Williams, had so often reveled in the brightness of her company. It would not be so again.

      “Lord Watt?”

      He jerked in surprise, turning around to see one of Lady Forester’s daughters looking at him enquiringly. “Yes?”

      Her face was bright pink as she gestured to her dance card. “The cotillion,” she stammered, looking away. “I believe you agreed to dance it with me?”

      “Oh, yes,” he answered, feeling suddenly awkward. “Yes, of course. Of course, Miss…Miss…” He winced, realizing he could not recall her name.

      “Miss Stutton,” she replied, turning her face away just a little as she put one hand on his arm. Matthew, flushed with embarrassment, led the lady onto the floor, and joined the other couples standing there, hating every single moment.

      Midway through the dance, Matthew happened to look across the room at the other couples dancing, having absolutely no interest in speaking to his own partner, and she, evidently, having no desire to talk to him either, which, given his own lack of manners in forgetting her name, he quite understood.

      His heart stopped in his chest. His feet stumbled, and he knocked into his partner but not a single word of apology passed his lips. It could not be. It could not be her!

      “Lord Watt!”

      Jerking his eyes away from the vision that he was sure was none other than Miss Williams, he realized that he had come to a dead stop and was holding up the rest of the dancers. Miss Stutton’s face was scarlet with embarrassment, but Matthew did not care. All he wanted to do was cross the room and pull Miss Williams into his arms, to hold her there tightly until he finally began to believe that she was real.

      “Lord Watt, if you please!” said one of the other gentleman, and Matthew had no other choice but to start dancing again, twisting his head this way and that so that he might keep sight of Miss Williams.

      It was no good. As much as he tried to keep his eyes on her, the way of the dance meant that he was forced to step this way and that and, in the end, had to focus entirely on Miss Stutton so that he would not step on her toes or knock into her again. A little embarrassed that he had not behaved particularly well, he forced himself to give every ounce of attention to the remainder of the dance, telling himself that he would find Miss Williams immediately after.

      The minutes passed agonizingly slow, tearing into him and forcing Matthew to grit his teeth with frustration. Finally, the dance came to an end – but still, he was not free. He could not let Miss Stutton stand there alone on the dancefloor, could not let her make her way back to her mother whilst he disappeared after Miss Williams. The last thing he needed was for the ton to start speaking disparagingly about him – and thus, he forced himself to give Miss Stutton his arm and, walking in the very opposite direction from where he wished to go, led her back to the rather angry-looking Lady Forester.

      “Thank you, Miss Stutton,” he said, bowing quickly. “I apologize for my lack of skill in the dance. I was quite lost for a few moments.”

      “Ridiculous!” Lady Forester exclaimed, before her daughter could say anything. “You are quite ridiculous, Lord Watt! And now the ton will be talking of it all without hesitation.”

      Matthew apologized repeatedly, whilst looking out of the corner of his eye in search of Miss Williams. Lady Forester must have seen that he was rather less than genuine in his apologies, for she grasped her daughter’s arm and marched away from him, leaving Matthew free to go in search of her.

      “Miss Williams,” he whispered to himself, making his way through the crowd and not caring whether or not he bumped into or knocked against others. His only thought was to find Miss Williams again.

      Moving through the crowd, growing more and more desperate as his fruitless search continued, Matthew felt his heart explode with hope. If Miss Williams was not dead, as the rumors stated and as he himself had believed, then he did not have the same regrets, the same sorrows, the same frustrations as before. He might now have the opportunity to rectify them, to tell her exactly what he felt and just what he wanted from her. He might be able to express his sorrow over his lack of attention towards her since her father’s death, although explaining it would make him look all the more a fool, of course. But it did not matter to Matthew whether or not she thought him a fool, an idiot, or anything worse. All he wanted was that opportunity to tell her the truth of his feelings and to make amends for what he had not done.

      And then, he saw her.

      His breath caught, one hand pressed hard against his heart as the blood roared in his ears. She was standing there beside her sister, Lady Northgate, and talking animatedly to a gentleman Matthew did not recognize. She was as beautiful as he remembered her, with her long, fair hair curled up and pinned in a most intricate style, with a few shorter curls brushing her temples. Her green eyes glittered like emeralds; her red lips pulled into a delighted smile. Her cheeks were dusted with pink, and she looked to be filled with a renewed vivacity for life.

      He could not move. Every single emotion he had ever felt towards Miss Williams flooded him at once, sweeping through him and throwing him off balance so much that he had to take a step back. Someone stepped into his line of vision, and then another and then another, until he struggled to see her clearly.

      Taking a few steps closer, his heart in his throat, he watched as the gentleman bowed over Miss Williams’ hand. Her cheeks colored a little more, and she gave the gentleman a demure smile, so similar in kind to the ones she had given him so many times.

      Matthew felt as though he had been punched in the stomach, hard. Struggling to take in air, he saw the gentleman take his leave and how Miss Williams’ eyes followed him. She looked away then, her eyes darting around the room and landing on him only once.

      There was no flash of recognition, no lingering on his face with a sudden, unexpected delight creeping into her expression. She merely looked away as though he were nothing more than a stranger to her.

      It was clear to him then. Clearer than he had ever seen it or felt it before. There was no future for himself and Miss Williams. She had quite forgotten him, it seemed.

      Turning away, Matthew felt a great heaviness settle over his heart. There was nothing he could do now other than accept his fate. He had made too many mistakes for Miss Williams to ever accept him now. The past had stolen her from him, and it was not about to give her back.
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      “You look quite beautiful, dear Daisy.”

      Daisy resisted the urge to roll her eyes at her sister as they prepared to climb into the carriage. Susanna did not know, of course, that the only reason Daisy was making any such efforts was in order to do as Lord Templeton asked. She had been a little overcome with the responsibilities given to her but had accepted them, nonetheless. Attending her first ball last evening had been both terrifying and wonderful in equal measure for, as much as she had been glad to attend it, it had been a struggle to keep her mind focused on her task.

      What had made it all the worse had been that dreadful rumor that she had already passed away. When she had first entered the room with her sister and Lord Northgate, a ripple of surprise had run the entire way around the room, making her all too aware that she was something of a surprise to the beau monde. They had been astonished to see her—and a good many whispers had followed after her.

      Thereafter, she had been pounced on by a good many people. First had been ladies acquainted with her sister, who had been eager only to talk to Daisy. Then had come the gentlemen, who had each been introduced to her – or reintroduced if Daisy already knew them from her previous time in society – by her sister. Her dance card had been filled up almost immediately and, much to her disappointment, it did not have either Lord Fitzherbert or Lord Stevenson’s names written there. In fact, she had not come across either gentleman for some time until, most unexpectedly, Lord Northgate had brought Lord Fitzherbert to her side.

      Apparently, it seemed, Lord Northgate and Lord Fitzherbert had known each other for some time, although Lord Fitzherbert had been absent from town for a while. Daisy, who had already been fully aware of this information, had been forced to act as though she knew nothing of this gentleman and had then feared that she had made a very poor first impression indeed. All had been saved, however, by the reappearance of Lord Fitzherbert after the cotillion. He had sought her out almost at once and had asked for a chance to further introduce himself to her at another time. He had been kind and very considerate, complimenting her by stating that he was quite sure her dance card would be filled already – which, of course, it was – and asking if she might save him a space on her card at the next ball they attended together.

      Daisy had answered in the affirmative, but her interest had been piqued by the gentleman. Had she not considered him a possible murderer, then she might have thought him very handsome and amiable indeed. When he had taken his leave, even her sister had teased her quietly about Lord Fitzherbert’s attentions, and Daisy had been forced to push such remarks aside, pretending nothing more than a vague interest in the gentleman.

      Such had been her reaction to both the gentleman’s presence and her sister’s remarks that she had forced herself to gaze around the room whilst trying to regain her composure. Her heart had been beating furiously, her breathing a little ragged, and her anxiety still rising steadily, fully aware that she had managed to speak, smile and even laugh with Lord Fitzherbert – the man who might well have killed her father. She had not been able to take in anything more, even though her face had remained serene as she had looked around the room, knowing full well that her sister would not understand her anxiety if she spoke to her of it. As far as Susanna had been concerned, Daisy was only a little nervous about re-entering society, nothing more, which was why she had made light of the encounter with Lord Fitzherbert.

      “Might you remind me of the name of our host this evening?” Daisy asked, as the carriage began to draw up to a large townhouse. “I have quite forgotten it, I am afraid.”

      She expected Susanna to gasp in horror, to exclaim aloud that this was quite disgraceful – but, much to Daisy’s surprise, Susanna let out a little laugh, her eyes twinkling.

      “Goodness, you are in a bit of a dither, are you not?” she laughed, as Lord Northgate grinned broadly. “There is nothing to worry about, Daisy. You did very well last night, and this evening’s dinner will be a much quieter affair.” She smiled sweetly at Daisy and reached forward to press her hand. “Our host is Lord Montague,” she said, speaking slowly and clearly so that Daisy might understand. “He is unmarried, a wealthy earl, and he was more than delighted when I begged an invitation for you also.” She sat back, just as the carriage door was pulled open for them. “And might I also say, he is quite handsome.”

      Daisy heard Lord Northgate mutter something to his wife as she made to step out of the carriage, making Susanna laugh again as Daisy followed her out. There was a clear affection between Lord Northgate and her sister, and for that, Daisy was glad, even though she had no intention of allowing any sort of fond acquaintance to develop between herself and any gentleman of the ton, even if he was a wealthy earl! Sighing inwardly, Daisy hurried forward after her sister, knowing that, whilst she had to make a good impression, she also had to ensure that if Lord Fitzherbert or Lord Stevenson were present, that she engaged their interest in some way or another. Her sister might start making a match for her with either gentleman should she do so, of course, but it could not be helped. Susanna was doing her best for Daisy, she had to admit, and there was nothing Daisy could exchange for that but gratitude.
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        * * *

      

      “Lord Montague.” Daisy curtsied beautifully and then lifted her head to greet her host. Lord Montague was watching her keenly with sharp eyes that seemed to slice through her so that he was looking into her very soul.

      She did not think that she liked him very much.

      “I am very grateful for your willingness to add me to your dinner this evening,” she told him, looking away just a little so that their eyes did not meet. “I thank you for your kindness.”

      Lord Montague chuckled as he rose from his bow. “Not at all, Miss Williams,” he said, in a strong voice. “Indeed, you have saved me from a somewhat difficult situation, for I found that around the table this evening I would have had thirteen – and you know very well that such a thing cannot occur!” He chuckled again as she looked at him, a little intrigued by his manner. His incongruous tone and mirthful words seemed to be entirely opposite to his sharp eyes and firm looks. “But now we have fourteen, and I am very glad of it,” he finished, with a flourish. “Please, do come and join the rest of the guests. The dinner gong will sound very soon and we will be able to make our way through.”

      Daisy smiled her thanks and walked into the drawing room, looking all about her and seeing only a few faces that she recognized. A few guests were standing in shadowy corners of the room, and she could not see their faces very clearly at all. Waiting for her sister to join her, Daisy put a polite smile on her face and glanced from one person to the next. She could see that some were looking at her and speaking very obviously about her to their companion, but she tried not to allow this to bring any color to her cheeks. Given the rumors that had been started, which had then been very strongly quashed by her appearance within London, this was to be expected.

      Nevertheless, she was relieved when her sister and Lord Northgate came to join her. Throwing her sister a quick smile, Daisy let out a long breath and looked around the room as to whom they might go to speak with first.

      “Lady Northgate,” said one older lady, coming towards them both but keeping her eyes fixed upon Daisy. “Do come and join us over here. We have much to speak to you about.” She gave a warm smile to Susanna and then to Daisy, but Daisy did not feel at all reassured. One glance behind the lady told Daisy that there were three others standing there in a small huddle, clearly eager to speak to Daisy and Susanna and, most likely, to discuss her absence from town for two years.

      Lord Northgate cleared his throat. “If you will excuse me,” he murmured, throwing a quick wink in Daisy’s direction, telling her that she would be best to find a way to escape from this situation. “I have seen someone that I simply must speak to.”

      “As have I,” Daisy said quickly, knowing that the invitation had not yet been given specifically to her and that she could still use this chance to escape. “Do excuse me, Susanna.” Giving her sister a quick smile and seeing the sharpness of Susanna’s gaze, Daisy blushed furiously and turned away, moving quickly towards the back of the room. She had no one specific to go to, of course, but she knew she had to find someone to speak to, so that the lady would not be insulted.

      Her eyes roved around the room, her breath quickening as she saw not even a single person turn towards her. Many watched her, of course, but none spoke a word or even smiled a greeting. Beginning to panic, Daisy walked a little to her left and into the shadows in the corner of the room, hoping that she would be hidden from her sister and her new companions.

      “Oh!”

      Having turned her head to look back at Susanna, Daisy recoiled suddenly as she walked into something solid. A gentleman, it seemed, giving the way he murmured loudly in shock, saying something incomprehensible as he stumbled back, only to hit his back against the wall.

      “I am terribly sorry,” Daisy stammered, feeling a little embarrassed. “I did not mean to…” Her eyes sought out the gentleman’s face, and, as she slowly saw him come into view, she felt the breath being stolen from her body and her words fading to nothing.

      Lord Watt.

      They said nothing to each other for what felt like minutes, staring at one another in apparent shock. Lord Watt was just as she remembered him. His shock of dark hair fell over his forehead, brushed to one side. His blue eyes were fixed upon hers, appearing darker what with the shadows all around him. The broad shoulders, his strong back, and the powerful arms that had once held her so tightly…it was all so familiar and yet so unknown.

      “Lord Watt,” she rasped eventually, trying to find something to say. “You…you are here.” It was an entirely ridiculous statement, for it was quite apparent that Lord Watt was present this evening, but Daisy simply could not find something coherent to say. Her heart was pounding furiously now as she twisted her fingers in front of her, aware that silence was all the response she was, apparently, to get from Lord Watt. “I-I did not know that you would be present this evening.”

      Lord Watt said nothing still, just watching her with eyes that held nothing but sorrow and pain. Daisy felt heat climb up into her face, not at all certain what she ought to do next. Should she turn away and leave him standing here alone? Was it that he was unwilling to speak to her? Had  he wanted to give her the cut direct but had been unable to? A sense of shame began to creep over her, as she recalled all that had once been between them and how, after her father’s death, she had done nothing to reach out to him. She had been lost in confusion and in grief for a long time, but once she had pushed through that fog, she could easily have written to him, to explain that she could not continue with their acquaintance at the present. Instead, she had done nothing and, having not heard from him either, had considered that they were both contented with things as they now stood.

      Except her heart had not quite managed to let him go.

      “Miss Williams.”

      Hearing her name on his lips sent a shudder through her. It held none of the warmth, none of the delight or the happiness that she had once been so used to. Instead, he spoke to her as though she were nothing more than a stranger.

      “Good evening,” he said, his voice low and gruff. “You have returned to society, it seems.”

      “I have.” Daisy searched his face, wondering if she had been correct in hearing the slight edge of malice in his voice. “I am sure you can understand that my sorrow and distress over the death of my father was a heavy burden to bear. I was in London last Season, I confess, but I was not at all ready to mingle with the beau monde.” A challenge entered her words, as though she felt the need to defend herself. She could not, of course, tell him the truth about her return to society this year, but still, she did not want him to treat her cruelly.

      Lord Watt cleared his throat and looked away, appearing a little abashed. “Of course,” he said, much more quietly than before. “I cannot imagine what you have endured.” His eyes returned to hers, his lips pulled thin. “I heard that you, too, had been lost.”

      “Lost?” She frowned, hard, before realizing what he meant. Her heart suddenly quailed within her, making her realize that Lord Watt might have been taken in by the rumors which could very well explain his shock upon seeing her. “Yes, I have heard of the rumors, Lord Watt. They are entirely false.”

      Silence descended on them once more. Lord Watt did nothing but look at her, as though he wanted to make himself believe that she truly was present, that she truly was standing in front of him—and it was all Daisy could do to hold his gaze. Her heart was beating quicker and quicker, her breathing becoming a little ragged as an air of anticipation began to sweep around her—although what she was anticipating, she could not say. Lord Watt dropped his head and rubbed at his forehead with his hand, letting out such a long and pronounced breath that Daisy felt as though she could almost feel his torment through it.

      “I am sorry,” she said, not quite certain what she was specifically apologizing for. “I know there has been a good deal of trouble, and we have been split apart, but I—”

      “Please, do not trouble yourself.” The hardness had returned to Lord Watt’s voice, as he lifted his head again, his eyes a little narrowed. “We are nothing more than acquaintances now, Miss Williams, which is clearly what you have desired for some time. I will not speak of the past nor beg of you to discuss certain matters with me.” His smile was tight, and no light entered his eyes. “We will greet each other and perhaps pass the dullest of conversation now and again, but there is nothing more between us, Miss Williams.” Bowing, he made to move past her, only to stop and turn back towards her. “Although I will not pretend that I am not glad to know that those rumors have come to nothing,” he finished, not quite looking at her. “Good evening, Miss Williams.”

      “Good evening,” she whispered, wrapping both arms around herself in an attempt to stave off the chill that had suddenly caught her. The air seemed to be a little more clammy now, the color fading from all around her. Her heart was pounding, but her stomach was roiling with anxiety. It had been a shock to see Lord Watt again, but the coldness that had filled his final few words had chilled her completely. There was a dull pain there, deep within her heart. It was beginning to spread further through her, growing in intensity as she continued to watch Lord Watt walk away from her. A part of her was desperate for him to turn around, desperate for him to look back at her, so that he might acknowledge her again. The way he had left her made her feel as though there was never to be anything between them again, not even an ounce of friendship. What there had once been was gone for good, it seemed, and until this very moment, Daisy had not known that she had cared. She had not known that she wanted him to return to her, wanted him to acknowledge her again. And yet his parting from her seemed to tear her apart, limb from limb.

      “Daisy?”

      She was pulled from her unexpected agony by the sound of her sister’s voice, cheerful and delighted in a way that was so opposed to what she felt. Turning slowly, feeling as though everything within her was weak and tired, Daisy forced herself to smile wanly as Susanna approached with an older lady walking beside her. This evening would continue regardless of what she felt. She could not allow anyone to know of her feelings for Lord Watt, of her confusion and her struggle, even though it had come upon her so quickly. Daisy forced herself to remember her task at hand, forced herself to recall what she was meant to be doing. This was all an act; she was just playing a part. The ton had to believe that she was seeking a husband and eager to wander through all of society in search of the perfect match. And that meant greeting anyone her sister thought important.

      Her thoughts on Lord Watt would have to wait to be considered until another time.
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      “Watt? You look quite tormented.”

      Matthew tried his utmost to rearrange his face into a picture of boredom but failed completely. His brows remained furrowed, his lips pulled tight, and he was certain that the sorrow would not leave his eyes no matter what he attempted.

      “What is it that makes your expression so?” Lord Monteforte asked, coming to stand beside Matthew as he looked out across the street from his drawing room window. “Or is it the thoughts in your mind that trouble you so?”

      Matthew wanted to find some simple explanation, to tell Lord Monteforte that he was troubled by one of the current situations that the League was dealing with at present, but he was not the kind of man to lie, and so the words stuck in his throat. In the end, he simply cleared his throat gruffly and gave Lord Monteforte a small shrug.

      “I see,” Lord Monteforte answered quietly, as a look of concern filled his features. “Then I am sorry indeed for whatever it is that you are struggling with, old boy.” He glanced behind him, as though reminding Matthew of the other gentlemen that were contained within, although some had already left. “You have friends here.”

      “I know,” Matthew answered, speaking for the very first time since Lord Monteforte had come to join him at the window. “But some things will bring only more pain if they are spoken aloud.” He turned his head to stare back out of the window and, after a few moments, he felt Lord Monteforte’s presence disappear. Another troubled sigh left his lips, as wretchedness filled him. And all because of one Miss Williams.

      It had been three days since he had seen her last. Three days since that torturous dinner party, where he had been forced to sit and smile and laugh and pretend that everything was just as he wanted it to be. Of course, he had felt nothing more than pain, aware of Miss Williams’ presence, feeling it fill the room as well as filling his heart. Quite how he had made it through the rest of the evening, Matthew had not been sure, but evidently he had managed it without giving anyone else present a hint of how he truly felt. It had not been until his return home in his carriage that he had finally allowed himself to behave in accordance with his emotions. He had sat back, his head against the squabs, as his expression contorted with agony, pain blossoming within him all over again, like a rose covered in thorns. And the pain had not left him since.

      Yes, he had told her that there was nothing between them any longer, that there was not even an ounce of friendship shared, but that was not the true desire of his heart. He had wanted to take her hand, to hold it close and to pull her tight against him, to beg her to tell him what had occurred to push her so far from him and, in return, cry for her forgiveness for his own lack of determination in pursuing her in her absence.

      But he had not. And he would not. It was quite apparent to him now that things were at an end. Miss Williams had returned to society to find herself a suitable match, and she had not even considered him. That spoke the truth of her heart to him, even if her lips did not.

      It is time to set her aside.

      The determination in his heart was there, but his heart and spirit rebelled against it. He did not want to set her aside; he did not want to turn away from her completely. It was as though he felt, despite everything, there might be a small sliver of hope for him yet, that she might turn around and beg for him to return to her, so that they might somehow find a way to continue what had once been started between them – but he knew that to be foolishness indeed. And yet, he could not rid himself of such a feeling.

      A footman drew near, and Matthew, seeing him out of the corner of his eye, turned at once and forced himself back to the present, leaving aside his thoughts of Miss Williams.

      “Yes?”

      The footman inclined his head. “Lord Templeton wishes to speak to you, my lord.”

      Matthew frowned. “Lord Templeton?” he repeated, a little confused given that he had thought the man had already gone from his house. “He is still here?”

      The footman nodded. “Ensconced in the library, my lord. I apologize, I thought you were still aware of—”

      “There is nothing for you to apologize for,” Matthew interrupted, with a tight smile. “Thank you. I will go at once.”

      Frowning slightly, Matthew excused himself from the other gentlemen who remained, having just concluded the meeting of the League, and assured them that they were welcome to remain for as long as they wished, as well as to drink as much of his fine brandy as they wished. This was met with chuckles and murmurs of appreciation, making Matthew realize that what Lord Monteforte had said was quite correct. He did indeed have friends here.

      Walking to the library, Matthew felt a sudden sense of nervousness fill him. It was very odd indeed for Lord Templeton to be ensconced somewhere within Matthew’s house and asking to meet with him privately, especially after Lord Templeton was, in fact, meant to be less than involved with the League now. Their meeting of the League had not been a lengthy one, and very little had been said about the case involving the death of Lord Harrogate. Very little had been achieved thus far. There was no news from America, and certainly nothing of note had been brought to light about them.

      As for the other two gentlemen, the only thing that had become clear was that both Lord Stevenson and Lord Fitzherbert had returned to society. The suggestion was now that the gentlemen of the League ensure that both Lord Stevenson and Lord Fitzherbert were brought into closer acquaintance with some, so that they might then use that association to discover more if required. It would be a slow process, but Matthew was determined to discover the truth.

      Of course, he would try to befriend both gentlemen also, but the thought of doing so when he had seen Miss Williams blush and smile in the direction of Lord Fitzherbert had quite stolen his eagerness away. It almost pained him to have to do so, fearing that Lord Fitzherbert might then start speaking of his acquaintance with Miss Williams and of his desire to court her, which Matthew would have to then deal with inwardly by showing no outward expression other than acknowledgement. It would be very difficult indeed, which was why he had not made any attempt to befriend Lord Fitzherbert as yet.

      “Ah, thank you for coming, Lord Watt.”

      Matthew allowed a small, wry smile to touch his lips as he looked across the room to see Lord Templeton sitting beside the hearth, where a small fire had been set in order to warm the room. It had been a fairly bright and sunny day, and with the afternoon only now fading to evening, Matthew did not think a fire was required – but evidently, Lord Templeton felt the need for it, and Matthew would not begrudge him that.

      “I came at once,” he answered, as though he were in Lord Templeton’s home and had come in answer to a summons that had been sent by messenger. “It sounded quite urgent.”

      Lord Templeton chuckled, his eyes dancing with mirth. “You think me rude sitting here and sending one of your own footmen to seek you out.” He shrugged, reaching for his glass of whiskey that was sitting on the table just to his right. “Mayhap you are right, but I did not think you would mind.”

      “I do not,” Matthew said firmly, sitting down opposite. “You are always welcome to remain here.” He gave the older man a small smile, whilst a flurry of interest combined with anxiety settled in his stomach. “Is there something troubling you?”

      Lord Templeton shook his head, before lifting his glass to his lips and throwing it back quickly. “No, indeed not,” he said, smacking his lips together. “Nothing wrong at all. It is only to inform you that I have sent another to seek out Lord Fitzherbert and Lord Stevenson. I thought you ought to know so that you might work alongside them.”

      Matthew’s brows buried low on his forehead almost at once, his worry beginning to rise almost at once. “Another?” he said, trying to work out which of the gentlemen in the League it might be. “I do not understand.”

      “They are quite green, of course,” Lord Templeton continued, waving a hand as though speaking of someone’s lack of experience was quite understandable in the present circumstance. “They are quite determined to seek out the truth, but I think they will need a good deal of guidance as to how they are to go about finding the truth.”

      “I-I do not understand,” Matthew interrupted, rubbing his forehead before dropping his hand to look steadily back at Lord Templeton. “You have sent someone inexperienced in the art of interrogation towards Lord Fitzherbert and Lord Stevenson in the hope that they will be able to do more than someone such as I am able to do?”

      Lord Templeton considered this for a moment, then nodded. “I think they will manage to make better progress than anyone here, yes,” he admitted, quite calmly. “And before you ask, they are not a part of the League as yet. They should very much like to be, but this, I think, will prove to both myself and to you whether or not they ought to be permitted to join.”

      Matthew stared at Lord Templeton, his breath hitching in his chest in surprise. It was quite unlike Lord Templeton to behave in such a strange fashion, for to involve someone who was not even a part of the League was quite inexplicable and entirely unheard of. He wanted to throw questions at Lord Templeton, to demand to know what he had been thinking of when it came to doing such a thing, but instead, he simply stared at the fellow and tried to make sense of what he heard.

      “I will leave you to discover them, of course,” Lord Templeton said, with a small grin that left Matthew feeling nothing more than irritation. “No, you need not begin to question me as to their identity and the like, for I shall not give it. I fear that you will then go to them at once and demand that they give up this foolish scheme and I shall not have you do so.” He chuckled and rose slowly to his feet. “Not that I think they would accept your instruction anyway.” His sharp eyes landed on Matthew’s dismayed expression and, instead of expressing sorrow or telling him all that he needed to know, Lord Templeton simply chuckled.

      “You look astonished and a little angry, Lord Watt, and I quite understand both emotions,” he said, putting one hand on Matthew’s shoulder as he began to make his way past. “Do believe me when I tell you that this is for the best.”

      “The best?” Matthew repeated, the words flying furiously from his mouth as he rose angrily to his feet. “You think that it is both wise and agreeable to invite someone who is unknown to both the League and to myself into such a precarious situation as this? Lord Harrogate’s murder has been the shame that the League has carried for a long time, the shame that has been burdening both our hearts and minds for many months. And now, when we are able to start investigating it, you have involved someone without any consideration for the opinions or the wisdom of others?” He narrowed his eyes, feeling angry beyond measure that Lord Templeton had not only done such a thing but was now behaving in this way, where he evidently felt some sort of pride in what he had done—for there was certainly no regret in his eyes. Instead, there lingered some sort of gentle understanding, some kind of quiet reassurance that all would come aright.

      “You are quite right to be angry,” Lord Templeton answered softly. “But keep it within you for a little while longer before you permit yourself to express it.” The older man’s lips tugged into a thin line, his eyes becoming clear and determined. “Once you have seen them, once you know why they have involved themselves in this way, you will have full understanding, Lord Watt, I assure you.” The corner of his mouth lifted. “And you will understand why I have been forced to keep this secret from the rest of the League and why I have chosen to tell only you. It is best if Lord Fitzherbert and Lord Stevenson have not even the slightest inkling that they are known to any of the other gentlemen of the League.” Reaching out, he grasped Matthew’s shoulder hard, with more strength than Matthew had expected. “Keep your anger quiet until tomorrow night, Lord Watt.”

      “Tomorrow night?” Matthew repeated, feeling the anger fade out of him as Lord Templeton’s gaze quenched his fury somewhat. “What is happening then?”

      Lord Templeton smiled quietly. “It is Lord and Lady Frederickson’s ball, is it not?”

      Matthew nodded, suddenly remembering that he was to attend. “It is.”

      “You are going?”

      “Yes, of course.” He knew that, most likely, Lord Fitzherbert and Lord Stevenson would be present, which meant that he would have to grasp the opportunity to begin a new acquaintance with one of them at least. Perhaps Lord Stevenson would be best to begin with.

      Lord Templeton nodded slowly, a slight frown flickering between his brows. “Very good. Very good. Then you must make your way to the alcove by the card room at midnight precisely.”

      Matthew blinked in surprise, a little taken aback by the apparent mysterious nature of this meeting. “Is that necessary?”

      Lord Templeton lifted one shoulder. “How else am I to ensure that you meet?”

      Matthew wanted to point out that Lord and Lady Frederickson’s townhouse had a good many rooms within it and that surely one such as the study, drawing room, or parlor might be best for such a meeting, but instead he said nothing and simply nodded. There was no need to argue over such an insignificant detail.

      “Good,” Lord Templeton said firmly, as though he could see into Matthew’s mind and could understand just what he was thinking. “Then I will ensure that they know to meet you there also, at that particular time. You will have much to discuss, I am quite sure.” This was said with just the faintest hint of a smile across Lord Templeton’s lips, but Matthew did not return it. He did not appreciate the mirth that Lord Templeton seemed to find in this present situation and certainly did not like the feeling of being manipulated in this particular way, but it seemed there was nothing for it. Lord Templeton was to have his way, for whatever reason, and Matthew would do as he asked. He would sit on his anger until tomorrow evening in the apparent belief that it would fade away from him the very moment he set eyes on whomever Lord Templeton had been working with.

      “I do not think I will be present tomorrow evening, however,” Lord Templeton murmured, turning around and making his way towards the door. “I am a little more weary of late. Although I shall look forward to seeing you afterwards.”

      Matthew sighed inwardly and followed after Lord Templeton, forcing himself to dampen down his anger. This was not at all what he had expected. To know that there was someone else involving themselves in the situation over Lord Harrogate’s death sent a shiver down his spine, fearing that this was a grave mistake on the part of Lord Templeton and that he himself would have to try to find a way to resolve it. Surely Lord Templeton knew the significance of their current investigation? He certainly knew how important it was, and it seemed quite incongruous for the fellow to have done something so foolish as to have invited someone inexperienced into the matter.

      “Do not let your thoughts swirl about what I have told you,” he heard Lord Templeton say, pulling him back to the present. “Trust my judgement in this, Lord Watt, even if it seems more than foolish to you.”

      Matthew gave the older man a small, self-conscious smile, fully aware that this was precisely what he had been doing. “I will do my best,” he promised, as Lord Templeton chuckled. “I do not understand what you have done nor why but—”

      “But all will be revealed tomorrow evening,” Lord Templeton interrupted, with a broad smile, quieting the remaining anger in Matthew’s heart. “Trust me, old boy. The moment you see them, all will become quite clear.”
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      At midnight. At the alcove by the card room.

      Daisy caught her breath as she pressed herself into the shadows, fearing that either her sister or Lord Northgate would see her absence from the room as she waited for two others to enter the ballroom. Susanna had been by her side almost the entire evening, seemingly delighting over each and every name that had been written on Daisy’s dance card. Thankfully, Daisy had managed to ensure that two dances had been kept entirely free, with another much later in the evening, which now gave her time to slip away. She had said to Susanna that she had to go to the powder room, which, of course, Susanna wanted to accompany her to. It had been a happy fate that, just as they had been about to depart, and with Daisy having very little thought as to what she might do to escape from her sister, that Lord Northgate had swept down upon his wife and begged her to dance the waltz with him.

      The joy on her sister’s face had given Daisy the escape she needed. After reassuring Susanna that she would be back before the waltz was ended, Daisy had left her sister to Lord Northgate and had scurried away.

      Now, however, she feared that her sister might still be keeping a close eye on her, even though the waltzing music was filling the room, and it was with as much discreteness as possible that she moved towards the door.

      The shadows held her tight as she moved through the door and into the hallway, where the candles lit up either side with a brightness that left her no other means of escape. She had to hurry. It was almost midnight.

      She could hear the gentlemen in the card room laughing and crying exultantly as they evidently won their hand and rather than turn away from the noise, she moved quickly towards it. One glance over her shoulder told her that there was no one else behind her, and she had to pray that no one would appear out of the card room and see her in the hallway alone. With one hand pressed to her stomach and her heart thudding furiously, Daisy moved as quickly and as quietly as she could, keeping herself to the other side of the hallway and as far away from the door of the card room as possible.

      Quickly. Quickly, Daisy!

      The card room door was open, and she could smell the liquor on the air. Fearing for her own reputation as well as what might occur should an inebriated gentleman find her, Daisy pushed aside her fears and practically ran past the door, wondering why Lord Templeton had decided that the alcove beyond the card room had been a good place for them to meet. There were plenty of spaces in the ballroom itself where she might have had a quiet word with him, although, then again, she did not know precisely what it was he intended to speak to her about.

      Having received a note from Lord Templeton earlier that day, Daisy had been all of a flutter in anticipation for this evening. Lord Fitzherbert and Lord Stevenson would be present, of course, and in the last three days, she had managed to dance with Lord Fitzherbert on two separate occasions and Lord Stevenson only the once. Lord Stevenson did not show any particular inclination towards her, however, for he appeared to be a rather somber sort of gentleman, who did not care much for company and dancing or the like. Lord Fitzherbert, on the other hand, was gregarious and outgoing, seeking her out and crying wonders over her evident beauty—to the point that Daisy was left feeling quite embarrassed at times. He did so not only to her, however, but to any of the young ladies that granted him a dance or two, which was something of a relief to Daisy. It meant that there were no whispers as regarded herself and Lord Fitzherbert, which she was glad of.

      The note had said that Lord Templeton wished to speak to her that evening about matters as regarded the task at hand. She would, at the very least, be able to tell him that she had struck up an acquaintance with each of the two gentlemen, just as he had asked. Besides that, she was not sure what else she was expected to do and certainly had no thought as to how she might then be able to find out which of the gentlemen – if either of them – had taken her father’s life. Perhaps, she mused, finding the dark, quiet alcove and coming to stand within it, Lord Templeton was about to impart some particular knowledge to her which would aid her further. Mayhap it was something he could not say in public, for fear that he might be overheard.

      Pressing her hands tightly together in front of her, Daisy carefully sat down on what appeared to be a small bench set inside the alcove. It was quite large indeed, she considered, although difficult to see clearly, given that there was only a single candle on the other side of the hallway. There was a vase with some flowers in it just to her right, and a book or two stacked beside it. If there had been a door, then it might have made a perfect little room to hide away within, she considered, a faint smile touching her lips. Perhaps that was just what Lord Templeton needed.

      The sound of footsteps caught her ears, making her whole body tense with a sudden expectation. She did not know whether to stand or to remain seated, feeling quite ill at ease all of a sudden. Her heart was beginning to pound with fright, realizing that this might not be Lord Templeton at all but perhaps someone entirely unexpected, who had no reason to be present than to mayhap seek out a quiet place for a future liaison. The footsteps were much too quick, much too firm to be that of Lord Templeton’s! Who was it approaching and what was it she was to do?

      Closing her eyes tightly, Daisy pressed herself back against the alcove wall as though she might disappear into it by sheer force of will. The footsteps began to slow, her heartbeat began to quicken into a furious pace and, having no other choice but to do so, she opened her eyes and looked up at the figure.

      Her breath left her all at once such was her shock, and she began to cough and splutter, dragging in air and feeling it rattle about her lungs.

      It was Lord Watt.

      “Good gracious!” he exclaimed, taking a step closer and grasping her shoulder gently. “Are you all right?”

      She waved a hand, coughing again and leaning forward in an attempt to catch her breath. Lord Watt said nothing more, although his hand began to rub small circles across her back as she tried to breathe normally. Finally, when she had stopped coughing, she dared another look up at him, utterly astonished to see him there.

      A fresh wave of anxiety swamped her as she wondered what he was doing coming in her direction. Had he been seeking a quiet space to think? Or did he have any plans to meet with someone here? Heat climbed into her face, and she turned her head away, just as Lord Watt cleared his throat furiously.

      “I am sorry,” she rasped, although she did not truly know what she was apologizing for. “I did not mean to startle you.” She did not turn her face back to his, still too embarrassed to look at him. “I-I needed to have few moments to think, that is all.”

      Lord Watt’s chest rumbled for a moment, but he said nothing.

      “I-I do intend to stay,” she continued, a trifle hesitantly. “I do not think that I can return to the ballroom as yet.” She did not want to leave, not before Lord Templeton appeared, for to disappear now would be to miss her chance to speak with Lord Templeton and discover what it was that he had needed to tell her. Somehow, she had to get Lord Watt to return to the ballroom.

      Lord Watt cleared his throat for the third time. He put his hands behind his back and shifted from side to side, clearly a little confused and embarrassed. “I-I was to meet with someone,” he said quietly, sending a flare of mortification through Daisy. “I apologize for—”

      “You must meet your lady elsewhere,” Daisy interrupted, an anger in her voice that she had not expected to be there, “for I do not intend to depart from this place.” She glared at Lord Watt, seeing how his eyes dropped to the floor, his stance evidencing his own shame. She was both upset and confused, not wanting to know who precisely he intended to meet and feeling the urge to move away from him at once but knowing full well she could not. “You must leave, Lord Watt,” she told him firmly, looking away from him again. “As I have said, I do not intend to return to the ballroom yet.”

      Lord Watt did not move. Nor did he speak. Instead, there came an uncomfortable, tense silence that seemed to fill the air all about Daisy and made it difficult for her to breathe. Wrapping her arms about herself, she lifted her chin and steadfastly stared at the wall on the opposite side of the alcove, silently willing him to depart.

      But he did not.

      “I-I fear that I must be very rude indeed and insist that you return to your sister,” she heard him say eventually. “The person I am to meet here is not as you might think, but the meeting is of the greatest importance, Miss Williams. I would not be so rude and ungentlemanlike if it were not so.”

      Utterly astonished by this, Daisy rose to her feet and turned towards Lord Watt, feeling her anger begin to bubble. She did not believe a word of what he had said, quite certain in her own mind that he was to meet a lady here, but that he did not want to admit as much to her. A desperation began to wrap itself all through her mind, making a slight shudder run through her. Lord Templeton would be here in moments, perhaps, and she could not be seen to be talking to Lord Watt, else Lord Templeton would not have the freedom to talk to her about whatever it was that was required. She had to find out what it was, so that she could further matters as regarded Lord Fitzherbert and Lord Stevenson.

      “You must think me a very great fool indeed,” she told him softly, “if you think that I am to believe such a statement. A gentleman does not meet another gentleman in an alcove such as this.” Her chin lifted again, even though the thought of him meeting with another lady sent chills running through her. “You may tell me the truth, Lord Watt, if you wish, but I will not remove myself from here.” A sudden thought occurred to her and, despite the horror that came with her speaking such words, she forced herself to say them. “I might also be meeting with someone here, Lord Watt, and as such, I cannot do as you ask.” She saw the way the shadows flickered about his face; she saw the darkness that swelled in his eyes as he took in what she had said – and she felt nothing but shame. Shame that she had suggested something that was patently false and had done so simply to force him to depart.

      “Lord Fitzherbert, perhaps?”

      The way he spoke that name sent a stab of wrath into her heart. Lord Watt practically spat the name at her, as though she ought to be ashamed of herself for drawing close to such a gentleman, when he had no right to even consider which sort of gentlemen she ought to surround herself with. Her jaw clenched, and she forced herself to breathe before she retorted in as cruel a way as she wished.

      “Forgive me.”

      Lord Watt blew out a long breath, shaking his head and running one hand through his hair, clearly ashamed of himself – and as he did so, the anger that had flared within Daisy began to shrink back all over again.

      “I have no right to question you,” Lord Watt continued, his tone now one of sorrow and regret. “But I speak the truth when I say I am to meet no lady here, Miss Williams. I have been asked to come here by Lord Templeton, who is a friend of mine. I am to meet someone at his behest, that is all.” He gave her a small smile, as though this would smooth matters somewhat. “Might you give me the opportunity to do as I have been requested?”

      For what was the second time in quick succession, Daisy felt all of her breath being pulled from her as astonishment and understanding twined together to overwhelm her completely. She stared at Lord Watt in horror, seeing how he looked back at her in confusion, as though he could not understand her silence.

      “You?” she rasped, reaching out one hand to point at him, hardly able to believe that this was whom she was to meet instead of Lord Templeton. “Lord Templeton sent you?”

      Lord Watt blinked rapidly, looking at her again with a strangeness in his expression that told her of his multiplying emotions and his fracturing thoughts that were not yet bringing him the understanding she had so recently acquired. She waited, silently, her hands now pressed together against her heart, finding that there was nothing else for her to say. The silence stretched further, her eyes searching his as she fought to keep her breath steady, until, finally, he understood what she meant.

      It was as though he had been knocked from his feet, for he stumbled back, his hands outstretched to steady himself. His eyes were wide and staring, his head shaking from side to side although he continued to watch her as though he could not comprehend the truth.

      “No,” he whispered, still a few steps away from her. “No, it cannot be. It cannot be you.”

      Daisy swallowed hard, hating how he recoiled from her but knowing full well that this was as much of a shock to him as it was to her.

      “Lord Templeton has involved you?” he asked, his voice growing a little stronger now. “You are the one who is drawing close to Lord Fitzherbert and Lord Stevenson?”

      Still mute, Daisy nodded. She could well understand his sense of shock and dismay, but a part of her began to smolder with a slight resentment. Surely he could understand why she had been so eager to involve herself in this affair? Surely he would realize her reasons for wishing to do such a thing? After all, it was not as though he did not know of her reasons for seeing justice. He knew full well the agony that had tormented her.

      “I cannot quite comprehend this,” Lord Watt muttered, as she watched him closely. “Lord Templeton wants me to work alongside you to discover the truth then.”

      “He does,” Daisy answered, a strength in her voice that she did not quite feel. “I know about The King’s League, Lord Watt. My father told me of it. I have longed to know who took my father’s life but no one has yet been brought to justice.” Her hands curled into fists in her lap, her chin lifting a notch. “I am determined to discover the truth, and Lord Templeton is willing to aid me in this matter.”

      “There is no need for you to do so,” Lord Watt interrupted, with a flare of anger in his voice. “There are plenty gentlemen within the League that are more than capable of—”

      “And where were they these last two years?” Daisy interrupted, her anger and pain flaring and burning through her, her voice growing louder with the intensity of what she felt. “What was it they did to help bring the people responsible to justice?”

      Lord Watt closed his eyes, shook his head, and ran one hand through his hair. Looking at her again, he took two small steps closer to her, clearly unwilling to argue. “You are quite right,” he answered, surprising her with his acknowledgement. “I cannot explain further than to say there was a matter of greater importance that was thrust upon us most unexpectedly.” He held up one hand, stemming the protest that was about to fall from her lips. “I know that you will wonder what it might be that could be of greater magnitude than the death of your father, but believe me when I say that it was so disruptive that it could not be subdued easily. I am sorry for it, of course.” Sighing again, he surprised her still further by coming to sit down next to her, his shoulders slumped. “I should not have suggested that there was no need for you to be involved, Miss Williams. I was quite taken aback by your presence, that is all.”

      She nodded, her throat constricting tightly. Of course, she wanted to understand his reasons. She wanted to express such an understanding to him, but such was her conflicting emotions that she could say very little indeed. Her heart ached, her mind was heavy, and yet there was a sense of relief that permeated through both. Relief that Lord Watt had accepted her, that he was willing to work alongside her so that the truth might be discovered. Relief that he knew for certain that she had no specific interest in Lord Fitzherbert or Lord Stevenson at all.

      Silence flooded the air between them, but this time there was no awkwardness there, no tension. Instead, there was a simple sense of understanding, of certainty. It helped her to draw in deep breaths, filling her lungs with air and allowing her heart to return to its normal rhythm.

      “You have a deeper acquaintance with both Lord Fitzherbert and Lord Stevenson than I, that is for certain,” Lord Watt muttered, breaking the quiet. “I have not even introduced myself to them as yet.”

      Looking toward him, Daisy felt her breath hitch as she became aware of his nearness. There was something about him that drew her towards him still, but she knew she had to set such feelings aside. There was no time for them at present.

      “Lord Fitzherbert has been eager to seek me out, yes,” she admitted, a faint touch of color in her cheeks. “Lord Stevenson is less jovial than the former and does not seem to have any particular inclination towards any young lady, I confess.”

      Lord Watt let out a long and heavy sigh, leaning forward and rubbing one hand over his forehead. “Then I suppose I ought to encourage you to continue seeking out the favor of Lord Fitzherbert,” he muttered, clearly disinclined towards the idea. “That way, you might be able to discover something of note.”

      Daisy shook her head, her anxiety suddenly blossoming. “I do not know what it is that I am meant to discover, nor how I am to go about it,” she confessed, a little brokenly. “Lord Templeton did not give me any specific explanations as to what I was to do next, once I had gained the interest of Lord Fitzherbert or Lord Stevenson. I find it very difficult indeed to pay so much attention to someone who may have been involved in my father’s death and to know that I must continue to do so is more than a little troubling.” She saw the question in Lord Watt’s face and held up one hand before he could ask it. “Not that I have any intention of giving up,” she stated, quite firmly. “I am quite singular in my determinations, Lord Watt.”

      “As you have always been,” he murmured, with a faint hint of tenderness in his voice. “Then it seems that we are, whether we wish it or not, Miss Williams, set to be working together in this matter.” Sitting back, he let out a sharp laugh. “Little wonder that Lord Templeton did not want me to know whom it was he had involved in this situation,” he said, with a wry shake of his head. “He knew very well that I would have refused to meet with you, I think.”

      “Oh?” Turning her head, she looked at him directly, feeling as though the wall he had built between them was beginning to be torn down.

      Lord Watt nodded, his eyes never leaving hers. “He told me of the rumor that you had passed away,” he stated, his voice suddenly hoarse. “I did not want to believe it, of course, but everything in me told me that it was true. When I discovered it was not so, you cannot know the relief that flooded me – as well…” Trailing off, he shrugged and glanced away. “I felt a good many things, Miss Williams. Lord Templeton was aware of our prior connection, of course, but I do not think that he knew the depth of my feelings. Else he would not have spoken of your death so bluntly.”

      Daisy held her breath, hearing what he was saying but not quite certain what he meant. Did he mean that he had once had feelings for her, or that those feelings still remained? If it was the former, then she could well understand and would accept that. If it was the latter, then what did that mean for them? Was there even a flicker of hope that the future they had once hoped for might still remain?

      Was it something she still wanted?

      Lord Watt cleared his throat gruffly, making her start with surprise. Perhaps he realized he had said too much, had given too much of himself away.

      “So,” he said, a little more determinedly. “As regards Lord Fitzherbert and Lord Stevenson… I would continue with what you have been doing thus far. Continue to speak to them, to dance with them and the like. If you can move things further with Lord Fitzherbert, then you should attempt to do that.”

      A nervous shudder ran through her. “To what end?”

      A shrug lifted one shoulder. “If he shows an interest in you, then he may consider courtship.” His shoulder dropped. “Dinner parties and the like. A chance to look around his home.”

      She swallowed hard, feeling suddenly nervous. “I might have to search his house?”

      A glimmer of a grin crossed his face but was gone in a moment when he saw her frown. “Not his entire house, no,” he said, with a wryness to his voice that chased away some of her anxiety. “But I will help you in this, of course.”

      Her frown deepened. “How can you do so? You do not even know Lord Fitzherbert.”

      His smile remained this time. “I do not know him as yet, of course, but I will make sure to do so. Lord Fitzherbert strikes me as the sort of gentleman who is a bit of a fop. He likes the attention of others whilst ensuring that he does not have to commit to anything or anyone in particular.” His smile spread even further as Daisy frowned, seeing no easy way for her to further her acquaintance with Lord Fitzherbert if that was the case. “But he also will have a fondness for wealth, as most gentlemen who like to spend their money do. Therefore, if he discovers that you have a vast dowry, then he will be more inclined to consider you.”

      Daisy’s expression darkened. “But I do not have a vast dowry,” she stated, feeling a little irritated by Lord Watt’s understanding of what was a very confusing situation. “So how can I—?”

      “Because I will tell him,” Lord Watt interrupted, as though she ought to have expected such a thing. “I will ensure to become acquainted with him, and thereafter, will inform him that I am acquainted with your family and that I have become aware of the vast dowry that you carry with you. That should entice him a little further, Miss Williams.”

      The thought turned her stomach, and she grimaced, even though she was forced to admit that there was no flaw to Lord Watt’s plan.

      “The only thing that concerns me,” Lord Watt continued, a touch more quietly, “is that if Lord Fitzherbert is the man responsible for your father’s death, then he will be less inclined to court you for fear that you might discover the truth.”

      “He has not seemed to do so thus far,” Daisy murmured, seeing the flicker of concern on his face. “But I suppose that such a thing will only be discovered if we attempt it.”

      Lord Watt smiled and nodded. “Indeed,” he said, the worry gone from his expression in a moment. “Then it seems we have a plan, Miss Williams.”

      “We do.” She looked into his eyes, and in that moment, it felt as though the years had rolled back and left them back where they had once been. As though they were together sharing that same affection and regard for each other, that it had not been forgotten and left behind in the dark.

      And then, Lord Watt stood up and moved away from her, dashing the moment to the ground.

      “I should depart,” he said, with a small bow in her direction. “You will be able to make your own way back to the ballroom?”

      She nodded, feeling there to be too much emotion for her to speak.

      “Very good,” he murmured, not quite looking at her now as a slight tension seemed to grow between them. “Then I shall make sure to seek you out at some point so that Lord Fitzherbert sees us together. Do you have any space on your dance card?”

      Daisy closed her eyes and nodded. There was one dance remaining that she knew Lord Watt could fill, but the thought of being in his arms again made her feel quite overcome with a vast array of emotion.

      “Then I shall take it, if I may.”

      His voice was soft, not filled with the exuberance and excitement she had heard from him in a time gone by. She nodded again, still mute, and held out her dance card to him, holding her breath as he took it.

      She did not let her breath go until he had written his name and stepped away, leaving her to sit there alone, surrounded by the memories of what had once been.
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      To say that it had been a shock to realize that Miss Williams was the person Lord Templeton had asked him to meet, would be something of an understatement. Matthew was still reeling some three days later, even though he should, by now, have sorted out such feelings of astonishment and surprise. It was as though the floor had gone from under his feet and he had fallen into the stormiest sea, forced now to try and keep his head above water.

      It was a very strange feeling indeed to know that the lady he had longed for, the lady he had thought to be dead and gone from his world forever, was now, in fact, involved in the very same work as he. The fact that she knew about the League had come as something of a surprise for him, whilst her father had been heavily involved, there was the secrecy that came with such a position. A secret that most gentlemen kept heavily guarded, for fear of what might occur should they give themselves away.

      But Lord Templeton trusted her, and that meant a very great deal. It was wise, in one way, to allow her to become involved in this particular affair, for a lady could indeed become closer to a gentleman than another man might be able to, but at the same time there was a good deal of warning ringing around Matthew’s mind. Miss Williams was determined, yes, but there was a good deal of emotion around the situation. Even she had admitted that to him, had she not? She had stated quite clearly that there was a reluctance and a disinclination to draw close to Lord Fitzherbert when he might very well be the gentleman who had killed her father.

      And yet, Matthew knew that he would not be able to dissuade her. Her desire to involve herself in this affair would not be easily put out. They were to work together to find the answers that they both needed.

      Matthew sighed and readjusted his hat before stepping out of doors and into his carriage. It rolled along almost at once, taking him to Whites and to where he knew both Lord Stevenson and Lord Fitzherbert were already present. A footman at the establishment had sent word, knowing that he would be rewarded favorably for doing so. Matthew, in turn, had notified one or two other gentlemen of the League who, in time, would also descend upon Whites in an attempt to further acquaint themselves with the two gentlemen in question. It had to be done carefully and without any seeming eagerness on Matthew’s part. They had been introduced at the ball some three nights ago, when Miss Williams had ensured that such a thing occurred, but he had said nothing more than a few words of greeting, before excusing himself and allowing Miss Williams to take her turn about the floor with the fellow. The sight of her dancing in Lord Fitzherbert’s arms did not hurt as much as it had once done, given what he now knew of her intentions. That, at the very least, had been a relief. There was, in its place, a slight flicker of hope. Hope that this might, in some way, bring them back together, to a place where he might begin to consider his future. They had been so close to happiness before. Was there even the smallest chance that they might begin to find it again?

      

      Whites was very busy indeed. It was late in the evening, and whilst some gentlemen were kept away by other social engagements, those who were present were busy enjoying a game of cards, coming up with all manner of outrageous bets to write in the betting book, or partaking of what appeared to be one too many brandies. Matthew allowed himself a wry smile. He had to hope that either Lord Stevenson or Lord Fitzherbert would have drank enough to allow them to be perhaps a little more open with their words than they might otherwise be.

      “Lord Watt!” A loud voice called his name, and he turned towards it at once, his face splitting with a smile as he saw Lord Fraser beckoning him over. Lord Fraser was a man able to drink a good deal of liquor without it apparently having any sort of effect on him, which came in particularly useful in a situation such as this.

      “Lord Fraser,” he grinned, seeing the empty glasses sitting on the table to Lord Fraser’s right. “You have been enjoying yourself, I see.”

      “I have,” Lord Fraser answered, without even a hint of slurring to his words. “Lord Fitzherbert and I have enjoyed quite the drink!”

      The smile slid from Matthew’s face as he glanced all around in an attempt to find the gentleman. “Where is he?”

      Lord Fraser chuckled, his cheeks a little red. “He has gone to recover himself a little. He will be back momentarily.”

      Grimacing with the vision that flooded his mind at such a description, Matthew sat down heavily in a chair opposite Lord Fraser and regarded him closely. “Has he said anything?”

      “Lord Fitzherbert?” Lord Fraser asked. “No, he has not. I have asked him about where he has been the last few years, but he only said just as would be expected.”

      “That he has been on the Grand Tour and has only just returned.”

      “Precisely,” Lord Fraser stated, shrugging. “That is all I have managed to wrangle out of him thus far, although he may say more still.”

      Matthew nodded, glancing again at the glasses and wondering just how much liquor it would take for Lord Fraser to become incapacitated. “You might try to ask him why he decided to go on the Grand Tour in the first place,” he suggested, as Lord Fraser nodded in agreement. “It was all very swift.”

      “I shall,” Lord Fraser agreed, sagely. “And I will ensure that I repeat every word back to you thereafter.”

      Having very little doubt that Lord Fraser would be able to do precisely that, Matthew nodded and thrust himself up from his chair, moving out of the way so that Lord Fitzherbert, when he returned, would not see Matthew and Lord Fraser speaking together. Even if he was in his cups, the man might easily become suspicious. Moving across the room, he found himself in a quieter corner and, much to his surprise – and delight – found Lord Stevenson sitting gazing down into the bottom of a large brandy which, evidently, he had chosen not to drink as yet.

      This was his opportunity. His chance to further acquaint himself with Lord Stevenson, should the man be at all amiable.

      “Might I join you?” he asked as jovially as he could, sitting down in a chair adjacent to Lord Stevenson but still a little away. “There is something of a ruckus going on in the rest of Whites, and I find that my head is already a little painful.”

      Lord Stevenson did not look up from where he was nursing his glass of brandy. “If you wish,” he said, in a tone that was not unpleasant but neither was it welcoming. “Please.”

      “I thank you,” Matthew murmured, aware that Lord Stevenson did not seem at all inclined to speak to him but knowing that he needed to do something. “You do not enjoy the commotion either, I think.”

      Lord Stevenson looked up sharply, his eyes glinting like steel. “I am not aloof, if that is what you are suggesting.”

      A little taken aback by the man’s sharp manner, Matthew spread out his hands. “No, not in the least!” he exclaimed, trying to make certain that Lord Stevenson did not think ill of him. “I was merely stating that—”

      “It does not matter.” Lord Stevenson’s head lowered and his gaze rested on his glass of brandy again, his brows furrowing low and his expression almost brooding. Matthew frowned, looking away from the gentleman and wondering what he ought to do or say that might make the fellow more amiable. Little wonder that Miss Williams had found it so difficult to have more than the occasional dance with him and with very little conversation at that! The man had a hardness about him that told Matthew it would be very difficult indeed for them to develop any sort of acquaintance.

      Had it not been for the noise of the other gentlemen all about them, an uncomfortable silence would have formed between himself and Lord Stevenson. Matthew began to understand why the fellow sat alone – it was tense and awkward sitting here with a fellow who appeared to be so ill-disposed to conversation.

      “Might I order you another brandy?” he asked tentatively, even though he knew that Lord Stevenson’s glass was still quite full. “As an apology for any offense caused.” He put a small smile on his face and spread his hands, hopeful that Lord Stevenson would accept.

      The gentleman looked up slowly, his brows low over his eyes and his expression almost angry.

      “There is no need,” he grated, in a voice that told Matthew he did not like his thoughts to be interrupted. “I have no inclination towards more liquor, given what it does to a fellow.”

      Matthew chuckled wryly, trying to keep the conversation going. “I well understand,” he agreed, “given that I, as yet, have had nothing to drink.” He gestured to a footman and ordered a glass of brandy, looking at Lord Stevenson again to see if he wanted another, only for the man to look away. No, it appeared that Matthew’s gesture was not to be accepted.

      Just as the footman returned with the glass of brandy for Matthew, the noise in Whites seemed to redouble. Jerking in surprise, Matthew turned to see what the commotion was, only to spot Lord Fitzherbert banging wildly on the table with one hand, his face red and his eyes wild as he roared about some matter or other, with words that were entirely incomprehensible. Matthew caught Lord Fraser’s eye, seeing the man give a slight shrug. Evidently Lord Fitzherbert had drunk far too much and was now quite overcome.

      Matthew sighed and sat back in his chair, closing his eyes and blowing out a long breath of exasperation. It seemed that Lord Fitzherbert would not be giving them any sort of information on his Grand Tour this evening. At least he could be grateful that Lord Fraser had struck up some sort of acquaintance with the fellow that could be used to further their cause in later days.

      “What a fool.”

      A little surprised to hear the gruff voice of Lord Stevenson, Matthew opened his eyes and looked directly back at the man, seeing how his eyes were turned towards Lord Fitzherbert and how his expression was filled with nothing but ire. That was an interesting reaction, at the very least, Matthew considered.

      “I do not have a good deal of respect for any gentleman who behaves so,” Lord Stevenson muttered darkly, still glaring at Lord Fitzherbert. “He is making quite the fool of himself.”

      “Indeed,” Matthew concurred, rolling his eyes. “Somewhat indiscreet, is it not?”

      Lord Stevenson’s eyes swiveled towards Matthew, and he watched him closely, as though trying to discover whether or not there was any falseness in Matthew’s statement. Matthew said nothing, keeping his expression calm and merely waiting to see what Lord Stevenson would say. He prayed silently that the man would continue to speak, to say more about Lord Fitzherbert – or about anything, really, so that he might make some sort of inroad into an acquaintance with the fellow.

      “Lord Fitzherbert is not a gentleman known for his restraint,” Lord Stevenson said darkly, after a few moments had passed. “I am not inclined to his company.”

      Matthew lifted one eyebrow. “You are acquainted with him then?” he asked, with a slight air of interest. “I confess I do not know him at all. Lord Fitzherbert, did you say?” He watched Lord Stevenson’s expression flatten, as though he had said something he had not meant to express.

      “Yes,” Lord Stevenson muttered eventually, taking a large mouthful of brandy before continuing. “Yes, we are acquainted. It was some years ago, of course, before I removed to the continent for a time.”

      “And you have only just returned then,” Matthew said, as though he had just learned this from Lord Stevenson himself. “And Lord Fitzherbert has only come back from the Grand Tour, I believe.”

      Lord Stevenson’s eyes narrowed. “I thought you were not acquainted with him.”

      “I am not,” Matthew answered, quickly. “But I do know of him. One of my acquaintances is sitting with Lord Fitzherbert at this present moment and informed me of his return only some minutes ago, before I came to sit here.”  He gestured carelessly towards Lord Fitzherbert, knowing that there were a few gentlemen now sitting with the fellow so that Lord Stevenson would not be able to guess which of them was acquainted with Matthew. Some of them were clearly enjoying the spectacle that Lord Fitzherbert was making of himself, whilst others watched with a glimmer of concern in their eyes.

      “A rather odd thing to do, I must confess,” Lord Stevenson murmured, sending a jolt of surprise up Matthew’s spine which he had to fight to hide from his expression. “To go on the Grand Tour when one is already titled, wealthy, and of an age when one ought to marry? It is most unusual.”

      Matthew shrugged. “It appears from this evening that Lord Fitzherbert does whatever he wishes, without consideration for what is expected of him,” he stated rather quietly. “And the Grand Tour is something that one might be able to boast about in years to come.”

      Lord Stevenson snorted. “It appears you have the measure of Lord Fitzherbert without being acquainted with him, Lord Watt. Yes, he is a gentleman eager to let others know of his triumphs, of his wealth, of his many, many supposed talents.” Lifting his glass to his mouth, he took another sip. “He is a gentleman who has no talents, no great amass of wealth, and very little talent in any regard.”

      The harshness of Lord Stevenson’s words gave Matthew a very clear understanding of exactly how he felt about Lord Fitzherbert. There was no love lost between them, it seemed. Did Lord Fitzherbert feel the same way about Lord Stevenson? It was a trifle odd, Matthew considered, given that, from what he understood, both Lord Fitzherbert and Lord Stevenson had been friends some years ago, back when Lord Harrogate had been attempting to work out which one of the four was involved with the French.

      Of course, he knew he could not reveal such a thing to Lord Stevenson. The man had only just begun to converse, albeit with a hardness that Matthew had not expected, and he could not dare to do anything that might upset the situation. Lord Stevenson was something of a volatile character it seemed, and Matthew had to be careful.

      “You are well acquainted with Lord Fitzherbert, might I surmise?” he asked, beckoning the footman over and setting down his now empty glass and holding up two fingers so as to indicate the fellow was to bring back two fresh glasses of brandy. Lord Stevenson looked to be almost finished with his, and he had to hope that this time, the offer of a drink would not be rejected. “You appear to have a very certain opinion of him.”

      There was a moment of silence, a moment where Matthew thought Lord Stevenson might descend back into his solitude and quietness all over again, but then Lord Stevenson let out such a loud snort of apparent derision that Matthew jumped visibly.

      “Yes, I have a very solid opinion of the man,” Lord Stevenson said, a little louder now that Lord Fitzherbert’s voice was beginning to rise in intensity again. “I was acquainted with him well once.”

      “Yes, I believe you said so,” Matthew commented, accepting one glass from the footman and gesturing for him to give the other to Lord Stevenson. Thankfully, Lord Stevenson accepted it without hesitation, although he did not thank Matthew in any way. Matthew smiled inwardly. Lord Stevenson was beginning to speak with a good deal more openness now, and he wanted to ensure that such a conversation continued.

      “He was a fool then also,” Lord Stevenson said with a grim smile. “We were almost friends some years ago, but now that I have seen him again, I confess that I think him a good deal worse than before.”

      “Goodness,” Matthew murmured, as Lord Fitzherbert let out a bark of laughter and collapsed into a chair with such force that it tipped backwards, meaning that the fellow lost his balance and then fell to the floor with a clatter. A roar of mirth rose from amongst the crowd watching, whilst Lord Fitzherbert himself laughed uproariously.

      Matthew saw Lord Stevenson close his eyes.

      “Why I ever thought him a decent fellow, I cannot say,” Lord Stevenson muttered, passing one hand over his eyes as though even the sight of Lord Fitzherbert embarrassed him. “Thankfully, the man has decided not to approach me again after our first conversation.”

      Matthew arched an eyebrow. “He came to speak to you?”

      “He did,” Lord Stevenson answered quickly, throwing up one hand as though the very memory appalled him. “Wanted to boast about our acquaintance to his newfound adoring young ladies, I think, but I made it quite clear that I was not about to continue our friendship.”

      And it would have been a sharp put down, I am quite certain of it, Matthew thought to himself, grimacing.  “I can well understand that,” he said quickly—so that Lord Stevenson would not think the grimace on his face was for anything other than an expression of distaste over Lord Fitzherbert’s behavior. “You are quite right to call him a fool, Lord Stevenson, for that is precisely what he is.”

      “You will not seek out an acquaintance with him then?” Lord Stevenson asked, a small glimmer of a smile on his face. “Not after what I have told you, I do not think.”

      Matthew hesitated. He had to become acquainted with Lord Fitzherbert if he was to encourage him towards Miss Williams. But if he stated that he would, in fact, acquaint himself with the gentlemen, then Lord Stevenson might think very ill of him and end their acquaintance before it had even begun.

      “You do not answer.” Lord Stevenson’s voice had become hard now, cold and angry as he had been at the first. Matthew held up one hand as though in defense, shaking his head.

      “It is not as you might suspect,” he said quickly, hoping to calm Lord Stevenson’s ire. “I would not wish to acquaint myself with the fellow, no, but I have promised to do so to a dear friend of mine.”

      This, thankfully, seemed to pique Lord Stevenson’s interest, for the coldness left his eyes and he gestured for him to continue.

      “I was acquainted with Lord Harrogate, God rest him,” he said, watching Lord Stevenson for any sort of reaction to the name. He did not even flinch. “His daughter was a close acquaintance of mine, and…”—he leaned forward conspiratorially—“I enjoyed her company and her attention, if you understand me.”

      Lord Stevenson frowned, then chuckled, his eyes glinting darkly as he took Matthew’s meaning. “You enjoyed being fawned over by a young lady, Lord Watt,” he said, sending a chill running down Matthew’s spine at the cruelty in Lord Stevenson’s laughter. “But you did not wish to pursue the matter further.”

      “I was not – am still am not – ready for matrimony, Lord Stevenson,” Matthew said firmly, bringing another smile to Lord Stevenson’s lips. “But Miss Williams is quite intent on finding a husband now that she has returned to London – and Lord Fitzherbert has caught her eye.”

      Lord Stevenson blinked rapidly, the smile suddenly fading from his lips. “You mean to say that Miss Williams, the daughter of the late Lord Harrogate, has some sort of interest in Lord Fitzherbert?”

      Matthew nodded, intrigued by the fellow’s reaction. “That is so,” he agreed calmly, as though this was the most understandable thing in the world. “Lord Fitzherbert garners a good deal of attention, as you know, and it is this that seems to have caught Miss Williams’ interest.”

      Lord Stevenson turned his head away, his expression somewhat troubled.

      “I said that I would acquaint myself with Lord Fitzherbert and give Miss Williams my opinion of the fellow,” Matthew explained quickly, before Lord Stevenson could say anything. “It aids me also, of course, because it means that she will not seek out what was once a close acquaintance between us both.” He laughed, and Lord Stevenson seemed to snap out of a trance, his eyes filled with worry but a small smile on his face, as though he did not know what Matthew was laughing at but was attempting to pretend that he had listened to every word instead of being distracted by his own thoughts.

      “I suppose I shall not need to do so now, however,” Matthew continued, with a small shrug. “You have told me so much about Lord Fitzherbert that I shall need only to organize a quick introduction, and thereafter, tell Miss Williams precisely what you have said about him. That should push her away from him, do you not think?”

      Lord Stevenson shrugged, his eyes a little distant as his gaze returned slowly to Lord Fitzherbert who was now rubbing the back of his head with one hand as he sat in the now-righted seat.

      “Unless,” Matthew continued, feeling a little desperate given that he had not managed to get a single word from Lord Stevenson in the last few minutes. “Unless I encourage Miss Williams towards him so that she does not return to me.” He forced a rueful laugh to spring from his lips, only to have it pulled from him by the horrified expression on Lord Stevenson’s face as the man turned his head back sharply towards him.

      “No, indeed not, Lord Watt!” Lord Stevenson exclaimed, with a good deal more fervor than Matthew had ever expected. “You cannot do such a cruel thing!”

      Matthew blinked in surprise, all the more intrigued by the gentleman’s reaction.

      “If you have any regard for Miss Williams, Lord Watt, then surely you would not want to push her into the arms of someone such as Lord Fitzherbert, particularly not after what I have told you about him,” Lord Stevenson continued, waving his arms about in a most agitated manner. “You cannot do that to a lady, especially if you consider her to be a close acquaintance.”

      Matthew hid his surprise as best he could, tilting his head and pretending to consider what Lord Stevenson had said. There was such a great astonishment in his mind over Lord Stevenson’s reaction that he had to take a few moments to gather himself.

      “We may not be very well acquainted, Lord Watt, but I did not think you a cruel fellow,” Lord Stevenson finished, when Matthew did not say anything. “He is not the sort of fellow to take a wife and be faithful to her.”

      Matthew sighed heavily. “I see,” he muttered, shaking his head as though Lord Stevenson had brought him a good deal of trouble in insisting that he behave in such a way. “I suppose I am not cruel, no.”

      “Good.” Lord Stevenson appeared, at the very least, to be satisfied with this, which, in turn, gave Matthew yet more to consider.

      “I shall have the introduction to Lord Fitzherbert, and thereafter shall make it quite clear to Miss Williams that I consider him entirely unsuitable,” Matthew confirmed, as Lord Stevenson rested his head back against his chair, his features returning to the somewhat incongruous yet foreboding expression that had been there at the first. “And I shall have you to thank for it.”

      Lord Stevenson studied Matthew for a moment, then sniffed, lifted one hand and snapped his fingers once. The footman was there in a moment.

      “I can drink to that,” Lord Stevenson said, ordering two more glasses of brandy. “At least someone is taking my advice for once.”

      “Indeed,” Matthew agreed pleasantly, his mind whirling furiously with a thousand different thoughts. Lord Stevenson’s remarks sparked a good many queries about the gentleman and what he meant by such a statement, on top of which Matthew also wanted to find out more about the relationship between Lord Stevenson and Lord Fitzherbert. There was so much yet unknown, but Matthew felt as though he had achieved a good deal already. With any luck, Lord Stevenson might allow Matthew to converse with him again very soon, and from that, Matthew prayed he would be able to deduce a little more about the man. The progress he had made thus far was, he considered, quite good indeed given that Lord Stevenson had appeared so unwilling to speak to him initially, and Matthew knew he would have to play his part with the introduction to Lord Fitzherbert very carefully indeed if he was to keep his new acquaintance with Lord Stevenson secure.

      “To good advice,” he said, accepting the glass of brandy from the footman and lifting it in a toast.

      Lord Stevenson’s lips twisted, but he did not disagree. “To good advice,” he muttered, before lifting the glass to his mouth and taking a sip.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      “You have a visitor, Miss Williams.”

      Daisy looked up in surprise, only to see her sister’s face light up with an excited smile. “I do?” she said, as the butler handed her a card bearing the name of her visitor. She had not had any afternoon calls arranged today and certainly had no intention of going out to make any, despite her sister’s pleas to the contrary. “Oh. I see,” she stated as she glanced at the name on the card. Her stomach twisted this way and that as a sudden nervousness flooded her, making her heart quicken suddenly. “Then, of course, I will receive him.”

      “Who is it, Daisy?” Susanna got to her feet and reached for the card, which Daisy, somewhat reluctantly, handed to her. She watched as Susanna read the name, only to see the smile fade from her sister’s face to be replaced with a small, flickering frown.

      “Lord Watt?” Susanna asked, looking at Daisy carefully. “He was a gentleman with whom you had once formed a close attachment, had you not?”

      Daisy nodded slowly. “I had, yes,” she admitted, knowing that she could not tell Susanna the truth as to why Lord Watt had come. “We recently became reacquainted.”

      Her sister’s eyes narrowed. “And you think that he has come in order to further that reacquaintance?”

      “I…” Daisy trailed off, wishing she had thought of something to say by way of explanation long before now. “If he has, then I will accept him.”

      The way the frown lifted from Susanna’s face, only to be replaced with a wide, dazzling smile, was so unexpected that Daisy found herself thoroughly confused by her sister’s reaction. It was not until Susanna clasped her hands together and twirled about the room that she began to understand what her sister thought of this sudden reappearance of Lord Watt.

      “He is unmarried still, is he not?” Susanna trilled, clasping her hands together. “And you are contented to see him again, it seems! Surely this might mean that one could hope that…” She trailed off, sitting down in a flurry of skirts and sighing heavily with evident delight burning in her eyes. “Then, of course, I will encourage this reunion all the more, Daisy!” Glancing at the butler, she waved a hand. “Have Lord Watt brought at once, and ensure a tray is sent for. Tea and cakes. He will want to stay for a short while, I am quite certain.”

      Daisy shook her head. “You are being a little overeager, Susanna,” she said, trying to encourage her sister to consider things a little more carefully. “He is just come to call upon me, that is all. We have only greeted each other on occasion and not spoken at length. You must not think that—”

      “But you are eager to see him again, are you not?” Susanna interrupted, clearly believing that this could return to the state of joy and contentment that had once been so very near to Daisy. “You are glad to know that he has called upon you.”

      Daisy opened her mouth to protest but found that the words dried on her lips. She did not want to lie, it seemed, not even to herself. She did not want to pretend that she was not glad to know that Lord Watt had come to call on her, even if it was for reasons to do with their investigation as opposed to delight over seeing him in himself as her sister might think. She swallowed hard as Susanna laughed softly, feeling herself torn in two different directions. One part of her wanted to go back to the past, to remember all that she had felt and all that she had longed for, whilst the other part of her told her to forget all that had gone before and to try and find that lack of concern for him and for the state of her own heart that had been with her the last two years.

      It had been very strange how that coldness, how that lack of consideration over what they had once shared, had all simply disappeared when they had spoken at length in the alcove. The coldness had gone from his eyes, only to be replaced with a warmth that she could remember from times gone by. Was that what had sparked her memory? Was that what had made her heart begin to yearn for him again?

      She had no more time to think, for the door opened, Lord Watt was announced and Daisy was forced to get to her feet, smoothing her skirts and praying that her thoughts would not show in her expression.

      Lord Watt beamed at them both, first bowing towards Susanna and then towards Daisy, although Daisy felt quite certain that his gaze lingered on her for just a moment longer than it had on Susanna. She curtsied as best she could, feeling a whirling nervousness run through her that she could not quite explain.

      “Lord Watt!” Susanna exclaimed, gesturing for him to come and sit down in a seat adjacent to them both. “How very good to see you again.”

      “It has been some time, I know,” Lord Watt said, surprising both Susanna and Daisy by not moving an inch. “But I have been glad to make the acquaintance of Miss Williams again and thought to call upon her today without invitation nor prior arrangement, which I hope, Lady Northgate, you might be able to forgive me for.”

      Susanna laughed and waved a hand, darting a glance towards Daisy, who could not quite look either at her sister or at Lord Watt. Her heart was pounding so furiously that she was quite sure that the sound of it would soon start to echo around the room.

      “Of course, Lord Watt!” Susanna exclaimed, her voice light and filled with mirth. “You have nothing to seek forgiveness for here.”

      Lord Watt grinned, his features suddenly boyish as he swept into another bow. “I am very glad to hear it, Lady Northgate,” he said, turning towards Susanna a little more, “for I hope now that you might find a way to permit me to steal your sister for a short time? The day is very lovely indeed, and I hoped to walk about Hyde Park or St. James’s Park for a while – whichever you might prefer, Miss Williams.”

      This was said with such an air of finality about it that it felt to Daisy as though she were being told what to do instead of being asked if she was willing to do so. Much to her surprise, however, she did not mind Lord Watt’s manner, for the truth was, she very much did want to walk with him, so that they could converse in private.

      Her sister, however, was shaking her head. “I do not think I could permit such a thing, Lord Watt,” Susanna said firmly. “Not without a chaperone. It would not be—”

      “Indeed, indeed!” Lord Watt interrupted, throwing up his hands. “I quite apologize. You are correct to state that Miss Williams should have a chaperone, Lady Northgate. If you wish to attend with us, then I should be delighted.” He swept into another bow, and much to Daisy’s relief, Susanna laughed softly, clearly charmed by Lord Watt.

      “You mistake me entirely, Lord Watt,” Susanna replied, making Lord Watt look up from his bow in a hopeful manner. “I did not mean to suggest that I myself attend with Daisy, but rather that if you would be willing to wait for a short while until arrangements are made, then I would be glad for Daisy to walk with you.” She threw a darted glance towards Daisy, who knew full well that Susanna was thrilled with this apparent attention from Lord Watt. “Would you mind terribly waiting here with me until Daisy has prepared both herself and the suitable maid?”

      Daisy blinked in surprise, wondering what it was she was expected to do, only to see her sister looking pointedly at Daisy’s gown whilst Lord Watt expressed his willingness to do whatever was required so that he might accompany Daisy to the park. Sighing inwardly and wishing that she might just have pulled on a bonnet and be done with it, Daisy rose to her feet and begged them both to excuse her. The lingering look that Lord Watt sent her way made a flurry of sparks rise up within Daisy’s heart, forcing her to scurry from the room before the fire that had been lit within sent its flames all the way to her cheeks. She could not allow her feelings to take hold at this present moment, not when she was meant to be thinking only of her task to find the man responsible for the death of her father. That was why Lord Watt had come to take her to the park. It was not for any other reason than that they might speak privately, which they could not do when Susanna was present. There was no time for her to consider her renewed, burning, bubbling emotions that seemed to grow in magnitude every time she saw him. Now was a time to think practically, to think clearly and to remain entirely unhindered by emotion, no matter how difficult that would be.
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        * * *

      

      “You have met Lord Stevenson?”

      Lord Watt chuckled, and Daisy felt her heart leap in her chest. This was the gentleman she remembered. The one who was always ready with a warm smile, a laugh, and a happiness in his eyes that seemed never to fade away.

      “I met him, yes,” he answered, as they walked through St. James’s Park together. “It took some time for him to even consider talking to me, it seemed, but he did so eventually. I think that he is someone with a good deal to hide.”

      “Oh?”

      Lord Watt nodded, looking down at her. “Lord Fitzherbert was also present in Whites last evening,” he told her, his expression becoming a little dark. “I have very rarely seen a gentleman behave in such a manner as he did.” Shaking his head, his expression grew troubled. “He was ranting and raving, making such a noise and such a commotion that it seemed to fill all of Whites!”

      Daisy’s stomach tightened. “And Lord Stevenson saw this?”

      “He did,” Lord Watt confirmed. “And he spoke to me of just how poorly he thinks of Lord Fitzherbert and how his prior acquaintance with the fellow is not about to be renewed.” Throwing another glance towards her, Lord Watt cleared his throat abruptly, as though he had seen the similarities between that situation and their own, although this particular acquaintance was being renewed, albeit in a different way from before. “He also mentioned something about being relieved that someone – and he was speaking of me in this – was about to take his advice. I suspect that he was still thinking of Lord Fitzherbert when he made such a remark, but I cannot be sure of it.”

      “I see,” Daisy murmured, her thoughts beginning to tumble over each other. “And what advice is it that you are to take?”

      Much to her surprise, Lord Watt chuckled and Daisy looked up at him quickly, managing to stumble just a little in her surprise. Lord Watt caught her arm, and before she could say a word, deftly looped her arm through his, before continuing to walk through the path. “Lord Stevenson warned me I would not be a good friend to you if I encouraged you towards Lord Fitzherbert,” he told her, as Daisy battled against her feelings of overwhelming delight at the way Lord Watt now walked with her. “He presumed that I would not want to be introduced to Lord Fitzherbert after what he had told me of him, and I had to think of a reason why I absolutely had to accept an introduction to the man.”

      “Of course,” Daisy said quickly, feeling the wind warm her cheeks still further and praying that Lord Watt would not be able to feel or even see just how much his closeness was affecting her. “You have to inform Fitzherbert that I am very wealthy indeed. Is that not so?” She laughed as he grinned at her and she felt that familiarity grow between them again. “You have not yet managed to be introduced?”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “I would have attempted to do so last night, but the state of the fellow was so that I knew any sort of introduction would be forgotten completely.”

      She could not help but smile, thinking that Lord Fitzherbert – who was rather loud and foppish without even a drop of liquor within him – must have been in a very poor state last evening. “Then are you to attend the soiree this evening?” she asked, looking up at Lord Watt and catching her breath at the sight of him watching her closely, his expression warm. “Lord Fitzherbert will be there also.”

      Lord Watt nodded. “Lady Mellinger’s soiree?” he asked. “Yes, I am to attend this evening. Lord Stevenson is also meant to be in attendance, and I have one or two other gentlemen from the League who are going to ensure they keep close to him so that I might focus on Lord Fitzherbert.”

      “I look forward to seeing you introduced to Lord Fitzherbert then,” Daisy commented, a little wryly. “You will find him as irritating and as pretentious as I, I think.”

      “Tell me, do you think he might have had something to do with the death of your father?”

      The smile slid from Daisy’s face almost at once at the mention of her father. She had, it seemed, almost forgotten that the reason for her behaving in such a way and making plans such as this was simply to do with the death of Lord Harrogate. “I do not know,” she murmured, dropping her head and feeling as though she were not much use to anyone at all. “I have known Lord Fitzherbert for close to a fortnight now, and whilst he is an arrogant sort and not at all the sort of gentleman I would consider to be a suitable match, he does have a good many young ladies seeking out his company.” She allowed Lord Watt to lead her to a bench and sat down heavily, feeling a trifle weary as she focused all of her thoughts onto Lord Fitzherbert. “I think that he enjoys the attention that is given to him,” she added, as Lord Watt nodded. “And I suspect that, underneath his superciliousness, there may very well be a wise and careful mind.”

      Lord Watt sat down next to her, his eyes fixed on hers. “You think that he does not show his true self?”

      “I am suspicious that the gentleman we see is not the true Lord Fitzherbert, yes,” Daisy admitted. “But I have no particular basis for such a consideration. I do not know the man well.”

      Lord Watt leaned forward and pressed one hand to hers for just a moment. “But your assertion comes from a place of wisdom,” he said. “You have always had excellent judgement and you tend to give serious matters great consideration.”

      Daisy swallowed. “Not in every situation,” she confessed softly, knowing that she had not managed to give her acquaintance with Lord Watt the consideration that had been required of it when she had left London to return to her late father’s estate. There had been too much pain, too much confusion and guilt for her to even think about him then – and that had left them both in a very difficult place indeed. She looked up into Lord Watt’s eyes, feeling his fingers press hers a little tighter and aware of how the air seemed to grow thick about them. A tightness came to her heart that she could not quite free herself from, whilst an anticipation curled all through her.

      Lord Watt opened his mouth as though to say something, only to close it again and turn his head away, shaking it from side to side. His hand lifted from hers, making her heart sink with a sudden sense of loss.

      “I will ensure that there is an introduction this evening,” he said. “I will have to ensure it occurs when you are speaking with the fellow. I will greet you first, of course, and thereafter, you can ensure that Lord Fitzherbert and I become acquainted.”

      “Of course.” The sun, which she had thought so warm and so bright only a few minutes before was now rather muted. The vivid colors of the flowers had dulled, the air seeming to send a chill around her shoulders.

      “You will do very well, I am quite sure,” Lord Watt said firmly. “By the time I am finished speaking with him, I am sure that he will have every intention of asking to call upon you or some such thing. According to Lord Stevenson, the man does not have as much wealth as he likes the ton to believe.”

      Daisy managed a tight smile, still feeling all manner of confusing and conflicting emotions as Lord Watt looked back at her again. “Then I will be able to search his house for…?” She trailed off, not at all certain what it was that she might be able to discover and still entirely unsure as to how her blossoming acquaintance with Lord Fitzherbert might provide them with any answers.

      “All in good time,” Lord Watt laughed, making the cold begin to fade from her bones. “When one is in The King’s League, one learns to take things one step at a time, for people do not always behave as they are expected to behave.” He smiled at her and this time, Daisy was able to smile back without any reserve. “Things can change rapidly, Miss Williams.”

      Her smile became fixed as her heart began to pound furiously all over again. Was he speaking of Lord Fitzherbert? Or was there a hint that he might be speaking of his own heart, of what had once been between them?

      “And do not forget that whoever was behind the death of your father is, most likely, involved with our enemies,” Lord Watt continued, as Daisy desperately tried to pull herself from her entangling thoughts so that she could focus on what he was saying. “The man could be a spy or could simply be pocketing money for passing on information to someone else. If it is Lord Fitzherbert, or if its Lord Stevenson, then we must both continue to be on our guard.”

      Daisy swallowed hard, feeling a ball of anxiety settle in her stomach. “I quite understand,” she told him quickly. “Thank you, Lord Watt. I will ensure that the correct introductions are made this evening so that you may begin your assault on Lord Fitzherbert.”
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        * * *

      

      The soiree had been in full swing for a little over two hours and, as yet, Daisy had not seen Lord Watt anywhere. Not that she could make it appear as though she were searching for him, for to betray herself in that way was not at all wise.

      “You look quite lovely this evening, Miss Williams.”

      She smiled up into the face of Lord Fitzherbert, putting all of her worries over Lord Watt to the back of her mind. “You are very kind to say so, Lord Fitzherbert.”

      He laughed and gestured for a footman to bring them both a fresh glass of champagne. “I am not kind, Miss Williams,” he answered, with a broad wink. “I am truthful, and that is something entirely different indeed.”

      Daisy considered this for a few moments, tipping her head to the left and giving Lord Fitzherbert a very coy look. Lord Fitzherbert appeared to be somewhat intrigued by this, for his eyes darkened with interest and he lifted one brow, evidently waiting to hear what she had to say.

      “You say that you are truthful, Lord Fitzherbert,” Daisy began, thinking that she would have to do something in order to try and engage his interest in her further, if Lord Watt was not about to appear. “Then tell me. What are your intentions with me?” She smiled at him, whilst keeping her gaze sharp. Lord Fitzherbert was clearly quite taken aback for his eyes widened and the light smile dashed itself from his face almost at once.

      “My intentions for you?” he asked, blustering just a little. “Goodness, Miss Williams, that is indeed, a very forward question. I quite wonder why you think it wise to ask me!”

      Daisy let out a light laugh and touched his arm for a moment, as though she had been teasing him. “Well, given that I have a very large dowry and that most of the ton seem to know of it, I think it is only right for me to be aware of the true intentions of any gentleman who shows me such attentions,” she answered, with a gleam in her eye that she knew Lord Fitzherbert noticed. “Is that not fair? Is that not wise?”

      Lord Fitzherbert said nothing for a moment or two, looking at her curiously although she could see that the interest that had been in his expression was slowly beginning to return. Fighting back the urge to say more, so that the silence might be filled, Daisy lifted her glass and took a sip so that she would not be able to say another word.

      “You are quite a curious creature, Miss Williams,” Lord Fitzherbert murmured, as the laughter and conversation around them began to grow steadily. “A very curious creature indeed. Not every young lady would ask me such a question as you have done.”

      Daisy lifted one shoulder carelessly. “Not every young lady has the strength of character to do so, mayhap,” she answered honestly. “But I think it only wise to do so.” She moved a step closer, looking up into Lord Fitzherbert’s face and forcing herself to remain standing close to him, despite the creeping distaste that filled her at being so near.

      “I would not want you to think, Lord Fitzherbert, that I have a lack of interest in you,” she began, her voice so soft that she knew he would have to lean down to hear her speak. “I have been thoroughly delighted with your attentions, but I cannot help but notice that you delight in the company of other young ladies also. If there is to be no fixed interest on your part, Lord Fitzherbert, then I would know of it soon so that I do not find myself lost in a desperate hope that will, in time, fade to nothing.” Keeping her eyes fixed on his, she watched his expression for any sign that he understood what she meant. It was there in a moment, for his eyes flared, his breath hitched and then, after a moment, he began to nod slowly.

      “I quite understand,” he answered gently, as she moved back just a fraction. “You must understand, Miss Williams, that a gentleman such as myself cannot help but be surrounded by those eager for my attention. There are so many ladies who wish to have their daughters introduced to me, or young ladies themselves eager to bat their eyes in my direction.” He sighed heavily, as though this was a great burden. “I can do nothing about it, of course, for I cannot be rude and turn them away.”

      Daisy nodded, her eyes wide with apparent eager understanding. “I see your difficulty, of course,” she answered, “but surely you must also understand my predicament.”

      Lord Fitzherbert hesitated for a moment, then reached out, took her hand, and bowed over it. “I do, of course,” he said, looking up at her as he let her hand go again. “I confess that I am rather grateful to you for your willingness to speak in such a blunt manner. A lady with your…wealth must be very careful indeed.” His eyes flickered as he mentioned that particular word, making Daisy fill with a sense of satisfaction. It was as Lord Watt had suggested. Lord Fitzherbert was eager to find a match with a lady who could bring him a good deal of money in their marriage together. She was apparently a very good match indeed, even though the truth of it was that her dowry was not particularly large at all.

      “I am so very glad you understand, Lord Fitzherbert,” she murmured, just as the sound of Lord Watt’s voice reached her from across the room. She turned her head to see him approaching her, having greeted Susanna and Lord Northgate, who were standing just behind her. Evidently, he had only just arrived.

      “Ah, and there is Miss Williams!”

      Daisy’s eyes flared wide with shock and horror. Lord Watt’s words were slurred and, to her dismay, he staggered slightly as he came near to her.

      “Lord…Lord Watt,” she murmured, taking a small step back and, unfortunately, nearer to Lord Fitzherbert. “Good evening.”

      “Miss Williams,” Lord Watt said again, his smile turning into something of a leer. “As beautiful and as charming as ever.”

      She smiled tightly and glanced towards Lord Fitzherbert, who was looking at Lord Watt with a hint of mirth in his expression. “Thank you,” she answered, her stomach tight with a sudden wave of nerves. This was not like Lord Watt! Whilst she knew he enjoyed his brandy, she had never once seen him to be in such a state as this. And nor was this the time for him to be behaving so, for was this meeting with Lord Fitzherbert not quite critical? A heat began to climb up her spine, rushing into her face as a fierce anger burned in her heart. This was not what she had expected of him.

      “If you will excuse me,” she murmured, turning to move away – only for the loud voice of Lord Watt to stop her.

      “Goodness, Miss Williams! You are not a rude creature – at least, not as I recall.” He arched one eyebrow, laughed, and gestured towards Lord Fitzherbert. “You are not going to leave without introducing me to your friend here?”

      Daisy blinked. This was what she was meant to do, of course, but in her anger and her upset, she had quite forgotten. Her eyes narrowed just a little. Was Lord Watt as drunk as she thought him? Or was this an act?

      “Yes, of course,” she said primly, turning back to Lord Fitzherbert, who shot her a sympathetic look. Quickly, she made the introductions, watching Lord Watt closely as he rose from his bow. There was no stumble now, no wavering or bobbing to indicate that he might be in his cups – but when he spoke, there was still that slur that betrayed him.

      “Thank you, Miss Williams, you have been very kind,” Lord Fitzherbert said, smiling at her with evident kindness. “Do not let us keep you from your next conversation. I am sure Lord Watt and I can exchange pleasantries for a few minutes.”

      She smiled back at Lord Fitzherbert, ensuring to put a grateful expression on her face as she did so. “I thank you,” she murmured, bobbing a quick curtsy and then turning around to walk away from them. Such was the sensation of their eyes watching her depart that it was all she could do to prevent herself from turning around and looking back at them. Her face grew warm, but she lifted her chin and carried on regardless, smiling delicately at one or two others whom she knew.

      It was a relief to reach her sister again and, quite soon after, Daisy was drawn into conversation with one Lady Spencer, who was more than a little interested in Daisy’s return to society. Whilst Daisy was glad to have a conversation to distract her from what Lord Watt and Lord Fitzherbert were speaking of, she could not help but continue to think of Lord Watt, wondering silently whether his apparent drunkenness had been genuine or if it had been merely a ploy by which he might gain some sort of acquaintance with Lord Fitzherbert.

      “Miss Williams?”

      She turned her head to see none other than Lord Stevenson bowing to her, surprising her by his sudden presence beside her. “Lord Stevenson,” she said, curtsying quickly and throwing a small, apologetic smile towards Lady Spencer, who with a smile of her own then began to speak to Susanna instead. “Are you enjoying the soiree this evening? There is to be some music and mayhap some dancing later also.”

      Lord Stevenson cleared his throat and did not smile. “Might you take a turn about the room with me, Miss Williams?”

      A sudden rush of tension ran straight through her. “But of course,” she murmured, wondering if she ought to look towards Lord Watt but choosing instead not to do so. “Is there something the matter?”

      Lord Stevenson said nothing for a moment or two, walking near to her with his hands clasped tightly behind his back. Daisy walked with him in silence, very confused by his sudden presence and then his sudden silence. She did not know what to do and certainly did not want to start making conversation, so decided to simply remain quiet until Lord Stevenson was able to speak openly to her.

      “Miss Williams.” Lord Stevenson’s voice was heavy, his words labored as though he was trying to think of the right thing to say and was choosing each one with great care. “You are quite wonderful.”

      She blinked in surprise. This was not at all what she had expected from him. Lord Stevenson, whilst they had danced together on occasion, had shown her no interest whatsoever, and she could not understand the reason for him to be so intrigued now. “I thank you,” she answered carefully, glancing at him and seeing how he did not so much as glance at her. “That is very kind of you to say.”

      “I should like to court you.”

      Daisy caught her breath, coming to a sudden stop as she took in what Lord Stevenson had said. She could not quite believe what she had heard.

      “I know this is very sudden indeed,” Lord Stevenson said quickly, turning to face her and his eyes, which were usually darting from place to place or gazing dully at something with nothing other than boredom, were filled with an intensity that she had never seen before. It was so strong that she felt herself tremble, as if a little afraid. “I am in need of a wife, and I think you would do me very well indeed.”

      Trying to find something to say in response to this, Daisy found herself searching for the right words which would convey her sense of gratitude as well as the desire to consider what he had asked of her. Nothing came to mind. It was as though she could form nothing of sense.

      “If you will permit me, I will speak to Lord Northgate of my intentions.”

      “Please.” Her hand shot out, and she grasped his arm tightly, having not had any intention of doing so but finding herself in that position, nonetheless. “Please, Lord Stevenson, you must understand that this has come as something of a surprise to me. Perhaps…” She hesitated, seeing how he frowned. “Perhaps you might allow me to consider your request for a few days? Before anything further is done.” Her heart began to beat a little more quickly, wondering at his intentions. Was he the man responsible for her father’s death? Did he think that she knew something about it, and therefore intended to use his courtship as a guise to silence her? Letting go of his arm quickly, she tried to smile but found herself growing all the more anxious. “It is just a very great surprise, that is all. I am very honored at your consideration of me.”

      This seemed to relax Lord Stevenson a little, for he nodded, smiled briefly, and inclined his head. “But of course,” he answered, filling her with relief. “I quite understand. I am sure we will see each other again very soon.”

      “Very soon,” she repeated, feeling herself growing desperate to find Lord Watt and tell him what had just been said. “Thank you again, Lord Stevenson. I am very grateful for your kind offer.”

      He nodded, his lips pulling thin. “Ensure you consider it with all seriousness,” he said, his voice a little darker than before. “It is not something you should ignore, Miss Williams.”

      There was a warning there, she thought, feeling a tremor run through her. “I will give it a good deal of thought,” she promised. “If you will excuse me, I should return to my sister.” Excusing herself, she hurried back towards Susanna, throwing a glance around the room in search of Lord Watt. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him watching her – but knew nothing could be said at present. There would be a good deal to discuss later, but for the moment, she had to keep up the appearance of being a lady of the ton, caring for nothing more than conversation, dancing, flirtations, and finding herself an excellent match.

      It was all most disconcerting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “What is it?”

      Matthew burst into the room, fearing that something was very wrong with Lord Templeton. He had received an urgent note from him that morning – although he had shouted at his butler for not rousing him at once when the note arrived after he had broken the seal and read it. Not that it had been the butler’s fault, of course, but Matthew had been so upset by what he had read that he had been unable to contain his emotions. The note had asked for him to attend Lord Templeton as soon as possible, for there was an urgent matter that required his presence. And now he was about to find out what that was.

      He stopped dead, just as the door crashed into the wall and swung back towards him, such had been the force of his worry. Lord Templeton was leaning forward in his chair, holding a delicate china cup in his hand and, opposite him, sat none other than Miss Williams.

      She, too, was sitting forward in her chair, as though she had been in deep conversation with Lord Templeton, and in front of her on the table sat a steaming cup of tea.

      “Do come in, won’t you?” Lord Templeton asked, jovially. “And sit down. There’s tea that has just been made, and we had a cup set for you just in case you arrived in time.” He smiled and gestured for Matthew to sit down, but all Matthew could do was stare at the man, his heart pounding with the exertion of practically running from the carriage into the drawing room and his mind fuzzy and confused with thoughts.

      “Lord Watt.” Miss Williams had half-risen from her chair, her emerald eyes glittering with concern. “Is something wrong?”

      Much to Matthew’s ire, Lord Templeton merely chuckled. “I fear that I am to blame for this,” he said, with a heavy sigh. “I wrote to Lord Watt this morning and begged him to attend here at his earliest convenience, but mayhap I chose my words poorly and made it sound as though there was some sort of danger in the present situation.”

      “Yes,” Matthew rasped, still not quite able to take in what he was seeing. “That is precisely what I thought, Lord Templeton. You are not in danger?”

      Lord Templeton shook his head but gestured towards Miss Williams. “I am not. Although I cannot say the same about Miss Williams.”

      Matthew’s heart, which had only just begun to settle, now began to hammer furiously all over again. “Miss Williams?” he repeated, coming to sit down and feeling his legs a trifle weak. “What has happened?”

      Miss Williams smiled at him, although there was a concern in her eyes that she could not quite hide. “Lord Templeton summoned me also, else I would have written to you this morning and asked if we might meet,” she said, with a slight edge to her voice. “We did not manage to converse last evening.” A hardness lit her expression for a moment, and Matthew felt himself flush.

      “I had to pretend to be in my cups,” he explained, realizing that he perhaps ought to have told Miss Williams in advance that this was what his intention was. “Lord Fitzherbert would not think it odd if a gentleman filled with liquor spoke much too openly about a lady of his acquaintance.” He gave her a half smile, filled with apology. “But if I was quite sober, then we would not have been able to discuss you with the same openness. He would have thought it a little odd and might well have been set on his guard.” Seeing the flickering frown in her expression, he sighed. “If it is of any consolation, Lord Fitzherbert told me that he fully intends to seek your hand, Miss Williams. He will soon ask to court you, I believe.”

      Miss Williams did not appear to be gratified by this. Instead, she sighed heavily and passed one hand over her eyes. “He is not the only gentleman,” she answered, sending a wave of astonishment crashing over him. “This is what I wanted to tell you last evening, Lord Watt.” Her hands dropped back to her lap and she looked him straight in the eye. “Lord Stevenson has asked to court me. Indeed, he wanted to speak to Lord Northgate only last night!”

      Matthew stared at her, before glancing towards Lord Templeton. Concern began to flood his heart, beginning to wonder why Lord Stevenson had done such a thing and what his intentions towards Miss Williams truly were.

      “You are as astonished as I,” Lord Templeton muttered, reaching forward and pouring more tea into his own cup before adding some to the third cup that was for Matthew. “What is his intention, do you think?”

      Matthew shook his head, quite dumbstruck for a moment. He had never once thought that Lord Stevenson would be at all interested in Miss Williams – not because of some failing on her part, but because Lord Stevenson had appeared to be less than interested in her.

      “I wondered at it indeed,” Miss Williams said, her voice soft and her eyes filled with a good deal of concern. “I do not understand the man at all. He shows very little interest in me, then turns about and asks to court me? He even stated that he thought I would make him a very good wife, when the truth is that he has only shared a few words with me!” She rubbed her forehead, looking both puzzled and concerned. “I do not understand it.”

      “And I also have news,” Lord Templeton interrupted, looking around to the small table on his right, twisting his body so that he could find something of evident importance. “A letter arrived this morning.” Finding it, he held it out towards Matthew, his face twisted. “We shall have to inform the League, of course.”

      Matthew hastily unfolded the letter, scanning the lines quickly. Apparently it had been easy for the two men sent by the League to discover the whereabouts of the two gentlemen who had left England almost two years ago. The note stated that they had died on the voyage, catching some sort of disease and never quite recovering from it. Their names were both in the passenger logs and in the lists of those who had died. There was no reason for them to doubt it.

      “I see,” Matthew murmured, shaking his head and looking down at the paper again. “Then we are even more in the dark. Either of these two gentlemen could have been behind the death of Lord Harrogate.”

      Lord Templeton considered this for a moment and then shook his head. “I do not think so,” he said, slowly. “I might have agreed with you had I not heard from Miss Williams that Lord Stevenson has sought to seek her out as his wife.”

      Frowning, Matthew glanced at Miss Williams, who was looking back at him with a troubled expression. His heart began to ache for her, feeling the overwhelming urge to get out of his chair and to draw near to her so that he might comfort her in some way. Although precisely what he would do, he was not quite sure.

      “Do you not see it?” Lord Templeton asked softly. “Can you not make the connection?”

      As hard as he tried to understand what Lord Templeton meant, Matthew simply could not understand how the man had reached the conclusion that Lord Stevenson seeking to marry Miss Williams had something to do with the two deceased gentlemen gone to America. He could not understand how they could be so easily pushed from the investigation simply because of their deaths!

      “Does it not seem to you, Lord Watt,” Lord Templeton continued, as silence continued to grow around them, “that Lord Stevenson might be protecting Miss Williams in a way?”

      Matthew thrust himself from his chair in a sudden flurry of understanding and excitement. “Yes! Yes of course! I do not know why I did not think of it before now!” He gestured towards Lord Templeton. “It is, as you say, quite clear!” He wanted to bang his head against his hands for being so foolish, but instead, he turned towards Miss Williams who was staring at them both with wide eyes. “Lord Stevenson is seeking to protect you.”

      Miss Williams blinked, her expression remaining entirely the same. “What do you mean, Lord Watt?” she asked, her voice very quiet indeed. “I do not understand.”

      Beginning to pace back and forth, Matthew began to speak quickly. “I spoke to Lord Stevenson at length about Lord Fitzherbert. I mentioned to Lord Templeton briefly that I had done so. I will not pretend that I spoke the truth, Miss Williams, for I did not. I told him that you were pursuing me again after an absence and that I was doing all I could to ensure that nothing serious was brought to the fore.” He waved a hand, seeing her mouth drop open and ignoring the flush of embarrassment that climbed up his face. “I have to tell many lies in such situations, Miss Williams, but it ensured that Lord Stevenson believed that I had no other choice but to introduce myself to Lord Fitzherbert.” He paused, freezing suddenly in place. “I remember now. When I told him that I intended to push you towards him regardless, he reacted as though he had been told the most dreadful of secrets. It was astonishing, in fact.” Closing his eyes, Matthew dredged up the memory of what Lord Stevenson had said and tried to recall it as best he could. “He practically made me promise I would not do so.”

      “But he may not have believed you,” Miss Williams breathed, a slow dawning of understanding now evident on her features. “And so he attempted to ensure that, regardless of what you said or what Lord Fitzherbert wanted, I would already have an offer of courtship.”

      “Which, in turn, would lead to matrimony,” Lord Templeton agreed, with a jab of one finger in Matthew’s direction. “It is all quite clear, is it not? Lord Stevenson is attempting to protect Miss Williams – a lady he does not know particularly well at all – from Lord Fitzherbert.”

      Another memory sounded in Matthew’s memory, and he turned sharply towards Miss Williams. “When I mentioned off-handedly that you might have an interest in Lord Fitzherbert, Lord Stevenson made specific mention of your father,” he said softly, seeing how Miss Williams’ eyes widened. “He said something akin to ‘the daughter of the late Lord Harrogate has an interest in Lord Fitzherbert?’ as though it was something that ought not to be.”

      “But there is no reason for it not to be so,” Miss Williams whispered, one hand now pressed against her heart and her cheeks rather pale, “unless Lord Fitzherbert is the man involved in my father’s death.”

      Matthew watched her closely, feeling a coldness wash over him as he nodded. He could not imagine what Miss Williams must be feeling at this present moment, now knowing what they did. The horror of it, as well as the feelings of relief, anger, and pain must be torturous.  Her head bent over her clasped hands, her knuckles white and her eyes closed tightly.

      “There may be another explanation,” Lord Templeton murmured, “although I feel it is less likely.”

      Reluctantly, Matthew turned his gaze from Miss Williams and looked at Lord Templeton. “Oh?”

      “Lord Stevenson might be afraid that Lord Fitzherbert will say something about what occurred to Lord Harrogate,” Lord Templeton suggested, spreading his hands. “What if they were both involved and one is afraid of what the other might reveal? Lord Fitzherbert is loud, brash, and certainly not a secretive sort. Might Lord Stevenson be afraid of what Lord Fitzherbert would reveal to Miss Williams?”

      Matthew closed his eyes, feeling his satisfaction in having reached what had felt like a conclusion now beginning to be snatched away. “There is that to consider, I suppose,” he admitted, a tad angrily as his frustration began to rise. “That means, then, that there is nothing we can do. No path that we can follow. No one that we can speak to. We simply continue on as before.”

      “No.”

      The cold, hard voice of Miss Williams broke through Matthew’s agonized thoughts and made both himself and Lord Templeton turn towards her.

      “No, we do not continue on as before,” Miss Williams said firmly. “We need to speak to Lord Stevenson.”

      Matthew stared at her, aghast. “We cannot!” he exclaimed, as Lord Templeton shook his head fervently. “To do so would be to reveal our true cause in acquainting ourselves with him. We would lose every advantage.”

      Miss Williams turned to him, her face set. “But what if we are to gain an advantage?” she asked, a trifle coolly still. “If you believe that Lord Stevenson may be trying to protect me from Lord Fitzherbert, then if we speak to him of what we suspect, then we may find an ally. And,” she continued sharply, holding up one hand in Matthew’s direction so as to prevent him from interrupting her, “if we discover that he is, in fact, involved in the death of my father, then we have the man we are looking for.”

      Opening his mouth to interrupt, Matthew tried to find an immediate response that would find a flaw in this plan, but much to his dismay, he could not.

      She was right.

      “We would have to set up the situation in a very careful manner,” Lord Templeton said, making Matthew realize that he, too, was now finding it very difficult to find any sort of flaw in what Miss Williams had suggested. “We cannot speak to Lord Stevenson about such a thing without ensuring that you are protected, Miss Williams.”

      Matthew rounded on Lord Templeton at once. “You cannot think that Miss Williams should be the one to speak to Lord Stevenson!” he exclaimed, throwing his hands up. “That is—”

      “Of course I can speak to him!” Miss Williams protested, getting to her feet as Matthew turned back to face her. “Why should I not? I have been involved with this investigation, and I feel as though I have done very little indeed thus far!”

      “You have done a very great deal, Miss Williams,” Lord Templeton said, in a most reassuring manner. “More than you might think. If you had not drawn close to Lord Fitzherbert, then Lord Stevenson would not have acted as he has done.” He smiled at her, but Matthew remained quite ill at ease. This was not at all what he wanted. Lord Stevenson could very easily turn on Miss Williams when she began talking of what she knew.

      “I will be quite all right,” Miss Williams said firmly, coming closer to Matthew and looking at him with those piercing green eyes that had so often lingered in his memory. “It is as Lord Templeton says. If it is set up correctly, then there will be nothing to fear. You will be present, will you not?” She was standing very close to him now, her expression open and her eyes fixed upon his. There was no sense of anger about her now, but rather a gentle reassurance that she wanted to pass on to him. The worry he felt began to fade away, even the very room where he was standing began to fade, leaving him standing alone in the shadows with only one light lingering before him. Miss Williams. Daisy. He wanted to draw nearer to her, to pull her towards him and to promise that he would always do his best to protect her.

      “Of course I will be present,” he said huskily, as she put one hand out towards his, her fingers touching his and sending sparks flurrying up towards his heart. “I would never allow you to be there alone.”

      She smiled at him then, her face lighting up with a contentment that he wanted to keep. “Then I have nothing to fear,” she answered, making him feel as though she had managed to trap him by his own words. “The League will be there with me. You will be there with me. And either we will find the person responsible for the death of my father – and the League will take him and bring about the justice required – or he will tell us more about Lord Fitzherbert and what role he played in the events of two years ago.” When she spoke to him in such practical terms, Matthew knew he could not easily turn her from her plan. As much as he wanted her to stay away from it all, to remain uninvolved and, therefore, safe—Miss Williams was not about to do so. She was singularly determined – and he could not blame her for being so.

      “Lord Watt?”

      Her voice was so quiet that it barely reached his ears. Seeing how she watched him, how she waited for him to respond, Matthew sighed heavily and dropped his head. “I will make the arrangements,” he said quietly. “But you will have to ensure that you do everything that I ask of you, Miss Williams. For the sake of your safety.” Lifting his head, he allowed his eyes to find hers again and saw that she was smiling again. There was such a beauty about her that it took his breath away and made him want to cling to her and tell her that even in the midst of all of this, he wanted to be close to her.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, her fingers pressing his again. He allowed his hand to press hers in return and saw the flickering in her eyes.

      “Then, if we are to go ahead with such an arrangement, might I suggest a dinner party?”

      Miss Williams dropped Matthew’s hand as he turned his head to see Lord Templeton looking at them both with a small smile on his face.

      “A dinner party?” Matthew repeated. “You mean, as the cover for our interrogation of Lord Stevenson?”

      “Yes,” Lord Templeton answered, with a wave of his hand. “Yes, precisely that. You should host it, Lord Watt, given that you are acquainted with Lord Stevenson. He will be more likely to attend if he knows that Miss Williams will be present also, I think.” He gave Miss Williams a broad smile, and Matthew had to force himself not to turn his head and look at her again. He needed to keep his thoughts focused.

      “Very well, I shall have the invitations sent out today,” he stated, as quickly as he could. “Although I shall have to invite a few ladies and not all of the gentlemen will be from the League.”

      Lord Templeton waved a hand. “Do not fret, Lord Watt. Have at least five present – not including yourself – and thereafter find a way to set up a meeting of sorts with Miss Williams, yourself, and the gentlemen of the League being the only ones present.”

      Matthew nodded slowly, his mind beginning to race. There was a good deal to think about and very little time in which to do it.

      “And you might wish to set up another occasion thereafter,” Lord Templeton continued, his voice catching Matthew’s attention again. “But this time to ensure for Lord Fitzherbert.”

      Miss Williams caught her breath. “I could ask Lord Northgate and my sister to have some sort of soiree,” she said quickly. “I am sure that they would invite anyone I wished.”

      Matthew held up one hand, his expression tight as he rubbed his forehead with his fingers. “Very well,” he said, knowing that there was no need to argue over Miss Williams’ involvement. “Do as you wish, Miss Williams. I will give you the names of some of the gentlemen in the League – gentlemen you are already acquainted with, of course – so that you might have your sister invite them.” He saw her smile, saw the hard glint in her eye, and felt his spirits buoyed. Miss Williams was more than capable, he knew. He could rely on her. He could trust her. This matter might be over very soon and then…then, mayhap, he could begin to think about her in an entirely new light.

      “Capital!” Lord Templeton boomed, startling Matthew. “Then it seems we have a plan. I look forward to being at your dinner party, Lord Watt.” He grinned, and Matthew could not help but smile back. “I am sure it will be very interesting indeed.”
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      Daisy did not know when she had last been this nervous. The dinner was going very well as far as she could see, even though Lord Stevenson was saying very little. That was not a peculiar thing, of course, for she knew him to be a fairly quiet gentleman, who watched everything but kept most of his thoughts to himself.

      “Perhaps we should leave the gentlemen to their port?”

      Daisy jerked with a sudden awareness of what she was expected to do now. The ladies were all rising steadily from the table, one after the other, and Daisy quickly followed suit. She could not help but glance at Lord Watt, seeing him sitting at the head of the table with an easy smile on his face, his eyes roving around the room until, finally, they landed on her.

      His gaze locked on hers for just a moment, sending her strength, courage, and determination. She took a breath, feeling the butterflies beginning to flutter in her stomach and lifted her chin. She could do this. It was of vital importance that she spoke to Lord Stevenson as she passed to make her way out of the room, but without attracting the attention of the other guests.

      Lord Watt had told her that she would have the opportunity to do so and that he would make all the arrangements. As it was, she had to trust him.

      Stepping back from her chair, Daisy turned and began to make her way slowly towards the door, walking behind the chairs of the other guests. Lord Stevenson was near the end, and she let her gaze fix on him, seeing how he turned his head to glance at her and feeling the immediate flush of heat to her cheeks. Heat that came from her nervousness, from the knowledge of the part she had to play—and certainly not from any feelings she might have for the man.

      “Goodness!”

      There came a loud crash from behind her and, despite herself, Daisy turned around to look. A large glass decanter had been dropped to the floor by one of the other gentlemen, where it had shattered. Port was spilling out all over the floor, and most of the other gentlemen were now on their feet, trying to move their chairs out of the way of the glass and the port.

      “Lord Stevenson.”

      Quickly, Daisy realized that this was, most likely, what Lord Watt had planned so that she might speak privately to Lord Stevenson. Lord Stevenson had been craning his neck to see what had occurred and only now turned his head to look at her, a curiosity still flickering in his eyes.

      “Miss Williams?” It was a question more than a greeting, and Daisy seized her opportunity.

      “I must speak to you,” she said, in a low voice. “I will be in the library.” She said nothing more but lifted her head and continued on her way, hurrying towards the door whilst footmen, maids, and other staff all rushed to the scene of the shattered decanter, clearly ready to tidy things up. She did not dare glance back at Lord Stevenson for fear that he would see the worry in her face, the anxiety that plagued her. Had she said exactly what she had been told to say? Her heart began to hammer furiously as she moved along the corridor. Most likely, one of the ladies would begin to talk about what had happened with the decanter, and the ladies would discuss it at length until the gentlemen appeared. She did not think that anyone would notice her absence other than her sister, who had been invited along with her. But Lord Watt had assured her that Lady Westbrook, who was due to go into her confinement next week, would keep Susanna distracted and, therefore, entirely unaware that Daisy was absent from the party. All she had to do now was go to the library and wait.

      

      The library was well lit, which was a relief. However, it did not prevent Daisy from feeling practically sick with nerves. This had been a plan of her own making, of course, but she had not given much thought to how she would be feeling about such a responsibility. If Lord Stevenson was the man responsible for her father’s death, then she knew she might be in very great danger. Lord Stevenson could be a spy, could be loyal to another country’s power rather than to the Crown, and she could easily be removed from his sphere if he so wished.

      “They will come soon,” she told herself firmly. “You need not worry.” Her breathing quickened regardless, even though she reminded herself constantly that she was not going to be alone, that she was not going to face Lord Stevenson by herself. Closing her eyes as she began to pace up and down in front of the hearth, Daisy let her mind fill with thoughts of Lord Watt.

      Her heart began to ache with a renewed desire that she knew, as yet, could not be satisfied. She had tried hard to set her feelings for Lord Watt aside, to force herself to focus on the task at hand rather than what strange emotions his very presence drew up within her, but it was becoming harder and harder to ignore. When she pressed his hand, when their fingers had touched, such a fire had roared up within her that she had felt herself burn up completely. How she had longed to step into his arms, to have herself surrounded by his strength! The thought of being close to him again, even though it had been years since she had last done so, was a thought that kept her entrapped and that would not let her go. And yet she had forced herself to push those thoughts away, to keep them from her mind. She could not become distracted, not now, not when there was such severity of circumstance upon them. Once matters had come to an end, once the culprits had been brought to justice, then she might allow herself to think of what might be between them. There was something in his heart for her still, she thought, her pace slowly decreasing as a small smile caught her lips. She could tell it was so when she looked into his eyes.

      “Miss Williams.”

      Her breath caught, as she heard her name being whispered from the shadows. Turning, she pressed one hand to her heart to try and calm herself, only to see Lord Watt beckoning to her from the corner of the room.

      She had not even heard him enter.

      “Lord Watt,” she murmured, her skirts rustling as she hurried towards him. “Is everything quite all right?”

      He nodded, his face half hidden in shadow. “The others are to make their way here within the next few minutes,” he told her quietly, his eyes filled with the very same determination that she felt. “I wanted to ensure that you were all right, however.”

      A small smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “I am very well,” she told him, not allowing him to see the anxiety that she felt. “I am sure all will go very well indeed.”

      Lord Watt smiled briefly, reaching out one hand only to drop it back to his side, as if he had been wanting to take her hand but had quite forgotten how to do so.

      Her heart began to ache all over again. “Lord Watt, I—”

      “We will have much to discuss later, I am sure,” he interrupted, as though he had not heard her speak. “Speak well and with confidence, knowing that myself and the others are listening to every word.” He sighed softly, looking deeply into her eyes as if there was more that he wanted to say but could not quite bring himself to do it. Instead, he put one hand out and ran his fingers down her cheek delicately.

      Her face bloomed with color.

      “Extraordinary,” he murmured, so quietly that she struggled to hear him. “Quite extraordinary.”

      And then, he was gone, moving back into the shadows and leaving her feeling more alone than before. Forcing herself to put a smile on her lips that she did not feel, Daisy turned to make her way back towards the fireplace, not even hearing the door opening softly and certainly not seeing the other gentlemen who stepped inside. They all found places to hide and shadows to cover them before Daisy had even made her way to the fireplace, and had it not been for her belief that the men of the League did as they promised, Daisy would have felt entirely alone.

      “Lord Stevenson.”

      The moment the door opened, every single part of Daisy burst to life. She saw him hesitate, then step inside but left the door ajar.

      “Miss Williams,” he said gruffly. “This is a little unorthodox.”

      She tried to smile but could not quite manage to do so. “I am fully aware that it is not quite within the bounds of propriety,” she answered, trying to inject a sense of lightheartedness into her voice, “but there are some questions I must ask you before I can give you my answer.”

      He came closer to her, ambling slowly with his gaze locked upon her own, giving her no chance to look away. “Your answer?”

      “To your question of courtship and marriage,” she answered, seeing how he ducked his head at once as she spoke. Had he forgotten he had asked her such a thing? “I have a thought to accept you, Lord Stevenson, but I have one or two questions I must ask you at the first.”

      Lord Stevenson cleared his throat gruffly, then wandered to the small table to his right, where he poured himself a large whiskey. The smell of it filled the room almost at once, mingling with the heat and the smoke of the fire. “What is it you wish to ask me, Miss Williams?” he asked, sitting down heavily in a chair and gesturing for her to do the same. “I am a gentleman of wealth, with a good title and excellent family. I have told you that I require a wife and that I find you a suitable candidate. What else is there for you to know?” He appeared almost angry that she had asked him such a thing, but Daisy did not permit his demeanor to affect her in any way.

      “It is only that it is very sudden indeed,” she stated, quite calmly. “And given that you do not know me very well at all, I must wonder what it is that you see in me that makes you believe that I am a suitable lady?” She did not sit down as he had asked but took a step closer to him. “Or is it to do with Lord Fitzherbert?”

      She heard the slight shake in her voice but held her gaze steady, looking at him and seeing how the glass in his hand began to shake. His eyes widened; his mouth opened, but no sound came from him.

      And then, he slammed the glass down hard on the table, sat forward in his chair, and shook one finger at her. “You do not wish to accept me, Miss Williams? Then that is all you need say! There is no need to try and find some sort of explanation, some sort of excuse! All you need do is tell me the truth.” He threw up his hands and made to get out of his chair. “Thinking that I should care a jot about Lord Fitzherbert and what he does.”

      Daisy did not move an inch, holding her ground and refusing to allow him to bat away her question so easily. “You know Lord Fitzherbert.”

      “What of it?” he exclaimed, now standing up in front of her. “He is a fool and I— ”

      “And you are not a fool,” she answered quietly. “Nor am I, Lord Stevenson. I will tell you the truth if you are prepared to listen. And you need only then confirm whether I speak the truth or not.” Watching Lord Stevenson closely, she studied every inch of his features, seeing the slight flicker in his eyes, the tightness of his frame and the angry workings of his jaw. The gentleman was more upset than he was willing to show.

      “What is it you believe you know, Miss Williams?” he asked, a slight sneer to his voice. “Do you think that I have fallen in love with you and that is why I wish to steal you from Lord Fitzherbert’s attentions?”

      Her chin lifted, and she looked at him until the smirk left his face and until his eyes grew a little downcast. “No,” she answered quietly. “No, I do not think that you are in love with me, Lord Stevenson. Rather, I think you are afraid of Lord Fitzherbert.” She saw him jerk his head up, an angry look in his eyes but held up one hand, ready to calm him again. “I do not mean to say that you are afraid of him out of some sort of weakness in your character but rather that there is a fear in what he might do.” Moving a little closer to him, she saw the suspicion in his eyes. “Lord Stevenson, I am fully aware that my father knew both you, Lord Fitzherbert, and two other gentlemen whom, it seems, are now dead and gone.”

      Lord Stevenson stared at her as though she had told him something truly horrific. His mouth opened and closed again, his cheeks a little pale and the anger seeming to leave his eyes.

      “He did it then,” he muttered, turning a little away from her and rubbing his forehead. “I did not think he would.”

      Daisy’s stomach began to churn as she saw the tormented expression on his face. “Lord Fitzherbert, you mean?” she asked softly. “Was he the one to kill my father?”

      Lord Stevenson swallowed hard and sank back down in his chair, his elbows on his knees and his hands in front of his face. He said nothing for some minutes, filling the air with such tension that Daisy could hardly stand it. She wanted to shout at him, to pull him from his thoughts and to force him to answer her but knew she could not do anything of the sort. This was evidently a shock to him, and she had to allow him the time to think through what she had said.

      “I am trying to keep you from a gentleman so cruel and calculating that he would do nothing but bring you harm,” Lord Stevenson muttered eventually, his face in his hands. “That is all, Miss Williams.”

      “You know I cannot believe that,” Daisy answered swiftly. “There is too much written on your face for it to be so.”

      Lord Stevenson let out a loud groan, and Daisy sat back down in her own chair, half wishing that she had poured herself a small whisky before Lord Stevenson had arrived, given how she was now feeling. “Tell me the truth, Lord Stevenson,” she begged, keeping her voice soft. “I must know it.”

      Lord Stevenson shook his head, dropping his hands and looking at her with such a tormented expression that Daisy caught her breath.

      “You will think me the worst sort of gentleman,” he stated, making Daisy’s heart shudder with a sudden fright. “But if it will keep you from Lord Fitzherbert then…” He shook his head, letting out another small groan. “Lord Fitzherbert is not the fop or the fool that he appears. It is a game. A ploy. A mask. He likes to keep his true self hidden.”

      Daisy nodded, knowing full well that every gentlemen of the League present in the room would be listening carefully too. “He is calculating.”

      “Indeed.” A distant look came into Lord Stevenson’s eyes, as though he were remembering the past in great detail. “I thought him once to be a very amiable fellow. There were the four of us then, you see. Lord Greyson, Lord Mallick, Lord Fitzherbert, and myself. We were all foolish then, Miss Williams. We did as we pleased and thought nothing of it. Your father…well, I still remember the day I was introduced to him. Lord Fitzherbert did not take kindly to him for whatever reason, but the rest of us did not mind in the least. We thought him highly respectable and were glad of his company.”

      Daisy swallowed hard, feeling tears pricking at the corners of her eyes. “I see.”

      “I do not mean to upset you,” Lord Stevenson said, hastily, looking at her. “I—”

      “Please,” Daisy interrupted, waving a hand. “Please, continue, Lord Stevenson.”

      He shook his head, running one hand through his hair and making it entirely askew. “One evening, the three of us were to call on Lord Fitzherbert. We arrived and, given that we were such fast friends, felt no need to be announced. We walked into the drawing room to find Lord Fitzherbert with another gentleman.”

      “Who was he?” Daisy asked, unable to help herself, but Lord Stevenson merely shrugged.

      “I do not know his name,” he said glumly. “I just knew that both he and Lord Fitzherbert were not speaking English when we three arrived.”

      Daisy caught her breath, realizing what Lord Stevenson meant. She saw the ashen color in his cheeks, the agony in his eyes.

      “He tried to brush it aside,” Lord Stevenson continued, his expression tormented. “But we did not believe him. There was more to this than Lord Fitzherbert wanted to tell us.”

      “But you found the truth in the end?”

      Lord Stevenson put his head in his hands, looking down at the floor. “He told us everything,” he said sadly, as though he regretted ever having asked Lord Fitzherbert to do so. “He then also stated that should we show him to be a spy for the French, should we tell anyone else of what we had discovered, then it would be all the worse for us.” He looked up at her again, his expression troubled. “We were very good friends, Miss Williams. He knew everything about me, and about Lord Marwick and Lord Greyson. There were things he could use against us, to ensure our silence.”

      A stone dropped into Daisy’s stomach. “Goodness,” she whispered, pressing her hands to her mouth.

      “My sister,” Lord Stevenson whispered, agony in every word. “My dear, sweet sister had managed to find herself in trouble.” He looked at her, then looked away. “I found the gentleman responsible, of course, but he was already married and could not do the honorable thing. I had confided in Lord Fitzherbert about my difficulties, and he had helped me to find a situation for her.” A glimmer of a smile caught one corner of his mouth. “She is married now – and happily so – and the child growing up as the adopted daughter of a very respectable merchant.” He shook his head. “My sister’s husband does not know of the child. And Lord Fitzherbert—”

      “He told you that he would inform everyone of this if you did not keep your word of silence.”

      Lord Stevenson looked at her for a moment or two as though trying to work out whether or not she judged him for such a thing before nodding and sinking his head back into his hands.

      “He told you to leave England for a time then?”

      “Yes,” Lord Stevenson said, his voice muffled. “Lord Greyson and Lord Mallick are dead, you say?”

      She swallowed the lump in her throat and fought to keep her voice steady. “They caught an illness on board the ship that was to take them to America.”

      Lord Stevenson let out a harsh laugh. “Or they were removed from this earth by Lord Fitzherbert for fear that they might not keep their word,” he stated, quite calmly. “Do not think that he would not be able to do such a thing, Miss Williams, for I am quite certain that he would be able to do so. The spies here are many, and his colleagues are great in number.”

      Daisy closed her eyes.

      “I argued with Lord Fitzherbert,” Lord Stevenson continued, his words slow as though he were speaking a memory aloud and only to himself. “Lord Greyson and Lord Mallick had gone from the house already, cowed by Lord Fitzherbert’s anger and cruelty, but I remained. Lord Fitzherbert mentioned your father.”

      Her hand flew to her mouth, her eyes filling with tears. This was going to be very difficult indeed for her to hear.

      “I do not think he meant to,” Lord Stevenson continued, still not looking at her but rather keeping his gaze trained on the floor. “But I began to fear for your father’s life. I did not understand Lord Fitzherbert’s reasons for wishing harm to him, but I left with the singular determination to try and warn your father somehow.”

      “And so you spoke to him.”

      Lord Stevenson’s head lifted at once, a gasp leaving his throat as Lord Watt came slowly out of the shadows, moving towards Daisy and Lord Stevenson with quick, sure steps. As if they had been waiting for Lord Watt’s command, the other men came out also, coming to stand closer to Lord Stevenson and Daisy.

      Daisy felt nothing but pain. Looking up at Lord Watt, she saw the hard, angry expression on his face and felt her heart stab with agony again. Putting her hands over her face, she leaned forward and tried not to weep.

      Lord Watt’s hand was on her shoulder in a moment, and she leaned into it, suddenly desperate for his strength.

      “Lord Watt?” Lord Stevenson’s voice was barely audible, hoarse and filled with shock. “You…you have been…you all have been listening?”

      “Lord Harrogate worked for the King,” Lord Watt said firmly, his hand still resting lightly on Daisy’s shoulder. “We are determined to discover the truth. You must tell us what you did, Lord Stevenson. We must know it all.”

      Lord Stevenson said nothing for a moment or two, his gaze roving over each and every gentleman’s face, as though trying to work out whether or not he could trust them.

      Then he heaved another great sigh. “No, I did not speak to Lord Harrogate,” he said, his words tumbling over each other in their rush to escape. “I was too much of a coward for that. Instead, I wrote to him. I said I did not know why but that Lord Fitzherbert seemed quite determined to bring him harm. I do not know if he ever received my note. The next thing I heard, he had been killed and I was ordered to leave England for a time.”

      “Lord Fitzherbert told you to leave.”

      Lord Stevenson nodded, pressing his fingertips together as he looked at Lord Watt. “Indeed. I had no choice.”

      “And he allowed you to come back thereafter?”

      Again, Lord Stevenson nodded. “I had word that I could return. That was all. I did not think he would be here also, but it seems that he likes to torment those he has a hold over.”

      “You wanted to protect me from him without revealing the truth of what you knew of him,” Daisy said softly, her words choked with tears. “Is that not so?”

      Lord Stevenson looked at her steadily, his face clouded. “I did not know what else to do,” he answered honestly. “Lord Fitzherbert has such a cruelty in him that, most likely, he would have thought it very funny indeed to be wed to a lady whose own father he took from this earth.” He saw her shudder and closed his eyes. “He is not a man to be trifled with, Miss Williams.”

      “I am aware of that,” she breathed, still leaning into Lord Watt’s arm as she battled against tears. “You appear to be a man of excellent character, Lord Stevenson.”

      Lord Stevenson shook his head, clearly still struggling with what he had revealed. “I do not think I am a very good man at all, Miss Williams,” he whispered, shaking his head. “I did not manage to save your father’s life.”

      “But you saved mine,” she answered, as tears began to roll down her cheeks. “Your note saved my life, my mother’s life, and the lives of our staff. My father sent us to my sister’s house but refused to come with us so that we might be kept safe. Had he not heard from you, then we might now all be lost to the grave.” She felt Lord Watt’s hand lift and encircle her shoulders so that she was now able to rest her head against his side. “I have nothing but gratitude for you, Lord Stevenson. And in revealing this to us, then I must hope that all of Lord Fitzherbert’s plans will be brought to an end and that he will face the consequences of what he has done.”

      “You need have no doubt in that regard,” Lord Watt stated, both to Daisy and to Lord Stevenson. “With what you have told us now, Lord Stevenson, these gentlemen and I will make quite certain that Lord Fitzherbert faces what he has done and is given the full punishment thereafter.”

      Lord Stevenson frowned. “But he is a titled gentleman,” he stammered, his eyes darting from one man to the next. “And a member of the ton.”

      “He is working with our enemies,” Lord Watt said firmly. “He is nothing less than a traitor. His title and his wealth mean nothing. The Prince Regent himself has already said as much.”

      Daisy saw Lord Stevenson’s eyes flare and then, in one swift moment, he seemed to crumple. His hand went to his eyes, covering them so that no one could see his reaction, his shoulders slumping as he seemed to fold even further into the chair. Her heart ached for him. It had evidently been a terrible burden for him to carry these last two years, and she could well understand what that must have been like.

      “Come, Miss Williams.”

      Lord Watt’s arm was gone from around her shoulders. Now, he stood with his hand outstretched, clearly waiting for her to rise to her feet.

      “Let me take you back to your sister. The gentlemen here will need to speak to Lord Stevenson a little more so that we might then consider how we go about the next part of our plan.”

      She nodded, finding it hard to speak—even though she wanted to thank Lord Stevenson for everything he had done. “An evening of entertainment has been arranged,” she managed to say. “Lord Stevenson has not yet been invited, but there is a space for him.”

      Lord Watt smiled grimly. “And Lord Fitzherbert has accepted?”

      “At once,” she answered, slowly getting up and realizing just how wobbly her legs felt. “He will be in attendance.”

      “Then so will I be,” Lord Stevenson said, his voice a little stronger as he looked up at them both. “If this is to be the end of the matter, if this is to be the conclusion, then I want to be present.”

      Lord Watt nodded, taking Daisy’s hand and holding it tightly. “Then you shall be,” he said. “And we shall all see Lord Fitzherbert brought to justice. You have my word.”
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      Matthew looked from one horrified face to the other, feeling himself wince inwardly at the shock he had brought about. “I am sorry,” he said again, seeing how Miss Williams smiled at him. “This has only been confirmed recently and, had it been proven that Lord Stevenson was the one involved, then tonight would be nothing more than an evening of conversation and enjoyment.”

      “I—I cannot quite believe this,” Lady Northgate whispered, looking aghast at Miss Williams. “You have been trying to solve the mystery surrounding our father’s death, whilst pretending that you are eager to find yourself a husband?”

      Miss Williams leaned a little forward in her chair, a small gentle smile on her face. “It was not out of cruelty that I kept it from you, Susanna. I did not want to tell you the truth for you would only worry about me constantly and try to discuss every detail to ensure that I was kept safe.” She looked towards Matthew, who felt his heart quicken at the look in her eyes. “Once I discovered that Lord Watt was involved, I knew that I would never be in danger, Susanna.” Another look towards her sister. “And now we are drawing near the conclusion.”

      Lord Northgate harrumphed loudly, clearly torn between frustration that he had not known what was going on and relief that the person behind Lord Harrogate’s death would soon be brought to justice. “It has come as something of a surprise, I will admit,” he muttered, getting up out of his chair and going straight towards the decanter of brandy, pouring two small measures into two glasses. “But I can understand your desire to find the truth, Daisy.” So saying, he brought back the two glasses to his seat but rather than give one to Matthew or to Miss Williams, he handed it to his wife, who took a sip immediately. Matthew could not help but smile at the sight. Clearly Lady Northgate was well used to the occasional tipple but, if it helped her in her shock, then he was glad to see it.

      “I am glad you understand, Northgate,” Miss Williams answered softly. “This evening will continue to go just as was planned, but with a confrontation that should lead to Lord Fitzherbert being taken away to face the consequences of what has done.”

      Lady Northgate sighed heavily, looking down at her brandy glass. “There will be a scandal.”

      “There will be the truth,” Matthew corrected. “The ton may whisper of it, Lady Northgate, but they will know the truth of what happened to your father.” He watched as Lady Northgate considered this, looking from himself to her sister and then to her husband before she sighed and nodded.

      “I have tried to put my father’s death to the back of my mind,” she confessed. “It has been much too difficult an issue to continue considering, and whilst I have been afraid and frustrated over the difficulties his death brought, I have not pursued them like my sister has done.” A quick smile was sent in Miss Williams’ direction. “I am shocked, yes, but I understand, Daisy. I am glad – grateful, in fact, for what you have done and for your dedication to it.” A slight anger brushed the edge of her words. “And pleased that Lord Fitzherbert will face the consequences of his actions.”

      Matthew got to his feet. “I will leave you now so that preparations might continue for this evening.” He smiled at Lady Northgate and then bowed. “Thank you for taking the time to listen to all I had to say. Until this evening.” Making to turn around and walk to the door, he was surprised to hear Miss Williams speak.

      “I will accompany you, Lord Watt, if I may,” she said, getting up quickly from her chair. “I think my sister will need a little more time before we can continue with preparations.”

      Matthew glanced at Lady Northgate but saw that she was now murmuring something to her husband and not even listening to what her sister had to say. Smiling at Miss Williams, he waited for her to walk towards the door before following her, a step or two behind.

      His breath quickened as though in anticipation. He did not know why he felt such a thing, not when there was nothing of importance between them as yet – but mayhap he felt something more there now. Something that had to be opened up and spread out so that they both might learn to consider it again.

      “I want to thank you, Lord Watt.”

      He looked at her in surprise as she closed the door gently behind them both, leaving them alone in the passageway. “To thank me?” he repeated, confused. “For what, specifically?”

      Her eyes were alight with a joy he had not seen in some time. “For allowing me to remain a part of this,” she said, with a small shrug. “I am aware that you had some reservations, but you did not push me aside because of them.” Turning away just a little, she began to walk slowly along the hallway towards the front door. “You have allowed my plan to go ahead even though you were uncertain as to whether or not it was the right one. You listened to me. You have helped me. And now we are only a few hours away from revealing what we know to Lord Fitzherbert.” A glance back at him told him that she was close to tears. “You do not know what this means to me, Lord Watt. To know that my father’s death will no longer be considered to be something of a mystery and to have the certainty that the person who killed him will be brought to justice…it means more than I can ever express.”

      He swallowed hard, feeling his own emotions beginning to rise steadily within him. “There is nothing to thank me for,” he said softly. “I am only happy that we have found our way here together.”

      She smiled at him then reached out and touched his hand. “I want to talk further, Lord Watt, but mayhap this is not the time.”

      He wanted to tell her that now was exactly the right time for them to speak but could see from how she glanced about the hallway that she did not feel entirely comfortable at present, which he could well understand. Her sister could emerge from the drawing room at any moment, and given that this evening was yet to come, he had to admit that he too felt a good deal of tension running through him.

      “Perhaps later this evening?” he suggested, seeing how she nodded at once. “When all is at an end?”

      “When I am free of my burden,” she whispered, still holding his hand. “Thank you, Lord Watt. I look forward to seeing you again soon.”

      “Until tonight,” he said, bowing over her hand and kissing the back of it gently. He looked deeply into her eyes, lingering for just a moment longer, before bowing, stepping back and then turning to quit the house.
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      “Everything is going well thus far, I think.”

      Matthew nodded, still aware of the undercurrent of tension that was running through the house. Everyone here this evening was a part of The King’s League—save for a few ladies that Lady Northgate had insisted on inviting before she had known of the true reason for the gathering this evening. The extra guests would not present any particular difficulty, however, for Lady Northgate had already promised to have them entertained in another part of the house with mayhap one or two single gentlemen who could be spared from the League to keep a watch over them. When Matthew gave the signal, Lady Northgate would begin to usher in those particular guests with the promise of a “very special” evening of entertainment.

      “Lord Fitzherbert shows no signs of having any awareness of this situation at all,” Lord Templeton continued, as Matthew nodded fervently. “He is behaving just as usual.”

      “He is arrogant,” Matthew answered, grimacing. “That comes as little surprise to me.”

      Lord Templeton sighed heavily, an angry glint in his eye. “I will be glad to see that fellow taken aside for what he has done,” he muttered, allowing Matthew a small glimpse into the truth of what he felt. “It will be a blessed relief for the family, I know.”

      “And for the League also,” Matthew added, although fully aware it would not be with the same intensity. “We will have uncovered and apprehended another spy.”

      “Two years later,” Lord Templeton muttered, shaking his head. “But yes, I am glad it will be brought to an end. Perhaps then you and Miss Williams will be able to talk about the other matter that weighs so heavily on your hearts.”

      Matthew felt a flush creeping up his face as he cleared his throat, making Lord Templeton chuckle despite the severity of their present circumstance.

      “You cannot hide such things from a man who has served in the League for so long,” he stated, as Matthew’s embarrassment continued to mount. “I only hope that there will be a happiness there for you both in the end.”

      “As do I,” Matthew agreed, knowing there was no reason to pretend. “Thank you for all you have done, Lord Templeton. Without you, Miss Williams might never have become involved and we might now be no closer to finding the truth.”

      Lord Templeton said nothing, only nodded, looked about him and then caught someone else’s eye, seeing the gentleman nod.

      “Lord Fitzherbert is well on his way to a drunken state, it seems,” Matthew muttered, seeing the nod from Lord Fraser also. “I must speak to Lady Northgate.”

      “And then we shall begin?” Lord Templeton asked, as Matthew nodded grimly, seeing how Miss Williams was walking towards him, her face a little pale.

      “And then we begin,” he answered, offering his arm to Miss Williams and turning away from Lord Templeton in search of Lady Northgate.

      Miss Williams was trembling, but her expression remained quite calm. “He is enjoying your brandy, Lord Watt,” she said, out of the corner of her mouth. “Do you think…?”

      He gave her a quick smile. “Yes, I think so. Let us walk past your sister, and I shall greet her warmly. She will know what to do next.” They had agreed to wait until Lord Fitzherbert had become a little more jolly before moving things on, for he would be more relaxed then and less inclined to notice what was going on about him. Soon, Lord Fitzherbert would discover a room filled with people very much displeased with him and that, he knew, would bring everything crashing to the ground.
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      Some twenty minutes later and Lady Northgate had managed to dispatch everyone else to the library, where a band of musicians was waiting, ready to entertain them, as well as a poet and a singer. Seeing her slip back into the room, Matthew patted Miss Williams hand.

      “It is time, Miss Williams,” he said softly, looking down into her eyes and seeing the fear there. “Are you prepared?”

      She took in a long breath, setting her shoulders and seeming to gain strength from whatever it was she could see in his face. “Yes,” she said, letting go of his hand and stepping back. “I am quite prepared.” There was still a slight tremor to her voice, but her face was set, reassuring him that she knew precisely what she was to do and that she was thoroughly prepared to do it.

      “I will be only a few steps away,” he murmured, wanting to reach out to take her hand, to press her fingers, but knowing he could not. “The room looks to you, Miss Williams.”

      She nodded and made to turn away, only to spin back around and come a step or two closer. Her eyes searched his face, and he was again reminded of the past they had shared.

      “Might you call me ‘Daisy’—as you once did?” she asked, sending a thrill up his spine. “I would so very much like it if you would.”

      His hand found hers almost at once, glad that they were near the side of the room and drawing no great attention. “I have longed to do so, Daisy,” he said, her name almost spoken reverently. “And I am glad to do so again.”

      She drew in a deep breath, letting it rattle out of her slowly as though this had been the only thing she needed to secure her confidence. With a small smile and a lingering look, she stepped back again, ready to bring this dark, twisted circumstance to its just end.

      Daisy moved carefully towards Lord Fitzherbert, feeling as though she carried a great weight on her shoulders. The weight of responsibility that came with ensuring Lord Fitzherbert told her the truth and that, in doing so, he would admit to his guilt. Lord Watt had helped her in knowing what to say and how to say it, but she feared that her emotions would grow so quickly and would be so overwhelming that she might lose herself entirely.

      Her eyes found Lord Fitzherbert. He was holding another empty glass of what she presumed had been port and was now in a very merry situation indeed. It was as though he sensed her nearness, for he turned his head and looked straight at her, his face splitting with a broad smile.

      Her anger began to bubble furiously, sending a streak of heat through her. Daisy clenched her fists tight and set her jaw. She could not lose her composure now.

      “Lord Fitzherbert,” she said, injecting as much warmth as she could into her words. “I am glad to see you this evening.” She smiled at him and saw how his gaze lingered on her, leering just a little. Her skin crawled, but she said nothing more, seeing how the gentlemen who had been talking to Lord Fitzherbert only moments ago were now melting away into another part of the room, although it was quite clear Lord Fitzherbert had not even noticed.

      “I have something to ask you,” she said coyly, looking up at him. “Something I hope you will tell me.”

      Lord Fitzherbert chuckled. “Is it about the matter we have left unfinished?” he asked, with a gleam in his eye. “You asked me some time ago about whether I might wish to pursue you in a more fervent manner, making it quite clear about your reasons for doing so, but we were unfortunately interrupted, I think.”

      Daisy, who knew precisely what Lord Fitzherbert was speaking of, nodded. “That is it entirely,” she agreed, with what she hoped was a demure smile. “I do wish to know the answer to such a question. Although you are aware that, should you wish to begin a courtship, you will have to speak to my brother-in-law, Lord Northgate.” She saw Lord Fitzherbert’s eyes flick across the room, perhaps searching for Lord Northgate. “I am unsure whether you are aware of this or not, Lord Fitzherbert, but my father, Lord Harrogate, died some two years ago.”

      Lord Fitzherbert jerked back but covered it with a look of horror which faded to sympathy. “Indeed, I was not aware,” he said, sounding quite sorrowful. “How very sad for you.”

      “Indeed,” Daisy sighed, glad that Lord Fitzherbert had done precisely what she and Lord Watt had expected. “It was a very difficult time.” She began to tell Lord Fitzherbert about her year of mourning but did not go into any particular details about the death of her father. Instead, she spoke of her sorrow, her misery, and her grief, which he seemed to sympathize with for he gave the occasional nod and murmur.

      “I am certain he would have been very glad to meet you, Lord Fitzherbert,” she finished, putting one hand on his arm even though she wanted nothing more than to strike the fellow, hard, for the falseness he wore at present. “He was a very good man, and we lost so much along with him when he died.”

      Lord Fitzherbert cleared his throat. “Indeed,” he said, without any particular intonation. “That fire almost burned through the townhouse, did it not?”

      Daisy froze. Whilst she knew and had expected Lord Fitzherbert to say something contradictory to his promise that he knew very little about Lord Harrogate or the circumstances surrounding his death, she had not expected it to be so soon. They had waited until Lord Fitzherbert had drunk a rather liberal amount in the hope that he would do precisely this but to have blurted out a remark like that after only a few minutes quite threw her.

      She stared at him blankly.

      “What is the matter, dear lady?” Lord Fitzherbert exclaimed, sweeping forward towards her, his expression befuddled. “You look as though you have turned to stone.”

      Daisy let out her breath slowly, trying very hard to keep her composure calm. Her mind was screaming at her to say something, but all that she had practiced with Lord Watt had flown from her mind. The shock had been overwhelming.

      “Oh.”

      Lord Fitzherbert’s eyes widened, and he took a small step back. His hands raised, and he tried to smile. “I mean to say, I heard about the fire, of course.”

      “You said you did not even know my father had passed away,” she answered, looking at him sharply and allowing all that she felt to pour into her heart. “But I know you lied, Lord Fitzherbert.” She took a step closer, pointing one finger at him. “I know more than you think.”

      The whole room filled with a quiet stillness that buzzed with tension. Every eye was trained upon Lord Fitzherbert, and he slowly became aware of it, looking away from Daisy and then to his left and to his right.

      “What is it you think you know, Miss Williams?” he said and laughed, the sound rattling around the room. “I know nothing of Lord Harrogate.”

      “That is not the truth,” Daisy answered, her voice filled with a fresh confidence that seemed to physically knock Lord Fitzherbert back. “The truth has been discovered, Lord Fitzherbert. There is nothing you can say to defend yourself. I know you killed my father.”

      She watched Lord Fitzherbert as his expression suddenly grew ugly. Gone was the teasing smile, the bright eyes, and the laughing expression. Instead, his face grew dark, his lips pulling back into a snarl and his eyes darkening.

      “You should be careful of what you accuse me of, Miss Williams,” he spat, his anger reaching out towards her. “I am not a man to be trifled with.”

      “As well I know.”

      The voice of Lord Stevenson rang around the room, emboldening Daisy still further. Lord Fitzherbert stood tall, looking all about him, his eyes narrowed but his face paling.

      “Stevenson?” he exclaimed, as Lord Stevenson stepped forward, the other gentlemen allowing him a clear path through. “Surely you can have nothing to say in these circumstances.”

      Daisy heard the warning in Lord Fitzherbert’s voice but shook her head. “It is too late, Lord Fitzherbert,” she said, before Lord Stevenson could answer. “We know everything. We know that you killed my father. We know that you blackmailed your three acquaintances so that they could never reveal that you were a spy, that you worked against the Crown.” Another small step forward took her all the closer to Lord Fitzherbert who was, by now, looking a little panicked. “We know it all.”

      Lord Fitzherbert said nothing for some moments, his eyes wider than before and his gaze darting between Lord Stevenson and Daisy. It was as though he was trying to find something to say, some excuse he might make to buy himself a reprieve, but nothing was there for him to cling to.

      “You shall not keep me silenced any longer,” Lord Stevenson murmured, his words seeming to hammer down on Lord Fitzherbert as he shrank back. “It is as Miss Williams says. Everything is known.”

      Lord Fitzherbert shook his head repeatedly, as though he could not quite bring himself to believe it. Daisy’s spirits began to lift free of the darkness and the sorrow that had held them back for so long, seeing now that justice was about to be done. The man before her had killed her father and betrayed his country. And now he was to face the consequences of what he had done. There was no anger in her heart any more, only a sense of justice. Justice that, in time, would give way to peace.

      “He was always looking,” Lord Fitzherbert snarled, suddenly bearing down on Daisy. “He was always trying to work out which one of us was the traitor. I tried to put him from me as much as I could without bringing him harm, but he was determined.” His voice grew louder as his eyes flared wide. “What else was I to do?” He threw up his hands and staggered forward, his anger more than evident. “Harrogate should have stayed away. He should have left me alone. Then none of this would have happened! None of it!”

      Daisy felt an arm go about her waist and glanced up to see her sister standing, white faced, beside her.

      “Our father was a brave and courageous gentleman who worked for the King and did not step back from difficult circumstances,” Daisy said, her voice ringing out loud and clear. “I will never think ill of him for that.”

      “And now you will be taken from here to face the consequences of your actions,” Susanna added, her voice weak but still filled with a courage Daisy knew came from deep within. “And I shall not pray for you.”

      Lord Fitzherbert let out a scream of rage and made to leap for them both, only for Lord Stevenson to step forward and slam his fist into Lord Fitzherbert’s face. The man staggered back, his eyes rolling back in his head, before he fell to the ground and lay there, his consciousness gone.

      Silence crept over everyone for a time, but this time there was no tension. Instead, there was a calmness that filled Daisy’s heart. A calmness that told her she had come to the end of the matter and that she need not even think of it any longer. A contentedness that said there was more waiting for her now, a happiness that could be hers if only she would seek it.

      “It is over,” she breathed, turning towards her sister and embracing her tightly. “It is at an end.”

      “It is,” Susanna whispered, a sob in her voice. “And I, for one, am glad of it.”

      “As am I,” Daisy answered, looking up to see Lord Watt directing gentlemen to tie Lord Fitzherbert’s hands before lifting him from the room. Their eyes met for a long moment, and in that came a sense of peace. “For now, I am free.”
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      “He is gone to the gaol and will not be removed from it until his trial. There is no doubt of the outcome.”

      Daisy looked up at him. “Thank you for telling me, Lord Watt,” she said. “But let us speak no more of it. Justice will be done, I am sure of that, but I have no urge to know each detail.”

      He smiled at her, thinking again just how wonderfully strong Daisy could be. “What will you do now?” he asked, a knot of fear beginning to tie itself in his stomach. “Will you return home? Or will you linger on here for the rest of the Season?”

      She stopped walking along beside him, turning to face him instead. The gardens of Lord Northgate’s townhouse were quiet and private, and he felt as though everything within it were holding its breath, waiting for her to give him her answer.

      “I would be where you are, Lord Watt,” she said quietly, sending a jolt of astonishment through him. “That is, if you would like me to stay?”

      Such was his flood of emotion that Matthew could not find the words to speak. Instead, he chose to act on what he felt, to do what he had been desiring for such a long time.

      In a moment, she was in his arms. His hands were tight about her, enfolding her into his embrace. She went willingly, a long breath escaping her, as though this was what she had been longing for. Her head rested against his chest, her hands around him also.

      “I am sorry, Lord Watt.”

      Such was the pounding of his heart that he struggled to hear her. “You are sorry?” he repeated softly, his pulse racing all the more as she looked up at him with those beautiful, gentle eyes that seemed to pierce his very soul. “What have you to be sorry for?”

      Her eyes searched his. “I did not write to you.” Her hands reached around and pressed against his chest. “When my father died, I spent my year of mourning lost in grief and confusion. I did not once write to you, did not once tell you of how I felt.”

      “But nor did I,” he answered. “You know that I did not. That was my failing also.” The truth began to bring a fresh wave of shame and regret to him, but he continued to speak it regardless. “I, too, was lost, Daisy. I did not know what I ought to do or what I ought to say. I was grieving for the loss of your father and for the loss of your company also. In my foolishness, I thought to leave you alone for fear that a letter might somehow bring you more pain when I know now that it might have been of some comfort to you.”

      A single tear ran down her cheek, and he could not help but wipe it away. “I am filled with regret for what I did not do,” he told her. “When I heard the rumor that you also had passed away, I felt so lost within my shame and sadness that it was as though I was walking through thick clouds with very little idea of where to go.”

      “But we have found each other again,” she whispered, bringing him such a surge of hope that it almost knocked him back. “Is there any way that you might consider me again, Lord Watt?”

      “Consider you?” He could barely believe what she was asking him, could hardly take in that she still had a question over his feelings. “My dear Daisy, I have never had a day go by where I have not thought of you, where I have not prayed beyond hope that we might one day have a chance to repair what was broken.” His hands went back around her, tightening just a little and pulling her fractionally closer. “You have never left my heart.”

      Tears filled her eyes then, but such was her smile that Matthew knew precisely what she was feeling. A fresh joy surged through him, and he began to lower his head.

      “I love you, Lord Watt,” she told him, reaching up to frame his face gently with her hands. “My affections were pushed aside with the grief and the pain that filled me, but now that I am returned to you, they have burst forth anew with such a strength that I cannot keep them back. My love for you will never fade. I am only sorry that it has taken so long for me to return to you.”

      “Do not apologize for what has occurred,” he told her, swept away by happiness. “I understand it all. I am grateful for it all, for it has brought you back into my arms so that I might have the second chance I prayed for.” He lowered his head and kissed her briefly, resisting the urge to linger. There was more to be said. “I wanted to speak to your father some two years ago, Daisy, and now I come to you with the very same question.” He smiled at her and saw how her cheeks filled with color. “I want to make you my wife, Daisy. I do not want to lose you again.” He pressed her gently closer to him. “Will you marry me?”

      Her answer was immediate. “Of course I will,” she whispered, looking up into his face and with a smile so beautiful that it lit up her eyes. “I have no one else in my heart but you.”

      He kissed her then, feeling her melt into him and aware of just how his heart screamed for the joy of it all. He wanted to whirl her about the room; he wanted to throw open the windows and cry out aloud for everyone to hear that his joy had been made complete. But instead, he simply held his long-lost love, his one dear Daisy, who had been so far from him and had now had finally returned to his arms. Love had drawn them back together, and now their hearts would twine back together as one, holding fast for the rest of their days.
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      I hope you enjoyed reading The Viscount’s First Love! If you didn’t read the first book of this series yet, CLICK HERE to be taken to Protecting Lady Esther, The King’s League Book One. Book Three will be out on pre-order very soon and should be published by sometime in December 2019.
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