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      “Goodness, Esther, you must not behave so!”

      Esther regarded herself in the looking glass once more, trying her very best to remove the pout from her expression and realizing that she did, in fact, appear to be nothing more than a petulant child.

      “I do not mean to behave inappropriately, Aunt,” she said, lifting her chin, settling her shoulders, and trying to find some sort of contentment with her new bonnet. “But it is only that I am fully aware that I must have an excellent appearance everywhere I go – and I cannot think that this bonnet aids that!” Frustrated, she pulled the ribbon strings out from under her chin and tore the bonnet from her head, flinging it back towards the box. “I do not know what the seamstress was thinking to include such an item.”

      Her aunt, the honorable Lady Ware, sighed discontentedly and gestured to the maid to pack the bonnet again. “She was hoping that it might suit you,” she replied, as the maid scurried to do as she was instructed. “If it does not suit you, then there is nothing to concern yourself with. We shall simply return it with a note of appreciation for her efforts. You are, at the very least, pleased with the gowns and dresses she has made for you?”

      Esther, feeling a little chagrined, nodded and brushed her hands down her new day dress. “I am very pleased, yes,” she answered, feeling a slight flush of shame touching her cheeks as she thought of the five other new gowns that now hung in her wardrobe, each delicately beautiful in its creation. “I do apologize, Aunt, for behaving so.” Turning towards her aunt again, she spread her hands out as though to express her sorrow still further. “I ought not to have done so. You have been very generous, and I have acted ungratefully.” She dropped her head, fully aware now of her own selfish behavior and realizing that she ought to merely have stated that she did not like the bonnet and requested politely to return it. There had been no need for such an outburst.

      Her aunt sighed, looked to the maid, and murmured a request for a new tea tray. The maid bobbed a curtsy and left at once, leaving Esther and her aunt alone.

      “Tell me, Esther,” Lady Ware said gently, “what is it that troubles you so?”

      Esther sighed inwardly, looking at her aunt and seeing the usual intense gaze that she had come to know so well. Lady Ware had often been by Esther’s side over the last few years, ever since Lady Leighton, Esther’s mother, had passed away. They had forged a strong bond, and yet there were still things that Esther kept to herself, that she did not quite want to share with her aunt.

      Lady Ware, however, seemed to be quite determined to discover them.

      “Esther, you act as though you believe this Season will be nothing more than a disaster,” Lady Ware said firmly—when Esther said nothing. “You have already enjoyed one Season, have you not? Why do you fear this one?”

      Sighing heavily, Esther sat down in her chair and let her gaze rove about the room as she tried to find the right words to express all that she felt. Her stomach twisted itself into knots, making her all too aware of the anxiety that never seemed to leave her.

      “I am grateful for your company this Season, Aunt,” she said slowly, not wanting to portray any sense of disappointment in her father, the Earl of Leighton. “Last Season was my debut, as you know, and it went reasonably well.” She managed a tight smile, which her aunt did not return. “However, my father was often very tired and quite distracted with news and the responsibilities of his estate, even though he was not at home. We often stayed home in the evenings and could not accept as many social invitations as I had hoped.”

      Lady Ware’s green eyes flickered and a look of understanding crept into her face. “I see,” she answered, her expression softening. “Your debut Season was not everything it might have been, and you are, therefore, treating this Season as another opportunity to make yourself known within society.”

      Esther closed her eyes, sat forward, and put her elbows on her knees, rubbing at her forehead in a manner which her aunt would not approve of. She did not care. Her mind was so greatly troubled that already an ache was forming between her brows. “I wish to marry,” she said, not opening her eyes but forcing herself to speak with honesty and decisiveness. “I want to find a suitable gentleman and marry him, Aunt Ware.” Opening her eyes, she sighed and let her hands drop. “You know it is my father’s dearest wish, and I do believe it would take a good deal of worry from him. But yet….” Sighing, she sat back again, seeing her aunt’s flickering frown. “But yet I fear that I am not the young lady I am required to be. I did not garner a single bit of attention from anyone last Season, Aunt. What if I fail again?” Her heart began to quicken, the knots in her stomach tightening. “What if I am not the young lady that so many gentlemen require? My red hair, for example, is not the color that a young lady ought to have!”

      Lady Ware laughed softly, although this only riled Esther rather than comforted her.

      “My dear girl!” Lady Ware exclaimed, waving a hand in Esther’s direction. “Your hair will be something that all society shall notice about you! You will be instantly recognized, which goes in your favor.” She smiled gently at Esther, who felt her heart begin to calm just a little. “I can understand your concern, but your lack of success last Season was, I am quite certain, due to your father’s inability to take you to all the required occasions. That will not matter this Season, I am quite certain of it.”

      Esther blew out a long breath, able to gather some of her aunt’s confidence for herself and dragging it towards her so that her anxiety no longer had such a tight hold.

      “Now, go and see if your father wishes to come and join us for tea,” Lady Ware said, as the maid knocked on the door, entering with the tea tray. “He has been working in his study for much too long, and if I know my brother at all, I know that he will continue to do so until he is dragged from it by one of us!” Her green eyes, so alike to Esther’s father’s, gleamed with mirth. “Do go and fetch him, my dear. I shall have the tea poured by the time you return.”

      Esther, a little buoyed by her aunt’s warm spirits, did as she was asked and left the parlor, making her way towards her father’s study. This year would be very different, she told herself, trying to keep the same sense of encouragement that her aunt had evidenced only moments ago. This Season, she had her aunt to accompany her to various places, which had worked out very well for both Esther and Lady Ware, whose three daughters had all grown up and married very well indeed. Lady Ware enjoyed the Season enormously and had seemed delighted when Lord Leighton had asked her to attend Esther during this year. Surely, with Lady Ware’s help, Esther had more chance than ever before to find a suitable match?

      “I am not certain I believe you, Lord Leighton.”

      Esther stopped dead, aware she ought not to be eavesdropping against her father’s ajar study door but finding herself entirely unable to help it.

      “I do not care what you believe. It is the truth. I have not seen him for some time,” she heard her father say with a gruffness to his voice.

      “And yet I find myself questioning it,” came the second voice. “You do know that he is dead?”

      Esther frowned, leaning against the wall and trying to peer through the gap in the door. She could not make out the gentleman speaking to her father but certainly did not like the tone that he was using. Her father was a respected gentleman of the ton, who held a highly respected title and had even served in the army – although that had been before Esther had been born. Her father was the second in line and had been forced to return home to claim the title after the death of his brother, Esther had been told. A wife and a son had followed soon after, and Esther herself had been the second child born to Lord Leighton. Her older brother, Jasper, was now married and soon would be producing the next heir, no doubt, to ensure the family line was continued.

      A harsh exclamation dragged her back to the present, reminding her of what she was doing. Looking through the gap again and trying to fix her gaze on the man talking inside, she saw a gentleman standing in front of her father with a long, dark red scar on the side of his cheek. It stretched from his earlobe to almost the corner of his mouth—rough, jagged, and bright. Something within her trembled at the sight of this, even though she had very little idea as to who the man was.

      “Good day, Leighton.”

      Scrambling for cover, Esther hurried away from the door and hid herself in a small alcove where she would not be seen. Waiting until she heard the butler show him out, Esther then hurried out of her hiding place and approached the butler as nonchalantly as she could.

      “I did not know my father had a visitor this afternoon,” she began, as the butler waited politely. “Pray, what was his name?”

      The butler hesitated, then looked away. “I could not say, Lady Esther. He was not announced and did not have a card.”

      That is very odd indeed, Esther thought, frowning just a little. Very odd indeed.

      “I am just going to speak to my father,” she said, not saying a word about what her true thoughts were on the matter. “Pray, do not disturb us for a few moments, if you please.” The butler nodded, and she left his side, thinking that she would have to ask her father outright about the strange gentleman. She could use the excuse of hearing raised voices to discover whether or not her father was in any particular difficulty – although she did not know what such a difficulty might be.

      “Papa?” Pushing open the study door, she was horrified to see her father sitting there with his head in his hands, as though he were struggling with something truly horrific.

      “Papa!” she exclaimed, hurrying in towards him. “What is wrong?”

      The Earl of Leighton looked up at once, pasting a hasty smile on his face that did nothing to cover the worry woven into his expression.

      “I heard raised voices,” Esther said pointedly. “Who was calling upon you, Papa?” She tried to keep her tone light, but this appeared to do nothing to help settle her father. He turned his face away, sighed heavily, and then shook his head.

      “I have something for you,” he said, pulling open a desk drawer and taking out a small velvet box. “I should have given it to you long ago, mayhap, but I did not. It is very precious to me, but it is only right that you should have it.”

      Esther frowned, seeing that her father was avoiding answering her question but still intrigued as to what was in the box he now held. “Papa, if there is something wrong—?”

      Holding up one hand, he waited until she had stopped speaking before handing her the box. “As I have said, my dear girl, this is very special to me, as it belonged to your mother, but I want you now to have it. It has great importance, for it was the gift I gave your dear mother on the day of our marriage. I pray now that you will wear it often to remember her, and so that you may also be blessed with the happiness of marriage as she and I shared together.”

      Tears suddenly blurred Esther’s vision as she took the velvet box from her father. Lifting the lid carefully and with her heart suddenly aching at the memory of her late mother, Esther took in the beautiful silver locket that was contained within. It was fairly large but hung on a delicate chain. There was a single emerald gem centered within it, which she knew would match the color of her eyes.

      “It is beautiful,” she whispered, reaching out to touch it with a gentle finger. “You are quite certain you want to give it to me, Papa?” A single tear streaked down her cheek as she looked back at him, seeing him nod. There was a kind smile on his face, but there still lingered a sadness about him that Esther wanted so desperately to chase from him. Was it the memory of his late wife, so dearly loved, that tore at his heart now? Or was there something more to it now?

      “It is very precious to me, even though there is nothing contained within the locket itself,” Lord Leighton said, as she looked up at him. “Indeed, I do not even know how one goes about opening it! Not that such a thing matters, for it is what this locket reminds us of that is of the greatest importance.”

      Esther nodded, although something about what her father had said buzzed about her head, as though he had said something wrong, something that she could not quite understand. “It will always remind me of Mother,” she whispered, her throat aching furiously. “It is an extraordinary gift.”

      “You will wear it, Esther?” Lord Leighton asked, his tone a little desperate as though he expected her to refuse it. “Say that you will wear it always. That you will never be parted from it.”

      “Of course, Papa,” Esther replied, her voice shaking with all the deep emotion that rose up within her. “I shall cherish it—always.”

      “Good.” He smiled at her, and then he came around from behind his desk and kissed her cheek. “You have always been so very beautiful, my dear girl. And now to know that you are to wear the very same locket as your mother makes you all the more so.”

      Esther held her father’s hand tightly, some sort of warning ringing in her ears – although what it warned her of, she did not quite know. “Thank you, Papa. This means a great deal to me – more than I can say.”
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      “Do come in, Lord Westbrook.”

      Charles, Earl of Westbrook, stepped into the darkened room, feeling the same thrill of excitement and anticipation that came every time he joined with his fellow spies.

      “Good evening, gentlemen,” he murmured, seeing the other men nod to him. “A cozy evening, it seems!”

      “Indeed!” grinned one Lord Brandley, coming forward to greet him. “It has been some time, has it not?”

      Charles shook Lord Brandley’s hand, truly delighted to see some of those he considered both his counterparts and his friends. “It has been, but as you know there has been some difficulty in both discovering the book and in bringing it to London.” He grimaced, letting go of Lord Brandley’s hand. “I believe that I was being closely watched whilst I was away from town.”

      Another gentleman, Lord Montague, nodded and poured Charles a brandy, handing it to him. “There are more than a few spies at work here in England,” he said gruffly. “Sir Taylor has discovered as much.”

      Frowning heavily at what was being implied, Charles looked about the room at the others and saw how some shook their heads, with others sighing heavily.

      “Do you mean to say that Sir Taylor has been in difficulty?” he asked, realizing that he had missed a good deal since being away from town. “What has occurred?”

      Lord Brandley waved a hand towards a couple of vacant chairs before taking one himself. Following closely, Charles sat down also and then looked about him. Something was worrying the men here, and he did not know what it could be.

      “Sir Taylor had something of great value,” a gentleman named Lord Watts began, speaking from a corner of the room. “We do not know precisely what it was, for he was unable to tell us before he was taken.”

      Charles swallowed hard, an icy chill rushing over him. “Taken?”

      “Killed,” Lord Brandley said bluntly. “The French, we believe.”

      A little shaken, Charles looked about the room again, where each of the spies – known collectively as “The King’s League” were gathered. Each of their faces showed both grief and anger – grief that they had lost one of their men and anger that his life had been taken by those who had infiltrated their country in order to send back information to their side. Charles felt his own spirits sink low, his own anger beginning to burn at what had occurred. Sir Taylor had been doing as he had been commanded, having given his time and now his life for the king. He had worked for many years for the king and had, in fact, recruited Charles to the cause some three years ago in 1812. It was sickening to think of him gone, struck down by an intruder in their fair England.

      “I do not understand,” he said. “What happened?”

      Lord Watt stepped forward, clearly aware of everything that had occurred. “The book you discovered,” he began, reminding Charles of his most recent success. “It was written in French, was it not?”

      “Of course,” Charles replied quickly, a small frown flickering between his brows. “You know that I did not study it for long, however. I gave it to Lord Southway almost at once.” He and Lord Southway had worked together to root out a small group of French spies, who were passing information to each other via a small black book that looked to be as normal as any other. The French spies had passed messages by writing in the book and then placing it in a bookshop, hidden at the very back behind some large, old, dusty tomes that no one would ever have even looked at. It had taken some time to discover it, and then even longer to capture those who were involved, for Charles had been quite certain that he himself was being watched by those who sought to protect the French spies. However, all had come to a swift conclusion. They had managed to capture all of the spies save one, and he had thereafter discovered the book and taken it with him whilst Lord Southway dealt with the spies themselves. Thereafter, however, they had found themselves in a little difficulty, for the one spy who had managed to escape from them then sought reinforcements, clearly determined to get the book back by any means necessary. Charles had decided to create a diversion and had given the book to Lord Southway, who had taken it to another gentleman, who—whilst not in The King’s League—was known to them and was trusted by them. He had then returned to help extricate Charles from his difficult situation.

      “Lord Southway took it to Lord Riggerton,” Lord Watt said slowly. “And it was there that we first became aware of the difficulties presented by this book.”

      Charles frowned heavily, not understanding the difficulty. “Lord Riggerton can surely read French!” he exclaimed, looking around the group. “That cannot have been the trouble.”

      Lord Brandley nodded. “Indeed, it was not. It was discovered that, whilst that book did contain messages of some description, they are written in a form that we cannot understand.”

      “So, there is a code of some sort?” Charles asked, sitting forward in his seat and looking directly at Lord Brandley. “That is the difficulty?”

      “It was the difficulty,” Lord Brandley said softly. “Sir Taylor discovered the key to understanding the message. He attempted to get it to us but was found by those who were searching for the small piece of parchment that contained the written decipher. We do not know where the parchment has gone.”

      Charles closed his eyes tightly, feeling as though the victory he had achieved in gaining and securing the book had now been snatched from him. “Do the French have it?” he asked, aware of the heavy silence that had fallen on them all. “Do they have the cipher, and now will they come searching for the book?” He opened his eyes to see the others shaking their heads, and a small stab of hope pierced his otherwise gloomy demeanor.

      “Sir Taylor was discovered by Lord Hogarth, just as the last of his strength left him. When Lord Hogarth asked if the French had the cipher, Sir Taylor seemed to indicate that they did not.” He shrugged, which did not fill Charles with any more hope. “That may not have been what was intended to have been communicated, however,” he said carefully. “That may be a mistake.”

      “We must hope that Sir Taylor had it sent somewhere,” Charles muttered, leaning forward and shoving one hand through his hair, before placing his elbow on his knee and his forehead resting against his hand. “If the French have it, then they will certainly come for the book.”

      “They do not know all of our faces,” Lord Watt said quickly. “I know that you believe you may be under suspicion, but—as yet—there is no such worry over the rest of us.”

      Charles grimaced and sat up, his jaw tight. “It is not worry that drives me, Lord Watt,” he replied tersely. “It is more the fact that the French may have something of grave importance, which is required if we are to understand the messages within the book.” He saw Lord Watt look away, clearly a little embarrassed. “There must be something we can do.” He looked about at each and every gentleman within the room and felt the weight of their silence growing steadily heavier. No one said a word. There was not, it seemed, any particular idea about what they ought to do next, or where they should look to find this cipher. Charles closed his eyes tightly, his jaw working in frustration. He had no particular idea either, and it was this that irritated him most of all.

      “The book is safe,” he confirmed, seeing some of the other men nod. “Who has it at present?”

      “Lord Riggerton still has it in his possession,” Lord Brandley said quickly, as though wanting to try and remove some of Charles’s displeasure. “He is, as you know, one of the most talented amongst us when it comes to trying to decipher things such as this.”

      Nodding, Charles took a long sip of his brandy and tried to think clearly. “We must ensure that it is kept safe,” he said firmly. “And we must go about our business in the knowledge that the French spies in perhaps all of England will be searching for it. They will not want their private matters to be read by us, nor will they want us to know their plans and intentions.”

      Lord Watt nodded. “Indeed. Lord Riggerton has it kept safely here in London, but it might be wise to move the book from place to place in order to confuse anyone watching.”

      Charles nodded again. “Yes, indeed. Have Riggerton make copies of some of the pages so that he might work on them when the book itself has been moved.” He saw Lord Watt glance at another gentleman, who hurried to a writing desk and began to write the instructions that Charles was giving. “Then have someone sent to Sir Taylor’s residence under whatever guise you wish. Have them look for any sign of the cipher so that we can be quite certain he did not send it to his estate.”

      The gentleman writing nodded and wrote this down also.

      “Aside from that, I do not know what we can do,” Charles replied heavily. “We are here to engage in the Season as gentlemen usually do whilst ensuring that we go about the king’s business and search for those who do not belong.” He looked around the group and saw the solemn faces, knowing that each and every one of them had given all they could to this cause. The death of Sir Taylor had torn at them—it was clear to see—and he could find nothing reassuring to say. It might well be one of them the next time. It might even be Charles himself.

      “We will continue the search, wherever we think we might look,” Lord Brandley said quietly. “Retrieve answers from those we capture. Seek out the truth from those who have hidden it for too long.” A new sense of purpose filled him as he looked all about the room, seeing how the other gentlemen lifted their heads, evidently feeling much the same as he. “We will discover the truth, gentlemen. We must. We defend this country and remove those who come here to harm us. We have succeeded before, and we shall succeed again for we are The King’s League—are we not?” Rising from his chair, he raised his glass of brandy. “For the king!”

      “For the king!” The other gentlemen raised their glasses, with those seated getting to their feet hurriedly, an obvious sense of pride evident on each and every face. Charles nodded to each of them in turn, knowing that he had managed to remind each of them what their purpose was. They served the king, using their influence and their standing to ensure the safety of both the king and England. No matter what their enemies threw at them, Charles was certain that they would, in the end, achieve the victory.

      And as Charles sat back down, seeing how Lord Brandley nodded his thanks, Charles allowed that sense of pride to fill his own soul. No matter what was to face them, no matter what it was that was yet to come, Charles was utterly determined that Sir Taylor’s death would not be in vain.
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        * * *

      

      It felt very strange to go from a meeting of The King’s League to then a very fine ball, but Charles had become quite used to such a feeling, having done so for the last three Seasons. Being an earl, he was welcomed into a good many places and no one questioned why, as yet, he had not taken a wife. A gentleman could choose to wed whenever they pleased, whereas young ladies were expected to find a suitable gentleman very soon after making their debut. It worked entirely in his favor and suited him well for the task with which he was currently employed. Besides which, his large estate was very well run by his most excellent steward—meaning Charles himself had very little to do other than to find other ways to occupy his time. It was just as well that he had been recruited to work for The King’s League else he might very easily have fallen into so many of the vices that captured other gentlemen.

      “Good evening, Lord Westbrook.”

      Charles smiled warmly at the young lady who greeted him, seeing how her friend fluttered her fan just in front of her nose and mouth, her eyes alluring as she looked up at him beneath lowered lashes.

      “Ah, Lady Isabella,” he said, bowing deeply. “And Miss Worthing, how very good to see you both this evening.”

      “As we are glad to see you returned to society!” Miss Worthing replied, finally lowering her fan but keeping her warm smile firmly fixed in place. “We had heard that you were to be gone from London for many months and would not return in time to even attend a single ball!”

      Charles, who knew that this was most likely nothing more than idle gossip, permitted himself a small smile and a shake of his head, which Miss Worthing accepted with a flicker of delight in her eyes.

      “Then you must ensure that you make the most of this wonderful ball,” Lady Isabella said, a little too loudly for Charles’s liking. “You are to dance this evening, are you not?”

      Hesitating, Charles immediately tried to think of an excuse – any excuse – as to why he would not be dancing this evening, but nothing came to mind. With a slightly labored sigh, he nodded and, of course, was thereafter forced to seek a dance from both ladies, who gave him their dance cards without hesitation.

      Finally able to extract himself from both Miss Worthing and Lady Isabella, Charles decided to move to the side of the ballroom, in the hope that he might not be accosted by yet more young ladies seeking to have him sign their dance card. His heart was rather heavy to be engaging in such revelry, for he was still deeply sorrowful over the news that Sir Taylor had lost his life. The man, whilst holding the lowest title of the group, had been a friend and someone for whom Charles had a good deal of respect. He knew very well that Sir Taylor would not have given up any information whatsoever before his death and prayed that the cipher was still kept somewhere safe so that the French could not have the advantage over them again, but the struggle of the unknown darkened his mind. There always seemed to be so much for The King’s League to do, and yet it never felt as though they were achieving a great deal.

      “Oh, goodness!”

      A small, ripping sound, accompanied by a yelp of pain, caught his attention, forcing his head up as he realized that, in the depths of his thoughts, he had not only trodden on the back of a gown, but had also knocked a young lady entirely off balance! Reaching out instinctively, he seized her arm and managed to pull her back to her feet before she fell completely, only for another, louder ripping sound to reach his ears.

      He closed his eyes tightly, shame creeping up his spine as heat rushed into his face. “I am truly sorry,” he murmured, letting the young lady go and stepping back in the hope that he would not do yet more damage. “I did not see you standing there, my lady, and I—”

      Opening his eyes, he stopped dead at the look on the young lady’s face. She appeared to be on the point of tears, looking around herself in a hopeless fashion in an attempt to see the damage to her gown.

      “I am very sorry,” Charles said again, feeling all the more terrible at what he had done—for not only had he damaged her gown, but he had brought the lady to the point of tears! “What can I do to help you, my lady?”

      The young lady looked up at him, her emerald eyes sparkling with tears. She was, he realized, quite beautiful, although with such fiery red hair that he would not be able to forget her easily.

      “I-I can fetch someone for you,” he stammered, seeing that she was standing alone. “Your maid is here with you, I suppose? Might I be able to fetch her for you?”

      “I think you have done enough, sir.” The young lady’s voice was thin but steady as she looked back at him, blinking rapidly to clear away the moisture from her eyes. “My aunt shall return for me in a moment. She was just gone to fetch us both something to drink.” She waved a hand down at the back of her gown, where a large hole now gaped. “Although quite how I am to make my way to my maid without the entirety of the beau monde noticing it, I cannot think.”

      Charles began to stammer, knowing that he had made an utter fool of himself and that, in being so caught up with his own thoughts, he had made this evening something of a disaster for her. He might offer to accompany her to find her maid, but then the ton would spot him walking with the young lady and might soon take notice. That was not at all what she either wanted or required.

      “I-I shall pay for any damages, of course,” he said eventually, as the young lady looked about her impatiently. “For an entirely new gown, if you wish it.”

      The young lady arched one eyebrow, no longer evidently upset with him. “That would suit me very well, my lord. Might I enquire as to your name so that I might have them send the bill to your residence?”

      He floundered for another moment, his mind refusing to give him the answer he required. She was looking at him with such a strong gaze and he was so very greatly embarrassed that—for some moments—it seemed quite impossible to remember his own name.

      “I am Lady Esther,” the young lady said, sighing with apparent exasperation. “Pray, do not wait for propriety’s sake, my lord. Might you give me your name also?”

      “Of course, of course,” he said hurriedly, his words tumbling over each other. “The Earl of Westbrook, Lady Esther.” He bowed awkwardly. “And you shall send all bills to me, Lady Esther. I insist. The bill to repair this gown, if it is possible, and the bill for a new gown of your choosing, whatever the price.” His face burning, he bowed again and then turned away, wanting to leave the young lady alone in order to prevent further embarrassment to both herself and to him. “Excuse me.”

      “You are excused,” he heard the lady say, her tone a little jarring. “Good evening, Lord Westbrook.”

      “Good evening,” he muttered over his shoulder, knowing that now he was behaving abominably and certainly was unspeakably rude, “and again, Lady Esther, I apologize.”

      His face still hot, he strode away at once, thinking that mayhap the shadows no longer held the protectiveness he had hoped for. Returning back to the center of the ballroom, he soon found himself surrounded by friends and acquaintances once more, all speaking of London gossip, of their hopes for the Season, and whispering about one gentleman or another. Charles tried to embrace the joviality, tried to let himself forget the embarrassment that had been his, but no matter how hard he tried, the image of Lady Esther remained firmly fixed in his mind. Her sharp eyes, her tight lipped smile – it would not leave him. No matter whom he conversed with or whom he led to the dance floor, there was none but Lady Esther lingering on his mind. He had never made such a fool of himself before, and it was that feeling, mayhap, that he did not like. It clawed at him, biting into his heart and rendering him entirely unable to enjoy any part of the evening. For whatever reason, Lady Esther had done what no other young lady had ever been able to do in capturing his full attention even though, he thought grimly, it was for all the wrong reasons.
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      “Papa?”

      Esther peered into her father’s study as she carefully pushed the door open, expecting to see him within. The room was, unfortunately, entirely empty, and there was a slight chill about the place that made her wonder when he had been here last.

      Frowning to herself, Esther walked a little further into the room as though she expected there to be some sort of clue as to where her father might be. He had not been at breakfast, and upon asking one of the footman, she had been reassured that he was not still abed. So where might he have gone? It was much too early for afternoon calls, and Lord Leighton was not the sort of gentleman to go out walking early in the morning.

      Her heart twisted painfully as she recalled how her father had given her that beautiful locket only yesterday. She had worn it to the ball last evening, which her father had not accompanied her to, but rather he had left her in the care of her aunt. He had, however, told her just how beautiful she looked and had commented on the locket around her neck. Her eyes closed tightly against the flood of tears that rushed towards her, her breathing a little ragged as she rested her hands on her father’s study desk. Just where was he?

      “Oh, Lady Esther! Excuse me, I–”

      Her eyes flew open, only to see a maid standing there with her expression one of sheer embarrassment, evidently having come to dust and clean in Lord Leighton’s study but having accidentally stumbled upon Esther instead.

      “It is quite all right,” Esther said quickly, wiping her eyes with her handkerchief and straightening up. “Do come in and go about your duties.”

      “Thank you, miss,” the maid murmured, her head low as she came into the room. “What with the master gone, I thought it best to get his study in order until he returns.”

      Esther, who had been on her way towards the door, stopped dead. “Gone?” she repeated, turning around slowly to see the maid looking back at her with an astonished expression. “Lord Leighton is gone somewhere?”

      The maid bit her lip, looking all about her. “I did not mean to speak out of turn, miss.”

      “No, no,” Esther replied hastily. “It is only that I did not know my father had gone from London.” She studied the maid carefully, feeling a deep sense of shame that her staff seemed to know more about her father’s disappearance than she did. “Where has my father gone?”

      The maid glanced at her and then shrugged. “I don’t know, Lady Esther. It’s not my place to know. The butler just said that the master was gone—out of town—on some business. That is all I know.”

      Esther blinked rapidly, her heart fluttering in an uncomfortable fashion.

      “He left last evening, as far as I know,” the maid finished, now appearing a little embarrassed. “I didn’t see him myself, Lady Esther, but the butler—”

      “Thank you,” Esther interrupted, more firmly than she had first intended. “That answers a good many questions. I shall leave you to go about your duties now.” She did not wait for the maid to say anything more in response but rather swung back on her heel and strode from the study, keeping her shoulders down and her head up. It would not do for the staff to know of her sorrow and confusion, especially when it seemed that they knew more about her father’s whereabouts than she did!

      Making her way towards the drawing room in the hope of finding her aunt, Esther threw her mind back to when her father had given her the locket. It had been only a few minutes after his visitor, whomever it had been, had departed from the house, and Esther was quite certain that her father had either been afraid of the gentleman with the scar, or he had been left sorrowful over what had been shared. Perhaps there had been a bit of both, but—for whatever reason—Esther recalled, he had not wanted to answer her question as to who the gentleman was. He had avoided answering her altogether, in fact, and had brought out the locket instead of telling her what the trouble had been.

      Had it been simply a matter of her father thinking that the subject had nothing whatsoever to do with Esther? Had it been his way of protecting her? Or was there something more malevolent about the gentleman and his visit to London?

      “Aunt?”

      She pushed open the drawing room door to see her aunt sitting quietly by the fireplace, although no fire burned there today. She was reading through some correspondence, it seemed, for she looked up to smile at Esther with an unfolded letter in her hand.

      “Good morning, Esther,” Lady Ware murmured quietly, dropping her gaze back to her letter. “Come now, I will share with you all the news from Alexandrea, who has written to share such lovely–”

      “Where is my father?”

      Esther’s interruption made Lady Ware frown as she put her letter down carefully, looking up at Esther with sharp eyes.

      “I do not mean to be rude,” Esther said quickly, before her aunt could begin to criticize her. “But it is only that I cannot find my father anywhere, and I was hoping to share with him the news of how last evening’s ball fared.” She watched her aunt carefully, seeing the frown grow steadily deeper rather than clear entirely.

      “My dear girl, did he not inform you that he was to go out of London on a matter of some urgency?” Lady Ware said slowly, her expression now both curious and surprised. “There was a short note waiting for me only this morning—after I broke my fast. You did not know of it?”

      A little sorrowful, Esther slumped down into one of the nearby chairs and shook her head, her heart growing suddenly painful. Her father had written a note to Lady Ware but had not left one for her?

      “Well, I am surprised that he did not do so, but he must have expected me to simply share this with you,” Lady Ware said in a practical tone. “I am here to guide you through society this Season, and therefore, he obviously left me to deal with this matter.”

      Esther swallowed her tears, refusing to allow them to fall. It was not like her father to behave so, she was quite certain, for he did not often keep such things from her. Even if he was to go out for an afternoon call, he would always inform her of where he was going and when he expected to be back. So why had he not done so now, particularly when he was gone from London entirely?

      “The note did not state much at all,” Lady Ware continued when Esther said nothing. “Just that he has some business that needs his immediate attention, and so he has returned to the estate. It will take him a few days to do all that is required of him, and then he hopes to return to us here.”

      Esther mentally calculated that, with the time it took to return to the estate and then back to London once he had resided there a few days, Lord Leighton might very well be absent from town for over a fortnight. She swallowed hard again, a warning ringing in her ears. A warning that she could not ignore. There was something wrong here, something that she could not quite understand. Her father had looked so sorrowful the last time she had seen him and had appeared so very upset over some matter that he would not share with her. She could not get her sense of worry removed from her heart. Was his absence in some way connected to the visitor who had called upon Lord Leighton, the gentleman with the scar? The snippets of conversation she had overheard rang back in her ears all over again, reminding her of the strangeness of what had been said. No, she determined, shaking her head. There was more to her father’s absence than there first appeared, more to his hasty retreat from London than a mere matter of business. She did not know what it could be, nor had she any way of discovering the truth, but there came a slow-growing sense of fear mixed with determination. Determination that she would discover the answers that she now required.

      And her first step would be to write to her father at home and to wait for his reply, which she was quite certain would not come. If her father had left London on a matter of business, then he certainly would not have left without either speaking to her or writing to her to inform her of his intentions, no matter how urgent the matter was. Her aunt might be fooled by the note, but Esther was not.

      “Esther?”

      Dragged back to the present, Esther looked up to see her aunt looking at her with confusion in her eyes.

      “Yes, Aunt?” Esther replied, smoothing out her skirts and trying her best to look nonchalant. “What is it you were saying?”

      Lady Ware let out a long, heavy sigh. “You are distracted this morning, Esther.” She waved a hand. “I suppose that is to be understood, given the ball last evening, but you must not allow your thoughts to linger on what occurred. I am quite certain that Lord Westbrook will do everything he promised, once you have chosen the gown you desire.”

      Esther shook her head, having not been thinking on Lord Westbrook or the struggles she had needed to deal with last evening. “I was not thinking on Lord Westbrook,” she said firmly. “I was merely wondering–”

      “He must be some sort of ridiculous oaf to have made such a mess of your gown,” Lady Ware continued distractedly. “To stand on the back of a lady’s gown and then not remove his foot when she is pulled back speaks of a lack of awareness and consideration that does not make me think well of him.”

      “Yes, Aunt,” Esther murmured, seeing that her aunt had decided that the note she had received from her brother was quite the accepted explanation and realizing that to suggest otherwise would only bring a good deal of difficulty to matters at hand. If she told Lady Ware that she suspected her father was in trouble, then her aunt might either refuse to even consider the idea and demand that Esther focus solely on the Season, or her aunt might believe her and then become greatly distressed, to the point of being quite unable to help Esther at all and perhaps demanding that they return home at once.

      Neither scenario was a particularly good one as far as Esther was concerned. As her aunt droned on about the lack of consideration Lord Westbrook had shown towards her, Esther considered what she might do next.

      She had to discover the name of the gentleman who had visited her father only yesterday. Absentmindedly, Esther reached up and touched her locket that now hung about her neck, remembering just how her father had looked when he had given it to her. Had he done so immediately after the scarred gentleman’s visit, for fear that something might occur to him thereafter?

      And just how was she to go about seeking out this gentleman when she had no idea where he might be or what his name was? Her jaw clenched, her brows sinking low as she struggled to come up with a sensible suggestion.

      Your father’s correspondence.

      It was an idea at least. If she looked through her father’s letters and the like, she might then come across something that could inform her as to who that gentleman might have been. Mayhap there would be an address she could visit, where she might make discreet enquiries. And, of course, she would write daily to her father if she had to, although she fully expected not to have a single reply to anything she sent to the estate. If her father was there, as he had said, then he would write back to her almost at once, but if he was not, then her letters would go unanswered. Then she would know for certain that something was gravely wrong.

      “Esther! You are not paying attention!”

      Esther jumped, visibly startled. “I am sorry, Aunt,” she said quickly, putting on her most innocent expression. “I was merely thinking about what color of gown I might choose for my replacement.” She smiled and saw her aunt’s frustrated expression begin to fade away. “What do you think? And where might we go to select such a gown?”

      Her aunt, clearly satisfied by Esther’s apology and now distracted by what they were to do that afternoon in seeking out a replacement gown, began to speak animatedly about what she thought was best. Esther listened with half an ear, trying her best to look as though she were paying attention even though her mind was filled with all other manner of thoughts, specifically trying to work out what she was to do and where she might have to go in order to learn more about her father’s difficulties.

      Do not worry, Papa, she said silently, as though he would somehow be able to hear her. You are not going to face this trouble alone. Whatever it is, I am coming in search of you and, together, we shall confront it. Her throat began to ache again with the sorrow and confusion that melded itself to her heart, but with an effort, Esther thrust such feelings aside. She had to find a good deal of courage now; she  had to discover a new strength within herself, for if she was to help her father, then she could not allow any sign of weakness.

      I will find you, Papa. I am coming.
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      “Where are you to go to this evening?”

      Charles, who had been enjoying a glass of very fine brandy, sighed and stretched himself out in his chair, feeling as though he did not want to go anywhere in particular, given that Whites was so very comfortable and given that it was not too late in the evening and fairly quiet.

      “I was to go to The Shrew,” he said, seeing how Lord Brandley’s eyes lit up. “But I confess I feel much too tired to do so.”

      Lord Brandley chuckled. “You cannot escape from your duties however,” he replied with a broad grin. “Besides which, The Shrew is a place where many gentlemen spend many an enjoyable hour. I am certain that many of the gentlemen from the League would be glad to replace you, should you be quite certain that you do not wish to attend.”

      Charles chuckled, lifting his brandy glass and throwing back the rest. Letting out a sigh of satisfaction, he set the empty glass down again. “I am well aware of that, but I fear that some could not be trusted to keep their wits about them,” he replied, with a knowing look towards his friend. “Besides which, I have no intention of gambling, which may well be a vice for some of those in the League.” He gave a small sigh, rolling his eyes in self-mockery. “I am rather dull, am I not?”

      “Indeed, you are,” Lord Brandley agreed with another grin. “You do not lose yourself in your cups; you do not gamble and certainly have no eagerness to frequent Madame Buxley’s house, which you know must also be done if we are to search all of London.”

      Aware that Lord Brandley was referring to one of the less seemly parts of London, where a gentleman might go in secret so as to relieve himself of his pent up desire, Charles shrugged and looked away. He had never had any wish to go to such a place as that, even though it was often the establishment where an enemy of England might go, unable to resist the urge and the pull that dragged him there. Had not the League captured more than a few spies at places similar to Madame Buxley’s?

      “I gladly leave that responsibility to others,” he said, pushing himself up out of his chair and seeing Lord Brandley laugh. “I shall, with a good deal of unwillingness, go to The Shrew and see if there is anything to discover there.”

      Lord Brandley also rose to his feet, his smile suddenly gone and a new seriousness drawn into his expression. “You seek out the gentlemen that we currently suspect?”

      Charles nodded slowly, his jaw tensing. This was when it became a good deal more difficult, for when they were back amongst the ton, the gentlemen in The King’s League were forced to act with a good deal more secrecy than before. What made it all the worse was that there were one or two gentlemen that the League was watching closely, for fear that they might have connections to the French and be actively involved in encouraging and aiding them in their attempt to conquer England. Charles had two names to seek out – one Lord Autry, whose family came from France, and the other, Lord Breton, whose wife had a good many connections within France itself. They might well be innocent entirely, Charles knew, but it was best that he watched them carefully for some time. He would have to introduce himself to them also, and the best place to do that was when a gentleman was off his guard, merry and perhaps a little inebriated. They would think nothing of such a meeting, whereas they might be a little suspicious should they be thinking clearly. Unfortunately for Charles, there were a good many places where such gentlemen might be, although he had been reliably informed that Lord Breton enjoyed gambling at The Shrew, one of London’s infamous gambling hells, and so he intended to go there also in search of the fellow.

      “Nothing else has been discovered about the cipher?” he asked in a low voice, as Lord Brandley shook his head. “The book?”

      Lord Brandley smiled tightly. “Lord Riggerton has been working tirelessly to make some copies of various pages,” he said firmly. “The book is to be moved tomorrow.”

      “And where is it to go?”

      Lord Brandley’s smile spread. “I am to take it for a time,” he said, making Charles nod in agreement, relieved to know that one of the League’s most established gentlemen would have such a precious item. “Only for a sennight or so, I think. Thereafter, I shall have it moved again.”

      “And its whereabouts ought to be kept between the two of us,” Charles added, seeing Lord Brandley hesitate. “Save for the person to whom it is going, of course.” He spread his hands. “It is merely a precaution so that if there is any difficulty or trouble that overtakes any of our men, they will be unable to tell our enemies where the book is at present, for they will not know.”

      Lord Brandley’s expression cleared. “Yes, I quite understand,” he said quickly. “Very good, Westbrook. I shall inform you at once when I have made arrangements for the book to be moved.”

      Charles nodded, shook Lord Brandley’s hand, and made his way out of Whites, glad that his carriage was already waiting for him. Whilst he was in no mood to pretend to enjoy gambling and the like, he knew full well that this was where his responsibility lay at present. Whilst the sorrow and the grief over Sir Taylor’s death still lingered, Charles knew that he could not waste time lost in sadness. He had to continue with his intention to clear England of all manner of spies, French or otherwise, and he would begin by doing his best to curry favor with Lord Breton.
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      “I shall take a hackney home,” Charles informed his driver, who nodded with a faint smile playing around the corners of his mouth. “Do not linger.”

      “At once, my lord,” the driver said, as the tiger climbed back into position. “Do enjoy your evening, my lord.”

      Charles said nothing, waiting for the driver to disappear before he entered The Shrew. It was not one of the best gambling hells in London but neither was it the worst, and Charles did not have any fear for his safety, knowing full well he could protect himself should it be required. This was not the first time he would have been in a difficulty of that nature.

      Hearing the drunken exclamations, the laughter, and the shouts coming from within The Shrew, Charles let out a long sigh, set his shoulders, and made to walk inside, only for the sound of a lady’s voice to reach his ears.

      He stopped dead, turning around to see a woman climbing down from a hackney, her dark cloak shielding her although her form was still unmistakable, even in the dim lantern light. Frowning, he saw her speak to the hackney driver, who nodded and slumped back in his seat, clearly content to wait for her return.

      A woman? Here, in this part of London? He could not understand what she was doing here, unless she was a lady of the night, in which case it made sense for her to be present here. But a lady of the night would not arrive in a hackney and certainly would not thereafter ask it to wait for her to return. So what was she doing here?

      Stepping back into the shadows and grateful for the clouds that made their way past the moon, Charles watched as the young lady turned towards The Shrew. She wore no bonnet but had the hood of her cloak pulled up over her face. With careful fingers, she made certain that the hood remained firmly in place, before lifting her chin and stepping forward.

      She is about to walk into The Shrew, Charles realized with amazement, seeing her purposeful steps and the solid direction of her gaze. She certainly cannot step inside alone!

      “Excuse me.”

      Before he knew what he was doing, Charles had stepped out from the gloom and directly into the young lady’s path, preventing her from reaching the door of The Shrew. The young lady gasped and took a step back in surprise, turning her face away at once.

      “You cannot intend to go in there,” Charles found himself saying, as though he were gently berating an errant child. “That is not the place for the likes of you.”

      “The likes of me?” The young lady swung back around to face him, her eyes lifting to his and seeming to bore into him. “I have a matter of the greatest urgency and will not be prevented from doing what I must!

      Charles frowned, feeling as though there was something about this young lady that he recognized. He did not know what it was, could not quite say, and yet he felt as though he knew her.

      “I cannot allow you to step inside, miss,” he said carefully, knowing that if he had to, he would ensure she was removed by force – albeit as gently as he could. “Do you know what will occur if you do such a foolish thing?” He looked behind her, wondering if she had someone – anyone – with her. “You have no companion?”

      “No.” She lifted her chin, her determination more than a little apparent. “I do not need one.”

      He shook his head, his eyes sliding back towards her again. “It is much too dangerous,” he said, as gently as he could. “I do not know your reasons for coming here, but I know that if you set foot inside, then you may very well have a good deal of difficulty leaving again.” Trying to press his meaning onto her with the greatest care, he saw her eyes narrowing. “The gentlemen within are drunk,” he said, thinking he would have to speak a little more clearly. “They are in high spirits and cannot easily tell one young lady from another. If you enter, then you might be considered as an entertainment, for those are usually the sorts of young women that enter into a gaming hell.” Something in her eyes flickered, and Charles forced himself to press on, his determination growing steadily. “I cannot protect you from them, for there would be more gentlemen desperate to get their hands on you than I would be able to manage.”

      “I do not believe I have asked for your help,” came the terse reply. “You do not know me, sir.”

      Pressing his brows together in exasperation, Charles tried to keep ahold of his temper. “Whatever it is that is troubling you so, it cannot be worth this,” he said, a little more firmly. “Do you seek your sweetheart? Do you wish to find him here so that you might berate him later? Is that what is troubling you?”

      The young lady’s eyes flared, her anger burning straight through her and firing out towards him. “Indeed, it is not!” she exclaimed furiously. “I have no eagerness to share my intentions with a stranger, however, but I can assure you that it is nothing as simple as a mere broken heart!”

      “Then pray tell me what it is so that I might help you,” Charles said, hearing a few voices getting louder as they came towards the door. Without thinking, he grasped the young lady’s arm and tugged her away from the door and further into the shadows, fearful that she might be spotted by one of the many patrons now removing themselves from the gambling hell.

      “Remove your hand from me at once!” the young lady exclaimed, her voice echoing around the alley as he attempted to quieten her. “I do not need nor have I asked for your assistance!”

      “Oh, now!” cried one of the gentlemen, emerging from The Shrew and hearing the young lady’s voice. “What have we here?” Staggering awkwardly, he made his way towards where Charles was standing with his companion following after.

      “A wench!” cried the second, sounding utterly delighted. “Bring her out, man! Let us see her!”

      Charles shook his head grimly, hearing the young lady gasp with fright. Releasing her arm, he whispered for her to remain where she was and then took a few steps forward.

      “Alas, she is gone from me, friends!” he exclaimed, coming towards the first man with a sadness in his voice that he prayed would be believed. “Gone back to whence she came. I had not enough coin for her.”

      The man laughed and wobbled unsteadily. “She was too much for you then?”

      “It seems so,” Charles replied, putting his arm around the man’s shoulders and attempting to turn him back around again. “Come now, you can find plenty of others like her, should you wish it.”

      The second gentleman, who appeared less inebriated than the first, did not seem to accept Charles’s explanation. His eyes narrowed, and he looked behind Charles into the darkness as though he might see someone there.

      “Are you quite certain she is gone?” he asked, shoving past Charles’s restraining hand. “Or are you just keeping her for yourself?”

      Seeing that the second gentleman was about to reach the place where the young lady was hidden, Charles did not hesitate but shoved the first man hard, who fell easily enough, given just how much liquor was sloshing about inside him. Then he grasped the second man by the shoulder, who spun about in fury and attempted to plant Charles a facer.

      The young lady screamed in horror as something connected painfully with Charles’s eye, making him stagger back.

      “Leave me alone!” she shouted, her voice high pitched and filled with fright. “I am here to find my father, Lord Leighton, that is all!”

      Charles could barely hear her, his ears ringing loudly as he fell back, his head aching furiously.

      “Keeping you all for himself, is he?” the second man snarled, reaching for the young lady who had now come out of the corner in which she had stood in an apparent attempt to defend Charles. “Well, we’ll see about that!” He grabbed at her, and the lady shrieked again, attempting to fight him off. Charles, his head spinning and his vision blurred, forced himself to his feet and lunged at the second man, managing to punch him down until he let the young lady go. The man let out a howl of agony and bent low, his head in his hands, giving Charles enough time to grasp the young lady’s hand and tug her towards him.

      “Your hackney, I think,” he gasped, grateful that she did not make any sort of complaint. Instead, she practically ran towards the waiting hackney, the driver sitting patiently and merely watching all that was going on with an unconcerned eye. Hurrying up into the hackney after her, he shouted at the driver to depart, giving him no specific direction, and then sat back in his seat, gasping for air.

      “I am terribly sorry,” the young lady whispered, her face covered in shadow as she sat next to him, pressed up as far against the other side of the hackney as she could, as though she feared he might attack her next. “I did not imagine that–”

      “Who are you?” Charles interrupted brusquely, the pain in his head beginning to subside. “And what were you doing here?”

      The young lady let out a long, slow breath, clearly attempting to calm herself down. “After what you have done for me, I do not think that I have any right to remain silent,” she said quietly. “I came in search of my father, as I said before.”

      “And your father is…?”

      “The Earl of Leighton,” came the quiet reply. “I did shout it during the attack, but perhaps you did not hear me.”

      Charles blinked in surprise, shock rippling over him. If her father was the Earl of Leighton, then she was a rather important young lady within society.

      And then, something else came to mind. Something so startling that he had to suck in his breath, a coldness gripping him as he realized why the name of Lord Leighton had hit him right between the eyes.

      “Wait a moment,” he said hurriedly, as another shock washed over him. “We met only last evening, did we not?  You are Lady Esther.”

      There came a moment of silence, and Charles could almost feel her hesitation.

      “Yes,” she said slowly, her words cautious. “That is correct.”

      “I stood on your dress last evening,” he explained, his heart quickening suddenly. “I am Lord Westbrook.” He heard her swift intake of breath and knew that she recognized his name. “Why would your father be here, Lady Esther? And how could you be so foolish as to risk coming here alone?”

      “I-I came in search of my father, for he has gone missing,” she said, making his heart quicken with a sudden anxiety. “My aunt states that he has merely left London and gone back to our estate on a matter of business, but I know full well that he would never depart without speaking to me first. Besides which, when he last spoke to me, there was a great sadness about him that I could not help but worry over. And then there was the gentleman who…” She came to a sudden stop, just when Charles was desperate to hear more. Leaning forward, he turned his head in an attempt to look at her face, even though the lantern light from the streets did very little to light the hackney.

      “You can trust me, Lady Esther,” he said softly. “I must know the truth about what you have discovered if I am to help you.”

      “But why should you be willing to help me?” she asked carefully, her voice edged with fear. “I do not know you, Lord Westbrook.”

      He hesitated, knowing that he could not tell her of The King’s League nor why he recognized the name of her father. “I-I can be trusted, can I not?” he asked softly, trying to reassure her. “I attempted to keep you from entering the gambling hell and saved you from the two gentlemen who wanted your attentions. Surely now you cannot think me willing to injure you in any way?”

      “I am supposed to accept that you merely have good intentions and seek to aid me for no other reason than to suggest you have a good character?” she asked, sounding a little doubtful. “I do not think so, Lord Westbrook. That would be foolish indeed to trust a gentleman on his word.” Surprising him still further, she reached up and rapped on the roof, making the driver come to a stop. She lifted her chin and looked at him, her eyes glittering in the dim light that now shone through the window. “I think you should remove yourself from this hackney, Lord Westbrook, if you are truly the gentleman you say yourself to be. I can make my own way home from here.”

      Charles gaped at her, completely taken aback by her sudden decisiveness and determination. She clearly did not trust him, and whilst he could commend her for that, he did not think it wise that she travel home alone.

      “If you please, Lord Westbrook!”

      Her voice was louder now, forcing him to act. Telling himself that he had no hold over this young lady, that he had no right to demand that she do one thing or another, he still hesitated, not feeling at all right in leaving her alone.

      However, Lady Esther had more force than he had expected. Throwing open the hackney door, she gestured wildly to it, without another word expressed. With a heavy heart, he moved towards it and stepped out – only for the most almighty crash to throw him headlong and for Lady Esther’s scream to ring about his ears.
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      Esther had been frightened half to death at the first attack, only to realize, soon after, that she was sharing a good deal more than she ought with a gentleman she did not know. Lord Westbrook might very well have been more than apologetic for standing on her dress last evening and certainly had been more than gentlemanly with his apologies thereafter, but that did not mean that she could trust him. As she had been speaking, as she had been telling Lord Westbrook all about her father, a sudden realization had hit her.

      She did not know Lord Westbrook at all and nor could she easily remember his face. He might very well bear a scar for all she knew, which meant that he could have been the gentleman speaking with her father. She had closed her mouth tightly, angry with her own foolishness, and had decided that she ought to remove herself from Lord Westbrook’s company as quickly as she could.

      Thankfully, after some moments, Lord Westbrook seemed to be willing to do as she asked. Sitting in the hackney with the door wide open, Esther waited patiently for the gentleman to remove himself. She was a little afraid that he might refuse and might, thereafter, reveal the truth of his character, but for the moment, she had to pray that he would do as she wished. Yes, he had saved her from what might have been a terrible attack, but could that not be in order to encourage her to express herself further to him? To try and encourage her to trust him? The warnings and the fears about her father and his present circumstances continued to bite at her; they continued to press against her mind until she felt as though she might never be free of them.

      It had been foolhardy to come out here alone. She should never have even thought about departing from the house without someone with her, and she certainly ought never to have attempted to enter a gambling hell. She had done so solely because of her fear and worry, for they both drove her to act in a way that she would never have even considered under normal circumstances. Her father’s correspondence had revealed very little, other than to mention The Shrew on three separate occasions, and she had felt a desperate hope rising within her that, if she went to visit the gambling hell, she might find some answers as to where her father had gone.

      Foolish behavior indeed. She had very nearly managed to walk directly into harm, had it not been for Lord Westbrook’s presence. She was grateful for his aid, of course, but that did not mean that she was about to give him her trust.

      Looking directly at Lord Westbrook and quelling her fears that he might pull the door shut and demand that she go with him at once, Esther lifted her chin another notch and continued to wait. Lord Westbrook sighed heavily but moved towards the door, clearly unwilling to remove himself and yet obviously deciding to do so.

      Relief filled her. She waited for him to step out – only to hear the sound of thundering hooves. Horror clutched at her as something hard slammed into the hackney, throwing Lord Westbrook from it and throwing her completely out of her chair. Her breath was tugged from her as she tried to compose herself, unsure as to what had happened but feeling pain burning all over her body.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she heard the driver shout as she struggled to push herself back up into her seat. “Slamming your hackney into mine like that? There’s going to be damage now, and you’re going to make sure it’s paid for!”

      Blinking furiously and trying to regain her composure, Esther looked out of the open door to see Lord Westbrook lying prone on the pavement. He was not moving at all, making her heart suddenly pound with a terrible fear. Her hands flew to her mouth as her driver let out a terrible scream and fell from his seat to the side of the road, making her cry out in fright, whilst the second hackney, which had crashed into hers, moved off at once at a breakneck speed. Her whole body trembled, terror pushing in on every side. Something terrible was occurring at this very moment, and she had no means of escape, nor did she know why someone had attempted to slam into her hackney. Had they been following her? Or was this simply someone trying to steal from those who traveled the London streets late at night?

      The silence that followed the driver’s deathly scream seemed to claw at her. There came no other sound save for her own frantic breathing, her hands clasped tightly together as she strained to hear something – anything – that might tell her who was about.

      There came nothing at all. Closing her eyes, Esther shook visibly, trying to calm her heart but feeling the same dread cling to her skin. Lord Westbrook was still lying on the pavement, the driver was still prone on the ground, and she was now entirely alone.

      “I heard you were seeking Lord Leighton.”

      A low, hissed voice made her cry out in fear. She could not see where the voice was coming from, for although the door still remained ajar, she saw no one. Shuddering violently, she pressed her hands to her mouth, refusing to make even a single word of answer.

      “You were seeking him down at The Shrew,” the voice said again, low and quiet and filled with all dread. “Are you saying he is gone from London?”

      Esther shook her head, knowing now that she ought never to have set foot out of her townhouse alone. This had turned into a terrible situation, leaving her feeling scared and alone. She did not want to admit anything about her father for fear of what might happen to him if she did. Now, more than ever, she was entirely convinced that something had happened to her father; something had made him disappear from his townhouse; she would not find him at his estate. Why such a thing might happen or why he might have left in such a frantic state, she did not know.

      “I shall have the truth from you,” the voice said softly, as a figure slowly came towards the door, emerging slowly like a creeping shadow. “One way or another, you shall tell me all you know of Lord Leighton.”

      “No,” Esther whispered, her voice shaking with fear. “No, I shall not.”

      The man’s hand shot out and grasped her wrist, dragging her towards the open door. Esther screamed aloud, but it was to no avail, for the man was strong and determined. Kicking out, she felt her foot connect with something, making the man grunt in pain, but he did not let go. Her whole body went rigid as she suddenly found a renewed strength flooding her, the strength to force the man to let her free. She was not about to go with him; she was not about to give in to his demands and to his threats! The instinct to escape, to run from him, sent courage through her, and even as he pulled her through the hackney door, Esther determined to have herself freed.

      She went limp, dropping to the ground and throwing the man off balance. His hand slipped from her arm, and she kicked out furiously, catching him about the legs. Trying to scramble up, her skirts about her and capturing her legs, she let out another scream as he grabbed her again, this time sinking her teeth into his arm as he grasped her about the neck.

      And then Lord Westbrook roused.

      Pushing himself up slowly, he turned his head to see Esther grappling with the man, who let out a howl of pain at her bite, only to reach out and slap her hard, which was then followed by a punch to her stomach, sending her spiraling to the ground. Dizzy and nauseous, she tried to push herself up, turning her head to see the man leaning over her, his face a little more distinct.

      He had a scar running down one side of his cheek.

      Horror filled her. She stared up at him, unable to move, unable to speak – only for Lord Westbrook to kick out at the man, sweeping his legs from under him and sending him toppling forward.

      Quite what happened after that, Esther did not know. Hunched into a ball, she hid herself as best she could, feeling weakness coursing through her that had taken the place of any strength she felt she had. The fact that she had managed to remove herself from her assailant now meant that she was left tired, weak, and desperate, knowing that her only hope was in Lord Westbrook. If he could not defeat their foe, then Esther had no doubt she would be taken.

      The two men continued to fight as Esther kept her hands over her head, the blood roaring in her ears and her body aching in pain. It was only when all about her grew silent, when the shouts and exclamations of the two men faded to nothing, that she finally lifted her head to see.

      Lord Westbrook was standing there, his hands on his knees and his body doubled over. Breathing hard, he wasn’t even able to say a single word, but instead rather just looked back at her, his eyes white in the gloom. Her body still tense and sore, she lifted herself off the ground carefully, seeing him stretch out his hand towards her and accepting it gratefully.

      “Are you all right, Lord Westbrook?” she asked, seeing how he still gulped in air. “What happened? Who is that gentleman?” She looked into his face, her hand still tight on his arm and his hand holding her other hand in his. Whatever it was that had just occurred, they were now within these strange circumstances together, battling as one and defending each other as best they could – even though Esther knew she had done very little to assist Lord Westbrook!

      “I do not know, Lady Esther, nor do I know what his intentions were,” Lord Westbrook rasped, his breathing still labored. “Did he say anything to you?”

      Remembering that Lord Westbrook had been knocked unconscious by the fall from the hackney, Esther nodded, a sense of coldness beginning to wrap all about her like a cloak. “He asked about my father,” she said softly, as Lord Westbrook slipped one arm about her waist, clearly aware that she was struggling to keep her strength. “He asked if he was gone from London. Why would he ask me such a thing? What is it that he wants?”

      Lord Westbrook shook his head and turned her back towards the hackney, perhaps unaware of the driver’s fate. “Now is not the time for questions,” he said, with a growing firmness in his tone. “I must return you at once. Perhaps tomorrow, or the day after that, I might call upon you and we can speak at length about what has occurred this night.”

      She shuddered as they passed the driver, hearing Lord Westbrook’s swift intake of breath and knowing that he had only just seen the fellow. “How am I to return home?” she asked, beginning to tremble all over despite the reassuring presence of Lord Westbrook. “The driver, he…”

      Lord Westbrook patted her shoulder and then helped her up inside. “The hackney wheels do not appear to be damaged, and we must pray that there are no other difficulties with it.”

      “But the driver,” Esther said, as he helped her sit down. “He–”

      “I shall drive it,” Lord Westbrook interrupted calmly, catching her hands and holding them firmly. “Have no fear, Lady Esther. I shall take you home. Just tell me where I must go, and you can be assured that I will have you there just as soon as I can.”

      Esther let out a long breath, feeling her shaking subside a little. Lord Westbrook was going to be her rescuer yet again, it seemed.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, as he began to withdraw to the driver’s seat. “I do not know what would have happened to me this night if you had not been here, Lord Westbrook.”

      “Think nothing of it,” he told her, before closing the door and leaving her alone in the darkness of the hackney.
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      “Good gracious, Lord Westbrook, you look as though you have been in the sparring ring!”

      Charles grimaced, aware that he was now sporting a black eye as well as a good few other bruises across his face and neck.

      “Whatever happened, old boy?” asked Lord Watt, coming closer towards him and looking him up and down. “Was it a fight?”

      Charles looked about Whites, seeing each and every gentleman and taking them in. He noted their names and titles, aware that there were two he did not know and certainly could not trust.

      “A thief,” he answered in a low voice. “That is all.”

      “Is that so?” Lord Watt said, with a small smile, although his eyes remained serious. “Well, I presume that you managed to prevent him from taking whatever it was he wanted?”

      A slight shrug lifted one of Charles’s shoulders. “I could not quite say,” he replied honestly. “I am not certain what it was that he sought.” He watched the expression on Lord Watt’s face change, clearly now fully aware that Charles had something of importance to share.

      “Then shall we sit?” Lord Watt asked, a little too casually. “And I shall fetch you something to drink. Brandy?”

      Charles considered. “Port,” he said, seeing Lord Watt nod before he made his way through Whites and into one of the quieter corners of the establishment. Sitting down, he let out a long breath of relief as his body collapsed into the chair, still aching from the attack some two days ago now. His jaw tensed as he recalled what had occurred, thinking just how foolish Lady Esther had been to come out into London alone at night. She was risking not just her reputation but her life also, and he had been forced to defend her, not once, but twice. The assailant, whomever he had been, had attacked Charles fiercely, clearly utterly determined to get to Lady Esther – although for what purpose, Charles did not yet know.

      And from what Lady Esther had said at the time, she did not know either.

      Shaking his head, Charles leaned back and closed his eyes. He had sent a note to Lady Esther only yesterday, making certain that she was not unwell or badly injured from what had occurred. She had responded very quickly, informing him that she still had a few bruises but that she was healing quickly. More important, she stated that her questions were many and that she was now deeply concerned. However, she had informed him that she would need three days of rest in order to recover from her ordeal and had begged him to give her a short respite before they next met in order to discuss matters. A small smile lifted the corner of his mouth as he remembered how she had written that she had been required to take to her bed under the guise of a heavy cold so that her aunt would not question the redness of her cheeks or the darkness of her eyes. But then the smile faded just as quickly as it had come, as he realized that the only reason Lady Esther was required to hide her face from her aunt was because of the injuries she had suffered.

      The gentleman in question was no gentleman at all. He had been attempting to take Lady Esther from the hackney, although neither he nor Lady Esther had any understanding as to why such a thing had occurred. The man had asked about her father, Lord Leighton, but Lady Esther had promised that she had given him no answer. Had the man been so desperate to discover the truth about Lord Leighton that he had been willing to take Lady Esther away until she spoke to him? A slight tremor of horror ran through him at the thought.

      “Is that you, Lord Westbrook?”

      He opened his eyes at once to see a young gentleman standing directly in front of him, a slight smile on his face and a gleam in his eye.

      “Lord McBride,” he said, knowing the Scottish baron at once. “Yes, for my sins, it is I who sit here.”

      Lord McBride chuckled, his smile growing into a grin. “I heard that you were making eyes at a wench a couple of nights ago, Lord Westbrook,” he said, sending a chill running down Charles’s back. “A young lady you wanted to keep all to yourself.” He lifted one eyebrow in question, making Charles struggle for an immediate answer.

      “I was defending the lady,” he said eventually, trying not to reveal anything he did not need to about Lady Esther. “There were two drunken gentleman seeking to take hold of her, and I was not about to allow it.”

      Lord McBride chuckled, his dark eyes gleaming. “Well, they are not particularly pleased with you, Lord Westbrook. I should watch out for them if I were you.”

      “I highly doubt that it will come to fisticuffs,” Charles replied dryly, gesturing to his face. “And if it did, then I will put them to rights as I did before.” He lifted his chin and looked steadily back at Lord McBride, who only chuckled. “Might I ask the names of these gentlemen so that I might keep my distance from them, should it come to that? I would rather avoid them – not out of fear but rather to ensure my name and theirs remain as free from scandal as possible.”

      Lord McBride shrugged, seeming to quickly lose interest in the conversation. “Baron Dalrymple and a Sir Thompson,” he replied with a sigh. “Not that they would dare speak to you about what has occurred since you are an earl.”

      Charles’s felt irritation burst within him almost at once. “Then why bring it to my attention?” he asked, seeing how Lord McBride shrugged then turned away. He slid back down into his chair, realizing that Lord McBride was just one of many gentlemen who liked nothing better than to gossip and to spread rumor. Most likely, many of the other gentlemen in Whites would now know that he had been seen defending a wench, regardless of whether or not such a thing was true.

      He groaned inwardly, closing his eyes and wishing that he had never come to Whites. Perhaps it had been an error in judgement to show up when his bruises had not yet fully healed.

      “Is something the matter?”

      Opening his eyes, Charles accepted the glass of brandy from Lord Watt with a grunt.

      “You are not pleased with the brandy?” Lord Watt asked, sitting down opposite and looking at Charles with concern. “Or is something paining you?”

      “Lord McBride was speaking to me a moment or two ago,” Charles muttered, quickly relaying the story of what Lord McBride had said. “Perhaps it was foolish to come here when my bruises are still so obvious, but given the lateness of the hour, I did not think that many would be present and certainly would not notice.”

      Lord Watt frowned. “You were aiding a wench then?” he asked, before taking a sip of his brandy. “What was she doing there?”

      “No, she was not a wench,” Charles replied, with a quick roll of his eyes. “She was a lady of society.”

      Lord Watt blinked in surprise. “And she was at The Shrew?” he asked, clearly taken aback. “For what reason?”

      Charles shook his head and then threw back his brandy in three gulps, knowing that this would require a good deal of time in order to explain what had occurred. “She was seeking her father,” he said, glancing around Whites and making certain that no one could overhear him. “Her father being Lord Leighton.” He watched carefully, seeing how Lord Watt’s expression changed at once, from confused to utterly astonished. He, too, saw the significance of the name and knew at once that there might be something more afoot.

      “Lord Leighton was at The Shrew?” Lord Watt asked after a few moments had passed. “What was it he was doing there? Gambling?”

      Again, Charles shook his head, leaning forward conspiratorially. “He was not present, I am certain of it,” he said quickly. “I checked with a footman only yesterday and was informed that Lord Leighton was not present at The Shrew.”

      “Then why was his daughter seeking him there?” Lord Watt asked, clearly now quite confused. “And what was her urgency in finding him?”

      “Lord Leighton has left his townhouse and left his daughter in the care of Lady Ware, his sister, who is married but with her children all grown and settled.” He waved a hand, realizing that such details were not important. “He has gone from London to his estate, it seems, but without speaking to his daughter prior to his departure.”

      Lord Wells did not dismiss this at once, as so many other gentlemen might have done. Instead, he nodded slowly, realizing that a slight change in behavior might be worth considering instead of simply throwing it aside. “I see.”

      “His daughter is concerned for him and did not accept what her aunt said about him returning to his estate for urgent business, even though a note from Lord Leighton to Lady Ward was read out. She considers there to be something wrong and so went in search of him having discovered The Shrew written in his correspondence on a few occasions.”

      “That was incredibly foolhardy,” Lord Wells muttered, shoving one hand through his short fair hair and blowing out a long breath. “It is just as well that you were there to ensure that she was kept safe.”

      Charles shook his head. “I very nearly did not manage to do so,” he said, quickly telling Lord Watt about the attack on the hackney and how he had been knocked unconscious for a time, having been thrown from the hackney. He kept his voice low so that only Lord Watt could hear. “I am to meet with Lady Esther in a day or so,” he concluded, “to discuss the matter further, for there is a good deal more that I think must be talked about. I believe that Lady Esther has good instincts, Lord Wells. If she believes that her father is not at his estate and has, in fact, either been taken somewhere against his will or gone to another location where no one can find him, then I am inclined to accept her conclusions.”

      “Particularly because Lord Leighton is known to The King’s League,” Lord Watt muttered, closing his eyes and rubbing at his forehead. “Did you say anything to her about that?”

      “No, I did not,” Charles replied with a heaviness to his voice. “I did not think it wise to do so, not when she was already in such distress.”

      “It would come as a great shock to her, I am sure,” Charles replied with a sigh. “Lord Leighton will have kept his part in The King’s League a secret from his family, as we all must do. Therefore, she will know nothing of it.” Lord Leighton was no longer a part of The King’s League, having served the king for some years but being granted retirement when his wife had passed away. It had been before Charles had joined the League, but his name was still well known to them all. He had worked tirelessly to ensure that England was kept safe from its enemies and some of his exploits were still being spoken of, such was the enormity of them. To hear that the man himself had now gone missing from London was of great concern to both Charles and Lord Watt, and Charles was quite certain that it would be equally worrying to the rest of the gentlemen in The King’s League.

      “You believe, therefore, that the girl herself might be in danger?”

      “I…” Charles hesitated, thinking hard. “I am not certain,” he said eventually. “The man who attacked the hackney was asking questions as to the location of Lord Leighton. I cannot know whether he already knows the location of Lord Leighton and is trying be sure Lady Esther doesn’t know where her father is, or if he is trying to seek the information for himself of where Lord Leighton has gone.”

      “I see what you mean,” Lord Wells agreed, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “He might well have been trying to ensure that Lady Esther did not know of where her father had gone and was, mayhap, trying to frighten her so that she would not seek him out again.” His eyes flared, and he looked back sharply at Charles. “Do you think that she will do that? That she will now accept that her father is away on urgent business and will merely wait until he returns?”

      A broad smile settled on Charles’s face as he looked into his friend’s eyes. “No, I do not think that at all,” he replied with honesty, remembering the tenacity that Lady Esther had shown. “She was very afraid, of course, and yet still had the courage and strength of will to fight off her attacker. Her questions were still many once the attacker disappeared, and I cannot imagine that she will give up seeking the truth about her father.”

      Lord Watt nodded, then chuckled. “It sounds as though you are going to have a difficult time with her,” he said with a grin. “You are going to have to stay as close to her as you can, Westbrook. You are aware of that, are you not?”

      “I-I am,” Charles replied, knowing that this was what he must do and yet finding something within him beginning to rebel against the idea. “The ton will make a meal of my attentions towards her however.”

      “So be it,” Lord Watt replied, shrugging. “She must be kept safe.”

      Charles shifted in his chair, his back a little painful still. “It may turn out to be nothing of consequence, Watt.”

      “But we cannot take that chance,” Lord Watt determined. “Lord Leighton was a gentleman of great importance to The King’s League. Therefore, we must ensure that his daughter is protected and we must discover where he is at present. I shall have someone sent to his estate at once to see if he is there.”

      “And if he is not?”

      Lord Watt paused, his eyes narrowing as though he were already considering that there was a good deal of difficulty yet to come. “If he is not at home – and both you and I consider that there is a good possibility that it may be the case – then we shall have to begin some sort of search for him. In the meantime, speak to Lady Esther and find out all you can about her father’s business of late.”

      Fully in agreement and feeling a good deal more at ease than he had before, Charles let out a long, slow breath and sat back in his chair, gesturing to one of the servants to bring him another brandy. “And I shall speak to The King’s League about all I have said to you,” he said, seeing Lord Watt frown. “When do we next meet?”

      “In a few days’ time,” Lord Watt answered, being the one who coordinated their meetings. “I will wait until the man has returned from Lord Leighton’s estate. That way, we will know for certain whether or not this is a matter of great severity.”

      Charles nodded again, feeling the weight of responsibility settle on his shoulders. “I did not even get a chance to step into The Shrew,” he said, apologetically. “I did not manage to look within to see if Lord Breton or Lord Autry were present.”

      Lord Watt waved a hand. “That is of no consequence.”

      “I think I shall speak to Lord Silverstone and ask him to continue with that,” Charles continued, seeing Lord Watt nod. “I believe my first duty must be to Lady Esther, as you have rightly said.” Something within him shifted as he stated that, thinking of the days to come and knowing that he would have to be by Lady Esther’s side as often as he could. The ton would think him caught by her beauty and would expect him to be courting her just as soon as he could, and he was entirely unused to such a thing occurring. He had never shown particular affection to any young woman, and if he was to do so now, then Charles knew that the beau monde would take note. He would be spoken of, whispered about, and laughed at. There would be gossip and rumors and all manner of suggestions made. He would have to prepare not only Lady Esther for that—but also himself.

      “You will be careful,” Lord Watt murmured, as the servant handed Charles his second glass of brandy. “If the man who attacked Lady Esther recognizes you as the man who fought him, then you may have a target placed on your forehead. He may very well seek you out to silence you, knowing that you can recognize him.”

      “It would not be the first time such a thing has occurred,” Charles muttered, a little darkly. “But I will be careful, yes.”

      “Good.” Lord Watt, seemingly satisfied with this, lifted up his glass and threw back the rest of his brandy. “Now, I must be off. I am to go to Lord Dunstable’s card party, which has already been under way for some hours.” He shot Charles a knowing look. “Which means that there will already be a good deal of liquor flowing–”

      “And a good deal more willingness to talk,” Charles interrupted, knowing precisely what Lord Watt had been going to say. “I wish you the very best of luck, old boy.” He lifted his glass in a toast, smiling broadly. “May you have as much truth as their drunken souls are willing to reveal to you.” And with that, he drained his glass and set it back down, hard, on the table.
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      It was three days since her ordeal and Esther was still not quite prepared to see Lord Westbrook again. Her stomach was tight with knots, her hands clenching and unclenching as she considered what she was to say. The gentleman was due to call very soon—and she could not be in such a frantic state when he arrived!

      “You still look a little unwell, my dear,” Lady Ware murmured, as she came to sit down opposite Esther. “Are you quite certain that you ought to be taking callers?”

      Esther smiled and nodded. “Yes, Aunt,” she said, forcing a brightness into her voice. “I am quite recovered, I assure you,” she stated, aware that she still had not, as yet, decided how she was to remove her aunt from the room so that she might talk in private to Lord Westbrook. “I feel quite well.”

      “Hmmm.” Her aunt regarded her with a calculating eye. “Your eyes still hold a little greyness beneath, and there is a flush to your cheek,” she said, warning in her voice. “But if you believe you are well enough to receive him, then I shall not argue with you.” Her expression softened somewhat, her eyes holding a hint of curiosity. “You were very pleased to accept his request to call upon you, I think.”

      Esther’s embarrassment flooded her at once, knowing that she had been glad to accept his request, but not for the reasons her aunt might have thought. “It is my first gentleman caller,” she said, quickly thinking up an explanation. “Therefore, it is quite understandable that I should be pleased, is it not?”

      Her aunt laughed and nodded, easing the tension from the room at once. “I suppose it is, yes,” she agreed, her eyes twinkling. “I do recall when my own daughters behaved in much the same fashion.” She smiled fondly at the memory. “Allow me to advise you, Esther, that should you find a gentleman that you consider most highly and that you find to be genteel and amiable, then you should have no hesitation in considering courtship, should he ask it of you.”

      “I shall, Aunt,” Esther replied quickly, aware that her cheeks were still flushed and finding the idea of Lord Westbrook walking in to find her so all the more mortifying. “But I am not about to have a regard for the very first gentleman to show me interest, Aunt, no matter how kind or amiable he might be.”

      Her aunt laughed and nodded. “That is very wise, my dear,” she said, making to say more but prevented from doing so by the door opening and the butler walking in with a card in his hand. Knowing that it was to be Lord Westbrook being announced, Esther rose immediately, smoothing her skirts and feeling her heart quicken its pace in anticipation. He walked in and bowed towards Lady Ware, his eyes fixed upon her for a moment, before seeking out Esther thereafter.

      She curtsied quickly, thinking that he was more handsome than she recalled. With a strong jaw and a steadiness about his dark brown eyes, a shock of thick, dark hair and broad shoulders, he gave her the distinct impression that he was a gentleman of firm character. He was not the sort of gentleman who made a determination only to then fall away from it. If there was something in his mind to do, then he would do it without hesitation, continuing on until the matter came to a satisfactory conclusion.

      “Thank you for calling on me, Lord Westbrook,” she said, as her aunt gestured for him to sit down. “I do hope that you have had a pleasant day thus far.” It was not the best of remarks and certainly nothing more than a trivial comment, but Lord Westbrook seemed to accept it regardless. He sat down carefully and sent a broad smile in her direction, which—for whatever reason—sent her heart fluttering like the wings of a bird.

      “I have had a very pleasant morning,” he said, as her aunt rose to ring the bell so that the tea trays might be brought in. “The day is very fine indeed, and it is a pleasure to now be in such excellent company.”

      Much to her astonishment, Esther found herself blushing a little at this, surprising herself all the more in the way that her heart seemed to soar to the clouds. This was nothing but foolishness, she told herself determinedly. Lord Westbrook was here merely to speak to her about what had occurred some days ago and just because she discovered him now to be a handsome gentleman did not mean that she should react any differently.

      However, her aunt, whose sharp eyes missed nothing, let a small smile cross her face upon seeing Esther’s reaction and, thereafter, turned towards Lord Westbrook with a suggestion in hand.

      “It is a fine day indeed, Lord Westbrook,” she said, as the maid brought in the tea. “And this townhouse has a very fine garden, I must say. It makes it a lovely place to wander when one wishes to step out of doors.”

      Lord Westbrook smiled back at Lady Ware, whilst Esther concentrated solely on removing the redness from her cheeks by sheer willpower alone. “It sounds quite lovely,” he said, with a glance in Esther’s direction. “Perhaps I might see the gardens one day.”

      “My niece will show you around them for a few minutes before the end of your visit,” Lady Ware said, with a careless wave of her hand in Esther’s direction – as though this were a mere triviality. “If you would care for it, that is?”

      Lord Westbrook did not hesitate, but accepted Lady Ware’s invitation at once, leaving Esther to merely smile and nod, praying desperately that she would be able to keep her composure.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, Lady Esther, I am glad to see that you are recovered so.”

      Esther glanced up at Lord Westbrook as they walked together, taking what was their second turn about the gardens. They had not spoken much at the first, for Lady Ware had been present with them but was now sitting quietly on a bench and allowing, therefore, both Esther and Lord Westbrook to walk and talk alone.

      “Your bruises are faint,” she commented, aware that if she looked closely, there were still some marks on Lord Westbrook’s face. “You are recovered also?”

      “I am.” He cleared his throat, his hands behind his back as his eyes turned towards the path ahead of them. “I must tell you, Lady Esther, that I have not yet managed to make any significant progress into the identity of the man who attacked the hackney.”

      Esther looked up at him, realizing that she had not told him of one significant detail. “I would not have expected you to be able to do so,” she said, not wanting him to feel any sort of anxiety. “However, I do believe that I have not told you of one important detail, which I must now recount.” Hesitating, she glanced up to see his eyes fixed upon her, a seriousness about his mouth. “The man who attacked the hackney had a long scar running down his cheek,” she continued, hurriedly. “I caught sight of it in the dim light.”

      Lord Westbrook nodded. “That is useful indeed, Lady Esther.”

      “No, but you do not understand,” she interrupted, turning to face him and looking up earnestly into his face. “He was the very same gentleman who called upon my father only a few days before.” She watched Lord Westbrook closely, seeing how his eyes flared in astonishment. He blinked rapidly, his gaze turning away for a few moments before returning to her.

      “You are quite certain?”

      “Indeed,” she answered. “More than certain. But, unfortunately, before you ask, I do not know what he spoke to my father about. Although, my mind considers this gentleman to have been something of a threat to my father, which might then explain the reason for his departure from this house without saying a word to me about it.”

      Lord Westbrook nodded slowly, rubbing his chin with long fingers. “I understand what you mean, Lady Esther,” he said slowly. “This gentleman visited your father, and then Lord Leighton is gone from your house without leaving you a note or speaking to you of it – which you state he would always have done.” Seeing her nod, he continued quickly, “You believe that your father is not at his estate, as he wrote to your aunt, and the reappearance of this scarred gentleman is proof of it.”

      “Precisely,” Esther said quickly, awash with relief that Lord Westbrook seemed to understand her. “That is it entirely.” A frown developed between her brows as she continued to study his features, seeing how his brows lowered, how his own eyes became puzzled, and how his expression darkened. “But I do not wish to put an unnecessary burden upon you, Lord Westbrook. This is naught to do with you.”

      His response was immediate, for his eyes shot back to hers and before she knew what he was doing, his hand was holding hers tightly, his fervency evident almost at once.

      “I have every intention of aiding you, Lady Esther,” he said in a low voice, his eyes searching hers as though he wanted to see her trust in him beginning to settle there. “You need not fear that I am about to turn away from you nor leave you to struggle through this alone. I am quite determined, Lady Esther. You need have no fear about that.”

      As she looked up into his face and saw the determination there, Esther felt her heart sink back into her chest with relief. There was no fear there now, no anxiety that she would be left to discover the truth about this assailant on her own. Lord Westbrook was, for whatever reason, more than willing to aid her in her search for the truth.

      “You are very kind, Lord Westbrook,” she told him, her voice rasping just a little. “Your goodness reveals itself, and I am truly in your debt.”

      He smiled and something hot ran straight through her. “But of course, my lady,” he murmured, bowing over her hand and making her blush just a little. “However, I must inform you that, if I am to aid you, then I must be at your side very often.” His hand let hers free, and Esther clasped her hands together, her stomach suddenly tightening.

      “What do you mean?” she asked, a little confused. “Do you mean that—?”

      “The ton will notice my interest in you, Lady Esther,” he said bluntly. “I have no intention of removing myself from your side until we discover the truth about your father and ensure that the man who attacked you is no longer a threat. Therefore, you must be both willing and prepared to have the beau monde believe that I am truly interested in courtship.”

      “Oh.” Her cheeks caught fire, as she dropped her head, more than aware that this would bring Lady Ware a good deal of delight.

      “It may lead to something more…permanent also,” Lord Westbrook continued, his voice a little thick now. “I will not press you for such a thing nor will I state that it is my intention, but I fear that circumstances may change significantly, and then there may be cause for us to commit to each other in a way that we had not perhaps intended.”

      Esther did not know what to say, her thoughts flinging themselves at her over and over as she tried her best to understand what Lord Westbrook was saying. If they were to work together, if they were to seek out her father and discover who her attacker had been, then there was a chance that they might have to become engaged. It would satisfy the beau monde and ensure that her reputation remained intact, but it would also mean that she would have to consider marrying someone such as Lord Westbrook.

      To her surprise, the thought did not bring her any sort of displeasure but rather a small thrill of delight.

      “I am a little surprised that you would be so willing to do such a thing, Lord Westbrook,” she told him, looking back up at him and seeing how he looked away from her. “If this is to be a consequence of your willingness to help me, then I would not have it forced upon you. It is not something I expect from you nor—”

      “I must marry at some point in my life,” he interrupted, finally looking back at her. “There is no reason why someone such as you, Lady Esther, could not fulfil such a position in my life. Therefore, if it comes to it, I have no concerns as to such a thing occurring.”

      Greatly surprised at this admission and even more astonished at his openness when they were not even particularly well acquainted, Esther found herself nodding wordlessly, aware that her aunt would soon be approaching.

      “Then it is settled,” he said, with a quick inclination of his head. “I should like to call upon you again, if I may?”

      “I should like that very much,” she told him.

      “Good.” His smile was a little tight, perhaps betraying the nervousness or anxiety that had filled him only moments before. “I will also state that a man has been dispatched to your father’s estate, to confirm whether or not he resides there.” He spread his hands. “They have not returned as yet, but I shall inform you the moment they do so.”

      Her heart beat painfully at the thought of her father, making the rest of what had been said disappear entirely from her thoughts. “I have not heard back from him,” she informed Lord Westbrook, whose brow was beginning to furrow once more. “I wrote to him some days ago, but as yet have received no response – although it is perhaps a little too soon to expect such a thing.”

      Lord Westbrook nodded, caught her hand in his, and bent over it again. “Perhaps tomorrow?” he said, confusing her for a moment before she realized that her aunt was approaching. “If you delight in the gardens here, then might I suggest a walk around St James’s Park? It is beautiful this time of year.”

      “I should like that very much indeed,” she answered truthfully, as Lady Ware came to join them. “Thank you, Lord Westbrook.” She saw him smile at her and managed only a small one in return, her heart and mind caught up now with worry over her absent father, fearing that if the man returned with the news that he was not at the estate – as she herself feared – then she would not know what to do thereafter. Her gaze landed on Lord Westbrook again, seeing him take his leave of Lady Ware, and a reassurance began to fill her heart. He would be able to help her, no matter what occurred. Yes, it had been very foolish indeed for her to go and seek out her father at The Shrew, but in doing so, she had managed to find a gentleman of good character, who was now willing to do whatever he could to help her find the truth. That, she thought, as Lord Westbrook bowed in her direction, was truly wonderful, for otherwise, she might have been left floundering, struggling for clarity and having no-one to turn to for help.

      “Until tomorrow, Lady Esther.”

      Lord Westbrook was smiling at her now, his eyes holding a promise that she was no longer to be afraid of what was to come; that he would be there beside her, stepping beside her no matter which way she turned.

      “Until tomorrow, Lord Westbrook,” she murmured, before he turned around and made his way out of the gardens, leaving her standing beside a thoroughly delighted Lady Ware.
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      “We have more than one difficulty on our hands at present,” Charles said, as the men about the room trained their gaze on him. “We have Lady Esther and the disappearance of her father—Lord Leighton. In addition, we have the matter of the cipher, as well as continuing to protect the book.”

      One of the men stepped forward, clearing his throat. “I have just returned from Lord Taylor’s estate,” he said in a loud voice. “I discovered nothing however.”

      Charles, whose hopes had been lifting just a little, immediately felt his spirits smash to the ground.

      “Nothing?” Lord Brandley asked, his brows furrowing. “There was nothing at all that might indicate what Sir Taylor had intended to do with the cipher?”

      The man shook his head, spreading his hands. “Nothing. However, I was informed that I was not the first gentleman to have called at Sir Taylor’s estate.”

      Charles caught his breath, catching Lord Brandley’s eye.

      “You mean to say that there was someone else there before you?” he asked, seeing the man nod. “Who was it, Lord Huddersfield? Did the staff inform you as to whom it might be?”

      Lord Huddersfield shook his head. “I did press the butler to speak of this man to me but he was rather vague. He said something about there being a gentleman calling a day or so after Sir Taylor’s death, who stated that he was a cousin and therefore was required to go through Sir Taylor’s personal effects.”

      “And the butler did not seek to challenge him?”

      Lord Huddersfield shook his head. “If you were the butler and you did not yet know who might be taking over the estate, would you have refused him?” he asked pointedly, looking towards Lord Watt who had asked the question. “No, the butler allowed him in although I believe there may have been a touch of regret about the butler as he spoke of it.”

      “And did this man go away with anything?” Charles asked, feeling as though they had only just missed what might have been an excellent lead. “Anything of note?”

      “Again”—Lord Huddersfield said with a small shake of his head—“the butler did not see him leave with anything, although that does not mean that he did not. A man’s coat can conceal a good many papers.”

      Letting out a long, frustrated sigh, Charles sat back in his chair and let his head rest back against it. “So someone else searched Sir Taylor’s estate before we did,” he said, gruffly. “They may have discovered…”

      Instantly, something hit him, hard. A sudden, sharp shock ran straight through him, his breath hitching as his eyes widened in shock. His whole body became alive with tension, his heart pounding furiously as he stared blankly ahead, his hands curling into fists.

      “Lord Westbrook?” he heard someone say, sounding as though they were speaking from far away. “Is something wrong?”

      Charles could not quite form words, trying to work out what it was he wanted to say without being able to produce any sound. His mouth opened and shut, his mind whirring furiously – until, suddenly he threw himself out of his chair and pointed towards Lord Huddersfield.

      “That is it, you see!” he exclaimed, his voice reverberating around the room. “I have it!” Lord Huddersfield stared at him blankly, only for Charles to let out a laugh of delight as things began to fall into place. “That is it precisely!”

      Lord Brandley cleared his throat and arched one brow, as Charles turned back to face him.

      “What is it you speak of?” he said patiently. “Forgive us for not understanding the quickness of your mind, Lord Westbrook, but we do not know what you have understood.”

      Charles whirled about to face his friend, throwing his hands up into the air. “The two are connected!” he exclaimed, his voice filling the room. “Sir Taylor and the disappearance of Lord Leighton!” He saw Lord Brandley’s eyes flare, only for the very same expression of understanding and astonishment to begin to filter into his expression. “You know of Lord Leighton’s prior role in The King’s League, do you not?”

      Lord Brandley nodded quickly. “I do, of course.”

      “Then,” Charles continued hurriedly, “does it not make sense that he is, mayhap, involved with the cipher?”

      A few gentlemen began to murmur amongst themselves, their voice turning into a low hum of noise. Charles, who knew that not everyone was aware of Lord Leighton and what he had done in the past, turned back to them and began to explain.

      “Lord Leighton was involved with The King’s League from its infancy,” he said quickly. “He retired from it when his wife passed away some years ago, and we presumed all was well.”

      “And now you think he is somehow involved in this matter with Sir Taylor?” asked one of the men, frowning. “Did he know Sir Taylor?”

      Charles nodded fervently. “Indeed, he did. Sir Taylor and Lord Leighton were very closely acquainted and, from what I have been told, often took on certain tasks together. Sir Taylor may very well have turned to Lord Leighton when there was no one else to turn to.” His heart quickened furiously. “This would explain Lord Leighton’s disappearance from London as well as, mayhap, the reason behind his daughter being attacked by the very man who called upon Lord Leighton only a few days before.” Looking around the group, he saw a few men frown, whilst some were nodding slowly, clear understanding in their eyes.

      “Then who is this gentleman with the scar?” asked Lord Watt, getting to his feet to pour himself another brandy. “Do we know him?”

      Charles shook his head. “I do not know who this man is, but clearly he is searching for Lord Leighton, as we are. Mayhap he visited Lord Leighton to ask some questions of Sir Taylor and, thereafter, Lord Leighton felt unable to remain in London for fear of what might occur.”

      “The man could easily have threatened his daughter or his sister – Lady Ware, is it?” Lord Brandley asked, as Charles nodded. “Perhaps Lord Leighton felt he had to disappear from London in order to keep them safe.”

      “And if he has the cipher,” Lord Riggerton added, speaking for the first time, “then all the more reason to disappear.”

      Another thought captured Charles’s mind. “And he had only just returned to London with his daughter,” he said slowly, thinking quickly. “Mayhap he had every intention of handing the cipher to us but had not yet had opportunity to write to arrange a meeting.”

      Lord Watt nodded fervently. “We had only just gathered together for the first time,” he said, confirming what Charles now believed. “Lord Leighton, knowing the significance of what he had, would take every precaution. He would not simply have sought us out at the first for fear that someone might be watching him or that he would be intercepted.”

      “Better to play the part of a gentleman here during the Season simply to encourage his daughter to find a husband,” Lord Brandley added, his brows now low over his eyes as he continued to think on what had been revealed. “If that is as you say, Lord Westbrook, then we have a good deal of work ahead of us. The two matters are no longer separate but one.” His eyes lifted to Charles, and Charles could see the seriousness held within them. “We must have that cipher.”

      “And we must protect Lady Esther,” Charles added firmly. “We cannot allow her to be involved in this any more than she already is. The man in question – the one with the scar – is clearly willing to do whatever he has to in order to find Lord Leighton and that includes injuring Lady Esther.” A small tremor ran through him. “If I had not roused myself that night, then I do not know what would have become of her.”

      Silence ran around the room for a few minutes, as each gentleman considered what had been said and allowed the pieces to fall into place in their own minds. Charles resumed his seat, aware of the tension still running through him and knowing that now, Lady Esther’s safety meant a good deal more than before. The last thing he wanted was for Lady Esther to put herself in danger, or to be used as leverage for their enemies to get what they desired. Most likely, the French – for that was who was behind this, Charles was quite certain – were already watching her closely, making certain that if she were to go somewhere that would reveal the location of Lord Leighton, that they would know of it also.

      “What should we do next?” Lord Watt asked, his question filling the room and encouraging every gentleman present to make their thoughts known. “We must decide on a plan going forward.”

      “I shall remain by Lady Esther’s side as much as I can,” Charles began quickly. “I have spoken to her already and assured her that I will do what I can to help her find her father.”

      “But you have not told her of The King’s League?” Lord Brandley queried, as Charles shook his head. “Shall you do so?”

      Hesitating, Charles looked about the room and saw each gentleman looking back at him with no clear answer in their expressions. Sighing inwardly, he spread his hands. “I do not know.”

      “Then do not, for the time being,” Lord Watt said. “No doubt she will have to know of it all soon enough, but if you are content not to do so for the time being, then she will accept whatever else you say without question, I am certain of it.” He grinned, suddenly lightening the atmosphere that hung over them all. “We shall hear the whispers soon enough, I am quite certain of it.”

      Charles frowned. “Whispers?”

      “That you are courting Lady Esther, of course!” Lord Brandley interjected, making a few gentlemen chuckle. “But she is beautiful and well mannered, so I do not think that you shall rebel too much against the suggestion.” He grinned at Charles, making Charles flush and shake his head, aware that this was simply something he would have to accept.

      “I have already spoken to Lady Esther about what may occur when the beau monde becomes aware of my singular attentions towards her,” he said, trying not to allow a single touch of emotion into his voice. “She is aware of what might occur and has agreed to it.”

      A moment of silence ran around the group, before Lord Riggerton spoke.

      “You may then find yourself engaged—very soon?” he asked, looking at Charles in surprise. “You do not find yourself unwilling to be so?”

      Charles shook his head, surprising himself with his own lack of concern. “I must marry at some stage,” he said, repeating almost the very same words he had said to Lady Esther. “Lady Esther is a very suitable match, so I have no qualms about doing so, should it be required of me.”

      “And Lord Leighton will grant you his blessing, no doubt, when all has been brought to an end,” Lord Watt added with another quick grin. “But we are becoming a little unfocused.” Clearing his throat, he spread his hands. “So, Lord Westbrook is to continue with his attentions towards Lady Esther, ensuring her safety as best he can, whilst carrying on with his search for the gentleman with the scar running down his cheek.”

      “As shall I,” Lord Brandley interrupted, as Lord Riggerton also lifted a hand. “Lord Autry and Lord Breton are yet to be questioned as to any involvement they might have with the French, so mayhap Lord Riggerton can do so?”

      Charles nodded. “Very good.”

      “If I might help with that also,” added in Lord Hogarth, much to Charles’s satisfaction, for it seemed that every gentleman wanted to help progress the investigation as quickly as they could.

      “And I shall go to Lord Leighton’s estate,” said Lord Huddersfield, as Lord Brandley nodded. “I know that we have sent a man, but he did not search for anything.”

      “And I shall attend with you,” Lord Brandley said. “We must conduct a thorough search.”

      “Good.” Charles felt his spirits lift as the other gentlemen in the room spoke of what they would do in order to aid the investigation, which included small matters such as speaking to the hackney driver whose hackney had been taken by the scarred man, to writing out yet more pages from the book before removing it to another secure location.

      “And then we shall meet back here in ten days’ time with our reports,” Lord Watt finished, as the atmosphere in the room began to build to one of tense expectation. “Let us hope that we have either captured the scarred man or discovered the whereabouts of Lord Leighton.”

      “Or both” Charles interrupted, making Lord Watt grin wryly. “And let us pray that Lord Leighton is safe.”

      The group murmured their agreement, before Lord Watt stood, ready to dismiss them – only for there to come a knock at the door. The tension mounted furiously as Lord Watt crossed the room to open the door, only to reveal the man they had sent to Lord Leighton’s estate standing in the doorway.

      “My lords,” the man said, inclining his head as he spoke. “I have news.”

      Charles rose to his feet, gesturing for Mr. Peel to come into the room. Peel was one of many working-class men that The King’s League employed—as and when they were needed—and Mr. Peel was one of the most reliable.

      “What is it you have discovered?” Charles asked, seeing the grim expression on Mr. Peel’s face and feeling his heart begin to thud with dread. “Tell us, please!”

      Mr. Peel nodded, looking around the room. “The estate didn’t have Lord Leighton in it, my lord,” he said, in a low voice. “He wasn’t there. The staff hadn’t heard he was coming back and weren’t expecting him.”

      Charles nodded, having expected as much. “I see.”

      “But what was worse,” Mr. Peel continued gravely, “was that the estate had been broken into.”

      Having turned away to make his way back to his seat, Charles now swung about and faced Mr. Peel again, his worries rising steadily. “What do you mean?”

      “Just that.” Mr. Peel shrugged. “I was told that someone had broken into the house when everyone was abed. They didn’t appear to have taken anything, but it seems as though the lordship’s study had been ransacked.” He spread his hands wide. “The maid told me that almost everything had been overturned. Said there were papers everywhere and things left smashed all over the place.”

      Charles drew in a quick breath as Lord Brandley muttered something under his breath. This was just as he had feared. Lord Leighton was not at his estate, as he had said, but had gone somewhere that no one yet knew. Now, more than ever, he was convinced that Sir Taylor had sent the cipher to Lord Leighton, which would account for the damage to Lord Leighton’s study. Someone had been searching for it, someone who had worked out that there might be a connection between Sir Taylor and Lord Leighton long before they had.

      His stomach dropped, and he swallowed hard, realizing that he had no idea where Lord Leighton might be at present. He would have to speak to Lady Esther now, and he would have to tell her that her father was not at his estate and that he did not know where the gentleman was.

      How would she react? She would not be pleased, that was for certain. Would she break down in tears? Or would she simply accept what had been said and quietly acknowledge that there was a good deal more to her father’s disappearance that had yet to be discovered? Would she continue to show that singular determination to find out the truth? He did not know, and he began to feel his heart ache for her. She had been foolish to go in search of him herself, but he could not even begin to imagine the fear that must have captured her heart when she began to think that her father had disappeared without reasonable explanation. There had been a good deal of bravery in her actions, even though he had been forced to come to her rescue thereafter, and that, he thought, said a good deal about her character. No, he would have no concern about his own future when it came to Lady Esther. Being practically minded, he had already considered what might be required of him and found no difficulty in accepting it. Lady Esther was more than suitable and that was all that he needed.

      “It seems that your considerations have been correct then,” Lord Brandley said, interrupting Charles’s thoughts. “If Lord Leighton was in possession of the cipher, having been given it by Sir Taylor, then it makes sense that his study was overturned.”

      “Whoever it was, knew to search there for it,” Lord Watt added quietly. “They knew he might have it with him.”

      “Which means we must ensure that all of our efforts are solely centered on finding Lord Leighton and the cipher,” Charles said. “We each know what is required of us, do we not?” Seeing every man present nod, he cleared his throat and spread out his hands. “Then let us go to it, gentlemen. There is not a moment to be spared.”
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      “Good evening, Lady Esther.”

      Esther curtsied beautifully as Lord Westbrook bowed in front of her, thinking him very handsome indeed this evening.

      “Good evening, Lord Westbrook,” she said, finding herself rather glad to see him even though they had not been apart for more than a few hours. He had taken her walking in St James’s Park earlier that afternoon, and they had enjoyed both the company and the fine summer’s day. Her only regret was that they had not been able to speak of her father or of his consideration of such matters, given that Lady Ware had been present with them.

      It had, however, forced them to converse about all other manner of things, which had, in its own way, brought her a little relief from her difficult circumstances. She had found Lord Westbrook to be an easy gentleman to talk to, and they had spoken of her home, his estate, and their shared love of riding. That had come as a pleasant surprise to her, and she had very much enjoyed his description of his newly purchased pair of greys, expressing a wish to see them one day.

      This had brought a smile to his eyes as she had blushed, realizing what she had said and catching her aunt’s knowing look. Even now, Esther found her cheeks a little hot as Lord Westbrook smiled at her, wondering if he recalled what she had said as strongly as she did.

      “I do hope you will permit me to dance with you this evening,” Lord Westbrook said, after greeting Lady Ware. “Or am I too late? Is your dance card already filled?”

      She laughed and shook her head. “You are not the first, but it is not filled by any means,” she told him, seeing him grin. “I would very much like to dance with you, Lord Westbrook. I thank you.”

      He smiled at her for a moment longer before taking her dance card and then writing his name in two places – one of which she noticed was the supper dance. A spark of anticipation caught her. Perhaps then they might be able to discuss matters a little more openly.

      “The cotillion and thereafter, the supper dance which is, I believe, a waltz.” He let go of her dance card and inclined his head, before lifting it again. “And I can see that you already have Lord Watt, Lord Hogarth, and Lord Riggerton written there also. All excellent gentlemen, I must say, and quite right to seek you out, Lady Esther.”

      She managed to smile but detected something in his tone that made her frown. What was it that he was trying to hide from her? Displeasure that so many gentlemen had written their names before him? Surely not, for he had managed to secure the supper dance, which was surely the most significant!

      “And I shall not keep you from your first dance of the evening,” he continued, looking over her shoulder and evidently seeing something she did not. “Lord Hogarth is to dance the quadrille with you, I think?”

      She nodded, turning to see Lord Hogarth – who had been introduced by Lord Watt, whom she already had been acquainted with – approaching her. He was tall and rather thin, but with a warm smile that seemed at odds with his cool grey eyes. Lord Westbrook stepped out of the way and made to take his leave, although not before he had given Lord Hogarth a broad grin, which the fellow acknowledged with a nod. Esther frowned, a good deal more confused now at this strange behavior but was soon forced to set it aside as Lord Hogarth greeted her and then took her to the floor for her first dance of the evening.

      

      “It is the supper dance next, my dear.”

      Esther, who had felt nothing but a growing anticipation for this particular dance, looked up at her aunt and then nodded, attempting to appear as nonchalant as she could.

      “Lord Westbrook has been very attentive.”

      “He has, Aunt.”

      “What should you wish me to say should he ask to court you?”

      It was a question which Esther had been expecting, given Lord Westbrook’s very obvious attentions towards her the last few days, but even still, she felt her breath quicken suddenly.

      “I-I think that he is very amiable,” she said, struggling to find the right words to use. “I would have no objections, if that is what you mean.”

      Lady Ware laughed and shook her head. “No, that is not what I mean at all, my dear girl!” She turned to face Esther, looking at her fondly. “Now, I know you have been concerned about your father’s absence from town, but I am quite certain that he will return very soon – and what better news could he return to than to discover that his daughter is being courted by someone as eligible as the Earl of Westbrook!” Lady Ware’s eyes shone. “But,” she continued carefully, “I would not like you accept him if you feel nothing but a general appreciation of his character. That does not lead to a happy marriage, as far as I am concerned. So,” she continued, her voice growing a little firmer, “I must ask you again, my dear. What do you wish me to say, should he ask?”

      Esther smiled softly, appreciating her aunt’s concern. “I think very highly of Lord Westbrook,” she said with honesty. “I find him considerate, kind, and very attentive. He is witty and intelligent and does not speak to me as though I am of lesser intelligence than he!”

      Lady Ware smiled and nodded, seemingly finding satisfaction in this answer.

      “I would prefer a little more time in order to increase my acquaintance before such a question is asked,” Esther finished, well aware that Lord Westbrook had already anticipated that such a thing would have to occur. “But I would have no hesitation in asking you to accept him, Aunt.”

      “Then I shall be glad to do so,” Lady Ware answered softly, looking at Esther with an almost motherly tenderness. “He is a good man, I think.”

      “I think so too,” Esther answered, only for the gentleman in question to appear only a few steps away, his eyes fixed upon hers. Knowing it was time for their dance, Esther turned to greet him, feeling her stomach tighten with lingering nerves.
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        * * *

      

      She need not have worried.

      Dancing the cotillion with Lord Westbrook was one thing but stepping into his arms for a waltz was quite another. For some reason, she found it very difficult to speak, her heart beating quite furiously and her mind ablaze with all manner of fears. Would she step on his feet? Would she manage to somehow tread on her own gown and make an utter fool of herself? Would their dance be awkward and unsteady, making her the laughingstock of the evening?

      However, her fears were laid to rest the moment Lord Westbrook took her in his arms. He was sure and steady, dancing with a gentleness she would not have expected from him. Leading her across the floor, he twirled her with precision and poise, allowing her to finally relax in his arms.

      “I do hope you have enjoyed this evening, Lady Esther?”

      The dance had come to a close, and she was now walking alongside him, her hand on his arm, as they made their way to one of the tables laid out for couples to seat themselves at.

      “I have,” she agreed with a quick smile. “You are already acquainted with the gentlemen I danced with, I think.”

      Chuckling, he nodded before helping her into a seat. “I am indeed,” he said, releasing her from his arm. “All excellent gentlemen, I must say.”

      “Mmm.” She did not know what to say, looking at him and seeing the slight gleam in his eye that she did not quite understand.

      “Allow me to fetch you something to eat, and then we can discuss matters,” he continued, his smile fading away to be replaced with an altogether more serious look. “There are some developments that I think you ought to be aware of.”

      She nodded, her stomach tightening uncomfortably as he walked away, leaving her to sit alone for a few minutes. She did not allow her eyes to leave him but rather continued to watch him, taking in his strong frame and allowing the reassurance that he was there to help and support her to wash over her.

      And to protect you, should it be required, she reminded herself, her fingers twisting together. He is your ally, Esther. No matter what he reveals to you, you know that you are able to trust him.

      Thus satisfied, Esther bolstered her courage and managed a quick smile as Lord Westbrook returned, gesturing for a footman to bring them both something to drink. Grateful for a quiet table near the corner of the room, Esther looked about at the rest of the guests, seeing how some had sat together, leaving four, six, or eight persons altogether at one table. She was very glad to be as alone as she could be with Lord Westbrook, feeling the weight of her worries begin to bear down on her again. It was easy enough to forget her troubles and fears when she was caught up in dancing and conversation, but now looking into Lord Westbrook’s face and seeing his stern expression, they returned to her again with force.

      “My man has returned from your father’s estate,” he said slowly, making Esther clasp her hands together even more tightly. “He was not at home.”

      It was as though all the air in the room had been pulled out from it at once, for Esther struggled furiously to get her breath as shock ran straight through her. She had been suspecting as much, of course, but to hear the confirmation that her father was not at home was terrible news.

      “I am sorry to shock you further,” Lord Westbrook continued, reaching across and pressing her hand lightly, blocking the view from the rest of the guests by keeping his back to them, “but there is something more.”

      She dragged in air to her burning lungs, trying desperately to fill them.  Lord Westbrook waited for a moment, before seeing that she was struggling and, in one swift action, picked up her glass of ratafia and pressed it into her hands. Esther drank deeply, putting down the glass just as soon as she was finished and nodding towards Lord Westbrook, feeling a little better than before. “What is it that you have discovered?” she asked, her voice hoarse. “Pray do not hide it from me. I am quite all right.”

      Lord Westbrook hesitated, sighed, and then nodded. “Your father’s study has been ransacked.”

      Her hand was at her mouth, her eyes flaring wide.

      “The staff have, I believe, written of this to your father but have not received a response,” he continued, having spoken at length to Mr. Peel. “The butler states that they cannot see if anything has been taken and, indeed, are not certain what precisely Lord Leighton kept within his study, which is why they require him to come and search the study for himself.”

      “Goodness,” Esther whispered, her heart squeezing painfully. “If I had known of this before, then I would have thought that this would have been the urgent business he spoke of.”

      “But it is not,” Lord Westbrook reassured her. “The staff say that they have not heard from nor seen Lord Leighton since he left for London. Therefore, your instincts have been proven correct, Lady Esther.”

      This did not comfort her in the way that Esther had expected. “Which is to say that he is missing,” she said slowly, tears suddenly burning in her eyes. “I do not know where he is gone and neither does my father’s staff.”

      Lord Westbrook’s hand settled on hers again, forcing her to look into his eyes and to gather her composure just a little. His eyes were earnest, his expression warm and filled with concern for her.

      “You know that I have promised to aid you, Lady Esther, and I again give you my word that I shall not rest until I find your father. I believe that he has gone into hiding.”

      Esther blinked. “Hiding?”

      “It would explain the mess at the study,” he said slowly, as though explaining something to a child. His eyes held hers steadily, evidently perceiving the shock that was running through her and wanting to help her as best he could. “Your father’s staff say that they cannot see anything else in the house that was touched, save for the study. Therefore, there must have been something within it that was being searched for.”

      “Something that my father wanted to keep hidden,” Esther whispered, slowly beginning to understand. “And the man with the scar mayhap wanted to find it.” She looked into Lord Westbrook’s eyes and saw him nod, a tiny smile capturing the corner of his mouth.

      “I do not think it a coincidence that your father quit the townhouse the day after he met the man with the scar,” he said quietly, as Esther dragged in another shuddering breath. “Thereafter, we know that this man tried to find out the whereabouts of your father from you, Lady Esther. Perhaps your father has something that this man wants and cannot get without discovering where Lord Leighton is at present.”

      Esther nodded and dropped her head, rubbing her temples with one hand, feeling Lord Westbrook’s hand tighten on hers as though he wanted to reassure her still further. Everything became hazy for a moment as she tried to make sense of things, tried to let her mind wrap itself around everything that Lord Westbrook had revealed.

      Her heart began to ache painfully, fearing for her father’s safety. Where was he? Was he well? Was he safe? She had no idea what it could be that her father had that demanded him to leave London so quickly, had no suggestion of what this precious item might be, and yet it was clearly of such great importance that he had been forced to flee.

      “I do not understand,” she whispered, her voice filled with sorrow. “Why could he not simply tell me of his troubles? Why did he have to hide them from me?”

      “Because he wanted to protect you,” Lord Westbrook gently said. “You must not hold that against him, Lady Esther. I have no doubt that whatever your father has done, it is in order to protect his family.” He smiled reassuringly, squeezed her hand again, and then let it go, sitting back in his chair.

      “But there is nothing I can do now to help him!” Esther exclaimed, as a sudden feeling of hopelessness flooded her. “I do not know what it is he has in his possession nor do I know where he might be so that I could check on his wellbeing! I do not know who is chasing him nor how I am meant to stop them from their task, so that I might have my dear papa returned to me!” Desperate, she gazed up into Lord Westbrook’s eyes, hoping that he might have some answers for her, that he would be able to give her some hope.

      Instead, Lord Westbrook merely smiled at her, his expression gentle. “I think, Lady Esther, that you ought to merely allow yourself to get over the shock of what has been revealed,” he said quietly, his tone jarring her. “This has been a great surprise to you, I know, but I must insist that you do nothing for the present.”

      “I cannot!” Esther said stiffly, rebelling against what was, she knew, sensible advice.

      “But you must,” he answered steadily, looking at her without reproach. “Let this news enter your heart and mind until you can think on it without overwhelming emotion. It will mean that we shall not act rashly as one might otherwise do. Thereafter, we shall discuss matters and think of what we might do together.”

      Esther bit her lip, the pain tearing at her, but she did not let it go from between her teeth. Instead, she contemplated Lord Westbrook, taking in the calmness of his gaze and the quiet reassurance that seemed to exude from him. She wanted to fight against him, wanted to demand that they think on matters together and come up with a plan immediately, but she knew that she could not. His advice was wise indeed.. She had to allow herself a little time to understand all of this, to know what it was that she now faced.

      “Perhaps I should inform Lady Ware of what I have discovered also?” Lord Westbrook asked gently, seeing Esther’s indecision. “Do you think it wise to include her?”

      Esther shook her head. “Not at the present,” she said, her voice hoarse. “I do not want to upset my aunt at this present time, not when she has so many responsibilities. She is solely my guardian at the moment and, to be truthful, Lord Westbrook, I do not want her to remove me from London.”

      “Do you think that would occur?”

      She nodded fervently. “My aunt would take me to her husband’s estate until she could be certain that my father was safe and that all was at an end,” she said, knowing that Lady Ware would do everything she could to ensure Esther was not at risk. “But I do not want that, Lord Westbrook.”

      “Nor do I.” There was something in his voice that made her shiver, a thrill running down her spine despite the sorrow and fright that still ran around within her. She said nothing but simply looked up into his face, seeing his gentle smile and feeling it flood her soul with reassurance.

      “You should eat something,” he said after a moment or two. “Regain some of your strength. I know that this has come as a great shock to you, but I admire your determination and your courage, Lady Esther. I am sure it will serve you well in the days and weeks to come.”

      “And may I thank you for your dedication to me, which has been borne out of my own selfish foolishness,” Esther answered, a touch of color in her cheeks. “It was only by chance that you met me, and since that moment, I feel as though I have dragged you into these circumstances without your consent.”

      “Do not allow yourself to be so concerned,” Lord Westbrook replied, reassuringly. “I do not feel anything but contentedness in being able to assist you, Lady Esther. Now,” he continued, sitting back in his chair and smiling reassuringly. “Let us eat and talk of something else. Tomorrow, I shall call upon you again, if I may, and we can walk to the bookshop and discuss matters again, if you wish.”

      “I would like that very much,” Esther said quickly. “Thank you, Lord Westbrook…for everything.”

      He inclined his head, smiled, and then picked up his glass. “You are most welcome, my lady,” he murmured, before draining it completely.
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      “It is very good of your aunt to allow us to walk together.”

      Lady Esther threw Charles a quick glance, her eyes dancing with good humor. “I believe she approves of you, Lord Westbrook,” she replied before looking over her shoulder. “Besides which, it is only a short distance between the carriage and the bookshop and no doubt, she will join us there soon enough.”

      Charles grinned, aware that he was becoming rather fond of Lady Esther’s company. She was a remarkable young lady. Even though she was afraid and upset over her father’s disappearance, she did not allow it to dampen her spirits. Instead of giving into her fear completely, she was now using her fright to bolster her courage and her singular determination to find out what had happened to her father. He found such a spirit to be truly impressive.

      “How do you fare this afternoon, Lady Esther?” he asked, concerned for how she might be feeling at present. “I know that you are determined to find your father, but I must wonder whether or not the shock of what you have been told of has yet passed.” Searching her expression and seeing how her green eyes lit up as she smiled, he felt his own heart lift, finding her beauty a little overwhelming.

      “I am a little better than last evening,” she answered. “I was very shocked at your news and, of course, wanted to find something to do almost at once, for I felt quite helpless in my lack of action.”

      “That is understandable,” he said quietly, glad that she was being honest with him. “I hope you understand my reluctance to allow you to form a plan last evening.”

      “Yes, I do,” she replied with a softness in her expression that touched his heart. “I did not want to do as you asked, but the wisdom of it became clear to me very soon afterwards. I retired later than I expected but could not sleep, such was my upset. However, now that I have had time to consider matters, now that I can begin to surmise as to why my father might have left London, I can think of what must be done in a much clearer manner.”

      He nodded, relieved that she understood. “And have you had any particular thoughts as to what must be done next?” he asked, wondering what she had been thinking of.

      To his surprise, Lady Esther nodded, her steps slowing as they drew near the bookshop. “It is very simple in one way,” she answered, her eyes flicking to his before flying away again. “We must discover what my father has in his possession that is putting him in so much danger.”

      Charles bit his lip, anxiety writhing through him in a sudden, forceful manner. Of course, he knew precisely what it was that Lord Leighton had and had been able to surmise why the French were now searching eagerly for him, but he had not yet decided to tell Lady Esther of The King’s League. However, if she had made such a decision, then surely it was best to tell her everything?

      “You do not agree?”

      Realizing that he had been frowning and looking away from Lady Esther, Charles threw his gaze back towards her and tried to smile, lifting one of his shoulders. “That is a wise thought, yes,” he said quietly, his anxiety rippling through him as his mind began to force him to speak of The King’s League. “But I believe, Lady Esther, that I may already know what item your father possesses that is putting him in so much danger.”

      Lady Esther’s eyes flared wide, and she took a step back, now close to the bookshop door.

      “We should speak inside,” he continued quickly, gesturing to the door. “If you would—”

      A strange sound caught his ears, just as Lady Esther frowned and waved her hand across her face, as though trying to ensure a bee or wasp made its way past her. Charles frowned heavily, every single sinew of his body tensed with a sudden, horrified awareness.

      Everything seemed to slow. His eyes caught sight of the wooden bookshop door, taking in the small gouge that had not been there before. He heard Lady Esther muttering something about the buzzing and—in that moment—reached out and grasped her arm, tight. Without explanation, without taking the time to explain, he hauled her against him, opened the bookshop door, and then thrust her inside.

      The door closed behind him with a satisfying click, allowing him to breathe for what felt like the first time in days. Letting go of Lady Esther’s arm, he sagged back against it, closing his eyes and swallowing hard as relief poured into him. She was safe.

      “I do hope there is going to be some explanation for the way you have just handled me, Lord Westbrook!”

      His eyes flew open to see Lady Esther staring at him with wide eyes, her brow puckered and one hand rubbing at her arm where he had grasped it. His mouth went dry as he realized that he must have hurt her, reaching for her only for Lady Esther to step back, clearly confused.

      “I did not mean to hurt you,” he rasped, one hand pressed against his heart as though this would convince her to believe him. “I do apologize, Lady Esther, but I feared for your safety.”

      Lady Esther went sheet white in a moment, blinking rapidly as she stared at him in horror.

      “I-I… D-do allow me to explain,” he stammered, reaching for her again and thankful that, this time, she allowed him to take her hand. “Come, Lady Esther. This bookshop is quiet, and we should have a few minutes before your aunt appears.” With an apologetic smile to the shopkeeper for coming into his premises in such a blustering fashion, Charles held Lady Esther’s hand tightly and then carefully led her towards the other end of the shop, although keeping her away from the windows. His eyes scanned the scene outside as best he could, not seeing anyone or anything out of the ordinary. Something truly dreadful had occurred and had Lady Esther taken even a small step to her left, then things might have now been all the worse. He could not even imagine it. The vision of Lady Esther lying in a pool of blood at his feet haunted him.

      “Lord Westbrook?”

      He turned to her, leading her a little way further down, right into the shadows and praying that Lady Ware would take a few minutes longer before deciding to follow after them.

      “You believed that there was a bee, did you not?” he asked her, seeing her give a tiny nod. “It was not so, Lady Esther.”

      She let out a shuddering breath, closing her eyes as though to fortify herself. “Then what was it, Lord Westbrook?”

      “It was a bullet,” he said softly, not wanting to frighten her but knowing he had to tell her the truth. “I saw it embedded in the door of the bookshop.” He held her hand tightly, fearing that she might faint, but instead Lady Esther simply opened her eyes and held his gaze, her chest rising and falling with quick breaths. Holding her gaze, he looked deeply into her eyes and saw her color begin to return to her cheeks, as though now that she knew the threat was past, she could begin to quieten herself again.

      “I cannot think that anyone save yourself was the target,” he said softly. “I believe this must be connected to your father, Lady Esther.”

      Lady Esther nodded at once, taking in a long, deep breath and lifting her chin just a little. “I see.”

      “Perhaps someone wants to injure you so as to force your father to reveal himself, or to reveal the location of the item he possesses,” Charles continued quickly. “They may be using your life as forfeit…to force his hand.”

      A slight paleness crept back into Lady Esther’s expression as she considered this, pressing her lips together hard. “Then they have not succeeded,” she said softly, her voice betraying no sense of fear. “They have failed entirely.”

      “But you must be on your guard,” he replied. “If someone is willing to shoot at you in the middle of a London street, then I have no doubt that they will continue to pursue you at any opportunity.” He squeezed her hand, wanting her to realize the severity of their situation. “I cannot be away from you, Lady Esther. You must always be on your guard.”

      Taking in a long breath, Lady Esther closed her eyes for a moment and then placed her free hand atop their joined ones. “I am not your responsibility, Lord Westbrook,” she said quietly. “I would not want you to feel obliged.”

      He shook his head at once, fully aware that there was more than just a slight fondness for the lady before him. He admired her tenacity, her courage, and her determination. He found her conversation enjoyable, her intelligence challenging, and her laughter lifting his spirits. She was extraordinarily beautiful, but she did not use her beauty to flirt with gentlemen or to toy with their hearts. All in all, Lady Esther was quite perfect and his affection for her was growing steadily. “I do not feel obliged,” he told her. “I find myself eager to be by your side, Lady Esther. I find that I want to protect you, for I am in great admiration of your spirit despite your difficult circumstances. You are truly wonderful, Lady Esther, and therefore I would be glad to speak to your aunt. It is the only way that I can be almost permanently by your side, although you shall have to promise not to remove yourself from the house without my presence.”

      Thankfully, Lady Esther nodded at once, clearly willing to do whatever he asked of her.

      “There are others I must speak to, in order to inform them of our changed circumstances,” he continued calmly. “There is a good deal more I must tell you, Lady Esther, but I cannot do so now. I shall, first, have to ensure that you are returned to your aunt and to her carriage in safety.” He was about to lead Lady Esther back towards the door when the sound of Lady Ware’s voice was heard coming from the door, making his heart sink. He was too late to return Lady Esther, which meant that they would now have to pretend that everything was quite all right until Lady Ware decided it was time for them to return.

      “Ah, there you are Esther. Have you found anything that you might wish to purchase?” Lady Ware’s voice was warm and friendly, but Charles did not feel anything but worry. Thankfully, Lady Esther appeared to have recovered herself significantly, smiling at her aunt and gesturing towards a book that she had only just seen herself! Lady Ware seemed to think nothing of this and showed a good deal of interest in the book itself, smiling politely at Charles when he cleared his throat.

      “If you will excuse me for just a moment,” he said, inclining his head. “There is something that I have just seen that I must attend to.” He did not explain more, seeing Lady Esther’s eyes flare and giving her a brief nod of encouragement. Then, without hesitation, he walked towards the door and stepped outside.

      He did not pause at the door nor turn to look significantly at the gouge where the bullet would be. Whoever had fired the shot would not still be about, surely, but it was best not to draw attention to himself. Whilst he worked for The King’s League, Charles had made very careful to ensure that he did not give himself away so that his enemies would not know him to be anything other than the Earl of Westbrook. Therefore, he could not tarry, and he could not turn to look at the door and study it for fear of who might be watching. Instead, he hurried towards Lady Ware’s carriage, seeing the driver snap to attention almost at once.

      “You there,” he said firmly. “Bring the carriage a little closer to the bookshop, if you please.” He shot a quick glance up to the sky, relieved to see a cloud going over the sun. “It may rain, and it is best that you are close at hand to save the ladies within the shop from becoming drenched.”

      The driver glanced doubtfully at the white clouds in the sky but nodded without a single word of complaint. He flicked the reins and the horses began to move slowly forward, allowing Charles to take in a breath of relief. Lady Esther would be quite safe, for he would ensure that she hurried to the carriage and did not linger, not even for a moment. Then, it would simply be a matter of returning them to the house.

      Frowning again as he thought of what had just occurred Charles shook his head to himself and then moved forward quickly, keeping in line with the carriage. Once it had reached the place in the road just in front of the bookshop, Charles gave a nod to the driver and then turned back towards the door.

      “Lord Hogarth!”

      The gentleman, his head low and his brow furrowed, glanced up, coming to a complete stop as he turned towards Charles, a smile on his face.

      “Westbrook!” he exclaimed, looking pleased. “I was just on my way to Whites. Heard that Lord Autry is gone there early today, to avoid some afternoon tea with some great-aunt or other.” He chuckled and gestured towards the pavement. “I should be getting along.”

      “If I might have a moment,” Charles murmured, lowering his voice as Lord Hogarth’s face grew suddenly serious. “There is a matter I must share with you.” Briefly, he told Lord Hogarth what had occurred, and as he did, he saw the shock etch itself into the gentleman’s features. “And now I must bring Lady Esther and Lady Ware out to the carriage in safety.”

      Lord Hogarth nodded. “But of course.”

      “Once I have departed,” Charles continued, “then might you step forward and examine the door? Take out the bullet, if you can retrieve it.” Seeing Lord Hogarth’s expression, Charles shook his head. “The size will be important. It will tell us whether the attacked wished to take her life or merely injure her.”

      Lord Hogarth’s eyes rounded, but he nodded at once, his expression very grave indeed. “But of course,” he said at once. “That is truly terrible, Westbrook. To attempt to shoot a young lady in the middle of the afternoon is not only audacious, it is foolishly bold! Anyone might have seen him.”

      “But they did not,” Charles grated, his anger beginning to flare. “But I shall not allow him to either injure or kill Lady Esther. She is under my protection, and I will not let her out of my sight.”

      Lord Hogarth nodded gravely, then indicated the bookshop. “I shall wait here, of course, until she is gone into the carriage with you. Have no fear, Westbrook, it shall be done just as you ask.”

      “And I will come to seek you in Whites thereafter,” Charles said, as Lord Hogarth nodded. “I thank you, Hogarth. For the King.”

      “For the King,” Lord Hogarth repeated, before turning away to move to another part of the street, where Charles knew he would be watching. Taking in a deep breath and forcing a smile to his face, Charles returned to the bookshop where he knew both Lady Ware and Lady Esther would be waiting.

      It was as he suspected. Both ladies had found books but had not yet purchased them. As gallantly as he could, Charles took them to the shopkeeper and paid for them at once, having them wrapped in brown paper and tied with string, ready for the ladies to carry to the carriage.

      “Please,” he said, taking the parcels and then offering his arm to Lady Esther. “Allow me.” Lady Esther smiled shyly then accepted his arm, leaning a little closer to him as they approached the door. Lady Ware, with a warm smile on her face and eyes that were lit with delight at the sight of her niece walking beside the earl, followed after them both without a word.

      Charles’s stomach tightened as he led Lady Esther out of the shop and directly towards the carriage. He wanted to allow his gaze to rove all over the street, to search for any sign of the gunman, but instead he fixed his eyes on the carriage and prayed that Lord Hogarth would be doing precisely that. With a tenseness that he could not remove from himself, Charles moved quickly, forcing Lady Esther’s footsteps to quicken as she hurried along beside him.

      “I must speak to you at length, Lady Esther,” he murmured, as they drew near the carriage. “There is a good deal I must now explain.” Her eyes widened as she looked at him, but there was a firmness about her expression that encouraged him. “Perhaps tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow,” she said, as the carriage door was opened by one of the tigers. “Although I cannot promise that my aunt will leave us in peace.”

      “A carriage ride then,” he said quickly. “And a short stroll through the park, as we have done before?” He knew that Lady Ware would remain within the carriage and allow them to walk together for a short distance, so long as she could see them still. This made Lady Esther’s expression clear, a small smile lifting her lips as she nodded.

      “Until then,” he said, lifting her hand and pressing it to his lips for just a moment. The overwhelming urge to protect her crashed over him, almost forcing him to act. He wanted to climb into the carriage beside her, wanted to wrap his arms about her and hold her close until the danger was passed, but instead he simply let her hand go and stepped aside so she could climb up into the carriage.

      Lady Ware was beside him in a moment.

      “And mayhap I might have a few minutes of your time tomorrow, Lady Ware?” he asked, a little surprised at how his heart quickened as he looked at the lady. “I have something I must ask you.”

      Lady Ware regarded him for a moment, her eyes considering. Then, she smiled and shook her head.

      “If you wish to speak to me of courtship, Lord Westbrook, then there is no need to stand on ceremony nor fill my head with your many compliments as regards my niece.” She smiled at him, holding out her hand to him, which he took at once, bowing over it. “You are already accepted, Lord Westbrook,” Lady Ware finished. “If you wish to court my niece, then I can assure you that my brother would be more than delighted to accept your request. Therefore, you may continue on as you please – provided my niece herself agrees.”

      Filled with more relief than he had first expected, Charles managed to laugh as he let go of Lady Ware’s hand, wanting nothing more than for them both to climb into the carriage and return home so that they might be kept safe – although he was truly glad that Lady Ware had been so generous as to accept his unspoken request to court Lady Esther. “I shall speak to her tomorrow, if I may,” he said, as Lady Ware climbed into the carriage. “Thank you again, Lady Ware.”

      “You are most welcome, Lord Westbrook,” came the reply, as the lady sat back in her seat. “I look forward to your visit tomorrow.”

      “As do I.” Charles looked directly at Lady Esther as he said these words, seeing how she blushed and looked away. Despite the fear, despite the worry that ran through him, he could not help but feel a deep sense of happiness over Lady Ware’s acceptance of his offer of courtship and so, it seemed, did Lady Esther, for her expression was one of delight. Watching the carriage roll way, Charles considered the future that lay before him. Courtship could well lead to an engagement, and an engagement would then lead to marriage – and that prospect brought him a good deal of happiness, which he had never truly expected to feel. The thought of being by Lady Esther’s side for the rest of his days was not a sorrowful one, but rather one that brought him an overwhelming sense of happiness, which seemed to fill his very soul. Despite the trying circumstances, Charles could not help but smile as he thought of Lady Esther, silently praying that, one day soon, all would be brought to a happy conclusion so that they might begin to explore a new happiness that would belong to themselves alone.
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      “If you will take my arm, Lady Esther?”

      Esther looked up into Lord Westbrook’s face, finding her heart quickening at the gentle look in his eyes. “But of course,” she murmured, aware that there was heat running through her as she accepted his arm. The day was fine, her aunt had chosen to remain in the carriage, and now she and Lord Westbrook were to spend a little time together so that they might discuss matters. Of course, her aunt had already informed Esther that this was solely so that Lord Westbrook could offer her courtship, although she, of course, knew that there was more to be discussed than that alone.

      Even so, the prospect of being courted by Lord Westbrook was not a disappointing one. Rather, she was filled with a delicious sense of anticipation, which had grown steadily with every minute that passed.

      “I think you must know now that I am to ask to court you,” Lord Westbrook said gently, as they began to walk slowly together through the park. “Your aunt perhaps discussed my intention with you.”

      Esther nodded, finding her breathing becoming a little ragged, as she looked directly ahead, taking in the beautiful flowers that filled the park, smelling the wonderful scents that lingered on the air. She tried to use them to keep her nervousness from growing but did not quite manage to succeed.

      “I do offer you courtship, Lady Esther,” Lord Westbrook continued, his voice rather grave for something that was meant to be a wonderful moment. “But before you answer, there is something I must tell you.”

      Her stomach tightened, her frayed nerves beginning to knot themselves tighter as she looked up at Lord Westbrook, whose brow was puckered as he turned his gaze away from her.

      “Speak, Lord Westbrook,” she said slowly, looking all about her and suddenly fearing that she was going to find herself in another dangerous situation. “We are not in danger, are we?”

      Lord Westbrook started violently, then shook his head, as though her question had taken him by surprise.

      “You need have no fear of that, Lady Esther,” he told her. “I have men within this park who are ensuring that your safety is guaranteed.” A small, tight smile was thrown her way before he looked away again, his jaw working hard for a moment. Esther did not know what to say or what to do, having never seen Lord Westbrook in such a state before. He appeared to be almost angry, as though he were deeply frustrated about some matter or other, but still, he did not speak. Her heart began to pound frantically, as a trickle of sweat ran down her spine. The tension grew almost unbearable, making her hand tighten on Lord Westbrook’s arm.

      “Please, Lord Westbrook,” she said when she could take no more. “Please, you must tell me what is wrong. I do not understand what has occurred, or why someone shot at me only yesterday.” Her steps slowed as she turned herself a little more to look up at him, her fingers digging into his coat. “Do not hold yourself back any longer Lord Westbrook, I beg of you.”

      He sighed heavily, ran one hand over his eyes and then nodded, his eyes downcast. “I pray you will not turn away from me when you hear the truth, Lady Esther, for I have done my utmost to protect you.”

      She began to walk again, albeit a good deal more slowly this time. “I do not think I should ever be able to turn from you, Lord Westbrook,” she told him. “Not after what you have done for me thus far.”

      “But I could have done more,” he said gruffly. “I could have been honest with you from the very beginning, but I believed it best to keep part of my life a secret. A part that your father has kept from you also.”

      Esther’s breath caught, and she looked up at him, but Lord Westbrook merely kept his head turned away.

      “I am a part of The King’s League,” he said softly, not looking at her. “We are a group of gentlemen who do what we can to root out any of our enemies that have made it to England’s shores. Some of them are within our society, masquerading as English society when, in truth, they are sending back news and information to their side.”

      Esther licked her lips, her mouth a little dry. “I see,” she managed to say, feeling a sense of pride rise up within her over Lord Westbrook’s revelation.

      “Your father was also within this group,” Lord Westbrook continued, making her stumble in shock. “He left it when his wife died.” His eyes returned to hers, holding a good deal of uncertainty as he placed his hand over hers as it rested on his arm; no longer walking but standing together at the side of the path. “I am certain you did not know of this.”

      Esther could not quite form words, the shock of his revelation running over her like a cold stream of water.

      “You did not,” Lord Westbrook mumbled, dropping his head. “I fear, Lady Esther, that your father has somehow become involved with a most important mission that is currently underway. I believe that he has been given something that the French seek, something that we must find if we are to put a stop to their secretive workings right under our very noses.” His jaw worked furiously for a moment and he looked away, betraying just how strongly he felt about this particular matter. “I believe that this is why your father has disappeared.”

      Esther listened as Lord Westbrook quickly explained about the book, the cipher, and a gentleman called Sir Taylor, who had died in his attempt to defend England. Her breath caught as Lord Westbrook explained as to why her father’s estate study had been ransacked and about the gentleman with the scar. Her heart began to beat painfully as she realized what Lord Westbrook was saying: her very own father was involved in a secretive campaign and had escaped from London in order to preserve his cipher and to protect both himself and her.

      “I believe your father has gone into hiding and will have done so in order to ensure that he cannot be discovered by any of our enemies,” Lord Westbrook finished. “And he will have wanted to remove any suspicion from you.”

      “Then why did someone try to shoot me yesterday?” she asked, surprised at how reedy her voice sounded. “If I am to be without suspicion, then why do such a thing?”

      “Leverage, mayhap?” Lord Westbrook suggested, running his fingers over hers as they began to walk again. “If they injure you and your father hears of it, then he will most likely reveal himself so that you will be spared from further pain.”

      Esther’s head began to grow fuzzy with thoughts and questions pouring into it, making her wince and shake her head. This was not at all what she had expected, for she had never once even considered that her father would be involved in something like this. Lord Westbrook too had appeared to be nothing more than a gentleman of the ton, and she had never even thought that he was anything more. To know that both Lord Westbrook and her father were in The King’s League was rather overwhelming and certainly a good deal to take in.

      “You will be confused, I understand,” Lord Westbrook said gently, perhaps seeing her whirling emotions. “I am sorry that I did not tell you this from the beginning, but I was doing my level best to protect you.”

      “Those gentlemen.” Esther’s head shot up as she looked up into Lord Westbrook’s face, suddenly realizing something. “The gentlemen I danced with at the last ball – they were in this league as well, were they not?” She recalled the strange look on Lord Westbrook’s face as he had looked at her dance card, remembered the odd smile on his face as Lord Hogarth had come to claim her. “They were your associates.”

      Lord Westbrook nodded, his lips quirking. “Yes, Lady Esther, they were,” he admitted. “And you did well to notice my reaction to them.”

      She blushed, turning her head away. “I feel as though I do not know you very well at all, Lord Westbrook,” she told him. “But I understand your reasons for keeping such information entirely to yourself.”

      “As I must now ask for you to do so as well,” he told her gravely, the lightness gone from his expression in a moment. “None can know of what I have told you, Lady Esther. We do our level best to ensure that none within the beau monde know of our exploits. I have told you because I think it right and because you must be able to understand what it is we are dealing with.”

      She did not hesitate, squeezing his arm gently. “Of course, you have my word,” she promised fervently. “In a way, Lord Westbrook, I am proud of my father and the work he has done. It is difficult to understand why he returned to it now, but—”

      “I do not think he had any choice in the matter,” Lord Westbrook interrupted, his voice filled with kindness. “I believe that Sir Taylor sent him the cipher and begged him to guard it with his life and to then take it to London so that he might pass it on to The King’s League.”

      “I see.” Esther frowned, her mind and heart beginning to settle themselves as they walked. The very act of walking seemed to bring a peace to her, as though the quietness of the park and the beauty of the gardens were there simply to calm her. “Then someone knew that the cipher had been given to my father.”

      Lord Westbrook nodded, his brow lined and deeply furrowed. “Indeed, although we do not yet know who. The man with the scar, the gentleman you saw calling upon your father who then came to attack you at the hackney – he is the gentleman we now seek. I believe that he knew of the cipher and of it being in your father’s possession and came to seek it out.”

      Esther blinked rapidly, trying to hold back a sudden swell of tears that came with the memory of her father standing in the study that day, looking pale and fearful as she had gone in to speak with him. “He would not tell me who the gentleman was,” she murmured. “If only he had, then I might now be able to help him.”

      Lord Westbrook settled his free hand over hers for a moment, his comfort a kindness to her. “Your father knew that you wished to aid him, Lady Esther, but you were his first consideration. He wanted to protect you in any way he could. I am certain of that.”

      She sniffed, glad that she had managed to hold back her tears. “The scarred gentleman did not injure him however.” She glanced up at Lord Westbrook, who nodded. “Do you think he came only to threaten him?”

      “I must consider it to have been so,” Lord Westbrook agreed. “Knowing that the cipher was of the utmost importance and that there was no time now to hand it to The King’s League, Lord Leighton did the only thing he could think of and disappeared.”

      “He was trying to both protect me and do his duty to his country,” Esther whispered, her heart aching for her father. “My poor, dear papa. If only he had told me, then we might then have worked together to ensure that he was free from danger.”

      Lord Westbrook smiled and shook his head. “You are much too precious to have risked that, my dear lady,” he said, his voice filled with a tenderness she had not expected to hear from him. “I can well understand Lord Leighton’s motivation. To have something so precious within one’s life that they cannot imagine being without it is an overwhelming emotion that directs one’s purposes in a way that they would not expect.” He looked away, then darted his gaze back to her again, looking a little abashed. “I will continue to be by your side, Lady Esther, to protect you and to ensure that your father is discovered safely, but I must also now put to you the question that I began with.” Clearing his throat, he swallowed hard, evidencing his nervousness. “What say you to my courtship, Lady Esther? Will you accept it?”

      Esther took in a long breath, letting it fill her lungs and filling her with the reassurance that she needed. Now that she knew the truth in all of its entirety, she could not help but be grateful to Lord Westbrook all the more for what he had done. He had come to her aid and had refused to leave, knowing more about her situation that even she did. Now he had told her the truth. He had wanted her to understand everything so that she would no longer be caught up in confusion but rather so that she could see clearly. The trust he had in her spoke to her heart, warmed her soul, and spread life all through her.

      Her answer was immediate.

      “Of course I will, Lord Westbrook,” she told him, seeing how he blinked in surprise. “You did not think that I would refuse you, did you?”

      “I…” Lord Westbrook stumbled to a stop for a moment, looking still a little unassured. “I could not be certain, Lady Esther. There is more to my life than there first appears, and I could not be sure how you would react when you heard of it.”

      She pressed his arm again, wishing she could find a way to express herself a little more carefully. “I think you the most wonderful of gentlemen, Lord Westbrook. You have defended me, protected me, and kept me from my own foolishness. To know now that you are doing the King’s work, that you are protecting England from the attacks of its enemies – how could I turn from you now?” His eyes met hers and she saw them practically glow, his lips curving into a smile that spread heat all through her. “I have a great admiration for you, Lord Westbrook and would be glad of your courtship.”

      Lord Westbrook let out a long breath, clearly more relieved than he had been willing to reveal at the first. “Then I am glad to hear it, Lady Esther,” he answered carefully. “But I must be honest with you again also. I do not intend for this courtship to come to an end once your father is safely with you again.” He stopped and turned to look at her, his dark brown eyes swirling with unspoken emotion. “I fully intend to continue our courtship until it reaches its inevitable conclusion.”

      A frown marred her brow, confused by what he meant.

      “An engagement,” he said, seeing her lack of understanding. “I offer you my courtship with the intention of both engagement and marriage, Lady Esther.”

      “I see.” Her heart began to beat furiously, making her wonder if he could hear it. Heat infused her cheeks as she dropped her head, feeling a little embarrassed at the emotions that ran through her.

      “If you do not wish to accept me with this new knowledge, then I quite understand.”

      Esther’s head flew up, her eyes widening. “You quite misunderstand me, Lord Westbrook,” she exclaimed, seeing the slight sadness about his mouth. “It is not that I consider refusing you, but rather that I am overwhelmed with what you are offering me.” Her voice softened, her whole being alive with the urge to tell him the truth that was within her heart. “You are quite wonderful, Lord Westbrook. I have spoken of how I admire you but I will be honest with you now and state that my heart is also involved.” Her cheeks grew hot, but Esther forced herself to continue, not holding anything back. “I have come to find your company prized higher than any other,” she said, looking up into his face. “I have found myself sorrowful when we must part. In short, Lord Westbrook, I must be truthful and state that my heart holds a deep regard for you that continues to grow with every passing hour. I accept your offer of courtship, Lord Westbrook, for it is more than I have ever allowed myself to hope for.”

      Silence met her words. Lord Westbrook stared down at her, his expression one of mild astonishment. Esther, fearing that she had said too much and revealed more than she ought, grew embarrassed and made to turn away, only for Lord Westbrook to capture her hand.

      His head lowered. His hand rested on her shoulder. His lips brushed hers.

      And then, it was over. The air seemed to be warmer, the day brighter and the colors and fragrance all the more beautiful. Dazed, Esther leaned on Lord Westbrook’s arm a little more, seeing how his smile was one of sheer tenderness.

      “Let us pray that your aunt did not see such an action,” Lord Westbrook murmured, his eyes teasing. “But I could not resist, Lady Esther.” Reaching out, he let his fingers brush down her cheek, making her skin tingle with the awareness of him. “You speak more openly than I am able to, Lady Esther. Do not for a moment think that I am unaffected by you. I have struggled with what I feel and what my duties are, but my heart will not permit me to remain silent. My affection for you is growing, just as you say your regard has done for me. I did not think I would ever have such joy when it came to seeking to court a lady, but now that I have asked it, now that you have accepted me, I find that my heart is singing so loudly that I am certain all can hear it.”

      Esther laughed softly, wishing she could step into his arms and have him hold her close. This was more wonderful than anything she could have thought of, more glorious than her happiest thought. Lord Westbrook cared for her, just as she cared for him. Even in the depths of her struggle, in the sorrow and confusion as regarded her father’s whereabouts, there came a deep sense of happiness that clung to her, refusing to let her go. No matter what happened, she would have Lord Westbrook by her side, as her stalwart and her companion, and that knowledge brought her such joy that she could barely speak.

      “We should return to your aunt and inform her of our news,” Lord Westbrook murmured, letting his hand drop to his side before turning and offering her his arm once more. “Of our courtship, I mean, nothing more.”

      Esther smiled and took his arm, feeling a new intimacy growing between them as they fell into step. “What must be done next, as regards the cipher?”

      Lord Westbrook sighed and shook his head. “The other gentlemen continue with their search for the scarred man, and for your father. We have looked for clues in both Sir Taylor’s home and in the study of your father’s but have found nothing. However, now that you may be in danger, Lady Esther, my sole duty is to you. I shall ensure that you leave the house in safety and return to it in the same manner.” His eyes grew serious as he looked down at her. “And if you will permit me, I shall speak to the butler and ensure that a guard is kept outside your room every night. I shall be discreet, of course, but it must be done.”

      Feeling more and more reassured, Esther nodded and saw him smile briefly. “I thank you for all of your help, Lord Westbrook,” she murmured, speaking more quietly as they drew near the carriage. “You have done so much for me already and now to become something all the more permanent within my life is an extraordinary gift.”

      He chuckled, smiling down at her. “Then I suppose I should be glad of your foolishness that night, Lady Esther,” he said, making her laugh. “Else we might never have reached this moment.”

      “That is quite true,” she agreed, teasing him. “But it seems my foolishness had a purpose, and so I shall not regret doing what I did in attending The Shrew alone.”

      “No, nor shall I,” came the reply, as the door to carriage opened and Lady Ware looked out expectantly, a broad smile lingering on her lips. Laughing at her aunt’s hopeful gaze, Esther hurried forward, ready to share her news and her happiness and silently praying that, sometime soon, her father would be present also so as to give Lord Westbrook his blessing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Charles rose to his feet, frustration building within him. “I must go,” he muttered, as some of the other gentlemen continued to talk amongst themselves. “I am to collect Lady Esther and Lady Ware.”

      Lord Brandley nodded and slapped Charles on the shoulder. “Do not try to be too dismayed,” he said. “We will find something.”

      Gritting his teeth, Charles waited until the urge to retort back harshly had passed. It was not Lord Brandley’s fault that their investigations had come to naught. It had been ten days now since their last meeting, and in that time, he had seen someone shoot at Lady Esther, had managed to secure their courtship, told her of his growing feelings, and now spent his days taking her wherever she might wish to go. She was barely out of his sight, which was a relief as it meant he could always be assured of her safety, and indeed, it had given rise to a closer intimacy between them, but still their lack of progress in their investigations burned at him.

      “If there had been anything to discover at Lord Leighton’s estate, I would have discovered it,” Lord Brandley said, as though he was required to justify himself to Charles. “And Lord Riggerton and Lord Hogarth are quite certain that both Lord Autry and Lord Breton have nothing to do with the French.”

      “I am aware of that,” Charles muttered, rubbing his forehead. “As I am also aware that we have seen no sign of the scarred gentleman, that there is no knowledge of who has shot at Lady Esther – although it may very well be the same gentleman – and that we have not made any progress in deciphering the book!” He sighed, gritting his teeth in suppressed frustration.

      “That will come,” Lord Brandley said calmly. “If we discover the whereabouts of Lord Leighton, then we will have the cipher and be able to understand the book. The French will know that we have discovered it, and those who hide within society will, most likely, retreat.”

      “I am aware of that,” Charles retorted, a little more sharply than he had meant. “But as yet, we have done nothing.”

      Lord Brandley sighed. “What can we do?” he asked, spreading his hands. “We have done our level best and yet come up with nothing. The only thing we can do is to continue searching.”

      “I know,” Charles replied, feeling somewhat deflated. “I do not mean to speak harshly, Brandley. It is only that I feel for Lady Esther, as well as feeling as though I am failing in my duty to the king.”

      “You are not,” Lord Brandley said firmly, putting one hand on Charles’s shoulder. “Go now. Be with your lady and take her safely to the ball. I shall be there soon afterwards.”

      Charles, who knew that Lord Brandley was going to be present simply to ensure that Lady Esther was kept quite safe, as he had done on prior occasions, smiled his thanks and felt some of his irritation fade away. “I will,” he replied, shaking Lord Brandley’s hand firmly. “Thank you, Brandley. We will succeed in the end.”

      “As we always do,” Lord Brandley reminded him. “Have no fear. We will find Lord Leighton very soon, I am sure of it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Goodness!”

      Charles could not help but smile at the reaction to the magnificent ball. It was one of the most prestigious balls of the Season, for the Duke of Pottinger had a good deal of wealth and could throw the most exuberant of occasions – and he had not failed to do so here.

      “You will accept dances from me, I hope?” he murmured in Lady Esther’s ear, who laughed and handed him her dance card at once. “I will steal the very best dances of the evening and keep them solely to myself.” He wrote his name down for the two waltzes and then the supper dance, knowing that the ton were now fully aware of his intentions towards Lady Esther and having no qualms about revealing them again. “And there will be plenty of other gentlemen to seek you out, I am certain of it.” He gave her a roguish wink, knowing that the gentlemen who would make their way to her side would be, for the most part, gentlemen who belonged in The King’s League. There were a few present here this evening, and Charles knew that they would also be keeping a close eye on Lady Esther.

      Perhaps, he thought wryly, I shall be able to relax and enjoy this evening for what it is -  a ball where I can dance with the lady that I have come to adore. Of course, Charles knew that such a thing was almost entirely impossible, for he would always be on his guard when it came to Lady Esther—until the whole situation had been brought to a satisfactory end.

      “You are very kind, Lord Westbrook,” Lady Ware said, as he led Lady Esther forward into the ballroom. “I am glad that my niece has decided to accept your courtship. I am certain her father will be very pleased. I have written to him, of course.”

      Charles shot a glance towards Lady Esther, who gave him the most miniscule of nods.

      “You have not received a reply then?” he asked, knowing that Lady Esther had encouraged him to ask such questions. “Do you think he is returning to London?”

      Lady Ware bit her lip and looked away, before putting a false smile on her face that betrayed her anxiety. “I do not know, but I am certain that he is still caught up with business,” she said. “However, I have no doubt that once he receives the news, he will be very pleased indeed.”

      Charles smiled, aware that Lady Ware was doing all she could to encourage him and wanting to reassure her that he needed no encouragement when it came to Lady Esther. “I should be glad to see him whenever he returns to London,” he said, catching Lady Esther’s eyes. “For there are some things I should very much like to discuss with him.” His smile grew at Lady Esther’s blush, leaving Lady Ware with a knowing look that he was certain was one of encouragement.

      “And the first dance is upon us!” he exclaimed, hearing the strains of the waltz beginning to play. “Come, Lady Esther, and we shall begin this ball in earnest.”
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        * * *

      

      More than an hour had passed before Charles had the pleasure of dancing with Lady Esther again. The joy of having her in his arms was indescribable, as was the disappointment that followed when she was soon secured by another. It did not matter however; he reminded himself that she was his and his alone. There was no doubt in his mind when it came to Lady Esther’s affection for him. It had grown and blossomed in the time they had spent together, and he was thrilled with the knowledge that, one day soon, she would become a permanent part of his life. The moment Lord Leighton was returned home, safe and secure, he would speak to him about his intention to propose.

      “Westbrook.”

      He turned, hearing his name being spoken in a hushed, urgent whisper. Lord Watt was standing just behind him, beckoning him to come to a quieter corner of the ballroom.

      Charles’s stomach sank, seeing the look in Lord Watt’s eyes. Had something gone wrong?

      “What is it?” he asked, hurrying over to his friend. “Have you discovered something?”

      “Lord Riggerton has just sent word,” Lord Watt said, his voice low and his eyes darting about the room. “Lord Leighton has been discovered.”

      Charles sucked in a breath, fearing the worst.

      “He is alive, but only just,” Lord Watt continued quickly. “He was discovered just outside of London. Lord Riggerton caught sight of a gentleman with a scar running from his eye and down his cheek and so he followed him. He discovered the man was holding Lord Leighton within a tiny, dank room in one of the squalid parts of London. Lord Leighton is quite ill however. Riggerton states that they can barely make sense of what he is saying.”

      Swallowing hard, Charles allowed a little relief to creep into his heart, only to feel it chased away by the realization that Lord Leighton might not be long for this world. “I must speak to Lady Esther.”

      “You must come to Lord Leighton’s side at once,” Lord Watt interrupted. “You and I run The King’s League. We must, therefore, do our duty and seek to discover anything we can from Lord Leighton.”

      Charles hesitated, wanting to argue but knowing that he could not. His duty to the king came first. Besides which, he could entrust Lady Esther to someone else’s care. There were plenty of gentlemen here he could trust.

      “If he is to die, then we must speak to him before such a tragedy occurs,” Lord Watt continued, a little more gently. “You know that is what we must do.”

      “I do,” Charles admitted sorrowfully. “I pray that he will survive, however, for Lady Esther’s sake, as well as for his own. We owe him a great debt.” Taking in a deep breath, he set his shoulders and steadied his resolve. “Allow me to inform Lady Esther of what has been discovered and then entrust her to someone else’s care. Then we shall go together.”

      Lord Watt nodded gravely. “Time is off the essence,” he said. “I shall be in the carriage.”

      Without waiting for another moment, Charles left Lord Watt and hurried back through the crowd of guests, seeking out Lady Esther. She was still dancing, he realized, gritting his teeth hard as he forced himself to wait. Thoughts began racing through his mind. If Lord Leighton was alive, if he had been kept by the French, then what had they managed to pull from him? Had he told them about the cipher’s location? Had he had it with him, and so now was it back in the French’s possession? Gritting his teeth, he clasped his hands tightly together, shifting uncomfortably on his feet.

      “She will return to you in a few moments, Lord Westbrook.”

      He turned to see Lady Ware smiling at him, her eyes warm.

      “I have not seen such devotion in a long time, I confess,” she continued, quietly, “but I am glad to see it now. My niece is a lovely young lady, and I would not have wished for anything less for her.”

      Charles cleared his throat, knowing that he would have to ensure that Lady Ware now knew the truth. “My dear lady,” he said, coming closer to her and lowering his voice. “I must ask you to remove Lady Esther from this ball at once and take her home.” He saw Lady Ware’s startled look and knew he would have to explain a little further. “Lord Leighton has been found and is not in a good way.”

      Lady Ware’s eyes widened, her lips trembling and one hand reaching out to him, clearly needing to steady herself.

      “I did not think all was well,” she whispered, as he grasped her hand. “He has not written at all, which is unlike him. I did not know where he was and did not want to frighten Lady Esther by telling her of my concerns.”

      Charles smiled grimly. “It is concerns that she herself has shared with me, Lady Ware,” he told her, patting her hand and seeing how she collected herself. “I must go to Lord Leighton and do what I can to aid him. Might I have your townhouse prepared for his return? I will make the arrangements to transport him there just as soon as I am able.”

      Lady Ware nodded furiously, her chin lifting and a steadiness coming back into her eyes that reminded him a good deal of Lady Esther. “But of course,” she said firmly. “We will do so at once.”

      “And I shall bring him to you as soon as I can,” he said, reaffirming his words to her. “And one or two of my close acquaintances will accompany you.” Looking about him, he caught sight of Lord Hogarth, whom he beckoned over at once. Lord Hogarth made his way quickly to Charles’s side, looking at Charles with concern.

      “Lord Leighton has been found, and I must go to his side at once,” Charles said, seeing Lord Hogarth’s expression turn to one of utter astonishment. “Might you accompany Lady Ware and Lady Esther back to their townhouse? Take my carriage. I am to go with Lord Watt.”

      Lord Hogarth seemed dumbstruck for a moment before he collected himself and began to nod fervently, turning towards Lady Ware and doing his utmost to reassure her. Grateful that his friend had stepped into the breach, Charles turned to find Lady Esther coming towards him, her face lit with smiles.

      It soon dissipated when he reached for her, clearly seeing the expression on his face.

      “My dear,” he murmured, taking her hands and leading her to a quieter spot in the ballroom. “I must go from your side. Lord Hogarth will take both you and Lady Ware home.” He took a breath and pressed her hands again. “Your father has been found.”

      Lady Esther’s hand flew to her mouth, her eyes blinking furiously as they swam with tears.

      “He is in a rather bad way,” he continued, not wanting to keep the truth from her. “Lord Watt and I are to go to him at once. We will return him to you as soon as we can, but you must go home and prepare a room for him.” He swallowed hard, wishing he could bring her more comfort in her current state of distress, but knowing that there was nothing he could do. “I would stay with you, my love, but I must go to your father.”

      “Go.” Lady Esther nodded, sniffed, and tugged her hands from his, once more displaying the strength that he had come to see in her. “Of course, you must go. We will await your return.” She swallowed hard and pressed her lips together, trembling slightly. “Thank you.”

      “Pray for him,” he murmured, wishing he could hold her close, kiss her gently, and reassure her that all would be well. “Your prayers may make all the difference, my dear.” Reaching out, he brushed away the single tear that had fallen from her eye. “Lord Hogarth will stay with you. There is nothing to fear.”

      She nodded, lifted her chin, and gave him a watery smile. “I trust you completely, Westbrook,” she said softly, as Lady Ware came to join them. “I trust that you will return to me safely.”

      He could not say anything to her one way or the other, knowing that he was about to step into a dangerous situation. The French might have become alerted to the capture of Leadsom, one of their spies, and might rally around in order to free him or in an attempt to get ahold of Lord Leighton again.

      “Come,” Lady Ware murmured, taking Lady Esther’s arm. “We must go.” She glanced at Charles, trust evident in her expression. “I thank you, Lord Westbrook.”

      “I will see you again very soon,” he said, his eyes on Lady Esther. “Thank you, Hogarth.”

      Lord Hogarth said nothing but gave a small, jerky nod before leading the way through the crowd of guests, with Lady Ware and Lady Esther following after. His stomach tight and his body rippling with tension, Charles hurried after them, knowing that Lord Watt would already be waiting in the carriage. It was time, it seemed, to bring this matter to a close.
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      “If you would.”

      Esther could hardly get her breath as Lord Hogarth helped up Lady Ware into the carriage, followed by herself. Her mind was spinning, her thoughts going from one thing to the next. She was fearful, she realized, sitting down opposite her aunt and seeing the very same emotion etched on Lady Ware’s face. She was fearful that her father would no longer be of this world by the time Lord Westbrook got to him. Afraid that he would manage to be brought to their house only to take his last breaths before he realized he was home. Terrified that his life would come to an end and she herself would never again get to speak another word to him.

      “I am sure he will recover,” Lady Ware murmured, as Lord Hogarth spoke to the driver. “We must trust that he will recover.”

      Esther nodded but turned her head to look out of the window, not trusting her voice. Her aunt was right. They did have to trust that her father would recover, that he would be well again one day soon – but her fears were still building within her. Fears that she could not simply turn away from but rather had to allow to circle within her.

      Lord Westbrook. Esther lifted her chin and closed her eyes. She would think of Lord Westbrook, for that seemed to calm her fractious thoughts. He was trustworthy, dependable, and true. He had taken care of her, had protected her, and had now promised her a future with him, should she wish to accept it, and Esther had no doubt that she would do so. Her heart was filled with none but him, her affection slowly turning to love and that love beginning to burn brightly within her. No matter what was to happen next, she could be assured that Lord Westbrook would always be by her side.

      The carriage lurched alarmingly, making Lady Ware cry out in surprise as Lady Esther clung onto her seat, all thoughts thrown from her mind. What was occurring? They were meant to be returning to the house with all swiftness, but this speed was a little too quick for her liking. Besides which, Lord Hogarth was not yet within the carriage! Frowning, she looked out of her window, seeing a shadowy figure standing to one side, rubbing at his head. She could not work out what had happened or who it was, fearing that Lord Hogarth had been left behind by accident.

      Rapping on the roof, she tried to call up to the driver despite the noise of the carriage wheels on the cobbles.

      “We have left someone behind,” she called, fearing that the driver would return them to the house without the protection of Lord Hogarth. “We must go back for him.”

      Silence was her only response. Esther looked helplessly at her aunt, who was staring at her with wide eyes, and knew she had to try again.

      “We must stop!” she called, louder this time. “Please, we cannot go on without Lord Hogarth!”

      Everything within her began to ring with warning. This was not right. Lord Hogarth should be with them, sitting in the carriage alongside her aunt and ensuring that they returned home safely. And yet, the carriage was now being driven along, haphazardly, through the cobbled streets, without any sign that they were being taken home. The driver was not stopping as she had asked, and he was not speaking to her as he ought, which led Esther to believe that there was something gravely wrong going on at present.

      This was Lord Westbrook’s carriage and Lord Westbrook’s driver. He would not have employed a man he could not trust, Esther was sure of it, and she was quite certain that the driver she had seen before entering the carriage was the very same as had been there before. Therefore, someone must have replaced the driver.

      Unless…

      Her stomach dropped to her toes, one hand at her mouth as she stared in horror at her aunt.

      “What is it?” Lady Ware asked, her face pinched with anxiety. “What is it, Esther dear?”

      Esther blinked rapidly, seeing her aunt’s features illuminated for only a moment by the gloomy streetlamps before being hidden from her again. “Something is wrong. The driver is pushing our carriage to the most ridiculous of speeds, and I do not think…” She had to stop, gasping with fright as the carriage careered around a corner, forcing her to hang onto the strap as her aunt clung to her seat. “I do not think that it is Lord Westbrook’s driver.”

      Lady Ware’s eyes widened all the more. “Then where are we going?” she asked, her voice high pitched and filled with fright. “And what is it that is going to happen to us?”

      Esther closed her eyes, fighting down the urge to panic. Instead, she took another breath and tried to think clearly, thinking of Lord Westbrook and all that he had faced in The King’s League. Surely, there must be something that she could do to prepare herself for what might soon occur?

      “I think it is Lord Hogarth,” she said loudly, as her aunt let out a terrified shriek. “I think he is driving this carriage. He does not intend to take us home, Aunt.”

      “Then where are we to go?” Lady Ware cried, scrabbling hard for the strap on her side that she might hold onto. “And why is he refusing to take us where we are meant to go? I thought we could trust him.”

      “I know,” Esther replied, her heart pounding with fright. “As did Lord Westbrook, but I fear that he is nothing more than a scoundrel.” She was working things out in her head as quickly as she could, realizing that Lord Hogarth, whilst stating that he was loyal to the king, was, in fact, working for the French. It was the only explanation as to why he was now driving them furiously along the London streets and not taking them back to the townhouse as he had promised. Perhaps he had been unaware of her father’s discovery. Perhaps Lord Westbrook informing him of it had come as a shock and now Lord Hogarth was trying to work out what he ought to do next.

      “We must be prepared,” she said, remembering the attack on her hackney so long ago and how ill-prepared she had been. “Have you a brooch or anything, Aunt?” She fixed her gaze as best she could on Lady Ware, despite them being flung back and forth across the carriage.

      “I-I believe so,” Lady Ware said, trembling furiously. “Here.” She gestured to the front of her gown, where an emerald brooch was pinned. “What will you do with it?”

      It was the only weapon she had, the only chance that they would have to make their escape.

      “I must have it,” Esther replied, gesturing for it with her free hand. “If we are taken, if we are captured by Lord Hogarth, then this may be the only means of escape.” She tried to steady her resolve and build her courage as the street lamps began to fade away, making her realize they were leaving London. “You must run, Aunt. Run hard and in any direction you can. Once you have done so, then hide. Hide until Lord Westbrook comes to find you.”

      Lady Ware shook her head. “I cannot,” she wailed, as the carriage finally began to slow. “I cannot leave you.”

      “But you must,” Esther replied firmly. “I shall make my escape and hide also. Lord Westbrook will find us, Aunt. I am certain of it.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time the carriage came to a complete stop, Esther’s nerves were so tense that she felt cramped and awkward, sitting poised and ready to leap out at her abductor. Fairly certain that it was Lord Hogarth, she did not feel an ounce of surprise at the sight of him standing in the doorway. In one hand, he held the door and in the other was a lantern, the light illuminating his features and sending a thrill of fear down Esther’s spine.

      “Get out.”

      She lifted her chin. “No, I will not, Lord Hogarth,” she said calmly, sitting in the carriage and smoothing her skirts as though she intended to remain there. “You, on the other hand, will have to explain your intentions.”

      He snorted. “I hardly think so, Lady Esther. Remove yourself, or I shall do it for you.” Lifting one eyebrow, he waited for her to do as he had asked, but Esther remained precisely where she was, even though her heart was thundering furiously in her chest and her anxiety growing steadily with every moment. Lord Hogarth’s expression grew darker still, sending a tremor through her as she watched him. The man had evil intent, she was quite certain of it.

      “If I have to, I will drag you out.”

      His tone was malevolent, making Lady Ware cry out in fright, but Esther remained steadfast.

      “You have betrayed The King’s League,” she told him, boldly, seeing him jerk in surprise. “Yes, I am aware of them, and I know your part in it. You have betrayed the king. That is treason, Lord Hogarth.”

      Lord Hogarth narrowed his eyes, shadows flickering across his face. “I care nothing for the king,” he replied darkly, showing no sign of fear. “My family has holdings in France that are being significantly increased with every piece of information I give them.” He laughed and shook his head at her, as though she were being ridiculous. “I shall live in a castle instead of a manor house!”

      “And your honor shall be left in tatters at your feet,” Esther responded, the brooch held between her hands with the pin pointing out. “You have nothing but shame crowning your head, Hogarth.”

      “Do not speak to me as though you understand!” he shouted, his voice echoing through the darkness and sending a deathly chill all through her. “You know nothing, Lady Esther! I would do it all again – and more – for what France has to offer me. England gives nothing and takes everything. I would rather give my allegiance to a country that recognizes a gentleman for who he is and what he can do rather than demand they work for a king who does not even reward them for their service to him.” He snorted, sneering at her. “Remove yourself from this carriage, Lady Esther. I will not ask you again.”

      Esther did not move. “I will leave the carriage only if my aunt is allowed to depart first, unhurt,” she said firmly. “You have no need of her, and she will not be able to reach anyone in time to prevent you from doing whatever it is you intend.” Her voice shook, but she continued to speak with determination, ignoring her aunt’s horrified whisper. “Then I will come with you and do whatever you wish of me.”

      Lord Hogarth laughed horribly. “You are brave indeed, given that you do not know what it is I intend, Lady Esther,” he sneered. “But given that you must already be aware of what it is I seek, you must have some understanding of this situation.”

      “The cipher,” Esther replied, aware that her aunt knew nothing of what she spoke. “You wish to know where my father has placed it.”

      “Indeed,” Lord Hogarth answered. “I have held him for a little over a week, but he would say not a word. I intended to have you shot, to have you harmed so that he would see that I had nothing but savagery within me, to prove to him that I would stop at nothing until I had what he withheld from me, but Lord Westbrook made certain that you were saved from that. And I could do nothing but pretend to keep watch on you, just as he asked me.” He snorted and shook his head. “Foolish man.”

      Esther shuddered, realizing just how close she had come to death. “He has been my protector. I trust him implicitly.”

      “He has always got in my way,” Lord Hogarth bellowed, the very carriage seeming to shake at his fury. “When I sought to discover where your father had gone, when you were foolish enough to search for him at The Shrew, he stepped in at the very moment my man was about to discover the truth from you.” Throwing one hand up to the sky in frustration, his features tightened with anger. “He protected you from the bullet that was shot at you. He has not left your side for barely a moment! And yet,” he continued, his voice dropping to what sounded like a satisfactory sneer, “he gave you right into my hands, thinking that he would be able to trust me. I say again, Lady Esther – he is a foolish man!”

      “You have deceived them all, and you shall pay for it, I have no doubt,” Esther said, holding the brooch tightly and praying that her aunt would do as she had been told without question. “Now, are you to let my aunt leave? Or shall we remain in here and continue to throw words at each other?” She held her gaze steady, seeing how Lord Hogarth narrowed his eyes at her. “I shall come quietly and be obedient to your every wish, as long as you allow Lady Ware to leave.”

      Lord Hogarth considered this for some moments, watching Esther carefully as though he could see into her mind and see the determination she had to escape him. A trickle of sweat ran down Esther’s back as she watched him, praying that he would agree to her plans.

      “Lady Ware will tell everyone what she has seen,” Lord Hogarth said eventually, his words slow and calculating. “But that does not matter, I suppose, given that Lord Westbrook will soon realize what has occurred.” He shrugged, then gestured to this left. “I suggest you depart, Lady Ware.”

      “No, no, Esther!” Lady Ware cried, reaching forward and digging her hands into Esther’s arm. “I cannot.”

      “You must,” Esther hissed, turning to face her aunt and glaring furiously into her eyes, trying to force her to remain as calm as she could. “Remember, Aunt.” She said nothing more but held her aunt’s gaze, her lips pulled thin and her hands still tight around the brooch.

      “You have only one opportunity, Lady Ware,” Lord Hogarth said in a bored voice. “It shall end in a moment, for if you do not depart, then I shall have no other choice but to—”

      “I am going now.” Lady Ware shook her head, closed her eyes, and whispered to Esther to be careful. Her hands shook violently as she climbed down from the carriage, side stepping away from Lord Hogarth as though he might reach out and attack her at any moment.

      “Do not return nor try to attack me, Lady Ware,” Lord Hogarth said, as Lady Ware moved away. “I will kill her if you do so.”

      Esther caught her breath, seeing her aunt’s shadow moving away. Within a few moments, there was no other sound, leaving Esther’s heart thumping furiously in her chest. She was alone with Lord Hogarth.

      “Now, you are to come quietly, as you have said,” Lord Hogarth said, in an almost pleasant manner. “I will not pretend that I have qualms over injuring you, Lady Esther. There is a large knife tucked into my belt, but I would prefer not to have to use it.” He tipped his head and smiled, his eyes glowing in a dark manner. “And as for your aunt, it is only out of the goodness of my heart that I have decided to let her go. She is useless to me and, whilst you may think me both evil and calculating, I can assure you that I will never spill blood unnecessarily.” He beckoned her forward, the light from the lantern suddenly gleaming on the knife that hung from his belt. “Out of the carriage now, Lady Esther. We have a short walk, and then you will be able to rest.”

      She shuddered violently, reaching forward to climb out of the carriage and fearing that her brooch would be entirely useless against a man with a knife. She did not know where she was and could not tell where she might hide, but she had no intention of remaining with Lord Hogarth as he expected. She would do anything other than remain here with him.

      “There we are now,” Lord Hogarth murmured, as she stepped down to him. “I don’t have to remind you, Lady Esther, that I have means of making you do as I ask, and you’ll forgive me if I quite believe that you’ll be as obedient as you’ve said.” He chuckled darkly and patted his knife. “Now you walk on ahead of me and I’ll direct you where to go.”

      Esther’s breath was coming quick and fast, her mind screaming at her to move. She only had one chance, one opportunity to stop Lord Hogarth from taking her to wherever it was he planned. If she walked in front of him, then she would not know what he was doing or what he intended to do. He might pull the knife out at any moment, and then what would become of her?

      It has to be now, she told herself, edging slowly towards Lord Hogarth. You have to do it now!

      Before she could stop herself, before she grew too fearful to do anything other than obey, Esther launched herself forward. She did not know where she had hit Lord Hogarth, and she did not know how deep the pin had gone, for in that one moment, Lord Hogarth bellowed in pain and she had no other thought than to pick up her skirts and run for all she was worth.

      Breathing hard, her soft slippers useless against the stony ground, Esther hurried forward into the darkness, one hand outstretched in front of her. Unable to run any longer, the darkness surrounding her, Esther moved forward as quickly as she could, praying that Lord Hogarth would not catch her.

      Behind her, she could hear him still roaring in pain, calling down curses on her head as he shouted aloud. Her heart was in her throat, her eyes filling with sudden tears as she fell, her knees scraping hard on the ground. Pushing herself to her feet and stumbling forward, she began to whisper a prayer, her eyes damp and her strength fading fast.

      “Esther!”

      The hissed voice of her aunt reached out towards her from the darkness, making her heart suddenly lift wildly in her chest.

      “Esther, are you there?”

      “Aunt?” In the complete darkness of the night, she did not know where she was going, moving forward slowly and fully aware of Lord Hogarth’s voice growing every closer behind her, his lantern his source of light where she had none.

      “Esther! I am here!” Her aunt seemed closer now, and with outstretched hands and more whispered words, Esther finally found Lady Ware.

      “Aunt!” She hugged her aunt tightly, feeling Lady Ware tremble. “We must press on.” Shuddering at the loud voice of Lord Hogarth behind them, hearing how he threatened her with all manner of dark intentions, she began to stumble forward again, only for her aunt to tug at her hands.

      “No.” Lady Ware said hurriedly, pulling Esther back. “No, come this way. There, can you see?” She tugged Esther forward, making her stagger after her as fear began to course through her veins. “The lights.”

      Esther strained to make out what her aunt was showing her, only to realize that the lights her aunt had seen were nothing more than flickering dots of light in an otherwise dark sky.

      “It is the city,” her aunt whispered, hurrying forward and pulling Esther along with her in reckless abandon. “We must return there.”

      Esther began to move forward quickly, pushed on by fear and by the ever increasing presence of Lord Hogarth behind them. With his lantern, he was certain to make better progress than they, which meant that very soon, they would have to battle him again unless they could escape. Her heart hammered furiously, nausea rising up within her as she gasped for air, her hand holding tightly to her aunt’s, with one hand outstretched in front of her again.

      “He is gaining,” Lady Ware whispered hoarsely, turning around to see Lord Hogarth’s lantern light drawing ever closer. “What are we to do?”

      Esther’s breath caught in her chest, her eyes fixed on the lights ahead. “We must press on,” she said, glancing behind her and feeling her heart jump into her throat. “We must find somewhere to hide from him, else we will be useless against him.” With Lord Hogarth’s knife, she knew that they would have no defense. There seemed to be no way out, no easy answer to the struggle that lay before them. Either they would find a place to hide from Lord Hogarth or he would capture them again.

      And just then, when her strength was fading and her lungs were burning for air, when her feet were screaming in pain and her heart was quailing within her, the sound of horses hooves caught her attention. Lady Ware heard it too, stopping dead and looking all about her.

      “A carriage!” Lady Ware cried, seeing lights moving towards them. “We must stop them, whoever they are!”

      Esther, knowing that there was nothing else for it, moved as quickly as she could, waving frantically, knowing that Lord Hogarth was only a short distance away from them now.

      “Stop! Stop, please!” she cried, as Lady Ware cried out the same. “We need your help!”

      “There you are!” she heard Lord Hogarth shout, making her scream aloud in fright. “You will not escape me again!”

      Frantic, Esther began to run heedlessly, not knowing where she was going but desperate to escape. The horses screamed, wheels scraped, and Esther felt something huge hit her, throwing her back against the ground.

      Then everything faded to nothing.
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      “Where is he?”

      Charles’s voice was filled with urgency as he hurried into the small, dank room, which was now lit with lanterns. Lord Riggerton gestured to a small bed on the floor, where a man was lying. Grasping one of the lanterns from the wall, Charles knelt down, just as Lord Watt came to join him.

      “Lord Leighton,” he said, reaching out to grasp the older gentleman’s hand. “You are safe now.”

      Lord Leighton said nothing, his eyes closed tightly and his breathing labored. Charles threw a glance up to Lord Riggerton, who merely shook his head. Evidently, he had been like this for some time.

      “Lord Leighton,” Charles said again, setting the lantern down beside the man. “We must move you to your townhouse. A doctor has already been sent there to wait for you. Your daughter, Esther, she—”

      Lord Leighton groaned loudly, shifting on his makeshift bed, his eyes still closed tightly.

      “Esther is waiting for you,” Charles said again, wondering if it was the name of his daughter that had roused him. “She is longing to see you again, Lord Leighton.”

      “Esther.”

      The man’s voice was weak, his word only just loud enough for Charles to hear.

      “Esther is waiting for you,” he said, throwing Lord Watt a despondent glance. He did not think that Lord Leighton would be able to give them much information in his current state. “We have a carriage to take you to her.”

      Lord Leighton shifted uncomfortably again, and Charles placed one hand against the man’s forehead. He was burning hot.

      “Fever,” he muttered, as Lord Leighton finally managed to open his eyes. He shifted deliriously, his gaze roving from one person to the next, and Charles knew that the man did not recognize anyone. A stream of incomprehensible words came flowing from Lord Leighton’s lips, his daughter’s name mentioned more than once.

      And then, another name that Charles recognized.

      “Ho…garth.”

      Charles frowned, leaning closer to Lord Leighton and trying to make sense of what was being said. “I do not understand, Lord Leighton,” he said gently. “Did you speak of Hogarth?”

      Behind him, a small sound escaped from the man named Leadsom, whom Lord Riggerton had managed to capture. The man with the scar.

      A thrill of dread ran down Charles’s spine. He turned slowly and looked towards Leadsom, who was bound and gagged and tied to an old wooden chair. Leadsom’s eyes were shifting this way and that, his brow furrowed low and his shoulders lifting with tension.

      “Hogarth,” Charles repeated, walking closer to Leadsom and pointing at him. “You know him.”

      Leadsom said nothing, not even lifting his gaze towards Charles as he advanced.

      “You know Hogarth,” Charles said again, as Lord Watt sucked in a breath. “Tell me how you know him.”

      Again, Leadsom said nothing. He looked away from Charles, away from Lord Watt, and set his gaze on the other side of the room. Charles gritted his teeth, his jaw working furiously as he found himself facing a difficult opponent and knowing that he could not use brute force against the man. He needed to know what Leadsom was hiding – which would either confirm or deny his slow-growing fear.

      “You are about to face charges of treason.” Lord Watt stepped forward, his eyes trained on Leadsom. “You do know what the penalty for such a thing is, do you not?” Charles watched as Leadsom’s eyes flicked back towards Lord Watt, seeing how they flared momentarily. Yes, he was quite certain that Leadsom knew the penalty for such a thing.

      “If you speak of what you know,” Lord Watt continued calmly, “if you tell us how you know Hogarth, then I will speak to the Prince Regent on your behalf. I will tell him that you were willing to speak honestly to us.” He arched one eyebrow, tilting his head just a little. “Do you not think that an excellent prospect? Rather than hanging, you will live. Is not your very life worth more than any loyalty you believe you have to another gentleman?” He threw Charles a swift glance, a hard look in his eyes. Clearly he too suspected that Hogarth was now somehow involved.

      A sickening feeling tugged at Charles’s gut. He had sent Lady Esther and Lady Ware with Lord Hogarth, believing him to be entirely trustworthy. Another thought struck him hard, making his head ache suddenly as he slammed his forehead into his hand.

      “The shot,” he said, seeing Leadsom’s eyes widen again. “Lord Hogarth was present not long afterwards. I believed him to be there by chance and took advantage of his presence to safely move Lady Esther and Lady Ware to the carriage. But now that I consider this, I must wonder if Lord Hogarth himself was the one who attempted to kill Lady Esther!”

      A muffled noise came from Leadsom and, stepping forward, Lord Watt yanked the gag away.

      “Not to kill,” Leadsom said, his voice flat and dull. “Just to injure. In an attempt to get Leighton to tell us where the cipher was.”

      Charles closed his eyes, swaying on the spot. Lord Hogarth was a traitor. He had been working against them, working to try and find first Lord Leighton and then the cipher.

      “Hogarth was with Sir Taylor,” Leadsom continued, clearly now willing to speak the entire truth to them both. “Sir Taylor told him before he died that the cipher was gone to an old friend.” He glanced from Charles to Lord Watt and back again. “It took a bit of time for Hogarth to work out that it was Lord Leighton. I had made some inquiries, of course, but that was all it was. And by the time we worked out that it was Lord Leighton, the man was gone.”

      Charles’s stomach tightened, and he had to restrain himself from lashing out at the man before him. “He took the cipher and ran.”

      Leadsom rolled his eyes, as though Charles was being utterly idiotic. “Hogarth was angry with me for not doing more to Leighton, so I was tasked with finding him.”

      “And you thought to try his daughter,” Charles bit out, remembering how the hackney had slammed into the one containing Lady Esther. “Is that right?” He wanted to grab Leadsom by the throat, to demand that he tell him where Lord Hogarth was at this very moment, but by sheer force of will restrained himself. This had to be done. Leadsom had to speak; he had to tell everything one bit at a time.

      “She was foolish trying to get into The Shrew,” Leadsom said, with a small smile that made his eyes glint with dark intent. “I only saw her by chance and had to do what I could to find out the truth. Although I soon realized she didn’t know where he was.”

      “But you discovered him anyway,” Lord Watt said softly. “In the end.”

      Leadsom sniffed disdainfully. “In the end, yes,” he replied proudly. “Lord Hogarth found out that Lord Leighton used to have an old house in the darker parts of London, where he went to hide sometimes, back when he worked for The King’s League.” This was said with such mockery that Charles found himself taking a step forward, before Lord Watt put out a restraining hand. “You can’t imagine the look on Lord Leighton’s face when he saw Hogarth. Thought he was come to help him, given that he was at such a loss as to what to do next.” He chuckled, and the room seemed to grow all the darker. “We soon made him realize that he was mistaken.”

      Charles swallowed hard, forcing down his anger. “And you then tried to do whatever you could to get him to tell you the whereabouts of the cipher.”

      “So we could destroy it,” Leadsom answered quickly. “So you could never decipher what was written in that book.”

      “But you did not succeed,” Lord Watt answered triumphantly. “He did not tell you, even though you tried to threaten his daughter and tried to injure her. And now you are to face the penalty for what you have done. I would not claim that as much of a victory.”

      Silence fell across the room, broken only by the occasional flurry of words from Lord Leighton. Charles glared at Leadsom, his whole body consumed with anger. This man had brought harm to Lord Leighton, had worked in conjunction with a traitor, and even now, when he was captured, he seemed to glow with the pride of what he had done. It was all he could do just to remain standing instead of launching himself at the fellow.

      “You do not have the cipher,” he grated, as Leadsom’s gaze turned to him. “What is Hogarth intending?”

      Leadsom said nothing for some minutes, looking steadily back at Charles in the dim lantern light. Then, he sighed, turned his head away, and began to speak, as though he could not bear to look at the man to whom he was speaking.

      “Hogarth knows of your attachment to Lady Esther. He will use her to his own advantage.” He swung his head back around and looked steadily into Charles’s face. “You will have Lord Leighton give him the location of the cipher, else Lady Esther will come to a rather unfortunate end.” He began to chuckle, his teeth white in the gloom – and Charles could take no more.

      “Where is she?” he roared, leaping forward and dragging both Leadsom and the chair up from the floor, his hands tight on Leadsom’s collar. “Where has he taken her?” He gave the man a shake, hearing the chair scrape on the wooden floor as the bound Leadsom began to gurgle. “Tell me! Tell me this moment or it will be all the worse for you!”

      “Westbrook.”

      Lord Watt tugged on Charles’s arm, forcing him to let go. Leadsom, who was now a shade of purple, sagged back in his chair, gasping for air as Charles glared at him, his anger still running like lava through his veins.

      “I think you should tell Westbrook where Lady Esther is,” Lord Watt said mildly. “There will be more punishment meted out for you if you do not, Leadsom.”

      “I am not…afraid…of pain,” Leadsom said hoarsely, still dragging in air. “I will not be intimidated!”

      “You will speak,” Lord Watt said again. “Else there will be a good deal of pain, Leadsom. So much, in fact, that you will beg for the gallows before the end.” His tone lowered, his brows furrowed, and he took a few small steps towards the bound man. “This is your last opportunity, Leadsom. Consider your next actions carefully, for they may very well affect what is left of your life.”

      This, Charles noticed, seemed to have a profound effect on Leadsom. He swallowed once, twice, and then a third time, his eyes roving from one to the other. The silence was almost unbearable, with Charles’s hands curling into fists as he waited with impatience.

      “Stutton Hill.”

      “Just outside of London,” Charles said, taking a step forward. “Where?”

      “He-he has a small cottage there. So small you can easily miss it. Covered in ivy and the like.” Leadsom shook his head, his lip curling in disgust – perhaps for himself and his willingness to betray Lord Hogarth. “He’s likely got her there.”

      Charles did not hesitate but hurried from the room at once, stepping back outside into the squalid air. Just as he did so, three other gentlemen came forward, having just stepped out of a carriage that was lit by lanterns and looked entirely out of place in what was a very poor part of London.

      “Brandley, I need your carriage,” Charles said quickly, seeing that it was ready and prepared. “Lord Leighton is within. Have him taken to his townhouse and send for a doctor at once. I shall return with Lady Esther and Lady Ware presently.” He said nothing more but strode past the three gentlemen, who merely nodded and hurried on inside.

      “Oh, and ensure that Leadsom does not escape,” Lord Watt said quickly, hurrying out after Charles. “He is a wily fellow, and I would have him face the gallows rather than find a way to escape.” His jaw set hard as he pulled himself up into the carriage, his expression furious. “Hogarth, then,” he muttered, as Charles rapped on the roof and shouted where they were to go. “Can you believe it?”

      Charles swallowed and turned his face away, realizing that he had not expected it and certainly could still not quite believe it. Lord Hogarth had always been an excellent gentleman – at least, as far as he had known him, but now to hear that he had been working for the French and using The King’s League to learn as much as he could about their dealings was utterly sickening. At the same time came a deep, frantic fear that Lady Esther would be either injured or close to death. Lord Hogarth was a hard man, and he did not think he would hesitate when it came to hurting another.

      “We will find her,” Lord Watt said gently, as though he knew what Charles was thinking. “Have no doubt, old boy. We will find her. Justice will be done.”

      “But we still do not have the cipher,” Charles muttered, knowing that such a thing faded in place of Lady Esther’s safety. “If Lord Leighton does not return to us, does not recover, then…” He shook his head with sorrow.

      “We will succeed,” Lord Watt answered. “I will not have any fears from you, Lord Westbrook. You are the strongest of men, the most courageous in spirit.” He leaned forward, his face illuminated by the dim light of the carriage lanterns. “Do not lose your fortitude now.”

      “I will not,” Charles grated, focusing his mind on Lady Esther. She was courageous, determined, and wise in her actions. He knew that about her well enough, and he had to trust that she would put such accolades to use when surrounded by such a man as Lord Hogarth. Yes, she would be afraid—terrified perhaps—but he had to believe that she would find her courage and speak up in the face of it. His heart ached for her, his arms desperate to hold her close and to know she was safe. Closing his eyes, Charles leaned against the squabs and tried to think only of her. She was to be his bride, his one and only love. He had never felt anything such as he did for Lady Esther, and to know that she was in danger now tormented him with such agony that every second seemed like an hour. Lowering his head into his hands, Charles began to pray silently, praying that they would be able to find Lady Esther and Lady Ware and that both of them would be safe. If they were not, then Charles did not know what he would do.
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      “My lord, I did not mean to injure her, I—”

      “Return to your seat.”

      Esther could hear voices, could hear what was being said quite clearly, but it seemed to be coming from very far away. Her eyes were heavy as she struggled to open them, feeling herself almost weighted to the ground.

      “Esther?”

      It was Lord Westbrook. She knew that voice. It was her protector come to find her and save her from the clutches of Lord Hogarth.

      “Esther?” Lord Westbrook said again, a catch in his voice. “Say you are not gone from me, my love. Say that you are still of this world.”

      She felt his hands on hers, his fingers gentle on her cheek, and she forced herself to move. With all the strength she had, she forced her eyes to open, dragging in what felt like the longest breath of air she had ever taken.

      A burst of sobbing came from her left.

      “She is awake, Lady Ware,” Lord Westbrook said gently, looking down at Esther as she blinked sluggishly, trying to focus on his face which was nothing but shadows and shapes. “Esther? Are you able to sit up? You were hit by one of the horses and fell.”

      Swallowing, Esther held Lord Westbrook’s hand with as much strength as she could, seeing his face slowly become clear. There was a lantern being held by Lady Ware, allowing her to see everything with clarity.

      “You came,” she whispered, as his strong arm went behind her, helping her to sit up. “You came to find me.”

      “I did,” he replied, his hand tight about her shoulders. “I did not know of Lord Hogarth’s treachery until only a short time ago, else I would never have allowed you to go with him.”

      Esther sighed and leaned her head against Lord Westbrook as he crouched beside her. Lady Ware, still weeping, pressed one hand to the top of her head. “We are safe now?”

      “Yes,” he murmured, his chest rumbling. “You are all safe. Your father is in the depths of a fever and is being taken to his townhouse at this moment. Lord Hogarth has been captured by Lord Watt and will be tried for treason to the Crown – as will his associate, Leadsom.”

      Esther blinked, trying to make sense of all that was being said but feeling her mind slower than usual. “Leadsom?”

      “The man with the scar,” Lord Westbrook explained. “Your father has been held captive for some days, as they have tried to force him to tell them the whereabouts of the cipher.” His voice rang with pride. “But Lord Leighton told them nothing. The cipher is safe, and once we have it again, we shall be able to decipher the book and ensure that those named within it are caught and tried.” His hand tightened on her shoulder as she lifted her head. “Your father is a very brave man, Esther.”

      “He is,” Lady Ware agreed, as Esther began to try to stand up. “As is his daughter.” Quickly, she told Lord Westbrook what Esther had done, how she had saved Lady Ware and then used the brooch to defend herself.

      “But we were almost caught,” Esther murmured, as Lord Westbrook rose to help her to her feet. “Had you not appeared at that very moment, we might now be under his control.”

      Lord Westbrook sighed and held her close, and Esther leaned into him, hearing her aunt move away as the lantern light faded just a little.

      “You are safe,” Lord Westbrook told her gently, his words only for her alone to hear. “I shall not be parted from you again, my love. After all that has occurred and all that you have endured, I am determined that you shall know nothing but safety and security for the rest of your days.” He bent down and kissed her forehead lightly, his arms about her waist and his strength allowing her own fortitude to grow. “What you have done, Esther, the courage you have shown and the determination that has been evidenced time and again – I am in awe of you.” She looked up at him, seeing the warmth in his eyes. “When I thought I might lose you to Lord Hogarth, when I feared we would be too late, my future opened up to me like a darkness, like a terrible fog that I might never escape from.” His expression clouded for a moment, making her heart ache for him. “When I saw you lying here, I…” He trailed off, his voice cracking with the emotion of what he felt, and Esther shook her head before sliding her arms about his neck.

      “Do not think of it now,” she whispered, as he held her close, his forehead resting against hers. “That has not come. That fate did not reach us. We are safe. I am well, and Lord Hogarth did not succeed. All is at an end. We can look to our future now, Westbrook. There is nothing left for us to fear.”

      He let out his breath slowly, and Esther felt it brush across her cheek. Drawing in a deep breath, she lifted her head and looked up into his face. “Will you take me to my father, Westbrook?” she asked, a sob catching in her throat as she thought of her poor, dear papa, lying on his bed in the depths of delirium. “Will you take me to him, please?”

      “At once.” Lord Westbrook leaned down, kissed her cheek, and then turned to lead her back towards the carriage, his comforting arm about her waist as they walked together. Esther leaned into him, wanting to be close to him, never wanting to separate herself from him. It was as she had said. All was now at an end, and they could now consider their future together. Nothing would separate them now. They were bonded together, their love for each other forged together by the fire of their difficulties. But they had come out from it with a stronger bond than ever before, a bond that Esther knew would not ever be broken. She would belong to him and he to her, for nothing could separate them now. The danger was passed. She had made her escape, and he had come to her rescue. Nothing would separate her from him now.
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      “He is very weak.”

      Esther nodded, her hands twisting together as Lady Ware came to stand beside her.

      “I have managed to reduce his temperature a good deal,” the doctor continued. “It is not the way of other doctors, Lady Esther, but I find that it produces better results.” He opened the door and Esther was immediately hit with a wall of cold air, making her shiver violently. “Please, come in.”

      Esther hurried inside despite the cold, looking desperately about the room only to see her father lying in his bed, his face grey and his eyes closed. Quite what the doctor had done to make the room so cold, she did not know, but when she touched her father’s forehead, it soon became apparent that, despite the chill, he was still very hot indeed. He did not move nor speak when she spoke his name, sitting down in a chair beside him and grasping his hand.

      “He has been through a great ordeal,” the doctor said gently, coming to Lord Leighton’s other side and shaking his head gravely, his white hair seeming to float above his head as his sharp, blue eyes looked ponderously at Lord Leighton. “I will not say that I understand why he has endured such things, but he has been very badly beaten on at least two occasions.” He threw a sharp look towards Esther, who felt her eyes fill with tears as she nodded jerkily. She could not tell the doctor why such a thing had occurred but instead merely accepted such a truth from his lips. Her father was one of the bravest men she knew, Esther thought, bending her head to press her father’s hand to her cheek.

      “Will he recover?” she asked, her voice hoarse and filled with dread as she forced herself to remain silent, listening for the answer she did not truly want to hear.

      The doctor cleared his throat, making Esther look up. Much to her surprise, he was smiling gently which, in turn, made her heart cry out in relief.

      “Your father is a very strong man, Lady Esther,” the doctor said quietly. “He has endured a great deal and yet has not given up. I am certain this fever will break soon and that he will recover.”

      Esther closed her eyes and began to sob with relief, as Lady Ware came to settle a hand on her shoulder.

      “It will take some time,” the doctor continued, as Esther gave in to her tears, “but he will make a full recovery, I am quite certain.”

      Esther could barely speak, looking up at the doctor and thanking him through trembling lips. The doctor smiled gently and nodded, before excusing himself and saying that he would give them a few minutes with Lord Leighton.

      “You see?” Lady Ware said, gently, trying to encourage Esther still further. “Your father will recover. He will be well again. He will be weak indeed to begin with, but all will be well soon enough.”

      “I thank you,” Esther whispered, holding onto her father’s hand with both of hers and looking desperately into his face as though the sheer force of her presence would make him wake up. “Thank you for all you have done, Aunt. I do not think that I would have been able to endure it all without your comfort.”

      Lady Ware squeezed Esther’s shoulder and then walked around to the other side of the bed to look down at her brother fondly. “I confess that I do not understand all that has occurred,” she said, throwing Esther a small smile. “But, mayhap, now is not the time to seek out answers.”

      Esther let out a gentle laugh, wiping at her eyes with the back of her hand. She was tired, sore, and still feeling very weak, but the relief she felt at being back at home with her father washed over all other emotions. “There is a good deal to explain, Aunt,” she admitted with a wry smile. “And I assure you that all will be told to you come the morrow—when we have had time to rest and recover. For the moment, however, I will say that all has come to an end and that you and I are quite safe.”

      Lady Ware nodded, a small smile on her face. “I am glad to know that,” she said truthfully. “And you have been very brave indeed, Esther. I am very proud of you.”

      Esther smiled back at her aunt, feeling her tears begin to creep back into her eyes again. “I thank you, Aunt,” she whispered, squeezing her father’s hand again. “I am just glad that we have been able to return home again and are now free from all danger.”

      “And even your mother’s locket has been kept safe from harm,” Lady Ware commented, as Esther, surprised that Lady Ware had noticed, reached up and touched the locket. She had worn it unceasingly, ever since the day her father had given it to her, and she had quite forgotten about it until now.

      “I am glad,” Esther whispered, looking down at her father as she brushed her fingers over the locket. “I do hope that he wakens soon so that I can show him that all is well – and that I have worn my mother’s locket, just as he asked.” She glanced up at her aunt. “Mayhap that will bring him a little comfort.”

      “I am certain it will,” Lady Ware murmured, leaving that side of the bed and coming around to Esther. “Come now, my dear. You must rest. Lord Westbrook will return soon, once he has dealt with Lord Hogarth and the other man – I forget his name – and you must bathe, change, and eat before then.” She smiled as Esther rose. “And see, it is already morning!” She gestured towards a chink in the drapes before tugging them back a little more, revealing the beautiful sunrise. Esther took in the scene for a long moment, feeling as though this was the new beginning that she had been searching for ever since the day her father had disappeared. Taking in a long breath, she let it out slowly and nodded to her aunt.

      “Beautiful indeed,” she murmured, letting go of her father’s hand with regret and walking towards the door before the urge to stay by his side grew even more. “We will be informed if there is any change, will we not?”

      Lady Ware nodded, opening the door and revealing two maids ready to come in and take their places by Lord Leighton’s side.

      “We shall hear of it the moment anything occurs,” she promised, leading Esther out of the bedchamber. “But come now, you must rest and eat. Otherwise you will be no good to anyone, and I do not want the doctor to have another to attend to!” She smiled warmly at Esther, who nodded in understanding. After another brief word with the doctor and a good deal of thanks, Esther slowly made her way to her own bedchamber where a bath was waiting for her. She would bathe, change, and rest, she decided, aware of just how tired she was. The desire to eat would come later, once she had been given the opportunity to lie down and close her eyes for a short time, knowing that she would sleep peacefully and without the fear of any nightmares displaying her fears to her as they had done before. Her father would recover, the doctor had said, and it was to this hope that Esther clung. Everything would return to as it had once been, with her father safe and secure once more. There was nothing left for her to fear any longer.
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      “Westbrook.”

      Charles exhaled loudly before shaking Lord Brandley’s hand, seeing how the man’s eyes were heavy with exhaustion. “Lord Brandley,” he said gruffly. “You have returned.” He gestured to his drawing room, where Lord Watt and Lord Riggerton already sat. “Please, do come in.”

      “I thank you,” Lord Brandley muttered, running one hand through his hair before slowly making his way towards the other gentlemen, who all rose to greet him. Charles, grateful that he had managed to have a few hours of rest before rising again, gestured to the footman who held a tray in his hands, which held glasses of whisky and very fine brandy. The footman approached Lord Brandley and then Lord Watt and Lord Riggerton again. Each man took a glass, and Charles himself grasped one also before telling the footman he could go. There was no need for any of this to be overheard.

      “Leadsom,” he began, sitting down in an overstuffed chair and leaning his head back. “What happened?”

      Lord Brandley shrugged. “He has been taken to the Bow Street Runners so that they might keep him under lock and key, although I have left one of our men there also, to ensure that he does not escape or try anything foolish.” He frowned, glancing from Charles to Lord Watt. “He also stated, over and over again, that Lord Watt was to speak to the Prince Regent on his behalf.”

      “That is just so,” Lord Watt agreed quickly, “but it will come to naught. I will tell the prince everything that has occurred, but I do not think that he will consider anything but hanging for a crime such as treason.”

      “We said as much to Leadsom in order to encourage him to tell us what he knew,” Charles explained, as Lord Riggerton began to nod slowly. “Knowing full well that nothing but his life would be demanded for the crimes that he has done.”

      A small silence fell over the group, leaving Charles to think back on what had happened and to feel, again, the same overwhelming sense of fright that had come when he had first heard that Lord Hogarth was no longer serving The King’s League.

      “And what of Lord Hogarth?” Lord Brandley asked, sagging back into his chair and looking towards Charles with troubled eyes. “I know he has been taken to Lord Dallier’s residence, but what will happen to him now?”

      Charles’s heart grew heavy with the weight of responsibility that sat on it. Taking a sip of his whisky, he spread out his hands and looked directly at Lord Brandley. “Lord Dallier is taking responsibility for Lord Hogarth until the time comes for him to appear before the Prince Regent,” he explained, not wanting to go into the confusion and the doubt that had troubled his mind as he had wondered whether or not Lord Dallier was involved with the French and would, therefore, help Lord Hogarth to escape. “It is safest for Lord Hogarth to remain there.”

      “Lord Dallier was very closely acquainted with Sir Taylor,” Lord Watt added quietly, his voice seeming to carry across the room, each word distinct and weighted with importance. “He himself is retired from The King’s League, as Lord Leighton was meant to be, but he could be relied upon to ensure that Lord Hogarth is kept securely.” He glanced at Charles, then shook his head. “I confess that I feared that Lord Dallier might be working against us also, which is a ridiculous fear to have but one that came from the knowledge that Lord Hogarth gave every appearance of being loyal to the Crown but was, it seemed, not so.”

      “That is a burden I think we must continue to carry,” Charles said softly, as every gentleman turned to him. “We have joined The King’s League with the promise that we will serve the Crown and remain loyal to it. Now, for the first time, we have someone who only feigned their loyalty and used their knowledge of us to work against us. They very nearly succeeded as well, had it not been for the strength and courage of Lady Esther.”

      Lord Brandley threw back the rest of his whisky and set his glass down hard. “Then the bonds of trust between us are significantly frayed,” he stated, with a touch of anger in his voice. “If it now appears that we could not trust Lord Hogarth and that he was working with our enemies, what hope do we now have?” He looked from Charles, to Lord Riggerton, to Lord Watt and then back again. “How can we be certain that there will not be another ‘Lord Hogarth’ amongst us?”

      Charles could not answer. The weight of the question rolled onto his shoulders and would not remove itself, for it spoke of the very same fears that he himself had felt lingering on his mind. He thought of Lady Esther, thought of how she trusted him implicitly, and how he himself had come to trust her with his heart. She was loyal to him; he had no doubt about that. He would never even think to question what she felt for him, for it was apparent in almost everything she said and did.

      “I think,” he found himself saying, as a vision of Lady Esther came to the forefront of his mind, “that our trust remains, Lord Brandley. It may be strained, it may be tested, but our past actions prove to each other the sort of gentlemen we are.” He looked around the group, his fears slowly being pulled apart and thrown away. “Lord Hogarth was the first gentleman to ever show such disloyalty,” he continued, seeing Lord Watt nodding in agreement. “This is 1815 and The King’s League has been working together for nearly a decade. Only once has such a dreadful thing occurred, and we must not allow it to shatter what strength we still have. Yes, I will confess that I have struggled to know what to do or where to go from here, but if I think of Lord Hogarth, then I must believe that he is only one dark spot in our history. We must strengthen our bonds of trust, gentlemen. The days to come will be difficult, and we may have to have men working together, going out in pairs rather than alone, to ensure that trust is recovered, but we will find a way to do so and we will succeed.” His voice grew stronger now, his resolve hardening. “Lord Hogarth’s actions will not bring down The King’s League. We will fight against the fears that his behavior has brought us; we will refuse to allow a sickness to take hold of our hearts. Instead, we will acknowledge his wrongdoing, his treachery, but we will not let it rip The King’s League apart.” He saw Lord Watt smile in agreement, with Lord Brandley’s expression no longer deeply troubled. “Together, gentlemen, we will rise above this and continue on to fight for our King, for our Prince, and for the good of all of England.”

      “Here, here!” Lord Riggerton exclaimed, clearly emboldened by Charles’s speech. “And may we also find the cipher and prove to the Prince that we are able to achieve what we intend.”

      Charles, knowing now that there was every chance that Lord Leighton would recover, lifted his glass in a toast. “That cipher shall be ours very soon,” he promised, seeing the other gentlemen glance at each other in evident surprise. “Have no doubt about that, gentlemen. Despite all that has occurred, we shall still triumph.”

      “The victory will be ours,” Lord Watt added quietly, lifting his glass in response. “We shall have the cipher, the book shall be understood, and many names will belong to us. And that, gentleman, will be a victory indeed. For the King!”

      “For the King,” Charles echoed, before throwing back the rest of his whisky with the other gentlemen of The King’s League. They had not been torn apart yet, and he would not allow it to occur now. No matter what Lord Hogarth had done, he would not destroy the League. They would rise higher than before, their trust would have to be strengthened, yes, but they would not be destroyed. The future of The King’s League was not in any doubt. They would not be spurned or trampled. They would, as Lord Watt said, have the victory – and what a victory it would be.
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        * * *

      

      “You have returned, Lord Westbrook.”

      Charles turned around upon hearing Lady Ware’s voice, clearing his throat and inclining his head as she came into the room.

      “I am, Lady Ware,” he answered, uncertain whether or not to inform her that this was, in fact, the second time he had come to call. “How does Lord Leighton do?”

      She smiled, although it did not quite rid the worry held in her eyes. “He appears to be recovering,” she said quietly, coming to sit down in a chair by the fire that burned in the hearth, filling the room with heat that, had it not been for Lady Ware’s tiredness, would have been quite superfluous. “The fever broke early this morning, and since then he has been sleeping peacefully.”

      Relief flooded Charles’s soul. “That is wonderful,” he said fervently “I am very glad to hear it.”

      “And Lady Esther has been doing the same,” Lady Ware added. “I believe she has slept for most of yesterday and again last evening.” One eyebrow rose. “You did call yesterday, I think?”

      “I did,” he confessed, with a quick smile. “But I was informed that both you and Lady Esther were resting, and I did not want to force you to rise and attend me. It was quite unnecessary, I assure you, and I was contented to return home to do much the same as Lady Esther!” He chuckled, as Lady Ware smiled. “But I am glad that both you and Lady Esther have had the opportunity to recover from what must have been a very difficult ordeal indeed.”

      A short silence met his words, with Lady Ware watching him closely. Charles shifted from one foot to the other, feeling a trifle awkward, only for Lady Ware to smile and glance away.

      “Your devotion to my niece is quite remarkable, Lord Westbrook,” she murmured, her expression a little dreamlike. “I cannot help but think that, despite the difficult circumstances and the strangeness of what you and she have faced together, Lady Esther has been blessed by your company.”

      “I thank you,” Charles murmured, a little surprised by Lady Ware’s compliment. “But I believe that it is she who has brought a good deal of blessing to me, Lady Ware.”

      She looked back at him, nodded, and then gestured to a seat. “If you would, Lord Westbrook,” she said, with a flicker of curiosity in her eyes. “There are many things I must ask you, many things I must understand, and I cannot allow another moment to go past without being permitted to ask them.” Waiting until he had seated himself, Lady Ware rose and then pulled the bell, before sitting back down. “Lady Esther will wish to see you, but there will be a short delay until she is ready to greet you. Perhaps we might take tea together, and if you are willing, you might explain all that has occurred? I confess that I do not understand why my brother was so poorly treated nor why Esther was used in such a dark fashion.”

      Seeing the worry in her eyes and the twisting of her hands as she held them in her lap, Charles leaned forward and smiled reassuringly.

      “I would be glad to,” he said warmly. “Although I must be assured of your discretion and your promise of absolute secrecy of what I am to tell you.” He smiled to himself as Lady Ware’s eyes widened, her astonishment evident already.

      “But of course,” she stammered, one hand pressed against her heart. “I shall say nothing to anyone.”

      He nodded. “Then allow me to begin.” He spoke for a long time, aware of Lady Ware’s quickened breath, of her quiet gasps and the shock that ran through her when he revealed the truth about Lord Leighton and The King’s League. He saw her eyes fill with tears as he described how he had found Lord Leighton, only for her chin to lift with pride as he explained that Lord Leighton had remained steadfast and true to the king and had not revealed anything to Lord Hogarth. He then told her all about Lady Esther, although he chose not to speak of how she had gone to The Shrew in search of her father, but simply stated that they had been thrown together one evening and that he had, since that moment, been determined to help her.

      “She knew all that you were doing then,” Lady Ware asked, her voice hardly any louder than a whisper. “She knew that you were in The King’s League?”

      “I did.”

      Charles’s head spun around upon hearing Lady Esther’s voice, rising quickly to his feet as she came into the room. She was more beautiful than he had ever seen her before, for her expression was now entirely free of anxiety and fear. Her eyes were warm as they lingered on him, and he could do nothing but hold his hands out to her, walking towards her and wishing he could hug her tight against him. Were it not for Lady Ware’s presence then he would do precisely that, but for the present, he could not.

      “My dear,” he murmured, taking her hands and pressing one and then the other to his mouth. “You have quite recovered, I think?”

      “I have,” she replied, her voice a gentle touch to his heart. “I have rested for a long time, and I confess now that I feel a good deal better than before.” Laughing, she lifted her shoulders in a half shrug. “I did not mean to sleep for so long however.” A slight blush touched her cheeks, and he smiled, not wanting her to feel any sort of guilt.

      “You needed to rest after all that you had to endure,” he said softly. “There is nothing to concern yourself with, Lady Esther.”

      “Just ‘Esther’ will do, I think,” she said—so that only he could hear. “I believe we are to be permitted such an intimacy after what we have worked through together.”

      His smile spread, and he squeezed her hands gently. “I believe you are right,” he murmured, as a touch of pink spread across her cheeks. “Thank you, Esther. I am very glad to see you so recovered. I have thought of nothing but you ever since I was forced to depart from this house. You have constantly been on my mind.”

      “And I am quite well, as you can see,” she said, reassuring him. “Although I did fear for you.” Her smile dimmed. “Lord Hogarth is…?”

      “He will face the gallows,” Charles said bluntly. “There is nothing that will keep him from it.”

      “I see.” Esther let out a long breath, her shoulders tightening for a moment. “I will not say that I am sorry for him, for what he did was more than treacherous.”

      Charles nodded. “He did nothing of worth,” he said, as Lady Ware rose to her feet. “He will face the consequences of what he has chosen to do, and we need not think of him again.”

      Lady Esther nodded, her expression clearing once more. “And now all that remains is to find the location of the cipher,” she said, as Lady Ware touched Esther’s elbow and gestured for her to sit down. “Once my father has recovered enough to speak to us of it, I am certain that he—”

      Her sentence was cut off by a hurried knock at the door. Before Lady Ware or Lady Esther could speak, the door opened and a footman came in, bowing quickly with an apologetic look on his face.

      “Forgive me, Lady Ware, Lady Esther,” he said, quickly, stumbling over his words. “But it could not wait. The master is awake.”

      Charles caught his breath, feeling Lady Esther’s hand tighten on his.

      “He wishes to speak to you, Lady Esther,” the footman continued, with a quick smile in Lady Esther’s direction. “The doctor is present but will be finished with his examination very soon.”

      “I will come at once,” Esther said, already beginning to walk towards the door. “This is wonderful news indeed.” She looked up at Charles, her face lit with a joyous smile that he felt light his very soul. Lord Leighton was recovered, it seemed, and very soon this entire matter would be brought to a satisfactory conclusion. And perhaps, soon, he might be able to speak to Lord Leighton about his daughter, Charles considered, as he followed Lady Esther from the room. For the only thing he desired was to ensure that Lady Esther would be promised to him for the rest of his days so that he might care for her and bring her such happiness that it would fill their every day together. That was the only wish of his heart, Charles realized, his spirits lifting with every step he took, and very soon, his wish might be fulfilled – and what a joy that would be.

      His heart singing and his spirits lifting with happiness, he walked into Lord Leighton’s room behind Lady Esther and Lady Ware, filled with relief and contentment that the matter of the cipher was now, finally, drawing to a close.
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      “Papa!”

      Esther rushed forward, her eyes filling with tears as her father held out one hand to her. He was propped up on pillows, his face still rather pale but his eyes fixed upon hers.

      “My dear girl,” Lord Leighton whispered, seemingly struggling to speak with any force. “You are safe.”

      “Oh, Papa,” Esther replied, sinking down into a seat beside the bed. “You cannot know the joy in my heart upon seeing you so recovered.” She knew that he still had a good deal of progress to make before he was entirely well, but the difference between seeing him feverish and delirious and now seeing him sitting up and lucid brought her overwhelming joy.

      “How are you, brother?” Lady Ware murmured, coming to the other side of the bed whilst Lord Westbrook came to stand behind Esther, his hand resting gently on her shoulder. “You did give us quite a fright, I confess. You must not disappear in such a fashion again!” She tried to smile in a teasing manner, but Esther could see how her aunt’s eyes were filling with fresh tears, just as her own had done not moments before.

      “I am sorry,” Lord Leighton replied hoarsely. “I thought I was doing the best thing for you both. I wanted to make sure you were safe and so I thought to disappear for a short time without any clear explanation as to where I intended to go.” His eyes roved towards Lord Westbrook for a moment, a slight frown flickering between his brows. “I did not succeed—unfortunately.”

      “That is not your fault, Lord Leighton,” Lord Westbrook said, his hand squeezing lightly on Esther’s shoulder. “You had nothing to do with what occurred.”

      Lord Leighton sighed heavily and closed his eyes tightly, his jaw tightening. Esther clutched his hand afresh, her heart aching for him. Her father was taking on a responsibility that was not his to take. He could not have known that Lord Hogarth had turned to work for the French; he could never have foreseen that such an event would occur.

      “I presume you know everything then,” Lord Leighton said softly, his eyes still closed. “You know of the League?”

      “I do,” Esther said quietly. “In case you do not know him, Papa, this is the Earl of Westbrook. He is a part of The King’s League and has been nothing but wonderful in his quest to discover the truth and aid me in finding you.” She looked up lovingly at Lord Westbrook, seeing how his eyes glowed with affection for her. “Both Lady Ware and I know the truth.”

      “Then you will think that I should have sought out The King’s League at the very first,” Lord Leighton said heavily, his eyes opening wearily as he looked back at her. “I did not know where they gathered and only one or two names were known to me – one being Lord Hogarth and the other, a Lord Watt.”

      “Indeed,” Lord Westbrook said quietly. “But we know of you, Lord Leighton. We have long been aware of your exploits of old and of the work you have done for the king.”

      Lord Leighton shook his head, coughed, and then took a sip of water before lying back against his pillows again. Esther waited expectantly, having the feeling that her father wished to say more. Presently, he spoke again.

      “When I received the cipher from Sir Taylor, I did not know what to do with it,” he said hoarsely. “We were to come to London, and so I thought to bring it here, to ensure that The King’s League would soon be given possession of it. I knew just how precious it was and did my utmost to hide it away amongst my possessions.”

      Esther saw Lady Ware frown, knowing that her aunt must still be struggling with the shock of what had been revealed to her.

      “I said nothing to my daughter or to my sister,” Lord Leighton continued, after a breath. “I thought merely to go about London as I had intended and, thereafter, to seek out either Lord Hogarth or Lord Watt so that the cipher might be handed over in as secretive a manner as possible. However…” He trailed off and began to cough again, covering his mouth with a large, white handkerchief.

      “Here, brother,” Lady Ware said urgently, handing him his glass of water. “Drink this, I beg you.”

      Esther rose also, plumping her father’s pillows as he drank and helping him to rest back against them again. Her brow was puckered with concern, and she wanted to tell him to save his strength and not to speak any longer if it was paining him, but Lord Leighton, it seemed, was utterly determined. Shaking his head at her request to quieten himself and speak of such things later, he pushed himself up a little more and set his jaw.

      “I was then visited by a gentleman I did not know,” he said, his voice wavering just a little. “I thought him calling about a matter of business or some such thing, but he soon mentioned Sir Taylor, and I felt the world about me begin to shrink. I knew then that his less than prying questions were a good deal more than they appeared. Worried for the cipher as well as for the safety of my daughter and my sister, I removed myself from this house and went into hiding. Although,” he finished, dropping one hand onto the bed uselessly, “I did not know what I would do thereafter.”

      Lord Westbrook cleared his throat gently, catching Lord Leighton’s attention. “That man was Mr. Leadsom,” he told the earl. “He was working with Lord Hogarth, who had discovered that Sir Taylor had given the cipher to an old friend – someone who had once worked in The King’s League. There are three or four of you within London at present. I believe that Leadsom gave more of himself away than he had intended, and when you went into hiding, they knew then that you had the cipher. For Lord Hogarth to find you was unfortunate indeed.”

      Lord Leighton nodded, his expression growing pained. “I did not tell them anything, even though they pushed at me to do so,” he said slowly. “They threatened my daughter and said they would bring me an eye witness who saw her being shot.” He shook his head. “That brought me such a great fear that I almost told them everything.” His eyes glistened with tears as he held Esther tight by the hand. “But they did not bring a witness.”

      “That is because they did not manage to do as they had intended, Lord Leighton,” Lord Westbrook said quickly. “Your daughter has been nothing short of courageous, and without her willingness to accept my help and to be honest with me, I fear that things might have turned out rather differently.”

      “But they have not,” Lady Ware interrupted, putting a smile on her face that Esther knew was meant to encourage Lord Leighton. “You are safe now, brother, and your strength will return with each passing day. I shall, of course, remain here with you and Esther until such a time as you can return to your estate.”

      Esther took in a long breath, feeling her heart settle into a calm and peaceful rhythm once more. Her father was going to recover and be himself again very soon. They would return to the estate and life would be as it had been before.

      And then, Lord Westbrook squeezed her shoulder and her eyes flew to him. No, things would not be as they had been before. They would be vastly changed. There was to be a different future for her now, if her father was to agree. She might return home to her father’s estate, but it would not be for long. She would have to prepare for a change that would bring with it both happiness and a measure of sadness in leaving both her father and her home behind.

      “I thank you, my dear sister,” Lord Leighton murmured, forcing Esther’s attention back to her father again. “You have been very good to Esther, I can see. I am sorry that I had to disappear in such a fashion, especially when I wanted very much to tell you all that was going on.”

      “You need not apologize, Papa,” Esther said, smiling at her father as he looked back at her. “There is nothing you did that requires an apology. I understand the reasons behind your disappearance and am only sorry that it took such a long time for us to find you.” Her throat worked furiously as an ache began to form there, tears blurring the corners of her vision. “I feared that I would not see you again.”

      Her father said nothing but squeezed her hand gently, reassuring her that, despite his tiredness and his weakness, there was a strength of will that could not be taken from him.

      “There is one question I must ask you however,” Lord Westbrook said, moving around from Esther’s side and coming a little closer to the head of the bed. “If you are not too tired to hear it?”

      Lord Leighton looked up at Lord Westbrook, his eyes still heavy but his expression determined. “But of course.”

      “The cipher,” Lord Westbrook said, making Esther start in surprise as she realized the cipher itself had not yet been found. “I know that you did not speak a word of it to Lord Hogarth or to Leadsom, so neither of them could discover its whereabouts.”

      “That is so,” Lord Leighton murmured, frowning just a little. “What of it?”

      Lord Westbrook spread his hands. “Then might I ask you, Lord Leighton, where you hid the cipher itself? We cannot find it anywhere, even though your daughter has searched through your study for it.”

      Esther watched closely as her father frowned, then began to smile. It was the most extraordinary expression she had ever seen, for whilst his brows were furrowed, there appeared a broad smile that lit up the rest of his features. It was as if he were confused over their lack of success in finding the cipher whilst also being proud of it at the same time.

      “Well, well,” he murmured, his eyes fastening onto Esther. “It appears as though my prayers have been answered, for I prayed steadfastly for it to remain unnoticed, even though it was directly before your eyes at every moment.”

      Esther’s breath caught, and she stared at her father, seeing out of the corner of her eye how Lord Westbrook glanced at her in evident confusion.

      “I did wonder if, on that day, you realized what I had said and knew that I could not be telling the truth,” Lord Leighton continued, his voice growing stronger now, as though bolstered by what he had managed to achieve in concealing the cipher. “I told you that it could not be opened and yet, before that, had stated that there was nothing within.”

      Esther blinked rapidly, trying to recall what her father spoke of, only to remember what it was he had said. Without taking her eyes from Lord Leighton, she reached up and unclipped her locket, letting the chain pool in the palm of her hand. Lord Leighton smiled and rested his head back against the pillows.

      “There,” he said softly. “I am sorry that I had to leave you with such a precious thing, my dear girl, but there was no other place that I could think to leave it. I knew that there was a chance that my townhouse might be searched, and I did not want anyone to discover it.”

      “The locket,” Esther breathed, turning it over in her hand and feeling her heart quicken with a sudden excitement. “You put the cipher in there?”

      “I did,” Lord Leighton admitted, quietly. “Perhaps it was wrong of me to do so, but I had to come up with an idea to hide the cipher where it might never be found.”

      Esther shook her head, hearing Lord Westbrook’s muted exclamation as he looked at the locket in her hand. With trembling fingers, she began to turn the locket all around, looking at every side and then at the back. There appeared no easy way to open it.

      “Press the emerald,” Lord Leighton murmured, his eyes closing again as tiredness took over. “Press it lightly, my dear.”

      Looking up at Lord Westbrook and seeing him nod, Esther looked back down at the locket and gently pushed down on the single green emerald in the middle. Something clicked softly, and the locket became softer, allowing her to lift up one side completely, seeing the tiny hinge appearing on one side.

      “There,” Lord Westbrook breathed, reaching out to grasp the folded up piece of paper. “The cipher.”

      “I did what I could to fit it into my wife’s locket,” Lord Leighton said, his voice growing soft again as tiredness tugged him back towards sleep. “It is written in such small letters that I fear you will need to study it carefully to make sense of it.”

      Esther looked on with baited breath as Lord Westbrook opened it up. The words and diagrams on it were tiny indeed and did not make any sense to her at all.

      “Lord Riggerton will need this,” Lord Westbrook said softly, as though afraid that the paper would disintegrate in his hands if he spoke any louder. “I shall need to take it to him at once.” Turning to look back at Lord Leighton, he shook his head in wonder. “You are an exceptional man, Lord Leighton. Thank you for your care and your dedication to The King’s League. Without your help, we might now be floundering against our enemies.”

      Lord Leighton managed to open one eye as Esther closed up her locket again, fastening it quickly about her neck. “I thank you, Lord Westbrook,” he answered, his eyelid drooping again. “I leave the cipher to you now. My part in this has come to its end – and I cannot say I am not grateful for it.”

      “As am I,” Esther answered fervently, rising from her chair and touching her father’s hand again for a moment. “We will leave you to sleep now, Papa. Rest. All is well, and you may sleep peacefully.”

      “I am glad to be home with you again, my dear girl,” Lord Leighton murmured, seeming to rally himself a little as he forced his eyes open again. “Go now with your aunt. I shall be quite all right.”

      Esther nodded and began to walk from the room, with Lord Westbrook taking his leave and making to follow behind her.

      “If you would stay for a moment, Lord Westbrook.”

      She turned, surprised to see her father sitting upright again, clearly forcing himself to stay alert.

      “There is one more thing I must ask you,” Lord Leighton said, as Lord Westbrook nodded and returned to the bed again. “Privately, however.”

      Esther’s stomach began to churn, fearing that her father was about to rail at Lord Westbrook for involving her in this matter but having no other choice but to depart with her aunt. She looked back at Lord Westbrook, seeing his face turned towards her and a small, encouraging smile touching his lips. With a deep breath, she forced herself to smile in return, before quitting the room and closing the door behind her.
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      “What did my father want with you?”

      Charles smiled as he walked out of the bedchamber to see Esther hurriedly walking towards him, her face a picture of anxiety.

      “You need not look so afraid,” he told her, catching her hands in his and pulling her tight against him, as they stood together in the passageway. “Come now, my dear lady. Surely you did not think that there would be any difficulty as regards your father?” He looked down into her face and saw her emerald eyes swirling with worry.

      “What did he ask of you?” she said, her hands now freed of his and pressed against his chest. “Is he angry with me for becoming so involved?”

      Shaking his head, Charles smiled tenderly down at the lady in his arms. “No, indeed not. Rather, he wanted to thank me for helping you and to ensure that The King’s League was also made aware of his gratitude.” He watched her keenly, seeing her expression clear.

      “I see.” Esther blinked rapidly, as though trying to push away her fears now that she knew the truth. “Then he is not angry.”

      “Not in the least,” he answered truthfully, knowing that Lord Leighton had been upset to hear of his daughter’s involvement but also glad that she had been so determined and courageous in the face of great danger. “Although I did inform him that the beau monde knows very well that we are now courting.” Tipping his head, he grinned at her, seeing how her cheeks colored. “I informed him that, in light of his absence, Lady Ware had agreed to our courtship but that now he was returned, I felt it only right to seek his permission.” His heart began to sing with joy, knowing that this was one of the most important moments of his life. “But not permission to court you, Esther, but to ask you to marry me.”

      Esther’s eyes rounded as her breath caught, only for a smile to begin to spread across her face. “And,” she asked, breathlessly, “did he grant you such a permission?”

      Charles let a moment pass before he nodded. “He did.” Touching her cheek, he looked deeply into her eyes. “I must tell you, Esther, that my heart is filled with a love for you that has become such a part of me that it will never let me free. I love you desperately. I cannot bear to be parted from you.”

      “You speak of my heart also,” she replied, a single tear of happiness streaking down her cheek. “I love you, Westbrook. I do not think that I could endure a life without you by my side.”

      He wanted to pull her into his arms; he wanted to hold her close but resisted for a moment, knowing he had yet to ask her something of the gravest importance. “Then you will marry me, Esther? You will be my wife?”

      She laughed, her hands around his neck and her face glowing with joy. “You need not have any doubt as to my answer, my love,” she said, moving a little closer. “Yes, I will marry you. I want to be your wife, to share my days with you, and to spend our years together.”

      “You know that I will still be a part of The King’s League, do you not?” he murmured, suddenly fearing that she might turn from him if he remained. “I cannot give up my duty.”

      Esther smiled contentedly and ran one hand through his hair, not even a single flicker of doubt in her eyes. “I should not even consider asking you to do such a thing,” she replied, chasing away his doubt. “I have seen your bravery, your courage, and your dedication for myself, and I would never pull you from your duty to the King and to the Prince Regent. I shall always be here to support you in your duties, in any way that I can.”

      “An honorary member of The King’s League,” he promised her, his hands about her waist again. “For you have just as much courage and intellect as any of us, my dear Esther.” Lowering his head, he brushed her lips with his own, aware of the love that bound them together. “And I shall show you the same devotion and dedication, my love. I swear it to you now.”

      He kissed her again, unable to keep himself from doing so any longer. Her lips were soft, her tears gently brushing against his skin as he held her close. His heart was overflowing with joy, his happiness seeming to radiate from him. Esther had become so very dear to him in a way that he had never expected, and now he could look forward to a time—very soon—when they would be bound together in matrimony, never to be parted again.
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      I hope you enjoyed reading Protecting Lady Esther. I’ve already got The King’s League Book Two up for pre-order! So be sure to head on over to Amazon to take a peek! It’ll be released on November 25th, 2019. So you won’t have to wait long. Thank you so much for taking the time to read my Regency Romances.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get a FREE novella…

          

        

      

    

    
      Lady Eliza’s Broken Heart is the novella length prologue to Lucy’s first series, London Season Matchmaker. Find out about Lady Eliza and the Duke of Avondale’s romance when it was in its early stages… before he broke her heart!

      

      You’ll get the FREE novella when you join Lucy Adam’s newsletter.

      

      After joining, you’ll be one of the first to find out about Lucy’s new releases and book giveaways. Plus, you can participate in helping Lucy decide on book titles and cover images.

      

      Click here to get your free novella…
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      LONDON SEASON MATCHMAKER SERIES

      

      The Duke’s Return, Book One

      The Noble Spy, Book Two

      The Earl She Despised, Book Three

      The Duke’s Secret Wager, Book Four

      To Love a Scoundrel, Book Five

      

      London Season Matchmaker Boxed Set
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for downloading the first book of my Regency Spy Romance series, The King’s League.

      

      There will be several more to come in this series! Lord Watt is next.

      

      So if you like a bit more mystery served with your Regency Romance, stick around… we’ll be getting immersed in more stories from The King’s League soon!  I’ll see you then!
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