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      It had been an enormous pleasure to see her friend, Lady Marion, step into the church to marry Lord Haddington, Julia reflected. She smiled to herself as the carriage continued to roll on toward Lord and Lady Haddington’s home, thinking about how different things had been last Season. She had not been able to concentrate solely on finding herself a husband, for she had become quite caught up in the mystery surrounding Lord Haddington and the strange illness that had struck him each time he drew near to Lady Marion. Thankfully, that had been solved without any lasting damage to Lord Haddington, and things had come to a very satisfactory end.

      And now you will have to do your very best to find yourself a husband, she reminded herself, a little grimly. Your brother will not have you running around London again this year.

      Her brother, Viscount Steele, having taken on the title only three years previous, was less than inclined toward going out into society and doing all that was required of him as regarded his sister. For her previous two Seasons, he had done his best to accompany Julia but had found himself much preferring to spend time with his own acquaintances and pursuing his own pleasures. Julia had found herself somewhat neglected, for whilst her brother was remiss in his duties, he was not unkind or cruel, just rather self-interested. Therefore, for this Season, he had found Julia a suitable companion in the form of a rather robust cousin of his, a Mrs. Law, who knew precisely what was expected and had assured Viscount Steele that she would help Julia to find a suitable match without delay. She was quite short and stumpy, with small, green eyes and greying brown hair that was always tied back into a very tight bun. Her manners were quite good and by her outward appearance alone, she appeared to be more than suitable.

      Unfortunately for Julia, Mrs. Law was also inclined toward ‘blue ruin’—gin—as well as sherry, should she be able to get her hands on it. They had only been in London for a week and Julia had already noticed just how much of a drunkard Mrs. Law was. She was tolerable enough during the day and always able to accompany Julia to wherever she needed to go, but thereafter, her intention to stand by Julia’s side and act as a proper companion began to fade. By the evening, Mrs. Law would be a trifle unsteady on her feet, her smile would be a little lopsided, and her eyes somewhat unfocused. Julia grimaced as she darted a look toward her companion. It was late afternoon and by the rosy color in Mrs. Law’s cheeks, she could tell that the lady had already imbibed a good deal. Not that she intended to tell her brother of such a thing, however, for that might mean that her brother, in his lack of interest in her, might send her back to his own estate until the following Season, rather than find her another more suitable companion—and Julia did not want to return home to her brother’s cold, quiet estate where she had very little to engage her. Besides which, this would be her third Season and Julia knew time was growing short for her to find a suitable match before she was placed on the shelf by society and considered nothing more than a spinster.

      Sighing to herself, Julia sat back against the squabs and let her eyes close for a moment as she rested her head back. This Season held a good deal of promise, regardless of how Mrs. Law behaved. Last Season had been Julia’s second time in London and it had been quite lovely—although there had been no one of note in her circle of friends and acquaintances. She had danced very often and conversed a good deal, but no gentleman had sought to court her, although one or two had called for afternoon tea on occasion. She herself had felt no urgings within her heart, no desire to be close to any one of her gentlemen callers. There had simply been no interest there, not even a flicker of attraction or regard for any of them. It was foolish, really, to long for such a thing, when she knew that she was not of particular note to anyone, but still, Julia could not help but hope. She wanted to feel that surge of happiness, feel the blush rise to her cheeks as she saw the one her heart longed for. She had seen that look on Lady Marion’s face whenever she had caught sight of Lord Haddington, and that had sent a desire to feel that very thing within her own heart.

      The carriage began to slow and Julia opened her eyes, sitting up hopefully as she saw Lady Haddington’s townhouse come into view. She could tell which one it was by the sight of the footman dressed in the household’s livery standing by the door, clearly ready to greet whichever of Lady Haddington’s friends appeared first. Her hands tightened in her lap in anticipation, looking across at Mrs. Law, whose eyes were closed and her mouth hanging a little ajar, and wondering if she ought to leave the lady to sleep.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Hawkins.”

      The carriage door was pulled open by the footman, who greeted her formally and then made sure the steps were put in place.

      “I thank you,” Julia murmured, accepting the footman’s hand as she climbed out of the carriage. “If you would, leave my companion to sleep.” Another glance over her shoulder confirmed that Mrs. Law was still in the depths of sleep, leaving Julia to grimace with distaste. “I do not think she will waken soon.”

      The footman inclined his head. “But of course,” he answered. “If you please, Miss Hawkins.” He gestured to the front door. “Lady Haddington is waiting.”

      Stepping inside, Julia gave her bonnet and gloves to the waiting butler and then was shown directly into the drawing room, having no opportunity to look about the magnificently decorated hallway in admiration. Quickly following the butler, she was soon ushered into a large drawing room where, much to her delight, Lady Haddington and Miss Seymour already sat.

      “Ah, Miss Hawkins,” Lady Haddington rose to her feet at once, her hands outstretched and a bright smile on her face. Glad to see her friend again, Julia clasped Lady Haddington’s hands and returned her smile.

      “Thank you for the invitation to take tea, Lady Haddington,” she answered as her friend embraced her. “It is so wonderful to be back in London and to see you all again.”

      “Miss Hawkins,” Miss Seymour murmured, coming over to embrace Julia also. “I am very glad to see you again. It has been a very long year, has it not?”

      Julia laughed and nodded, knowing that Miss Seymour was also very fond of London and less delighted to go back to her father’s estate when it was required. “Indeed, it has felt very long indeed,” she answered as Lady Haddington directed her to sit down. “But I am happy to be back in London now.”

      Lady Haddington frowned suddenly, the lightness gone from her expression. “Is your maid here?” she asked, bringing a flush of embarrassment to Julia’s cheeks. “If so, she is welcome to go below stairs until—”

      “My companion, Mrs. Law, is waiting for me in the carriage,” Julia interrupted, and Lady Haddington’s expression changed to one of understanding. “Unfortunately,” she continued, having no desire to hide anything from her friends, “she is asleep. As she often is when she has imbibed a little too much.” Glancing from one to the other, she saw Lady Haddington frown whilst Miss Seymour clicked her tongue and shook her head.

      “That is most unfortunate,” Lady Haddington answered with an irritated look. “And how long have you had her?”

      “Only a sennight,” came Julia’s swift reply. “But I dare not say a word to my brother, for fear that he will bring my time in London to an end before it has even begun.”

      A short silence caught the room for a few moments, but it was a companionable one. One that spoke to Julia’s heart, and told her that her friends understood and did not judge her for her companion’s lack of sobriety.

      “Then we must make quite certain that you are not alone at any of the many occasions we will be attending this Season,” Lady Haddington said after a few moments. “I am sure there will be many gentlemen eager to seek you out this year, Miss Hawkins.” She smiled and opened her mouth to say more, only for the door to open and the butler to announce the arrival of Lady Catherine and Lady Ann. With a broad smile, Lady Haddington rose to greet them, as did Julia and Miss Seymour. There was a wonderful sense of companionship between them all as greetings were exchanged, smiles on each of their faces and a sense of growing happiness in Julia’s heart that she was sure was reflected in her friends’ faces.

      “Now,” Lady Haddington said quietly as tea and cakes were brought in and set down in front of them, “I have something that I want to discuss with you all.”

      “Oh?” Julia looked up, a little surprised to hear Lady Haddington speak with such decisiveness. “What is it?”

      “Well,” Lady Haddington smiled, her eyes bright as she looked around the room at her friends. “Last Season, if you will recall, you all helped me tremendously.”

      Lady Catherine laughed softly. “Indeed, we did,” she answered as Julia smiled back at her. “We helped your dear husband to recover from those maladies that struck him every time he drew near you.”

      “Indeed you did,” Lady Haddington answered with a gleam in her eye that spoke of an idea that had captured her mind. “And with that, I have come up with a suggestion that I would like to share with you all.”

      Intrigued, Julia accepted a cup of tea from her host and looked about the room at the others. Lady Catherine and Lady Ann were glancing at each other and Miss Seymour was staring fixedly at Lady Haddington. There was a slight tension rising within the room as they all waited for Lady Haddington to say more.

      “I think there is something that we might use to the benefit of others,” Lady Haddington continued with a small smile of awareness that they were all watching her intently. “There is a sharpness of mind that has been displayed already and I think we might offer such a service to others.”

      Julia began to frown but chose to say nothing, taking a small sip of her tea as she looked at Lady Haddington. She was not quite certain what it was her friend meant but was, she decided, eager to hear more.

      “What do you mean, Lady Haddington?” Lady Ann asked, leaning forward in her chair. “You want us to help others with similar difficulties?”

      Lady Haddington nodded fervently, becoming a little more animated. “Yes, that is precisely what I mean!” she exclaimed as a jolt of surprise ran down Julia’s spine. “My husband is already in agreement, of course, for we will need him to help.”

      “Help?” Julia found herself repeating, looking from Lady Haddington to Miss Seymour and back again. “Might you explain a little more, Lady Haddington? Just so I can be certain what it is you mean.”

      Lady Haddington nodded, sighed, and picked up her tea, stirring it absently with a teaspoon. “There was a great mystery surrounding Lord Haddington last Season,” she said as Julia nodded. “You all helped that mystery to be brought to an end. We discovered everything, did we not?”

      “We did,” Lady Catherine agreed, glancing at her sister, who was also nodding. “And thereafter, everything was brought to a very satisfactory conclusion.”

      “Then why do we not offer to help others?” Lady Haddington asked, leaning forward in her chair and looking at them all eagerly. “What if there are others within London who are struggling with such troubles and we then offer to help them?”

      There was a short silence for a moment or two as each of the young ladies considered what Lady Haddington had said. Julia chewed it over in her mind, feeling a small thrill of excitement running through her and realizing that this was something that she quite liked the sound of.

      “I would like to help, I think,” she said quietly, although her brows knotted together. “I must not neglect what is expected of me this Season, however.”

      “No, of course not,” Lady Haddington said, setting down her teacup on the table, her eyes bright. “But I know that there is a desire in all of our hearts to do more and be more than just simple debutantes seeking out a husband for themselves.” She smiled at each of her friends. “There is an eagerness to be more than what is expected. I have seen that in myself and I see it in each of you—which is mayhap why we are all such good friends.”

      This brought a small burst of laughter from the other young ladies, although Julia knew that they all agreed wholeheartedly with what Lady Haddington said. They had spent two Seasons together as friends thus far and there was something within them that was very similar to what Lady Haddington had described. Julia did not want to simply find a husband, marry, and settle into a new life. She wanted to become something more, to be something more.

      “I—I think I should like to do something like that.”

      Julia turned her head to see Miss Seymour speaking quietly, her hands tight in her lap and her knuckles white. There was a tenseness about her that Julia did not quite understand, and her smile faded as she looked at her friend.

      “I found last Season to be quite wonderful,” Miss Seymour continued as everyone else watched her closely. “I would like to continue with such a thing, if we could.”

      Lady Haddington  nodded, although there was a flicker of concern in her eyes that Julia, too, felt within her own heart.

      “And what say you, Lady Catherine, Lady Ann?” Lady Haddington asked as the two sisters nodded together. “You are in agreement?”

      Lady Ann began to smile, her cheeks a little flushed. “If you will forgive me for saying it, Lady Haddington, I found last Season to be quite exciting,” she said honestly. “It was more than a little out of the ordinary and whilst I did not want Lord Haddington to continue being ill, I did enjoy trying to work out the truth.”

      “As did I,” Lady Catherine agreed without any hesitation. “Do you really think people might seek us out in order to obtain our advice?”

      Julia shook her head, her brows lowering. “I do not think they will, no,” she said, drawing the attention of everyone in the room. “We are only five young ladies, with no evidence of our supposed abilities. Whilst I like the thought of being able to do such a thing, Lady Haddington, what can we do to convince people that we will be able to help them?”

      Seconds ticked by before Lady Haddington answered, her voice low and quiet and filled with a new sense of seriousness.

      “You are quite correct there, Miss Hawkins,” she conceded. “I have spoken to Lord Haddington and he agrees. The ton will be less inclined to speak to young ladies about certain difficulties—but the more we do, then perhaps the more the beau monde will be willing to ask for our help.”

      “But how do we do such a thing in the first place?” Miss Seymour asked, spreading her hands. “If they will not come to us in the first place, then—”

      Lady Haddington held up one hand, a small smile catching one side of her mouth. “That is where my darling husband comes in,” she said with a twinkle in her eye. “Lord Haddington wants very much to help us and so has suggested that he might use his story to bring others to us.”

      Julia blinked, trying to work out what it was Lady Haddington meant. “He would tell his acquaintances that we helped him solve the mystery surrounding him?”

      “Precisely,” Lady Haddington answered. “He might stretch the truth here and there but he is confident that he will be able to bring us more than a few little mysteries or puzzles to solve.”

      “And the more we set to rights, the more those in the ton might trust us,” Lady Ann said, clearly understanding what Lady Haddington meant.

      Lady Haddington nodded approvingly. “Yes, that is the hope,” she answered as Julia took in a long breath, feeling a little more excitement than before now that Lady Haddington had explained everything. “So what do you each say? I will state that I do not think we should go ahead without everyone’s agreement.”

      “I agree,” Julia said without hesitation. “I would be glad to do all we can to help others in difficult situations.” She tilted her head and shrugged, a grin catching her mouth. “Besides which, with my less than proper companion, I fear that I will need to spend a good deal of time with my friends this Season.”

      Lady Catherine, who had not heard about Mrs. Law, frowned but glanced toward Lady Haddington.

      “I do like the sound of such an idea,” she said as Lady Haddington began to smile. “Ann?”

      Lady Ann nodded. “As do I,” she agreed, and Miss Seymour murmured her own agreement. “I think it will bring us a very interesting Season indeed.”

      Lady Haddington beamed at them all, her eyes bright with enthusiasm. “Let us hope so!” she exclaimed as Julia felt a ball of happiness settle in her stomach. “And let us pray that this will be another interesting Season.”

      “Another interesting Season,” Julia repeated, lifting her teacup in a small toast. “Thank you, Lady Haddington. This has lifted my spirits indeed.”
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      Julia sighed inwardly as Lady Haddington continued to speak about their most recent success, feeling her heart sinking low. This was not what she had expected when she had first agreed to such a collaboration. There had been so much hope, so much excitement, but ever since then, there had been nothing other than the dullest of situations and very little had needed to be either done or thought about. She had expected there to be something of interest, or at least one situation where they would have to consider things greatly, would have to speak to others and perhaps make new acquaintances in order to further their investigation, but as such, there had been no such thing. First, there had been a poison pen letter which had been easily sorted out, given that the lady in question had recently had a falling out with her sister-in-law. Then there had been a young lady seeking to discover the name of the gentleman whom she had danced with the previous evening but had thereafter quite forgotten his name. It had been down to her drinking a little too much champagne and Julia had not quite managed to understand why the lady’s mother had not recalled the gentleman’s name either, but that, too, had been easily sorted out. There was a good deal of disappointment in her heart over what had been brought to them thus far, and she was quite certain that the others felt the same. Miss Seymour’s bright, excited face had become less and less so as the weeks had gone by, and even the news that someone else had come to them with another difficulty did not bring even the smallest smile. Lady Catherine and Lady Ann had been doing their best to be encouraging and delighted but they had not managed to continue it to the end of the month.

      “We should not be discouraged,” Lady Haddington said firmly, as though she could read Julia’s mind. “Things will start slowly and I am sure that, within the next few weeks, we will have something much more intriguing.”

      “I am sure we will,” Lady Catherine agreed, trying her best to be as cheerful as she could, but not quite being as convincing as she perhaps hoped. “This evening’s soiree looks quite lovely, Lady Haddington.”

      Lady Haddington smiled but Julia saw that it did not reach her eyes. “I thank you,” she said, looking around the drawing room which was filled with a good few guests. “There is something quite lovely about hosting a soiree in one’s own home.” Her smile softened as she caught sight of her dear husband, Lord Haddington, who was returning her gaze from the other side of the room.

      “Thank you for the invitation,” Julia murmured, turning her head to glance toward her companion, Mrs. Law, who was, much to Julia’s displeasure, standing quietly in the corner with a glass in her hand. Mrs. Law had continued with her imbibing over the last few weeks, giving Julia more difficulties than she had anticipated. It was difficult to converse or dance with gentlemen when she had no companion with her, for she had seen how they glanced around her, looking for someone standing near to her, but then thinking her quite improper when they saw no one present. Her brother had attended alongside her on one or two occasions and Mrs. Law had made certain not to touch even a drop of liquor on those evenings, but aside from that, she had simply fallen back into her usual habits.

      Never had Julia been more grateful for her friends.

      “There will be a few gentlemen and ladies that you do not know as yet, I think,” Lady Haddington continued, catching everyone’s attention. “I would be glad to make any introductions required.”

      “Thank you,” Julia murmured as the other young ladies also gave her their thanks. She did not feel any spark of excitement, however, finding her spirits still quite dulled. It was not only that their little group had been given nothing of particular interest to discover, but also Mrs. Law’s lack of consideration for her role as Julia’s companion, as well as her brother’s continual indifference as to what Julia did. His desire for her was to marry and yet he made no particular attempt to encourage such a thing. Sighing inwardly, Julia looked about the room and, seeing the other young ladies begin to move away so that they no longer stood in a small huddle, found herself drawing near to Miss Seymour, who was standing with a tiny smile on her face.

      “You look pleased, at least,” Julia murmured as she came to stand beside her. “You did well with our last success.”

      Miss Seymour glanced across at Julia, then shrugged. “It was not particularly difficult,” she said, her voice rather rueful. “Indeed, it was quite simple.”

      “Then you do not feel the same frustration as I?” Julia asked, looking across the room and battling her own feelings. “I long for something more profound, something more confusing so that we might puzzle over it, pry the knots apart, and end up finding the answer.” She sighed and shook her head. “I am being quite foolish, I know.”

      Miss Seymour shrugged. “It is understandable, at least,” she replied calmly. “I confess that I have a good number of things on my mind and that, as such, my thoughts are often tangled enough as it is.”

      “Oh?” Julia did not want to pry, did not want Miss Seymour to speak of what she did not wish to, but at the same time, she wanted to ensure her friend knew that she was there, ready to listen to whatever it was that was on her mind.

      Miss Seymour sighed heavily and looked away. “My father is insisting that I marry,” she said softly. “He has told me that I have this Season to find a suitor, else it will be a gentleman of his own choosing.”

      “Oh.” Julia felt a sudden swell of fear in her own heart, as though she, too, were afraid that this was something her own brother would do. The thought of being married off to someone of her brother’s choosing was a terrifying prospect indeed, for she knew he was not a considerate gentleman and, as such, would not even think of what sort of character a gentleman might have. He would look solely at the financial aspect of things and, of course, the title and standing of the gentleman in question. Whether the gentleman was a drunkard, a gambler, or a cruel-tempered sort would make very little difference. Miss Seymour, she knew, held much the same concerns.

      “Then we must set our minds to helping you find a suitable gentleman,” she said firmly, realizing that Miss Seymour’s eyes were now filled with tears. “No more of our attempts to find mysteries or puzzles from others in order to solve them. Our intentions should solely be focused on you.”

      Miss Seymour put a hand on Julia’s arm, her eyes turning beseechingly toward hers. “No, you must not,” she said quietly. “You know that my father thinks very poorly of me, do you not? He does not think me worth a great deal and I cannot tell just how much my heart and spirits were lifted with last Season’s circumstances. I felt as though my intelligence and my wit were being put to use, that I was able to do things that my father would never expect of me.” Her chin lifted, her eyes clearing. “I would like to continue with our endeavors, regardless of how little they might be. It is for my own courage and self-assurance which, whilst selfish, mayhap, are things that I must cling to.”

      “I understand,” Julia answered gently, her heart aching for her friend. “But let me help you where I can. Surely there must be someone that you have an interest in.”

      Miss Seymour’s face twisted suddenly and she looked away, making Julia’s heart ache all the more.

      “I would not speak of it,” she murmured as Julia patted her hand. “It is quite impossible and…” Closing her eyes, she forced a smile to her face as she squeezed Julia’s fingers. “I will be quite all right.” Giving herself a slight shake, Miss Seymour opened her eyes, her smile a little brighter. “And we must hope that something of importance comes to us in the next few days. Otherwise I fear you will become even more frustrated than you are at present.”

      Hearing the levity in Miss Seymour’s voice, Julia allowed herself a small smile, although her heart was still filled with concern for her friend. “I must hope so,” she answered with a shrug. “Although I fear that we may not be blessed with something as intricate as last Season… however, I do not want anyone to be struck down in the same way as Lord Haddington, of course.” A little embarrassed at her inability to explain herself properly, Julia let out a long breath. “Goodness, I hope you understand what I mean, Miss Seymour.”

      “I do,” her friend assured her, a little twinkle in her eyes. “I well understand, Miss Hawkins. But for the moment, why do we not take a turn about the room and see who else is present this evening? It may be that a quiet conversation or a new acquaintance will bring us precisely what we are looking for.”

      

      Miss Seymour’s words were not to come true, however. They walked together, talked to a good many people, and greeted one or two new acquaintances, but there came nothing of interest from anyone. There was plenty of discussion as to who had appeared in London, which new debutantes had caught society’s eye, and even one or two murmurs of gossip as to which young ladies had already made a mistake that might cost them their reputation. Julia had no interest in such things and found herself bored with such conversation, although she forced a smile to her face and feigned interest as she was expected to. One or two gentlemen complimented her, suggesting that they hoped they might have a dance with her at the next ball, and Julia accepted such compliments graciously, but nothing truly caught her interest. Silently, she began to wonder whether or not Lady Haddington’s endeavors were to come to anything, or if she herself ought to, as Miss Seymour was required to, focus on finding herself a suitable match and leave all such mysteries behind. After all, whilst it engaged her mind and filled her with a sense of satisfaction, it would give her no security or stability for her future.

      “Unless I become a spinster and decide to spend the rest of my days following after Lady Haddington,” she muttered to herself, as Lady Haddington caught the attention of her guests by asking them to come through to the music room, where there would be a short performance by two young ladies. Everyone began to hurry through almost at once, clearly eager to find a good seat in order to watch the performances closely. Julia smiled to herself, remembering how nervous she had been as a young debutante, expected to play and perform for the beau monde in order to show the various gentlemen of the ton that she was very accomplished and, therefore, someone that ought to be considered by them. Not that it worked, she thought ruefully, turning her head to see if her companion was in a fit state to join them.

      “Good evening.”

      Her breath caught, one hand instinctively pressed against her stomach as a gentleman stepped out from the corner of the room, his eyes fixed on hers, sending a shiver all through her. She did not know what it was about him, but there was something sinister in his eyes.

      “Good evening,” she managed to say, seeing no sign of her companion and, with the room slowly emptying, fearing that she would soon be alone with this unknown gentleman. She had not been introduced to him and, thus, knew it was not at all appropriate for her to continue their conversation. Turning around, she made to walk into the music room, only for the gentleman to hurry to come alongside her.

      “I do not think we are acquainted.”

      Her breathing was still rather ragged, her heart pounding furiously as she looked up at him. “No,” she answered tightly, trying to set aside her feelings of fear and anxiety, for there was no reason for them. “We are not.” She turned her head away, but the gentleman was clearly unwilling to bring an end to their conversation.

      “Lord Atherton,” he said, grasping her arm and turning her slightly, bowing as she came to a stop. “You are quite lovely, my lady.”

      Normally, Julia would accept such a compliment without hesitation, thanking the gentleman in question for his kind words and then continuing with the conversation, but for this situation, she felt entirely unable to do any such thing. The way he had taken her arm and had practically forced this introduction upon her gave her a sense of fear. She wanted to step away from him as quickly as she could but was a little afraid that he would not allow her to do so.

      “Lord Atherton,” she said as coldly as she could. “We are not introduced. Therefore—”

      “But such things do not matter,” he said with a wave of his hand as though she were being foolish to stick tightly to matters of propriety. “Not when your eyes have captured my attention so fiercely.”

      Julia forced herself to smile, her stomach tightening. Lord Atherton was a good deal taller than she, and very broad, giving him a threatening appearance as he leaned over her. His dark hair fell to just above his eyebrows, his eyes a dark green that seemed to have flashes of silver as he watched her. His lips were curled into what she thought was meant to be a sensuous smile but she saw nothing but a curled lip and a sinister expression. This was not someone she wanted to become acquainted with.

      “You must come to my ball tomorrow evening,” Lord Atherton said firmly, his hand still on her arm and, as the room became empty save for the footmen, Julia felt her stomach lurch. “I insist.”

      “That is very kind of you,” she answered, silently praying that one of her friends or even Mrs. Law would come to her aid, “but I think I am engaged.”

      “I insist,” he said again, leaning in a little more and sending her heart into a frantic rhythm. “You are much too lovely not to attend. Besides which,” he continued with a small tilt of his head, “there is more to my ball than there first appears.”

      Julia wanted to wrench her arm away from him and run headlong into the music room but knew that to do so would bring only more notice from the rest of the guests. Perhaps accepting would be the only way to remove him from her. “Then I shall, of course, attend.”

      “You do not know what I was going to say,” Lord Atherton said with a gleam in his eye. “Do you not wish to know?”

      Her throat constricted but Julia gave a tight nod, telling herself that she needed to be as open and as willing as possible, so that Lord Atherton might finally leave her alone.

      “There is a dark rumor about my townhouse,” he said, his voice dropping to barely louder than a whisper. “I have only just purchased it, you see, for no one has wished to purchase it out of fear that what has happened there before will happen to them.”

      Despite herself, despite her unwillingness to remain in Lord Atherton’s company, Julia felt a flicker of interest in her heart. “Oh?”

      He chuckled darkly and Julia felt a shudder run through her frame.

      “The story goes that if the owner of the house lives within the four walls, then, at a time of celebration, he will die unexpectedly.” He laughed again and Julia looked away, her heart resuming its panicked rhythm. “I think it to be nonsense, of course, which is why I am to host the ball tomorrow evening. I insist that you attend, my lady, for your beauty has quite entranced me.” One eyebrow lifted and Julia shivered. “And I am not a gentleman used to being denied what he wants.”

      “But of course,” she answered, filled with relief when he let go of her arm. “Might I bring a friend?”

      He laughed and threw up his hands. “Bring as many as you wish,” he declared, just as Lady Haddington suddenly appeared in the doorway, her eyes fixing immediately upon Julia. “Ah, Lady Haddington,” Lord Atherton continued. “You are to attend my ball tomorrow evening, are you not?”

      Julia swallowed hard in relief as Lady Haddington practically marched toward them both, her arm looping through Julia’s as she stood protectively beside her.

      “I am,” she answered with a frigid smile and a coolness in her tone that told Julia she was clearly displeased with Lord Atherton’s behavior. “You are inviting Miss Hawkins to attend, I see.”

      Lord Atherton grinned, his eyes dancing with mirth that neither Julia nor Lady Haddington felt. “I am inviting Miss Hawkins,” he answered, finally having a grasp on Julia’s name. “And she has already agreed to attend.”

      “I see,” Lady Haddington answered, squeezing Julia’s arm tightly. “Now, if you would join us, Lord Atherton, we might get the performances started. After all, the debutantes are nervous enough already and we do not want them to become overly anxious.”

      Lord Atherton laughed again but, thankfully, moved out of the room and toward the door, leaving Julia and Lady Haddington behind.

      “I cannot thank you enough,” Julia murmured as Lady Haddington followed a few steps after Lord Atherton. “I do not even know that gentleman and he was more than determined to introduce himself to me—and I do not know why.”

      Lady Haddington grimaced, keeping her voice low. “He is the Marquess of Atherton,” she said softly, astonishing Julia with this revelation. “He has a good deal of wealth but uses his position, his standing, and his fortune to do whatever he wants and expects everyone to do as he wishes also.”

      “I see,” Julia murmured as they walked together into the music room, with Lady Haddington smiling and nodding to the first young lady who was sitting by the pianoforte.

      “His manner is very forward,” Lady Haddington continued in a low voice as the lady began to play. “Are you intending to attend his ball tomorrow evening?” She stopped and turned to face the pianist, although her eyes held on Julia’s face. “You need not attend.”

      Julia hesitated, then shrugged. “I confess that the rumor he told me of did pique my interest,” she said as Lady Haddington rolled her eyes. “And if you are to attend, then I might accompany you?” She darted a quick look around the room, giving Lady Haddington a wry smile. “My companion will be present but entirely useless.”

      Lady Haddington held Julia’s gaze for a moment longer and then nodded, although a small sigh slipped from her mouth. “Very well,” she answered quietly. “Just be sure that he is not bullying you into attending, Miss Hawkins.”

      “I will be safe if you are there, I am sure,” Julia admitted, glad that something had caught her interest at last—even if it was the conceited and much too arrogant Lord Atherton. “The whole story sounds quite fanciful but still…”

      Lady Haddington laughed softly, her eyes dancing. “You are quite determined to find a mystery to suit you, are you not?” she said as Julia flushed. “Well, I hope you are suitably entertained tomorrow evening, Miss Hawkins. It shall certainly be a night to remember.”
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      “Good evening, brother.”

      Stephen sighed inwardly as he walked into his brother’s new townhouse, already fully expecting everything to be gaudy and exaggerated. Looking around the long hallway, he sighed again, heavily and audibly this time, as he took in the number of furnishings, the artwork on the wall, and the many other trinkets that just shouted aloud that the Marquess of Atherton was a wealthy man.

      “You are late!” Lord Atherton cried, coming toward Stephen and slapping one hand on his back. “Fashionably so, mayhap, but still…” He chuckled, looking at Stephen with a dark flicker in his eyes. “It could not be that you disapprove of me now, could it?”

      Stephen bit back his first, sharp reply and tried to smile, even though he was sure it appeared to be nothing more than a grimace.

      “Your business is your own,” he told his brother, hearing the screams of delight that came from the ballroom, the swell of laughter, and the loud music that only added to the melee. “And you have purchased this townhouse because…?” He trailed off, looking up at his brother and waiting for Lord Atherton to explain himself. Atherton already owned one excellent townhouse and Stephen had been a little surprised to hear that his brother had then gone on to purchase a second one. His brother had always been much too overt with his fortune and liked to do things that would often shock the ton. This, Stephen was sure, would be no different.

      “You mean to say you have not heard the rumors about this house?” Lord Atherton exclaimed, one hand pressed against his heart. “Do tell me that you are not so disinterested in society as to have avoided this particular story?”

      Now silently wishing he had listened to his good sense and stayed at home instead of coming to his brother’s ball, Stephen smiled indulgently at his brother’s mocking tone and then gestured for him to continue to speak. Clearly, Lord Atherton wanted to tell Stephen everything about this place and Stephen now had no choice but to let him.

      “This townhouse has been vacant for some years,” Lord Atherton continued, walking toward the ballroom door and ushering Stephen through it. “It has remained within one family’s possession but they have neither lived here nor sold it for some years, even though it took the life of one of them.”

      Stephen frowned, wondering if his brother was being entirely truthful. “Some people do not like to reside in a house which took the last breath of their loved ones,” he said slowly, aware that it was only the richest among them who could afford to behave in such a way. “Is that what you mean?”

      Lord Atherton laughed heartily, his voice a little louder now as the guests swirled all around them.

      “No, indeed, that is not what I mean at all,” he stated as Stephen stifled a sigh of impatience. “What I am saying is that the previous owner died on the very evening of his first ball here in this house.”

      Stephen resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “I see.”

      “Not only that,” Lord Atherton continued, “but he was not the first to do so. In fact, it has been said that the previous two owners of the house also died in a mysterious manner, although both deaths came during the first ball held since their ownership, with both residing within these four walls.”

      “A likely tale,” Stephen scoffed, a little embarrassed that his brother clearly either believed this story or had been using it to bring up a good deal more interest in the place from the beau monde. “There can be no one to confirm such a thing, surely?”

      Lord Atherton waggled his eyebrows. “The family who held the house before the previous owners were the Dearleys,” he said, by way of explanation. “There was also a death here then. I have it in writing.”

      Stephen narrowed his eyes, taking in his brother’s expression and half expecting this supposed truth to have been faked by Lord Atherton himself. “I would like to see such a thing, before I allow myself to even consider such a foolish story,” he told his brother, who laughed aloud. “And you have decided to purchase this house simply because of the rumor?”

      “Indeed,” Lord Atherton laughed with a shrug. “It is what I do, is it not?”

      Stephen could not help but agree. His brother knew himself well, it seemed, but was not put off from his intentions in any way. “It is precisely the sort of thing you would do,” he agreed quietly. “Only be careful, brother dear. There may be an opportunity here for your enemies to strike…” He said nothing more and began to walk away, but not before noticing how Lord Atherton paled suddenly, only to shrug, grin, and turn to walk in the opposite direction.

      It was all much too macabre for Stephen’s liking. His brother might find it rather funny to have purchased such a property, but Stephen knew that it was done only to bring attention from the beau monde back onto Atherton himself. That was what his brother longed for, and simply being a marquess was not enough attention for him. He wanted to do all he could to have society talking about him, reveling in the attention, whether good or bad. Stephen, on the other hand, much preferred to remain in the shadows. With a smaller yet profitable estate, he spent his time managing his home, his tenants, and his business ventures in the continent. All in all, he was very content, save for the fact that news of his brother’s ridiculous behavior would often reach his ears and make him burn with shame.

      Of course, he would have to marry at some point, but as yet, the idea seemed almost too far out of reach to even consider. To marry would mean to bring a young lady into his life and into his family, which would mean introducing her to Lord Atherton. Stephen winced at the thought. He had made such a mistake once before and had suffered for it. Having found himself quite intrigued with the remarkably pretty Lady Constance, he had taken the liberty of introducing her to his brother—only to watch her interest in him begin to fade away and build, instead, for his brother. Not that Atherton had any particular interest in the lady, for he was not as disrespectful or as cruel as that. He had done nothing to try to encourage the lady’s affections but still, Lady Constance had found it quite impossible to remain solely dedicated to Stephen himself. It had been to Lord Atherton she had turned and, soon after, had realized that all he would give her was a broken heart.

      Stephen had not seen her again. Perhaps that was why he came to London for the Season but with no intention of seeking a bride. There were many things for him to enjoy, of course, but he could dance and converse and laugh with many a young lady without having any specific intentions for them. Of that, he was quite sure.

      Turning his head away from his brother, Stephen continued to make his way to the corner of the room, preferring to stand a little away from the dancers and to keep to the quieter parts of the ballroom. He was not in the mood for dancing and, whilst he was no marquess, he was rich and eligible enough for the mothers of debutantes to come and seek him out. That was not at all an idea that pleased him. No, he wanted to be left entirely alone until he chose to speak to an acquaintance or was willing to be introduced to someone new.

      “It is very busy here this evening,” he murmured to himself, taking a glass from one of the footmen’s trays and sniffing it carefully. It smelled like excellent brandy and, as Stephen took a sip, he felt the amber liquid spread its warmth all through him. Yes, it appeared it was excellent brandy. His brother had spared no expense.

      “Ah, Lord Stephen Paxton.”

      Stephen turned his head, only for a broad grin to settle across his face. “Lord Haddington,” he smiled, greeting his acquaintance. “How very good to see you here this evening.”

      “And you as well,” came the reply. “It has been nearly two years since I last saw you, I think.”

      Wincing, Stephen shook his head. “I was present last Season, Lord Haddington,” he answered, a trifle stiffly, “but I kept very much to myself. My brother, as you might recall, was in excellent form.”

      Understanding shone in Lord Haddington’s eyes. “I see,” he said with a small nod. “Then I am glad to see you here in person this evening. You must not hide in the shadows any longer. I am sure that society does not think ill of you solely because your brother is the Marquess of Atherton.” This was, Stephen considered, meant to be of comfort to Stephen but instead, all he felt was angst.

      “Are you here for the entire Season?” Lord Haddington continued, clearly unaware of what he had said and how it had affected Stephen. “And are you here for any particular reason?”

      Stephen laughed, his awkwardness leaving him at once. “I am not seeking a bride, if that is what you are asking me,” he said as Lord Haddington looked crestfallen. “Why should you ask me such a thing?”

      Lord Haddington cleared his throat, his eyes darting away. “Only because I have a dear friend of my wife’s here this evening, and I had hoped to throw a few eligible gentlemen in her direction,” he said with a small shrug. “I will know not to send her toward you.”

      Grinning and feeling a good deal better about his attendance here this evening, Stephen allowed himself a moment of levity. “I am sure I should be very glad to meet her,” he answered as Lord Haddington looked at him in surprise. “Just so long as you do not expect me to fall completely in love with her and demand that she give me her hand in marriage.” He chuckled as Lord Haddington rolled his eyes. “I am not at all inclined toward matrimony as yet,” he finished, and Lord Haddington grinned. “But good company… yes, I am inclined toward that.”

      “Matrimony is an excellent state in which to find oneself,” Lord Haddington replied, his voice a little louder and his eyes now on someone over Stephen’s left shoulder. “Is that not so, my dear?”

      Stephen, who had never met Lady Haddington, turned to find two ladies approaching him. Both were looking at Lord Haddington, and both had smiles etched on their faces. One was willowy and had chestnut-colored hair, with deep blue eyes and alabaster skin. The other had glossy, brown hair, with tumbling curls falling from the back of her head, and swirling green and brown eyes, high cheekbones, and a delicate pink brushing across her cheeks.

      His stomach dropped as the latter turned her eyes toward him, her smile remaining gently on her lips. She was absolutely beautiful and Stephen had to force himself not to stare, suddenly afraid that this lady was Lord Haddington’s wife.

      “You are quite right, Haddington,” said the first lady, sending a sudden rush of relief flowing through Stephen. “But will you not introduce us to your friend?” She smiled as she greeted Stephen. “I do not think we have ever been introduced.”

      Lord Haddington quickly made the introductions and Stephen smiled, bowed, and greeted both young ladies warmly, noting that the latter was not wed herself.

      “And you are the brother to Lord Atherton?” asked Miss Hawkins as Stephen lifted his head. He nodded, seeing how a flicker of a frown crossed her face as she considered this, a slightly frosty air coming between them that was almost palpable.

      “He is my brother, yes,” Stephen answered, finding a sudden urge to speak honestly filling him. “But I confess, Miss Hawkins, that I find no joy in such a connection. I can only apologize if you have found him rude, improper, or any other such thing.”

      This, for whatever reason, seemed to please Miss Hawkins immensely, for her frown cleared and a small smile tugged at her mouth again. “That is kind of you to say,” she answered warmly. “But you need not apologize on your brother’s behalf. I confess I was only introduced to him yesterday, so I have not quite managed to form a proper opinion of him as yet.” This was said with a quick look being shot toward Lady Haddington, and Stephen caught the quirking of Lady Haddington’s lips. Something told him that both ladies had a very good measure of his brother, and that thought brought him no pleasure at all.

      “This is the first time I have been in my brother’s townhouse,” he said as Lord Haddington picked up two glasses of brandy from the table nearby and handed one to Stephen. “It is just as I thought it would be.”

      “Oh, but it is filled with rumors, is it not?” Miss Hawkins asked, her eyes suddenly glowing with interest. “Your brother made sure to inform me that there was something very untoward about this place.”

      Stephen snorted and shook his head. “Yes he told me the same only a few minutes ago,” he said, seeing the light fade from her eyes. “I cannot believe it. I think the previous owner’s death, whilst sad, was not because of any such rumor or threat from the house itself. You yourself know what gossip can do, Miss Hawkins. I would not give it more than a few seconds of consideration before you forget it entirely.”

      She held his gaze for a moment, seeming to be a little disappointed. Then, she gave herself a slight shake, smiled, and tilted her head just a little. “I am glad to hear that you consider it nothing more than an imaginary story,” she said, warmth filling her voice. “I would not want anything to happen to your brother.”

      He chuckled ruefully. “I think you are in the minority with such an opinion, Miss Hawkins,” he said as Lord Haddington let out a bark of laughter. “But it is kind of you to say.”

      “Really!” Lady Haddington protested, her eyes twinkling as she flapped one hand at her husband. “That is quite rude, my dear Haddington. You cannot wish for any injury to come upon Lord Atherton.”

      “No, I am sure I do not,” he answered, catching his wife’s hand and pressing it to his lips, making Lady Haddington blush. “Come now, my lady. Let us take to the floor.”

      Knowing that it would be expected for him to ask Miss Hawkins, Stephen was surprised at the slight flush of anticipation that rushed up his spine. “Miss Hawkins?” he asked, extending his hand as Lord and Lady Haddington began to walk out toward the dance floor. “Might you wish to dance also, or are you already engaged for this waltz?”

      Miss Hawkins’ cheeks were a little pink, but she smiled her agreement. “I am not already engaged,” she said softly. “Thank you, Lord Stephen. You are very kind.”

      

      Dancing with Miss Hawkins was more than wonderful. Stephen enjoyed every moment, for Miss Hawkins was a dream to dance with, her smile only adding to his own sense of happiness. They danced around the floor with sure, steady steps, moving together with ease. Stephen said not a single word to her, allowing the music to flow around them both and fearing that if he said a single word, it might break the moment of loveliness that surrounded them at present. When the music came to a close, Stephen felt himself let out a long, contented sigh, only to flush with embarrassment as Miss Hawkins looked up at him, having heard him.

      “You dance very well, Miss Hawkins,” Stephen said quickly, so as to cover the real reason for his sigh of contentment. “Very well indeed.”

      “I thank you,” she answered, curtsying beautifully whilst Stephen hurriedly dropped into the bow he had forgotten. “You are very kind.” Her eyes twinkled. “And I do not think you stepped on my foot even once.”

      The moment of embarrassment gone, Stephen chuckled and offered Miss Hawkins his arm, which she took without hesitation. “I would not recommend dancing with my brother, if you wish to protect your feet, Miss Hawkins,” he said, and she laughed. “I am afraid that he is not a particularly proficient dancer.” Looking at her out of the corner of his eye, he let a sudden flicker of curiosity take hold. “You say that you were only introduced to my brother recently?”

      “Only last evening,” Miss Hawkins replied steadily. “It was… kind of him to invite me.”

      Stephen heard the momentary hesitation and looked away, knowing full well how his brother reacted to particularly beautiful young ladies. Most likely, he would have attempted to fiercely compliment her and then urged her to attend his ball—with the sole intention of trying to seduce her for his own pleasures. Although, Stephen considered, based on his first impressions of Miss Hawkins, he did not think she would be inclined toward his brother’s attentions.

      “I presume that you do not believe the rumors about this house,” Miss Hawkins said as they made their way slowly back toward Lord and Lady Haddington. “The first ball held here will bring death to the master of the house?” She shook her head and tutted. “I do not think I have ever heard something so ridiculous.”

      Stephen chuckled, finding that he quite liked Miss Hawkins’ open way of speaking. “I think that you and I are quite similar in our thinking, Miss Hawkins,” he told her, making her smile. “My brother, however, has purchased this house for the sole purpose of bringing more attention to himself.” Grimacing, he shrugged. “He likes to have all of society talking of him, regardless of how good or ill it might be.”

      Miss Hawkins lifted one shoulder, a small gleam in her eye. “I will not pretend that there is not some interest on my part as regards the rumor, but I certainly do not expect to see your brother falling to the floor or stumbling out of the darkness with a knife in his back.”

      “Nor I,” Stephen answered emphatically. “Rumors are nothing more than idle gossip as far as I am concerned.”

      Their conversation was interrupted by a sudden scream that pulled everyone’s attention toward the other side of the room. Stephen turned at once, as another scream ran all the way around the room, before the entire ballroom plunged into a deathly silence.

      The hairs on the back of Stephen’s neck began to stand up as Miss Hawkins clutched at his arm. Without even realizing he was doing it, Stephen began to walk forward slowly, pushing his way through the crowd of guests, hearing whispers beginning to rise up around him.

      And then, he saw him. His brother, the Marquess of Atherton, was lying face down on the floor.

      With a knife sticking out of his back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      For what seemed like an eternity, Julia found it almost impossible to move, almost impossible to take in what she was seeing. Her mind was clouded with fear, her heart racing and her breath coming in ragged gasps as she looked down at the floor. Her hand was still tight on Lord Stephen’s arm, her fingers clutching at his sleeves.

      “Get him out of here.”

      Lord Stephen looked up at his guests, his voice hoarse but his eyes narrowed.

      “I said, get him out of here!” he demanded, striding toward his brother as Julia freed her hand from his arm. “The fool. The ridiculous, stupid fool. What sort of ridiculous game is he playing?”

      Julia’s breath caught as she stared after Lord Stephen. The man clearly believed that his brother was doing nothing other than play acting, that he was pretending to have been stabbed by some invisible assailant—and for a moment, Julia wondered if he was correct.

      But then, as the two footmen approached Lord Atherton and put their hands under him to lift him from the floor, Julia saw a small pool of blood underneath his body and felt her stomach drop.

      “He is still breathing, my lord,” one of the footmen exclaimed, his face drawn and pale. “He still lives!”

      Lord Stephen did not respond and, out of the corner of her eye, Juila saw something move just behind the footmen, someone hurrying out toward the French doors, but could not quite get her eyes to focus on the person.

      She did not know why she did it, or what it was that forced her forward, but with an authority she did not truly have, she came nearer to Lord Stephen and set one hand on his shoulder.

      “Take Lord Atherton to his rooms and find a doctor at once,” she commanded as the footmen stared at her, ashen-faced. “Lord Stephen, you must have someone clean the floor so that the ball can continue.” She looked up into the gentleman’s face, seeing how it had paled, how his eyes had widened and how a look of shock was now rolling across his expression. A gentleman she did not recognize stepped forward, his hand grasping Julia’s as though to steady her. She felt a slight chill run up her arm, the gentleman’s hand being very cold indeed.

      “I will ride out for a doctor at once,” he said, looking straight into Julia’s face, his eyes filled with concern, his cheeks a little flushed. “I know there is one nearby.”

      She nodded, barely able to speak, before turning back to look into Lord Stephen’s blank face. Evidently, he had only just realized that his brother might truly have been gravely injured, if not killed. Seeing yet more footmen hurrying toward Lord Stephen, Julia forced herself to continue speaking as though she had the right to order Lord Atherton’s staff about. Taking a deep breath, she lifted her chin and threw aside her clawing fear.

      “Clear this up at once!” she exclaimed, her voice tearing across the room. “And have the orchestra begin just as soon as it is done.” Tugging Lord Stephen’s arm, she attempted to pull him from where he stood. “Lord Stephen, you must come to see your brother at once.”

      Lord Stephen’s eyes slowly turned toward hers, his face now gray. “He…”

      “A terrible event indeed,” she said, taking his arm a little more firmly and keeping her voice as steady as she could. “Come now, Lord Stephen, if you please.”

      Having  very little idea as to where she was going, Julia made for the door, seeing the guests parting before them. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Lady Haddington hurrying toward them and, with a grateful look, Julia nodded toward the door. Lord Haddington appeared next to his wife and, together, they walked through the ballroom door and then waited for Julia and Lord Stephen to join them.

      “Good gracious!” Lady Haddington’s face was white, her eyes rounded. “Lord Atherton… is he…?” She could not bring herself to say it, it seemed, looking at Julia with wide, frightened eyes.

      “I do not know,” Julia answered softly as Lord Stephen stared straight ahead, his expression filled with horror. “I thought to leave Lord Stephen to the care of his staff and then—”

      “Would you come with me?”

      Lord Stephen’s voice broke into Julia’s conversation, his eyes roving slowly around her face as he looked at her. Julia swallowed hard, wanting to comfort him but yet finding herself almost fearful of seeing a dead man lying on a bed.

      “He may not be dead,” Lord Haddington murmured, as though he knew Julia’s thoughts. “Lord Stephen, I will attend with you. My dear, would you and Miss Hawkins care to wait outside?”

      Lady Haddington drew herself up, took in a long breath, and set her shoulders. “If appropriate, we will join you,” she said as Lord Stephen slowly let go of Julia’s arm. “But we should allow Lord Stephen the opportunity to see his brother’s state of health first.”

      Julia nodded at this, her heart in her throat as Lord Stephen stumbled toward the stairs, swiftly followed by Lord Haddington. The courage and strength that had been required of her only a few minutes ago was now no longer needed and as such, Julia began to feel quite tired and rather overcome. Lady Haddington grasped Julia’s arm, her fingers tight.

      “Did you see what happened?” she asked quietly as they began to climb the staircase. “We heard the scream and soon after, the whispers about what had occurred, but we did not see Lord Atherton until he was carried from the room.” Her eyes searched Julia’s face. “What happened to him?”

      Julia took in a long breath and stopped for a moment or two as they reached the top of the staircase. “He was lying on the ground,” she began hesitantly, the horror of what she had seen shuddering through her as she recalled what had happened. “I believe Lord Stephen thought him to be playing nothing more than a prank, even though there was knife protruding from Lord Atherton’s back.” The swift intake of breath from Lady Haddington told Julia that she was just as shocked as Julia had been. “It took a few moments for Lord Stephen to realize that his brother was not pretending.”

      “How awful,” Lady Haddington murmured as they resumed their walking a short distance behind Lord Stephen and Lord Haddington. “I am very sorry indeed to hear what has occurred.” A long sigh escaped her. “But the rumor of this house now appears to be true, does it not?”

      A little surprised to hear such a statement from Lady Haddington, Julia shook her head sharply, feeling strength returning slowly to her cold limbs. “Surely you cannot believe that rumor to be true?”

      Something flashed in Lady Haddington’s gaze. “I do not believe that it is, no,” she answered quietly, pulling Julia to a stop as Lord Stephen and Lord Haddington were ushered into a room with a large oak door. “For ghosts do not stab a man.”

      “No, indeed not,” Julia agreed, shivering slightly. “Someone has used the rumor to inflict this wound on Lord Atherton, in the hope of taking his life.” She was not at all inclined to believe the rumor, knowing full well that there was no wisdom in the suggestion that a ghost could have risen up and stabbed Lord Atherton. “They have used this evening to take revenge, mayhap.” Her eyes remained fixed on the door, her stomach tightening as she worried about Lord Atherton’s condition. “But why?”

      Lady Haddington let out a long sigh. “Lord Atherton was a man inclined toward enemies,” she said as Julia nodded ruefully. “From what I know of him, he was a gentleman who liked to take his pleasures wherever he wanted them, to do whatever he wished, and to treat others as callously as he desired.” Her lips flattened. “Not a particularly warm character, but rather a gentleman with a touch of cruelty about him.”

      “Then he is someone who has a good many enemies,” Julia answered with a sigh of her own. “This attack may not come as a surprise to the beau monde.”

      “I should think it would not,” Lady Haddington concurred. They lapsed into silence, only to turn as a white-haired gentleman was led quickly along the corridor, a bag clutched in his hand.

      The doctor had arrived.

      He did not look at them but kept his gaze straight ahead, his face grave and his eyes sharp. Julia watched him enter the bedchamber, her fingers twining together as she silently began to pray that the doctor would be able to do something for Lord Atherton, and that it was not too late. Lady Haddington said nothing more, beginning to pace up and down the hallway as Julia remained precisely where she was, her fingers twisting this way and that as she held her hands in front of her.

      “I think—”

      Julia looked up as Lady Haddington began to speak, only to see her start forward as Lord Haddington appeared in the doorway, beckoning them toward himself. Julia held her breath as she approached, seeing Lord Haddington’s dark frown and beginning to fear the worst.

      “How is he?” she asked, hurrying toward him. “Is the doctor confident of his recovery?”

      Lord Haddington pressed his lips together and shook his head. “Lord Atherton is in a very bad way indeed,” he said softly. “The wound is deep. The doctor has only just arrived and fears that Lord Atherton might soon pass from this world to the next.” He grimaced and shook his head. “Lord Stephen Paxton is both confused and angry, Miss Hawkins, but he wishes to see you.”

      Julia blinked in surprise. “Lord Stephen wishes to see me?” she repeated, as though she had misheard Lord Haddington. “Now? At this present moment?”

      Lord Haddington nodded. “The doctor is working on Lord Atherton’s wound at this very moment,” he explained. “Lord Stephen is waiting for you on the other side of the room, if you would be willing to come in?”

      Nodding at once, Julia did not even wait for Lord Haddington to show her in, stepping around him and walking inside. Her eyes immediately fell on the doctor, leaning over Lord Atherton, who was lying on a large bed, his back completely bare. Red stains were on Lord Atherton’s back, with blood still pooling in a large, jagged wound where the doctor was busy pulling a thick thread through Lord Atherton’s skin.

      Her stomach jolted and Julia turned her head away, feeling it roiling and fearing that she might cast up her accounts if she continued to watch. She caught sight of Lord Stephen standing on the opposite side of the room, his own face turned away as though he could not bear to see the sight of his brother so ill. Moving toward him slowly and hearing Lord and Lady Haddington murmur together as they also came into the room, Julia took in long, steadying breaths, telling herself that she needed to be as calm as possible.

      “Lord Stephen.”

      His head lifted and he looked at her with dulled green eyes, his features slack. There was a haunted look about him now, as though he had seen into the next world and had been horrified at what he had seen there.

      “Miss Hawkins,” he said, his voice hoarse. “You were there. You saw.”

      She looked at him for a moment before nodding slowly. “I saw your brother, yes.”

      A small step took him closer to her. “Did you see anything else?” he asked, sounding a little more urgent as his eyes searched her face. “Anyone looking at him with a sense of satisfaction on their faces? Someone unguarded in their expression of delight?”

      Julia slowly began to shake her head, her lips forming the negative answer, but Lord Stephen, it seemed, was not about to easily accept such a thing from her. Grasping her arm with tight, cold fingers, he looked her straight in the eye.

      “There must have been something, Miss Hawkins,” he said with a good deal more fervor. “I was much too caught up in watching my brother, thinking him to be foolish and playacting for his guests and I…” His expression grew suddenly wretched and he looked away, leaving Julia’s heart to shatter into a thousand pieces at the agony in his eyes. She could not imagine what he was feeling, could not even begin to sympathize with all the pain that must now be lancing through his heart.

      “You are not to blame,” she insisted, fearing that he might now be blaming this attack on himself. “It is quite understandable that—”

      “He was lying there alone for some minutes.” Lord Stephen’s voice was harsh now, his eyes narrowing as though he was angry with her for defending his actions. “I should have called for help immediately. I should not have been so foolish.”

      Settling one hand over his, Julia searched Lord Stephen’s face for any sign that he might be willing to listen to her, but saw nothing other than pain, guilt, and anger.  She did not know what to say to help him, did not know what to express so that he might feel less guilt than he did at present.

      “Had I acted at once, then he might now have more hope than he does now,” Lord Stephen continued, his hand still on her arm. “As it stands, I have already failed my brother.”

      “I saw nothing but fear and shock on everyone else’s faces,” Julia told him firmly. “The person responsible for this would have, most likely, removed themselves from the house almost at once.” She tentatively placed her free hand on top of his and felt him start, although he did not remove his hand from her arm. “Or chosen to hide themselves amongst the crowd. I do not believe they were standing watching your brother with a sense of satisfaction on their face, as you suggest. Rather, I think they would have hidden themselves where no one would have noticed them.”

      Lord Stephen let out a long breath and dropped his head. Julia said nothing but merely stood beside him, her hand on his, waiting for him to speak. When he did so, it was with a great, pained sigh and a heaviness in his manner that sent another spiral of compassion through her.

      “I do not know what to do,” he admitted with more vulnerability than she had ever expected. “I thought this story was nothing more than a rumor, nothing more than a pretense that my brother had concocted in order to gain a little more gossip and a good deal more attention.” He ran one hand through his hair, his eyes filled with guilt. “And now I discover that it is true.”

      “It is not true,” she told him, speaking with such force that he looked at her in surprise. “Someone has used this rumor to their own advantage. Someone has decided to take advantage of the story to bring about their own justice for some slight or wrongdoing. And if you will permit me, I should like to help you discover who it is that has done so.”

      She held her head high, her chin a little lifted as she saw Lord Stephen frown. This was not the mystery she had wanted, not the puzzle that she had long desired, for whilst the idea of having such a thing to work out had been an enthralling one, the reality was much darker than she had anticipated. She certainly had not wanted Lord Atherton to be struck down in such a manner. But now that it had occurred, now that she had been present with Lord Stephen when he had discovered it, Julia knew she could not turn her back on it now.

      “You want to help me?” Lord Stephen murmured, a small frown flickering between his brows. “What is it you could do, Miss Hawkins?” He sounded a trifle disbelieving, but Julia did not hold it against him.

      “Lady Haddington, myself, and three other young ladies would be glad to come to your assistance in this matter, Lord Stephen,” she told him firmly. “We helped secure answers for Lord Haddington last Season—he will tell you of it if you ask him—and I am sure that we will not fail you in this either.”

      Lord Stephen stared at her for a moment, as if confused by what she was saying, only for his frown to disappear, his shoulders to lift into a shrug, and his eyes to fix upon hers.

      “Very well,” he answered, sending a small shiver down Julia’s spine. “I would be grateful for any help you might bring me, Miss Hawkins.” His eyes returned to his brother, his lips pulling thin. “If you might call upon me at my own townhouse tomorrow, Miss Hawkins, we could discuss the matter further.”

      Now it was her turn to frown. “You will be at your own townhouse?”

      Lord Stephen nodded, not even glancing at her as he spoke. “I will not linger in this house,” he answered, making her think for a moment that he intended to leave his brother behind. “Not when there has been so much evil done here. No, Miss Hawkins, I will have my brother moved to my own townhouse, so that he might be quite safe.”

      “I am sure he will be safe here,” Julia ventured, only for Lord Stephen to shake his head firmly, cutting through the air with a swipe of his hand.

      “No,” he said decisively. “Whoever has tried to kill my brother might be disappointed to know that they have failed. They may well try again.” His eyes darted to his servants, who were hovering by the doctor, ready with whatever he might need. “I can trust no one but my own staff,” he finished, making her realize what he meant. “I shall have my brother moved to my home, Miss Hawkins, and would be glad to meet you there. Please, bring Lord and Lady Haddington with you also.”

      She nodded, her heart still aching with compassion for him as she looked into his face and saw just how torturous his thoughts were. Giving his hand one final press, she took a small step back and let his hand fall from her arm.

      “Until tomorrow, then, my lord,” she murmured as his eyes caught hers. “I will pray for Lord Atherton’s recovery.”

      He nodded, his expression grave. “Please do,” he responded as she made to step away. “I believe my brother will need it.”
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      It had been a night of broken sleep and tortured dreams. Stephen had tried to close his eyes on many occasions, having been assured by the doctor that his brother now needed only to sleep and that the laudanum that had been given to him would take him into a dreamless rest, but no sleep had come. Over and over, he had replayed in his mind the first few moments when he had seen his brother on the floor and had heard his mocking words thrown back at him so that shame filled him once more.

      If only you had acted more quickly, then Atherton might now be closer to life than death.

      The removal of his brother from his own townhouse to Stephen’s had been one fraught with difficulty. The doctor had been quite against it and warned that Lord Atherton might become worse if such a thing was to happen, but Stephen had been silently determined. The thought of staying in that house when it was so swathed in darkness had been quite inconceivable and so he had quietly insisted that it be done.

      Thankfully, Atherton had shown no signs of worsening, even with the journey to Stephen’s townhouse, and for that Stephen was grateful. He had left his brother in the care of his own trusted staff and had even taken the precaution of having the bedchamber door locked from the inside, so that nothing further could happen to his brother.

      “Foolish,” he muttered to himself, throwing open the drapes and letting the morning sunshine stream in through the window. In the daylight, such thoughts of murder and scheming seemed almost absurd, as though taking Atherton from his townhouse had been nothing short of ridiculous. The darkness had made the events of last evening all the worse, it seemed, sending a tremor though Stephen as he thought of it. His brother had almost been taken from him and, as yet, Stephen had very little idea as to who might have done such a thing.

      His thoughts returned to the lovely Miss Hawkins. She had been present with him when he had seen Lord Atherton lying on the floor, but had not laughed along with him when he had gamely asked his brother to quit his pretense and to rise. Perhaps she had been wiser than he. Perhaps she had seen the horror in the way Atherton had been lying, had seen the knife and believed it to be real. Stephen himself had believed it was nothing more than an arrogant prank, well thought out and executed by his brother, as it had always been before. Atherton had not been the sort of wise and studious gentleman one might expect of a marquess. Rather, he had been nothing more than a gentleman who sought idle gossip, merry company, and the full attention of anyone and everyone within society. There had been plenty of times in the past when Atherton had done outrageous and downright foolish things in order to have all of the beau monde speak of him. There had once been an incident where he had proudly shown off his mistress at one of the many balls that had taken place, and had gone so far as to kiss her firmly on the lips, inciting gasps of shock from all around him. Stephen, upon hearing this, had silently thought that it had been a ploy to ensure that the mothers of debutantes no longer considered him a viable prospect, whilst gaining the attention of others from within society itself. The news had sickened him, as it had done many times before when it came to his brother.

      But now to see his brother lying on the bed, his wound deep and his breathing labored, Stephen almost wished that he was back to those times when Atherton had made a fool of both himself and his family name. He wished he was still up and about, the rogue and rascal, the proud and selfish fool who did what he pleased whenever he pleased without consideration for his own reputation or for others. That would be better than knowing that one’s brother had almost been killed and might still give way to death over life.

      “My lord?”

      Stephen turned from the window, aware that he was still in his night things despite the time. “Yes?”

      The butler looked away, clearly a little embarrassed, but Stephen did not care.

      “I did knock twice, my lord,” the man stammered, “But you… you must not have heard me.”

      “Indeed, I did not,” Stephen confirmed, not feeling anything other than the cold numbness that had settled over his heart when he had first seen his brother. “What is it?”

      The butler cleared his throat. “You have visitors, my lord. I did not know whether to send them away or not, so they are waiting in the hallway until I return with your answer.”

      Stephen blinked. “Visitors?”

      “Lady Haddington and Miss Hawkins,” the butler said swiftly, handing Stephen their cards which he took without so much as glancing at them. “They are aware it is a little early but—”

      “Ask them to wait in the drawing room,” Stephen interrupted, hurriedly looking about for his clothes. “And have refreshments sent there also.”

      The butler nodded, his expression blank. “And Lord Haddington?”

      Stephen frowned. “He is not here at present?”

      “He will arrive shortly, I believe,” the butler said by way of explanation. “Lady Haddington said he was detained early this morning but would be attending also when he is ready.”

      Stephen, a little encouraged that he had three very fine callers and that they were clearly very willing in their desire to help him in this turbulent time, allowed a tight smile to tug at his lips. “Have Lord Haddington sent to the drawing room also the moment he appears,” he instructed. “And ensure that the coffee is kept hot.”

      The butler nodded and made to withdraw, only to stop and hesitate, looking at Stephen questioningly. “Would you like me to send up your valet?” he asked quietly, as though Stephen had not thought of such a thing. “You are to dress, I presume?” This question was asked without malice or reproof, but rather a touch of sympathy. At any other time, Stephen would have railed at his butler for asking something so foolish, but in this present circumstance, he understood that his servant was doing what he could to express his sympathy. Besides which, he had not been behaving in his usual manner. Normally by now, he would have dressed, breakfasted, and be ensconced in his study, looking over any documents or other matters that affected his estate.

      “Yes, thank you. I intend to dress properly,” Stephen answered with a wry look in his eye. “Have the valet sent up at once. I shall do all I can to ensure that I present a gentlemanly appearance.”

      The butler said nothing more but shot Stephen a long look, as if he were more concerned for him than he was able to express. Stephen waited until the door was closed before letting out a long sigh and running one hand over his eyes. He had hired this staff some years ago when he had first decided to come to London and since then, they had remained here in order to keep the house ready for him any time he wished to return. Any additional maids or footmen that were required were hired as needed and Stephen knew he could not have asked for a better or more loyal staff. They were clear in their concern for him, obvious in their worries over his wellbeing, and Stephen found himself more grateful for them than ever before.

      

      It was only half an hour later that Stephen presented himself to his guests, having been dressed quickly by his valet and declared more than suitable for any guest. Walking into the room, he felt his stomach drop as Lady Haddington and Miss Hawkins rose to their feet, their eyes lowered as they curtsied.

      It was as though everything was quite normal, just as it should be. At any other time, he might be very grateful indeed to have two such lovely ladies of the beau monde calling upon him. Instead he knew that this visit came from his brother’s injury—and there was nothing wonderful about that.

      “Thank you both for coming,” he told them, gesturing for them to sit down. “How do you both fare?”

      Lady Haddington and Miss Hawkins exchanged a glance.

      “We rather hoped to see how you are faring at present,” Lady Haddington replied quietly. “We have heard that your brother is still unconscious?”

      Miss Hawkins’ hands were tight in her lap as she looked at him with wide eyes. “He is not recovered at all?”

      Stephen shook his head. “My brother has not shown any signs of improvement as yet,” he told them both, his tone grave. “However, the doctor did give him laudanum last evening, so that he would not feel the pain of his wound should he awaken.”

      “And you were able to move him successfully,” Lady Haddington said, stating the obvious. “I am glad to see that there have been no difficulties in that regard.”

      He nodded. “It is good to have him under my own roof,” he answered truthfully. “I am just to wait now until he recovers for…” Trailing off for a moment, Stephen found himself wanting to be honest with them both and so spread his hands out wide. “I do not know what else I am to do.”

      Lady Haddington nodded sympathetically, whilst Miss Hawkins leaned a little further forward in her chair. “Are you still willing to allow us to help you in that regard?” she asked, her voice holding a good deal of earnestness. “There must be someone who knows more than they are saying.”

      Stephen nodded slowly, for whilst it was rather surprising that ladies of the ton wanted to help him with this difficult matter, he could not help but agree that Miss Hawkins particularly might be of use. After all, she had been with him when he had discovered his brother and might still recall something useful.

      “Lord Haddington is in agreement,” Lady Haddington said quickly. “He is gone to speak to an associate who might know a little more about that house.”

      “That is where we think we ought to begin,” Miss Hawkins continued before he could say anything. “We should find out who owned the house before your brother, and who owned it before that. The rumor must come from somewhere and it is important that we discover the truth.”

      Closing his mouth tightly for a moment or two, Stephen looked from one to the other, feeling his heart quickening and his questions mounting. He himself had very little idea of what to do, given that he was still quite overcome with shock at what had occurred, and whilst he considered what had been said, Stephen had to admit to himself that there was a good deal of sense in their suggestions.

      “I suppose there is something in that,” he admitted, seeing the slight flash of relief in Miss Hawkins’ eyes. “I confess that I know very little about my brother’s house and did not know of the rumor until he told me of it yesterday.”

      “Do you give it any credence?”

      After a moment, Stephen shook his head. “No,” he answered softly. “I am sure that by now, the gossip mongers are throwing the news around London and telling everyone that the rumor has brought its grave consequences down upon my brother’s head… but I do not believe there is any truth in it.”

      The look that was shared between Lady Haddington and Miss Hawkins told him that he was correct in his assumption. Sighing, he put his head in his hands for a moment, not feeling any urge to keep his composure in the ladies’ presence. They had seen everything that he had been through thus far and he did not feel any need to pretend that he was doing well when he was confused, upset, and deeply troubled.

      “You care for your brother, Lord Stephen.”

      With a heavy heart, Stephen lifted his head and looked directly into the sympathetic face of Miss Hawkins—and felt guilt spiral through him.

      “I do not care for my brother, Miss Hawkins,” he told her honestly. “I have never been close to him. I have found his behavior to be embarrassing and, quite frankly, rather shameful for a man of his standing. The only reason I came last evening was because I felt compelled out of family obligation rather than out of any true love for my brother.” He spoke harshly but still felt obliged to let Miss Hawkins know the truth about how he felt. “He and I were very different in character and there was no love between us. I do not want you to have the wrong impression.”

      Much to his surprise, Miss Hawkins’ expression did not change. “You may think that, Lord Stephen,” she answered gently as Lady Haddington looked on, “but your behavior shows otherwise. You have shown great compassion for your brother. The thought of his passing has brought you pain rather than a sense of gladness, as some gentlemen might be inclined to feel.”

      “I have never wanted his title,” Stephen replied gruffly, as though this was something he needed to confirm. “I have never once wished to be a marquess and even now, the thought of it…” Closing his eyes, he shook his head. “I am contented with my own standing, Miss Hawkins. I have my own estate, my own land, and my own wealth. I have no desire to take the title from my brother.”

      There was silence for a few minutes as Stephen looked down at the floor, his fingers coupled together as his hands rested in his lap. He did not know what Lady Haddington or Miss Hawkins thought but he prayed that they believed what he had needed to say.

      “Might I ask, Lord Stephen,” Lady Haddington began, clearing the air between them all, “did your brother have any specific enemies?”

      A hard laugh escaped from Stephen’s mouth and Lady Haddington looked startled.

      “Forgive me, Lady Haddington,” he said, waving a hand and closing his eyes tightly in embarrassment. “My brother has a good many enemies, I am sure. Gentlemen who have been cheated out of their funds or who have found themselves swindled during a game of cards. Ladies who have had their affections and their hearts stolen, with no recompense.” He shrugged, his shame mounting. “Men who find their daughters in difficult situations and my brother nowhere to be seen.” Opening his eyes, he looked at Lady Haddington, expecting to see her repulsed, but instead finding a gentle look of understanding in her eyes. “So in short, Lady Haddington, there are many who might want to take their revenge on my brother. But I cannot tell you of anyone specific.”

      Miss Hawkins cleared her throat delicately, catching his attention. “Without meaning to be indiscreet, Lord Stephen, might there be any particular information in your brother’s house?” She shot a glance toward Lady Haddington, who was nodding in agreement. “Within his study, within his private correspondence?”

      He considered this for a moment, nodding slowly. “There may well be,” he said, wondering why he had not thought of it himself. “In truth, Miss Hawkins, I feel so very lost and confused that I have no real idea of what I should do next.”

      Miss Hawkins nodded although there was a tiny smile on her lips. “I understand,” she said, without judgment. “Lady Haddington and Lord Haddington had a very difficult trial last Season and I know just how much it upset things.”

      “Indeed,” Lady Haddington added reassuringly. “But with Miss Hawkins, Miss Seymour, Lady Ann, and Lady Catherine’s help, we were able to come to a conclusion that brought our mystery to a swift end. Although,” she finished with a rueful look, “there was no attempt to kill Lord Haddington, at least.”

      Stephen considered this for a moment, then let his eyes drift back toward Miss Hawkins. She was sitting forward in her seat, an eagerness there that he knew came from a true willingness to help him. How could it be that they had only been introduced yesterday? It felt as though he had known her for a long time, as though they shared a deep friendship that had been built over months of acquaintance. And yet, he had only been introduced to her last evening. He realized that he knew very little about her. He knew nothing of her family or her situation in life. She was friends with Lady Haddington, who was very respectable indeed, so in that regard, there was nothing of concern. However, aside from that, he did not know her at all. Was she seeking a husband? Was she engaged or betrothed? Or was there something more to her situation that he did not yet know?

      “Miss Hawkins and I, as well as the rest of our friends, are more than willing to help you in this,” Lady Haddington continued when Stephen did not say anything. “Miss Hawkins in particular will be of assistance to you, should you agree. She was there last evening and saw exactly what happened.”

      “And you stepped into the difficult situation and took control of it without even a momentary hesitation,” he remembered aloud, seeing the slight pink that bloomed in Miss Hawkins’ cheeks as a swell of gratefulness rose in his chest. “I thank you for that, Miss Hawkins. I believe I was too overcome with shock to know what to do.” He closed his eyes, screwing up his face. “Did the ball continue?”

      “It did,” Lady Haddington said with a wry shake of her head. “There was all the more interest in remaining given that no one knew what occurred with Lord Atherton. The blood on the floor was cleaned up very quickly and the orchestra began to play again within minutes.” She sighed as Miss Hawkins looked away in evident disgust at society’s willingness to find out as much gossip as they could. “When Miss Hawkins, Lord Haddington, and I returned to the ballroom, we told everyone that Lord Atherton was resting and would recover very soon.”

      A long breath wheeled its way out of Stephen’s chest. “I thank you for that,” he answered softly. “And yes, Miss Hawkins, Lady Haddington, I would be glad of your aid in this matter. To go to my brother’s townhouse and look through his things would be a good place to start, I agree.” He looked at Miss Hawkins hopefully, wondering if she would be willing to attend with him, willing to help him further. “Mayhap we might go together?”

      Miss Hawkins hesitated for a moment and then nodded. “Of course,” she answered resolutely. “Lady Haddington might attend with us and if not, my companion, Mrs. Law, will be with me.”

      “But of course,” he said quickly, a little embarrassed that he had not thought of that. “You might make a pretense of taking tea with me, if you prefer to keep your true reasons for calling from others.”

      “I will,” she said, a firm look in her eyes. “When should we go?”

      He looked at her for a moment, wondering if this afternoon would be too soon, only for the door to open and Lord Haddington to stride in.

      “Lord Stephen,” he said with a quick bow. “I am sorry to hear that your brother is still unconscious but I am glad that he still lives.”

      “As am I,” Stephen answered sincerely, getting up to greet Lord Haddington. “Miss Hawkins has just suggested that I look in my brother’s particulars to see if there is anything of note that might lead us to whoever has done such a thing.”

      Lord Haddington nodded, sitting down as the maids brought in tea trays and trays of cakes and other small delicacies for them. “That is wise,” he agreed as Miss Hawkins reached forward to pour the tea, taking on a duty without hesitation just as she had done last evening. “And I have some news for you which may also be of interest.” He waited for a moment, lifting one eyebrow as though he knew that everyone in the room was waiting for him to speak. “You mentioned that your brother spoke of the Dearley family? They owned the house some time ago.” There was a momentary pause before Stephen nodded. “Lord Dearley was killed during his first soiree that he held in the house. No one is quite certain how it occurred, for it was some time ago, but it was from his death that this rumor of a curse grew. There was no successor to his title from within his own immediate family—he left a wife and two daughters—so some distant relation took it on. The house was sold very quickly and I have discovered that the name of the gentleman who owned the townhouse before your brother was Viscount Bentham.”

      “Viscount Bentham,” Stephen repeated, mulling over the name but having very little knowledge of it. “I confess I do not know him.”

      A sudden sharp intake of breath had him lifting his head to see Miss Hawkins staring, wide-eyed, at Lord Haddington. There were a few moments of quiet, where tension rose, and Stephen felt his heart begin to race all the quicker until Miss Hawkins began to speak.

      “Viscount Bentham,” she said, repeating the name as he himself had done. “I believe I was introduced to that particular gentleman most recently.”

      His heart quickened all the more. “When, Miss Hawkins?” he asked urgently, feeling his hands tighten into fists. “When did you meet him?”

      Her eyes met his. “Last evening,” she said softly. “I was introduced to him last evening, Lord Stephen. At Lord Atherton’s ball.”
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      Julia was just about to leave the house when the sound of her brother’s footsteps on the stairs behind her made her turn around.

      “Julia?” A frown marred his brow as he looked at her. “Where are you going?”

      Despite a sudden flurry of nerves, Julia smiled at her brother. “I am to call upon Lord Stephen Paxton,” she told him, seeing how his brows lifted. “He invited me to take tea with him.” She did not mention that it would not be at Lord Stephen’s home but rather at the house of his brother, Lord Atherton.

      Lord Steele cleared his throat. “Lord Stephen Paxton?” he repeated, looking away from Julia for a moment. “Is he not brother to the Marquess of Atherton?”

      Julia nodded, not at all surprised that her brother knew who Lord Atherton was. “Indeed,” she said, quite sure that her brother knew precisely what had occurred at Lord Atherton’s townhouse only two days ago. “Mrs. Law is to accompany me, of course.” She gestured toward the carriage where Mrs. Law already sat waiting for her. “Is there something wrong?” Her stomach twisted as a sudden flurry of nerves caught her, making her wonder why her normally inconsiderate brother was now apparently so interested in where she was going.

      Lord Steele held up both hands in a defensive gesture. “No, there is nothing wrong!” he exclaimed, a small smile tugging up one corner of his mouth. “You need not look so worried, my dear sister. I know that I am not the most considerate of brothers but when it comes to your future, I do want you to find some semblance of happiness—and if it is with Lord Stephen Paxton, then I want to assure you that there would be not even a hint of concern from me.” One eyebrow arched. “Particularly if said gentleman is to become marquess soon.”

      It was as though he had punched Julia straight in the stomach. She stared at him in horror as a cold hand clutched at her heart.

      “I have not even the slightest consideration in that regard,” she said, horror-stricken. “You cannot think that I am interested in his company because of such a possibility.”

      He shrugged, clearly unaffected by her shock. “It would be understandable,” he said, making her step back with revulsion. “And I would be very pleased if you managed to capture his attention before anyone else.” He waved one hand toward the carriage. “Now go, you do not want to be late.”

      Julia hesitated, wanting to say more to her brother but slowly realizing that there was no good reason for her to try and explain herself further. Her brother was already convinced in his own mind that she was seeking out an acquaintance with Lord Stephen in the hope that he would soon become the Marquess of Atherton, when she had not given that even a moment’s thought. To tell her brother that she was interested only in Lord Stephen’s wellbeing might then call for her to explain matters further, which she did not want to do, for Julia was afraid it might provoke her brother’s wrath in a way that she had never seen before. Yes, he was quite contented to allow Mrs. Law to accompany her to wherever she was to go, and yes, he was certainly less engaged than perhaps a brother ought to be when it came to her affairs, but she had never once seen him angry. Most likely, if he discovered that she was attempting to help Lord Stephen solve the mystery of his brother’s attack, then he might very well decide to pull her from society and marry her to whomever he decided.

      Perhaps it would be best, she decided, to allow him to believe that she was truly interested in Lord Stephen.

      “Thank you,” she said, fixing a smile to her face as he watched her with a half-grin tugging at his lips. “I will be back later this evening.”

      “For the ball,” her brother reminded her. “We are both to attend, I think.”

      She threw him a withering look over her shoulder. “You will, most likely, be spending most of the time in the card room,” she answered, walking to the door. “Whereas I will spend my evening conversing, dancing, and thoroughly enjoying myself.”

      Not waiting to hear if her brother had some sort of retort, she hurried to the carriage and climbed in, only just managing to catch what appeared to be Mrs. Law hiding something beneath her skirts. She threw her companion a dark look, knowing full well that it was a bottle of some sort.

      “Mrs. Law,” she said firmly as the lady lifted her chin in defiance, “that will not make any sort of reappearance during my visit to Lord Stephen’s home. Do I make myself clear?”

      Mrs. Law sniffed and turned her head away but did not say anything in response. Julia shook her head to herself, then reached up and rapped on the roof, her mind turning back to Lord Stephen as the carriage rolled away. She hoped that her brother would not get the wrong impression and decide to spread such news to his friends, as he was inclined to do when he drank a little too much. That might make things a trifle more difficult than they already were for Lord Stephen and that was not at all what was required. But neither did she want Mrs. Law to go to her brother and tell him that Julia had not visited Lord Stephen at home but rather had gone to an entirely different townhouse. Sighing to herself, Julia sat back in her seat and rested her head back gently. Yes, she had wanted a mystery to solve other than the less worrisome matters of who had written a poisonous letter or which gentleman had sent a lady a beautiful bouquet of flowers, but she certainly had never desired such a dark puzzle as this. If she closed her eyes, she could still see the prone figure of Lord Atherton lying on the ground, the knife standing upright with half the blade buried into his flesh. She shuddered involuntarily, hating the way her mind had caught every single detail. Squeezing her eyes more tightly closed, Julia tried to shake those images from her thoughts, only for something to suddenly burst into focus.

      A man.

      A man had been watching the scene unfold, but rather than stand in shock or look for what he might do to help as the footmen had lifted Lord Atherton from the floor, he had merely turned on his heel and hurried away. Not run away, not sought to find help, but rather had simply walked away. Out into the gardens, through the French doors from where perhaps Lord Atherton had come.

      Her eyes flared wide as she sat up. There was no significant detail there, no real help for Lord Stephen, but at least it was something.

      The only difficulty was, she could not quite recall the gentleman’s face. She remembered that he was tall, that he had broad shoulders and dark hair, but aside from that, there was nothing more than a blur. She had not been looking at him, she supposed, realizing that everything else she remembered was very clear indeed, but there was significance in the fact that he had left so abruptly.

      There was no longer any time to think, for the carriage drew up to Lord Stephen’s townhouse and within moments, Julia found herself waiting outside the front door with Mrs. Law behind her. Lady Haddington and Lord Haddington were to join them later, if she remembered rightly, but they had a previous engagement that might keep them for a short time. Her heart was beating a little faster than before, but there was nothing for her to be anxious about, she reminded herself. Lord Stephen had asked her here in order to help look through Lord Atherton’s things, so that they might begin to come up with any suggestion as to who might have had some sort of grievance against him. Although, she considered, as the door opened, there could be a good many names, given what Lord Stephen had said of his brother.

      “Miss Hawkins.”

      The butler looked down at her, tall and thin in appearance but with a small smile of greeting on his face. Despite herself, Julia shivered inwardly but lifted her chin and stepped inside.

      “Lord Stephen is waiting for you in Lord Atherton’s study,” the butler said, gesturing for her to follow him. “If you would.”

      Julia nodded and followed him, looking around the house and feeling another shiver run down her spine. This was the house over which the dark rumor hung, where someone had made sure that Lord Atherton had suffered a good deal of pain in an attempt to make the rumor come true. This was the place where an evil act had taken place, where a horrific attack had been thrust upon Lord Atherton and where Lord Stephen now remained, in an attempt to find out the truth.

      “Have you been in Lord Atherton’s employ for long?” she asked tentatively as the butler turned toward the staircase. “I am sure you will be very concerned for him.”

      The butler stopped suddenly, turned abruptly, and looked down at Julia with a somewhat incongruous expression. “The staff and I came with the house,” he said by way of explanation. “Our previous master decided that we should be part of the sale.” A small, tight smile pulled at his lips, but his eyes flickered with evident anger. “But of course, we are very concerned for Lord Atherton’s health.”

      Julia frowned. “Then you knew Lord Bentham,” she said quietly. “Before he passed away, I presume.”

      The butler did not move but seemed to stiffen as he held her gaze. “Yes,” he said, a little quieter. “Lord Bentham died most suddenly and his son then took ownership of the house. It remained empty for a good many years before it was sold to Lord Atherton.”

      A little surprised that Lord Bentham had held onto the house for so long, Julia decided it would be best to keep the rest of her questions at bay for the time being. “I thank you,” she said as the butler leaned to push the door open. “I am sure your consideration for Lord Atherton is of great comfort to Lord Stephen Paxton.”

      The butler did not answer but waited quietly until she had walked through the door. Mrs. Law, who had been a good few steps away, hurried in after her and sank down into a chair in the corner, her back toward Julia as she curtsied in Lord Stephen’s direction.

      The gentleman appeared quite haggard, his expression not changing even a fraction as she rose from her curtsy. Part of her had hoped that he would smile, that he would, at the very least, appear to be glad to see her, but there was nothing but despair etched into the planes of his face.

      “I have found nothing, Miss Hawkins,” he said with a tone of finality. “Nothing.” Sighing, he looked toward the butler, who was waiting expectantly. “And yes, you may bring up some refreshments now.”

      Julia waited until the butler had left the room before she began to speak, looking at Lord Stephen with as much sympathy as she could muster.

      “You have been looking for a long time?” she asked, looking around the study but seeing nothing out of place. “And you have found nothing?” She looked back at Lord Stephen, a little confused. “Not even a note or a letter of some sort?”

      Lord Stephen hesitated, then shook his head. “I have been rather distracted this morning, I confess,” he said, sounding defeated. “My brother has not improved. The doctor says it is simply a matter of waiting to see whether or not he will recover or if he will fade away.” Closing his eyes, he dropped his head into his hands for a moment. “I have not been a particularly good brother, Miss Hawkins. I have been critical, harsh, and—”

      “And justified, from what I understand,” she said, seeing how his grief had now turned into an overwhelming sense of baseless shame. “I can understand that this must be very difficult for you, but I am here to be of assistance.” She smiled at him reassuringly, seeing how his green eyes seemed to calm as they looked back into hers and feeling such a forceful connection between them that she had to catch her breath. How could something so powerful join them both so quickly? It was almost overwhelming.

      Lord Stephen let out a long breath, loud enough for her to hear and heavy enough for her to practically see his guilt billowing out from him. He had not had anything to do with Lord Atherton’s stabbing, she was confident, for not only had he been standing with her when the attack must have taken place, he had been so certain that Lord Atherton had been playacting that there was no possibility in her mind that it had been a pretense on his part. She had been required to step into his place, so to speak, and order the staff and all of his guests about.

      “I have been looking,” he said, a little breathlessly as though he feared she would not believe him, “but I will admit that I have not been as thorough as perhaps I ought to have been.” Finally, the corner of his mouth lifted into what was a rueful smile. “My mind has been elsewhere. My thoughts had swum over each other in an attempt to reach the forefront of my mind. I will need a calm and practical hand to lead the way, Miss Hawkins, if you are willing.”

      She nodded, looking around the room with a sure gaze. “I am more than willing,” she answered firmly, not allowing herself to become distracted by the flickering interest her heart held for the gentleman standing before her. “Now, do you have his correspondence, Lord Stephen?”

      Lord Stephen shook his head. “I have found some of it, but certainly not all,” he said with a wave of his hand. “My brother is not the most tidy or the most organized of gentlemen. His letters and notes are everywhere.”

      Hiding a smile, Julia tipped her head. “Then let us find as much as we can and place it all together,” she suggested, to which Lord Stephen nodded fervently in evident agreement. “I will leave you to look through it all, of course, but I—”

      “You have my permission to read as much of it as you wish, Miss Hawkins,” Lord Stephen interrupted with a firmness to his gaze that Julia had not seen before. “After all, I am already indebted to you for what you have done thus far in aiding me, therefore I will not hold anything back from you.” He smiled a little more and his eyes lightened. “You are quite remarkable, Miss Hawkins, I must say, and I am glad to have your assistance.”

      “I thank you,” Julia murmured, feeling heat race up her spine as she looked up into his face, wondering whether or not what he had said of her was meant to be complimentary. “Now, shall we set to our task?”

      “With relish,” he answered, before pulling open a drawer of his brother’s study desk and beginning to look through it.

      

      One hour later, Julia was tired, hungry, and yet filled with hope. The notes and letters they had found had brought a good deal of fresh understanding to the gentleman Lord Atherton was. There were many letters complaining about his behavior, his lack of repaying of funds, or his foolishness in certain business matters—but none that seemed to threaten his life.

      “I am ashamed to read of my brother’s exploits,” Lord Stephen murmured as he got up to ring the bell sharply. “But they are each of importance, I know.”

      “Grave importance,” she reminded him, and Lord Stephen nodded his head. “But I have not found anything that might suggest someone is so very angry with him that they might wish to take his life.”

      “Nor I,” Lord Stephen muttered, rubbing at his forehead. “Mayhap we should take a short rest, Miss Hawkins. Besides which…” He trailed off, looking a little embarrassed. “It is an hour since you have arrived. Might your father not worry where you have gone?”

      Her head lifted sharply as Julia realized just how little she had shared of herself with Lord Stephen. “My father passed away some years ago,” she told him calmly. “My brother, however, Lord Steele, will not mind whether I am gone for the rest of the day or not, just so long as I return in time for the ball this evening.”

      “The ball?”

      She nodded, wondering quietly whether or not he had received an invitation and, given the circumstances, if he would attend. “We are to go to Lady Horsley’s ball this evening,” she told him. “My brother will, most likely, spend most of his evening in the card room rather than make any attempt to ingratiate himself with the young debutantes, whereas I shall spend the evening in the company of Lord and Lady Haddington and attempt to enjoy myself.”

      “Lady Horsley,” Lord Stephen murmured, just as a sound at the door behind him caught his attention. Calling for his servant to come in, he gave Julia a quick look. “I think I am to attend this evening also,” he said as a footman inclined his head respectfully, waiting for his orders. “Or, I was to attend.” He shook his head ruefully. “I do not particularly feel inclined to do so.”

      “But you may very well meet Lord Bentham there,” she said quickly, and his eyes flared with awareness. “You have not met him as yet, I think.”

      “No,” Lord Stephen murmured, his eyes turning away from her for a moment. “I have not. You are correct there, Miss Hawkins. I may well meet this gentleman and whilst he may not have any specific answers and, indeed, might have nothing to do with what happened to my brother, he may be able to tell me a little more about this rumor.” With a quick glance toward his footman, he gestured toward her. “Bring tea and refreshments for Miss Hawkins.”

      The footman cleared his throat. “I believe Lord and Lady Haddington and another young lady have only just arrived, my lord,” he said, inclining his head. “The butler has put them in the drawing room.”

      Julia smiled and rose to her feet. “It may be another of my friends,” she said by way of explanation. “Lady Haddington has told our small guild of your difficult circumstances.”

      Lord Stephen looked as though he wanted to say something to her at this, only to remember that the footman was waiting, and dismissed him first with a quick wave of his hand and an instruction to bring refreshments for all of his guests to the drawing room instead.

      “You should have a name for this society of yours,” he said as he offered her his arm in order to lead her from the room. “Something by which people might both know and refer to you.”

      She accepted his arm with pleasure, feeling both embarrassed and pleased at his comment. “I am not sure if we would all consent to such a thing,” she answered, knowing just how firm some of the other ladies could be. “But mayhap you are right. I shall have to consider it.”

      He led her out into the corridor and then along a short distance until they came to another door. “The letters have given us very little to go on, have they not?” he murmured, his thoughts now back onto the difficulties that lay before him. “All I have is a list of people who wished ill onto my brother.”

      “But you have a list of names,” she reminded him, pressing his arm for a moment. “That is something of significance, at least.” She did not want him to give up so quickly, and tried to think of how to encourage him to take this list of names further. “We might perhaps take some names each and see what we can discover about each one. Mayhap there is more to one’s appearance than we might first be aware.”

      The look he sent her was a sharp one, but Julia took no notice. Her eyes were fixed on the footman who was now holding the door open for them. In fact, all of her attention was pushed toward the footman, who, even though he looked away from her face, still gave her an overwhelming sense of familiarity. The way his dark hair fell over his brow gave her pause, her mind working frantically at something she could not quite make out. The footman, surprising her, looked back at her directly, his eyes dark and glinting almost ominously. Not understanding why he should behave with such arrogance, Julia turned her head away and swallowed hard, trying to shake off the strange feeling that had overcome her.

      “Ah, good afternoon,” Lady Haddington, Lord Haddington, and Lady Catherine rose to their feet at once, distracting Julia from her odd thoughts regarding the footman.

      “Good afternoon,” Lord Stephen murmured, inclining his head and throwing a broad smile in the direction of Lady Haddington. “How good to see you both.” He looked at Lady Catherine, who was smiling but looking back at him with a sharpness in her eyes. “And please do introduce me to your acquaintance, Lady Haddington.” Taking a small step forward, he bowed over her hand and, much to Julia’s surprise, she felt a sting bite at her heart.

      “This is Lady Catherine,” Lady Haddington said. “Lady Catherine, Lord Stephen Paxton.”

      “I am very dear friends with Miss Hawkins as well as one or two others who are interested in assisting you with this difficult situation,” Lady Catherine said, sending a smile toward Julia, who only just managed to return it. “I thought to come along this afternoon to offer you some support in any way that I can.”

      “I am truly blessed,” Lord Stephen answered, looking back at Julia and smiling warmly. “To have come to London with very few acquaintances—and with every intention of keeping it that way—I have now discovered some true friends, albeit through difficult circumstances.”

      “Circumstances we intend to help you work through,” Lord Haddington said gruffly as he sat back down. “Have you found anything of interest in Lord Atherton’s study?”

      Julia shook her head as she sat down in a chair next to Lady Haddington, glad indeed that she had left Mrs. Law to sit alone in the study. “We have a list of people who might very well bear Lord Atherton a grudge,” she said, hoping she was not speaking on Lord Stephen’s behalf, “but aside from that, nothing to immediately suggest that one in particular might be responsible.”

      “Which is quite understandable,” Lady Haddington said firmly, which seemed to encourage Lord Stephen a little.

      “And Lord Stephen was considering attending the ball this evening also,” Julia added, which earned him another confirming smile from Lady Haddington. “And since I am already acquainted with Lord Bentham, I might be able to make a further introduction.”

      Lord Stephen smiled at her and she was glad to see that he appeared a good deal less distressed than before. “I must hope so,” he said with a small shrug. “For I have nothing else to go on.”

      

      It was not until the time came for them all to take their leave that Julia suddenly recalled that she had not told Lord Stephen the strange sensation that she somehow recognized one of his footmen. Nor had she mentioned what the butler had told her about how the staff had remained with the house since the previous owner, half wondering if he already knew of such information. Hesitating, she looked up into his face as Lady Haddington, the last of their party save for her, quit the room to make her way to the front door.

      “Yes, Miss Hawkins?”

      Lord Stephen’s expression was open and questioning, his eyes searching her face as he waited for her to say something.

      “Your staff,” she began slowly. “One of the footmen. I…” She trailed off, the question in her mind as to whether it was worth saying something. It felt very odd indeed to say that she thought she recognized one of the footmen from the house, for it bore no weight when it came to the matter of Lord Atherton. With an embarrassed smile, she shook her head. “It does not matter,” she said quickly, dipping into a quick curtsy so as to hide her true feelings. “I will see you at the ball this evening?” She glanced to her left to see if her friends were waiting for her, but only saw one of the servants hurry by out of sight.

      He nodded. “This evening,” he said with a quick smile. “Unless something happens with my brother.” His smile faded and, without thinking, she put a hand on his arm.

      “I am sure he will recover,” she said softly, as silence seemed to wrap around them both, holding them for a moment together. “We must pray that he will.”

      Lord Stephen said nothing but looked down into her face, her breath catching as his eyes held hers. She could not explain why she felt such a nearness to him after such a short acquaintance, but there was something entirely new and unexpected growing within her own heart.

      “Miss Hawkins?”

      The voice of Lady Haddington dragged her out of the wonderful moment, pulling her aside and forcing her to turn away from Lord Stephen. With a murmured goodbye, she hurried away from him, feeling such a swell of emotion that her cheeks grew warm and, as she approached her friends, she felt the urge to drop her gaze to the floor.

      “You will see him again this evening,” Lady Catherine said quietly, a note of teasing in her voice, as Julia hurried out of the door, just as Lord Stephen came to bid them all farewell. “It is naught but a few hours.”

      “I cannot imagine what you mean,” Julia protested with as much dignity as she could muster. Climbing into the carriage, she kept her eyes straight ahead and waited until Mrs. Law had come in after her, not daring to even glance at Lord Stephen for fear of what he might see in her eyes if she did so.

      Everything was becoming a little too convoluted for her liking, Julia reflected. Things had happened very fast indeed and she was not at all sure that she liked it. Perhaps this mystery that she had longed for was going to take more of her heart than she had ever anticipated.
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      The ball was not lifting his spirits in any way, Stephen reflected. He had returned home a short time after Lady Haddington, Lord Haddington, Lady Catherine, and Miss Hawkins had left his brother’s house and had immediately gone to check on his brother’s condition.

      Atherton had been just as he had left him, drifting between sleep and unconsciousness. The doctor had come to bind his wound and had continued to give him laudanum for the pain. Given that Stephen knew very little about doctoring, he had to trust that the fellow knew what was best for his brother but still found himself worrying that Atherton was not receiving the best possible treatment. However, he knew that he could not remain sitting in the townhouse, worrying over his brother’s treatment and condition, which was why he had then decided to attend Lady Horsley’s ball, as he had said to Miss Hawkins. Besides which, he knew that he would be able to meet Viscount Bentham, in the hope that he might be able to tell him a little more about the rumor and the house itself. Silently, he wondered if Lord Bentham would have any reason to attempt to get rid of Lord Atherton, as he moved slowly into the ballroom and wandered between the groups of guests, finding no relief to his many unanswered questions.

      “Lord Stephen Paxton.”

      He turned his head to see a tall, dark-haired gentleman approaching, swiftly followed by a shorter, lighter-haired gentleman that he did not recognize.

      “Lord Forrester,” he answered, recognizing the viscount. Lord Forrester had been introduced to him by his brother at one time or another—he could not quite remember when—but he had not seen him yet this Season. “How very good to see you again.”

      Lord Forrester bowed, but the grin faded from his face. “I heard about your brother,” he said, as direct as Stephen remembered him. “I am sorry that he has been so gravely injured.”

      “I thank you for your concern,” Stephen answered, appreciating the gentleman’s worry. “I do hope that he will recover.” Clearing his throat, he tried to turn the conversation back to lighter things. “Are you only just returned to London?”

      Lord Forrester shook his head. “No, I have been back some time already,” he said with a half-smile. “Your brother and I have been enjoying the company of society for some weeks now, although I was not present the night of his ball.” Sighing heavily, the smile faded again. “I must hope that he will return to health very soon. I will miss his company otherwise.”

      Knowing that Lord Forrester and his brother had been fast friends, Stephen managed to murmur his thanks but then allowed a few moments of silence to cover them both, which was then interrupted by a loud, brash voice that came from the other gentleman, the one Stephen did not know.

      “Then you have no intention of taking on the house yourself?”

      Stephen turned his eyes toward this unknown gentleman but felt himself holding back. The gentleman had spoken without any sort of introduction and was asking questions that Stephen did not feel at all obliged to answer. Clearing his throat, he turned his head away a little, giving only a small shrug in answer.

      “Oh, I do apologize,” Lord Forrester stammered, perhaps a little embarrassed. “This is Viscount Lustrum.”

      Stephen’s ears pricked up at once. Viscount Lustrum was one of the names on his list of gentlemen who had recently written to his brother, upset with some matter or other.

      “Lord Lustrum,” he murmured, turning sharp eyes on the man. “You were acquainted with my brother, I think.”

      Lord Lustrum’s eyes narrowed just a little as he looked directly back at Stephen. His expression grew hard and for a moment, Stephen thought the man would deny it—only for him to shrug and turn his gaze away.

      “I know your brother, yes,” Lord Lustrum replied with yet another shrug. “He owes me a significant sum.”

      Stephen, a little taken aback by the gentleman’s honesty, paused for a moment. “I see.”

      “His vowels continue to remain unfulfilled,” Lord Lustrum continued, speaking of Lord Atherton’s gambling debts. “And I do not think there is any willingness on his part to pay me what he owes.”

      “A significant sum, you say?” Stephen asked, and Lord Lustrum nodded fervently. “I am sorry to hear that. I will settle on his behalf, if you wish?” It would be easy enough to instruct his brother’s solicitors to settle as many of his brother’s debts as they could whilst he remained so unwell. They would accept his authority and would, no doubt, have each and every debt paid within the week. He held Lord Lustrum’s gaze and, after a moment or two of consideration, the gentleman gave a brisk nod.

      “That would be acceptable to me,” he told Stephen, who nodded in agreement. “I look forward to hearing from you.”

      “But of course.” Stephen bowed and watched as Lord Lustrum lifted his chin, an arrogant smile on his face.

      “Let me fetch you a drink, Lord Stephen,” Lord Lustrum remarked with a tight but dark smile. “So that we might toast our agreement.”

      Stephen nodded and murmured something of an assent, watching the fellow turn away and seeing the embarrassed look on Lord Forrester’s face.

      “I would not have introduced him to you if I had known he would say such things,” Lord Forrester muttered, somewhat apologetic. “Truly, I did not expect him to—”

      Stephen held up one hand. “There is no need to concern yourself in that regard, Lord Forrester,” he said tiredly. “There are a good many gentlemen within London who have been treated ill—or whose daughters or sisters or nieces have been treated poorly—and thus I must expect such remarks. I have every intention of doing what I can to pay for any debts my brother has when he is so very unwell, as I think it will take him some time to recover and I would not like those who are waiting for his funds to remain so for much longer.” He shot a quick glance toward Lord Forrester and saw that the gentleman’s eyes had become quite serious, his lips pulled tight. “It is the least I can do.”

      Lord Forrester cleared his throat gruffly. “It is good of you,” he told Stephen, who accepted the compliment with nothing more than a shrug. “But what will you do for those gentlemen who, as you have said, have had sisters or daughters treated with cruelty and disdain once they had given Lord Atherton what he desired?”

      Stephen frowned, looking at Lord Forrester with a weighted brow. “What can I do?” he asked, his tone somber. “I cannot have my brother married to one of them when he is unable to even open his eyes to see who it is he is marrying.” Shaking his head, he let out a long breath. “It is discouraging to know that my brother has made so many poor decisions in his life,” he muttered, a little sorrowfully. “And that he has brought pain to so many people.”

      Lord Forrester nodded but shrugged. “Mayhap the rumor of the house is true, then,” he suggested, surprising Stephen. “Except mayhap he left a little of the story out. Perhaps it is that the owner of the house is brought to their death if they are considered unworthy.”

      “Except my brother is not dead,” Stephen snapped, upset with what Lord Forrester had suggested, even though he knew full well that there was every reason to think it. “And I pray that he will continue to recover.”

      “A chance to improve, then,” Lord Forrester commented dryly. “Mayhap he is to gain a second chance and once he is recovered, will make good on all of his promises, pay all of his debts, and do all he can to turn from his foolish ways.” He arched one eyebrow, but Stephen did not respond. He was not quite sure he liked or appreciated Lord Forrester’s suggestions, although perhaps it was because he was so very ashamed of the gentleman his brother had become. An angry response came to his lips but before he could release it, his attention was caught by the appearance of Miss Hawkins walking with another young lady he did not recognize. She saw him almost immediately and Stephen was astonished to feel just how much his heart lifted from its anger and upset by the mere sight of her.

      “I should go and find Miss Markham,” Lord Forrester commented, clearly unaware of how Stephen’s attention had been caught. “Ah, and here is Lord Lustrum with your brandy, Paxton.”

      With an effort, Stephen turned his attention away from Miss Hawkins, watching Lord Forrester walking away and Lord Lustrum approaching. He accepted the brandy from Lord Lustrum, seeing how the man held up his glass.

      “To our agreement.”

      “Which will be fulfilled within the month,” he promised, almost desperate to look back in the direction of Miss Hawkins and finding himself entirely unable to prevent himself from doing so. Lord Lustrum also looked toward them, his brows lifting in evident appreciation.

      “Goodness,” he murmured as Miss Hawkins began to make her way toward them, her friend at her side. “And who is this vision of beauty?”

      A trifle irritated that Lord Lustrum had noticed Miss Hawkins, Stephen cleared his throat, forced the rest of his frustrated spirits back down into his chest, and greeted Miss Hawkins with a smile.

      “My dear Miss Hawkins,” he said, more glad to see her than he had expected. “How good to see you this evening.”

      She smiled at him, her eyes bright. “And you, Lord Stephen,” she answered warmly. “Might I present Miss Seymour, daughter to Viscount Addington.”

      The young lady next to Miss Hawkins curtsied beautifully, lifting her golden head to look directly into Stephen’s face.

      “You have been struck with many troubles of late, I understand,” she told him, making him realize that this was another of the ladies involved with Miss Hawkins, Lady Haddington, and Lady Catherine. “I am sorry to hear it.”

      “I thank you,” he answered, realizing that he had not yet introduced Lord Lustrum. Quickly making the introductions, he saw how Lord Lustrum’s gaze flicked between the two ladies, clearly intrigued by one or both of them.

      “How lucky I am to make the acquaintance of not one but two beautiful young ladies,” Lord Lustrum said with another small bow, which brought a touch of color to both their cheeks. “Please, you must permit me to sign your dance cards. That is, if you have any spaces remaining.”

      Miss Seymour glanced at Miss Hawkins, who was smiling at Lord Lustrum.

      “I thank you,” she said without hesitation, holding out her dance card for him. “You are very kind, Lord Lustrum.”

      Feeling as though something was being stolen from him without him even knowing what it was, Stephen cleared his throat and inclined his head quickly. “As would I, of course,” he said as Lord Lustrum wrote his name down in one of Miss Hawkins’ spaces. “Although I am sure that your dance card must now be quite full.” Part of him was afraid that Lord Lustrum would have taken Miss Hawkins’ last space but, much to his relief, he saw that one waltz still remained. He wrote his name there without even a moment of hesitation, looking up at her to see her still smiling. Perhaps she was as glad as he that they would have a dance together.

      “And of course, Miss Seymour,” he murmured, seeing the lady smile at him as he wrote his name down. The lady had a good few spaces, he noted, seeing Lord Lustrum’s name in two of them. Following suit, Stephen wrote his name for the country dance and the quadrille, smiling back at his new acquaintance as he let her dance card go.

      “You are both very kind,” Miss Seymour murmured, her cheeks now rosy pink as she looked back at Lord Lustrum. “I look forward to our dances later this evening.”

      “As do I,” Miss Hawkins added with a quick smile in his direction. “Might I enquire as to the health of your brother, Lord Stephen?”

      His own smile died away almost immediately. “There is no particular improvement,” he told her, seeing how the light in her eyes began to fade. “He is between sleep and unconsciousness.”

      “Then he has not said anything?” Lord Lustrum asked, interrupting the conversation. “Not at all?”

      Stephen shook his head. “Not a word,” he answered sadly. “I have longed for him to awaken and to say even a single word to me, but he has not even opened his eyes. The doctor says that he is to be so for a time until his body has recovered a little more, but I find it very difficult to see him in such a state.”

      “Of course,” Lord Lustrum sympathized, putting one hand on Stephen’s shoulder for a moment. “That must be very trying indeed.”

      Miss Hawkins nodded slowly. “I pray that you will soon find your prayers for him answered,” she said softly. “Now, if you will permit me to change the subject and pull you away, Lord Stephen, I would like to introduce you to Lord Bentham.” Her eyes held his for a moment, a seriousness within them now. “He is just to your left and he and I are soon to dance, so what better time to make such an introduction?”

      All other thoughts flew from his head as Stephen turned his attention to this as yet unknown Lord Bentham. “Yes, of course,” he stammered, resisting the urge to turn his head and look over his shoulder at the gentleman. “If you would excuse me, Lord Lustrum.”

      Lord Lustrum nodded, his eyes fixed on Miss Seymour, who was now smiling back at him shyly. “But of course,” he said, seemingly quite distracted by the presence of Miss Seymour. “Miss Seymour and I are to dance soon, I think, so I shall quite contentedly remain here.”

      Stephen nodded and turned away, following Miss Hawkins, who took only a few steps to his left, and then quickly curtsied. The gentleman in question immediately bowed, his tall, thin frame bending forward like a reed in the breeze. He was so skinny that Stephen feared he might break in half should he attempt to bow any lower.

      “It is not quite time for our dance, Miss Hawkins,” Lord Bentham laughed as Miss Hawkins smiled back at him. “Am I to be flattered by your eagerness?”

      “I fear not,” she replied, and Stephen saw the smile fade just a little from Lord Bentham’s face. “I came to introduce you to an acquaintance of mine.” She gestured toward him and Stephen bowed quickly, seeing the slight confusion on Lord Bentham’s face as he bowed in return. “This is Lord Stephen Paxton, brother to the Marquess of Atherton.”

      “Very good to make your acquaintance,” Stephen told him, a little surprised when the gentleman’s face paled somewhat. “I do hope that this is not an intrusion, but I did come to speak to you about—”

      “How fares your brother?”

      Lord Bentham’s voice was tight, his words clipped and his eyes a little angry.

      “He is not yet improved,” Stephen answered slowly, wondering at the anger in Lord Bentham’s eyes. “You are acquainted with him, I think.”

      Lord Bentham’s jaw worked. “He was quite insistent on purchasing the townhouse,” Lord Bentham said, shaking his head and completely ignoring Stephen’s question.

      “I do not blame anyone for what has happened,” Stephen responded steadily, wondering if Lord Bentham was worried that Stephen now intended to remain and argue with him about the sale of the house. “But I did want to know what you thought of the rumor that has been a part of that house for so long.” He watched Lord Bentham closely, taking in the sunken cheeks, the dark circles around the fellow’s eyes, and the hardness within the grey orbs. There was a sense of deep unhappiness about the gentleman, he considered, and part of him began to worry that there was more to the rumors about the house than he had first realized.

      “That townhouse is cursed,” Lord Bentham said eventually. “My father bought it some years ago. The rumor was rife then, just as much as it is at present, but he was unafraid.” One shoulder lifted. “We lived there for some time, Lord Stephen, without any particular difficulty, but it was not until my father decided to throw a Christmas ball that things began to change.” Clearing his throat, he spread his hands. “My mother did not want him to do such a thing, for fear that the rumor would be proven true.”

      “The rumor that the owner will die in unfortunate circumstances?”

      “At the first ball he throws there,” Lord Bentham confirmed, adding to what Stephen already knew. “And it was as the rumor said. My father was struck down at the start of the Christmas soiree. I can still remember my mother screaming furiously  and how my father slumped across the table, his eyes open and unseeing.” A shake ran through Stephen’s frame as Lord Bentham looked at him with dull eyes. “The doctor said that it was nothing more than a weak heart and too much exertion, but I am afraid I did not believe it. Your brother knew this but insisted on purchasing the house. The house I had been unable to sell for years and years.”

      “You had been trying to sell the house for some time, then?” Miss Hawkins asked as Stephen tried to regain his composure. “And no one purchased it from  you?”

      Lord Bentham let out a harsh laugh. “With the death of my father and the rumor so widespread, I wanted to be rid of the place. But I could find no one willing to purchase it.”

      Miss Hawkins put a gentle hand on Lord Bentham’s arm and he started violently, as though he had forgotten she was there.

      “So the staff remained there for many years?” she asked, sounding a little confused. “Even though they were not needed?”

      Lord Bentham let out a long breath and closed his eyes. “As foolish as it may sound, Miss Hawkins, I wanted no recollection of the death of my father, but I knew very well that should the staff be asked to find new positions, it would be more than a little difficult for them to do so. After all, the rumors and the gossip about the house and my father were still rampant some years later, running through London like a good wine, lapped up by everyone.” Sighing, he put one hand to his forehead. “I myself looked to see if I could find them a new position, but everyone rejected the suggestion of taking on staff from that house.”

      “It is as though they carry a curse also,” Miss Hawkins said with a heavy sigh. “To the eyes of the ton, I mean.”

      Lord Bentham turned to her, looking at her with an obvious sense of admiration. “That is it precisely, Miss Hawkins,” he said quietly. “Therefore, in order to ensure that none of them were treated unfairly, I have allowed them to remain at the house and their positions were included in the sale of the house.”

      Stephen blinked in surprise, even though Miss Hawkins did not appear to be in any way surprised. Did she already know of this? He had thought that his brother had simply hired a new complement of staff for his new townhouse, but had never once considered that they might have already been within the house.

      “Then that speaks very highly of you, Lord Bentham,” he found himself saying, as Lord Bentham looked away from Miss Hawkins and back toward him. “To be so considerate of your staff is not something that every gentleman would do.”

      “The death of my father was not their fault,” came the swift reply. “Therefore, I would not blame them or have them carry any guilt or consequences.”

      Stephen said nothing for a moment, considering things in silence. Lord Bentham said nothing either, looking at Stephen with quiet reflection whilst Miss Hawkins remained quiet.

      “And my brother knew all of this,” Stephen said heavily, and Lord Bentham nodded. “And he still wanted to purchase the house.”

      “He did,” Lord Bentham answered faintly. “And I will not pretend that I tried to dissuade him, Lord Stephen, for I did not. I was so relieved to have the house taken off my shoulders that I gave your brother a very reasonable price.”

      Stephen smiled tightly. “I am sure you did,” he said with a shake of his head. “And it does not surprise me about my brother. That is the very sort of thing that he would do.”

      Miss Hawkins pressed her lips together for a moment and then took a small step closer to Lord Bentham.

      “Might I ask, Lord Bentham, if you were acquainted with Lord Atherton before he purchased the house?” she asked, and Stephen realized this was the very sort of question he himself ought to have considered. “Or was your acquaintance simply because of the house?”

      Lord Bentham hesitated and something in his expression caught Stephen’s attention. He did not know what it was but there was something in the way Lord Bentham’s gaze darted away from Miss Hawkins as he spoke that suggested there was something more to his answer.

      “I knew of him, of course,” Lord Bentham said slowly as Stephen began to frown. “But I was not well acquainted with him.”

      Miss Hawkins’ smile was kind. “Then you must not blame yourself in any way,” she told him as he darted a glance back toward Stephen. “For I do not think that anything here was your doing.”

      The orchestra began to play and Stephen felt an instant sense of loss as Lord Bentham immediately seemed to brighten, turning to Miss Hawkins and holding out one hand.

      “Shall we dance, Miss Hawkins?” he asked with a good deal of grandeur, as Miss Hawkins smiled up at him warmly, leaving Stephen wishing that such a smile would have been given to him. “This dance is ours, I believe.”

      “It is,” she answered, throwing Stephen a quick look. “Do excuse us, Lord Stephen.”

      “But of course,” Stephen said with a wave of his hand that he prayed was not either too dismissive or too forced. “I thank you for your honesty, Lord Bentham. It has been very helpful indeed.”

      The gentleman did not reply but rather held Stephen’s gaze for a moment before turning away, Miss Hawkins on his arm. Stephen watched them go with a growing sense of envy, even though he, too, was soon to dance with Miss Hawkins. As the music began to play and the couples started to dance, Stephen frowned as he recalled the slight hesitation in Lord Bentham’s answer about whether or not he had known Lord Atherton prior to the sale of the house. Was there something that he did not want to make known? Or was it merely a question as to how little he had known Lord Atherton?

      Stephen did not have a chance to consider more, for a sudden, loud scream ripped through the center of the ballroom, filling his heart with a fierce, lurching fear as memories resurfaced of the screams after the attack on his brother. Stumbling forward, the orchestra coming to a stop, he was met by Lord Bentham hurrying from the floor, half pulling Miss Hawkins with him. She was white as a sheet, her eyes huge and one hand pressed hard against her heart.

      “Good gracious!” Stephen exclaimed, looking down at her and feeling a sense of horror rising within him as he saw the blood running down the length of her arm and soaking into her glove. Fumbling for his handkerchief, he pressed it lightly against the injury, making her wince and pull away, but he persisted. The music began to start up again, as though the rest of the beau monde cared very little what had just taken place, although there were still a few long looks and whispered words. Perhaps they had not seen what he had, perhaps they had not noticed the blood. “What happened to you, Miss Hawkins?”

      She blinked rapidly, her hand pressed against his as he held the handkerchief against her arm. “I—I am not sure,” she stammered as Lord Bentham wrung his hands. “I was taking a turn about the floor, near to the edge of the room, and then something…. something flashed and instinctively I put my arm up and….” She stared up at him, her face bloodless as though she was trying to work out what had happened.

      “I did not even see what had happened until Miss Hawkins screamed,” Lord Bentham said, as though this was just as much to do with him as with her. “We were dancing near the corner of the room and all I could see were some vacant chairs with no one within them.” He shook his head and rubbed at his forehead. “Everyone was dancing, I suppose.”

      Something within Stephen told him that there was something sinister about this, something dark and dangerous. Instinct told him to wrap his arm about Miss Hawkins and take her away from the ball at once, but knowing he could not take her unaccompanied, he was forced to look to Lord Bentham for help.

      “I must take Miss Hawkins to have her arm cleaned,” he told him, looking at the gentleman and seeing how pale he was. Evidently, the man had been quite shocked with what had occurred. “Might you ask our hostess if there is a room we could use? And thereafter, look in the corner of the ballroom just in case there is anything that might give us a hint as to how this happened.”

      Lord Bentham stared at him for a moment or two, taking a deep breath before he finally nodded his head. “Yes,” he muttered, raking one hand through his hair. “Yes, of course. Yes.” Muttering something under his breath, he turned and made his way through the ballroom in search of their hostess, leaving Stephen to deal with Miss Hawkins. He realized that she was shaking violently and put one arm around her waist, leading her toward the edge of the ballroom where some chairs were sitting, waiting for them.

      “You must rest,” he said softly, helping her into a chair whilst never once removing his hand from her arm. “I will find someone to help you in a moment, once Lord Bentham has—ah.”

      Much to his relief, Miss Seymour hurriedly approached them, her face drawn and her eyes wide.

      “Miss Seymour,” he said with relief. “Miss Hawkins has been injured. We must find someone to look at her arm once our host has given us a room.”

      Miss Seymour nodded, her eyes fixed on Miss Hawkins. “I saw you hurrying from the floor,” she said, speaking directly to Miss Hawkins. “Are you quite all right, Miss Hawkins?”

      Miss Hawkins looked at her friend, shaking just a little but clearly attempting to smile. “I am in a little pain,” she said, speaking honestly. “I do not know what happened.”

      Stephen pressed his lips together tightly, his jaw working furiously as he looked out at the other guests. Someone had attempted to injure Miss Hawkins, it seemed. Someone here. Someone present this evening—and he had no idea why. To see her stumbling from the floor, her glove soaking red, had utterly horrified him, but to feel so helpless, so confused, and now so lost was all the more frustrating.

      “We can take her to the parlor.”

      Lord Bentham appeared just behind Stephen, breathless and with a footman in tow. “This footman is to give us whatever we require.”

      Stephen nodded, turning around to see Miss Seymour linking arms with Miss Hawkins as they stood. “Lord Bentham,” he said firmly. “You know the area of the ballroom you and Miss Hawkins were in.” He held Lord Bentham’s gaze, seeing the man nod. “Then you must return there and look over it all very carefully, just in case there is anything there that might give us a hint as to how this happened. Then join us in the parlor.”

      “Of course.” Lord Bentham turned to speak to Miss Hawkins for a moment, who was now very pale, before scurrying off to do as Stephen had asked.

      “Come, Miss Hawkins,” Stephen murmured, taking Miss Hawkins’ other arm and leading her through the ballroom, glaring at anyone who dared look at her. “We will soon have you settled.”
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      The pain in her arm was growing steadily, although Julia made no sound of complaint as Lord Stephen slowly pulled off her stained glove. She bit her lip instead and looked away as Lord Stephen leaned down to look at it a little better, not wanting to see the red gash on her arm which was now resting on top of a thick cushion so as not to stain her gown.

      “It is not too deep,” Lord Stephen said, the relief obvious in his voice, as Miss Seymour rubbed her back sympathetically. “It looks like a knife wound to me.”

      She shuddered. “A knife?” she repeated hoarsely, having no understanding why someone would wish to slash out at her with a blade. “But why?”

      Lord Stephen said nothing but looked up at her sharply, as though she knew why someone would do such a thing and was merely choosing not to tell him.

      “I do not understand,” Miss Seymour said softly, looking at Julia with wide eyes. “You were dancing and as you took a turn about the floor, someone attempted to injure you?”

      Closing her eyes, Julia let out a long, slow breath so that fear would not take a hold of her. “It must be as you say,” she said faintly. “I cannot think as to why.”

      “Whoever it was must have been quite desperate,” Lord Stephen said as the door opened behind her. “To slash out at you in such a public manner speaks of a frantic anxiety.” He looked at her steadily, his green eyes swirling with unspoken emotion. “But why would they do so? What is it that they want to prevent you from doing?”

      Mrs. Law, who by some miracle was not in her cups, came closer to Julia, accompanied by a maid and a gentleman with a bag in his hand. The maid was carrying a tray which Julia saw contained a bowl of water and a few cloths. This meant that the gentleman in question must be a doctor, Julia realized, waving Mrs. Law into a chair with her good arm, seeing that her companion was close to fainting. No doubt the lady was afraid that what had happened to Julia would be reported back to Lord Steele and that she would then lose her position. There would be no real concern for Julia’s injury.

      “Now, what have we here?” the doctor asked, looking down at her with a kind expression, although his blue eyes were glinting with a clear intelligence. “Whatever happened to you?”

      Julia felt her eyes fill with sudden tears but forced them back. “I do not know,” she answered honestly as the doctor pulled up a chair and picked up her hand, turning it gently left and then right as he scrutinized the wound. “Lord Stephen thinks it may have been a knife.”

      The doctor looked toward Lord Stephen with a shrewd glance. “Then Lord Stephen would be correct, Miss Hawkins,” he said, clearly having been told her name by Mrs. Law. “It looks to be so to me, although it is not very deep.”

      “I… I put my hand up instinctively when I saw the flash of the blade,” she answered, trying to distract herself from the pain that came from whatever it was the doctor was putting on her arm. “I think they might have been attempting to put the knife near to my heart.” It was difficult for her to speak those final words, but she did so regardless, forcing them from her lips and seeing how Lord Stephen’s eyes grew all the more angry.

      “Perhaps,” the doctor said quietly. “You have been very lucky that it was not worse, Miss Hawkins.”

      She swallowed hard and felt tears fall to her cheeks. She had no clear understanding of why someone would have tried to attack her in such a fashion, and given how Lord Stephen was glaring angrily at the wall, his jaw working furiously, neither did he.

      The door suddenly flew open and Lord Bentham stumbled in, one hand pressed against his heart.

      “There was nothing,” he said, speaking directly to Lord Stephen. “Nothing but three very confused older ladies sitting in what had been vacant chairs during our dance.” He shook his head, spreading his hands. “I do not know what else I can do to help, but…” Trailing off, he turned to her as though he was only just aware of her. “You have the doctor with you now, Miss Hawkins.”

      “I do,” she answered, seeing the color slowly return to Lord Bentham’s face and deciding that he had nothing to do with what had just happened. He appeared much too shocked, much too overcome to have had anything to do with it. “I am sure I shall be well recovered and able to return to the ball—”

      “No!”

      Lord Stephen’s exclamation sucked everything else from the room. Silence fell, with even the doctor looking at him with one arched eyebrow.

      “No, Miss Hawkins,” Lord Stephen said firmly, looking at her with a steady gaze. “You should not return to the ball, not if you wish to remain safe. The person who did this might very well attempt to injure you again.”

      She lifted her chin, wincing just a little as the doctor began to wrap a strip of cloth around her arm. “All the more reason for my return,” she answered resolutely. “I will not show any sort of fear, I will not run away from this nor hide myself away.”

      “But we do not know why—”

      “I am aware of that,” she answered, before he could say more. “But even if we do not yet know the reason for someone’s attempt to push the blade toward my heart, I will not show a single ounce of fear. I am sure I will be quite safe if I remain close to you and to my friends.” Her heart was beating much too quickly for her liking, despite her calm outward appearance. There was still a good deal of fear lingering around her, but she was determined not to give in to it. To hide now, to escape back home—as much as she wanted to do so—would only give the person responsible a sense that they had been successful. If she had learned anything with what had happened between Lord and Lady Haddington last Season, it was that one had to be brave when it came to such difficulties as this.

      “You will remain with her, will you not, Lord Stephen?” Miss Seymour asked, breaking the silence that had followed her words. “As will I. Lord and Lady Haddington are also present this evening, as are Lady Catherine and Lady Ann.”

      “And your brother, Miss Hawkins.”

      Julia shook her head sharply at Mrs. Law’s suggestion, seeing the lady’s cheeks color red as she saw Julia’s look. Mrs. Law might be doing the right thing in suggesting that she call Lord Steele to help, but Julia knew that her brother would either simply send her home or decide that society and the Season were too much trouble and that he would take control of her situation from now on. Besides which, if Mrs. Law were to go in search of Lord Steele, he would be able to smell the liquor on her breath.

      “I do not think my brother needs to be troubled,” she said clearly, her eyes now dry and her arm seeming to sting just a little less as the doctor finished his ministrations. “I will be quite safe without his presence, if I have my friends here.”

      Lord Stephen looked as though he wanted to argue, his jaw set and his eyes a little narrowed, but in the end he merely sighed and looked away.

      “Very well,” he said as Miss Seymour handed the bowl back to the maid without a qualm over the red-stained water. “But you must rest, Miss Hawkins, until you have regained your strength.”

      “I will rest in the ballroom,” she answered with as much dignity as she could muster. “My arm feels a good deal better.” She smiled at the doctor and rose quickly, relieved that there were no bloodstains on her gown as she had feared. “I thank you.”

      “I could give you something for the pain,” he offered, looking at her. “But I think you would refuse it.”

      She nodded. “I would,” she answered as Miss Seymour took her arm. “But thank you for your help.”

      The doctor nodded. “You should have it looked over again in a day or so,” he said. “The wound will need to be rebound.”

      “I will pay for your trouble,” Lord Stephen said quickly, before she could answer. “Thank you.”

      The doctor nodded, smiled, and quit the room, leaving Julia to follow him, leaning on Miss Seymour’s arm. Lord Stephen came after them, whilst Lord Bentham promised to go and speak to their host and tell her that all was well. Julia tried to breathe as normally as she could but even re-entering the ballroom made her feel quite anxious. It felt as though everyone was looking at her, making her fear that someone would lurch out toward her from the crowd, the flashing blade in their hand. Part of her wanted to turn around and walk straight back out again, to demand that the carriage be called so that she could hurry back home to safety, but another part of her refused to give in to her otherwise legitimate fear. She did not want to shirk from it, did not want to show the perpetrator that she had any intention of hiding herself away as, perhaps, they had intended her to do.

      “You are doing very well, Miss Hawkins,” Miss Seymour murmured. “Look, I can see Lady Haddington.”

      Lord Stephen cleared his throat and, with a swift motion, put his arm under hers so that she was supported on either side. Julia leaned into him willingly, feeling her legs begin to wobble as the shock of what had happened finally began to wear off, leaving her feeling tired and quite weak.

      “Let me go and fetch her whilst you sit down,” Miss Seymour said hastily, letting go of her arm now that Lord Stephen had her. “I will not be a moment.”

      Lord Stephen helped her to sit down in a vacant chair which, much to her relief, was in a quieter part of the ballroom so that she would not garner a good many looks or stares from anyone. Lord Stephen looked from left to right as he stood a little in front of her, clearly protective.

      “I cannot understand why anyone would want to harm you,” he muttered, turning slightly to look down at her. “You truly have no knowledge as to why?”

      She shook her head, her throat constricting as she looked across the room to where she had been when the knife had appeared. That corner of the room was so dark and shadowy that she suspected it would most likely be used by gentlemen attempting to steal a kiss from a lady. That was the case at so many balls, for whilst candles were aplenty, there were always one or two darker places to hide.

      “I should never have…” Lord Stephen broke off, shaking his head.

      “You are not to take the blame,” she insisted, reaching out and taking his hand tightly, and seeing the reaction in his eyes as he looked at her. “This is not your doing. It can have nothing to do with you.”

      “Then for what other reason would someone seek to attack you with such force that you might very well now be lying dead on the floor?” he asked, his words hitting her hard as the blood drained from her face. “If not related to my brother’s attack, then what other reason can there be?”

      Her throat was burning now as she forcibly held back tears. The urge to break down completely, to burst into tears and to allow her confusion and her pain to run free, grew steadily but she prevented herself with nothing other than sheer determination. Lord Stephen squeezed her hand and hunkered down, his face a mask of guilt.

      “I should not have spoken so harshly,” he said, now looking deeply into her eyes. “I am truly sorry, Miss Hawkins, if I have brought you more sorrow.”

      She made to speak, to tell him that he did not need to apologize, only for the figure of Lady Haddington to come swooping down over her, her expression one of sheer horror as she clutched at Julia’s shoulder. For some moments, Julia was caught up in an explanation of what had occurred, whilst Lord Haddington and Lord Stephen spoke quietly together, their faces grim.

      “We must get everyone together,” Lady Haddington said firmly, when Julia had a chance to collect herself. “All of the ladies must be together so that we can puzzle this out. You cannot be permitted to continue on through society with the danger of someone attacking you hanging over your head.”

      “We could all gather tomorrow at my townhouse, if you wish it,” Lord Stephen said, seemingly in agreement that something had to be done. “I can offer no insight, I am afraid, but my home is—”

      “Wait.” Julia put up one hand, silencing them all. Something had just come back to her, something of great importance, and possibly relevant to what had happened to her. “I have remembered something.”

      Everyone was looking at her now, their eyes fixed tightly to hers.

      “I remember something,” she said softly, as the memory of the strange footman came back into her mind, just as she recalled how she had caught a glimpse of a dark-haired fellow turning away from the scene where Lord Atherton lay stabbed. “Something that I meant to mention to you earlier, Lord Stephen, which I then chose not to.”

      Lord Stephen sucked in a breath. “What is it, Miss Hawkins?” he asked, coming closer to her again as her friends encircled her, allowing her to feel safe and protected.

      “I think,” she said quietly, “that I recognized someone within your brother’s household staff, Lord Stephen. I recognized him this afternoon because he was present at the time of your brother’s stabbing.”

      She looked around the group, seeing Lady Haddington’s eyes widening with shock, whilst Lord Haddington frowned heavily.

      “Who is it, Miss Hawkins?” Miss Seymour asked, sinking into a chair beside her. “Who did you recognize?”

      “One of the footmen,” she said, her tone somber. “One of the footmen at your brother’s townhouse was there when your brother was stabbed.”

      There was a moment when everyone began to frown, making Julia realize that it was quite normal for a footman to have been present at the ball.

      “What I mean to say is that he was watching Lord Atherton, without any discernible purpose,” she explained as Lord Stephen began to nod. “And then he turned away with a dark expression on his face and went out into the gardens.”

      Lord Stephen took in a long breath then let it out just as slowly. “Then you recognized him, you say?” he asked intently. “Are you quite sure?”

      “I am,” she answered, a slight flush of embarrassment creeping up her cheeks as she realized just how foolish she must sound. “It struck me just how strange it was for a servant to look at me so directly and with such a sense of anger smoldering in his gaze. I was so disconcerted that I was forced to look away.”

      Again, there came a short silence, which was only broken by Miss Seymour’s firm voice.

      “I think that if Miss Hawkins believes that there is something untoward about this footman, then I would accept her word,” she said, putting a gentle hand on Julia’s shoulder. “It would give you something to go on at least, would it not?”

      Lord Stephen began to nod with such severity that for a moment, Julia wanted to laugh at his obvious desire to agree with Miss Seymour.

      “But of course,” he answered quickly. “If you say that you believe there is some significance with this footman, who should certainly not have looked at you in such a manner, Miss Hawkins, then I absolutely accept your word. We must meet tomorrow at my brother’s townhouse, and you can show me which footman you speak of.”

      Julia managed a small smile, not betraying her sudden sense of worry that came with the idea of having to point out one footman over the others, suddenly afraid that she had made a mistake in being so forthright.

      “Tomorrow afternoon, then,” Lady Haddington agreed, looking both relieved and concerned. “I shall call for you, Miss Hawkins.”

      “If it is no trouble,” Lord Stephen interrupted, a slow flush of color creeping up his neck and going into his face, “I should like to call for Miss Hawkins. After all, I fear it is because of my family that such an injury has occurred.” His eyes darted to hers, then away again as though he feared she might object. “But I should not want to stand in your way, Lady Haddington.”

      Lady Haddington glanced at Julia, who herself felt a hint of warmth creep into her cheeks.

      “I think, Lord Stephen, that you will find neither myself nor Miss Hawkins refusing your request,” she said, and Lord Stephen looked back toward Julia, who found it quite difficult to meet his eyes. “I look forward to discussing this matter in greater detail tomorrow, in the hope that we can form some sort of conclusion.” She reached down to pat Julia’s hand. “And I hope your arm recovers quickly.”

      “I thank you,” Julia answered, her voice heavy with meaning as she saw the gleam hitting Lady Haddington’s eyes. “And my heart holds the very same hope, I confess.” For then who knows what might follow, should there be no more trouble, she said silently to herself, her eyes returning to Lord Stephen, only to see that he was looking directly at her with what appeared to be the very same hope flickering in his eyes.
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      The following afternoon, Stephen arrived promptly at Lord Steele’s home, standing at the door for only a moment before it was pulled open to reveal Miss Hawkins standing waiting for him just on the threshold.

      His heart lifted skywards at the sight of her, his eyes practically dazzled by the delicate smile that adorned her face.

      “Good afternoon, Lord Stephen,” she said, making to step forward. “How do you fare today?”

      He hesitated, wondering if he should tell her that he had slept very little, his mind tormented with a good many thoughts and questions over what she had revealed to him, only to decide that there was no need for her to know of it.

      “I am well,” he answered, stepping to one side to reveal his carriage. “Are you ready, Miss Hawkins?” He did not want to ask about her arm until they were gone from the house, remembering what she had said about her brother. It was just as well he did not, for just as Miss Hawkins was about to step forward, a loud voice rattled down the staircase toward the front door, halting her in her path.

      “What, ho!”

      Miss Hawkins went a shade of scarlet and turned her head whilst Stephen stood as tall as he could, his shoulders down and his head held high. He wanted to make a strong impression upon Miss Hawkins’ brother, although he was not quite certain as to the impetus behind it.

      “Ah, my dear sister,” said a loud voice as a gentleman strode toward them, having clattered down the stairs only a few moments before. “Are you to leave me alone again for yet another afternoon?” His hazel eyes, so similar in color to Miss Hawkins’, turned toward Stephen. “And with company, I see.”

      “Mrs. Law is to accompany me, of course,” Miss Hawkins murmured, her cheeks still flushed. Turning back to Stephen, she spread her arm out toward him. “This is my brother, Viscount Steele.” Her eyes did not lift to his, her blush betraying her embarrassment.

      “I know who you are, of course,” Lord Steele grinned as Stephen inclined his head. “And you are to take my sister out for a carriage ride?”

      Clearing his throat to get rid of his sense of embarrassment, Stephen tried to smile. “We are to take tea with some acquaintances,” he said, by way of explanation. “I presume there is no concern as to that?”

      Lord Steele laughed and Miss Hawkins blushed all the more. “No, there is nothing to concern me at all,” he answered with a slight nudge of his elbow into Miss Hawkins’ arm, making her wince. “Do have an excellent afternoon, Julia.”

      It was on the tip of Stephen’s tongue to remind Lord Steele that his sister had injured her arm, only to catch the sharp look from Miss Hawkins. Realizing that she had not spoken to her brother about her arm, Stephen quickly cleared his throat, bowed toward Lord Steele, and then gestured toward the carriage.

      “Shall we, Miss Hawkins?” he asked as Miss Hawkins nodded to her brother and then preceded Stephen out of the door and toward the carriage. Stephen followed hastily, with Mrs. Law falling into step behind him. Within a few minutes, they were all safely ensconced in the carriage, although even as the carriage pulled away, Miss Hawkins would not quite look him in the eye.

      “Please, do not feel at all embarrassed,” he said quietly, so as to bring Miss Hawkins a little relief. “I should have made sure to have introduced myself to your brother already. It was an oversight not to have done so.”

      “You would have been hard pressed to find him,” she answered with a small yet rueful smile. “He is often in the card room rather than engaging with society.”

      He chuckled and finally, Miss Hawkins looked directly at him. “I think you have said so already,” he told her with a grin. “But perhaps it is to my advantage that he is a little less watchful than a brother might otherwise be. I should not complain, I think.”

      This brought another gentle smile to her face, her cheeks still warm, but Stephen felt nothing but delight at this. She was truly a lovely creature and he found her to be utterly delightful. There was intelligence and wit there, as well as a kindness to her character and a warmth to her heart that only added to his good impression of her. They had become very close indeed over the last few days, which had come as something of a surprise to Stephen, even though he greatly appreciated her company.

      “How is your arm today?” he asked with concern, seeing the faint smile fading almost at once. “Does it pain you?”

      “It does,” she answered truthfully. “But I am confident now in my thinking that the footman I saw has had something to do with your brother’s attack and mayhap feared that I was to say something to you about how I had recognized him standing there that evening.” She looked out of the window for a moment, her lips twisting just a little. “It would make sense, would it not?”

      “Yes, it would,” he agreed, his heart suddenly climbing up his throat at the prospect of returning to Lord Atherton’s townhouse where the perpetrator of these crimes might be. “But I cannot imagine that a footman would work alone, particularly if there appears to be no reason for his actions.”

      Her brows lifted. “What of Lord Bentham?”

      “What of him?” he asked, throwing up one hand. “He appeared quite shocked at what happened to you last evening and I cannot see why he would have any need to hurt my brother. After all, he did sell him the house and, having had it for so many years, he would have been glad to have had it gone from him.” He watched Miss Hawkins closely, seeing how she frowned, and felt himself wondering what was going through her mind.

      “The staff came with the sale of the house, did they not?” she reminded him quietly. “Mayhap the footman is working with Lord Bentham on some matter or other relating to your brother. Mayhap we have merely not discovered it yet.”

      He shook his head and sighed. “Perhaps that is right,” he acknowledged as the carriage began to slow. “Although the list we compiled does not bear Lord Bentham’s name.”

      That seemed to confuse her, for Miss Hawkins closed her eyes tightly and rubbed at her forehead with her good hand. “Indeed,” she sighed, sounding a little defeated. “It is a suggestion, only. I do not at all want to blame someone who has done nothing wrong.”

      “Nor do I,” he said with a slight tug of worry in his heart. “Come now, Miss Hawkins, do not look so downhearted.” He waited until she had lifted her eyes to his and then smiled, wanting to encourage her. “You have come up with the only information and conclusion that might actually give us some insight,” he told her, seeing the small, sad smile that tugged at one corner of her mouth. “Do not be sorrowful. I am sure that you are correct and that this footman has some things to tell us.” He did not wait for her response but rather turned toward the carriage door and climbed out, shooing the footman away so that he himself might help Miss Hawkins down from it. Her hand touched his fingers as he held onto it carefully, not wanting her to be in any pain from her injured arm but also relishing each moment that he clasped her hand. Her warm smile of thanks lifted his spirits and he could not help but offer her his arm as they walked together up the steps and into the house.

      The butler, who had been expecting them, held the door open and took his hat and gloves without a word, quickly accepting Miss Hawkins’ bonnet and gloves also.

      “I have laid out tea for you in the drawing room, my lord,” he said with a small inclination of his head. “And Lord and Lady Haddington have only just arrived, as have Lady Catherine and Lady Ann.”

      “I thank you,” he said, dismissing the butler and then making his way toward the drawing room, leading Miss Hawkins along with him. Nothing was said but he could practically feel the tension clouding around them, growing ever thicker with every step he took. Without even thinking, he reached across and pressed Miss Hawkins’ fingers so as to reassure her just a little.

      “Miss Hawkins.”

      “Lady Ann.”

      A young lady Stephen did not recognize rose to her feet the moment Miss Hawkins entered the room, hurrying toward her with outstretched hands.

      “Catherine told me what happened,” she cried as Miss Hawkins took her hands gently. “You are not badly hurt?”

      “No, I am not,” Miss Hawkins replied warmly as Stephen bowed to Lord and Lady Haddington. “I thank you for your concern.”

      Lady Ann did not look any less distressed. “I have been unwell with a terrible cold this last sennight, so I have been quite lost without being able to go into society,” she said, leading Miss Hawkins toward a chair. “I am recovered now but horrified to hear that there has been so much distress.”

      “The tea might be cold by the time we drink it,” Lady Haddington interrupted cheerfully. “Your footman brought the tea tray only a few minutes before you arrived, Lord Stephen. Would you mind if I poured?”

      He shook his head. “No, of course not,” he answered, smiling. “We were delayed a little by Lord Steele.” Shooting a quick glance toward Miss Hawkins, he saw how she gave him a small, uncertain smile. “But all is quite well, as you can see.”

      “And you have said nothing to the footmen about wishing to see them all?” Lady Haddington asked, and Stephen shook his head again. “They will not suspect it?”

      “They will be called once we are ready, without having had any prior warning,” he told her, seeing the satisfactory look on her face. “Let us hope then that Miss Hawkins will be able to discern which one of them she recognized.” A small smile lifted his lips. “Else we shall have nothing else to do but return to the list we have created and attempt to pull names from there.” Remembering that he had met one such gentleman last evening, he let out a sigh and rubbed at his forehead for a moment. “Although that being said, the more I consider it, the more I fear that there is none on that list that would have attacked my brother.”

      “No?” Miss Hawkins’ head shot up in surprise. “You think not?”

      A small shrug lifted one shoulder. “What would be the reason for someone such as Lord Lustrum to try and kill my brother when Atherton owes him a good deal of money?”

      “There is a lack of motivation there, I grant you,” Lady Ann said, still holding tightly to Miss Hawkins’ hand as she sat down next to her. “But sometimes money is no object. It is the slight that must be repaid.”

      Miss Hawkins’ lips twisted and Stephen watched her closely, wondering what she was thinking.

      “I would not expect someone to try to kill another over the slight of unpaid debts, however,” she commented, her eyes on the floor as she spoke slowly and with great care, making sure to express herself carefully. “That does not seem proportionate at all.”

      “So that means we can remove a good many names from that list,” he said as Lord Haddington nodded in agreement. “Which would leave us with only a few that have been wronged in some other way.”

      Miss Hawkins looked back at him steadily, her eyes sharp. “That leaves us with only two names, if I recall correctly,” she said, surprising him with just how good her memory was. “Lord Jameson, who was upset over some remark your brother had made to his sister, and one Lord Morrilton, whose daughter had been rather fond of Lord Atherton but whose fondness had come to naught.”

      Lady Haddington sat forward in her chair. “And had Lord Atherton done something to either of these ladies that would demand retribution?” she asked without any sort of hesitation.

      Miss Hawkins pressed her lips together tightly, thinking hard. She looked back at Stephen, who himself felt his own heart sinking to his toes as the answer came to him clearly.

      “I do not think so,” he answered, speaking for both himself and Miss Hawkins. “Atherton had made only a rude remark to Lord Jameson’s sister, and Lord Morrilton had perhaps expected more from my brother’s acquaintance with his daughter. When that came to naught, the girl would have been heartbroken—it would not be the first time that such a thing has happened—but surely it would not mean that the gentleman would want to strike my brother down?”

      “Unless there is more to what happened,” Lady Catherine interrupted softly. “It may be worth speaking to Lord Morrilton.”

      Miss Seymour waved a hand suddenly, looking from Lady Catherine to Lady Ann to Miss Hawkins and back again. “Wait a moment,” she said urgently. “Is not Miss Standing the daughter of Lord Morrilton?” Her eyes darted from one face to the other. “I am sure I am correct,” she said with a quick nod to herself. “And if I am, then Miss Standing has only recently married.”

      Stephen’s shoulders slumped. “Oh.”

      “Ah, yes,” Lord Haddington muttered, one elbow on the side of the chair, his fingers rubbing his chin. “To Baron Tynesdale, I believe.”

      A small murmur of understanding ran around the room, as Miss Hawkins looked sympathetically toward Stephen. He tried to smile back at her, hating that he felt so disappointed. It felt as though the more he stepped forward, the more confused he became.

      “Then I think, Lord Stephen, it is time to summon your footmen,” Lady Haddington suggested, and he rose to ring the bell. “Let us hope that we will be able to find out something of use.”

      “Indeed,” he agreed, pulling the bell rope and waiting for his butler to appear.

      

      “He is not here.”

      Stephen wanted to throw his head back and groan aloud but instead, he remained standing precisely where he was and looked steadily back at Miss Hawkins. “You are sure?”

      “Quite.” Her voice was sharp, as though she was irritated with him for asking her such a thing. “The footman I saw here last time I visited is no longer present.”

      Stephen swiveled his gaze back to the butler. “One of the footmen is missing, I believe.”

      The butler frowned, coming further into the room to look at the four footmen in turn. Stephen watched him closely, seeing how the butler’s frown deepened. Evidently, he had only just realized that there was someone missing.

      “Where is Mr. Thompson?”

      “Thompson?” Stephen repeated as the butler turned back toward him. “That is the missing footman’s name?”

      The butler nodded. “Yes, my lord,” he said, inclining his head. “I am terribly sorry. I do not know where he is gone.”

      Miss Hawkins let out a long breath and he almost felt some of the tension draining from her. Seeing how her hands remained tight on the arms of her chair, Stephen felt his heart swell with sympathy, wishing that this might have been brought to an end at this present moment. Now, without the footman being here, there could be no immediate end to her fear that she might be attacked again at any given moment.

      “And this footman, Thompson,” he heard Miss Hawkins say, her eyes fixed on the butler, “he has been with the house for some time?”

      The butler nodded. “He was taken on once Lord Bentham bought the house,” he confirmed. “I have never seen him put a foot out of line, my lady, and I can only apologize for his tardiness.”

      “You will inform me the moment he returns,” Stephen said firmly, and the butler bowed to evidence his agreement. “Thank you, you are all dismissed.”

      He waited for the footmen and the butler to file out of the room before turning back to the rest of his guests, sighing heavily and holding up his hands. “I am very sorry to have disappointed you,” he said regretfully, seeing how Miss Hawkins shook her head. “I did not give them any warning as to what I would request. I cannot understand where he is gone.”

      “It is not your fault,” Miss Hawkins replied with a small smile that did not reach her eyes. “I—”

      She was interrupted by a shout that came from the hallway, followed by the sound of running feet. Everyone seemed to tense as all eyes turned toward the door, which, as they watched, was thrown back, crashing against the table that was in its path. Stephen caught his breath as none other than Lord Bentham burst into the room, his eyes wild, his face red with evident exertion and a frantic look in his expression.

      “Lord Stephen,” he cried, hurrying forward. “I have only just come from your townhouse. When I entered, there was all manner of commotion and I confess that I found myself involved.”

      Stephen’s heart began to pound as he looked back at the gentleman. “What happened?” he asked, his mouth going dry as Lord Bentham shook his head. “What commotion was there?”

      Lord Bentham sucked in air before replying, whilst yet more shouts came from the hallway. “Some of your servants appeared to be fighting with each other,” he said as Stephen stared at him in astonishment. “Your butler was quite embarrassed and attempted to bring this disturbance to an end, only to realize that your servants had a hold of a man that they did not know.” He swallowed hard and waved a hand in the direction of the door. “He had been attempting to smother Lord Atherton.”

      Stephen stared at Lord Bentham for a few moments, hardly able to take in what had been said, before dropping into a chair. Lord Haddington rose and poured three brandies in quick succession, handing one to Stephen and then the second to Lord Bentham before going back for his own.

      “You have that man here, I presume?” Lord Haddington asked as Lord Bentham took a mouthful of his brandy. “How did you know that Lord Stephen was here?”

      “The butler told me,” Lord Bentham replied, his breathing still ragged. “Once I had helped secure the fellow, I insisted on knowing where Lord Stephen was so that I might take him here at once.”

      “That was wise,” Lady Haddington murmured as Stephen threw back his brandy in a few mouthfuls. “And is Lord Atherton all right?”

      Lord Bentham nodded, sending a spiraling relief all through Stephen. “Yes, he is unharmed,” he answered. “But this fellow, Lord Stephen, what should I do with him?”

      Stephen felt every eye on him as he looked from one person to the next, seeing how they watched him intently. The butler suddenly appeared at the door, which was still ajar, looking at Stephen questioningly. “Bring the fellow in,” he said, wondering if this would bring him all the answers he required. “And stay with us, if you would, Lord Bentham. I am in your debt for what you have done.”

      All thoughts of Lord Bentham’s involvement in his brother’s attack began to fade away, swept aside by what the man had done. He shot a glance toward Miss Hawkins and saw that, whilst she was pale, there was a firmness about her expression that told him she felt just as he did. They had to see the fellow who had attacked Lord Atherton, had to see his face and question him as to why he had done such a thing. This might be the end to the mystery, the end to all his difficulties. Perhaps then, he might be able to consider the future without any fears or doubts tugging at him.

      “My lord.”

      Stephen rose to his feet, as did Lord Haddington and Lord Bentham, as a man was brought into the drawing room. Instantly, Miss Hawkins gasped aloud, one hand clamped over her mouth as she stared at the fellow—and another look at the butler made him realize that his servant also knew the identity of the man now standing before them.

      “That is the footman,” Miss Hawkins whispered, her voice barely loud enough for him to hear. “The one that I spoke of. That is he!”

      Stephen, a little irritated that he did not know his brother’s staff as well as he ought, looked toward his butler, who nodded his agreement, his expression grave.

      “This is Thompson, my lord,” the butler murmured, his eyes fixed to the floor as though the man had brought shame on the whole household. “I cannot understand or explain why he was…” He swallowed hard and looked down at his feet, clearly ashamed.

      “This does not reflect badly on you,” Stephen said as a ripple of shock ran around the room. “I thank you. You are dismissed for the time being. Put a man by the door so that this… ruffian… cannot even attempt to escape.” There was very little chance of such a thing happening with Lord Bentham, Lord Haddington, and himself being present, but still, Stephen was to take no chances. His heart began to pound furiously as he looked at the footman standing in front of him, feeling anger swirling through his chest as he realized that this man, this footman, had tried to smother and kill his brother.

      What Miss Hawkins had surmised had been quite correct, it seemed. This footman had been standing near Lord Atherton when his attack had taken place and had then tried to intimidate Miss Hawkins when she had recognized him.

      Did that mean that he had been the one to attack her last evening? It would mean that the footman would have had to sneak out of the house and somehow make his way into Lady Horsley’s home, but such a thing might not have been too difficult to manage.

      He held his breath for a moment, forcing his temper and his anger below the surface. If he were to lose his temper now and explode in a ball of anger and fury, then most likely, Thompson would remain silent and refuse to say a word. There had to be a better way to deal with this matter.

      “You were the one who attacked me.”

      Miss Hawkins spoke before he could. Her voice was quiet yet assertive and there was no question in her voice but rather an assertion that she did not expect Mr. Thompson to deny.

      “You knew that I recognized you,” she continued, each word clear and crisp, “and you were afraid that I would say something.”

      Mr. Thompson said nothing but glowered in Miss Hawkins’ direction, his dark eyes hitting her face without hesitation. There was no shame there, Stephen realized. No shame or upset, but rather a hardness, a cold anger that he feared would prevent him from saying anything.

      “You were protecting yourself,” Lady Haddington added, when nothing more was said. “You tried to silence Miss Hawkins for fear of what she would say.”

      “And then you have gone on to try and kill my brother,” Stephen continued flatly. “Is that because you failed the first time?”

      “I did not stab Lord Atherton.”

      They were the first words that the footman had said since he had entered the room and they came with such force that they filled Stephen with surprise. To his astonishment, his impulse was to immediately believe him, to immediately trust that such a thing was true.

      “But you were present,” Miss Hawkins said firmly. “I know you were there. You went out to the gardens thereafter.” Her eyes rounded, a slightly astonished tone to her voice. “And you went out to speak to someone, did you not?”

      Stephen looked at her in surprise, seeing that she was only just coming to such a conclusion but realizing that it made sense. That was what the footman had been doing. If he had stepped out into the garden, it had been to speak to the perpetrator, perhaps to confirm that Lord Atherton was dead.

      “You went to tell them whether or not the attack was successful,” Stephen said slowly as Mr. Thompson glowered at the floor, his jaw set. “You did not stab him, as you said, but you ensured that there was the time and the space for the attack to occur. When my brother staggered back inside, you followed, ready to go back outside to tell your accomplice whether or not they had managed to achieve what they had intended.”

      Again, there came a ripple of surprise running around the room, leaving Stephen to hold his gaze onto the stooped head of the footman, practically willing him to speak aloud and to confirm what had been said.

      “I presume you will not tell us who this person is,” Lady Catherine interjected, a dry note to her voice. “Although why you are protecting them, I cannot understand.”

      The footman glanced up.

      “After all,” Lady Catherine continued, “if you do not, then you take the sole blame for the attack on Lord Atherton. You are, of course, responsible for what happened to Miss Hawkins, but to be the man behind the attempted killing of a nobleman will bring a great and serious consequence.” She did not say what this would be specifically, but Stephen knew that the footman would be aware of what the consequences would be.

      “I don’t think so.”

      There was a harshness to the footman’s tone, although Stephen heard the sneer in his voice and had to force himself not to take a step forward and grasp the man by the lapels and shake him furiously in anger. How dare he speak with such arrogance? How dare he look at Lady Catherine and laugh at what she was saying?

      “There will be nothing for me but freedom,” the footman scoffed, speaking with a confidence that Stephen did not understand. “I will be protected. After all, I am only doing what I have been instructed to do. My master had demanded it and I have obeyed.”

      “Your master is Lord Atherton,” Miss Seymour threw out, her voice a good deal sharper than he had heard it before. “How can you say that you are obeying the wishes of your master when…?” She trailed off, something flickering in her eyes, her mouth forming a small but perfect circle. “Unless,” she said slowly, “someone else has bought your loyalty.”

      Stephen’s jaw worked furiously as the footman shot Miss Seymour a hard look, as though he thought so little of her that she was not worth his conversation.

      “Someone has paid you to do all of this,” Lady Haddington stated, no inflection at all in her voice but rather a blandness that told Stephen she was doing her best not to rile the footman further. “They paid you well. You are doing as you have been asked and now you believe that they will protect you.”

      “I know they will.” The footman shut his mouth after those clipped words, his jaw tight as he looked back at Lady Haddington, clearly quite contented with all that had been said. There were to be no answers from him now, Stephen realized. The footman would cling to his belief that, somehow, his ‘master’ would find a way to release him from Stephen’s captivity so that nothing of consequence could be said. Closing his eyes, Stephen let out a long breath and did his best not to explode with anger. To do so now would achieve nothing other than to let the footman know that he had managed to achieve his goal of remaining silent and giving Stephen no information at all. It would, most likely, only add to his own frustration.

      “You will be held back in my own house,” he told the footman, his voice low and rasping. “You will not be allowed free. You will not be permitted to see or speak to anyone. I will have the truth from you one way or the other.”

      The footman looked back at Stephen without any sense of anger in his gaze but rather that proud arrogance that made Stephen coil with fury. Turning his back for a moment, he rang the bell and then turned around again, seeing Lord Haddington rising to his feet to walk toward the door.

      “I will accompany this blaggard back to your townhouse, Lord Stephen,” he said gravely, and Stephen nodded in agreement. “Lady Haddington might follow with you?”

      Stephen nodded, grateful that Lord Haddington was willing to accompany the footman so that he himself would not have to do it. It was not something he thought he would be able to do, such was his anger. If he wanted the truth from the footman, then he would need to behave carefully.

      “I must go to ensure my brother is quite well,” he muttered as the rest of his guests rose. “Please do excuse me, but I must ask you all to—”

      “Do not apologize,” Miss Hawkins interrupted as the others nodded. “You must go to Lord Atherton at once, of course.” She stepped near to him and put one hand on his arm as Lord Haddington led the footman from the rom, one hand on the footman’s bound wrists. “You will inform me if he is worse, will you not?”

      “Of course.” Stephen managed a tight smile but did not say any more. Waiting until the rest of the guests had left the room, he leaned on the back of a chair, hunching forward and taking in a long, slow breath so as to steady his frustrations. They had discovered one truth, at least. The footman had been involved in the stabbing of his brother and then had attempted to attack Miss Hawkins when he realized she had recognized him from that evening. To make things worse, he had then attempted to infiltrate Stephen’s own house so as to ensure that Atherton was tugged from life to death, as clearly had been the intention of the stabbing. But he did not know who had been behind all of this, who had managed to gain Thompson’s help and who had then attempted to kill Lord Atherton. His thoughts were clouded, his mind confused. There was so little he could do now. He could not demand that the footman tell him the truth, could not bring the fellow pain in order to force the answers from his lips, for not only was he not that sort of gentleman, but he also feared that the fellow would remain quite silent no matter what he did. There was a trust there that this gentleman, whoever it was, would come to Thompson’s aid and make sure that the footman was freed.

      What was he to do? Of course, he had to first make certain that Lord Atherton was not injured or in any way worsened from Thompson’s attempt, as well as to reassure his staff. He would have to set a guard at the door and also ensure that Thompson was locked up securely. What he was to do thereafter, Stephen had very little idea.

      “Lord Stephen?”

      Raising his head, he saw Miss Hawkins standing at the door, her eyes locked onto his. He flushed, wondering if she had seen him lost in his own despair, but her eyes held only sympathy for him.

      “Come, Lord Stephen,” she said gently, offering him her hand as she stretched it out toward him. “Progress has been made. It may not feel like it, but there is hope now.”

      “Hope in what regard?” he asked, feeling rather despairing as he walked toward her. “You have been proven correct in what you thought, Miss Hawkins, but after that, we are no further on than we have been before. Thompson will not say anything more, for he believes that he will be protected and rescued by whoever it is that has paid him thus far.” He shook his head, looking down into her face and seeing how tenderly she was gazing up at him. “He may be proven right. Or he may remain silent, face the gallows, and continue to believe, up until his last moments, that he will be rescued. And I shall never know who attempted to kill my brother and will remain looking over my shoulder for the rest of my days.”

      Miss Hawkins surprised him by stepping forward, putting one hand flat on his chest, and looking up at him with a warm but firm gaze.

      “We will find a way to the truth,” she told him, her hand spreading heat all through his chest and making his heart quicken, pulling him from his misery. “We may have to go about things in a less than proper manner, but I am certain we will be able to discover the truth.” She took another step closer and held his gaze, her nearness making him catch his breath. “Mayhap your brother will awaken soon and you will be able to gain more information from him. Or…” She trailed off, stopping with a suddenness that had his interest piqued.

      “What is it?” he asked, putting his hand over hers and leaning down a little more. “What is it you have thought of?”

      She looked up at him. “The man in question, the man working with Mr. Thompson, does not know that we are aware of his actions,” she said slowly as Stephen nodded. “He may not even know that the footman’s actions against your brother have not been successful.”

      “That is true,” Stephen agreed, his brow furrowing. “But why—”

      “We could use that to our advantage,” she suggested, her cheeks a little flushed. “I will not say more at present, for you must go to your brother, but perhaps tomorrow we might meet again and discuss matters further?”

      He nodded, wanting to ask her to tell him everything she was thinking, but at the same time, feeling an urgency to go to his brother’s side.

      “Tomorrow afternoon?” he proposed as she smiled up at him. “A walk in the park?”

      “That would be wonderful,” she agreed, making to step back from him, but Stephen held her hand tightly against his chest, seeing her startled look but feeling such a swell of emotion that it was as though he could not let her go. Silence swelled between them as he lowered his head, seeing how her eyes sparkled and her lips parted just a little.

      “Miss Hawkins?”

      He stepped back at once, just as Miss Seymour returned to the room. She looked from one to the other, before turning her head and clearing her throat gently, clearly a little embarrassed.

      “I just wanted to see if you were ready to depart,” she said, speaking to Miss Hawkins. “If Lord Stephen is to return to his brother, I thought you might wish to join me in the carriage.”

      Miss Hawkins, her cheeks flushed with color, managed to smile and darted one quick look up toward Stephen, who returned her slightly self-conscious smile with one of his own.

      “Until tomorrow, then, Miss Hawkins,” he said, giving her a quick bow, fully aware of what would have occurred had they not been interrupted. “I look forward to walking with you.”

      “Good afternoon,” she answered quietly. “I hope your brother is no worse.”

      “I thank you,” he murmured, not taking his eyes off her until she had finally quit the room.
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      Knowing that the footman was now being held securely at Lord Stephen’s home gave Julia a great sense of relief. Thankfully, her brother had not even noticed the injury to her arm and rather than call a doctor, she had asked her lady’s maid to clean and redress the wound, which she had done without comment. Thankfully, Julia trusted her maid enough to know that she would remain silent when it came to her brother, especially when Lord Steele seemed much more interested in Julia’s acquaintance with Lord Stephen than anything else.

      “I shall have to ask him what his intentions are for you, Julia,” he had said as Julia had adjusted her bonnet in the mirror. “For he seems to be quite interested in you.”

      She had said nothing other than to remark that she hoped her brother would be pleased that there was a gentleman calling upon her so regularly, and then had not needed to wait for his answer, for Lord Stephen’s carriage had pulled up and she had practically run from the house, so that he would not have to come out in order to wait for her.

      Now, they sat opposite each other in the carriage, the sunlight streaming through the carriage window and the warmth of the afternoon making her smile. Had it not been for what they had to discuss, this might have been a perfectly lovely afternoon.

      “How is your brother?” she asked as Lord Stephen smiled at her. “I hope he is no worse.”

      “He is not worse,” he replied with a look of relief. “In fact, the doctor has reduced his laudanum in the hope that he might soon awaken.” Something twisted in his expression, a slight frown catching his brow. “I am not certain that giving my brother so much laudanum has helped him, if I am truthful,” he said with a shake of his head. “I feel as though it has only made his delirium worse. He has not been able to pull himself out of his unconsciousness because of the effects of the laudanum.” Shaking his head, he lifted one shoulder and shot her a rueful smile. “But then again, I am no doctor.”

      Julia frowned, looking at him with a slight worry beginning to bite at her mind. “There is no suggestion that such a thing could be intentional?” she asked, her thoughts beginning to slam into one thing and then the next. “Not to suggest that the doctor is any way at fault, for, as you well know, I have no skills in that area either.”

      Lord Stephen said nothing for a long moment, looking at her steadily. She kept any further comments back, waiting for him to tell her his opinion on what she had suggested.

      “That is a wise remark, Miss Hawkins,” he said eventually, his brow lined now as he frowned. “I had never once thought that—”

      “The footman would need to know where your brother was being kept,” Julia continued, warming to the idea. “Yes, he would know that it was within your own house but to go to and fro within the house would only add to his danger. If he was to know already which room to go to, then surely that would increase the chances of him being successful in his endeavors.” She suppressed a shudder at the thought of the footman holding a pillow over Lord Atherton’s face. “But then again, I might be entirely mistaken in my thinking.”

      Lord Stephen shook his head, his lips flattening as his brow furrowed all the more. “And the footman did not stab at my brother, when he might have had the chance,” he commented, his tone pensive. “Why would he attempt to suffocate him rather than simply use a blade?”

      The answer came to Julia’s mind almost immediately. “To make it appear as though he had died of his previous injuries,” she said grimly. “So that there would be no further investigation into his death, to make it appear as though the injury inflicted at the ball was the sole cause of his death.”

      “So that the person responsible would not appear to be further involved, adding a little more protection to him,” Lord Stephen mused. “You may very well be correct, Miss Hawkins.”

      She gave him a small but tentative smile. Lord Stephen nodded slowly, his eyes still lingering on hers for a long moment, before he turned to open the carriage door and then offered her his hand. Coming out after him, she waited for Mrs. Law, who had been sitting silently next to her, to follow, before accepting Lord Stephen’s arm and walking with him through Hyde Park.

      “I—I do not mean to disparage your doctor, of course,” she said abruptly, suddenly afraid that he would think her very rude indeed for remarking on a man who might very well be the doctor that either Lord Stephen or Lord Atherton had used for many years. “If he is—”

      “I know nothing of the doctor,” Lord Stephen answered with a slightly awkward smile. “He appeared on the night of my brother’s attack, which I am most grateful for. I presumed it was you that sent for him.”

      Julia frowned, casting her mind back to that night. “I did not send for the doctor, no,” she answered, trying to remember what had happened. “A gentleman hurried forward and took my hand, telling me that he would ride out at once for a doctor.”

      Lord Stephen looked a little surprised, but then shrugged. “That was very good of him,” he observed. “I am very grateful. If I knew his name, I would make sure to thank him.”

      Julia leaned into him a little more, feeling a small sigh escape her. “I can barely recall his face,” she admitted. “It was such a shock to see your brother there and…” She stopped herself, realizing just how difficult it must have been for Lord Stephen. “If I remember him, I will make sure to let you know at once.”

      “I thank you,” Lord Stephen replied warmly. “You have been quite wonderful these last few days, Miss Hawkins.” His free hand reached across to rest on top of hers as she held his arm. “I count myself very blessed to have met you.”

      She blushed but did not pull her hand away. There was a desire within her to stay as they were at present, to become all the closer to him. He had said nothing that might suggest there was anything of significance between them, but she did not think that what she was beginning to feel was only growing within her own heart. In the looks that they had shared, in the moments that had whispered of a gentle affection between them, she had felt her heart stirring with hope. Had they not been interrupted, Julia was quite certain that he would have kissed her yesterday afternoon, and that she would have gone into his arms willingly.

      “There is more for me to say, Miss Hawkins,” Lord Stephen murmured as if he had read her mind. “I have so many conflicting emotions as regards my brother and the attack, as well as your company which has become so very dear to me, that I find it difficult to bring it all into clear view even to myself.” A small but rueful smile pulled at his mouth. “But once there is an end to this situation, once I know who has done this and why, I can assure you that I will speak to you of my heart.”

      Her throat worked furiously for a moment as she struggled to find something to say in response, finding herself flushed with hope and an increasing sense of excitement.

      “You would not reject my request to speak to you in such a way, I hope?”

      “No, no!” Her exclamation ripped from her mouth before she could stop it, her fingers clutching his arm with a little too much strength. “No, indeed, I would not,” she finished, releasing his arm a little and feeling heat climbing up her spine and rippling into her face. “I would be glad of it.”

      His smile grew steadily and Julia felt her heart settle into a contented rhythm, feeling a good deal of happiness. Yes, there was still the great cloud of confusion over Lord Atherton and yes, her arm still pained her, but there was something both unexpected and wonderful now held just in front of her, waiting for them both to reach out and grasp it.

      “Good afternoon.”

      Her eyes tore from Lord Stephen’s as a gentleman bowed in front of them, a jaunty grin on his face.

      “Good afternoon,” Lord Stephen replied easily, clearly well aware of who this gentleman was. “Are you enjoying the sunshine this fine afternoon?”

      The gentleman chuckled and Julia looked up into his face, having dropped her head so that he would not see her blush, only to feel something slam hard into her chest.

      She knew this gentleman.

      “I am indeed,” the gentleman replied, smiling easily at her. “Although I do not have the beautiful company that you are blessed with, Lord Stephen.” He bowed toward her and Julia curtsied in response, trying frantically to recall where she had seen him before. He clearly did not recognize her, which made her all the more uncertain.

      “Lord Forrester, this is my dear friend, Miss Hawkins, sister to Viscount Steele.”

      “Very good to make your acquaintance,” Lord Forrester replied with another warm smile in her direction. “I do hope that you have been enjoying the Season thus far?”

      She nodded, smiling gently even though her mind was frantically trying to work out how she knew him. “I am, yes,” she answered honestly. “Although there has been a good deal of strife as regards Lord Atherton, which I hope will be resolved very soon.”

      Lord Forrester’s face fell. “Of course,” he breathed, taking a small step closer and looking at Lord Stephen with concern. “How does Lord Atherton fare, Lord Stephen?”

      Under her hand, Julia felt Lord Stephen tense, although she did not understand why. Looking up at him, she saw his face holding a calm expression which did not match the tenseness she felt.

      “He is a little recovered,” he told Lord Forrester, who immediately looked delighted, his expression a little overt, were she honest. “I hope he will awaken properly soon.”

      “As do I,” Lord Forrester replied warmly. “Now, I shall not detain you further, not when the day is so fine and when I know time such as this is precious.” He held out his hand toward her and, after only a moment’s hesitation, she gave him her hand. He took it with a firmness that surprised her and bowed over it, showing a good deal of respect and yet unsettling her a little. “Good afternoon, Miss Hawkins.”

      “Good afternoon,” she murmured, taking her hand back just as quickly as she could before Lord Stephen bowed and they moved away again. Her thoughts and feelings a little confused, Julia frowned to herself as they left Lord Forrester behind, not seeing Lord Stephen’s watchful eyes on her.

      “Something about Lord Forrester had concerned you,” he said, catching her attention. “What is it?”

      “I do not know,” she replied, looking up at him. “There was something about him that—”

      She stopped dead, forcing Lord Stephen to come to a stop beside her. Her hand flew to her mouth, her eyes wide as she stared up at Lord Stephen, realizing just where she had seen Lord Forrester before.

      “What is it, Miss Hawkins?” Lord Stephen asked urgently, turning around and reaching up to grip both her hands with his own. “What is wrong?”

      Shaking her head, Julia let out a ragged breath, her hands tight in his. “I have just realized that Lord Forrester was the man who sent for the doctor the night of Lord Atherton’s attack,” she told him, seeing Lord Stephen’s eyes widen. “But before you decide to go and thank him for his actions, consider something else.” Her throat worked furiously as she tried to speak with a calmness she did not feel. “He took my hand that night, in perhaps an attempt to help me gain a hold of my shock, but I recall how a chill ran up my arm.”

      “A chill?” Lord Stephen repeated, looking a little confused.

      “From the touch of his hand,” she replied, seeing how understanding began to creep across his expression. “His hands were cold. His face was flushed also, as though he had been out of doors and then had returned inside.”

      “And it was very late so that the night air would have been cold,” Lord Stephen breathed, the color slowly fading from his face. “Do you mean to suggest that Lord Forrester was the man who stabbed my brother?”

      Julia swallowed hard, not quite certain whether or not she should confirm that this was what she now thought.

      “Tell me what you think, Miss Hawkins,” Lord Stephen prompted, a slight note of pleading in his voice. “I must know if you now think the same as I.”

      Seeing the desperation in his eyes, Julia squeezed Lord Stephen’s hand hard. “I think,” she said, “that given that your brother staggered into the ballroom from out of doors, it is reasonable to think that he was stabbed outside. If Lord Forrester had also been out of doors, then there is a possibility that he was the one who did so.” She hesitated, then continued, speaking slowly so that her mind could work things out. “I recall that the footman, Thompson, turned quickly and walked outside once we had taken in the scene. What if he walked out of the French doors so as to tell Lord Forrester that Lord Atherton still lived?”

      “And then Lord Forrester reappeared and stated that he would fetch the doctor,” Lord Stephen finished, nodding slowly as his eyes flared with understanding. “A doctor that he fetched himself, with perhaps the sole intention of ensuring that my brother remained unconscious until he could work out what he was to do next.”

      Julia closed her eyes and dragged in a long breath, feeling it shake out of her as she let it out. There was a good deal of emotion swaying through her, making it hard for her to catch her breath as she finally came to the realization that what both she and Lord Stephen had managed to conclude was, most likely, the truth.

      “The doctor has kept Atherton in a state of unconsciousness,” Lord Stephen continued, his fingers brushing across the back of her hand as he spoke. “And then Thompson was sent to attempt to suffocate Atherton, so that Forrester could finally attain the revenge he clearly has been seeking for some time… although for what reason, I cannot at all understand.”

      Opening her eyes, Julia turned back toward the carriage but continued to hold Lord Stephen’s hands, with one now under his arm and the other resting on top. It was a trifle awkward but she did not want to let him go and neither, it seemed, did he.

      “Lord Forrester is a friend of yours, then?” she asked, somewhat tentatively. “You know him well?”

      “No,” Lord Stephen answered, surprising her. “He is actually well acquainted with my brother. Indeed, it was my brother that introduced me to him.”

      She blinked in surprise but kept her thoughts to herself, seeing the confusion and anger on Lord Stephen’s face.

      “He has never once shown any anger or upset toward my brother,” Lord Stephen remarked, letting go of one of her hands and rubbing at his eyes for a moment. “My brother has often boasted of his friendship with him and I cannot imagine what has occurred to make him so hateful.”

      “We might be mistaken,” Julia suggested carefully, but Lord Stephen shook his head.

      “No, I think we are correct in our assumptions,” he said firmly. “The only question is, what are we to do now?” He came to yet another stop in the middle of the path, looking at her in the bright sunshine. She could almost see the dark cloud that hung over him, could almost feel the weight on his shoulders and felt her heart squeeze with sympathy.

      “You said yesterday that you had a thought about what we might do with the perpetrator,” he said, his brows knotting. “What was it?”

      Trying to remember, Julia began to nod. “I said that there was something we might use to our advantage,” she stated as Lord Stephen leaned closer, as if not wanting to miss a single word. “If we believe it is Lord Forrester, then we have even more of an opportunity.” Her mind began to work more quickly, unthreading various ideas and then sewing them together again. “Lord Forrester does not know that we have managed to decipher that Thompson is involved in all of this. Nor does he know that you have Thompson held safely in your own townhouse. Perhaps he expects Thompson to strike at any moment, for surely he would know to tell the footman to bide his time until the correct opportunity presented himself.”

      Lord Stephen looked away suddenly, standing upright, letting go of her hands and turning to one side. He began to pace up and down the path, stepping back from her and leaving her to watch him as he walked. Julia bit her lip, unable to even begin to fathom how he must be feeling at this present moment.

      “We do not know how Thompson and Lord Forrester communicated their plans,” Lord Stephen muttered, barely glancing at her. “But there must have been some way that they did so. Such plans would have required a good deal of discussion and detailing.”

      “Then we discover how such a thing was done,” she answered briskly, even though Lord Stephen did not stop pacing. “We must find out something from Thompson, surely.”

      Lord Stephen sighed and, taking his hat from his head, raked one hand through his hair. “The man seemed quite determined to remain silent.”

      “Then we search his rooms at your brother’s townhouse,” Julia suggested, and Lord Stephen stopped pacing almost immediately, his eyes sharp as glass as he looked at her.

      “He will not have had time to remove anything. Therefore, we might have a chance to discover something of importance.”

      She nodded, a small smile touching her lips. “Precisely,” she said as Lord Stephen let out a long breath and put his hands on his knees, bending down as if in a little pain. “Are you quite all right, Lord Stephen?”

      He raised his head and looked at her from under his brows, his eyes fixed on hers. “I am just a little overcome,” he said breathlessly. “I feel as though we might only be a short distance away from the truth. A truth that, when revealed, will bring such relief that I do not know what I shall do.”

      Julia smiled at him and gestured toward the carriage. “Should you like to go now?”

      “To my brother’s townhouse?”

      She nodded, hearing a small sting of sadness in his voice as he mentioned his brother. “We should search Thompson’s rooms whilst we have the chance,” she pointed out, feeling a sting of anticipation as they walked toward the carriage. “Your brother will be quite safe, will he not?”

      Lord Stephen hesitated, then nodded. “The doctor will not return again,” he said firmly. “My staff have been instructed not to allow anyone else within the house. Therefore, I am sure Atherton will be quite all right until we return.”

      “Very good,” Julia replied, feeling her heart quicken with the prospect of what they might find. “There is nothing to hold us back.”

      “Then let us go with all speed,” he said, suddenly striding toward the carriage with quick footsteps, leaving both her and Mrs. Law to hurry after him. “For I would very much like to bring this terrible business to a conclusion so that my brother might be safe and so that I can finally consider my own future… and what might be contained within it.”

      Her heart rose to the skies as she took his hand, pressing his fingers lightly as she climbed into the carriage and knowing full well that she, too, wished for the very same thing.
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      “Here!”

      Stephen looked up at Miss Hawkins as she pulled something triumphantly out of a book. His heart slammed into his chest as he hurried over, seeing her hold out a piece of paper toward him.

      Taking it carefully, he read the words contained within the note, his heart now dropping to the floor.

      “The ball is tomorrow. Be ready,” was all that it said.

      If this was Lord Forrester, then he had clearly spent some time organizing this. Miss Hawkins was pulling out more pieces of paper from other books and laying them out on the rough-hewn table just behind him.

      “There are more,” she said quietly, gesturing to six pieces of paper that had only a few short words written on each. “They do not say much but there is a clear link between Thompson and Lord Forrester—if he is the one who has done all this.”

      Swallowing hard, Stephen moved closer to the table, picking up one note after the other. They said very little, just as Miss Hawkins had said, and each one was a little vague.

      “Look at this one.” Miss Hawkins’ voice had dropped to almost a whisper, her eyes wide as she held out what appeared to be the final note she had found. “It must speak of Mr. Thompson’s latest attempt.”

      Instead of taking it from her, Stephen moved toward her, reading the note aloud.

      “‘Perhaps he died in his sleep’,” he read, shuddering just a little as he realized what this meant. “Clearly, Lord Forrester intended for Thompson to be the one to do this. He himself would not want to attempt to do so again for fear of being discovered.”

      Miss Hawkins nodded. “A footman is much more able to make his way into a house without being noticed,” she agreed, a slight tremble in her voice. “But did Thompson write to Lord Forrester in reply? Or did notes arrive for him with no expectation that there would be a reply?”

      “How would Lord Forrester know if Thompson had been successful?” Stephen asked, only to close his eyes at his foolishness. “Of course. He is waiting to hear from myself or from someone in society that Atherton has succumbed to his injuries.”

      “Precisely,” Miss Hawkins agreed, without a hint of mocking in her tone. “We know that Lord Forrester paid Thompson to do as he was bid. Therefore, if Thompson was successful in this task, surely more money would be forthcoming.”

      Stephen stared down at Miss Hawkins, seeing her calm expression and slowly beginning to realize what it was she meant. “You wish me to pretend that my brother has been taken to the grave,” he said softly. “And thereafter, to…?”

      “To follow Lord Forrester,” she said quietly. “We must find out from Thompson how the money is given to him and, when we have done so, perhaps Lord Haddington can pose as the footman. That way, you will have Lord Forrester unable to hide his guilt, for he will have walked directly into the light without any means of escape.”

      Stephen shook his head, dropping his head and rubbing one hand across his eyes. “You, Miss Hawkins, are the most incredible young lady I have ever had the opportunity to meet,” he told her, speaking with complete honesty. “Your intelligence, wit, and sharp mind are more than admirable. I do not think I could have managed to discover the truth without you.” Not even thinking of what he was doing, he stepped forward and took her in his arms, the note fluttering to the floor. “You have been injured on account of this. You could have turned away and hidden yourself from all of this, but instead, you decided to remain by my side and puzzle things out so that I would not be alone.” Closing his eyes, he leaned forward and rested his forehead against hers, hearing her sharp intake of breath and letting himself give in to all that he felt. “I cannot let you go, Miss Hawkins.”

      “I—I do not want to be given up,” she answered, her response making him smile. “Surely you must know what my brother thinks, Lord Stephen, and what I have begun to hope for.”

      Opening his eyes, he looked down into her face and saw the tentative expression on her face. There was a nervousness there, a fear that he would turn away from her, but that was the very last thing he was thinking. Dropping his head, he brushed a gentle kiss across her lips, refusing to do more even though everything in him was screaming for him to do so.

      “My heart hopes for the same as yours, I think,” he told her tenderly, reaching up to run his fingers across her cheek. “You are truly magnificent, Miss Hawkins, and I—”

      “Julia.” Gentle eyes reached up to his, a smile on her lips as color flooded her cheeks, heightening her beauty all the more. “Please, would you not call me Julia?”

      His eyes closed again as he let out a long, contented breath. “Julia,” he whispered, savoring her name on his lips. “My dear Julia, you have quite captured my heart. When the time comes, I will again take you in my arms and tell you all of what I feel and all of what I hope for.”

      “I look forward to that time,” she answered, her hands pressed lightly against his chest as his heart beat furiously with the promise that was in her words. “For I already know what my response will be.”

      

      To go from that to a matter of grave seriousness took some adjusting, but by the time the evening came, Stephen found himself back at his own townhouse, with Miss Hawkins waiting below stairs with Lord and Lady Haddington, Lady Catherine, and Lady Ann, as well as Miss Seymour, who had all come to his house without hesitation upon receiving his request. Those who had come had given up any prior engagement to be present and even now, Miss Hawkins was explaining to them all what they had discovered.

      “Thompson.”

      The room was dark save for a couple of candles. Stephen had not been cruel in how he had treated the footman, for the room had all that the man would need and he had not held back food or water from the fellow either.

      “I have nothing to say,” came the grated reply as the footman rose from the bed where he had been sitting, his stance tall and almost a little foreboding in the shadows that flickered around the room. “I have told you, I will be kept safe.”

      “You are mistaken,” Stephen answered quickly, injecting as much severity into his voice as he could. “You will not be kept from the consequences of your actions, Thompson. All is discovered.” Taking a step forward, he held his candle a little higher so that he could see the man’s face clearly. “You have no protector coming.”

      Thompson’s face remained impassive, although Stephen was sure he detected a slight flicker in the man’s eyes.

      “Lord Forrester has been discovered,” Stephen continued when the footman said nothing. “We have found the notes he sent you and, in speaking to him, the truth has been found out.” Something within him jarred as the footman narrowed his eyes, and Stephen feared that he was not being convincing enough. “Forrester is the one behind the attack upon my brother. He paid you to assist him in his endeavors, did he not?”

      Thompson lifted his chin. “There is nothing for me to say.”

      Stephen shrugged. “That is your choice,” he told him, hiding his own uncertainty and fear. “The gallows it will be for you, then.” Turning around, he made his way back to the door. “But Forrester, of course, being a titled gentleman, will not receive the same punishment.”

      A footstep behind him told Stephen that he had made an impact upon the man.

      “But I did not stab him!”

      Glancing behind him, Stephen lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “Lord Forrester states that you did,” he told him, lying unequivocally. “He might have paid you to do it but the responsibility for the attack is at your feet.”

      “I did nothing of the sort.” Thompson had taken another step closer now, a small fear flickering in his eyes as though he had realized that the gallows were, in fact, what might be facing him should he remain silent. “Lord Forrester paid me a good sum in order to report to him Lord Atherton’s plans, that is all.”

      A little more interested now, Stephen turned to face the man directly. “His plans?”

      “For the ball,” Thompson said, waving a hand. “Lord Forrester knew of the rumor, knew of the curse, and at first, I thought it was to try and make sure that Lord Atherton did not throw the ball in the first place.”

      “But it was not.”

      Thompson looked back at him steadily, his lips pulled taut for a long moment. “No,” he said eventually. “It was to ensure that I remained close to Lord Atherton on the night of the ball and, when the incident occurred, inform Lord Forrester as to whether or not he had been successful.”

      “And he was not successful,” Stephen replied, feeling a ball of anger settle in his stomach. “And so he rushed back inside and said he would find a suitable doctor, but chose one who, like you, would do his bidding.” Closing his eyes for a moment, Stephen steadied himself inwardly. “And the attack on Miss Hawkins?”

      “She recognized me,” Thompson answered angrily. “It was to warn her off, that was all.”

      “And then the attempt to smother my brother,” Stephen continued quickly, not wanting to labor each and every point given just how willing Thompson appeared to be in telling him everything. “You were instructed to do so?”

      Thompson’s eyes narrowed. “I was told to find an opportunity. A note came suggesting that he might die in his sleep.” One shoulder lifted. “I knew what was expected.”

      Stephen took a breath and let it out slowly, forcing himself to keep a hold on his temper. “And just how much money did it take for you to agree?” He watched as Thompson looked away, seeing the growing fear in the man’s expression as shame covered him.

      “I did not want to agree,” Thompson muttered darkly, “but do you have any idea how difficult it has been for someone in my position to find new employment?” He threw up his hands, turning around and spitting out his words in anger. “This foolish rumor, this ridiculous talk of a curse means that I am stuck in this house, in this city, without any chance of finding a better position.”

      Stephen did not feel even a single ounce of sympathy. “So you decided to find another way to get what you want from this life?”

      Thompson looked back at him with a dark expression. “I found a way to make more money that I ever would have done working for Lord Atherton,” he said with a sneer. “And I don’t regret it.”

      Stephen shook his head, looking away from the fellow. His heart was angry, his whole being desperate to physically hurt this arrogant man who stood in front of him, telling him outright that he had been involved in his brother’s attack. But he could not lose his composure now, not when there was a little more to discover.

      “We found the notes,” he said, wandering slowly back toward the door, his hands curled into fists, his fingernails digging into the soft skin of his palms as he fought to keep his voice steady. “That is how Lord Forrester confirmed things with you?”

      Thompson did not answer but when Stephen swung back around, he saw the footman nod.

      “And did you write to him?” he asked, as nonchalantly as he could. “We cannot yet search Lord Forrester’s home and whilst I am sure he has burned all the evidence of your correspondence, he—”

      “I never wrote to him,” Thompson interrupted, his voice clear but a look of anger on his face. “I was simply to obey.”

      “Then how would you be given the money you were promised?” Stephen asked, narrowing his eyes just a little as the footman looked away. “How would he send that to you?”

      For a few minutes, the room remained in complete silence. Stephen felt his heart beating furiously, beginning to worry that he had asked Thompson too much, that the man would not say any more. He feared that their entire conversation would now come to a swift end, leaving him without the most vital piece of information. He needed to know how Lord Forrester gave Thompson the money, so that they could set up the situation and thereafter, catch Forrester in the act. It was the only way to prove that Lord Forrester had been the one behind the attacks.

      “I will tell you, but for a price.”

      The footman’s voice had become taunting, a look in his eyes that told Stephen he knew he had the upper hand.

      “I want my freedom,” Thompson continued with a wave of his hand. “Once I am out of this house, standing on the steps outside and with no one about to restrain me, then I will tell you how Lord Forrester gave me the money.”

      “You are being quite ridiculous,” Stephen retorted with a roll of his eyes. “You cannot possibly expect—”

      “I know that you need this from me if you are to prove Lord Forrester’s guilt,” Thompson continued as Stephen gritted his teeth in frustration. “Finding those notes means nothing if you cannot prove they are by his hand.”

      Stephen rounded on the fellow, only just managing to restrain himself. “You ask too much, Thompson.”

      “Then you will never know,” Thompson replied with a shrug. “And Lord Forrester will continue to claim his innocence.”

      “Whilst you will face the gallows,” Stephen reminded him, seeing how the man’s eyes darted away, swallowing hard as he did so. “There will be no more aid coming for you now.”

      For a moment, he thought the footman might give in and tell him what he needed to know, but with an effort, Thompson let out his breath slowly, lifted his chin, and fixed his gaze upon Stephen. There was a cold determination there that Stephen knew spelled defeat.

      “Until I am standing on the steps of the house,” Thompson said softly, “then I will tell you nothing more.”

      

      “What did he tell you?”

      Stephen’s shoulders slumped as he walked into the drawing room to see every eye on him. “I have discovered that you were right in your belief that Lord Forrester was the one to attack my brother, Miss Hawkins,” he said, seeing how her eyes flared wide for a moment. “Thompson has admitted as much.”

      A small silence filled the room before Lady Catherine spoke up.

      “There is no understanding as to the reasons behind Lord Forrester’s attack?”

      Stephen shook his head. “Not as yet, no,” he answered honestly. “The only way I could get Thompson to tell me the truth was to tell him that we knew already it was Forrester, knew about the notes, and to make him afraid that only he himself would bear the punishment for what has occurred.” He looked at Miss Hawkins, remembering what the footman had told him about her. “I am sorry to say, Miss Hawkins, that Thompson struck out at you as a warning, fearing you had recognized him. It was meant to be a warning, to send you away from this entire situation.”

      Miss Hawkins gave him a small smile. “Then he misjudged me,” she answered as Lady Haddington nodded her agreement. “I am not as weak as he believes me to be.”

      Hating that he had failed, Stephen tried to explain what had happened next, his eyes drifting to the floor. “He will not tell me how Lord Forrester gave him the money,” he said, each word crisp and clear, “until he is standing outside of this house, free to go.”

      A sharp intake of breath told him that someone, at least, was shocked at such a demand.

      “I have not agreed, of course.”

      “But you must.”

      Lady Ann spoke up, tilting her head just a little as she looked at him.

      “I beg your pardon?” he asked, not understanding what she meant. “If I agree, then—”

      “Then one of us will easily be able to take him back to you again within a few minutes,” Lady Ann interrupted, as though he had not spoken. “He may believe he has his freedom, but he will soon be forcibly escorted back to your townhouse whilst you continue on with the information he has given you.” She smiled at his wide eyes. “After all, that is what we—we, as a group, I suppose—are more than able to do.”

      Stephen blinked rapidly, a little annoyed with himself that he had not thought of such an idea of his own accord. He looked around the room, seeing everyone nodding in agreement, and felt his heart lift free of the despair and darkness that had held it for the last few minutes.

      “If you would, Lord Haddington,” he asked, suddenly feeling a trifle more hopeful. “Then I could tell Thompson at this very moment that he is to gain what he wishes.”

      Lord Haddington nodded. “But of course.”

      “Lady Catherine, Lord Haddington, and I shall all go out together,” Lady Ann said cheerfully, clearly quite contented with this arrangement. “We will have him returned to you within a few minutes.”

      Stephen saw the smile that quirked the corner of Miss Hawkins’ mouth and felt his own lips pull upwards. “You must come up with a name for yourselves,” he told the group as a whole. “Truly, you are all quite extraordinary in the way you all come together and work to pull the truth out from the shadows.”

      Miss Hawkins smiled at him, a faint spark in her eyes. “Then mayhap that is what we should call ourselves,” she told him, a trifle teasingly. “‘The Shadows’.”

      He expected there to be a laugh ringing around the room but instead there was nothing but silence as the other ladies began to consider this, looking at each other and nodding their heads slowly.

      “It does make you sound rather foreboding,” he said as Lord Haddington grinned at him. “But in another way, mayhap it would suit you very well.”

      “It certainly might make others more willing to come to us, with an incongruous name such as that,” Lady Catherine murmured as Miss Hawkins nodded in agreement. “Lord Haddington, what do you say?”

      The grin fell from Lord Haddington’s face almost at once and he cleared his throat, looking around the room. “Well,” he began, a little awkwardly, “you know that most of those who come in search of aid already know of you, but if I were to use that name with the gentlemen who might be in some sort of difficulty, then they could very well be inclined toward seeking out your assistance, as they would not immediately guess that it was a group of young ladies from the ton.” He held up his hands, as if afraid they might rail at him. “Not that I believe there should be any sort of judgment on you all simply because of your gender, but society being what it is…”

      No one appeared to take any sort of offence. Instead, they simply nodded and smiled at each other, telling Stephen silently that the throwaway suggestion he had made was now being taken on by them all.

      “The Shadows it is,” Lady Haddington murmured with a twinkle in her eye. “Then shall we set to our business? We have a truth to uncover.”

      Stephen let out a long breath, his shoulders lifting as his spirits revived. “We shall indeed,” he answered, seeing how Miss Hawkins continued to smile at him, her eyes filled with hope, trusting that he would be able to do what was required. “I will go to Thompson this very moment.”

      “And within the hour, we shall be able to make a plan that will capture Lord Forrester,” Miss Hawkins added as a sense of satisfaction filled the room. “And you need never more fear for your brother’s safety, Lord Stephen.” A touch of color brushed against her cheeks, making him wonder if she, too, was thinking of what they had shared earlier that afternoon. Returning her smile, he forced himself to turn on his heel and make his way back toward the door.

      “Thompson will be at the front of the house within a few minutes,” he threw back over his shoulder. “Will you be ready?”

      “More than ready,” Lord Haddington answered with a grimace. “Thompson will not taste freedom for long, I can assure you of that, Lord Stephen.”

      “I thank you,” Stephen answered, feeling a great swell of gratitude for The Shadows, who had come to his aid in what had been a very difficult time. Stepping out into the hallway, he took a breath and then turned back toward the staircase, taking them two at a time as he returned to the room which held Mr. Thompson. He would have to play a part again, would have to pretend that he had given up and would now give Thompson precisely what he wanted. He could only pray that the man would give him what he had promised in return, so that Lord Forrester’s guilt could be proven and his brother could finally be free from danger.
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      Julia drew in a long breath, set her shoulders, and walked into Lord Enfield’s magnificent drawing room, with Mrs. Law just behind her. The evening’s soiree had been planned many weeks before, but now that it had come about, it was the perfect setting for her to speak to Lord Forrester.

      Lady Catherine and Lady Ann, daughters to the Earl of Enfield, had made a hasty invitation to Lord Forrester, relieved that their father knew of the gentleman and had no great concern as to whether or not they invited him to the evening’s event. The gentleman had accepted with pleasure and now all that was left was for Julia to play her part and convince Lord Forrester that all was not well.

      “You look quite lovely this evening,” came a voice from her left. Turning just a little, she saw Lord Stephen step out from the shadows and come closer to her, his eyes drifting over her features and making her blush. “You take my breath from me, simply by being present, Miss Hawkins.”

      “You are much too kind,” she told him, her cheeks coloring a little more as he took her hand and lifted it to his lips. “I am very glad to see you this evening.” She meant every word that she said, seeing how he looked back at her with a warm smile, noting the heat in his eyes, and feeling her heart pound furiously within her chest. There was no shame in how she felt, however, no fear that he would discover the depths of her affection nor worry that he might think ill of her. Instead, there was a contentment there, a happiness that he knew precisely how she felt and returned her affections as well.

      She could hardly wait for the moment to arrive when Lord Stephen knew he was free of Lord Forrester’s evil intentions toward his brother, when he knew that there was nothing more to hold him back from making his intentions toward her clear. Her brother had already surmised that it might very well be the case that his sister would find a suitable match in Lord Stephen, and even though she had not wanted to believe it for some time, she now felt her hopes building with every moment that passed.

      “You will catch the attention of every gentleman here this evening,” he told her, taking her hand and settling it on his arm. “And yet I shall be the only one lucky enough to have you by my side.”

      “That is where I want to be,” she answered, keeping her hand where he had placed it and walking a little further into the drawing room. Her companion remained behind, trying to make herself as invisible as she could whilst ensuring that she took whatever glasses of ratafia or champagne were offered to her.

      “You must tell me when you spy Lord Forrester.” Lord Stephen’s voice was low, although he kept a genial expression on his face. “I have my footman ready to do as instructed.”

      Julia nodded, seeing how Lady Catherine and Lady Ann shot them both a quick glance, before returning to their own private conversation. She did not look around the room too avidly, not wanting anyone to think her odd or peculiar in her actions, particularly not Lord Forrester. Her palms grew damp she battled a flurry of nerves, knowing that a great deal depended on how well she did this evening.

      “There!”

      She hissed the word, turning her head to the right so that Lord Forrester would not see her animated expression.

      “I have seen him,” she confirmed, looking up into Lord Stephen’s face. “He is to my left and a little behind you.”

      Lord Stephen nodded slowly, then tried to smile down at her. “Do you think you will be all right?” he asked, a note of trepidation in his voice. “Now that I know what he has done, I am reluctant to leave you here.”

      She settled her hand over his, not caring if anyone saw them. “But you must go,” she told him practically, ignoring the great swell of love that rushed over her at his words. “You know you must. And I shall be perfectly all right. Lady Catherine and Lady Ann are both present and they will ensure that I am taken home safely.”

      “And then tomorrow, we must pray that all goes as we have planned,” Lord Stephen murmured. “I will find it a trial not to see you until then.”

      She wanted to reach up on her toes and press her mouth to his, to taste the sweetness of his words and to respond in her own way, but knew very well she could not do so. Instead, she simply squeezed his hand, not trusting her voice for fear it would explode with the joy of what she felt.

      “He is watching you.”

      Lady Ann had come to join them, and Lord Stephen gave a tiny, almost imperceptible nod. “Has Lady Catherine gone to speak to my footman?”

      “She has,” Lady Ann murmured, coming to stand beside Julia so that their view of Lord Forrester would not be disturbed. “Ah, she has returned. It will not be long now, Lord Stephen.”

      A flurry of fear settled in Julia’s stomach, but she pushed it away with an effort. Lady Ann drifted away toward her sister, leaving Julia and Lord Stephen alone again.

      “I must hope that—”

      “My lord!”

      A footman came rushing toward Lord Stephen, catching the attention of everyone in the room. Even Julia, who had been expecting him to step into the room with such force, was taken aback, looking at the footman in astonishment as he hurried toward Lord Stephen.

      Lord Stephen frowned deeply. “What is the meaning of this?” he asked, his voice ringing out over the room. “I—”

      Julia watched as the footman leaned closer to Lord Stephen, putting one hand against her heart and allowing her eyes to widen as Lord Stephen gasped in evident shock.

      “It is my brother,” he said, leaning closer to her and taking her hand as a few whispers began to run around him. “You must excuse me, Miss Hawkins.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded, pressing his hand and murmuring something that no one else would possibly be able to hear. He returned this with a murmur of his own, making her press her hand over her mouth for a moment, the whispers fading away at her reaction.

      He did not so much as bow as the entire room turned to watch him rush from the room, their eyes then falling on Julia as she stood there, her eyes fixed on the door as though she was waiting for him to return.

      “Oh, my dear Miss Hawkins,” Miss Seymour, who was also in attendance, broke the silence and hurried over toward her, just as Lady Ann did the same. The rest of the guests began to speak in earnest, clearly trying to surmise what had just occurred whilst Miss Seymour put a gentle hand on Julia’s arm.

      “He is watching you intently,” Lady Ann whispered, and Julia nodded, trying her best to look distraught. “No doubt he will come to speak to you very soon.”

      Julia tried her best to keep her expression fixed. “I must hope he does,” she answered as Lady Ann shook her head in evident shock, her eyes closing tightly for a moment. “Else we shall have nothing else to try.”

      She did not have to wait for long, however. As Miss Seymour moved away with the promise of finding her a glass of champagne and Lady Ann began to lead her across the room to where she might find a place to sit—given that she was, evidently, quite shocked—Lord Forrester stepped nearer to her.

      “My dear Miss Hawkins!” he exclaimed, looking down at her with an expression of great concern on his face. “Whatever has occurred? You look to be quite done in.”

      “I—I am just a little overcome,” she told him, glad that her voice was quivering just a little. “Lord Stephen has just received a great shock and I…” She shook her head, her eyes downcast. “My heart aches for him.”

      Lord Forrester clapped one hand over his heart. “You do not mean to say that his brother has…” He did not say anything more, seemingly looking to her for confirmation, but Julia simply shook her head, lowering it a little more. She wanted him to ask, wanted him to be so eager to find out whether or not his plans had come to rights that he would not let her go without finding out the truth.

      “Miss Hawkins needs to sit down for a few minutes,” Lady Ann said, breaking into the conversation. “If you would excuse us, Lord Forrester.”

      “No, please,” Lord Forrester replied at once, looking down at Julia with an expression of great concern. “Allow me to help you to a chair, Miss Hawkins. And is there a drink being brought for you?”

      Allowing a tiny smile to pull at her lips, Julia accepted his arm without hesitation, even though her skin crawled with disdain as she settled her hand over his arm. “You are very kind, Lord Forrester.”

      “Not at all,” he said quietly. “You are closely acquainted with Lord Stephen, I think.” His eyes grew a little brighter as she glanced up at him, clearly waiting for her to confirm that yes, she was rather fond of the gentleman.

      “I—I am well acquainted with him, yes,” she stammered, feeling a genuine flush of awkwardness rip through her. “We are rather fond of each other’s company.”

      “Then you must know just how sorrowful he has been over his brother’s ill health,” Lord Forrester continued as they came to a vacant chair, which he helped her to sit down onto. “If that sorrow has become all the greater, then I am very sorry for him.” Again, there came that questioning look in his eyes, but Julia only let out a long, heavy sigh and looked away.

      “Lord Atherton is dead, then,” Lord Forrester muttered, and Julia closed her eyes tightly, feeling such a swell of delight that she had to concentrate solely on keeping such an emotion from her expression. “Did he succumb to his injuries?”

      “I believe so,” Julia answered, keeping her eyes closed for fear that Lord Forrester would see something within her gaze if she looked at him. “Only half an hour ago.” Her hands clenched into fists as she held them tightly in her lap. “And with no knowledge of who inflicted such an injury on him before, Lord Stephen is quite lost.”

      “How truly terrible,” Lord Forrester declared, rubbing at his forehead and giving every appearance of being quite distressed. “I shall write to him at once, of course.”

      “The funeral will have to be very soon indeed,” she continued heavily, as though she had not heard him. “And he will then have to take his year of mourning.” Her head twisted suddenly as though fearing that this was truly about to occur. Her voice faded away and Lord Forrester reached across to pat her hand.

      “A year is not a very long time,” he said with evident kindness in his voice. “Not if you truly care for each other.” Giving her a warm smile, he pulled his hand away as Miss Seymour appeared with a glass of champagne held out toward Julia. “I shall leave you now. I hope you recover quickly, Miss Hawkins.”

      “Thank you for your kind words, Lord Forrester,” she told him, knowing that she would have to keep up this appearance of a white-faced, shocked, and horrified young lady for some time longer, until either Lord Forrester left the soiree or she herself pretended to recover just a little.

      “You did very well,” Miss Seymour breathed, being careful to keep her expression as one of sympathy. “I am quite sure he is thoroughly convinced.”

      “Which is precisely what we want,” Lady Ann agreed with a small smile. “Now, all we need to do is wait.”

      

      It was not until the following morning that Julia received a note from Lord Stephen. Having already been dressed and prepared in expectation of his note, she had hurriedly called for the carriage and told the butler to tell her brother that she was gone to call upon Lady Haddington. Her brother, who was still abed by the time she had left, would not awaken for some time, she was quite sure, and would not think anything of her being absent from the house for a good many hours if she was in the company of Lady Haddington.

      “Lord Stephen.”

      Just as she entered Lord Atherton’s house, she saw Lord Stephen in the hallway. He turned to look at her for a moment, before reaching out both his hands and grasping her own, pulling her toward him and wrapping his arm about her waist as her head rested on his shoulder.

      “Julia,” she heard him breathe, feeling a tight band of tension loosen around her chest as she stayed in his embrace, holding fast to him. “It is almost at an end.”

      She looked up, seeing his eyes fix to hers and accepting the brief kiss that set her heart alight. They could not spend another moment in such an embrace for fear that someone might see them, and so it was with reluctance that she pulled away.

      “How is your brother?”

      A small look of relief passed over his face. “He is awake,” he said quietly, “but not yet speaking. He is still very tired, but I believe he will make a complete recovery.” A rueful glance was sent in her direction. “I have found a new doctor who informed me that my brother should never have been given so much laudanum.”

      “I am glad that he is improving,” Julia answered, wondering if this experience would make any difference to Lord Atherton’s manner or character. “I look forward to the day when I can greet him again.”

      “As do I.” He held her gaze for a moment, before letting out a long breath. “The others are already present,” he told her. “Come, we must go to them at once. The note has arrived this morning, with a single word inscribed upon it.”

      “Oh?”

      His smile was tight. “It merely said, ‘Today’.” Grimly, he took her hand. “The money will be waiting for Thompson within the hour. We must go. That time is coming and we must be ready.”

      Julia nodded, swallowing hard, and, her hand around Lord Stephen’s arm, she walked quickly along with him toward the library, where the others were waiting. The plan with Thompson had gone very well indeed. He had told Lord Stephen everything that he had asked for, informing him that the money had always been handed over by Lord Forrester himself in an old garden arbor that was within Hyde Park. A note would arrive on the morning of the delivery of his payment, and he would know to go to Hyde Park at the height of the fashionable hour, when no one would pay him any particular attention. He had not given Lord Stephen the specifics of where the arbor was, refusing to give him such an important detail, but had told him that this was all the information required. How much Julia wished she had been present to see the look on the footman’s face when Lord Haddington had stepped out from the carriage, grasped his arm, and, according to Lady Catherine, had simply swung the fellow back into the carriage without even a momentary hesitation. Quite how the two ladies and Lord Haddington had ensured that the footman remained compliant, Julia did not know, although she suspected that Lord Haddington had threatened to remove the man’s breath from his body should he move.

      Now with Thompson safely held back in the room he had only just escaped, the very last thing to do was to confront Lord Forrester.

      “What will you do when you see him?” Julia asked, suddenly realizing that they had not made any plan as to what they would do if Lord Forrester confessed. “What will happen when he admits to his guilt, as we hope he will?”

      There was a grim look on Lord Stephen’s face as he led her into the library. “I do not know,” he said truthfully. “There will be consequences for him, of that I am certain, but as yet, I cannot state what my reaction will be.”

      She wanted to cling to him, to force him to turn around and promise he would do nothing that would bring the weight of justice down upon his own head, but there was no time for her to do so. As she and Lord Stephen walked into the room, she saw the others already there, waiting for them both… including Lord Bentham.

      “Lord Bentham,” she said, a little surprised to see him with the rest of the group. “Good afternoon.”

      “Good afternoon.” He bowed, but Miss Seymour was the one to explain.

      “I was conversing with Lord Bentham last evening,” she said, rising from her chair and coming toward Julia, her eyes holding a certainty that gave Julia pause. Whatever the reason for Lord Bentham’s company at this present moment, it was clearly important. She remembered that Lord Bentham had been present when Thompson had been revealed as the man who had attacked her, but since then, they had seen very little of him, for it had not been in anyone’s mind to continue to involve him in any way.

      “I was enquiring as to your health, Miss Hawkins,” Lord Bentham interrupted, coming a little closer to them both. “And as to Lord Atherton’s condition.”

      “It was then that I mentioned that we now knew who was behind the attack on Lord Atherton,” Miss Seymour continued, her chin lifted. “But I did not give a name, of course.”

      Julia nodded, seeing the darkness inside Lord Bentham’s eyes and wondering at it.

      “I mentioned, in the course of our conversation, how blessed Lord Atherton was to have so many good friends,” Lord Bentham continued with a small shake of his head. “I also mentioned Lord Forrester, telling Miss Seymour that it had been he who had encouraged Lord Atherton to buy the house from me.”

      “Goodness,” Julia breathed, one hand pressed against her heart, looking up at Lord Stephen, whose mouth was pulled into a long, thin line.

      “Lord Forrester told his friend that it would be just the thing to encourage society to take notice of him again, just as Lord Atherton wanted,” Lord Bentham explained, spreading his hands. “He told Atherton that the curse was nothing more than foolishness and suggested that he be the one to prove that there was nothing to it. In proving that he could throw a ball and remain quite alive, he could be the talking point of this year’s Season.”

      “And then Lord Forrester used this in order to take Lord Atherton’s life—or at least, attempt to,” Miss Seymour murmured, looking at Lord Bentham with a quiet compassion in her voice. “We do not know why as yet, but we shall.”

      “I want to help,” Lord Bentham said urgently, taking a step forward. “In a way, I feel responsible, even though Miss Seymour has informed me time and again that I am not to have any such guilt.”

      “No,” Lord Stephen agreed as Julia let go of his arm. “You are not to take any responsibility for this, Lord Bentham. Although we would be glad of your help.” He spread his arm out toward the rest of the group, including all of The Shadows, who were present and waiting for his direction. Julia felt her chest swell with a sense of pride, a sense of belonging. They were doing some good, it seemed, in helping Lord Stephen with this difficult circumstance, and she prayed silently that everything would soon be brought to a close.

      “Now,” Lord Stephen continued, “the fashionable hour will soon be upon us. We do not know which of the arbors within Hyde Park it might be, but obviously, Lord Forrester is using the time when most of society is out in order to hide his actions.”

      “So that he does not garner any attention,” Julia murmured, understanding Lord Forrester’s motivations. “And can we be certain that he would bring the money himself?”

      Lord Haddington nodded. “I am suspicious that he would do so, yes,” he said unequivocally. “He is a gentleman who has been working at this on his own, with only one other person involved. I do not think he would trust anyone to deliver the money on his behalf, especially if it might lead to someone asking questions about his intentions.”

      “He wants to keep everything within his control,” Lady Catherine added as Lord Haddington nodded his agreement. “He will be the one to deliver the money.”

      “Then we should go at once,” Lord Stephen said, clearing his throat and lifting his chin just a notch. “Since we do not know which arbor Lord Forrester will use, we will have to split ourselves up into three distinct groups.”

      Julia bit her lip, looking across the room and feeling her stomach twist with a sudden flurry of nerves. “Who will go with whom?” she asked, seeing Lady Haddington instantly look toward her husband. “I presume Lord and Lady Haddington will work together?”

      “And I have my carriage ready and waiting,” Lord Bentham added, looking toward Lord Stephen. “Perhaps Miss Seymour might attend with me?” He glanced toward the lady hopefully and Julia allowed herself a small smile in this tiny moment of levity, seeing her friend’s warm face. There might be something between Miss Seymour and Lord Bentham, she considered, which would be all the more wonderful.

      “Miss Seymour and Lady Catherine,” Lord Stephen suggested. “Then Lady Ann shall attend with myself and Miss Hawkins.”

      “Excellent.” For a few minutes, there was a discussion about which part of Hyde Park each carriage should go to, with the gentlemen knowing where they were to take their carriages. Julia’s heart was quickening with nerves, looking to her friends and seeing the same, serious expression that she was sure was written on her own face. This was an important moment and she could not help but feel a ripple of tension.

      “And what should we do, Lord Stephen, if we discover Lord Forrester?”

      The whole room dropped to a silence that made her skin prickle as everyone turned toward Lord Stephen, waiting for him to respond. This had to be his decision, his guiding, given that it was his brother that had been attacked.

      “The truth is,” Lord Stephen  said heavily, “I am not certain what ought to be done. If I see Lord Forrester, I fear that I will lose my composure.” Speaking with even more vulnerability, he glanced down at Julia and then looked at each member of the group in turn. “But my hope is that I will be able to keep a hold of all that I feel and bring Lord Forrester to justice.” He pressed his lips together for a moment, his eyes darkening. “If you discover him, if you see him with the money that Thompson has told us of, then you must return him to this house without delay… and in any way possible.”

      A shiver ran down Julia’s spine, but she did not utter a word. She did not want to imagine what sort of justice would be meted out to Lord Forrester for what he had done. She had heard of gentlemen being sent from England’s shores, never allowed to return, as well as those who had been challenged to a duel and had then lost their lives because of it, but could not say what Lord Stephen would demand from Lord Forrester. She had to trust him. She had to trust that he would be able to keep a hold of his emotions and, when the time came, do what was required.

      “Very good,” Lord Haddington said with a firmness about his jaw. “Then let us depart at once, so we do not miss him.”

      

      The carriage ride to Hyde Park was very quiet indeed. There was very little for anyone to say and the look in Lord Stephen’s eyes told Julia that he was silently tormented by all that he currently thought and felt. She wanted to help him, wanted to say something that would encourage him, but could think of nothing that would be appropriate. Lady Ann remained silent also, looking steadfastly out of the window as they turned into Hyde Park. The carriage immediately slowed, driving along the path with great care. There were already a good few carriages within the park and plenty of the ton were out walking, conversing, and laughing with each other as they did so. The day was warm, the sun high in a clear, cloudless sky, but Julia did not notice any of that. Her mind was entirely focused on trying to spy Lord Forrester, just in case he should be amongst the clusters of gentlemen and ladies already out in the park.

      “I do not think he will make himself apparent until after he has given the money to Thompson,” Lord Stephen muttered, although his eyes were also fixed on the scene out of the window. “We are to turn off this path soon.”

      Julia exchanged a look with Lady Ann, who was a little paler than usual, worrying her lip as the carriage turned to the left and began to trundle along a little faster than before. They drove for some minutes, until finally the driver pulled the carriage slowly to a stop.

      “We have arrived,” Lord Stephen stated, finally turning his head to look at Julia. “Recall that we are to go within the arbor and the carriage is then to remove itself from this place so that it will not cause Lord Forrester any anxiety.” He gestured to the tiger as the door was pulled open. “A tiger will remain nearby and will hurry to fetch the carriage back should Lord Forrester appear.”

      Julia nodded and accepted the tiger’s hand as she climbed down from the carriage. The arbor was in a rather bedraggled state, although there was climbing ivy all along one side. Arbors came in various shapes and sizes, but this one appeared to be quite large, with an open door that led to a large, sheltered space within. The roof was clearly in need of a little repair, for as she walked in, she could spy various small holes that let in little streams of light, but there were two large, open windows that let in the fresh air.

      The problem was that there appeared to be very few places to hide.

      “If Lord Forrester walks in and sees us here, then he will immediately turn around and run,” she said, turning to see Lord Stephen frowning hard. “If he has even a hint that we know what he has done, then he will simply make his escape.”

      Lord Stephen’s frown deepened and he rubbed at his chin, just as the carriage began to roll away. “Then what would be your suggestion?”

      She ignored the frightened thumping of her heart and looked at him steadily. “Lady Ann and I will remain in here,” she said, glancing at her friend. “If Lord Forrester appears, he may not think anything too untoward about two friends shading from the sunshine.” She spread her hands. “You and the tiger are just outside the door, ready to prevent his escape when he admits to what he has done.”

      “No.” Lord Stephen shook his head, spreading his arms out wide. “You are not to say a word to him.”

      “He may give himself away more easily to Miss Hawkins and myself than to you,” Lady Ann interjected, her voice quiet but her expression firm. “Consider carefully, Lord Stephen. Miss Hawkins and I will be quite safe with both yourself and the tiger outside.”

      For a long moment, Julia thought Lord Stephen would argue with both herself and Lady Ann, for his jaw worked furiously, his brows furrowed, and he was shaking his head slowly, but in the end, he let out a heavy sigh and turned toward the door.

      “Be careful, I beg of you,” he said over his shoulder. “I will come in the moment there is even a hint of danger.” Looking at Julia, his eyes held hers with a deep intensity, sending her courage suddenly soaring. “And I beg you not to do anything rash.”

      “We will be very careful indeed,” Julia assured him as Lady Ann came to stand alongside her, linking arms in solidarity. “I promise.”
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      It went against all of his instincts to step away from Miss Hawkins and Lady Ann, but there was logic to what she had suggested and, on top of it, there had not been time for him to argue. Now, remaining hidden but with the alcove in sight, Stephen waited for Lord Forrester to appear.

      Of course, he considered, as the sun beat down on him, Lord Forrester might not appear at this particular alcove and could instead go to either the one where Lord Haddington was waiting, or to where Lord Bentham now stood, but in any case, Stephen was determined to see Lord Forrester brought to justice.

      Something snagged his vision and he narrowed his eyes, seeing the figure of a gentleman approaching the arbor. His heart turned over in his chest as he saw Lord Forrester walking nonchalantly along the path, looking neither anxious nor afraid. He did not even look over his shoulder as he made his way to the door of the arbor, perhaps having done this on so many occasions before that he felt quite safe in his steps.

      “Oh!”

      Stephen moved at once upon hearing the two ladies give a loud exclamation—a little overly loud, mayhap, but enough to let him know that Lord Forrester had entered the arbor. The tiger, who had been waiting a short distance away from Stephen, began to run off in the opposite direction in order to fetch the carriage, just as he had been instructed, whilst Stephen made his way carefully around a large tree. He moved with great care, not wanting his feet to snap on a twig and alert Lord Forrester to his presence. Making certain to stay out of sight of the two windows of the arbor, Stephen prayed that Lady Ann and Miss Hawkins were managing to speak to Lord Forrester as easily as they had anticipated. With quicker steps, he hurried across the grass and then pressed his back against the rather wobbly wall of the arbor, relieved that he could hear Lord Forrester’s every word.

      “It is a very warm afternoon indeed,” he was saying, sounding quite pleasant. “But would you not prefer to be returned to your guardians by now? You know you should not be out here alone.”

      “My companion is waiting a short distance away,” Miss Hawkins replied, and Stephen could just imagine her waving a hand. “There is no need to trouble yourself, Lord Forrester.” There was a momentary silence and Stephen closed his eyes, feeling a wave of nervousness wash over him. “Might I ask what you are doing here this afternoon?” Miss Hawkins continued, her voice a little harder now. “Were you also feeling it very warm indeed?”

      Lord Forrester laughed, but it was not a kind sound. “I am simply taking a walk across the park,” he said with a smile in his voice that Stephen was sure did not reach his eyes. “And sometimes I am obliged to escape all manner of conversation for a time, since it can be quite overwhelming.”

      “I am a little surprised to see you so contented out in society,” Lady Ann remarked, a coldness to her tone. “Miss Hawkins told me that you were dear friends with Lord Atherton and now that he has passed away, I quite expected you to show him a little more respect than to continue on as though nothing untoward has occurred.”

      There was a beat of silence and when Lord Forrester spoke again, it was with a hard edge to his voice.

      “How I show my grief is entirely my own concern, Lady Ann,” he said, but was instantly interrupted by Miss Hawkins.

      “I expect you have no grief whatsoever, Lord Forrester,” she told him, shocking Stephen by her forward manner. “Given that you were the one to kill him.”

      Every muscle in Stephen’s body tensed and he stared straight ahead, fearing that there would soon come a scuffle from within the arbor and perhaps a cry of terror from Miss Hawkins.

      “You are very clever, Miss Hawkins.”

      Stephen caught his breath, his body shaking with the urge to storm into the arbor but forcing himself to remain precisely where he was.

      “However did you manage to work that out?” Lord Forrester continued nonchalantly, clearly quite content to admit to Miss Hawkins what he had done—perhaps thinking that it would be easy enough to silence both her and Lady Ann one way or another. As Stephen listened, he saw his carriage coming into view and, within a few moments, his tiger was rushing back toward him, only coming to a stumbling stop when Stephen held out one hand. The man needed to be cautious. There was too much of importance in this moment.

      “You stabbed Lord Atherton at the ball,” Miss Hawkins said, her voice calm and clear. “That was after you had encouraged him to buy the house. You intended to use this rumor of a curse to your own advantage, for the majority of the ton would be fixated on the idea that Lord Atherton had succumbed to the curse and would not even think to look at you. But your attempt to strike him down did not quite work, did it?” There was a momentary pause, but Lord Forrester said nothing. “Thompson came to tell you that the attack had failed and immediately, you rushed back inside to offer your assistance.” A small, dark laugh escaped her and Stephen shuddered, recalling the scene in almost perfect clarity. “You thought I would forget you, thought I would think nothing of your offer to send for a doctor, did you not, Lord Forrester? But this doctor was one that you used for your own devices. He has kept Lord Atherton drugged with laudanum until you could decide what was best to do. You wanted to take Lord Atherton’s life from him yourself, wanted to kill him by your own hand, but in the end you had to have Thompson do it.”

      “Thompson was easy enough to manipulate,” Lord Forrester muttered with a shrug. “Money does a good deal to those who have little of it, Miss Hawkins. Besides which, all that matters now is that he succeeded in doing as I asked.”

      “Except,” Lady Ann said, sounding just as calm as Miss Hawkins had been, “Thompson did not succeed.”

      Stephen did not know what it was that made him act but in that moment, he felt the air shift. There was danger now. Danger in how Lord Forrester would react, now that he knew his plan had failed.

      “What do you mean?” he heard Lord Forrester ask, just as he rounded the doorway and stepped inside.

      Lord Forrester jerked and turned around, his eyes flaring wide at the sight of Stephen framed in the doorway.

      “I knew it was you,” Stephen said softly, seeing the angry glint beginning to form in Lord Forrester’s eyes. “Thompson told me the truth, believing that you would have him swinging from the gallows in your place. That little scene you watched, where I was approached by a footman and then rushed from the room? The conversation you had with Miss Hawkins about the death of my brother?” He waved a hand, a scornful look on his face. “There was no truth in that.”

      “It—it is a lie?”

      Lord Forrester’s voice had dropped to barely louder than a whisper, his face drained of color and a look of despair in his eyes.

      “You have failed,” Stephen answered, still standing firm and ready in case Lord Forrester should attack. “My brother still lives and you, Lord Forrester, have been found out.”

      Miss Hawkins drew herself up all the more. “You came to deliver money to Thompson, believing he had been successful, when in truth, Lord Forrester, we are the ones who have found success.”

      Lord Forrester whipped around, one hand raised, one finger pointing toward Miss Hawkins. His demeanor had changed in an instant and as he advanced toward the two ladies, Stephen charged forward.

      “This is your doing,” Lord Forrester screamed as Stephen grabbed one of Lord Forrester’s arms and dragged it behind his back. “I do not know how, Miss Hawkins, but I can tell that it was you.”

      “It was Miss Hawkins, yes,” Stephen answered, puffing and panting as the tiger rushed in through the door and helped secure Lord Forrester’s arms behind his back. “You have failed in your attempts to kill my brother, Lord Forrester.” He let go of the man’s hands, leaving his tiger to hold Lord Forrester fast. “I just do not know why.”

      Lord Forrester glared at him, his face dark with anger and a fury set so deep in his eyes that Stephen practically felt it pouring out of the man.

      “Because of my sister.”

      Those four words sent Stephen reeling back, seeing now that there was not only anger held in Lord Forrester’s face but also a bubbling, agonizing pain.

      “She was nothing more than a toy to Atherton,” Lord Forrester spat, beginning to struggle against the tiger. “He took her and did as he pleased with her, only to send her away when he discovered that she wanted more than just a few stolen moments of affection.”

      Stephen swallowed hard, but held his head high. “That is no reason to want to kill—”

      “She was engaged to another,” Lord Forrester cried, his face etched with misery and anger. “She was to marry Lord Gardener, only for Lord Atherton to pull her from him. I did not even know that Atherton was doing such a thing, that he was stealing kisses from her—but Lord Gardener discovered it.” Clenching his jaw, he looked at Stephen with a wretched expression. “My sister’s engagement was broken. Her reputation was ruined. She died within a year of the scandal.” His throat worked, his eyes glistening with angry tears. “And it is all Lord Atherton’s fault.”

      “I—I did not know,” Stephen said, his anger beginning to fade as he saw just how broken Lord Forrester was. “I have never been too interested in society and—”

      “And it was some years ago,” Lord Forrester finished angrily. “Lord Atherton laughed at what had happened, as though it meant nothing to him. I could have challenged him then, but I knew what he was like when it came to a duel.” His eyes narrowed. “His aim was much too good and all of society knew it.”

      “So you waited.” Miss Hawkins stepped closer, her eyes holding both compassion and abhorrence. “You continued to maintain your friendship with Lord Atherton until a time came where you could take your revenge.”

      Lord Forrester’s lip curled. “And I almost succeeded,” he said, his tone now falling flat as he gave up the struggle against both the tiger and Stephen’s restraining hand. “If I had just driven the knife in a little further, then...”

      Stephen shook his head, stepped back, and released Lord Forrester into the hands of the tiger. “Take him to my carriage,” he said with a wave of his hand. “And hold him there.”

      Lord Forrester said nothing more but dropped his head, the fight gone completely from him. Stephen did not know what to think or what to say. He recalled his fear that the urge to throw his own judgment down upon Lord Forrester would take hold of him, but he was astonished to discover that he now felt almost a deep sympathy for the man. He could not imagine what it would be like to have a sister so cruelly treated. One glance toward Miss Hawkins told him that she, too, felt precisely the same way.

      “Lady Ann and I will walk back toward the center of the park,” she said softly, putting one hand on his arm as Lady Ann quietly left the arbor, leaving them both alone. “We will take a hackney back to the house.” Her eyes searched his, her gentleness reaching out and taking a hold of his pained heart. “How do you feel at this present moment, Lord Stephen?”

      He let out a long breath, wishing that he could give her a more concise answer. “I do not know,” he said, finding her hand and holding it tightly in his own. “I thought I would be glad to see Lord Forrester caught and feel relief at his undoing, but now that I know the reasons behind his actions, I find my heart tugging toward compassion and understanding, although I certainly do not think he ought to have attempted to kill my brother.” Closing his eyes, he raked one hand through his hair, feeling how she pressed his fingers. “It is not at all what I expected.”

      “You have a good and kind heart, Lord Stephen,” she told him as he opened his eyes and looked down at her. “It is not at all surprising to me that you should feel so.” Her free hand reached up and ran along his brow and down his cheek before resting on his shoulder. “But it is at an end now, no matter what you choose to do next.”

      Another breath loosened the tension around his chest. “That is true,” he agreed, looking down at her and seeing the gentle smile that curved her lips. “And now I can consider all that might now be waiting for me since the mystery has been brought to a close.” Lowering his head, he kissed her tenderly, her arms around his neck in a moment as he pulled her close against him. His heart began to soften from the pain and confusion that had broken over it only minutes before, leaving him feeling both contentment and relief. This was what he should be thinking of now, what he should be looking to. A future with Julia, a future where she belonged to him and he to her. Everything else seemed to fall away as he angled his head to deepen the kiss, feeling his heart fill with love for the one lady who had stood by his side from the very first moment they had met: the beautiful, kind, intelligent, magnificent Miss Julia Hawkins.
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      “Well?”

      Julia was on her feet the moment Stephen walked into the room. The rest of The Shadows as well as Lord Bentham were all taking tea in the drawing room but had tactfully left Julia waiting for Stephen’s return in the library. It was the day after their success with Lord Forrester, and Julia had barely slept a wink the previous night, worrying about what Lord Stephen would do.

      Stephen smiled, his face free of all the lines of worry and fear that she had seen so often there. He held his hands out to her and she went into his arms at once, her head resting on his shoulder as a sense of relief filled her.

      “My brother is awake, conversing, and completely repentant,” Lord Stephen told her as she lifted her head to look into his eyes. “I am not certain that this change of character will be permanent, but once he is fully recovered, I have every intention of speaking to him with more firmness than I have ever done before.”

      She nodded, her throat working hard as tears of happiness stung her eyes.

      “I returned with Lord Forrester, as you know,” Stephen continued, his smile fading slightly, “and he is now held in the same room as Thompson. However, upon discussion with my brother, there is no consequence that we can bring that would be justified, other than to force him to leave England’s shores for a time.”

      “Oh?” Julia blinked back her tears as Stephen sighed and reached to take her hand, his head lowering for a moment. “You mean not to speak to anyone about this matter?”

      It took a moment but eventually, Stephen shook his head. “We could go to Prinny,” he said, referring to the Prince Regent, “and mayhap Lord Forrester would be meted out a suitable punishment, but my brother also would have to face the consequences of his actions.” Pressing his lips together, he looked straight into Julia’s eyes. “Lord Forrester, therefore, is to go to the continent for some years, as will Thompson. Thompson will remain for the rest of his days, whilst Lord Forrester might see fit to return after some time has passed.”

      “And are you contented with such a thing?” she questioned, her hand pressed lightly against his chest, her eyes searching his. “Do you feel that such a consequence is the right one?”

      To her relief, Stephen immediately began to nod. “I do,” he said with conviction. “When I did not know the reason for Lord Forrester’s actions, I wanted nothing more than to bring a swift and cruel punishment down upon him. But now that I have discovered his reasons for doing so, I confess that my heart no longer holds the same need for revenge.” One shoulder lifted. “I hope that does not make you think less of me.”

      She shook her head. “It makes me think more of you,” she told him as he smiled. “I admire you greatly, Lord Stephen.”

      Their eyes met, an understanding between them.

      “My brother,” Lord Stephen continued with a small shake of his head and a small sigh escaping his lips, “is to continue recovering at his estate. This townhouse will be signed over to me.”

      She blinked in surprise, seeing the small smile on Stephen’s face. “You are to live here?”

      “I have a townhouse of my own, of course,” Stephen said, laughing, “but this is much grander. Besides which, I shall need the most excellent of townhouses for my dear wife.”

      Julia’s heart stopped for a moment at the tender look that came into Stephen’s eyes.

      “That is,” he continued softly, letting go of her hand so that he might gently put one hand to her cheek, his thumb brushing her neck. “That is, Julia, if you will accept me.”

      A single tear fell from her eyes but her smile was a brilliant one. “I could not imagine a single day without you, Lord Stephen,” she answered, her voice rasping just a little from the sheer emotion she felt. “Yes, I would marry you.”

      He said nothing, merely looking into her eyes as though he wanted to savor every part of this moment. Then, with a contented sigh, he smiled at her again. “You must know that I have both a great admiration and an ever deepening love for you, Julia,” he told her, sending her heart soaring. “I never thought of marriage until the day I realized that I could not continue in my life without you.” His head began to lower and Julia lifted her face to his, ready for his kiss. “I love you desperately.”

      “As I love you,” she answered, her lips finally meeting his in a kiss of love.
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