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            ABOUT MURDER AND THE MISSING TREASURE

          

        

      

    

    
      A pirate’s treasure, lost for decades, lures the greedy and adventurer alike. Did someone commit murder to get their hands on it?

      When the celebrated biographer of the infamous pirate Blackheart takes a suite at the Mayfair Hotel to live out his final months, Goliath the porter is desperate to ask the one question that has haunted treasure hunters for decades: Where is the loot buried? Forbidden to disturb a guest, he instead visits the man writing the author’s own life story, only to discover him dead at his desk. Accused of the crime, Goliath turns to Cleo and Harry to clear his name.

      As they investigate, the danger escalates when a description of Goliath is splashed across the front page of the newspapers. It’s only a matter of time before someone connects the hotel porter to the manhunt, and to Harry, who is secretly hiding him.

      The hotel is already under siege from the press, as word spreads that Blackheart’s biographer is in residence. The tantalizing link between the treasure and the murder fuels a frenzy, disrupting the hotel and driving away high-profile guests.

      With suspects including a titled heir and a man claiming to be Blackheart’s secret grandson, can Cleo untangle fact from fiction before Goliath is discovered and the hotel’s reputation is ruined? And, more importantly for some, will the location of the hidden treasure finally be revealed?
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          LONDON, NOVEMBER 1900

        

      

    

    
      Harmony Cotton was a picture of competent efficiency as she left Uncle Ronald’s office on the fourth floor of the Mayfair Hotel, clipboard under her arm and a wooden pencil box in hand. Coupling a sensible navy skirt with a white blouse adorned with a navy bow at the collar, she could have been mistaken for a lady’s companion, housekeeper, or a guest who preferred sensible daywear. She was none of those. Usually, she wore a maid’s apron over a black uniform, but when she was acting as assistant to my cousin, Floyd, she always looked the part.

      She joined me in the corridor near the lift. “Welcome home, Cleo. How was the countryside?”

      “It rained the entire time, Flossy had her heart broken by a gentleman who shouldn’t be allowed in public when he’s drunk, and I missed Harry.” I glanced around as I said his name, but no one was within earshot. “The ball was splendid, though, and I like my aunt’s friends, so it wasn’t an entirely unpleasant two days. Oh, and Miss Hessing was there. Mrs. Liddicoat,” I corrected myself. The American had been a guest at the Mayfair with her domineering mother over the summer, and we’d struck up a friendship that had continued after she moved into her marital home. “She and Mr. Liddicoat are very happy.” I didn’t tell Harmony that seeing the newlyweds’ happiness had made me miss Harry more.

      “I’m pleased for her,” Harmony said. “She deserved a good man after spending a lifetime with her horrid mother.”

      “I think part of their happiness stems from the fact her mother lives in America.”

      Harmony flashed me a sudden smile, proving she wasn’t going to attempt to maintain the efficient facade entirely. As my best friend, I hoped she would be herself when we were together, but as she tried to prove herself worthy of being a full-time assistant, I worried she’d want to put distance between us.

      I indicated my uncle’s office door. “Is the hotel hosting another event?”

      She nodded. “Just a dinner, but an important one.”

      “Who are the diners?”

      “I don’t know. Apparently they want privacy and secrecy, so much so that I’m not allowed to know who they are.”

      “That seems rather extreme. How many will attend?”

      “Eighteen. We’ll usher them in via the back entrance directly into the private dining room, so the patrons in the restaurant won’t see them.”

      “How very cloak-and-dagger. Was Floyd in the meeting with you?” Floyd and Uncle Ronald had not come to the Druitt-Poore’s country ball with Aunt Lilian, Flossy and me. Both claimed they had to be at the hotel, but in my cousin’s case, I suspected he would rather spend the time with his latest mistress than be steered in the direction of eligible young ladies of good breeding. My cousin wasn’t ready to settle down. Sometimes I wondered if he ever would be.

      “Mr. Bainbridge is still with Sir Ronald, discussing an important guest arriving today,” Harmony said as the lift door opened. “My presence wasn’t required.”

      John the lift operator smiled politely at us. “Good morning, Miss Fox, Miss Cotton. Which floor would you like?”

      “Ground for me, please.” I stepped into the spacious lift, which was as elegantly appointed as every space in the Mayfair Hotel with its mirrored walls and velvet-covered bench seat at the back.

      “And me too please, John,” Harmony said.

      Floyd emerged from his father’s office. “Cleo! A word!”

      I stepped out again and suppressed a sigh. Seeing Harry would have to wait a few more minutes. “Go on without me, John.”

      The operator touched the brim of his red hat. “Right you are, Miss Fox.”

      Before the lift door closed completely, Harmony peered through the gap at me. “I should warn you, they were discussing a potential suitor for you when I arrived at the meeting.”

      Ugh. “A little more warning next time,” I said to the closed lift door. I tugged on my jacket hem, drew in a fortifying breath, and turned to greet my cousin. “Good morning, Floyd. You’re up early. Or haven’t you gone to bed yet?”

      “Very droll, Cousin. How was the Druitt-Bores’ country ball?”

      “The Druitt-Poores are not bores, Floyd. The girls are sweet and rather amusing. Silly, but amusing. You ought to consider Cora, the eldest, as a prospect.”

      He made a face. “I’m not ready for marriage.”

      “That’s probably just as well.”

      He narrowed his gaze. “Why?”

      “I like Cora.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing.” I blinked innocently back at him. “What did you want to discuss with me?”

      He cleared his throat. “I saw you with Harmony just now. Did she tell you about the important dinner?”

      “She did. Who is it for?”

      “I can’t tell you that. They want utmost secrecy.”

      I tilted my head to the side. “Come now, Floyd. You can trust me.”

      “You’ll only blab to Armitage, and probably Harmony.”

      “First of all, Harmony ought to know since she’s organizing it. Secondly, you can trust both her and Harry not to tell a soul. Does mentioning Harry mean you’ve accepted our friendship?” It was more than a friendship nowadays, but Floyd didn’t know that for certain, although I suspected he’d guessed. When he and my uncle came to accept Harry as worthy of me, then we’d announce we were a couple. For now, both Harry and I were content to keep it to ourselves and enjoy the privacy the secret afforded us.

      Floyd crossed his arms, his green eyes still narrowed. “I don’t want to talk about Armitage.”

      “You were the one who mentioned him. So, what do you want to talk to me about?”

      “A guest checked in yesterday who we want you to pay particular attention to. He’s the son of an industrialist by the name of Janson. If you see him, make him feel welcome in your usual way.”

      “My usual way?”

      “Be charming, witty, and…” He waved his hand in the general direction of my face. “Be pretty.”

      I arched my brows.

      “Don’t be too intelligent, though,” Floyd hurtled on. “Men don’t like girls who are smarter than them.”

      I arched my brows further.

      “And don’t attempt one of your so-called jokes until you know whether he would appreciate them. Not everyone understands your sense of humor, Cleo.”

      “Why do you want me to pay particular attention to him?”

      “I think you’ll be well matched.”

      “But why?”

      “Instinct.”

      Clearly this was the man Harmony was referring to. Knowing the way my family operated, Mr. Janson most likely came from an influential and wealthy family. The man’s character had nothing to do with his suitability. Yet both Uncle Ronald and Floyd knew that influence and wealth meant little to me, so why did they think this particular man was worth my attention? What was different about Mr. Janson compared with the other eligible bachelors who stayed at the hotel?

      My curiosity was piqued enough to go along with Floyd’s scheme, to a point. “I’ll be happy to speak with him if we are introduced. It wouldn’t be appropriate to just walk up to him.”

      “I’ll introduce you now. His room is on this floor.”

      I caught his arm as he went to walk off. “Floyd! You can’t just knock on his door and push me forward.”

      “You’re right. I’ll think of a way to engineer a meeting.”

      “Try to be subtle about it.”

      He grinned. “I’m always subtle.” He set off along the corridor in the direction of his suite, before turning back to me. “By the way, Cora Druitt-Poore would be fortunate to have me. I’m a catch.”

      I cupped my hand behind my ear. “What did you say? You’re a cad?”

      “You heard me, Cleo, and I know you adore me, too.”

      I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help laughing lightly. I did adore my immature and somewhat hopeless cousin. But I did pity the poor girl who ended up marrying him. Considering I liked Cora Druitt-Poore, I wouldn’t wish him on her.

      I took the stairs instead of calling for the lift again. As I crossed the hotel foyer, I buttoned up my coat, nodding at Peter Leyland, the assistant manager. It was the tall man with broad shoulders and dark hair beyond him that caught my eye, however. Harry was here. His visit saved me a journey to his office. But why was he at the hotel?

      I diverted my course toward him, only to stop as he turned. It wasn’t Harry. While there was a superficial similarity, the hotel guest had thinner lips and nose, and a deeper set to his eyes. Still, he was very handsome. Clearly the two young ladies with him thought so, as they gazed wide-eyed up at him. One giggled behind her hand at something the guest said, while the other lightly touched his arm, smiling. The man placed his hand over hers, trapping it, which pleased the woman considerably. The other one’s gaze dropped to the connected hands. Her mouth turned down with her pout, until the man offered her his other arm. She hesitated a moment before taking it. The man walked toward the exit flanked by his pretty companions.

      As Frank the doorman opened the door for them, I went to follow, but Goliath, one of the porters, caught my attention as he pushed a luggage trolley piled high with an unusual collection of items. Usually guests checked in with trunks, valises, and bags, not a table lamp, a velvet brocade armchair and matching footstool.

      “Good morning, Goliath. Where are you going with all of that?”

      “You’ll never guess, Miss Fox.”

      “Is it for a guest who doesn’t think we have proper lighting and furniture?”

      “Louis Arkwright.” Goliath seemed to think I should know the name, but when I merely shrugged, he added, “The author who wrote the biography about William Blackheart Watson.”

      “The pirate? I know the book you mean. Didn’t the author claim he met Blackheart when the pirate was an old man? That book was written fifty or sixty years ago, so Arkwright must be an old man himself now.”

      “He is. He’s come here to die.”

      Sometimes the hotel had permanent or semi-permanent guests live in a suite for several months at a time. Although I’d heard stories of guests spending their final days or weeks at the Mayfair when they knew they were dying, this was the first time someone had checked in to do so since my arrival last December.

      “How awful,” I murmured. “The poor man.”

      Goliath seemed rather excited, however. “Arkwright’s book was a childhood favorite of mine. It was originally my father’s copy, and he passed it on to me. I’ve read it so times it’s falling apart. Did you know that Arkwright claimed to have seen the map that showed where Blackheart buried his treasure? He wrote about it in the book, giving little cryptic clues away, but they were so cryptic, no one has found the treasure yet.”

      Goliath may be the tallest and strongest man I’d ever met, but in that moment he had all the enthusiasm of a little boy. “Wasn’t that story discredited years ago after the entire country went mad with pirate treasure fever?” Given the book was written well before I was even born, I wasn’t all that knowledgeable about the particulars, but I did know it had sold a lot of copies, mostly to youths keen to find the pirate’s treasure that Arkwright had claimed Blackheart buried. Arkwright then happened to bury hints about the location within the book’s pages, after writing that he'd snuck a peek at the treasure map.

      “The part about the treasure was apparently discredited,” Goliath told me with a heavy dose of cynicism. “But I still reckon it exists. There’s no doubting Arkwright met Blackheart, so it’s possible he did see the pirate’s treasure map.” He glanced around then leaned down to my level. “It’s even possible the map is in Arkwright’s possession to this day. Blackheart had no one else to bequeath his things to, so he may have left everything to his biographer.”

      “If Arkwright did see the map, why not find the treasure himself? Why mention it in his book so that every Tom, Dick and Harry would go searching for it?”

      Speaking of Harry, I wanted to see him before he went out. The morning was already dragging on and I suspected he’d be busy, coming and going from his office. After the newspapers credited his detective agency with solving the murder at the Harley Street medical rooms, he’d picked up more work. Some of it he declined, particularly the marital cases, but there was still enough to occupy him.

      One of the other porters pushed a second trolley stacked with crates and boxes past us. He asked Goliath which room Mr. Arkwright was staying in.

      “Shouldn’t the belongings be unloaded at the service entrance?” I asked once the second porter moved off.

      “It’s temporarily closed,” Goliath said.

      “Why?”

      “Harmony’s orders. I mean, Miss Cotton. Apparently she needs that entrance to bring in some special fancy things for a dinner being held on Saturday night in the restaurant. She wants as few people as possible to see what arrives. Miss Fox, do you think it’d be all right if I ask Mr. Arkwright some questions?”

      It seemed that Goliath not only believed the story about the pirate treasure, he planned on finding it. “I think Mr. Hobart would frown upon that, particularly when the guest in question is elderly and dying.”

      Goliath’s clear blue eyes tracked the figure of a small, wiry man carrying a brown valise striding with purpose across the foyer. “Then I’ll ask Mr. Arkwright’s assistant,” he said, nodding toward the man. “He’s neither a guest nor elderly.” He touched the brim of his hat in farewell then continued on, pushing the trolley ahead of him.

      I went to leave but was intercepted by Mr. Hobart. “Good morning, Miss Fox. Welcome home.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Hobart. Has all been well in my absence?”

      “If you’re referring to the hotel, then yes. If you’re referring to a certain nephew of mine, then I have it on good authority that he missed you.” The corners of the hotel manager’s eyes crinkled with his smile. “Are you on your way to see him?”

      “I am.”

      “Then I won’t keep you.”

      I was keen to leave, yet I hesitated. “Do you know who the special secret dinner is for?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t tell you that, Miss Fox.” The hotel manager pressed a hand to his chest. “Do forgive me. Sir Ronald’s orders.”

      “I understand. What about the fellow who has come here to die? Louis Arkwright, the author.”

      Mr. Hobart peered in the direction of the service corridor, which housed the goods lift where Goliath had taken the luggage trolley. “He’s an interesting one. He only wrote the one book.”

      “About the pirate Blackheart Watson.”

      Mr. Hobart nodded. “He made a fortune sixty years ago when he first published it, and it has been reprinted many times since. He never wrote another thing after that. He was recently told by his doctor that he has mere months to live, so he sold his house and most of his belongings and decided to move in here.”

      “Why the Mayfair?”

      Mr. Hobart looked at me as though I’d spoken nonsense. “Because we’re the best hotel in London. Mr. Arkwright has no heirs to care for him, you see, so why not stay in a luxury hotel where you can be waited on hand and foot by the staff?”

      It did sound like a good idea for someone in his position.

      “I read his book as a boy,” Mr. Hobart went on. “It was published not long before I was born, and it was still very popular when I was nine or ten. Boys like me lapped it up. It was full of adventure and derring-do, just the stuff to appeal to a child with an active imagination. When I grew up, I wondered if it was a piece of fiction, but that doesn’t take away the joy it gave me.”

      “Are you saying you think all of it was made up, not just the part about the treasure and the map?”

      “That’s a question I’ll leave to you detectives to answer.” He winked at me then smiled as a guest approached clutching a copy of Baedeker’s London and its Environs.

      I went on my way, wondering if I did indeed want to spend time investigating whether the story was real or not. I wouldn’t gain anything from it, except to while away some time as well as get to the bottom of an intriguing tale.

      Those were two compelling reasons, and I made my mind up on the walk to Harry’s office in Soho that I would have a chat with Mr. Arkwright. After all, he might like the company, and being friendly to guests was something my uncle would approve of. I would knock on Mr. Arkwright’s door later.

      For now, the thought of seeing Harry beckoned.
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        * * *

      

      Often of a morning, as I made my way to Harry’s office, I’d stop at the Roma Café below. Not this time. I pushed open the door beside the café, hurried up the steps, and pushed open the second door at the top of the staircase without knocking.

      “Harry, I—” I stopped short when I saw the woman seated opposite him at the desk, a small brown dog on her lap. Both the dog and the woman gave me a brief glance, wrinkled their noses, and turned back to Harry.

      “My apologies.” I backed out of the office, only for Harry to call me in.

      “Mrs. Ellington was just leaving,” he said, rising.

      Mrs. Ellington remained seated. “You will not change your mind, Mr. Armitage?”

      “I will not. I don’t take on cases of that nature.”

      Mrs. Ellington tucked the dog under her arm and stood. “Well. Then I shall go elsewhere.” She swept past me with a rustle of silk skirts and whiff of strong perfume.

      I closed the door behind her. “A domestic situation?”

      Harry approached me, a devilish smile on his face, and a hunger in his eyes that focused intensely on me. “Spying on her husband. I told her I don’t spy on spouses.”

      I leaned back against the door as he closed in on me, and tilted my head to receive his kiss. It didn’t come. “Hello, Harry.”

      “Hello, Cleo.” His voice rumbled from the depths of his chest. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you, too.” I sounded like a breathless girl in the presence of the boy she secretly wished would notice her.

      He caressed his thumb down my cheek then cupped my jaw. He leaned in, so close I could see the golden specks in his brown eyes. He still did not kiss me. My heart pounded with anticipation and more than a little frustration. Somehow he made me feel as though our courtship was once again in its thrilling early days, even though we’d been together for over a month.

      When I could stand to wait no longer, I reached up and drew him down to me. He circled me in his arms and kissed me. It was everything I wanted, and needed, after a few days apart.

      The kiss didn’t last long. Harry ended it, stepping back abruptly, and cleared his throat. “We should stop before passions overrule common sense.”

      I drew in a ragged breath. He was right, but that didn’t mean I liked it.

      He assisted me out of my coat and invited me to sit in the chair Mrs. Ellington and her dog had vacated. “How was the ball?”

      “Enjoyable.”

      “I’m glad you had a good time.” It was a testament to his character and the strength of our relationship that he didn’t mind me having a good time when we were apart. Indeed, he always seemed to want me to enjoy myself. He wasn’t jealous. “But I’m also glad you missed me.”

      “I did, Harry,” I said quite seriously. “I look forward to the day we can attend country balls together.”

      “So do I.”

      I indicated the pile of folders to one side of his desk. “New cases?”

      He gathered up the files. “They’re coming in thick and fast. These are just the ones I haven’t decided whether to take on yet. I’ve turned away others that are a definite no.” He nodded at the door through which Mrs. Ellington had left and heaved a sigh. “I’m afraid I can’t stay and talk, as much as I want to. I have some things to chase up. Sorry, Cleo. Can we meet for lunch?”

      “We can, but why don’t I help? Give me those files. I’ll prioritize them while you’re out.”

      “Are you sure you can spare the time?”

      “Unlike you, I have too much time at the moment. The only thing I planned to do today is greet a certain guest at Floyd’s request, and question another about a biography he may or may not have faked. I’m putting off the former task, and the latter can wait.”

      “In that case, thank you.” He passed me the folders. “Any insights you can provide will be helpful. I’ll see you at lunchtime.” He did not kiss me and left after grabbing his hat and coat off the stand.

      I took a pencil, paper and the files to the leather armchair, removing the newspaper on the seat that was folded to an article about the unification of the colonies into the Commonwealth of Australia slated for the new year. Politics wasn’t Harry’s usual reading matter of choice, but he did like to keep up with current events.

      I spent the next few hours sorting through the files and making notes on the most urgent ones. Some I dismissed altogether and even wrote letters explaining why he wouldn’t be taking them on. If he agreed, all he had to do was sign them. I broke up the morning with a visit to the café. After exchanging conversation with Luigi, the proprietor, and practicing my poor Italian on his regular customers, I returned with a coffee to complete my tasks.

      When Harry returned, he suggested we dine in the café. Over bowls of Luigi’s delicious pasta, I told him more about my few days away, then he discussed the cases that had come across his desk lately.

      I interrupted him as a man passed by the window. Although I couldn’t see his face with the collar of his coat turned up and cap pulled low, his size was unmistakable. “What’s Goliath doing here?”

      Harry leaned closer to the window to peer out. “He’s stopped at my office.”

      Harry had locked the door from the street after we left, so Goliath wasn’t able to enter. He set off back the way he’d come, past the café. He looked in when Harry knocked on the window.

      With a tug on his cap brim, Goliath hunched into his coat and entered the café. “I’m glad I found you, Mr. Armitage. You, too, Miss Fox.” He quickly scanned the faces of the other patrons then jerked his head at us. “Can you come away from the window to talk? I don’t want anyone to see me.”

      I followed him to the far reaches of the café, Harry on my heels. “Goliath, what is it? Has something happened?” His furtive behavior worried me, but it was the panic in his eyes that set my heart racing. He was scared. It was cause for alarm when a man the size of Goliath showed fear.

      He rubbed a hand over his face and down his chin to his throat where it lingered, as if it felt constricted. “They’re after me.”

      “Who are?” Harry asked.

      Goliath glanced at the window then positioned himself so that Harry blocked any sight of him from the street. “The police.”

      I gasped. “Why? For what crime?”

      “Murder.”
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      Harry asked Luigi to bring over a cup of strong coffee, then he steered Goliath to a chair. The hotel porter sat without uttering a word, despite the questions I threw at him. He was in a state of shock.

      I waited until he’d taken a few sips of the coffee before beginning again in a calmer tone. “Goliath, who has been murdered?”

      He took another sip then set the cup down on the table. “Do you remember I pointed out Louis Arkwright’s assistant this morning in the hotel?”

      “Louis Arkwright, the author of Blackheart the pirate’s biography?” Harry asked, incredulous. “I read that book as a boy.”

      “Mr. Arkwright checked into the Mayfair. He’s dying and wants to spend his final days there. I loved that book and I wanted to ask him about Blackheart’s treasure, but Miss Fox thought it wouldn’t be appropriate, him being a dying guest and all.”

      “It would have been frowned upon,” Harry agreed. “So you decided to question his assistant instead?”

      Goliath nodded. “Peter said his name is Chester Bradbury. I got his address from the registration book at the front desk. He was noted as one of the people to contact in the event of Mr. Arkwright’s death.”

      “The check-in clerk let you browse through the registration book? That’s highly unethical.”

      Goliath winced. “I waited until he was called away from the desk.”

      I waved off Harry’s concern. There were more important things to worry about than a breach of hotel protocol. “Go on, Goliath. You went to the assistant’s house?”

      “He has lodgings in Bloomsbury. Turns out, he’s not an assistant. He’s Mr. Arkwright’s biographer.” Goliath’s eyes flared brightly. “You know what that means, don’t you?”

      I shook my head.

      “Why would the writer of Blackheart’s biography need someone to write his own life story? Because he has something important to tell the world, something that would put his name on everyone’s lips again.”

      “I see,” I said. “You thought Arkwright was going to leave this world in a sensational fashion with the publication of the location of Blackheart’s treasure.”

      “I don’t think he’d give away the exact location, but he might expand on the clues he left in the first book, the ones that were too hard for everyone to decipher. Just giving away the location would be foolish. A book needs to be interesting, Miss Fox, otherwise what’s the point of it?”

      “So you went to the fellow’s lodgings in Bloomsbury,” Harry prompted.

      “It was my afternoon off. I asked the landlady at the lodging house if he was in. She said he wasn’t, but he was expected soon and I could wait. She directed me to a sitting room Chester Bradbury uses on the first floor when he’s working. I went in and that’s when I saw him, at his desk, with blood everywhere.” The hand that rubbed his jaw trembled. “I checked to see if he could be saved, but it was too late.”

      “Did you leave immediately?” I asked.

      His gaze lowered to the coffee cup, gripped firmly by his other hand. “I wanted to see if he was working on Mr. Arkwright’s biography, and if there were any notes about the whereabouts of the treasure. I thought I might find Blackheart’s map, or…or something.”

      I sighed. “Oh, Goliath. How long were you there?”

      “Long enough for the landlady to come upstairs and look in. When she saw the body, she screamed. I panicked and ran.”

      “She didn’t try to stop you?” I asked.

      Goliath shook his head. “She just stepped aside and let me go, screaming ‘murderer’ at me as I ran off. I came here directly.” He appealed to Harry. “I want to hire you to clear my name, Mr. Armitage. You and Miss Fox.”

      “You can’t hire me,” Harry said.

      “But I didn’t do it!”

      Harry rested a hand on the big man’s shoulder. “I know. I meant you can’t hire me because I’ll investigate for free.”

      “We both will,” I added.

      Goliath blinked rapidly and I worried he might burst into tears. He nodded. “Thank you. Thank you both.”

      “Don’t worry,” Harry said. “Miss Fox and I will find the murderer. But you’ll have to hide until we do. You can stay in my office until nightfall, then move to my flat.”

      I glared at Harry, trying to convey without words that harboring a fugitive was a terrible idea. He didn’t look at me, however. I suspected he was deliberately avoiding my gaze so he could claim not to have been aware of my opinion. “You should turn yourself in, Goliath,” I said. “Tell the police what happened, so they can focus their efforts on finding the real killer.”

      “They won’t believe me!”

      “Of course they will. You’ve never been in trouble before. You’re a good man. We’ll vouch for your character.”

      “It won’t be enough. I was caught red-handed looking through the dead man’s things and it was several minutes between when the landlady let me in to when she saw me with Bradbury’s blood on my hands.”

      “Why did you have his blood on your hands?”

      He bit his lower lip and peered up at me through his lashes. “He was slumped over the desk when I found him. I pushed him back off it to see if his body covered up notes or a map.”

      I groaned. If I didn’t know Goliath as well as I did, I’d be thinking rather poorly of him at that moment. “We will find the real killer, but you can’t stay at Harry’s.”

      “Where should I go?” Goliath whined.

      Harry placed a hand on his shoulder. “You can stay with me. For now,” he said with a pointed look at me. “It’ll be all right, Cleo. Once his name is cleared, it won’t matter where he has been hiding.”

      What happened if his name was never cleared?

      I rubbed my forehead, feeling like I was sliding down a steep and slippery hill, unable to control my footing. I knew there’d be no reasoning with Harry.

      Harry opened the café door, checked the vicinity, then signaled for Goliath to follow him. The two elderly men on the stools chatted to one another in Italian, seemingly oblivious to the proceedings. Luigi, however, watched on as he moved a cleaning cloth in slow circles over the counter.

      “Everything all right?” he asked.

      “It will be,” Harry told him. “If anyone asks, my friend was never here.”

      Luigi touched his forehead in an acknowledging salute.

      Harry unlocked his office door then ushered Goliath inside. “Take a seat,” he said to both Goliath and me. Harry pulled over a third chair for himself and picked up a notepad and pencil. “Now, tell us exactly what you saw, starting with the body. You said you moved it.”

      “There was a typewriter in front of him. He’d fallen forward, partly obscuring it.” Goliath demonstrated the body’s position by slumping forward on the desk, face down, arms dangling at his sides, knuckles skimming the floorboards. “I pushed him back by the shoulders so he was sitting more upright.” He showed us his fingers. The tips were still bloodstained.

      “Was the body still warm?”

      Goliath winced. “I don’t know.”

      “Stiff?” Harry asked.

      “No.”

      “You said there was a lot of blood. Where, exactly, was he bleeding from?”

      “The wound in his neck. There was a letter opener covered in blood on the desk, so I presume he was stabbed with that.”

      Harry scribbled some notes. “Were there any signs of a struggle? Bruising or scratches on his face, knuckles, that sort of thing?”

      Goliath shrugged. “I don’t know. I avoided looking at the body as much as possible.”

      “What about the room? Were things strewn about, as if someone was searching for something?”

      “No. It just looked like a writer’s study. The typewriter had a piece of paper still in it, there was an inkstand with pen and ink, some pencils, and a copy of Arkwright’s book about Blackheart with some of the pages bookmarked.”

      “That’s it? What about notes of interviews with Arkwright?”

      Goliath shook his head.

      “You said the room was on the first floor. How could it be accessed?”

      “I reckon it used to be a sitting room, but the landlady rented it to Bradbury to work in. It’s located at the front of the house, with a large window looking out onto the street. There was just one door leading from the corridor.”

      “Did the window have a balcony?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Did anything strike you as unusual?”

      Goliath removed his cap and scratched his head. “The landlady was real quick to accuse me. I reckon that’s suspicious, don’t you? She may have killed him just before I arrived, and when I asked to see Bradbury, she decided to use my visit to deflect suspicion onto me.”

      Harry removed his watch from his pocket. “It’s five past one now and we’ve been talking for a few minutes. What time would you say you arrived and left the Bloomsbury house?”

      “I came here directly and walked really fast, so I reckon it was a quarter to one. I was only inside a few minutes.”

      Harry wrote down Goliath’s answer then handed him the notebook. “Write down the address.”

      As Goliath wrote, Harry looked to me, brows raised in question.

      I had no questions to ask. My thoughts were rather more scattered than usual.

      Harry accepted the notebook from Goliath and stood. “Try to make yourself comfortable. Cleo and I will start investigating immediately and I’ll return later today. It’ll be all right. Trust us.”

      Goliath’s features relaxed. “I do, Mr. Armitage. Miss Fox is a better detective than the ones at Scotland Yard. You, too, of course.”

      Harry picked up the Kodak Brownie box camera I’d given him for his birthday, and we left Goliath with instructions not to open the door to anyone except Luigi. We then asked Luigi to take up a bowl of pasta and something to drink, before heading to Bloomsbury.

      We hadn’t got far when Harry touched my elbow to get my attention. “Are you all right, Cleo? You’re not usually this quiet at the beginning of an investigation.”

      “I’m worried, Harry. If we can’t find the killer, Goliath is in serious trouble. As you will be, if he’s caught at your office or flat.”

      “It’ll be fine. Have faith.”

      “I do have faith in you.”

      “Not in me. In you.” He gave my elbow a gentle squeeze before letting go. “What are your thoughts so far?”

      My thoughts remained somewhat scattered, but I told Harry I remembered seeing Mr. Bradbury crossing the hotel foyer that morning.

      “The timing could be just a coincidence,” Harry said. “Or it could mean the motive for murder is tangled up with him writing Arkwright’s biography, and the location of Blackheart’s treasure. How ill is Arkwright? Could he come and go from the hotel, or is he bedridden?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll pay him a visit after we take a look at the crime scene.”

      Bloomsbury wasn’t far and we walked quickly, managing to reach the house in a mere ten minutes. A number of police came and went, including a detective I recognized.

      I groaned. Detective Sergeant Fanning did not like me. We’d last clashed when I was investigating the murder of a woman traveling from Brighton to London on the express train. He’d refused to share information with me, and was quick to rule the death a suicide, despite evidence to the contrary. Part of his disagreeable nature stemmed from his misogynist attitude, and part of it was a result of laziness. If he could close a case quickly, he would, even if there were unanswered questions.

      He put up a hand to stop me proceeding up the front steps, even though I hadn’t set foot on the lowest one. “What are you doing here?”

      “Good afternoon to you, too, Sergeant,” I said. “Mr. Armitage and I heard there was a murder and wanted to offer his agency’s services to the victim’s family.”

      “How did you hear?”

      “Gossip. You know what this city is like.”

      D.S. Fanning was a relatively young man, but that couldn’t account for his stupidity. He accepted my explanation without question. “There’s no need for your involvement. Either of you,” he added, peering past me to Harry. He jerked his thumb at the open doorway behind him where a uniformed constable stood guard. “An inspector’s in charge of this one. He’ll find the killer. No need for either of you to solicit for business.”

      Harry held up his camera box. “I can take photographs of the crime scene. Tell your D.I. I’ll share them with him.”

      D.S. Fanning scrubbed his sideburns as he considered the idea.

      “Tell him he can trust us. You know my father, D.I. Hobart.”

      A squat man with reddish-gold whiskers appeared on a balcony above. “Hobart’s son! Let him in, Fanning! Photographs would be useful.” The man disappeared back inside.

      D.S. Fanning pointed at Harry. “Just you and your camera. Not her.”

      I pushed the finger aside and marched past him. “Nobody likes a petty man.”

      I heard the sergeant’s deep sigh, but I didn’t look back.

      “That was easier than I thought it would be,” came Harry’s voice in my ear.

      “Do you know the D.I?”

      “We’ve never met.”

      Harry’s adoptive father had been liked and respected during his time at Scotland Yard. He still had a number of friends working there including, apparently, D.I. Latimer who met us on the landing. Harry thanked him for allowing us into the crime scene.

      “We don’t have a client yet,” Harry told him. “But you never know.”

      D.I. Latimer was a robust man with ruddy cheeks and leonine whiskers. No hair peeked out from beneath his hat, so I suspected he was bald. He shook Harry’s hand heartily then shook mine, but only after I extended it. He hardly looked at me and gave all of his attention to Harry. Or, rather, Harry’s camera.

      “Unlikely you’ll be hired, Armitage.” The voice was as robust as the man himself. “You’ve done well in the past, so I hear, but this one’s in hand. Killer was seen leaving the scene. We just need to find him. The description from the witness will flush him out.” Hands on hips, he studied Harry’s camera. “The Yard will pay you for your photographs. Got to get ourselves one of those. Expensive?”

      “Not very.”

      “Bloody bureaucracy means it won’t happen soon. Excuse my French, Miss Fox.”

      D.S. Fanning came up the staircase and his superior led us to an open door only to stop. I tried to peer past him at the body, but he moved to block my view. “Just Armitage. Not a pleasant sight for a gentle lady. Wait here.”

      As galling as it was, particularly when D.S. Fanning’s smug smile appeared, I acquiesced and remained in the corridor. But only until the men entered the room. Moments later, when their attention was on the body, I slipped in and looked around.

      Goliath was right about the study. It must have once been a sitting room. Although not as grand as Mayfair’s townhouses, the lodging house was quite sizeable and in a good area. It could have once been owned by a well-to-do family. I suspected the landlady had found herself in reduced circumstances and, like many women in that situation, she rented accommodation to respectable single gentlemen to keep herself out of poverty.

      Despite the men blocking my view of the body, I could see that the desk was large. To the side of it, French doors led to the balcony upon which the inspector had stood to call out to us. Goliath thought it was a window, but it was likely the sheer curtain was closed across the doors when he was here. The curtain now fluttered in the light breeze. The rest of the room was just as a sitting room ought to appear with a small sofa and an armchair upholstered in garish yellow. A potted palm added some fresh greenery, and a smaller potted plant occupied one of the occasional tables.

      There’d been a fire in the grate, but it had burned itself out, leaving a mound of ash. The room was quite chilly, but that was probably because the doors leading to the balcony were open.

      I stepped lightly toward the desk, wanting to get a better picture of the immediate vicinity before I was caught. Although my view of the body was still blocked, I could see a fan of blood splattered across the vibrant green, gold and crimson floral wallpaper behind the desk. Goliath had said the blood was everywhere, but I couldn’t get close enough to the body to see more.

      As I looked around, I listened to the answers the inspector gave to the questions Harry fired at him while he took photographs. “I don’t see many notes on the desk, just the typewriter and pages of the manuscript he was working on. Have your men removed any from the scene?”

      “No, they have not,” D.S. Fanning said, defensively.

      “What sort of notes do you expect to see?” D.I. Latimer asked Harry.

      “It’s our understanding the victim was writing a biography about Louis Arkwright, so I’d expect to see notes from interviews he’d conducted.”

      “Who’s Arkwright?” D.S. Fanning asked.

      “The author of a book about the pirate, William Blackheart Watson.”

      “Didn’t you read it as a boy?” D.I. Latimer asked.

      The sergeant shook his head. “I don’t read novels.”

      “It wasn’t a novel. Blackheart told Arkwright his life story, including where to find his famous buried treasure. Arkwright put clues to the location in his book, but it was never discovered. Clues were too hard to work out. Rollicking adventure story, though, and all true. You’re right, Armitage,” D.I. Latimer said, thoughtfully. “There should be a notebook with his interviews and other things an author needs about his subject. There’s nothing like that here. Killer must have taken it. But why? What do you think, Fanning?”

      D.S. Fanning wasn’t thinking about an answer to that question. He had one of his own for Harry. “How do you know the victim was writing a biography on this other author, Arkwright?”

      “I’m a detective, Sergeant,” was all Harry said as he peered into the camera’s viewfinder to take another photograph.

      I moved back to the doorway until I was a respectable, ladylike distance from the dead body at the desk. “Did you open the doors to the balcony?” I asked D.I. Latimer.

      “Already open when we arrived. Speaking of… Armitage, when you’ve finished here, I want you to photograph something on the balcony. Fanning, got a measuring tape?”

      D.S. Fanning removed one from the leather satchel the police had brought with them and handed it to his superior. Harry took one final photograph of the blood splatter on the wall and followed the two detectives through the French doors to the narrow balcony bordered by a black iron rail. The two detectives seemed to think I had no interest in seeing the gruesome sight, and paid me no more attention, so I followed them. A mere glance in the direction of the body gave me all the information I needed—Bradbury was covered in blood and there was some on the desk and floor, too. My own blood chilled and I shivered, but I was glad I didn’t feel nauseous. I must be getting used to seeing death.

      On the balcony, I drew in a deep breath of smoky London air, then peered down at the imprint of a shoe in the soil of a rectangular pot. The person who’d left the print had crushed one of the purple pansies.

      My gaze connected with Harry’s. I could tell he was thinking the same thing as me—Goliath’s feet were larger than the imprint.

      While Harry took photographs of it and the measuring tape D.S. Fanning positioned alongside, D.I. Latimer gave us his thoughts. “The killer arrived at the house not intending to murder Bradbury, merely talk to him. Landlady let him in. He came in here, had an argument with Bradbury, grabbed the nearest weapon in a fit of anger—the letter opener—and stabbed Bradbury. He went to escape this way but decided against it. Too exposed in broad daylight. He’d be seen, maybe even break a leg getting down. Decided to try his luck and get past the landlady instead. He was bigger so could just push her aside.”

      “And risk her identifying him?” Harry asked. “Surely only an innocent man would take that risk.”

      The inspector merely shrugged.

      “You said he was tall,” I said. “How tall?”

      “Landlady says he had to duck under the doorway.”

      I pointed at the boot print. “That doesn’t appear big enough for a tall person. D.S. Fanning, could you place your foot alongside it?”

      The sergeant’s eyes narrowed, and he seemed to be about to refuse when D.I. Latimer ordered him to do it. The imprint in the soil was smaller than Fanning’s.

      “Not all tall people have big feet,” the sergeant said.

      D.I. Latimer stroked his whiskers, but didn’t comment. He then indicated I should go ahead of them through the sitting room-turned-study to the corridor beyond. The inspector instructed one of the constables to organize the removal of the body to the morgue then he turned to Harry.

      He clapped a hand on Harry’s shoulder. “Good man. Get me those photographs as soon as they’re developed. And give my regards to Hobart.”

      “We’d like to speak to the landlady before we go,” Harry said.

      “No need. We already interviewed her. She gave a thorough description of the killer. She was upset so is in the drawing room with the other lodger, having a cup of tea.”

      I couldn’t think of a believable lie that would convince him to allow us to question her. Our best option was to linger awhile then sneak off to the drawing room when the detectives were distracted.

      D.S. Fanning was wilier than I’d given him credit for, however, and seemed to know what I had planned. “Miss Fox is looking a little peaked. Perhaps she should leave before she faints.”

      “I don’t feel faint,” I shot back.

      “Better get her home, Armitage,” D.I. Latimer said, his voice still at bombastic level. “Can’t have a fainting woman at the crime scene.”

      Not at the crime scene, no. But another room would be quite acceptable. I touched a hand to my forehead. “On second thought, I do feel a little faint. I think I should sit down. Not too close to the body, you understand. Perhaps the drawing room.”

      D.S. Fanning smirked. “Nice try.”

      “Fanning!” D.I. Latimer barked. “Make Miss Fox a cup of tea. Armitage, escort her to the drawing room.”

      The sergeant’s lips pinched. I managed not to smile triumphantly back at him as I left on Harry’s arm to go in search of the woman who could identify Goliath.
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