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      A wealthy businessman with a reputation for taking risks rose from the slums to the height of success. But success comes at a price, especially when it’s achieved at the expense of others.

      When a former guest of the hotel is found dead in a dockside tavern, the police rule it suicide. After all, some say his negligence caused one of his company’s ships to go down in a storm, along with all its cargo and several members of the crew. The guilt would be too much for many. But when evidence of murder is uncovered, Cleo feels compelled to bring the killer to justice.

      With Harry Armitage on a separate case that involves many of the same suspects, their paths cross and sparks fly. And there are more suspects emerging every day. With a victim whose past was shrouded in mystery, who was a bully to some and a brilliant businessman to others, it’s difficult to separate fact from fiction.

      As Cleo and Harry peel back the layers of lies, one fact is undeniable—a man’s past follows him to the grave, something Harry knows all too well.
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          LONDON, MAY 1900

        

      

    

    
      There is nothing more anxiety-inducing than waiting for a scolding you know is coming. It’s like waiting for the other shoe to drop, where the shoe is made of iron and the floor of glass.

      It had been a week since I’d seen Jonathon Hartly leave Uncle Ronald’s office on the fourth floor of the hotel. While I couldn’t be certain Jonathon told him that I’d continued to associate with Harry Armitage after being ordered not to, I suspected he was vindictive enough to do it. He’d been indignant after I rejected his advances and resentful that Harry had been the one to save Floyd from financial ruin when he could not.

      No doubt Jonathon left out the business about the gambling house from his account to my uncle. That was the only silver lining in the grim cloud about to burst over my head. Floyd may have dreadful taste in friends but he was my cousin, and I liked him. I didn’t want him landing in further hot water with his autocratic father.

      It was almost a relief when the summons finally came a week to the day after Jonathon called on Uncle Ronald. Relief was quickly replaced by a sense of foreboding as I presented myself at his office on a wet spring morning. I focused on the dense gray bank of clouds through the window and willed him to get on with it.

      It seemed to take an age before he finally slotted his pen into the stand and set aside a list of names he’d been compiling. “Close the door, Cleopatra.”

      I’d left it open in the hope it would encourage Uncle Ronald to keep his voice down. I went to shut it, but it was pushed open wider from the other side. Floyd stepped inside, frowning at me.

      “I saw you through the gap.” He looked past me to his father. “What’s the matter?” He wouldn’t ordinarily intrude on a private conversation between Uncle Ronald and me, which meant he knew what this was about, or suspected, and wanted to help me if I needed defending.

      I stepped aside to let him in.

      Instead of sending him on his way, Uncle Ronald invited us both to sit. He clasped his hands on top of the desk and regarded me with a directness I expected from him. He was not the sort of man who beat about the bush.

      “It has come to my attention that you have been in the company of Armitage, Cleopatra.”

      “Who says that?” Floyd asked. He had not seen Jonathon leave this very room a week ago, nor had I mentioned it, but he knew his friend’s feelings towards Harry. And for me.

      Uncle Ronald didn’t even look at his son. “Well? Is it true?”

      “I’ve seen Harry from time to time,” I said. “He wanted my assistance with an investigation.” It wasn’t quite the truth, but it was close enough. “Before you forbid me from seeing him, again, I want to point out that Harry and I are merely friends. Anything more than that is impossible. Harry is a good person, trustworthy, and we work well together. Since he requires assistance with his work occasionally, and I require mental stimulation and a productive way to occupy my time, we share his case load. I’m discreet and careful. I don’t put myself, my reputation, or that of the hotel and our family in any danger. Surely you can’t object to that?”

      I’d been thinking of what to say for an entire week, and now that the moment had arrived, it spilled out of me. My explanation had been far more eloquent in my head, but at least I managed to get the message across without letting my emotions overwhelm me, as they sometimes did when I was angry. I remained composed, not an easy thing to do under Uncle Ronald’s steely stare.

      The ticking clock was loud in the silence that followed. In a way, it was good that he took his time to choose his words carefully. Perhaps, like me, he was determined to keep his temper in check and have a calm conversation. “I’m glad you understand the impossibility of it,” he finally said. “But does he?”

      “Pardon?”

      “You said, anything more than friendship is impossible. Does he realize that?”

      “Yes, of course. He—"

      “Armitage is a good man!” Floyd’s outburst made my nerves jangle. “He gave years of loyal service to this hotel and to our family, only to be treated abominably by you.”

      Uncle Ronald’s clasped thumbs switched positions. It was the only movement he made for several heartbeats before he finally turned to look at Floyd. “Armitage lied to me for years. He’s fortunate I didn’t dismiss his uncle for being complicit.”

      “You did, but you came to your senses in Hobart’s case. You should come to your senses with Armitage, too. The hotel was better when he was assistant manager. He was an asset. The guests miss him.”

      “Peter just needs a little more time to settle into the role,” I felt compelled to say. I needn’t have bothered. Both ignored me.

      “What message would it convey to the staff if I let Armitage back?” Uncle Ronald ground out. “I’ll tell you what it says. It says that I’m weak, that anyone can lie to me and get away with it. It says that I’m not a man of my word. It says that I allow a common thief into my business—into my home—and allow him near my family!” He grew redder with every sentence, and his moustache ends dampened with spittle.

      I could throttle Floyd. His defense of Harry may have been well meaning, but he’d turned an otherwise civilized conversation into a shouting match. I may have known my uncle only a few months, but I knew how to handle him better than his own son.

      Then it suddenly occurred to me. Their argument wasn’t about me. It wasn’t even about Harry. It was about father and son. Floyd had grown up, but his father still treated him like a child. Uncle Ronald didn’t want to relinquish responsibility, not even a little, and Floyd thought he was ready for more. It was an age-old story that either ended in disaster or success, depending on how it was handled.

      I was inclined to leave them to it, but since my friendship with Harry was the catalyst for their tug-of-war, I felt some responsibility to defuse the tension. “You have every right to refuse anyone entry into your hotel, Uncle.”

      Floyd narrowed his eyes at me but remained quiet. He seemed to realize I was working up to something.

      “I do,” Uncle Ronald agreed.

      “But Floyd’s right in that Harry is quite harmless, and his ten years of exemplary service for the hotel proves it. So,” I added, speaking loudly to be heard over my uncle’s blustery protest. “So, I think there’s no harm in me helping him with his investigations when required. We’ll maintain a respectable, professional relationship. We’re hardly even friends, really, and there is no danger of a misunderstanding between us. I am very content as a spinster, and Harry is courting someone.”

      That knocked the wind out of my uncle’s sails. He looked as though he was getting ready to protest again, but suddenly sat back, deflated. “He is?”

      “Her name is Miss Morris. I’ve met her. She’s charming and beautiful, and they’re both quite besotted.”

      The latter may or may not be true, but the former was my honest opinion. Miss Morris was charming and beautiful. She was also intelligent and tall. She was perfect for Harry, and unless he was blind and stupid, he ought to be in love with her.

      It was a given that she was already in love with him. Few women didn’t fall under his spell upon first meeting him. And when he gave a woman his full attention…

      I shoved the thought of our kiss aside. Now wasn’t the time to think about that heady moment when we’d kissed in St James’s Park. I needed to give this moment my full attention or Uncle Ronald could make my life difficult. I wouldn’t put it past him to assign a chaperone to accompany me whenever I left the hotel.

      Uncle Ronald’s face settled into its usual soft folds as his temper dissipated. “You should have mentioned Miss Morris earlier.”

      I bit my tongue so as not to tell him that I’d been about to when Floyd interrupted. “If Harry requires my help with another investigation—and it’s by no means certain that he ever will again—it won’t interfere with my social responsibilities. I’ll attend every party, dinner and picnic Aunt Lilian wishes me to attend. I’ll dance with whomever you wish, and I’ll be the most amiable companion for Flossy. When my aunt isn’t feeling well, I’ll be glad to be Flossy’s chaperone. I’ll be sure she only talks to gentlemen of good breeding.”

      Uncle Ronald seemed pleased, even relieved, when I mentioned taking over chaperoning duties from my aunt. With her health not improving, and the whirlwind of the social season leaving her more tired and fraught than ever, a back-up plan was needed. At twenty-three, I was old enough.

      He grunted as he came to a conclusion. “Miss Morris won’t like it if Armitage asks you to assist him.”

      It was a good point but I remained silent. I couldn’t speak for her.

      He stroked his moustache and chin in thought. “Very well. You may work with him if he asks, and as long as it doesn’t interfere with your social engagements.” He waggled a finger at me. “Be sure he pays you fairly for your time.”

      “I already do.”

      He smiled. “Good girl. I expect nothing less from my niece.”

      I refrained from reminding him that I was only his niece by marriage and that any traits we had in common were purely coincidental. I didn’t dare rock the boat now that he’d given his permission for me to work with Harry.

      Uncle Ronald dismissed us with a flick of his wrist. I stood, relief making me feel lighter.

      Thank you, Miss Morris.

      There was a brief knock on the door and Uncle Ronald bade Mr. Hobart to enter. The hotel manager must have just come from his morning meeting with the senior staff. They held one every morning to discuss the day’s arrivals, departures and important events. Once a week, he also held a meeting with all the staff, including the maids, porters and footmen. He was a hands-on manager, and they respected him for it.

      Mr. Hobart smiled at Floyd and me. We exchanged pleasantries before he approached the desk and handed Uncle Ronald a piece of paper.

      “More potential guests for the dinner, sir. Did you have any luck with the first batch?” He indicated the list my uncle had been notating upon our arrival.

      Uncle Ronald stroked his moustache as he looked over the new list. “Not a great deal, no. Most declined. I haven’t heard from the others.” He tossed the piece of paper onto the desk with a click of his tongue. “Blast it. We need them, Hobart. If they don’t come, nobody will care and the restaurant will be an utter failure. I can’t afford it to fail. Is that understood?”

      Mr. Hobart swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

      “Then get them to come!”

      “I’ll do my best, sir.”

      Uncle Ronald muttered something into his moustache that nobody heard. It was probably just as well. He’d slumped into one of his morose moods. When there was a problem with the hotel, he tended to get angry and sort it out, or become glum if he didn’t know how.

      Of all things that could have happened next, the most unexpected one did. Floyd stepped forward. “Is this a guest list for the restaurant’s opening night?”

      “Not the official opening,” Mr. Hobart clarified. “We want to have a private dinner for select honored guests, serving the most delicious and exotic courses that’s ever been served in a London restaurant. It will be a spectacle for the senses.”

      “It’ll be expensive,” my uncle muttered.

      Mr. Hobart powered on. “It’ll be free for the guests, of course. The idea is to have it mentioned in all the newspapers. The more important the guests, the more the journalists will clamor to report on it. The resulting publicity will have everyone flocking to dine at the Mayfair Hotel’s new restaurant.”

      “Can I look at the list?” Floyd asked.

      Uncle Ronald didn’t move so Mr. Hobart scooped up both lists and handed them to Floyd. “This group is our first choice. The second group will be invited if the first decline.” He sighed. “Alas, it’s looking as though we’ll need a third tier.”

      Uncle Ronald swore under his breath. “I don’t understand it. Why are they not interested?”

      “They already have their preferred dining establishments,” Mr. Hobart said in the voice I’d heard him use to placate irritated guests. “The Savoy, Claridges, the Carlton—”

      “Yes, yes.”

      Floyd handed the lists back to Mr. Hobart. “It doesn’t matter. These people aren’t going to garner interest from the press.”

      “Why not?” Mr. Hobart asked.

      “They’re not fashionable enough.”

      Uncle Ronald bristled. “The Duchess of Manchester isn’t fashionable? She’s one of the prince’s friends! She’s a celebrated beauty!”

      “Was. She’s getting on a bit, nowadays. But I’d leave her on the list.”

      “Would you now.”

      “She’s still influential. Lady de Grey is also worth inviting. She knows a lot of artists and actors.” Floyd pointed to another name halfway down the list. “But he no longer has the prince’s favor.” He pointed to several more names. “Hartington is old and Cumberland has lost his marbles. Strathconnen became a bore after he married, and the Honorable Susan Malvern hasn’t been seen in society for more than a year. Do you want me to go on?”

      His father snatched the lists off him. “You would have us fill the most exclusive dining venue with rabble-rousers and singers, no doubt.”

      “Only the rabble-rousers of impeccable pedigree, and singers if they happen to be the companion of someone important. I can think of a few who fit the bill. Any more than three or four and the society ladies won’t come.”

      I wondered if his own mistress was among them. Apparently she was an actress.

      “We need to get into the papers for all the right reasons, Floyd. Not because we’re providing the latest scandal.”

      “That’s precisely what we do want! To make it into the newspapers these days, you have to provide them with something of interest. Dull old dignitaries that no one is interested in won’t make the Middling Morning Herald let alone The Times.” He indicated the lists in his father’s hand. “You have two politicians on there, for goodness’ sake.”

      His father sniffed. “You’ve said your piece, now if you don’t mind, I’m busy. Hobart, how are the preparations proceeding for the restaurant? Now that the structural work is complete, I expect you to be creating the right sort of ambience with lighting, decorations and what-not.”

      Mr. Hobart cleared his throat. “I didn’t realize you wanted a detailed update on the restaurant this morning, sir.”

      “What did you expect? A tea party? The dinner is five days away and all I’ve got is an empty shell. Of course I want an update on the restaurant. I want to know what it’ll look like in case any of these guests decide to show.” He picked up one of the lists only to screw it into a ball and toss it into the waste basket near his feet.

      Mr. Hobart swallowed heavily. “I’ve appointed Mr. Chapman to work with a designer. As steward, he knows what diners want. He also has some exciting ideas and an eye for detail. Shall I fetch him?”

      “Yes!”

      Mr. Hobart retreated from the office as if he’d been pushed out by my uncle’s bellow. Floyd followed, but I hung back. Considering Uncle Ronald’s black mood, what I was about to say was risky, but I wanted to do it for Floyd’s sake. Besides, it helped knowing that my uncle’s temper was a result of anxiety over the opening of the restaurant, and I was going to suggest a way to alleviate some of it.

      “You should let Floyd help you,” I said.

      “So he can make a mess of things like he usually does?”

      I winced and hoped Floyd wasn’t outside listening. “He may not be the most responsible person, but he’s got some fine qualities. Qualities that marry well with what you need right now.”

      He didn’t dismiss me, which meant I had his attention.

      I took it as a sign to go on. “I remember the New Year’s Eve ball when you wanted Floyd’s friends to attend. They were young and popular and just what the ball needed, you said.”

      “That was a party. The guests for the opening night dinner must represent the type of diner we want in our restaurant. Quality.”

      “The people you want will follow the fashionable set, and they will go where they’ll be seen. For that, you need the attention of the press. I know Mr. Hobart and Mr. Chapman will make the restaurant shine, and Mrs. Poole will serve the most exciting menu London has ever seen. But without the press clamoring to write about it, it’ll come to naught. I think Floyd knows how to get the press interested better than Mr. Hobart or Mr. Chapman, or even you, Uncle. If I’ve learned one thing since arriving in London, it’s that being fashionable means belonging to a particular group who are young. Floyd has contacts amongst that set. He knows what interests them. He knows what sort of experience will entice them to come.”

      Uncle Ronald gave a flicker of his eyelashes before dismissing me with a nod directed at the door. I left, but as I closed the door behind me, I saw him crumple up the second guest list and throw it into the waste basket.

      I released a breath and turned away from the door to see Floyd and Mr. Hobart watching me. They’d been out of earshot, thank goodness. Their twin expressions of concern made me smile.

      “Everything will be all right,” I assured them.

      “All right for you, you mean,” Floyd muttered. “He’s letting you investigate with Armitage again.”

      Mr. Hobart beamed. “Marvelous! No more sneaking around. Not that they did,” he quickly added for Floyd’s benefit.

      “My father’s right, though. Miss Morris won’t like it if Armitage asks you to investigate with him, Cleo. Women don’t like other women seeing their man when they’re not around. Trust me, I learned that the hard way.” He frowned. “There is a Miss Morris, isn’t there?”

      I laughed. “I didn’t make her up.”

      “She exists,” Mr. Hobart said. “I’ve met her. Lovely young woman and quite beautiful.”

      I schooled my features, determined not to let him see how much I loathed the idea of Harry besotted with a beautiful and lovely young woman, one he’d already introduced to his family. I had no right to be jealous. This feeling would pass, in time. Until then, I would try not to think about him with her.

      What I needed was an investigation to distract me. One where Harry wasn’t involved.

      Floyd rocked back on his heels, looking smug. While he liked Harry, he worried there was something more between us, despite my assurances that we were merely friends. For some reason, he didn’t believe me, and he didn’t want me to be with someone he thought beneath me. The presence of Miss Morris pleased him. It seemed to please everyone.

      “So that’s the end of that,” he said. “No more investigating for you, Cleo. Armitage’s girl will see to it.”

      I kept my mouth shut. Like my uncle, he seemed to think the only investigating I did was at Harry’s request. But I undertook my own investigations. Now all I needed to do was find one.

      As it happened, one fell in my lap.

      Mr. Hobart withdrew a torn newspaper article from his jacket pocket and sighed. He passed it to Floyd. “I was going to show your father this obituary before we got sidetracked. I thought he’d want to know.”

      Floyd read the three lengthy paragraphs about the deceased man named Tobias Plumtree. “I remember him. He used to stay here when he was in London before he married. He often dined at our table. Father liked him but I never cared for him much. He never had time for me.” He handed the article back. “It doesn’t say how he died.”

      “That’s because it was by his own hand, if one believes the official verdict.”

      “You don’t think it was suicide?” I asked.

      Mr. Hobart stared down at the picture. “He didn’t seem like the type, from what I remember of him. Harry tends to agree. While he doesn’t remember him well from Plumtree’s stays here, he told me at dinner last night that he came across him in his current investigation.”

      “What investigation?”

      “I can’t tell you, Miss Fox, sorry. Harry wouldn’t even tell me.”

      “I wonder if it has something to do with Mr. Massie,” Floyd mused.

      Mr. Hobart looked up. “The Salt King?”

      “Massie approached me a few days ago at our club and asked me what I thought of Armitage, whether he was reliable, discreet, that sort of thing. He’d seen his agency’s name in the newspaper some time ago, I believe, and was considering hiring him, although he didn’t say why. I told him he was an excellent assistant manager and the most upstanding chap. I assured him he’d put the same energy and discretion into his new investigative venture as he had in his work here.”

      “Thank you, sir. That’s very kind of you to give such a glowing report of my nephew.” Mr. Hobart seemed overwhelmed by Floyd’s support. If he knew what Floyd owed Harry, he wouldn’t be so surprised. Giving a glowing report was the least Floyd could do. “Harry gave me no specifics about his investigation. All he would say was that he met Mr. Plumtree again recently, and that he didn’t think he would take his own life. My brother also expressed doubts, something to do with the manner of death.”

      Mr. Hobart’s brother was Harry’s adopted father, Mr. Stephen Hobart, a detective inspector at Scotland Yard until recently. He’d been forced into early retirement by superiors who didn’t like that he brought those in the highest levels of society to justice. If he doubted suicide was the cause of death then that was enough for me to doubt it too.

      I headed for the lift and pressed the button to alert the operator. Floyd and Mr. Hobart followed and waited with me.

      “I know that look,” Floyd said. “You’re going to speak to Armitage, aren’t you?”

      “I’m going to pay a call on a friend I haven’t seen for several days. If we happen to discuss his current investigation, then so be it.”

      He scowled. “This is your fault, Hobart. I don’t know why you told her about Armitage’s doubts over Plumtree’s demise. You know what she’s like.”

      Mr. Hobart smiled his benign smile. “I’m afraid I have no idea what you’re referring to, sir.”
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      My determination to conduct my next investigation alone to distract me from Harry and Miss Morris was not off to a good start. I could see no way around this meeting, however. To discover more about Tobias Plumtree and the doubts surrounding his apparent suicide, I had to speak to Harry. Hopefully after this initial conversation, I wouldn’t need to consult him again. His own investigation didn’t directly involve Plumtree, and he would have no interest in investigating Plumtree’s death if it turned out to be murder. There was no paying client. Harry couldn’t afford to take on another investigation where he received no compensation.

      I could, to a point, but it would be beneficial if a grateful relative offered me financial reward for proving he didn’t end his own life. It was a slim hope, but one I held onto. Even without payment, an investigation gave me something to do for the next little while. There was only so much shopping with Flossy I could bear.

      I didn’t stop at the Roma Café when I reached Broadwick Street, Soho. Persistent rain meant I had to keep my umbrella up all the way to the door, and I couldn’t juggle it along with two coffee cups and the door handle. I pushed open the door, lowered the umbrella and held it away from my skirt as I ascended the stairs to Harry’s office. I opened his door without knocking.

      He'd been in the process of throwing his coat on, preparing to leave. He paused for a mere moment, took in my presence with barely a flicker of surprise, and continued to put on his coat. “That didn’t take long.”

      His collar wasn’t sitting smoothly, but I resisted the urge to fix it. Getting that close to him wasn’t a good idea given the way my pulse quickened at the mere sight of him after several days apart. “What didn’t?”

      “For my uncle to inform you of the suspicions surrounding Tobias Plumtree’s death, and for you to assume he was murdered and take on the investigation, despite nobody asking you to.”

      “Am I that predictable?”

      He gave my umbrella a pointed look. “You’re dripping on my floor.”

      I slotted the umbrella into the cast iron holder then took a seat. “It is murder, isn’t it? If it’s not suicide, what else can it be?”

      Harry removed his coat and sat on the other side of the desk. Wherever he was heading off to, it mustn’t be urgent or he would have sent me on my way. He seemed quite content to stay and chat about Mr. Plumtree. “Most people would assume an accident. But not you, Cleo.”

      “Could it have been an accident?”

      “No.”

      “There you are then.”

      One corner of his lips tilted in amusement. “The official verdict is that he hanged himself. Unofficially, I had doubts which I voiced to my father last night over dinner. He agreed, but for a different reason. Plumtree was a short man, and the stool on which he supposedly stood before kicking away was too low. Even if he stood on his toes, the noose couldn’t have reached his neck.”

      “Your father is familiar with the case?”

      “Apparently the lead investigator is not up to snuff, and his second asked my father for advice. Unfortunately, he was unable to re-open the investigation without the lead’s consent and a verdict of suicide has been recorded. My father wouldn’t have even mentioned it to me except that I voiced my opinion to him after seeing the obituary.”

      “And he hoped you would look into it?”

      “I told him I’d try but I’m busy with my own case and can’t take on another where I won’t get paid. Uncle Alfred must have decided to tell you about it. It makes sense to involve you since Plumtree was a frequent guest at the Mayfair before he married and some of the staff might remember him.”

      Mr. Hobart seemed to think I didn’t need to be paid. While Harry knew I wanted to become financially independent from my family, he wouldn’t have told anyone without my consent. It was quite possible Mr. Hobart thought I was wealthy in my own right. Many people did.

      My maternal grandparents had been rich. My mother and her sister, Aunt Lilian, were their only heirs. But they’d cut my mother out of an inheritance when she defied them and married my father, a mathematics professor. My aunt inherited everything, most of which went to renovating Uncle Ronald’s mansion home to turn it into the Mayfair Hotel.

      I suddenly became aware that Harry had been staring at me for several seconds. When he realized I noticed, he looked away and focused on the window. “It’s still raining,” he said.

      “Dreadful weather we’ve been having.”

      “Hopefully it won’t last.”

      The conversation was as dreary as the weather. Unfortunately I failed to improve it with my next comment. “You look well.”

      “As do you.”

      “Miss Morris must agree with you.”

      He made a sound in his throat, part cough, part choke.

      “Tell me what you know about Tobias Plumtree,” I said quickly. “Why don’t you think he took his own life?”

      “He was self-centered and arrogant. He treated his staff poorly and those he considered beneath him with contempt. Including me.”

      “The obituary said his company experienced some problems recently but didn’t go into detail.”

      “That’s one of the reasons the verdict of suicide was reached. Gooding and Plumtree is a shipping firm. They suffered a substantial loss when one of their ships went down in January, losing some of the crew and all of its cargo.”

      “How awful.”

      “The business is strong enough that it didn’t ruin it.”

      “Did he feel a sense of responsibility for the loss of life? Could he have killed himself out of remorse?”

      “The man I met didn’t seem capable of empathy. When I brought up the tragedy, he was dismissive.”

      “Why did you need to talk about the ship sinking with him?”

      He crossed his arms. “I was wondering when you’d ask about my investigation. I can’t tell you, Cleo. It’s confidential.”

      “Come now, Harry, you can confide in me. You know I’m discreet. Mr. Massie will never know I’m assisting you.”

      It took him a moment to work out how I knew his client’s name. “Floyd,” he said flatly.

      “He told me he spoke to Mr. Massie about you, but he didn’t know why the Salt King needed your services.”

      “Massie wants total confidentiality. Details of my investigation are given only to those who need to know. Currently that consists of me and me alone.” He rose to put on his coat.

      I stood too. “Currently? That sounds as though you may need my assistance at some point.”

      He drew my umbrella out of the holder and handed it to me, but he did not let go. Our hands were close but not touching. “You’re reading too much into my words, as usual.”

      “Then you shouldn’t say anything that is open to interpretation.”

      He tugged ever so slightly on the umbrella, drawing me closer. We stood toe to toe, my nose reaching the height of his chest. My blood quickened. My skin tightened in anticipation of his touch. I tilted my head back to regard him properly. The heat in his hooded gaze thrilled me and worried me at the same time. I wasn’t sure what to do. Stand on my toes and kiss him? Or step away?

      He made the decision for us both. With a sharp intake of breath, his fingers brushed mine before he released the umbrella. He plucked his hat off the stand and turned to the door. “My father will want to speak to you. I’m having afternoon tea with my parents at three-thirty. You should come.”

      It wasn’t the most enthusiastic invitation, but I accepted before I knew what I was saying.

      Harry opened the door and indicated I should walk ahead of him. At the base of the stairs, before we stepped outside into the rain, he said, “If it does turn out to be murder, you will be careful, won’t you? Don’t confront the killer alone. I’m always available to help.”

      “I promised my uncle I’ll be careful, and I plan to keep that promise.”

      His brows shot up his forehead. “He has given his permission for you to investigate?”

      “And his permission for me to investigate with you.”

      His jaw dropped and his eyes widened. “Why the change of heart?”

      I almost told him that his relationship with Miss Morris had given Uncle Ronald the assurance he needed that Harry wasn’t interested in me romantically, but I stopped myself. I didn’t want him to know there was a condition attached to the agreement. “I can be quite convincing when I want to be,” was all I said, adding a wink for good measure.

      He chuckled as he held the front door open. I put up my umbrella and stepped out. Harry flipped up his coat collar, put on his hat, and rushed ahead, skipping over puddles with ease.
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        * * *

      

      I hurried back to the hotel with the umbrella pulled as close to my hat as possible to avoid getting wet further. My efforts were thwarted when an omnibus sporting a large advertisement for Colman’s Mustard barreled through a puddle as I approached the hotel. I received a drenching and a teasing from both Frank the doorman, and Goliath, one of the porters.

      “Didn’t you leave in a light blue dress, Miss?” Frank said as he tried to contain a grin. “Now it’s more of a muddy color.” Grinning wasn’t Frank’s natural state. He was a crusty old scowler, but he seemed to take delight in my predicament. At least my filthy, wet condition was good for something.

      Goliath sniffed the air above my head. “You smell like the gutter, Miss Fox. No offense.”

      “Saying ‘no offense’ doesn’t lessen the blow, Goliath.” I joined them under the porch roof and lowered my umbrella. “Do either of you remember a guest by the name of Tobias Plumtree? He used to stay here a few years ago but stopped after buying a house in the city upon his marriage.”

      Goliath shook his head, but Frank knew the name. “He had a nice growler that his coachman kept in perfect nick.”

      “What can you tell me about Mr. Plumtree?”

      “He was rude. Never so much as a please or thank you. Toss-pot.”

      A carriage arrived and Frank put on a welcoming smile, raised his umbrella, and stepped forward to open the door and greet the gentleman and lady inside. He was accustomed to faking amiability when required. None of the guests ever knew how cantankerous he truly was.

      I left them to their work and headed inside, depositing my wet umbrella in the holder on my way past. The foyer was busy. Given the weather, some guests had elected to stay indoors. All of the burgundy leather armchairs were occupied and several groups stood about, talking. A woman read aloud from a slim guidebook in an American accent while her two younger charges listened in. The girls couldn’t have been more than fifteen or sixteen and hung on the older woman’s every word as she read out that Bond and Regent Streets were the best for shopping.

      I spotted Mr. Hobart conversing with two men dressed in the loose, colorful shirts traditionally worn in Western Africa, while Peter nodded along as a pinch-lipped woman complained about the wallpaper in her room being too bright. I wasn’t sure how he was going to solve that one. The wallpaper couldn’t be changed and the hotel was full. The social season had begun and there was hardly a room to be found in any of the city’s luxury hotels. The upper class had descended on London like a plague of locusts. New friendships would be forged in the coming weeks, and old ones renewed. Betrothals would be made and affairs begun—or ended. It was the season where entertainment of any description could be had, for a price, and excess was expected. Gossip would spread like a disease, fueled by scandal.

      I’d had a taste of it during my last investigation, both as an observer and its victim. Being labeled a bluestocking hadn’t bothered me, although it upset my cousin, albeit briefly. Any lingering nastiness about my education had soon been forgotten when more salacious tidbits about more important people were unearthed. It remained to be seen if anyone still cared enough to snub me.

      Instead of waiting with the small gathering at the lift, I took the stairs to the fourth floor. I changed into dry clothes then went in search of Harmony. I found her on the third floor, pushing her cart between rooms. She parked it alongside a door and knocked. When no one answered, she unlocked it with her key and collected a bottle of furniture polish and a cloth from the cart. She spotted me approaching before she entered.

      “What are you doing here?” She glanced around to make sure nobody saw us. While it wasn’t forbidden, we both knew my family and the guests would frown upon a maid and a member of the Bainbridge family talking familiarly.

      “I have a new case.”

      She jerked her head, indicating we should talk inside. I grabbed another cloth from the cart and followed her. She closed the door, something she never did when cleaning a room.

      “What sort of case?” she asked as she set the bottle of polish on the table. This room was smaller than my suite. The bedroom and sitting room were all bundled into one space, but at least it had an en suite bathroom. Not all of the rooms did.

      I told her about Tobias Plumtree’s demise and how Harry and his father didn’t think he killed himself. She stopped polishing the chair leg and straightened at the mention of Harry. She made no snide comments, however. Once upon a time, she would have scolded me for seeing him. Nowadays she believed me when I said I’d never encourage Harry.

      She’d also expressed her disinterest in giving her life over to a husband’s control, but it hadn’t stopped her flirting with Victor, one of the hotel’s cooks. As far as I knew, it hadn’t gone beyond flirting and walking home to the residence hall together in the evenings.

      “Do you remember Mr. Plumtree?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “He must have stayed here before my time. I’ll ask the maids who’ve been here longer and get Victor to ask the cooks.”

      I smiled. “The cooks wouldn’t have had anything to do with a guest.”

      “They might remember his meal preferences,” she said huffily.

      “Which would assist with the investigation how?”

      “I don’t know yet, do I?” She pointed at the table I’d been polishing. “You need to go in an anti-clockwise direction now.”

      “Why?”

      “Because going in the same direction all the time wears the grain away in a lopsided pattern.”

      I did as she suggested, even though I suspected she’d made it up to change the subject. “If you want to speak to Victor you don’t need to invent an excuse.”

      That was met with total silence.

      I finished the table and helped Harmony change the sheets on the bed.

      “You don’t have to help,” she said as she re-tucked my side to her more exacting standard. “I do this every day on my own.”

      “Actually, I have another question to ask.”

      “Go on.”

      I stuffed the pillow inside the pillow slip and shook it into place. “I’m going to afternoon tea at Harry’s parents’ place. His mother doesn’t like me.”

      “Can you blame her? You had her son dismissed from his excellent position here as assistant manager. I’d hate you, too, if I was his mother.”

      “I didn’t have him dismissed. Not on purpose anyway.” I threw the pillow at her.

      She caught it deftly. “You want my advice on how to win her over?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t think I’m the best person to ask. I don’t care if people don’t like me. You do care.” She hugged the pillow to her chest as she studied me. “I wouldn’t wear that if I was you.”

      I looked down at the dress I’d changed into. It was sage green with applique flowers of cream on the skirt and a cream lace panel at my décolletage. I’d pinned a black ribbon around my waist and another at my throat. Although my aunt insisted I no longer needed to wear mourning, I wanted some black on my daytime outfits for a little longer. “What’s wrong with it?”

      “The Hobarts are humble people. You dress like a toff these days.”

      I sighed. It was true. I’d arrived in London in December with little more than the black dress I’d been wearing in mourning for my grandmother. Ever since, my aunt had kept the city’s dressmakers busy making me new outfits suitable for the niece of the owner of the Mayfair Hotel. Uncle Ronald had paid for them all, and not begrudged a penny of it. He was generous with his money, as long as the spending of it served a purpose. Beautiful ball gowns and day dresses were precisely what I needed if I was going to represent the Bainbridge family, and therefore the Mayfair Hotel.

      I sighed. “You’re right. I’ll change into something plainer before I go.”

      “If Mrs. Hobart is the sort to find fault in anything you do—”

      “She is.”

      “Then you should wear black. She’ll think it inappropriate to be seen in lighter colors only six months after your grandmother’s passing.”

      “True, and I don’t want to do anything that would make her think poorly of me.”

      She smiled as she settled the pillow onto the bed. “A person would think you were trying to impress her.”

      “Then a person would be wrong. I have no reason to impress Mrs. Hobart. It’s as you said, I just want to be liked by everyone.”

      “If you say so.” She threw the second pillow at me. I wasn’t ready and it hit me in the face. She giggled.

      “Now you’re just asking for trouble.”

      I picked up the pillow, but instead of throwing it back at her, I chased her around the room until she managed to snatch up a pillow of her own and defend herself. After a vigorous pillow fight that ended in giggles and gasps for air, we finished cleaning the room together then parted ways in the corridor.
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        * * *

      

      The home of Harry’s parents was a comfortable family abode in Ealing, within walking distance of the railway station. Fortunately the rain stopped just before I left the hotel so I remained dry and didn’t drip all over Mrs. Hobart’s clean floor. Thankfully Harry was already there when I arrived. It would have been awkward if he was late.

      It was somewhat awkward anyway. Mrs. Hobart’s stiff greeting at the door left me with no doubt about her feelings towards me. We exchanged excessively polite greetings before she got in her first comment about Miss Morris, although Miss Morris’s name was never actually mentioned.

      “Harry has been very well of late,” she said as she directed me towards the sitting room. “He’s been so settled, so happy this past week.”

      “I’m pleased to hear it.”

      “Not that we’ve seen much of him, his father and me. He’s been much too busy to call on us every day like he used to.”

      “That’s a shame.”

      “Oh no, not at all! Not when the reason for his busy-ness is making him happy.”

      She indicated I should enter the sitting room ahead of her. Harry and his father stood. D.I. Hobart—I couldn’t get used to calling him Mister after knowing him as Detective Inspector since our first encounter—greeted me with more amiability and familiarity than his wife. We’d worked together on a few occasions so it was understandable, but his welcome was in stark contrast to Mrs. Hobart’s.

      Harry’s greeting was somewhat odd, too. “I haven’t seen that dress in a while. Has something happened?”

      I smoothed my hand over my waist and down my black skirt. “Nobody has died,” I assured him. “Nobody I know, that is. I just thought it…more appropriate than what I had on earlier.”

      He frowned. Then his gaze slowly moved to his mother as she headed off towards the kitchen. He didn’t quite smile, but his features lifted in amusement. “You’ll have to try harder than that,” he said under his breath.

      “Care to offer any hints as to what I should do?”

      With another barely perceptible movement of his features, the amusement was replaced by earnestness. “Just be yourself.”

      “That’s no help at all.”

      D.I. Hobart tracked his wife’s retreat with the subtle gaze of a man used to hiding it, then suddenly sat forward. Her departure was his signal to begin talking about the only thing that mattered to him at that moment. The death of Mr. Plumtree.

      “Did Harry tell you about the stool?” he asked.

      “Father,” Harry chided. “Don’t you want to know how Cleo’s family is?”

      “Yes, yes, of course, but your mother will be back in a moment and she won’t want to hear all the gruesome details of the case. Let’s get them out of the way first. So, the stool. It was too low. If Plumtree stood on it to hang himself, he would need to jump into the noose.”

      “Then we can rule out hanging as the cause of death,” I said.

      D.I. Hobart shook his head. “It was the cause of death, but it wasn’t suicide. Hanging as a method for murder is not only incredibly rare, it’s also very difficult. There were no other marks on the victim, no evidence of a struggle, so he must have been incapacitated beforehand. Plumtree wasn’t a large man, but he still would have been heavy. A single murderer would have been strong, or there was more than one. A woman on her own, for example, couldn’t have done it.”

      “Do we know how he was incapacitated?” I asked.

      “He reeked of alcohol, so my former colleague told me. There were also two empty bottles of wine in the room and he had no companions that night, according to witnesses at the inn.”

      “Inn? He didn’t die at home?”

      “The Crown and Anchor, down by the Royal Docks. He’d rented a room for the night and ordered the bottles. The innkeeper took them up, but saw nobody with Plumtree, although he admits he didn’t go into the room.”

      Why did a wealthy man with a London house take a room at a dockside inn?

      Mrs. Hobart returned, carrying a tray. “Try these iced butter biscuits, Miss Fox. They were a favorite of a particular friend of Harry’s the other day when she joined us for afternoon tea.” She gave Harry a secret little smile, even though it was no secret who she was referring to.

      I selected a biscuit and took a bite. “They’re delicious.”

      “She ate two. I don’t know how she has such a slim figure.”

      Harry shot his mother a glare but she didn’t seem to notice.

      “It’s a mystery,” D.I. Hobart muttered absently.

      I made sure to select a second biscuit when I finished my first and praise Mrs. Hobart again for their taste while she poured the tea.

      “Speaking of mysteries,” D.I. Hobart went on, “some witnesses have said Plumtree was acting nervously in the days before his death. He was worried, kept looking over his shoulder, locking his door when he usually didn’t, that sort of thing.”

      I accepted the teacup and saucer from Mrs. Hobart. “What triggered his nervousness?”

      D.I. Hobart couldn’t answer that.

      “It must have been premeditated,” Harry said. “It’s unlikely the murderer found a length of rope lying around the room. He must have brought it with him. Given the chosen method was hanging, the murderer clearly wanted the police to think Plumtree killed himself. But anyone who knew him would know he wasn’t remorseful over the loss of life resulting from the ship sinking.”

      “So the murderer wasn’t close to him,” I went on, “but was close enough to know about the sinking.”

      D.I. Hobart set down his teacup. “You’re jumping to conclusions without enough evidence.”

      He was right, and I didn’t want to fall into that trap again.

      “Tell me some facts about him,” I said. “I understand he married a much younger woman.”

      “His widow is in her mid-twenties. They have a young son.”

      “Does she inherit the business?” Mrs. Hobart asked, proving she was interested. The wife of a former Scotland Yard detective must be used to discussing cases with him, and this one was no exception. “That’s a strong motive for murder, particularly if he was unkind to her.”

      “I don’t know, but I can find out.”

      “It will only be half the business,” Harry pointed out. “His partner, Gooding, controls the other half.”

      He said it with such assurance that I wondered if Mr. Gooding was part of Harry’s investigation for Mr. Massie. It was possible the man known as the Salt King used Gooding and Plumtree’s company to ship his salt around the world. Perhaps he had cargo on the ship that sank and employed Harry to find out why it sank and whether it could happen again.

      “What about other family members?” I asked. “Is there anyone else who could lay claim to an inheritance?”

      D.I. Hobart accepted another biscuit as his wife passed around the plate. “I don’t know. Plumtree’s background is largely unknown. If this was deemed a murder case by Scotland Yard, someone would be digging into it, but nobody is.” He shook his head at the biscuit. “Shame.” He popped the morsel into his mouth.

      “He’s a self-made man,” Harry said, proving he knew more about Mr. Plumtree than he’d originally let on. “He came up from the slums here in London.”

      “Whereabouts?”

      “I don’t know. Plumtree wasn’t directly part of my investigation.”

      “No, but Gooding was,” I said, thinking out loud. “And if Gooding was but not Plumtree, then your investigation isn’t about the business or you’d be investigating both. So it’s a private matter, relating to Gooding alone.”

      Harry’s lips twisted. “Nice deduction, Cleo. Care to be more specific?”

      “Not yet, but I will find out why the Salt King hired you.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” he said softly.

      Mrs. Hobart thrust the plate of biscuits at me. “Your family are friends with the Massies, I suppose.”

      I had an inkling as to where her line of questioning was going, but I pretended ignorance. “I’ve met his daughter.”

      “Your friends are very different to Harry’s. Their paths would never cross socially.”

      Harry sprang off the sofa and picked up the teapot. “More tea, Cleo?”

      I rose. “I should go. Thank you for the tea and biscuits, Mrs. Hobart. I could have eaten the entire plate, but I must watch my waistline.”

      Her lips flattened as her gaze dropped to my waist. “Hmmm.”

      D.I. Hobart stood. “Where will you start your investigation?”

      “At the Crown and Anchor.”

      “Then you’ll need the address.” He fished into his jacket pocket and removed a notepad. He flipped the pages until he found the one he wanted and tore it out. He handed it to me. “This is the address of the inn, as well as Plumtree’s home address—you should speak to the widow—and the office of Gooding and Plumtree.”

      “You can’t go alone to the Crown and Anchor,” Harry said. “I’ll accompany you.”

      Mrs. Hobart’s lips flattened further.

      “I’ll be perfectly fine at a pub during the day, Harry. I’ve visited them as part of our investigations before.”

      “Not ones at the docks. You’ll stand out like a mermaid on a rock.”

      “I’ll wear this dress.”

      “And yet you’ll still attract attention. I’m going with you. I insist.”

      His mother stamped her hand on her hip. “But you can’t! You’re busy.”

      “I can spare half a day.”

      She clicked her tongue. “Harry, think of…your particular friend. She won’t like it.”

      “She’ll understand.”

      Mrs. Hobart opened her mouth to protest again but closed it when her husband rested his hand on her lower back. “I think it’s a good idea for Harry to go. The inns near the docks are not suitable for ladies.”

      “Then perhaps she shouldn’t go at all.” Mrs. Hobart pulled away and gathered up the teacups and saucers with China-rattling vigor.

      Harry escorted me to the front door. “Sorry about that,” he said with a shake of his head.

      “Don’t be. She clearly likes Miss Morris and hopes that you… She hopes to see her again.” I cleared my throat. “Shall we meet at your office tomorrow morning?”

      “Ten o’clock, sharp. Can you manage an early start after a late night tonight?”

      “How did you know I was in for a late night?”

      He grinned. “You’re not the only good detective in London.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You guessed, didn’t you, and I just confirmed it. Considering it’s the height of the season, it was quite an easy guess that I’d be going somewhere. A truly good detective would know where I was going tonight.”

      “The opera.”

      I stared at him. How had he known that?

      He gave me a smug look. He wasn’t going to tell me.

      “Harry!” Mrs. Hobart called from behind him. “Come and help with the dishes.”

      I wanted to tell him to reassure his mother that he liked Miss Morris very much, and ours was simply a professional relationship. But I simply gave him a wave and trotted down the front steps.
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