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  From the author of The Counterfeit Lady and The Royal Assassin comes an all-new Victorian Bookshop Mystery featuring antiquarian bookseller Georgia Fenchurch, who doubles as a private investigator for the secret Archivist Society…


  



  When Georgia Fenchurch is called in to find Sir Edward Hale’s missing son, she’s soon embroiled in multiple mysteries. After discovering young Teddy’s been taken by his mother, her worry lessens. But further investigation reveals other well-to-do women have disappeared. Have they been kidnapped? Killed? Or is there something even more sinister going on…


  



  To muddle the mix further, the Duke of Blackford has asked to speak with Georgia when he returns to England. It’s almost enough to distract any woman.


  



  Once Lady Hale is found dead, Georgia knows the Archivist Society must focus their efforts on finding the truth behind her disappearance and rescuing her son. But then a villain from Georgia’s own past resurfaces…


  



  



  Dedication


  



  Lauren, Erin, John, and José,


  you light up the world and my heart


  



  



  CHAPTER ONE


  



  “USE the downstairs door.”


  The neatly printed card reading “All tradesmen go to the door below stairs” shouldn’t apply to me. I was expected, after all. The arrogant disdain from the tall, thin servant in a black suit was surprising as I stood with rain dripping off my umbrella and the cold creeping under my skirt.


  I handed him my card. Georgia Fenchurch. The Archivist Society. “I have an appointment with Sir Edward Hale.”


  He stared at my card, making certain to stand protected from the weather just inside the entry. “You were supposed to be here by ten o’clock,” he said, but he finally stepped back and let me in out of the rain.


  I entered, swung around to furl my umbrella as I shook it, and then handed him my damp outerwear. He wasn’t the only one who knew how to be difficult, but I was the only one with wet feet.


  The hall clock struck the hour. “It’s only ten o’clock now. The time of my appointment. Please take me to Sir Edward.” It was a miracle I’d found the house at all. The winter fog outside had swallowed London.


  Frowning, he plunked my umbrella in the stand and hung my cloak from an ornate mahogany hall tree. Then he led me up a flight of stairs with a marvelous carved railing and thick patterned carpet. The hallway and doors on this floor were dark paneled and blended together. Without a lamp glowing on a table, we’d never have found our destination.


  After a knock, the man swung open the door. “Miss Fenchurch of the Archivist Society.”


  “You’re late,” said the pudgy man sitting behind his massive desk as he glanced at his pocket watch and then put it away.


  I walked forward, refusing to speak until the man looked up and acknowledged my presence. Or, if he had manners, stood in the company of a lady. Newly rich industrialists in the Year of Our Lord 1897 seldom seemed to feel they had time in their busy schedule for something as unprofitable as manners.


  Where I stopped was good for grabbing as much heat as possible from the fire and I hoped my feet would soon thaw. It was only the end of February, but I was hoping for spring to come soon. I considered walking over to study the mantelpiece of dark oak with scrolled carving, bringing me closer to the fire, but I decided this prospective client might not appreciate my boldness.


  He finished perusing the documents on his desk and then stared at me. Removing his pince-nez glasses, he looked me over while I studied him. He wore a black suit with a burgundy colored waistcoat. A heavy gold watch chain hung down his wide stomach from his waistcoat pocket. His scalp showed through his fair hair. “You’re the best they could send?”


  Obviously, he was no more impressed than I was. “Either you want our help or you don’t.” The Archivist Society was small and select, with each member bringing different skills and contacts. I often acted as the face of the Archivist Society to our clients. We only took certain cases, usually ones that Scotland Yard had been unable to solve and frequently involving London’s semi-elite. This time, however, we hadn’t received sufficient detail before I came to see Sir Edward.


  “Don’t be snippy.”


  I decided a hard line would be best. “This is business. Don’t waste my time.”


  The man nodded once, as if satisfied. “I want you to find my son.”


  “How old is he?”


  “Edward junior, Teddy, is seven.”


  I hated missing children cases. We were generally successful in getting them back, but there was always the fear… “In whose company was he last seen?”


  “He was with my wife. Still is so far as I know.”


  I barely suppressed a sigh of relief. “So Lady Hale is also missing?”


  “Yes, but she can stay missing. I want Teddy back. He’s my son and heir. I’m hiring you to return him to me.”


  Fortunately, most of our clients were not as reprehensible as this man. Otherwise, I think the Archivist Society would have given up long ago. “Is he also your wife’s son?”


  “What difference does that make?”


  I snapped my mouth shut before I said something unwise. “I’m trying to obtain the facts in this case. Is your wife his mother or step-mother?”


  “His mother.”


  I pulled my notebook and pencil from my bag and sat on the only other chair in the room. It was armless, but well upholstered and very comfortable. My legs were cold and tired after my trek up and down the street looking through the fog for the right address. “And her maiden name?”


  “Now see here! I didn’t give you permission to sit.”


  Terrible manners. He had continued to sit in the presence of a lady, and now he had the nerve to complain because I also sat. I made my tone dry. “Would you rather I continue to look down on you?”


  His bulldog jowls reddened and his mouth clamped shut. I expected to be told to leave. With a snort, he said, “Very well. But I don’t see why you need to know Alice’s maiden name. We’ve been married nearly a decade.”


  What a tiresome man. Didn’t he realize how lucky he was to have a wife and child? A family. The one thing I longed for. “Please, Sir Edward. We need all the facts we can gather.”


  “She was Miss Alice Newbury when I married her.”


  “When was the last time you saw your wife and son?”


  “The day before yesterday at midday.”


  “And where was this?”


  “In our front hall. I was on my way to visit my factories in Manchester. They saw me off.”


  “And you returned at what time?” Thick draperies at the window were pulled shut to keep out the cold. The only source of light besides the fire was a gas lamp aimed toward the surface of Sir Edward’s desk. I could barely see to write my notes.


  “Yesterday afternoon at tea-time.”


  “Your wife and son were missing then? What did the servants say?”


  “That they left the house within a half-hour of my departure and hadn’t returned.”


  “Did they use your carriage?”


  “Why would I keep a carriage? Complete waste of money in town.” He spoke as if he were proclaiming commandments from on high.


  I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “I’ll need your detailed itinerary and an interview with each of your servants.”


  “What good will that do? I told you. They were here when I departed. When I returned the servants told me when they left. Now, go find my son.”


  “It does seem that you don’t want the help of the Archivist Society. I suggest you contact the police and report them missing.” I rose and started for the door.


  “Don’t tell me what I want or don’t want. I wouldn’t have called for you if I didn’t want the help of the Archivist Society,” boomed out behind me.


  I stopped just short of the door. “We have a very good record for retrieving lost children, but it’s because we run our investigations our way. If you have something to hide—”


  “Hide?” He jerked upright, the whites clearly showing in his wide eyes. I watched him as he failed to look me in the face. “Why would I have something to hide? I want my son back.”


  Oh, he definitely had something to hide. I kept staring directly at his eyes. “Do you want our help or not?”


  “Of course I do. Don’t be ridiculous.”


  “Then we will carry on this investigation our way. Do not try to limit our inquiry in any way. Now, I’d like you to write out your itinerary in as much detail as possible while I question your staff.”


  His face turned so red I wondered if he’d have apoplexy, but he glanced back at my eyes. “How dare you?”


  “You’re asking for our help. If you want it, those are the terms.”


  “Very well. And your bill?” He picked up a picture frame from his desk and studied it.


  I couldn’t see the picture. Drat. “Will be sent to you by Sir Broderick duVene.” As a founder and the leader of our society, he arranged our assignments and handled the billing. Though we’d do our best for Teddy no matter what, I did hope he would make Sir Edward pay. “Now, have you contacted the police?”


  “Whatever for?”


  “It’s customary when someone, particularly a child, goes missing.”


  “No.”


  “But—”


  “No. Those are my terms.” His thin-lipped stare told me he wouldn’t shift from that point. That wasn’t suspicious by itself. Many wealthy people had a fear of their neighbors seeing the police come to their door.


  “Very well. Do you have a recent photograph of your wife and son?”


  He showed me the photo on his desk. It was of a young boy, with fair hair and a cheery face.


  “And your wife?”


  “I believe there’s one in the parlor.”


  I resisted a look heavenward. “May I take it with me?”


  “Not this one.” He snatched it to his chest and held on with a grip that death wouldn’t release.


  “The one from the parlor.” No photograph of his wife in his study. He didn’t want her found. Sir Edward obviously hated his wife. I wondered how she felt about him.


  “If you must.”


  “If you’ll instruct your footman to—”


  “Butler.”


  Sir Edward must keep a large staff. “If your butler will allow me access to the staff, one at a time, to answer my questions, I’ll leave you to write up your itinerary. I won’t need to bother you again today.”


  He continued to sit behind his large, polished mahogany desk, surrounded by ledgers, papers, pen and ink, and stared at me. I stared back. If this was how he carried on with his business, I’d hate to be a manager at his factories.


  I wanted to refuse his case. He couldn’t pay us enough to put up with him, and we seldom made more than would pay our expenses. Sometimes not even that much. But there was a woman and child missing in nasty winter weather. That was more important than my dislike of this odious man.


  Finally, he reached over and grabbed the bell pull. The same servant arrived almost immediately. “Take Miss Fenchurch to speak to each of the servants, starting with yourself, and then return here to pick up a letter I will have for her. Oh, and let her take one of the photographs in the parlor.”


  Finished with me, Sir Edward turned to a line of figures in a ledger with an attitude of dismissal.


  I turned to the servant. “Shall we?”


  I quickly found a photo of a young boy with a woman who closely resembled him, except her hair was quite dark where his was fair. “Lady Hale and her son?”


  The man nodded. He scowled at me, the unspoken word “thief” lingering on his lips as I put the framed photo in my bag.


  He led the way downstairs to the butler’s pantry and offered me a stiff, wooden chair. I pulled out my notebook and pencil while I waited for him to decide what attitude to take.


  Apparently, he decided on a superior tone. He sat, straight-backed, and stared down his nose at me. “What do you wish to know?”


  Silly man. For all his airs, he was still a servant for an industrialist. A knighted industrialist, but still, new money. I’d never hired a servant, but I knew there was no status in his position outside this house. “Your name and how long you’ve worked for Sir Edward, for starters.”


  “Bartholomew Johnson. I’ve been with Sir Edward for three years now.”


  “And your position?”


  “Butler.”


  This must be a large household, but I couldn’t picture Sir Edward keeping a large number of servants and entertaining frequently. “How is he as an employer?”


  “I have no complaints.”


  “Did you see Lady Hale and her son leave the house shortly after Sir Edward departed two days ago?” I decided to be as specific as possible with Johnson.


  “Yes. I opened the door for them.”


  “Did Lady Hale say anything to you?”


  “Say, miss?”


  I stared at him, letting my impatience show.


  “She said, ‘Good day, Mr. Johnson.’”


  No help there. “What staff does Sir Edward employ?”


  “There’s the cook, two maids, and the scullery maid.”


  “No housekeeper? No valet? No lady’s maid? No nursery maid or governess for Teddy? And yet he employs a butler?” My voice showed my skepticism.


  “Of course. Sir Edward directed me to handle anything in the household that Lady Hale didn’t manage on her own. I act as valet as needed. And there was a governess.” For the first time, Johnson seemed uncertain of how to proceed. “She was fired. By Lady Hale.” He ground to a halt.


  “When did she leave?”


  “A week or so into January. A few days after she returned from the Christmas holiday to resume teaching the young master.”


  “Why was she fired?”


  “You’d have to ask Lady Hale.”


  Interesting. “She’s not here to ask, is she?”


  “No.”


  “Again. Why was she fired?”


  He looked away. “I don’t know.”


  He was lying. I asked to speak to the cook.


  Johnson took me into the kitchen and left. I told the cook why I was there. She told me in the four months she’d been employed by the Hales, she had never left the kitchen area except on her day off. She planned to leave “this madhouse” as soon as she found another position.


  The scullery maid tried to be helpful, but her meager wits didn’t allow her to notice things beyond food and dirty dishes.


  As I spoke to her, I noticed a young redhead peek around the kitchen door. “Come in,” I called out to the girl.


  “I was told we’re all to talk to you about Teddy going missing. Except he can’t be, can he, if he’s with his mum.”


  “Where can we talk?” I asked as I approached her.


  She whispered, “Come on up the back stairs.”


  I glanced at the cook, who didn’t seem to be paying us any attention, and the kitchen maid, who didn’t seem to understand much. I nodded and followed her.


  Four flights of stairs later, we were under the eaves. I gasped and collapsed against a wall, while the redhead didn’t seem to be winded. “We’re used to it,” she told me.


  She opened the door to her room. The cold hit me immediately. There were two beds with thin blankets, a hard wooden chair and a dresser. The room was dry, but I could see my breath in the light coming through the small window.


  “I’m Georgia Fenchurch,” came out amidst my heavy breathing.


  “I’m Molly, and this is Rose.”


  Rose reached the landing and bobbed a curtsy. She was dark haired and maybe a year younger than Molly. Neither girl appeared to have reached the age of eighteen. “Hard work,” I said, panting. “All these stairs all day long.”


  “It’s not as bad as where I was before. And they pay every quarter without a murmur of complaint. At least they did while the missus was here. I don’t know about him,” Molly said, glancing at Rose for confirmation.


  Rose nodded.


  “He’s miserly?”


  “Cheap, I’d say.”


  Molly apparently had the same impression I did. Men as rich as Sir Edward often kept two menservants. The family would ordinarily have a housekeeper, a valet, and a lady’s maid, though not a butler. Was Sir Edward in financial trouble? Then why a butler? “Did either of you see your mistress and the boy leave the day before yesterday?”


  “Yes. And it’s strange. They didn’t carry any bags like they were leaving. Although I wouldn’t have been surprised if she did go off.” Molly lowered her voice even though there was only the three of us in this frigid space.


  “Why?”


  Molly and Rose shared a look, then Molly, who seemed to be their spokesman, said, “They argued something awful. He treats her like one of the servants, and lately she’s been fighting him at every turn. I think that’s why she was so quick to fire Teddy’s governess and send her away without a reference. Sir Edward hired the woman and he wasn’t here when Lady Hale threw her out.”


  No reference? That would ruin the woman’s chances of future employment. What terrible crime had the woman committed? “What happened?”


  “Sir Edward hired Susannah Forbes to get Teddy ready to go to boarding school. Lady Hale was against sending the boy away from home. When the mistress caught Miss Forbes in her room, she threw her out of the house immediately without a reference. When the master got back, they had a terrible row about it.”


  Rose nodded her agreement to Molly’s words.


  “When the master got back?” I repeated.


  “He was gone overnight to visit his factories.”


  “He does that a lot?”


  “Two or three times a week.”


  The Archivist Society would have to check on these trips of Sir Edward.


  Before I could ask more, “Rose. Molly,” came up the stairs in a baritone.


  “Mr. Johnson,” Molly whispered. “He keeps us hopping all day long and half the night.”


  Rose immediately ran down.


  Molly continued, “Ask about Miss Forbes and the missing jewelry.” Then she too hurried down and I followed more slowly. I’d have to talk to those girls again.


  I met the butler on the ground floor. “Here is the paper you requested from Sir Edward,” he said without meeting my gaze.


  “Tell me, Mr. Johnson. Did Lady Hale complain of any jewelry missing in the past month or two?”


  “I couldn’t say.”


  “Couldn’t or won’t? May I remind you that Sir Edward asked you to assist me in my inquiries into Teddy’s disappearance?” I stared hard at the man.


  “That has nothing to do with the child’s disappearance.”


  “It might. Now, Mr. Johnson—”


  He gritted his teeth. “She did complain of a bracelet and necklace missing about a month or six weeks ago.”


  “Jewelry given to her by Sir Edward?”


  “Yes.”


  “What did this jewelry look like?”


  “It’s there. In the photograph you took. It’s quite distinctive.”


  I pulled the photo out of my bag and studied the jewelry. The bracelet was made of diamond shaped links made of a shiny black substance with a tiny stone in the middle of each link. A pendant that matched the links hung from a gold chain. “It is distinctive. Were the police called in when they disappeared?”


  “Certainly not.” He sounded scandalized. “Sir Edward said she was just careless.”


  “Did he have the staff hunt for the missing pieces?”


  “No. He said if she were careless she could do without.”


  Good grief. Expensive jewelry was stolen and the master of the house said it was just carelessness? That didn’t match with my impression of a tight-fisted, or financially troubled, Sir Edward Hale.


  Or maybe Sir Edward wasn’t worried because he knew that soon his wife wouldn’t have need for any jewelry at all.


  * * *


  THE FOG was so thick during my return trip to the bookshop that twice I nearly turned at the wrong intersection. I’d learned this sort of bad weather either brought customers in by the cartload or cut us off from shoppers.


  I entered the shop to find it empty except for my assistant, grandmotherly Frances Atterby. We were on our third day of cold fog with a misting rain, and business had been abysmal. If this weather continued, people would soon need to venture out to get more books and weeklies to read, and we would get needed trade.


  On this day, however, we’d have plenty of time to work on the ledgers and dust the shelves. And read.


  I repinned a few errant locks of my auburn hair and then telephoned Sir Broderick duVene, my mentor in the antiquarian book business and head of the Archivist Society. My report on the assignment was brief.


  The telephone was still fairly new—I was one of the few shop owners on the street with one. But a year and a half ago the Duke of Blackford had ordered it installed to help out on a previous Archivist Society case, and I had to admit it came in handy. I also had to admit Blackford was farsighted when it came to business.


  “Adam Fogarty is here,” Sir Broderick said. “Let me put him on.”


  Then I heard former Metropolitan Police Sergeant Fogarty’s grumble over the line. “What do you have, Georgia?”


  I told him all I’d learned.


  “Her maiden name was Alice Newbury?” His tone was sharp.


  “Yes.” What had he heard about this business? Sir Edward had said no police involvement.


  “Was her father Lord Elliott Newbury?”


  “I don’t know. Why?”


  “A missing person’s report came into a West End station for a Miss Alice Newbury. Her late father was the financier.” Fogarty spent his retirement keeping up with all the cases coming into the police and meeting the new constables. His help was invaluable to the Archivist Society.


  “Could it be a coincidence?” If it wasn’t, I was very much afraid for Lady Hale. “Who made the report?”


  “Her sister. Countess Reinler. Formerly Prudence Newbury.”


  The papers had all reported the recent death of the incredibly wealthy Lord Newbury, last of a family of creditors to the very rich, including the sovereign. Since he had no sons, he’d left his daughters a fortune apiece. Now one of his heirs was missing, and she might be the wife Sir Edward Hale didn’t want returned. Did he hope to get her money instead?


  And why hadn’t Prudence reported her missing under her married name? First her husband refuses to report her missing and then her sister confuses the search by using Lady Hale’s maiden name. Didn’t they want her found?


  



  



  CHAPTER TWO


  



  “ADAM, do you have an address for the countess?”


  I heard the pages of a notebook ruffling over the telephone line, and then Fogarty gave me the address.


  When I hung up, I told Frances what I’d learned and said I’d be back before we closed for the day. She nodded and went back to reading a new gothic novel.


  I left to take an omnibus to Mayfair and the address Adam Fogarty gave me. As I rode along, other vehicles came out of the fog at us and disappeared again. I wouldn’t have known we had reached the street I wanted if the conductor hadn’t called it out.


  As I turned onto the side street, the fog thinned enough that I caught my first glimpse of the wondrously large houses lined up along the pavement. It appeared as if a gauzy veil of cloud separated me from these houses built for the rich. Each had a portico held up by fine carved columns protecting the front stoop from the weather. Between these doorsteps, fancy wrought iron railings protected pedestrians from falling down the stairs to the tradesmen’s entrances if the fog thickened again.


  I found the house quickly enough and rang the bell. A footman in impeccable livery answered and I gave him my Archivist Society card, saying, “I’d like to speak to Countess Reinler about her sister.”


  He left me on the doorstep, but at least I was protected from the drizzle by the portico. A minute later, he returned and gestured me to enter. Without a word, he took my cloak and umbrella before leading me down a hall.


  Opening the door, he waved me into the room with a slight bow. Then he shut the door after me, leaving me alone in a lovely yellow morning room made gloomy by the weak daylight. I was standing by the fire, warming my chilled hands, when I heard the door open. I glanced up to see a dark-haired, dark-eyed woman of about my age walk in. She was every bit as beautiful as the photographs of Lady Hale.


  “You have word of my sister?”


  “Perhaps. Is your sister also known as Lady Hale?”


  She lowered her head. “He’s killed her, hasn’t he?”


  “Who is ‘he’?” Did she suspect Sir Edward had already murdered her sister? I had hoped this woman would shed light on her sister’s disappearance, not throw out allegations.


  “Her husband. Sir Edward. He’s killed her, hasn’t he?”


  “I don’t believe so. While he was visiting his factories, Lady Hale and her son left the house and haven’t been seen since.”


  Her hand went to her wide mouth. “Dear Lord.”


  “She hasn’t communicated with you in the past two days, has she?”


  “No.” The woman began to pace the thick carpet, her dull black dress nearly skimming the carpet and reminding me I was in a house of mourning. “And you say Teddy is missing as well?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then perhaps that odious man isn’t involved. He’d never hurt Teddy. Please, sit down.”


  I sat in a delicate chair upholstered in striped yellow and gray material and pulled out my notebook and pencil. “Had you planned to see your sister?”


  “Yes. We were to meet here in the afternoon two days ago. I waited all afternoon, but she never showed up. Then I reported her missing to the police.” She sat down and twisted her hands.


  “Why go to the police? Why not check at her house to learn if she’d changed her plans?”


  “I sent a note. There was no reply. She’d have sent a note if she’d gone elsewhere or couldn’t come here.”


  I’d have to check that with the butler. “Have you seen your sister at any time since the death of your father, Lady Reinler?”


  She rose from the chair and began pacing again. “Of course. The last time I saw her was less than a week ago. The creature she married had gone to Manchester and she was free to bring Teddy here and visit as long as she liked. That’s why we planned to meet two days ago.”


  “He objected to her coming here?”


  “He objected to Teddy coming here. He didn’t mind Teddy seeing his grandfather, but he hated any influence Alice or I had on the boy. Said we’d turn him into a weakling. When my father died and Sir Edward learned Teddy hadn’t been left anything in the will, he blamed us and forbade Alice to bring Teddy here again.”


  “What was your sister’s response?”


  “What do you think? Alice has a mind of her own. Our father raised us to think for ourselves. It became obvious while we were still young that we’d have no living brothers, and our father wanted us to be able to manage our inheritance. Even with the Married Women’s Property Act to help protect us, he made absolutely certain to arrange things so no husband would ever have control over our finances.” She kept in constant motion across the thick flower-patterned carpet.


  “So there were just the two children? You and your sister?”


  “There was one brother who lived beyond infancy, but he died at the same time as our mother. My father never remarried.”


  “Your brother was the youngest?” It seemed a reasonable guess.


  “No. I am. My brother, Martin, was three years older than me, and Alice three years older than him. Despite the difference in our ages, Alice and I were very close.”


  Curiosity made me ask, “What killed your mother and brother?”


  “Typhoid. We all had it. They succumbed.”


  “Excuse me, milady, but I’m not familiar with your family name. Your husband is the Earl of—?”


  She paused in her pacing and gave me a smile. “He’s not an earl, he’s a count. Count Heinrich Reinler. He’s Austrian, and he left just a short time ago to go back to his homeland. Otherwise, I’m sure he’d be as busy as I am searching for my sister and her son.”


  “Do you have any children?”


  “Yes. Our son is two years older than Teddy. He’s traveling to Austria with his father.” She strode over and picked up a photograph from a table.


  When she handed it to me, I said, “A handsome family.” With an older husband, the young Countess Prudence, and a boy. “Are you his first wife? I ask because of the age difference.”


  “No. His first wife died many years ago. His older son by his first wife will be the next count. I don’t have to worry about Dieter having to live far from England all his life.” Hers was a proud smile.


  “If something has happened to your sister, what happens to her share of the inheritance?”


  “Don’t think I failed to consider that when she didn’t show up. That man—”


  Before Countess Reinler had a chance to complain about Sir Edward, I said, “Did your sister leave a will?”


  “Yes. Everything goes to Teddy, held in trust until his thirtieth birthday. The trust is to be managed by my father’s solicitor and his business manager and me. The will was written shortly after Teddy was born at my father’s insistence. Edward agreed.” She smiled as if she’d won a prize.


  “Sir Edward didn’t have much choice?”


  “No.” She sounded smug about his defeat.


  “And if they are both deceased?”


  She looked shocked at my words, but I wondered if it was all an act. “Then all the money comes to me. That devil gets nothing, no matter what.”


  I couldn’t help but think why settle for half a fortune, when you can have it all?


  She walked around a table to stand in front of me. “I know what you’re thinking, but I don’t want the money. I certainly don’t need it. I want Alice and Teddy back. When they didn’t arrive and there was no word, I reported her missing. I’m worried. This isn’t like her.”


  I gave the countess a hard look. “Are you certain their disappearance isn’t linked to the fortune your sister just inherited?”


  “I’m the only one who will inherit if they both die. And no amount of money could replace them in my life. If that weren’t true, why would I have reported her missing in her maiden name?”


  At my puzzled expression, she said, “If I’d used her married name, they wouldn’t have taken a report from me. If by some miracle they had taken the report, the first person they would have asked would be her husband, and he’d deny everything. Edward didn’t report her missing, did he?”


  When I didn’t reply, she stared at me suspiciously. “And if he wouldn’t report her missing to the police, he certainly wouldn’t be spending good money hiring the Archivist Society to look for her. I heard of your group when you rescued the Russian princess last autumn. The entire diplomatic community heard about you.”


  We’d been mentioned in the newspapers, something we hadn’t wanted. Still, I doubted I’d do any harm to their relationship to tell her how the Archivist Society became involved. “He’s hired us to look for Teddy, not your sister.”


  “Isn’t that just like him?” She resumed her silent pacing across the thick carpet.


  “Did your sister have any enemies?”


  “Apart from her husband? I don’t think so.”


  “When did your sister and her husband stop getting along?” Knowing that might speed our inquiries.


  “Theirs was a whirlwind courtship. Father and I thought it would never work, but Alice was adamant. Unfortunately, we were right. It was a difficult marriage almost from the beginning. I think Alice would have left him long ago, but she found herself with child. Edward was thrilled with his son, and so the two of them kept up pretenses for Teddy’s sake.”


  “And then?” From what I’d heard at the house, there must be an “and then.”


  “Edward is a bully. They were visiting us one day about two years ago when Teddy did something—oh, I don’t remember what. Something minor and childish. Edward verbally tore the child apart. My father took him to task. Words were exchanged.


  “In the end, Edward threatened not to let my father see Teddy or Alice again because of his interference. My father threatened to call in Edward’s loans on his factories if he tried such a stunt. You should have seen Edward’s expression. My father had truly beaten him.” Glee lit the countess’s face.


  “Had you known about the loans?”


  “I had. Apparently Alice hadn’t. I take a closer interest in finance and helped Father on occasion.”


  “What were things like after that argument?” I couldn’t imagine it was pleasant to be in debt to the father of a despised wife.


  “Edward and my father were very correct toward each other. Very cold. Edward didn’t want Alice to come over here or bring Teddy to visit without him. Alice said they began to have terrible rows. It wasn’t long after that Edward began to spend more time at his Manchester factories.”


  Was he hiding from his wife, or was there a reason he needed to travel there more often? I made a note to send Jacob, Sir Broderick’s ward and errand boy for the Archivist Society as needed, to find the answer. “When did the governess arrive?”


  “Miss Forbes? Early in the autumn. Edward wanted Teddy to begin more rigorous academics. My sister was fine with that until she found a letter from a boarding school saying Teddy had a place for the Easter term. She wanted him to go to a day school in London.”


  “This caused some disagreements between your sister and her husband?”


  “Flaming rows would be a better description.”


  “Did you or the servants witness these rows?” Servants overheard almost everything in a household, even with the doors shut. I waited to hear what Lady Reinler would say.


  “Alice told me about them. They kept their arguments private, although she said they were loud enough the servants should have heard. She said even the neighbors should have heard them yelling.”


  “What did your sister tell you about discharging Miss Forbes?” That had also sounded unpleasant.


  She paused for a moment and considered. “Alice was watching for her opportunity to get rid of her. My sister planned to make sure Teddy wasn’t ready for the school Edward had chosen, and then have him sent to a day school in London until he caught up. She was also missing some jewelry at Christmas, and she suspected Miss Forbes of being the thief. When Alice discovered Miss Forbes in her bedroom while Edward was away, she saw her opportunity. Miss Forbes was gone from the house before Edward returned.”


  “Tell me about the jewelry that went missing.”


  She gave me a description that matched the pieces in the photograph and then said, “The odd thing is, everything that was taken was given to her by Edward. None of it came from our parents. Edward accused her of pawning his jewelry out of spite.”


  “Were the thefts reported to the police?”


  “No. Edward wouldn’t hear of having the police in the house. He blamed the loss on Alice and said if that’s what she thought of his gifts, he wouldn’t give her more.”


  Despite a dislike of having police on his doorstep, that didn’t sound in character for a thrifty man like Sir Edward. “What did Lady Hale think of the thefts?”


  “She found it puzzling. The jewelry she received from our parents was more valuable than anything her loathsome husband gave her. Why steal the cheap stuff and leave the expensive?”


  Why, indeed? “Who would your sister run to if she were afraid and couldn’t reach you for some reason?”


  “I don’t know. I’ll give you a list of her friends, but I can’t believe she’d be with any of them and not send word.” She pulled paper and pen from a desk in the corner and began to write. “It’s a very short list now. Before she married Edward, she had a wide circle of friends. Over the years, he’s alienated most of them by insulting their husbands. The man is a brute. A philistine. But the people I would see first are Sir Henry Carstaire and his wife, Lydia. They live around the corner from Alice and Edward.”


  * * *


  THE FOG thinned as I traveled to the Carstaires’ grand residence while trying to keep both my umbrella and my hairdo from flying apart in the cleansing wind.


  The footman who answered the door took my Georgia Fenchurch. The Archivist Society card. In a dry voice he said, “Lady Carstaire is not at home.”


  “This is a business call, not a social one. A friend of Lady Carstaire is missing along with the woman’s son, and I was hoping to speak with your mistress about the last time she saw her. Also, if she has any information that could lead us to the lady’s present location.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” The footman stood in the doorway, not moving enough for me to force my way inside.


  Footsteps behind him made us both glance in that direction. The pretty blonde who moved to stand by his shoulder said, “I’m Lady Carstaire. Who is missing?”


  “Lady Hale. May I come in and learn if you have any information that might help us find her and her son?”


  “I’m sure I can’t help you.” Her voice was surprisingly high, but well-modulated and very cold.


  As she turned away, the butler began to shut the door in my face.


  The miserable weather and the dangers on the London streets for a woman and a young boy made me bolder than I normally would be. The boy was younger than Jacob had been when we’d first met on an early Archivist Society case, and Jacob had been streetwise. If Teddy was alone, he was certainly in peril. Even if he was accompanied by Lady Hale, the pair might be in trouble. “Wait!”


  I shoved against the door with my hand, and the footman stopped and stared at me in surprise. “There’s a little boy in jeopardy.” Desperation made me beg, “Are you sure you don’t want to help?”


  The woman sighed, said, “Very well,” and beckoned me with one hand. The footman stepped far aside as if I carried a contagion as she led the way toward the back of the house. I followed Lady Carstaire along the ground floor to her morning room.


  She was a thin woman with a graceful carriage and delicate-looking hands. At this time of day, I expected her to be wearing a morning dress, but she was in a gown more suited for making afternoon calls. The material was a rich fabric of deep green. I hoped that meant I would be offered the hospitality of an upper-class house, but I suspected Lady Carstaire was on her way out and didn’t want to bother with an unimportant person.


  There was no fire in the fireplace and the room was bitterly cold. Lady Carstaire remained standing on her thick carpet. No hospitality was evident here. I guessed this would be a short interview and was glad I kept my cloak, hat and gloves on.


  “Alice and Teddy are both missing? I don’t see how I can help you.” She sounded genuinely surprised.


  “This is the third day they’ve been missing. When did you last see them?”


  “It’s been over a week. Edward must be beside himself with worry.”


  “Indeed.” I refrained from making any other comment about Sir Edward’s hunt for his son. “Being neighbors, did you visit with the Hales often?”


  “Often enough, I suppose. Alice and I were presented at court during the same season. Both of our husbands have been knighted due to their—service to the crown.” I noted her hesitation before the word service. If she were a snob, she’d hate to admit her husband did anything within a million miles of earning his living.


  “Do you have similar interests?”


  “Yes.” She didn’t elaborate.


  “Do you have children, Lady Carstaire?”


  “Yes. Sir Henry and I were married first, so our children are older than Teddy. Some of us didn’t think Alice would ever marry, she put it off so long.” There was snobbish disparagement in her tone. Disparagement I knew I would face in the coming years as a spinster.


  “So you kept in touch during those years you were married and Lady Hale remained unmarried?”


  “Of course. My husband is not so feudal as to keep me from choosing my friends. As it happens, he was glad for me to remain in contact with Alice. He felt she improved my mind.” For one second, she made a face as if she’d tasted something bitter.


  How odd that a husband wanted his wife’s mind improved. I saw the first crack in the edifice that was the Carstaire marriage and wondered if Lady Hale has caused any other damage. “Was Lady Hale also a friend of your husband’s?”


  Her eyes narrowed. “Alice had the mind of a man and the face of an angel. Men find that attractive.” She strode toward the door in an unsubtle hint for me to leave. “She was far too dramatic for my tastes. And very depressed since her father died. That was just a month or two ago. I’m afraid I have no idea where Alice or Teddy might be, but if only Alice were missing, I’d suspect she’d taken her own life in a theatrical show of mourning.” Her tone made clear what she thought of Lady Hale.


  “Was she very close to her father?”


  She made a face. “Abnormally so.”


  “Can you think of any female friends she might have taken refuge with?”


  “Taken refuge with? What a strange idea. I didn’t really pay attention to Alice’s friends. She’s not with her sister?”


  “No.”


  “Well, if she were going to take refuge, as you say, I think it would be with Lady Imogen Fielding.”


  Now it was my turn to be surprised. “Isn’t she—?”


  “Yes. The scandalous sculptress.” Glee shone in Lady Carstaire’s eyes when she hissed out the name Lady Imogen had been christened with in the daily rags.


  Countess Reinler’s list of Lady Hale’s friends hadn’t included Lady Imogen Fielding. I wondered how a devoted sister hadn’t known about a friend that a neighbor knew of.


  All London knew Lady Imogen Fielding lived on Cheyne Walk because of the scandal three years before. She was the daughter of the Marquess of Hunterbrick, had a reputation as a talented sculptor, and had had a tempestuous affair with Lord Wilcox, the husband of a friend.


  The whole thing ended up in court over the attempted drowning of Lady Wilcox in the Thames off Cheyne Walk. In the end, Lord Wilcox lost both women, who were no longer speaking to him or each other.


  I headed for Cheyne Walk just past the Battersea Bridge in the thick fog that clumped along the river. I couldn’t wait to meet the scandalous sculptress.


  Just as the door opened to my ring, I heard a forceful voice with rounded aristocratic vowels call out, “Is it Alice?”


  “No,” I called back around the butler, “I’m looking for her, too.” Then I handed him my card.


  He called over his shoulder. “Milady, it’s a person from the Archivist Society.”


  “Really?” replied the aristocratic voice. “How original. Show this person in.”


  My first view of Lady Imogen as I was escorted into the morning room was of a tall woman with light brown hair sitting on the floor in a multicolored tent-like garment. She and a young boy were playing with some wooden livestock spread over the carpet. A boy I’d seen in the photograph I’d taken from Sir Edward’s.


  “Lady Imogen,” I said, curtsying, “and you must be Teddy Hale.” My shoulders relaxed in relief. I’d found the missing boy. Then I stiffened as I realized someone was missing. “Where’s your mother?”


  



  



  CHAPTER THREE


  



  THE boy studied me out of dark eyes, his serious face pressing his lips together in a thin line.


  I turned to Lady Imogen. “How long has Teddy been staying with you?”


  “For the past two nights, since Alice arrived. She said someone was following them. Was that you?”


  I looked at her in amazement. “No. Who was following them? Why did they come here without any luggage if they were staying?”


  “Alice came here precisely because she knew I wouldn’t ask those sorts of questions. And that I wouldn’t call Edward.” She galloped a toy horse across the carpet after Teddy’s horse.


  I decided now was not the time to tell her who hired us. “Is she here now?”


  “No.” She studied me closely. “She went out at breakfast time. The fog was thinning, and she saw that the person who earlier might have been following her was now staring at the house. She left to confront him and told us not to wait breakfast.” Now she had a cow chasing Teddy’s pig. A tiny smile flicked across the boy’s face.


  “Did you see this person?”


  “No. I don’t know if it was a man or woman. I prefer not to know my friends’ business. It makes for—safer friendships.”


  After her experience with the daily papers, I could see why she’d value “safe.” “You said to confront him.”


  “Yes, I did. I don’t know if I was repeating her words or if I assumed it was Edward and said him.”


  So I couldn’t count on Lady Hale’s follower being a man. “And you’ve not seen her since early this morning?”


  “No.” She sat up, giving me her full attention for the first time. “I expected her back long before now. I hope she’s all right.”


  “If she doesn’t return soon, what will you do with Teddy?”


  He looked up at me when I said his name, but he didn’t open his mouth.


  “He’ll stay here until I hear from Alice.”


  “What if Sir Edward—”


  Her pale eyes shone with determination. “If Sir Edward shows up at my door, I can guarantee he won’t find Teddy or Alice here. I can promise you they can search for a hundred years, but they won’t find anyone we don’t want them to find.”


  “We? They?”


  Her chin went up. “Alice and I.”


  She was lying. There were more people involved in this than just the two of them. Someone as well educated as Lady Imogen wouldn’t misspeak in such a way. I needed to do some research and then talk to Sir Broderick. “You should be safe enough for the time being. I’ll let you know if I get in touch with Lady Hale. Please let me know if she returns. I hope she’s all right.”


  Her eyes narrowed. “You won’t report back to Edward? He obviously hired you.”


  I didn’t deny it. “I want to speak to Lady Hale before I talk to Sir Edward.”


  She nodded, apparently satisfied.


  I wasn’t. Who else was involved in Lady Hale’s disappearance? And what had I blundered into?


  * * *


  INSPECTOR GRANTHAM rose from behind his desk when I entered his office in Scotland Yard, his hair tousled and his tie askew. I made a brief curtsy and immediately asked, “Have I come at a bad time?”
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