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      “You can’t wear that to tea,” Beatrice’s former colleague and tomorrow’s bride frowned at Beatrice’s apron. The garment, which had been white earlier this morning, along with her dull gray morning gown, had been soaked by the freshly cut flowers Beatrice had transferred from the orangery to the ballroom. Rather than join Priscilla’s guests in assembling the centerpieces, Beatrice had been more than happy to volunteer for the unwanted task.

      What with that many women sitting around talking, one could barely hear oneself think in the large ballroom.

      Beatrice far preferred to make herself useful, and she alone had kept the tables supplied with flowers. She hadn’t cared that she’d been working amongst servants. The wedding and subsequent breakfast were the following day, and Beatrice had done more than her fair share of socializing.

      She was exhausted, and not from the performing of crafts or walking along cliffs or even a few dance lessons, but from…

      All of the talking!

      As friends of the bride, Beatrice and a few other teachers from Miss Primm’s had been treated as honored guests. Miss Adelaide Royal shared an expansive chamber with Miss Primm, and Beatrice shared an equally lovely room with Miss Chloe Fortune.

      Regardless of any of their personal inclinations, Miss Primm had demanded that her teachers participate in all planned events and perform the occasional task with grateful enthusiasm.

      … So long as one didn’t consider Victoria Shipley. But she didn’t count, considering she had also been the assistant director. And considering that the earl she’d married was Miss Primm’s brother… Although Miss Collette Jones had done well for herself as well, and as her husband was a duke, she’d have to be included as yet another exception.

      Regardless, spinsters rarely married, especially above their stations. So both matches had been quite exceptional.

      Beatrice dragged her stare around the various tables, half of which were going to run out of supplies shortly.

      She appreciated all the pomp and circumstances, but she’d rather have a tooth pulled than live through another week like this one. It was a reminder of the life she’d once had—of a life gone forever.

      These people had shared memories—a shared past. They belonged to one another.

      “I can’t leave yet,” she insisted. “Hardwood’s servants are already buried in extra tasks.” But Priscilla was firmly guiding Beatrice toward the exit.

      “Emerson’s mother and sisters are perfectly capable of coping with any catastrophes that might occur without you here to prevent them.”

      Hardwood Cliffhouse, Priscilla’s intended’s estate, buzzed with excitement, making an early escape sound positively lovely.

      “Are you sure, Priscilla?” But her protest was a feeble one.

      Beatrice yearned for the time to herself. She’d promised her brother a letter and once she’d penned that, perhaps she could take a solitary walk, or even a nap before presenting herself in the Sapphire Drawing Room for the next gathering.

      “Absolutely.” Priscilla gave Beatrice a gentle shove. “Besides,” she glanced at the timepiece that hung at her waist. “We’re nearly finished here. Just don’t be late. There are at least two lords I know of who have asked for an introduction.”

      “To me?” Beatrice barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes at the idea of such ridiculousness. “I’m not that naïve, Priscilla,” she laughed.

      Not that she’d welcome such introductions.

      In her mind, she’d already slipped away alone. Having most of the afternoon to herself was going to be glorious!

      “Send for me if you require my assistance earlier.” Beatrice walked backward.

      In response, Priscilla held up two fingers. “Two gentlemen,” she said. “So don’t be late.”

      Beatrice shook her head, already wondering if she’d mention the joke to Jasper in her letter.

      As she made her way through the seemingly endless foyers, a nap sounded better and better. After she penned her letter, she could lie down in nothing but her shift. She’d be blissfully cool and rested for the remainder of the evening, whereas if she took that walk, she might be accosted and forced to endure more banal conversation.

      Contemplating her choices, Beatrice skittered through the empty corridors, anxious already not to waste a single moment.

      But then, partway down one hallway, she noticed a very tall, masculine figure ambling toward her.

      Dash it all.

      She ducked and hurried her steps.

      So far this week, she’d managed to avoid mingling with the male guests. As friends of Lord Hardwood’s, many of them either held titles or were positioned somehow to inherit one.

      All in all, precisely the sort of gentlemen she avoided—the type who might have known her parents, or even worse, associate with Aunt Ursula or Uncle Titus.

      But before she could pass, a hand reached out and snagged her arm.

      “Excuse me.” Not a hint of apology sounded in the man’s voice.

      A cry of surprise caught in her throat. It was quite unexpected for a lady to be manhandled in such a manner. Not at a house party, not at a school, not anywhere.

      And at five feet six and a half inches tall, Beatrice rarely needed to look up to meet a person’s gaze. This man, however, loomed over her.

      Although she’d not been introduced, she was well aware of who he was— Ranulf Winters, the Eighth Marquess of Sexton. He was one of the few lords in London who had taken on a profession—scientific investigations of sorts. And if she was not mistaken, he held one of the higher positions at the King’s Society for the Advancement of something or other in England.

      But in this moment, he was simply in her way… keeping her from having some precious time to herself.

      Beatrice tilted her head back and met his cold, black, unrepentant eyes. His mouth was set in a grim line, his jawline stern, and his nose long and arrogant. Lines of annoyance creased the skin between his brows. Not one aspect of his expression revealed even a hint of kindness.

      “I beg your pardon—" she began.

      “You’ll change the counterpane in my chamber at once.” He spoke before she could demand that he release her.

      His words were a command, not a request, and being spoken to thusly left Beatrice speechless.

      “Your counterpane…?” She blinked up at him, confused.

      Her heart skipped a beat at his unfamiliar spicy scent—earthy, almost like freshly cut wood. She rarely found herself this close to a man except for the few occasions when one of her students’ fathers lacked the ability to recognize personal boundaries.

      It must have been her failure to jump to perform his bidding that deepened his scowl.

      “It’s been doused in perfume by some brazen female.” His black eyes were cold as onyx. “How is a person to sleep while inhaling such poison?”

      What on earth…? Was he suggesting that she had been the one to pour perfume on his linens?

      “I’m afraid⁠—"

      “Go on, now.” Having dispatched his orders, he released her. “It’s the third door on the left.” His eyes flicked past her and then closed for half a second, like he was fighting the urge to fall asleep. Was he unusually pale? Looking closer, she noticed shadows etched beneath his eyes.

      But his next words stole any sympathy she might have had.

      “Must I report your insubordination to the housekeeper? I’ll have your name, miss.” He thought she was one of the servants. Was he going to tell on her—another guest—for insubordination? Beatrice would have giggled if the entire situation wasn’t so unnerving.

      And humiliating.

      “I’m not—I believe you’ve…” she stammered. “I’m a guest here, my lord.”

      He studied her with narrowed eyes. Did he think she was lying?

      “You are mistaken,” she added.

      She should not have to defend herself to him or to anyone! She cringed at her urge to ease his embarrassment.

      That was the worst of it—that he made her feel foolish, as though she was the person in the wrong—apologetic, even, to be pointing out his error.

      His gaze slid down her face to the soaked apron covering her less-than-fashionable gown and then back up to meet her eyes.

      “Am I?” But then he dipped his chin.

      “I teach with the bride-to-be—with Miss Fellowes.” Or taught, anyhow. And tomorrow Priscilla will become Lady Hardwood.

      “At Miss Primm’s.”

      “Yes.”

      His resulting grunt made her feel lower than if she had been an actual chambermaid.

      Not that Beatrice was below performing the menial tasks. Teachers, quite often, had no choice but to deal with various bodily fluids.

      But those incidents had never demeaned her as much as the insult behind this man’s stare. What gave him the right to be so odious?

      “So, you see, I am a guest. Just as you are.” She lifted her chin.

      Lord Sexton glanced over his shoulder and then over hers. When he finally met her gaze again, he failed to utter the apology she expected.

      “Where the devil are the maids, then?” he asked instead.

      Normally, Beatrice would have offered to find one for him, but normally, a person wouldn’t have treated her with such rudeness.

      She shrugged. “I’ve no idea, my lord. Now, if you’ll excuse me…” She moved to edge around his lordly ill-will, almost hugging the wall to pass him. “Good day.”

      Two minutes later, after closing the door to her chamber firmly behind her, she caught a glimpse of herself in the looking glass set atop the vanity.

      True, the mob cap on her head was similar to those the servants wore, but her gown was greyish blue, not black, and last year she had embroidered tiny bluebells around the neckline.

      That beastly marquess had been so caught up in his demands that he’d not bothered to look beyond her cap, beyond her apron.

      He’d not seen her.

      It was the sort of thing her uncle would have done.

      She shuddered at the reminder. She’d done everything she could to leave her aunt and uncle in her past—her and her brother’s past—and she had succeeded.

      So far, anyhow.

      A shiver ghosted down her spine.

      A glance at the mantel clock reminded her that her time was limited and she shifted into action. The Marquess of Sexton may have doused some of her enthusiasm, but she’d not allow him to ruin this beautiful afternoon.

      Flicking the cap onto a chair, she then unfastened her gown at the front, stepped out of it, as well as her shoes, and sat down at the small desk near the window.

      Jasper was in his last year at Eton, and no doubt found her letters trivial, but she sent them anyway. As she only saw him at Christmastime, she considered it important to keep in touch—to remind him he had a sister who loved and cared for him, and who he was.

      After signing her name on the bottom, she stared at her words while the ink dried. She and Jasper had yet to decide what he’d do after his graduation, which was fast upon them, but they would come up with something—they’d done well enough so far.

      Mentally filing away her worries, she sealed the letter and tucked it into her small valise. She couldn’t give it to Lord Hardwood’s butler to post, but she’d mail it from one of the inns on the way between here and the school.

      With her letter written, she climbed onto the unusually large bed.

      The scent of her counterpane was fresh and lovely. Likely, Lord Sexton had imagined the perfume. Why would anyone purposely waste their perfume in such a manner, anyway?

      Lord Sexton was either mad or overly demanding.

      Most likely, both.

      With a grimace, she rolled over.

      She’d do well not to become accustomed to such a grand bed, but for now, she’d take full advantage.

      

      When she opened her eyes, she blinked, frozen.

      Not only was the room unfamiliar but judging by the light filtering through the windows from outside, the sun was low on the horizon.

      “I didn’t mean to awaken you,” Chloe Fortune, the teacher with whom Beatrice shared this beautiful room, spoke softly. “You have a full hour before we need to be downstairs. If I’d realized napping was an option, I’d have volunteered to help with the flowers too.”

      Beatrice sat up and stared at the other woman, immediately noticing her pallor. Was that green tinge simply a result of her delicate condition, or from the stress of not yet having informed Captain Edgeworth?

      “How are you feeling?” she asked.

      Chloe had gotten herself into an extremely difficult situation, and if that hadn’t been enough, had felt ill for most of the house party. It was mind-boggling that the most independent Miss Fortune had acted with such little regard to her future—it was the one thing a lady did her best to prevent.

      But to make matters worse, Chloe didn’t seem to grasp the gravity of her circumstances. She’d had all week to speak to the man responsible, but had failed to do so!

      Chloe grimaced, her face tight with uncertainty, or sickness, or both. “As well as can be expected, given the––ah—the circumstances.”

      Beatrice shook her head. “You’re running out of time.”

      “I know what I’m doing.” Chloe’s nostrils flared and a hint of pink flooded her cheeks.

      She was too proud for her own good! Beatrice pinched her mouth together. She and Chloe had discussed this a thousand times, and yet still the other teacher’s future had not been settled.

      But it would have to be, and soon. If the thickening of Chloe’s waistline was any indication, people were going to start suspecting her condition…

      Rather than embark on that particular argument again, however, Beatrice removed her prettiest day dress, a jonquil muslin, from her trunk. Her mother had once told her the color suited her best, and ever since then, it had been her favorite.

      Following the encounter with that nasty gentleman, she needed a little extra confidence to face the evening.

      For dinner, she would leave off the apron and cap.

      “I thought you were wearing that one to the wedding tomorrow.”

      Beatrice feigned a casual shrug, ignoring Chloe’s close regard as she pinned her hair into a careful knot. She would not admit that one of Priscilla’s guests had mistaken her for a maid. It was too humiliating.

      “I’m going for a quick stroll along the cliffs before tea,” she said instead.

      “I’d tag along if I wasn’t so tired.” Such an admission from this particular woman was exceptional. Despite Beatrice knowing Chloe’s secret, the two had not been chummy in the past.

      In the nine years since Miss Primm had hired her, Beatrice hadn’t been familiar with any of her co-workers. She’d considered it too dangerous. What if she slipped up? It would be too tempting to share her secrets if she had a close friend.

      She hadn’t even told Primm.

      And yet, thinking she might be able to help Chloe, she hesitated before leaving. “I’ll seek the captain out if⁠—”

      “No!” Chloe’s eyes widened. “I’ll…I’ll speak with him. I just need the right moment…”

      “Oh, Chloe.” Beatrice shook her head, grimacing. “Putting it off won’t make it go away.”

      “I know,” Chloe said. “But once it’s out there, life as I know it will.”

      The other woman certainly had the right of it. Chloe was going to have no choice but to marry.

      Beatrice had never been the sort of person to intervene in the affairs of others, but as she made her way through the winding foyers and exited the massive manor, she pondered Chloe’s circumstances.

      As far as Beatrice knew, she was the only person who knew Chloe’s secret. She’d suspected for nearly a fortnight.

      Often it was those who spoke the least who noticed the most.

      And one thing she knew for certain was that Chloe was only procrastinating because she was terrified.

      And what lady wouldn’t be?
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      “Oh, and Beatrice,” Primm rose from her desk to stop Beatrice before she could escape the office. With brown hair tied into a merciless knot at the back of her head, Beatrice’s starchy employer wore the traditional olive-brown muslin gown of a true spinster. An apron with large overflowing pockets covered her skirts that swished about practical half-boots.

      But although she dressed as though she was in her late fifties, Primm couldn’t be much older than Beatrice herself, who’d just turned eight and twenty.

      “Yes?” Beatrice hesitated. “Anything else?” she asked helpfully. The headmistress had not been herself recently. She’d been stern but lacked her normal calm demeanor.

      And she looked tired.

      “Unlock the dorms upstairs, will you? Lord Sexton has offered to take a look into the identity of our little annoyance and I’ll need you to fill him in. He is scheduled to inspect the premises in”—she glanced at the clock— “ten minutes.”

      This was how Primm referred to the various acts of vengeful destruction perpetrated on the grand three-story building over the past year—their ‘little annoyance’.

      Last fall, someone had taken an axe to the foundation, and over Christmas a goat had broken into the school overnight. And to make matters worse, while they’d all been away at Priscilla’s wedding, a fire had been set in the third-floor student dorm room.

      Thank heavens the contractor working over at Longbow Castle, Mr. Rowan Stewart, had been passing by and had the wherewithal to extinguish it.

      Beatrice doubled her thanks that all the students had been away for the summer.

      The school, in fact, was even quieter than usual.

      First Victoria had abandoned them to marry Primm’s brother, then Priscilla had gone and fallen in love with the Earl of Hardwood, and now Chloe, who’d failed to have that very important conversation with Captain Edgeworth, was on her way to find him in London. Miss Adelaide Royal had gone along as Chloe’s companion.

      Chloe, of course, wouldn’t be returning. If any parents found out that one of their teachers had…Beatrice shook her head.

      Beatrice dared not imagine. The school’s reputation was shaky enough without yet another scandal to rock it.

      Which left Beatrice alone with Primm.

      Until, that was, Hardwood’s sisters, his mother, and their gentleman chaperone had arrived unexpectedly to tour the school.

      Forty-eight hours following the teachers’ arrival home, Captain Edgeworth—hopefully Chloe’s husband by now—had descended on the school with what seemed like half the guests who’d attended the wedding.

      Including Lord Sexton.

      Who had never apologized for his boorish behavior and instead had persisted in being all around disagreeable.

      When she’d caught his gaze during Priscilla’s wedding ceremony, he had only scowled, and later at the breakfast, he’d seemed to be mocking her and the other schoolteachers from across the room.

      Beatrice had ignored him at the time, believing she’d never be put upon to suffer his presence again.

      And now he was here, drat it all!

      Worse than that, Primm would expect her to be cordial.

      To that arrogant, cocksure, pompous excuse for a human being!

      Which was typical behavior, she supposed, for a person whose every whim was met on a daily basis.

      But he was not only a lord, he was also a detective…

      “Don’t you think you ought to meet with him personally?” Beatrice offered hopefully. If he could help track down their little annoyance, shouldn’t Primm be the person to deal with him?

      “Trust me, Miss Walcott, I’d far prefer your task over mine.” Primm glanced at the mantel clock and the finely etched lines around her eyes deepened from worry. “Allison Meadowbrook’s father is due to arrive to discuss the conditions of this year’s donations.” Allison, a lovely-looking girl on the cusp of womanhood, was one of their more… difficult students, and her father was one of the school’s most generous donors. Or had been in the past, anyhow.

      After nearly losing his patronage last winter, Primm was trying desperately to mend that relationship.

      “What of Adelaide—Miss Royal?” Beatrice suggested hopefully. “She gets on well with that sort.” Meaning that Adelaide would have no difficulty nodding and smiling.

      “Miss Royal has accompanied our dear Miss Fortune to London, remember?” Primm’s fine lines transformed into full-blown wrinkles. “You are the only one available, and I am counting on you to persuade Lord Sexton to take on our case.” Primm touched her fingertips to her temple. “Whoever is causing us all this trouble needs to be stopped. If our arsonist can be located, the marquess is the one man in England who can do so.”

      Beatrice knew they were having troubles, but she hadn’t yet seen Primm looking so disheartened. Normally, Beatrice was not at all inclined to show affection, but the urge to give Primm a hug tugged at her.

      Not that Primm would appreciate it.

      So instead, Beatrice set aside her own reluctance about the marquess. “I’ll do my best.”

      “As I’m sure you do all your duties.”

      The headmistress dipped her quill into some ink and then flicked a meaningful gaze toward the exit.

      Beatrice had been dismissed. But as she opened the door, Primm’s voice stopped her.

      “Beatrice?”

      “Yes?” She turned around cautiously.

      “If you can, keep the marquess away from my office, will you? I cannot have Mr. Meadowbrook seeing an investigator lurking about. Even without the threat posed by our little annoyance, it’s going to take everything I can do to convince him to continue sponsoring us.”

      “I’ll do my best.” Beatrice nodded. She could see how such a situation might have the potential to end rather poorly for the school. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be too difficult to keep the two men from running into one another.

      After closing the door behind her, Beatrice smoothed her hands down the front of her gown and drew her shoulders back.

      Though she certainly did not envy Miss Primm her task, Beatrice was not much more pleased with her own. Perhaps his lordship would be tardy for the meeting, or better yet, he might not show at all.

      Turning to climb the stairs, guilt settled on her shoulders. Because such thoughts weren’t at all helpful. They were in direct opposition to Primm’s request.

      If spending ten minutes in Lord Sexton’s company ultimately resulted in the arrest of their vandal, then the school could reopen without the ever-present shadow cast by this unknown threat.

      Nodding and smiling—it was the least she could do.

      She’d pretend the incident at Hardwood Cliffhouse never happened. She was a grown woman and had dealt with far worse individuals—horrible, horrible persons—she shuddered at the memory.

      She wasn’t some simpering debutante. She could handle one marquess—a marquess who investigated England’s worst crimes when he wasn’t lazing about at house parties or hunting helpless animals.

      A hint of unease that had nothing to do with his arrogance crept over her skin.

      Ten minutes. That’s all she’d give him.

      Ten minutes.

      Stepping inside the student dorm room a few moments later, Beatrice glanced from one end to the other. The dormitory spanned exactly one half of the length of the school, and aside from a few private student chambers, it housed most of their girls—girls ranging from eight to eight and ten.

      But glancing toward the far end, expecting to see the damages from the fire, her heart plummeted. Because it looked nearly as pristine as the rest of the dormitory.

      Soot and ash had been washed away, no doubt by Mrs. Driver. Their caretaker’s wife would have believed she was being helpful.

      Unfortunately, along with the debris left over from the fire, she’d also cleared away the evidence.

      Evidence that Lord Sexton would be expecting to use to lead him to the person who’d set the fire. How could the marquess solve a crime with no evidence?

      Beatrice exhaled a shuddering sigh.

      Lord Sexton was unpleasant under the best of circumstances, from her observations anyhow. Such an important person would be annoyed to have been summoned to a crime scene that had been thoroughly cleaned.

      From her reading, Beatrice was well aware that any detective worth his weight would want to examine the aftermath just as the perpetrator had left it.

      It wasn’t Mrs. Driver’s fault. Not when no one had thought to inform her.

      With nothing to do but wait, Beatrice decided to conduct her own study of the near pristine crime scene. She tilted her head back, eyeing the places where the fire had scorched the ceiling. Some of the old crown molding had been cut out. It had been hand-carved and was likely half a century old. Such a shame.

      Beatrice absentmindedly reached out as if to brush her fingers against the place where the fresh, bare plaster met the undamaged portion of the wall, but she managed to stop herself just before she made contact. It might not matter, what with how much evidence had already been destroyed, but still…

      “What the devil do you think you’re doing?”

      At the sound of Lord Sexton’s voice, Beatrice jerked back as though she’d been caught setting the fire herself.

      Glancing behind her, there was no mistaking the identity of the gentleman now standing in the doorway. He wore an elegant black jacket and his black hair, which ought to appear mussed from the hat he held in front of him, was perfectly smoothed away from his face.

      But his most notable feature was his physique. Lord Sexton was slim but not overly so. His capable shoulders were in perfect proportion, and for such a tall man, he was not at all ungainly.

      Some might consider him handsome, even.

      Not her!

      It still irked her that he’d never apologized for accosting her. All it would take was a kind smile, a few humble words, and they could move past that initial meeting.

      “My lord,” she said. “I was only—” Fisting her hands at her sides, Beatrice made a half-hearted curtsey. It was obvious he was not the sort of man who cared for excuses.

      “The scene has already been compromised enough.” He strode into the room, all his focus on the empty space near the broken window. “Too many do-gooders think they’re helping when they’re only sabotaging the investigation.” He shook his head.

      Too many so-called experts assume they know everything when they’re as human as the next person.

      “My apologies for the condition of the evidence,” Beatrice said instead. “In our defense, we were not aware that you would be so… charitable as to offer the school your assistance.”

      “That remains to be seen.”

      Then why did you come? Beatrice huffed in exasperation and he slid his gaze down from the damaged ceiling.

      “Do you have something to say?” he demanded.

      She shrugged, widening her eyes in feigned innocence. “No, my lord.”

      He narrowed his eyes. She ought to be intimidated by him, and yet, he could huff and grunt all he wanted, he was only a man.

      Albeit a more handsome man than she’d remembered. And that made him even more annoying.

      Anxious to get through this meeting with as little bother as possible, she gestured toward the empty place where the fire had been started. “Our groundsman’s wife, at times, can be a tad too efficient.” There was virtually nothing significant remaining, but for the copper pot and its contents, all of which had been stored downstairs in Primm’s office. But honestly, did he expect they would leave the burned bed, the drapes and ash and soot untouched, like a shroud, on the off chance he’d deign to offer his services?

      “Was anything salvaged?” His voice came out flat even though she noted interest lurking in the back of his black eyes.

      “A few items we deemed significant are in Primm’s office.”

      “But how do you know what is and is not significant?” He flicked her a less than complimentary glance and then dragged his gaze around the room with apparent indifference.

      The casual mask was misleading, she was certain. This man, she’d wager, wasn’t casual about much of anything. He pulsed with an intensity, a buzzing almost.

      It made her uncomfortable.

      “The arsonist left flint sitting on one of the beds, along with its container.” They weren’t idiots. “And the pot in which the fire was started.”

      “I’ll dust all of it for fingerprints.” He strolled across to the window and withdrew a magnifying glass from his jacket. “If I take the case.” He proceeded to examine the sill and framing.

      Her feelings about this, all in all, were conflicting. Because she wanted him to solve their mystery, she was curious how he’d go about doing it, but she also wanted him gone.

      He was a detective, for heaven’s sake!

      Beatrice watched him study the window in a painstaking manner until she could no longer endure the silence.

      “What are you doing?” She took one step forward to try to see what he was seeing.

      “Detecting,” he answered. Did the corner of his lip jerk up just slightly? But it cannot have. That would mean he’d have to have a sense of humor.

      “I’m Miss Walcott.” Lacking a proper introduction, she’d attempt to insert some manner of propriety.

      He went right on working as though she hadn’t spoken.

      “Beatrice Walcott. I teach composition and literature.”

      Still nothing.

      Clasping her hands behind her back, Beatrice rocked on her heels. “We were never properly introduced at Hardwood Castle last week.” Would he apologize for his mistake with this prompt?

      He acted as though nothing of significance had occurred—when in fact, he’d all but ruined her afternoon.

      “I am well aware.” He murmured in a distracted manner, staring intently at what appeared to be nothing more than stained wood.

      “Mrs. Driver is very thorough. I doubt she’s left a speck of useful evidence.” If any had existed in the first place, you buffoon.

      “That is where you are wrong, Miss Walcott.” He dismissed her attempt at civility, directing his attention beyond the happenings at the wedding festivities the week before. Instead, he removed a tiny pair of tweezers along with a small drawstring bag from that same bottomless pocket inside his jacket.

      The sill had been wiped clean; surely he could not have discovered anything there. Nonetheless, she took a step closer.

      “What do you mean?” she asked, more curious than she’d like to admit.

      “I’m of the belief that any crime scene can never be perfectly cleaned. The criminal cannot help but leave something behind—something that will lead to his door—a combination of clues that are unique to his person.”

      “Such as…?”

      “A particular kind of grass, or soil, or thread—specks of evidence so small they can only be seen by the most powerful of microscopes.” He redirected his attention to the window. “Your Mrs. Driver has, indeed, made the task more difficult than it has to be. With fewer pieces of the puzzle to analyze and put together, the culprit will be more difficult to identify.” He exhaled. “But that does not make solving this case impossible.”

      Beatrice leaned in again, squinting her eyes this time. “How can anything be deduced from essentially nothing?” She watched as he squeezed the handles of the small tweezers, noticing the elegance of his fingers, which were slim but capable looking.

      When he held his hand up so light from the window could illuminate the item, his sleeve drew back to reveal a light dusting of black hair on the back of his wrist.

      She dragged her attention back to the task at hand. “What do you see?”

      “This could very well have fallen off your arsonist’s head,” he said. “But we cannot know for certain.”

      “Can you tell the color?”

      “Black.”

      “Like yours.”

      He sent her another one of his annoyed glances before studying the hair some more. “The texture is coarse.” He turned back to the window. “Here is another.”

      Beatrice began slowly shaking her head. She could see how such insight might be helpful, but it was difficult to imagine gathering enough information to catch the culprit from just a few hairs and discarded trinkets.

      “But if you don’t have all the pieces to the puzzle, how do you solve it?”

      “It’s a specific kind of puzzle. It requires one to not only collect evidence, but also eliminate unessential information and then deduce the relationships between what’s left. It’s possible, for instance, that we can eliminate persons with red or blonde hair, which lowers our pool of suspects significantly. You may wish to take notes, Miss Walcott, and you’ll see that as we discover more evidence, our pool of suspects shrinks.”

      When she didn’t move, he stared at her. “Primm said you would assist me.”

      So it wasn’t a suggestion, then. He actually wanted her to take notes.

      Was she to act as his secretary now?

      Doubtful he was going to even take the case, she reached deep into her apron pocket. Removing the small notebook she usually carried, along with a very short and dull pencil, she paused and then spoke out loud as she wrote: black hair. And then she added: Short. Perhaps, underlining the word with slightly more force than necessary.

      “Anything else, my lord?”

      If she had spectacles, she would have placed them low on her nose so that the next time he condescended to glance her way, she could glare over them.

      Lord Sexton either ignored her sarcastic attitude or failed to notice it at all. Likely, the latter, because he methodically proceeded to analyze the rest of the window and the wall surrounding it. With no more than a chair, the towering marquess managed to reach the ceiling, where he plucked off a piece of the burnt debris from inside the plaster.

      Which he sniffed.

      “Tar.”

      “We found tar at the bottom of the container used to start the fire.”

      He met her gaze and dipped his chin. “Write it down, nonetheless. The accelerant appears to have been tar.” Stepping off the chair, he then returned it to its proper desk. “So you see, Miss Walcott. We are now looking for a presumably dark-haired individual who’s been in possession of tar.”

      Beatrice glanced up and resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Why, that’s simply brilliant. And that decreases the size of our pool of suspects immensely.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. Had she pushed too far?

      “Indeed.” He brushed his hands together. “Now, let’s go have a look at this box of evidence being so carefully preserved in your headmistress’s office.”

      Only… Primm needed her to keep Lord Sexton away from Mr. Meadowbrook.

      “Er,” she stalled. “Wouldn’t you like to inspect the rest of the school first? In case the arsonist left any evidence elsewhere?”

      “Has he?”

      She couldn’t exactly lie to him, could she?

      Because she herself, along with Primm, Mr. Stewart, Lord Rosewood and Victoria had inspected it from top to bottom. They’d found nothing out of the ordinary.

      “We believe he entered through the front door,” she admitted.

      “And why is that?”

      “Because we discovered one of the publications on the floor there—as though he’d dropped it and been in too much of a rush to pick it up.”

      “Aside from the one shattered by the fire, were any other windows broken?”

      “No.”

      “Was the building left unlocked?”

      Beatrice was already shaking her head. “It was locked up plenty tight. We were, as you know, away at the⁠—”

      “Wedding,” he filled in for her. “It’s possible our arsonist had a key—highly likely, actually.”

      “But how would he obtain a key?” she asked.

      “That’s an interesting question, isn’t it?” The marquess held her gaze, and for reasons beyond her comprehension, she felt a warm fluttering low in her belly.

      “It is.” But when her voice caught in her throat, she cleared it. “It’s a very good question, indeed.”

      The marquess then returned his magnifying glass to inside his jacket, along with the drawstring bag where he’d stored the strands of hair, and the tweezers. And then he gestured toward the door. “I’m finished here. Take me to the other evidence.”

      No please would you… No if you’d be so kind…

      It truly was a miracle that he hadn’t been raised by wild animals. But marquesses didn’t need miracles. Nor did they need to worry about little things such as kindness, and manners, or hurting people… Unlike normal people, they did whatever they pleased.

      Along with dukes, earls, and viscounts…

      He wasn’t the first and she doubted he’d be the last.

      Dragging her feet as she headed toward the door, a small sigh of frustration escaped her. Because if she was to keep this man from barging in on Primm’s meeting with Mr. Meadowbrook, she was going to be the one who needed a miracle.

      She sent up a prayer but doubted it would be answered. Not twenty minutes had passed, and it was doubtful that Primm’s meeting was over.

      If she was going to keep Lord Sexton away from Mr. Meadowbrook she was going to have to come up with something fast. She quickly considered various strategies.

      Because she’d learned a long time ago that when push came to shove, a lady had no one to rely on but herself.

      Unfortunately, sometimes, the best course of action could be a little drastic.
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      “Shouldn’t you inspect the second floor?” Miss Walcott moved to lead him around the school as though this was a tourist visit.

      Ranulf, however, was not the sort of gentleman to waste time. It was an irreplaceable commodity which he was unwilling to sacrifice without good reason.

      “That won’t be necessary.” He continued descending the steps quickly enough that he managed to get in front of her.

      She scurried to catch up from behind and Ranulf frowned. Not thirty seconds ago, she had been moving along at the pace of a snail.

      What was this Miss Beatrice Walcott woman up to?

      She thought he hadn’t remembered her, but of course he had. He’d caught her glaring at him more than once during Hardwood’s wedding ceremony, but then when he’d had the opportunity to be introduced, she’d turned away as though wanting nothing to do with him.

      By God, she’d practically given him the cut.

      Resolved to locate the headmistress’s office on his own, if necessary, he shoved the image of the too-thin, too-gangly, spinsterish woman chasing behind him out of his thoughts. He also dismissed the recollection of her sapphire blue eyes, which were too large for her face… and her lashes that were too long, her brows too expressive.

      This particular schoolteacher was…

      A little too everything.

      “What of the back staircase?” She was closer than he’d realized. “It’s possible we missed something there. Now that I think about it, that tiny stairwell would be the perfect place for an intruder to hide.”

      It was almost as though she was stalling to keep him from meeting with Miss Primm… which only made Ranulf more determined to locate the headmistress.

      “Later, perhaps—if necessary.” He continued marching down the stairs and, when he reached the first floor ahead of her, intentionally ignored her scrambling behind him.

      He glanced to his left and then his right, and surmised where the headmistress’s office was likely to be—in the direction of the adjacent residence that looked to have been constructed several decades after the original building had been erected.

      Failing to slow him down, Miss Walcott let out a protest. Not a cry, but more of a chirping sound.

      It reminded him of the Eclectus Parrot, a common species he’d only ever seen in Papua, New Guinea. Upon graduating from Cambridge, many of his cohorts had walked about Scotland; Ranulf had sailed the world.

      And his father, recognizing his eldest son’s stubbornness, had allowed it.

      Ranulf dismissed the memory because the creature coming up behind him was no bird.

      “Are you chirping, Miss Walcott?” he asked without glancing back at her.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she answered.

      If he was any other man, he might have found her… charming. But in this moment, he remained focused on the business at hand.

      Ah… The door at the end of the corridor opened, followed by the unmistakable figure of Miss Primm along with an older but vaguely familiar gentleman. Ranulf went to raise his hand so as to capture their attention, but before he could do so, in a startling turn of events, he was accosted from behind.

      By Miss Walcott.

      This spinster was, indeed, doing her best to delay him.

      She gripped both of his arms and—only because he allowed it—dragged him into what, judging by the shelves surrounding him, was the closet where the helpful Mrs. Driver stored her supplies.

      Despite the lack of square footage available, Miss Walcott hastily pulled the door closed behind her. When he went to speak, she hushed him.

      She.

      Hushed.

      Him.

      But that was not all.

      Forced into such a confined space, the two of them were pressed together in a most intimate—most inappropriate—manner.

      He’d initially considered her too tall and also too thin, but in this proximity, Ranulf had no choice but to admit that she was neither of those things. In fact, her height seemed just right, and smashed against him in this manner, he quickly acknowledged that although she was thin, she was not without curves.

      This was, indeed, an interesting turn of events.

      “I thought you’d said everything was in Miss Primm’s office.” Not quite sure of her intent, he resorted to sarcasm. “Is there, by chance, important evidence stored in here?” When she hushed him again, he frowned.

      Despite the pleasant sensation of having her form pressed against his, he didn’t play games.

      “I—I thought this was the teachers’ lounge.” Miss Walcott’s lie could not have been more obvious. In the dim light from a window near the ceiling, Ranulf could just make out a rosy hue ebbing up her neck and into her cheeks.

      The sound of footsteps approaching had her tensing up.

      Surely, she wasn’t attempting to trap him into matrimony? More than one teacher from Miss Primm’s had proven these schoolteachers were not above ruining themselves to capture an aristocratic husband. And yet, panic flared in this woman’s eyes. Furthermore, she wasn’t taking the opportunity to lure him into a more intimate embrace.

      Ranulf reached around her waist to grasp the door handle, but Miss Walcott refused to move away so he could pull the door open.

      When he went to speak again, she reached up and touched his lips.

      “He cannot see you,” she whispered.

      He?

      “Who cannot see me?” Ranulf ignored the feel of her breath near his jaw, and he certainly did not give into the urge to open his mouth and bite her fingertips.

      Even if she did deserve it.

      That and… other carnal urges had no place under these circumstances—even if the blood surging through his veins seemed to have his nether regions gathering forces to disagree.

      He’d been a widower for three years now and the few affairs he’d had had been with widows or women of experience. Never with ladies, and especially not with spinsters.

      “Mr. Meadowbrook—he’s the owner of Meadow⁠—”

      “I know who Meadowbrook is. Why don’t you want him to see me?” Ranulf spoke around her fingertips. And then it dawned on him. “He is considering withdrawing his donations.”

      “Well, yes.” He could hear her wince in the whispered answer. “Seeing as several of your investigations have been written up in the Gazette, you are rather notorious. And if he sees you⁠—”

      “He’ll know there is trouble here at the school.”

      “Shh…” She increased her pressure on his mouth. What would she do if he trapped those fingers between his teeth?

      She shook her head. “We cannot lose his support. And as a professional, you don’t wish to break confidentiality, do you?”

      When he took on a case, he eventually had to conduct interviews. Following a few of his interrogations, people inevitably realized what he was up to.

      But as for this one…

      He’d only come today at Lady Hardwood’s request—as a favor.

      And as he had no intentions of spending a week, possibly longer, looking into one small fire at an all-girls’ school, best he not get anyone’s hopes up.

      “I haven’t said I’d take the case yet.” This time, when he spoke, he got a taste of her soft skin. She tasted like he’d imagine a schoolteacher would taste.

      Like chalk and paper and ink and that indefinable scent one always detected in schools.

      But beneath all that, she tasted clean, with a hint of some undefinable flower. And her hair smelled sweet, like a combination of exotic fruit.

      She jerked her head, knocking her skull into his chin. “But you must! We’ve already begun collecting clues.”

      Anything sweet about this woman was an illusion.

      He deliberately removed her hand from his mouth, holding it down at her side. “I’ve had quite enough of your games, Miss Walcott. If you would be so kind as to step aside, I’ll see that evidence in Miss Primm’s office now.”
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