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“Set in the 1930s, this romantic mystery combines the teetering elegance of Downton Abbey and the staid traditions of Pride and Prejudice with a bit of spunk and determination that suggest Jacqueline Winspear’s Maisie Dobbs.”


—Booklist







“Henrietta and Inspector Howard make a charming odd couple in A Ring of Truth, mixing mystery and romance in a fizzy 1930s cocktail.”


—Hallie Ephron, New York Times bestselling author







For A Girl Like You:


“Michelle Cox masterfully recreates 1930s Chicago, bringing to life its diverse neighborhoods and eclectic residents, as well as its seedy side. Henrietta and Inspector Howard are the best pair of sleuths I’ve come across in ages—Cox makes us care not just about the case, but about her characters. A fantastic start to what is sure to be a long-running series.”


—Tasha Alexander, New York Times bestselling author of The Lady Emily Mysteries







“Fans of spunky, historical heroines will love Henrietta Von Harmon.”


—Booklist starred review







“Flavored with 1930s slang and fashion, this first volume in what one hopes will be a long series is absorbing. Henrietta and Clive are a sexy, endearing, and downright fun pair of sleuths. Readers will not see the final twist coming.”


—Library Journal starred review







For A Promise Given:


“Cox’s eye for historical detail remains sharp.… A pleasant, escapist diversion.”


—Kirkus







“The mix of sleuthing and aristocratic life pairs well with Rhys Bowen’s Royal Spyness series.”


—Booklist







“Series fans will cheer the beginning of Clive and Henrietta’s private investigation business in an entry with welcome echoes of Pride and Prejudice.”


—Publishers Weekly







For A Veil Removed:


“Entertaining … composed of large dollops of romance and a soupçon of mystery, this confection will appeal!”


—Publishers Weekly







“This is a wonderfully-written, engaging story with excellent character treatment and a thrilling mystery.”


—IBPA, Independent Book Publishers Association







“Cox draws textured visuals of a 1930s Chicago mansion replete with cherrywood drink carts, embroidered goose down pillows, brand new wireless radios, Worth gowns, Rothschild coats, and the music of Artie Shaw, Benny Goodman and Tommy Dorsey. It puts us back in the romantically turbulent 1930s Chicago. This engaging story charms us.”


—BookTrib







For A Child Lost:


“… vivid descriptive prose and historical accuracy.”


—Publishers Weekly







“Michelle Cox’s delightful storytelling has a bewitching charm that will keep readers glued to their seats with a perfect blend of absorbing historical facts, intriguing mystery, and thrilling romance.”


—Readers Favorite







“Once again, Cox delivers the passion and intrigue of Henrietta and Clive with a story that leaps right off the page. A Child Lost is a true thrill …”


—Paperback Paris


















A Spying Eye



A HENRIETTA AND


INSPECTOR HOWARD


NOVEL







BOOK 6





MICHELLE COX


[image: Logo: She Writes Press]


SHE WRITES PRESS









Copyright © 2022 Michelle Cox


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.


Published 2022


Printed in the United States of America


Print ISBN:978-1-64742-500-5


E-ISBN:978-1-64742-501-2


Library of Congress Control Number: 2019916053


For information, address:


She Writes Press


1569 Solano Ave #546


Berkeley, CA 94707


She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.


All company and/or product names may be trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks and are the property of their respective owners.


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.









To Sue Splinter Conlon, my very first friend and co-founder of The Spying Eyes Detective Agency


We spent endless summers roaming pastures and playgrounds looking for mysteries to solve, and though we never found one, I will not soon forget those happy, innocent days. Thank you for unceasing friendship; it has meant the world to me.












Chapter 1






“How do I look?” Henrietta asked as she entered the well-appointed drawing room of Lord and Lady Linley’s London home.


“Darling, you know very well you look ravishing.” Clive lowered the newspaper he was perusing to glance over at her. He was, of course, already dressed in white tie and was merely passing the time by reading the London business news, waiting for her to descend from their rooms, where Henrietta’s maid, Edna, had spent the last hour dressing her mistress.


Unlike the first time the Howards had crossed the Atlantic, which had been on their honeymoon trip to visit Clive’s ancestral home, Castle Linley, in Derbyshire, England, they had this time agreed to at least bring along a lady’s maid to aid Henrietta in her dress, especially as they would be much more in society this time, at least while in London, it being the height of the season, and likewise considering that Clive was hopeless at buttons.


It still made Henrietta smile to think of the years she had spent dressing herself in any number of costumes she had worn for her various jobs not so very long ago, her stints as an usherette at a burlesque theater and as a Dutch girl at the Chicago World’s Fair being foremost in her mind. Never in those days of extreme poverty had she imagined that she would one day be married to the dashing heir of the fabulously wealthy Howard family of Winnetka and would thus be required to dress in such elaborate gowns that she needed the aid of another person to not only arrange and fasten them but to likewise style her hair every evening.


Her personal maid, Edna, herself barely twenty, had been hesitant to accompany her mistress to foreign shores when the idea was first announced, having never gone beyond the Chicago environs in her whole life. She had come round to the idea with amazing alacrity, though, when Clive’s mother, Antonia, suggested that perhaps Gertrude, one of the downstairs parlor maids, should go instead—if Edna was reluctant, that is. No, Edna had suddenly declared, she would go.


As it turned out, however, poor Edna had spent the majority of their voyage on the Queen Mary sick as a dog in the bowels of the ship, leaving Henrietta to fend for herself much of the time, anyway. Henrietta had not minded in the least, as it left her and Clive to be blissfully on their own, unencumbered by servants or any other persons, for that matter, which had been the point of getting away in the first place, Henrietta more than once reminded Clive, who worried that she was overexerting herself while her maid lay in bed below deck. “Clive, don’t be silly. I’m perfectly well. If anything, the sea air is doing me good.”


Clive had not responded to this but had continued to hover around her in the most annoying, albeit charming, way. He, for his part, had managed to successfully leave his valet behind, saying that he would not be stalked by the odious Carter while trying to enjoy this attempt at a resurrected honeymoon, the first one having been brought to an unfortunate halt by the untimely death of his father, which had sent them hurrying back to Chicago before they had barely even gotten started.





“I don’t know what you have against the man,” Antonia had sniffed as she sat across from Clive at dinner the night before he and Henrietta had left on their grand trip. “He served your father very well all those years, and being English himself, he would be quite a valuable asset while abroad, Clive.”


“Mother, we’ve been through all of this before.” Clive let out a sigh. “Carter’s positively ancient. He’d barely survive the voyage, much less our travels through the continent. We plan to do a lot of walking. Hiking, I think they call it. Isn’t that right, darling?” he said, throwing a wink at Henrietta.


“Hiking? Whatever for? Sounds monstrous.” Antonia rang the little brass bell beside her, signaling the new footman, Albert, to clear and reset their places for dessert. “You must consider Henrietta’s condition, Clive. She needs rest; isn’t that what you told me? And why do you need to scurry away just now instead of waiting until after the garden party? It’s rather cruel of you, you know.”


Henrietta was of the mind that it was actually a little bit unfair to leave Antonia to herself for the Howards’ annual gala in late July, but Clive, used to his mother’s manipulations, was having none of it.


“We can’t possibly wait until after that, Mother. I mean to take advantage of the weather. Besides, Julia will be here, and you two have always managed it on your own, so I don’t see what it matters. If you take my advice, which I’m certain you won’t, you’ll cancel it this year. After all, it hasn’t even been a year yet since Father died. No one expects it.”


“Of course, they do, Clive. How ridiculous. It’s more important than ever, I should imagine.”


“I am sorry to miss it, Antonia,” Henrietta said sincerely, finally deciding to speak for herself.


“I know it’s not your fault, dear.” Antonia let out a little sigh of her own. “You’ll just have to make the most of the Season, never mind the weather.” She shot Clive a little dagger. “Now, I’ve made some … inquiries, you might say, and, as I mentioned just before we came in to dinner, you’re to attend the Duke of Buckingham’s ball the first week you arrive.”


“Ah, yes. This again. Mother, please; we’re trying to get away from all of that. That’s the point of a honeymoon, remember?”


Antonia looked affronted. “You speak as if it’s a burden, Clive! Well, I’m sorry,” she said before he could speak, “but duty is duty. You can’t possibly pass up this chance. And,” she paused, waiting for Albert to finish placing a small dish of sorbet in front of each of them, “as it turns out, I have a little surprise.” She looked eagerly from one to the other. “It seems I’ve finally unearthed the Von Harmons! With some help from Lady Linley, of course,” she added with a conceding little tilt of her head.


Henrietta looked quizzically at Clive, who responded with a small shrug. Von Harmon had been her maiden name, but she had no idea what her mother-in-law was talking about.


“Now, it’s all arranged,” Antonia hurried on, either not noticing or ignoring their confusion. “You’re to stop in Strasbourg on your way to Lucerne and stay with Baron Von Harmon. He is most intrigued to meet you.”


“Who’s Baron Von Harmon?” Clive asked with only mild interest. “I’ve never heard of him.”


Antonia’s look of delight withered slightly. “Why, Baron Von Harmon is an uncle of some sort to Henrietta. On her father’s side. Do you not remember?” she asked Henrietta.


Henrietta set down her sorbet spoon and tried to think. She did not have a good feeling about this. She should have never repeated to Antonia the silly tales her father had once told his large brood of children as they sat with their meager supper in a shabby apartment in the city. They were stories of the “old country,” as he called it—a place called Alsace-Lorraine, where the Von Harmons had, once upon a time, been part of the landed class, or so he had bragged. None of them, however, particularly Henrietta’s antagonistic mother, had ever really believed that their father’s stories were anything more than that—just stories.


But, Henrietta remembered now, in her own defense, she had not volunteered this portion of her family history readily; Antonia had prodded her into extracting it upon their very first meeting. Flustered in that moment, Henrietta had eventually managed to unearth a small detail from one of her father’s tales, which was that an errant Von Harmon—or so she seemed to remember—had run off to Chicago, thus beginning the lowly American branch of the Von Harmons. Flimsy though this reference was, it was enough for Antonia to later confirm that Henrietta must indeed be a descendant of this noble line.


“Do you not recall when you first came to us, and I wrote to Lady Linley about the possible connection?” Antonia looked at her expectantly, as if this was all the explanation Henrietta should need to piece together the puzzle.


In truth, so much had happened so quickly when Clive had initially brought home the impoverished Henrietta, proudly announcing her as his fiancée, that she must have forgotten this choice bit of information. What had been more distressing—for Henrietta, anyway—and more immediate in its effects, had not been the discovery of her father’s supposed noble connections, but the revelation that her mother had in fact been an Exley, one of Antonia and Alcott’s gilded set. Antonia, however, desperate as she was at the beginning to validate Clive’s inappropriate choice of a wife in any way that she could, had made much of both, Henrietta seemed to remember now. At the time, Henrietta had judged the theory regarding her father’s family to be a bit farfetched, but she was much too shy and confused in those early days to counter the formidable Antonia Howard.


“Antonia, I’m sure they are no relation.” Henrietta traded her sorbet spoon for the etched wine glass to her right, sensing that a battle with her mother-in-law was just on the horizon. “Von Harmon is probably a very common name.”


“Yes, and we can’t possibly change our itinerary to stay in some crumbling château on the French border with these people you assume are Henrietta’s relatives. It’s absurd. And even if they are related in some distant way, what significance would it possibly serve for us to meet them, sparing perhaps a mild curiosity on the part of Henrietta?”


“Clive, honestly,” Antonia said stiffly. “I know you cannot possibly be this naïve. You’re just being stubbornly obtuse, and it’s very bad form, not to mention unfeeling. I’ve gone to considerable trouble, so do not thwart me in this. You must absolutely reconnect with Henrietta’s family. If not for our sake, then surely for hers. The Von Harmons are a very old family. There is a Hapsburg connection somewhere there, and Louisa Von Harmon was a lady-in-waiting to Queen Mary. You have no idea how much this will elevate us, Clive.”


“I wasn’t aware we were in need of any further elevation, Mother. I’m quite breathless at this height as it is,” Clive said crisply. “Isn’t having Lord and Lady Linley as your in-laws a close enough connection to the peerage to be content?”


“Don’t be impertinent, Clive. What I’m asking is not so very much, is it? You’re going to be in London anyway. Why can’t you attend the duke’s ball? And why not stop in Strasbourg for a few days? It’s a very beautiful city, you know.”


“Mother, I—”


“Of course, we’ll attend the ball, Antonia,” Henrietta interrupted, giving Clive a look. “You’ll have to help me choose which gown.”


“But of course, my dear. See, Clive? She’s being sensible.”


“Sensible?” Clive laughed. “I suppose you’re right to a certain extent. She’s sensible enough to know when to change tactics.”


“I am still in the room, you know,” Henrietta said with raised eyebrows. “And as far as Strasbourg is concerned, I confess I am a little curious to meet this Baron Von Harmon. Aren’t you, Clive? You never know, it might be entertaining.”


“I can think of a better word for it,” Clive grumbled, swirling his glass. “Let’s discuss it later.”


With that answer, Henrietta knew she would not get any more from him at that moment, but she also knew that, in the end, he would deny her nothing. What difference would it make if they had a diversion for a couple of days from their decided path? Isn’t that what they had wanted? Spontaneity? But she knew that if she presented it this way, he would say that it wasn’t spontaneous at all, apparently having been planned weeks in advance by his mother and his aunt, Lady Linley.


Antonia, also seeming to sense that she would not get anything more from Clive on the subject, abruptly rose from her place. The gangly Albert hurried over to pull her chair for her. “Shall we go through and leave poor Clive to his port, my dear?”


“Yes, of course, Antonia.” Henrietta rose as well, though she knew that Clive was itching to do away with these old traditions, particularly since his father’s death. He had suggested as much a few weeks prior, but Antonia would have none of it, insisting that nothing about their routine should change in the slightest. Clive had fumed about it in their private rooms, but Henrietta had advised him to wait it out.





“I say, you do look rather beautiful,” Clive said now, folding his paper and looking at her appreciatively.


Henrietta made a show of turning this way and that, showing off the gold lamé Chanel gown with puffed sleeves and an exposed back that Antonia had insisted she wear, saying that it would be absolutely perfect for this evening’s gala. “It’s a shame Wallace and Amelie couldn’t be here as well.”


“Well, you know Wallace. He was never one for London.” Clive stood up and adjusted his tie. “A drink before we go?”


Henrietta nodded. “Still, I would have liked to see Amelie again. And the boys, though no doubt they would have left them behind.”


“There’s a chance that Wallace might make it down before we’re off.” Clive lifted the heavy crystal decanter from the sideboard and poured out two sherries. “But no guarantees. He’s always hated this place.” Clive handed her a glass. “In fact, I’m pretty sure Wallace will sell it once Uncle passes.”


“No! Really?” Henrietta took a sip of her sherry and looked around the old-fashioned room, papered in dark green flock and trimmed in mahogany. “What a shame!”


“He’s said as much, anyway, in his last letter to me,” Clive said, putting the large crystal stopper back into the decanter with a clink. “Said we should ‘live it up’ before it goes up on the block. I think he was specifically referring to the wine cellar. Provided the servants haven’t already drunk it dry,” he said, shifting his gaze to the doorway, as if a servant might be standing just on the other side, which wasn’t likely, Henrietta guessed, as there were precious few servants here at all—just a butler, a housekeeper, a cook, and one footman, who likewise doubled as the chauffeur. It was terribly understaffed, and Henrietta couldn’t imagine how they operated such a big house on their own. A hired maid appeared every morning, but she did not live in, making Henrietta again grateful that she had followed Antonia’s advice and brought along Edna.


“I can’t say I blame Wallace,” Clive went on. “It is horribly outdated, and I’m sure it costs a fortune to run. A fortune, we both know, that Wallace doesn’t have.”


Poor Wallace, Clive’s sole cousin, had gone against Lord Linley’s wishes—nay, his pleading, almost bullying—that he marry well, and had instead secretly married a penniless French woman who had nursed him back to health after he was injured in the war. It was assumed that this was one of the reasons Lord Linley still lay ill in bed, the discovery of his only remaining son’s imprudent marriage nearly crippling him. Wallace’s older brother, Linley, the heir, had not been quite so fortunate as Wallace during the war and had perished on the Somme, thereby passing the title and all of its heavy burdens onto Wallace, who had absolutely no desire to be “lord of the manor.” Brought utterly low by Wallace’s rash decision to marry for love, Lord Linley had declared that it meant certain financial ruin for the crumbling estate and had taken to his bed. Not even the revelation that Wallace and Amelie already had a son and future heir as well as another newly born could rouse Montague Howard for more than a few hours a day. And then, the tragic news of his brother’s untimely death in Chicago had nearly finished him off completely.


“Maybe we should buy it,” Henrietta suggested, taking another sip of her sherry.


Clive scoffed. “Darling, whatever for? It’s positively ghastly. If we do someday return to England, we can always stay at The Savoy or travel up to Castle Linley, provided Wallace doesn’t turn the whole thing into a home for shell-shocked soldiers, or some such damned thing, once Uncle dies.”


“You don’t really think he’ll do that, do you?”


“Well, he’s threatened it enough.”


Henrietta looked around the room again. It would be a shame to lose something that had been in the family for so long, and she hated to see the end of things. “I thought you liked old-fashioned things,” she said wistfully, running a finger along the ornate rococo clock on the mantle. “And what about sentiment?”


“Darling, there’s a difference between old-fashioned and foolish. Especially when it involves a new slate roof, a new heating system, and tuck-pointing, to say the least.” He took a large drink. “Besides, it’s 1936. Sentiment, unfortunately, has died. We must move on. Be modern.”


“Well, I rather like this place.” She looked around again. “What will they do with all of this stuff?”


“Sell it probably. Or ship it to Castle Linley.”


“What a shame.”


“Yes, it is, darling, but it’s not our concern. We have enough at Highbury to worry about, speaking of repairs. Another?” Clive asked, holding up his now-empty glass.


“We’d better not, Clive. We should go.”


“All right,” he sighed and gave the thick strap that hung beside the fireplace a tug.


Within moments, Evans appeared. “You rang, sir?”


“We’re leaving now, Evans. Tell Farnsworth to bring the car around.”


“Very good, sir,” Evans said, swaying slightly in the doorway before withdrawing.


Clive took a step toward Henrietta and ran a finger down her arm. “Do we really have to go to this?”


Henrietta patted his cheek. “Clive, don’t be such a child. Of course, we do. Antonia would be furious if we missed it.”


Evans entered the room, then, balancing Henrietta’s fur stole across his arms.


“Must you always bring my mother into it?” Clive sighed, stepping back as the elderly butler attempted to drape the stole across Henrietta’s shoulders, his rheumatic hands letting it slip several times. Finally, Clive stepped forward. “Thank you, Evans, I’ve got it.”


“As you wish, sir,” Evans said, blinking his droopy, watery eyes several times as he stood back.


Clive arranged the stole, letting his hands linger on Henrietta’s bare shoulders. She could see the all-too-familiar flicker of desire in his eyes.


“If we didn’t have this damn ball to go to, I’d take you upstairs and—”


“Clive!” she said, putting a finger to his lips and rolling her eyes toward Evans, who was still sagging nearby.


Clive let out a little laugh. “I find it utterly charming that you’re still shy in front of the servants,” he whispered into her ear. “Very well,” he said, standing up straight, “shall we go and get this over with? Evans, is the car ready?”


“I believe so, sir, yes.”


Evans shuffled ahead of them and held open the front door, adjusting his wrinkled suit coat and attempting to stand as much at attention as his rounded shoulders would allow.


“Thank you, Evans. That will be all for tonight,” Henrietta said gently.


Evans turned his viscous eyes to Clive, apparently seeking validation.


“Yes, yes, Evans,” Clive said absently, stealing a grin at Henrietta as he took her arm. “You needn’t wait up.”


“Very good, sir.”


 











Chapter 2






The drive to Grosvenor Square was not long at all, Lord and Lady Linley’s home being, as it was, located in the only slightly less fashionable area of St. James’s.


When they alighted from the ancient Rolls, Clive told Farnsworth not to wait, that they would either walk home if it was still warm, or hail a cab if it wasn’t. Henrietta could visibly see the relief on the man’s face as he tipped his hat to them and wished them a good evening.


Clive linked his arm through Henrietta’s and led her up the few front stairs of the Duke of Buckingham’s London home. From the outside, it resembled all the rest of the Regency mansions lining the square, several stories high and just as wide, with Corinthian pillars built into the red brick. It exuded power and elegance and stately tradition, but as the Howards stepped inside, Henrietta was stunned by how very modern the interior appeared.


The grand foyer was paneled halfway up in a sleek cherrywood, and art deco sconces lined the walls where once, Henrietta assumed, ornate fixtures of gilded brass or gold might have been. Also gone was any sign of the usual thick wallpaper, the walls instead being painted in a color that Henrietta could only describe as some shade of bluish-green—aqua, she thought it was called. Besides the servant who stepped forward to take her stole and Clive’s top hat and the two perfectly uniformed footmen standing guard at the front door, there seemed to be absolutely no other vestige of formality, at least that Henrietta could see. Indeed, several guests in varying degrees of drunkenness were laughing and talking in the foyer, and one woman ran past them, giving a little screech of delight as a young man chased her.


“What were you saying about modern?” Henrietta murmured to Clive as they stepped past a fountain, of all things, that had actual running water cascading into a pool in the floor in the middle of the room. Clive responded with merely a little harrumph and guided her toward what she assumed was the ballroom, which, she soon found, had more the feel of a nightclub than what one would expect from a “ball” given by a peer of the realm. No servant stepped forward to announce them, not that he would have been heard anyway over the loud jazz that emanated from somewhere deep inside the room, so they merely stepped into the throng of people who were laughing, chatting, dancing wildly, and throwing back what looked to be martinis. If this is what passed for fashion and respectability amongst the London aristocracy, she thought, looking eagerly around, then they were woefully behind in Chicago, where their gilded North Shore set still primarily entertained with a string quartet and waltzes and old champagne.


Henrietta gripped Clive’s arm and strained her ears to try to pick out what the band was playing. Her heart gave a little thrill when she realized it was “Lovely to Look At,” which made her feel at once both a little homesick and nostalgic. It had been one of her favorites when she worked as a taxi dancer in a cheap dance hall in Chicago, which is where, coincidentally, she and Clive had surreptitiously met. At sixteen years her senior, Clive’s musical tastes, she knew, ran closer to those of his parents’, but he was wonderfully indulgent of her love for the latest big band sound and had even hired the famous Helen Forrest to sing at their wedding reception as a surprise. Likewise, he didn’t mind when she wanted to listen to Your Hit Parade on the radio at night in their private wing at Highbury, and he had also bought her several jazz records for their Victrola.


A footman carrying a large tray of drinks passed very near them, and Clive managed to snag a martini and a flute of champagne before the man disappeared completely into the crowd, gingerly weaving his way through. Henrietta gratefully accepted the champagne Clive held out to her and looked around the room for the duke.


The duke, one Archibald Villiers, Clive had explained on the drive over, had only recently assumed the title and was quite young—barely twenty-two—and already had a reputation as being a bit of a scamp. Likewise, he was rumored to be close friends with the abdicated King Edward, which also implied much.


“Do you see him?” Henrietta shouted at Clive over the din.


“Who?” Clive asked, looking around himself.


“The duke, of course.”


“Well, never having met him, I can’t say for sure, but if I had to guess, I’d say that was him over there.” Clive gestured with his martini in the direction of a young man surrounded by an eager group of hangers-on. He cut an elegant figure, his suit perfectly tailored and his short, very blond hair slicked back. Henrietta studied him. He was laughing, exuding an air of confident frivolity, as if he were just a schoolboy having pals over during the holidays and not entertaining London society as the Duke of Buckingham.


“And here I thought you knew all of the British aristocracy,” Henrietta teased. “Is he married?”


“Heavens, no. But I think Mother mentioned that an arrangement has been made with Josephina Ridley, one of Viscount Ridley’s daughters.”


“An arrangement? Sounds like a business deal.”


“It very probably is.” Clive took a drink of his martini, which, Henrietta was surprised to see, was already almost gone. She knew he couldn’t possibly be intimidated in this aristocratic setting, but, she also knew, neither did he enjoy it, or any such privileged event he had been born to. It was one of the reasons he had tried, after the war, to take up a new life in the city as a detective with the Chicago police before his parents had successfully reeled him back in to take his place at the helm of Highbury and his father’s firm, Linley Standard. Also, she knew that crowds sometimes afflicted him—an aftereffect of the war. “Fits” he called them, though he was extremely ashamed to ever talk about them at length.


After studying Clive for several moments and deciding that he was not about to experience one of them now, Henrietta finally pulled her eyes from him to again look over at the duke and noticed that they seemed to have somehow caught his attention. It was only momentary, however, before he looked away, laughing at something someone near to him said. Henrietta continued to observe him, though, until he shot her another unexpected glance, catching her in the act of staring at him and causing her to flush a little with embarrassment. She looked away. He was dreadfully handsome. She forced herself to look around at the crowd, briefly trying to memorize the gowns, as she knew Antonia would expect her to write about them in her next letter home. But after only a few moments, she found her gaze ventured back to the duke, and she was surprised to see that he was now walking straight toward them, the crowd parting easily for him as he did so.


“I say, you must be the two Americans we’ve been expecting,” he said once he stood before them, his voice light and boyish. “Mr. and Mrs. Howard, is that right?” He gripped a cigarette between two fingers of his right hand, the other resting lightly in the front pocket of his tuxedo.


“That is correct, Your Grace.” Clive gave him a respectful nod. “I’m Clive Linley Howard, and may I present my wife, Henrietta Howard.”


Henrietta held out her hand to the duke, who took it and brought it to his lips. “Delighted.” He looked her up and down completely before releasing her hand.


Clive cleared his throat. “I must thank you for the invitation,” he said stiffly, drawing the duke’s attention back to himself. “I’m afraid that was my mother’s doing, and I do apologize.”


The duke chuckled. “Think nothing of it. What would we do without meddling mothers, eh? Fortunately, mine has disappeared somewhere or other. She doesn’t quite approve of my soirees,” he said, gesturing widely with his cigarette.


“I was sorry to hear of your father’s death,” Clive said, trying not to shout over the music.


“Thank you. Thank you, indeed. Rotten luck,” the duke said, his brow a little furrowed. “He was a great friend of your uncle, Lord Linley, I believe. Shame he couldn’t attend tonight, but I daresay I’m very glad for the chance to meet the two of you,” he said, his eyes flicking to Henrietta, where they hovered a few extra moments. “What brings you to London?” he asked, turning back to Clive now as he inhaled deeply. “Surely it’s not to attend this gathering. If so, you’re sure to be disappointed. Frightfully dull, really,” he said, looking around ruefully.


“A bit of business. I’m here to meet with some of our London investors, and then off we go to the continent.”


“Ah. Wise move. London during the season is positively beastly. I presume you’re off to Italy?”


“Eventually,” Clive said, draining his martini. “We’ll spend some time in Switzerland before going on to Italy and then finishing in Paris.”


The duke gave an approving nod. “Switzerland is beautiful this time of year, but I’d give Paris a miss. It’s overrated, if you ask me.”


“Well, I can’t wait to see it,” Henrietta said boldly and took a sip of her champagne. “Clive’s promised to take me to the Eiffel Tower.”


“Have you never been?” the duke asked, looking at her with incredulousness.


“No, I haven’t. It will be my first time.”


The duke studied her intently. “Well, then, you must forgive me. I forget that not everyone is as jaded as I am.”


“You’re awfully young to be jaded, Your Grace,” Henrietta said and instantly blushed.


A wry smile erupted across the duke’s face. “I say, Mrs. Howard, would you care to dance?”


Henrietta hesitated. She wasn’t intimidated, exactly, by the man standing before her—hadn’t she danced with hundreds of men at the Promenade? And hadn’t she already danced with an assortment of the aristocracy at Castle Linley? But she felt a twinge of disappointment that her first dance would not be with Clive. She knew, however, that she couldn’t very well refuse the Duke of Buckingham, especially as a guest in his home. She glanced at Clive, whose eyes, instead of expressing any sort of empathy or what was usually jealousy in these types of situations, was looking on with a maddening trace of amusement. Rascal!


“But of course, Your Grace,” she said sweetly, making sure that Clive saw her bat her eyes at the duke as she accepted his arm. The duke proceeded to lead her across the floor, but Henrietta couldn’t help but glance back over her shoulder and suppressed an urge to laugh at the sight of Clive’s now-narrowed eyes.


“You really must call me Archie,” the duke said languidly. “Everyone does. Heraldry is such a bore, don’t you think?” He turned to face her now and took her hand in his.


“I … I wouldn’t know, Your Grace. I mean … Archie.”


“That’s better.” He smiled at her and placed his other hand on the small—the very small—of her back, expertly leading her into the rhythm. He smelled delightfully of expensive cologne and tobacco. There was silence between them for the first few moments of the dance, and Henrietta concentrated on watching all of the couples swirling around them.


“I must say, you dance beautifully, Mrs. Howard,” the duke said, leaning close and speaking near her ear to be heard over the music.


“Thank you,” she said, biting back a secret smile. “I’ve had a lot of practice.”


“Chicago, is it? Where you’re from? I think that’s what my mother told me. I forget so much of what she says, if I’m being perfectly honest.”


“Yes, Chicago. Though Clive and I live north. Highbury is the name of the Howard estate.”


“I’ve never been to Chicago. New York a few times, of course, but not to the wilds.”


Henrietta laughed. This was not the first time she had heard the English liken Chicago to some sort of frontier town. “You should try it sometime. You’ll find us quite civilized. My husband and I would be happy to entertain you, though I think you might find Highbury rather dull, as you put it just now.”


“Oh, I can’t imagine any place being dull if you’re there, Mrs. Howard,” he said close to her ear again.


Henrietta pulled back slightly. She had begun attracting men’s stares since she was a girl, and now, at just twenty years old, her beauty was unmatched. She was a woman whom men looked twice at, and, if truth be told, it had been what had sparked the attention of the cold, aloof Inspector Howard when he had shown up at the Promenade that night.


When she had eventually agreed to marry Clive, she naïvely thought that living amongst more genteel persons might finally eliminate this unwanted lasciviousness, but she found, to her disappointment, that there were just as many men in the landed class that stared at her full breasts and shapely legs as there had been bartenders and fry cooks who were guilty of the same.


“Am I to congratulate you, Your Grace?” she asked stiffly and enjoyed his momentary look of confusion.


“I don’t know. Are you?” he asked, righting himself just as quickly. He twirled her. “But of course, you are referring to my impending engagement to the honorable Miss Ridley,” he said once she was back in his arms. “How very informed you are, Mrs. Howard.”


“I suppose you must call me Henrietta.”


“Henrietta.” He tilted his head approvingly. “I very much like the sound of that. And very cleverly done.”


“Your Grace?”


“I’m sure it’s not an accident that I’m granted the use of your Christian name only after my betrothed is mentioned. Very sensible.”


Henrietta couldn’t help but let a little laugh escape.


He instantly leaned closer. “How long did you say you would be in London?”


“We leave in two days’ time.”


“Ah.” He was silent for a few moments. “And exactly why are you going abroad? Did you already mention it?”


“It’s sort of a second honeymoon, I guess you might say.” She contemplated mentioning Alcott’s death, but before she could decide whether to bring all of that up, he spoke.


“A second honeymoon, eh? It begs several impertinent questions, but I’ll refrain. It sounds dreadfully tedious, not to mention romantic. But, then again, you are American.”


Henrietta wasn’t sure what to say to that.


“Where are you staying in Switzerland?”


“Lucerne for a time, and then we go to Zurich. But first we’re stopping in Strasbourg.”


Henrietta felt his shoulder stiffen slightly under her gloved hand, as if she had said something wrong.


“Strasbourg? How terribly odd. Whatever for?” His brow wrinkled. “It’s a charming little place, I’ll grant you that, but there’s really nothing there to see.”


“Have you been?”


The duke shifted. “A few times, I believe. Nothing to signify.”


“Oh, then you’ll have to tell us where to go. I apparently have family there. We’re going to stay with them at Château du Freudeneck.”


“Château du Freudeneck?” He pulled back just a little to look more closely at her. “Can you possibly mean Baron Von Harmon?”


“Why, yes! Do you know him?”


“Not personally. He may be a distant cousin, I believe. You’re related, you say?”


“Yes,” Henrietta answered, noting the change in tone in the duke’s voice, which had gone from flirtatious to suddenly serious and intrigued. “My maiden name is Von Harmon,” Henrietta continued. “I haven’t the faintest idea of how I’m related, but Clive’s mother is convinced there is a connection, so we’ve agreed to stop.”


“This is most interesting, Mrs. Howard.”


“Oh, dear, I must have said something very wrong. Now I’m back to being Mrs. Howard.” She tried giving him a sly smile, but it did not resonate the way she had hoped.


“Not at all,” he said. “You’ve been the most charming of partners.” The song ended, then, and the duke released her. “Thank you, Mrs. Howard. Henrietta,” he said, giving her a slight bow. “It was a pleasure to meet you. I suspect we’ll meet again very soon.”


“Well, perhaps, but—”


Clive appeared at her elbow, surprising her.


“Ah. Mr. Howard. Perfectly timed.” The duke tilted his head. “Enjoy your time in London. And abroad,” he added, his eyes darting to Henrietta. “You’ll excuse me now,” he said with a forced smile. “I must greet my other guests.” He turned, then, and wove his way into the crowd, just as the band began playing “You Are My Lucky Star.”


“What happened?” Clive asked, over the music.


“I’m not sure. I’ve just had the strangest conversation.”


“Well, I can’t say I’m surprised. Come on,” he said, putting an arm around her waist. “Let’s dance. They’re playing our song.”


“I didn’t think you noticed,” Henrietta said, putting her hand in his.


“Well, I am a detective, you know. I tend to notice little things.” He pulled her tight.


Henrietta let out a little laugh. “Clive! You’ll crush my dress.”


“I don’t care,” he said, twirling her now and then pulling her close again.


“Well, your mother will.”


“Must you always bring up my mother?” His right eye twitched mischievously as he stared down at her.


“If necessary. Yes.”


“Let’s get out of here,” he whispered in her ear, sending a little shiver of arousal cascading down her back.


“Already? We’ve only just arrived!” she said, trying to fight it.


“Darling, there’s a wine cellar that needs attention.”


“And here I thought it was me you wanted.”


“That goes without saying,” he said and bent to kiss her despite the fact that they were in so very public a place. She doubted, however, that anyone was paying the slightest bit of attention to them, which was wonderfully refreshing. She laced her fingers behind his neck and kissed him back.


“Oh, all right. But don’t think you’re always to get your way, you naughty thing.”


“Understood,” he mumbled through a grin and kissed her again.


 











Chapter 3






“Telegram for you, sir,” Evans said quietly, creeping into the breakfast room with a silver salver, on top of which lay a crisp envelope.


Clive grimaced as he reached for it. They hadn’t been in London for more than forty-eight hours and were already receiving a telegram. This could mean nothing good. “Thank you, Evans,” he said curtly and waited for him to retreat before examining it. “Shall we wager on who this is from?” He held it up in the air.


Henrietta looked up briefly from her toast, to which she had been studiously applying jam.


Without waiting for her to answer, Clive went on. “My guess is that it’s Elsie saying—” he paused to think, raising his eyes to the ceiling. “Saying that Anna’s been kidnapped,” he finished, referring to Henrietta’s sister and the little girl she had recently become the protector of.


“Clive!”


“Well? Would it surprise you?” he asked, using a clean butter knife to open the envelope. Elsie was always getting herself in some sort of scrape, particularly of late. He pulled out the thin sheet of paper and quickly read the brief message. Thank God. It wasn’t, after all, something to do with Elsie—or anyone back home, for that matter. He tossed it to the side of his plate. “It’s from Wallace. Apparently, he won’t be traveling down today after all.”


“That’s too bad,” Henrietta responded sincerely, “but I didn’t think it was worth it anyway. We’re leaving this afternoon.” She very prettily took a bite of her toast. “Does he say why?”


“Apparently, Uncle Montague has taken another turn.”


“Oh, no! Perhaps we change our plans. Go to Linley instead?”


Clive pushed his plate to the side, trying not to think of what his mother would say if she were here to see him do so. She would positively despair at the servants’ inattentiveness. “No, I don’t think so. He urges us not to, says that he will see us when we arrive back from Europe.”


Henrietta reached for the pitcher of milk. “Speaking of, are you all packed? We leave in a couple of hours, you know.”


“I’m aware of that, darling. And you needn’t lord it over me,” he said, picking up the newspaper, neatly ironed and folded at his right elbow. He knew that she was enjoying the fact that Edna had already arranged all of her things in her houndstooth cases, while he had been left to pack for himself. He opened the paper and gave it a little shake.


“All I’m saying is—” She was interrupted, however, by the entrance of Evans yet again.


“I’m sorry to disturb you, sir.”


Clive let out an irritated sigh and put down his paper. “What is it now, Evans?”


“There is a gentleman here to see you, sir. Shall I say you’re at home?”


“A gentleman?” His brow furrowed. “Who is it?”


“He says he is a Mr. John Hartle, sir.”


Hartle? Clive had not spoken to Chief Inspector John Hartle since their original trip to Castle Linley where Clive—and Henrietta, as it had happened—had assisted him in solving the murder of a man in a local pub. But why on earth would he be in London? Dread filled Clive’s chest as his mind immediately jumped to his uncle. Had he died? But that didn’t make sense; wouldn’t someone have telephoned? Perhaps it’s something to do with Wallace … or one of the children, he worried.


“Show him into the study, Evans. I’ll be there directly.”


“Very good, sir,” the elderly man answered and disappeared.


Clive stood up and shot a glance at Henrietta. “Coming, darling?”


“If you think I should,” she said with a slight dip of her chin and a certain look, both of which suggested she was testing him.


“Darling, this is no time to quibble. Of course, I want you to come. I can’t imagine what the man is doing here, but it can’t be anything good.”


“I agree,” Henrietta said, quickly folding her napkin and setting it next to her plate. “I suppose it’s too much to hope that it’s a social call?”


“I doubt it,” Clive said, adjusting his tie. “Come. Let’s get it over with.”


Though there had been various fits and starts in the early days of their relationship, Clive had finally promised Henrietta that she would be a real partner in their fledgling detective agency, such as it was. It was a promise, however, that he still privately had reservations about and one which he found difficult to keep at times, as he was fiercely protective of her, despite her reminding him that she had grown up in poverty in Chicago and was not quite the china doll he imagined her to be. It was only after Henrietta’s recent miscarriage and subsequent fall into depression that Clive had finally “come to his senses,” fearing this sad change in his wife more than any external threat. For the first time, he found himself helpless to protect her, and upon the advice of Bennett, his father’s right-hand man at the firm and now his, he had tentatively involved her in a case in a desperate attempt to cheer her, no matter that he had practically had to invent one. As it turned out, the case did prove successful in rousing Henrietta from her malaise, though, as usual, it had turned into something much more sinister than he could ever have predicted. Even after it was solved, he tried not to think about the danger she had been in and instead attempted to simply be grateful to have her back to her old self. But he had resolved that he wasn’t about to take any more chances with their happiness. It was the reason he had proposed this trip in the first place.





“Inspector Hartle,” Clive tried to say cheerfully as he and Henrietta entered the study. “What an unexpected surprise.”


Hartle, looking out onto King Street, his hands in his pockets, turned from the window where he stood. His hair was grayer than Clive remembered, but otherwise he looked exactly the same—the same barreled chest and stocky figure.


“Ah, Mr. Howard. Thank you for seeing me.” He stepped forward and shook Clive’s outstretched hand.


“Certainly. You remember my wife, Henrietta,” Clive said, gesturing toward her as she took up a stance beside him.


“Yes, of course.” He smiled politely. “Mrs. Howard would indeed be difficult to forget.”


“Hello, Chief Inspector,” she said warmly.


“Is there something wrong, Hartle?” Clive asked, slipping into their old familiarity. “My uncle?” He gestured them toward the fireplace at the far end of the room.


“Your uncle?” Hartle’s brow wrinkled. “Heavens, no. There’s nothing amiss at Linley, as far as I know.”


“Won’t you sit down, Chief Inspector?” Henrietta suggested.


“I’m afraid this isn’t a social call, Mrs. Howard. I was hoping I might have a word with your husband,” he said awkwardly, flicking his eyes to Clive. “Maybe somewhere private. If you can spare the time, that is. It’s a rather complicated matter.”


Clive bit the inside of his cheek. He knew he couldn’t ask Henrietta to step out—for one thing, he had no desire to start their trip on a sour note—and yet what was he to do?


“Of course, Chief Inspector,” Henrietta acquiesced smoothly. “I’ll leave the two of you. Shall I have some tea brought in?”


Clive reached for her hand. “Please stay,” he said quietly, giving her the smallest of winks and thrilling to see her resultant smile. “There are no secrets between us, Hartle,” he said, looking over at him now. “We’re quite of one mind.”


Hartle inclined his head and studied Clive with a raised eyebrow, skepticism writ large across his pock-marked face. “Very well, then. As you wish,” he said with a sigh and sat down heavily on the red silk sofa.


“Tea, Inspector?” Henrietta asked.


“Not for me. Something stronger, perhaps,” Hartle suggested gruffly.


Clive resisted the urge to check his wristwatch, but he was pretty sure it was not yet even eleven a.m. “Of course,” he answered calmly as he walked to the old-fashioned drinks cart in the corner, though he began to worry afresh about what Hartle might have to relate. Obviously, it was of some weight. “Brandy?” he asked as he lifted the decanter. At Hartle’s nod, he poured two brandies, as well as a sherry for Henrietta.


“What’s this all about, Hartle?” Clive handed him a thick glass with an inch of amber liquid within. “What brings you to London? A case, perhaps?” he asked, hoping it was this and nothing else.


“I’m afraid you don’t understand, Howard. I live in London now. I’m no longer with the Derbyshire constabulary. I left not long after you returned to America.”


“Left? But why?”


“A position opened up in London, let’s just say. So I took it.”


Clive considered this information as he handed Henrietta her sherry and then took a seat in the leather wingback chair next to her. It was hard to believe that this rural detective was now a part of something as big and professional as Scotland Yard. He did not remotely look the part, sitting there in his outdated suit and scuffed shoes, and yet Clive knew that Hartle’s criminal instincts, so to speak, would be appreciated wherever he served.


“Well, how do you find it?” Clive asked, crossing his legs neatly. “London, that is. Must be quite a change.”


“Look, Howard, I don’t have much time, so let’s get straight to it,” Hartle said, nervously glancing at the tall windows behind him.


“All right, then. Proceed.” Clive eyed him coolly and took a long drink of his brandy, despite the early hour. Contrary to his initial impression that Hartle seemed as steady as ever, he perceived now that there was something a little different about the man. A slight disquiet, perhaps.


Hartle glanced at Henrietta before turning his gaze back to Clive. “I understand that you’re traveling to Strasbourg.”


“Strasbourg? Why, yes. How do you know that?” Clive’s eyes narrowed.


“It is of no consequence.”


“I strongly beg to differ.”


Hartle took a drink, as if buying time while he weighed up his thoughts. “All right,” he said slowly, “if you must know, it was the Duke of Buckingham.”


“The duke?” Clive looked over at Henrietta.


“Yes, it must have been me,” she said haltingly, as if trying to remember. “I mentioned it to him while we were dancing. He had a strange reaction to it, I seem to recall.”


“What do you mean strange?” Clive asked.


“Just that he was … well, he was rather flirtatious before that,” she said matter-of-factly, “but once I mentioned Strasbourg and the Von Harmons, his manner changed completely. As if I had disturbed him somehow.”


Clive looked at Hartle. “I fail to see the connection. What do our travel plans have to do with the duke? Or you, for that matter?”


“What is your reason for going there?” Hartle’s tone was oddly accusatory.


Clive merely stared at him, irritated by what was seeming more and more like an interrogation. “Do I have to have a reason?”


“The duke informs me that you will be staying at Château du Freudeneck,” Hartle said, ignoring Clive’s question. “Is that correct?” He shot another glance at Henrietta. “And that the Von Harmons are distant relatives of Henrietta?”


“Listen, what’s this all about, Hartle? Be plain, man. Obviously, you think us involved in something underhand. Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you. There’s absolutely not a shred of truth to whatever your theory happens to be. We’re simply stopping in Strasbourg to fulfill some last-minute whim of my mother’s before we travel on to Lucerne. That’s it. Case closed.”


Hartle studied him for several uncomfortable moments and then let out a deep breath. “No, I don’t think you’re involved, per se. Though you might become involved. And, yes, there is definitely something underhand going on, if you put it like that.”


Clive was suddenly tempted to throw out a jest—suggesting art fraud, a boundary dispute, an illegitimate child—but he did not, a more rational part of him realizing that Hartle’s very presence here implied something far more serious. Something big enough to catch the attention of the Duke of Buckingham and apparently of Scotland Yard.


Hartle stood and walked to the empty fireplace and leaned a hand on the mantle. “Have you ever heard of the Ghent Altarpiece?” He turned and looked at them.


“Can’t say that I have. You, darling?” Clive looked over at Henrietta.


“No. Is it an altar cloth?”


“No, it’s an artwork,” Hartle answered. “A very valuable artwork, at that. It was painted by Jan van Eyck in 1432 and is considered a masterpiece of European art. One of the world’s treasures, apparently, though I wouldn’t know. As the name implies, it resided in Ghent at the Cathedral of St. Bavo.” He paused to gauge their reactions thus far, which were nothing more than polite puzzlement. “Turns out,” Hartle went on, “it has a very storied past. Not only has it survived several fires, but it’s been stolen half a dozen times, including by Napoleon and even by Kaiser Wilhelm during the last war.” He stopped to take a drink. “For a time, the kaiser had it displayed in Berlin, but when Germany fell, the altarpiece was forcibly repatriated to Belgium as part of the Treaty of Versailles. Now, it seems, it has come to the attention of the Nazis and Mr. Hitler, who considers the loss of it a national embarrassment and is determined to have it back. Some say he is obsessed by it.”


“But it’s safely back in St. Bavo’s now?” Henrietta asked. “The painting, that is.”


“Yes, for now. But there is talk of shipping it to the Vatican for safekeeping before the war breaks out.”


“The war? It’s not a certainty that there will be a war.” Clive took a drink of his brandy.


“A war is coming, Howard, and if you don’t believe that, you’re more naïve than I thought you were. It’s only a matter of time.”


“So, the painting is safe, then,” Henrietta suggested. Her brow was wrinkled up in that charming way it did when she was puzzled, and Clive felt a respondent little pull in his chest.


“Well, yes, but there’s a bit of a snag.” Hartle took a long drink.


“Of course, there is,” Clive said wryly.


“The problem is that two years ago, one of the panels of the painting was stolen.”


“A panel?”


“Yes, the altarpiece is composed of twelve panels, some of them over six feet tall.”


“Oh!” Henrietta interjected. “I was imagining something small.”


“No, the altarpiece is a massive work. It spans fifteen feet and is made up of hinged panels that fold in on themselves,” Hartle explained, drawing it in the air with his hands. “Altogether, it weighs over two tons.”


“Go on,” Clive said, slightly more interested now.


“Each panel depicts a part of the larger scene. The missing panel is called ‘The Just Judges.’”


“But why steal this one panel? I still don’t understand the significance. Obviously, the thief wouldn’t have been able to sell it,” Clive reasoned.


“Indeed. But it’s more complicated than that. The thief, one Arsène Goedertier, actually stole two of the panels and sent a series of thirteen letters, or ransom notes with clues to where the panels were hidden, to the bishop of Ghent, demanding one million Belgian francs for their return.”


“One million francs!” Henrietta exclaimed.


“Apparently Goedertier returned one of the panels before the ransom was paid as a gesture of good faith but kept the Just Judges panel. When he was eventually caught, however, without the panel in his possession, it was discovered that he had more than the ransom amount already in his bank account.” Hartle began to pace a little in front of the fireplace.


“So, he didn’t need the money?”


“It would appear not. And it was obvious that he must have had help—”


“Why do you say that?” Clive interrupted.


“Because it would be almost impossible for one man to carry it alone.”


“Yes, I see,” Clive said, taking another drink.


“At any rate, the thief died under mysterious circumstances before he could reveal where he had hidden the panel.”


“How unfortunate.” Clive eyed Hartle carefully, suddenly guessing what was coming next and not liking it one bit.


“Yes, and we believe it’s no coincidence that it was stolen barely a year after Adolf Hitler became chancellor of Germany.”


“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” Henrietta said.


“Someone guessed—correctly, as it turned out—that with Hitler’s continued rise to power, his eye would soon fall upon the Ghent Altarpiece, so a panel was taken and hidden somewhere, thereby devaluing the whole thing,” Hartle explained.


“Suggesting that Goedertier was just a puppet of someone else, a government, perhaps—or a faction of a government?”


“Yes, exactly.”


“Yours, perhaps?” Clive said, lifting his chin slightly as well as an eyebrow.


“Well, obviously not, or we wouldn’t be so desperate to find it,” he said, taking his place again on the sofa.


“We? Since when does Scotland Yard have anything to do with international affairs?”


“I never said I worked for Scotland Yard,” Hartle said quietly and then took a drink.


Clive took several moments to digest what this meant. “MI5?” He was aware that his tone was one of incredulousness, but he couldn’t help it. It had been hard enough to believe that Hartle was employed by Scotland Yard, but MI5 seemed almost impossible. “Jesus Christ, you’re a spy?”


Hartle did not answer and instead just stared at him.


Clive groaned. “Let me guess. You suspect it’s somewhere in Strasbourg.”


“Very astute.”


“Look, Hartle, you can stop right here. Send in one of your agents. It has nothing to do with us, and I’m not getting caught up in this.”


“We did send in an agent. He’s missing.”


“Forget it, Hartle. I mean it.” Clive stood up now and began to pace himself, trying to mitigate the turmoil that was brewing. If it were just him, he would jump at the chance to be involved in this case, but it wasn’t just him. He had to think about Henrietta and the fragile state she was in. Dr. Ferrington had warned him that she needed rest and entertainment after her ordeal at Dunning Asylum in their search for Liesel Klinkhammer, and he was not about to jeopardize her sanity.


“Hear me out, Clive. Listen, we lost contact with our agent. It’s been several weeks. We suspect the worst,” he said, briefly flicking his eyes in Henrietta’s direction.


“So, we’re supposed to just step into his shoes?”


“We were just about to send in another agent when we heard of your proposed trip to Château du Freudeneck. It’s a perfect ruse. An American and his wife on a honeymoon trip. No one will suspect. And it’s our brilliant luck that you’re such a fine detective. It’s almost too good to be true.”


“Yes, it is almost too good to be true,” Clive said, eyeing him steadily. “Forget it, Hartle. We’re not interested.”


“Clive, listen. I wouldn’t ask, but this is a matter of national security.”


“National security? A painting? I find it very hard to believe that British Intelligence would care this much. If you really believe another war is inevitable, I suggest you put your resources into building more planes, not sending agents on wild goose chases through France in search of some work of art. Which is another thing—”


“It’s not just a work of art, Clive,” Hartle said, letting out a sigh.


“What do you mean?” Clive stopped in his pacing.


“Some believe, Hitler foremost among them, that the Ghent Altarpiece, when complete, contains a coded map.”


“A map? Of what?”


“I’m not exactly sure. But something big enough to change the course of the war, something that will give Hitler unlimited power.”


“Such as?”


“We don’t know for sure, but we suspect it has something to do with the relics of power he seeks. A map to them, perhaps.”


“Relics of power?” Clive’s voice was suspicious. “What do you mean?”


“Things like the Ark of the Covenant, Thor’s Hammer, the Holy Grail—that sort of stuff. Hitler is fascinated by the occult and believes that whoever possesses these ancient items will wield unstoppable power and rule the earth.”


“Oh, for Christ’s sake.” Clive let out a deep breath of disgust and threw himself back into the armchair. “You can’t be serious, Hartle. This is the stuff of fairy tales.” He glanced over at Henrietta for agreement, but observed, uncomfortably, that she seemed wholly absorbed in what Hartle was saying. He hoped she wasn’t falling for it the way she had back at home with that charlatan spiritualist, Madame Pavlovsky. Except that Madame Pavlovsky had proven to not really be a charlatan, he thought uneasily. But only he knew that.


“Think what you will,” Hartle said, “but Hitler has already begun sending out teams to scour Europe, South America, and even northern Africa for these relics. But the biggest prize, of course, would be the panel itself, since he believes that will lead him to the rest.”


Clive rested his elbow on the armchair and his chin on his fist, one finger braced against his cheek. “Well, let him, then. Let him attempt to collect all of these fantastical items. It will be a colossal waste of time and resources. And if he does somehow find these hidden relics somewhere in the frozen ice or in some moldy cave in Spain, he’ll find out soon enough that he’s been had, as it were. Let him pursue his silly scavenger hunt. Seems a perfect plan.”


“Yes, it would seem, but the British Government doesn’t see it that way.”


Clive shifted. “Why Strasbourg?”


Hartle let out a deep breath. “Our sources tell us that Hitler is very much influenced by a sorceress by the name of Sárika Becskei, who claims to have ‘seen’ the panel in Alsace-Lorraine. Or course, we don’t know the exact location, but we are guessing it could be near Strasbourg.”


Clive laughed out loud. “And you believe this?”


Hartle’s face soured. “It doesn’t matter if I believe it. It’s that Hitler believes it. And time is of the essence.”


“Yes, it is, as a matter of fact. Look, Hartle, I’m sorry to be abrupt, but we really do have a train to catch. I thank you for the entertaining story.”


“War is coming, Clive. We have to do what we can now. Do it for your country.”


“This isn’t my country.”


“It was your father’s. Do it for him.”


“Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to at least have a little bit of a search, Clive,” Henrietta added tentatively. “Since we’re going to be there anyway.”


Clive sighed and brushed a stray thread from his wool trousers. As much as he outwardly scoffed, he didn’t like the sound of this—relics of power, the occult, a sorceress? But even if he dismissed all of that as lunacy, the Nazis, he knew, were very much real. And there was the disturbing fact that a man was missing, presumably dead. He glanced across at Henrietta, who was looking at him in that pleading way of hers. It went without saying that she would see this as some sort of gay scavenger hunt. No, he couldn’t chance it. He was on the brink of saying so when a random thought of his father came to mind, niggling him to “do it for Blighty, old boy.” He could almost hear him asking him to do his duty. But he didn’t want to! He had done his duty for Blighty in the first war and lost his wife and child in the process, returning home with a bum shoulder and a damaged heart. And he had done his duty again when, at his father’s urging, he had reluctantly agreed to take the reins of Linley Standard and Highbury. But how could he just walk away from this now? Damn, Hartle! He had known exactly how to get to him.


“All right, Hartle,” he said, exhaling deeply. “We’ll have a look, but no promises. Our first honeymoon trip was already ruined by this type of malarky …”


“Your honeymoon wasn’t ruined because of a case, it was ended because of your father’s death,” Hartle said stiffly. “But I’m very grateful. You’ll likewise have the gratitude of the nation. And the Duke of Buckingham.”


“What’s his role in all of this?”


“Better that you don’t know.”


Clive rolled his eyes. “What did you say the agent’s name was?” he asked with a long sigh. “And where do we look for him?”


“He goes by the name of Richard Stafford. You should go to an antiquities shop near the Strasbourg Cathedral. The street is Rue des Frères. The shopkeeper is a man by the name of Henri Bonnet. He was Stafford’s contact. Start there.”


“Got it.”


“And you believe the panel to be hidden somewhere in the Von Harmons’ château?” Henrietta asked. Clive could hear the unmistakable excitement in her voice.


“Yes, but you must be careful.”


“Why is that, Inspector?” Henrietta asked, taking a sip of her sherry.


“Because,” he said, keeping his eyes steadily on her, “we suspect the Von Harmons to be Nazi sympathizers. They must not know why you’re really there.”


“Which was to enjoy a holiday with my wife?” Clive said flippantly.


“Wait a minute,” Henrietta put in. “If the Von Harmons are Nazi sympathizers, why would they not simply hand over the panel to Hitler? Surely, they would be handsomely rewarded for it, and what better way to prove their allegiance?”


“Ah-ha!” Clive said loudly, looking proudly across at her. “An excellent point.” He folded his arms and turned his attention to Hartle.


“They might not yet realize that Hitler is searching for it. Or maybe it has been stored there without their knowledge. Or perhaps old Baron Von Harmon hid it and has since forgotten. He’s reputed to be a bit touched.”


“Well, of course, he is,” Clive said, draining his glass. “This gets better by the moment.”


“Again,” Hartle said, standing up. “I caution you to tread lightly. Especially when you don’t know exactly whom to trust.”
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