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      James Pearson, the newly styled Earl of Barrow quietly walked up the steps to his home shortly before sunrise. He opened the door equally quietly, then stood in the entryway of his deathly silent house. Closing his eyes, he strained to hear the laughter of two boys racing down the staircase, the blustering shouts of their father when he found a dead rat on the chair in his office. His mother’s voice telling him it was time for bed.

      His brother’s voice saying…well, anything. Hello. What the hell are you doing here? What have you done now?

      I love you.

      James would ask questions about Elliot’s list of possible brides, what the current wagers were on the books at Boodle’s, and if anything of interest took place while James was abroad. He’d ask everything except, Did you do it? He wouldn’t have to, because Elliot wouldn’t be dead, he’d be complaining about the early hour of James’s visit, then saying something about strong coffee and his newspaper.

      But none of that happened. The house felt lifeless, even though James knew there were servants about, likely rising to do whatever it is they did now that Elliot was gone.

      They’d have readied the place for James, of course. Even though he hadn’t announced his plans, all of London knew he had to come home and assume the duties of Earl of Barrow. Duties and a title he’d never planned to assume.

      He couldn’t remain there staring up the staircase as if he expected someone to appear at the landing and call down to him with a happy greeting. He must take the steps necessary to begin his new life, whether he wished it or not. Life moved on.

      The unobtrusive door toward the front of the entryway opened and Gibbons, the butler who’d been with the family for most of James’s life, came out, smoothing his hair back as if he’d hurriedly dressed. “My lord forgive me. I didn’t hear your carriage.”

      “I walked.” He’d taken a hackney from the shipyard to White’s club last night with the purpose of getting belligerently drunk, but he hadn’t even finished the first glass of his favorite whisky. He’d realized in all honesty that he didn’t want to feel numb. He deserved every ounce of pain he endured in exchange for the pain Elliot had suffered because of him.

      The house smelled musty, which was odd given the fact his brother had been gone only three months. Perhaps it had always smelled that way, but he only noticed after being away so many years. It looked the same, which was unsurprising given how neat Elliot was.

      Had been.

      “We’ve prepared your bedchamber, my lord,” Gibbons said.

      “Thank you.” How long would it take before he became used to being referred to that way, without looking around to see where his brother stood?

      James walked up the stairs as if to the gallows, as if by reaching a certain spot in the house he would be anointed Earl of Barrow and everything would magically change. He didn’t feel any different after hearing he was now Barrow. If he’d thought about the possibility in recent years, he’d have said it would never happen. Elliot was in perfect health and had no enemies. He didn’t ride recklessly nor race his curricle.

      He didn’t book passage on ships that sank.

      James could only wonder why Elliot was traveling to India, of all places. They had no dealings there, or hadn’t before James had decamped to Austria. And as for the rumors…they made no sense.

      In the morning—later that day, he corrected, remembering what time it was—he’d talk to Elliot’s man of business and learn what he could. And schedule an appointment with their solicitor.

      And visit Elliot’s grave.
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        * * *

      

      Three days later, James called on his friend, the Earl of Woodcliffe, who had known Elliot well, too. The earl was waiting for him in the study of his Mayfair town house. “I was shocked when I heard about Bar—Elliot.”

      James sat in the chair Woodcliffe motioned to, crossing his legs in an attempt to convince his body he was relaxed. “How the hell did he become the suspect in a murder? It’s ridiculous.”

      “I don’t believe it, either. Rumors started filtering about naming possible culprits. Elliot’s name was one of several the victim, Sam Kenworth, owed money to. Elliot sailed off to India and two days later, the Marigold sank with no survivors. Suddenly the rumor narrowed to one—your brother.”

      “Damned convenient of him to die at the right time to allow the actual killer to blame him. And there’s been no further investigation?”

      “It’s ongoing, but I don’t think anyone is working that hard on it,” Woodcliffe said. “There’s more. Elliot was seen entering the house earlier that evening.”

      James stood so quickly his chair nearly toppled. He clasped his head with both hands and strode across the room. “What? You couldn’t lead with that information? Who was Kenworth? What dealings did Elliot have with him?”

      That information didn’t matter, James thought, because nothing would cause Elliot to kill a man. Well, perhaps with pistols at fifty paces to avenge a lady’s honor, but not outright murder.

      “Kenworth was the nephew and heir of Baron Kenworth. He uses that connection to mingle in society as much as he is permitted. He’s known to gamble, to rack up large debts, and be terribly slow to pay. Elliot mentioned being owed a large sum several years past, but I don’t know if it was ever paid.”

      “I’ve checked with the bank and the estate is still sound. My brother wasn’t desperate for money. Even if he had been…”

      “I agree,” Woodcliffe said softly. “He is missed, you know. No one who knew him believes any of this nonsense.”

      James continued to pace, the fingertips of one hand still pressed at his temple. “I must look into this myself; I can’t let his name be tarnished this way. Tell me what you know. Who is this witness you mentioned?”

      “Miss Heloise Hamilton. Her father was the middle brother of the Marquess of Ellington. She states she was in a hack the evening of the fire and saw Elliot enter the home about a quarter past eight.”

      “The light is poor at that time of night. How can she know that for certain?”

      “I can’t say. I haven’t spoken with her,” Woodcliffe answered.

      They continued to discuss the details, or rather James continued to ask the same questions repeatedly in different phraseology. When he finally came to realize that, due to Woodcliffe’s voice growing tight, he stopped. “Forgive me for talking in circles. I must call on this Miss⁠—?"

      “Heloise Hamilton.”

      “Yes, thank you.” James turned toward the door.

      “Keep me apprised, James,” Woodcliffe said.

      James sighed. The tone in Woodcliffe’s voice hinted at how deeply the man felt Elliot’s loss. “I will.”
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        * * *

      

      Walking back to his home, James repeated the witness’s name, for it sounded familiar. Where did he know it from? He hadn’t attended social gatherings in at least six years, and very few back then. If he tried hard, he might be able to name a half-dozen women he knew but not Miss Hamilton.

      He could easily picture the Marchioness of Ellington. The stout, loud woman was either proclaiming her niece was close to a betrothal with this or that titled man, or dragging the poor girl around to introduce her to each and every single man in the room. The niece must have hated attending entertainments.

      The niece. Why was it that the marchioness was so easily recalled, and not the girl she had in tow? A vague image came to mind. She’d been a skinny thing, average brown hair with no amber or gold to catch the light and draw attention. Average height, average features. There was not a remarkable feature about her. Hopefully she had a large dowry, although the fact she was as yet unmarried hinted that wasn’t the case.

      Her name nagged at him, still. He felt like he’d heard of her, at the very least. Had one of his acquaintances courted her? He didn’t read the scandal sheets so he wouldn’t have noticed it there.

      Then a conversation with Elliot popped into his head. Oh Lord, she was that Heloise Hamilton?

      “I need a favor, brother,” Elliot had said. “I’m supposed to dance the first dance at a ball with some chit named Miss Heloise Hamilton. It’s her come out, or something. Mama and the girl’s aunt are matchmaking and I’ve got tickets for
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