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Applegate’s Tea Room, London, 1867

They’re behaving as if I haven’t been on my own, managing my life, for the year they were in Paris.”

Miss Caroline Hardcastle set her teacup down with rather more vehemence than she’d intended, and the resulting clink of cup against saucer seemed to echo through the tea room.

“My dear,” Lady Katherine Eversham said soothingly, “you knew there would be a period of adjustment once they returned, did you not?”

Caro, who lived with her parents in their opulent Belgrave Square townhouse, had become accustomed to the freedoms afforded to her during their time abroad, and as a result their return had been rather more suffocating than she’d imagined.

“It isn’t as if I don’t love them.” She sighed. “I adore them—of course I do. But Mama has a way of making her negative opinion of my hat or gown known without even uttering a word. And if I don’t change after she purses her lips, then I am forced to endure sideways glances until I can stand it no more and must choose another outfit whether I wish to or not.”

Kate raised one dark brow. “But you get along well enough with your father, don’t you?”

Before the Hardcastles had left for France, Caro had enjoyed a close relationship with her papa. Despite her mother’s objections, he had shared with Caro many aspects of his business in which he manufactured tinned food products. She’d even been inspired to write cookbooks featuring recipes using Hardcastle Fine Foods.

But perhaps because she’d become accustomed to going about her business without input or interference from her parents, Caro found even her father’s mild questions about where she intended to spend the evening intrusive. To make matters worse, the time away from London had created a distance between them where the operations of the business were concerned.

“Even he is too much for me to bear at the moment,” Caro admitted. “It’s as if in the time since they’ve been gone, I’ve crossed some bridge from child to adult and now they’re trying to force me back into the nursery. At least before, Papa treated me as if I were intelligent enough to understand manufacturing. Now he simply follows Mama’s lead and relegates me to the role of some delicate creature to be coddled.”

Kate took a sip of tea. “I think it could be that you’re ready for your own household, my dear.”

Caro stared down into the dregs of her cup. Kate wasn’t wrong. She was well past the age at which most young ladies of her class were married with children. There had been a time just a few years ago when she’d thought herself on the path to marriage with a man of whom even her exacting mother would have approved. But Lord Valentine Thorn, as he was then, had turned out to be more attached to the opinions of his aristocratic family than he’d been to her. Since the death of his brother, he’d taken up the courtesy title of Viscount Wrackham and was now the direct heir to his father’s dukedom. A circumstance she was quite sure had made him even more attached to his family’s judgments.

“You are right, of course.” Caro leaned back in her chair, suddenly exhausted. “But they will never allow me to set up my own house, no matter how I might wish it. For all that my funds are my own, I cannot quite bring myself to cut all ties to my parents, which would be necessary—emotionally, if not financially—for me to live on my own.”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.” Kate’s eyes were smiling but her mouth was pursed in exasperation. “I do not know what happened between you and Val, but you shouldn’t let it keep you from finding happiness with someone else if that is what you wish. I thought before I met Andrew that I would never let another man in my life again, and look at us now.”

As if to emphasize her point, the rare sunlight of an April afternoon in London glinted off her friend’s sapphire wedding ring.

“Of course, I’m not letting Valentine keep me from happiness with someone else,” Caro said with a laugh. Though some hidden part of her wondered if that was the truth. “I’ve merely been very busy these last years. I’ve written cookbooks. Collaborated on our column. And now there is the Lady’s Guide literary salon. How I even have time to chafe about my parents’ return to London, I don’t know. Really, it’s amazing I was able to see you this afternoon.”

If Kate heard the hint of desperation in Caro’s voice, she didn’t let on, merely smiling in commiseration. “You have been quite run off your feet. And I thank you again for taking charge of the salon. I simply couldn’t have managed it with the recent changes at the paper.” Kate owned The London Gazette, in which she published their joint column, A Lady’s Guide to Mischief and Mayhem.

“I wish you had time to come to more of our meetings,” Caro said. After enthusiasts of their column had written to them of their interest in sensation novels, which, like their writing, dealt with crime and murder and secrets, Caro had conceived of their literary salon. It had seemed a natural progression, in Caro’s mind, from discussing the real-life dangers to women in the column to talking about the fictional ones they faced in books like The Woman in White and Lady Audley’s Secret. Genteel society liked to pretend that such works were outlandish and bore no resemblance to reality, but Caro, Kate, and their readers knew better. The salon was meant to create a place for their community of readers to confer over their favorite books in an environment where they felt comfortable doing so.

“You needn’t read the book if you don’t have time. Before we talk about it, we spend at least half an hour chatting about the latest happenings in town. And who would know more about that than the owner of London’s most fashionable newspaper?”

“Perhaps I will be able to drop in on a meeting soon,” Kate said thoughtfully. “I would like to meet all the new members.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the appearance of the shop’s owner, Mrs. Jean-Marie Applegate, with a plate of delicate tea cakes in her hand. “Thank you, ladies, for coming today,” she said in the lilting accent of her native Jamaica as she placed the dish in the center of the table. Her voice turned teasing. “But it is not like you to drink only the tea with no pastry to complement it. When Annie told me this, I had to come and see your table for myself.”

Caro laughed softly. “Have no fear, Jean-Marie. We are as fond of your baking as ever. We are simply waiting for a friend to join us and thought only to have tea while we waited.”

The frown lines on the shopkeeper’s forehead smoothed. “Ah, thank goodness! I could not hold up my head if the cookery expert should reject my perfectly baked cakes.” Her brown eyes twinkled with mischief. She and Caro had struck up a friendship when the shop first opened, and though they shared many of the same opinions on the craft of baking, they liked to tease one another when they disagreed on technique or ingredients.

“I, for one,” Kate said, picking up one of the lightly browned cakes, “am grateful you noticed. These look delicious and I must tell you the scents coming from the kitchen have been tempting me the whole time we’ve been sitting here.”

“You enjoy the cakes, Lady Katherine.” Jean-Marie smiled. “There will be more when your friend arrives. Just signal Annie when you are ready.”

Once Jean-Marie had gone, Caro glanced at the watch pinned to the bodice of her gown and frowned. “It’s not like Effie to be late. I wonder what could be keeping her.”

Miss Effie Warrington, whom Caro had met through their literary salon and then introduced to Kate, was currently one of the most celebrated actresses of the London stage. Despite their different social backgrounds, the two women had a fondness for the same books, and Effie had been one of the first to write to Caro and Kate about her enthusiasm for the Lady’s Guide column. The subjects of misogyny and crimes committed were, perhaps because of her profession, of particular interest to Effie. They’d also found they shared some of the same tastes in fashion and haberdashery.

Effie had been particularly enthused about their appointment today, saying she would need the brief respite before playing Ophelia in tonight’s premiere of Hamlet. So it was odd and out of character for the always punctual actress to be late.

“Perhaps something came up at the theatre?” Kate asked, her eyes troubled. “Or she was unable to get away?”

But Caro knew Effie would have sent word if she couldn’t come.

The two women were debating whether to leave when the tiny bells on the door tinkled. Caro looked toward the front of the shop thinking to see her friend but instead saw Effie’s maid, Miss Lettie Smith, scanning the dining room before hurrying toward Caro.

“I’m that sorry, Miss Hardcastle,” the young woman said as she approached their table. “But I knew my mistress was set to meet you here this afternoon and I thought maybe you or Lady Katherine would know what to do—her husband being a policeman and all. It’s Miss Warrington.”

Lettie paused to draw breath before sobbing out her next words.

“She’s gone missing.”

Caro, who had risen upon the maid’s entrance, put her arm about Lettie and drew her toward an empty table in a more secluded area of the shop. Behind her, she heard Kate rise as well and whisper to Annie, their waitress, that they were moving and needed more tea.

At the maid’s reluctance to be seated, Caro said kindly, “Please join us, Lettie, and have a cup of tea. You’ll have to explain the situation and I daresay your mistress wouldn’t care to have the matter overheard by the rest of the dining room’s occupants.”

Once Kate had joined them and Lettie was settled with a cup in her trembling hand, Caro nodded. “Now, tell us what brought you here. What do you mean when you say Effie has gone missing?”

“Just that.” Lettie clutched her drink with both hands. “She went to the theatre for a fitting of her costume for Hamlet this morning. She told me before she left that she’d be back in time to change so that she could come here to Applegate’s to meet with the two of you. But when she wasn’t home by lunchtime, I went to the door to watch for her carriage and found her young man, Mr. Francis Thorn, in a great heap on the back steps, bleeding from a gash on ’is head.”

At the mention of Francis Thorn, Caro felt a jolt of recognition. She’d known Effie was seeing someone but she hadn’t realized the Frank she’d referred to was Francis Thorn, the cousin of Lord Valentine—that is, Viscount Wrackham. She knew from town gossip that some of her former beau’s paternal cousins were rumored to be disreputable, but she wasn’t sure if Mr. Thorn was one of them.

“Why would Mr. Thorn be there?” Caro frowned. “Was Effie expecting him?”

“No, miss.” The maid shook her head in emphasis. “Mr. Thorn has taken to escorting my mistress home from the theatre on days when she has to go in for fittings and the like.”

“Is there some particular reason for that, Lettie?” Kate asked, her gaze sharpening. “Or did he simply wish to spend more time with her?”

“I can’t say for sure, my lady.” Lettie frowned. “She did say she felt safer when he was with her. But today both her and the carriage is missing.” The maid raised her brows, as if to state just how wrong her mistress had been to put her trust in Francis Thorn.

“And what had he to say about the matter?” Caro asked, exchanging a worried glance with Kate.

“That’s just it, miss,” the maid said miserably. “He hasn’t waked up yet and there’s still no sign of my mistress.”

Lettie continued, addressing Kate. “Mrs. Spencer remembered how you helped with that business in the Lake District a couple o’ year ago and thought you or your husband might know best what we should do.”

Kate’s husband had made a name for himself by solving the high-profile disappearance of a socialite before he and Kate had captured the Commandments Killer. So Effie’s companion was correct—even if Caro and Kate were unable to untangle what had happened, Eversham would be able to open a proper investigation.

Still, Caro hoped it wouldn’t come to that and they’d find Effie unharmed before the day was over.

Lettie broke into her thoughts. “Will you come, Miss Hardcastle? And will you summon your husband, Lady Katherine?” She pressed a closed fist against her sternum. “The footman we sent to see if she was still at the theatre said she left at the usual time in her own carriage with Mr. Thorn right beside her. Now she and the carriage is missing and he’s hurt bad.”

Caro didn’t like the sound of any of this. Especially the fact that whoever had taken Effie and her carriage hadn’t been afraid to use violence against Francis Thorn.

“Of course we’ll come,” Kate was saying to Lettie. To Caro she said, “You go to her house with Lettie and I’ll see if I can find Andrew. He should be at Scotland Yard today unless he’s been summoned away. Either way, I’ll meet you there with or without him as soon as I’m able.”

With a farewell to her friend, Caro settled their bill with Annie and turned to Lettie. “Come, Lettie. We’ll go and see if Mr. Thorn has regained consciousness yet. Perhaps he’ll remember something that can help us find Effie.”

“I hope so, miss,” the maid said as they left the tea room. “I do hope so.”

“You said Effie felt safer when Mr. Thorn was with her,” Caro said once they were inside the carriage. “Did she have a reason to feel frightened?”

“She said she seen a man watching her,” Lettie admitted, twisting her hands in agitation. “She was used to stares from gents, of course, but she said this was different. She was scared, Miss Hardcastle. And now I think she were right to be.”

Caro didn’t want to tell her so, but Lettie’s words were setting her own inner alarms clanging like the bell on the fire brigade’s carriage. Instead, she mustered her most reassuring tone and said, “It’s likely she’s already safe and sound back at the house by now. But if she’s not, we’ll sort it out, Lettie.”

When she reached for the girl’s hand, she wasn’t sure if she was comforting Lettie or herself.
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Berkeley Square, London, 1867

“He is barely in the ground, sir. It’s far too soon to speak of marriage and getting an heir.” Valentine Thorn—Viscount Wrackham—had suspected the impetus for his father’s summons might involve his duties as new heir to the Thornfield dukedom, but that didn’t keep the distress from his voice. He’d only in the past week begun to stop looking over his shoulder for Piers whenever someone addressed him by his late brother’s title.

“It’s been over a year, Valentine,” the Duke of Thornfield said impatiently. “I realize none of us are reconciled to the loss yet, but it cannot be helped.”

A glance at his father’s face, so like his late brother’s as to be unsettling, was enough to make Val look instead at the fine scrollwork on the desk before him. It was the pater’s preferred location from which to deliver pronouncements to his children. Val and Piers had endured many a lecture from across that desk. Val glanced at the empty chair beside him and wished for the hundredth time his brother hadn’t gone riding that fateful day.

“It’s time for you to find a wife and do your duty by this family,” the duke continued, his voice not unkind, but implacable nonetheless. “If anything, the loss of your brother should make it clear to you just how imperative it is for you to do so with all haste.”

Val knew his father had been just as deeply affected by the loss of his eldest son as the rest of their family had been, but the duke had always had a stern streak when it came to the continuation of the family line. Of course, the man had inherited the dukedom when he was just a child and had barely known a time when duty didn’t inform his every decision. Still, though he’d had months to adjust himself to the change in his own circumstances, Val couldn’t help but mourn the freedom his new role curtailed. He’d given up his work at The London Gazette, where he’d covered sporting matters. He’d also moved to Wrackham House from his bachelor rooms, which meant he could no longer come and go without the whole of the ton eying him.

Not for the first time he felt the infringements like a too-tight neckcloth.

Unable to maintain his calm and remain seated, Val rose and walked to gaze out the window facing the back garden. “It’s not that I don’t know my duty, Father. I’ve thought of little else since the news came about the accident. I suppose I thought there would be more time.”

Unbidden, the image of Miss Caroline Hardcastle’s heart-shaped face rose in his mind. Once he’d thought they’d make a love match of it. That had been before she realized that however he might reject his class’s inherent snobbery, the same didn’t apply to his family. He’d fumbled to find a balance between his divided loyalties, and she’d broken things off between them a mere three weeks after their betrothal, claiming she could never endure a lifetime spent under the judgmental watch of the nobility. Though he’d understood her frustration and hurt, even now he was resentful of her inability to understand his position. He might have been born into the aristocracy but he’d thought himself different enough from the rest of them.

When he’d seen her last, he’d been surprised to realize the same spark of attraction that had brought them together four years ago was still there. Yet if Caroline thought him too loyal to his aristocratic family as a younger son, she would certainly find his position as first in line to the dukedom objectionable in the extreme.

“Here, drink this.”

Val startled at his father’s voice. Turning, he took the glass of whisky, grateful for the show of care if not the reason behind it.

“I know you never thought to be in this position, Valentine.” The duke took a sip from his own glass. “But you’ve had time enough for sowing your wild oats. There is no sense in delaying the matter. Especially when, if something should happen to you, the dukedom would pass to Reginald’s ne’er-do-well son, Lawrence. We both know what a disaster that would be.”

As children, Val and Piers had not been close to the son or daughters of their uncle Reginald. Instead, they’d preferred the company of their cousin Francis, son of their father’s youngest brother, who’d been closer to them in age. As adults, they might have forged a friendship with Lawrence, but his penchant for dissolute behavior made that unlikely.

The very idea of that man holding in his hands the wealth and livelihoods of everyone employed by the Thornfield estates was unthinkable.

“I do know,” he said aloud. “Of course I do.”

Downing the rest of his whisky, Val set the glass on the desk. “Do not mistake my reluctance for an intention to shirk my duty. If nothing else, I owe it to Piers to see to it that the estate remains in our direct line. He, after all, did his years ago by marrying Cynthia. It was no fault of theirs that they weren’t blessed with offspring.”

“Then get on with it, man,” the duke said with a pointed look. “It matters not why your brother didn’t sire a son. What matters is that you stop dawdling and find a bride. Your mother would be happy to help.”

Val blanched. He loved the duchess, but the notion of choosing a wife from among a selection of ladies she found suitable was enough to put him off the notion of marriage itself, much less the marriage bed.

Perhaps reading Val’s expression, the duke tried another tack. “If you dislike the idea of your mama’s input, perhaps you can ask Cynthia for suggestions. I seem to recall you were quite taken with one of her school friends at her wedding to Piers.”

If anything, Val grew more uncomfortable, though this time he was able to mask his feelings.

“Miss Hardcastle,” he said tersely. Neither his family nor Caroline’s had known anything of their brief understanding, and he had no intention of revealing their broken betrothal to his father now.

“Yes, Miss Hardcastle.” The duke nodded. “That’s right. She was a pretty little thing. If a bit odd. From what I recall the chit’s father was not at all the thing. Terribly wealthy, of course, or how could they have paid for the schooling, but still, a bit coarse. What does Hardcastle do again?”

Val bit back an instinct to leap to the Hardcastles’ defense. England was changing, and men like Charles Hardcastle, who could buy and sell the Thornfield estate ten times over, wielded more power than the duke would comfortably admit. And moreover, it was disingenuous to behave as if the Thornfield family were somehow more worthy than the Hardcastles simply because they’d had the good fortune to inherit their wealth rather than earn it themselves.

“He is in manufacturing, I believe,” Val responded, careful to keep his emotions from his voice.

“Of course,” Thornfield said with delight. “Tinned food or the like, correct? And the daughter was a writer. Cookbooks?” He laughed heartily. “I can just imagine you married to a girl like that. Ink-stained fingers and very likely scarred from kitchen mishaps as well.”

Val, who before his elevation to the viscountcy wrote sporting columns for The London Gazette and authored a biography of the noted boxer Gentleman Jim Hyde, held up his ungloved hands to reveal his own ink stains. He might have agreed not to write for the newspaper anymore, but he was currently at work on another biography, this one of celebrated jockey Billy Rooney, and he had no intention of giving up the project, whatever his family’s wishes. “That’s hardly the sort of thing I would hold against her.”

Some imp of mischief prompted him to add, “And she no longer writes cookbooks. She is a rather celebrated crime columnist these days, along with Lady Katherine.”

But if he’d hoped to put his father in his place, Val was mistaken.

“Oh! I hadn’t made the connection. Of course, that’s the same girl. Regardless, she’s entirely unsuitable as far as potential brides go. However, as I suggested, you can speak with Cynthia. Her years of marriage to your brother have, I’m sure, introduced her to a higher quality of friends far more appropriate for the Thorn name.”

It took every bit of self-control Val possessed to keep from telling his father to go to the devil. He might not be interested in marrying Caro anymore, but he’d be damned if he would listen to the duke speak of her as if she were a foxhound of inferior pedigree.

“Enough,” he said sharply. “You’ve made your point. It’s unlikely that I will even meet Miss Hardcastle again in the near future, much less ask for her hand.”

He wanted to decry his father’s snobbery, but like always, he knew it would be as helpful as asking the sun to shine at night.

“But you will ask for the hand of some suitable young lady,” the duke said firmly. “And the sooner the better.”

“It’s not something that I can accomplish in a day,” Valentine argued, feeling his collar tighten at the thought of being forced to marry the sort of woman his parents would find worthy of the Duke of Thornfield’s heir. “Wooing and wedding take time.”

“We don’t have time,” Thornfield said curtly. “I wish to dandle my grandchildren upon my knee before I’m too decrepit to do so comfortably. And since your sister, Genevieve, seems more interested in writing her novels than marrying, it’s up to you. Whomever you choose for your wife, you’ll need to wed her and bed her with all due haste.”

Leave it to his father, who had just dismissed the Hardcastles as being uncouth, to put the matter so bluntly.

Val pinched the bridge of his nose. “What has Mother to say to any of this?”

“I thought you wished to keep her out of it.” The duke arched a brow.

“I meant I didn’t wish her to choose a wife for me,” Val argued. “Not that I don’t value her opinion on the matter.”

The duke’s blue eyes, which were mirrors of Val’s own, brightened with affection. “She is even more intent upon hurrying along the getting of grandchildren than I am. Though she would not be so vulgar as to state it that way. But do not think her absence from this meeting indicates a lack of interest on her part. In fact, she asked me to have you go up to her sitting room once we’re finished. She, ah, has a list of potential brides to discuss with you. And you’ll want to prepare yourself. She’s decided our annual ball this season will be a celebration of your betrothal.”

Valentine didn’t bother to hide his groan.

“It doesn’t have to be a trial, my boy.” His father clapped him on the shoulder. “I know young men make much of avoiding the state, but when all is said and done, you may pick and choose those parts of your life you wish to alter upon your marriage. You may keep a mistress if you wish.”

“And we both know,” Val reminded his father, “that I’m not the sort of man who would do that to a wife—no matter how much or how little affection I hold her in.”

“No, you would not.” The pride in the duke’s tone dissipated Val’s frustration somewhat.

His father hadn’t thrust this situation upon him out of some wild whim, after all. It was the system into which they’d both been born. And for all his faults, the duke was simply trying to do his best for his family and their dependents.

“You’re a good man,” he continued. “And despite your dabbling in pursuits not quite worthy of a duke’s son, you have always behaved with honor. I have every faith that whomever you choose to marry, you will treat her with respect. And I hope, in time, affection will grow between you. It is your mother’s dearest wish, too.”

If Val’s heart rebelled at this as-yet-unnamed bride who would put paid to any possibility of the love match he’d hoped for with Caroline, he reminded himself firmly that she’d already rejected him once before and dismissed the emotion as nothing more than misplaced longing for a simpler time.

He was about to take his leave when a brisk knock sounded at the library door. A footman appeared. “Your grace, we’ve just had a messenger for Lord Wrackham.”

At a nod from his master, the young man handed the note to Val, then took his leave.

Frowning, Val looked at the letter. It was unusual, but not unheard of, for his servants to contact him at the duke’s residence rather than wait for his return. Especially given how much time he spent going over the various business holdings and estate books with his father’s secretary. But Val dreaded every unexpected messenger ever since the day they’d learned of Piers’s accident. He bit back a curse.

“Is something wrong?” the duke asked, his expression clouded when Val glanced up.

Val realized that the duke probably felt likewise.

“Nothing dire,” he assured his father once he’d read the note. “Francis has been in some sort of altercation and has asked for me, apparently. His man assures me it’s nothing serious.”

The duke scowled. “He’s not still mixed up with that actress, is he? I vow the last time I spoke with Theo, he assured me he would cut the boy off without a penny if he didn’t stop trying to marry every opera dancer or performer he became infatuated with.”

Since the note had stated that his cousin awaited him at the Half Moon Street address of Miss Effie Warrington, the actress, Val made a noncommittal noise rather than answer his father’s query. He certainly had no intention of informing the duke that Frank and “that actress” were betrothed to be married. That news would prompt a much longer conversation than he could afford at the moment.

“Thank heavens neither you nor your brother ever gave your mother and me pause on that score,” the duke continued. “You might have been taken with Miss Hardcastle, but you weren’t so foolish as to ask the chit to marry you.”

Val didn’t bother to correct him. “I know my duty, Father. But surely Frank should have more leeway in choosing a bride than I do.”

He certainly envied Frank his independence at the moment.

Before the duke could respond, he went on, moving toward the door as he spoke. “But much as I’d like to continue this discussion, I must be off and ensure my cousin isn’t hurt too badly. Please let Mama know I will have to see her another day.”

As soon as he’d given his coachman orders to take him to Half Moon Street, Val gave an exasperated sigh. “Dear God, Frank, what have you got yourself into now?”
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When Caro alit from her carriage on Half Moon Street, she noted that another was already there. With a sinking feeling, she recognized the coat of arms as that of Viscount Wrackham. It wasn’t entirely surprising, but she did wish she’d arrived first, if only so that she could have questioned Mr. Thorn before Valentine could protect him. But it wasn’t to be helped.

Lettie had gone around to the servants’ entrance to see if there was any news of the coach, leaving Caro to knock on the front door of Effie’s townhouse alone and prepared for battle.

Effie’s butler, Woods, sagged with relief when he saw her. “This way, Miss Hardcastle,” he said, leading her through the simply but elegantly furnished entrance hall toward the sitting room. As they drew closer, Caro could hear raised male voices, but when Woods rapped on the door, the din ceased.

She’d never met Francis Thorn before, but his resemblance to his cousin was enough for Caro to tell who he was. He was slumped against the cushions of an overstuffed chintz sofa and had a hand pressed to his head as if in pain. On seeing her in the doorway, he attempted to stand up, but when Caro quickly gestured for him to sit back down, he all but collapsed back onto the seat. It was clear that he wasn’t feigning his injury. Or if he was, he was just as good at acting as Effie.

Valentine had his back to the window, arms crossed over his chest, the aristocratic lines of his face tight with annoyance. He looked remarkably fit, damn him.

He’d always been handsome, with his dark hair, light eyes, and cheekbones that could cut glass. But the responsibility conferred by his new title had etched new lines around his eyes and mouth. And his year of mourning, and the months since, had left him looking more serious than she’d ever seen him, even if physically he was broader and more imposing.

When she’d last seen Val, before the death of his brother, during that case in the Lake District, she’d thought they’d parted on civil, if not friendly, terms. If she’d hoped for a welcome from her former beau now, however, she was doomed to disappointment. When he saw her, his brows snapped together. “What are you doing here? Didn’t you have enough of detecting after that business with the Commandments Killer? Though I suppose there’s no predicting what you’ll do when the notion strikes you.”

“I might ask you the same question, Lord Wrackham,” she retorted, stung by his mockery. “I should have thought you’d be too high in the instep now for such plebeian matters as missing actresses. Doubtless you consider Effie unsuitable for a duke’s nephew.”

From the other side of the fireplace, a female voice rang out. “I sent for her, my lord. And Lady Katherine.” Mrs. Thomasina Spencer, Effie’s companion, was a handsome woman in her middle years whose late husband had left her without the means to support herself. Caro had met her when calling on Effie in the past and had seen firsthand both how Mrs. Spencer saw to it that Effie was properly fed and how Effie in turn had treated Mrs. Spencer more like a favorite aunt than an employee. Now, the older woman’s eyes were red rimmed from crying. Her hands reached forward to squeeze Caro’s while still addressing Wrackham. “They are both dear friends of my mistress. And since you’ve done nothing but accuse Miss Effie of faithlessness since you arrived, I think it’s high time we had someone here who will take her side.”

Caro’s gaze shot to Valentine’s but he only narrowed his eyes. It wasn’t like him to suspect every woman of treachery. But if it was a matter of blaming his cousin or Effie herself for her disappearance, she had little doubt he’d try to acquit Mr. Thorn of any wrongdoing.

“Of course, you must invite whomever you like, Mrs. Spencer.” Valentine gestured generously with his hands. “But I wasn’t accusing your mistress of anything of the sort. I simply asked whether the kidnapping might have been staged.”

Mr. Thorn, who had until this point kept his silence, spoke up. “And I told you, Val, that it wasn’t her doing. She was terrified. And I saw them strike her.”

Mrs. Spencer opened her mouth to speak, but Caro placed a hand on her arm. “Perhaps we should wait for Detective Inspector Eversham to arrive before Mr. Thorn tells his story. While we wait, could you please call for a tea tray, ma’am? I suspect we’d all appreciate a cup just now.”

The older woman nodded. Giving one last glare at Valentine, she left. Caro suspected she also wished to recover her temper.

She was moving to take a seat across from Thorn when Valentine spoke up. “Might I have a word with you in the hall for a moment, Miss Hardcastle?”

She glanced at him in surprise, but his blue eyes were unreadable.

“Perhaps you can lie down for a moment while we chat, Mr. Thorn,” she told the other man, who was looking rather pale. “I’m sure you’ll feel better after a cup of tea.”

Once she and Valentine were out in the hall, she echoed his earlier stance, crossing her arms over her chest, ready to do battle. “How can I help you, my lord?”

His dark hair was mussed, as if he’d been running his hands through it. Perhaps he was not quite so calm about matters as he’d at first appeared.

“Are we back to using formalities with one another, then, Miss Hardcastle?” he asked, brow raised in challenge. “I thought perhaps we’d managed to forge a friendship of sorts during that business in the Lake District. Or is it my title that’s made you skittish? I can assure you my suggestion regarding Miss Warrington’s whereabouts was to raise possibilities, not besmirch the woman’s character.”

“Whatever friendship we might have forged hunting the Commandments Killer was born of necessity, Lord Wrackham,” Caro said coolly, making sure to use his title. His attitude at her arrival had been a stark reminder of where his loyalties lay. “And in my assessment, when it comes to protecting your family from those of us outside the nobility, you will do whatever it takes. But let’s not dwell on bygones, my lord. Why did you call me out here?”

She noted that his mouth had tightened. No doubt he disliked being reminded of the way in which he’d once chosen to side with his family over her. But she wasn’t concerned with keeping their conversation comfortable for him. He was the one who’d wanted a private word.

Now he did thrust a hand through his hair. She felt a little thrill at having discomposed him. Especially this new version of him, whose anger had seemed too cold for such gestures, despite all evidence to the contrary.

“I know you think I’m here to interfere,” he said grimly, “but Frank sent for me. It’s not as if I have someone watching every member of the family to see they don’t shame the Thorn name, for God’s sake. He’s convinced whoever attacked him and took Miss Warrington means to do her real harm.”

“Then why suggest she staged it herself?” Caro wasn’t quite ready to believe him. He wasn’t only here as an ally for his cousin; he was now the heir to the Thornfield dukedom. She knew all too well how his family felt about misalliances such as that between Mr. Thorn and Effie. “That speaks of a suspicion that, from what we know so far, is unwarranted.”

He raised his hand, then dropped it, as if stopping himself from disordering his hair again. Instead, he clenched his fist at his side. “When we were younger, and first on the town, there was an opera dancer.”

Caro was bemused to see color appear on his cheekbones.

“She was hoping to parlay her beauty into a marriage with a wealthy but green young admirer. She hired some street toughs to stage a kidnapping so that her young man could come to her rescue. The thought was he’d be so overcome with relief and his own pride at rescuing her he’d propose.”

“And did you?” Caro asked, making an educated guess. She’d never supposed him to be a virgin, of course. But the notion of him raking about town as a young man gave her an unwelcome burn of jealousy. Which was patently absurd, she told herself.

“It wasn’t me.” Valentine smiled wryly. “Though I was just as wet behind the ears. It was my brother. And he didn’t, as it happened. The dancer, Sally Bright, lost her temper and cried and confessed the whole plot. Piers had been on the verge of marrying the girl, but her scheming scared him as no lecture from our father could have. He settled handsomely with her and offered to help her retire to the country if she wished, but she declined.”

“It’s not an easy life,” Caro admonished gently. Through her work with Kate, she’d learned all too well the dangers a woman who made her living with her body could face. Even for the ones who could demand a higher quality of clientele, the inherent risks in giving up control over one’s body to a relative stranger didn’t change. “I daresay the girl was faced with a number of demands that made marriage—however deceptively arranged—to a young man she might be able to manage seem like heaven.”

“I blamed her back then,” Valentine admitted. “But over time I came to realize that she was a product of a system that forces women to trade their youth and beauty for monetary gain. And Piers and I were no better than any other men who took advantage of their vulnerability.”

Caro blinked at his honesty. She’d spent a great deal of time since she and Kate began writing together considering the ways in which their world was weighted in favor of men at the expense of women. But she hadn’t expected to hear some of the same ideas they’d discussed come out of Valentine’s mouth. She wouldn’t have been attracted to him if he were a misogynist, of course. Only, she couldn’t let herself think he was some sort of new man. He was clearly still of the opinion that his aristocratic pedigree elevated him above the people in his orbit.

“You think Effie is trying to perpetrate the same sort of scheme on your cousin Mr. Thorn?” she asked, trying not to betray how moved she’d been by his words. “They’re already betrothed. Why would she risk everything by doing something like that? It makes no sense.”

“I didn’t say it was staged by Miss Warrington,” Valentine pointed out. “I said perhaps the kidnapping was staged.”

“Explain,” Caro demanded, intrigued in spite of herself.

“The relationship between my cousin and Miss Warrington has hardly been a state secret,” he said reasonably. “Any number of people at the theatre, for instance, might have heard about it. It would take little enough to enact an elaborate hoax in order to extort money from my family.”

Caro bit back a sigh. “Not everyone is as obsessed with your family as you are, Valentine.”

“I’m not suggesting obsession, Caro.” His vehemence belied his use of the shortened form of her name. “Just a cold-blooded decision to extract money from a logical source.”

“And what of Effie? If she didn’t come up with the idea, then what role do you suggest she played?”

“If she was indeed as frightened as Frank says, perhaps she played no role at all.” He gave a slight shrug. “Indeed, if she’s as enamored with my cousin as he says she is, I’d say she was an unwilling participant, if she participated at all.”

“If this is what happened,” Caro said, her fists clenched at her sides, “then you realize there should have been some sort of demand for money by now.”

As if on cue, a knock sounded at the front door of the house.

[image: image]

As it happened, the summons to the front door heralded not the arrival of a ransom note, but instead Lady Katherine with her husband, Detective Inspector Andrew Eversham of Scotland Yard.

“I apologize for taking so long,” Kate said as she hurried toward Val and Caro and gave them each a quick hug. “It took me a little while to track Andrew down. But here we are at last. Any news?”

Val shook hands with Eversham, whom he’d befriended shortly before the detective’s marriage to Kate. He’d found the man to be thoughtful during the one investigation he’d observed and his presence now gave him confidence that they’d soon resolve the matter of Miss Warrington’s disappearance.

“Nothing yet,” Caro said, leading the newcomers into the parlor, her back ramrod straight and chin held high. He wasn’t vain enough to think her defiant posture had anything to do with him, but there had been a definite edge in their conversation. He’d felt damned vulnerable telling her about his youthful indiscretion, even if Piers had been the one to nearly fall prey to that marriage scheme. But even though she’d reacted with empathy, her studied distance had stung. Yet he could hardly blame her for her continued distrust of his family.

That she claimed a friendship with Miss Warrington did not come as a surprise. Caro had always gathered an eclectic group of people from all walks of life around her. And indeed, he’d seen firsthand at the offices of The London Gazette just how many women in particular had flocked to meet both Caro and Kate after the success of their column. Her ability to mix easily with every sort of person was one of the things that had first attracted him to her during their betrothal.

And yet, her appearance on Half Moon Street raised an unforeseen complication to his cousin’s ordeal. If he was to be honest, Val had supposed Frank had been in a brawl and needed him to act as his second. Dueling was illegal, of course, but his cousin had always been hotheaded. What he’d discovered instead could endanger Frank’s future much more severely if his father learned of the betrothal and cut him off entirely.

“We asked Mr. Thorn to hold off telling the tale of what happened until you could
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