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CHAPTER 1


Bath, England
January 1891

William, Viscount Wethington, stared in horror at the missive in his hand, the blood draining from his head. He read it a second and then a third time, but the words never changed.

My dearest son,

After much consideration I have decided to retire from our townhouse in London and take up residence with you in Bath. Since the family holding is quite large, there is no reason for me to seek my own dwelling.

I have many things to do to close up the London townhouse, so it will be a week or two before I arrive.

I am so looking forward to spending time with my only son.

Affectionately,

Mother

His mother was coming to live with him.

They had not lived under the same roof for so many years that he’d lost count. He loved his mother dearly, but she consulted her dead husband for advice, found happiness and joy in every second of her life, which could be trying on some days, and had a tendency to get lost if she walked more than a block from her home.

Worst of all, his beloved mother was also determined to see him married with children. He oftentimes thought the sole reason she had given birth to him and his sister, Valerie, now the Countess Denby, was to provide her with grandchildren.

When he reminded her that Valerie and her husband had been reproducing at an alarming rate—seven children so far—she sniffed and said that as much as she loved them, she needed grandchildren she could see regularly. The earl and countess were currently living in France.

He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. She was correct, the house was very large, but nothing was large enough to shelter both him and his mother. He folded the letter and dropped it on his desk, relegating it to the list of things to think about after a brandy. Or two.

James Harding, his man of business, was due to arrive any moment. William had an uncomfortable feeling that something wasn’t right with his finances, though he had very little to go on.

He’d employed James for three years and had never had reason to mistrust the man. However, some of his own numbers did not add up to the information James had last provided.

William’s father, the former Viscount Wethington, had left him a tidy sum when he passed away, but William, wanting to ensure his future—and yes, the future of his one-day children—had used a good portion of the money to invest in various businesses and stocks.

He currently held an interest in two restaurants, one hotel, a small bank, and a printing company. Although James had advised against it, William had also financed a couple of industrial ventures in the United States, which were currently his best-performing investments.

His government bonds were solid as his railroad stock. Yet something wasn’t right, and he hoped to discover what it was today and set his worries aside.

He shook his head. Lord knew he had enough to worry about with Mother moving into his house.

“My lord, a note has arrived for you.” His butler, Madison, entered the library and held out a folded piece of paper.

William opened the note and frowned. It appeared that Mr. Harding was ill and unable to attend him. He looked up at Madison. “Thank you. No response is required.”

He stared at the note on his desk, considering this latest development. When had he started mistrusting James? A little more than three years together, and only recently had he felt a shift in their arrangement. Hopefully the man was legitimately ill and not just avoiding him.

William stood and strolled over to the window, his hands clasped behind his back. The garden was bleak as the day: cloudy, damp, and dismal. This time of the year was his least favorite. The merriment of Yuletide had ended, and nothing would appear on the horizon for a few months.

Shaking off his gloom, he strode from the room and made a last-minute decision to call on Lady Amy. He always smiled when he thought of her. She was a fellow member of the Mystery Book Club of Bath as well as a congregant in his church, St. Swithin’s.

Several months before, they’d worked together on solving the mystery of the death of her ex-fiancé, Mr. Ronald St. Vincent. As unusual as it sounded for there to be a gently reared young lady involving herself in a murder investigation, the subject of homicide was not something completely unfamiliar to Lady Amy. Unbeknownst to the public, she was the very well-known murder mystery author E. D. Burton, a fact he had learned during the course of their investigation.

He still smiled whenever he thought of that.

“I will return in time for dinner,” William said to Madison as he shrugged into his coat.

“Very good, my lord. I will advise Cook.”

He strode to the small stable at the back of his home to tack his horse, Major. The Cleveland Bay had been carrying him about town for many years.

The familiar, comforting smell of hay and animal greeted him as he approached Major’s stall. He ran his palm down the horse’s satin nose. “I promise I will take you for a good run sometime soon. I’m afraid right now we’re only traveling to Lady Amy’s house.”

Almost as if the horse understood, he stomped his foot and shook his head. William spoke soothing words to the animal as he finished tacking, then led him from the stable and mounted. With a squeeze of his thighs, he headed away from Wethington Manor toward Amy’s house.



Lady Amy Lovell tapped her pen against her desk as she considered the next red herring in the murder mystery she was currently working on. For some reason, she had been having a hard time concentrating the last few days.

It could very well be the dreary weather. She glanced out the window and rested her chin on her hand. Nothing of interest ever happened this time of the year, now that the social events of the holidays were over. It was too early for spring and her annual retreat with Aunt Margaret to Brighton Beach.

Amy stood and stretched, dropping her dog to the floor. She scooped the Pomeranian up. “I’m so very sorry, Persephone. I forgot you were sitting on my lap.”

The dog regarded her with disdain. It amazed her how she could ascertain her dog’s moods. Of course, no one believed that her dog had moods and that she could determine them. But when Amy did something of which Persephone didn’t approve, the dog would raise her nonexistent tail in the air and stroll away as if she were the queen.

What Amy needed was to get out of the house. Go for a walk. Even in the damp, cool weather, a stroll could help clear her brain. Her mind made up, she shuffled her papers and stacked them neatly on the corner of her desk.

“Persephone, let’s go for a walk.” She reached out and pulled the dog to her chest. “We will take a nice walk and get some fresh air. You are beginning to put on weight and need some exercise.” She rubbed her nose in the dog’s soft white fur and glanced out the window again. “Well, maybe not fresh, but better than indoor air, at least.”

Perhaps her close friend, Eloise, would be up for a stroll. They could take a walk to the Pump Room and hope the entire time that the threatening clouds did not dump on them.

She hurried down the stairs, the idea sounding better every minute. She handed Persephone off to her butler, Stevens, while she buttoned up her coat. Just then, the door knocker sounded and Stevens opened the door.

William stood there, bringing a smile to her face. After that ghastly business with her ex-fiancé’s murder, she and William had celebrated by getting a wee bit tipsy. Unexpectedly, he had kissed her, and now their relationship had shifted. Nothing about courting had been formally announced, but there was definitely something in the air whenever they were together.

“What brings you here, my lord?” Amy asked, aware of Stevens standing next to her. She felt it important to maintain formality whenever she and William were not alone.

“I thought perhaps you would like some company, but it appears you are on your way out.” Was that disappointment she heard in his voice?

“Actually, I was just about to take a walk, possibly to the Pump Room. I felt the need to get out of the house. My brain is having a hard time focusing, for some reason.”

“Then I suggest we stroll together.” He stopped and considered her for a few seconds. “Unless you were meeting someone else?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I thought to stop at Eloise’s house to see if she was up for a walk, but now I won’t have to drag her out of the house.” Amy laughed. “She is not overly fond of walking.”

He glanced at the dog snuggled in her arms. “Are you taking Persephone with you?” He tried his best to look unconcerned, but she knew he was not enamored with her beloved dog. He didn’t exactly dislike her, but the animal did seem to enjoy snubbing him. Almost from their first encounter, they had seemed to regard each other with uneasiness.

“Yes. I just need to get her leash.” Amy retrieved the leash from a hook hanging by the door and snapped it onto Persephone’s collar. “There. Now we’re ready.”

They made their way down the steps, and Amy took William’s arm as they began their stroll.

“How is your new book coming along?”

She scrunched her nose. “It was just fine, but I need one more red herring, and I cannot come up with someone.”

He patted her hand. “I’ve no doubt that you will do it. I am still amazed that you write such fearsome stories.”

Amy waved her hand. “It’s not so terrifying when you’re writing it. I mean, I know who is going to get killed and how.” She studied Persephone as the little dog moved from one side of the pathway to the other, sniffing and pulling on her leash.

“I will tell you, it is much more fun than when I was the suspect in a murder myself.” She shuddered. “I dread to think what would have happened had we not stepped in and figured out who killed Mr. St. Vincent.”

“I like to think that our police department would have eventually come to the same conclusion.”

Amy looked at him sideways. “You have much more faith in Detectives Carson and Marsh than I do.”

They were silent for a few minutes. Then William said, “I received some rather interesting news today.”

“What is that?” Amy tugged Persephone’s leash. The dog was getting much too close to another dog’s leavings for her comfort.

“Lady Wethington is moving from London to Bath.”

Amy frowned. “Who?” She tugged again, this time dragging her dog away from a dead bird. Why must Persephone find all the unpleasant things to entertain herself with?

He sighed. “My mother.”

Amy almost broke into laughter at the look on his face. William reminded her of a young boy who had just discovered that his tutor was about to pay a visit to his parents.

“Is that a problem?”

“Don’t get me wrong. I love my mother. She is everything most mothers of my rank are not. She took daily interest in me and my sister. She nursed us through illnesses and made sure our lessons were done. She read us stories and took us for long walks.”

Thinking of her own mother, whom Amy had lost when she was only ten years old, she couldn’t imagine anyone finding fault with such a woman. “I believe I hear a but in there.”

“Yes. You do. The involvement in our daily lives did not stop when we reached adulthood.”

“Oh my.”

“Indeed. I think if I permitted it, she would read me a story every evening before bed and ask if I had cleaned my teeth and scrubbed behind my ears.”

Amy burst out laughing. “I can see your dilemma. Unless, of course, you do not scrub behind your ears.” She smirked at him.

William stopped their walk as they approached the end of the pavement. They waited for the traffic to clear, then continued.

“Tell me about your sister,” Amy said. “You rarely speak of her.”

“Valerie is five years my senior. She married the Earl of Denby about twelve years ago. They have managed to reproduce themselves seven times.” He winced.

“Good heavens, they’ve been busy,” Amy said.

“Indeed. I visited her last year before the last one was born, and it was like living in a foundling home. She has plenty of help, but everywhere I turned, there was a small child staring at me. It became quite alarming.”

Amy hadn’t given a great deal of thought to having children of her own. She’d imagined that if she ever did marry, there would be a child or two. But seven? Now it was her turn to shudder.

“There is also something that you need to be aware of about Lady Wethington, since you and I have become … fast friends.”

Fast friends. Was that what they were? He’d kissed her a few times since that first occasion, but he always seemed to pull back just when it became interesting.

They came to another stop to allow traffic to proceed. The Roman Baths and the Abbey were a mere block away. She could see the church steeple from where they stood. There were more people about than Amy would have expected for January and the nasty weather. “Of what do I need to be aware?” she asked.

He looked her in the eye, humor clearly written there. “She intends to marry me off. Sooner rather than later.”





 

CHAPTER 2


A light tap on Amy’s bedchamber door drew her attention from the bracelet she was struggling to clip onto her wrist. Every time she neared snapping it closed, it slid off.

She blew out a frustrated breath. “Come in.”

Aunt Margaret entered and frowned at Amy. “My, you look exasperated. Whatever is the matter?”

Amy held out her arm. “I’m trying to fasten this bracelet. One would have assumed jewelers made these clasps a little easier to affix.”

“Why didn’t you call for Lacey?” Aunt Margaret moved to Amy, took the bracelet from her hand, and had it closed in two seconds.

“It is Sunday morning, remember? She is off until dinnertime.”

The two women shared the Winchester townhouse. Aunt Margaret, the younger half sister of Amy’s father, had stepped in to raise young Amy after her mother passed away when she was ten years old.

Aunt Margaret was a wonderful companion; the bane of her brother’s existence, since he’d never gotten her married off; and Amy’s best friend. Aunt Margaret was the proud owner of a thirty-year-old cockatoo who quoted Shakespeare—unlike Amy’s fluffy Pomeranian, who made her thoughts known with a swish of her missing tail.

Only fifteen years apart in age, aunt and niece were more like sisters. While Amy was of medium height and filled out her clothes quite well—in some cases more than quite well—Aunt Margaret was tall and willowy. And as expected, both women wished they had the other’s figure.

“Is William coming to escort us to church?” Aunt Margaret bent to view herself in the mirror over Amy’s dressing table. She moved her hat around and stuck a pin in the center. Satisfied, she straightened and picked up her reticule and Bible from the table.

“Yes. He should be here any minute.” Amy placed her own hat on her head, made a face, and took it off. She rummaged in her wardrobe for another and pulled out one of her favorites, which unfortunately had been crushed.

“I will meet you downstairs then,” Aunt Margaret said as she left the room.

Amy waved her on and pulled out two other hats. Neither of them looked right with her outfit. She sighed and went back to the first one.

She truly had to get herself better organized. While involved in writing a new murder mystery, she let everything else go. The project took over her life to the extent that on occasion she even forgot to go downstairs for dinner. Not one to deny herself food, however, she spent many a late night raiding the kitchen for cold leftovers.

She plopped the original black-and-white straw hat back on her head and anchored it with a pearl hatpin. She picked up her gloves, retrieved her reticule and Bible, and joined Aunt Margaret at the front door.

Aunt Margaret glanced at Amy’s feet. “You have on two different shoes again.”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Amy ran back upstairs, frustrated at her lack of attention. She often bought duplicates of the same pair of shoes so she didn’t have to worry about wasting time searching for a missing one.

Were she an old lady, they would have called her eccentric. Instead, she was afraid those close to her merely thought of her as harebrained. Except, she assured herself, it took quite a bit of intelligence to write her wonderful murder books.

Back downstairs again, Stevens helped her into her cloak. The door knocker dropped just as Amy finished buttoning up.

“Good morning, ladies.” William bowed in their direction, the warm smile he always greeted them with fully in place. He nodded at Amy. “Fix your hat.”

She looked in the mirror, readjusted the headpiece, and seriously considered returning to bed and waking up the next day.

“Good morning, my lord.” Aunt Margaret smiled back at him.

He stepped out into the cool morning air and allowed them to precede him down the steps.

They were on their way to St. Swithin’s Church on the Paragon in the Wolcot area of Bath, where they worshiped every Sunday morning. It was a lovely old church that Amy had attended with her mother and Aunt Margaret since she was a small child.

When her mother was alive, her parents had maintained an amicable relationship but lived their lives separately. Papa and her brother, Michael, had resided in London, and Amy and her mother had lived in Bath with Aunt Margaret.

Mother had hated the noise and smell of London, whereas Papa loved the hustle and bustle of the city. Since there were two children of the marriage, there had to have been a time when they lived together, but for as long as Amy could remember, they’d had separate residences. She’d never questioned the arrangement, because it hadn’t seemed odd to her at the time. Not until she became a woman had she wondered about it.

The church was slowly filling up, and greetings and chatter among the congregants almost—but not quite—blocked out Mrs. Edith Newton’s organ playing. The poor dear was almost blind and hit the wrong notes on a regular basis.

They settled into their seats, and Amy looked around and smiled. As much as she loved writing about murder and mayhem, she also loved Sunday mornings, when her heart was at peace.

The sunlight streaming through the windows cast an ethereal glow over the congregation. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“Move over.”

Amy’s eyes snapped open to see Eloise Spencer squeezing into the pew alongside her, pushing with her considerable hips to get Amy to make room.

“Good morning to you too, Eloise.” Amy slid over and grinned at her companion, who always looked as if she had just finished a race. Of course, she usually arrived at places having raced there. Between her peculiarity and Amy’s unconventionality, they made an excellent pair and had been close friends for ages.

Amy’s father considered Eloise a “hoyden.” Which was more than enough to recommend her to Amy.

“Have you started the new book yet?” Eloise attempted to rearrange her somewhat disheveled outfit.

Amy reached out and tucked a loose curl behind Eloise’s ear. “For the book club? The Sign of the Four?”

“Yes. I am finding it quite intriguing.”

Eloise, William, and Amy belonged to the Mystery Book Club of Bath, which held meetings every Thursday evening at the Atkinson & Tucker bookstore. They would read a book, then discuss it for a week or two, and then move on to another one.

“Actually, I’ve been working on my own book and haven’t started The Sign of the Four yet. I’ve run into some plotting problems that have me twisted in knots. But I understand The Sign of the Four is quite good.”

“Yes.” Eloise nodded. “I wonder when we will read another one of yours?”

Whenever the club decided to read one of E. D. Burton’s books, Amy had a difficult time not blurting out that she was the author. When she received her first contract from her publisher, Papa had insisted she use a pen name so no one would know his delicate, gently reared young daughter felt comfortable writing about bloody body parts and grisly murders.

“Soon, I hope. There are still two more they haven’t selected yet.”

In the six years she’d been publishing, Amy had written five books, the one sitting on her desk at home being the sixth. She had another month to meet the deadline for that one.

Mr. Palmer, the pastor at St. Swithin’s, walked up the center aisle to the front of the church and turned to address the congregation. “Good morning, fellow worshipers. I am happy you have joined us, and I ask that you all stand and greet each other before our service begins.”

The man was friendly and had a cheerful demeanor, unlike the last pastor they’d had. The previous reverend had been a sour man, all fire and brimstone. Amy had apologized to God for being happy when Mr. Benson was moved to another church and they got Mr. Palmer in his place.

The pastor stepped down and walked around, shaking hands, listening to sad tales, and pinching the cheeks of chubby babies. Since Amy had greeted everyone as they arrived, she remained in her seat and flipped through her Bible, looking for the verses on which this week’s sermon was based.

The church attendees settled down and gave their attention to Pastor Palmer. As usual, the sermon was uplifting, the songs off-key, and the company of friends alongside her comforting.

After leaving the line of congregants wishing the pastor a good day at the end of the service, Amy linked her arm through her friend’s and began to walk. “Eloise, please join us for luncheon.” She looked up at the Misses O’Neill, who both waved and then walked in their direction.

“I would like that,” Eloise said. “Is Wethington joining us as well?”

“Yes, I assume so. I didn’t ask him specifically, but he generally does.” Amy paused for a moment, regarding Eloise’s smug smile, and then said, “Why do you ask?”

“Oh, no particular reason. Just curious.”

Before Amy could question her friend further, the two O’Neill sisters stopped in front of them. “Good morning, Lady Amy, Miss Spencer.”

William and Aunt Margaret were involved in a conversation with Mr. and Mrs. Hewitt, so all the Misses O’Neill’s nosy questions would be directed to Amy and Eloise this morning.

“Good morning, ladies. It’s a lovely day, is it not?” Maybe Amy could keep the conversation light and ward off the usual inquisition to which the women were known to subject people.

Miss Gertrude and Miss Penelope O’Neill were sisters who for some bizarre reason pretended to be twins, even though they looked nothing alike and were separated by almost a foot in height. Miss Penelope was short, round, and dark haired, whereas Miss Gertrude was tall and painfully thin, with curly red hair and freckles. Amy found it hard to believe they were even sisters. Their usual flowered dresses matched each other’s, as did their navy-blue-and-white-striped straw hats.

The ladies made it their responsibility to be sure everyone was aware of their deep devotion to the church, although their love of gossip canceled out some of the good they did.

“Yes, it is lovely out today,” Miss Gertrude said. “Lady Amy, sister and I were considering joining the lovely book club that you are a member of.”

Eloise almost choked trying to keep her laughter in.

“Is that right?” Amy said, her eyebrows climbing up her forehead. “You do know we read murder mysteries, do you not?”

Miss Penelope giggled. Actually giggled. “Yes, we know that. We think it might be quite titillating to read about such things.” She looked over at Miss Gertrude. “Don’t you agree, sister?”

Miss Gertrude nodded so enthusiastically that her hat became loose and slid to the bridge of her nose.

Eloise was now red-faced, and Amy feared the poor girl would choke to death if the conversation did not end soon.

“Well, we would certainly be happy to have you join us,” Amy said, as Eloise mumbled something and walked away.

Thank you, Eloise. ’Tis so nice to have the support of friends.

“We meet on Thursday evenings at the Atkinson and Tucker bookstore around eight o’clock. Do you know where that is?”

“Oh, yes. We know where you meet.” Miss Penelope linked her arm into her sister’s. “I look forward to seeing you Thursday next.” She nodded, and the two of them walked off, their heads together, whispering furiously.

Well, that was certainly surreal.

“Are you ready to leave, Amy?” Aunt Margaret had broken away from the group she and William had been speaking with.

“Yes. I just need to find Eloise. She’s wandered off somewhere.”

Once they had all gathered, Aunt Margaret, Amy, William, and Eloise climbed into the Wethington carriage, which, fortunately, was a good-sized vehicle.

“Whatever would make Miss Gertrude and Miss Penelope believe they would enjoy reading about murders?” Eloise asked.

“What?” Aunt Margaret asked.

Amy grinned. “It seems the Misses O’Neill have been hiding a penchant for murder mysteries. They said they wanted to join our mystery book club.”

Aunt Margaret laughed. “That will be quite an interesting meeting to see. If I didn’t abhor reading about grisly, gory, bloody murders, I would go just to see how it all goes.”

Amy huffed. “We don’t always read about grisly murders. It’s a mystery book club, which means we read all sorts of mysteries. The Sherlock Homes stories are not gruesome at all. Well, not usually, anyway.”

“But you read Edgar Allan Poe, don’t you?”

Amy shifted on her seat. “Yes. On occasion.”

Eloise decided to add to Aunt Margaret’s condemnation. “And we’ve read a couple of your books too, Amy. They can be quite terrifying.”

“Thank you so much for that, Eloise.” Amy glared at her.

Eloise laughed. “Oh, give off. You know I love your books.”

The ride from the church to Amy’s home didn’t take very long. There was continued speculation on why the two ladies from the church wanted to join a mystery book club, but no one seemed to come up with a logical reason.

They all climbed from the carriage and made their way up the steps and into the house. It took a bit of time for them all to remove their outer garments, hand them off to Stevens, and then proceed upstairs to the dining room.

“Oh, I smell lamb,” Aunt Margaret set as she sniffed the air. “My favorite.”

They each took their regular seats, and Amy shook out her napkin and placed it on her lap. “I have decided to become a vegetarian.”

Three pairs of eyes looked in her direction. “What?” Aunt Margaret said, her hand poised over her glass of wine.

“I have decided that it is more ethical for the animals and better for my health to refrain from eating meat.”

“No meat?” William asked. “How very odd.”

“What will you eat?” Eloise asked as she passed the platter of lamb to Amy, who shook her head and handed it to William.

“Vegetables. Hence the word vegetarian.” Amy piled potatoes and peas on her plate. She also selected a piece of warm bread and buttered it.

William shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, and I’m sure it’s not healthy.”

“Not so,” she said, placing a forkful of lovely buttered potatoes in her mouth. “Did you know we have a Vegetarian Society right here in England? It was established in 1847, and by 1863 it had eight hundred and eighty-nine members.”

“A lot of eights,” William murmured.

“Have you joined?” Eloise looked at her lamb, shrugged, and popped a piece into her mouth.

“Yes. I have. I haven’t yet attended any meetings, however. In fact, I’m not sure they hold meetings, but I sent in my application form and fee two weeks ago.”

“Amy, I must say, you never cease to amuse me,” Aunt Margaret said, biting into a piece of lamb and making a rapturous sound. She chewed and swallowed and looked over at her niece. “I wonder what you will entertain us with next?”





 

CHAPTER 3


William tried his best to set aside every Thursday evening for the Mystery Book Club of Bath meetings. It was one of his favorite things to do and he looked forward to it each week.

As he dressed for the meeting, tying his cravat into an acceptable knot, he thought about his life, which was quite pleasant and satisfying. With the book club, seeing friends at his gentleman’s club, attending church, enjoying a few dances at the assembly every Saturday, and putting in enough hours each week with his holdings and investments to keep his finances solid, he’d always been a contented man. Until recently.

Despite his mother’s pushing him toward the altar, he’d found himself thinking more and more that a wife to come home to each evening and to raise children with might not be a bad idea. A smart, funny, agreeable woman with whom to share his life. He smiled as Amy came to mind.

Whistling an unnamed tune, he grabbed an umbrella from the stand next to the door and hurried down the steps to his waiting carriage. The night was a typical English evening, with mist and a slight drizzle, and the chilly January air supported his decision to wear his heavy coat.

He stepped into the back room at Atkinson & Tucker for the meeting and immediately spotted the one person who had occupied his mind a short time ago. She could easily rearrange his perfect life.

Then perhaps it wasn’t so perfect and could use some rearranging.

Amy stood across the room, waving her arms at something she was saying to the group around her.

“Good evening. It looks like you are in a deep discussion. The Sign of the Four, I assume?” William joined the small group and took his position next to Amy.

“We were commenting on Holmes disguising himself as a sailor and fooling even Watson,” Amy said. “We were considering whether it was really possible for him to disguise himself so thoroughly that even his best friend and roommate wouldn’t know him.”

“I contend it is impossible for someone so close to the individual not to recognize the man, no matter how well disguised,” Lord Temple said.

Amy opened her mouth to speak, then glanced over William’s shoulder, and her eyes widened. He turned to see Miss Gertrude and Miss Penelope O’Neill hesitantly enter the room. He looked back at Amy. “They did come after all.”

She continued to watch them. “I still don’t understand why they want to join a mystery book club.”

He frowned. “They do know we read mysteries? And some of them”—he cleared his throat—“especially those by E. D. Burton, are quite, shall we say, intense?”

She elbowed him in his ribs.

“Hello, Lady Amy. Oh, and Lord Wethington.” Miss Gertrude hurried to their little group with her sister right behind her.

“Good evening, ladies,” William said with a slight bow. “I am pleased you have decided to join us.”

“Yes,” Miss Penelope gushed, looking around the room. “Sister and I are so excited to join the group.” She leaned in close to William and said softly, “Not many people know that we love to read murder stories.”

Nothing could have surprised him more. These two older ladies, stalwarts of the church, enjoyed murder mystery books? He shook his head, thinking that one never knew what surprises awaited one when dealing with members of the human race.

Before they could continue their conversation, Mr. Colbert, who acted as moderator for the group, suggested that they begin to take their seats.

While they waited for all the members to settle in, William flipped through the pages of Keene’s Bath Journal, the local newspaper for Bath. Amy scanned the pages of The Sign of the Four.

“Listen to this.” William turned to her and glanced back at the newspaper. “An unidentified man’s body was found floating in the River Avon early yesterday morning. Attempts are being made to identify the man so his family may be notified.”

Amy shuddered. “That’s terrible. I wonder who the poor unfortunate man is.”

The last few members began to filter in, and William closed his newspaper and tucked it into his satchel. Amy closed her book and gave her attention to Mr. Colbert.

“It is time to begin our meeting.” Mr. Colbert stood at the front of the room. He smiled at the members; then his eyes shifted to the doorway, and he frowned. Amy turned, and an unfamiliar man stood there, looking around the room.

“May I help you, sir?” Mr. Colbert asked.

“I’m looking for a Lord Wethington.”

William stood and waved the man over. The man held out a folded paper to William. “This is for you, my lord.”

William thanked him and returned to his seat.

“What is that?” Amy pointed at the paper.

He shrugged and opened it, his eyes scanning the missive. After a few moments, he inhaled deeply and looked over at her, his face pale. “The police have identified the man found floating in the river.”

“And they notified you?”

“Yes. He is Mr. James Harding. My man of business.”

“How terrible!”

William flicked the paper with his finger. “And strange, too, since we had a meeting set up for Saturday last that he canceled since he claimed he wasn’t feeling well.”

“Claimed? Did you not believe him?”

“I’m not sure. I had reason to believe recently that there was something very odd going on with my finances.” He tucked the note into his pocket. “They want me to come to the morgue and confirm their findings.”

Before Amy could comment on that statement, Eloise Spencer came racing through the door, waving her arm. “I’m here!”

Amy rolled her eyes at William. Mr. Davidson glowered at the young woman.

Davidson had been a member of the club since it was formed a few years before. He was not one of William’s favorite people, as the man’s regard for women was not at all what William thought acceptable. At one meeting when they were discussing A Study in Scarlet, he’d suggested that the idea of working with a woman was ludicrous because the only thing women were good for was wiping children’s noses and gossiping.

After all the women in the room reacted with shock and sputtering protests, William had taken him to task and was later applauded for his efforts by Amy, a staunch women’s rights advocate.

“Must you always rush into the room as if your heels were on fire?” Davidson grumbled.

“How do you know they are not?” Eloise said smugly, as she took the chair on the other side of Amy.

Much to William’s delight, Davidson looked at Eloise’s feet, bringing a few titters from the group.

Mr. Colbert cleared this throat. “Before we begin our discussion this evening, I would like to introduce to the group two new members, Miss Gertrude O’Neill and her lovely sister, Miss Penelope O’Neill.”

The two ladies tittered and giggled as they were greeted with warm welcomes. William still could not understand their desire to join the club. Although he thought most women were too delicate in nature to enjoy murders, Amy had certainly disabused him of the idea that all of them were when she revealed herself to him as a murder mystery author.

Mr. Colbert picked up a copy of The Sign of the Four. “I shall begin our discussion by throwing out a question. Do any of you think Mr. Doyle is making a mistake by showing Sherlock Holmes’s bad habit of injecting himself with cocaine as he does in the very beginning of The Sign of the Four?”

Miss Penelope was the first to raise her hand. “I don’t believe so. It merely showed him as a human being, with faults. After all, Mr. Holmes is oftentimes portrayed as imperfect.”

“I disagree,” Miss Sterling said. “I like my heroes to be perfect. That is why I read fiction.”

A discussion on the perfection of heroes ensued.

William tried his best to concentrate, since he had thoroughly enjoyed the book. However, his mind was occupied with Mr. Harding’s death.

How very odd that he had been found in the river. Hopefully it had merely been the result of a misjudgment on Harding’s part and not purposeful. He shuddered at the thought.

Mr. Colbert nodded as Lord Temple finished his comment. “What is Watson’s role in the story? How does he interact with Holmes? Is his presence essential?” He looked around the room for debate.

“I wonder if Watson’s presence is ever essential,” Miss Gertrude said.

Another discussion followed as William once again allowed his attention to drift to the imminent arrival of his mother. He’d received word earlier in the day that he should expect her to take up residence with him in a few days.

He sighed, garnering a glance from Amy.

“What’s wrong?” she whispered.

“Nothing. Just considering my mother’s imminent arrival.”

“Oh for heaven’s sake, William, you are acting like a little boy who is expecting to be chastised by his mother. Nothing will change for you.”

He drew back and regarded her with raised eyebrows. “You do not know my mother.”

“That is true, and I expect to meet her shortly to form my own opinion.”

“Lady Amy, what do you make of the hapless Athelney Jones of Scotland Yard in the book? Do you believe the police are ineffective?” Mr. Colbert asked.

Apparently Mr. Colbert was not happy with William and Amy having their own private conversation, which served to remind William that Mr. Colbert had spent many years as the headmaster of a boys’ school prior to beginning his career as a solicitor.

Amy blushed briefly but then recovered. “I can assure you, Mr. Colbert, that the police are not always effective.”

No doubt Amy was referring to the two officers they’d dealt with following St. Vincent’s murder. Detectives Marsh and Carson had been so focused on Amy that they’d been blind to other suspects.

The discussion turned to Toby the hound, whom Mr. Doyle had sent roaming through London with Watson and Holmes on his heels, bringing comments from Amy about her own dog.

“Not to disagree with a lady, but I doubt a Pomeranian would possess the tracking skills of a hound, Lady Amy.” William couldn’t help but grin at the picture of the small white fluffy dog sniffing garbage and other noxious things in the more disreputable parts of town in order to uncover clues to a murder.

Within an hour they had discussed and dissected the entire story. It appeared most of the members had enjoyed the book. Including their two new participants.

“Before we finish for the evening, I have an important and exciting announcement to make.” Mr. Colbert looked out at the group with a huge grin. “Atkinson and Tucker bookstore is sponsoring a book fair. It will be held in about five or six weeks’ time.”

Mrs. Morton raised her hand. “That is wonderful news, Mr. Colbert.” She turned to Amy. “Perhaps it will become a yearly event.”

Mr. Colbert smiled indulgently at Mrs. Morton. “It is my belief that they are going to see how this one goes. I’m sure, if it is successful, they may well wish to repeat it.”

Miss Sterling raised her hand. “Will our book club be involved in any way?”

“As you all know, there are several clubs that meet here at the store. From what the store manager, Mr. Dobish, told me, they expect to have all the clubs involved in some way.”

“This is very exciting,” Lady Abigail gushed.

Mr. Colbert cleared his throat. “I have another announcement about the book festival that I think will please you all.” He waited for a moment until all eyes were on him. “Mr. Dobish has been in contact with Chatto and Windus, the well-known publishing house in London.”

Sitting next to him, Amy drew in a deep breath and covered her mouth with her hand.

“We are working with them to have the very popular Mr. E. D. Burton appear at our book festival to meet his readers and sign books.” Mr. Colbert looked out at his audience with a smug expression on his face.

“Oh no,” Amy whispered. She looked over at William. “Oh no. No, no, no.”

“Is something wrong, Lady Amy?” Mr. Colbert asked. “You’ve gone quite pale.”

“No. I am fine.” She attempted a smile, but it looked more like a grimace.

William was almost as shocked as Amy. She had been writing under that pseudonym since the beginning of her writing career.

“That is delightful news,” Miss Penelope gushed. “I love his books, and if I could have him sign my copies, it would make them so much more valuable to me!” She turned to Miss Gertrude. “Don’t you agree, sister?”

“Yes. Absolutely, sister.”

The group started chattering about the possibility of Mr. Burton being part of the book festival while Amy looked around frantically, as if seeking to escape before the other members could ascertain her secret.

Mr. Colbert stood at the front of the room, glowing at how his announcement had set the room to buzzing.

On the other hand, Amy looked as though she might pass out.





 

CHAPTER 4


“Will we go to the morgue now, or wait until morning? I’m not sure how late they stay open. But then, I imagine most people don’t know that.” Amy gathered her things as the members rose to leave the meeting, chatting happily among themselves about the upcoming book fair.

William’s head snapped up and he looked at her, his eyebrows practically reaching his hairline. “Excuse me?”

She frowned. “What?”

He withdrew the paper from his pocket where he’d stashed it earlier. “I don’t see where they requested the two of us to go to the morgue.”

Amy’s jaw dropped. “Whatever do you mean? Of course I’m going with you.”

He shook his head. “There is no of course.”

She pointed a finger at him. “Yes. There is. You helped me with my investigation, and now it’s my turn to help you with yours.”

He drew back in surprise. “My investigation! I have only been asked to confirm James’s identity.”

“Ha! Do you suppose your man of business accidentally fell into the river? How many people do you know drowned because they fell into a river? Do you know how many I know? None.” She crossed her arms under her breasts and glared at him.

The nerve of the man, to think he would leave her behind when something exciting like this happened. Well, actually a man’s death was not exciting—she said a quick prayer for his soul—but she would not be left out of it, at any rate.

“No. I don’t believe I know anyone who fell into a river and drowned,” he said between gritted teeth. “But that does not mean you will accompany me.”

“What it means, my lord, is we are in this together.” She decided she would need to use her feminine wiles; as much as she hated to do it, she would not be left out. She lowered her voice and attempted to look becoming. “I thought we were partners?”

William burst out laughing. “Don’t try that with me, Amy. I know what you think you’re doing. I will not be fooled—or felled—by female shenanigans.”

She huffed. “Female shenanigans! I will have you know—”

A cough from Mr. Colbert, who now stood in front of them, drew their attention. He had a slight grin on his face as he said, “Excuse me, but the meeting has ended, and everyone has left.” He waved his arm around the now-empty room.

Indeed, the room was vacant except for the three of them, and most of the lamps—all but the one next to them and the one by the door—had been extinguished. How could she not have noticed the darkness? Well, arguing with William took all her concentration. That was how.

William stood and held his hand out for her. “I am sorry to hold you up, Mr. Colbert. I am afraid we lost track of the time.”
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