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Thursday, February 20, 1896

DeHavillend Investigation Services office, Boston

Princess Mary leaped backward and immediately parried the attack, then countered it with one of her own. Her opponent defended with impressive skill—a skill she hoped to match someday. She was mindful of her footwork in this lesson, and somewhat impressed with herself. She improved every day as she pushed her limits.

Without giving her any time to plan her next attack, her sword-fighting tutor, Quincy, thrust forward and she dodged, then he thrust again and again. All the while, her focus remained uninterrupted.

“Excellent!” Quincy praised and allowed her a moment to change her position.

With a nod, she stepped to the side, adjusting her grip on the hilt of her sword and preparing to strike again. But Quincy lowered his sword and jutted out his chin, looking at something over her shoulder before motioning toward the gym door. 

The gym was located in the basement of the building housing her brother-in-law’s investigation agency, and only agency staff were usually allowed down here. Following Quincy’s gaze, Mary’s head turned until she saw Lillian. Her eyes narrowed as she took in the sight of her best friend.

Lillian did not appear as she usually did—cheerful and unconcerned. There were tears in her eyes and her shoulders were stiff. Mary dropped her sword and rushed to Lillian’s side.

“What is it?” She touched her friend’s shoulder.

Lillian sniffled. “First it was archery and now sword-fighting.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what has gotten into you, Mary. Sometimes I think you’re preparing to take up piracy on the high seas.”

Mary wrapped an arm around Lillian’s shoulders and gently guided her up two flights of stairs to the agency’s kitchenette. “Worry not your pretty head, my dear friend. I am not taking up piracy. You know my brother Pen is a retired naval officer—he would no doubt hunt me down.” She laughed.

“Well,” Lillian sniffled again. “You seem very diligent lately with all your practice.” 

“A detective must always be diligent.” They entered the kitchenette and Mary began to fill a pot with water. The wood fire beneath the metal range had been lit earlier by someone else and it didn’t take long for the water in the pot to boil. At home, she had a modern gas range, so she quite enjoyed the novelty of this wood-fueled one.

“Now, are you going to tell me what has got you crying, Lilly?” 

Lillian’s shudder alerted Mary to the gravity of the situation. Something serious was happening and Mary was well and truly concerned. Tears flooded Lillian’s eyes once again, and her chin quivered.

“It’s Phillip,” she said.

Mary’s heart sank, fearing the worst. Lillian’s twin brother was into books rather than adventures. He was not one to get himself into scrapes. “What happened?”

“He is missing.” Lillian choked back a sob.

“Oh, my goodness!” Mary whispered. “How?” 

Lillian did not respond and Mary decided to allow her a moment to collect herself while she kept busy making tea. Once it was steeped and ready, she poured and then sat in the chair next to Lillian. She took her friend’s hand and spoke in a gentle tone. “Tell me exactly what happened, Lillian.”

“He hasn’t been home in a few days. Precisely three days.” She took a sip of her tea, blinking back the tears. 

“Have you made any inquiries?” 

“No one knows where he is. I questioned every servant who works in his suite and everyone else in the house. Even his friends don’t know where he’s gone.”

Phillip and Lillian Michaels were as close as a brother and sister could be. He had a suite of rooms in their family home, with his own dedicated servants. Mary found it strange that he would suddenly disappear without a trace.

“I’m worried because he’s never done anything like this before. He always told his valet where he went but this time, he hasn’t said anything.” She began to cry again and Mary rose from her chair to put her arms around Lillian.

“It’s going to be all right,” she consoled, hoping she was telling the truth.

Lillian pulled away and looked up at Mary. “Please help me find him. I have to make sure he’s safe, even if he doesn’t want to be found.”

“I will,” Mary heard herself promise without thinking. But surely, she did not need to think before helping her dearest friend. “I promise, I’ll help you find him.”

Lillian hugged her tightly. “Thank you!”

***
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In his office down the hallway from the kitchenette, the Earl of Cannington, otherwise known as Detective Bennet Brown, focused on the words the client before him was saying.

“I trust DeHavillend Investigation Services will do its best to find this man for me,” Mr. Lupton said. “Mr. DeHavillend assured me you were just the man for the job.”

Henry DeHavillend had announced only last week that he would be off to Philadelphia soon on family business, and he was entrusting his agency to Bennet and Mary while he was gone. It was a lot of responsibility, and Bennet got a slight headache when he thought about it all. But the chance to take control and make decisions about which cases to accept—or not—was exciting and he couldn’t wait to take the reins.

Alongside Mary, of course. Which was the current problem. Every time he thought of her, he lost his concentration.

“Of course, sir. I am sure—”

“It has been far too long and there certainly is a lot of money involved,” Mr. Lupton said.

He was nodding politely when the sound of another voice reached him. Mary’s voice. He’d been thinking of almost nothing all day but the princess detective. Every time he caught himself doing so, he attempted to convince himself that he was not falling for Mary. Clearly, he was losing that battle.

“Detective?”

Bennet blinked, wrenching his thoughts away from Mary and back to the man in front of him. “Yes, I believe there is every chance we will find him. We have the key pieces of information and shall get to work as soon as possible.”

The man gave him a satisfied nod before rising to his feet. Bennet stood as well, silently urging the man to take his leave as quickly as possible. He could hear Mary talking with someone in a soft tone. From the soft sniffling sound that accompanied their voices, he guessed the other person must be a woman.

“I hope to hear from you soon, Detective,” the client said, walking to the door at a pace that was far too leisurely for Bennet’s liking. He began to grow frustrated.

“Yes, Mr. Lupton. You shall hear from us as soon as we have anything of note to report.”

“Good.”

Finally, the man left and Bennet stepped out of his office and turned left in the direction that Mary’s voice was coming from. She was in the kitchenette sipping tea, while her friend, Lillian Michaels, was sitting at the small table, crying. He cleared his throat to alert them of his presence. 

Mary lifted her gaze and their eyes met. Ideally, he would give her a smile, show his pleasure at seeing her. But her friend would likely deem him insensitive if he ignored her, so Bennet was left with no choice but to remove his gaze from Mary and greet Lillian.

“Good afternoon, Lillian. I hope everything is...well?" Now he probably sounded insensitive anyway. Clearly, when she stared at him with those red-rimmed eyes, things were not well at all.

“Good afternoon, Bennet,” Lillian sniffed.

Mary pointed to the teapot and he nodded, even though he would much rather have had a robust coffee. Mary poured and handed him a cup. “Just what I needed,” he lied, trying to show her with his eyes how grateful he was for her company.

Mary returned his smile, but neither girl spoke. 

After a minute of awkward silence, Bennet used the opportunity to tell Mary a little about their new case.

"I have just finished a meeting with Mr. Lupton," he said. "He needs our help tracking down a man who owes him a lot of money. I would say, based on the information, it will probably be a most straightforward case." He paused to take a sip of his tea. Before he could continue, Mary spoke.

"We have a real case now, Bennet." She glanced at Lillian, who nodded. "Lillian's brother, Phillip, is missing."

Bennet’s brows drew together. "Are you certain that he's missing? How long has he been gone? He could have traveled without telling anyone."

"You've not heard the details and you're already drawing a conclusion?" Mary rolled her eyes, and Bennet realized she was right.

He turned to Lillian and bowed his head. “My apologies, Lillian. But I am merely being cautious. How many false missing cases have we had, where the supposedly missing person turns up safe and well and having just forgotten to leave word as to their whereabouts? I don't want our time to be wasted, that's all.” He smiled gently. “I mean no offense, Lillian."

"None taken," she said. "But I'd very much appreciate it if you and Mary could look into this case. Phillip has been gone several days, and it is most unusual for him to leave at all, let alone for that long, without telling anyone where he is going. It has never happened before."

There was genuine worry in her eyes. She was Mary's dearest friend, and thus, finding Lillian’s brother could elevate him in Mary's regard. But that should not be the sole reason a detective took up a case. And Bennet was a detective above everything else. He decided in that moment that the agency would take on the case.

"We'll help you find him." He took another long sip of his tea before assuming a serious expression. "What do you know so far?"

As Lillian began to talk, Mary left the room briefly to retrieve a new client file.

"His valet has always known his whereabouts in the past, but this time, he swore he didn't know anything. Phillip left at night when everyone was sleeping. That also strikes me as odd."

Bennet immediately decided that Phillip's valet would be the first person to be questioned and he pulled out a small book from his pocket. "What is the valet’s name?"

"Mr. Eugene Gaines. Everyone calls him Gaines," Lillian supplied.

Mary returned with the file and a pencil, then settled down and began to write as Bennet asked Lillian for more details.

"Does he have close friends?"

"Yes, only two. Owen Newman and Benedict Henderson. He and Benedict spend almost every day together."

"And have you asked Benedict what he knows?"

She gave him a nod. "He doesn't know anything. He is worried as well."

Bennet glanced at Mary, who was busy scribbling, before returning his attention to Lillian. "Do you know which gentlemen's clubs he has membership in?"

"The Paragon, and the Barbican.”

“Oh.” Mary looked up. “My sister’s friend Lady Sarah owns those. Well, her husband does, at least. The Raven. Though these days, he seems to prefer his real name, Tamworth Arbusson.”

Bennet nodded. He knew Tam Arbusson, the former rake, and had found him much mellowed since marrying Lady Sarah and fathering several children. He turned back to Lillian, who added, “Phillip also visits The Poet's Corner quite frequently."

"Lady friends?"

"None that I know of. My older brother, Hector, has scores of them even though he is engaged to be married, but never Phillip. He loves collecting art more than paying a woman any attention."

"Or perhaps he hasn't told you anything about that part of his life," Mary murmured, inclining her head.

"It's possible, but I think I would know. We don't keep a lot from each other."

Bennet took notes, as did Mary, before moving on. "Does he gamble? Gamblers tend to find themselves in trouble frequently."

"He does enjoy a game of cards every once in a while, but he has not made a habit of it."

"We can begin investigations this afternoon, if you wish, Lillian?" Mary touched her friend's arm.

"I would be happy if you start right this minute. I need him found as soon as possible."

"We'll be there in the afternoon," Bennet said firmly, before Mary could decide to drop everything they were already working on. The look in her eyes had indicated as much.

"Thank you so much! This means a lot to me." She stood and Mary rose with her. "I should head home now. The carriage won’t be far—I asked our driver to wait."

"Do try to rest. You look like you haven't slept in ages." Mary took her arm to walk her out.

"I have not," Lillian responded solemnly.

Bennet watched the two women leave before drawing the file toward him and going through what Mary had written. Similar to his own notes. She'd been very detailed, as usual.

But he was not pleased with her right now and he told her as much when she returned.

"There’s a reason why DeHavillend made us work as partners. You can't simply take on a case without discussing it with me first."

Her hands came up to rest on her small waist and her eyes began to spark with defiance. "There are always exceptions, Bennet. Lillian is my friend and I can't abandon her. Even if I don't find Phillip, at least she'll know that we have tried our best."

"I understand that, but I stand by my words. Partners, Mary! You should have discussed it with me. How can we work well together if we continue to have disagreements?"

"We wouldn't be having disagreements if you weren't so set on doing things your way," she countered, gathering the cups on the table and taking them to the tiny sink next to the range.

"That's because you are stubborn. We already have two cases on the books, and you just snagged us another. Which is good, of course, but we need to discuss how to manage the workload."

"Tracking down a debtor is not exactly interesting."

"Well, you have to get used to unexciting cases."

"I can take Phillip's case alone if you like," she said, a challenge lighting up her dark eyes. "And you can take care of the remaining two. How about that for managing the workload?"

"Is that so?" Bennet leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. "Then tell me; how exactly do you plan to gain access to the gentlemen's clubs Lillian mentioned?"

She sat across from him and folded her arms, too. "I can disguise myself to look like a man and no one will know."

His eyes roved from her face and down to her waist. He couldn't go further with the table in the way. "Because it will be easy for a beautiful woman like you to look like a man? No one who sees you will think you're a man."

She scowled. "You'll be surprised how well I can disguise myself. Besides, if being a man fails, I can always dress up as a woman of ill-repute and try The Poet's Corner."

“Mary!” Bennet pressed his hand to his forehead. No one aggravated him quite like this woman. Presently, he was torn between shaking her out of her fantasies of disguise and drawing her into his arms to kiss her senseless.

"You do realize that I am a member of both clubs? Visiting gambling hells, or opium dens for that matter, is not a problem for me."

Mary’s scowl deepened. "That’s not something to brag about. Besides, this is my case, Bennet."

"I don't recall us dividing our cases in the past, Mary."

They were so engrossed in their futile argument that neither of them noticed their mentor, The Right Honorable, The Viscount Henry DeHavillend, stroll into the kitchenette. 

Until he cleared his throat.
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Mary started, then turned to see her brother-in-law, Henry, leaning against the doorjamb. His arms were folded across his chest and he did not look pleased.

"I see the two of you have once more been thrown out of paradise." His silvery eyes pinned both of them, one after the other.

"Mary is being stubborn, as usual," Bennet defended.

"I am being stubborn? You—"

Henry raised a hand to silence them both. He was in traveling clothes, which reminded Mary that he was traveling to Philadelphia with her sister Libby and their infant, Amelia.

"I am trusting you both with this place and our cases while I'm gone. I believe I do not need to remind you that cooperation is paramount in the success of the agency."

"We're sorry you caught us like this," Mary said, feeling contrite. "I assure you that we take this business very seriously. We've even acquired a new case."

Henry's brows rose. "What is it?"

"Phillip Michaels is missing. Lillian was here minutes ago to report it. He's not been home in a few days and what's odd is that he has always kept those closest to him informed of his whereabouts. It is quite concerning."

"We have a list of places he visits and his circle of friends," Bennet added to what Mary had said. "We will begin investigating this afternoon." At Henry's approving nod, Bennet continued. "Decent progress has been made in the Avilla case. We are close to finding out who defrauded the young Duchess. And Mr. Lupton was here earlier for a progress report. From what we know so far, his debtor might be preparing to flee the country."

Mary rolled her eyes and huffed out a breath. How typical of Bennet to act as though he was in charge of all the cases; as though every progress made was owed to him. She looked away, irritated. Henry expected them to work together and be professional. Bennet was not doing that.

"That is good," Henry said, straightening. "I am glad you have advanced in these matters. You have my encouragement to pursue the new case."

"When do you leave?" she asked Henry.

"Now," he said, his expression softening. "Libby and Amelia are outside."

Mary walked out with him. Bennet trailed behind, his expression unreadable. But she could tell he was annoyed, which led her to suspect he'd taken over reporting their progress on purpose.

Libby beamed when she saw Mary and held out a gurgling Amelia. Something tugged at Mary's insides. She was going to miss them very much. She took Amelia into her arms and gave her niece a tight hug before returning her to Libby. Then she hugged Libby.

"I trust you will behave yourself while we're gone."

"Penforth will be watching me like a hawk. You have nothing to worry about," Mary assured her.

Libby rolled her eyes and laughed. "Since when has our brother watching you ever stopped you from getting into trouble?"

"Never," Henry put in, coming to give her a hug. "Watch yourself, will you?"

"I will," she promised.

Henry shook Bennet's hand and said something to him in a low voice that she couldn't make out. Briefly, she wondered what it was.

As they climbed into their carriage and drove away, Mary waved. She would miss them, especially little Amelia. But that did not mean that she wanted a child of her own. At least, not yet. She was firm about what she wanted in life. A career. Marriage and children were not part of her plans at this stage. They might never be.

A sudden sadness filled her as she turned to Bennet to find him watching her, unsmiling. She was beginning to care a great deal for Bennet, and she suspected it might be the same for him. He made her feel alive, like no other man ever had, and she couldn’t imagine not having him in her life. But marriage? She just couldn’t see how she could achieve all the things she wanted to in life, when marriage and children were the only expected end goal for women of her age.

Remorse began to shroud her as she stared at Bennet. Perhaps she'd been too stubborn. He tended to challenge her, and in return, she rebelled. 

"Bennet, wait!" she called after him when he began to walk back inside the office.

"I apologize for my actions earlier." Apologizing first gave her an advantage. Bennet now had no grounds to claim she was being unreasonable.

"I accept your apology. I hope you will accept mine, as well."

"I do. I am still going to actively investigate Phillip's case, Bennet," she declared in a firm tone. 

He glowered down at her and shoved his hands into his coat pockets.

He looked like he was going to begin arguing all over again. But in the end, all he said was, “We will investigate together.”

***
[image: ]


Bennet's mood was still not good, but having a truce with Mary was important. They'd been working well together for the past three months. They ought to have moved beyond arguing by now.

"Let's go inside," he said, waving for her to precede him into the office.

They retrieved Phillip's case file from the kitchenette and moved to the office they shared to discuss their course of action.

Bennet was certain of one thing. He would not allow Mary to disguise herself as a man, or a woman of ill-repute, to gain entry into any gentlemen’s club. She was an icon of Boston society—royalty, no less—and part of the job that came along with being her partner was keeping her out of trouble. Henry DeHavillend had made that quite clear to Bennet, and he agreed with his boss.

Yes, she was capable of handling herself, but he cared about her too much to risk her reputation in that fashion.

He couldn’t deny, though, that if Phillip Michaels—scion of the successful Michaels Group of Industries—was really missing, then it would be a most interesting case. 

"If we can stop arguing for five minutes, I think we will have more success on this case," he said at length.

Mary looked up from the file and sent a disarming smile his way. "That was not so hard, now, was it?"

He returned her smile and murmured, "We need each other."

The color that crept to her cheeks delighted him, but he made no attempt to reveal that. He had begun courting her only a few months ago. But she had proven a little prickly on the subject of their courtship—if one could even call what they had, a courtship.

He wasn’t quite sure what label to place on what he had—or didn’t have—with Mary. She had told him he made her heart beat faster than it should, and she blushed quite prettily when they flirted. She had even kissed him back with some gusto when he had dared to take her lips a couple of times when no one else was around.

Devil take it, thoughts of her filled his head all the time. Even when she was being annoying. Even when he tried not to think about her at all.

He had begun to care very deeply, and wanted to progress things with Mary, but he wasn’t sure she felt the same way.

He released a frustrated sigh and tried to focus on the file in front of him. "There is a possibility that he might have lost himself in an opium den. Perhaps in Chinatown? I should go there alone, but I am guessing you won’t accept that as an option?"

She pursed her pretty lips as she thought about what he'd said. "You have a point, I suppose."

"You suppose?" He quirked a brow.

"Be content, Bennet. I am not going to give you any more praise than that." She laughed.

"I do not expect you to. So, what do you say?"

"I am not letting you go into an opium den without me."

He sighed again. “I didn’t expect you would.”

She grinned at him.

"If you like, we can each take one of the other two cases,” he said. “It wouldn't hurt to solve a case on our own every once in a while." He moved close to where she was sitting, tempted to touch her. However, he kept his hands at his sides, determined to restrain himself.

"What precisely do you think you are doing, Bennet?" She turned abruptly, startling him.

He checked to confirm that his hands were still at his sides; that he'd not touched her.

"Why are you being so cooperative, all of a sudden?" she clarified.

"Come, Mary, your implication wounds me." Bennet made a show of clutching his chest. "I am not as bad as you think. I do not restrict your liberty, unless I am concerned for your safety or reputation."

Her gaze softened. "I
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