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THE NEW YORK brownstone was just half a block down from the Astor mansion on Fifth Avenue, the most prestigious address in the country. The carriage, monogrammed with the Stewart emblem, rattled through the iron gates and came to a halt in front of the ornate doors. Assisted by the doorman, Olivia Stewart descended and rushed for the steps of her home. She was late for tea, and her mother would be furious. Mrs. Astor herself had agreed to join them today.

Olivia handed her hat to the maid, who opened the door. “They’re in the drawing room, Miss Olivia,” Goldia whispered. “Your mama is ready to pace the floor.”

Olivia patted at her hair, straightened her shoulders, and pinned a smile in place as she forced her stride to a ladylike stroll to join the other women. Two women turned to face her as she entered: her mother and Mrs. Astor. They wore identical expressions of disapproval.

“Olivia, there you are,” her mother said. “Sit down before your tea gets cold.”

Olivia pulled off her gloves as she settled into the Queen Anne chair beside Mrs. Astor. “I apologize for my tardiness,” she said. “A lorry filled with tomatoes overturned in the street, and my driver couldn’t get around it.”

Mrs. Astor’s face cleared. “Of course, my dear.” She sipped her tea from the delicate blue-and-white china. “Your dear mother and I were just discussing your prospects. It’s time you married.”

Oh dear. She’d hoped to engage in light conversation that had nothing to do with the fact that she was twenty-five and still unmarried. Her unmarried state distressed her if she let it, but every man her father brought to her wanted only her status. She doubted any of them had ever looked into her soul. “I’m honored you would care about my marital status, Mrs. Astor,” Olivia said.

“Mrs. Astor wants to hold a ball in your honor, Olivia,” her mother gushed. “She has a distant cousin coming to town whom she wants you to meet.”

Mrs. Astor nodded. “I believe you and Matthew would suit. He owns property just down the street.”

Olivia didn’t mistake the reference to the man’s money. Wealth would be sure to impact her mother. She opened her mouth to ask if the man was her age, then closed it at the warning glint in her mother’s eyes.

“He’s been widowed for fifteen years and is long overdue for a suitable wife,” Mrs. Astor said.

Olivia barely suppressed a sigh. So he was another of the decrepit gentlemen who showed up from time to time. “You’re very kind,” she said.

“He’s most suitable,” her mother said. “Most suitable.”

Olivia caught the implication. They spent the next half hour discussing the date and the location. She tried to enter into the conversation with interest, but all she could do was imagine some gray-whiskered blue blood dancing her around the ballroom. She stifled a sigh of relief when Mrs. Astor took her leave and called for her carriage.

“I’ll be happy when you’re settled, Olivia,” her mother said when they returned to the drawing room. “Mrs. Astor is most kind.”

“She is indeed.” Olivia pleated her skirt with her fingers. “Do you ever wish you could go somewhere incognito, Mother? Where no one has expectations of you because you are a Stewart?”

Her mother put down her saucer with a clatter. “Whatever are you babbling about, my dear?”

“Haven’t you noticed that people look at us differently because we’re Stewarts? How is a man ever to love me for myself when all he sees is what my name can gain him? Men never see inside to the real me. They notice only that I’m a Stewart.”

“Have you been reading those novels again?” Her mother sniffed and narrowed her gaze on Olivia. “Marriage is about making suitable connections. You owe it to your future children to consider the life you give them. Love comes from respect. I would find it quite difficult to respect someone who didn’t have the gumption to make his way in the world. Besides, we need you to marry well. You’re twenty-five years old and I’ve indulged your romantic notions long enough. Heaven knows your sister’s marriage isn’t what I had in mind, essential though it may be. Someone has to keep the family name in good standing.”

Olivia knew what her duty demanded, but she didn’t have to like it. “Do all the suitable men have to be in their dotage?”

Her mother’s eyes sparked fire, but before she spoke, Goldia appeared in the doorway. “Mr. Bennett is here, Mrs. Stewart.”

Olivia straightened in her chair. “Show him in. He’ll have news of Eleanor.”

Bennett appeared in the doorway moments later. He shouldn’t have been imposing. He stood only five foot three in his shoes, which were always freshly polished. He was slim, nearly gaunt, with a patrician nose and obsidian eyes. He’d always reminded Olivia of a snake about to strike. His expression never betrayed any emotion, and today was no exception. She’d never understood why her father entertained an acquaintance with the man, let alone desired their families to be joined.

“Mr. Bennett.” She rose and extended her hand and tried not to flinch as he brushed his lips across it.

“Miss Olivia,” he said, releasing her hand. He moved to her mother’s chair and bowed over her extended hand.

Olivia sank back into her chair. “What do you hear of my sister? I have received no answer to any of my letters.”

He took a seat, steepled his fingers, and leaned forward. “That’s the reason for our meeting today. I fear I have bad news to impart.”

Her pulse thumped erratically against her rib cage. She wet her lips and drew in a deep breath. “What news of Eleanor?” How bad could it be? Eleanor had gone to marry Harrison, a man she hardly knew. But she was in love with the idea of the Wild West, and therefore more than happy to marry the son of her father’s business partner.

He never blinked. “I shall just have to blurt it out then. I’m sorry to inform you that Eleanor is dead.”

Her mother moaned. Olivia stared at him. “I don’t believe it,” she said.

“I know, it’s a shock.”

There must have been some mistake. She searched his face for some clue that this was a jest. “What happened?”

He didn’t hold her gaze. “She drowned.”

“How?”

“No one knows. I’m sorry.”

Her mother stood and swayed. “What are you saying?” Her voice rose in a shriek. “Eleanor can’t be dead! Are you quite mad?”

He stood and took her arm. “I suggest you lie down, Mrs. Stewart. You’re quite pale.”

Her mother put her hands to her cheeks. “Tell me it isn’t true,” she begged. Then she keeled over in a dead faint.
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Harrison Bennett tugged on his tie, glanced at his shoes to make sure no speck of dirt marred their perfection, then disembarked from his motorcar in front of the mansion. The vehicle had rolled up Nob Hill much too quickly for him to gather his courage to face the party. Electric lights pushed back the darkness from the curving brick driveway to the porch with its impressive white pillars. Doormen flanked the double doors at the entry. Through the large windows, he saw the ballroom. Ladies in luxurious gowns and gentlemen in tuxedos danced under glittering chandeliers, and their laughter tinkled on the wind.

His valet, Eugene, exited behind him. “I’ll wait in the kitchen, sir.”

Harrison adjusted his hat and strode with all the confidence he could muster to the front door. “Mr. Harrison Bennett,” he said to the doorman.

The man scanned the paper in his hand. “Welcome, Mr. Bennett. Mr. Rothschild is in the ballroom.”

Harrison thanked him and stepped into the opulent hall papered in gold foil. He went in the direction of the voices with a sense of purpose. This night could change his future. He glanced around the enormous ballroom, and he recognized no one among the glittering gowns and expensive suits. In subtle ways, these nobs would try to keep him in his place. It would take all his gumption not to let them. It was a miracle he’d received an invitation. Only the very wealthy or titled were invited to the Rothschilds’ annual ball in San Francisco. Harrison was determined to do whatever was necessary to secure the contract inside his coat pocket.

A young woman in an evening gown fluttered her lashes at him over the top of her fan. When she lowered it, she approached with a coaxing smile on her lips. “Mr. Bennett, I’d hoped to see you here tonight.”

He struggled to remember her name. Miss Kessler. She’d made her interest in him known at Eleanor’s funeral. Hardly a suitable time. He took her gloved hand and bowed over it. “Miss Kessler. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

“I came when I heard you were on the guest list.”

He ignored her brazen remark. “It’s good to see you again. I have some business to attend to. Perhaps later?”

Her eyes darkened and she withdrew her hand. “I shall watch for you,” she said.

And he’d do the same, with the intent to avoid her. “If you’ll excuse me.” He didn’t wait for an answer but strolled through the crowd. He finally spied his host standing in front of a marble fireplace. A flame danced in the eight-foot hearth. Harrison stepped through the crowd to join the four men clustered around the wealthy Rothschild.

The man closest to Harrison was in his fifties and had a curling mustache. “They’ll never get that amendment ratified,” he said. “An income tax! It’s quite ridiculous to expect us to pay something so outrageous.”

A younger man in a gray suit shook his head. “If it means better roads, I’ll gladly write them a check. The potholes outside of town ruined my front axles.”

“We can take care of our own roads,” Rothschild said. “I have no need of the government in my affairs. At least until we’re all using flying machines.” He snickered, then glanced at Harrison. “You look familiar, young man. Have we met?”

Flying machines. Maybe this meeting was something God had arranged. Harrison thrust out his hand. “Harrison Bennett.”

“Claude’s son?”

Was that distaste in the twist of Rothschild’s mouth? Harrison put confidence into his grip. “Yes, sir.”

“How is your father?”

“Quite well. He’s back in New York by now.”

“I heard about your fiancée’s death. I’m sorry for your loss.”

Harrison managed not to wince. “Thank you.” He pushed away his memories of that terrible day, the day he’d seen Eleanor Stewart for what she really was.

“Your father was most insistent I meet you. He seems to think you have a business proposition I might be interested in.”

Harrison smiled and began to tell the men of the new diamond mines that Bennett and Bennett had found in Africa. A mere week after Mr. Stewart’s passing, Mr. Bennett had renamed the venture to include Harrison. An hour later, he had appointments set up with three of the men as possible investors. His father would be pleased.

Harrison smiled and retraced his steps to the front door but was waylaid by four women in brightly colored silk. They swooped around him, and Miss Kessler took him by the hand and led him to a quiet corner.

“Let’s not talk about anything boring like work,” she said, her blue eyes sparkling. “Tell me what you love to do most.”

He glanced at the other women clustered around. “I’m building an aeroplane. I’d like to have it in the air by the time earth passes through the tail of Halley’s Comet.”

She gasped. “Do you have a death wish, Mr. Bennett? You would be breathing the poisonous fumes directly. No one even knows if the earth will survive this.”

He’d heard this before. “The scientists I’ve discussed this with believe we shall be just fine,” Harrison said.

“I assume you’ve purchased comet pills?” the blonde closest to him said.

“I have no fear.”

The brunette in red silk smiled. “If man were meant to fly, God would have given him wings. Or so I’ve heard the minister say.”

He finally placed the brunette. Her uncle was Rothschild. No wonder she had such contempt for Harrison’s tone. All the nobs cared for were trains and ships. “It’s just a matter of perfecting the machine,” Harrison said. “Someday aeroplanes will be the main mode of transcontinental transportation.”

The brunette laughed. “Transcontinental? My uncle would call it balderdash.”

He glanced at his pocket watch without replying. “I fear I must leave you lovely ladies. Thank you for the conversation.”

He found Eugene in the kitchen and beckoned to his valet.

Eugene put down his coffee cup and followed. “You didn’t stay long, sir,” he said. “Is everything all right?”

Harrison stalked out the door and toward the car. “Are there no visionaries left in the country?”

Eugene followed a step behind. “You spoke of your flying machine?”

“The world is changing, Eugene, right under their noses—and they don’t see it.”

Eugene opened the door for Harrison. “You will show them the future, sir.”

He set his jaw. “I shall indeed.”

“I have a small savings set aside, Mr. Bennett. I’d like to invest in your company. With your permission, of course.”

Eugene’s trust bolstered Harrison’s determination. “I’d be honored to partner with you, Eugene. We are going to change the world.”
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BIRDS SANG IN the shrubs that surrounded the tiny courtyard. Olivia hadn’t thought her mother would be up to eating dinner, but once the matron was revived, she had taken charge again. Mr. Bennett joined them for the meal on the terrace, but there was little conversation after the servants dished up the soup.

Olivia fingered the locket with her sister’s picture in it and wished she would awaken and find this all a bad dream. I don’t believe it. She must have spoken, because Mr. Bennett’s dark eyes were on her face when she put down her soupspoon.

“Eleanor was buried in Mercy Falls, California, yesterday. Those are the facts, Miss Olivia.”

Did he not even care? His dark eyes held no emotion. “With none of her family there to mourn her?” she choked out. “Why were we not informed of her death before now?” She clutched her skirt in her fists.

“I asked Harrison to leave the conveyance of the news to me. In any event, you could not have arrived before her interment. I didn’t wish you to receive this news via a telephone call or a telegram.”

“What were the circumstances of her drowning? Did a boat capsize?”

He shrugged. “It appears she went swimming alone.”

“That’s impossible! Eleanor hated the water. She has never gone swimming in her life.”

“Olivia, stop your interrogation at once,” her mother said. “Nothing will bring your sister back to us.” Her mother took a dainty spoonful of soup. “It is through no fault of ours that the marriage will not take place, Mr. Bennett. I expect you to uphold your part of the arrangement and sign the papers transferring fifty percent of the new mine to us.”

Her mother’s audacity dried Olivia’s welling tears. She waited to see how Mr. Bennett would respond.

Mr. Bennett stirred sugar into his tea, then put his spoon back on the saucer. “I’m afraid that’s impossible, Mrs. Stewart. It’s too bad your husband’s dearest wish is unable to be fulfilled.” He pursed his thin lips. “There will be no property transferred without a wedding.”

Her mother’s smile was ingratiating. She glanced from Mr. Bennett to Olivia. “Well then, I still have a marriageable daughter. Without a blue-blooded wife, Harrison will always be merely nouveau riche and outside the best society.”

The man nodded. “The agreement between your husband and I was that the two families be joined. I do not care how that is achieved. One daughter is as good as the next.”

“Your son can’t possibly change his affections so hastily,” Olivia said.

The man shrugged his slim shoulders. His mustache twitched. “He’d barely met Eleanor before her death. He is amenable to doing what is best for his family. He will still be agreeable.”

Olivia hardly knew what to say, how to stop this insane proposal. She knew her mother was stressed. Six months ago her father had died when the tunnels of a newly acquired African diamond mine collapsed on him. His body was never recovered, nor were his financial investments, which had been exhausted along with the old mines. Time since then had seemed an eternity of watching pennies and struggling to pay the servants while keeping whispers of their change in fortune secret from the society in which they moved. A well-made marriage would give Olivia the power to change their circumstances. But the cost was so high.

Mr. Bennett’s gaze flickered back to her mother. A cold smile lifted his lips. “You are willing to send Olivia to marry Harrison?”

“It is what my husband wished. I assume you will draw up the papers to give me a share of the mine?” She dabbed her lips again. “I still don’t quite understand what happened to the first mine. My husband had such high hopes for it.”

Mr. Bennett shrugged. “Mines play out, as this one did. The new black-diamond mine has many years of production ahead of it. An inheritance from my late grandfather is what enabled me to purchase it. As I’ve mentioned, Mr. Stewart’s agreement to join the families was his contribution to the investment. You’ll never want for anything.”

She was being sold off like a piece of jewelry at an auction. Olivia leaped to her feet. “No one has asked me if I am willing.” She rushed across the flagstone and jerked open the door that led into the house. Her mother called after her, but Olivia ignored the summons and raced up the steps to her room, where she collapsed onto her bed.

Tears scalded her cheeks, and she punched her pillow. “I won’t marry him! I won’t!” she said fiercely to the china doll in the middle of the bed. She sat up and rubbed her wet face with the back of her hand. How would she get out of this?

She noticed the mail on her bed table, and the slanted writing on the top envelope made her breath catch in her throat. It almost looked like Eleanor’s bold cursive. She picked it up, her pulse hammering. It was Eleanor’s handwriting. Olivia ripped open the envelope and glanced at the date. A week ago. She must have written it just before she died.

The letter was short and to the point.

My dearest sister, Olivia,

I am in dire straits and I need you to come to me at once. I don’t know where else to turn. Please don’t think it my usual exaggeration when I say I fear for my future, and it will be Harrison’s fault. Come at once. Tell no one.

Your loving sister, 
 Eleanor

Harrison’s fault? What could she mean? Olivia remembered the last time she’d seen her sister. Eleanor had been dancing around her bedroom in a new blue gown. She’d been so delighted in the adventure of moving clear across the country. Eleanor had been a shooting star in Olivia’s life. How could she ignore this plea, even from the grave?

Could Eleanor have been murdered?

“I shall find out,” she said to the doll staring at her. “If Harrison is responsible for her death, I shall have him brought to justice.”

She rose and went downstairs to make a proposal to her mother. Bennett had left, and her mother was still on the terrace.

“Mr. Bennett is gone?” Olivia asked.

“He left after your most childish outburst.” Her mother rubbed her forehead.

“A migraine?” When her mother nodded, Olivia took a deep breath. “I’ll go to Mercy Falls.” She held up her hand when her mother opened her mouth. “But only on one condition. Don’t tell Mr. Bennett just yet. I want to see if Harrison and I will suit first.”

Her mother’s smile faded. “And if you don’t?”

“Then I’ll come home. I want until summer to decide. Surely you can get by for that long. Go stay with Mrs. Astor. She would be glad to welcome you for the season.”

Her mother shifted in her chair. “I imagine she would. I could close the house and save that expense.” She studied Olivia’s face. “But I suspect there is something you are not telling me, my dear.”

It was better for her mother not to know of Eleanor’s plea. If Mother knew of the danger, she would forbid Olivia to go. “I’ll be fine.”

Her mother sighed. “If only I’d borne your father a son, I would not be in this situation. We would have a man to lean on, but I have only you now. I fear I have no choice but to agree to this harebrained scheme. Otherwise you will reject the marriage outright, correct?”

Olivia folded her hands in her lap and nodded. Her mother leaned back in her chair. “Very well. I hope you know what you’re doing,” her mother said. “If you refuse Harrison, we’ll be unable to keep our change of fortune secret any longer. You’ll be forced to accept the first swell who offers for you.”

Olivia could only pray for divine providence.
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Olivia leaned on the ship’s railing and watched the dark landscape slide past. She had traveled across the country in Mrs. Astor’s private train car. When Olivia and Goldia reached San Francisco, they caught the packet to Mercy Falls, though what she really wanted was to reboard the train and go home. Everything in this faraway land was alien to her, from the wild Pacific Ocean foaming on the rocks to the rough stevedores working at the wharf.

They were nearly to Mercy Falls, and she wanted nothing more than to see the buildings of New York instead of the towering trees of this thickly forested coastline. The fog curling from the base of the trees and over the whitecaps made her shudder.

She sighed and toyed with the strings of her hat. She already missed home, though there would be much to see and do here. For the first time she would see the manor house her father had built in this town four years ago. It was a way of being closer to him.

“Are you frightened, Miss Olivia?” Goldia asked, joining her at the rail.

She shook her head. “I’ve an idea though, Goldia. I’m going to be known here as Lady Devonworth.”

“I thought you hated using your title.”

“I do. But I’d rather not be known as Olivia Stewart. Harrison will be on his guard if he knows I’m in town. With a different name, I can observe him unhindered. I boarded this ship as Lady Devonworth, so please remember not to call me Miss Olivia.”

Goldia’s lips pursed. “I don’t like it, miss. If someone really harmed Miss Eleanor, you could be in danger.”

To Olivia, the plan seemed straightforward. Her maid’s vapors were quite silly. “Not if I’m able to keep my identity a secret. I’ll find out what happened and bring the culprit to justice.”

“Well, I’m scared,” the girl said. Olivia turned away from the waters to face her.

Was that a man in the shadows? Olivia squinted into the darkness. “Who’s there?” she called. No answer came, but a cat strolled into the wash of light, and she relaxed. “It’s so damp here. Could you fetch my shawl?” she asked her maid.

Goldia nodded and hurried away. The fog quickly muffled the sound of her footsteps. Olivia stared at the lighthouse twinkling in the distance. Everything would change soon, and she would have to assume a role.

A sound came behind her, and she assumed it was Goldia until she smelled a man’s cologne. She half turned at the furtive, sliding noise, but before she could see who was joining her, hard hands seized her from behind. The man’s breath smelled of mint. She flailed at the assailant, but her fists struck only air. Her slippers slid along the polished deck, and the next moment she found herself bent over the railing, facing the turbulent water. The hard rail dug into her stomach and stole her breath. She tried to scream, but panic closed her throat as her balance tipped toward the water and away from the boat. With a last push from her assailant, she was plunging into the waves with her arms pinwheeling.

Cold water closed over her head. She fought the pull of the sea on her soaked skirt. A current took her deeper. Panicked, she kicked toward where she thought the surface was, though there was no light to guide her. Her head broke through, and she drew in the sweetest breath she’d ever known before the waves grabbed her. Before she went under again, she saw a light winking to her right. With her lungs full of air, she groped at her laces. Before she managed to get her boots off, her chest began to burn with the need to breathe. With that weight removed, she was able to rocket back to the surface. Gasping, she dog-paddled in the waves. She gulped in air, gathered her strength, then struck out toward the blinking light.

Her arms and legs ached as she fought the current. A cramp struck her calf and she cried out. Her head went under the waves and she gulped salty water. She was going to drown, just like her sister. She struggled for the surface.

A hand grabbed her arm and yanked her up, pulling her out of the depths. Hands flipped her onto her back, then a rough palm cupped her chin. The next thing she knew she was being towed toward shore.

Her bottom hit sand. She smelled kelp and felt seaweed around her waist. Then arms dragged her forward until she lay across hard thighs. She gagged up seawater.

“Are you all right?” a deep voice asked. The man sat her up.

She blinked water out of her eyes and realized she was still sitting on his lap. His hands gripped her forearms.

Water dripped from his dark hair down his face, and his breathing was as ragged as hers. “Were you trying to kill yourself?” he demanded.

“Someone pushed me,” she said. “A man. You were on the ship?”

“I didn’t see anyone push you.” His tone indicated he doubted her words. “I heard you scream and I ran to the railing.”

“You jumped in to save me?”

He shrugged. “I could hardly do anything else. It was clear you were not going to make it to shore by yourself.”

Something about him was familiar, but it was too dark to make out much more than the tilt of his head and his dark hair and eyes. She struggled to stand. “Thank you,” she said. “You can let me up now.”

He moved her off his lap onto the shore, then stood and offered her a hand. She allowed him to help her up. “Is that the lighthouse?” she asked, pointing toward the beacon on the hill.

“Yes, I’ll get help. Stay here.” He jogged off into the darkness.

She wasn’t about to sit and wait when someone had just tried to kill her, but he didn’t answer when she called out after him. He was quick, and her voice was too raw and thin from the salt water to be heard over the waves. She walked on wobbly legs toward the lighthouse.
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Harrison pounded on the door to the lighthouse and Will Jesperson answered the summons. Harrison had been friends with the lightkeeper ever since Will moved to town, and the keeper was quick to grab a lantern and a blanket.

“The woman says she was deliberately thrown overboard?” Will asked as they picked their way back down the rocky slope.

“That’s what she said.”

“You believe her?”

Harrison paused to catch his breath as Will swept the light around the area. “I saw her in the water and thought she might have jumped, but she seemed panicked. She’s lucky I was there.”

“Her skirts might have dragged her down,” Will agreed.

Harrison frowned and stared at the landscape. “I know this is where I left her. I told her to wait here.”

“Maybe she went to the dock to try to rendezvous with her family. Let’s look there.”

Harrison went in the direction of the stevedores’ shouts as they carried crates from the ship that had just docked. “Why would she run off?”

“She didn’t know you. Not likely to obey the orders of a stranger.” Will held the lantern aloft, but the yellow glow revealed nothing but a few crabs scuttling out of the way.

What might have made her leave? He didn’t like the direction his thoughts led. What if she really had been attacked? “You suppose whoever attacked her came back?” Harrison asked.

“The thought crossed my mind too. It’s worrisome,” Will said.

They reached the quay. Harrison stopped several men alighting from the ferry and explained what had happened. Two men pushed a dinghy into the waves and shoved off. Harrison prayed they didn’t find the pretty lady’s body.
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It took Olivia much longer than she anticipated to make it to the brick residence attached to the light tower. She was shaking and winded by the time she reached the top, probably because she had been unable to find a path and climbed awkwardly over rocks instead. She heard a shout in the distance and realized the man had gone back another way to find her. He and someone else were shouting for her, but she didn’t have the strength to answer them.

Her arm shook as she raised her fist and pounded on the door. Inside, a child squealed, and the happy sound put her at ease.

The door opened, and a pretty brunette stood wiping floury hands on an apron. A little girl of about three stood by her feet. The woman’s smile faded as she registered Olivia’s condition. “You’re soaking wet! Come in.” She stepped aside.

Olivia stepped into the welcoming warmth of the hall. Some kind of beef dish was on the stove for dinner, and her stomach gave a rumble at the aroma of onions and tomatoes. She shivered as the young woman led her to the fire in the parlor. The little girl scampered after them.

The woman draped a throw around Olivia’s shoulders. “Was there a shipwreck? Will was called out to help a victim.”

“No, no, there was a man.” Olivia clutched the warmth of the wool to her. “H-He threw me overboard.” It had really happened, hadn’t it? Some man had tried to kill her and nearly succeeded.

The other woman gasped. “Oh my dear! We need to get you out of those wet clothes. We’re of a similar build. Let me get you a towel. You stay by the fire.” She rushed from the room and her feet pounded up the stairs.

Olivia’s eyes burned, and she fought the sting of tears, aware it was a reaction to her near drowning. She managed to smile down at the little girl who regarded her with big, dark eyes. “Might I ask your name, little one? You’re very cute.”

“I’m Jennie,” the little one said, reaching a chubby hand to Olivia’s wet skirt.

The other woman’s footsteps came back down the stairs, and she entered the parlor with a cotton dress and a towel slung across her arm. “I took the liberty of bringing you a change of clothing. Here you are. I’ll take Jennie into the kitchen with me. No one will disturb you while you change.”

The strength ran out of Olivia’s legs and she nearly fell. “I-I think I shall need your assistance,” she said.

“Of course.” The young woman stepped behind Olivia and released the laces on the back. “What’s your name?”

“I’m Olivia Stewart.” Too late she realized she’d revealed her true identity.

“I’m Katie Jesperson. My husband is the lightkeeper here.” She helped Olivia step out of her ruined clothes, then dropped a clean dress over her head.

The warmth of the fabric enveloped her, and Olivia let out a sigh. “I’m so cold,” she said.

“Sit by the fire.” Katie pushed her gently into the folds of an overstuffed chair. “Let me dry your hair.” She took out what pins hadn’t been removed by the sea until the heavy dark locks hung on Olivia’s shoulders. Katie toweled it briskly. “Your hair is so lovely.”

“Thank you.” Shuddering, Olivia sank back into the warmth of the chair. Katie put down the towel, then tucked a quilt around Olivia. “I shall call the constable as soon as we get you settled. What was the name of your ship? Do you have companions who will be worried about you?”

“It’s the Atlantis. My maid will be quite upset when she can’t find me.”

“I’ll make sure she is informed of your whereabouts when Will gets back.”

Who would have thrown her overboard? She hadn’t spoken to anyone but Goldia. When the cat at her feet meowed, she remembered the cat on the ship and the shadowy figure of a man she thought she’d seen. What if someone had overheard her talking to Goldia and realized she was really Olivia Stewart? Could the man have had something to do with Eleanor’s death? Maybe it was even Harrison. And the man who had rescued her. He’d come from the ship. Had he seen something in spite of his statement to the contrary?

Olivia reached toward Katie as she started for the door. “I’m registered as Lady Devonworth. May I ask you not to mention the name Olivia Stewart to anyone?”

Katie stopped and stared. “I don’t understand.”

Olivia hardly knew where to begin. “I’d rather people know me by my formal title,” she said. “My father was a duke who came to New York in his twenties.”

Katie frowned. “Stewart. Are you related to Eleanor Stewart?”

Olivia couldn’t lie. Not when the woman had been so kind. “She was my sister. But no one must know that. Not yet.”

Katie bit her lip. “I don’t like deception.”

“Please, only for a little while,” Olivia begged. “I need to find out who wants me dead. I want to find out what happened to Eleanor. What did you hear of her death?”

“I know only that she drowned while swimming.”

Olivia shook her head. “Eleanor was terrified of the water. She would never have put one toe in the ocean.”

Katie’s eyes widened. “You fear she was murdered?”

Murder. Such an ugly word. Olivia nodded. “I know of no other explanation.”

“She was not herself the week before she died. Somber and unhappy. Could she have done away with herself?”

“Not Eleanor! And even if I could be persuaded of such a fate for her, she would not have drowned herself. Not with her overwhelming fear of water.”

“Someone tried to harm you. I must admit that bolsters your suspicions. You must tell the constable.”

“Not yet,” Olivia said. “I don’t want to run the risk of anyone finding out I’m investigating. We can tell him of the attack, but he only needs to know my formal title. I intend to keep it that way for now.”

“Very well. But may I tell my husband?”

Olivia wanted to ask her to keep it to herself, but she could hardly come between a man and his wife. “He will keep it to himself?”

“Of course. Will is a man of honor.”

“Very well.” At least she’d found a friend and ally her first day in Mercy Falls.
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HARRISON STRODE ALONG the quay under the glow from the street lamps. The Atlantis bobbed offshore. Several dinghies plied the waters with lanterns, but he heard no shouts of discovery. The wind freshened and brought the scent of rain to his nose. The first drops fell moments later.

Will glanced at him. “It’s been more than an hour.”

Rain began to patter harder, and Harrison adjusted his hat to keep the moisture off his face. “Now that she’s missing, I’m beginning to rethink her account. Maybe someone really did toss her into the sea.”

“You told the constable her story?”

“Yes. He seemed to give it as little credence as I first did.”

Will shrugged. “She’ll turn up sooner or later. Nothing we can do with the storm coming in. Come to the house for coffee. Katie made cookies this afternoon. And fresh bread.”

Going back to the empty manor house didn’t appeal. Since Eleanor’s death, Harrison found himself seeking out friends. Being with Will and Katie held more allure than he could resist. “My thanks. If you’re sure I wouldn’t be intruding.”

“You’re one of Katie’s favorite people. And Jennie’s. My daughter will be in your lap before you can take your first bite of cookie.”

Harrison’s spirits lifted at the thought of the little girl. She’d taken a liking to him last summer. Will and Katie had thrown a party on their anniversary and the whole town had come out for it. Jennie had attached herself to his leg all evening.

He’d thought he might have a little one of his own in the next year. Until he saw Eleanor’s true nature.

He noticed a captain approaching along the shore with another sailor and hailed them. “Are you in charge of this ship?” he asked, gesturing to the floating hulk in the waves.

“Yes,” the man said.

“I pulled the woman out of the sea. What have you heard?”

The captain tipped his hat back on his forehead. “I didn’t see her go overboard, but First Officer Nettles here did. Nettles, tell this man what you saw.”

The other man was about forty. Slim, with a weathered face and a hooked nose. “Wasn’t much. I heard a shout and rushed to the railing. I saw Lady Devonworth in the water. A few minutes later a man dived overboard.”

“That was me. She screamed?”

Nettles shrugged. “A scream or a shout. Not sure what it was.”

The same shout he’d heard. “Was the sea rough enough to cause her fall?” He hadn’t thought it that rough, but perhaps a woman leaning on the railing could have been pitched overboard.

The captain shook his head. “This was before the storm moved in. Mild seas and just a little wind. Not even any rain.”

“Then how did she get into the water?” When the men glanced at one another uneasily, Harrison stared at Nettles. “Did you see anyone else at the railing?”

“No, sir.”

“No footsteps, nothing?”

The man hesitated. “There’s often folks on deck, sir. There’s always footsteps.”

Lady Devonworth. She was titled, so maybe she had money. A kidnapping might have netted a blackguard some money, but she was worthless dead. Unless it was a kidnapping gone wrong?

“Thank you for your time,” he told the men. When they walked away, he turned back to Will. “That coffee is sounding better and better.”
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Flames danced in the fireplace. Dry now, Olivia’s hair lay on her shoulders and she’d finally stopped shivering. Katie’s simple blue dress fit Olivia’s slim figure perfectly. What was she going to do? It was clear someone wanted her dead. If the man discovered he’d failed, he would try again. She was tempted to get on a boat and head back up the coast, then take the first train home. But no. She was here to find out what had happened to Eleanor.

Katie bustled back into the room with more tea on a tray. “Now that Jennie is down for the night, we can chat. You have color in your cheeks now,” she said, putting the tray on a table. “My, you’re quite beautiful. Your hair is lovely. And such dark eyes. Like a Spanish dancer.”

Heat rose in Olivia’s cheeks, and she began to wind her hair back up on her head. “I can’t thank you enough for your hospitality. I’m so sorry to impose in this way.”

Katie poured tea into a cup and handed it to her. “It’s not an imposition at all! I shall quite enjoy feminine company.”

Olivia glanced at the clock on the mantel. “It’s only eight? It feels like much later.”

“You nearly drowned. That would wear anyone out. There are fresh linens on the bed in the guest room. Whenever you are ready for sleep, I’ll show you to your room.”

“You’re too kind.” Olivia was ready to lay her head on the pillow and forget a murderer stalked her. She added sugar to her tea, then heard steps and male voices outside on the porch.

Katie rose. “That’s probably Will. Let me tell him what’s happened.”

“Who is with him?”

“Let me check.” She went to the window and pulled back the lace curtain. “Will has Harrison Bennett with him.”

Olivia held back a gasp. “You can’t tell him I’m here!”

“Will he recognize you?”

The front door opened and footsteps came down the hall. “I don’t think so. I was only ten the last time I saw him, and he barely noticed me.”

Katie stepped toward the door. “Stay calm. You have to meet him sooner or later.”

Olivia rose and nodded as two men stepped into the room. She studied the face of the man who had caused her so much heartache. Harrison’s shoulders were broad under the cotton shirt he wore. She’d expected him to be in a suit and exuding wealth and power. His dark hair curled above his ears and along the nape of his neck. He reminded her of a sleek panther that hid its power and true danger until one least expected it.

He stopped when he saw her. “There you are,” he said.

She recognized the voice at once. Harrison Bennett was the man who had rescued her from certain death. Her words left her and all she could do was stare.

“We’ve been scouring the sand and the dock for you, Lady Devonworth,” he said, glowering. “I told you to stay put. Do you have any idea how much worry you’ve caused?”

She found her tongue. “I could hardly stay alone on a dark beach when someone had just tried to kill me. And I must say I resent your tone, sir. You hardly have the right to order me to do anything.”

His scowl deepened. Then his dark gaze lightened and he laughed. “You’ve got a temper, Lady Devonworth.”

Katie stepped between her and the men. “It’s good to see you, Harrison. I’m sorry to say Jennie is in bed. She’ll be so disappointed to have missed you.”

Olivia didn’t care for the amusement on Harrison’s face. And she did not have a temper.

The other man chuckled feebly at the obvious tension in the air. “You must be the mermaid Harrison pulled from the sea. I’m Will Jesperson.”

Olivia smiled and held out her hand. “Your wife has befriended me when I needed it most, Mr. Jesperson. Thank you for your hospitality.”

“We’re honored to have you in our home,” he said. “How did you end up here?”

Katie helped him out of his anorak. “You can interrogate her by the fire. I’ll get some cookies and coffee.”

Olivia watched Harrison. Surely women flocked to him. Confidence oozed from his broad shoulders. His square jaw was clean shaven, and his black hair curled a bit on his collar. He returned her perusal, and she averted her gaze.

His brown eyes held no recognition, just curiosity. She extended her hand and glanced at Katie. “You know my name, but you have not introduced yourself.”

He took her hand. “Harrison Bennett.”

Olivia managed not to snatch her fingers away as he bent. When his lips brushed her skin, she nearly yelped. As soon as it was seemly, she put her hand behind her back. “Are you a businessman, Mr. Bennett?”

“My father and I own some diamond mines in Africa,” he said. “We also have a silver mine or two and a few lumber tracts. Our newest acquisition is a black-diamond mine.”

With his deep voice and smooth manners, she had no doubt he managed to sell investors on anything he wanted. “I’ve never seen a black diamond. How interesting. I should like to see one.”

“The local jewelry designer recently purchased some. I should be delighted to show them to you.”

Jewelry wasn’t something she was able to buy right now, but the ruse would allow her to spend time around him. “I need to let the servants at the Stewart manor know I’ve arrived and am unharmed. If you wouldn’t mind escorting me to the residence tomorrow, perhaps we could stop by the jewelry store on the way.”

His brows rose. “There is no one in residence there.”

“No indeed,” she said. “Mrs. Stewart is still mourning the death of her daughter, but she urged me to stay as long as I like. I’m quite tired of the season’s parties. The idea of spending time in the country is most alluring.”

His smile faded. “If you are close friends of the Stewarts, why did you not immediately indicate you recognized my name?”

“You’re right. I should have done so at once. I’m sorry for your loss.” The words of condolence nearly choked her, but she managed to keep her smile fixed in place. She settled into the chair by the fire.

“Thank you.”

His curt reply made her curl her fingers into her palms. Didn’t he care at all about Eleanor’s death? “What were you doing on the ship?” she asked.

His brows rose. “The same as you. Coming here. I was returning from business in San Francisco.”

Her cheeks heated. “Of course.” Could he have been the man who threw her overboard? How convenient he was on the same boat. What better way to gain her trust than to rescue her?
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THE MOTORCAR HIT a muddy pothole, and if not for Harrison’s quick grasp of her arm, Olivia would have gone flying. They sat in the backseat as the driver, Thurman, navigated the rough road, and she was conscious of his elbow brushing hers.

The glowering clouds had temporarily stopped spitting rain, and she could only hope they reached shelter before the storm hit. The rain would ruin her new gown. The canvas top would block little of the elements. At least Will had retrieved her belongings from the ship.

She grabbed the side and hung on for dear life as the open-body Cadillac bounced along the rough streets. She craned her neck to take in the town of Mercy Falls. It was quite attractive to her dazzled eyes. She’d expected nothing more than wooden storefronts in what she considered a backwater, but it was a bustling town with well-dressed men and women strolling the brick sidewalks.

Being with Harrison Bennett set her on edge, but the only way to find out what happened to Eleanor was to spend time in his presence. He would make a slipup that would lead her to the truth.

Thurman parked the automobile in front of a stately stone storefront that boasted a large display of jewelry in its picture window. Harrison leaped over the side of the car and came around to assist her. “The pieces in the window are of paste,” he said. “The real items are in the safe.”

She lifted her silk skirt free of the mud puddle outside the motorcar and stepped onto the sidewalk with his assistance. “What a pretty town,” she said, staring at a charming white church with a tower.

“I like it.” The bell tinkled as he opened the door for her.

She stepped onto marble floors. Gold foil papered the walls. The tin ceiling was painted gold as well.

A woman behind the counter discreetly poured tea into delicate china. “Would you care for sugar, Lady Devonworth?”

He must have alerted the staff to her visit. “Two sugars, please.” She accepted the tea and sipped it as she moved toward the glass counters. Sparkling jewels captured the light from the chandeliers overhead. She caught her breath at one necklace. “That almost looks like lace,” she said, pausing over the display.

The woman beamed. “The platinum adds to that illusion. The weight of diamonds in this piece is five carats total, though they are small to grab the light in a lacelike display.”

What was she doing here? She couldn’t afford any of this jewelry, not until Bennett made good on his promise. All she had was the small sum she’d brought with her, and that had to last for the summer.

The woman lifted the necklace onto the glass. Harrison lifted it from its black velvet home and draped it around Olivia’s neck. It was cold at first but quickly warmed on her skin. She touched the delicate filigree and fingered the glittering diamonds. They were of top quality and picked up facets of light from every direction.

“I quite adore it,” she said.

He clipped dangling diamond earrings to her ears. The brush of his warm fingers against her neck made her shiver. She forced herself to stand her ground. He turned her toward the light from the windows and motioned to a full-length mirror. She was not a covetous woman, but seeing her reflection made her long to keep the necklace. “I’ve never seen anything so lovely.”

His gaze never left hers in the mirror. “Nor have I.”

Her cheeks burned at the intent in his gaze. What a rogue he was. “And the price?”

“Five thousand dollars.”

“I’ll think about it,” she said, turning away from the mirror. “If you don’t mind, we could stop at the manor and let the servants know where to pick up my things.”

“Of course.”

“If you would be so kind as to undo the clasp.” His warm fingers grazed the back of her neck again. She didn’t like the way her pulse leaped. The cad knew how to make a woman respond to his touch. No wonder Eleanor had been so enamored. Olivia vowed not to be as weak as her sister. She could see through this man’s mask.

He handed the necklace to the sales clerk, and Olivia stepped away before he could remove the earrings. “I can get these.” She quickly took them off and handed them to the other woman.

When his fingers touched her elbow, she didn’t move toward the door. Not when she had so many questions. She hovered over the display case. “Where are those black diamonds you praised?”

“Right here.” He pointed to a bracelet studded with black and white stones.

The black diamonds glittered against the white ones. “Did you buy any of these lovely pieces for your fiancée?” She glanced at him from under her lashes and saw him flinch.

“Unfortunately, I saw Eleanor very little,” he said, his tone frosty. “When she arrived, I was on a trip to Africa. She died four days after I returned.”

“It was an arranged marriage?”

His brows lowered and his lips thinned. “I’m sure you know it was, Lady Devonworth. If you’re such a close friend of the family, you would be quite aware of these things.”

“I beg your pardon. I didn’t mean to offend you,” she said. When his glower didn’t diminish, she turned up the wattage on her smile until his lips twitched. She moved toward the door with him.

So, Eleanor had seen little of him, yet she died four days after his arrival from Africa. What did it all mean? And how could Olivia get the truth out of him?
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Harrison guided the young woman past the manicured lawns to the sweeping portico of Stewart Hall. The high surf from the approaching storm pounded on the rocks below. The woman’s pointed questions about Eleanor left him on edge. He quite detested high-society women who were only interested in gossip.

“The front door is open,” Lady Devonworth said.

A man carrying rugs emerged from the open door. Harrison recognized him as footman Jerry Bagley. The young man didn’t see them and carried the rugs to the line at the side of the house. A rug beater lay on the ground. He draped the rugs over the line and picked up the beater.

“Jerry, if you have a moment,” Harrison called.

Jerry whirled with the beater held up like a weapon. His pug-nosed face relaxed in a smile when he saw them. He struck a pose and dropped the tool. “A woman drove me to drink and I never had the courtesy to thank her for it,” he said in a snide drawl.

“W. C. Fields,” Harrison said. “Good job.”

The young man grinned and picked up the beater again. “He’s easy to do. I’ve got a part in a vaudeville that debuts in two weeks. I hope you can come.”

“I wouldn’t miss it.”

Jerry glanced at Lady Devonworth and his eyes widened. Harrison knew he was taking in the luxury of her silk gown. “This is Lady Devonworth. I assume the house has been prepared for her visit.”

“Yes, sir. Mrs. Stewart called several days ago. Mama has been cracking the whip over all of us.” He glanced at Lady Devonworth. “She told us to expect—”

“I’m so glad she called to let you know to expect me,” Lady Devonworth said. “I’m at the lighthouse right now, but I wanted to make sure you were ready for my arrival.”

Harrison stepped past Jerry. “I’ll introduce Lady Devonworth to your mother.” He guided Lady Devonworth toward the door. “This is your first visit, correct?”

“Yes. Mr. Stewart had the place built four years ago. Or so I was told,” she said. “Mrs. Stewart has not seen the manor.” Ever since she’d stepped from the car, she’d been aloof. She also hadn’t looked at him.

“It’s quite large,” he said, mounting the steps. He noticed her eyes widen as they stepped into the grand hall. Silk papered the walls. The redwood floors gleamed. A sweeping staircase six feet wide rose to their left. The ceiling in the foyer was fifteen feet high. “The parlor is this way,” he said, touching his fingers to her elbow again. She flinched at his touch, and he frowned. He guided her to the large parlor on the right, where they found the housekeeper furiously dusting the items in the china cupboard.

“Mrs. Bagley,” he said. She whirled to face him. Her face hardened when she saw him. He pretended not to notice. “This is Lady Devonworth. She had a bit of an adventure yesterday, but she’s quite all right.”

The older woman wiped her hands on her apron and studied the young lady. Thora’s faded blue eyes brightened, and she gave a slight nod as if she approved. “As soon as that lazy son of mine brings in the rugs, the house is ready. Your room has been prepared, Lady Devonworth.” She didn’t look at Harrison again and did not address him.

Her dislike was nothing new to Harrison. “I’ll be pleased to fetch your belongings, Lady Devonworth. You can rest in the parlor and I’ll be back with them.”

She flushed and shook her head. “That won’t be necessary. I can hardly vacate the lighthouse without thanking Will and Katie for their hospitality. If you’ll run me back to their home, I’ll spend a final evening with them and come tomorrow. If that’s all right,” she said, directing her question to Thora.

“Of course, your ladyship,” Thora said. “If you’d like, I can show you around before you go.”

“I should like that.” The young woman fell into step beside the housekeeper. Neither looked back at him.

Harrison started to go after them, then decided against it. He didn’t care to force his presence on them. “I’ll wait here,” he said.

He stepped to the window and watched Jerry beat the dirt from the rugs with vigor. The last time he’d been here was the day Eleanor disappeared. He’d come to take her to lunch, and she was pale and quiet. She said hardly anything to him over the meal and had been quick to ask to return home. Now he knew she had to have been planning her suicide.

He was lost in thought for so long he barely registered the women’s return. When Lady Devonworth stepped back into the parlor, he was struck with her beauty. Her hair was so dark it was almost black. Her eyes were large and brown, shining with curiosity and a zest for life he found quite appealing. The warm tones of her skin paired with her eyes gave her a stunning beauty that was accentuated by her high cheekbones.

She must have noticed him staring, because faint color tinged her cheeks. “Is everything all right?” she asked.

He liked her voice too, husky and vibrant. It was too bad she made little pretense of hiding her distaste of him. He was unsure what he’d done to displease her. “Is everything to your liking?”

“It’s an exquisite home. The ballroom on the third floor is the largest I’ve ever seen. It would hold nearly the whole town. I don’t believe Mrs. Stewart realizes how lovely this place is.”

He had no interest in the ballroom. “I’ll take you back to the lighthouse if you’re ready.”

“Of course. I’ll return tomorrow,” she told Thora. Lady Devonworth put her hand on his arm and allowed him to escort her to the motorcar.

The driver started the Cadillac. Harrison climbed into the backseat with her. “Are you angry about something, Lady Devonworth? Your eyes have been spitting fire at me.”

She turned those magnificent eyes on him. “I’ve been wondering why your fiancée would choose to drown herself,” she said.

He stiffened at the rudeness of her comment. “You’re very outspoken,” he said. “And you don’t know me, certainly not well enough to ask such pointed questions about something that is none of your concern. Your set may enjoy gossiping about such a horrific tragedy, but I do not. I’ll take you home now and I’ll thank you to keep your questions about my personal life to yourself.”
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