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            Summary

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Violet Carlyle--along with a slew of relatives--is called to spend the holidays with their aunt, Agatha Davies. The intransigent woman has spent the majority of her life squirreling away money and alienating her family.

      

        

      
        It's hardly the first time Vi has spent the holidays with her aunt. She and her twin intend to do what they always do. Enjoy Aunt Aggie’s luxuries while ignoring the histrionics of the family trying to worm their way into the will.

      

        

      
        Only this time, Aunt Aggie claims someone is trying to kill her. But how can that be true? Before Vi can find the killer, Aunt Aggie dies. Since Agatha never named an heir, why would anyone want to kill her?

      

        

      
        To her shock, Vi finds herself embroiled in a murder investigation where she and her family are the suspects. Just who murdered Aunt Agatha? And why? Will they be able to find the killer before someone else dies?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Mumma. In a book about near-mothers, I can’t help but

        think of my own near-perfect mother. I love you, babe.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you really have an appointment so early, Vi?”

      “Indeed, dear one,” she said, taking the two pills from Giles and the rather noxious concoction that should shake the last of her after-effects from the previous evening.

      “We have a letter from Aunt Agatha,” Vic told her with a bit of a plea.

      “It is your turn to answer for us, darling,” Vi said, “I have to deal with our stepmother. She offered me a few things I needed for my wardrobe along with a dress for some party she’ll expect me to do the pretty at while I attend and pretend to be good.”

      “Ahhh, she’s persuaded some bloke to take a look at you,” he laughed.

      Violet took up the concoction, drained it in several swallows, and shuddered. Her brother, spoiled soul that he was, never suffered from overindulgence. As his twin, she objected strenuously.

      “Must you, darling? I am always certain whenever I answer Aunt Agatha that I’ve been cross-examined and found wanting.”

      “Dearest darling,” Vi said, taking up her teacup as though it were from the gods’ own table, “Stepmother is far easier to deal with if you give her what she wants when it doesn’t matter and slip away at the opportune moment. Better to feed the bear than to make her rabid.”

      “I don’t think you become rabid from not eating,” Vic mused, filling his plate with kedgeree and toast.

      Violet shuddered and pushed the kedgeree farther away her. “Perhaps not. I am not quite up to verbally sparring yet, luv.”

      “Well, I’ll deal with Aggie and see you here for tea? I have dinner plans with Martha Landsy. Would you like to come?”

      “I have dinner plans of my own, Victor dear. I’ll see what the old battle axe has planned for you, shall I? Then perhaps we should look at escaping London after the New Year and before Stepmother gets too many plans in the works.”

      “Running scared from the fella ready to give you the look over?”

      “There’s no shame in a well thought out retreat.”
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        * * *

      

      Buying dresses with her stepmother was exactly what Vi thought it would be. She was told that she was getting too old to expect anyone to marry her and she couldn’t expect Victor to support her forever. As though Vi didn’t contribute to their rooms and living. If her stepmother only knew half the truth, she might leave Violet be, but Vi believed in keeping her cards close to her chest.

      “I can only do so much for you, Violet,” the battle axe said.

      “Yes, Stepmother.” Vi adjusted the cloche hat in the mirror and nodded to the dress shop girl, adding several pairs of stockings to her pile.

      Lady Eleanor’s gaze sharpened on the stockings but she didn’t say a word. They’d already discussed her dress choices and her inexplicable demand for an education wherein she hadn’t bothered to find a young man from a good family.

      “I would think after all this time you could remember to call me mother. You know how your father feels about it.”

      “Of course,” Violet said, refusing to use the word.

      Stepmother sniffed and then said, “You and Victor are going to Agatha’s for Christmas?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Violet nodded to the kid gloves, and the shop girl winked and slid them into the pile without her stepmother even taking note.

      “She has a lot of money, Violet. Make yourself useful to her. Victor barely has enough to live on as it is. If he wants to marry, he’ll need you gone and something more.”

      Violet didn’t bother rehashing that their father had rather enough money for both Violet and Victor. They each had inherited money from their grandfather, their mother, and had an allowance from their father. Victor would, however, get more money when he turned twenty-five and Violet would receive something when she married. Neither of them were hard-up, so the melodramatics about Violet becoming an old maid had another purpose.

      Violet smiled winningly at the shop girl and turned to examine Lady Eleanor. She was a lovely creature.

      “Look, Violet,” Stepmother said, “I am trying to do my best by you. You know that. Isolde is going off to university, and she’s going because she wants to meet a good young man. Surely you don’t think that you’ll ever marry if Isolde beats you to the altar? My dear, she is five years younger than you.”

      Violet could feel a pulsing at her temples that didn’t ease with the pile of lovely things.

      “Violet? I am talking to you.”

      The shop girl winced and then placed an embroidered silk scarf on the pile for Violet along with another pair of stockings. Her stepmother didn’t even notice. Violet tapped the counter where a very long strand of jet beads was artfully laid out.

      “It is possible given Isolde’s wants as compared to my own,” Violet said, drawing attention to herself while the shop girl put the beads on Violet’s pile of things, “That she might marry before myself. That is the desire of her heart, not mine.”

      “It should concern you,” Stepmother hissed. “You will be on the shelf. You’ll have to work to support yourself when Victor gives up supporting you. He will, Violet.”

      “Victor?” Vi asked.

      Lady Eleanor trod over Violet’s insertion and said, “He will marry and he will need to take care of his wife!”

      Violet sniffed once and said to the shop girl, “I think we’ve got all we need. Thank you for your help. You can send the bill to Carlyle house and the items to the address I gave you.”

      Violet turned to her stepmother and tried to avoid an utter breach. “Lady Eleanor, thank you for caring.”

      “Of course I care,” she said, nodding in agreement of Violet’s instructions. “I’m trying to do what’s best for you.”

      “You are,” Violet agreed gently. “It’s just that it’s not your day any longer, and I am not you or Isolde. I am not going to marry whichever semi-decent man you throw in my path.”

      “Then what will you do?”

      “I suppose, if it comes to it, I’ll work.” Violet enjoyed her stepmother’s wince too much.

      “Work?” Lady Eleanor pressed her hand to her chest and backed away.

      “I will not be the first woman who chooses to support herself rather than marry someone I don’t care for. Not even if that man is rolling in the green.”

      “Working isn’t a game, Violet! You are spoilt! And that is your problem. These modern young things who think they know better than their elders. There is quite a lot to be said for a comfortable home and a man who puts you above all others. Whatever will you do to work?”

      “I don’t know,” Violet admitted. “Lila writes magazine articles. Perhaps something like that. I could be a typist, I suppose. I have a friend who takes photographs. I’m sure I can come up with something.”

      “Your father will be hearing of this,” Lady Eleanor hissed, sweeping from the shop.

      Violet turned to the shop girl. “I think this means that I need to add that shawl there. And perhaps a few more pairs of stockings. They do go so quickly.”

      “She’s awful,” the girl said and then blushed, glancing behind her to ensure no one else had heard.

      “Mmmm,” Violet said, raising her brows in agreement. Lady Eleanor wasn’t quite the worst. She wanted things her way, certainly. As much as Violet despised that, Eleanor also wanted Violet safe and cared for.

      “Maybe you could design dresses. There’s a squire’s daughter who does that,” the girl said. She brought Violet over to a champagne pink gown and said, “She made this. She sells through our shop and another in Paris.”

      Violet ooohed and checked the watch pinned her jacket and then said, “I think I’ve got time to try that beauty on.”

      “Will you really get a job?” the girl asked.

      Vi supposed the idea of being able to afford to live without working was ridiculous to someone in a shop.

      She shrugged and then admitted, “If I wanted to stay in London and Vic really did throw me out. Only my brother would never, ever do that. Besides, he’s barely twenty-three. I might be old to get married, but he’s too young.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hullo, hullo, hullo, Vi darling, is that you?”

      Violet spun around with a grin on her face and tucked a few strands of hair behind her ear. Her gaze fixed upon the bright cheeks and perfectly shingled hair and they both squealed like school girls.

      “Gwennie!”

      They rushed each other like the chums they were and didn’t quite kiss. Carefully applied lipstick could be smudged so easily.

      “Gwennie! Whatever are you doing here? Weren’t you bouncing around Scotland with your mum?”

      She shook her head and her blonde hair flew with the movement. Her bright brown eyes flashed with irritation and her nose crinkled as she said, “My aunt Gertie! It was awful. She’s a stern old thing and I spent rather too much time embroidering seat cushions.”

      Vi winced and squeezed Gwennie’s hand before tucking it into the crook of her arm and said, “But you’re here now? You’ve escaped!”

      “Thank goodness. Good old Lila and Denny offered to let me come and stay with them for a while when they heard I was ready to throw myself from the highest tower to find an inch of freedom. So I legged it and here I am!”

      “And your aunt…” Vi trailed off. She might not have seen Gwennie in simply ages, but she remembered the tune. Gwennie’s Aunt Gertrude held the purse strings for Gwennie and did not believe in modern girls. She objected to dancing, drinking, playing cards, and anything that wasn’t entirely Victorian.

      “Well,” Gwennie said in an aside, “She doesn’t love that I’m here. But Lila is from such a good family. And, of course, she and Denny are married. So, Gertie thinks that they’ll throw me in the way of dashing and well-connected lads. Perhaps with a touch of a fortune.”

      Vi winced. Gertrude couldn’t be more wrong about Lila and Denny. Most of their friends were starving artists or people Gwennie already knew.

      Gwennie raised her brows and said, “She thinks Denny’s friends must be matrimonially inclined since he was.”

      Vi choked at that. Matrimonially inclined? Denny’s friends? She laughed. He and Lila had been besotted since they were in the nursery. Their marriage was as fated as the rising sun and they hadn’t seen the need to wait.

      As far as marriage went, Vi had been hearing that same horrid tune from her stepmother, Lady Eleanor. Thankfully, with Victor’s support and her own small inheritance, Vi wasn’t quite at daggers drawn with her stepmother. It was getting awfully near to hand as she got older. If Vi went to one more family dinner with some eligible cove sitting by ready to consider her, she might go stark raving mad. It was as though they appeared assuming she was theirs for the taking and all they needed to do was decide whether she’d do. No one seemed to think she deserved to be anything other than grateful.

      “Whatever are you doing for tea, darling?” Vi asked, “Would you like to nip home for a bit of something with Vic and I? Vic has found the most wonderful man to help us; I’m sure it’ll be scrumptious. Shall we ring up Lila and Denny and bring them along?”

      “Oh, that does sound lovely. To get the old girls together. Do you ever miss the school days?”

      “Never,” Vi admitted. “I was grateful to Aunt Agatha for letting me go to college. You know my father and stepmother expected me to meet someone and marry. Dear Aunt Agatha wanted me to be educated. Not wanted. Expected. You know, the old girl made me write to her about what I was learning and whatnot. Vic and I both, since she paid for him too.”

      Gwennie laughed and then said, “I wish my aunt was a bit more like yours.”

      “Well, Aggie was something of a firebrand in her day. Still is, come to think of it.”
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        * * *

      

      “What’s all this then?” Vic asked as he came into the drawing room where they were lounging with their tea.

      “Hullo, Vic!” Vi called. “You remember Lila and Denny and of course, Gwennie.”

      He glanced around the room, nodded, and simply slid into one of the sitting chairs.

      “Vic! Whatever is the matter?” Vi asked as she poured him a stiff coffee, bypassing the tea she knew he didn’t want and making him a plate of biscuits and cake.

      “I can’t eat darling,” he said. “It’s too, too bad. We shall need to leave at once. Well…”

      “At once? But we have dinner plans and our friends are here.”

      He groaned and then said, “Well, not at once. In the morning, it’s Aggie. The old bean has demanded we appear early. For an extended house party with the relatives.”

      “What?” The twins had planned to head to their aunt’s home for Christmas, but that wasn’t for a fortnight. Perhaps a long weekend. Maybe a few days longer if the rest of the relatives fled quickly. “No.”

      “Indeed. She sounded rather weak and washy, too. Simply threw herself upon us to come and rescue her.”

      “She couldn’t have,” Vi said.

      “She did, I tell you. She did. I read the letter and it was as clear as day.”

      “But…I don’t want to go for a fortnight plus the hols,” Vic said, shoving his plate of biscuits back into his lap. She knew him rather well, and when he was hungry he was a bit of a wilting flower. She shook her head at him and headed back across the room to her seat.

      “It’s worse than you know,” he moaned, shoving a whole biscuit into his mouth and talking around it. “She’s invited everyone. And she sent a telegraph as well. It came after you left.”

      Vi blinked, turning slowly back to her brother, shaking her head.

      “Indeed. She has. All of them.”

      “But…”

      “Yes,” he said, flatly draining his coffee and then rubbing his stomach as though he shouldn’t have.

      “No.”

      “It’s true,” he said weakly. “I saw Algernon at the club when the telegraph arrived. He’s got one too, and he’s bringing a friend. Possibly two.”

      “Oh no,” Vi said as she dropped into her seat. “Not…”

      “Theodophilus? Yes.”

      Vi shivered. Their cousin Algernon was a blighter. But his friends were worse. Somehow Algernon gave them the impression that he was close to Vi and Vic and that she was up for grabs. Everyone knew that her father would settle a lump of green on her when she married. Algernon seemed to think it was his to half-offer her and the money to his friends.

      “I won’t do it,” Vi said flatly.

      “It’s Aggie.”

      Vi bit her lip, glancing at her friends who were watching the exchange with hawk eyes.

      “Did you say that Algie is bringing a friend or two?”

      “Yes, darling. Asking again won’t change things.”

      “Then we will too.” Vi looked at her friends and said, “You’re conscripted.”

      “Oh, but…”

      “Rally round, darlings. We need you.” She tapped her cheek and then the most enchanting thought occurred to her. “On the way back, we’ll swing through Paris and have a lovely time for a few days. Isn’t Tomas in Paris? Didn’t he say he rented that big house, Vic?”

      “Tomas is in love with you, Vi.”

      “Then he won’t object to our arrival.”

      “Rather mercenary of you, luv,” Vic said. “We’ll need something to look forward to if we have to spend so long with Algie and the other blood-suckers.”

      “Mmmm.” Vi turned her gaze to her friends. “Please? Please darlings? It won’t be all bad. There’s a pond for skating and Aggie isn’t cheap when it comes to the vittles. She’s a mouthy old thing and can be trusted to not control our every move. We could dance some, listen to music, see a bit of the countryside if the weather isn’t too bad.”

      “Denny can you take that much time off?”

      “Ah…”

      “Paris. Booze. Skating?” Vi wheedled, glancing at Lila who turned her big eyes on her love with a pleading look.

      He hemmed and hawed before he said, “I really only half-work anyway. Just enough to keep the pater happy that I’m doing something and keep my allowance coming.”

      “Then it’s resolved! Motion carried. All for one and one for all,” Vi laughed.

      “This calls for drinks,” Victor said, but Vi scowled at him and waved hers away. She had a firm policy of never drinking while she was still struggling with the headache from the last round.

      Giles came into the sitting room with another tray of sandwiches and said, “Your new things have arrived, miss.”

      “Lovely,” Vi said. “Come, darlings, and see what I earned this morning.”

      “What did Eleanor say about me?” Vic asked rather anxiously as Vi rose.

      “That your eventual wife would throw me out and I’d have to marry or slum it.”

      Vic laughed at that and Vi led the girls to her room where Lila threw herself on the bed and Gwennie started to dig through the bags that had arrived.

      “You simply robbed her blind, Vi,” Gwennie said, as she pulled out the stack of stockings.

      “It’s not quite so simple as that. Father won’t give me an allowance without strings, but he’ll still pay for clothes,” Vi said. “I just bought rather more than Eleanor realized. Father won’t object when he gets the bill. He doesn’t get all that many bills from me. I always look like the economical sister because Isolde goes ham.”

      “Oh, that is nice,” Gwennie said. “I wish my parents or aunt would do the same. Rather than letting me buy clothes, they simply buy a dress they approve of here or there. Or gift me with a new hat. I get stockings money and not enough for much more. I have to beg for cigarettes.”

      “Money is the string they use to get us to do what they want us to do,” Lila said, “It doesn’t get better after you are married. Denny and I get quiet little questions about babies. My mother can’t imagine that I might be doing anything to prevent a baby and I don’t think Father is even aware that such things exist. They’re both quite concerned that I’m barren and Denny will leave me.”

      “There’s time left for babies,” Gwennie said, holding up the pink champagne dress against herself. “This is divine.”

      “It is,” Vi agreed. “Thank you for coming with us. The relatives really are rather vile. Aunt Agatha is a doll. An armed and slightly mad doll, but a doll all the same. And you never know who will be with Aunt Agatha. Anything from a painter Lady Eleanor would find objectionable to some rich duke’s son.”

      “That sounds interesting,” Lila admitted. “Better than withering away at home while Denny pretends to work.”

      “It sounds about a million times better than slowly dying with my aunt in Scotland.”

      “Darlings,” Vi said, rising smoothly and adjusting her cuffs. “I’m without a maid, so I’ll be having to pack while we chat since Harold Lannister has tickets for So This is London and I very much want to go.”

      “You’re wearing this, I hope,” Gwennie said, nudging the dress.

      Vi smirked and nodded, holding the dress against her body and twirling so it flew out. “Why else would I buy it?”

      “Is Harold Lannister rich?” Lila demanded.

      “Is he handsome?” Gwennie touched the dress almost longingly.

      “He’s—witty. Educated. Not ugly, but not handsome. And very, very rich.”

      “Is he connected to the right families?” Lila asked, channeling Lady Eleanor.

      “He’s American,” Vi said with a wicked grin. “Lady Eleanor would despise him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      “Solve a puzzle for me, darling?” Lila asked as the group settled into their seats in the train carriage.

      Vi glanced her way and said, “Well of course. If you need brainwork, I’m the one.”

      “Why are we going to this thing? Aunt Agatha is not like Gwennie’s aunt who pays for things, right?”

      “You mean she doesn’t give us an allowance?” Victor asked. He smiled at Vi and then turned back to Lila and Denny.

      “Correct,” Lila said. “I understood when you wrote to her weekly about what you were learning at school. She paid the bills then.”

      Vi laughed. “It’s rather simple. We like her.”

      “Love her even,” Victor added, tapping his cigarette case against his thigh. Violet had given him it as a reward for crawling out of college, degree clutched in his paw.

      “But you’re not her heir?” Denny asked. “She’s rather rolling in the green, isn’t she?”

      “Funny you should ask,” Victor said. “I am the keeper of the bet book on that. Vi hasn’t placed a bet, but the rest of us have quite a sum on the line.”

      “That bet book is foul.” Violet glanced across the aisle and found a rather distinguished older man sitting next to a younger version of himself. The older man had glanced their way when they were talking of the bet book and she was sure he was listening.

      “It is foul,” Victor agreed blithely. “Without taste and generally despicable.”

      “Stop quoting me,” she said, elbowing him. She tried to direct his attention to their eavesdropper but Denny snatched the book from Vic’s hand. It was a small black thing, and it held more of Vic’s despicable side than she wanted to know.

      “Let’s see,” Denny said, flipping the pages and opening one at random. “Oh ho, it’s the Algernon page. He thinks Violet and Victor will inherit. With rather too much for the servants. And not a penny to those who need it. He’s rather an obnoxious fathead, isn’t he?”

      Vi nodded and adjusted her coat. “Oh, stop.”

      Denny grinned at her and turned another page. “Ah, cousin Meredith. Her guess was probably a house of wayward girls. Is she a sour one?”

      “Not awfully,” Vi said, “She’s just on the border of things. Not rich but not poor. She’s too close to the big houses and the fancy parties to be satisfied with what she has. Only she’s too far away to be able to really slide in and enjoy.”

      “I know the type,” Denny said blithely. He had already lit his cigarette and took a long drag.

      “If dear cousin Meredith had the looks, she’d weasel her way into some rich man’s bed and find it wasn’t all she thought,” Vic said

      “Victor Carlyle,” Vi countered. “There is nothing wrong with Meredith.”

      “I like Merry,” Vic said while Lila laughed. “One has to be rather the thing to marry for money. She’s lovely enough but in a rather ordinary way. Not like Lila. Even you couldn’t do it, Vi. Not on looks. Whoever gets you will be obsessed with your wit and then never think anyone else could rival you.”

      “Stop it,” Vi said, elbowing her brother rather harder this time. “You know I don’t wish to marry for money.”

      “If you did, you’d marry Tomas who has enough money to bathe in and worships the ground you walk on.”

      Vi had had enough of that. “I’m going to find wherever Gwennie disappeared to.”

      “You know she gets sick on trains,” Lila called, “You may not want to find her.”

      “She’s not the only one ready to sick up.” Vi shook her head, walking away.

      As she left she heard Denny ask, “And who does Vi think your aunt will leave her money to?”

      “Vi? She refuses to say. She really does hate this thing. It only exists because of one drunken evening, but even in her cups, she wouldn’t bet. It’s anyone’s guess who will inherit and no one would be surprised if she left it all to one of us, split it evenly, or decided to fund a reform school for girls,” Vic said. “Drives most of the family mad.”

      “A reform school for girls,” Denny squeaked. “No wonder! Why does Algie think it’ll be you? The poor fish. You all have never given the idea that it would be.”

      Victor hummed and then said, “Oh our mother asked Aunt Agatha to look after us when Mum realized she was dying. Dear old Aggie took her promise seriously. Trying to compel us to read treatises and learn about investments. Vi always indulged the old dear. I’m afraid I never did. But, she also saw that we learned to ride and paid for our tour around the world. She’s a good ‘un, and Vi doesn’t want to think about her dying.”

      “So Agatha is a bit more of a replacement mother than Lady Eleanor,” Denny mused.

      “Clearly, darling,” Lila told her husband. “Don’t be thick.”
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        * * *

      

      Violet Carlyle looked up from adjusting her fur-trimmed coat to see her cousin Meredith’s pale face. Her nose was powdered, her hair was tucked up into an updo that gave the illusion of a bob, and her cheeks were as bright as her eyes. Violet almost felt drab in comparison. Her own dark hair was held against her head with a rather delightful hat, and she knew the dark color brought out the brightness of her eyes. She might have more freckles than she could hide, and she might be curvier than was the fashion, but she knew she was cute as a button. Meredith, however, was elegant and slim.

      “Meredith, luv,” Violet said, pressing her cheek against her cousin’s. “How long has it been? Ages? Simply ages!”

      “Oh, simply forever. Is Victor with you?”

      “Of course.” Vi grinned. “He’s in the carriage smoking and drinking coffee with a few friends. Are you coming down alone? How modern of you!”

      Vi let her gaze flit over her cousin, noting her threadbare, too-thin coat and slightly dented cloche. Vi felt a bit like a poisonous piece of work when she realized how hard-up Meredith seemed. Vi knew in a relatively distant way that Meredith had married and lost her husband during the war, but Vi hadn’t understood that her cousin had fallen onto such hard times.

      “I wasn’t expecting you’d be on the same train,” Vi said, not letting her gaze linger on anything other than her cousin’s face. “Isn’t it lovely? Victor wired for a car to be waiting for us and for someone to take our luggage. You’ll join us, won’t you dear?”

      Meredith accepted and then complained about the drizzle outside before stating, “This is my first holiday with Aunt Agatha in quite some time. Have you been down recently?”

      “Victor and I tend to spend Christmas more with Aunt Agatha than our father. She’s such a grand gal and Papa is never quite pleased with Victor or myself, don’t you know.”

      Meredith’s face froze for a moment and Vi was sure she knew why. Meredith hoped to inherit from Aunt Agatha. It drove Violet mad that whenever any of Agatha’s relatives saw her they seemed to only see money bags up for the taking. What about her adventures? What about how she’d married, lost her husband, and spent the next forty years investing and growing his respectable income into something rather remarkable. As a woman!

      “Oh, Vi,” Gwennie said from behind them. “I wonder if you wouldn’t hunt me up some water, dear?”

      “Oh, you poor thing,” Violet said, “You look simply deathly. Come, come. Can I get you anything else?”

      “Oh no…no…” She heaved some and came all over green. Violet backed up a step in case it was a projectile situation.

      Meredith wrapped an arm around Gwennie’s shoulders and walked her to an empty seat, placing the bucket from a ready porter into Gwennie’s lap while Violet disappeared to find a cup of water. And perhaps a fortifying cup of tea?

      Violet rushed down the train aisle looking for a porter or a tea cart to gather up the necessaries for Gwennie and crashed right into the strapping man who had been sitting across the aisle from her and her friends.

      “Oh! Oh, I’m so sorry. So clumsy of me. I’m afraid I…”

      He cut in with a low manly voice that caught her attention. “Don’t think a thing of it. I was right in your path.”

      “And I barged right into you,” she said and smiled. Rather nervously, she adjusted her hat. He was so tall. And dashing. With a rather severe jaw and penetrating eyes. He had one of those beefy, strong bodies that made her feel tiny, which wasn’t something she knew she liked until quite this moment. Given her luck, the most probable outcome was that he was a dunce.

      “Brightest part of my day,” he said, and he stole another smile from her without her consent.

      She took a look about the compartment and caught the positively judgmental gaze of Meredith. Violet flinched. “Oh, excuse me. I must get my friend some water. Please forgive me for simply slamming into you.” She nodded and flowed down the aisle hoping to improve the impression he must have of her. ‘Oh Violet,’ she thought, ‘It is not like you’ll see him again.’

      She gathered up both a cup of tea and a glass of water for poor Gwennie and made her way back to where she’d left the girls only to find them gone. By Jove, whatever was Meredith thinking taking Gwennie off when Violet was out getting the necessaries? Violet scrunched up her nose, shrugged her shoulders, and decided the best course was to head back to her brother and see if Gwennie had turned up there.

      The train carriage where her brother and friends were sitting did, in fact, contain Meredith and a green Gwennie. Vi delivered the now barely warm cuppa and the water and hoped to not wear it should it return to existence.

      The gentleman she’d abused in the aisle hadn’t returned, but the man who simply must be his father remained. Meredith had taken an empty seat down the way and Vi let her hand touch Victor’s shoulder before she made her way down to their cousin.

      “How have you been, Meredith?” Violet asked, in a jolly tone.

      “As well as can be expected,” Meredith replied, rather poisonously.

      Violet pasted a bright smile over her face and commented upon the newly dropped waistlines.

      “I don’t waste my time, energy, or money with such frivolities. Very few have the time or money to fritter away like you and Victor.”

      Violet was simply determined to not let Meredith spread her blighted outlook, so she smiled and said, “We have been rather blessed, haven’t we? Funny how the luxury of our shared grandfather and the little bit of money from our mother has given us such the chance for—how did you say it? A frivolous life.”

      Something seemed to whisper judgement and sour lemons to her cousin and Meredith’s mouth twisted up into a bit of a snarl. She snuffled a little bit and then said in a rather boiled way, “Yes. Well. I suppose we did receive a similar inheritance from our grandfather. Of course your father has added a bit to yours. And you didn’t have the burden of marriage, a household, and then losing your beloved in the war.”

      A great tear rolled down Meredith’s face, and Violet was suddenly convicted of being the sour one. She reached forward and took Meredith’s hand. “You have had a time of it, haven’t you? Oh, darling. I suppose I am just unable to understand the greatness of your loss.”

      Meredith pulled out a worn handkerchief, and Violet felt another flash of guilt. Her poor cousin. Even her handkerchiefs looked as if they’d been through the war. And perhaps they had.

      “I can only hope that Aunt Agatha will understand. You would think that a widow, like herself, would be able to see why I struggle so.”

      The inference to Aunt Agatha’s will was a bit too blunt for Violet’s taste. The last thing she wanted was to keep her eye on Aunt Agatha’s death as something to be anticipated. Perhaps she was being too harsh on Meredith? She might merely intend to put the touch on Aunt Agatha for a bit of green. Neither was to Violet’s taste, but one intention was infinitely preferable.
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      The drive from the train station to Aunt Agatha’s countryside manor was longer than poor Gwennie could handle and they had to pull over for her to sick up and then for Denny to sympathetically sick up alongside her.

      Violet fled the area while the two of them were clearing their stomachs on the road. Otherwise, she just might have joined the lineup of the ill. Lila and Victor, who had rather stronger stomachs than Violet, attended the downtrodden while Meredith remained in the car.

      “Miss,” the driver said, “There is a car coming if I don’t mishear. Perhaps a step to the side of the road?”

      “Thank you, Peters.” Violet selected the side of the road without people sicking up and turned her face up to the drizzle. “Am I mad to enjoy the smell of the rain in the countryside?”

      “Perhaps a little, miss,” he said kindly. His craggy face spread with a grin and a wink and he said, “But then again country rain is better than that dirty London rain.”

      “Too right you are, Peters,” Vi said.

      A few moments later a Rolls-Royce Silver Ghost paused beside the road. The driver’s door opened and the glorious man from the train stepped out.

      “Oh hello,” Violet said, smiling at him. “If it isn’t my train friend, the punching bag.”

      “You are rather too small to do much damage. Don’t worry too much.”

      He grinned at her. His companion, the suspected father, stepped out of the other side of the car. “Is all well here, my dear?”

      “Well,” Violet said, “Our automobile is well and the journey proceeds afoot with but a small hiccup.”

      They turned and saw the sick Gwennie and Denny. A smile flitted across the face of the son who said, “And you are no nursemaid?”

      “Alas,” Violet laughed, “We’ve already got one who is sympathetically ill and I have no desire to add to that number.”

      “Wise, wise,” the older man said. “I believe you are Violet Carlyle.”

      Violet placed her hand on her chest, a little surprised, and said, “I am, indeed. You, I fear, have the better of me.”

      “Not for long,” he said, “I am James Wakefield and this is my son, Jack.”

      “Misters Wakefield,” Violet said, waiting for the rest of the explanation.

      “My father is great chums with your aunt,” the younger Mr. Wakefield said. “We are to be part of this holiday party.”

      “Oh, hullo,” Violet said, holding out her hand to each of them in turn. “That does explain it. Victor and I had heard dear Aunt Agatha had invited most of the family and rather expected her interesting friends as well.”

      “I don’t know about interesting,” the older Mr. Wakefield said. “Lady Agatha’s husband and I were school chums through Eton and Oxford. Her invitation forced my poor son to listen to too many tales about the good old days.”

      “I’m sure he enjoyed every minute of it,” she laughed. Victor joined Violet and she introduced her twin to her aunt’s guests. They were a bit stiffer with her brother and Violet was suddenly sure they’d heard the discussion of the betting book. Oh, her brother was a dunce! She wanted to take him aside and lecture him about his poor taste again but knew it would do no good.

      A rather contemplative silence crossed the group and Victor said, “Well luv, we should probably get back on the road and hope that poor Gwennie can make it the rest of the way. I imagine crossing the channel will be even more exciting for our little group.”

      “It was a pleasure, my dear,” the older Mr. Wakefield said, with a boiled glance at Victor. The younger Mr. Wakefield took Vi’s hand and squeezed it. She admitted, if only privately, that her attention was well and truly caught. She pushed the thought aside by imagining the victorious crowing of her stepmother should Violet succumb to these softer feelings.

      “Gentlemen,” she said brightly, as they stepped back into their car, waiting for her companions to get their car out of the road and on with their journey.

      “That old guy is a rather phlegmatic old bird, isn’t he?” Victor said as they joined their friends.

      “Victor! They heard your conversation about betting on Aunt Agatha’s will.”

      He cast her a green glance and then said, “Oh. Well. Oh dear. You don’t think…”

      “That he’ll tell Aunt Agatha? I simply have no idea, my dear. But I did tell you.”

      “There it is. That blighted and deserved, ‘I told you so.’ How you love to tell me, ‘I told you so.’ It is a good thing I adore you, sister mine.”

      “What’s this now?” Meredith queried imperiously.

      Violet disguised a sigh with a yawn and said, “Victor’s humor is sometimes in rather poor taste.”

      “Well! He is a man,” Meredith almost snarled.

      Violet cracked the window to disperse the remaining smell of sick that lingered on. Perhaps someone had it on their shoes? She really must be sure to tip Peters particularly well since he’d be cleaning this mess out.

      The long drive up to Aunt Agatha’s house was lined with oak trees that spread naked branches over the lane. Those ended with a parade of hedges clipped into whimsical animal shapes. Then the drive circled around a large fountain that housed a Greek statue some distant relative had acquired from ancient ruins.

      “Who is the statue?” Gwennie breathed. “Oh, this house. It’s just lovely.”

      “Another of the family bets,” Vic said blithely. “Violet says it’s Nyx. Everyone else says it’s a random Greek woman. But I find Violet to be invariably right.”

      Violet grinned at Victor who knew all too well she’d stated Nyx, using authority in her tone, only to make their cousin Algernon second-guess himself. She winked at Victor and then saw Algernon and Theodophilus’s faces in the window of one of the front rooms.

      “Oh look.” Vic glanced at the others and then jerked his head towards the window. “The reasons we needed to rally the troops.”

      “Reporting for duty, Captain.” Lila leaned forward to push Denny’s hair back. He still looked as though he’d jogged through a jungle and was green to boot. “I’ll need a sidecar to see me through.”

      “Or two,” Denny added. “With a gin rickey chaser.”

      “Aunt Agatha always has a well-stocked bar, and Giles is bringing some of my own collection as well. We’ll have options, dear ones,” Victor said, eyeing Gwennie’s heaving with concern.

      “You won’t be drinking anything, my lad,” Lila told Denny, “Until you’ve returned to your normal ruddy self.”

      The Wakefield car pulled up behind them as Peters handed Violet out of the car. The Wakefields’ driver opened the door for their car and they were joined on the steps up to the house.

      Agatha’s butler opened the door as they approached and Violet said, “Oh, Hargreaves! Suddenly all is well in the world. How are you?”

      “Delighted to see you, miss. Mrs. Davies is waiting in the violet room. She said to feel free to freshen up before you come down. There’s tea and sandwiches when you’re ready. If you’d rather, we’ll send some up to you.”

      “Oh, you are simply the best, Hargreaves!” Violet said and glanced at Victor, who took her hand and led them inside.

      They were followed by their friends and led off to their bedrooms. Aunt Agatha was in the east wing and Violet and her friends were led to the west wing. Violet had the room she always used, with Meredith down the hall and Gwennie next door. Lila and Denny shared a room across the hall and Victor was directly across from Violet as per usual.

      Violet saw her friends to their rooms and disappeared. Poor Gwennie—and probably Denny—needed to rest up a bit and maybe eat some dry toast. Violet requested the offered tea to their rooms so that her friends could recover, and the maid, Hargreaves’s niece Beatrice, nodded and darted off. She was a sprightly thing for a housemaid.

      “Did you see that the Wakefield gentlemen were taken directly to Agatha?” Victor asked as Violet opened her bedroom door. “Odd that. Seems like she’d have them freshen up, but I heard Hargreaves tell the gents Aggie wanted to see them right away.”

      “That is odd,” Violet said. “Perhaps they’re better friends than we knew.”

      “Surely we’d have heard of him after all this time?”

      Violet wasn’t so sure of that. Aunt Agatha had many friends through her business dealings. When you added in the artists she patronized and the family connections, Agatha was rarely alone in her home.

      “Even still,” Victor mused, “It isn’t like dear Aggie to not let her friends get comfortable.”

      “She’s been acting odd, really. It’s not like her to push the other relatives into Christmas. How long has it been since we’ve seen Meredith? Since her husband died? And yet…she’s here. Along with us and Algernon and who knows else. Something is up, my lad.”

      Victor and Violet met gazes and he shrugged. A rush of worry crossed through Violet and she wondered why the Wakefields? The man and his son seemed an odd addition to a family party. Maybe Violet would be less concerned if she’d met them before, but she and Victor had come to Christmas with Aunt Agatha since they’d turned five years old, and Violet was certain she’d never heard the name Wakefield before.
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      “Is it true, my dear?” Aunt Agatha asked as Violet entered the violet room after she’d brushed her hair, freshened her makeup, and changed out of her traveling clothes.

      “Is what true, dear aunt?” Violet crossed to her aunt and kissed each cheek before saying, “You look smashing, darling.”

      “Don’t lie to me, brat. I know I look awful. I haven’t been sleeping well and it shows. Is it true that you turned down Tomas St. Mark’s invitation to marriage?”

      Violet leaned away from her aunt, still keeping Agatha’s hands in her own and then nodded. Violet squeezed Agatha’s hands once again, let them, go, and dropped into an arm chair near the fire. “Seeing you is always a joy, my love. Even if you aren’t feeling quite the thing. As for Tomas, I don’t love him like he deserves.”

      “He’s very rich,” Aunt Agatha said with a raised brow. There was something in that statement that didn’t sound quite like Agatha. That was something Lady Eleanor would say, not Aunt Agatha. Lady Eleanor had expected Violet to marry for connections and money. Aunt Agatha had taught Violet to manage her own money and saw to her education, so she could work if she chose.

      “Darling,” Violet sighed, “I need a drink if we’re going to be discussing my status as a pauper and why I should marry for money.”

      Violet crossed to the drink cart and made herself a sidecar and another for Aunt Agatha. Violet handed the drink to her aunt and then slid back into the seat by the fire.

      “Yes, Tomas is simply swimming in cash. Not just as compared to myself but as compared to most of the human race. The thing that drives me utterly up the wall is that I can be quite comfortable with the money Mama left me. Why should I sell myself? For what? A pretty car? A mansion? Jewels? Surely happiness is worth more than a castle in the back of beyond. Besides, I love Tomas. I just don’t love him, and I couldn’t promise to be his, knowing I could never give him what he really wants.”

      Aunt Agatha raised a brow at Violet, who huffed before adding, “Not that. My heart. He wants me to love him above all. Maybe in time I would love him that way, but what if I didn’t? I can’t promise to fall in love with him.”

      Aunt Agatha sipped the sidecar, shuddered, and set it aside.

      Violet laughed at the look on her aunt’s face and then added, “I won’t trap him, be unable to give him the love he wants, and then see him broken further by me. I won’t do it.”

      Aunt Agatha leaned back, crossing her fingers over her stomach before she asked, archly, “And how does Lady Eleanor feel about your decision?”

      “Don’t be daft, dear Aggie. I haven’t told her about the offer. It is, unfortunately, a standing offer. If Eleanor knew…well…she and Papa might lock me in my room and beat me until I said yes or something else as Victorian.”

      “I’m concerned you’d be right about that. Your father….” Aunt Agatha cut off her statement and then said, “Well…we have our differences. Tell me, has Victor decided to get a job?”

      Violet flinched for her brother. She paused and then said, “Victor doesn’t need the money either. At least not while he isn’t supporting a wife and children.”

      “Does he still feel guilty for living?”

      Violet sighed and nodded. Victor had been called up to duty in the war. In training, his shoulder had been broken. By the time he was healed, the men Victor would have served with were dead in the trenches and the war was over. Survivor’s guilt colored his thoughts whenever he allowed himself to think too much about it. It didn’t seem to matter that he’d shown up for duty and done his best. No one blamed him except himself, but he couldn’t quite shake it. Tomas had been with Victor and he’d ended in the trenches. He carried scars and waking nightmares from a few short months.

      Victor had loved those men who had died. They’d been brothers in their hearts. An accident of fate had saved Victor. Violet wouldn’t deny she was grateful her twin had survived. Of her four brothers, she only had two left. Their eldest brother had been the heir to the earldom. He’d served, but in an office where there was little threat to his life.

      Their brother Peter had died weeks into his service when his plane had gone down. Their brother Lionel had contracted the Spanish Flu in the trenches and never come home. There wasn’t a day that went by where Violet wasn’t just grateful that Victor had made it through.

      Agatha ignored the burden of the war for Victor—they all knew he’d been lucky. “He needs to build a career now if he wants to support the woman he loves later.”

      Violet didn’t argue with Agatha but she didn’t agree either. Victor was an adult. He’d heard all the arguments, and they had their secret project, their investments, and they were more frugal than one might expect of them.

      Violet drained her drink and debated getting well and truly into her cups, but she couldn’t do that to her aunt. “Tell me what’s wrong, Aunt. Why aren’t you sleeping?”

      Aunt Agatha examined Violet’s face as if searching for something and then said, “Someone is trying to kill me.”

      Violet choked and leaned forward, coughing. The door opened while Violet was hacking into her handkerchief. Meredith, Algernon, and that fiend, Theodophilus, entered the room as Violet recovered. Where were her friends? They were supposed to rally round. She needed them to distract the others, so Violet could delve into Aunt Agatha’s horrifying statement.

      Aunt Agatha shot Violet a look when she could breathe again that was an obvious order to keep her trap shut.

      Theodophilus crossed to Violet with a glass of seltzer water as she stopped coughing. Violet took it, but she wanted to toss it in his face when she noted his eyes on her chest.

      “Would you care for a walk before dinner, Violet?”

      Violet smiled charmingly and said, “I’ve brought friends, Mr. Smythe-Hill. I can hardly leave them just as we arrive. Thank you for the invitation.”

      She rose and stepped closer to Agatha. Standing had been to keep him from looming over her, but now that she had, she felt as though she’d just put herself on display for him. Theodophilus smirked at Violet, letting his eyes drift down her body, and she shot him a nasty look. He just grinned though, as if she were playing with him instead of disgusted by his attention.

      They’d met far too often in London and she’d done all she could to dissuade his attention from her. He seemed to think she was avoiding him to entice him instead of just disinterested.

      “Well, my dear, are you well now?” Aunt Agatha gave Theodophilus her own nasty look and he cleared his throat, excused himself, and stepped across the room to accept a drink from Victor, who was playing bartender.

      Victor’s man Giles must have arrived with Victor’s stash of his own booze because Violet noticed the tell-tale signs of a grasshopper being mixed.

      “What’s all this about, Aunt?” Algernon demanded as he crossed to them, cocktail in hand. He sounded aggrieved as though he had been attacked. “Why did you need us all here?”

      Violet glanced around thinking about Aunt Agatha’s statement. She hadn’t been sleeping; she thought someone might be trying to kill her. Why? What had happened? As Violet examined the guests, she realized most of Agatha’s possible heirs were present. Violet shuddered as she glanced around the room. If someone was trying to kill Aunt Agatha, the likeliest motive was money, seeing as how she was notoriously swimming in the green.

      She must see them all as suspects. Violet felt a flash of hurt as she realized she was included in that number. Didn’t Aunt Agatha know that Violet would never hurt her? Agatha was a near mother to Violet and Victor. Who had they turned to time and again? Aunt Agatha. Just the thought of losing her made Violet’s heart stutter.

      Violet looked around the room again. Everyone had put on their shiny clothes and brushed their shoes. They were all pretending to be happy to be together, but they weren’t. Not really. Violet would never had spent Christmas with Algernon and his friend. Violet might have been happy to have lunch with Meredith, but Merry wouldn’t have been Violet’s first choice for the hols.

      Her gaze crossed the room again, noting each person. Victor—both suspect and twin. But Violet would swear on her dying breath that Victor would never hurt anyone, let alone their aunt. Denny, Lila, and Gwennie were only here because Violet and Victor had invited them, and they’d never be real suspects of course.

      There was a tall man in a pinstriped suit with slicked back red hair and a slew of freckles over his nose. He reminded Violet of someone, but she couldn’t quite place him. She sighed and looked beyond him to that blighter, Algernon.

      They were all cousins. Aunt Agatha was their great aunt. She’d never had children of her own, but her brother had Kingsley, Cecil, and the twins’ mother, Penelope.

      Cousin Algernon was the oldest child of Kingsley. As children, the twins had seen Algernon quite often. He had two more siblings, but they were quite a bit younger and hadn’t been half-raised by Aunt Agatha.

      Meredith’s father, Uncle Cecil, had quite a falling out with Aunt Agatha years ago. He’d been told once, in no uncertain terms, that he was a nasty piece of work and he would have no more chance at an inheritance from Agatha than he would from the queen. His response had been to throw Meredith at Aunt Agatha and not bother to go along on visits himself.

      It was family legend that Meredith had been chosen because he figured she was the least marriageable of his daughters. Cecil had hoped Meredith might get the money from his aunt that he’d lost. Violet winced at the memory, almost certain it was true. Meredith’s sister Gertrude had never shown up at those summers with Aunt Agatha.

      Instead, poor Meredith had appeared at the door with a maid and a small handbag. She’d been well aware that she hadn’t been invited and had burned with shame of it.

      “Algernon,” Aunt Agatha said sourly. “I trust that you continue to be useless and too-often drunk.”

      “Hello dear Aunt,” Algernon said, smiling charmingly. “The last time I saw sweet Violet, she was in her cups. As for me, I suppose I am yet the same. Father sends his regrets at missing your little party. He couldn’t get away from his business.”

      Aunt Agatha’s head cocked to the side and her gaze darted over Algernon before she humphed and took another sip of her drink. “Did he get my letter?”

      “He sent me to represent, so to speak.” Algernon’s smarmy smile tempted the worst in Violet and she wanted more than anything to swipe it off his face.

      “That wasn’t the terms of my letter,” Aunt Agatha replied.

      Algernon paled a little and then whined, “Aunt…”

      Aunt Agatha simply rose and crossed the room as the Wakefield gentlemen entered the room.

      “Who is that?” Algernon hissed to Violet.

      “An old friend of Aunt Agatha and his son. Their name is Wakefield.”

      “Do you think she’ll keep her threat?”

      Violet turned to him. He didn’t look much like her, though they did have the same colored hair. She’d despised him since she was 11 years old and he’d cut off her braids. “What threat?”

      Algernon paused and his head jerked a little bit, and then he turned to her and said, “Didn’t you get a threat?”

      “I have not been threatened by Agatha. What is all this about?”

      “Show up or get cut out of the will? Only me? Or Meredith too?” He cast a nasty look at Violet and then his gaze considered Meredith.

      Violet touched her lips and then tucked a stray hair of her bob behind her ear. Her mind was racing, jerking ahead in leaps and bounds. She and Victor hadn’t been threatened. Instead, Aunt Agatha had pled with them to show up early to their regular visit. What if they weren’t suspects to Aunt Agatha? What if she trusted them? A rush of hope filled Violet. She had almost been unaware of how painful it was to be suspected by her aunt

      “Well?” Algernon snapped.

      “Vic and I have spent every Christmas with Aunt Agatha since our mama died. She didn’t need to order us here. She knew we were coming.”

      Algernon snarled. “Well? Do you think she’ll cut us out of the will?”

      “I don’t understand,” Violet said. “She’s always maintained that none of us should expect to inherit.”

      “That was always bunk,” Algernon snarled. “She refused to say so we wouldn’t only think of her as a pile of gold.”

      Jack Wakefield crossed the room to them and handed Violet a fresh drink as Algernon said, “She obviously changed her mind now that she’s a foot in the grave.”

      Violet took the drink, smiling brightly at Jack while she shot Algie a quelling look. But she couldn’t hold back her feelings. She snapped, “She’s only just 60. She could live for decades. Grandfather and Aunt Agatha both.”

      “By Jove, I hope not,” Algernon said. “I’ll have to get a job soon if one of them doesn't keep their promises.”

      Violet gasped and Algernon stepped back, stumbling a little and then said, “Only joking, of course.”

      He stepped away and Violet stared at Jack Wakefield with horrified eyes. “He…seems rather drunk.”

      “He does indeed,” the younger Mr. Wakefield said almost kindly. His gaze was sharp and penetrating, however, as he followed Algernon as he crossed the room, saying something to Theodophilus and then something else to Aunt Agatha.

      “He wouldn’t say such things if…”

      “Yes,” Mr. Wakefield said. His gaze flicked over her, but when he looked at her, she didn’t feel like an injured gazelle in front of a hyena like she did with that animal Theodophilus. “Would you mind introducing me around very much? I fear my father and your aunt have left me rather at loose ends.”

      Violet followed his gaze to the far side of the room where Aunt Agatha and the elder Mr. Wakefield were whispering together.

      “Of course.” Violet’s mind was reeling as she started with her friends and introduced Jack to them. He asked them all to call him Jack, and she was grateful for it. Separating the Mr. Wakefields in her head was making her a little dizzy. Or perhaps that was the alcohol and the empty stomach. Or perhaps, even worse, it was the idea that someone might be trying to kill Aunt Agatha.

      Violet looked over at her aunt. Her hair was white, but it was pulled back and elegant with a jeweled comb tucked into her chignon. Agatha’s earrings were long and beautiful and drew attention to her still sharp jawline. She had brilliant dark eyes, very much like Violet and Victor’s. Agatha’s sparkled with wit, sheer cleverness, and vibrant life despite her evident exhaustion. Aunt Agatha was a powerful woman. She rode her horses daily and played tennis often. She’d purchased a car and learned to drive it early. She even owned an airplane, though after a few lessons she’d decided to have Hargreaves learn rather than fly it herself.

      “Vi?” Victor said, watching her stare at their aunt. “Are you all right, love?”

      “Yes, of course,” Violet answered. She smiled at Jack and their friends. Only Jack seemed to realize that she was not all right. His penetrating gaze saw rather more than she was used to from a stranger.
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      Dinner could only be described as awkward. If the vittles weren’t so very good, it would have been an entire loss. Jack was seated next to Violet, and she was too well aware of him. He was a large man—not fat—not fat at all, but his shoulder still edged into her space. On her other side was Theodophilus, who seemed to be trying to mostly hide behind Violet. Usually, the swine demanded her attention whenever she was around him, but he was focused utterly on Lila.

      Jack, on the other hand, had Meredith on his other side and she was nearly silent as she examined the table. Her food ended up nearly untouched as plates were placed in front of her, the food shuffled around, and then removed.

      “Do you live in London?” Jack asked. “Or perhaps with your family in the country?”

      “Oh,” Violet smiled at him and then said, “I’m afraid my father and stepmother rather despair of my unwillingness to live with them. Victor and I share rooms in London.”

      Somewhere between the fish and the entrée, Meredith sighed into her wine glass and Jack turned to her, leaving Violet unattended for a moment. Her gaze darted around the room and she suddenly remembered who the man in the pinstripe suit was. John Davies—Agatha’s husband’s nephew. No wonder he hadn’t been reintroduced. They’d shared a few holidays together when she was quite a bit younger. He’d been off to war for much of her school days and she hadn’t seen him since then. If she recalled correctly, he’d been in supplies with his father helping more from behind the scenes.

      It was possible full eternities had passed by the time dinner was over. The roast was moist, the wine flowed freely, and by the time little cakes were served, Violet wanted to run screaming from the dining room. The idea that someone would kill Aunt Agatha for money she’d never revealed who was receiving was shocking. Could it be true?

      She’d watched her cousin, Meredith during dinner. She’d seemed the same as ever, a little too solemn, a little too sour. Surely no changes in Meredith’s behavior, despite the long gap in visits meant that Meredith was unaware of the undercurrents and not plotting murder?

      What about Algernon? He had always assumed he’d receive an inheritance from Aunt Agatha. An allowance too, as Violet recalled. When they were at Oxford, every time she’d come across him he’d made some comment about being poorer than expected and having thought Aunt Agatha wouldn’t have been so stingy.

      Was his expectation of money moving things along for him? Had he decided to escalate her death to inherit early? He had referred to the vibrant Aunt Agatha as having one foot in the grave. Was it her white hair and few wrinkles that prompted that or was it that he was imagining the benefits her death might bring?

      Violet glanced over John Davies. He had chatted with Aunt Agatha as though they’d been in contact all of these years. Knowing Aunt Agatha, they had been. She’d probably written to him often while he served during the war and helped him get established in whatever career he was pursuing currently. Did he expect to inherit? He was the male heir of her husband and often money followed that blood line. Had John been threatened to arrive for the holidays or else? If so, was he angry about it?

      Violet followed the ladies to the drawing room while her brother winked at her and lit a cigar. She shot him a quelling look and decided that a gin rickey might be what she needed to get through the evening.

      By the time the cheese tray had been set to the side, the tea cart had been rolled in, and cocktails were made, the gentlemen had come in. Violet selected coffee rather than tea or a cocktail. She was seated in a corner, sipping her coffee as Victor approached.

      “Victor,” Violet hissed, “Distract Algernon and his hound.”

      Victor didn’t even ask why, just made himself a drink and then offered cocktails to the others, calling Theodophilus and Algie by name. Victor started a story of a light-fingered dancing girl who’d tried to take his cigarette case and got Meredith and John Davies to join in with drinks of their own.

      With their friends joining Victor, Violet was able to approach her aunt, unencumbered by listening ears.

      “Aunt Agatha,” Violet said, “May I get you a sherry? Or would you like to live a little and try a grasshopper? Maybe a stinger?” Violet grinned at her aunt, and tucked her arm through hers, squeezing a little. “Why not try something new?”

      “Just a sherry, darling,” Aunt Agatha said, squeezing Violet back.

      “Mr. Wakefield?” The elder Mr. Wakefield nodded at Violet, his expression solemn. The two of them were seated side by side and seemed happy in their chatting, but Violet wouldn’t be able to rest until she knew more about Aunt Agatha’s worry that someone was trying to kill her. Did Mr. Wakefield know Aunt Agatha’s worries? Did he believe someone was trying to kill her? What had happened to make Aunt Agatha scared? By Jove, Violet wanted it to all be a faradiddle.

      “A sherry is fine,” Mr. Wakefield said with an expressionless face. He was so impassive, Violet wasn’t sure he’d react if a pig took flight right in that room.

      Violet grinned, forcing a bright expression, and crossed to the drink cart while Victor led the others out the French doors to the garden. He winked as he passed her and promised the others a sight for sore eyes.

      Violet noted that Algernon had managed to drink so much wine throughout the long dinner that he’d climbed to new heights of drunkenness and had been easily led, unusual for him to say the least. She checked for Theodophilus, concerned he’d stayed behind to catch her, but the room was empty except for Hargreaves silently collecting an empty port glass and putting out a still smoking cigar.

      Violet wished she could shoo the elder Mr. Wakefield after the others, so she could grab a private word with Aunt Agatha, but it seemed she’d have to wait to hunt up her aunt later that evening. That might be better, as Aunt Agatha always lingered over her makeup and dressing. Many an evening had been spent with Violet brushing Agatha’s hair.

      “Thank you dear,” Aunt Agatha said as Violet handed them both drinks. Mr. Wakefield lifted his to his mouth as Violet stepped back. He sniffed and then a shocked expression came over his face. He grabbed Agatha’s drink and snarled, “Bitter almonds.”

      “What?” Violet gasped. “What? No!”

      Terror for her aunt struck Violet speechless and frozen like a mouse before a snake. Bitter almonds? Bloody hell, it couldn’t be!

      Aunt Agatha took her drink back from Mr. Wakefield, lifting it to her nose, breathing deeply and then she said, “Yes. Certainly bitter almonds.”

      Aunt Agatha’s voice was flat and her face was shocked as her gaze fell on Violet’s. There was a look of reproach and, could it be, suspicion in Agatha’s face.

      “But…I would never.” Violet’s mind stumbled. Shock, more than anything else, made her utterly useless. Bitter almonds! Bitter almonds delivered by Violet’s own hand. What madness was this?

      “I hadn’t thought you would,” Aunt Agatha said, her emphasis on the past tense. “I had thought that you of all people could be trusted.”

      “I wouldn’t!” Violet’s hands were shaking. She wanted to sniff the drinks for herself. How had this happened? Could it be true? “Of course I wouldn’t.”

      “There’s rather a lot of money on the line,” Mr. Wakefield said. “I hear that people have bets placed that you’re her heir. That is rather a lot of motive isn’t it? All Agatha’s money is quite compelling even for the most virtuous of souls.”

      Violet slowly licked her lips, her brain stuttering back to life. “I may not be the most virtuous of souls nor do I claim to be a saint; however, I have no expectations that I am Aunt Agatha’s heir. I have not bet on her death. Nor have I bet on her will.” Each statement was said precisely. “To be perfectly clear, if I wanted money, I could get it without descending to murder.”

      “It’s so easy, then?” Mr. Wakefield demanded, grabbing Violet’s arm. “If only the rest of the world knew how easy it was to acquire money. Hargreaves, my son.”

      “Of course, sir, but if I may…” Hargreaves stepped forward quietly.

      Violet cut in, “Aunt Agatha, you know well that I could simply accept Tomas’s offer. I wouldn’t have to kill my favorite aunt to be rolling in the green. Jewels, cars, money, they could all be mine by giving myself to a man I care very much for.”

      “That is true, James,” Aunt Agatha said. She sounded as if she’d been beaten down. Violet’s eyes welled in tears for her aunt. How was this happening? To her aunt of all people? She had always been generous with their family, seeing to their education, sharing her home, taking them on trips.

      “If I may,” Hargreaves said again, politely cutting in, this time with more insistence.

      Mr. Wakefield and Aunt Agatha turned to Hargreaves who said simply, “Most everyone knows that Mrs. Davies drinks sherry after dinner. It’s been her pattern for years. A glass before dinner. A second after. I believe, in fact, Violet is the only one who has persuaded you to try other drinks.”

      “That ghastly grasshopper the last time you were here,” Aunt Agatha admitted. Her dark eyes were fixed on Violet’s face and Violet was staring back, searching the face of the woman she loved so well. Was it too easy to destroy years of love?

      “Indeed,” Hargreaves said. “I believe you have been gifted several types of alcohol from your niece as a running joke between you.”

      “That is true.” Aunt Agatha turned again to Violet as if searching for guilt. The sight of it was painful beyond understanding.

      “It’s well known, ma’am,” Hargreaves inserted. “Miss Violet’s teasing ways have, in fact, drawn attention to the fact that you always drink sherry. Just last month, one of the new servants was dismissed for sampling the port. He thought he could get away with it if he left your sherry alone. I believe it is presumptuous to jump to the culprit being Miss Violet. The drink cart has been unattended much of the day. Anyone could have added the cyanide to the sherry decanter.”

      Mr. Wakefield crossed to the decanter where the sherry was housed and breathed deeply. “Bitter almonds. Does no one else drink this?”

      “Very rarely, sir,” Hargreaves answered. “Mrs. Davies stocks her bar with the modern drinks and the young people almost always choose those. If someone wanted to poison just Mrs. Davies the sherry is an…excellent choice. The only thing unusual about the sherry is that Miss Violet made Mrs. Davies a different drink before dinner. If Miss Violet had not done so, perhaps we would have lost Mrs. Davies before dinner.”

      “The sherry is a terrible choice! Poisoning is a terrible choice!” Violet snapped. She hadn’t wanted to believe that this thought of murder was real. She had wanted to believe, instead, that Aunt Agatha might have become imaginative in her advanced age. It would be far better than someone stealing Violet’s aunt away. “Why would anyone poison you? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “For the money,” Aunt Agatha said simply. “Don’t be simple.”

      “But you have never named your heir. Killing you is a gamble for money that you could have easily left to a house for wayward girls.”

      “The general presumption is that I have enough money to spread among all of you. Among much of the family it is well known that my husband didn’t believe in leaving money outside of the family except for servants or smaller gifts.”

      “Is it? I didn’t know that.” Violet stepped back and shook her head. “You aren’t going to die, Aunt Agatha. Why did you call us all here? If someone is trying to kill you, why not take a trip? Hire someone to find out who and spend some time in the sun.”

      “I did advise that,” Mr. Wakefield said, looking no less suspicious. It was as if he wanted her to be guilty. Or perhaps he thought she was just an excellent play actress. She was, in fact, a pretty good liar, but she rarely employed the talent. “Hargreaves, get my son. Do it on the sly.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “Please, Aunt Agatha,” Violet said. “Please. Just pack your bags and go somewhere nice. You liked Greece as a girl. Go again. Rent some place by the sea and let it warm you up. What about your house on the Amalfi coast? That’s a lovely place to spend the winter. Go enjoy the sun and we’ll figure out who is doing this before you return.”

      “I’m not running,” Aunt Agatha said. “I’ll be damned if I flee a cowardly poisoner. I didn’t make my fortune just for some scoundrel to try to steal it from me in my old age.”

      “No!” Violet led her aunt to a chair and seated her before dropping onto her knees in front of her. Violet took Aunt Agatha’s hands and said, “You escape first and live. Then find vengeance later while you’re living the high life. It is not cowardice to be smart.”

      “She’s not wrong, Agatha,” Mr. Wakefield said. “Ah…here’s Jack.”

      Violet glanced over her shoulder and saw the massive Jack in the doorway. He took in the scene and then rather than crossing to them, he said something low to Hargreaves who nodded several times and then took the drink cart from the drawing room.

      “Where are the others, my boy?” Mr. Wakefield asked.

      “Victor Carlyle is telling them a ghost story.”

      Violet laughed a rather wet laugh and then said, “Please Agatha? Won’t you please just leave? Let us figure it out for you? Victor and I will stay and help Mr. Wakefield. Whatever you need to feel like you aren’t running and just taking your life back.”

      “I am no coward,” Aunt Agatha stated. “I’ll be damned if some blighter thinks he or she can come into my home like a cuckoo in the nest and eat my vittles and drink my booze and snuggle their way into my will only to stab me in the back!”

      “But at least you’d be alive!” Violet shouted, losing patience.

      “Alive and a coward!”

      “Better than dead!”

      “Is it?”

      “Yes!” Violet said, “Haven’t we lost enough? Mama and Peter and Lionel and baby Iris and then you? I’d rather you lived!”

      “Well you’re not me, girl. I don’t want to just live. I want to live proud of my actions.”

      Violet shoved herself to her feet and said, “Isn’t that clear! I would rather be smart and safe than send my loved ones through another round of loss and mourning!”

      She glanced at the others and said, “I’m going to my room. If you need me, you know where I’ll be. Do me a favor, Aunt. Don’t die.”

      Violet slammed out of the room and ran up the stairs into her room. Her hands were shaking, and she wasn’t sure what to do. How could someone think that killing Aunt Agatha was worth any cost? They weren’t even sure who was in the will. Even if the others knew that Aunt Agatha wasn’t going to leave the money to some hospital, that didn’t mean that person would inherit.

      Violet grabbed her pillow and beat it against the bed for several minutes, but it did no good. Oh! She needed to be able to be a man and just give something a good knuckle sandwich.

      Violet locked her bedroom door and made her way to the bath. She placed the stopper in the bath and started the water. While the bath filled, Vi used her cold cream to remove her makeup. Once her face was clear, she dropped her robe, added bath salts, and slid into the water. Her mind was skittering through possibilities as she relaxed into the hot water.

      Her and Victor’s letter from Aunt Agatha hadn’t said anything about being left out of the will. Was that because she and Victor hadn’t been suspects, or because Aunt Agatha had known they’d come either way and didn’t need to threaten them? Aunt Agatha certainly hadn’t objected when Mr. Wakefield had assumed that Violet was trying to poison them both.

      Had Agatha truly thought that Violet would try to murder her so openly? Just handing them a cup of poison and then batting her lashes to whatever detective showed up? Surely Aunt Agatha knew Violet wasn’t quite so thick. Had Aunt Agatha just been startled and afraid? It felt like Violet’s own mother had thought her capable of murder. She didn’t want it to be true—that Agatha could think such things of her—but maybe she was wrong.

      Violet finished her bath, toweling her hair dry as quickly as possible. With the short bob, it didn’t take too long to dry. Rubbing cream into her body, she dressed, putting on both a nightgown and a dressing gown before she worked on her hair again. By the time she’d arranged a turban over her locks to keep them straight, there was a knock on her door. She had thought perhaps it would be Agatha or Victor, but it was Jack Wakefield.

      “Oh,” she said lamely, startled to see him at her bedroom door. “I…”

      “I’m sorry to bother you, Lady Carlyle,” he said. “Especially so late.”

      “Please call me Violet.” She glanced down at herself and then shrugged. Her dressing gown was one of those monstrous things that was good for frigid castles and covered her from her neck to her toes. “What can I do for you?”

      “I would like to talk to you about what happened with the sherry.”

      Violet paused, considering him, and then slowly stepped back, letting him into her room. She left the door half-open for a shade of propriety and then examined him. He’d changed since dinner. His clothes were the same, but gone was the flirtatious light in his eyes. Something cold was there instead.

      “Why you?” she asked

      “We weren’t invited by accident, you know. I have worked for Scotland Yard as a Chief Inspector. I was also in the military police during the war. When your aunt needed help, she remembered that and asked my father and I to come visit and see if we could sort out what was happening.”

      “So you’re here to find the would-be killer?”

      He nodded and she gestured to the two chairs in front of the fire. Jack crossed and took a seat as he said, “My father and I overheard the conversation on the train regarding Mrs. Davie’s will.”

      Violet paled at that and bit her lip. She had to admit that looked bad. Her brother keeping that book was hardly a good thing in the face of these attempted murders. She sighed and said, “Look…it isn’t what it seems.”

      “It isn’t a betting book about the death of someone?” He didn’t seem to like her half-explanation, and she didn’t blame him. It wasn’t what he thought, but it also wasn’t as bad as it seemed.

      “Well. No. It is…it just…Victor started that when we were children. Perhaps fourteen?”

      “But he still carries it? He’s hardly fourteen anymore and far past the age when he could claim the foibles of the schoolroom.”

      “He dabbles in writing.” They both did, but it was neither here nor there. “Victor asks questions like that all the time, keeping track of people’s answers and using them to fuel his stories. He keeps those pages at the beginning of the notebook he carries along with any other notes he’s taken from similar questions. Things he hasn’t used in a story yet. It’s habit. Not some nefarious scheme.”

      No one knew that Victor—and Violet—were behind the stories that were published in the The Story-Teller magazine under the name V.V. Twinning. They published often and had quite a little following for their pseudonym.

      “Are you so sure of that, Violet? I know he’s your brother. Perhaps you don’t see him as he is.”

      “He’s my twin,” Violet shot back. “I know him better than I know myself. I could look at him and tell you if he wanted coffee or tea. I could tell you his reaction to a picture show before he’d seen it. I could tell you if he’d like a lady before he’d met her. He would never, ever hurt Aunt Agatha. Both of us see her as our…near mother.”

      She rose and paced in front of the fire while Jack watched her from his place nearby. His gaze was too sharp, too likely to notice any stumble. He was too likely to pick up clues even from things that shouldn’t be seen in a nefarious light.

      Jack cleared his throat and then said, “His man stocked the drink cart when he arrived. Giles? He said that your brother brought rather a lot of sherry for your aunt.”

      “I did,” Violet shot back. “Victor might have ensured it got here, but I bought it for her. I bought her a whole case when Victor and I went to Spain last summer. We…” Violet found a tear on her cheek, wiped it away with a frustrated gesture, and said, “I met this gentlemen who owned a vineyard at a party. Victor and I and our friend Tomas went and visited the vineyard and sampled his wines, and I was gifted a selection of wines from this man. I bought a case of sherry just for Agatha. Even I liked that one, and I don’t care for sherry, really. But Aunt Agatha loves it. Victor and I always look for some for her if we’re somewhere where it might be a little different.”

      “So you are responsible for the sherry served this evening?”

      “I am,” Violet said. “But just the sherry. I certainly didn’t add bitter almonds to it.”

      “Yet you delivered it to her,” he said carefully.

      That sharp, penetrating gaze was on her face. She felt as if he could read her very soul. She hoped he could. Her and Victor’s. As much as she wanted this to all be a mistake, she would throw Algernon and Meredith to the wolves in a shred of a moment for Victor. “I did. Anyone, however, could have.”

      “Do you often bring her sherry?”

      “Every time we come, Victor or I will make sure Agatha has her sherry after dinner. It’s him as often as I. It’s been years since we’ve been here with the others, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they did the same when they visited.”

      “Do the others know your habits?”

      Violet paused in her pacing and said, “I don’t know. Victor and I aren’t close with Algie or Meredith. I didn’t even recognize John at first. I haven’t seen Meredith in years. I know she visits Aunt Agatha every summer. Victor and I used to as well. Lately we are only regular in our visits at Christmas. We tend to see her a couple more times every year, but the other visits aren’t always at the same time and we haven’t been here at the same time as Meredith since before she married. Sometimes we see her in London. Sometimes we join her when she goes to Italy. Sometimes we meet up in Bath. It’s never the same outside of Christmas.”

      “When was the last time you saw Algernon?”

      “Oh, well we see him often enough in London. We have overlapping friends. But here? I haven’t seen him here since before we went away to school as children. Longer than Meredith probably.”

      “I understand that Theodophilus Smythe-Hill is your cousin Algernon’s friend? And you and Victor brought Miss Gwyneth Walker, and Mr. and Mrs. Halicourt?”

      Violet sighed and said, “When Vic and I heard that Algie was bringing Theodophilus we conscripted our friends to help provide buffer.”

      “Buffer?”

      “Algie has a rather inflated opinion of his ability to influence who I might marry and Theo has an eye on what I can offer him.”

      “What can you offer him?”

      “Connections and money. Of late, he’s been more and more overt in his pursuit. Somehow even finding whichever parties or restaurants that Victor and I might patronize. It feels very…deliberate.”

      Jack stood, towering over Violet and she shivered. She’d liked the way he made her feel delicate before, but now that she was a suspect and he was the investigator, she felt rather like a mouse before the lion.

      “It was my understanding that those of you here are all rather in need of money. The heirs with needs and hopes.”

      Violet adjusted her robe and looked up at Jack. “When your father is an earl and you aren’t the heir, you’re poor. It is an accepted, if inaccurate fact. To be honest, in comparison to our brother, Gerald—Victor and I are paupers. The truth of the matter is that we have enough to live on without working, that we have the expectations of more, through our father, and that neither of us are spendthrifts. I hardly think we’re all that hard up.”

      “Hmmm.” Jack nodded to Violet, excused himself, and left her feeling as though she’d been turned inside out even though he hadn’t been all that intimidating. Her soul was quaking from someone trying to kill her beloved aunt and having almost delivered the murderous blow herself. Violet took in a deep breath. She and her brother were too embroiled in the suspicion for her to be happy. The fact that a need for suspicion existed at all was her worst nightmare. Jack seemed to know what he was doing, but she didn’t consider her freedom, her brother’s freedom, or her aunt’s life something that you left to others to protect. She’d be seeing to it herself instead.
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      Violet left her room as soon as Jack Wakefield was gone and crossed to her brother’s room. She knocked on his door and he called, “Vi?”

      “How did you know it was me?”

      “It’s not like one of the others will come knocking at my door at night, luv.” He swung the door wide and gestured to one of the two chairs in front of the fire. “Giles has arrived like a savior in the nighttime and has brought all the best things. But he did hand me this for you.”

      Violet took the box from Victor and found simply loads of chocolates.

      “Apparently, Harold Lannister enjoyed dinner, the play, and your pretty face.”

      Violet had enjoyed the play but suddenly Harold was far less intriguing than he’d been before. Somehow, despite investigating her, Jack Wakefield had become the example of manhood and Harold had become a weak worm of a man. To be fair, Harold was quite slender and barely taller than Violet. She hadn’t minded when they’d been at dinner and his stories had been amusing, the food had been delicious, and he’d known all the best dance steps. Now, however, he was overshadowed by the massive and too-insightful Jack Wakefield.

      “It was a good play,” Violet said smoothly popping a chocolate into her mouth and handing the rest to Victor. “Brother, Aunt Agatha thinks someone is trying to kill her.”

      Victor’s gaze widened and he ran his hand through his hair. “Well…is….is that why she wanted us here? Why she demanded we rally round? Say it isn’t so.”

      “Apparently all of her potential heirs received letters demanding their presence or they’d be cut out of the will. It’s far worse than that though.”

      Victor choked and then cleared his throat. He stood and crossed to a table in the corner and poured himself and Violet a glass of port before he turned to the chair beside the fire.

      “Why didn’t she say that to us? Why threaten them and not us?”

      Violet shook her head, adjusting her turban before she said, “I don’t think we were real suspects until this evening.”

      “What happened this evening?” Victor demanded. He took a fortifying gulp of his port and leaned forward.

      Violet took a sip of the port, echoing her brother’s movement, but she swallowed slowly, letting it burn its way down her throat while she gathered her emotions. She didn’t want to blubber on her brother’s shoulder about everything. She wanted to set aside her emotions and engage her brain unencumbered by feeling. She wasn’t capable of that, however. Not with Aunt Agatha at risk.

      Violet took a deep breath and said, “I poured Aunt Agatha and Mr. Wakefield a glass of sherry.”

      Victor shrugged and raised his brows. It was so very typical of either of them to do that. He didn’t need her to tell him there was more to the story.

      “It was poisoned.”

      “By Jove! That cannot be true!”

      Violet took another fortifying drink of the port and then said, “But it is. Both of them assumed I had murderous intentions until Hargreaves pointed out that everyone knew Aunt Agatha enjoyed sherry in the evening and that the decanter could be poisoned. Once they determined it was, the suspicion faded. It’s not gone, however. Not at all.”

      Victor took her hand, setting aside his port and squeezing tightly. “Aunt Agatha was just startled. She knows you better than that, my girl.”

      Violet let a tear fall—with Victor she didn’t have to hide herself—though Jack had too much of a glance at her soul. The problem was he thought she could be acting while Victor knew she wasn’t. Victor, in fact, knew what she was feeling before she even let her feelings show. She took the handkerchief Victor offered her and curled into her seat by his fire.

      “That’s why the Wakefield gentlemen are here, Vic. Jack Wakefield was one of those military coves who investigate crimes in the troops. He worked for Scotland Yard too. Or does now? I don’t know. I got the impression that he still may. Regardless, Aunt Agatha was afraid enough to call on them. Something else must have happened to scare her.”

      “Aunt Agatha afraid…” Victor mused. “It doesn’t seem possible.” Victor’s mouth snapped shut for a moment and then he demanded, “What are they thinking? That you were going to kill her for the money?”

      “I believe so. Everyone talks about us like we’re paupers, you know that. Get a job, Victor. Get married, Violet. That man has a fortune. This one is the younger son of a duke. That one owns half that shipping company. Etcetera, etcetera.”

      “They’re so worried about someone supporting you and me marrying some nice young girl and supporting her that they don’t realize we’re not ready for such things.”

      “Or that everyone we know is unhappily married. Papa and Eleanor. Gerald and Amelia. The only married couple I know that is happy is Denny and Lila.”

      “I know, luv. I know. I agree.”

      Violet rose and picked up Victor’s slacks from the end of his bed, hanging them up for him. He had changed into his silk striped pajamas with a loose robe.

      “Giles will do that, luv,” Victor said, as if he’d said it a thousand times before. To be fair, he had. Violet had a hard time leaving things lying about she could so easily put away.

      “I know,” Violet said. She wasn’t picking up after him out of some need to be domesticated. She was doing it to keep busy. She felt as though eyes were on her that moment. How could they be in this childhood refuge with someone who wanted to kill their aunt? It wasn’t possible, was it?

      Yet, she knew it was. She’d smelled those bitter almonds when given the chance. She’d seen the fear in Aunt Agatha’s gaze. She’d seen the suspicion in Jack and Mr. Wakefield’s. Only Hargreaves had looked beyond her after that had happened.

      This need to keep moving when things were bad was probably why grandmothers were so good at embroidery. They were stifled into doing nothing and had to at least use their hands, if not their minds. So, their homes were filled with endless embroidered doo-dads.

      “Victor, I want to go to America. And Greece. Or perhaps we can spend the rest of the winter on the Amalfi Coast? Please say yes.”

      “Yes, of course,” Victor replied without hesitation. “We’ll sort out Aunt Agatha, find out who is trying to kill her, murder them, maim them, and set them on fire, and then borrow her villa there. Maybe we can get her to come with us and tinker with buying some new wines. We’ll write some stories about rich coves lazing about in the sun.”

      Violet grinned at him. They would be those rich coves. Half their stories were exaggerated accounts of their own exploits.

      “You are going to need a bigger house, darling, if you keep buying so much wine.”

      “Dear Aunt Agatha has been letting me use her cellar. I have it all in hand, of course.”

      “Of course,” Violet said, softly.

      She arranged her brother’s bottle of Brilliantine and combs. She tucked a few stray cigarettes back into their case, and then straightened the items on his table before she turned back to him and said, “What do we do, Vic? We can’t let someone hurt Agatha.”

      He searched her face. It was quite rare for the lion inside of Victor to come out. Most of the time he was a charming spaniel, but she could see the fierceness in his matching eyes at the moment. Could she read him so well because they’d shared a womb, or was it just that they had the same eyes? Did she see the lion in him because she felt the lioness in herself?

      “Agatha is brilliant. If she thinks this has to do with her will, it does. Let’s just convince her to leave it all to charity and announce it. Perhaps then, whoever is trying to kill her will stop.”

      Violet considered. Who were the real suspects if she ruled out herself and Victor? Algernon. Meredith. John Davies. Those were the only relatives who’d arrived. Had everyone else not believed Agatha’s threat, or had they already accepted they wouldn’t be in the will?

      “Oh, this worm!” she snarled. “We shall find him and stomp him.”

      “Do you not think it’s a her?”

      Violet considered and then shrugged. “Meredith? Maybe. Darling, we hardly know her. She’s an….archetype. The poor widow. Do you know what she likes? Who her friends are? If she even has some old gals she bounces around with? To be honest, I’m not even sure where she lives.”

      “I have no idea,” Victor admitted. “I hadn’t even realized I knew nothing about the gel until you pointed it out. She’s just always…Merry.”

      “That mean name we gave her. Do you think she realized?”

      Victor winced and then asked, “That we called her Merry because she was always so dour? I have no idea. We were terrible children.”

      Violet sat back down across from Victor, snatching another chocolate, and then she asked, “Maybe we should just go? Just leave it to the professional Mr. Wakefield and remove ourselves from suspicion.”

      Victor considered along with Violet and then both shook their heads in near unison.

      “We can’t, luv.”

      “We’ll never forgive ourselves if something happens to her,” Violet added for them both. “We have to at least try.”

      Victor nodded and said, “I’ll try to talk to her tomorrow and see what I can get out of Algernon. If it is one of us, surely something has changed? There’s some spurring moment that made this happen now instead of before?”

      Violet didn’t know. She preferred to avoid Algie whenever possible, hadn’t remembered John Davies, and felt sorry for Meredith. “I need to talk to Aunt Agatha again. I won’t be able to sleep until I do.”

      “Be careful, darling,” Victor said. “Whoever is trying to hurt Aunt Agatha has gone mad. None of us are truly safe. Stop by my room on the way back and I’ll walk you to yours and wait until you’re locked in.”

      Violet hesitated, hating the rush of fear that struck her before she nodded once and then said, “You be safe too, brother mine.”

      Aunt Agatha’s rooms were on the other side of the house in the east wing. Violet headed through the halls alone and jumped at nearly every sound, feeling a lot like a gothic heroine who was about to be strangled in the shadows by some specter. Perhaps she and Victor should consider adventure tales instead of ghost stories.

      Violet knocked lightly on Aunt Agatha’s bedroom door and it opened along with the one across the hall. Inside the second room was both James and Jack Wakefield with loosened ties and pipes in their hands. Violet shot them a tight smile and stepped into Aunt Agatha’s room.

      She was sitting at her dressing table, slowly taking off her jewelry. She still wore a little rouge on her cheeks, but the flush from her own heightened fear or worry made her far more red than any cream makeup product.

      Violet crossed to her and said, “Perhaps I won’t offer to get you a drink, but may I put your jewelry up for you?”

      “Martha will do it,” Aunt Agatha said, voice tight. Her lips were pressed together as soon as she finished speaking.

      “You know I rather like putting things away,” Violet said softly and waited for her aunt’s nod before she took the jewelry, opening the locked jewelry box. It was a carved, silver box with scrolled detailing. Inside, Martha had allowed it to become a jumble of bracelets, rings, and earrings. The mess made Violet’s fingers itch. “Did Martha allow this to become so very unorganized just for me?”

      “I doubt it,” Aunt Agatha snapped. She was furious. It was evident in the tense line of her shoulders, the way her neck seemed almost brittle in its movement, the way her lips pressed together and her eyes were narrowed on Violet’s face in the mirror.

      “I’m not trying to kill you,” Violet said, pulling out a tray of rings and taking up a cotton cloth to wipe them down and put them away properly.

      Aunt Agatha said nothing as Violet carefully pulled out the jewelry, organized it by sets, and returned it to the drawers and boxes inside of the jewelry box. These were just Aunt Agatha’s favorite pieces. The riches just in the box were the very reason that someone was trying to kill Aunt Agatha. Suddenly, Violet hated the sight of the shining diamonds and rubies.

      “This brooch has a loose stone,” Violet said, hoping that with patience and stubbornness Aunt Agatha would explain.

      “I’ll have to send it with Hargreaves to be fixed,” Aunt Agatha said.

      Violet nodded and put the piece into a velvet bag and into a compartment at the top of the jewelry box.

      “This earring set is missing one,” Violet said a moment later.

      “Yes, I know. I lost it when I was in the garden. I had hoped it would turn up.”

      Violet put the pearls that Aunt Agatha had worn that evening away, carefully arranging them in their case and then said, “Won’t you tell me what has been happening?”

      Aunt Agatha placed her brush on her vanity table and met Violet’s gaze through the mirror.

      “I know you’re upset and have to consider everyone who might want you dead,” Violet said carefully. “Victor and I consider you a mother. I know I can only protest our innocence, but it isn’t us.”

      Violet’s lips trembled and she noted that Aunt Agatha’s fingers were shaking on top of her brush. She slowly curled them into a fist and placed it in her lap. This distance between them was the fault of the would-be killer, and Violet just might commit murder after all. She’d hunt up who was doing this to them and finish things.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      “About two months ago, I went for my daily ride,” Aunt Agatha said finally, the tension between them fading. “Someone had cut the girth and I fell. I was lucky that it gave when it did and that I wasn’t jumping that day. It was pure luck, Violet. Normally my ride is through the woods as fast as Hercules can go. You know how I ride. I strained my wrist instead of breaking my neck.”

      “I do,” Violet agreed. “You were very lucky to have not hurt yourself in the woods. If that fall hadn’t killed you, the elements might have before you were found.”

      “I had decided to visit Hargreaves’s mother that day,” Aunt Agatha said, “She’s been doing quite poorly and I was bringing her a basket. It was entirely out of my pattern.”

      Violet settled down on the cushioned stool near Aunt Agatha, feeling the rising tension. She tightened her jaw to keep a slew of curses from escaping. “Was that it, or was there more?”

      “That would have been enough. It was clear that the girth had been cut, not that it was an accident.”

      “But,” Violet prompted. She closed the newly organized jewelry box and took up Aunt Agatha’s brush, working through her long hair.

      “A few weeks later, I had gone for a walk. It had been storming for days beforehand, and it was the first clear day in ages. I felt as though I’d been locked inside. You know how I am after that type of weather.”

      “I do,” Violet said. Was she the only one? Or did some of the others know how Aunt Agatha would have certainly gone for a walk after such weather?

      “As usual, I went down by the stream. I love to hear the water.”

      “I know you do,” Violet murmured, carefully smoothing her aunt’s hair. “You went down to the bridge? Where we used to throw rocks in with Algie and Merry?”

      Violet hated that she felt the need to point out that she was not the only one who knew about Aunt Agatha’s propensity for walking there.

      “Yes, there,” Agatha agreed. If she noticed Violet’s assertion, she didn’t say anything. “The bridge has needed to be replaced for some time, but I crossed it like I always do. It was Tuesday afternoon and my book club gathers at Mrs. Lavender’s home. I was walking that way for tea, gossip, and possibly talking about the book.”

      Violet nodded. She’d accompanied her aunt a few times on her visits.

      “Someone came up behind me and shoved me into the railing. It broke, as it’s been rotten for ages. Since it had been raining for days, the stream was flooded and busting with rage. I barely got out. Thankfully John Lockwood had been playing in the woods. He saw me struggle to the bank and pulled me out. He helped me home. Vi,” Aunt Agatha trailed off. She shivered in her remembrance and Violet put down the brush to wrap her arms around her aunt.

      “I was in bed for days. That’s when I decided it was time to confront whomever was doing this to me. To find them and make them pay. That’s when I came up with the plan for the holidays and James Wakefield. I left until just yesterday to protect myself. Went to Bath and didn’t tell anyone except James.”

      Violet couldn’t speak. She got up and paced around Aunt Agatha’s massive rooms. There was a stack of books on Agatha’s bedside table. She had a journal on her desk and there were letters stacked nearby. Violet passed by the table and caught sight of her own writing.

      Violet muttered under her breath as she paced, feeling her aunt’s gaze on her. Aunt Agatha slowly turned around until she faced the raging Violet, who came to stop and turned. “I didn’t even know about your husband’s want to leave money in the family. I thought you’d leave everything to a school or something.”

      Agatha sighed and then admitted, “Without Henry’s wishes, I might have left everything just as you say.”

      “You still can,” Violet told her. “Why don’t you? He wouldn’t want to see you murdered for that money. He loved you.”

      “But I can’t,” Agatha whispered. “You don’t know what it was like in my day. In my day, a man such as Henry who saw my mind and admired it instead of feeling emasculated. We used to talk at night about how we’d create this gift for our family. It was supposed to be our children.”

      Aunt Agatha’s face crumpled for a moment, but it smoothed out soon after. Violet dropped to her knees in front of her aunt again, taking her hands. “Henry and I worked together at making money. It was this game for us. We’d read about companies and types of investments. He always talked about building an empire for our children. A gift for them, he said. Keeping that up is what got me through the early years after his death. Since we weren’t blessed with children, I just shifted our dream of the empire to you children. In many ways, you all were my children.”

      Violet felt as though that specter from the hall were chasing her through Agatha’s rooms. She could almost feel the ghost of her uncle Henry, the feel of death himself, haunting the halls, the threat that someone she loved would be taken. All for what? What was supposed to have been a gift!

      “Whatever money you have is not worth the risk of life in jail or being hanged!” Violet declared. “Who could be so…evil?”

      “Does Tomas’s marriage proposal still stand, Violet?” Aunt Agatha asked, changing the subject.

      But not really changing it at all. The question stabbed Violet right through the center. She had to take a breath before she could even answer. “Yes, Aunt. Tomas hasn’t withdrawn his offer. I don’t imagine that he will anytime soon. He has pinned his hopes on me and probably will until I marry or he meets the right woman for him.”

      “I’m sorry I have to ask it,” Aunt Agatha said.

      “As am I.”

      “You are rather poor compared to many of your friends, Violet. One misstep for you or Victor and you two will have to get work. Gone will be the days of private rooms, eating at restaurants, jazz clubs, dancing, and drinking.”

      “We do work,” Violet said, telling their secret for the first time. “We’ve been writing a series of stories for one of those pulp magazines. Combined with the money from Mama and the allowance from Papa, we’re doing quite well.”

      “I wasn’t aware of the writing.” Agatha seemed to doubt it.

      “Of course you weren’t. It isn’t like we’ve told anyone. Can you imagine my stepmother’s reaction? But Victor and I have fun writing them. They’re all in good fun. You know how he scribbled stories when we were younger? Somewhere along the way, I started helping.”

      Aunt Agatha’s gaze searched Violet’s and Violet said, “We both have degrees from Oxford. We could both get work. I could find work as a secretary. One of father’s many chums could set Victor up. If we really wanted something different, we don’t need to kill you to make it happen.”

      “You were never my main suspect,” Aunt Agatha said. “You and Victor are the only ones who have never alluded to an inheritance or told me your story of how you need help. You’ve never tried to beg or borrow money. In fact, you’re the only ones who show up with gifts like the sherry.”

      “The unpoisoned sherry,” Violet added, knowing that Aunt Agatha had every reason to feel as she did. She knew that Aunt Agatha had to be careful. She’d already survived three attempts to take her life. When would her luck run out? “Must you face off with this person? Surely, with Mr. Wakefield working the case and three instances to track down, we can figure out who is doing this?”

      “Like you said, Violet. None of you are really poor. What does it cost to pay someone to cut Hercules’s girth? Or to push an old lady off a bridge?”

      Violet’s jaw snapped shut. She hadn’t thought of that, and she ought to have. It was time to set aside the booze and the fun and focus on this dilemma.

      “To be honest with you, Aunt Agatha, if someone murders you while you are determined to track them down instead of being safe, I will hold a grudge into the afterlife.”

      On another night, Violet would have offered to get her aunt some warm milk to help her sleep or suggest she take a little something. That wasn’t something Vi could do at the moment. Not with suspicions running high. Instead, she kissed her aunt’s cheek and left the bedroom.
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      Jack Wakefield stepped out his bedroom as Violet stepped out of Agatha’s. It seemed he had been waiting for her.

      “Did you want to ensure she yet lives?”

      His jaw tightened and Violet, in a spur of anger, threw open her aunt’s door and called, “Have you been stabbed, aunt?”

      “No, you indomitable brat.”

      “Have I given you anything to drink? Or slipped a snake into your bedsheets?”

      “We chatted and she left, Jack. Thank you for checking on me.”

      “Lock your door,” Jack said, reaching in with one hand and an averted gaze to close Aunt Agatha’s door. He waited until he heard the lock click and tested it before he turned to Violet. “She asked me to rule out you and Victor first. She told me she doesn't really believe it is you, but feels she has to be sure.”

      “Wonderful. Fabulous. We’re suspected, but less so. I wish I could say that made me feel better.”

      “It should. Your aunt didn’t want to suspect you at all, but felt like you needed to be ruled out.”

      “I feel like you just reworded what I just said.” Violet fisted her hands and wished she could pound on something with them, but she was too well schooled in manners to hit him or the wall.

      Instead she gritted her teeth and sped up her walk. Jack followed without a problem. If anything, he was just walking normally now with his giant legs while she was skipping along like a tiny dog next to a horse.

      “Perhaps,” he said calmly.

      Oh! She wanted to just turn and give him a good shove. It would probably be like shoving against a mountain. Useless and foolish.

      “Why are you following me?”

      “I am ensuring you arrive at your room safely.”

      She shot him an infuriated glance, darted down the stairs of the east wing and up the stairs of the west wing. She stopped at her brother’s door, pounding her fist against it.

      The clicking of his typewriter cut off and he opened the door.

      “Hullo, darling,” he said, and then scowled at Jack.

      “I’m fine. Mr. Wakefield has determined to ensure that I neither murder anyone on the way to my rooms or am murdered by Aunt Agatha’s tormentor.”

      Jack growled at the back of his throat and Victor’s gaze widened, darting between the massive Jack and the much smaller form of his twin.

      “Well…I….do you really think it’s quite the thing to antagonize the sleuth, luv?”

      Violet’s answer was to leave her brother and Jack standing in the hall and cross to her own room, slamming the door in their faces.

      “Lock the door,” Jack called.

      She stomped her foot since no one could witness it and then turned the lock. A moment later he tested her door handle and then all was silent. If her brother made a comment, she didn’t hear it. Violet crossed to the bathroom door and locked it as well. Gwennie had the room on the other side of the bath, but Violet wasn’t going to be taking chances with her life.

      Before she went to bed, Violet listed out all of the family members both present and those who were not, and who might feel like they had a claim on Aunt Agatha’s wealth. Given that she and Victor were related to Agatha through their dead mother, at least none of their siblings were on the list.

      It read:

      JOHN DAVIES — Henry Davies’s only nephew. If Henry had survived, would John be the heir? Does he believe he is the heir? If so, has he run out of money or been disinherited? Why would he suddenly decide to kill his aunt? Have there been any material changes in his life?

      ALGERNON ALLYN — Agatha’s great nephew. Child of Kingsley Allyn. The only one of Kingsley’s children to arrive, though the rest are still in the schoolroom. Always been too focused on Agatha’s money. He seemed to know about Uncle Henry’s desire to leave the money in the family. When had he learned what she and Victor hadn’t known?

      CECIL — next child of Kingsley Allyn. Only 15 years old. Unlikely killer.

      AGATHA — only daughter of Kingsley Allyn. Only 11 years old. Named after Aunt Agatha deliberately. Unlikely killer.

      MEREDITH ALLYN —Agatha’s great niece. Cecil Allyn’s child. Seems pretty hard up. Spends time with Agatha every year and knows her well. Her material status doesn't seem to have changed much. Could she really have decided after all this time to kill?

      CHRISTINE ALLYN-JENNINGS — Agatha’s great niece. Cecil Allyn’s child. She is the favored child of Cecil. Never been one of the cousins who spent so much time with Agatha. Of the sisters, surely she doesn’t expect much, if anything, from Aunt Agatha?

      CECIL ALLYN.—Agatha’s brother. They haven’t spoken in years. Surely, he doesn’t expect to inherit. Unlikely killer.

      KINGSLEY ALLYN— Agatha’s brother. No love lost here either. But they aren’t estranged. He received the threatening letter about the inheritance and didn’t show. Does he already not expect to inherit? Did he think sending Algernon was enough? Doesn’t he have his own fortune?

      To be fair, Violet made entries for herself and her brother. It made her angry to do it, but she decided to humor Aunt Agatha’s own fears.

      VIOLET CARLYLE —Agatha’s great niece. Partially raised by Aunt Agatha. An heir? Maybe. Has money from her own mother and father and doesn’t need to murder for money. Let alone has an offer of marriage from Tomas St. Marks who is simply floating in money. She’d sooner cut off her own hands than murder her aunt. Never expected to inherit over John Davies or her male cousins.

      VICTOR CARLYLE — Agatha’s great nephew. Partially raised by Aunt Agatha. An heir? Over John Davies? Surely that’s unlikely. Victor has money from both parents and doesn’t need to murder. Couldn’t get away with eating breakfast without Violet knowing, let alone plotting murder. Him a murderer? Never.

      Violet didn’t sleep so much as explore the far corners of her bed as she tossed and turned. When the servants started moving around, she was already sitting on the window seat with her list of suspects in her lap. She rose and made her way down the stairs. She was a little surprised to find Algernon already in the breakfast room. When Hargreaves entered, Algernon handed him a sheet of paper and said, “Send someone with it right away.”

      “Of course, sir,” Hargreaves said.

      Violet followed him out the door and into the hall where they were alone. “Hargreaves,” she said quietly.

      He turned. “Miss?”

      “Do you know if any of my cousins knows the details of Aunt Agatha’s will?”

      His jaw tightened and his gaze flitted over her face. “I have never suspected you, miss. I encouraged Mrs. Davies to call on you and Victor for help.”

      “Thank you, Hargreaves. That means more than you know.”

      He nodded and said, “I was there when the will was made. I was, in fact, one of the witnesses when your aunt signed it. No one from the family was present. A clerk from the law office provided the second necessary witnessing signature.”

      Violet pressed her lips together and thought for a moment. “Do you know where it is kept?”

      He nodded.

      “Do you know if anyone else knows where it is kept?”

      Hargreaves paused, considering for a moment and then said, “That I cannot say, miss.”

      “Think on it, will you? I don’t expect you to tell me where it is. But see if you can remember anyone being found near it. I assume it’s been safely put away.”

      Hargreaves nodded and then said, “I will think on it and ask the others. Mrs. Davies changed it within the year, so…perhaps we can narrow this down.”

      “Thank you, Hargreaves.”

      Violet retuned to the breakfast room. “Good morning,” she said to Algernon.

      Then she made her way to the loaded side table overflowing with breakfast for the early risers. Violet poured herself a cup of strong black tea and took a few slices of toast before she sat down across from her cousin. “Algie.”

      “Vi,” he replied with a sharp nod. He had a newspaper at his side, but hadn’t opened it yet. “Sleep well?”

      “No, indeed not. You?”

      He shot her a rather unreadable look and took a drink of his tea. “Odd to be here again like this ,isn’t it? Rather like the old days when we played in the stream and rode Aunt Agatha’s horses.”

      “I suppose so,” she said, wondering if he’d heard rumors about someone trying to kill Aunt Agatha. Surely the servants had figured it out. If they had, then it would reach the others soon enough. That was the way things worked with servants. There were no secrets. “It’s rather odd to be around Meredith again. It’s been far longer than I’d realized.”

      “She’s still a dour thing, isn’t she?” Algie laughed. “Always had a touch of the blue to her. Had to be awkward having her father shove her off on Agatha like he did.”

      “She is a widow, Algie,” Violet reminded him. “Meredith rather has a reason to be a bit blue, doesn’t she?”

      “Come now. It’s been years since her husband died. Heard it was something of a whirlwind romance. He lived just long enough to spend the money grandfather left her. What about you? Do you still have the money grandfather left you or did you and Victor fritter it away?”

      Violet paused to take a long sip of her tea and examine her cousin. He was asking with a purpose, wasn’t he? “Why ever do you care, cuz?”

      Algernon flushed a bit and then said, “I suppose it was a bit out of the way to ask you that, wasn’t it?”

      “A bit,” she said. She would have to set Victor on the hunt about why Algie was inquiring into her finances.

      “You think you’re Aunt Agatha’s heir?” he asked as Jack Wakefield entered the breakfast room. Suddenly those sharp eyes were fixed on her while Algie hadn’t even realized that they had company beyond the footman standing near the sideboard.

      “I have no reason to presume I am. I suppose any of us could be. My bet, if I were callous enough to make one, would be on John Davies.”

      “Why?” Algie demanded. “Didn’t you know that the investment money Aunt Agatha and Henry used to build their fortune was from grandfather? Surely one of Aunt Agatha’s blood will inherit?”

      “I have no idea who her heir is,” Violet admitted to Algie. “I never thought too much about it, to be honest.”

      “Come now,” Algie scoffed, “Why do you spend so much time with her then?”

      “I love her, you twit! My mama asked Agatha to look after Victor and me. She cared for us through our childhoods for Mama.”

      “Oh yes,” Algie said as Jack took the seat next to Violet. “I forgot your mama foisted you two off on Agatha. Rather clever of your mum to put you in the way of Agatha like that.”

      Violet dropped her toast and pushed her plate away. She leaned forward, ignoring Jack Wakefield to hiss, “My mother knew she was dying and wanted someone to love us and look out for us. It wasn’t about Agatha’s money. It was about her heart. You are a worm, Algernon Allyn, and you always have been.”

      She stood and strode to the door, chased out by Algie’s aside to Jack: “Women! They never are rational, are they? Not sure giving them the vote was quite the thing. Even if she can’t vote for a while yet.”

      Violet slammed the door to the breakfast room in answer to that nonsense.
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      Violet rushed from the breakfast room and flew through the halls, moving for the sake of moving rather than with any particular destination in mind. When Theodophilus stepped from the shadows near the billiards room, Violet shrieked a little.

      “Didn’t mean to scare you, sweet one,” he said.

      “Do not refer to me by endearments,” she told him, taking a step back as he took a step forward.

      “But I feel endearing towards you, my sweet.” An oily smile spread over his face with too much snake in it for Violet’s taste.

      She stopped backing up, because she refused to be cornered. “Be that as it may, you may call me Miss Carlyle or Lady Violet if you prefer.” The reference to her title was intentional. She wasn’t a snob but if the recollection of her father, the earl, got Theodophilus to back up, she’d allow class snobbery to interfere.

      “Violet, sweet,” he said. “I think we’re rather past that. You’re getting a bit long in the tooth, aren’t you? Won’t be long before you have to take down your airs and realize that the men have moved on to younger prey than you. Your options are waning.”

      “Wonderful,” Violet snapped. “The men will have moved on, and we’ll all get what we want.”

      “But I won’t, sweet,” he said, taking a strand of her hair and tugging it too hard. It was as if he were trying to pretend to romance but the monster inside didn’t allow the lie. “I want you.”

      “No,” she said flatly.

      “I’d heard all the stories about when women say no,” Theodophilus said. “Your cousin said you’d be willing. Said you were getting desperate. Women say no to engender further asking, further chasing. It is a game you play, is it not?”

      Violet laughed into his face and he took her by the shoulders, shoving her against the wall. “Are you laughing at me, sweet?” The word sweet was suddenly a threat instead of a pet name, and she had to fight a shiver.

      “Women sometimes say no because they mean it, Mr. Smythe-Hill. You’ve been misled. Algie has very little idea of what I want.”

      “Algie has very little idea about many things. How much do you care for your cousin?”

      “Why?” she asked, trying to twist out of his grasp. He was squeezing her shoulders so tightly she would be bruised, but she would be damned if she’d cry out for the bloody fiend. “Let me go.”

      “You need to think about how much you love your cousin. And how much trouble you want to see him in.”

      “Let me go,” she demanded, refusing to listen to his threats.

      “He’s in rather a lot of trouble.”

      “So will you be. Let me go at once!”

      He shook her and someone cleared a throat behind them.

      Violet turned and saw Hargreaves’s niece, Beatrice. The fear Violet had been trying to hide came flooding forward. Her gaze was pleading with the girl, hopefully she was bright enough to stay.

      “Later, girl,” Theodophilus snapped. “We are having a private conversation.”

      “Let me go,” Violet said, distinctly, hoping—once again—that Beatrice was made of stern enough stuff to stick with Violet.

      “I said later, girl,” Theodophilus snapped again, squeezing Violet even harder.

      “I’m afraid not, sir,” Beatrice said consolingly. “Miss, Mrs. Davies has asked for you.”

      Theodophilus let Violet go, hissing into her ear as he did, “We’ll speak of this again.”

      “Stay away from me,” she said clearly.

      “We’re not finished,” he replied, grabbing her harder before letting her go and almost floating down the hallway.

      “Do you believe that? Assaulting me in my aunt’s house and then just gliding away as if he weren’t a snake with slicked back hair and new money.”

      Typically speaking, Violet wasn’t one to turn up her nose at anyone, let alone a family who’d pulled themselves out of the middle class to the wealthy, but she was willing to make an exception for that animal.

      “Are you all right, miss?” Beatrice’s eyes flooded with tears for Violet who had to look away or cry as well.

      “I’m fine,” she lied. Just yesterday she’d been admiring how it felt somehow good to be small next to Jack Wakefield. Yet, Theodophilus had just made her feel helpless and he was a Lilliputian compared to Jack. She took in a fortifying breath and pasted a calm expression on her face.

      “Did you need me to send for your brother?” Beatrice asked carefully. She was clearly too sharp to pull the wool over her eyes. It wasn’t surprising given Hargreaves’s superior brainwork. It must run in the family.

      “Indeed not.” Violet crossed her arms over her chest. “Did my aunt really need me?”

      “I am afraid that was a little fabrication,” Beatrice replied. “I hope that I did the right thing.”

      “You did, indeed,” Violet said. “Thank you.”

      The gratitude was both for the lie and for the care in her voice. Violet ran up the stairs at the back of the house, not caring that she was on the servant’s case. She went directly to her brother’s room. Slamming open the door, she called his name, entirely uncaring of the unmoving heap of him on the bed. She called him again and poured herself a generous glass of port.

      “Go away, Giles. We’re on holiday.”

      “Wake up, you lazy lout,” Violet snapped, throwing a brush her brother’s way and taking a seat by the fire.

      “It’s not the thing to just burst into my room, Vi. You’re the devil.”

      “Algernon asked me if I’d frittered away my inheritance from Grandfather at breakfast,” Violet said, rising to yank her brother’s covers off. She averted her eyes and swallowed a massive gulp of the port and then choked on it.

      “So?” Victor asked, slowly pushing up. “I’m tired, sister. I wrote for hours last night.”

      “And then that snake, Theodophilus, manhandled me in the hallway and insinuated that I was his for the taking as some sort of recompense for something between himself and Algie.”

      Victor was silent, but he sat up slowly, then swung his legs over the side of his bed. His gaze had sharpened as he took in her disheveled hair, her too-bright eyes, her shaking hands, and the alcohol.

      He cleared his throat and asked, “What now?”

      Violet saluted him with her port and answered, “You heard me, brother.”

      “Assaulted you?”

      “I’ll be wearing gowns with sleeves for a week or two.” Violet rubbed her shoulder, still feeling the press of Theodophilus’s fingers into her skin, the way she’d been unable to get away. “Hargreaves’s niece rescued me. Found us and made up a story about Aunt needing me. The girl refused to leave until he let me go.”

      “What now?” Victor demanded again, making Violet repeat it all. He cross-examined her for details and exact language. She repeated her story, including what she’d learned of Aunt Agatha’s near misses the previous evening.

      When he stood, he was no longer her lazy spaniel brother. Victor refilled her glass and drank most of it himself. “Go to your room. I’ll send Lila or Gwennie your way. Stay with them, Violet. I mean it.”

      She didn’t argue, though she’d be damned if she’d let him tell her what to do. She was the older twin and she didn’t see how his being a male somehow made him more capable. On the average day, her brother would tell anyone that she was the useful twin, and he was lucky she’d been around to keep him out of trouble. Today wasn’t going to change that.

      She did remember, however, that flash of vulnerability. The way she’d been unable to get away from Theodophilus. The way he’d deliberately dug his fingers into her shoulders, knowing he was stronger than her and that there was nothing she could do. And then she nodded. She’d go to her room and let Victor handle this. A wise retreat to leave Victor to the manhandling while she plotted for them both.
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      Gwennie and Lila knocked on Violet’s door by the time she’d rung the bell, requested two hot compresses, and laid herself on the bed with a warm cloth over her eyes. She’d stripped herself down to her slip, put on her silk kimono, and curled onto her bed.

      Beatrice had brought the compresses along with tea, fussing over Violet until she had her feet up. The maid stayed behind and when the knock came, she answered the door.

      Despite the fussing, spiders had taken roost in Violet’s stomach and they didn’t fade with the tea, the compresses, or the company. She’d even tried mentally conjugating Latin verbs to no avail.

      “Is it true, darling? Did that beast hurt you?” Gwennie asked. She crossed to Violet, examined her setup and then sat on the end of the bed without adjusting any of Beatrice’s good work.

      Lila simply bypassed asking questions and crossed to where Violet had the hot compresses on her shoulders and pulled them away.

      “That’s going to bruise.” Lila frowned as she said, “Denny and Victor are taking care of it. Even jolly Denny was enraged. He had rather a lot of things to say and none of them are repeatable.”

      Beatrice silently poured tea, not saying a word as Gwennie moaned for Violet and Lila raged against Theodophilus, his ancestry, and the stupidity of Algernon in getting mixed up with that type.

      Violet was started to move past that and onto something else. She wanted to know why Theodophilus thought he could just force her into something and vaguely threaten Algernon at the same time. Weren’t they chums? Didn’t they go out and about the town together? Didn’t they almost live in each other’s pockets?

      “What is this?” Lila demanded. She picked up Violet’s list of suspects for Aunt Agatha and read it aloud.

      “Attempted murderer suspects? Unlikely? Violet, is this one of your and Victor’s games?”

      Violet sat slowly up. She hadn't intended to tell Gwennie and Lila about that.

      “But…it has you and Victor on it. Is this real? Violet, what is going on?”

      Violet took a slow sip of her tea, eyed Beatrice and decided against telling the girl to leave. Instead Violet said, “It’s why we were called here. Girls…someone is trying to kill Aunt Agatha. She thinks it’s for her money. I…”

      It was too much all at once, and as much as Violet tried to be strong and determined, she was crumpling inside. First Agatha, then being a suspect, then Theodophilus. Why did money turn people into such animals?

      “Oh, Violet,” Lila sighed. “What a mess this is.”

      Violet just shook her head. How to explain what was happening? She wasn’t even sure what was happening. What madness was this? They were the fortunate few who didn’t have to work and somehow that hadn’t become enough for one of them.

      Beatrice’s eyes were wide as she hung up Violet’s earlier dress and straightened her shoes. Violet was one to have a very precisely arranged room, but in her upset, she’d allowed things to get tossed about, and Beatrice put them to rights. Oh! Violet did like that girl.

      “Do you believe that someone really is trying to kill your aunt?” Lila asked. She adjusted her hair in the mirror and then said, “What can we do?”

      Violet paused and then said, “Yes, I very much believe that someone is trying to kill Aunt Agatha. The most likely reason is money, which means that the would-be murderer is a member of my family.”

      Gwennie squeaked at that and Lila scowled at their friend before she turned back to Violet.

      “What do we do?”

      “Try to get Merry and Algie gossiping. We need to know what is happening with them.”

      Lila nodded. “That is easy enough, isn’t it?”

      “Beatrice,” Violet turned to the girl and said, “I need you to keep an eye and ear out among the servants. See if you hear anything from them that is strange. I don’t expect you to sleuth, and I don’t want you at risk.”

      “Yes, miss.”

      “But I do want you to see what you can find out by just paying attention. Will you do that?”

      “Yes, miss.”

      “We’re lucky to have you,” Violet told the maid.

      “Thank you, miss,” Beatrice said as she left Violet’s room.

      Vi crossed to the bedroom door as the luncheon gong rang. She slipped into a loose blue dress that reached just past her knees. It was one of her few dresses that had sleeves, as she did enjoy the shape of her shoulders. She sighed as she put it on and then wrapped her new jet beads around her throat finishing off with a pair of matching blue slippers.

      Her friends watched her flip through her dresses to find one with sleeves and Lila’s gaze was sharp while Gwennie’s was wide and worried. Of the two of them, it would be Lila who would fight off an attacker, Violet suddenly thought. She followed that up by hoping that somehow neither of them would come any closer to such a situation than Violet already had. She knew too well that she had been lucky. Beatrice had come at the right moment and she hadn’t let Theodophilus scare her off.

      “What do you like to do, Beatrice?”

      “Oh…um…”

      “Do you like working here?”

      “I suppose so,” Beatrice said slowly.

      “We’re going to talk about that later. Stay away from Theodophilus. Tell your uncle I said to keep you and the other girls together and away from him.”

      “Oh, I don't think she has to worry,” Lila said as Beatrice paled. “If you think your brother will let someone manhandle you and stay in the same house as you, you are very much mistaken, my dear.”

      Beatrice brightened at that statement while Gwennie rose.

      “We’re late, girls.” Gwennie stood, tucked a stray hair behind her ear, and leaned into the mirror to adjust her lipstick.

      They walked down to the dining room. Aunt Agatha was sitting at the table with the others, but Algernon, Theodophilus, Denny, and Victor were missing.

      “Tardiness is incredibly rude,” Aunt Agatha said.

      “I…” Violet glanced over to her friends and they both shrugged. “I apologize for myself and my friends.”

      “Sit,” Aunt Agatha snapped. “Hargreaves.”

      Hargreaves entered the dining room and servants followed, placing bowls of fish soup on the table.

      “Where is your brother?”

      “Ahhh…”

      “Don’t play games with me, Violet.” Agatha’s gaze pinned Violet against the chair and she cleared her throat and glanced at Lila, whose gaze was fixed on her soup.

      “I believe you would prefer a full explanation in private, ma’am.”

      Agatha searched Violet’s face and then cleared her throat and said, “I didn’t expect it to drizzle today. It has been rather colder than last year, I think.”

      John Davies picked up the conversation thread and mentioned how the hot weather affected the roses. Once John stepped in, low murmuring carried across the table.

      Jack was seated next to Violet once again, and he leaned in and asked, “Where is your brother?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, and took a bite of her soup.

      He cleared his throat. “I believe you do.”

      “He is taking care of a problem. His exact whereabouts are unknown.”

      She could feel Jack’s gaze on her and refused to look his way.

      “Does it have anything to do with my case? You and your brother need to stay out of it for your own good.”

      Violet looked at Jack at that statement, unable to hide her anger. “My brother and I will do anything we deem necessary to protect Aunt Agatha; however, he is currently being a protective brother rather than a protective nephew.”

      Jack’s brows rose and Violet scowled at him before she placed her napkin next to her bowl. Luncheon needed to be over soon. Aunt Agatha’s cook had outdone himself and the soup was replaced by roasted chicken and potatoes and then finally ices. Violet excused herself as soon as luncheon was over and went looking for her brother, with Lila following along since she’d promised both her husband and Victor to neither be alone or allow Violet to be alone.

      “Miss,” Beatrice hissed from a doorway and then waved them into a small parlor near the billiards room. “Miss, are you looking for your brother?”

      Violet nodded and Beatrice glanced around before she whispered, “He’s monitoring Mr. Theodophilus Smythe-Hill, who sent for his bags. My uncle is to drive him to the train station for the afternoon train.”

      Violet’s brows rose and Beatrice said, “Oh, miss. There was quite a row and your brother, well, your brother, he…” She glanced around again and said, “He punched Mr. Smythe-Hill right in jaw. He fell down and then…well…your brother kicked Mr. Smythe-Hill in the stomach while he was on the ground. Mr. Carlyle then lifted him up and did it all again. Mr. Smythe-Hill has quite a large bruise on his jaw; his nose might be broken. And even Mr. Algernon was assaulted. I believe Mr. Algernon may end with a bruise on his jaw and possibly even a black eye!”

      “Does he now?” Lila laughed. “This is why your brother will make such a dashing catch when he’s ready. The English bulldog is in him.”

      “He’s a lion, not a bulldog.” Violet pressed her lips together to hide her grin and then said, “Well…I think we all agree that a form of justice has been served.”

      “Yes, miss,” Beatrice said and then blushed. “I…well…I didn’t think Mr. Carlyle would be very happy if you came across him and Mr. Smythe-Hill before he leaves. It wasn’t my place to stop you, but…”

      “But you did just the right thing, doll,” Violet told Beatrice. “You really are one in a million. Now, I had better go apologize to my aunt and explain.”
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        * * *

      

      Violet gave her aunt a very watered-down explanation of what had occurred. She simply explained that Theodophilus insulted her, and Victor felt after such actions Theodophilus should Christmas elsewhere.

      Aunt Agatha’s mouth twisted up at that, staring at Violet long enough that she shifted around. “I see.”

      Violet rose to leave and Aunt Agatha said, “Tell your brother I expect the fisticuffs to cease.”

      Violet paused without looking back at her aunt and said, “Yes, ma’am.”

      She then made her way to her brother’s room. It was empty, but she found the stack of papers which was their newest story. She read it, making notes as she went, clarifying dialogue. Once she was done, she took up the mantle of the storyteller, adding several pages before her brother returned to his room.

      “Are you lost, luv?” he asked, flopping down on his bed. “Giles will be quite put out with me; I’ve ripped my blue-striped suit.”

      “There are sacrifices when you’re the conquering hero,” she told him. “Aunt Agatha wants the fisticuffs to cease, but I am happy they occurred.”

      Victor grinned in reply, and she thought that they’d spent rather enough time on the snake.

      “The story is quite good. I like the sinister turn with the butler. Butlers are so often shady creatures, knowing all of our deepest secrets without even trying very hard. It seems quite unfair. Though, Hargreaves, is, of course, a treasure. His niece possibly surpasses him.”

      “Blimey bastards butlers are,” Victor agreed. “I’m glad to see you’ve picked up the pen, darling. We’re running a bit late for our deadline.”

      “I can finish it, if you’d like,” she told him. “As you may need to ice your knuckles.”

      “You say that so very blood-thirstily. I believe you like that I gave the snake a good pounding.”

      “It was a service to womankind. You, sir, are a dashing knight for damsels everywhere.”

      He grinned at her, but she could still see the banked rage in his gaze.

      “I understand you gave Algie a bit of a pounding as well.”

      “Violet, he owes Theodophilus one thousand pounds.”

      Violet choked, dropping the pages she’d lifted to hand to Victor. “Oh, no.”

      “Theodophilus agreed to forgive it only if Algernon successfully introduced you to him and you married the blighter. That idiot Algie thought that the snake could just have you for the asking since you’re past your prime.”

      “He never!”

      “He did,” Victor said, lighting a cigarette and asking, “Pass me the ashtray, luv.”

      Violet handed him the ashtray and rose to pace. She paused here and there to straighten Victor’s hair oil and accoutrements and then adjust the alignment of the port decanter.

      “Could he really have offered me up like that?” she murmured after a few minutes of pacing and straightening.

      “I got it from Algie’s own mouth, luv. After I punched it a time or two. Said he didn’t think the snake would manhandle you. Just do the pretty and you’d succumb.”

      Violet almost growled in reply.

      “Denny is seeing the snake all the way onto the train, just to be sure he doesn't try to pull a quick one.”

      “Vic,” Violet sighed, “this puts Algie rather high on the suspect list.”

      “Didn’t really see it in the old boy, myself,” Victor said as he lit a second cigarette. “Not sure I do, even now. Algie seemed baffled that Theo grabbed at you the way he did. When I told Algie I’d seen the fingermarks with my own eyes, he still didn’t quite believe me. Said he knew Theo could be a blighter, but he’d never seen him hurt a woman.”

      “Algie never did have a very good imagination. Or the understanding that a person might do something another would never consider.”

      “He’s a blind fool.”

      Violet sighed and then told Victor, “We’re being very neglectful friends to our guests.”

      “It’s why we brought old friends around with us, isn’t it? They know we needed them to do what they did today. Stick with you and me when we had business to attend to.”

      “We’ll have to have a party when we get home. Or perhaps one in Paris. Something special that they’ll enjoy.”

      “Shall we charter a boat for the Thames? Wine and dancing. Musicians on the water?”

      Violet nodded. “We need to write more stories if we keep throwing parties.”

      “Too right you are, sister. Back to work. No rest for the weary.”

      Violet laughed at him before she turned back to the typewriter. She worked quickly while Victor read through her notes, adding some of his own. They’d work from their joint notes to create their final version. It would take a few weeks, but their story would be off. If they were very focused, perhaps with a second story as well.

      Only finding the would-be killer was the most important thing. But life had to continue didn’t it? Aunt Agatha would do her business the next day, even with guests in the house. Lila and Gwennie could be counted on to get Algie or John to play billiards with them and charm life details from the men. Perhaps, later that evening, after a drink or two, they’d discover possible motives for the crime against their aunt.
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      Violet woke to knocking on her door. When she opened it, she found a flustered Beatrice before her.

      “Oh, miss! I’m sorry to wake you. But, miss!”

      “Yes, dear?” Violet said, opening the door to let Beatrice into the room. Violet tugged the girl to one of the chairs before the fire and pushed her into it before she pulled off her turban, ran a comb through her hair and then turned to the girl whose gaze was wide and a little terrified. “What is it?”

      “It’s Mr. Wakefield.”

      A sudden horror struck Violet and she said, “Jack!”

      “Oh. No, miss, it’s Mr. James Wakefield. He woke earlier than usual and came down the stairs and…and…someone had greased them! He fell.”

      “Is he all right?”

      “He broke his arm and banged his head well and good. The doctor has been called for, but Mr. Jack said that his father will be all right. But, miss! Mrs. Davies normally gets up earlier on Thursdays to work with the housekeeper on the menu and go over the accounts before the day gets fully started.”

      “She does, doesn't she? It’s another attempt on my aunt’s life. I wish she would just retreat to safety. Her stubbornness is going to get her killed.”

      Beatrice’s eyes welled at that and Violet had to leave before she cried along with her. She crossed the hall and banged on her brother’s door before she stepped inside.

      “Violet! It’s the holidays,” he moaned. “I was up late again writing.”

      “There has been another attempt on Aunt Agatha’s life,” Violet said flatly. “She’s all right, but Mr. James Wakefield took a tumble from greased stairs and has a broken arm. The doctor is coming.”

      Victor cursed and rose, and Violet left him to ring for his man and get dressed. It was time to up their investigation.

      “Beatrice, would you please go get coffee for my brother?”

      “Yes, of course, miss.”

      “Be careful, my girl,” Violet said. “Whoever is doing this doesn’t seem to care if someone else is hurt. Mr. Wakefield has nearly died twice in defense of my aunt.”

      Beatrice’s gaze was worried as she nodded several times. “Yes, miss. Of course, miss. Please be careful as well. I think…well…I think you are at rather more risk than a housemaid.”

      Violet dressed in a hurry even though she knew that there was nothing she could do at the moment. When she reached the breakfast room, it was empty. She asked Hargreaves and he said, “Miss Meredith ate and has, I believe, gone to the library. Mr. Algernon has yet to appear. Mr. Jack Wakefield is with his father. Mr. John has eaten and taken his car into town to ‘lighten the load for the household.’”

      Violet’s brows rose and she said, “Have you sent in coffee or breakfast to the Misters Wakefield?”

      Hargreaves shook his head and she said, “Perhaps you’d better.”

      He nodded and disappeared into the kitchens. A few moments later while Violet sat at the table with a cup of tea, there was a ruckus at the front door. She rose and went to it, guessing the household was too busy to attend the door when no one was expected. She opened it and stepped back in surprise at the sight of her Uncle Kingsley.

      He was a corpulent fellow with a good half of his hair gone and the rest on retreat. His chins waggled at the sight of her answering the door and his face was ruddy with either the cold or anger. She tried smiling at him to no avail.

      “Whatever are you opening doors for, gel? Where is Hargreaves? I’ve come in response to my fool boy who can’t handle matters on his own.”

      “Hargreaves is attending to a household emergency,” Violet replied, gesturing for her uncle to enter.

      Uncle Kingsley barged through the door, dropping his coat, hat, and gloves on a chair and blustering, “I am unsurprised to find Agatha’s house in a uproar. She seems to be losing her wits. I suppose you’re here for the bullion? Well it won’t do. Won’t do at all. That money should go to my generation.”

      Violet didn’t bother to answer that statement. “Aunt Agatha has yet to come downstairs, I believe. There is breakfast.”

      Uncle Kingsley stomped into the breakfast room, gaze darting about, and then he rang the bell wildly. “No surprise my boy isn’t down here. Always was a lazy good-for-nothing.”

      Violet considered retreating but decided against it. She took a seat and returned to her tea when the doorbell rang again. This time she let in the doctor, leading him up to Mr. Wakefield’s room, past a servant who was scrubbing the stairs.

      “There seems to have been some grease on the stairs,” Violet told him when they passed the girl. “It caused Mr. James Wakefield’s accident.”

      “Did it now?” Doctor Cumming replied. He was bright enough to know there was more to the story and wise enough to not ask more questions.

      To say Jack Wakefield was infuriated wasn’t clear enough. The door opened, his furious gaze seemed to set her on fire, and she stepped back for Dr. Cumming to enter the room. Violet didn’t even attempt to stay. She just asked, “Do you need anything else?”

      “We’ve had quite enough,” Jack snapped.

      Violet flinched and an expression of regret passed over his face. His father called his name and Jack said, “Forgive me.” He then shut the door in her face. Violet shrugged, debated her options, and returned to the breakfast room.

      She set aside her cold tea and made a fresh cup, this time taking a plate of fruit, tomatoes, and eggs.

      Uncle Kingsley had a loaded plate, a large cup of tea, and a newspaper. He tossed the paper to the side and demanded, “What the dickens is happening, gel?”

      Violet sat quietly, desperately wishing for her brother, when a huge crash came from the east wing.

      “Oh dear,” Violet said as Uncle Kingsley cursed. “I believe that might be the coffee tray we sent up.”

      “What in the bloody hell is happening here?” Uncle Kingsley demanded.

      “There has been an accident. I believe Mr. Jack Wakefield may have just lost his temper on the silver.”

      “And who the dickens is this ill-tempered Wakefield?” Uncle Kingsley yelled.

      Violet did not miss the irony as she calmly said, “Mr. James and Mr. Jack Wakefield are two of Aunt Agatha’s guests for the holidays.”

      “And they believe it is acceptable to throw about her silver? Time to send the woman off to bedlam before madness overcomes us all.”

      Violet’s gaze narrowed on her uncle and she snapped, “Mr. James Wakefield nearly lost his life in an accident this morning. The ire Mr. Jack Wakefield feels is surely justifiable given the near-loss of his father’s life.”

      “I hardly think it appropriate to act in such a manner,” Uncle Kingsley yelled. “Now where is my son? I sent the maid for him quite a while ago.”

      “Uncle Kingsley,” Violet snapped, “You have not been here for twenty minutes. You have spent the entirety of that time yelling and insulting my aunt in her own home. I hardly think you are in the position to cast aspersions on the behavior of Aunt Agatha’s guests when your own behavior is reprehensible.”

      “Reprehensible? Who do you think you are, gel? I am your elder.”

      “And,” Violet hissed, “on a normal day I would treat you with the respect your age deserves. However, I will not stand by and watch you insult my aunt and the behavior of her guests when you have no reference point for why they are behaving as they are.”

      “I will be speaking to your father,” he snarled, “and your aunt.”

      “Please do,” she replied calmly.

      The door of the breakfast room opened and both Victor and Algernon entered.

      “Where is Hargreaves?” shouted Uncle Kingsley.

      “There has been an accident, Father,” Algie said. “Of course he’s seeing to the needy.”

      “The old fellow who fell down the stairs and then his son had a tantrum? I suppose someone has to deal with them. I was under the impression this was a full-grown man we were dealing with. Is he damaged from the war?”

      “Ah…” Victor said. “Well…”

      “I think I’ll just go find Meredith,” Violet said brightly. “So nice to see you, Uncle.”

      “And where is Agatha? Sending threatening letters and demanding a body’s presence during the holidays. If I’d wanted to come see the old gel during the holidays, I’d bloody well have made it known, wouldn’t I?”

      “Ah…” Victor replied, clearing his throat. Violet winked at him as she shut the door, ignoring the supplicating look on his face.

      Violet ran up the stairs to her rooms, knocking on Gwennie’s door and warning her to stay away from the breakfast room and to save Lila and Denny as well.

      “What is happening?” Gwennie asked when Lila opened the door to the bedroom she and Denny shared.

      “There has been another attempt on Aunt Agatha,” Violet sighed. “Mr. James Wakefield was the victim. He’ll be all right, I understand, but the doctor is with him. My uncle has arrived, and he’s in a rage. It’s just safer, darlings, to eat toast in your room. I’ll send some up, shall I? Then perhaps you all will want to visit the town today or play a few rounds of billiards. I’m so sorry things are dire. This was not at all what I imagined when we invited you.”

      “Not to worry, darling,” Lila said while Gwennie squeaked in shock. “We will be fine. How can we help?”

      “Perhaps the town trip? See if you can find John Davies? He left as soon as they found Mr. Wakefield to get out of the way. See what you can find out about him?”

      Gwennie nodded a little too enthusiastically, and Violet realized her friend may just have developed some puppy love for her cousin-by-marriage.

      Lila’s lush lips twitched at the expression on Gwennie’s face and she said, “Yes, I think we’d better.”

      Gwennie blushed furiously and disappeared into her room as Lila asked low, “Darling, are you all right?”

      “I lost my temper with my uncle,” Violet confessed. “I am sure Aunt Agatha will be hearing about it shortly. He came in a rage and just said the most horrible things, and I…I…just snapped.”

      Lila smirked and then said, “Well, darling, I’m sure you were justified.”

      “Perhaps, but it is so hard to prove when he’s my father’s age and I called him to repentance.” Violet could feel the heat on her cheeks. “I am ashamed of myself. I shouldn’t have lost control.”

      “You will apologize prettily, bat your lovely lashes, and blame your womanly weakness. He won’t be able to avoid accepting your apology. That’s what comes from being such a lovely thing.”

      Violet scowled. She would need several drinks before she could muster up the strength of will for such a lie.

      “Don’t forget to flatter him outrageously, darling,” Lila trilled.

      Bloody hell, Violet thought as she realized she would have to do just that. Lila’s mocking laughter chased Violet down the stairs and into the kitchens where she requested trays sent to her friends and apologized for the extra work.

      The cook nodded sharply, clearly frustrated, and Violet paused to flatter her as well before escaping to see Meredith in the library.
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      “Meredith,” Violet called. “Hello, dear. Uncle Kingsley has arrived with his blood up, and I thought I might hide with you.”

      “Left your friends to it, did you?”

      “I’ve warned them off. I believe they may spend the day in town as Uncle Kingsley came through the door with the devil in his eye,” Violet laughed. “My friends are bright young things after all. They don’t linger for the dull family fighting. We haven’t had a chance for a good chat yet, have we? You’re near Chigwell these days, aren’t you? Near your parents?”

      “Indeed no, though I was coming from there when we met on the train,” Meredith said sourly. She sniffed and closed her book, giving Violet a look that said she was very much interrupting.

      Violet smiled brightly and ignored Meredith’s silent order to vacate. “Where are you then, dear?”

      “About two hours from here, actually,” Meredith said, sniffing once again. “My sister pled for assistance and I arrived forthwith. Family should help each other after all. Support in one’s time of need.”

      Violet grinned brightly and winced inside. Assistance? More like an unpaid servant. If Violet knew anything about Gertrude, and Violet knew very little, she knew that Gertrude was cheap, sour, and inclined to order about anyone weaker than herself. The few times they had met had not left either cousin pleased with the other.

      “Doesn’t she have children these days?”

      “Five in four years,” Meredith said. “She had twins as well. Twins are an affliction on a family. Not that I intend to offend you and Victor, but I have to speak the truth.”

      Violet gaily laughed and said, “Oh, none taken, darling. Believe me, that is not the first time someone has made such a statement to Victor or myself. We were rather a handful when we were children, weren’t we?”

      Meredith sharply nodded and then she rose to ring the bell. When Beatrice arrived in the library moments later, it was evident that she’d been cleaning nearby. There was a bit of dust on her cheek and she was red-faced with exertion.

      “Mrs. Halvert? Miss Violet?”

      “Technically speaking, Violet should be called Lady,” Meredith told Beatrice, who flushed brilliantly.

      “I don’t use my title,” Violet countered. “Not really. Miss is simply perfect, dear Beatrice.”

      “Tea, please,” Meredith demanded. “Sandwiches or biscuits or toast. Something to nibble.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Beatrice said, disappearing quickly.

      Meredith scowled after her and said, “She’s too pretty to be a servant. And rather too bright-eyed. No doubt she listens at doors.”

      Violet’s expression didn't change, but she said, “I quite like her. She’s…stalwart.”

      “Stalwart? A very odd term to be using for some country housemaid who probably spends each afternoon flirting with the footman and dreaming over the young men of the house, telling herself if they only knew her they could love her despite the difference in class.”

      Violet had to keep her mouth shut and remind herself that she was there for details of Meredith’s life. As much as Violet would like to imagine otherwise, each of the attempts on Aunt Agatha’s life could easily have been done by a woman as a man. Her current preference for murderer was Algernon. Or John Davies. She didn’t really care one way or the other about the blank slate that was John Davies, and Algernon had tried to use her to pay his gambling debts.

      Meredith, on the other hand, had a rather hard time of it for the entirety of her life, and Violet wanted to wrap the sour old thing up in a bit of loving. Maybe from a distance. See Meredith in some remote seaside cottage where it would be quite inconvenient to visit but where she might be happy.

      “What do you think of the village where your sister lives? Are there a lot of people there?”

      “It is a typical English village. The lending library is lacking, the gossip between the housewives is without end, and there are more widows than there should be. Gertrude has quite a time of it with the way some of the country housewives treat her. They don’t seem to realize how well connected she is and don’t treat her with the respect she deserves.”

      Violet winced for Meredith and Gertrude. They were living in the old days when their grandmothers could lord it over their neighbors because a cousin had been the third wife to an earl. Of all the ridiculous things. If the war had taught them anything, hadn’t it taught them that birth didn’t make one better or worse than another? After months and years in the trenches with the nobility working side by side the lower classes, dying together, surely they could see that there was nothing particularly special about being the child of an earl? Violet didn’t feel special as compared to Meredith. Simply more fortunate in her parentage. That didn’t even have to do with her father being an earl. Uncle Cecil was undesirable even if he had been the earl.

      Violet might disappoint her father and stepmother, but they loved her and would never see her working for a married sister.

      She gently said, “I can’t even imagine how hard it must be for you, Meredith. Losing your husband as you did.”

      “Yes, well. Better to have loved and lost than to have never loved at all.” Her fixed gaze told Violet exactly who would never love at all and she found herself biting back a sharp retort once again.

      Violet reminded herself that Meredith had been very unfortunate and counted herself blessed to have avoided the same pain, when Beatrice opened the door, interrupting the awkward conversation by setting out the tea things.

      “Did you want to pour, luv? Or shall I?”

      Meredith scowled as she poured. “Have you read anything enriching lately? I’ve been pursing A Treatise on Domestic Economy. We are so wasteful as a people. Frittering money away on the most useless of things and throwing out what could be used wisely.”

      Violet smiled brightly despite being unqualified to say a single nice thing about an entire treatise on penny pinching. She confessed, “I’m afraid I have not read one enriching or educational thing since Oxford, darling. I am rather addicted to French novels, pulp magazines, and the occasional scandalous play.”

      “Well, I am unsurprised. You always were flighty.”

      Violet smiled at that. She had been rather flighty as a child. She did, in fact, relish being flighty as an adult. She might have lied about her intellectual pursuits, but she’d be damned if she got pulled into a conversation about domestic economy. If she had been honest, she read the financial papers and reports from Aunt Agatha’s companies as well as essays about women’s rights, but Violet didn’t want to hear Meredith’s inevitable lecture about such things, and to be honest with herself, she much preferred the scandalous French novels. Let alone, her fierce love for the Tarzan stories of Edgar Rice Burroughs.

      Aunt Agatha had a shipping company that went between London and New York, and Violet had commissioned the captain to get her the American novels by Edgar Rice Burroughs every time he went along with anything that fell into the same line. He was good enough to acquire the American pulp magazines as well. Though, she let Victor take credit for ownership should anyone notice them on their shelves.

      “Victor and I were thinking of going to Paris after our visit with Aunt Agatha. Would you like to come with us? We’re staying with a friend and the cost will be very minimal.”

      Meredith seemed almost shocked for a moment, her mouth agape. Violet rather felt the same. The invitation had escaped her before she’d fully thought it through.

      “It should be dismal weather and a terrible crossing, but I think that, in general, we’ll have a rather fine time. French chefs are so much better than British ones, don’t you know?”

      “My sister needs me,” Meredith said, twisting her mouth sourly and scowling at the affront of Violet’s invitation.

      “Oh, darling. A visit to Paris is good for the soul.”

      “I hardly think so. No doubt you’ll be drinking and dancing with little consideration of the finer morals or elevating yourself.”

      And, with that, Violet decided to not push the matter. “No doubt you’re right, darling. We do enjoy our grasshoppers and gin rickeys. Let alone dancing. A little jazz music, a little of the city by starlight. Perhaps a jaunt down to the vineyards to find something delicious to add to the cellars.”

      Meredith scowled as she said, “Foolish drinks with foolish names for foolish minds.”

      “Fun drinks with fun names for fun times. Foolish minds, I’ll give you.” Violet took a fortifying drink of her tea and grabbed a biscuit. A little shortbread dunked in her tea just to watch Meredith’s mouth twist up into a scowl.

      Yes, Violet was definitely going to be consigned to hell for tormenting her cousin, but her already weak better nature failed her entirely.
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      “What did you find out?” Victor asked, as Violet joined her brother, Denny, Lila, and Gwennie in Victor’s room that evening. Lila had taken the chair near the fire and was reading their story, while Denny and Victor were smoking near the window. Gwennie sat across from Lila, book in her lap, looking up with a curious gaze. “Any changes for good ole Merry?”

      “She is as sour as she ever was. We were cruel to give her that name, but Victor—” Violet shook her head and started her pacing. She stopped to cover the typewriter and straighten their paper stack and then continued. “She got manipulated into moving in with Gertrude, who has a passel of terrible children.”

      “Oh, no,” Lila said. “It’s the nightmare of every widow and spinster.”

      “It’s worse than you know,” Violet declared. “Gertrude has had five children in four years including twins.” Violet paused dramatically and added, “Who—like all twins—are an affliction on their family.”

      Victor snorted and then said, “Well, Merry’s not wrong there.”

      “I do feel sorry for her. I even invited her to Paris—”

      A chorus of, “Oh, nos!” and, “You didn’ts!” filled the air and Violet held up her hand.

      “Not to worry, my loves, she has no interest in foolish drinks with foolish people who foolishly fritter their time without thought of higher things.”

      “Thank God!” Victor muttered and then said, “Don’t be kind again, sister mine.”

      “I’ll endeavor to bring my inner shrew to the forefront for the rest of our stay here.”

      Lila laughed while Gwennie shuddered. “I’m sorry, Vi. But your cousins are simply awful.”

      “Oh darling, we know,” Violet told Gwennie. “It was why we pled so fervently for you to rally round. The thing is, my loves, Meredith’s life has changed. And she’s closer than we thought. Gertrude lives with her husband in Shelby which is only two hours from here. It would have been possible for Meredith to commit all of the crimes herself whereas Algie would have had to hire someone to help.”

      “And,” Victor added, “with Uncle Kingsley appearing at the threat of really being left out of the will, he has to be added to the suspect list.”

      “Has your uncle had any material changes lately? Something that might drive him to murder for money?” Denny asked. He put out his cigarette and crossed to his wife, settling his hand on her shoulder for a moment and squeezing.

      Victor shrugged and Violet echoed it. It wasn’t as though they were close with Uncle Kingsley. Perhaps they were invited to a dinner a year, if that.

      “How is Mr. James, Victor?”

      “Ran into Jack. He said his father is drugged up and plastered up, but will be fine. He had quite the rage in his gaze though. I wouldn’t want to cross Jack Wakefield for all the money in the Bank of London.”

      “Mmmm,” Violet agreed. The enraged Jack had been somewhat terrifying, but she was so glad to hear that his father would be all right. The memory of her sudden pain that morning, when she’d thought that Jack had been the one hurt, returned. What was this between them? She was his suspect. He was an investigator. A would-be murderer was on the loose, and her heart was skipping a beat nearly every time they touched.

      “And has anyone seen Aunt Agatha?”

      “She kept to her rooms today,” Victor said. “Despite the bellows of Uncle Kingsley.”

      “A brilliant woman, your aunt,” Lila laughed. “We found your Mr. Davies in town. Spent much of the day with him. Gwennie made calf eyes at him, and he seemed intrigued with her charming smile. We learned that he lives in Leeds, works with his father, is a bachelor, and has always enjoyed Aunt Agatha’s spice.”

      “So you learned nothing to rule him out?”

      “Only that he has the good taste to admire our Gwennie’s fine eyes.”

      Gwennie blushed and said, “Oh, stop it!”

      “Well,” Victor said, “this holiday will be one to remember if we survive it.”

      “Now you stop it, brother,” Violet ordered. She rose and asked, “Shall we play a game of billiards?”

      “No,” Victor said, “we will. Darling, you check on Aunt Agatha and make sure she’s all right.”

      Violet nodded and left her brother’s rooms. She walked to Aunt Agatha’s bedroom with her hand firmly on the rail of the stairs. Violet had never noted how steep they were. It infuriated her that what had once been a beautiful staircase with an eye to the beauty of detailing was suddenly something to be feared.

      When she went to knock on Aunt Agatha’s door, Jack Wakefield stepped out of his father’s room.

      “Oh,” she said lamely and then followed up with, “How is your father?”

      “He’ll be fine,” Jack snapped and then closed his eyes, seeming to take himself in hand before he said, “Forgive me. I shouldn’t have spoken to you like that. Now or earlier today. May I have a few moments of your time?”

      Violet nodded, and Jack led her down the hallway a bit. “This has got to stop.”

      “I agree.”

      “I need you to tell me why your brother assaulted Theodophilus Smythe-Hill and Algernon.”

      Violet paused and then decided that lying or evading questions from the man who was trying to protect her aunt wasn’t a choice she could make. She glanced around, noted a scullery maid and said, “Perhaps we can walk some?”

      Jack held out his arm, and she slowly took it. “It starts with Algernon. He has something of a sordid history of throwing his friends my way with too much information about my potential inheritances.”

      Jack seemed to almost growl in the back of his throat though his face didn’t change. He took a rather tight grip on her arm as they walked down the stairs and then he led her to the back of the house where the orangery would be both warm and private.

      “He seems to have lost rather a lot of money to the snake, Theodophilus.”

      “Has he?” Jack asked silkily.

      Violet knew he’d see the motive in that statement and as much as she regretted that for Algie, Aunt Agatha was higher on Violet’s list of concerns than her cousin’s money troubles.

      “They agreed between themselves that if Theodophilus married me after being introduced by Algie that the debt would be forgiven.”

      Violet blushed as Jack stopped. He dropped her hand and clenched his fist, so Violet took a seat on one of the stone benches, reaching down to trail her fingers over the plants that were growing nearby.

      “My father will settle enough on me that—with the money from my mother and grandfather—it would make it unnecessary to struggle or work. However, I don’t believe that the snake wished for the money so much as the connection to my father. He is an earl, after all. It doesn’t mean all that much to me, but the snake thinks rather differently about the old connections. When you add in Aunt Agatha’s business connections and Uncle Kingsley and his friends, I suppose my connections are worth rather more than my semi-respectable inheritance.”

      Jack dropped down onto the bench across the path from her and asked, “So your brother assaulted him for that? It seems rather a strong reaction.”

      Violet didn’t want to relive the fear she’d felt as the snake manhandled her, but she had determined to be honest with Jack and help him find who was trying to hurt Aunt Agatha. Violet dropped her gaze to the ground and said, “Well. No. The snake caught me alone and…well…he manhandled me some. I was…well, I was afraid. If Hargreaves’s niece, Beatrice, hadn’t come along at just the right moment, I’m not sure what would have happened. I told Victor and he shrugged off his affable nature, gathered Denny up, and taught both the snake and Algie a lesson.”

      Jack’s hands were grasping the stone bench so tightly that his fingers had turned white. Violet felt a moment of concern, but as her gaze flicked over his face, she realized she was entirely safe with him. This was an honorable man. The kind you called on when you were being threatened as Aunt Agatha had. This was the man who went to war and protected his country. No doubt he’d had some image of ideal England that he had been fighting for, but fight he did. It didn’t matter really why he’d fought or why he was here now. She was sure she was safe with him and that flash of trepidation died.

      “That makes Algernon a much more interesting suspect than he was a few minutes ago. I wish you had told me earlier.”

      “There’s more,” Violet said, explaining the change in Meredith’s circumstances. Jack seemed far less inclined to find Meredith’s situation suspicious. Violet supposed it seemed like the fate of many a woman after the war with so many men lost, but she wasn’t sure she agreed that it was so unremarkable. No woman wanted the life Meredith was leading. Having loved and lost and then being imprisoned in an unloving sibling’s home. Even if Meredith was fond of the children, they weren’t hers, were they? Her fate was to be powerless just as women were starting to really find a foothold in crafting their own lives.

      Violet, herself, was an example of this. Her mother would never have been able to live in the city with an indulgent brother, writing stories on the side, and spending her evenings dating whom she chose. She was as likely to dance with a poor artist as a son of a peer, and neither were more appealing than the other. Even this attraction she felt for Jack would have been impossible in her mother and grandmother’s day. In these modern times, anything was possible.

      Violet refused to let Jack go until she pointed out that Uncle Kingsley had arrived. It didn’t make him more suspicious than any of the rest, but he’d responded to the threat, which told Violet that Uncle Kingsley expected to inherit from his aunt. Maybe for himself. Maybe for his children. Either way, he had an eye on Aunt Agatha’s money.

      “I told you what I found out,” Violet said to Jack. She could feel his gaze on her almost as though he were touching her. First her collarbone, then her cheek, then the curve of her lips. “Tell me what you have found.”

      “No,” Jack said, flatly. “It’s dangerous. This person is trying to kill your aunt. I won’t put you in the line of fire as well.”

      Violet hesitated and then said, “I can’t make you tell me. But you are spiting yourself. I may well be able to provide context that even Aunt Agatha cannot. She doesn’t know all the secrets of myself and my cousins. We’re the main suspects, aren’t we?”

      “You are a suspect,” Jack told her honestly. “You all are. I haven’t been able to entirely rule anyone out.”

      “Then ask me your questions. Tell me what you know. Let me help.”

      “If you are the criminal,” Jack said gently. “Or your brother, your context could lead me astray.”

      “Better astray but moving forward than blindly treading water,” Violet shot back. “I won’t deny that I hate being a suspect. I hate that Aunt Agatha is concerned that I might be trying to hurt her. That you think I might have caused your father’s accident. That anyone could believe my focus is so on money that I’ve forgotten my soul, but I swear to you I have not.”

      “And your brother? Do you think I don’t see how he is in the forefront of your heart and mind? You would lie for him.”

      “We shared a womb! I know him better than I know myself. I don’t have to lie for him.”

      “Or you think you know him and are wrong,” Jack said almost gently. “I checked out your marriage proposal. I checked out that Tomas St. Marks is really as rich as gossip says. I believe that you have a much easier way to get money. That doesn’t extend to your brother.”

      “Of course it does!” Violet said. “If I married Tomas, Victor’s very best friend, do you think that Victor wouldn’t live in our household? Do you think Victor doesn’t wish I loved Tomas as he deserves to be loved? He does. He does because it would put the two of them together. They’re brothers in their hearts. Victor would live with us. He’d lose the expense of a household, and he wouldn’t need more money.”

      “And when he wants to marry?”

      Violet took in a slow breath and then said, “Victor is not a monster. He loves Agatha as much as I do.”

      “I’d love to believe in him as fiercely as you do, Violet.” His hand twitched. Perhaps he wanted to reach towards her, but instead, he re-grasped the bench. “I won’t risk your aunt on sentiment.”

      “All I am saying is that if you ask me questions about what you’ve learned, I might be able to help. Fine! Investigate us! Slap us on your suspect list. We’re on mine. But you’ll find, in the end, that it wasn’t Victor or myself. Let me help. Please. By Jove, if I’m not lying to you, Aunt Agatha is the closest thing I’ve had to a mother since I lost my own. Please, let me help. Please.”

      Jack’s penetrating gaze flicked over her and then he said, “Your Uncle Kingsley has taken some rather spectacular losses.”

      Violet leaned back, shocked to her bones.

      “No doubt the reason Algernon offered you up was because his father was unable to rescue him this time from his idiocy. It turns out this isn’t the first time that Algernon has lost money like this.”

      Violet leaned back, thinking over what she knew of Uncle Kingsley, Algernon, and…she hated to say it…Victor. Finally she told Jack, “Victor must have known that.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “A few months ago, Algernon went from annoying cousin to almost seeming to flirt with me. I told Victor about it, and it stopped. I wouldn’t be surprised if he found out about the money. Algie doesn’t know me well enough to understand I won’t be married for whatever money I have. Algie wants to believe I’m desperate to be married despite the rumors of Tomas.”

      “Do you love Tomas?” Jack asked Violet, and suddenly it didn’t seem like a question from an investigator. It felt rather like a question from a man to a woman. A man who might have noticed her eyes or her wit. A man who might see something in her. Something intriguing? Something possibly worth loving?

      Her breath hitched, just a little, and she met his gaze. She told him, very clearly, “Tomas is my brother’s best friend. He has problems from the war. He feels secure with me. As for me, he has always made me feel safe and loved.”

      Jack’s jaw tightened, but his face was impassive beyond that.

      “It’s just that I don’t love him that way. I feel the same towards Tomas as I do towards Victor. I don’t want to marry Tomas. I want him to marry someone who loves him desperately and then be chums with her.”
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      “Back to Kingsley,” Jack said. “What else do you know?”

      “How much did he lose?”

      Jack paused and then said, “Everything he has and more.”

      “Oh, Uncle Kingsley,” Violet whispered. What would he do? Algernon could get a job and use his connections to see to himself. But Uncle Kingsley was a bit old to start a career and far too proud. He had children in the schoolroom and a wife to support. What a terrible mess! Why did people invest beyond their means? Why would anyone risk everything? Aunt Agatha had taught Violet time and again about proceeding with caution. About building a fortune slowly and with steady steps.

      It was those same principles that had helped Violet and Victor increase their own income. Careful investing, careful purchases, careful, deliberate risks that wouldn’t handicap them.

      “Did he ask Aunt Agatha to rescue him?”

      “It is my understanding that he suggested to her that she join the investment, and she advised him strenuously against it. He’s since asked her for help, but she refuses to throw good money after bad.”

      Violet could well imagine it. Uncle Kingsley had often acted as though Aunt Agatha’s success was a series of fortunate happenstances that had given her an unjustified sense of understanding business. Violet knew he was wrong about Agatha, but no one could convince Kingsley—a man—that his aunt might just be smarter in business than he was. Violet had heard him prose on, more than once, about the weakness of women’s minds, about their lack of capacity for mathematics and the sciences. About the way their minds were easily persuaded into the gothic and supernatural.

      Violet was used as an example far too often because of her love of novels. Whereas Victor, who loved all the same novels, was never held up. He was a man who enjoyed a little fluff here and there. As though Violet could believe the great apes of Africa would raise a baby and Victor would recognize it as a fairy story. Of course, Violet recognized her novels as stories, but it didn’t matter. She was the fool and Victor was never reprimanded.

      Violet gritted her teeth and leapt off her bench to pace in front of Jack. She muttered under her breath about the stupidity of men who assumed they were so wise and experienced because of a difference in plumbing. Her steps were quick and sharp and her words were barely audible. It seemed, from the smile on Jack’s face, that he caught too many of them. In her fury, she didn’t care.

      “He’s here to keep himself in the will or get himself into it,” she stated with surety. “He’s got to be desperate for the money.”

      “Do you think he’s not in it?”

      Violet considered for a few minutes as she paced, her slippers clicking against the stone of the pathways before she said, “I doubt it. Aunt Agatha has never appreciated the way Kingsley has treated her. He always has this attitude that her fortune is a lucky accident and she should turn the control of it to him before she loses it all. She’s not a cypher despite his desire that she would be. Nor is Aunt Agatha the type of woman, with an excess of heirs, to give money to one who spent his life treating her as a fool.”

      Jack nodded and then said, “What about Algernon? What would he do if he realized his inheritance from his father was gone?”

      Violet’s steps continued. She had always been a pacer. Someone who moved while she thought. In the face of a potential murder, it was even worse.

      “I don’t know. Aunt Agatha is fond of him, I think. When we were children, Algie, Merry, Vic, and I spent a lot of time with Aunt Agatha. John Davies on occasion as well. I don’t know that she favored any of us over the others. I really did think she’d leave her money to a hospital or a school. But if she’s determined to comply with her husband’s wishes to build a fortune as a gift for those she loves, then I would think the five of us would be the most likely heirs.”

      “Do you think she’ll give it all to one?”

      “Why would she do that?” Violet asked, genuinely shocked. “Just so one of us could be very blessed and the rest of us would look on in envy? That will ruin relationships. I don’t think so. Maybe for John since he was related to Henry. But Aunt Agatha doesn’t err on the side of the men like so many do. Merry and I are as likely to inherit as Vic and Algie.”

      “Do you believe your cousin Algie would murder his aunt once he realized the fortune of his father was gone, he was in debt, and no one would save him?”

      Violet hesitated and then admitted, “He’s thoughtless. I…maybe? But perhaps not. I could more see Theo killing Agatha to get the money back from Algie. Algie himself? I think he might just make grand promises about her imminent death even though he didn’t have any reason to actually believe she is at death’s door.”

      “So who do you think is the would-be killer?”

      Violet bit her lip and then admitted, “I…wish I could say I knew. I wish I had some reason to believe it was someone else. Anyone else. Of my family? I haven’t a clue.”

      Jack made a note in a notebook she hadn’t even noticed and then he asked, “What would Agatha do if she realized Algie has a gambling problem?”

      Violet hadn’t thought about that. Agatha didn’t suffer fools and Violet could almost hear her say, ‘I’ll be damned if I spend a lifetime building an income and let him fritter it away.’

      Now that she thought about it, how often had Aunt Agatha tried to teach them about investing? About curating your fortune? About carefully looking into where you might put your money? Violet would gamble her own money that neither Merry or Algie had ever listened to Agatha. Even Victor had only learned those things because he loved Agatha, not because he wanted to spend his time that way. He wasn’t a man for business.

      If Agatha didn’t trust them with the money she’d built, just how would she leave it to them?

      “I don’t know,” Violet said. “Does she not know? You make it seem like this has been a problem for a while for Algie. I wouldn’t be surprised if she is well aware of his issues. But, as far as the inheritance? I doubt she’d just hand him money that he could lose in months when it took her years to build it. Only…”

      “Only?”

      “Only there are ways around that, aren’t there? She could leave him a trust he couldn’t access the principal of? She’d probably do that for Merry, to be honest. Aunt Agatha was not at all pleased when she realized that the money Meredith received from Grandfather was gone before her husband had even died.”

      Jack winced and Violet nodded. “Her husband got control of it when they wed, and when he died, she was left with nothing. Victor and I wondered, more than once, if her husband had married her for that very reason and then scolded ourselves for thinking it.”

      Jack leaned back and he asked, “What about you and Victor?”

      A part of Violet wanted to lie. She knew that Aunt Agatha was not displeased with how they’d treated their own money. Violet had asked for Agatha’s advice on more than one investment that Violet had pursued. Violet had received and followed suggestions that Agatha had sent.

      “I think, of the five of us, that Agatha might trust Victor and myself with the money without restriction.”

      “Why you?”

      Violet spent a few minutes describing how Agatha had tried to teach all of them about investing and growing a fortune. About how Violet read and responded to reports that Agatha sent. “Looking back, Aunt Agatha has been training us since we were children. If she really built her fortune for us, for the five of us, she’s been trying to prepare us to protect it.”

      “And you and Victor learned when the others didn’t?”

      “Victor and I don’t talk about money with our family. But we’ve been investing according to Aunt Agatha’s suggestions as long as we’ve been able to. We’ve increased our own allowance because of it.”

      “Have you now?” Jack looked suddenly intrigued.

      “We aren’t on track to be as rich as Agatha. Not at any point. We enjoy spending money too much. But, we’re doing fine all the same. Everyone is so concerned about when Victor might have to support a wife, but give us five more years of steady increases, and he will be able to have a family without ever needing to punch the workplace clock.”

      “You realize that this provides a motive. If you had realized that such a fortune could be yours, well…money has turned more than one head.”

      “I realize that,” Violet said simply. “I can’t make you believe that we’re happy with our lives as they are. And I realize that you can hear me speak for Victor and assume I don’t know what I’m talking about, but that’s not the case. You’ll find the would-be killer, right? You’ll save Aunt Agatha, and then—perhaps—you can believe me.”

      “It isn’t that I wouldn’t like to believe you now,” Jack said gently, almost fervently. He stood, but he didn’t step closer. She could feel his gaze like a brand on her skin, on her face. He was making her feel small again, only somehow safer than she’d ever been. “I won’t risk your aunt on what I’d like to believe. Unfortunately, money provides rather a good motive for all of you to kill her. There’s no evidence over who could have made any of the attempts. They were failures, but well thought out beyond failing. Each of you are smart enough to have done each of them. If she split her money, all of you would benefit from one murderous action.”

      “I don’t consider losing my aunt as benefiting, but I see what you mean.”

      Jack nodded and offered Violet his arm. They left the orangery and made their way back to the main part of the house. The sound of shouting stopped them both.

      “So you’ll just leave them to suffer?”

      The screaming was coming from the other side of Aunt Agatha’s office door. Her reply was far lower, and they couldn’t hear it, but Violet whispered to Jack, “That’s Uncle Kingsley.”

      The next round of shouting didn’t make it through the thick doors beyond the sound of fury.

      “He might be asking for help again.”

      Violet nodded and winced as Uncle Kingsley’s shouting escalated. “You are an accident of fate. Nothing more. Would that we were all as lucky as you and your golden touch.”

      Violet could imagine the sneer on her uncle’s face. The door across from the office cracked. Lila peeked out of the billiards room, saw Jack, and stepped back. She left the door open to better hear. Violet angled away from the open door to avoid drawing attention to her friends.

      The shouting increased in intensity until only occasional insults could be heard. “Selfish…cruel…no regard for family….”

      Violet winced with each accusation, feeling for her aunt. The woman had loved Violet from the day Mama had asked Aunt Agatha to look after them. She’d spent the last two decades seeing to their education and love.
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      Violet entered Aunt Agatha’s office with trepidation and a tea tray. Her aunt looked up from her desk slowly, brows raised.

      “I thought you might trust me to give you a drink again.”

      Her aunt’s snort told her that she didn’t find the statement any more humorous than Violet did, but when Violet poured two cups of tea, her aunt took one.

      “What are you working on?” Violet poured cream into her tea and added sugar without thought until she realized she’d added far too much. Rather than call for another cup, she decided to reap what she’d sowed and choked down the first sip.

      “Some ideas,” Agatha said vaguely. She took a sip of her own tea and then asked, “Why don’t you have a maid?”

      “I can’t afford one who will stay,” Violet admitted. “You have to out pay the factories in London for a girl to be willing to press your clothes and mend your stockings. Victor has Giles, who manages our rooms, and we have a daily who comes in to help. I, can you believe it, mend my own stockings.”

      “Shocking,” Aunt Agatha laughed. Her eyes crinkled with humor and they flashed on Violet’s face. If the weight of a potential murder weren’t pressing against them, they’d have had a conversation like this a half dozen times over since Violet had arrived. Instead this awful distance divided them.

      She sat on the other side of a massive desk facing the room. Large windows were behind her. Light came through, but there were heavy curtains, thick and lush to keep out of the cold if she wished. It was rare, however, for Aunt Agatha to shut out the light. She’d rather have the view and a need of a shawl.

      “Did you read my report about the Morris automobile company?” Agatha asked, her fingers tangled over her stomach.

      Violet rose and started to arrange the papers on Agatha’s desk. There was a stack of unopened mail, and she opened it for her. Messes, like the one on Agatha’s desk, made Violet’s fingers itch. Violet took Agatha’s letter opener and opened the letters, stacked them with their envelopes and set them for Aunt Agatha to go through.

      As she worked, Meredith opened the door, saw them and said, “Oh.” Her gaze flicked over the two of them.

      “Hello, dear,” Agatha said, “I am happy to see you, but I was wanting to speak to each of you individually today. I’ll send for you soon, all right?”

      Meredith did not look pleased when she nodded and left. Agatha turned back to Violet and asked, “Now where were we? Did you read that report I sent?”

      Violet paused, gathered her thoughts back from Meredith and said, “I did read it.”

      “And what did you think?”

      “I think you’ve invested in the Rolls-Royce already. Would you be competing against yourself?”

      “What do you think?” Agatha asked, one brow raised. There was no doubt that Violet was being quizzed by Agatha. Just what was she looking for? General assurance that Violet didn’t ignore her aunt or something more? Could whoever was attempting to kill Aunt Agatha have something to do with the shares in those companies?

      “I think that both companies look as though they are doing well,” Violet admitted. “There seems to be room enough in Britain to create automobiles from both companies. Automobiles are the wave of the future, don’t you think? You might as well invest in something that could pay out twice over.”

      “I like the minds behind both companies,” Agatha mused. “Innovators. They have their heads on straight, they work hard, they have bright futures. Would you invest more in Rolls-Royce or put some money towards Morris?”

      Violet considered for a long moment and then said, “Some companies fail through sheer bad luck. They may both do well or perhaps one will fail and one will succeed. It might be better to diversify your investments.”

      “And my thoughts on the building in Manchester?”

      “People have to live somewhere, Aunt Agatha. You know as well as I do that in a crowded city, your investment will pay out.”

      Agatha’s mouth twisted. She didn’t reflect approval or disapproval on Violet’s comment.

      “Do you like managing money?” Agatha made a note on the paper in front of her.

      “Not particularly,” Violet admitted. “I am rather spoiled, I suppose. I love to read my novels, spend time with my friends and family, pursue fashion, and perhaps I love nightclubs, jazz, and dancing more than I should.”

      “Perhaps you do,” Agatha stated. “Yet when you wrote to me three months ago about investing in that shipment to America, you were clearly managing your money.”

      Violet nodded and said, “It paid out rather well. Victor and I took a good little profit from that.”

      “And your publishing company?”

      “Gets our books in print,” Violet smirked. “The ones that we write on the side of our magazine job.”

      “If you had something like Gerald has to manage, what would you do?”

      “Something truly demanding like the estate?” Violet asked. “More than just Victor and I and our little asides?”

      Agatha nodded.

      “Please don’t leave your money to me,” Violet said suddenly. “I don’t wish to have something like Gerald has to manage. Aunt Aggie…someone is trying to kill you for that pile of money.”

      “It’s a gift.”

      “Is it? Surely not at the expense of your life,” Violet said. “I love you, Aunt Agatha. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      “My dear girl, I intend on living for some time and I am not offering you my fortune. I am merely curious about what you would do.”

      “Intellectually only?”

      “Intellectually only. A puzzle.”

      “To be honest, Aunt Agatha, I would find someone like Oscar Harrison and hire him to manage the day to day. I’d only stick my nose in often enough that he didn’t get complacent. I would spend the rest of my time traveling, spending too much money on clothes and jewels, and probably continue to write stories with Victor. Though, at a less frantic pace.”

      Agatha nodded again without showing approval or disapproval.

      “Is this a game you’re playing only with me?”

      “No,” Agatha said. “I am curious about the others’ answers as well.”

      “Will their answers change your decision about your fortune?”

      Agatha leaned back again. This time her hands shook as she met Violet’s gaze. “It was to have been a gift. Henry and I wanted to create it for our own children. When we weren’t blessed and I lost my Henry,” Agatha’s voice cracked and the old pain reflected in her gaze, “it was what kept me going while I mourned him. I never stopped mourning him, you know. And I never stopped growing this fortune for those imaginary children. After a time, I looked around and realized that you were that child. You, Victor, John, all five of you. I didn’t think, not ever, that one of you would turn on me.”

      Violet’s feelings had overcome her when Agatha’s voice broke, those feelings spilled down her face when Agatha said the rest.

      “Please go on a trip,” Violet said. “Leave in the nighttime. Go somewhere wonderful and new. Meet a handsome man and have an affair.”

      A watery laugh burst out of Agatha and she said, “You always were a troublesome thing. Full of too much vinegar. I understand you ‘popped your top’ at your uncle yesterday.”

      Violet’s lips twitched and she admitted, “I did. I have been advised to flutter my lashes, flatter him effusively, and plead for forgiveness.”

      “It might work on that fool,” Agatha said. Anger flashed in her gaze and she said, “He always did fall for every little female machination. Women don’t even have to try that hard. He just assumes we’re too stupid to pull the wool over his eyes.”

      Violet took a sip of her tea to avoid answering. She did not, however, disagree.

      “Ah, the wise silence. You are a good girl, Violet. I am proud of you. I always have been.”

      Violet teared up at that. She picked up the letter opener again and rolled it across her fingers, focusing more on the etching in the handle than the look in her aunt’s face. There was too much emotion in the room for a lighthearted afternoon of tea. Not that Violet had really expected such things since her aunt had announced someone was trying to kill her.

      Someday soon, they’d sit down with tea and gossip. Violet would attempt, once again, to get her aunt to read some fun little novels, and Aunt Agatha would, once again, ignore Violet’s banter about frivolous books. She couldn’t really see Aunt Agatha ever reading one of the Tarzan novels or one of the books that were intended to terrify without focusing on edifying.

      Perhaps they’d discuss fashion instead. They’d go shopping together and analyze the creations of the designers Violet loved. Aunt Agatha would buy a sturdy wool coat or perhaps a sensible sweater, and Violet would buy something silky and ridiculous. Violet’s lips twitched at the idea and she looked up at her aunt, her gaze filled with so many emotions she didn’t know how to qualify them in her heart.

      What did her aunt see in Violet’s face?

      Whatever it was, she spurred, “Darling, I want you to know that the day your mother put you into my care was the day I started finding joy in my life again.”

      “Please don’t,” Violet whispered, clutching her hands so tightly her knuckles hurt.

      “Don’t tell you I love you?” Agatha’s fierce face had softened probably as much as Violet’s had.

      “The issue is not the love, it’s the feel of a goodbye.”

      “You and Victor and later John, Algie, and Meredith saved me, Violet. You children put joy back into my life. I’ve spent the last weeks looking back and thinking. I wasn’t the best aunt. I wasn’t fair. I am not fair now. My will is nothing but judgements and punishments. I believe it’s time to correct that.”

      “What about a donation to one of those houses for the soldiers who prefer not to go out due to their scars? Those poor gentlemen deserve generosity more than any of us.”

      Aunt Agatha shook her head.

      “A home for widows and children?”

      At that Agatha’s mouth twisted and she said, “I have less sympathy for widows than I should. I am one after all.”

      “The world would be a far different place if everyone was as fierce as you.”

      “Your mama was fierce like me. You are fierce like me. Now get out of my office and send me your brother or John Davies.”

      Violet stood, considered her aunt for a moment, and then rounded her desk to lean down and hug her fiercely.

      “I love you, Aunt Agatha.”

      “And I you, my fierce girl. Tell whomever you send to give me a half an hour, will you?”
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        * * *

      

      Violet was uncertain where she might find anyone, so she found Hargreaves instead. He was sitting at a solid looking table with Giles and a pot of tea in the butler’s pantry. They both had their coats off and were working on polishing the silver while they lingered over their warm drinks. Violet immediately felt as though she’d invaded their space. They looked up at her knock on the door and then smiled at her. Hargreaves had set his coat to the side and he’d replaced it with an apron.

      “I apologize for interrupting you, Hargreaves, Giles.”

      “Miss Violet, think nothing of it.” He stood as he asked, “Whatever can I do for you, my dear?”

      “I was hoping you’d know where either my brother or John is?”

      “Your brother? I am afraid not. But I believe Mr. John is in the yellow room writing letters.”

      “Your brother is working in his rooms, miss,” Giles added smoothly. “He seems to be harassed by his muse today.”

      That solved it. She’d hunt up John instead and maybe try to find out if he was trying to kill her aunt.

      “Enjoy your tea, gentlemen. I apologize for interrupting.” She left before they felt compelled to reply and made her way to the yellow room. It was one of the smaller parlors, but she recalled the desk in the corner. She’d used it herself many a time.

      The yellow room had gold fleur-de-lis wallpaper arranged in rows with golden stripes separating each vertical row. The chairs and sofa were covered in golden fabric with large contrasting pillows. It seemed more as though someone had taken every yellow or gold piece of furniture and thrown it all in the same room with no thought beyond color. Yet, somehow, the room was bright and vivid rather than overwhelming.

      John’s red head was bent over the desk with such focus she was able to enter and take a seat nearby before he realized she was there.

      “By Jove,” he exclaimed when he saw her. “You are something of a sneaky thing. You should consider a future as a spy.”

      Violet laughed and then examined his face. “It’s been some time, hasn’t it?”

      “Indeed,” he agreed with an easy smile. He ran his hand over his jaw and crossed his legs.

      “I didn’t recognize you at first,” she confessed. “I’d have thought I wouldn’t be so thick with us all being here for Christmas as a family and yet…I am more of a dunce than I expected.”

      “You have changed quite a bit as well, and I believe the last time we spent time with Agatha together, I was nearly an adult, and you were 10 or 11. As I recall, you and your brother put itching powder in my bedsheets.”

      Violet barked a laugh and admitted, “We were the most horrible children.”

      John grinned and nodded and then said, “I believe you also put frogs in my bath.”

      She gasped and then remembered. “Oh goodness, we did. We’d challenged each other to catch more frogs than the other. Once I won, we decided we couldn’t just let them go to waste.”

      John’s deep chuckle rolled out across the room and he leaned back and said, ‘Things are different this time.”

      “You’ve noted the tension,” she said.

      “Indeed. I’ve only seen Agatha here and there since I went to war. I didn’t expect things to change so much.”

      “To be honest,” Violet whispered, glancing over her shoulder as if looking for spies beyond herself. “Outside of this trip, you might have discovered Victor and I putting frogs in your bath again. I’m afraid we haven’t matured much beyond our thirteenth year or so.”

      John laughed, but his question was serious when he asked, “What is going on, Violet?”

      She flinched at the outright question, considered, and then said, “Aunt Agatha actually sent me for you. She wishes to have a private conversation. You have about a quarter of an hour before she expects you to present yourself in her office.”

      His mouth twisted up into another grin. That was the very term Agatha had used when they were being hooligans as children. “You won’t shed some light on the mystery?”

      Violet considered and then shook her head.

      “Would you shed some light on your friend, Gwennie?”

      Violet out and out grinned, rubbing her hands together before she asked, “Are you referring to my beautiful, sweet, well-connected friend Gwennie?”

      The slew of adjectives were answers to questions he hadn’t asked, and he smirked at her reply. “Indeed.”

      “Only if you answer your own questions first.”

      “Shoot.”

      The calculating side of Violet pressed to the forefront and she asked, “Do you have a good income?”

      “Father was quite successful during the war,” John said seriously. “I am well-set.”

      “More than capable of supporting a wife and educating children?”

      “Very much so,” he said confidently, and Violet considered. If he was truly interested in Gwennie, he wouldn’t lie. It would ruin his chances with her, and it was so easily verifiable. It also very much lessened any need he might have to assist Aunt Agatha to the next life.

      Their conversation had brought back old memories, too. Victor and Violet had tormented him. He had been so much older than them and yet he’d never retaliated or beat them within an inch of their lives as they’d deserved. Instead, he’d always laughed as though skin irritation from itching powder was somehow all in good fun. Could his life had changed so very much? His essential self? She didn’t think so.

      Her suspicion about him faded as she realized that he was a good man whose sight of the future was sidetracked by Gwennie. Those weren’t the actions of some cold-blooded killer who was willing to take advantage of an old woman. Never.

      “I’ll be honest with you, John,” Violet said. “You’ll see more of us than you like should you end up falling for my friend. But you won’t regret her even if you regret Victor and myself. She’s sweet, and cleverer than she seems because she’s so gentle and quiet. She’s the type of woman who uses all that brainwork for the comfort of those she loves. She’ll want you to dance with her and listen to music with her and spend long afternoons on a boat in the water, but if you can steal her heart away, she’ll never stray. Not in her eyes, her mind, and never, ever in her heart.”

      John’s head cocked as he said, “That is quite an endorsement.”

      “Lila and I might be closer friends, but both of us love Gwennie fiercely. Any man would be rich from having her love, and that my cousin, is the ring of the bell for Aunt Agatha.”

      John stood and said, “We’ll talk again after I speak with Agatha. I don’t care for the feel of things here, and I won’t have her abused by your side of the family.”

      “Victor and I will join you in protecting Agatha.”

      “I never doubted it,” John said. “I don’t have the same confidence in that uncle of yours or that worm Algernon, but you and Victor always did love Agatha a little rabidly.”

      Violet laughed at his description and rose as he did. She followed him from the room and made her way to her brother. She couldn’t leave all the work to him, and he’d be interrupted before long for his own conversation with Agatha.
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      The next morning everyone arrived at breakfast at the same time. Usually the spread was there and they came down as they pleased, serving up a plate from the sideboard and lingering over coffee and tea or the newspaper.

      Perhaps it was the tension in the house. Dinner the previous evening had been near silent with only occasional quiet insults from Uncle Kingsley while the rest ate in silence and disappeared afterwards. Violet had worked through the night adding rather too much of their real life to the story they were writing, and she was exhausted when she sat down.

      Uncle Kingsley didn’t say a word while the rest of them made their plates. When Agatha appeared, his paper twitched, but he didn’t fold it down. Algernon was even quieter, almost leaping out of his skin every time his father turned a page of the paper.

      Aunt Agatha was pale as she seated herself at the table without a plate. “For those of you who are unaware, someone has been trying to kill me.”

      Gwennie dropped her teacup and flushed brilliantly, but no one said a word.

      “This fiend has injured a lifelong friend of mine and driven me to an action I never anticipated making. I have sent for my lawyer. My will will change once he arrives.”

      “What’s this now?” Uncle Kingsley demanded. “What are you up to, woman?”

      Aunt Agatha left the room without deigning to answer. Violet dropped her napkin. Her gaze flit around the room and landed, finally, on Jack. He seemed entirely unsurprised. She stared at him until he turned her direction. His face was impassive, but Violet wondered just what the scheme was. She was almost certain, despite what Agatha had said, that something was afoot.

      Beyond that, what bothered her most was the utter silence. No one protested. No one bemoaned. No one said a word.

      Finally, Lila rose, jerked her head at Denny and they left the room.

      “Does anyone know what has been happening?” John asked quietly. His jaw was tight and his eyes were blazing. Was it from the impending changes to the will or was it from the danger to their aunt?

      Jack recapped each of the occasions that led to Aunt Agatha’s conclusion. Laid out for all to review, it was as clear as day that someone had a target on Aunt Agatha.

      “Seems to me she’s seeing fairies where there ain’t any,” Uncle Kingsley said. “What’s she gonna do? Throw all the money to the poor. I won’t have it.”

      Victor leaned forward and said, “As much as you might like to lie to yourself about what is happening, that many near misses constitute a serious threat to Agatha.”

      Uncle Kingsley blustered and then said, “Don’t be daft, boy.”

      “The poison, more than anything, shows exactly what we’re dealing with,” Violet replied.

      “And you delivered that, didn’t you?”

      “There is no evidence,” Jack snapped, “of any one person committing these crimes.”

      “I’m just saying the girl delivered the poison. Poison always was a woman’s weapon.”

      Violet narrowed her gaze on her uncle. A woman’s weapon? The only thing that required a woman specifically was birthing a baby. If he thought that a woman couldn’t shoot a gun, he had another thing coming. If he thought a woman couldn’t stab you in the back, he was very wrong. Perhaps it was assumed that poison was a woman’s weapon because you didn’t need to be strong to deliver it. Perhaps, if someone had tried to assault Agatha with a candlestick, it would require the strength of a man. But Violet would be damned if the suspects were narrowed only to herself and Meredith because they were female.

      “The poison was delivered in sherry. Something that your aunt partakes of regularly and nearly exclusively,” Jack stated clearly. Any doubts he had about Violet were not reflected in his defense of her.

      “She could have done them all,” Uncle Kingsley harrumphed.

      “So could you,” Jack said flatly. “Of all of you, Violet Carlyle is the one with the best motive for not killing Agatha. Unlike each of you, she has a legitimate offer of marriage from a man who makes Agatha seem like a pauper.”

      “What now?” Uncle Kingsley demanded. “I haven’t heard of your engagement.”

      “I am not affianced,” Violet stated and then lifted her tea to hide her smile at his reaction.

      “Foolish girl,” Uncle Kingsley countered. “Give the vote to women and they ruin their lives. What women need is a strong male hand at the reins.”

      “Leave my sister be,” Victor said. “Her marriage or lack thereof is no concern of yours.”

      “And lucky she is,” Kingsley said. “If she were mine, I’d set her straight, believe you me.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you would do,” Victor said, the lion in his gaze again. “Violet is not yours.”

      “Thank God for it! Probably a murderer. Delivering poison. Prancing about with good offers of marriage and frittering them away on stupidity.”

      “Kingsley, leave my sister be.”

      “Or what boy? So quick to defend your murderous sister.”

      “Unlike you,” Victor roared, “Violet has not lost the fortune of her family. She still has the money she was given from our mother and as well as Grandfather. She has a good offer of marriage. She’s beautiful and she’s young and she’s brilliant. She doesn’t have to kill to have a bright future. When Agatha writes you out of the will, what will you do? Get a job? Please. There’s nothing left for you.”

      “Victor!” Violet said softly. “Enough.”

      “Throwing accusations at each other gets us nowhere,” Meredith said. “What are we going to do about Agatha changing her will?”

      “Not a damned thing,” John snapped. “She can do with her money as she likes and if she needs to change her will to save herself from some bedamned devil, so she will!”

      “Hear, hear,” Victor said.

      Violet’s gaze turned towards Algernon and Meredith, who were both silent in the face of such a reply. Meredith rose and left the breakfast room without another word. Algernon glanced at his father, still without breathing a word in his presence. The only way to describe Algernon’s exit, a moment later, was a hasty retreat.

      “You are a pack of simpering fools,” Uncle Kingsley shouted. “All of you. Catering to the imaginations of a woman whose only claim to genius is sheer luck.”

      None of them bothered to argue with Kingsley about the clear and present evidence of a fortune to back Agatha’s financial genius. Kingsley followed Meredith and Algernon from the breakfast room, slamming the door behind him.

      John set down his coffee, staring after their uncle. “What the devil?”

      How to reply? But John didn’t need a response. He cleared his throat and then stated, “We will figure this out ourselves. I won’t see my aunt lose her final years out of unadulterated greed. What do you know?”

      To Violet’s surprise, Jack explained what he’d learned so far. He didn’t remove any of them from the suspect list, but John did. “You don’t know these two. They’ve been wild, they’ve been rabid, they’ve been ridiculous.”

      Victor snorted and then said, “Hey now.”

      “And in all of that time, they have adored Agatha fiercely. She favors them, always has. Do you know why?”

      Jack lifted his brows, waiting for an answer.

      “Because they loved her as rabidly as she loved them. Meredith has always been a cold fish. Algernon was spoiled and entitled. I had my parents and didn’t need Agatha. These two needed her as much as she needed them. I would bet the entirety of my not-unremarkable fortune that they’d sooner die than see her dead.”

      “It is my job to discover facts. The fact remains that there are many potential heirs and therefore many potential motives. I haven’t been able to remove any of you from among my suspects, merely lower you. These crimes were too well thought out and didn’t leave any evidence to pursue. Not yet. I’m trying to track the cyanide, but so far it’s a fool’s errand.”

      Gwennie was the one who said softly, “But surely there must be something. Surely you can see that Mr. Davies and my friends don’t have a strong motive because they aren’t exactly poor.”

      “It does,” Jack admitted. “To be honest, Violet and John are barely on it. Victor has a little more motive without his own massive fortune and without the offer of one. My main suspects are Kingsley and Algernon. They’d have to be working hand in hand for the last two attempts, but it wouldn’t be the first time a father and son worked together to commit crime.”

      Victor winced at that and then admitted, “Kingsley has always had Algernon cowed.”

      “Meredith’s lot isn’t enviable,” Jack said, “but it’s not so out of the ordinary. She’s more fortunate than many a war widow.”

      Violet didn’t argue with that, but she admitted that Meredith’s fate was a nightmare.
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        * * *

      

      “Didn’t expect John to stand up for us like that,” Victor said after Jack excused himself to check on his father and John excused himself to write some more letters. He was trying to keep up with his business concerns despite the visit.

      “We had a good chat yesterday,” Violet said. “He’s intrigued by our Gwennie.”

      Victor shuddered a little and said, “Gwennie’s delightful, but marriage is terrifying.”

      “John is quite a bit older than us, you child. We reminisced. Do you remember when we filled his bathtub with those frogs?”

      Victor’s laugh was answer enough.

      “I want to see how easy it is to get from Gertrude’s home to Aunt Agatha’s,” Violet told him.

      “What’s that?”

      “Hargreaves said the train leaves at 10:00 a.m. I’m going.”

      Victor hesitated and then asked, “Shall we bring the allies?”

      “We should leave Gwennie in John’s tender care,” Violet said. “You ask him to keep an eye on her given the machinations, and I’ll get Lila to pretend to be ill so John gets a chance to know Gwennie unfettered of a chaperone.”

      “Are you matchmaking, you insufferable meddler?”

      Violet smirked in reply and went to change her clothes. She selected boots to go with a wool dress and her coat and cloche before she found Lila and told her the plan.

      “Being left behind was not the deal,” Lila said. “But Denny wants to lay about and smoke anyway, and I’ve stolen the novels you hid in your trunk.”

      “It’s for Gwennie,” Violet said righteously with a pompous sniff. Lila slapped her arm and laughed and then admitted, “I have no desire to travel by train to an even smaller town just to snoop on your cousins, but you’ll have to take me out for chocolates when we reach Paris.”

      “Consider it a date set in stone.” Violet grinned and left before she could be trapped by Gwennie. Her friend might feel it was her duty to stand by Violet in her sleuthing instead of pursuing that fatal temptress, love.
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        * * *

      

      They caught the train with Beatrice. “When we get there,” Violet said. “I want you to gossip with anyone you can find who will talk to you. Tell them you got off on the wrong train and then ask if this is where Meredith Allyn lives. If they know her, chitchat with them. Start with nice comments. If they don’t get you where you want, say vague mean things and see if anyone picks anything up.”

      Beatrice nodded, “Yes, miss. Of course.”

      They left her in the third-class compartment with money for lunch and enough to get home and then got themselves off the train. Violet purchased several things at the dress shop simply to have a reason to be in town and then they walked up to their cousin Gertrude’s house.

      “It’s nicer than I imagined,” Violet admitted. “The big windows, the lovely lawn. The hedges are so even.”

      “Were you imagining something with bars on the windows and a place in the cellar for Meredith?”

      Violet’s lips twitched as she confessed, “I suppose I was. She was so angry this morning about the will. For her, the reaction was on the level of Kingsley.”

      “She was much calmer than Kingsley, my luv,” Victor said, casting Violet a surprised glance.

      “Yes, but for Meredith. She’s such a sour, cold thing. Kingsley is always blustering, so when he well and truly loses it, it isn’t all that dramatic. But Meredith, she’s not like that at all. So when she…”

      “So when she has any reaction at all, you know she’s upset.”

      “Do you think Aunt Agatha will leave it all to the widow’s fund?” Victor asked as he knocked on the door.

      “No,” Violet said. “Yesterday she said her will was full of judgements and unfairness. She said she was setting it right. I suppose we’re heirs after all; perhaps we’ll split whatever she has evenly with the others?”

      “Money just means that the pater and Eleanor will let up on me and focus on you. All that money and up for connections and what nots. They’ll be dreaming of titles and castles for you, darling.”

      Violet winced and nodded. “Thinking that with money I’ve clawed my way off the shelf and burnished up my looks.”

      “Funny inn’it? How beautiful money makes a girl who’s as long in the tooth as you.”

      Violet elbowed her twin as the door opened.

      “Oh, hello,” Victor said with a self-deprecating grin. “I know we’re terribly unexpected and mannerless to show up like this, but my dear sister and I were shopping for Christmas when we realized our cousin, Gertrude, lived in this town. Didn’t seem quite the thing to avoid saying our hellos.”

      The housekeeper eyed them distastefully and then asked, “Who should I say is calling?”

      Victor didn’t let the censure lessen his grin a bit as he said, “Victor and Violet Carlyle. We share a grandfather with Gertrude, don’t you know? Poor thing to be related to mannerless duffs, like us.”

      “Hmm,” the housekeeper said. A light drizzle started and she stepped back. “I’ll inquire if she’s home.”

      Violet’s lips twitched again, but she otherwise kept her face expressionless. The housekeeper cleared her throat, cast them another censorious look, and then crossed to a parlor, entering, and precisely shutting the door behind her so the twins couldn’t eavesdrop.

      The entrance hall was respectable enough but the brightness of the outside didn’t carry inside. A little dark, a little dank, and a little filled with prying eyes. Violet elbowed her brother and nodded towards the stairs where two sets of dark eyes peered down on them.

      “Would you be the twins?” Victor asked brightly.

      The eyes blinked once and twice and then a dirty little face appeared over the balustrade.

      “Mebbe,” the boy mumbled. A matching face popped up next to the first one and was, if possible, even dirtier than the first.

      “Would you believe we’re twins too?” Victor asked, giving the boys an engaging grin.

      “Who’d want a girl for a twin?” the second twin asked. “Worse than not having a twin at all.”

      “So you’d think,” Victor said while Violet scowled at them, “But Vi is a champion frog catcher, a teller of the spookiest tales, and she has a mean right hook.” He’d changed how he normally spoke for the children, but they didn’t seem to be reached.

      “Dunnit,” the first boy said.

      “Does,” Victor insisted, winking at the boys.

      “Dunnit,” the second boy said and then swore.

      Violet gasped at the word.

      While the first boy elbowed his twin and said, “See. Girls don’t even let ya curse.”

      “Manners don’t let you curse,” Violet told the nasty imp with the same steady grin. “We’ve been visiting with your aunt, Meredith.”

      “Her,” the second boy snarled. “Ugly stupid thing.”

      Victor placed a quelling hand on Violet and said, “Is she now? She used to catch frogs with me and my sister.”

      “You’re a liar,” the first twin said as the door to the parlor opened.

      The housekeeper scowled at the twins and said, “Out of here, imps. Don’t mind them. They’re out of hand without Miss Meredith.”

      “Where is their nanny?” Violet asked brightly, pretending that she was unbothered by the little animals.

      “The missus let her go when Miss Meredith moved in. Said with her sister around, she didn’t need to fritter away money on nannies. Not my place, but Miss Meredith is no good with those boys. Course, no one is. They’re Satan’s imps disguised as children.”

      Violet paused despite the open door and said, “Meredith is providing nanny services?”

      The housekeeper nodded and jerked her head towards the door, “The missus is waiting on you.”

      Victor met Violet’s gaze and then led her into the parlor. Gertrude was older than them and they didn’t know her well. She smiled when they came into the room and said, “What a delightful surprise.”

      Her smile did not reach her eyes.

      Violet gave her a matching lie of a grin and said, “Well, we were just shopping for Meredith for Christmas and thought you might give us some ideas when we realized you were in town.”

      Gertrude scowled. “And how much longer does the old woman intend on keeping her?”

      “Aunt Agatha?” Victor queried with a high-pitched tone.

      “Threatening to remove Meredith from the will after all those visits and all that waiting on her. Thievery I call it.”

      Violet snapped her mouth shut before she said something she shouldn’t while Victor let out a nervous, high-pitched giggle. Violet glanced at him, and he seemed as surprised at the noise he’d made as Violet.

      “Father always said the rumors of her wealth were exaggerated. But he said it wasn’t worth not pawning Meredith off on the old woman. Sort of an insurance policy, but we’ve never had much faith in the money.”

      Victor squeaked and Violet cleared her throat. Was this cousin of theirs playing a game with them? Violet had to battle off an overwhelming desire to reach out and poke Gertrude to see if this was some fairy dream.

      “Did I…did I catch that right?” Victor asked, setting aside any attempt at manners in the face of Gertrude’s venom. “Is Meredith your nanny?”

      “Well…it’s not like she’s paying her way, is she?”

      Victor blinked glanced at Violet and then turned back to Gertrude.

      “Lives off our generosity, doesn’t she? We feed her and even clothe her. The least she can do is help maintain the burden of this household.”

      “It was my impression,” Violet said smoothly, “that nannies are paid.”

      Gertrude scowled at them and said, “One doesn’t pay family for helping out.”

      Violet leaned back and looked at her brother, who looked sort of helplessly at her. They both turned to Gertrude and simply stared.

      “Did you expect me to give you tea?”

      “Indeed not.” Victor rose and pulled Violet up after him. “Just wanted to say hello while we were in town. Hullo. We have a train to catch, don’t you know. Happy Christmas and all that.”

      He didn’t even wait for Violet to reply. Just left.

      “One doesn’t pay family for helping out,” Victor quoted to Violet as they stepped down the stairs.

      “She’s an unpaid nanny, Vic,” Violet whispered. “For those demons.”

      “I’m going to tell you the truth here,” Victor said. “I might murder someone to escape that fate. But I don’t think Meredith would.”

      Violet didn’t answer that. She couldn’t really imagine any of them as murdering their aunt. That was the problem with this whole situation.

      Did Meredith have a motive? Only if they all did. Violet did. That money. That cursed money.

      “I want to go home,” Violet told Victor. “But we’ve never really had one, have we? Not with Eleanor at the homestead. Not with Agatha. It was never ours. The rooms…I suppose those are our home now.”

      Victor cupped her cheek and leaned his forehead down to hers. “I cannot promise you anything but this, sister of mine: you will never, ever be my unpaid nanny.”

      Violet looked up at him, and his lips twitched a little. His eyes were as haunted as she felt, but he joked for her. She hugged him tight and said, “Twin, sometimes I forget how lucky I am to have you.”

      “That goes both ways,” Victor said.

      “Why are you hugging your sister?”

      Violet and Victor turned and faced the little devils. She shouldn’t have done it. But after she was done, she didn’t mind. She leaned down, putting her face into the first twin’s and she whispered, “Do you know what happens to children who are mean to their aunts?”

      He rolled his eyes at her as he scrunched up his nose.

      “The shadow man comes for them.” Violet’s tone was all hoarse whisper. “He comes in the nighttime, when the candles go out, and the lights are off. He comes when the fire crackles, once, twice, and the wind blows from the east, and the child is lost forever to the darkness.”

      Both boys’ eyes widened.

      “The wind has been blowing from the east for the last few days hasn’t it, Victor?”

      He winced, giving the boys a trepidatious glance. “It has. It has.”

      “Do you want the shadow man to come for you?” Violet kept her voice low.

      They shook their heads frantically. “Then you listen to your aunt. Women like Meredith know things. She’s faced down the shadow man and won. Only a few have ever seen the shadow man and lived. Only. A. Few.”

      One of the boys shivered while the other clenched his fists. “Careful. I heard he got a kid a town over and he was moving this way.”

      One of the boys gasped, rubbing a grubby paw over his face and leaving a streak of dirt behind before he grabbed his brother and raced inside.

      “You, precious one, are evil,” Victor said lightly.

      “Thank you,” Violet said.

      They found their way to an inn and bought a country luncheon and visited another shop before they caught the last train back to their aunt’s home.

      “I believe I overspent on Meredith,” Victor confessed. “I bought her a shawl. Somehow I doubt they light a fire in her room.”

      “She’s the specter in the attic,” Violet said. “I bought her chocolates and perfume. I imagine she hasn’t had a luxury since she was pawned off on that sister of hers.”

      “Poor kid,” Victor said. Violet didn’t disagree.
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      Violet watched the lawyer arrive with Victor standing behind her. Her bedroom overlooked the drive, and his car slowly putted up the drive before shuddering to a stop.

      “I wonder if he’ll make it home with that beast,” Victor said. “Giles is good with a wrench for such a proper fellow. Do you think I should send him down and have him look the auto over?”

      Violet shook her head and said, “Don’t you men get a little touchy about other blokes making assertions on your manhood or vehicle?”

      Victor grinned at her and tugged a hair before he admitted, “I hope this ends it all. I hope whatever trap Agatha has set up for us brings out the killer and we get back to some skating and a yule log.”

      “As do I,” Violet admitted. “I stopped by Aunt Agatha’s rooms this morning and last night, and she didn’t answer. Her maid said that she wanted time to think and write.”

      Victor nodded and said, “I tried too. I wanted to talk to her about Meredith. About helping her out of there after this is all over.”

      Violet hadn’t thought of that. She’d just wanted the touch of her mother—the closest thing she had to a mother—after seeing what a terrible family looked like. She turned back to her brother and said, “I never knew I should be so grateful for Gerald, Isolde, and Geoffrey. I miss Peter and Lionel more now.”

      Victor nodded and a flash of pain crossed his face. “Do you remember when Peter made us those kites? He spent the whole day with us outside? He was so much older, I thought he hung the moon.”

      Violet nodded and then said, “Do you remember how Lionel would send us novels after Eleanor said we couldn’t have them? He used his own allowance for us.”

      “He was a good one. They both were.”

      “It’s not fair that they’re gone,” she said. “That stupid war took so much from us.”

      “It’s not fair that we have each other and had them while Meredith only has that shrew.”

      Violet winced for Meredith again, feeling guilty that they hadn’t been better to her. “Should we go down to breakfast?”

      “I suppose we have to despite Uncle Kingsley.”

      “Do you really think he’s trying to kill Aunt Agatha?”

      Victor hesitated and then said, “He’s got nothing left, Vi. He probably feels trapped. Many men have fallen on the sword, so to speak, once they got where he is. I’m sure he’s thought of it. Perhaps he decided to throw her on the sword instead.”

      Violet flinched at that thought and then said, “Life is cruel.”

      “Sometimes,” Victor agreed.
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        * * *

      

      Victor loaded up a plate of kedgeree, beans, tomato, fried potatoes, and toast. Violet made a plate of fruit, tomatoes, and toast. She considered the tea before she decided upon coffee. When she sat down across from Meredith, Violet winced and then asked, “How did you sleep, cuz?”

      The light-hearted banter was as forced as laughter during an execution. Victor winced for Violet and nodded at Jack who folded his paper and watched Violet.

      “I didn’t sleep,” Meredith said, and she looked it. She had bags under her eyes and dark circles as well. She moved almost as if she hurt. “Aunt Agatha is changing her will after years of leading us to believe we might inherit a little something. I’m not happy someone is trying to hurt her, but they’ve stolen from all of us now.”

      Violet forced an image of Gertrude to the forefront of her mind before she said, “We don’t know how she’s going to change it, dear.”

      Meredith’s mouth twisted as she said, “I just thought…I thought it would be different.”

      Her plate was full and untouched. Only her teacup had been emptied.

      “Would you like to go skating tomorrow? Hargreaves said the pond is frozen enough.”

      Meredith didn’t even reply. She just rose and said, “Excuse me.”

      The moment she was gone, Jack turned to Violet and asked, “What was that?”

      “We saw where she lives yesterday,” Victor said. “Her sister is…there aren’t words. I write stories and make money at it, and there aren’t words for it.”

      “You two need to stay out of this investigation,” Jack told them. “What did you go to Shelby for? To see Meredith’s motive or lack thereof for yourself? If she’s the killer, Victor, you’ve just put a target on your own back and your sister’s.”

      Victor shoved some food in his mouth before he said, “I’ll miss Cook when we go home. But, like you, Vi—I ache for my own bed and the comfort of the familiar. I believe, however, I promised you Paris and then Italy. Possibly America.”

      Jack precisely folded his paper, scowling at them for not even acknowledging his reprimand and then asked, “America?”

      “Not America.” Violet felt the caress of Jack’s gaze on her, and suddenly she didn’t want to be gone quite so long. She simply…found something more intriguing in London. “But a few weeks in Italy with the sun and the sea does seem about right.”

      “We’ll go to America next year,” Victor said oblivious to the tension between Jack and Violet. “Or perhaps Switzerland. I’d like to ski the Alps.”

      Violet took another sip of her coffee and then popped a grape from the orangery into her mouth. It was divine. She made no promises about America or the Alps.

      “The lawyer has arrived?” she asked Jack even though she knew the answer.

      He nodded and said, “He’s working in the yellow room, gathering his thoughts and waiting until she’s ready, and then meeting with Agatha.”

      Just as Jack finished his statement an unholy shriek filled the air.

      “Oh, God no,” Victor said.

      Violet dropped her coffee. It clattered against the side of the table and crashed onto the floor, shattering and spraying herself and Victor with a rain of dark beverage.

      Violet said nothing, but her head was shaking back and forth without stopping. She couldn’t move, she couldn’t think. She didn’t need to think to know what the shriek heralded. Victor grabbed her hand and hauled her out of the breakfast room behind Jack who had already disappeared.

      Aunt Agatha’s office door was open and Mrs. Daniels had collapsed in the doorway, blocking the entrance. Jack seemed to have leapt over the housekeeper while Hargreaves was patting Mrs. Daniels’s face.

      Violet didn’t want to look. The expression of Hargreaves’s face told her all she needed to know. In the game of chess against a would-be-killer, they had lost.

      “No!” Violet said. “No! I know there was a plan. I know that…damn it. The plan was supposed to have stopped this!”

      Victor took her by the shoulders and turned her to him. She looked up at him and asked, “Is it too late? Is she gone?”

      He didn’t speak, his jaw was bound too tightly in fury, but his nod gave her the answer she needed, killing the last of her hope.

      “But there was a plan. Why would Agatha not have a plan? She thought out everything.”

      “I don’t know,” Victor whispered. “I don’t know what happened.”

      Their friends followed the sound of shouts and Violet looked up, meeting Lila’s gaze. She examined them as John Davies raced into the hall and then Meredith, Algernon, and finally Uncle Kingsley.

      “What’s all this then?” Uncle Kingsley demanded.

      “She’s gone,” Victor said and then swore.

      Uncle Kingsley took a step back as though some unseen force had shoved him and he said, “But. Well. That can’t be right.”

      Hargreaves got Mrs. Daniels to her feet. She was weeping almost frantically and Lila crossed to her, wrapping her arms around the woman who had worked for Agatha through all of Violet’s life.

      “Come with me,” Lila whispered. “Come on now.”

      “It can’t be right, I say,” Uncle Kingsley shouted.

      “I assure you, it is,” Jack said, shutting the door to Agatha’s office behind him. “Hargreaves…call the police. Tell them Chief Inspector Jack Wakefield is here and have them contact Scotland Yard. I’ll need whomever they have and the doctor as well.”

      Hargreaves nodded and rushed into the library where the telephone was kept.

      “The police! Chief Inspector! You here in sheep’s clothing, you—you—wolf!” Uncle Kingsley’s voice echoed through the huge house.

      Violet had enough. She turned on her uncle and said, “He’s here because Aunt Agatha asked him to be.”

      “Well, we’ve lost her, haven’t we?” Meredith said. “He wasn’t very successful.”

      “We lost her,” Violet shouted, “because she refused to leave and be safe. Because she refused to take the coward’s way. Foolishness! We lost her because some greedy mongrel decided their desire for a new dress or fine house was worth murdering a woman who had loved us all of our lives. Unworthy fools that we are.”

      “Who are you calling a greedy mongrel?” Uncle Kingsley demanded, ruddy fury rising high in his face. He’d have loomed over Violet if Victor didn’t have her tucked under his arm.

      “You!” she shouted. “You! You wanted her money. You were demanding it yesterday. As if she owed you for your own idiocy.”

      Uncle Kingsley’s infuriated splutter had Meredith stepping back rapidly while Algernon winced.

      “You’ve done it now, cuz,” Algie said, almost apologetically.

      “Enough!” Jack said. “Mr. Allyn, remove yourself from this hall immediately.”

      “Who do you think you are?”

      “The man who will be finding your aunt’s murderer and seeing them to justice.”

      Uncle Kingsley blustered for a moment and then he spun and strode from the hall.

      Jack turned to survey the gazes that were fixed on him and then he said, “Mr. Coates, I will need to speak with you, but…”

      Violet started and her manners came to the forefront. There in the shadows was a little man with round glasses and a brown suit. Aunt Agatha’s lawyer had arrived and seen the family battle. Violet wiped away a tear and tried to speak. Her first attempt came out as a croak and then she said, “Take the yellow room again,” finding her control. “I’m…oh…” She didn’t even realize she was speaking through her tears until Jack handed her a handkerchief.

      “Is she really gone?” John Davies asked. “It doesn’t seem possible.”

      “Yes,” Jack snapped. “Yes. Damn it. Yes, she is. We had someone watching the hall to see if anyone came in, but whoever it was went through the window. She’s almost cool. The damned killer must have found her almost as soon as she went into the office.”

      “When we were all without an alibi in our bedrooms,” John snarled. “She came down before breakfast, didn’t she? Give us all our chance to kill her.”

      Hargreaves returned and said, “Sir, I didn’t leave my post once. Not once.”

      “You didn’t have to,” Jack said. “We didn’t think of the window. We should have. We assumed the killer wouldn’t know it was a trap.”

      “But I did remember the window, sir. I checked the locks on it just last night. Those are sturdy locks. We replaced them only a year ago when a few of the larger houses were broken into.”

      “Then the killer had planned this well enough to wait for you to check them, unlock it, and slide in while we were watching the wrong damn door.”

      Violet stared at Hargreaves. How many times had she and Victor snuck down to the kitchens for biscuits and been caught by Hargreaves as he was fixing the locks. She was sure the rest of the cousins would know the same. Of course they would.

      “That was your trick, wasn’t it? As children, you two would wait until Hargreaves checked the locks and then sneak out for your…escapades.” Meredith insinuated. Her gaze was fixed on Violet as though she had been the one who would have killed Aunt Agatha.

      “As children,” Victor said, the muscle in his jaw flexing.

      “You were terrible children,” Meredith said. “You are, no doubt, terrible adults.”

      “Enough,” Jack told Meredith. “You will go to the parlor or your bedroom until I need to speak with you. I will follow the evidence and we will find the killer with proof and deduction. Not with random accusations based off of behavior from a decade ago.”

      Violet slowly turned to him and asked one more time, “She’s really gone?”

      “She is,” Jack said gently.

      He didn’t need to tell her to go to her room. She fled there, blindly, with tears rolling down her cheeks.
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      Perhaps if Uncle Kingsley had less motive, he’d have tried to pull out the power of classes. Jack Wakefield wouldn’t have succumbed as easily as any other detective. He was of their class. He might not have an earl for a father, but his father was connected to the landed families with a fortune behind him and membership in the right clubs—antiquated though they were.

      That might be unfair to Scotland Yard detectives, however—maybe none of them would give way in the face of threats. Not in this day, and this age. But in another house, at another time, it would have gone that way. Especially with another investigator. It helped rather a lot that Jack Wakefield was a well-connected man who’d learn to investigate during the war and then chosen to join Scotland Yard later because of his skills rather than a need for money. Men like Uncle Kingsley, Algernon, and even Victor would have fallen back on their money rather than work.

      Victor followed Violet to her bedroom and then entered after her.

      “I’m not leaving you alone, luv,” he said when she told him to leave.

      “I just need…”

      “No,” he said firmly. “No. One of our cousins or perhaps Uncle Kingsley murdered Aunt Agatha. You are with me, Lila, or Denny until the killer is caught. Not even Gwennie. She’s too…passive.”

      “Vic…”

      “Violet, we’ve lost Mama, Peter, Lionel, Baby Iris, and now Aunt Agatha. I can survive with all of that, but I’ll be damned if I lose my twin to some animal who wants a larger inheritance.”

      “Then you will do the same? You’ll stay with someone?”

      “I am a man,” he said.

      “And if the killer has a gun? Or if it’s Algernon who has five stone on you?”

      Victor smirked and then said, “You know that’s all baby blubber.”

      Violet laughed through her tears and then curled up on her bed. She wanted her aunt. She wanted to curl up in Aunt Agatha’s lap, just as Violet had done when they’d heard word that Peter had gone down only three weeks into his service as a pilot during the war. She wanted to feel Aunt Agatha’s fingers running through her hair as she talked about the next life and the peace of heaven. Of what a good brother he’d been. Only this time she’d have to talk about those things by herself.

      Violet imagined her aunt’s voice. All is well, darling. I’ve missed Henry so. Now I am with him. With my mama and yours. In a better place. At peace.

      What a loving aunt Agatha had been…how generous with the little motherless twins despite how naughty they’d been. A sob escaped Violet, and her brother climbed onto the bed next to her. He placed a hand on her shoulder while she cried. He wasn’t Aunt Agatha. He didn’t know she needed more than a hand. She needed whispered assurance and the promise of better things to come.

      The journey from tears to sleep happened so seamlessly she wasn’t aware of it until someone knocked on the bedroom door. She started and Victor pushed himself from the bed, crossing to open it. On the other side, a white-faced, red-eyed Beatrice whispered. Victor nodded and Violet closed her eyes again. She didn’t care why they were at the door or what they wanted.

      A few minutes later, Victor said, “Mr. Coates and Jack have decided that they will read the will now. Both the old one and the one Aunt Agatha never got to enact. They want our presence.”

      Violet slowly sat up. She winced. She’d forgotten how it hurt to lose someone. How the pain traveled from your heart to your extremities, and your very muscles seemed to protest the loss.

      “They need you too, luv. Mr. Coates said that all the main recipients need to present.”

      “So all of us, then?”

      Victor shrugged and admitted, “I have no idea. Just that Beatrice was sent for both of us.”

      Violet crossed to the bath and washed her face. She didn’t care so much about her looks, but the splash of water on her face helped her to wake up. She ran a brush through her hair more out of habit than anything else. As she glanced at herself in the mirror, the powder blue dress she was wearing seemed so very inappropriate. She exited the bath, saw Victor, and then crossed to grab a grey dress with long sleeves.

      It seemed the best choice given what had happened. Her red number or that champagne gown mocked the loss she’d suffered. Violet changed in the bathroom, slipped on her shoes, and let Victor lead her downstairs. She knew her brain was on hiatus. She felt rather like she’d stepped into a cloud and couldn't get out of it.

      “I…I need coffee,” she told Victor. “I can’t think.”

      He nodded and took her to the kitchen where she gulped some coffee and then met the others in the library. There were two chairs near the fire for Jack and Mr. Coates. Several others were circled in front of them. Jack held a notebook and a uniformed constable was in the room with another notebook.

      Victor seated Violet in a chair to the side and glanced around. It seemed that everyone else had beat them to the room. Meredith was stone faced and calm. John Davies was seated with his gaze fixed on the floor, jaw clenching. Hargreaves and Mrs. Daniels stood at the back of the room, while Algernon and his father were seated at the forefront of the room directly in front of the lawyer.

      There was another chair, for Victor, across the room, but he stood next to Violet with his hand on her shoulder. A moment later, Hargreaves moved the chair next to Violet and Victor nodded his thanks.

      “Well…” Mr. Coates said. His face was white and he cleared his throat. “My purpose here today was to change Mrs. Davies’s will. However, her death happened before changes could be made making her most recent will the one in effect. This will is dated the first of July, 1922.”

      No one said a word, but several bodies shifted in their seats. Violet didn’t look to see who was moving about. If only Aunt Agatha had just gone to the Amalfi coast. Christmas in Italy would have been lovely. The sun would have shone down on her aunt’s white hair, and she might have become terrifically brown.

      “I will now read the will which was written by Agatha Margaret Davies and witnessed by myself, Hargreaves, and my clerk, John Hammond.”

      “My darlings,” it started and Violet could almost hear her aunt’s voice instead of Mr. Coates.

      “My late husband, Henry, and I once set about in a game. It was, you see, to create a fortune to hand over to our children. When we weren’t blessed with our own young ones before I lost dear Henry, I determined to stay the course of our game. Since then, I worked on increasing my fortune as a gift for one of you. I was never not looking for the best recipient. Perhaps Henry’s nephew? Perhaps Algernon? Perhaps young Victor who wasn’t anyone’s main heir? Perhaps I would choose instead one of my nieces. After all, of all women, I knew that a woman was as capable as a man in learning to manage and grow a gift such as the one I was creating.

      “In order to determine the best recipient, I made a list of things that I would like to see my children—you—do. I wanted to see you educated. Not just at the university but in life. I have given each of you the chance for an education. Only Victor and Violet took advantage of that offer and graduated. Algernon, your performance at school was dismal. John, of course I excuse you in the service of our country.”

      Violet sniffled into a handkerchief.

      “I have loved each of you, but as I grew this fortune, I wanted to see that I could turn it over to good stewards. Those who would protect and grow it for the next generation. To transform my gift to a legacy.”

      Violet lifted a shaking hand to her lips, remembering those times when Aunt Agatha had seen to that very education she was speaking of beyond the grave. Or beyond wherever they’d placed Agatha’s body. Violet felt a tear slip down her face and ignored it. This moment seemed to be the last time she’d ever hear her aunt’s voice even if it came through Mr. Coates.

      “Each of you knows now, looking back, how you fared in that education. I, Agatha Davies, being of sound mind and memory, do hereby declare this to be my last will and testament, thereby revoking and making void any and all other last will and testaments made by me.”

      “To my brothers, Kingsley and Cecil, I leave nothing but my love, such as it is.”

      Uncle Kingsley swore and Mr. Coates stated, “That is quite enough.”

      To Violet’s shock, her uncle didn’t snap back.

      “To my beloved nephew, John Davies, I leave thirty thousand pounds, the home purchased by his Uncle Henry, as well as the personal library and effects of my late-husband, John Henry Davies.”

      Uncle Kingsley shifted enough that Violet could see his fingers twitch. She was sure he was calculating in head what Algernon might inherit. Did Kingsley know the value of Agatha’s estate? Violet didn’t. Victor didn’t. She wanted to shout at Kingsley that he was taking Agatha’s voice from her head, but she said nothing.

      “To my beloved nephew, Algernon. You are both a joy and a disappointment.”

      Algernon said nothing, but he did squeak.

      “You have not graduated from university, you have not worked, you did not take the opportunity I presented for either a job or to learn how to manage my money; however,” Mr. Coates paused and Algernon leaned forward.

      Violet clutched her fingers together to hide their shaking.

      “You have always been kind. I have seen endless acts of generosity even when you were hard-up yourself. You are, my boy, deplorable with money. Therefore, I leave you a trust of twenty-thousand pounds and access to the interest. Care of that trust will be seen to by Coates, Coates, and Landon.”

      Uncle Kingsley cursed again. Aunt Agatha left to each of Algernon’s siblings, three thousand pounds each when they turned twenty-five and an education if they desired to pursue it.

      “To my niece-in-law, Helen Allyn, I leave a house purchased for you in Surrey.”

      Uncle Kingsley’s eyes closed and he breathed deeply when his wife received. Violet’s face turned towards him, and she could swear she saw relief in his face.

      “To my niece Gertrude, who has transformed her sister into a servant, I leave nothing.”

      “To my niece, Meredith, I leave the interest of 10,000 pounds and access to the full funds on her thirty-fifth birthday.”

      Meredith gasped but said nothing. Was it the lesser amount of money that bothered her?

      “To my beloved nephew, Victor, you did not pursue an education either at the university or with me with any measure of vigor. However, you learned enough to get by. You used your greater inheritance to provide your twin, Violet, with freedom that many other young men would not have. You always protected her and loved her with the same feeling you extended to myself.”

      Victor’s arm was wrapped around Violet’s shoulders, and she could feel his tension and then a slight relaxing as Aunt Agatha’s approval was announced.

      “I leave you, Victor Carlyle, one-half of the remainder of my fortune, my house in London, and my endless love.”

      Victor squeezed Violet’s shoulder but said nothing. How much was what? Violet didn’t think either of them really knew. Uncle Kingsley wasn’t all that happy to hear what Victor had received. Because he excelled where Algernon failed?

      “And my beloved, Violet Carlyle. I suppose favoritism is both unfair and inevitable. But of my nieces and nephews, it was only you who read the reports and learned from me. To you, I leave the remainder of my funds, possessions, and homes. This inheritance includes the apartment in Paris, the house in the Lake Country, and the villas in Italy and France. I leave my jewelry and art collections as well as all remaining sundries and business interests. I enfold into your care my beloved Theodore Hargreaves and Juliette Daniels. I know you will see to them well, though to each of them, I leave 500 pounds. To my reliable cook, I leave 200 pounds. To each of the remaining servants on my staff, I leave 20 pounds.”

      Mr. Coates cleared his throat and then said, “To each of you there is also a letter. Smaller items have been left to a few friends, but this is the will in bulk.”

      Violet’s hands were shaking as Uncle Kingsley turned on her.

      “Did you know?”

      “Know what?” Victor asked, stepping in front of her.

      “Know that Agatha was playing some training game as though a few reports on coffee beans or manufacturing in Leeds will pass on the golden touch. Agatha was…was…just blessed.”

      Violet didn’t bother to answer.

      “Twenty thousand pounds for Algernon and a house for your wife is nothing to sneeze at,” Victor told Kingsley.

      “And what did she leave me? Not a damned thing!”

      “You probably should have treated her better,” Algie said, “if you wanted her money.”

      “What’s that, boy?” Kingsley turned on his son, fists clenched, but Algernon slowly stood.

      “You told me to ignore Agatha’s report. You told me that she was a fool woman. You told me that a degree from the university was worthless beyond connections. You were the one who introduced me to Theodophilus and gambling.”

      Victor squeezed Violet’s hand. She slowly, quietly asked, “What did the new will say? The one that would have changed things?”

      “That’s an interesting thing,” Mr. Coates said. “She split the money evenly between the five of you, agreed to pay off Mr. Kingsley Allyn’s debts. It still favored you some, as she still left you the jewelry and art as well as control of her company.”

      “Excuse me?” Meredith asked.

      “There weren’t any delays on the funds either. After death duties, you’d all have been able to do as you wished with the funds.”

      Uncle Kingsley laughed at that. A hysterical laugh that prodded Violet out of her chair, up the stairs, and into her bedroom. She slammed her bedroom door, locked it, and then turned to face her bed.

      Her aunt had been murdered, Violet had inherited a rather vast amount of money. She’d never have to write another story again and all of the sudden, she wanted nothing more than to destroy a villain on the pages of her manuscript and slide back into the time when her aunt yet lived.
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      Lila and Gwennie knocked on the bedroom door while Violet lay curled onto her side. She answered the door and her friends were accompanied by Beatrice with a tray of sandwiches and another housemaid who held a tray with coffee, biscuits, and fruit.

      “You have to eat,” Lila said. She glanced around the room and said to Beatrice, “Would you mind terribly straightening her room? Violet can’t stand it when things aren’t just so.”

      Beatrice nodded and started cleaning while Lila poured Violet a cup of coffee, added a stiff shot of whiskey from a flask tucked under her arm, and then placed a plate of sandwiches in her lap.

      “You have to eat,” Lila told Violet firmly.

      Violet blinked her friend’s way and shrugged.

      “If you don’t eat, I’ll call for Victor.”

      Violet stared and then slowly lifted the sandwich and took a bite. She tasted nothing, but she choked it down. About halfway through the sandwich, she stopped trying and Lila didn’t object.

      “What happened?” Lila asked.

      “I think I might be swimming in money,” Violet admitted. “I am certainly swimming in jewelry and art. I inherited an apartment and house I didn’t even realize Aunt Agatha owned and two villas. Victor inherited the London house. John got rather a lot of money and this old heap.”

      “I’d congratulate you,” Gwennie said. “But I know at least you, John, and Victor would rather have Agatha.”

      “I inherited a percentage, so…I don’t really know how much money I have. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe I don’t have anything.”

      “Well, it hardly matters, does it?” Lila asked pushing Violet’s doctored coffee at her again. “Yesterday, you were happy with what you had. Today you have more.”

      “Oh, I didn’t think of it like that,” Gwennie said.

      “They’d set this whole thing up,” Violet said. “Jack and Aunt Agatha. The announcement of the will changing, the way Aunt Agatha disappeared into her office. Hargreaves was watching the door to see who tried anything, but no one did.”

      “Then….”

      “Someone unlocked the window to the office last night and slipped in this morning and killed her. I don’t even know how she died…”

      Lila shifted and said, very softly, “She was stabbed in the back with her letter opener. The doctor said she didn’t suffer.”

      Violet didn’t realize she’d started crying again until Lila brushed back her hair and wiped her face with her handkerchief before she said, “It’ll be all right, luv.” Her voice was low and soothing. “It’s horrible now, and it’s not fair. But you are lucky. You had someone who loved you so much.”

      Violet nodded against Lila’s shoulder as she said, “I didn’t realize how much I loved her. Not until she was gone. I can’t…I don’t…I don’t want the money. She was my mother in all the ways that mattered.”

      There was another knock on the door and Beatrice opened it. Hargreaves stood on the other side. His face was pale and he had the look of someone who’d seen something terrible. Given he’d discovered the body of his mistress, he had. “The police need fingerprints, Miss Violet. Mr. Jack Wakefield apologized to interrupt your grieving, but he needs them sooner rather than later.”

      Violet turned and said, “Lila said Aunt Agatha was stabbed with her letter opener.”

      “I’m afraid that is correct, miss,” Hargreaves said. Mr. Jack Wakefield is working in the library with the local constables.”

      “My fingerprints are on it,” Violet told Hargreaves. She sounded exhausted. She felt wrapped in wool and pain. “I opened Agatha’s letters yesterday while we talked in her office. I have a hard time with messes and her mail was scattered across her desk.”

      “Your fingerprints are on the murder weapon?” Hargreaves’s jaw tightened and then he said, “Miss Violet, Mrs. Davies asked Mr. Jack to help her because he is very good at what he does. There is no need to fear.”

      “I hope that’s true,” Lila said fiercely. “If it isn’t, we’ll just…bribe officials with your fortune.”

      “I don’t think she’ll receive the money, if they think she killed Mrs. Davies,” Gwennie said softly.

      “Victor will though,” Lila said. “No need to worry.”

      Violet felt a flash of fear. “It can’t be good for me that my fingerprints are on the weapon.”

      “We’ll find the real killer,” Lila swore.

      Violet nodded, wrapping a shawl around her shoulders. She hadn’t been so cold perhaps at any time. Her fingers hurt with the pain of the cold despite the fires burning throughout the house. She followed Hargreaves down the stairs and into the office where Jack was working with the constable.

      “Mr. Wakefield,” she said softly. “I used the letter opener yesterday when I was speaking to Aunt Agatha.”

      His jaw tightened and he nodded. He was the one who took her fingerprints. He did it with careful, large hands that made her shiver though she wasn’t quite sure why. Despite the fact that he was compiling evidence against her, she still felt safe.

      “The will would have changed out of my favor too. That can’t be good.”

      His jaw flexed over and over and then he said, “You didn’t know that. There is far more motive for your uncle to have injured your aunt. He is still at the end of things. Perhaps he realized that he wasn’t in either will. Perhaps he acted out in rage.”

      The constable, Officer Jones, was baby faced with blond hair and dark eyes. He nodded at what Jack said. Was the young constable so certain then? Did she know him? She couldn’t recall his face.

      “Thank you for telling me,” Jack said. “Make a note of it, Jones.”

      Did Jack believe she’d killed Aunt Agatha? Was that note of Jones to show she was helpful? To weaken or strengthen the case against her should it come before the court? She wanted to believe he knew her better than any idea that she might be a killer.

      But, the simple fact was he didn’t know her well at all. He didn’t know her favorite music or food. He didn’t know if she liked to ride horses or whether she was a good dancer. All he knew was that she’d had some expectation of inheritance and may have killed her aunt.

      “Lila said Aunt Agatha didn’t suffer.”

      “It is hard to say,” Jack said. “But I believe she died quickly. She didn’t have time to cry out or seek help. That is a good sign that she didn’t suffer.”

      Violet found she was crying again and that Jack kept a clean handkerchief in his pocket. He pressed it into her hands and asked, “Did you know you were her heir?”

      “Haven’t we discussed this before? I didn’t know. I knew she was rich,” Violet admitted, woodenly. “But I wouldn’t have thought she had quite that much money. I don’t even…I mean…how much did I inherit?”

      Jack’s head turned towards her and he said, “She did leave it to you in percentages, didn’t she? One-half of what was left. I don’t really know. Jones, fetch Mr. Coates.”

      Victor came into the room with Mr. Coates and said, “I’m not sure it’s quite the thing to be interviewing my sister alone.”

      Violet scowled at her brother and said, “Enough of that.”

      “Vi, we’re talking actual murder here. A possible hanging.”

      “The murder investigation is not over,” Jack said. “Don’t leap to conclusions that aren’t warranted. What we need to know, Mr. Coates, is exactly what these two inherited.”

      Mr. Coates adjusted his glasses and stepped into the library. “As of right now, my clients are the heirs. I work for them, not you, Mr. Wakefield.”

      “Tell him,” Violet said. “Just tell him.”

      “Violet,” Victor hissed.

      “Victor,” Violet snapped. “Aunt Agatha is dead. We aren’t going to make it harder to find her killer.”

      “Who might have set you up! We all got something. Maybe something worth killing for. Maybe it’s better to have the lesser amount of money and pin the crime on some other cove!”

      “Mr. Coates,” Violet said. “Please answer whatever questions Mr. Wakefield and the police might have regarding Aunt Agatha’s estate.” Violet nodded at the constable and Jack as she said, “If you no longer need me…”

      “Wait!” Victor called. “I don’t want you wandering the house until the killer is caught.”

      “Don’t be silly, Victor. Right now, I’m the killer’s favorite person. My fingerprints are on the weapon, I handed Aunt Agatha a cupful of poison, I inherited…” She turned to Mr. Coates and asked, “Did I inherit the most?”

      “Ah…well…” Mr. Coates glanced at Victor and then said, “By a rather wide margin. The split of her remaining money, itself, was very even between you and your twin. But your aunt left you her shares and interests in her business dealings. Those are worth…quite a bit.”

      “See,” Violet said. “The only person left with a motive to hurt me is you. You’re my heir, my lad.”

      He almost snarled at her, but she left him in the library and slowly walked up the stairs to her room. What had he said? Something was bothering her. She passed Uncle Kingsley’s room at the front of the stairs and noted that it was being thoroughly searched by two of the local police.

      Violet slowly passed the room, taking full advantage of the chance to look inside. She didn’t even try to hide what she was doing, but they didn’t note her interest. What had Victor said that had caught at her mind? That it was better to inherit less but have someone else seem like the killer.

      Here they were searching Uncle Kingsley’s rooms. He seemed like a likely killer. Almost as much as Violet. Uncle Kingsley had lost so much, he was in dire straits. Far more so than the rest of them. Could it be him?

      She went into her room and took up the list of suspects she’d made that first night. She took the list over to her desk and pulled out a new sheet of paper.

      Slowly she wrote the names again and considered them in the new light.

      JOHN DAVIES— Seems well off. Maybe not as rich as Agatha, but rich enough. He also seems as though he were quite fond of Agatha. He inherited well, but it won’t change his life in any way. Killer? Not in my opinion.

      ALGERNON ALLYN — He is in the soup. He doesn’t have a lot of money and his dad lost everything. But, Aunt Agatha’s will gave him money despite his foolishness because he was kind. Could she have been so wrong?

      Violet didn’t want to believe that Agatha had been wrong about Algie. When you came right down to it, he was well-connected and handsome enough he could probably marry some nouveau riche daughter or use his connections to get a job. Algie…his plan to marry Violet off…it wasn’t the plan of someone who was bright. It was the plan of someone who hadn’t given up hope. Violet just didn’t think Algernon had done it.

      What about Kingsley?

      KINGSLEY ALLYN — Before the will and before he’d arrived, Violet had thought he had his own money. She hadn’t been aware he’d lost everything. When had that occurred? Before or after the first murder attempt. It had been weeks and weeks ago, hadn’t it? The way he’d acted since he arrived had been downright belligerent. He had been awful to everyone, especially Agatha. Did he really believe that he could bully her into keeping her will the same? But…he hadn’t even been in the will. Not either one. Not really. Though the second will did pay off his debts.

      Violet tapped her finger against her notes. It was in the opposite of his best interests to kill her before the will had changed. Was he really so sure he’d inherit something from his aunt? After all their many battles? After he’d seen his own brother disinherited?

      Violet’s mouth twisted. She knew that Uncle Kingsley had hoped his aunt would rescue him and his family. Only Aunt Agatha wasn’t that type of woman. She was almost cold when it came to business. He knew that. Violet knew that. If Aunt Agatha couldn’t be persuaded to save him, would he have killed her in a rage?

      Violet thought about how Aunt Agatha had died. Someone had planned to do it from the time she’d said the lawyer was coming to update the will. Someone wanted to avoid Aunt Agatha from changing the will. Whoever had killed Agatha both expected something in the will and felt it was worth killing over. Were they concerned they’d be removed from the will? She’d never said what she was going to do, so why would anyone jump to that conclusion? Maybe, they were really worried that she’d leave the money to a charity instead of her nieces and nephews.

      Violet slowly rose and walked down to the kitchens. She found Cook working quickly and Hargreaves in his shirtsleeves.

      “I’m sorry,” Violet said, “to intrude on your space. I…Hargreaves, did you ever think of anyone who might have known or been here when Aunt Agatha made her will the last time?”

      Hargreaves shook his head and Cook said, “Miss Meredith was here. I remember it clearly. She’d been blue and I perked her up with some jellies while Mr. Coates was with Mrs. Davies.”

      “Meredith?” Violet hadn’t even put Meredith on the list when she’d been up in her room.

      “Your aunt had been worried about Miss Meredith. Mrs. Davies had me make some heartening foods to get the blood up. Even had the doctor out. You remember Hargreaves, the doctor said Miss Meredith was exhausted.”

      He blinked quickly and said, “Oh yes. I remember now. I apologize Miss Violet, I—”

      “I’m sure it’s of no import,” Violet said. “Mr. Wakefield and the constables are focused on myself and Uncle Kingsley.”

      “You?” The cook laughed, but she didn’t sound amused. It was the bark of fury before she said, “You’d sooner kill your brother than Mrs. Davies.”

      “I didn’t, of course. I would never.” Violet was seated at the table with a cup of tea and a plate of biscuits while Cook fussed over her.

      She muttered as she worked, “What’s the world coming to? I ask you! I ask you, Hargreaves? People killing a good woman like Mrs. Davies for what? Filthy lucre. Filthy lucre. It’s a cold world we live in. Knew it since the war. Poisoning our boys in those trenches. My nephew Tommy went off to war and never came back. That’s when I knew we was going to hell. Right in a hand-basket.”

      Violet sipped her tea, enjoying Cook’s tirade even if she muttered about how spoiled Victor was and how Violet and Mrs. Davies coddled him.

      “Girls are never coddled, are they? The weaker sex. Weaker? You see a girl like Miss Meredith looking after her sister’s little ‘uns and not even saying a word against it. You see you, Miss Violet, looking after your brother. You think we don’t see how he has his man, Giles, and you without a maid. Beatrice says you’re looking after his room even now with us about to help you. Girls are never coddled. We just carry on. Struggling, working, having babies, taking care of our men. From the day it all begins ‘til the day we die.”

      Violet pulled out her scrap of names and showed it to Hargreaves, who glanced it over.

      “I don’t believe Mr. Kingsley Allyn believed he’d inherit, Miss Violet. Your aunt was pretty blunt with him time and again.”

      “The police think he might have killed Aunt Agatha because he lost everything.”

      “I can’t say if he did or not, miss. Only that he knew he wasn’t in the will. It was always about you five young ones.”

      “Was it?”

      Hargreaves and Cook both nodded.

      “Uncle Kingsley knew it?”

      They nodded again.
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      Violet left the kitchens before she made the servants uncomfortable with her presence. The five cousins who’d spent so much of their childhood with Aunt Agatha rattled around in Violet’s mind. The five who’d been half-raised by Aunt Agatha and half-educated by her. The five listed in the will.

      Violet removed herself, Victor, and John from the list of suspects and debated on Meredith and Algie. Her cousin, Algernon Allyn was spoiled, a bit thick, and prone to taking the easy way out. That was part of the problem wasn’t it? He was an out and out dunce.

      Violet could believe that he might cut a saddle girth in a moment of rage or push his aunt from a bridge if he’d been turned down or threatened to be cut from the will. Attempt after attempt? Grease on the stairs? That was more creative than Violet could justly give Algernon credit for. Maybe if Uncle Kingsley had been directing it all.

      If, however, you were to look at just the five of them. What about Meredith? Her life was a nightmare. She had no relief in sight. She couldn’t just marry for money like Algie. She couldn’t just get a job like Algie. She couldn’t use her connections for anything. Her connections had led her to a life of unpaid servitude.

      She might have been told by Aunt Agatha to keep the faith. What if your life was miserable? What if it were just awful and you knew that a slight push of a woman off of a bridge or a small glass of sherry was all that stood between you and freedom. Would you kill then?

      Violet’s journey up the stairs was almost blind. The grease on the stairs was such a woman thing to do. Perhaps Algie would shove someone down the stairs, but he wouldn’t grease them. Perhaps Algie would stab their aunt in the back, but he wouldn’t think ahead, unlock the window, crawl through it, and…that wasn’t something you could do without being seen.

      If you were small enough, however, you could slip in and hide in the curtains and just…wait. You wouldn’t even have to go through the window if you placed yourself behind the curtains and were patient.

      A sudden memory crossed Violet’s mind and with it, she was sure. Utterly sure. She passed Uncle Kingsley’s room again and saw the constables searching. What were they looking for?

      Poison? Muddied shoes from the flower bed? What if just on the side of the door, were a few pieces of evidence? What if Meredith was figuring a way to hide them while the police focused on the wrong relative? What if it was already too late?

      Violet passed her own bedroom, her friends’ rooms, her brother’s space and made her way to the end of the hall. Meredith’s bedroom was one of the smaller ones on this floor, but it had a beautiful view of the garden. Violet passed the room and walked down the servant stairs. They came out very near the door to the gardens only a few doors down from Aunt Agatha’s office.

      Any of the five cousins could have taken those stairs to the office, but Meredith’s room was but a few steps from the servant case. Meredith would know when the servants were likely to be on the stair and when they’d be clear. Violet bet Algernon wouldn’t have a clue about such things.

      Violet slowly walked back up and stared at her cousin’s door. Would it be so bad to search it? Perhaps. But Violet was going to anyway. She knocked on the door. There was no answer.

      She knocked again and carefully called, “Meredith, love? Are you in there?”

      The was no reply. Slowly, Violet twisted the doorknob and stepped inside. She glanced quickly around and found it empty. Violet breathed slowly out. The bed was made, and Meredith’s small trunk was in the corner of the room, closed.

      Violet crossed to the trunk and opened it. There was nothing inside. The wish of a small vial or packet that could have been used for arsenic burned away in the light of emptiness. Violet pushed herself to her feet, crossed to the bed and glanced underneath. Not even dust under the bed.

      On the desk, there was a start of a letter to Meredith’s mother. It didn’t say anything useful such as ‘I’ve successfully murdered Aunt Agatha and can now afford to escape Gertrude’s demon children.’

      Violet opened the wardrobe and found three dresses. Meredith’s coat and hat were carefully hung up. A single pair of stockings and a few unmentionables were in the drawer of the wardrobe.

      Violet sighed. Nothing. She had been foolish to look. Perhaps the police had already searched. So easy to find nothing when there was nothing to be found.

      The door of the bedroom opened and Violet spun around. She met Meredith’s gaze.

      “Whatever are you doing in here, cousin?” Meredith asked. Her gaze had changed from the usual cold distance to something different. Something scary.

      Violet considered and then decided to risk her thoughts out in the open. “It was you.”

      Meredith laughed and then her gaze narrowed on Violet.

      “It was you,” Meredith countered with a small smile about her lips. “You’re the one who inherited the most. All I got was an allowance. Almost nothing compared to your heaps.”

      “She told you that you would get it, didn’t she? Something to help you hold on through the hard times. Aunt Agatha saw how tired you were from caring for your sister’s children and the way your family treats you, and she promised a better future.”

      Meredith’s mouth twisted and she said, “A better future? No.”

      “Cook remembers,” Violet lied. “She remembers that you perked up after the lawyer came and Aunt Agatha changed her will. Did she take you out of it after you married your husband and he lost everything? That seems like something she would do. We were being tested all our lives and didn’t even know it. I bet you failed when you let your husband lose everything you had. Did you show up dejected and broken and play on her unwarranted love for you?”

      Meredith stepped precisely into her room. It didn’t have two comfortable chairs next to the fire like Violet’s, but Meredith perched on the end of the bed. “Fairy stories and attempts to slide out of the mess you’ve made.”

      “You saw me with the letter opener in my hand.”

      Beatrice appeared in the doorway for a moment and then stepped to the side. Violet was certain that the girl was still there on the other side of the doorway. Reliable, wonderful Beatrice.

      “Nonsense and fairy stories.”

      “You knew I was the main heir. Hargreaves saw you eavesdropping with the lawyer.” That was a wild guess, but Violet had seen Meredith eavesdrop more than once herself. “Aunt Agatha told you that she’d fix the will after she saw you. She changed it and you listened to find out what you’d receive. It wasn’t fair, but it was enough.”

      Meredith paused, momentarily at a loss for words and Violet was certain.

      “Hargreaves saw you. You’re the only one who could easily reach the house for the early attempts on her life. Victor and I took the train to Shelby. We met your demon twins. We talked to your sister. I wouldn’t have blamed you for getting away if you’d just found a job. Your sister is terrible. It’s a new age for women, Merry. There was no need to murder to escape your lot. We even have the vote.”

      “A new age? So I could share a room in London with other working girls? Living like sardines in a can, slaving away as a typist for some animal who thinks it’s acceptable to manhandle me? I don’t think so. Why is it fair that you and Victor have everything? You were already well set up when she left you everything.”

      Violet swallowed her shout of fury before she said, “So you pondered on how you were in the will. You remembered how—even if it wasn’t as much as I received—that it would get you away from your sister.”

      “And punish you! You aren’t better than me. You weren’t more attentive. You were awful. You and Victor pulled pranks and caused trouble. I was an angel! I listened. I did everything I could to get Aunt Agatha to love me, and she never did!”

      Violet closed her eyes for a moment and then said, “You didn’t love her.”

      Meredith’s mouth slowly opened and she sputtered.

      “She wasn’t stupid, Meredith. Aunt Agatha knew you didn’t love her. Algie was fond of the old girl. John cared for her, but didn’t make her a priority. You want to know why I was favored? I loved her. I needed her. Victor loved her too.”

      “They won’t believe Hargreaves over me. He’s a servant. He’s nothing.”

      “They’ll be able to track down the cyanide now that they know where to look. The problem with so many attempts on her life that failed was that there were so many chances to catch you. It won’t take them long to find the proof.”

      Meredith gasped and jumped to her feet. Fate seemed to be mocking her and she shrieked in fury, lunging at Violet and shoving her. Violet had no warning. Trading polite accusations and then she was falling back. She tripped on the brick near the fireplace and hit the ground. Pain rushed her leg, and Violet screamed.

      Meredith darted out as Beatrice rushed in.

      “Miss Violet!” Beatrice shouted. “Help!”

      Beatrice beat at Violet’s dress, crying as she did. It took Violet too long to realize that she had been on fire. By Jove, she had been on fire.

      Vi sat up and looked at her leg. The fire hadn’t extended beyond her dress. The pain had stopped. More pain from heat than from fire burning her legs. She was all right.

      “Thank you,” Violet whispered to Beatrice, remembering again that nothing was right for Aunt Agatha.

      Tears started to fall and Beatrice pulled Violet close, hugging her tightly. “There, there,” Beatrice said. “There, there.”

      “Oh,” Violet breathed. “Oh.” She pulled away and looked up at the kneeling Beatrice. “I…”

      A realization of what had happened seemed to occur to them both at the same time.

      “She…she…killed Mrs. Davies!”

      “Go tell Mr. Wakefield,” Violet said. “Quickly now. They have to catch her.”
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      Meredith didn’t make it farther than the long drive to Aunt Agatha’s house when the constables found her. They put Meredith in the back of their auto and drove her to the police station before the rumors of what she had done had flown through the house.

      Jack Wakefield followed while Victor raged over the sight of Violet’s burned dress. Lila and Gwennie bundled Violet into a bath and a nightgown. It took a stiff whiskey, two gin rickeys, and Beatrice holding Violet’s hand until she was able to calm down enough to sleep. Even then, she cried while she slept.

      The sun was high in the sky and the servants busy when Violet woke the next day. Beatrice was near at hand and disappeared the moment Violet sat up, returning with Giles’s famous and effective morning after remedy, two pills, and a tea tray.

      “Bless you,” Violet said. She moved slowly through her ablutions until Victor appeared.

      “Come on now, luv.” His voice was gentle. “You need more than toast, and Mr. Coates needs to speak with us.”

      Violet followed her brother down the stairs and into the yellow room. She didn’t really listen until a rather large number broke through her fog.

      “I don’t understand,” Violet said. “How much?”

      Mr. Coates repeated the amount and Violet choked. He gazed at her a few minutes while she drank tea and stared at the wall. Finally her gaze turned to Victor who seemed as shocked as she was.

      “I didn’t realize the old girl had succeeded quite so well at her game,” he said.

      Neither had Violet. She hadn’t the faintest clue.

      “I…” She paused, closed her eyes, and said, “I need you to pay off Uncle Kingsley’s debts. Enough to keep him out of debtor’s prison. The same for Algernon. Pay off his debt and make sure he’s aware that we won’t do it again.”

      Mr. Coates’ expression said what he thought of those endeavors, but Violet just couldn’t allow her uncle to suffer when she’d been given so much. They signed papers while Victor paced in the background. He hadn’t been surprised by what Violet had requested for her uncle, and he wouldn’t be surprised when she escaped the yellow room before she heard more. She didn’t want the money, she wanted her aunt.

      “Victor,” Violet said, cutting into Mr. Coates commentary. “I want to go.”

      “Paris?”

      She nodded. He could have said anything, and she’d have said yes.

      “No,” he suggested, “it’s so grey in Paris during the holidays. Let’s skip Paris and go straight to Italy.”

      That was fine, too. She didn’t care. She just needed to leave the place where her aunt, the only mother she clearly remembered, had been stolen from her. Violet made her way to her rooms and packed her bags. They could leave first thing in the morning.

      That evening, Jack Wakefield found her as she sat in Aunt Agatha’s library. She was alone, though Victor and their friends had checked on her several times. She looked up expecting her twin and found Jack Wakefield.

      “I am leaving in the morning,” Jack said. “Father is well enough to leave his room and doesn't want to stay where his friend was stolen from him.”

      A feeling Violet understood all too well. “Victor and I are going as well.”

      “Paris?”

      “The Amalfi coast.”

      Jack nodded. He made no other comment on her destination but she hoped that light she saw in his gaze was approval. He slowly took her hand. “There is much to do for your aunt even now. I will see her through to justice.”

      Violet nodded. She didn’t know what to say. She stared down where his large hand engulfed hers. Once again, the feeling of being small next to his bulk struck her. Once again, she discovered that she enjoyed that feeling. He made her feel both safe and so very womanly.

      “You will be seeing me again, Lady Violet Carlyle.”

      Her gaze jerked up to his and she nodded almost helplessly.

      “Until then.” He squeezed her hand once and was gone before she recovered from his unexpected promise.
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        * * *

      

      “Miss?”

      Violet turned from the view of the sea to Beatrice. The maid had a bit of a tan and a smile that brightened the greyest of days.

      “Mr. Victor has returned.”

      He’d gone to town to purchase something. Had it been a painting? She thought it might be. Something for his office when they returned home. The weeks since losing her aunt and gaining an inheritance had been long. There was something about the sun and the wind that had made them bearable.

      “He has a letter from home and would like you to join him.”

      Violet followed Beatrice down to the little table on the back patio that overlooked the sea. Victor sipped something while Lila and Gwennie leaned back, eyes closed under the warmth of the sun. It didn’t matter that it was January and wasn’t all that warm. It was just that it was so beautiful.

      “How are you, luv?”

      She smiled and perhaps for the first time since losing her aunt, Violet was able to answer honestly, “I am well.”

      “We’ve been called home.”

      Violet considered. No longer were they reliant on the income from their father. While they’d been here, Hargreaves had been packing the things Aunt Agatha had left them in the big house and moving it all to London for their return. They didn't have to go anywhere they didn’t wish. They could say no. Freedom had never been more free with so much money at their fingertips.

      “Isolde is getting married.”

      “Oh, no,” Violet laughed, shocked at her genuine humor. “Now no one will ever want to marry me. Once your younger sister is wed, all chances of love have been frittered away.”

      “That wasn’t true,” Lila laughed, “even before you started swimming in the green. Now, my luv, everyone knows what a catch you are.”

      “Drowning in the green,” Victor added, “our Violet. Drowning in money. A terrible fate.”

      “Smothered by it,” Gwennie added with a laugh. “If only we were all so encumbered.”

      “I wouldn’t mind returning to my poor working Denny,” Lila said. “Gwennie wouldn’t mind stumbling across Mr. John Davies. You wouldn’t mind running into your Mr. Wakefield.”

      “I wouldn’t mind,” Victor said, “watching Lady Eleanor attempt to cozy up to us now that we’re cronies with Midas.”

      Violet smiled. The sea was beautiful this time of year, but it would be better in the summer.

      “I wouldn’t mind,” Violet announced, “those things myself.”

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Kennington House Murder Cover]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Summary

          

        

      

    

    
      April 1923.

      

      After a winter on the Amalfi Coast, Lady Violet Carlyle returns home for her little sister’s wedding. The last time Vi was with her family, she was the pauper daughter who needed to wed before she lost her chance. After the events of the holidays, Vi’s richer than Midas.

      

      When Violet meets her sister’s fiancé, Violet knows something must be done. This is no love match or even a good match. Before she can stop the wedding, she finds herself embroiled in another murder investigation. Yet again, she and her family are the suspects.

      

      This time, instead of being a suspect, Chief Inspector Jack Wakefield knows she’s innocent. He’s not eyeing her for the crime, but she’s captured his attention. Can they find the killer, so they can explore what’s growing between them? And just how will her family react when they discover she’s falling for a Scotland Yard detective?
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      “Ah,” Violet said merrily, glancing up at her brother, “home sweet home.”

      The drizzle turned to a downpour, and she laughed as the boat rocked beneath their feet. Each of them were drenched through their clothes and would require hot baths and hot toddies at the earliest possible moment. The cliffs of Dover were in the distance but rather hard to make out with the rain—still…it was home.

      “We’re going to get horrifically ill. Sniffles for days.” Victor glanced back towards the entrance to the cabins and then shuddered as he recalled what was happening in there. “How many stone do you think Gwennie is currently…expelling?”

      Violet nudged her brother with an elbow and ignored the statement. Poor Gwennie got notoriously ill whenever they were in an automobile, train, or boat.

      Violet gripped the railing and leaned down until Victor grabbed the back of her overcoat. “After the Amalfi coast, the English Channel is something of a disappointment, isn’t it?”

      “Grey water, cold that seeps into your bones, and storm clouds? Yes, rather. I’d give buckets of money for a patio overlooking the sea and a cup of Turkish coffee.”

      The twins stood on the deck, holding onto the railing. The water was rough but not dangerously so. The cabin they’d taken was filled with the scent of sick, so they’d escaped to the wetter but fresher air. Without a regret, they’d left their friend Lila and the maid Beatrice to deal with the sick Gwennie, as both of them erred on the side of sympathetic illness.

      When the two of them were side-by-side, they proclaimed their status as twins. They were both slim with dark hair, dark eyes, elfin faces, and clever expressions. Both of them had a merry and lively look to their eyes.

      “I’m having rather a hard time imagining Isolde married,” Violet confessed. “I know that’s why we’re going home, so I suppose it must be happening, mustn’t it? I keep thinking of her when I first saw her. You remember. We’d had the measles, so we didn’t meet Isolde until after she was several months old. Pink, chubby cheeks, that long white dress on her. The little bonnet. The scent of sour milk under her chins.”

      “Well,” he said rather lightheartedly, “I had been having a rather hard time imagining her out of the school. It took me a bit to realize that last time I saw her she was in the schoolroom, and I’ve never yet met this grown-up version of our little sister.”

      Violet nudged her brother. The twins and Isolde didn’t share a mother, and the two of them had spent rather a lot of time with the relatives on their mother’s side while Isolde had done the opposite. In many ways, they were strangers.

      “I feel like we’re losing her before we’ve even gotten to know her,” Violet said. “Is it losing Aunt Agatha that makes me mourn Isolde in advance?”

      Victor pressed a kiss to Violet’s head and then said, “You lost two mothers, Vi, and not very much time has passed since the last one. Isolde isn’t dying. She’s just marrying. We’ll see her again, and she’ll present us little cherubic, double-chinned offspring to cluck over.”

      “Isolde is following the path Lady Eleanor laid out before she’s even had a chance to form wants of her own. It’s…sad.” A concerned look crossed Violet’s face before she added, “Do you think she really wants to be married? Could she, truly? She’s within a breath of eighteen. Surely this is all Lady Eleanor’s engineering.”

      “Certainly, Lady Eleanor has a lot to do with this, Vi. You know our dear stepmother sees marriage as the moment when she can wash her hands of you. Perhaps it’s the same for her own child.” Victor let the smooth carelessness of his expression fade and continued, “Thinking of myself at Isolde’s age, the idea of being married is…terrifying.”

      “Darling,” Violet said, winding her arm through her brother’s elbow, “the idea of strapping on the old ball and chain at your current age is terrifying. Admit it.”

      He grinned and winked at Violet before he said, “You know me too well, love. As for Isolde…do I believe that Lady Eleanor has pushed this sham of a marriage? Of course I do. Yet darling, I also think that Isolde won’t hear our objections. She always was a romantic little thing, playing with baby dolls at the age you were racing to the swimming hole. It’s better to let this one go. Perhaps, if we handle things just right, and she needs us later, she’ll come our way.”

      Violet sighed and nodded and turned back to the ocean, placing her head on his shoulder. She rather feared her brother was correct about Isolde’s fate.

      Docking at Dover was what one would expect. Busy, wet, and fraught with frustration. They gathered up a porter and their bags and determined to stay in a hotel before they caught the train to London. Gwennie was so green and frail looking they weren’t quite sure her health wouldn’t have been irreparably harmed by adding in yet another journey. And there was the lure of a hot bath and a hot drink, which sounded more important than getting to London before another day passed. They found rooms, baths, and hot drinks in that order.

      It was only afterward that they thought of dinner. The hotel restaurant served an excellent roasted chicken dinner. After the luxurious Italian food they’d enjoyed for months, the familiar British roasted potatoes, veg, and chicken felt almost as much like coming home as the drizzle. They all partook heavily, but Gwennie tucked in like a starving urchin.

      “Darlings,” Lila announced, raising her glass of wine, “thank you for the lovely time abroad. Here’s to our own beds, seeing my love again, and a day where Gwennie isn’t sicking up in the background.”

      Gwennie blushed brilliantly. Violet nudged her and said, “The woebegone lamb look is good for you, darling. Perhaps a certain Mr. Davies will be in London for business?”

      “If so,” Victor said, enjoying Gwennie’s flush even more than Violet, “we should have a dinner party. I did buy rather a lot of spirits that need a party to be appreciated.”

      “What a wonderful idea, brother dear. You are a brainy one, aren’t you? Well dear,” Violet said to Gwennie, “shall we have a dinner party in the new home? Invite the dashing Mr. Davies and perhaps our little lamb of a sister, winner of the race to the altar?”

      “We do need to assess this future in-law,” Victor said with a shudder, adding, “Isolde is welcome to the prize of first to be married, though I should much rather see Gwennie in possession of that crown than our Isolde. Gwennie has the look of a pair of shackles one would wear happily. Whereas little sister is too fresh and new to be quite sure what kind of shackles she’ll become.”

      “She is horribly spoiled,” Violet sighed. “She might be a little too tight and needy.”

      “Unlike you,” Victor teased.

      Lila snorted. “Violet will be the shackles whose love will ever be trying to locate and put back on.”

      Gwennie laughed, all sign of illness gone except for the dark circles under her eyes. “Ah…Violet, the elusive shackles.”

      “I am not shackles,” Violet declared and then sniffed virtuously. “I am a prize.”

      “A pearl of great price,” Victor called as he tapped off his cigarette.

      “More valuable than rubies,” Lila added, holding out her cigarette for Victor to light.

      Violet scowled at both of them, waving the smoke out of her face. With a scrunched nose she said, “Oh! You spent rather too much time with missionaries on our boat.”

      “We couldn’t all snuggle into the stateroom with a pile of French novels, darling,” Victor said. “Do not disparage my friend, the fine brother Malachi. Not only was he a great imparter of the good word, he is quite an excellent gambler. I haven’t had a series of games that hard-fought since Oxford.”

      Violet cast her brother an appalled look. “How much did you lose?”

      “Enough to keep God’s work rolling for a good long time,” Lila laughed. “Sister Hannah objected at first until she saw how effectively Brother Malachi was pulling in the filthy lucre. Then she snapped her mouth shut and watched with an avaricious gaze.”

      “One must support the good work when one can, dear old thing,” Victor said righteously and winked.

      “Well…” Violet mused, pushing her plate aside for her wine glass, “if it’s for God’s work. It’s decided then. Victor is no longer allowed to gamble with anyone except missionaries, John Davies will come to our dinner and adore our Gwennie, Lila will return to the lonely arms of Denny, who has, no doubt, consoled himself with moving pictures, chocolates, and fountains of wine. I shall abstain from hunting up my little sister and trying to persuade her to embrace the rights of women and turn away from the same old downtrodden path.”

      “Alrighty then.” Lila tapped a finger to her lips and took a drag of her cigarette. “Enough of degrading married women. As a married woman, I object. Also, I won the race to the altar. You see before you a pair of rusted, tarnished shackles.”

      “You don’t count, love,” Gwennie said, pushing her own plate aside and glancing around the restaurant. It wasn’t very full, but the food was good and the fires were lively.

      “Denny is your chattel,” Victor told Lila. “Not the other way around.” His eyes glinted in the low light, and his smirk seemed almost devilish with the way the light cast his elfin face in shadow.

      Lila scowled before she laughed. “We are each other’s chattel. Take it from this wise old married woman, true love is being the other’s chattel. Or something like that. Something more poetic and clever. I can’t be sure of cleverness after two Gin Rickeys, wine, and a day of travel. Violet, darling, if you aren’t going to marry, you must get a pug.”

      “Oh, no.” Vi shook her head frantically.

      “Or perhaps one of those tiny smooshed-faced spaniels.” Lila swirled the contents of her glass, staring at it rather dazedly. After the baths and food, exhaustion was hitting all of them like a load of bricks.

      Violet shook her head again, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear and adjusting her pearls. “A dog requires walks.”

      “A job for beloved Beatrice,” Lila stated. “Or Victor’s man. Beatrice looks like a girl who’d love to take a dog for a walk as part of her work. She’d probably squeal, clap her hands, and ask if it was really so.”

      “Dogs need love,” Violet countered.

      “Which you have in abundance,” Victor said. “I am liking this plan. I suppose, on occasion, I could drop a few nuggets of affection towards the furry little blighter. We’ll have a garden now, darling. It requires a dog.”

      Violet shot her brother a quelling look, but he was undeterred.

      “This is, I think, a matter for serious thought.” He leaned back, crossed his legs, and lit another cigarette.

      “If you want a dog, darling, get one.” Violet took a long sip of her wine. “What I would like is several fluffy pillows and thick blankets. I know it is wretchedly early, and we are supposed to be bright young things, but I am going to give in to my inner old maid and snuggle down with a book, a pillow, and a cup of cocoa.”

      “That does sound divine,” Gwennie said with a wide yawn, followed by murmured apologies.

      “Just imagine how cozy it would be to snuggle up with a pup at your back.” Victor took another drag off of his cigarette.

      Violet once again tried to shoot her brother a quelling look, but he pretended not to notice.
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      Their servants, Giles and Beatrice, had left for the train station rather early with the baggage to get it all sorted out before the rest of party left the hotel. As the train wasn’t leaving until 10:00 a.m., Gwennie and Lila were avoiding breakfast for lingering in bed. On Gwennie’s part, it was probably because she needed to prepare for her journey, so it was only the twins who were partaking of breakfast.

      Violet had a dark gray dress on, her cloche at the ready, with her coat and a small bag with a novel, a notebook, and a pen to see her through the train ride. Her brother only needed a fresh case of cigarettes and a lighter to be happy.

      “It’ll be rather odd, shan’t it? To go back to a nice house rather than the shabby little rooms we had before?” he asked as he lit a cigarette. “I think I shall miss the simplicity of those old rooms.”

      “Do you think that Aunt Agatha is smiling down on us?” Violet had shaken much of her melancholy from losing Aunt Agatha, but it returned in waves. Familiarity with the pain had made it more bearable.

      Losing her aunt was worse, really, than losing her mother. Vi remembered her mother only in wisps of memory. The smell of her perfume, the way the light had glinted through Mama’s hair when she leaned down to kiss Vi’s head or to scold her with a gentleness that countered any words intended to mold her daughter.

      Aunt Agatha had taken up the space where Mama had resided, evolving from the nice aunt who’d spoiled the twins with toys and treats to the woman who had been Violet’s guiding light. It was because Aunt Agatha was a revolutionary that Violet was so independent a young woman. Aunt Agatha had never allowed Violet to believe that women were lesser in any way.

      What would she have been like, Violet thought, if she’d had only Lady Eleanor? The twins’ stepmother was appallingly Victorian. Would Vi have married as young as Isolde was going to? Would Vi have believed that the only purpose to a woman’s life was to make a good match and bear children? Violet wasn’t against either of those things, and neither had Aunt Agatha been. But that was not all there was to Violet, nor was it all that there had been to Agatha. She supposed that what Aunt Agatha had done for Violet was not to shift her view of the traditional life but to widen her possibilities.

      It was possible to love and be your own person. It was possible to marry and have a life beyond that marriage. It was possible to be both feminine and brilliant at business. The list was as endless as the possibilities of a woman who was determined to reach for her goals.

      “I need a new journal, brother dear,” Violet said. “I have avoided recording my thoughts since losing Aunt Agatha. I think the time has arrived to discover them once again.”

      “There is a magic in it, isn’t there? I haven’t either. Perhaps I shall join you.”

      “And will you discover the aching need for a wife and children?”

      In a moment of rare seriousness, Victor admitted, “I am not against that, darling one. I just want what Aunt Agatha had. We are young. Contrary to traditional belief, there is no need to speed ahead.”

      The moments of seriousness had occurred more and more since Christmas. Aunt Agatha had been murdered over the holidays. Victor and Violet had both ended up as murder suspects and heirs. They eventually found that their beloved aunt had been killed for the inheritance she provided. She’d given her favorite nieces and nephews sufficient income to change their lives, and their cousin Meredith had been unable to wait until God took Aunt Agatha home. Instead, Merry had taken matters into her own hands.

      The loss of the woman who had filled the role of their mother coupled with the change in their circumstances had required the twins to spend many an hour discussing everything from their mourning, to business, to how to handle the adjustment of society’s view of them. Neither of them were quite sure what to expect of how their own family would react.

      Only Father they felt certain of. He’d recommend Violet to find a respectable young man, but make a passing comment about frivolous young women and how he didn’t expect she’d follow his advice. Father would offer Victor a cigar and harrumph about not being stupid with his money. Then the earl would go back to late evenings, long smokes, and mild moaning about the state of his horses, fox hunting, and shooting.

      Violet and Victor had gone from being able to live a life of leisure with careful spending to…so much more. Victor would be able to indulge in his delight of old books, cigars, and crafting new cocktails with greater ease than ever before. Violet, on the other hand, had become one of those ridiculously affluent types. Nearly anything was possible with what Aunt Agatha had handed to her niece.

      She wore it well, with a smirk and an ease of generosity that hadn’t changed. If one had known her before, her manner was quite the same. The only major change was the acquisition of a maid of her own and an utter refusal to ever darn another pair of stockings. Well, that and the inordinate amount of money she’d spent in Paris fashion salons.

      Violet had left England with two small trunks. Those had been gifted to the maid and new, significantly larger trunks acquired and stuffed. Vi had even debated a third trunk until Victor had allowed her space in his own. Unlike Violet, who’d kept her old wardrobe, he’d abandoned his and purchased all new. Victor would have teased Vi mercilessly for the excessive clothing shopping if not for the inordinate amount of wine and spirits he’d bought, the boxes upon boxes of cigars. They’d found themselves realizing for the first time they were rich when they’d fallen in love with art and been able to acquire it.

      The call to return hadn’t been so immediate that they’d needed to hurry home, so they’d enjoyed the journey and the purchases along the way.
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      Later that morning on the train, Gwennie and Lila went straight for a corner seat while Violet hesitated.

      “I…”

      “Oh.” Gwennie frowned towards Violet and Victor. “Go. I don’t want you to see me sick up any more than you want to.”

      “You’re a doll, love.” Violet and Victor escaped before guilt had them taking a seat with Lila and Gwennie. Vi wound her arm through Victor’s elbow and said, “I want to start writing books again.”

      He grinned at her. “I thought we were going to live lazily in the life of luxury, doing nothing but dancing and seeing shows, with you acquiring new shoes and me finding just the right shirt for my striped trousers.”

      She winked before she honestly admitted, “Perhaps, after a few months of idleness, I’ve realized why Aunt Agatha spent so much time building an empire. Idleness makes me itchy.”

      “Idleness,” he mused. “And messiness, poorly-made clothes, seams in your gloves, the sound of anything that squeaks. I, on the other hand, feel I was made to be idle. It suits me admirably, sister dear, but perhaps if you insist…”

      She chuckled and tugged on his arm, making him lean down so she could mockingly whisper, “If you need to blame me for your American puritanicalness, I’ll accept the blame for you, darling.”

      He laughed, but choked in surprise. “Well I’ll be demmed. If it isn’t Jack Wakefield. How are you, sir?”

      Violet started and followed her brother’s gaze. The shadow of how and why they’d met Jack colored their thoughts but not their expressions. Jack Wakefield was the man Aunt Agatha had called upon when she realized someone was trying to kill her. If only Aunt Agatha had followed either Vi’s or Jack’s advice of leaving them to figure things out, Aunt Agatha might have survived.

      They’d been unable to save her, but Jack had found the killer in the end. With a little help from Violet’s unwarranted interference. Meddling hadn’t caused the awareness between Violet and Jack to fade and neither, it seemed, had distance and time.

      He was a massive man, with rugged lines and a thick shock of hair. Despite not being quite the current fashion for good looks, he did something to Violet that yanked her attention to him and him alone.

      Jack Wakefield was sitting near a window next to a rotund man with a bald head, sharp eyes, and a suit that had seen better days. He looked up at the sound of his name.

      “Ah, if it isn’t the Carlyle twins. May I make you known to my good friend and former commander, Mr. Hamilton Barnes?”

      Violet smiled charmingly at him while Victor’s lazy grin proclaimed him far more the spaniel than the lion he kept hidden. As was typical for Victor, his veneer lifted the second they were around anyone else.

      Jack noted the switch, and Violet suspected Mr. Barnes saw it as well. She supposed that a man who’d commanded Jack in the military police during the Great War and retained both Jack’s friendship and respect would be more clever than a little fat and a worn suit would indicate.

      Of course, Victor’s tendency towards self-mockery and modern clothes did the same for him—disguised his intensity and brilliance. Violet, on the other hand, disguised herself with merry grins and meaningless chatter whenever it suited her. They were, all of them, actors on life’s stage.

      Jack’s grin was nearly as careless as Victor’s when he said, “You’ve come back to the shores of home? Whatever happened to your plans to indulge in the sun ceaselessly and then think upon America?” Jack’s gaze flicked over Violet with the weight of a touch, and she had to fight off a shiver.

      “We’ve been summoned,” Victor declared. “Drawn from our natural habitat in the sun and warmth to the home fires. We will, no doubt, be assessed and found wanting.”

      “Oh that can’t be right,” Mr. Barnes said, as he glanced between the two of them and then indicated the seats across from him and Jack with a silent invitation.

      The twins took up residence across from the men and smiled winningly.

      “Clearly,” Violet said laughing. “It is utterly incorrect for myself. Angel child, that’s me. Victor, however, is a lay-about without good intentions and with a predilection for gambling with missionaries.”

      “Sister!” Victor clutched his chest. “You wound and disparage me. I was but doing my poor best to assist the good efforts of our Godly minded brethren, and now I find how one is treated after contributing to the needy. Violet shall throw me to the wolves to save herself.”

      “Every time,” Violet said, with a cheeky grin at all three men. She adjusted the cuff of her coat before standing and letting Victor help her out of it.

      Jack had stood with them, and his bulk, yet again, sent a shiver of awareness through her.

      “Have you all been in Dover?” she asked as a distraction. “Not that exciting of a place with the buckets of spring rain falling.”

      “Working, I’m afraid,” Mr. Barnes said. “Jack here was good enough to shake off the dust of semi-retirement for me on this last case.”

      Violet glanced at Jack, a question in her gaze, and he said, “Barnes always was the one to drag me into cases. From the war to the present, making a puppet of me. Don’t be confused by his hound dog manner. He’s a master manipulator.”

      “Only of you,” Mr. Barnes replied. “Jack told me of your recent case. My condolences on your aunt.”

      Violet nodded, blinking rapidly. “Thank you.”

      Jack’s gaze moved over her face, warming her. She wished she knew what was behind the shutters of his eyes, what he was thinking of her. Did he dislike how she’d interfered? She’d known he was worried that she had, but the danger was over before he knew of the risk. Would he have raked her over the coals if it had been his place? She’d seen the tight expression on his face, but she’d also noted how he’d verified their travel plans. She’d felt at the time he’d cared that she was leaving and it mattered to him when she’d be back. Was that so?

      All she could be sure of was that it wasn’t disapproval in his gaze at that moment. Not that it necessarily meant anything. He might have a woman back at home he was returning to. While she’d ensured he wasn’t married after they’d met, that didn’t mean he wasn’t attached.

      Violet played with the ring on her finger while they chatted, trying to hide her thoughts. The glint in her brother’s eyes, however, said she was unsuccessful as far as he was concerned.

      Mr. Barnes adjusted the conversation to the weather and from the weather to the new silent pictures. After a few minutes, Jack’s friend turned the conversation again, inquiring about Violet’s likes and dislikes. It wasn’t until they’d stopped at the next station and decided to stretch before the train left again that she realized she’d been artfully grilled.

      Her brother made no mention of it but his lips twitched here and there. The warmth in Mr. Barnes’s gaze as the day progressed told her that he approved of her. If she weren’t being such a love-struck ninny, she’d have realized why he was grilling her. It didn’t occur to her until Victor faded into the London rain after making an excuse about gathering the others, and she was faced with Jack alone.

      “I didn’t think we’d run into each other again,” Jack said, shoving his gloves into his pocket.

      “And yet”—she smiled merrily despite her racing heart—“we met on a random train my first full day back into the country.”

      “Do you believe in fate?” His gaze was more intense than she’d been prepared for.

      “Perhaps.” Violet adjusted her coat casually, as though she weren’t terribly nervous without cause. She was aware of him and herself as she’d never been aware before. His proximity, the exact color of his eyes, the shape of his jaw and the depth of his gaze were almost overwhelming her, and whatever veneer she’d put on was melting under the force of his attention.

      “Perhaps?” The question was a light mockery more of himself than her. “Perhaps then you’d be willing to join me for dinner?”

      She knew at that moment that her stepmother would never approve. As rich as she now was and the daughter of an earl? Never. It wasn’t that Jack Wakefield wasn’t in the class of the idle rich, but Violet was the daughter of an earl. Perhaps an impoverished daughter of an earl could sink a class beneath her, but a rich one, never. Violet also realized just how much power love could have over her.

      She wasn’t in love. Yet she knew that she was on the tip of a slippery slope entirely because when Jack looked at her—he saw her. The loving niece, the attentive sister. The woman who had insisted on being educated and who worked hard in school. The business person who could handle her aunt’s investments but wasn’t in love with money. He saw the frivolous side of Vi with her love of clothes and novels. The serious side of her, which was generous and kind. She felt as though she’d been stripped bare for the first time in her life, and despite her utter lack of defenses, she wasn’t just found approved, she was found admirable.

      But he’d asked a question and she’d yet to answer. Dinner. Yes. She nodded, her thoughts making her blush brilliantly. He couldn’t possibly know why, but he gently pressed her hand and they set the date for the very next evening. The arrangements were made as Victor lingered with the porter. Violet had no illusions about what her brother was doing, and it wasn’t until Jack took a step back before Victor found he was finished with the porter.

      He returned to them at the opportune moment and said, “Hargreaves has sent an automobile for us, darling. Giles and the porter have arranged the baggage. Steady Beatrice has gotten Gwennie and Lila to the vehicle and they wait only for us.”

      “It was lovely to see you again,” Violet told Jack, and Victor echoed her and offered a ride.

      “Barnes has abandoned me,” Jack admitted. “Work doesn’t cease for the virtuous. Though I can’t claim the same attributes, and I thank you for the offer, I am required elsewhere.”

      They said their goodbyes and the twins joined their friends in the automobile. They dropped Lila and Gwennie at Lila’s home before the twins made their way to their new home.

      It would be the first time they entered the townhouse as denizens rather than visitors. The realization of where they were going and why changed the moment from excitement to grief.

      “It makes her loss seem even more real.” Violet’s gaze was fixed out the automobile window to hide the tears threatening to fall.

      “I’d almost rather go to our old rooms,” Victor said.

      She could hear the same emotions in his voice, though she gave him the privacy of not looking at him.

      “We should have thought it through when we sent Hargreaves to prepare the house and move our things. Our old rooms weren’t so bad.”

      Now that they were free of them rather than making the best of them, she could admit they had been a step above awful.

      “Cheap,” Violet sniffed.

      “Shabby,” Victor admitted.

      “Smelling faintly of mildew when it rained.”

      They both focused on the rain through the glass of their automobile, remembering how their old rooms would smell on a day like today. Violet admitted, “The house was a gift from Aunt Agatha to you. I’m going to imagine her smiling down on our cherubic heads.”

      “Cherubic?” Victor snorted. “Not for either of us, darling.”

      “Cherubic heads,” Violet repeated. “I’ll just be glad that our home won’t smell of mildew, glad to know we’re snuggled up in beds that she purchased. She loved us. This is how it should be.”

      “She did love us,” Victor said, swallowing thickly.

      “Her love is why…” Violet lost the battle to her tears and took the handkerchief that Victor had at the ready.

      “Her love made us who we are. Without her…”

      Violet nodded, blinking a tear away, and then the townhouse was before them. Her brother handed her out of the Silver Ghost. The townhouse didn’t proclaim buckets of riches in the manner that Agatha had possessed. It was a grey brick house in a good neighborhood, rather nearer the portions of London that Violet and Victor frequented.

      “You know,” Victor said, frowning at the house, “she sold that other house a few years ago.”

      “When we told her…”.

      They stared at the house. It was the exact type of place they’d have chosen should they have had the money. Nice, solid, not ostentatious.

      “This is what you’d have bought,” Violet said, no longer able to hold back her tears. “She sold her old house and bought this one for you. Look at it…it was made for you. It’s secure and will protect those you care about. But it isn’t so over-the-top that you’d be uncomfortable. And close to the little Chinese food restaurant you love. ”

      Victor nodded, his jaw was clenching over and over again and finally he ground out, “How well she knew us.”

      “How much she loved you.”

      “Us both.” He glanced at Violet and then grinned, losing the melancholy. “She knew you’d eventually give in to the old school fairytale. Love. Children. Home. Is Mr. Jack Wakefield, sometime detective inspector of Scotland Yard, the one who will drag you to the altar?”

      “Kicking and screaming,” Violet told her brother, but a part of her was very much afraid she was obfuscating.
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      Violet’s bedroom had always been intended for her. It was as clear as the sun in the sky once she realized the house had been a gift for Victor. The walls were papered with light gray with deeper gray stripes. The furniture was black and heavily masculine, but the touches of feminine accent throughout the room were just what Violet would have chosen.

      There was even a desk that was perfect for a typewriter. Violet had to send Beatrice away so that she could explore the bedroom’s charms and let her emotions free. She ended up sitting on the edge of her bed, handkerchief in her hand, remembering moment after moment with Aunt Agatha, Victor, and even Algernon and Meredith. Obviously, much of those memories with Merry, especially, were bittersweet. But hate Meredith’s crime as much as Violet did, their childhood had been shared.

      Vi and Victor had played with the little metal soldiers in the garden, gone fishing, jumped into the swimming hole, and been read to by Aunt Agatha. How many times had they enjoyed a nursery tea together with Aunt Agatha explaining life and answering their questions? She’d always treated them as capable of learning. She’d been interested in their thoughts, unlike Father and Lady Eleanor, who had preferred the children to be silent.

      After Vi was through sniffling over the bedroom, she noted the two armoires certainly intended for her love of clothing. There was a red and gray Chesterfield near the window and a pair of matching armchairs near the fire. The nice chest at the end of the bed was likely intended to give Violet a place to tuck things away. Aunt Agatha had never been bothered by Vi’s need for things to be orderly and put away. The final gift was a large, three-paneled mirror.

      When she finally had herself under control, she had Beatrice and a tea tray up to her room. The maid dealt with Vi’s clothes, chattering about the traveling they’d done since Beatrice came to work for Violet. While Beatrice carried on her monologue, Violet arranged her pulp novels and magazines in the chest at the end of her bed. She’d need to buy herself a bookshelf for her room eventually, but for now, they could be arranged by title and author in her trunk or by publication name for the magazines.

      She laughed at herself as she arranged things just so, but there was something about having one’s books unpacked and available that proclaimed one was home.

      “Beatrice,” Violet said, “tomorrow have Mr. Giles come up here to review the furniture and then request him to find me a few bookshelves for my bedroom. I won’t be truly at home until I have them. In fact…yes…have him find bookshelves with cabinet doors.”

      “Yes, miss. Mr. Giles does have such good taste. I’ve heard Lord Victor say so.”

      “Better than both Victor and me, I’m afraid,” Violet laughed. “Are you ready to work in the city now? Do you wish to return home? I’m sure Mr. Davies would hire you for your old post.”

      “Oh no, miss.” Beatrice shook her head a little frantically. “I love working for you, caring for your pretty things and…”

      Violet realized that she’d unintentionally upset Beatrice and went about comforting her before she returned to arranging her bedroom. If she were someone else, she might have thrown herself on her bed and rested. She wouldn’t be truly comfortable, however, until her things were arranged.

      It was only when she set up her desk that she realized she could have a typewriter of her own now. No longer would she and Victor have to share for their stories. She kept forgetting that she didn’t have to watch her purchases so carefully anymore.

      Victor knocked on her open door. “Oh, well this room was made for you, wasn’t it?”

      Violet told Victor of her plans for using his man to get new shelving and he said, “Darling, there’s a little room down the hall that can be your office and pulp novel hideaway. It’s empty. You’ll need to outfit it with whatever your heart desires.”

      Her gaze narrowed on him. “It’s the office for the lady of the house, isn’t it?”

      He smirked and attempted to look innocent.

      “And because I am a lady, I am suddenly in charge of maids and meals?”

      He begged without saying a word.

      “Very well,” she said. “But I am giving it up the moment you succumb to the finer emotions.”

      “Darling, you’re already succumbing to those emotions. Did you think I was unaware of the glances between you and a certain Mr. Wakefield? Sharpen your skills upon my household while you fight your fate, and your hulking investigator will thank me for it.”

      She scowled at him. “Were you here just to put me to work or was there something else?”

      He frowned and pulled an envelope from his pocket. “Sneaking home did us no good, darling. They’ve found us.”

      Violet turned her scowl towards the envelope. It was the same thick cream paper and red seal that Lady Eleanor always used. Vi had been certain they’d have a few days to settle in, and yet here was a summons.

      “What madness is this? We have only just arrived. Did you call ahead? How did they know?”

      He shook his head. “Perhaps Lady Eleanor has employed a spy.”

      “Find the fiend out and send them on their way,” Violet demanded, her gaze still fixed on the hated envelope. Then she sighed and admitted, “She always does outwit us when she chooses. Our problem is that we never expect her attack until it’s too late. Well…out with it. What is the sentence?”

      “A dinner party. Thursday. With Isolde, the betrothed, our esteemed stepmother, and a few select guests.”

      “I suppose it was inevitable, wasn’t it?”

      “At least we’ll have the shield of a good cocktail.”

      “Of course, dear one.” Violet smirked at him. She preferred to drink when she was happy, not to dull her senses in dealing with family, so she’d be lingering over one drink rather than drowning herself in her cups.

      He scowled at her and warned, “Two can play at that game.”

      “Will you be sneaking a flask into tea with Lady Eleanor? Didn’t she cut you off the last time?”

      He laughed. “Picture her face.”

      “Oh I am,” Violet countered, raising a thin brow. “Finding you guzzling from a flask during her dinner party will have Father on our doorstep.”

      “Perhaps the flask only in the automobile.”

      “Wiser, but I think you’d better save it for after, darling. You’ll need all of your defenses.”

      Violet set Beatrice to freshen the dress for the dinner party and another for her date, and then took the typewriter from Victor and dropped herself into a story. She was flying through a tale of a haunted house, a young ingénue, and her lover with a dark past. The hours passed until Victor came to her room.

      “Dear one, give me your pages and go to bed. You’ll need your wits tomorrow to enchant Jack and then to deal with Lady Eleanor.”

      Violet shook herself from the specter scene she’d been writing. “Is it so late?” She stretched and yawned and realized it was deep into the night. “It’s like visiting an old friend. I forget how much writing makes you visit different parts of your head. I feel as though there were cobwebs up there after all of our time being good-for-nothings.”

      “Parts of your head?” He laughed at her and gathered up the stack of pages. “Bed, dear one.”

      “Perhaps it has been too long,” Violet said, gesturing to the pages, “and it’s all a jumble of words and nonsense. Pulp stories have nothing redeemable about them but fun, and I’m not sure I delivered even that much.”

      “Certainly nothing but fun,” he agreed.

      “What do you think Lady Eleanor would say if she knew how we’d kept ourselves in eggs and sardines before the influx of the ready money?” Their secret writing career and the pseudonym for the duo of V.V. Twinnings was a secret that only their closest friends knew.

      “She’d turn over in her grave and scream down the house, darling. Our secret must never get out.”

      Violet laughed as she turned in her chair and then glanced down at herself. She still wore her traveling clothes and hadn’t done much more than slide off her shoes. She picked them up and put them away while Victor said, “Shall I call for a warm milk?”

      “I’ll have a bath and be fine. No need to wake Beatrice or Hargreaves to coddle me.”

      Victor nodded as she grabbed one of her books, winking at him, and left him stealing the pages of what she’d written while she made her way to her private bath. She hadn’t noted the taps on the bath before, but the Asian style dragon that poured water from its mouth made her smile. Yet again, Aunt Agatha reflecting her love for Violet through the little details.

      If there was anything that being independent did, it was to give you the freedom to indulge harmless vices without reproach. She started her bath with rose-scented pink salts and then sank into the hot water and the newest Tarzan novel without another thought.

      The next morning, Violet donned a new dress she’d purchased in Paris. It was a very light pink, almost nude in color, with lace edging and simple lines. She had a matching cloche hat and a drawstring bag. She finished dressing with a pair of small pearl ear bobs, a long strand of pearls, and some barely there color on her lips.

      “Am I presentable?” she asked her brother as she went down the stairs.

      He nodded and they went to the business offices.

      “Lord Carlyle,” the clerk said as they walked in, and then a moment later, “Lady Carlyle.”

      They hadn’t made an appointment, but considering that Violet owned these offices, she smiled brightly and said, “Lovely day, isn’t it? We’ll be seeing Fredericks.”

      The clerk sort of started. “Well yes, of course, my lady. Did you want tea?”

      Violet shook her head and glanced at Victor, making a passing comment on the office furniture.

      “Did my lady wish to wait out here?”

      Victor cleared his throat, mouth twitching as Violet turned and asked, “Why would I want to do that?”

      “Ah…”

      Violet’s tone had been bright and charming, but the clerk seemed to sense the trap as the door behind him opened.

      “Well…I just hoped to avoid your boredom?”

      “Because my pretty little head cannot possibly understand business.”

      “Well…ah….”

      Hamilton Fredericks scowled at his clerk. “Jones, you fool. Lady Carlyle, Lord Carlyle, please this way.”

      After a conversation about the state of the business and Violet signing a few papers, Vi leaned back and said, “Thank you for being good at what you do.”

      “Thank you for actually reading the reports I send you. I know that others aren’t so lucky as I. Too often business deals are made among folks over dinner or a polo match, ignoring the advice of fellows such as myself.”

      Violet glanced at Victor who knew it was as true as she did. “Well…I promise not to dis-employ you, should the day arrive you feel the need to call me to account.”

      Fredericks grinned for a moment. “I have little doubt that I will never need to, my lady. I…” He glanced a little anxiously between the twins. “I hesitate to--”

      “Out with it, man,” Victor said as he sipped the coffee he’d accepted from the clerk.

      “It’s not my place. I know that.”

      “You’re forgiven in advance, Mr. Fredericks. Please tell us what is on your mind.”

      Mr. Fredericks pushed back his glasses and pulled out a register. “Your sister, Lady Isolde?”

      “Yes,” Violet said, feeling a hint of trepidation.

      “Her betrothed came here and wished me to place some money into his investment scheme. He alluded, rather forcefully, that you were behind this plan.”

      Violet paused, a flash of rage rushing through her though nothing reflected on her face. Her brother reached out and touched her wrist. A lodestone to help keep her anger in check.

      “And?”

      “My lady, Italy is not so far and I had not heard from you. I know you give me rather a lot of latitude to follow my instincts in business. Ultimately, I told a little…well…a…a fabrication…”

      Victor grinned and snorted back a laugh, “So you told Danvers what? That Violet does not allow you to fly free?”

      “Just so,” Mr. Fredericks said, “that I wasn’t able to make any such investment until I heard from you directly. But I did look into the scheme, ma’am. I thought if I were mistaken on his intentions I should be prepared with the advice I normally provide.”

      Violet crossed her fingers in her lap and waited. She liked nothing about the situation and even with encouragement to invest, she didn’t think she’d follow it. She had solid investments with people who didn’t try to manipulate and lie their way into accessing her money.

      “I’m alarmed,” Mr. Fredericks admitted. “The amounts I hear bandied about for Mr. Danvers’s wealth don’t match up with what I’ve learned as I researched.”

      Victor was the one who leaned forward at that point. He lost his lazy spaniel look and asked silkily, “So Danvers is not as rich as he reports himself to be?”

      Fredericks shook his head. “I believe it is a…house of cards.”

      “And those who’ve invested with him?” Victor’s face was impassive stone and Violet shivered.

      “Are in a rather precarious fiscal situation.”

      Violet licked her lips, playing with the ring on her finger while she closed her eyes. It was worse than Fredericks could possibly know. Would her sister be marrying this Danvers if he were not rich? Of course she wouldn’t, though perhaps Danvers wouldn’t be marrying Isolde if not for her wealthy connections. Violet doubted it very much. The way he’d attempted to manipulate Fredericks told her Danvers was a man without honor. But also without money?

      She scowled. Danvers was using this new connection to Isolde to get access to Violet’s funds. She was suddenly certain that to Mr. Danvers, the prize was not Isolde, but her rich connections.
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      Jack Wakefield in his evening clothes was enough to steal Violet’s breath and keep it captive. She smiled through it, walked down to his automobile with her hand on his arm. His bulk made her feel delicate, though she was hardly that, and the glint in his eyes made her feel beautiful. She hadn’t expected a pretty little Austin 7 when she’d imagined his car, but it seemed to suit him when he opened the door for her.

      “I confess,” he said as he handed her inside of the vehicle, “I was a little uncertain of where to bring you. I suppose you like jazz and dancing and clubs?”

      Violet nodded and admitted, “All of the usual things.”

      “Would you like to try something rather adventurous?” There was a certain tilt to his lips that was full of good humor, and his eyes were alight with challenge.

      “Of course,” she said merrily, laughing up at him. Her heart was in her throat, her veins were racing with anticipation, and she felt suddenly certain that she had always been intended to be right in this car, at right this moment, with this man. He had a seriousness to him that didn’t try to crush her light-heartedness. “You see before you a woman who fears nothing…let alone whatever it is you have planned.”

      His laugh was deep, and she felt warmed by it. She hadn’t heard it from him much. Things had been too dark and too serious when they’d been trying to stop Aunt Agatha’s murder. He didn’t explain his plan, simply wove his little automobile through the streets of London, parked, and handed her out onto a rather hole-in-the-wall-place. Most of the people nearby were of Indian descent.

      Jack grinned at her and asked, “Do you like spicy food?”

      “I’d have said yes, but I believe that most of the Indian food I’ve had was adjusted for our weaker palates.”

      “Next time, we’ll go to the Criterion.” Jack ordered for both of them and the food was quite different from what she was used to. Red sauce, rice, and interesting white chunks in it. She took her first bite tentatively and nodded at his somewhat anxious gaze. It wasn’t spicy at all, though he had ordered several spicy things. She waved her hand in front of her face when her nose started burning and had to carefully dab away the tears from her eyes to protect the kohl on her eyes.

      They were getting sideways looks from the other restaurant goers, but once she laughed off the burning, the other patrons went back to their food.

      “This isn’t hot,” she said, pointing to the red sauce with white chunks. “What are these things?”

      “They’re called paneer. I lived in India for a while and have been unable to return to our blander foods here. Though, you can’t beat our fish and chips.”

      “A favorite,” she admitted. “I missed them quite a bit when we were in Italy. Though already I’m regretting not having easy access to veal marsala.”

      It was easy to move from favorite foods to favorite books to favorite pastimes. Despite the changing clientele, who came in work clothes and grabbed dinner, Violet and Jack lingered over their food.

      She didn’t even notice time passing until Jack said, “I don’t believe this evening will be a success until we dance.”

      That was an offer she would never turn down. The nightclub, like the restaurant, was a bit of a hole-in-the-wall, though she barely noticed the dark walls, the clouds of smoke, or the crowded room. He swung her into a dance that left her breathless and laughing. A moment later, her gaze was caught by a couple in the corner.

      At first, she was just appalled that they were kissing so openly. The man had slick-backed hair and a triple set of chins. The young woman before him had to be younger than even Violet, and she had to be half his age.

      “Oh,” she said, blinking rapidly as though the smoke had somehow disguised what she was seeing. It hadn’t.

      “Are you all right?” Jack asked into her ear, having to lean down to reach her.

      She started to say yes and then shook her head.

      “Perhaps a drink?” she suggested, and Jack wove them off the dance floor, people moving out of his way instinctively.

      “What would you like to drink?”

      She shrugged and the bartender grinned at her, eyes up. Violet turned to him and asked, “What do you recommend?”

      “Always the house drink,” he said, in a way that made it clear he didn’t recommend it at all.

      Violet winked at the man. He was spiffy in a nice suit, with dark skin, hair, and eyes. His expression twinkled as Violet asked, “What if I resolutely turn the house drink down?”

      “Would you like something new?”

      Violet nodded, glancing up at Jack, who said, “I think we both would.”

      The man mixed them two drinks and handed them over. “This is called The Sidecar.”

      Violet took a careful sip. “Mmm.”

      “What is that?” Jack asked.

      “Cognac, orange liqueur, and lemon juice. Do you like it?”

      “Very much,” Violet agreed. She begged the ratios from him for Victor before grinning up at Jack.

      “How long may I keep you?” The question was light, but Violet felt as though if she answered forever, he’d take her up on the dare.

      “Not too late, I’m afraid,” she said, but she placed her hand on his wrist so he’d know she wasn’t escaping him. “My stepmother is having a dinner party tomorrow, and I have to show up with bells and smiles on to meet the scoundrel-in-law.”

      He laughed. “Already you’ve decided to dislike him?”

      “Early reports are…alarming.”

      A look of concern appeared as he led her towards the hall. They went right past that large man, who noticed her attention. He narrowed his gaze upon her, flicking over her meanly before turning back to his companion, as though Violet were the one who was acting amiss.

      Jack drove her home, walking her to the door. He pressed a solitary finger under her chin to turn her face up to his. The move made her wish for a kiss and her heart raced at that simple touch. The porch light put them in a circle of radiance while all around them was dark and silent. It wasn’t the early hours of the morning, but it was nearer than not.

      “Thank you for your company,” he said with a gentle smile.

      Violet grinned and curtsied in reply.

      “May I call upon you again?”

      “Oh, I’d say so.” Vi winked as he squeezed her hand before seeing her inside of Victor’s house.
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        * * *

      

      “I thought I wouldn’t see you until the early hours.” Victor stepped out from the library as Violet shut the front door.

      “I thought you were going out,” she told him. “What’s this? Shirtsleeves, a tie hanging around your neck, and ruffled hair?”

      “I was going to meet Denny and Lila, only then I had an idea for the story. I just had to get it down. The next thing I knew, you were coming through the door. Didn’t it go well?”

      “Oh, Jack was…well.” Violet cleared her throat, knowing she was blushing, and her brother laughed back at her.

      After meeting Jack, she was suddenly willing to consider a different future—if he was who she thought. He had charms enough to bend her will towards that path. She slowly undressed, putting away her jewelry, hanging up her dress, arranging her shoes and her coat where they belonged before noticing an amethyst book on her desk. There was a lovely pen next to it.

      Victor must have made a stop at some point or sent out Giles. The journal was just what she wanted. Vi put on a kimono that Victor had purchased for her in Italy and then a robe. Slipping her feet into warm slippers, she sat down at her desk. Her mind was moving too quickly towards including Jack in all things, and it was worrying her.

      Was she intrigued by him and attracted? Yes. Had they bonded over a quite intense period over the holidays? Yes. But could she trust her future to the instincts that came out of those weeks? No. Who was Jack when the pressure wasn’t on? Who was he when his father wasn’t in the house and he hadn’t been brought in to be the savior?

      And, for that matter, he wasn’t even offering anything other than another dinner and perhaps another dance.

      Vi quite wanted to shake herself. Perhaps it was Isolde’s fate of marrying so quickly that had Violet’s mind skipping ahead without using rational, logical steps.

      Violet sketched out her thoughts in her journal and came to the conclusion that as much as she liked Jack—and oh, she did—she could not possibly race ahead. Not when her future was so wrapped up in such a decision.
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      The evening of the dinner party, Violet twirled in front of her brother in one of her new Parisian evening gowns. It was a dark teal green with a gold lace overlay. With wide straps and a rather higher neckline, it was near modesty while still having the Eastern opulence that Violet loved.

      She wore a long strand of pearls and a feather and pearl headpiece with the lightest amounts of kohl and rouge, leaving her the bright young thing she was without attempting to push her stepmother too far.

      Victor frowned at her. “Dearest darling, nothing you wear will be sufficient for our garrulous stepmother, especially with Isolde present. I say slather on the rouge, thicken up that black stuff on your eyes, and wear the dress with the pink fringe.”

      Victor’s hair was slicked back and he wore a grey suit with a vest and a blue tie, and he carried a cane with a dragon’s head at the tip.

      “You look dashing, Victor,” she told him, laughing merrily and then pointing out, “Certainly whomever our dear stepmother has invited for you will find you handsome indeed.”

      Violet joined him in the back of the Silver Ghost. Giles drove the automobile through the busy streets to the ancient Carlyle house, which was lit up with shadows in the windows.

      “Courage, dear one,” Victor said, speaking to them both.

      They’d considered time and again if Lady Eleanor would become more commanding or less now that they were settled financially, and they’d never been able to reach a conclusion.

      “It’s not like we don’t already know she favors her children.” Vi adjusted her dress and looked up at the house that had never felt as much like home as Aunt Agatha’s.

      Before they could knock, the butler, Thornton, opened the door. “Lady Violet.” There was a light in his eye that said he remembered when he’d helped them sneak biscuits from the kitchens. “Lord Victor. They are waiting for you in the blue salon.”

      Victor held out his arm, and Violet put her hand on his elbow and squeezed. Neither of them took much note of the oversized foyer or the staircase that curved up to an opulent landing with large paintings for each step. The painted ceilings and ancient crystal chandeliers overhead didn’t garner a blink. This had long since become old hat.

      Thornton opened the salon door and Lady Eleanor turned with a bright smile. There was a crowd of gentlemen and ladies present who were more Lady Eleanor’s age than Violet would have guessed for a dinner party for her younger half-sister.

      She recognized her stepmother’s brother and cousin right away, both of whom nodded to the twins. Markus Kennington was the brother of Lady Eleanor while Norman was the cousin. Violet smiled at both of them without quite allowing them to draw her into their conversations. Victor hummed under his breath, and the veneer of the light-hearted spaniel dropped over him without a flicker of a lash.

      “Wonderful.” Lady Eleanor presented her cheek for a kiss. “We’ve missed you both. You’re the last to arrive, so we can enjoy drinks.”

      Violet’s answering smile didn’t reach her eyes, but Lady Eleanor either didn’t notice or didn’t care. Of course, Lady Eleanor’s face and tone didn’t reflect the irritation Violet was sure her stepmother felt. How dare they be the last of the guests to appear?

      “Don’t you look lovely,” Lady Eleanor said to Violet, and then turned to Isolde.

      Violet took in the sight of her sister. She still looked alarmingly young. Her long blonde hair was pulled back into an elegant chignon and her dress was a charming light pink with layers of fringe. It formed to her body, as Isolde had more curves than was quite the thing. Violet’s slender frame was more in fashion—a lucky happenstance, for she did not watch what she ate.

      Standing next to her was a man who made Isolde seem more than young—a mere babe. This fellow was nothing more than a cradle snatcher. He niggled at Violet’s mind and then she realized that this was the man Violet had seen kissing a woman in the nightclub. A woman who was not her sister.

      She was quite sure he recognized her as well. Violet fiddled with the ring on her finger and then turned to grin at Thornton as he passed around a tray of drinks, happy for the distraction. She made a surprised face as Thornton showed her the two options.

      “Thornton, the man of the hour.” She grinned at him. “What are these delights?”

      “Lady Isolde wanted unusual drinks this evening, but there is another tray of gin and tonic going about if you’d prefer, m’lady.”

      Violet tossed him a saucy wink and said, “Oh, I want something exciting and new. How clever of Isolde to have you sleuth out new drinks.”

      “Well then, m’lady, the slightly yellow drink is called the bee’s knees.”

      “What a fun name. And the pretty reddish one?”

      “That is the aviation fizz.”

      “Frivolous and delightful.” Violet took the reddish one and turned back to Victor. “You try the other and we’ll switch.”

      Lady Eleanor’s face had frozen with poorly disguised irritation as Violet chose her drink. Vi looked over and saw her father with a scotch in his hand. She winked at him across the room and he started towards them with their eldest brother, Gerald, in tow.

      Lady Eleanor turned to Isolde as Violet’s smile transformed from blank to forced. “Darling, you should consider a bob like Violet’s. It sets of the line of her neck and jaw so well. You both have those lovely fox lines in your features. That comes from the Carlyle line. Though you get your coloring from me and Violet gets hers from her mother. Equally lovely, really. Like different sides of the same coin.”

      Vi blinked rapidly and glanced at Victor, whose mouth was twitching. They each lifted their drinks and sipped to avoid needing to answer.

      “May I present Mr. Danvers,” Isolde asked, smiling prettily. “My betrothed.”

      Victor’s spaniel demeanor was in full-force as he choked back the protective elder brother.

      “Oh that’s sweet,” Victor murmured as he lowered his drink. He stepped in with greetings while Violet recovered herself.

      Mr. Danvers was 50 years old if he was a day. He was beyond rotund to full fat, and he had a mean twist to his mouth. There were large rings on three of his fingers and his slicked back hair smelled. And, of course, Violet had seen him kissing another woman just the evening before.

      Isolde’s smile was serene, though she was careful to adjust her hand so Violet could see the large diamond on her finger.

      “What a lovely ring,” Violet said, pasting a vacuous expression on her face. She took another sip of her drink.

      “Darling girl,” her father said, placing a hand on her shoulder and squeezing before he shook Victor’s hand. “How was the coast?”

      Violet chattered about the art while Victor made passing comments about some fellow he’d met who was a friend of their father.

      Isolde cut in before long, looking a little aggrieved. Had they been leaving her out? Violet hadn’t congratulated her sister but that level of a lie was quite beyond Vi at the moment. Instead, she commented on Isolde’s dress.

      Vi’s acting ability was pressed to its limit and past. Not only had her stepmother not attacked either of the twins with their deficits—a previously favorite pastime—Isolde had been encouraged to be more like Violet. That had never happened in the entirety of Isolde’s life.

      Violet sidestepped Victor and Danvers before dinner to speak with her father and found him smiling down at her.

      “Haven’t much liked how you flit about with Victor since you and Vic graduated from college, darling. Now I’d like to see Isolde do a bit of the same. Bit young, isn’t she, to be getting wed?”

      “Indeed, Father,” Violet said, tucking her hand into his elbow and squeezing his arm a little.

      He sipped his scotch. “Tried to put a bit of a slow down on it, if I’m being honest. Not sure what to think of this Danvers. Too old and fat for Isolde, but she just chatters to me about clothes. Not like you at all.”

      Violet nibbled the corner of her mouth before speaking. “Well, of course, she isn’t, Father. We were always quite different.”

      He simply tutted and took another drink of his scotch. “Girls these days. So busy dancing and drinking and buying shoes that they’ve forgotten their old fathers.”

      Violet smiled up at him and said, “Have I forgotten you then, Papa? I remembered you when Victor and I were finding you some Campari, sweet vermouth, and limoncello.”

      “You think I don’t know Victor was hunting those up for himself? As though all I do is drink.”

      Violet kissed her father’s cheek. “We still thought of you when we bought some for you, Papa. What shall we do about Isolde?”

      “I don’t think there’s much left to do, little one.” Father sighed and then took another drink from his scotch. A moment later, Thornton announced dinner, and they were separated and led in to dinner with as much ceremony as Lady Eleanor was able to drum up.

      Violet was brought into dinner by a fellow named Hugo Danvers. He had to be near their brother Gerald’s age, who was a good ten years older than the twins and even older than Isolde. Poor Danvers would be Isolde’s future son-in-law and seemed too aware of the ridiculousness of it. Violet’s lips twitched at that and she met Victor’s gaze, directing his gaze to Hugo with a glance and then back to the others.

      Lady Eleanor had included twelve couples. The ones Violet didn’t know were two of Mr. Danvers’s good friends. Both were married, with spoiled looking wives. They all seemed to be rather too interested in Violet’s inheritance.

      One of them, a Mr. Jenkins, tried to draw out details over the fish, but Violet sidestepped. His wife tried again over the salad. The friend, Mr. Gulliver, tried during the fruit and cheese. By the time she escaped the table, she felt as pursued as a fox during hunting season.

      Violet could hardly believe they even dared to approach her about it. She knew Aunt Agatha’s fortune was gossiped over, but it wasn’t the thing to demand those details.

      After dinner, she was cornered by them and Danvers. Violet swallowed back her rising irritation and pasted a smile on her face.

      Mr. Gulliver asked again, “Now, you inherited when your aunt, Mrs. Agatha Davies, died?”

      Violet nodded. “Myself and several cousins.”

      “But you received the bulk of it?”

      Violet frowned. “We were all quite fortunate.”

      Mr. Danvers cut in with a quelling look at his friend. “Talked to your man of business recently,” he told her.

      “Did you?” Violet smiled prettily, and her brother coughed into his drink.

      “Nincompoop,” Danvers snarled. “Mine is a much better choice.”

      Victor’s cough became choked as Violet fluttered her lashes up at Danvers and said, “I’m afraid I have no head for business.”

      “Women don’t,” Mr. Danvers said firmly. “I’ll take over for you.”

      “However,” she said, smiling, “Mr. Hamilton Fredericks is one of the most respected businessmen in the whole of London, as evidenced both by his wisdom in working for a woman, my aunt, and learning from her.”

      “Foolishness.”

      “And of course,” Violet cut in brightly, “she took a respectable amount of money and made it something that Midas himself would envy, so perhaps your theory on the capacity of women is ill-formed, old-fashioned, and misogynistic.”

      Victor choked again and then hastily drained his glass to cover his laughter.

      “Now, my dear,” Mr. Danvers slid in. “A mannish woman like your aunt is unique. You can’t expect the same successes she had.”

      “I have no need of those successes. I have quite the fortune without the need to further it with risky, unwise ventures. I will continue to follow the advice of my well-learned and respectable man of business with enough understanding in my vacant, female head to recognize the best course of action is to separate family and business.” Violet smirked up at Victor. “I believe I’ll try that bee’s knees, brother. You didn’t share yours with me at all.”

      She let go of his arm and stepped away, entirely unsuccessful in hiding her fury. She took a drink from Thornton and made her way to the window to glance out. A moment later, she found Danvers had cornered her.

      “I saw you with that…Chief Inspector.”

      “I saw you with the harlot,” Violet said.

      “Don’t think I won’t tell your mother.”

      “Don’t think I won’t tell Isolde.”

      “Isolde isn’t so foolish as yourself and knows the way of the world.”

      Violet hoped very much that wasn’t true.

      Danvers took hold of Violet’s arm and hissed, “You better watch what you say to me, my dear. You don’t want me for an enemy.”

      “I don’t want you for anything,” Violet told him. “I find you alarming and disgusting and despise the way you tried to lie and manipulate your way to my finances.”

      Danvers squeezed tighter on her bicep and the sting was shocking, but Violet didn’t let it cross her face.

      Without acknowledging his vice grip, she added, “I also found you appalling when I saw your display with that female.”

      She twisted her arm away, and then she leaned in and said, “I find that I am horrified for my sister. But alarmed for myself? Please.”

      “Your Father…”

      “Does not like you.”

      “Your brother…”

      “Victor?”

      Danvers nodded sharply. “He’ll listen to a man of the world and step in like needs to be done.”

      Violet laughed and stepped away.

      He said as she left him, “You don't want me for an enemy, foolish girl.”
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      Violet woke to a slight tapping on her door. “Lady Violet…”

      She groaned and rolled onto her side.

      “Lady Violet….Lady Eleanor is awaiting you in the parlor.”

      Violet groaned into her pillow. “Why?”

      “I…” Beatrice’s stutter had Violet pushing herself up and shoving off her eye mask.

      “Coffee,” Violet said. “Aspirin. Victor. Tell my stepmother to get comfortable.”

      Beatrice returned while Violet was washing her face and running a comb through her hair. She dabbed a little rouge on her cheeks and lips, blinking blearily at the maid.

      “It wasn’t a horrible dream? My stepmother really has arrived?”

      “She has, m’lady.”

      Violet scowled at the girl, noting the tray with an ominous looking glass that smelled terrible and spicy. She turned to the girl and asked, “What’s this then?”

      “Mr. Giles sent it to you, m’lady.”

      Violet lifted the glass, took the aspirin from the small porcelain dish, and then plugged her nose and swallowed it all. When she was done, she shivered then dropped her robe.

      “Hand me a dress,” Violet demanded.

      “Any dress?”

      “Any dress,” Violet replied. She grabbed a pair of stockings while Beatrice picked out a dress, shoes, and jewelry. Violet put the things on almost blindly, not really noting what she was wearing until she stood and glanced into the paneled mirror. She found a lacy light pink dress with a tie above the décolletage made out of the same material as the dress.

      Violet picked up a piece of toast that had been brought up on the tray, took a long breath in, and then nibbled.

      “I suppose I should hurry down,” she said, taking a seat and pouring herself a cup of coffee. She added creamer and sugar and then hurried through the toast and coffee. Just before she was finished, Victor knocked on her door.

      “Are you ready?”

      Violet shot him a look. “The aspirin and whatever that…concoction Giles manifests have not yet started to assist my poor head.”

      “If we linger too long, we’ll—”

      “Hear about it long enough that we’ll need another aspirin.”

      Victor pulled Violet unceremoniously to her feet, taking her last piece of toast. “At least you ate, love. I fought fate too long for even coffee. Though I’ll have Beatrice bring in tea and biscuits. Maybe if we focus on those, the raking over the coals won’t be so bad.”

      He held out his arm, and they made their way down the stairs. “It seems accurate,” Violet told him, “that the maiden voyage of your parlor will be with Lady Eleanor. To be honest, I haven’t even stuck my nose in yet.”

      “Nor have I. We’ve been busy, love.”

      Violet sniffed. “I’m ready for a long lie-in and a day without appointments or shopping.”

      “I’m not sure that our stepmother will let you have that. She’ll try to drag you along to whatever she’s doing for Isolde to ensure you are aware just what you are missing in refusing to put on a ball and chain.”

      Violet opened the parlor door and paused when her stepmother turned a furious gaze to her.

      “There you are!”

      “Were we expecting you?” Violet asked smoothly, crossing to the Chesterfield and taking a seat as Victor joined her.

      “I didn’t expect you to be layabouts!”

      “I don’t know why not,” Violet said, pressing a finger to her temple and trying to hide a wince. “Unemployed and spoiled added to a late evening with you.”

      “You drink too much. I won’t have you two becoming nothing but drunken layabouts.”

      Violet sighed in relief as Beatrice entered the parlor with the tea trolley and poured them all a cup. She handed her stepmother her tea with lemon and added far too much milk and sugar to hers, necessities at a time like this.

      “I understand,” Lady Eleanor said coolly, “that you were quite rude to Mr. Danvers.”

      Violet sipped her tea slowly, refusing to answer until she thought her reply through. Carefully she set the cup back on the saucer. “I dislike him greatly. However, my behavior was…appropriate considering his.”

      “This is a very good match for your sister, and I won’t have you ruining it.”

      “I would give my fortune away to ruin it. That man is a cad and a fraud.”

      Violet took a biscuit and patted Victor on the back, who’d choked at her reply. Lady Eleanor’s gaze narrowed on Violet.

      “I did not ask for your opinion. Isolde wasn’t so blessed as you just were. Though why? I don’t know.”

      “Agatha wasn’t related to Isolde?”

      Lady Eleanor’s mouth tightened. “You will not ruin this marriage.”

      “I will endeavor to do my very best for just that end.”

      “Stepmother, Vi…” Victor said consolingly, “what…”

      “Enough out of you, Victor,” Lady Eleanor shot out. “You are the reason Vi thinks she can do whatever she wishes. Your support gives her the freedom she’d never otherwise have. Flitting about like a…a…hussy! And with a Scotland Yard man! How could you, Violet?”

      Violet leaned back, crossing her ankles and took another sip of her tea.

      “Jack?” Vi finally asked.

      “Jack!” Lady Eleanor hissed as though the name were a byword.

      “Jack Wake…” Victor started to explain, and Violet placed a hand on her brother.

      His explanation cut off, Violet said, “Who I choose to spend my time with will never be influenced by you, Lady Eleanor. You have sold Isolde to an old, fat fraud who will leave her miserable, and you know it.”

      Lady Eleanor placed a hand on her chest and hissed, “Fraud? You have no ground for such a declaration, and money does a lot to bring about happiness, you ungrateful shrew.”

      Violet slowly put down her teacup and asked, “And if he isn’t rich?”

      “Of course, he is! My brother and my cousin have invested a large portion of their funds with him and are seeing good returns. Mr. Danvers is a man of financial brilliance.”

      “Returns? Or promises of good returns? They are very different things, you know.”

      “What do you know of it? You aren’t Agatha Davies. You are a headstrong, arrogant girl who…”

      “That is quite enough,” Victor said. “Lady Eleanor, Violet has good cause for her concerns about Danvers. I think we can all see, however, your opinion is fixed. I won’t have my house sent into chaos so you can expel your differing notions at each other.”

      Victor rose and handed Lady Eleanor to her feet. “Always lovely to see you, Stepmother. Hopefully next time we’ll all be in better spirits.”

      He walked her to the door and saw her out as Violet gaped.

      The second he returned to the parlor, Vi couldn’t hold back her tirade about the terrible match.

      “She is so pleased with herself! They…they…they act as though Isolde weren’t rich, beautiful, and well-connected. She can’t possibly love that Danvers fellow. Where is her spine? Where are her dreams? What is wrong with her? By Jove, Victor!”

      “I know, darling,” he said, sounding as sick as Violet.

      “We must do something.”

      “There’s nothing to be done, darling. I’ve been desperate to come up with a plan. There’s nothing. If we intrude and infuriate Isolde, we leave her with only her…mother.” He said the word as though it were a terrible insult.

      “You don’t even know the half of it, Vic,” Violet moaned. “I…I…saw a man snogging in the club where Jack took me dancing. I was appalled, of course, but I didn’t think anything of it. It was Danvers!”

      “With Isolde?” Victor asked, horrified. “Necking in a club!”

      “No! That’s the worst of it. Oh, Victor…it wasn’t even her. He isn’t being true to her, he’s horrible, Fredericks doesn’t even think he’s as rich as he says…and Lady Eleanor will never believe me.”

      “It’s criminal!” Victor stood suddenly, starting a route around the parlor with his pacing, and Violet found she was following the opposite path. Worry for Isolde rolled over her skin like a thousand ants.

      “You know Lady Eleanor as well as I do,” Violet moaned. “Her math always adjusts towards her darling son. Marry off Isolde well and she won’t need the inheritance. Get us out of the way, and surely Father will leave Geoffrey the money that was once intended for us. I never imagined that would extend to Isolde, but I suppose I was foolish.”

      Victor grunted, dropped into his seat, and downed his tea.

      “What if you said something to Father?” She spun towards her brother, tone desperate even though she knew the answer already. Father had tried to stop this. He hadn’t known everything, but would he believe them over Lady Eleanor’s family? The elder generation? Violet didn’t think he would.

      Victor shook his head.

      “What about Gerald? He isn’t one to be uncaring.”

      Victor sighed. “Darling, I’ll track him down. But I suppose we must accustom ourselves to being connected to Danvers.”

      “Never,” Violet swore, hoping for a miracle. “Never. We must come up with a plan, we must…we must…rally round. We must call on the troops. We must find out if Danvers really does have a house of cards in various investments and is a fraud.”
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        * * *

      

      They’d called for their friends to arrive at luncheon and brainstorm, and when Violet entered the parlor just before the appointed hour, she’d found that their company had arrived. Lila had already helped herself to mixing up a round of mint juleps, as Violet had intended to do before her friends showed up.

      “Hullo! Hullo! How’s kicks, sweet things?” The doorbell rang as Violet spoke, and she slowly turned to face the door with a frown on her face. If it was Lady Eleanor again, Vi was going to hide.

      A moment later, Hargreaves said, “Mr. Jack Wakefield has arrived, m’lady.”

      Her brows rose and she glanced behind her. They all knew him anyway, and surely a military man would be capable of helping them design a campaign?

      “Show him in,” she said.

      Hargreaves nodded and Jack appeared in the doorway a moment later. He glanced around and saw the gathering. “Oh. Ah….”

      Violet took a drink from Lila and handed it to Jack. “You’re just in time for whatever Cook has whipped up if you’d like to stay. Though I fear you’ll be conscripted for our machinations.”

      His lips twitched and he nodded, handing Hargreaves his coat. He didn’t make apologies for showing up and Violet appreciated it. He accepted that she hadn’t turned him away and left the awkwardness behind.

      “Only home a day and already called to rally round, dear one?” Lila handed Violet a glass with a wink. “I believe we better return to the sea. I suppose some present might object.”

      “I object, darling,” Denny said dryly. “You were gone far too long. None of my pants fit any longer. I cannot survive another season without you and neither can my wardrobe.”

      Lila made a kissing face towards her husband. “One would think you were a full grown man capable of caring for oneself.”

      “One would be wrong,” Denny replied, as Violet tucked her hand through Jack’s arm and pulled him further into the room. Denny grabbed Lila’s hand and pulled her down next to him. “I shall hold you to my side whatever it takes.”

      “Tell us what’s wrong,” Gwennie said, looking towards Violet, who had invited Jack to sit with her.

      “You look smashing, love,” Violet told her friend, who had certainly recovered from traveling and gone back to peaches and cream skin, bright eyes, and a steady smirk. Violet glanced around for Victor. “Surely my lazy brother will appear in a moment or two. But we can begin without him.” Violet sat on the edge of the Chesterfield. “You must all swear yourselves to carry this horrid tale to your graves. Whether the plan goes aright or horribly wrong.”

      A chorus of promises filled the air. Violet told the tale of Isolde, her fiancé, and what Violet had seen and heard of the man. While she spoke, describing Danvers’s horridness and Isolde’s naivety, she could feel Jack’s attention on her. It warmed her, and she prayed she wasn’t blushing too terribly. Victor appeared during the middle of the tale and let Violet finish.

      “How horribly Victorian,” Lila said, glancing at the others before she drained her glass. “I’ve never met this sister of yours, darling, but she sounds a bit dim.”

      “She’s not dim,” Gwennie said, to Violet’s surprise. “She’s young. I’d have succumbed to the right fairytale at the same age, especially with my aunt’s pressure, if not for my elder sister who took me aside and told me to buck up and stand firm.”

      “You’re all young,” Jack said, swirling his drink in his glass, “but this is not a fate for your little sister.”

      “Tell us, Methuselah,” Victor countered, as he handed Jack another drink. “What shall we do?”

      “Come now,” Denny interrupted, tapping off his cigarette. “Vi has a plan. Haven’t you, darling?”

      Violet shrugged and outlined her thoughts, glancing at Jack when she said they’d need the name of Danvers’s mistress. Jack paused, thinking the request over, and then said, “Yes, I should be able to find that out.”

      “What else do we do?” Victor asked.

      “Our time is so limited,” Violet said, feeling the worry of it. The wedding was a mere week away. They should have hurried home after they’d gotten their letter. Both Victor and Violet had assumed that Isolde had succumbed to the love-making of some young fellow like herself. Too young to be wed, perhaps, but a story like Denny and Lila’s could be happy.

      “Our best chance is to convince her, only we haven’t been close. Why would she let us sway her against her own mother? If we can pick Danvers apart…that might be the surest course. We’ve already set our man of business to investigating his financials. I have no doubt that his instincts are right. I’m just concerned there isn’t time enough.”

      “Then what shall you do?” Lila asked gently.

      “I don’t know,” Violet admitted. “I don’t want to face Isolde a decade from now and admit I knew her life would be terrible. It’s never the cads like Danvers who die young. They linger on, tormenting those saddled with their connection.”

      A luncheon of vichyssoise, fish, and small chocolate cakes followed. It was served as they debated other options, but none of them were quite sure what to do.

      “This isn’t a problem for our era,” Gwennie declared. “That’s the issue here. We never expected to face this kind of thing. It was a problem for our grandmothers with their uptight mothers who cared more for money and being settled than they did for happiness.”

      “Too true, love,” Lila said with a sigh. If anything, Lila’s family objected for her wishing to marry so young to poor Denny. His good connections and prospects hadn’t been enough to sway her mother’s worries, and Lila had been forced to throw epic tantrums to get her way. Her parents’ concerns had been that she was too young. It was because of those objections that Lila and Denny had waited until after college to wed.

      Vi’s two female friends swore to drop casual asides to Isolde, making her aware of what Danvers was like, while Jack promised to see if there was anything to be found about Danvers that might scuttle the marriage before it took off.
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        * * *

      

      After the others had left, Jack invited Violet to the Criterion and a play for later that week. She accepted with the blush she’d been fighting off all afternoon. “I’ll stop by or call if I find anything about Danvers,” he said to both Victor and Violet.

      Victor stepped away, and Jack’s gaze flicked over Violet.

      “You can only do what you can, Violet. You might not be able to save your sister if she doesn’t wish it.”

      Violet nodded and let Jack take her hand. He turned her palm over and seemed fascinated by the size of her small white hand against his larger tanned one.

      “What happened to your arm?”

      The question was so out of the blue that Violet didn’t know to what he referred. Jack gently touched her bicep and she glanced at it, noting for the first time the finger-shaped bruises on her skin.

      “Ahhh.” She looked back to Jack and saw the fire in his gaze. Carefully, she licked her lips.

      “Victor?”

      She laughed. “Never. I doubt he’s noticed yet, or he’d be next to you demanding answers.”

      “Who?”

      “I think…”

      “Please?”

      The question was so gentle, Violet couldn’t deny answer.

      “Danvers and I had a rather heated exchange.”

      Jack nodded, jaw flexing. “I’ll be back tomorrow with what I’m able to discover.”

      Violet nodded. He made his goodbyes and left. The moment the door closed after him, Victor returned.

      “I like him,” Victor declared.

      “It’s moving too fast in my mind,” Violet said. “A house party, one casual meeting on a train, and one evening out does not add up to all the places my mind is going.”

      Victor wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “Oh, darling one, trust me. You’ve got him well-trapped in your web.”

      “I don’t wish to trap anyone,” she said, elbowing him a little.

      “It’s the only way to catch someone these days, darling. Marriage is for old-fashioned types. If you want to follow the well-trodden path of our ancestors, then you need to lasso your man, or is it hogtie? Is that what those American cowboys do?”

      Violet scowled at him and elbowed him once again. “Whatever that is, it sounds quite distasteful. Do not forget, brother of mine, that I am a….what did you call me? A pearl of great price? One such as me does not hogtie a man. We simply flutter our lashes and beckon with our gaze.”

      Victor’s laugh warmed her. “Darling, I was referring to your new, bulging pocketbook, not your intrinsic value.”

      Violet elbowed her brother a third time before returning to her bedroom and her stolen typewriter. Her story of the ingénue took a sour turn, and Violet knew that it would be a darker tale than she usually wrote. The outcome for the little woman who looked remarkably like their sister, Isolde, was fraught with danger and looked very poor indeed.
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      The next morning Violet rang up her sister and invited her on a spur of the moment shopping trip. She made a last-minute appointment at the new fashion salon owned by the squire’s daughter she’d learned about just before she had left London the last time.

      Before long, Violet was gathering up her sister. Isolde gasped when she saw Violet had driven herself.

      “You drive?”

      “Of course,” Violet said. “Victor doesn’t let me get away with womanly wiles when he wants to sleep the drive away. I learned quite some time ago, I’m afraid.”

      “Oh my.” Isolde’s bright eyes fixed on the car and she mused, “Perhaps I shall learn to drive.”

      “You should, darling. There’s a wonderful freedom in it.”

      They made their way to the fashion salon and found gowns to stop a clothes monger in her tracks.

      “It must be lovely,” Isolde said, “to shop without Mother making your choices.”

      “Dear,” Violet said gently, “you can do the same.”

      “Well, it’s important to select the right look to marry Mr. Danvers. He needs a sophisticated woman.”

      Violet had to hold back a tirade before she brightly replied, “Sweet sister, you are the catch here. He is the lucky one.”

      “Oh no,” Isolde said, shaking her head. “No. Not me.”

      “Of course you. You’re beautiful. You’re rich. Your father is an earl. Mr. Danvers is none of those things.”

      “I’m not nearly as lovely as you,” Isolde said, without even an ounce of irony.

      “Yes, darling, you are. Of course, you are.”

      “And I’m not clever like you,” Isolde said. She said it with such utter surety that Violet wanted to scream. Just how many times had Lady Eleanor praised Violet to Isolde’s detriment?

      “Darling, darling, you just left school. You haven’t had a chance to study your own interests or discover your passions. It is far too soon to make such judgments.”

      Isolde smiled at Violet as though she were blind to the obvious and only being kind.

      “Why don’t you give yourself some more time before you make such big decisions? Push back the wedding date. Travel some with Victor and me. We’d love to take you somewhere exciting and new.”

      Isolde tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Did you discover upon cutting your hair that it was so much less weight?”

      Violet stared at her sister, who avoided Vi’s gaze. “Are you sure you don’t wish to push back the date?”

      Isolde tucked a lock of hair behind her ear on the opposite side. “It’s so much less weight, isn’t it? After shearing one’s head.”

      “Yes,” Violet said. “It’s wonderful to cut off your hair. Perhaps college? I would be happy to pay for you like my aunt paid for me. You don’t have to jump into this wedding.”

      Isolde smiled at Violet, such a sad little expression for what should be a happy movement, and then said, “Isn’t that dress just lovely?”

      Violet blinked rapidly. “I missed your birthday. Let’s try it on you and get it for you. Or something else if we find something that flatters you better.”

      Isolde nodded in gratitude, but it wasn’t for the dress, it was for Violet dropping the subject. They both tried on a series of dresses and both left the shop laden with bags. As they approached the automobile and arranged their bags inside, Violet waited until Isolde was in the vehicle before she shut the door and then turned to her.

      Vi had her sister trapped and needed to try one more time. “You are very young.”

      “Violet…” Isolde’s attention was fixed outside the window, but Violet could see the tension through Isolde’s slender frame.

      “You cannot possibly love Danvers.”

      “I will come to love him,” Isolde said, almost desperately. “He is a good man.”

      Violet was certain both of those things were untrue, but she could see that all she was doing was distancing herself from her little sister.

      “Isolde, I will say this but once and leave you be…” Vi waited until Isolde’s gaze turned to hers. “We were never close, but we can be. Victor and I are here for you. Any time, any day. Come to me, and I will help you.”

      Isolde swallowed and nodded rapidly.

      “Before you are married or after, I promise. There are many, many paths before you. All of them can lead to happiness if you’re brave enough to follow your heart and trust in your strength.”

      Isolde nodded again and looked back out the window. Vi took her sister home, consigning her stepmother to all the circles of hell and then returned home to Victor with less hope than she’d had before.
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        * * *

      

      Violet dropped her bags in the entrance hall with Hargreaves, leaving him with her coat and hat, then fluffed her hair on the way to the dining room. Jack and Victor were sitting at the table. There was a simple tray of sandwiches, what looked like a carafe of coffee and another of lemonade.

      They both stood as she entered, and she announced, “All is lost.”

      “Lost, is it?”

      Violet jumped and realized that her oldest brother had followed her into the dining room.

      “Gerald!” Violet said with a gasp. “You startled whatever wits I have to the winds.”

      He grinned at her and kissed her cheek before pulling out a chair. In his mid-thirties, their brother was a good ten years older than the twins. He managed the earl’s estates while spending a good amount of time in London. Like the twins, he had avoided being married thus far, but unlike the twins, Lady Eleanor had never harassed him about his state.

      “All is lost?” Victor asked, pouring Violet a glass of lemonade. “How could it be, dear one? We’ve yet to enact our plan.”

      “I went rogue,” she admitted. “I rang up Isolde and invited her shopping for her birthday. I think that might be the first time I’ve truly been around Isolde unaccompanied. I…forgive the dramatics, but Isolde is convinced that she has nothing to offer. She is convinced that despite the age difference and the lack of love, Danvers is the best she can attain.”

      “The devil, you say.” Victor swore and cleared his throat. “It’s Lady Eleanor.”

      “Oh certainly,” Gerald said. “I’m delighted you two are trying to stick your oar in, but I don’t see it being successful. I’ve tried to convince Isolde otherwise several times yet. She’s…intransigent.”

      “Lady Eleanor has been very clearly tearing Isolde to pieces in order to get her to believe this nonsense.”

      “It’s worse than that, Violet.” Jack cleared his throat and pulled out a small black notebook. “I sent my man over to the club this morning. The woman Mr. Danvers was with was Helen Mathers.”

      “Mathers?” Gerald frowned and seated himself back at his plate. “Not Harry Mathers’s daughter? The flighty little blonde one?”

      “Just so,” Jack stated. “It seems that there was talk for quite a while about them marrying.”

      “Father can’t possibly know that,” Victor said.

      “I have told Father time and again that this man is a snake in the grass,” Gerald stated. “The problem is that Eleanor’s brother says otherwise. Father thinks I’m starting at hares.”

      Victor moaned. “I stopped by Fredericks’s again today. I had to sign a few more things about the house and while I was there, I asked about Danvers too. If he’d found out anything. It seems that no one who knows their business will deal with him.”

      “So he isn’t even rich?”

      “Fredericks feels certain that much of his stated wealth is unlikely. He thought I was considering joining one of Danvers’s investment schemes despite your objections. He felt that I might be sidestepping you, so Mr. Fredericks did, in fact…”—Victor paused to scowl at Violet—“state I should follow your good advice.” Violet laughed at Victor, and he winked at her a moment later. “I was forced to assure Fredericks that I had every intention of letting you be in charge of all the details of my life.”

      Gerald laughed uproariously at Victor’s scowl, but Jack leaned back, eyeing Violet with interest.

      “I am letting Fredericks have his head. It’s why he wants you to follow my advice. That is beside the point as far as Isolde is concerned.” Violet tapped her cheek as she considered their options. “I’m concerned that there is little we can do.”

      “We will be left with the option to support her once she finally leaves him,” Victor said. “I’m sure Lady Eleanor will try to stick her oar in when that day arrives as well.”

      “She chose far better for herself than for her daughter,” Violet said. She rose to pace the dining room, ignoring the sandwiches while the gentlemen watched her.

      “You have rather the best chance with her,” Gerald told Violet. “She always has looked up to you, you know?”

      Violet shook her head and admitted, “I didn’t know.”

      “Our stepmother used to compare Isolde to the ladies around Kennington House since they spent so much time there. But then Isolde would chatter on about you. How lovely you were. Your style. The way you did well in school and out-performed even Victor. Peter and Lionel told Isolde before they went off to war to pay attention to you. That you would look after her when they could not.”

      Violet had to bite her lip to hold back her tears. She hadn’t expected her dead brothers to have said any such things. To refer to her as anything other than a silly school girl. Hearing such things made their loss all the more real. Victor cleared his throat, as touched by the sentiment as Violet.

      “Yes,” Violet said, with a watery choking sound to her voice. “Well. Now I feel all the more that there must be some way to help Isolde. The poor thing.”

      Violet listened as Jack recapped what he’d learned. The three men made a list of things to do about Danvers. As they did, Violet considered a course of action that was completely inappropriate. But when Jack and Gerald left, Jack confirming their next date, she escaped to her room. It would be better if no one knew what she was up to.

      Violet wrote an anonymous letter to Harry Mathers and Helen Mathers. She then followed those letters up by a letter to Fredericks to do what he could to pull apart the house of cards. She authorized him to spend some of her money without bankrupting her, and she told him to prod Danvers’s major investors.

      She felt sick when she was done writing the series of instructions and letters, but she would do what was necessary to protect her sister. The biggest problem, she realized as she journaled that evening, wasn’t even her actions of the day and the things she’d done, but the fact that she’d allowed her relationship with Isolde to be determined by Vi’s stepmother.

      What if she’d simply been a better sister? She was disappointed in herself to an extent that was difficult for her to formulate.

      Repentance, Vi thought. Repentance and doing far, far better. She didn’t just owe it to herself or to Isolde. Vi owed it to the brothers who’d trusted her more than she’d realized. With a heavy heart, she turned to her story, and things continued to worsen for the poor ingénue.
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      “How can it be the day of the wedding?” Violet demanded. “How can we have failed?”

      “I don’t know,” Victor admitted. “Divorce. Annulment. Something will give eventually, and we’ll be at the ready.”

      “I feel like I have been begging Isolde and begging her, and nothing gives. Did you know she was this stubborn?”

      “I’m not surprised,” Victor told her as he handed her out of the Silver Ghost, leaving Giles with their bags. They’d stay at Kennington House that night since the wedding festivities would go deep into the evening. “You are stubborn and she aspires to be just like you.”

      Violet scowled at her brother. “I feel as though it’s all my fault. She seems to look up to me, but why? I am such a failure.”

      Victor kissed the side of her head and held out his arm. They had done everything they could, save kidnapping Isolde and escaping to Greece or America, and now Violet felt as though they certainly needed to do just that. She’d have considered trying it if she thought she could get Isolde away from her mother. But Lady Eleanor seemed to be aware of just how close Violet had come to succeeding time and again.

      There was a small church on the property. The wedding would be performed there with those who could be squeezed in. Afterward, there would be a wedding dinner and reception. They expected the festivities to go well into the evening.

      “Stop me from diving too far into my cups,” Violet begged.

      Victor said, “I thought that you should be the steward of my not getting sloppy drunk instead.”

      “Perhaps we should just have a little party at the house tomorrow with Lila and Denny and Gwennie and…” She cut off at Jack’s name before she softly added, “Jack, and allow ourselves the freedom to drown in those cups.”

      Victor squeezed her arm and they turned to face Harry Mathers. Violet could hardly believe that he was attending, let alone bringing his daughter. Did he realize the nature of her relationship with his business partner? Violet’s letter to him had referred only to the concerns Fredericks had about the investment scheme. Helen’s face was pale, her eyes shadowed, and Violet kissed both of her cheeks before she smiled charmingly and stated, “You look just lovely. That shade of pink brings out the creaminess of your skin.”

      “Oh.” Helen licked her trembling lips. “Thank you.”

      “Do let me introduce you to my friend, John Lexington,” Violet told her. “I think you’ll find he’s quite appealing. I’ll find him and introduce you at the party.”

      They exchanged pleasantries after the introductions.

      “You hate John Lexington,” Victor accused.

      “He’s boring, but a good man. Helen needs someone who would cherish her after that idiot Danvers.”

      The twins made their way through the crowd, and Violet kept her gaze peeled for their sister. She hadn’t yet made an appearance and must have decided to only appear at the end of the aisle.  There was no question she’d look like an angel.

      “I…think I’ll just check on Isolde. Last words of love and all that,” Violet murmured. Victor grabbed her arm and shook his head as they rounded the corner of the house.

      They halted suddenly. Markus Kennington and Mr. Gulliver had Danvers cornered against the side of the house, and the furious whispering between them was so clearly enraged that Violet wasn’t quite sure what to do.

      “Victor?” She questioned quietly, then stumbled back when Markus Kennington shoved Danvers against the side of the house.

      Victor demanded, “What’s all this then?”

      “You should have let Markus have at Danvers,” Violet whispered. “Maybe if he gets the tar beat out of him, he won’t be able to marry Isolde.”

      “Too late, love. And not in front of you.” Victor stepped forward, telling Violet to stay, and was rounded on, not by Markus Kennington, but by Danvers.

      “Go, Violet,” Victor urged. Reluctant to leave her brother, still she hurried away. Once inside the house, she had to bully her way past the butler and had no doubt that he’d been set to turn her away. He tried politely, but she plowed right through, leaving him with the choice of bodily removing her or stepping aside.

      The stairs up to the room that had been set aside for the bride were deserted, and outside the door, a maid stood with a panicked expression on her face. She held a tray and Violet took it from her, ignoring the sounds of shouting that were coming from inside of the room.

      Warmed by the sound of an enraged stepmother, Violet did not knock; she simply swung the door open after shooing the maid away.

      Lady Eleanor spun with fire in her gaze, and when she saw Violet, she shrieked, “You! This is all your fault!”

      Violet calmly set the tray down and faced the weeping Isolde.

      “I cannot do it, Mama,” Isolde begged. “I cannot.”

      “You think I’ll allow you to throw away all I’ve crafted for you? All of my hard work? For what? An idiotic fairytale? Isolde, absolutely not.”

      Violet had to bite her lip to keep from standing up for Isolde. It was far past time that Isolde spoke for herself.

      “I won’t marry him,” Isolde said.

      “You will!”

      “You cannot make me say the words,” Isolde said flatly. “This isn’t medieval times, Mama. No, I won’t.”

      Lady Eleanor huffed. She was breathing so heavily, Violet thought her stepmother might faint.

      “Then what will you do? If you think your father and I will support you in this madness, in this…travesty, you are wrong!”

      “Vi said she’d pay for my school. I will go to school. Perhaps I shall work,” Isolde said. Her voice was quiet, but there was no give in it. Violet wanted to cheer.

      Lady Eleanor’s gaze narrowed and she turned to Violet. Before she could speak, Isolde turned her mother back to face her.

      “Enough, Mama. I told you I won’t do it, and I won’t. You can tell Papa or I shall, but this will not happen.”

      “If you think that I will make your bed for you, you are very wrong.” Lady Eleanor spun on Violet. “I hope you’re prepared to support your sister for the entirety of her life because you can be assured that your father and I will not.”

      Violet cleared her throat and said evenly, “I am assured that Father would do just that. However, Victor and I would welcome Isolde after she is done with school.”

      “And you! I have heard of your shenanigans.”

      “Excuse me?” Violet asked silkily.

      “You are still seeing a…a…detective. Do you think your father will allow that?”

      “After allowing Danvers? I think so.” Violet still hadn’t explained just who Jack Wakefield was or why he was so very eligible, and she did not intend on making those explanations.

      Violet rang the bell. “I’ll send for Papa, shall I? Try to put on a trifle more cheerful air, darling. I assure you that Father will support you going to school. He certainly did for me. It’s expected these days, you know. Only the most archaic of parents want to see their children married off before they’ve even caught their breath from the schoolroom.”

      The next moment, Lady Eleanor slammed the door on her way out, and Isolde burst into tears.

      “Hallelujah, my sister!” Violet said. “I am so proud!”

      Isolde tears turned to laughter. “I…”

      “Don’t worry, darling. You were living in a world of horror, avoiding specters that only exist in Lady Eleanor’s fantasy.”

      The maid arrived and was sent after the earl while Violet helped Isolde take off the wedding gear. Vi tossed Isolde’s dress on the bed and proceeded to pack her trunk. A thought occurred to her and she rang the bell again, sending another maid after Victor and a glass of scotch.

      “What have I done?” Isolde moaned while Violet packed Isolde’s trunks for her.

      “Just what you should have. I promise you, your mother will come around, and the rest of us have been waiting for this moment. How brave you are to end it before you marry the fellow and have to go through the scandal of divorce. I assure you, you would have.”

      Violet considered again and sent a third maid after Lila and Gwennie. Her sister needed cheering and Lila, combined with enough alcohol, would get Isolde happy. Victor would ensure the trunks made their way to the Silver Ghost, and Violet would write a letter to Jack. They’d sweep Isolde to…anywhere else. He would understand, wouldn’t he?

      Violet winced inside as she realized just how painful it would be to leave Jack. She might have been trying to keep her mind from leaping ahead, but she’d been failing. The idea of a relationship with him had burrowed into her heart.

      Before Violet was half-done packing for Isolde, there was a knock on her door and Gwennie and Lila swept in. Lila took in the sight of Isolde in a regular dress, weeping into her scotch while Violet packed her bags and said, “Praise be. What do we need?”

      “Victor is going to need help with these trunks if we want to escape before most everyone realizes what is afoot. Perhaps Denny?”

      “I left him smoking with John Davies.”

      “Lovely, John will surely be on our side. Gwennie, would you?”

      Gwen nodded and hurried out the bedroom door while Lila knelt in front of Isolde and told her all the reasons she was making the right decision.

      Victor arrived next, saw what was happening in a glance, and said, “Brava, Isolde! Has anyone told Father yet?”

      Violet shook her head. She was fighting her need for precision with the need to move quickly.

      Lila understood when she caught Violet carefully folding a dress. “Darling,” Lila said, taking the dress from Violet. “You can afford a maid to press this dress now.” To Victor, Lila said, “I’ll help Vi and we’ll keep a hand on Isolde’s bravery. We need these bags to the car and the car capable of leaving quickly.”

      “I’ll get the car outside of the house,” Victor said. “I’m proud of you, Isolde.”

      “I should have done it sooner,” she said with tears. “Even last night would have been better. How did I get here?”

      “We’re all weak in the face of our elders,” Gwennie told her. “This will be an exciting tale when you’re at college.”

      “Better now, darling, than after,” Victor agreed, squeezing Isolde’s shoulder. “There is always worse timing. There is no question that Danvers is an out and out bounder. We have been trying to find proof since we realized who he was to pull apart his lies, but we simply didn’t have the time.”

      “Get to it, Victor,” Violet said, pushing him gently towards the door. “I don’t trust Lady Eleanor or Danvers enough to not feel as though this isn’t a race.”

      “On it, dear one,” he said.
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      A good half hour had passed since Victor left, and still no Father. Violet finally pulled Lila to the door and said, “I will find Father myself. You get her to the car the moment Victor returns. I’ll meet you there.”

      Lila nodded and Violet hurried through the halls of Kennington House. She hadn’t spent months at a time here as Isolde had, but Vi had been there often enough to find the bedroom always assigned to her father.

      It was empty, so she considered for a moment and then hurried down to the library. It would be just like Papa to be having a cigar with Eleanor’s brother up until he absolutely had to appear. People were still arriving, but they’d be seated by ushers and he’d have to greet them after the wedding.

      The hall outside of the library was empty. Violet knocked on the library door and there was no answer. She almost left to pursue her father elsewhere, except…it was just so like him to be having a secret cigar. She pushed the door open and saw that the French doors to the back garden were open. It was possible to make out the shapes of those who were walking across the lawns towards the little church. Most of the guests would have to appear just for the after-wedding party given the size of the chapel, but she still saw Mr. Gulliver talking to Mr. Higgins and Mr. Mathers. They didn’t look very happy. It wasn’t their wedding though, was it? Why should they be all smiles?

      She stepped forward, intending to look for her father further through the French doors. Perhaps Father was hiding in the shadows or on the side of the house? It was a rather hot day for spring; the shade on the side of the house was appealing.

      Violet saw the hand first. It was flung so casually out, giant rings on a few fingers. She frowned and stepped further forward.

      The slick backed hair was the next thing she noted. It had been disturbed and flopped about in glued together hunks. It was so odd to see the effect of brilliantine in that manner.

      It was only then that she noticed the pool of blood. The horribly squashed skull. The terrible result of a candlestick on the groom. She whimpered just a little, turning to run.

      Only firming her will, Violet glanced back and examined the scene further. A candlestick flung to the floor near the corpse, the dead Danvers, a bit of a ruckus with scattered papers and an overturned chair, but not enough—perhaps—to draw the attention of the servants.

      Especially if the first, terrible blow stopped Danvers from crying out for help. She swallowed, regretted that choice immediately and knew that what she wanted more than anything was Jack, Victor, and her father. To her shock, she realized she wanted them in that order.

      Slowly, she turned the latch on the French doors, rang the bell for a servant, and then left the library, shutting the door behind her. She turned the lock as she did so to prevent anyone from entering. She wasn’t sure just what Jack or his peers at Scotland Yard would need to be preserved, but she was determined to do what she could.

      Her hands were shaking and she was barely choking back hysterics when the butler who’d attempted to head her off not so long before arrived. He scowled at her, and she swallowed on a dry throat.

      “I’m afraid there’s been a terrible accident.” Her voice was shaking, but she felt that by not shrieking down the house, she was showing more fortitude than many could have mustered.

      “An accident, miss?”

      “You need to call for Scotland Yard. Ask for Mr. Hamilton Barnes. Tell him there has been a murder.”

      “A murder.” The butler sounded disbelieving and Violet’s eyes flashed.

      The shaking in her hands stopped as her fury escalated. “A murder. Now. You may seek your master after you have made the necessary contact.”

      Violet could see that the butler wanted to object, and she was overstepping demanding Scotland Yard when she wasn’t even a denizen of the house, but she knew what she had seen.

      Violet held up her hand to stave off his objections. “Mr. Morton, I suggest you do as I command.” She was wearing the persona of an earl’s daughter. One she didn’t like to put on very often, but she could be far more imperious with the lift of her nose and the turn of her head than he was capable of handling.

      He opened his mouth to object, and she lifted a solitary brow and crossed her arms over her chest. He didn’t contain his objections, but he did as she demanded and rang up Scotland Yard.

      “May I get my master now?” The sarcasm was not lost on Violet, but what cared she for his objections? She nodded once and said, “Send for the earl as well.”

      The butler scurried away. Violet had no doubt that he was heading for Markus Kennington, Lady Eleanor’s eldest brother.

      And, hadn’t Violet just seen him arguing with Mr. Danvers? She had.

      “Vi? What are you doing here, darling? I thought we were to be off with Isolde before our escape plans are scuppered.”

      Violet gasped and hurried down the hall and threw herself into Victor’s arms. “He’s dead!” The safety of her brother was all she needed to feel her clawed together composure slip.

      “What’s this now?”

      “I was looking for Father and I…I…he’s dead.”

      “Father?” Victor gaped at her and she shook her head frantically.

      “No! Thank goodness! Danvers! He’s dead. Someone…quite….” Violet felt the horror of it all once again in the safety of Victor’s protection and pulled back. “Someone quite crushed his head.”

      Victor’s mouth was agape, but he tucked Violet close to him just as Markus Kennington and their father rushed into the hall.

      “What’s this madness?” Kennington demanded. “You sent for Scotland Yard? What the devil! There’s a wedding afoot.”

      “Not any longer,” Violet replied calmly.

      “What has happened, little one? Morton, you’re claiming there was a murder. It cannot be so, can it?”

      “There’s no question,” Violet told her father and shivered as the recollection assaulted her once again. “It is very clearly murder, and Danvers is very clearly dead.”

      Father nodded. “Dead is he?” The question was quizzical and he seemed no more concerned about the death of his future son-in-law as he would be over an old horse. “Your butler already called the yard, Kennington. Nothing to do but wait, I’m afraid.”

      “Did you send for Jack?” Victor whispered.

      Violet shook her head and murmured, “I told them to ask for Mr. Barnes.”

      “Clever girl,” Victor said. “Morton, some tea for my sister with a generous splash of something stronger.”

      The butler’s face had become impassive in the view of his master, but he nodded once and said, “Of course, sir.”

      “Are we just going to believe her?” Kennington demanded.

      “Course we will,” Father said. “She’s hardly a ninny.”

      “She is a female.” Kennington scowled at Father, at Violet, and then back to Father.

      “She’s got eyes, hasn’t she? Vi ain’t no wilter. If she says the fella’s dead, he’s dead. If she says it’s murder, it’s murder. Don’t be daft in the head, Kennington.”

      Violet leaned heavily into Victor. The sheer idea of the crime being anything other than murder was bringing back what she’d seen. She shuddered again and Victor said, “Father, Vi needs…”

      “Course, course,” Father said. “The parlor here. It’s got to be open, ain’t it? With the wedding nonsense?”

      Kennington would have objected, but before he could, Father flung the door open and the waiting for Scotland Yard to arrive began.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The drive from London to Kennington House wasn’t long. Once you got outside the city, it was a mere hour into the countryside. The journey out of the city could be fraught with frustration, but Barnes made good time and appeared by the time Victor had pushed Violet into drinking her scotch and tea and then pushed her into eating a sandwich. He kept refilling her teacup, and the burning in her nose and throat became a constant semi-enjoyable pain.

      Victor hadn’t allowed anyone to pressure her for details but drew them from her himself in a way that lessened the pain of the recollection. He didn’t leave her other than to whisper to Father about Isolde, who nodded and disappeared up the stairs to talk to the daughter who had abandoned her wedding plans before her groom had been killed.

      Victor then stood guard over her while others tried to dig. Kennington had disappeared to delay the guests from leaving, and Lady Eleanor appeared only to be unceremoniously refused entrance.

      After that, Victor and Violet were left alone in silence. They sat on yet another Chesterfield, side-by-side as they always did. Her head was on his shoulder, and she was trying very hard not to think of what she’d seen.

      “I didn’t realize what a gift it was not to see Aunt Agatha…”

      “Don’t think of it,” Victor told Vi, refilling her teacup with the decanter of scotch. She shivered and nodded, laying her head back on his shoulder until he lifted her teacup to her mouth.

      “Do you suppose we’re suspects?” Violet asked a few minutes later. “Jack knows we hated Danvers and were trying to ruin the wedding.”

      “I doubt very much that you will be, love,” Victor said. “Drink your tea now.”

      Violet sat up and turned on him. “Tea?” she scoffed. “It was barely tea before you started refilling it.”

      Victor grinned without a smidgen of repentance and said, “I suppose that party we were going to have isn’t quite the thing, now.”

      The tenor of the question struck Violet as ridiculous and she broke into giggles. She was still laughing several minutes later and wiping her eyes with Victor’s handkerchief when Jack and Mr. Barnes entered the parlor.

      “Is she weeping?”

      Violet giggled and said, “Hullo there, good sir!”

      “I suspect I pushed too much scotch into her,” Victor said staidly, glancing down at the giggling, shivering, and weeping Violet. “I take full responsibility.”

      “What happened?” Jack demanded as Violet sniffled and then giggled a little more.

      “I didn’t realize how enjoyable the burn of scotch could be,” Vi told Jack. “Do you like it?”

      Her voice was high-pitched and cheery even as she shivered again and wiped away a tear.

      Victor recapped the events while Violet tried and failed to get herself into control. Once Victor had done, Jack squatted down in front of Vi and said, “Are you all right?”

      “You have rather remarkable eyes, did you know?”

      Victor’s snort seemed to make Jack blush. Vi grinned in delight at the slight rosy tone to his cheeks. He wasn’t so large while he was before her like this. Well, he was, but he didn’t make her feel quite so small when he wasn’t towering over her. She discovered that his effect on her had no change.

      “Don’t be shy,” Vi told him. “Not everyone has nice eyes, you know.” Her tone was very serious as she leaned in and whispered, “Lady Eleanor’s are rather faded and watery.”

      Jack’s lips twitched and he said, “I know where they live, Barnes. I think Victor better get Violet home. We can question them after Violet has a nap and perhaps another sandwich to sop up all the booze Victor poured into her.”

      Violet shivered again, a tear sneaking out of her eye, “It was awful.”

      “You see…” Victor said, looking helplessly at Violet as she shivered once again, breaking into a new case of gooseflesh. “I can’t…”

      Violet’s lower lip quivered and she said, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I just keep…I just keep seeing it. Vic didn’t let me see Aunt Aggie.” Violet was crying fully then and Jack cleared his throat. “I didn’t like it at the time, but now…”

      “I see…” Jack said, clapping a hand on Victor’s shoulder.

      “I had to,” Victor said.

      “Had to what?” Vi asked glancing between the three of them, who were all looking at her rather seriously.

      “It didn’t stop her crying though, did it?” Barnes shook his head and said, “We can’t protect them from everything.”

      Victor glanced back at Violet and swore, “But damned if I won’t try. Not sure she’ll let me take her home without Isolde though. I don’t suppose I can have her too? She can’t have done this.”

      “Not if the murder is as you say,” Jack said. “It would have to be someone larger than either Violet or Isolde.”

      “Couldn’t be Isolde,” Violet told them all. “Doubt she was alone since the moment she woke.” Violet suddenly yawned, placing a hand over her mouth, but the yawn shook her whole body. “Shouldn’t be happy. I’m not happy. But it’s better he’s gone. Better for Isolde. Solves a lot of the trouble for her. I keep seeing it.”

      “Don’t think of it,” Victor and Jack said in unison.

      Vi yawned again and shivered, not even noticing when another tear fell. Jack stood and pulled Violet up. “Get your other sister, Victor. Take them both to your house and don’t leave. We’ll be by.”

      Victor nodded and Violet found herself alone with Jack once again, being bundled into the back of the Silver Ghost.

      “Don’t leave me,” she begged. She dared to lay her head on his shoulder while he sat next to her. Not his shoulder. He was too large for that. This monstrous thing under her cheek was his arm. She reached her hand, still trembling, up to touch it and then yawned again. “You won’t go?”

      “Not until Victor is here.”

      Violet glanced out the window, seeing Markus Kennington and his cousin watching from an upper window. She shivered yet again. But this time it wasn’t memories that were assaulting her. It was the realization that someone she knew had murdered that bounder, Danvers.
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      Violet fell asleep in the automobile on the way back to their house, but her dreams were fraught with searching for the people she loved and never quite finding them.

      “I’m right here, luv,” Victor said soothingly one of the times she woke herself asking for him, but when she slipped back into sleep, he was gone again. Whatever would she do without him? She couldn’t imagine a future where he wasn’t a daily part of it. Even at college, they’d seen each other so often they might as well have been in the same houses.

      “Is she always this melancholy when she’s in her cups?” Isolde’s voice cut through Violet’s fitful sleeping, and she sat up for a moment before turning towards Victor and snuggling into his side.

      “It isn’t the scotch,” Victor said.

      “It was awful,” she murmured into his shoulder, wishing she could slip deeply into sleep instead of waking and falling back asleep as she was doing.

      “I know, darling. Don’t think of it.”

      “I can’t make it stop,” she whispered as the dream claimed her again.

      The motion of the automobile ceased. She woke when Victor pulled her from the car, and she found herself in his arms.

      “Do you remember that time I fell from the tree?” she asked in a sleep-thickened voice.

      “Carried you like this then, too.”

      “Don’t go?” she asked. It was her dreams speaking, and she was asleep on his shoulder again before he could answer.

      When she woke later that evening, it was to Beatrice gently shaking her shoulder.

      “M’lady,” Beatrice said quietly. “M’lady. Dinner is to be served and Mr. Wakefield and Mr. Barnes are here to speak with the household.”

      Violet shoved off her eye mask and found she’d been bundled into her bed in her dress without her shoes, jewelry, or hairpiece. Someone had taken care to put her eye mask on to block out the sun, but it was long gone now.

      “What time is it?”

      “Near seven, m’lady.”

      Violet pushed back her hair and asked, “How long do I have?”

      “As long as you need, m’lady. They all said so.”

      Violet slowly stood. She didn’t feel so much sick to her stomach as sick to her heart. She took the aspirin that Beatrice had ready, along with Giles’s concoction, hurried it all down, and decided to take them at their word.

      Beatrice drew a bath for her while she brushed her teeth. A quick bath later, and Violet pulled on her most comfortable dress and an oversized sweater. She didn’t feel up to bothering with makeup except for a little color on her lips. If this thing between her and Jack continued, he’d have to discover she had a few freckles on her nose.

      They had gathered around the dining table once again. The cook had been informed they intended to bring a few friends home, but not to put forth such a great effort. So they didn’t have more than the simple repast they would normally have requested.

      Violet crossed immediately to Isolde, who was a pale sort of green, and hugged her tight.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Are you?” Isolde’s bright blue eyes searched Vi’s face. She nodded and they hugged once again.

      Violet carefully pushed back one of Isolde’s loose curls. “I know this is awful right now, luv, but I am still proud of you.”

      She turned to the rest of the room and found that the gentlemen had stood and were watching the interaction between the sisters.

      Jack was standing next to his friend and former commander, Mr. Barnes. They both had the sort of alert, hunting look that Violet imagined had been normal for them during the war.

      “There is food,” Victor said, as he rubbed the back of his neck. “Perhaps we might eat and discuss this as though it were a sort of intellectual problem.”

      “Rather than the murder of Isolde’s bounder betrothed?” Violet asked.

      Mr. Barnes said, “This is all very….inappropriate. We shouldn’t be consorting with…”

      “Suspects?” Isolde looked weepy, and Mr. Barnes didn’t answer her. She wasn’t, however, incorrect.

      “Do it anyway, old man,” Victor said, with that edge of the lion, the earl’s son, in his tone. He was in full protective mode with both of his younger sisters present and upset. “I won’t have you dragging off my sisters to badger them with questions, not without me there.”

      “Victor…” Violet started, but he shook his head.

      “Not today, Vi.”

      “Violet and Isolde couldn’t have killed him. Given the amount of damage and the size of Danvers, they wouldn’t have been physically strong enough. It was but a single blow that ended him,” Jack said. “And Victor was seen during the likeliest window of when it could have occurred.”

      Mr. Barnes searched all their faces and then nodded once.

      “Cook made beef stew and Yorkshire pudding,” Victor said, interrupting smoothly, once more back to his usual calm. “Not very elegant, I’m afraid, but it’ll warm our bones.”

      The dinner was served with ginger beer. Violet grinned at her glass as she accepted it from Hargreaves, well aware that the drink had been selected because Victor saw the pain behind her eyes. Giles and Hargreaves worked together to serve the dinner and Mr. Barnes kept a notepad next to his plate, making notes as they discussed the history of one Mr. Carlton Danvers.

      “How did you meet him?” Violet asked Isolde.

      “Mama, of course.” Isolde paused and then explained, “Uncle Kennington and Mama were rather good friends with him before I was ever introduced. Before I was even out of the schoolroom, Mama talked to me about being secure and Mr. Danvers’s name came up again and again. How he wasn’t quite the thing in looks, but such a good man. Such a steady man. A safe refuge for a flighty, romantic thing like me. Mama made it seem as though…” Isolde didn’t finish her thought, but Violet could imagine.

      Lady Eleanor had pressured her daughter from the schoolroom, introduced them as a fate already accomplished, an established arrangement, and Isolde hadn’t found the gumption to kick up a fuss.

      Father said he’d try to stop things, but what if his little asides had been laughed off by Lady Eleanor? Isolde may have been entirely unaware that Father objected, with his manner of protesting. He was so lackadaisical about things, and one had to be quite familiar with him to be aware of when he was unhappy. Would it be so surprising if Isolde wasn’t privy to that trait?

      “I think we see,” Mr. Barnes said gently. “Were you aware of any enemies?”

      Isolde shook her head. “Mama kept me focused on shopping and furniture. I just tried to enjoy the jewelry and not think too far ahead.”

      Victor set his drink down with a rather forceful click, but he did nothing more than cross his finger in front of him.

      Violet despised her next question, but it had to be asked. “What do you know of Helen Mathers?”

      Isolde glanced at Violet and blushed brightly enough that Violet thought her innocent sister may be rather aware of more than Violet would have guessed.

      “She distracted him from me, didn’t she?”

      Victor’s laugh was approving while Barnes looked on confused.

      “The lady friend,” Jack said under his breath, and clarity crossed Barnes’s expression. He’d clearly heard enough to know of her existence.

      “What do you know of the son?” Barnes asked.

      Isolde glanced at the table and blushed. She didn’t quite meet their eyes and Violet frowned. That was the look of a girl who had been pushed.

      “Did he express an interest in you?” Violet’s tone was bright, as though the idea didn’t infuriate her.

      Isolde nodded just a little.

      Vi’s anger was mounting, and she had to move her shaking fingers into her lap so Isolde didn’t see her reaction. The table was awkwardly silent as everyone tried to contain reactions to what Isolde had experienced. Isolde didn’t see it because she was hiding her gaze.

      Violet pressed her lips tightly together and then was unable to hold back. “Isolde, you cannot stop interest others might have in you. You cannot stop someone looking at you and thinking you are lovely. You are.” Violet reached over and took Isolde’s hand. “You cannot make a man keep his comments, gaze, or hands to himself. But if he does not, it is not your fault.”

      Isolde’s gaze lifted to Violet and the two sisters understood each other in a way that the men at the table could not.

      “I, however, can,” Victor said. “If you need me…”

      Violet’s laugh was gentle but ungiving when she said, “You won’t always be there, dear brother. If only all men were like you, then Isolde and I would never need to worry our pretty little heads over it.”

      Violet’s mocking tone made everyone relax, so she squeezed Isolde’s hand and took a sip of her drink before changing the subject. “Isolde, what about those business partners. Gulliver and Higgins?”

      “I only ever regularly met Uncle Kennington and Mr. Mathers. Mr. Mathers and Mr. Danvers had done business for quite some time, I believe. Uncle Kennington and Norman Kennington only invested in the last year or two. They never really discussed business around me. Or anything really. We’d just eat and see a play, and I’d be delivered home. It was all very…”

      Again Isolde’s manners prevented her from expressing her real feelings, but Violet could imagine. Uncomfortable? A terrible foreshadowing of the future laid out for her? Vi made a mental note to talk to Victor about taking Isolde away as soon as this case was resolved. A little travel, school in the fall, a new step forward—perhaps her sister would learn to craft her own life.

      The questions Isolde answered filled out the picture that Mr. Danvers was a snake in the grass, Lady Eleanor an idiot woman who’d focused only on the piles of purported bullion, and the motives of the killer were still amorphous. It wasn’t that they didn’t exist, it was that none of the possible motives took shape with any clarity.

      Isolde excused herself when the questions were finished, and Violet gazed after her sister. She was tempted to follow, but a glance at Jack and the slight shake of his head told her that they weren’t finished questioning the twins.

      Violet rang the bell for Hargreaves and had him send Beatrice to care for Isolde while the rest of them adjourned to the library.

      Victor seated Violet in a chair near the fire, and the others joined her while Victor requested a coffee tray. Violet murmured a request for a mix of chamomile and mint tea, and his mouth tightened as he nodded. He knew that was the drink of choice when she didn’t feel quite the thing.

      “What a dashed mess!” Victor said, shoving his legs out before him and steepling his fingers. “By Jove, I won’t pretend to be sorry it happened. Thank god it did!”

      “Where were you in the hours before?”

      Victor answered even though it seemed Jack and Mr. Barnes had a pretty good idea. Violet curled her legs under her and leaned her temple on her fingers in a fruitless attempt to push back the pain in her head.

      “Vi and I arrived together. We left Giles with the automobile. The wedding was scheduled for 10:00 a.m., but we’d gotten there early since Vi wanted to love on Isolde a little. Let the dear thing know that we loved her even though we had tried to talk her out of the day. It was our attempt to form a bridge to see Isolde through after the wedding. So she’d feel safe coming to us if she needed to.”

      “She seems the type to put on a brave face and square her shoulders.”

      Victor nodded, displeased at the thought, before continuing. “It was around 9:00 a.m. when we made our way to the house. On the way, we saw Markus Kennington and Mr. Gulliver in quite an argument with Danvers. I sent Vi to our sister and remained behind.”

      “What happened?”

      “They walked it off, each of them taking off in a different direction. Our presence had burst whatever that argument was about.”

      “Did you see many of the guests?” Barnes asked.

      Victor considered before listing names. He suddenly turned to Vi. “Mathers. He and his girl were there at the wedding. She didn’t look well.”

      Violet nodded. “Oh yes…I saw him and Higgins and Gulliver too. Right before I noticed the body. They were on the lawn through the French doors.”

      “Did you notice anyone else at that moment?”

      Violet shook her head apologetically.

      “The…” Barnes glanced at Violet and then said quietly. “It is doubtful that any regular-sized woman would be strong enough to commit this crime.”

      Violet shuddered and closed her eyes.

      “Don’t think of it,” Victor told Vi, and she tried to smile for him.

      Hargreaves appeared with the tray. She pushed herself forward to pour for everyone, but Victor commanded her back, handing her a cup first and then pouring coffee for the others.

      “You’re an excellent hostess, brother.” Vi smiled into her tea. His smirk told her he wasn’t bothered.

      He’d made it sweet and lemony, and it helped settle her stomach, especially after the ginger beer. She had mostly pulled apart the Yorkshire pudding and shuffled the stew around her dish at dinner.

      “From what we can tell, all of the major investors in Danvers’s scheme were in attendance early, along with your family.”

      “What are you thinking?” Vi hated the realization that, once again, her family were the main murder suspects.

      They didn’t answer her, finishing their coffee instead until the men made their excuses. Barnes and Victor stepped into the hall while Jack squatted in front of her once again.

      “You seem fragile.”

      “It won’t last,” she promised. “Aunt Agatha, after she was cleaned up, that was the only body I can remember seeing. The way…” Violet’s eyes filled with tears. “How did you survive the war?”

      He didn’t lose sympathy for her when she asked the question. Not even though her trial had been so much less harrowing than his had.

      “The things men do to each other can be awful. The things men do for each other can be wonderful. I wasn’t in the trenches, thank god, but I saw men throw themselves over the body of a friend, one life for another. The good things aren’t exclusive to war heroism, either. People are heroic and kind and beautiful every day. Focus on those things and these megrims will fade.”

      Violet hoped it was true. Maybe at that moment merely because he did, she believed it, but she would cling to the idea all the same.

      “I’ll check on you tomorrow.” He pressed her hand and left her with her cooled tea. That hadn’t been a question, and it had been a little proprietary. Her imagination took momentary flight, and she smiled into her tea. Maybe it was better to focus on the little goodnesses of life and turn the big, horrible things over to God, fate, and the universe.
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      The world was a better place when Violet woke. The most likely reason was because her head no longer had a drummer boy banging away inside. She dressed with more care than usual because the process of choosing a dress and applying her makeup gave her something to focus on besides the day before.

      What was happening with her father? Her brother, Gerald? Had Lady Eleanor forgiven Isolde in the light of her betrothed’s death or would there be recriminations and derision over the course of the day? Violet dabbed a light red on her lips and examined her powder. She was still a bit pale, but she’d have to do.

      She put her makeup carefully away, took off her kimono and sprayed herself with perfume before she put on the light blue dress. It set off the color of her skin and hair. She finished with a simple cameo at her neck and her hair tucked back with a plain comb. She looked fashionable enough but not bright. She examined the dress, considered the death the day before, and exchanged her dress for a dark grey one instead, with a dropped waistline and pleated skirt.

      She made her way to Isolde’s room and found the girl. With dark circles under her eyes and her normally pale complexion still paler, Isolde could have been confused for a ghost.

      “Cheer up, cheerio,” Vi told her sister. “You’ll feel better after some food and tea.”

      Violet pushed her sister through dressing, putting the scattering of Isolde’s possessions away as her sister put on a black dress and said, “I suppose I’d better appear to be mourning.”

      Violet didn’t disagree, but she said, “Anyone with half a wit will know you escaped, my love. But putting on the black garb is the best idea. You can keep with it until we take you out of England and then drop the act once the fervor dies down. You can be a bright young thing again, slip into college, and it’ll all fade with the perfecting of your French and literature.”

      Isolde brightened at the idea. “Where shall we go? I have always wanted to visit Bruges, Belgium. My friend, Lisbeth, went. She said she’s never seen anything more beautiful.”

      “Certainly there,” Violet agreed without a thought and finished putting Isolde’s things away.

      The room was tidied, her sister was wan and beautiful in black, and the dark circles under her eyes had been masked with powder. They went down to the breakfast room together and found Victor sitting with Jack and Gerald.

      “Isolde, dear.” Gerald held his arms out to her, and she kissed each cheek and let him settle her, making a plate for her while she tried to drink her tea.

      Violet’s greeting from her brother was less enthusiastic, so she made herself a plate and didn’t fight the urge to seat herself next to Jack for breakfast.

      “You seem to be endlessly feeding me,” he murmured.

      Victor’s laugh distracted Jack from Vi’s blush, and she spread marmalade over her toast as Jack admitted, “I wanted to ensure all was well here.”

      “Who besides me is without an alibi?” Victor asked idly.

      “I am,” Gerald said. “And I’d have liked to kill the blighter.”

      Isolde’s shocked glance had Gerald holding up his hands and admitting, “I didn’t of course, love. Of course, I didn’t. I came by to let Wakefield here know that there’s a bit of a tizzy happening at Kennington house. Not sure of the details. Everyone becomes silent as monks when I enter. But a lot of hissing and bywords. Muttering and dire looks. You’d think someone was at death’s door instead of a blighter we hardly liked already gone.”

      “Hardly liked.” Isolde’s offense at Gerald’s opinion of her fiancé made Vi’s lips twitch, so she sipped her coffee to hide her reaction.

      “You knew I didn’t like him, Isolde. Don’t pretend to be surprised now. Is there tea?” Gerald demanded. “What’s wrong with a good cuppa?”

      “Vi and I adjusted to coffee in Italy, boyo.” Victor nodded to Hargreaves, who disappeared from his post near the door. The household had only the cook, the butler, Beatrice, and Giles. The servants tended to do quite a bit of double duty when it came to things like this.

      They should, Vi thought, probably hire at least one more daily.

      “Violet says we can go to Bruges,” Isolde told Victor.

      His gaze flicked to Vi’s, who nodded once, but she noticed Jack’s gaze had narrowed on her face. She wasn’t quite sure what to do. Isolde needed someone to take her out of the country and distract her. Who else could do it?

      “Be good for you to get out of the way until things die down,” Gerald said with a glance between Jack and Violet. Her eldest brother didn’t look disapproving. More contemplative.

      “After the killer is found, I’m afraid. At least for the gentlemen.” It was Jack who cut in and Violet prevented a sigh of relief. She wanted to go to Bruges…just not without Jack. When had this happened to her?

      “A few weeks in Belgium will be just the thing before college, Isolde,” Violet reminded her. “College will shake off this temporary madness, give you a safe place to provide you some distance and help you find your own wants. If you wish to wed and have children…”

      “I…” She looked as though it was hard to say and then her mouth firmed and she admitted, “It’s always what I wanted.”

      “Then you can do so,” Violet said calmly, “to a man you actually wish to spend your days with.”

      “Mother says you are too mannish to marry,” Isolde told Violet. “Do you not wish to marry?”

      Violet snorted before she admitted, “Perhaps. I have had offers, but I have no desire to marry for the sake of the institution. For love, I’d marry for that.”

      “Love,” Gerald repeated. “Women are all the same.”

      “Don’t you believe in love, old man?” Victor leaned back and crossed his leg, waiting for Gerald to reply.

      “On occasion,” Gerald said. “Less on days like the last few.”

      “You had better marry,” Victor told Gerald strictly. “I don’t want that title saddled on me, old boy. If you can’t find love, find someone fun, have a kid or two and go back to your shooting or whatever it is that you like.”

      “Managing the estates is work, Victor,” Violet told her brother. “It isn’t as though Gerald is the layabout you are.”

      “That is exactly the problem I am referring to, darling one. Save me, Gerald. Save me from the title and the responsibility. Better yet, save Violet. She’ll do it for me, you know. She doesn’t deserve such a fate.”

      “Siblings, please,” Jack said. “I have been conscripted and must be about my day. No leaving London until you’re cleared to go.”

      They all nodded, and Violet walked him to the door.

      “I’d still like to have dinner and the play. If your mother doesn’t object.”

      Violet barely held back the derisive snort that comment deserved. “Her taste in sons-in-law is not one I endorse.”

      Jack shifted just a little closer. He didn’t cross any proprietary lines, but his bulk made Violet feel safe once again. With Jack, who wouldn’t feel safe?

      “Keep close to Victor until the fiend is caught. Isolde and yourself.”

      Violet nodded and realized she should check on Lady Eleanor and Father. She should do it that day, but there was something else that had been growing in her mind since she’d woken, and she needed to bare her soul.

      “May I speak with you for a few moments?”

      Jack nodded and followed her into the parlor. “I had forgotten what I had done.”

      His gaze went from inquisitive to serious as she started to pace, stopping here and there to straighten a knick-knack or a pillow.

      “What did you do?” he asked after she’d straightened one of the pillows twice.

      “I…when…” Violet’s mouth pursed, then she nibbled on her lower lip. “I couldn’t abide Danvers. Especially after he manhandled me as he did. I could see Isolde’s future, and it was full of far worse than a bruise on an arm.”

      Jack nodded and didn’t speak. The silence tugged at Violet until she pressed shaking fingers to her mouth and said, “I knew from Fredericks that Danvers’s investments were very unlikely to be sound. I knew a few names of the investors. I had Fredericks approach them. I wrote concerned letters myself. To Harry and Helen Mathers. I…Jack…” She sat near him on the edge of the seat. “I told Fredericks to spend what he needed of my money to tug at the scheme. To see if he could make it fall apart. If Danvers was proven to be poor, Lady Eleanor would delay the wedding and then later cancel it. I knew she would. I…think it must all come back to me. This murder…it’s my fault.”

      Violet was fully trembling at that point. Terrified he’d be disgusted by her, afraid to let her mind touch too closely on what she might have caused. Trying to fight that memory. That terrible memory of the blood, the hand, the lank of hair.

      “This is not your fault, Violet.”

      She looked up at him, his great shoulders so easy to throw her burdens upon.

      “Whoever did this was reacting to a crime that Danvers committed. Their reaction would have happened sooner or later. What if he’d married Isolde and she’d been present? Your actions might have saved your sister’s life. We can’t know how things may have turned out.”

      She nodded and then said, “You’ll need to talk to Fredericks.”

      Jack agreed.

      “He’ll talk more freely if I am there.”

      “Not Victor?”

      She smiled and shook her head. “Fredericks was part of Agatha’s training. He spent time with all of us cousins that Aunt Agatha raised. I didn’t realize it at the time, but she gave all of us the chance to learn to manage what she’d created. I thought I might as well learn and apply to what Victor and I had. It was why…” Violet stopped, overcome by the death that mattered. It was why she’d been the one who inherited. Of them all, she was the only one who’d listened and learned.

      “I understand,” Jack said. “Bring Victor? Two o’clock?”

      Violet agreed and Jack left. She didn’t go back to the breakfast room but up to her bedroom. After a moment, she pulled out her journal and sent for tea.

      The end of the morning passed with her admitting to herself as she wrote that her feelings for Jack would not be reasoned with, that she had no desire to go to Belgium, but she knew she’d be going all the same, and that she might have contributed to the situation that caused the death of a man.

      A bad man, yes. But if history laid out the things that led to his death, her actions would be part of the reasons why. She had, however, acted in good faith in the attempt to save her sister from a man who had been a scoundrel. She could not let this result ruin her. All she could do, she realized, was trust that her good intentions mattered. That they both mattered and had consequences. Consequences both good and bad. Today her sister was still a free young girl, and a vile man had died.

      Violet set her pen aside and made a list for Giles. She wanted another typewriter, and a journal for Isolde. She needed to learn the importance of discovering her thoughts and desires through writing. Perhaps, if journaling worked for Isolde as it did for both Violet and Victor, Isolde wouldn’t be trapped by the plans of others again.

      The last thing on the list was a book about Belgium. Violet didn’t want to be unprepared for this trip. When that was done, she sent her request to Giles with Beatrice and then made a new list. On this one she put several names:

      Helen Mathers

      Harry Mathers

      Markus Kennington

      Norman Kennington

      Mr. Gulliver

      Mr. Higgins

      Hugo Danvers

      Unlike when she’d made a list of suspects after Aunt Agatha died, Violet didn’t bother with putting Gerald or Victor’s names on it. She didn’t think even Jack believed that either of them were truly suspects. But she had to consider adding Father’s. What if he’d learned that Danvers had been corrupting Helen Mathers? What if Father had learned that Isolde had been pressured into this wedding by the work of his wife and family? What if Father had learned that Danvers had intended to steal away Isolde and treat her poorly?

      Would the same lion he’d imparted to Victor, Gerald, Peter, and Geoffrey appear? Violet had never seen that side of her father, but she’d seen it in her brothers often enough that she was certain it existed. Somewhere in his blood was the same conquering soul that had carved out a piece of England and a title for his heirs.

      Slowly, she etched out the final name: Henry Carlyle .
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      Victor took Violet’s coat as they entered the business offices. The man, Jones, was at his desk, ears red. He must have gotten quite a talking to at his reaction to Violet’s earlier appearance. She grinned at him and said, “Blustery outside, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, m’lady. I…” The start of an apology appeared on his face.

      Violet tut-tutted. “Think nothing of it.”

      His face turned even a more brilliant red, and Violet turned to see that Jack and Mr. Barnes had appeared behind them.

      “Hullo,” she said brightly. Jack searched her face carefully, so she pasted a happy smile on her face. It didn’t reach her eyes, and she was sure he noticed. His mouth tightened, but neither of them said a thing. And neither of them pulled the wool over their companions’ gazes. Victor and Mr. Barnes knew their counterparts far too well for that.

      Mr. Fredericks already had a tea tray in the office and they all helped themselves before taking their seats.

      “Lady Violet, how may I assist you?”

      “You heard of Mr. Danvers’s death?”

      Fredericks nodded once, his face solemn and composed.

      “I’m concerned that my actions regarding his investment scheme precipitated his death.”

      Fredericks frowned and adjusted the papers in front of him. He did not, however, provide her false comfort. He simply cleared his throat.

      “It is possible, my lady. I have discovered rather a lot of money has been wrapped up in Mr. Danvers and those schemes.”

      Violet glanced at Jack and Mr. Barnes, who asked a series of questions about who had been involved.

      “The small investors are unlikely to realize that there was a problem and to find it worth killing over,” Barnes said. “Tell us the bigger names.”

      Fredericks glanced at Violet, who nodded, and he answered, “Mr. Markus Kennington, Mr. Norman Kennington, Lord Henry Carlyle.” Fredericks paused and Victor shifted uncomfortably in his chair, but Violet had suspected their father’s involvement might be the case before they’d appeared. Mr. Danvers had been too much in Lady Eleanor’s pocket for it to be otherwise.

      “Mr. Mathers?” Violet asked smoothly.

      “He and Mr. Danvers had been partners for decades, m’lady. If anyone knew the true nature of what we suspect, it would be Mr. Mathers.”

      She wasn’t surprised to hear Mr. Gulliver or Mr. Higgins involved when Fredericks continued. They’d worked with Danvers to try to corner Violet about her inheritance. She considered while the others murmured about guessed percentages and amounts. The details of the total amount invested was far less concerning than who had invested all they had. Violet was certain that Gerald wouldn’t have done such a thing as invest everything, and he had the bulk of Father’s money in his care.

      She just couldn’t put her father in the real suspect column. She had written his name on her list, but she didn’t believe it. She might not want to believe it, but she was going to presume he wasn’t the killer until she could no longer face anything else.

      “Who,” Violet asked, interrupting, “would lose everything should this investment scheme turn out to be what we suspect?”

      Fredericks paused before speaking. “Certainly Higgins and Gulliver. Not your father or Mr. Markus Kennington. I have been unable to ascertain how much Mr. Norman Kennington invested. However, he does have some reliable incomes that would continue as long as he didn’t mortgage them to invest, and I do not believe that is the case.”

      Violet stood and started pacing Mr. Frederick’s office. She noted it was dusted recently with the papers, except for the few in front of him, tucked into folders or drawers. She grinned and glanced at the men. Each of them was watching her pace.

      Violet thought back to her list and wondered if people would kill if it wasn’t all of their money.

      “Where does Mr. Mathers get his income? Just with Danvers or did he have separate interests?”

      “That isn’t clear. He doesn’t have debts racked about the city like Mr. Danvers. He paid his daughter’s school bills on time. I can’t be sure how much he might have lost.”

      Mr. Barnes finished with his questions. “This has been very helpful.” He paused before asking, “Did Mr. Danvers intend to marry Isolde for her money?”

      Mr. Fredericks said, “Lord Carlyle is very careful with his income and his children. The amount he invested was paltry compared to his wealth. What he set aside for Isolde is wrapped up tightly for her.”

      “Do you believe that Mr. Danvers was aware of that?”

      “It is possible he was led to believe that he’d be able to access those funds upon their marriage.”

      Mr. Barnes’s brows rose, and Victor answered the unspoken question. “Our stepmother. She has an infinite faith in her ability to sway my father with what he has to offer and how it will be laid out.”

      Violet finished. “We have a little half-brother, Geoffrey. He is the moon in her skies and the rest of us must fend for ourselves, and if she could give him everything, she would. He’s also the youngest of us. Father will do his best for him, but Gerald and not bankrupting the estate is the priority.”

      Jack and Mr. Barnes gave their thanks and left, the official questioning over.

      Violet asked Mr. Fredericks, “Was there anything you didn’t share?”

      Mr. Fredericks hesitated. “People have lost fortunes many times over, my lady. Any choices that were made because we prodded the house of cards doesn’t mean responsibility lies at your feet. It would have all fallen apart eventually.”

      Violet agreed, and they discussed their own business for several minutes before Victor and Violet took their leave.

      “Shall we lunch at that little Chinese food restaurant, darling?”

      Violet thought that just the thing. They lingered over their dishes of noodles and chicken and their Chinese wine. They avoided going home, and Violet had to admit it was because she didn’t want to hear Isolde chatter about Belgium. That made Violet think of Jack and made her second guess every little thing she’d said or done in the last few days, let alone when she’d been at Aunt Agatha’s house and hadn’t realized her infatuation would grow and grow.

      She had journaled just that morning about the effect of him squatting down in front of her when she was at her end and how it made her feel. She couldn’t deny it had been wonderful. Delightful even. Delicate. Important. Important to someone.

      She knew that she was important to Victor. She was discovering that she’d mattered to Isolde. Vi knew her father loved her in a distant sort of way and was realizing that despite the distance between her siblings caused by Lady Eleanor and being half-raised by Aunt Agatha, Vi’s other siblings had loved and cared for her. She hadn’t felt it until recently though. That realization mattered as did the realization that mattering to people changed her perspective about herself and her place in the world.

      They had long since finished their meal when Violet asked suddenly, “What if we were to go visit Helen Mathers?”

      “For condolences on the death of a lover who was throwing her over for someone with more money?” Victor’s scoff was unwarranted in Violet’s opinion, but she nodded. “You’ll have to do better than that, love.”

      “As concerned friends,” Violet suggested. “Who knew Helen attended the wedding and felt bad about…”

      “We feel bad someone murdered someone else?” Victor smirked.

      Vi scowled. “To…represent the family. A personal apology.”

      Victor drained his small wine glass and said, “It isn’t like they can do much more than throw us out as we’ll deserve. If you want to try it, I’m with you. Any idea where they live?”

      Violet shook her head. “We can’t ask Jack. He’d tell us to stay out of it. I wonder if Isolde knows where Helen lives.”

      Victor rang up their house and inquired, and they left the restaurant soon after with the address in hand. Victor left his car, and they took a cab simply because the driver had a far better chance of knowing how to get there.

      The travel through London was slow, and Violet was bouncing as she pondered different ways to approach Helen. She finally determined on playing the concerned friend. It would very much be playacting as Violet and Helen only knew each other in passing, attending the same parties and whatnot before Violet had inherited and Helen had gotten caught up with her father’s business partner. Violet shuddered. Being courted by Danvers would be very much like having poems read to the beauty of your eyes or other such nonsense—by your father.

      This was why women had worked so hard to gain their rights. Of course, Violet supposed that those very rights gave Helen the choice to fall for her father’s business partner. Just because Violet found it unwarrantable didn’t mean she had to…oh! This was no time to be debating the rights of women. How could Violet get Helen to confide in her?

      Perhaps just the weight of her silence? That was the method that Aunt Agatha used when Violet was a child. A leading question, a benign expression, a long silence. If you could wait out the intended victim, sometimes all you needed was the silence. Too often people couldn’t stand the weight of it and filled it against their better interest.

      The part of London where the Matherses lived didn’t proclaim why someone like Danvers would seek them out. It wasn’t over-the-top houses that shouted wealth and status. The house was, rather, a sturdy brick above with a garden, with a girl walking a dog in the park across the street from the houses, a woman feeding birds from a park bench, and a nanny letting children fly a kite and chase through the grass.

      None of the houses were ostentatious, though they were all nice. None of them had stone lions, personalized gates, or topiary. Yet they were made of brick with cut lawns, clean streets, and the nice park available for their use.

      This wasn’t so very different from Victor’s neighborhood actually. Violet examined each of the houses carefully and then they walked up to the door of number 18.
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      The door of Mather’s house had been painted a deep garnet red and the knocker was a fanciful lion. Violet examined it before she used it and told Victor, “You should get one of those fun knockers, but a dragon instead.”

      “I don’t have the same love for all things Asian as you do, luv. When Wakefield succeeds in binding you to him, you’ll have to take a honeymoon and visit Japan or China. Hong Kong, perhaps? Buy one for yourself there and bring it back to your very English home.”

      Violet grinned at her brother. “I doubt very much that the British version of Asian things will be very much the same as they are there.” She would have continued, but the door opened, revealing a middle-aged woman in a black dress.

      “Hello,” Violet said brightly. “Lord and Lady Carlyle for Helen Mathers. We’re old friends.”

      “She’s not here,” the woman said with a tight mouth. It was nearly an accusation, as though Vi and Victor should know that Helen wasn’t at home.

      “Oh, that is too bad,” Violet said. “We were so hoping to have an outing with her and catch up on old times. Do you know when she’ll return?”

      “Won’t be back for some time,” the woman snapped.

      “What about Mr. Mathers?” Victor inserted smoothly with the same bright smile. “We’d love to see him as well.”

      “They’re both gone. Won’t be back anytime soon. Leave your card if ya want.”

      Victor smoothly pulled a card out to leave with the woman, but before he did, he inquired again, “We saw her just recently.”

      “Gone sick, she has,” the woman said. “Real sick. Don’t think she’ll be back for quite a while.”

      “Oh, I say,” Victor said, keeping the genial tone but adding a touch of concern, “that is too bad. Is there somewhere we can send a get well chocolate or a card? Perhaps some flowers?”

      The woman shook her head, took the card, and said, “I’ll see she gets this.” The door closed in their faces. The twins turned to each other and then glanced back at the door.

      “What the devil?” Victor swore. “We just saw her. She was pale, I suppose. But so sick she had to leave home?”

      Violet played with the ring on her finger as she thought over what she’d seen of Helen. She had been kissing Danvers rather fervently in that club. The action of a girl who’d been spurned? No. Perhaps, Vi thought, the action of a girl who hoped desperately that somehow the marriage would not come to pass. The act of a girl in love?

      She’d seemed sick at the wedding. Maybe? Definitely sad. What if she had been in love? Or…Vi’s brows rose as another, more terrible idea hit her. What if Helen had been expecting? What if Danvers had persuaded the girl into bed? She wasn’t much older than Isolde. Would she know how to protect herself against an unwanted result?

      What would a girl like Helen do if she found herself in such a condition and the man who had been the father had intended to marry another? That would leave one heartbroken and listless. Pale and sick looking. It was all conjecture, of course, but possible.

      She placed her hand on Victor’s arm, knowing he’d never had to think of such things, and they started down the path to their car. The girl with the large spaniel from the park stood there, hand on the leash of her dog.

      “Hullo, there,” Victor said charmingly. He could be quite persuasive to the opposite sex, and Violet watched him almost angrily as he introduced them and asked, “The younger Miss Mathers?”

      The girl nodded. Her dimple was flashing and she gazed up at Victor with a wide, shocked gaze when he turned his attention to her.

      “Whatever are you doing here instead of school?” Vi’s tone wasn’t accusatory.

      “Oh…I came home to spend the weekend with the family and…something came up.”

      “We heard your sister was quite ill,” Violet said. “We’re so concerned.”

      Something in the girl’s face said that at least part of what they’d heard was a lie. Victor started to inquire, but Vi squeezed his elbow and he glanced at her. She shook her head slightly, and they turned inquiring gazes at the girl.

      “What is your name?”

      “Anna.” The girl dimpled again and cast another look at Victor.

      “Would it be all right, do you think? If we were to take you for an ice cream?”

      The girl glanced at the house, at the twins, and the promise of sweets seemed to be enough to get her to take the dog inside and slip back out.

      Victor seated Anna in the car as though he were escorting her personally while Violet placed herself in the back seat.

      “Are you quite close to Helen?”

      The girl hesitated before answering. “We used to be quite close. When we were both at school. Now…”

      “It’s hard when you get separated, isn’t it? Victor and I were, of course, since he went to the boys’ school and I to the girls’. Even in the same town, it was hard to see each other.”

      Victor glanced at Vi. “We used to sneak out at night and meet. Run wild. Got sent down from school a few times for that.”

      “And we had a drop place where we’d leave each other notes and things. Ciphers for a while when we were obsessed with spy novels.” Violet grinned and winked as Victor parked the automobile.

      They all ordered ice cream and found a little table to enjoy the treat.

      “Tell us about Helen,” Violet said, nudging her brother. “What happened? How can we help?”

      The girl glanced between them and then down at her ice cream. Her face went solemn and worried, and Violet asked, “Is it her lover?”

      The girl glanced up at Vi with a swift expression and then at Victor before returning to playing with her ice cream.

      “Victor,” Violet said, “would you be so good as to go get me some more paper from that little shop while we’re here? And maybe some things for Anna to take back to school with her. Are you going soon?”

      “Tomorrow,” she said, her mouth squirming up into a scowl.

      Victor nodded and rose.

      “Buy for her,” Violet said before he stepped away, “like her sister would. Sisters spoil each other, you know.”

      As soon as Victor was gone, Violet reached out and took Anna’s hand. “I know about having a little sister. Sometimes we need our big sisters and don’t have them. Talk me to me as though I were Helen, and I’ll do my best for you.”

      The girl bit her lip and Violet waited. She had to admire the tenacity of the girl. She fought telling all, but the silence and her worries were too much for her.

      “She…it was the lover. She…she…he was going to marry someone else. Someone he didn’t love. For the money!”

      Violet gasped appropriately and kept her gentle hand on Anna’s. She squeezed it lightly. “Poor Helen.”

      “He was never good enough for her!”

      “They never are,” Violet agreed gently.

      “It was worse than that. He was rich and she wanted to be rich. Always flashing about money. Papa works hard for us. He puts money aside, watches every little purchase. But he’s quite strict with purchases and allowances. Helen hated it. All our friends have spending money, buckets of it. But we barely have enough for things we actually need.”

      Violet could imagine how hard that would be, especially at a school for wealthy girls without the corresponding allowance. Helen must have been slighted and teased often.

      “She always swore she’d find a rich man someday. One who would spoil her. And when she found one, he was…well…he wasn’t what you’d want.”

      “Older?” Violet asked.

      Anna nodded and whispered, “Older even than Papa. And fat!”

      “Oh,” Violet moaned. “Helen is so beautiful. She could have someone else.”

      “But she didn’t want to wait,” Anna said. “She didn’t like being home from school and not having any money. Papa keeps an eye on where she goes, too. But he trusted this man, so he’d let him take her out and not the men more her age.”

      “Oh, your poor sister. I feel quite angry for her.”

      Anna nodded, not seeing the gleam in Vi’s eye. She did feel quite sorry for Helen, but any girl who decided that Danvers was the best bet had to be sick in the head.

      “So she…well…I shouldn’t say.”

      “Talk to me like I’m your sister,” Violet instructed. “You need to get this off your chest before you go back to school or it’ll wear you down and you’ll find yourself telling some untrustworthy young miss.”

      Anna looked alarmed at that idea and when Violet waited yet again, Anna finally continued. “Helen thought that she had to let him…well…you know…”

      Violet nodded.

      “And then she found out…”

      “There was a result,” Violet said gently.

      Anna nodded, glancing around to ensure no one was listening and then she hissed, “But then he threw her over for a richer girl. Papa said it was better, the man was too old for Helen. She should have never imagined that it would be anything other than him showing Helen about. Papa didn’t realize that they’d…well…and that Helen was…well…”

      Violet nodded. It was as she suspected. She didn’t need Anna to say the words aloud.

      “Did she try to end it?”

      Anna shook her head. “She couldn’t find anywhere. She doesn’t know anyone who would know how. Helen wasn’t feeling well. Being alone without getting out was too hard. She’s quite needy to interact with others. She gets blue when she doesn’t. All of that together, she was just…sad.” The look at Anna’s face told Vi the depth of that sadness. It had been too much for the poor, spurned girl.

      Violet leaned back, shocked. “I see…”

      Helen had tried to end herself, not the baby. Violet wanted to murder Danvers herself. He’d ruined the heart of a young girl and had expected her to arrive at the wedding. Of all the dastardly, no good, evil things to do to a poor girl barely out of the schoolroom. And to imagine him flailing about on the top of poor—Violet shuddered and put the idea out of her head before she sicked-up in her bowl of melted ice cream.

      “Listen to me,” Violet said gently. “Your sister is sad. I hope your father is taking her somewhere that will see to her.”

      “I threw a fit until he swore he’d take her to the seaside. She feels better in the sun. I made him swear he’d be kind. He was so angry. I’d never seen him like that. But he wasn’t angry at her. He was sad for her. So, I think…I think…”

      “The sun will be just the thing. The sun, time, healing. It just takes time. You write to your sister. Remind her of good things. Send her books and letters and things to keep her mind filled. Make your father use that money he has put away.” Violet pulled out a notebook from her drawstring bag. “Give me your address at school.”

      Anna listed it off.

      “And Helen’s address.”

      Anna hesitated and then listed it off.

      Violet said, “I will send her a care package as you have never seen before.”

      Anna grinned and squealed a little.

      Violet frowned, thoughtful, then told Anna, “I will be your patroness. Expect a small allowance from me.”

      The girl’s mouth dropped.

      “You are bright. You are kind. You are loving. In return, you swear to me you will do well in school. It’s a new day for women, but only if we take it. Will you take it?”

      The girl nodded.

      “You’ll work hard?”

      She nodded, eyes wide.

      “Qualify for college, and I’ll see to it you can go. Now, put Helen out of your mind beyond your letters and care. Your sister will get better. Things will improve with time. She has escaped that fiend even if she doesn’t know it yet. She will realize it one day.”

      Anna nodded, and as she finished her ice cream, Violet made a list of things that Hargreaves would need to see regularly sent to the girl with her allowance. If Violet was going to be in Belgium with Isolde, preventing sadness and being locked away from turning her into Helen, then someone else would need to see to the day-to-day of caring for the girl.

      “Thank you, love,” Violet told her as they walked back out to the car and found Victor with a large box. “I will be careful with your confidences. I look forward to our alliance.” Violet turned to her brother. “Victor, give her your card. I expect to hear how you are doing at school,” she said to Anna. “And a report of when you’ll be back in London, so we can get together and have a good gossip. Send me the details of all your friends, so I’m ready to discuss the ins and outs.”

      Anna nodded, and they returned her home chattering brightly. The shadows were gone from her eyes when they reached the house, and she squealed as Victor walked her up to the house with the large box and saw her inside.

      When he returned to the car, he said, “I don’t know what you said to her, but whatever it was—it was well done.”

      “I’ll be giving her the first of scholarships for girls in Aunt Agatha’s name. If her father was clever with how he moved money, Anna might get out of this mess with something to support her. But if he was not, she might lose everything. I won’t have her lose schooling and the life that was promised.”

      “It was a stolen life,” Victor said.

      “She didn’t steal it, though, did she? She’s a good kid. I feel certain Aunt Agatha would approve.”

      “Then my approval means nothing next to that.” He grinned, but he took her hand and squeezed and the approval in his eyes meant everything.

      “Not true, brother.” She winked. “Just less.”

      “And where does Jack fall in the line-up?”

      An elbow in Victor’s side was his answer.
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      They walked into the house and saw Hargreaves hovering anxiously outside of the parlor. The twins glanced at each other.

      “Uh oh. I’ll endeavor to see what is wrong.” Violet handed Hargreaves her coat and walked into the parlor. Her gaze narrowed on the sight before her. Her sister was sitting on a settee and Hugo Danvers had pressed far too close.

      As she entered, she could hear him murmur, “Do you remember when we first met?”

      Violet watched the two of them, who had yet to notice her presence. Isolde shook her head and leaned back. Hugo leaned closer.

      “I remember it like it was yesterday,” he murmured. He was speaking like a lover and his tone made Vi ill. As far as Hugo Danvers knew, Isolde had lost her intended and was in mourning. “Your hair was flowing down your back, you wore this pale pink dress. You looked like an angel. I’ve always thought of you as an angel.”

      “I…” Isolde scooted over a little as Hugo took her hand.

      “I know that you were pressured into the alliance with my father.” Hugo said ‘father’ like it was a curse. “I’ll make sure that never happens again.”

      Vi’s gaze narrowed on him. Who was he to protect Isolde? No one!

      “I…” Isolde’s head was turned so that she could still see Hugo but arched as far away from him as she could be. The angle of her neck had to be painful, but Hugo didn’t seem to notice. Or, perhaps, he did not care. “Please…”

      Hugo didn’t listen to her pleading. Violet noted the way Isolde was tugging her hand away from Hugo, but he didn’t seem to notice. There were fingerprints on Isolde’s skin where he was digging in.

      “Our condolences on the loss of your father,” Violet told Hugo, announcing her presence.

      They both started. Isolde’s expression flashed with relief while Hugo looked as though Violet was very unwelcome. He had yet to learn her capacity for making him unwelcome.

      She crossed and took Isolde’s hand, pulling her to her feet. Hugo’s expression was utterly shocked as Violet forced him to scoot back and wrapped her arm around her sister. Vi seated Isolde next to herself on the Chesterfield, with Isolde tucked between her and the side of the sofa.

      “I imagine,” Violet continued, as though she hadn’t just pulled that maneuver, “that your father’s death was quite the shock.”

      “It was, of course. Thank you,” Hugo replied.

      The expression on his face declared he’d like to see the last of Violet. It wasn’t Violet, however, that he’d be seeing the last of. He waited and as he did Victor entered the room, took in Violet’s position, the way Isolde was cowering behind her elder sister, and his eyes narrowed.

      “What are you doing here?” Victor demanded.

      Hugo cleared his throat and adjusted his awkward seat to state, “Just giving Isolde my condolences.”

      “Which you’ve done,” Victor said. The indication was clear that Hugo was invited to leave.

      Hugo’s head cocked, and he looked quizzical.

      Violet could feel Isolde shuddering under her hand. Vi’s furious face told Victor all he needed to know.

      “Have I done something to offend you?” Hugo asked, refusing to stand. “Surely, as Isolde and I have experienced the greatest loss, it is reasonable that we are best able to comfort each other.”

      “Is that the lie you are telling yourself?” Victor wasn’t even pretending at manners. “You think it is acceptable to visit a very young, very shocked girl at home alone? After such a harrowing trial?”

      “Besides,” Violet said lightly, “you said yourself you knew that Isolde was pressured into a relationship with your father. You know she isn’t grieving as you must be, so why did you come?”

      Hugo glanced between the twins and then seemed to appeal to Isolde, but Violet did her best to block his view of her little sister.

      “Leave, Danvers,” Victor said. “It’s long past time for you to go.”

      “You can’t keep me from Isolde. This isn’t a prison.”

      Isolde squeaked, and as they all turned to look at her, she tucked her face into Violet’s shoulder.

      Violet lift a single brow at Hugo and his face flushed furiously.

      “This isn’t quite the thing, and you are well aware your behavior isn’t apropos. Did you wait until we’d left her alone or did you inquire to see if she was alone when you appeared?”

      Hugo flushed and didn’t answer.

      Victor continued. “Once this murder investigation is over, Isolde will be leaving London and you will not see her again.”

      Hugo almost growled, and Isolde shuddered at the noise.

      “Now I say—” Hugo tried.

      “Out,” Victor demanded, interrupting him.

      “Isolde is nearly family,” Hugo protested.

      “Isolde,” Violet said, “is with her family. And the only other connections she’ll be forming is with other travelers and then college students.”

      “College?”

      “College,” Victor repeated. “Not another too old for her beau who wishes to pressure her into something she doesn’t want.”

      Hugo was brilliantly red at that point, but he turned and appealed to Isolde. “You wish to leave? Leave? Travel? College?”

      Violet would have answered for her sister, but he needed to hear it from Isolde, and she needed to learn how to speak for herself. Seeing her as crumpled as she’d been when Vi had arrived had shown just how easy it was to squash the burgeoning independent woman in Isolde.

      Violet nudged Isolde, and she said, “I…I…do.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Hugo declared. “You have options.”

      When Isolde didn’t speak, Vi nudged her again, and Isolde said, “I want to go to college. And to travel. And to breathe a little after…everything.”

      Victor stepped forward. He was shorter and more slender than Hugo, but Victor still seemed intimidating.

      “You heard it from her. You heard it from me. Out. Don’t bother her again.”

      Hugo snarled as he slammed from the parlor. Victor followed.

      Isolde moaned as he left, curling onto her side and placing her head on Violet’s lap. “Oh, that was awful!”

      Violet ran her hand along her sister’s back, soothing her as Vi would a baby. Over and over again until Isolde was quivering, and then finally, she started to cry. She didn’t talk as she cried, just let the tears fall slowly and silently.

      Violet didn’t say a word either. Isolde needed to have a good cry. Not just over Danvers dying, though perhaps also that, but over the fact that her mother had cornered her into a marriage that was clearly destined for misery.

      Victor returned long enough to see Isolde weeping and left in a fury. After quite a long while, Isolde slipped into sleep. Violet left her and found that Jack had arrived again.

      “I was hoping to ask a few questions of Isolde, only…”

      Violet shook her head. “Maybe we can help? She barely fell asleep, and given the circles under her eyes I don’t think she’s been sleeping well—perhaps for weeks.”

      Victor snorted. “Jack is here because he knows Cook is excellent.”

      “It’s hours before dinner,” Jack protested.

      “And just in time for tea,” Violet said with a grin and a wink. “Hargreaves, in the library, please. Leave Isolde be and let her sleep.”

      “Yes, m’lady,” he said.

      Beatrice brought in the tea, which was cucumber or smoked salmon sandwiches, scones with clotted cream and jam, and fruit tarts. Jack asked about the Kenningtons, and they had to admit they didn't know much regarding the details of those connections.

      “We’ve been pursuing a few leads that have been harder to track down than I’d have expected.”

      “Perhaps,” Violet suggested as she set down her cucumber sandwich, “you are referring to Mr. Mathers and his daughter?”

      Jack’s gaze narrowed on her, and she knew that she’d given away they’d inquired into the murder.

      “We might have stopped by to see Helen,” Violet admitted.

      “Perhaps. Maybe. If you aren’t too angry,” Victor mocked.

      Violet nudged him with her elbow and confessed, “It is possible that in stopping by we took Helen’s little sister out for ice cream, and she and I gossiped a bit.”

      Jack frowned. She could almost see him debating. He wanted to know what she’d discovered and he wanted to scold her thoroughly. She waited to see what he’d choose.

      He finally said, “We wouldn’t have gotten anywhere with that angle.”

      Violet grinned at him and Victor clapped Jack on the back. “Bravo, good man! Way to accept the inevitable.”

      Jack scowled at them. Vi ignored his expression. “Anna revealed that Helen attempted to take her own life.”

      Jack started and Victor’s smile slipped away. Nothing about that was humorous.

      “It seems that she pursued Mr. Danvers and thought they would be married. After he led her to the conclusion that they would marry, he was able to persuade her to physical relations and left her with a little burden. Only after did he throw Helen over for Isolde.”

      Jack set down his teacup.

      “Anna told me that her father took Helen to the seaside. It sounds like she’s prone towards fits of being blue and this pushed her past her capacity. Her father took her to Margate to recover. The address is in my book.”

      “I’ll be needing that,” Jack stated. “We know, of course, that Mathers is Danvers’s partner. The level of Mathers’s illegal machinations is unclear. I suspect that Mathers knew exactly what was happening but kept everything he did monetarily hidden. He was very, very careful. One of the numbers boys over at the Yard said that he didn’t think Mathers would be ruined when Danvers’s scheme eventually fell apart. The fellow said he thought Danvers must have intended to take what he could and run just before it all fell apart. There was no sustaining this scheme.”

      Violet passed around a tray of sandwiches while Jack continued. “We spoke with everyone who invested. No one has any idea that their investment was a sham and that Mathers was anything other than a minion for Danvers.”

      Violet sipped her tea and considered. She didn’t love that Mr. Mathers had assisted in stealing money for a sham investment scheme, but she was glad that the girls would survive.

      “He seems to be a real pull-himself-up-by-his-bootstraps type,” Jack said. “Built a fortune out of nothing. He’s a widower, never remarried. Goes to church. The churchgoers like him. He volunteers. Gives money. Goes to all the school things for his daughters that he can. There is no indication he’s involved in criminal activity by any of the rest of his activities.”

      Violet refilled the teacups for them. “Perhaps he feels guilty for his life.”

      “Perhaps,” Victor said doubtfully. “Surely you’d just stop. If you’re smart enough to get involved in this stuff and to keep it from coming back at you, you’re smart enough to work a job that doesn’t include stealing.”

      Jack nodded. Both he and Victor reached for more sandwiches while Violet debated the idea of Mathers.

      Was it possible to be both a good community man and a thief? She didn’t see how. She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and played with the ring on her finger while the two men started debating cricket and stopped talking about the crime.

      Violet avoided the scolding she knew Jack intended when Isolde woke and asked for her sister. Vi left with a wink towards Victor, who just might get that scolding instead.

      By the time that Isolde had bathed, been put to bed with a sleeping pill, and talked to about Belgium until she succumbed to sleep, Jack had gone.

      “Should we go out?” Victor asked.

      Vi shook her head. “Is it too awful of me if I want to stay in and write?”

      Victor laughed. “We got lazy and weak in Italy, darling. We’ll have to build up our capacity to those old days of late nights and drinks with the pals.”

      They discussed the plot of their story, ate a bowl of warm soup, and agreed that they’d be scolded from one year to the next if they didn’t soon inquire after Father and Lady Eleanor. Violet thought the only reason the earl and his lady hadn’t descended on the errant children yet was because Gerald had most likely sent the appropriate messages—ones that they hadn’t been wise enough to do themselves.
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      In the morning, Victor and Violet ate together. Vi had stopped by Isolde’s room long enough to tell her to spend the day lazing in bed, looking at magazines, and that she was not to have any callers. It would have been the type of thing a controlling guardian said if Isolde didn’t know it was to keep Hugo Danvers away.

      “The servants have also been informed that you are not at home to anyone except Gerald.”

      “I haven’t stayed in bed and lolled about before. Not unless I was sick.”

      “You are sick, dear,” Violet told her, “or at least that is what we’re telling your mother and Father.”

      Violet turned to leave when Isolde asked, “Why don’t you call her Mother?”

      Vi thought about lying to her sister, but the time for softening truth for Isolde was past, and it was time for her to learn. “She never was. Not to Victor and me. Aunt Agatha demanded us and Lady Eleanor was happy to see us off and out of the way.”

      “Oh,” Isolde said, suddenly seeing their lifetime anew.

      Violet smiled gently. “I’ll check in when we get home.”

      The drive out to Kennington house started the moment they’d finished breakfast and downed enough coffee to see them through the drive. They had Giles drive and chatted about Isolde and Jack on the way.

      “Are you in love?” Victor asked, as Violet mentioned the investigation and how clever Jack was at discovering the details of someone’s life.

      Violet played with the ring on her finger and admitted, “I…might be on the journey, but I’m not there yet.”

      “The journey?” Victor laughed. “You’re head over heels, little love. Jack might be worse. I think he swallowed his tongue yesterday to keep from letting you have it after your stunt with Anna. If it had been anyone else, they’d have gotten their ears boxed.”

      Violet sniffed and played with her ring again. “Did you want to go to the club tonight?”

      Victor agreed, and they both took a deep breath as Giles parked the car in front of Kennington House.

      As they approached the house, Violet asked, “United?”

      “Always.”

      Morton opened the door and they asked for their father. The earl’s property was in the south of England, so they hadn’t left Kennington House yet to take the journey home. Their father did have a house in London, but Vi imagined that having your future son-in-law murdered just before the wedding made a little distance from town more desirable than access to his clubs and restaurants.

      They were led into a parlor with furniture that may have been purchased new just after Waterloo. It felt old and rich but a little shabby. Violet picked up a small box and realized it was encrusted in real jewels and just sitting out in a nearly unused room. The Kenningtons were quite wealthy, Vi thought. Wealthy enough to not worry so much about their investment? No one wanted to be stolen from, but was it a crime so dastardly to drive someone who kept priceless boxes sitting out?

      Father arrived almost immediately.

      “Your mother has taken to her bed,” he said.

      Violet prevented an expression from betraying her thoughts as she kissed his cheek. “Isolde isn’t feeling well either. She wanted us to bring her love. Father, Victor and I would like permission to take her on a trip as soon as the murderer is caught.”

      He nodded his assent, and they all took a seat, staring at each other as he said, “Where will you go then?”

      “Isolde has a desire to see Bruges,” Victor said. “Vi and I haven’t been there. You know Vi, she’s already got a book about it and histories of travels to that land as though it were Lilliput. Vi has Isolde making a list of things she wants to see and hikes she wants to take. Or whatever it is that people do there.”

      Father grunted. “Thinking of leaving Eleanor here. She won’t get out of bed and to be honest, I prefer rather less time around this brother and cousin of hers. Maybe I’ll come with you. Haven’t been to Belgium since I went on my Grand Tour. M’father sent me with a cousin of his. Might be good for us both to get away.”

      “Father,” Violet said carefully, “it does seem that, perhaps, Isolde wasn’t aware of your concerns between herself and Danvers.”

      Father looked startled. “I talked to her mother about it.”

      Violet and Victor glanced at each other but said nothing.

      Their father’s expression went from quizzical to understanding and a rare flash of anger passed over his face.

      “Ah, well.” Father cleared his throat as he regained control. “Ring the bell, little one. Let’s have some tea.”

      Earl grey, custard buttons, and a little almond gingerbread, which they mostly just nibbled at, later, and Father said, “Yes. Take her to Belgium or wherever else she wants to go. Does she know what she wants after this trip of yours?”

      “I think it would be good for her to go to college. Perhaps spend a little time spreading her wings before another marriage could be considered,” Violet said idly, putting another slice of gingerbread on her father’s plate and refilling his tea.

      He grunted. “I’ll have my man see about getting her into college.”

      The awkward silence after that statement was filled with Violet discussing the weather and Victor the outcome of a recent horse race.

      Finally, Violet decided to set aside the manners that had been ground into her and asked, “Father, if Danvers’s investment scheme is a sham, will Markus or Norman Kennington lose their shirts?”

      Father started and the scolding look he gave her would have shriveled her if there hadn’t been a murder on the line.

      “Father,” Victor said, “were you aware that Violet reasoned out who killed Aunt Agatha?”

      Father harrumphed. “Course I did. Now you think it was one of the Kennington men that did in Danvers?”

      Violet carefully licked her lips and admitted, “Papa, it seems certain that the investment scheme was just that. Those who put their money in won’t be getting it back.”

      His brows rose at that. “Invested m’self. Heard from Markus that it was a sure thing. Must be what they’ve been having a fizz about.”

      “Has there been a ruckus here?”

      Father nodded. “Likely why Markus and Norman or their wives haven’t appeared. Those wives of theirs have been in bed nearly as much as Eleanor. Was thinking that they were making a big thing out of our scandal. Seems they have their own crosses to bear.” He hummed under his breath and said, “Think I’ll take your mother to Paris. Good time to be traveling for all of us. Can’t imagine you’d want these old ones about.”

      “Father, the trip to America on those steamships is said to be quite agreeable. Victor and I have heard it from a few friends. New York City has got much to offer, and I was just reading an article about Cuba. You might like that too.”

      Father harrumphed again. “You getting involved in this case, too?”

      Violet and Victor glanced at each other.

      “It is an interesting puzzle, isn’t it?” Victor mused. “Who realized their money was gone forever? Who felt it was worth killing over? Perhaps Danvers was the engineer of some other crime we know nothing of.”

      Father took the last piece of gingerbread and ate half of it in one bite before speaking. “I can’t imagine it was Markus or Donald.”

      “Because you’ve known them so long?”

      Father shook his head. “They might have invested all of their ready money, but they have even more money wrapped up tight. Income from their estates. They, both of them, might have been hard hit. But enough to murder Danvers? Besides, Norman has a blood problem.”

      “Problem?” Violet asked and smiled as her father smirked for a moment.

      “Can’t abide the sight of it. Makes him quite sick. Seen him go down myself. Like a tree. One moment standing. Next flat out on the ground.”

      Victor chuckled, but Violet couldn’t help but remember what she’d seen. The pool of blood. The flop of glued together hair. The lifeless hand. The…don’t think of it, she told herself, and somehow her thoughts conveyed the command in Jack’s voice.

      “Changes the whole perspective, doesn’t it?” her father continued. “I heard from your mother that you’ve been seeing a Scotland Yard fellow. Was it one of the ones who came here?”

      “Yes sir. I met Jack Wakefield at Aunt Agatha’s.” Vi’s heart was in her throat as she waited for Father’s opinion.

      “James Wakefield is a friend of mine. Not like Markus, of course. Wakefield’s a good man. His son seems quite sharp.”

      “He was in the military police,” Victor told Father. “He doesn’t have to work, of course, but the Yard calls Jack in here and there when there’s a case that seems appropriate to his skills.”

      “Probably our types,” Father replied. His sniffed and said, “Rich, titled, gentry folks. You come with questions and an Oxford education, connections to your family, memberships at the same club. Ain’t so easy to lean back on your laurels, then, is it?”

      Violet was breathing a little easier as she realized her father didn’t object. She took in a bit of a shuddering breath and elbowed Victor when he smirked. Father caught the byplay and smiled at the two of them.

      “You two always were the same. Troublesome from day one. Squalling for weeks and weeks. Once you could walk…madness. As soon as you could open doors, well, we lost more than one nanny, I’ll tell you. Your mother, Belinda, she used to laugh and laugh. Said you spoke on another level. Loved everything about that.”

      Father looked sorrowful. “Neither one of you spoke for a few weeks after we lost her. You didn’t start talking until Agatha came. She scooped you up. Took you for a ride in her carriage. When you came back, you weren’t better. Not for a while yet. But you answered when you were asked if you wanted a biscuit. Never could thank her enough after that.”

      Victor wrapped his arm around Violet, whose vision had gone blurry with the story of her mother.

      “I wish I could have known her,” Vi admitted.

      “You’re very like her,” Father said and then abruptly rose. “Think I’ll go tell my man to pack my things. Need to be careful, Vi, if you’re going to nose about in this business. Can’t imagine whoever the murderer is would take kindly to you sticking your oar in.”

      Father left, and Victor and Violet waited. Should they further stick their oar in, as Father put it?

      “We came all this way,” Victor said, knowing her thoughts, “so we might as well go ahead and talk to Markus. He must be around, mustn’t he?”

      Violet wasn’t sure, but they rang the bell to have the tea things taken away and inquired after the homeowner. He was in his office, and they brazenly knocked on his door and entered before he could turn them away.

      “Didn’t expect to see you two,” he said, carefully closing the file on his desk and gesturing to the chairs in front of his desk. “What it’s all about?”

      “Been discussing recent events.” Victor took a seat. “Were you aware Danvers tried to force his way into our finances? He attempted to tell our man of business that we had said to join in the scheme.”

      Kennington’s brows rose and two small circles of red appeared on his cheeks, but he said nothing.

      Violet smiled brightly and reminded herself that they all assumed she was an idiot, being both younger and female. “Mr. Fredericks, isn’t he just brilliant, Vic?”

      Victor gave her a side-eyed mocking look but agreed. “He is quite brilliant. Refused point-blank to invest without our express permission. Then, he looked into matters as he might have if we’d asked him about it.”

      “What does this have to do with me?”

      “Well, you invested, didn’t you?” Victor said smoothly, with an arched brow. “You invested, and you allowed Danvers to become engaged to your niece despite the clear imbalance of the situation. You and Lady Eleanor bought the whole charade.”

      The two circles of red had slowly spread across Markus’s cheeks and his gaze narrowed threateningly on Victor.

      “Then you attacked him with Gulliver outside of the house on the wedding day. Was that when you realized it was all a sham?”

      “Are you the blighters who set the Yard on me?” Kennington demanded. “With these starts at hares? Faradiddles and nonsense!”

      “It’s hardly starting at a hare to know that someone invested money in a fraudulent scheme and was seen assaulting the victim.” Victor’s voice was smooth and even, but very imperious. It was clear who was the earl’s son and who was not.

      Violet crossed her ankles and told herself to leave it to Victor. With Markus, she would get nowhere.

      “Were you also aware of his lover? Did you know that he made her promises and left her with a growing bundle?”

      The way fury rolled down Kennington’s neck, turning his ears to a brilliant red, told Violet that he was aware of Helen’s existence at the least. Violet hadn’t had feelings towards him one way or the other before this, but she would never respect him again.

      “I knew that things had gone farther between the chit and Danvers than most knew. Farther than Mathers knew. Who do you really think had cause to kill him? Me? I’m not ruined. Or that girl’s father and long-time friend? Get out of here. Take your accusations with you and don’t come back until I have abject apologies from the both of you.”

      Violet rose and pulled Victor up with her. Anything he said to them wouldn’t be reliable.

      Just as Victor reached to open the door, Markus said, “Your father invested. Gulliver. Higgins. Not just me. Don't forget that son of his. Hugo hated his father as much as you two hate Eleanor.”

      Violet turned at that. “I don’t hate Eleanor. Neither of us do.”

      Markus’s scoff-filled laugh told her what he thought of the statement. She wouldn’t defend it to him. Not any more than he’d defend himself to her. They were done here.
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      “We came all this way,” Violet said. “You see if Norman is still here and if you cut yourself in his presence, see if he really faints. I’m going to face the dragon.”

      Victor winced for Violet, who took a deep breath and then hurried up the stairs to her stepmother’s room. It was the same room she’d had before she’d married. The wall outside the door showed Eleanor as she had been then, with her blue eyes, golden hair and figure that hadn’t been marred by carrying two children. Her lips were pink, and she was smiling at something that only she could see.

      She looked lovely. Not just on the exterior, but on the interior. Violet wished she’d known this version of her stepmother rather than the one who had always seen Vi and Victor as competition for her own offspring. Surely Father had love enough for them all? But Eleanor had always been jealous of whatever affection Father had had for the twins, She was the type to do her duty when it came to the twins, but she was quick to push them to school and their holidays with Aunt Agatha.

      Violet tapped on the door of her stepmother’s room and reminded herself of all the good things. She had tried to encourage them into security. She truly did feel that marriage was the best choice for a woman and had never tried to push Violet into the mess that had landed Isolde. Why had Eleanor let it come to that with Isolde?

      “Yes?”

      Violet opened the door enough to stick her head in. “Hullo there, I was hoping you felt well enough for me to stop in?”

      Eleanor scowled at Violet. “I suppose you’ve come to gloat? You were right about Carlton. I was wrong.”

      It took Violet a moment to remember that Carlton was Danvers’s first name.

      “No, of course not,” Violet told her gently, keeping the good memories at the forefront of her mind. “I’ve always known that you saw marriage as the best for Isolde and myself. Mr. Danvers presented security for her.”

      Lady Eleanor sniffled into a lace handkerchief. “He did. I was just doing my best. How was I supposed to know he was a bounder?”

      Violet refrained from pointing out that she’d also disregarded the objections of her husband, her eldest stepson, and her daughter all to see Isolde married to a man who seemed to be wealthy. Money before all else.

      “Father has decided that Isolde would do well to keep close to Victor’s house and then spend some time overseas. We’ve selected Bruges since it will be an out-of-the-way place to let things die down.”

      Lady Eleanor sniffled again. “Will you be bringing any of your friends? Isn’t Victor quite good friends with that St. Marks heir? He might do well for Isolde.”

      Violet turned to close the door and hide her expression. Firstly, Tomas was in love with Violet. Secondly, he was still recovering from the horrors of the war. Thirdly, he was astoundingly wealthy. All Lady Eleanor would care about was, of course, the wealth. At least he was only a couple years older than the twins rather than decades older than Isolde.

      Violet smiled a reply since she couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t set off her stepmother. Vi seated herself in the chair next to the bed, noted the teapot and refilled a cup for her stepmother, then rang the bell for a fresh pot.

      By the time she escaped Kennington House, she’d be swimming in tea, but Lady Eleanor was always more likely to gossip over tea. Violet thought it might just be muscle memory since many a morning, Lady Eleanor was usually doing just that with her friends.

      Vi ordered tea from the maid who arrived.

      “You do look peaked, Lady Eleanor,” Violet said. “Perhaps Victor and I can hunt up some favorite chocolates? Those would cheer you, wouldn’t they?”

      Lady Eleanor softened at the idea of it and mentioned a few favorites. “Is my Isolde recovering well? The poor thing. To lose her betrothed on her wedding day!”

      Ah, Violet thought, they were going to ignore the decision to call off the wedding. For the best, perhaps, given the results of the day.

      “She is quite upset,” Violet said. “She had to take a sleeping pill to rest after she had a good cry yesterday.”

      “She must be asking for me,” Lady Eleanor said, and Violet nodded fervently.

      “Nothing helps like the touch and care of a mother,” Vi agreed, “but she knows Papa wants her out of the house, away from the scene, and tucked up tight. Victor’s house is quite nice, you know. Large and well-appointed.”

      Lady Eleanor let Vi change the subject to the number of rooms, the size of the garden, the likelihood of rain. When Lady Eleanor seemed in quite a good mood, Violet asked, “Did Hugo Danvers bother Isolde before?”

      Lady Eleanor frowned at the question. “Why would he?”

      “He came by to see how Isolde was doing,” Violet told her.

      “Quite properly,” Lady Eleanor stated firmly.

      “He seemed to be…enchanted by her.”

      Lady Eleanor’s instinctive reaction to assume Violet was incorrect seemed to fight with her desire to have her daughter acknowledged as the most lovely and enchanting of young ladies. Finally, she said, “He did seem to spend quite a lot of time with his father and Carlton’s friends. You know, he didn’t work with his father. I always thought that was odd. Here was Carlton with his successful business and Hugo insisted on going his own way.”

      Violet took a sip of her tea and made sure to cock her head inquisitively as Lady Eleanor brought up the sons who took after their fathers and worked the family business and estates. She seemed to have adjusted the past to ignore the fact that Danvers had been a fraud.

      Violet let Lady Eleanor carry on about one of her friend’s sons who insisted on pursuing the church even though such a course was no longer in fashion.

      “It isn’t 1804, now is it?” Lady Eleanor laughed into her handkerchief at the expense of the homely Cecil Brown, who had returned from the war changed.

      Violet’s thoughts regarding everything Lady Eleanor had said wouldn’t have helped the situation, so she listened without a word.

      When Lady Eleanor paused, Violet asked, “Did you know Helen Mathers?”

      “The daughter of the assistant?” Lady Eleanor’s hands pressed together tightly, fingers digging into her flesh, and Violet could see her stepmother had known exactly who Helen had been to Danvers.

      Violet didn’t press further on their relationship and simply said, “I understand she’s fallen ill. Her father has taken her out of town.”

      “The girl needs to be reined in. Hopefully, he will see to it. Wild. This is what comes of letting young ladies think they’re as capable as young men.”

      Violet snapped her mouth shut and refilled Lady Eleanor’s cup before fluffing the pillows behind her. “What does Hugo Danvers do for a living?” Violet asked.

      “I don’t know, actually,” Lady Eleanor said. “Carlton and Hugo spent enough time together, but there didn’t seem to be love lost between them. Perhaps Hugo just lived off of his father. They were sneaky about the way they felt. You had to be paying attention. Isolde…” Lady Eleanor’s comment cut off, and Violet suddenly wondered if her stepmother knew that Hugo had feelings for Isolde.

      Had Vi’s sister turned to her mother for help in dealing with Hugo? If so…then Lady Eleanor had failed again.

      “I don’t care for him,” Vi said.

      “You have been remarkably pleasant this afternoon, Vi. But I think I will nap. Your father states we must leave tomorrow and I must gather my strength.”

      “Of course.” Violet pressed her stepmother’s hand and rose to go.

      “Just a word to the wise, dear,” Lady Eleanor said, stopping Violet before she was more than a step or two from the bed. “Your father has heard of the flirtation between yourself and the Scotland Yard detective.”

      Violet’s head cocked and she asked, “Oh?”

      “He disapproves heartily.”

      Violet’s mouth twisted and she said, “Thank you for letting me know.”

      Lady Eleanor sipped her tea and then set it on the table next to her bed before she asked, “So you’ll be ending things, I assume.”

      Violet played with the ring on her finger. “Well, no. I like him very much. We are in the early days, and he may well lose interest when Victor and I leave for Bruges with Isolde, but I suspect that should he call again, I would be very amiably inclined to join him for dancing, indeed.”

      “Your father will hear of this,” Lady Eleanor threatened.

      “We have already spoken of it,” Violet said simply and left so she didn’t have to be there when her stepmother realized she’d been caught in a lie. Violet had never seen the way she used Father as a stick to prod the children along where she wanted them to go, but she suspected that she’d been the victim a time or two.

      She made her way down the stairs and to the hall by the front door and found Victor with a bandaged hand and a scowl on his face.

      “Were you magnificent?”

      “Of course,” he said. “Stings like the dickens.”

      Violet laughed. “It is a good thing we brought Giles to see us safely home. Injured as you were in the pursuit of truth. And what was the verdict?”

      Victor scowled at Violet before he admitted, “Keeled over like a felled tree. Just as Father said.”

      “Let’s go, shall we? I feel the need for fresh air.”

      Violet told him of her conversation with Lady Eleanor while they drove back to London. It was a long ride, and Violet had brought her journal with her. She sketched out her thoughts while Victor slept. Her original list of suspects had read:

      Helen Mathers

      Harry Mathers

      Markus Kennington

      Norman Kennington

      Mr. Gulliver

      Mr. Higgins

      Hugo Danvers

      Henry Carlyle

      Violet ran over each of them in her mind. Helen Mathers, like Violet and Isolde, was too weak to have committed the crime. Given the way she’d tried to kill herself after his death, she must have had the final hope for a future fade with his death.

      Harry Mathers was supposedly a good churchman who took careful care of his daughters beyond trusting his long-time partner too much with his child. If he did not realize the state of his daughter, why would he have killed Danvers? Unlike the rest of the people involved in the investment scheme, Mathers had a good likelihood of knowing that the scheme was a sham.

      Violet had written a letter to Harry Mathers. She’d mentioned in that letter her concerns about his relationship with Danvers, but if she had been successful, Mathers had brought his daughter to the house where he would have murdered his partner.

      Violet didn’t see that as happening. Had he intended to challenge Danvers on the reality? Mathers had time enough to do that before the wedding day. If he had shown up intending to kill Danvers, he would have left his daughter home.

      Violet very much wanted to talk to Helen. So many people knew of her existence as Danvers’s lady friend. What had Helen known? She wasn’t blind and dumb as people so often assumed of young girls like Helen. Violet made a wager with herself that she’d be able to get details from Helen than Mr. Barnes or Jack wouldn’t be capable of getting Helen to reveal.

      Markus Kennington was next on Violet’s list. He hadn’t been happy with Vi and Victor’s questions, but Father’s point about Markus’s fortune weighed heavily on Vi’s mind. The truth of the matter was that a man who had to button-up might give someone a good beating, but he wouldn’t necessarily murder that person. That would ruin far more than economizing. His children were young. They weren’t in a position of needing a start or even requiring very expensive schooling.

      Violet played with her ring as she watched London take form. It was dank and grey that day, and she wanted to be at the sea. She sighed and glanced back down at her list. She felt certain that Victor’s experiment vindicated Norman Kennington, especially since he hadn’t lost everything. Like Markus, Norman might take a financial blow, but in the end, he’d be all right.

      Mr. Gulliver. That one paused Violet. Mr. Fredericks had said that both Mr. Higgins and Mr. Gulliver were positioned to lose everything, and Violet had seen Mr. Gulliver physically pursuing Danvers. She couldn’t remove him from her list.

      She’d love to know what Jack had discovered about both Higgins and Gulliver, seeing as how she couldn’t just show up at their house as she had done at the Matherses’ house. Violet sighed. She was no more able to cross them off of her list than she was able to expand upon them.

      But what about Hugo? Violet’s first instinct was to circle his name and underline it. She knew, however, that was because she didn’t like him. If she paused and considered his behavior, how much of his father’s income had he been counting on inheriting? Did Hugo know it was all stolen? If the scheme failed, would Hugo be able to slide away with the stolen funds and leave everyone else with an empty bag?

      The last name was her father, but Violet was certain that her father had not killed Danvers. He’d simply have ruined Danvers’s good name and, in so doing, his business.
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      Violet was dressing for an evening out when Isolde entered her bedroom. “I suppose it would be very improper of me to go dancing with you.”

      Violet grinned at her sister. “Well darling, it would be. You must pretend to mourn for at least two weeks. Surely by then, they’ll have a good idea of who killed that blighter you escaped, and we’ll be able to go on our trip. Did you start reading the book about Belgium?”

      Isolde nodded and sat on the writing table where Violet’s typewriter was covered and her journal was tucked into the drawer with her favorite pen. She looked rather glum as she watched Vi put on her finery.

      “Dancing isn’t a pastime that is going away, love. We’ll go with you so often you’ll be begging to remain abed with a treatise on manners and housekeeping.”

      Isolde’s snort of laughter was just what Violet was looking for. She turned on the stool in front of her vanity and said, “Darling one, don’t be sad.”

      “Oh, I suppose I’m not so sad. It’s likely enough that I’d get to the club and wish to go home and whimper into my pillow.”

      Violet laughed merrily and put on her makeup. She was wearing her kimono and Isolde exclaimed over it when Violet rose to examine her dresses. Violet pulled out a black dress with shimmering gold detailing. It had straps at the shoulders, a low waist, with a hem that was higher in the front than the back. It would show off her pretty diamond-buckled shoes.

      The second option had lacy, sleeveless straps, jagged uneven hems that reached her mid-calf only at the longest points, and it was entirely gold.

      Vi loved them both but let Isolde choose, and she chose the gold dress, a braided gold headpiece with a peacock feather to one side, and gold and pearl ear bobs. Violet wrapped her favorite long strand of pearls around her neck a few times and added a diamond choker from Aunt Agatha’s collection. With several diamond bracelets, Violet shimmered with each breath.

      “You look like Aphrodite or some other goddess,” Isolde said with wide eyes.

      Violet laughed and kissed each of her sister’s cheeks before she put on red lipstick and placed a black and gold wrap around her shoulders.

      “Thank you, darling,” Vi said happily.

      “Where will you go?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Victor and Denny seem to have a mission to sleuth out the best places for jazz, drinks, and dancing. They do all right at it too.”

      Vi joined her brother in the foyer and he said, “The others will meet us there, luv. And don’t you look like a golden drop of sunshine.”

      Vi grinned and replied, “You look rather smashing yourself. I am utterly thrilled to be escaping the gloom of this case. For the first time since we’ve been back to England, I feel as though we’ve come home.”

      Victor laughed.

      They drove across London to a club where he’d reserved a table for them. They entered to a cloud of smoke and dim lights. Violet left her bag and shawl with the girl at the desk and then let her brother lead her through the crowd. It was noisy and smoke-filled but buzzed with an energy that had Violet bouncing on her toes as they were seated by a slender, black man with a magnificent set of eyebrows. She grinned at him, and he winked before leaving them at the table. It took Violet a moment to realize that the form she’d thought at first was Denny was, in fact, Jack.

      “Jack! You look dashing! I wasn’t expecting you.”

      He’d already ordered drinks and handed her a gin and tonic with another for Victor. “I hope the surprise is acceptable?”

      She laughed and nodded as the girl on the stage started a song that captured Violet’s attention for a moment before she said, “Oh, isn’t her voice lovely.”

      “I went ahead and ordered nibbles as well,” Jack told Victor.

      Her brother nodded but added to the order. “I might look slender, but I could always eat.”

      The first number ended and Jack pulled Vi onto the floor. She shivered in delight. They danced until she wasn’t quite sure how much time had passed, but when he suggested stopping for a breather and a drink, she was famished for food and desperately thirsty.

      When they returned to the table, it was empty, but she could see Victor dancing with a gorgeous blonde and Denny and Lila moving through the number with the grace of a couple who’d danced so often together, they could anticipate each other’s every move.

      Jack ordered drinks, and they decided to try something new. This time it was early spring berries muddled into a mint julep. The waiter said he’d heard it was good, with a waggle of his eyebrows, and they took his suggestion.

      “Victor said you made your way back to Kennington House?” Jack asked and Violet nodded.

      “Did he tell you anything else?”

      Jack shook his head, so she told him of what she’d learned from Markus and Norman Kennington, confirming Frederick’s guess about their finances.

      She retold Victor’s dramatic tale of having borrowed a pocket knife off a gardener, hunting up Norman in the gardens, cutting his ‘mortal flesh’ and then attacking Norman with his bloody hand.

      “He keeled right over. Papa described it as a tree being felled and Vic said it was just so.”

      By the end of the story, Jack was laughing and Violet had been presented with a plate of chocolate-covered strawberries and more lobster canapés. They shared the small plates and their finger had somehow become tangled together under the table when Denny and Lila collapsed into their seats.

      “Hot, isn’t it?” Lila asked, reaching over and snagging one of the strawberries.

      Lila inquired after the case as they ate and heard the update about Helen. Her gaze narrowed as she heard of Helen’s fate told mostly in whispers while Jack and Denny discussed yachting.

      “I’d buy a yacht,” Denny said, loudly enough to catch Lila’s attention. “But my wife won’t let me.”

      Lila shot Denny a barely concealed irritation. “While we were gone, Denny spent too much time with Tomas St. Marks, who went from Paris to a ship-builder in Scotland and then sailed home on some sleek beauty.”

      “I thought you spent all your time eating your feelings, my friend?”

      Denny snorted. “Well, I did that too. Look at this?” He stood and pointed out the bulging buttons on his vest. “Lila is going to have to dance with me for nights on end until I can wear this suit and breathe easily.”

      Violet rolled her eyes at him. “Tell Jack who you think killed Danvers.”

      “If it wasn’t me? I was there you know, and the more I know of him, the more I hate him.” Denny gestured to the waiter and ordered another round of drinks. He added to the order a series of finger foods before Victor returned to the table. He’d brought his dance partner back to her friends and settled in with his sister and their friends.

      “What are we talking about?” he asked.

      “Murders,” Denny said. “So we’ve got more booze on the way. The jazz makes it seem less…real.”

      “According to Vi, it was about as real as it gets, my friend. You can tell when Vi thinks about it because she changes colors.”

      Denny and Victor turned to Jack, who was the only other one who’d actually seen the body. He sighed. “The killer seemed angry.”

      Violet shuddered. “Can we not talk about that part of it?”

      “Seconded,” Lila said.

      “Where’s Gwennie?”

      “Dinner with the aunt,” Denny said. “Who do you think did the deed, Victor?”

      “My money is on Gulliver. He’s gonna lose everything, he was getting a bit physical with Danvers before the chappie died, and I didn’t like his expression when he was trying to trick Vi into throwing her fortune down the crapper after his.”

      

      They all looked to Jack, who scowled at each of them in turn.

      “Well?” Lila’s expression was an out and out dare.

      Jack sighed. “I haven’t decided. I lean towards Gulliver myself. Barnes tracked down Mathers today, but he went straight home after, so I haven’t heard the details there. Higgins has an alibi. Norman Kennington will be more affected by the losses than Markus, but given his reaction to the blood today, it seems unlikely that he’d have been able to murder Danvers in the way he was killed.”

      “What about Hugo?” Vi asked as she sipped her drink. Denny had ordered this round, and they’d all gotten flutes of champagne.

      “You just hate him,” Victor told Vi.

      She considered and then nodded. “All the same…he’s got my vote for the killer.”

      They all glanced back to Jack.

      “The motive for him is tenuous,” Jack told them. “Why would he kill his father? Why at that time? With so many people around?”

      “Perhaps for just that reason,” Violet said. “If he killed his father at home, it narrows the pool considerably, doesn’t it?”

      Jack grinned at Violet. “I need fresh air.”

      “Shall we go back to the house? We can make 2:00 a.m. sandwiches. Ham, cheese, watercress.”

      “Please, feed me,” Denny pled. “Lila has taken away all the good things.” He popped the last of the canapés in his mouth. “I need something more than mouthfuls.”

      “It would cheer Isolde if we went back there for drinks. Assuming she isn’t already asleep. I had Giles get her some sleeping pills, so she’s starting to look a little better.”

      “And yet she’s so pale and wan.” Victor sighed. “I wonder if Bruges will be enough.”

      “She’s young,” Jack said. “She’ll recover. It’s been but days, my friends. She is lucky. She has you and your sister. And your oldest brother and your father are both more concerned for her than anything else. I’ve worked enough of these cases to know how lucky your sister is.”

      Violet rode back to her house with Jack.

      “I didn’t realize Victor hadn’t told you I was invited,” he confessed.

      Violet laughed. “Victor approves of you. His machinations are his way of showing it.”

      “I don’t want to suffocate you. If you’d like, we can adjust our plans for the Criterion and the play.”

      Vi grinned at him. “You did, however, already buy play tickets?”

      “Barnes would be happy enough to go in our place, if…”

      “Jack, I am going to be very straightforward with you for a moment and set aside the games we ladies like to play with you gents.”

      He glanced at her, his lips twitching. “I think I’m ready for this great revelation.”

      “If I didn’t want to join you for dinner, I would tell you so. If I hadn’t wanted to ride with you in this car and to spend more time with you, I’d have gone with Victor.”

      “Let me see if I can translate the female speak you just gave me.”

      “Ah!” Violet said, “You fiend! Translate then—”

      “You are, in fact, willing to go to dinner with me tomorrow and to the play?”

      Violet nodded. “Did you wish to escape me? Perhaps you’re just trying to put the blame of canceling on me?”

      “Indeed not,” Jack replied and somehow their fingers tangled together again.

      When they reached Victor’s house, Vi found Isolde wearing her kimono and learning from Victor how to make drinks.

      “Scandalous minx!” Vi scolded playfully. “I’d tell you to throw a dress on, but I suppose you are showing less skin than I.”

      “I should have asked. I just wanted to see what it felt like.”

      “Think nothing of it,” Violet told Isolde. “You look splendid in gold and black!”
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      Violet had a determined lie-in the next morning, but she wasn’t able to sleep as she’d planned. Instead, she found herself flipping through her journal. First, she wrote about Jack, and she had to admit she was looking forward to donning that black and gold evening gown and sitting in the theater with him. The sheer idea that he wanted to spend his time with her left her quite distracted.

      Violet flipped from the history of her and Jack. Their interactions were so few that she had to remind herself that she didn’t have enough experience with him to be anything other than infatuated.

      When she avoided the sections about Jack, the rest was about Isolde, both before and after the murder, and what Violet had found out about Danvers. She wanted, no needed, to hear a perspective of a woman who wanted to be around him. She could imagine how Isolde had tried to be blind to much of what occurred around Danvers, but would it be the same with Helen?

      Margate wasn’t so far from London. If they took an early train, she and Victor could go down, see Helen and Mr. Mathers, and return in time for the late dinner and play.

      Vi rang the bell for Beatrice.

      “My lady?”

      “Send Giles in to Victor. Tell Victor to wake and dress. Wear a casual suit. We’re going to the sea.”

      Beatrice’s brows rose and she asked, “Do you need me to pack you a trunk?”

      “No, no, we’ll be back by the evening train. Hurry now.”

      Violet washed quickly, dressed, and harassed the still-shaving Victor through finishing dressing. They ate a quick breakfast and had Giles drive them to the train station, just barely making the late morning train. The journey was quiet as Violet considered her notes again and again.

      Mr. Gulliver, Mr. Mathers, and Hugo Danvers.

      What was Jack doing to pursue Mr. Gulliver? Did he have anything that would provide the man an alibi or a reason to have killed? What about Hugo? People were there to celebrate his own father’s wedding. Surely someone had seen him during the window when the murder occurred?

      Violet found herself distracted from her thoughts about the murder to consider the role of a female in all this. Vi pictured Helen, Isolde, and herself and the different lives they’d had already. Then Vi added in Gwennie and Lila. Each of the women lived in a time when women had more freedom than ever before. They were, however, facing the same issues that women had faced for generations.

      Helen had been lied to and manipulated by a man who had claimed to love her. Lila had married her long-time love and found herself happiness that was fraught with frustration only because she and Denny insisted on going their own path while everyone around them was waiting to hear an announcement that included little bundles of joy and less jazz.

      Gwennie was reliant on the generosity of her family but also controlled by their expectations. If Gwennie could have worked without causing a huge ruckus in her family, she would have. They wanted her, however, beholden to them and behaving as they chose.

      Then there was Isolde, the long-time spoiled daughter of an earl who was manipulated and pushed into an engagement that was the antithesis of everything she’d ever wanted for herself. Pursuing an education wasn’t necessary, nothing was but attaching herself to a rich man and letting him see to her needs.

      And then there was Vi. She’d been able to have much more freedom than the rest, but mostly because her eccentricities always included Victor. Vi had the protection of a man with the assumption of others that he controlled her. If she hadn’t had Victor, would Violet have been treated as another carefree chit who’d thrown away the wisdom of the ages?

      Yet here she was—with all this freedom—and still finding herself dreaming of love, a home, and marriage. Was it the feminine in her? Perhaps women were born desiring these things? Or perhaps it was simply the effect of Jack on her?

      Vi laid her head on her brother’s shoulder and watched the country pass by, wondering about all of the women who were on the other side of the glass going about their lives. Just because the right to vote had been extended to women—and not even Violet yet—it didn’t mean that they’d truly found equality.

      “You seem very serious,” Victor said.

      “I…”

      Victor waited, lips twitching, and she knew he was using her favorite interrogation technique on her. She scowled at him, and he grinned back.

      “I find myself confused by my reaction to Jack.”

      “Why?”

      The best thing about having a twin brother who had always seen her as the better piece of himself was that she knew he’d understand.

      “I feel like it’s going too fast between us.”

      “Darling Vi,” Victor said, “realizing you enjoy Jack’s company and that you’re attracted to him does not mean that you have committed your days to him.”

      “It’s going too fast inside my head,” she admitted. “It’s just that I find my mind wondering what that would be like. I go there again and again in my mind, and it’s driving me mad.”

      Victor laughed. “You always were a planner. You think and examine and try things out with your imagination. What’s terrifying is not trying Jack out in your mind, silly girl. What’s terrifying you is that for the first time—when you imagine a future with someone else—you are not tempted to run away.”

      Violet licked her lips. Was Victor right? He usually was when it came to understanding her. Perhaps the problem was that she was prepared to imagine a future with a man and feel that she could never abide it. She knew what to do with those feelings and how to handle that reaction. What did you do with something different? She hadn’t been prepared for that at all.

      A ‘no’ was perhaps, far, far easier than a ‘yes.’ Yeses were less safe. They required more work. More trust in yourself. Actually trusting, truly and completely, and that person being anyone other than Victor. Vi wasn’t all that sure she had that much capacity for faith in someone else.

      “Vi,” Victor said gently. “Do you know why Denny and Lila work so perfectly?”

      She shook her head.

      “Because they got to the point where the image of a future without each other was untenable. They’d rather struggle together than apart. You’ll know when a future with Jack is the right thing when you want it more than you want your safety net. Until then? Have fun. You haven’t yet made promises nor are you being asked to do so.”

      Violet nodded and then pulled her journal back out, writing out her thoughts about what Victor had suggested. That, she thought, she could do. She could wait until when she imagined a future without Jack in it—and it wasn’t one she could abide.

      She didn’t have to decide if she was in love at that moment. Not this moment, this day or even this year. She didn’t have to decide if she was falling in love. She could, instead, try to figure out how she would know. It was enough to say she enjoyed his company. Vi liked how Jack made her feel, and she was happy to keep on considering him.
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        * * *

      

      “There is something about the sea that makes the day seem brighter,” Violet told Victor as he put up the umbrella they’d purchased and placed it over the both of them.

      He laughed at her but didn’t discount her theory. It was the same for him. It always had been. The sound of the sea, the call of the gulls, the scent of salt and wet in the air—they always made things better for the twins.

      They had the name of the place where Mr. Mathers and Helen were staying, but as they walked through the town, Violet nudged Victor. “There’s Helen.”

      Helen had gone from pale and upset to death walking. The circles under her eyes were huge, and she sat in a tearoom with a pot of tea and a plate of biscuits in front of her, but they were untouched. She sat alone, and she was staring out the window of the tearoom but didn’t seem to be seeing the scene in front of her.

      Violet knew without speaking to Helen that she’d never reveal a thing of the womanly nature with Victor present.

      “Track down Mr. Mathers?” Vi suggested. “He’ll talk to you more frankly without me there, and I believe it’ll be the same with Helen.”

      Victor nodded. “I’ll come find you here. Don’t go off without me.”

      She agreed, and he left her while she went into the tearoom and seated herself with Helen.

      It took Helen a few moments to realize that she’d been invaded, and when she did, she squeaked.

      “I’m sorry,” Vi told her. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I just saw you sitting here…”

      “Please don’t,” Helen said, holding up a hand. “I know you tracked me down. I got a letter from Anna. I know that you found out all my secrets.”

      It hadn’t been well done of Vi to manipulate Anna as she had, but there was a murderer afoot and two of the main suspects had disappeared. There had to be a point where that was more important than what Helen preferred.

      Violet crossed her fingers together in her lap. “The puzzle of who killed Danvers is occupying my thoughts and preventing my sister from moving on. It’s not only you who needs closure. We all do.”

      Helen’s expression said she wasn't all that invested in what burden Isolde might be carrying or the turn of Violet’s thoughts.

      “It’s not her fault, you know,” Violet tried. Maybe if she made Isolde human to Helen, the girl would realize that they were both victims.

      “That she stole Carlton from me?”

      “That Carlton and my stepmother determined the match and manipulated her into it.”

      Helen scoffed and played with her teacup. “She knew of me,” Helen told Violet without an ounce of sympathy for Isolde. “I found your sister myself, told her that Carlton had promised to marry me, told her he convinced me to bed him based off of that promise.”

      Violet played with her ring, wincing for both Helen and Isolde.

      Helen sniffed, placing a hand over her stomach as she said, “If you are expecting me to set aside my own concerns to worry over your sister, I’m afraid I don’t have it in me.”

      Violet realized that for Helen, Isolde would always be part of the reason of why Helen’s fate shifted. There wasn’t going to be some quick-witted comment or series of leading questions that made Helen change her mind. So how to get her help? What did she need?

      The answer came so suddenly to Vi that she was speaking before she thought it through.

      “What if I were to offer you a quiet villa by the sea on the Amalfi coast? It is private, far from here, has a wonderful view. It’s very sunny in Italy. It would be easy enough to bring a midwife masquerading as a maid and hide yourself away until a certain day arrives.”

      Helen’s mouth twisted. “My secrets for a refuge?”

      “The full use of the villa for a year in exchange for whatever you know about Danvers. You could bring your sister.”

      “What do I do with the”—Helen struggled for a moment—“bundle?”

      That Violet wasn’t so sure of. Did Helen search for a good home? Did she try to find some childless couple that would take the babe in? Did she persuade her father to take on the child? Did she keep it herself and face being ostracized?

      “What do you want to do?”

      Helen’s laugh was humorless. “Go back in time and never go out of the house with Carlton Danvers. Scream and throw a fit when my father suggested it. I grabbed at the opportunity like a drowning person a life preserver.”

      Violet winced. Not for what had happened so much as for the self-loathing in Helen’s voice. “I wish I could make that possible for you.”

      Helen snorted in reply.

      Violet considered. The question of the child’s fate was one that she didn’t feel qualified to comment on. But it wasn’t going to go away. “Do you feel love for the baby?”

      Helen took in a slow breath. “Yes and no. I see her in my mind. This little person. When I imagine her, she’s always a girl. My goodness, Violet, I hate her father. Despise him so much I wish I was the one who struck the killing blow. I hate that she exists. I hate myself for letting it come to this.”

      “So you don’t want her?” Violet nudged Helen as the waitress approached and the conversation halted while Violet ordered tea and scones.

      “Oh, I want her.” Helen teared up. “But she deserves better than me. Yet I also don’t want her because of all she represents.”

      “You could love her. You could raise her. You could take care of her. Find a little village. Be a widow.”

      Helen nodded. “I won’t risk my hatred for her father ruining her life. What if, when she arrives, I can’t move past it? What if I can’t love her as she deserves? She’s the biggest victim here. Unwanted from the moment of her conception. I love her enough to have her. I want what is best for her, and it’s not me. Yet, how do I entrust her to someone else?”

      It was a question that Violet didn’t have the experience to answer.

      “Would you accept the villa and allow me to have someone look into it? See if I can find some family that will look past her origins and love her as she deserves to be loved?”

      Helen couldn’t hold back a tear as she asked, “Do you think it’s possible to love a child that isn’t your own? As though they were?”

      Violet honored the mother inside of Helen and then answered her honestly. “After my mother died, Victor and I were raised mostly by my mother’s aunt. There was never a day when we felt unloved by her or loved less than other children.”

      “But you were her kin.”

      “I suppose that’s true enough. But I don’t believe that was why she loved us. She loved us because she…” Violet paused before continuing. “I think it is human nature to love and be loved. She loved us because we were hers to care for and love. She loved us because we needed her to. She loved us because people who are good love those they care for and protect.”

      “Will you find someone and make sure that they love her?”

      Violet nodded.

      “Why am I trusting you with this?” Helen demanded, and then she answered her own question. “Because who else will help me?”

      A moment later after they’d both topped off their tea and crumbled a scone without eating a bite, Helen said, “What do you need to know?”
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      “Did you know that Danvers was stealing money from those who invested with him?”

      Helen’s jaw dropped and she shook her head. “Do you think my father was stealing as well?”

      Violet nodded and Helen’s mouth trembled as she stared without comprehension at Violet.

      Finally, Helen said, “Father used to tell me, when I asked for something frivolous, that I didn’t understand how hard he worked to provide. What he sacrificed to make sure I was secure. I…my goodness Violet, why would he have said that if he wasn’t stealing. I also thought it was odd. What the devil? Are all men untrustworthy?”

      Violet didn’t answer. It wasn’t as though Helen would accept Violet’s opinion on the matter.

      “What do you know of Mr. Gulliver?”

      Helen stared at her teacup. “He was always rude to me. Treated me like a two-bit whore.” Her hands trembled as she brought her teacup to her mouth. “I should have known how Carlton was talking about me if his friends treated me that way.”

      “You should have,” Violet told her. “It’s good that you’re young and beautiful. You’ll have a chance to judge better next time.”

      Helen laughed despite herself. “You’re not kind at all, are you? That was utterly without sympathy.”

      Vi’s brows rose. “I might feel far more sorry for you if you were homely or truly loved Carlton. But you didn’t.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Then I won’t lie to you to make you feel better. That’s how women like us get into these messes. Our friends are so worried about our feelings in the moment, they don’t stop to think that the truth is far kinder than a well-meant lie. We’re not, after all, talking about fringe or no fringe or the way a dress you love wears. We’re talking about things that lead you to where you are today.”

      Helen sighed and then looked at Violet almost wonderingly. “I wish you’d been there to knock some sense into me.”

      Vi twisted her ring around her finger then rearranged the items on their table as she thought about what else she needed to know.

      “Mr. Gulliver invested, so Mr. Danvers couldn't have been all that big of a friend of his.”

      Helen thought back. “Well. Yes. That is true. Carlton used to make little asides about him. They were always quite mean.”

      Violet played with her ring some more and then asked, “Were you with your father for the whole of the wedding?”

      Helen’s head cocked. “You think Papa might have killed Carlton?”

      “How would your father feel if he found out that his long-time business partner, entrusted to take his beloved daughter about town, had used that opportunity to romance, manipulate, and impregnate her before throwing her over for a better-connected quarry?”

      “I don’t have to wonder that,” Helen said. “He’ll rage. Then stare out the window without hearing your comments. You’ll hear him crying at night, and you’ll know that your actions—stupid as they were—devastated your father. Maybe ruined him.”

      Violet reached out then; she couldn’t stop herself. She took Helen’s hand, hoping she wasn’t pushing too far. “I’m sure he blames himself as well.”

      “He does! Yet another thing to hate myself for.” Helen searched Vi’s face. “My father didn’t kill Carlton. If he’d known my situation, these last days wouldn’t have been like they are. I have no doubt of it. Papa didn’t know. If he didn’t know about me and he was helping with the stealing for years, why would he murder his partner?”

      Violet picked up her teacup and took a long drink. Helen wasn’t going to adjust that story. Vi wasn’t sure she could believe it. It was clear that Helen loved her father and felt guilty. If lying to protect him would do so, Helen would swear the moon was made of cheese and we all lived on the back of a giant turtle—whatever was necessary.

      Helen could guess the direction of Violet’s thoughts. “Father never left me the whole time we were at the wedding.”

      Such an easy lie.

      “Just after we ran into you,” Helen continued, “Father met an old business friend. Oliver Jones. He works for the Bank of England, and we didn’t leave him either. We were seated together, and Father and Mr. Jones discussed business while I tried to stifle my tears about what to do. Mr. Jones noticed I wasn’t well and asked after me. He was quite concerned, I think, that I was ill and catching. He’ll tell you. He and Father knew each other from school, not recently. They aren’t so close that they’d lie for each other now.”

      That changed everything, didn’t it? Mr. Mathers had been Violet’s primary suspect. The list of suspects narrowed in Violet’s mind. The details of Helen’s father’s distraction were verifiable with servants. The friend could provide an alibi. If Mr. Mathers was removed as the suspect, that left only Mr. Gulliver and Hugo Danvers.

      “Tell me about Hugo,” Violet said, leaving the question open so that her prejudices didn’t affect the manner in which Helen spoke of him.

      “Oh.” Helen shuddered. “He’s not right.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He…it seems as though he felt he was competing with Carlton. Not that they were father and son, but that they were rivals. They hated each other. Carlton hated Hugo, and the reverse was as true.”

      “With you too? Did Hugo attempt to…” Vi didn’t bother providing details. There was no question what Vi meant.

      Helen shuddered again and nodded. Vi didn’t press her further. But Helen asked, “Was it the same with Isolde?”

      Violet was the one who shuddered and nodded that time, and the two of them stared at each other.

      There were a few things that Victor would never understand about Vi simply because she was a woman and he a man, but this was something that every woman could understand on the behalf of the other.

      “What does he do for a living? Did Carlton support him?”

      Helen’s laugh was mean as she shook her head. “I believe he gambled.”

      “To live?”

      “He went to special places for gamblers. Carlton talked about them. Hugo used to make these comments to Carlton about how bad he was at gambling and then Carlton would get angry. He was always meaner after that. It felt like there was more to know than he’d talk about.”

      Violet ordered another pot of tea and plate of sandwiches for them, and this time they’d both found their appetites. Helen had taken only a few bites of her smoked salmon sandwich when something else occurred to her.

      “Hugo was angry with his father about Isolde. For a while, I wanted to believe it was because of me. But I think…”

      Helen hesitated and Violet leaned forward. “All of your secrets about this. A villa for a year isn’t something you’ll get from anyone else. Your father just might send you to a home for unwed mothers.”

      Helen shuddered and cleared her throat. “I’m not trying to protect myself. I’m just not sure why it happened the way it did.”

      “Tell me,” Violet insisted and Helen shrugged.

      “Hugo was upset about Carlton’s engagement to Isolde. Furious even. The fight between them wasn’t even close to normal. The one time they discussed it, it had been when Carlton took me to a play. They were yelling at each other in the hallway and we were all asked to leave. It was embarrassing. Even worse, Hugo was so angry it was alarming. I was worried that he’d actually attack his father.”

      “What the devil?” Vi breathed and Helen nodded.

      “I was still hoping that Carlton wasn’t serious about Isolde, so I suggested that he consider whether he really wanted to destroy what remained of his relationship with his son, but Carlton laughed. Said he was pursuing Isolde for the business connections, but Hugo’s reaction made it all the sweeter.” Helen laughed an angry little sound. “That was when I still allowed myself to believe that it was all lies, and he’d get the business connections and investments and leave her for me.”

      “Hugo seems to be preoccupied with my sister,” Vi told Helen, who couldn’t help but shiver in sympathy. Isolde might have ‘stolen’ Carlton from Helen, but still, the girl found sympathy when it came to Hugo.

      They finished their tea and Violet spoke again. “I don't know what will happen to your father in the coming months as the financial crimes that Carlton was a part of come to light. If you need help in getting a new start after your trip to the Amalfi Coast, you are not alone.”

      Helen nodded, seeming emotional for a moment, and then she left Violet. Vi lingered over another pot of tea, sipping slowly. When Victor appeared an hour later, he ordered a bundle of sandwiches to go and they hurried to catch the next train out of Margate.

      “Mathers has an alibi,” Victor told Vi, who nodded.

      “So I understand,” Vi answered.

      Vi told Victor what she’d learned and his brows rose as he heard Vi’s offer to use the villa while Helen had her lying-in.

      Victor also learned that Hugo was a bounder. But he further learned that when Mr. Mathers had started to work with Danvers, things had been on the up and up. It was only after Danvers lost everything in a series of gambling failures that he’d started these investment schemes.

      Mr. Mathers insisted that he’d only helped with the legitimate side of the business, but Victor seemed to disbelieve the man. Violet wasn’t sure what she believed, but if Helen was being honest, Vi was pretty sure Helen—like Victor—believed that Mr. Mathers was in deep.

      “The poor blighter,” Vic said. “He seemed a little baffled by his life even as he was lying to me about what he knew.”

      Victor and Violet eventually fell into silence. Violet pulled out her journal once again. She wrote for a while before she said, “I wish we could get what Jack knows about Gulliver. I feel certain we’d know who killed Mr. Danvers if we had details about that man.”

      “Let’s invite him to our place for pre-dinner drinks, love. I’ll grill him and you sit and look pretty and admiring. He won’t be able to help himself to reveal all he knows in the face of our joint efforts.”

      “I know we don’t know all that much about Mr. Gulliver, but Victor…I don’t like Hugo. Killer or not, he needs to stay away from Isolde.”
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      The door was open to their house when they arrived and the twins glanced at each other before hurrying up the front walk. Whatever was happening?

      The front hall held Hargreaves, their brother Gerald, Isolde, Beatrice, Giles, and the local bobby.

      “What’s all this?” Victor asked as he set down his hat, gaze fixed on the policeman.

      Violet slipped off her coat and her cloche and noticed that Isolde was a little pale, but she didn’t seem overly upset.

      “Someone tried to force entry into your house, old man,” Gerald said. “The servants were all out and I had taken Isolde to lunch and a little outing. When we got back the bobbies were here and all was in a tizzy.”

      Victor’s brows rose and he asked Hargreaves, “Did they get in?”

      “No, sir,” Hargreaves said as he closed the front door. “The footman from next door noticed something was amiss and chased the blighter off.”

      Victor frowned and turned the policeman while Vi said, “If we’ve avoided disaster, I’ll just run upstairs and get dressed.”

      Isolde shook her head and handed Violet a note with her name on it. She’d seen glimpses of Jack’s notebook enough to recognize his handwriting. It was with a frown that she took the note.

      It was, she knew, an ominous sign. Vi tossed the group a grin and a wink to cover her concern. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      She skipped up to her room and opened the door. She glanced into her jewelry box. Nothing was amiss. Any concern that they’d actually been burgled faded. She’d left rather a lot of expensive jewelry outside of the safe. A laziness she’d need to correct.

      Violet needed to read the note, but she felt the ominous brush of wondering. Had Jack intended to cancel the date yesterday by giving her an escape from the dinner and play? If he had, how foolish she’d looked when she’d told him that she wouldn’t play the games women played.

      Violet slowly opened the note and read:

      Violet—

      I am unable to attend the dinner and play this evening.

      Jack

      What was she supposed to do with a note like this? Violet threw it to the side. A part of her wanted to pull out her journal and scribble all her feelings down, but they were too rambunctious even for that. Rather than get dressed, Violet threw her things to the side, stared at the mess for a moment and then hung up her clothes. The sight of them strewn about was making her fingers itchy.

      She started a bath, playing with a combination of salts and bath oils, so her very skin would smell like a garden. She slid into the water, and when her mind wouldn’t stop racing, she slid under the water, holding her breath tightly. The pressure on her lungs drew attention from her doubts until she finally pushed from the water to tell herself, “You’re being ridiculous.”

      Violet worked soap into her hair and then the sponge to run it over her limbs. “So, your date got canceled. That’s hardly something to have a fizz up about.”

      Violet finished her bath, wrapped herself up in a nightgown and a kimono and made her way down to the dining room. Cook hadn’t been expecting them to stay in. Would they even have dinner?

      “What’s all this?” Victor asked. “Don’t you have dinner plans? I tried to get Jack to come hear what we’ve learned, but he can’t be located.”

      She smiled brightly, making herself a drink, as Victor followed her through the house. “He canceled. I thought I’d work on our story and…”

      Victor laughed. “So you thought you’d put on a bright face and I wouldn’t notice that you’d suddenly decided that your kimono was outerwear and that you wanted a…is that a bee’s knees?”

      Violet turned and raised a brow, holding up the bottle of gin. “Did you want one?”

      “Yes, darling, I want one. As does Isolde. But you, old thing, don’t get to bounce around here pretending you aren’t in a fizz.”

      Violet put less gin in his bee’s knees after that. He noticed, taking hers instead.

      “You’re a devil.”

      “You don’t have your best actress foot forward, love. Let’s see it now. I would say I feel terribly bad about leaving you behind, but I’m off to meet up with Tomas.”

      Violet shot Victor a narrowed gaze.

      “I know already that you’d like to avoid his company since he has yet to propose to you again this year.”

      She cocked her head and sipped deeply from her bee’s knees. “Oh, that’s sweet.”

      “Just the thing you need right now. To help balance out the sour you’re pretending not to have. That chocolate liqueur we bought in Paris arrived today while we were gone. Some of the other things we bought might…”

      Violet turned to Victor. “I love you, brother. But, go away. You’re trying to give me a list of things to distract me. Go and have a drink with Tomas, listen to some music, eat some food, indulge your senses. I can take care of myself.”

      Victor grinned at Violet. “Well now. You are in a fizz. I told you so.”

      “You, sir, will be in a fizz if you don’t leave me be.”

      He escaped, but a few minutes later Isolde came in with a careful expression on her face.

      “Oh, stop it.” Violet pulled all the bottles of alcohol from their cart and was examining them. “I’m fine.”

      “Of course you are. Why wouldn’t you be?” Isolde sounded a little like a parrot, speaking the one phrase it had been taught without any of the right tones.

      Violet shot Isolde a mocking glance. “Ring for someone and turn on the wireless. We’re going to be giddy.”

      Isolde watched as Violet started opening bottles and sniffing them, putting them in inexplicable arrangements.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Playing,” Violet said and then when a song came on that she liked, Violet spun with the bottle in her hand.

      “What is that you’ve got there?”

      “Limoncello. Victor loves to buy alcohol. He buys it wherever we go. He’ll probably buy cases of Belgium beer and genever while we’re in Bruges. He’ll send some home to Father, some to Gerald, and stock his own ridiculous collection. While we were gone, he bought chocolate liqueur in France.” Vi tapped the top of one fanciful bottle and winked at Isolde, who looked suddenly intrigued.

      Violet poured a little of the limoncello into two glasses and added some of the chocolate liqueur to one and some ginger wine to another.

      “Whatever are you doing?” Isolde asked, watching Violet take a sip of one of the glasses and make a face. Vi handed the glass to her sister and tried the next one.

      “I’ve always loved ginger wine,” Vi told Isolde, setting aside the two drinks she mixed, as well as her bee’s knees, and took a fresh glass and poured herself the ginger wine.

      “Do you?” Isolde kept the limoncello and chocolate cocktail and sipped it. “I always assumed you just liked cocktails.”

      Violet shrugged and admitted, “Oh I do. I like how creative they are. I learn how to make the ones I like. But sometimes, I just want a little glass of ginger wine, a good book, and maybe some chocolate.”

      “You,” Isolde told her sister, “are blue and pretending not to be. Do you like Mr. Wakefield that much?”

      Violet nodded as Beatrice opened the door in response to the bell.

      “Darling, I know Cook expected us to be out, but we’ll be in. Will you bring us something to eat? Anything?”

      “He cooked for Lady Isolde, m’lady. Did you want a tray?”

      “Two trays. We’re going to listen to the wireless and ignore that there is quite a lovely dining room in this house.”

      Violet changed the subject as soon as Beatrice left and once she was back with the food, Violet nibbled on it, sipped her single glass of ginger wine, and listened to the music with her feet up.

      “I would like a kimono,” Isolde said after a long while. She’d cleaned up the mess Violet had made with the bar, letting her sister snuggle into the comfortable chair. “Perhaps we might go shopping tomorrow?”

      “Yes, I’ll be done with my mope tomorrow and prepared to force clothes upon you. It won’t be necessary for anyone to press clothes upon me as acquiring them is as natural as breathing.”

      Isolde laughed as Violet curled onto her side and fell asleep listening to the music. Isolde woke her not long after and got Vi up to her room where she slept the megrims away.
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      Victor woke Violet the next morning.

      “I have the vaguest memory of having done something horrible.”

      Violet pushed up her eye mask and scowled at her brother. “I was going to have a lie-in.”

      “I dove right into my cups with Tomas. He was upset about you, I was upset about Jack leaving you with half a note, we indulged.”

      Vi’s gaze narrowed on Victor’s.

      “Of course, I snuck in here and read it. Don’t be slow, luv.”

      Violet pulled her eye mask the rest of the way off and pushed herself up. Her steely gaze was doing nothing to cow her brother.

      “Tomas was glummer than you were, love. We got well and thoroughly toasted without nearly as many nibbles as you and I usually order. I recall finding out where Jack lived. And then…did I go there?”

      Violet’s mouth dropped open and she took her pillow to beat at her brother.

      “I know, I know, but mercy. My head, Vi. My head!”

      “Find him,” she ordered. “Find Jack and make it better. Whatever you did, undo!”

      “By Jove, I will. I swear I will. I’ll find his place again. How did I find it drunk? I’ll explain that Tomas alone is like drinking with a fish. You are required to dance with him, so he doesn’t drown in gin.”

      “Jack!” Vi cut in.

      “Somehow it’ll make it all my fault. I was angry, you will have been all smiles.”

      “Not smiles!” Vi said. “A little disappointed, but not shaken. Still clever. I went out with the girls. I didn’t miss a beat.”

      Victor laughed. “Of course, you did! Why would a bright young thing like yourself stay home, make a mess in the bar, mix random drinks, and then console herself with ginger wine, the drink you prefer when you’re glum.”

      Violet hit Victor with the pillow again and said, “Isolde and I are on a mission to acquire her a kimono.”

      “That fiend!” Victor said and then held his head at the sound of his own voice.

      “We’ll buy whatever we might need for Belgium.”

      “So, nothing? Because certainly, your wardrobe is sufficient for the entirety of the globe.”

      Violet ignored that comment. “After which, Isolde and I will have luncheon together and return home to a contrite brother who has made things right and is repentant. Perhaps in the mood to buy us both dinner at the Savoy.”

      “I’ll make a reservation before I go.”

      “See that you do,” Violet told him and then curled onto her side. “Ring for Beatrice on your way out. I think Isolde may have had all the things I mixed. She’ll need Giles’s concoction, aspirin, and probably some toast to soak up whatever booze is left in her stomach.”

      “The poor bug,” Victor said. “I’ll be needing all those things myself to mend whatever I did.”
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      Finding a kimono was easy given the infatuation that the British currently had with all things Asian.

      Isolde moaned over two until Violet purchased them both with a second for herself. Vi selected a scarlet kimono with dragons embroidered on it. Her acquisitive soul demanded it the moment Vi set her eyes on it.

      “Vi,” Isolde breathed, “look at this dress.”

      Violet paused and walked towards it. From a distance, it was a simple nude beige dress. But as you approached the details appeared. Shimmering gold beading, lacy accents, fringe that lengthened the line of the body.

      “Oh my,” Violet said.

      “There’s a matching gold shimmer wrap,” the salesgirl said. “A headpiece too, if you like those.”

      “You have to try it on,” Isolde said.

      “We can adjust it to you specifically,” the girl said. “I agree. This color of nude would look amazing on your skin.”

      Violet wasn’t difficult to persuade. She stepped out of the dressing room and turned in front of the paneled mirror, running her hands down her body. She didn’t need Isolde to say Vi looked amazing. She knew she did.

      “She’ll take it,” Isolde said for Violet. The salesgirl sent for the seamstress, a woman about Vi’s age of Asian descent. Her dark brown eyes sparkled as she examined Vi in the mirror.

      “You look lovely. It’ll take at least three days for the adjustments. When they’re done, we’ll have it delivered. If you’d like a second fitting instead, I can bring it, but you’ll find it’s perfect.”

      “I’m sure it will be. We’ve heard the most wonderful things about your establishment,” Violet said. “I’ll pay, Isolde, if you want to look in at the hat shop? You said your cloche got crushed.”

      Her sister nodded, looking excited for another hat while Violet spoke with the seamstress.

      “The designer is working on a dress that is garnet. It would require much daring to wear. I’ll have her pin it for your measurements and bring it when I come. You’ll want it,” the girl said.

      Vi grinned at the woman and asked, “What is your name?”

      “Liu Rushi.”

      “I sense a partnership?”

      “Indubitably,” Rushi replied with a wink, and Violet requested their purchases to be delivered.

      Violet meandered her way to the hat shop several doors down.

      Had Victor been able to sort things out with Jack without making Vi seem like some sort of obsessive female who’d been destroyed by a simple missed date? If so, how had he done it?

      The door over the shop jangled and Vi stepped in, glancing around.

      “What can I help you with? Perhaps a new hat to match that lovely coat?”

      “I…” Vi slowly turned. The hat shop wasn’t large and Isolde should be there. “I was supposed to be meeting my sister in here, only…”

      “No one has come in for the last half hour,” the man said.

      Violet frowned. “Excuse me.”

      She glanced down the street and saw other women shopping. There was a cab a few shops down. The sidewalks were mostly empty and Vi saw no sign of her sister. Slowly she moved to the next store to see if Isolde had been distracted into that shop, but her attention was caught by an alleyway between that shop and the hat shop.

      Isolde had been carrying a leather handbag and two little urchins were digging through it.

      “Hello there,” Violet said to them, eye on the bag.

      The smaller one let go of the bag and darted away, but Violet was able to catch the arm of the one closer.

      “Let me go!”

      “Stop struggling. Keep the bag, I don’t care. I’ll give you more money if you stop.”

      Slowly the child stopped struggling and Violet said, “Now. If you will swear to me that you won’t run, I’ll let go of you and pull out the money in my bag.”

      “You’ll call the police.”

      “I won’t,” Vi swore. “I’ll pinky swear.”

      The kid searched Vi’s face and then slowly nodded and Violet let go of the child. She hesitated to step back until she saw the kid wasn’t moving. It took a moment for Vi to realize, but the child was a girl! Vi held out her pinky and the girl curled a dirty digit around Vi’s.

      “Did you see what happened to the woman who was carrying this bag?”

      The child nodded and Vi pulled out her pocketbook and grabbed blindly at the cash.

      “Tell me,” Vi ordered.

      The child hesitated and Vi said, “Look at all this ready money.” Violet rubbed it between her fingers so the stack of it could be seen.

      “A man grabbed ‘er.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “Fancy bloke like you. Brown suit.”

      Violet thought back to who might have taken her and the only possibility was Hugo Danvers. “Did he have anything unusual about his face?”

      The girl tapped the spot on her cheek where Hugo’s large mole resided.

      Violet moaned a little. “It’s all right,” she told herself.

      “She didn't want to go,” the girl told Vi, searching Violet’s face.

      “It’s all right,” Vi corrected, “because knowing who has my sister makes it easier to find her.”

      Vi gave the girl a card for her house and the money. “We’re bound now, you and I,” Vi said. “You’ve done me a good turn. One I can never repay. If you need help, that’s where you’ll find me. Tell Hargreaves I sent you, show him the card, and even if I’m not there, you’ll be safe.”

      The girl nodded. She offered Vi Isolde’s purse. Vi opened it, took out Isolde’s money and gave it to the girl as well.

      “I’m Violet,” she said.

      “Ginny.”

      “We’re friends now,” Violet told her. “Where can I find the local bobby?”

      It was evident that the girl didn’t want to say, but she led Vi through the streets of London using paths no one but a local would know. They poured out in a park where the bobby was walking and swinging his billy club.

      “There he is,” the girl said, stepping back.

      Vi squeezed her shoulder, not letting go and called, “Help! Help, police!”

      The girl squirmed but didn’t try to run and the man came running.

      “This girl steal from you?” he asked, his gaze narrowed.

      “My sister was taken off the street. Ginny saw everything. We need help. We need…we need Mr. Barnes.”

      “Barnes, eh?”

      “Hamilton Barnes! I need him.”

      “You know him, then?” The policeman scowled at Vi, taking in her expensive dress, shoes, and bag. “What’s all this now?”

      Vi explained quickly as possible and the policeman’s face changed from doubtful to concerned. He took off a few minutes later, darting for the closest office with Violet and Ginny chasing after.

      A call later and the policeman turned to them. “Mr. Barnes isn’t in. But they know where he is. One of the boys is getting him. You’re to go home if Mr. Barnes knows where that is. Otherwise, I’ll take you to the station.”

      “He knows where I live,” Violet said. Now that she had help, the shaking was starting and Violet stared helplessly at the policeman. “I…he’s…oh goodness, he has my baby sister.”

      “It’ll be all right,” Ginny said, quoting Violet. “You know who to look for.”

      Violet pressed her lips together and nodded quickly.

      “Let’s get you home now,” the policeman said.

      He had one of the men in the station get a cab. When it arrived, the policeman opened the door for Violet. Ginny slipped in beside Vi and the bobby joined them. He got the address from Violet, and the drive across London was a century-long, a millennium. How would she face her father? Lady Eleanor? What if they didn’t get Isolde back? What if something happened that she couldn’t fix later?

      They stopped in front of the house, and Violet didn’t even realize she was home for a moment until the policeman got out and opened the door. As Violet was handed out, Victor and Jack came running down the stairs.

      “Vi! We heard.” Victor wrapped his arm around her and pulled her inside. Ginny paused, but Vi reached out and grabbed the girl’s hand, pulling her along behind.

      Inside the house, Vi and Ginny were taken to the parlor where they recounted the story.

      “There’s more than you know, darling,” Victor said. “Jack missed your date because he and Barnes also realized that Hugo was the killer. Gulliver was seen storming off after the squabble with Danvers. These Yard boys were tracking Hugo down. They’ve got eyes on his apartment, his yacht, his business offices. He’ll turn up with Isolde and we’ll have them both.”

      Violet nodded, but her gaze was caught by the sight of Ginny staring around in wonder. The girl was amazed while Violet was dying inside. She slowly breathed in and let it out, once, twice, again, but it wasn’t helping.

      Jack said something, but Violet didn’t hear it. She rose as though a puppet master had yanked her strings, pacing between the windows. If Jack tried to talk to her again, she didn’t notice. She missed whatever was said between Ginny and the men, between the policeman and Victor. All of it.

      What if she’d just gone with Isolde to look at hats? What if they’d stayed in? Isolde shouldn’t have been out and about so soon. She should have been safe at home, pretending to mourn.

      Finally, someone stopped her in her tracks. Vi glanced up expecting Victor, but it was Jack.

      “This is not your fault.”

      Violet licked her lips and disagreed. “She’s my baby sister. She was here because it was our job to protect her.”

      “No one could have guessed that Hugo Danvers would come after her.”

      “But we did,” Violet countered. “We knew he was infatuated with her. Helen just told us that Hugo tended to be obsessive. We knew he’d pressed his attentions on her. We knew he’d shown up here to commiserate and mourn together. That wasn’t right. We should have known right then that…”

      “We did,” Victor said. “We knew exactly that. It was I-not you Vi, I told him to never come back. To leave Isolde alone. It was one of the reasons why I was so behind the plan of Bruges. She needs to avoid the gossip, but more so—him. I was the one who took Isolde away from him. I was the one who caused this.”
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      It had been before luncheon when Violet and Ginny returned to the house with the policeman. In a vague sort of way, Violet heard Ginny tell Victor she didn’t need to worry about getting home and could stay as long as she liked. Vi would have addressed that at any other moment, but her mind was skipping over what had happened again and again.

      They’d gone shopping. How had Hugo known that they’d be there?

      “He must have been watching the house. If he saw the servants leave yesterday but didn’t see Gerald take Isolde, then the house-breaking was the first attempt to take her with him.”

      Victor started and Jack slowly turned. “What now?”

      “Yesterday, when we got back from our trip to Margate,” Violet said. “Someone had attempted to force their way into the house. Of course, it had to be Hugo.”

      “Why haven’t I heard of this?” Jack demanded.

      “You would have heard all about it,” Violet said, “if you’d been able to come last night.”

      Jack paused, and Violet only realized then how that must have sounded. She sighed.

      “She didn’t mean it like that,” Victor told Jack. “She meant literally. We intended to tell you all.”

      Violet didn’t have time for the tender feelings of men or the brainwork to waste on those feelings. Her sister had been taken. Why? What could he hope to gain? Unless…Violet considered, remembering that day in the parlor, just over there. He’d pressed in on Isolde, not even seeing her distress. He hadn’t cared what she felt, only cared about telling her what he’d wanted her to know. What had it been? Hugo had watched Isolde since before she was old enough for him to approach her. Violet shivered at the idea of the younger Isolde having someone fixated on her.

      “He is obsessed with her. Like a brain fever. He wants her to the exclusion of even how she feels. What did he call her?”

      Victor shrugged, staring at Violet, and she remembered all at once.

      “An angel. She isn’t real to him. She’s an infatuation, like being in love with Aphrodite or someone from a book. Only Isolde is something you can snatch. Something you can stalk. Lion to deer. He watched and waited and…my god, he killed his father. For what? They hated each other. His father would have been more likely to leave anything—should there have been a penny after his crimes—to a boy’s school than his son. The only benefit of killing Carlton Danvers for Hugo was freeing Isolde.”

      “There were,” Jack said, “a series of threatening letters from Hugo to Carlton. We found them yesterday. They did, in fact, refer to changing course before the wedding day.”

      “So he took her to keep her?” Victor asked. “He can’t possibly expect to get away with his plan.”

      “Of course, he does. He’s evil, not stupid.” Violet bounced on her feet. “Of course, he has a plan.”

      “The yacht,” Jack said. “If he wants to keep her, if he thinks he can get away with this kidnapping, it’s the yacht.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Victor and Violet said in unison. Neither of them fought with the other. Both kept their attention on Jack.

      “No,” Jack immediately replied, only to Violet. “It’s too risky.”

      Victor let him direct his objections to Vi while he ordered his coat and cane.

      “I’m going,” Violet said, but Jack didn’t even reply again. Just headed for the door while Victor followed.

      “Sorry, luv,” Victor mouthed and then followed Jack down the street to the main thoroughfare where a cab could be found more easily.

      “Ginny,” Violet ordered, “be sneaky. Listen for the address they give.”

      The girl nodded, a smirk on her lips as she left. Violet ran up the stairs to Victor’s office. She dug through it, looking for that monstrous folding knife. Just in case. She ran into her room, grabbed a big overcoat and slipped the knife into the pocket.

      By the time she’d reached the front door, Ginny had returned. They followed the path of the gentlemen, catching a cab, and heading towards the docks where Hugo Danvers intended to escape England with Violet’s sister.

      When they arrived, there was no sign of anyone, and Violet wasn’t sure where to go. Ginny glanced around. “Wait here,” the girl said.

      She ran past a warehouse and into an alley, and it didn’t take long before she came back with another grubby child who pointed out Hugo’s yacht.

      “Did you pay that creature?”

      Ginny nodded and Violet warned, “Stay back, love.”

      Violet walked towards the yacht as bold as a child in a candy store. Just before she found the right boat, a hand pressed over her mouth and she was yanked against a large body. She knew the second her back pressed against his oversized bulk that it was Jack, so she didn’t struggle as he carried her into the darkness.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded without removing his hand from her mouth. Violet waited patiently and when she was set down, she saw Victor smirking with a lifted brow.

      “Getting my sister,” Violet answered calmly.

      Jack cursed.

      “They were seen getting on the ship,” Victor told her. “He had a knife and a gun, and Isolde was taken below decks. No one has approached the boat yet. They’re waiting to get a few more men in position. But Hugo won’t be leaving tonight with her.”

      “Let’s sink the yacht,” Violet suggested.

      Jack shook his head. “You’re assuming they’ll flee to safety. Hugo just might be the kind of man who would rather Isolde die than be free.”

      Violet stared at Jack and shivered at the sheer idea. What the devil? “If he loves her…”

      “If he loved her, she wouldn’t have been kidnapped, terrified, and hauled away from what she loves. He’d be sending her flowers and trying to create a relationship with you two.”

      “What are we waiting for then?” Violet demanded.

      “They’re getting boats in place to ensure we can go after him if he takes off. And they’re getting divers ready in case we need to go into the water after her. Then we’ll try to bargain our way out. We need to be sympathetic.”

      Violet waited while they were arranging the last of things and everyone was in place before she slipped away. Before Jack could catch her, she’d launched herself onto the boat and called, “Hugo Danvers! Hugo Danvers, Isolde is only 18 years old. Even if you love her, you’re scaring her.”

      The boat rocked a little and Violet didn’t turn. It could have been Jack or Victor following her, or it could have been Hugo hearing her and reacting horribly. The person stepped nearer, and Violet felt the warmth of Jack. Her body reacted to him in a way that it never did to Victor.

      “Hugo, you’re a good man,” Vi called, lying through her teeth. “You don’t want to scare her. Angels shouldn’t be afraid.”

      Slowly the hatch to below opened and Hugo pushed Isolde out in front of him.

      “If you cared about her, you wouldn’t have brought him,” Hugo snarled.

      Violet didn’t turn around, but she said gently, “What could a woman like me do to stop him from coming?”

      Violet let her gaze flick to Isolde. She’d bitten her lip bloody, she was whiter than a ghost, and the kohl on her eyes was black circles from weeping. Vi could see her dress was ripped. She’s still wearing it, Vi told herself. By Jove, she thought, I will peel his flesh from his bones if he did more to her than tear her dress.

      “She needs a protector,” Violet said gently.

      “That’s my role,” Hugo snarled. His eyes were wild, and his hair looked as though he’d been through a terrible storm. His tie was askew, and his clothes were wrinkled. The scowl on his face could have scared a devil.

      “I’m sorry,” Violet said. “It’s all my fault. I was jealous. I could see that Isolde had made you love her and your father as well. I shouldn’t have tried to get between you. I just couldn't help but wonder why her, and not me. Please let Isolde go. Please, let’s be friends.”

      Isolde was shaking like a leaf in Hugo’s hands. He kept her pressed to him with a gun in one hand. It was only then that Violet saw the knife in his other. It was pressed against Isolde’s side, and Violet choked back a cry at the sight of blood. Had he stabbed her deeply or was that a shallow cut? The blood didn’t seem to be such a large circle

      “Put the knife down,” Violet pled. “She’s bleeding. Or just let me help her. Jack will stay back, won’t you? I’ll help Isolde, and you two can calm things down. We need you to protect us. To care for us. To look after us. Isolde needs you to do that, Hugo. She needs you to work things out so you can be together.”

      Hugo waved Violet forward but told Jack to stop. Violet could hear Jack’s preparations in her mind. But she could see the blood on Isolde, and the blood in Vi’s ears was pounding so it seemed as though everything was coming through the rush of that sound.

      Help was coming. Isolde was bleeding. Help was coming, but was it already too late? They needed to get away from this madman. What had Jack said? Hugo might be the kind of man who’d rather see Isolde dead than free. The need to flee pounded in Violet’s ears with her blood, and a horrible plan was forming.

      Hugo grabbed Violet’s arm as she tried to pass him. “Let me help her. Let her sister help your angel. You don’t want your angel hurt. You don’t want her scarred. You don’t want to lose her by accident.”

      It was the scarred that did it. Hugo pulled Violet forward and shoved both Isolde and Violet behind him, pointing a gun at Vi to keep Jack back. Behind Hugo was closer to the railing. How like a man to assume that a woman wouldn’t rescue both herself and her sister.

      Violet wrapped Isolde up in a hug as Jack and Hugo hissed orders at each other, neither giving an inch. With Isolde clutched close, Vi whispered, “Men never give women the credit they deserve.”

      Violet yanked on her sister, throwing them both into the drink and gunshots rang out overhead. Violet could hear two grunts of pain but the water closed over her. She kept her hand on Isolde’s arm and as they surfaced, there were a series of splashes near them.

      Violet glanced around, searching desperately for who had followed them in and saw Jack and Hugo fighting in the water while Victor was swimming closer. It was dark, but the moment they hit the water, torches were aimed at the water.

      “Vi! Give her to me.”

      Violet pushed her sister in the arms of their brother. The fall must have terrified poor Isolde into a faint, or the terror had. Her eyes were wide and unseeing. She was just starting to realize she was free of Hugo.

      “Steady now!” someone called. “We’re coming for you. Hold tight.”

      Violet saw a lamp on a post and swam towards it. Victor swam next to her, tugging Isolde along. The sounds of struggling continued, but Violet didn’t let herself think of it.

      Then another shot rang out, and everything inside of Violet stilled.

      “I got him,” Hamilton Barnes called. “Are you all right, Jack?”

      “Fellow pricked me. But it’s not too bad,” Jack said.

      Violet shuddered with relief and saw that Jack’s bulk turned towards her. She waited until he reached her and then they swam side-by-side towards those who’d come to rescue them. They left the darkness and the terror to pursue the light. The poetry of it was not lost on Violet, though it wasn’t poetry she wanted but a bath.

      So low only she could hear, Jack declared, “I’m going to wring your neck.”

      She glanced over and pushed her hair out of her face, treading water for a moment so she could wink at him. “You might have to get in line after my father and Gerald hear of it.”

      “I’ll just get to you first.”

      Violet reached her hands up to Victor, who had already gotten into the boat. He pulled her out of the water while the oarsmen pulled out Jack.

      “What’s this?” Victor asked. “Threatening Vi with a good beating for jumping in the river? You should have seen it coming. You haven’t been spending time with a rector’s daughter who embroiders. Shouldn’t expect her to act like that either.”

      “Is he dead?” Isolde asked. She’d let go of whatever control she had and crawled to Violet, weeping.

      “He’s gone,” Jack said. “They’ll pull his body out once we’re safe.”

      “Thank god,” Isolde said. “Oh god, Vi, thank god. Thank god he’s dead.”

      Violet pulled Isolde close, wrapping her little sister up tightly, and Victor put a blanket around them both. They were taken to a cab, to their home, to the baths, and forced to drink hot tea and scotch until they were bursting.

      A doctor came to Isolde and examined her side, but the cut hadn’t been deep. She might have a bit of a scar, but it wouldn’t keep her down for long.

      Isolde couldn’t sleep alone, so Violet put her sister into her kimono and into Violet’s bed. They slept with the lights on even though Violet had become very suddenly sure that if she were in danger—or if she’d fallen into the river—or both—someone would go in after her. That warmed her far more than all the hot tea and scotch could have.
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      Violet woke to flowers and chocolates but no Jack. Isolde woke to the screeches of her mother, which only ended when their father literally picked up Lady Eleanor and carried her out of the room and told her to get ahold of herself.

      In the end, they had a big family breakfast and plans were made far ahead of Violet’s capacity to control them. It only stopped when Victor said, “We aren’t going for that long. Neither Vi nor myself wish to travel the world for a year and more. I agree that Isolde needs distance and time to recover from her ordeal. You’ll need to find someone to come along for the longer tour. Vi and I will be doing Belgium and that is all.”

      Violet’s look of thanks would have to be enough as everyone turned to Victor.

      “Taking your sister traveling is too much?” Lady Eleanor demanded. “After her trials?”

      “Yes,” Victor said. “We have concerns here.”

      “I’ll do it,” Gerald said. “Halpert has the estates well in hand. He doesn’t need me. With Father to step in here and there, I’ll go with the young ones. When Victor and Violet are ready to come home, I’ll take Isolde on the more extensive tour.”

      “Well,” Lady Eleanor sniffed. “It isn’t only Isolde who needs to consider different company,” she said with an eye on Vi. “Perhaps that St. Marks fellow.”

      “Nothing wrong with Wakefield,” Father said idly. “I say, what did you put in my coffee, Victor?”

      Victor looked positively mischievous when he answered, “Chocolate liqueur.”

      “Oh,” Father said, thinking it over. “Fill me up again, boy. That’s good stuff. I hope you got me a few bottles when you were buying yours.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’ll be gone how long?” Jack asked. He wore pajamas and sat, very ungraciously, in a bed in the hospital ward. His wound had gotten infected from the river water and his fevers came and went. They were gone at the moment, but the doctors wouldn’t let Jack leave.

      “Not as long as Isolde, but a good while,” Violet replied carefully. She rearranged the pillow behind his back and handed him the box of chocolates she’d brought him. They went rather nicely with the flowers. The expression when she’d given him his very feminine gift was all that she could have wished. Humor-filled and aware of the irony.

      “You’ll tell me when you get back?”

      Violet nodded, wanting to weep a little, but she’d given herself a good scold. Surely she hadn’t fallen for this great lummox quite so quickly? Surely this wasn’t love that made her chest hurt so? Surely she wasn’t lying to herself to make this separation easier?

      “Bruges is beautiful,” Jack said. “It’ll be more beautiful with you there.”

      He fell silent and she swallowed. They both looked up in gratitude to Victor as he entered the room as though trying to shake off a demon.

      “These nurses are something else,” he said. “Bring a fellow a little box of things and suddenly you’re a purveyor of vice and shenanigans.”

      “What did you bring?” Jack asked curiously, as Victor set a wooden box on the end of his bed.

      “A little of this, a little of that. The good stuff.”

      “The only things I will admit to helping choose is the sandwich, the chocolates, and the ginger wine,” Violet declared.

      “I’ll take responsibility for the rest. Cigars, limoncello, grenadine, chocolate liqueur, Campari, and assurances. All but the last are the results of our recent travels. The last is because I know a man smitten when I see him, and I’ll bring her back.”

      “Do I look like I’m endlessly zozzled?”

      “Not yet, but if you keep pursuing Vi, you’ll be driven to drink.” Victor laughed uproariously while Violet elbowed him in the side. She rose and rearranged Jack’s things, putting it all away and leaving him with a tidy piece of the hospital ward.

      “I’ll bring you back Vi and genever,” Victor assured him. “Chin up, cheerio. It’ll turn out all right in the end. A little time apart and the heart will grow fonder and all that. You know. So they say. Etcetera, etcetera.”

      “Very eloquent,” Vi told Victor.

      “One tries.”

      Violet pressed Jack’s hand, and they were gone.
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          [image: Murder at the Folly Cover]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Summary

          

        

      

    

    
      September 1923.

      
        
        When Violet and Victor run into an old friend in Belgium, they have an idea of what to expect. What they don’t expect is to be followed back to England, persuaded to spend an additional weekend away from home, or to have their group experience another murder.

      

        

      
        This time, the suspect is their long-time friend Tomas St. Marks—-a shell-shocked former soldier. The race is on to discover the real killer before someone they know to be gentle and kind is taken in for a crime he didn’t commit.
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      “Codswallop,” Victor read with a chuckle, snapping the newspaper that had arrived from home and leaning back to relish the review. He even set down his cigarette, after a long drag, and cleared his throat before swallowing the rest of his cocktail. The glass clinked as he set it on the table next to him, and he grinned engagingly at his siblings, preparing to continue reading aloud.

      Victor’s hair was slicked back, and he was dapper in his pinstriped suit with a twinkle in his eye that said the best was yet to come. Both twins—Victor as well as Violet—were tall and slim, with pointed features and dark colouring. Violet was a bit paler, but she was far more careful about protecting herself from the sun. When adding in the powder she wore, she was several shades lighter than her brother. Her eyes were kohled, her lips red, her cheeks rouged, and her hair was longer, but they were clearly twins—male and female sides of the same coin.

      “I object to everything about that story,” Isolde sniffed. “I was never as dim as your ingénue. That you based your Forsaken Virgin on me is…is….too mean!”

      “Darling, darling, darling,” Violet said. “You were willing to marry a fat, old man who was nearly older than Father. You even knew Danvers had a mistress—a girl your own age—but it wasn’t stopping you. You were downtrodden, sweet, forsaken one. Downtrodden, yes. Even still, darling, you were rather dim.”

      “Be nice,” their oldest brother, Gerald, mildly scolded. He smiled at both of them and then reached out and touched Isolde’s elbow as though to comfort her for her previous stupidity. “Continue, brother. I haven’t read your tripe, but I wish to hear the review all the same.”

      “I thought we were being nice,” Violet objected with a gasp.

      “I’m not the one who wrote the review,” Gerald said mildly, settling back in his chair and adjusting his shoulders. He waved his hand as if giving permission for Victor to continue reading the review of the twins’ book, even steepling his fingers to prepare for the article.

      Violet’s gaze narrowed. “Yet, brother dear, you were the one to use the word tripe.”

      “Darling one,” Gerald said, humoring her. “I am not the one who titled my story”—he deepened his voice—“Forsaken Virgin Seduced by the Scarlet Ghost. You should have been prepared for the words tripe and codswallop. Those might be the kindest words one could use.”

      Vi giggled, because she couldn’t hear or say that title without laughing, and then tipped her glass at Victor. Then as one, the twins shot their older brother a furious, matching glance as if at daggers drawn. Only Lord Gerald Carlyle wasn’t bothered.

      Victor cleared his throat again. “Oh ho! Listen to this, love. ‘No doubt the person behind this V. V. Twinnings is Victoria Violet, or some other such feminine persona, proving, yet again, that women should never have been taught to read, let alone write. Somewhere in the world today is a father who regrets not just teaching his child to read, but the far greater sin of allowing her to read novels. He has learned—too late—to repent. A regret I share having been forced to gag down this drivel.’”

      Violet set down her glass with a precise click and crossed her arms over her chest. Her heel clicked against the floor as her rage exited through the steady tap, tap, tap of her foot.

      “I still hate the story,” Isolde said, glancing at the enraged Violet carefully. Lady Isolde Carlyle was younger than the twins, with a creaminess of complexion that matched her blonde hair and blue eyes. She was curvier than Violet as well as being the basis for the ingénue from the novel. “But surely the worst of the tripe is from you, Victor.”

      Violet snorted while Gerald poked at Isolde.

      “What’s this?” Victor asked. “You object to the story of a young Isla manipulated by conniving relatives into a marriage for money where she was abused and tortured, driven nearly mad? Whyever for, sweet one?”

      The smirk on Gerald’s face quite burned Violet’s remaining rage. She giggled into her Negroni while Isolde’s enraged gasp filled the air.

      “I hate you all,” she declared. “You are terrible, horrible, awful siblings!”

      “We love you, little one. Wonderful news too, darling,” Victor said to Isolde. “I have a note here from my friend, St. Marks. He’s come to Bruges for the sea air or bright eyes. Your mother approves of his fortune. That should provide you comfort should you decide to throw yourself into his arms.”

      Isolde’s gaze narrowed, as did Violet’s. Vi knew all too well that the bright eyes in question were her own. She was also all too aware that Tomas St. Marks hadn’t come to Bruges for Isolde or Victor, though the men were as close as brothers. Tomas had come for Violet.

      Violet wished she could give her heart to him. She did love him, but only as she loved her brother, Gerald. Not as much as Victor, yet almost more than anyone else. Her heart, however, had left her. It was back in England with an over-sized, handsome Detective Inspector. Tall and dashing, his severe jaw and penetrating eyes had seemed to peel away her layers and see the person behind Violet’s cheery air. Let alone how his strong, large body made her feel small, something she’d become rather addicted to.

      Isolde’s mouth had dropped open, and she tried to hide her reaction by sipping her drink. She was too late and Victor crowed with triumph.

      Victor’s gaze turned to Violet despite the fact that he was teasing Isolde. Each twin knew the other better than they knew their own selves. No doubt he saw the flash of agony she felt, no doubt saw the desire to return home, no doubt saw how mentioning Tomas simply made her miss Jack even more.

      Victor nodded to her the smallest bit. It was enough. She knew that meant he’d seen her storm of emotions and would do something to help.

      “We’ve been invited to a party tomorrow, luvs. Tomas has taken some large monstrosity near here. We’ll go. We’ll dance, we’ll drink, we’ll eat something, Tomas will make eyes at our girls and you’ll flutter your lashes and play coy as though you aren’t calculating how many dresses his mountain of bullion will buy.”

      Violet kicked Victor, who smiled at her. He refilled her drink before topping his own. He didn’t bother with Isolde, who rarely finished a drink since they’d come to Bruges, let alone Gerald, who was too boring for Negroni when there was bourbon present. The Negroni, after all, was made with genever, vermouth, Campari, and an orange peel. According to Gerald, bourbon was the drink of the ages. It drove Victor mad that Gerald could hardly be persuaded to a sip of the concoctions Victor created.

      “What do you say we visit that little dress shop tomorrow?” Isolde asked Violet. “I have longing thoughts about that pale pink dress.”

      “I told you to buy it. It accents your colouring wonderfully,” Violet said as she sipped from her cocktail glass, noting the smear of her lipstick and telling herself she’d need to reapply before they went dancing.

      “Not that Vi objects to going shopping,” Victor said. “How many more trunks do you need before we return home, beloved?”

      “How many cases of genever and beer have you purchased?”

      He winked in answer with a hand over his heart and a wounded expression before picking up his cigarette again.

      “Mmm,” Violet replied, “exactly my thoughts.”

      Gerald leaned back. “So are you two still writing tripe now that you have loads of the green?”

      “Isla was born after our inheritance. Previous to Isla, we wrote the story of young Margaux the French orphan and the highwayman who loved her.” Victor grinned at Gerald’s shudder and added, “We couldn’t leave your Isla where we did, Isolde. Soon, dearest one, you’ll see Isla’s next adventure, Broken Surrender and the Scarlet Ghost. Was the Scarlet Ghost truly a specter or perhaps Isla has an unknown champion? Return to Supernatural Tales to find out.”

      Gerald groaned while Violet laughed. It was possible Broken Surrender was an even more terrible title.

      Victor crossed his legs. “I, for one, cannot wait to see what happens next with our intrepid ingénue.”

      “You’re a fiend,” Isolde wailed. She sniffed and then took Victor’s cigarette. Isolde wasn’t much of a smoker and the ill-thought-out drag made her cough until her tears were streaming.

      Violet took the cigarette from Isolde. “Darling, go fix your makeup. I think we’ll be leaving rather soon, won’t we?”

      “An auto will be here shortly,” Victor said. “Dinner, dancing, drinks. A delightful time for all.”

      Isolde rose and went to fix her makeup. The moment she left the room, Victor faced Gerald. “We’ll be going home next week, I think.”

      Gerald’s brows rose. “I wasn’t aware you were thinking of it, yet.”

      “Bruges is lovely.” Victor leaned back, folding the newspaper. “But we never intended to stay here so long. Violet has business to conduct, I have business to pretend to conduct. We barely took up residence in my house before we left. It’s past time, and we’d have long since left if not for Isolde being a bit of a clinger with Violet.”

      Gerald examined the twins. “Well, you said from the beginning that you weren’t going to stay for our whole trip, and it has been most of the summer. I was thinking myself that we should consider somewhere warmer before the winter.”

      “Perhaps the Cayman Islands or Cyprus if you wanted something warm,” Violet suggested. “Those are both places I’d like to visit now that we have some of the ready money.”

      “No, no,” Victor declared. “Monaco. It just rolls off your tongue and promises exotic fun, doesn’t it?”

      “You could come with us.” Gerald’s gaze was fixed on Violet with enough weight that she knew he was wondering if she wanted to go home to Jack Wakefield more than she wanted to see more of the world.

      Violet laughed merrily, refusing to answer the unspoken question. “We might have left Father too long alone with Lady Eleanor.”

      “Or,” Victor countered, “now that Father realizes the games she was playing, perhaps we haven’t given her enough alone time.”

      “If we leave her too long,” Gerald said softly, “she’ll warp that little blighter Geoffrey even more.”

      “There’s nothing to be done there,” Victor said. “Our youngest brother will always be spoiled. He’ll learn his place when the promises of his mother fail to come to fruition.”

      “And yet,” Violet said, “regardless of Father and Lady Eleanor and even young Geoffrey, there are other needs to attend to.”

      Violet had many things to do, but the most pressing involved a baby. She had provided her villa on the Amalfi Coast to an expectant, unmarried mother and had promised to try to find a place for the baby. Vi needed to get back to London and look into the homes she’d had her man of business investigate. They needed someone who was kind enough to love the baby as though their own while also not being the type of person to take out the mistakes of the mother on the child.

      It was rather all too common for the sins of the parents to be placed on the child. Violet wouldn’t abide that for this baby. She was tempted to take the child in herself, but she was keeping that plan as a backup. Violet also needed to deal with business matters from her Aunt Agatha’s investment concerns and check in on the young girls she’d taken under her wing when she’d been trying to find out about the crimes of Isolde’s former-betrothed.

      She’d been writing to Anna Mathers, who was going back to school soon and had spent the holidays with her expecting sister on the Amalfi Coast, but Violet had only heard what was happening with Ginny Heyer because their butler, Hargreaves, was keeping an eye on the child. An unacceptable set of circumstances. Ginny had helped Violet recover the kidnapped Isolde. Violet would be damned before the child fell back onto the streets. She’d been placed into a school in London but she didn’t want to go. Violet could understand that all too well, but she wouldn’t see the girl get sucked into crime when she could rise above. Not after Ginny had been so instrumental in saving Isolde.

      It was only last December when Vi and Victor had gone to their aunt’s home to spend time with her and she’d been murdered. In the end, the murderer had ended up in asylum and Violet had become disgustingly wealthy. Victor, on the other hand, had become enviably wealthy.

      The twins had gone from Aunt Agatha’s home to the Amalfi Coast and then to London, where they’d met the dastard who had been betrothed to their little sister, Isolde. During the attempt to stop the wedding, the fiend had been murdered. The twins had been involved in both murder investigations.

      Those investigations had thrown Violet and Victor into the path of Jack Wakefield, a sometime investigator for Scotland Yard. Violet might just be head over heels. Her rational brain told her to slow down to be certain what she was feeling was love, while her heart screamed that she was well and truly gone in love. Both parts of her worried that he’d meet another woman while she took care of Isolde. The poor lamb had needed to leave London after the murder of her betrothed on her wedding day.

      Violet pasted a smile on her face that Victor recognized as a lie. She bounced onto her feet and said, “I better just go powder my nose before we go dancing.”
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      “Violet, darling,” Tomas said, kissing her cheek. He had taken both of her hands when she arrived, squeezed them tightly for a moment before letting only one go. Tomas pulled her right hand through the crook in his elbow. “Come, meet all my friends.”

      She could feel him shaking slightly under her fingertips and guessed that he was having one of his poor days. “Tomas.” Her tone was half-indulgent and half-scolding. She squeezed his arm tightly, letting him take refuge in her presence. She was an anchor for him, helping him to avoid memories from the trenches. He’d survived the Great War, but he hadn’t done it unscathed. What he was thinking throwing a loud party like this, she did not understand.

      Victor had parked the auto while they entered, and Violet had been forced to hunt through the crowd for Tomas while Gerald had taken one look at the cloud of smoke and the dapper men who eyed Isolde like a prize, and tucked her arm through his, escaping with her to the dance floor.

      Tomas handed Violet a glass. “It’s a Collins on that tray, love. Is that all right? We can hunt up a waiter with champagne or another with G&Ts.”

      “This is lovely, Tomas.” Violet referred both to her drink and the massive house he’d rented. “This canal house is just like a fairytale.”

      “It is supposed to be, I think. These Belgians are a fanciful lot. Have you seen the Church of our Lady yet?” Violet nodded, but his invitation was undeterred. “Surely, you’ll go with me all the same, won’t you? Catch up about the old days? Perhaps tomorrow?”

      She knew she wasn’t going to avoid what was coming, so she smiled merrily and said, “Of course, my friend. Seeing you again is always a trip back to our childhood. How many times did we race through the woods like changelings?”

      “All of the wonderful days,” Tomas said. “I used to think about the woods and our swimming hole every day in the trenches. I swore if I lived I’d swim every year in that hole.”

      Violet flinched inside, hating to think of him like that. “And did you swim this year?” she asked brightly.

      “I did,” he said, with a grin down at her. She saw him from their shared childhood. As he was only a year or two older than Victor and Violet, they’d spent many a summer day barefoot together. “I went in March. It was so cold. It felt good until I caught the sniffles. All bunged up and held captive in front of a fire. Woolen blanket, buckets of tea, handkerchiefs for days, poor Mrs. Newstone having to listen to me whine.”

      “Oh, poor you,” Violet laughed. “You should have known better. Are you yet a boy?”

      He grinned as he replied, “All man, love. All grown.”

      “Tommy,” a thick Italian voice called, and Violet turned with him to meet the woman. Her voice was deep and a touch too loud. When Vi faced her, all she saw at first was dark brown curls floating wildly around an olive face. The woman was a curvaceous bundle swathed in scarlet and black with jet beads and black fringe. The deep vee on her dress showed off far more of her chest than Violet would have been comfortable with.

      The woman slid her hand into Tomas’s free arm. “Who is this scrawny thing? She makes me feel three times the size I am.”

      There was just enough of a shimmy on her shoulders to indicate that she felt Violet’s small chest was something to bemoan, and enough of an edge in that too-loud, husky voice to tell Violet she was unwelcome by at least one of the two.

      Violet smiled prettily and tilted her head. She winked at Tomas, who didn’t seem to quite know what to do with the loud woman. The Italian was leaning into Tomas’s space, and Violet could feel him stiffen under her hand.

      Violet turned so that Tomas was pulled towards her and out of the woman’s hands. “Violet Carlyle. Tomas is my dear friend.”

      “Odd,” the Italian woman purred. “I’ve never heard him talk of you. I am Bettina Marino. No doubt you’ve heard him speak of me.”

      Violet smirked as she set her glass down on a tray and took a new one. “If you haven’t heard of Vi and Vic, you must not know Tomas very well. Lovely to meet you, Bettina.” Vi leaned in and whispered, “Oh dear. I fear your beauty mark has smeared.” In a louder voice, Violet added, “Tomas, you must meet Isolde. She’s all grown up. I must warn you, Lady Eleanor has decided you’re rich enough for Isolde.”

      Tomas laughed. He was a bit serious when he added, “You know my feelings on the matter.”

      “Mmmm.” She did indeed and knew that he’d hunted her down to once again throw his heart at her feet.

      Violet and Tomas moved through the crowd and found Gerald and Isolde. The house was lit dimly, with waiters carrying trays of drinks and a jazz musician singing to the side.

      “Tomas, really? A band? Where did all of these people come from?”

      “Some are traveling with me,” he said, with a flush to his cheeks. “Some the others met in the last few days. I was a bit under the weather, I’m afraid, before I was able to look up you and Vic and send a note round.”

      Violet smiled up at him, ignoring the heat in his gaze. There was too much going unsaid between them. Under the weather meant he’d descended into the memories again. She wished she could tell him it would be all right. She wasn’t sure it would be.

      The first time she’d seen him descend into the memories, he’d been curled up in the corner of his bedroom, wild-haired and wild-eyed, rocking back and forth and seeing things again and again that he should never have seen or experienced the first time.

      If that weren’t enough baggage between them, there had been how she’d sat down next to him, rubbed his back, and talked to him until he’d come back to himself and looked at her as his personal savior. She and Victor had stayed with Tomas for weeks while he’d pulled out of the memories and learned to apply a few techniques that seemed to work for him. Walks alone when the visions started, focusing on other memories. Pushing out the bad with other ones. Good ones. The two of them had picked some out together when she’d realized that talking about their childhood grounded him more than anything else.

      She knew when her attempts at help had given him a measure of solace that the history of proposals between them would not stop. They had started half in jest when she’d turned ten years old. She wished there was a way to comfort him, to be able to kneel by his side and talk of swimming or running through the woods, without having to offer him the rest of her. What he needed, she thought, was new memories with another woman. Someone else who could whisper of the first time they’d realized they were in love, or their first kiss, or their wedding day. Someone who wasn’t Violet Carlyle.

      She wasn’t convinced he loved her as he said he did. He loved her, certainly. But she felt sure he loved her as Tomas loved Victor. Tomas just wasn’t capable of realizing that you could love a woman without being in love with her. He knew he loved her, he knew that she wasn’t his sister, therefore she must be his wife. She’d make him miserable in the end.

      An outcome he didn’t see. Tomas needed someone sweet, someone who wanted to be the center of his world. Someone who wouldn’t mind spending weeks on end in the country for the quiet. Someone who wanted to be his other half, to bear his children, to live for him. That wasn’t Violet. Not for Tomas anyway.

      She squeezed his arm. “It’s too loud for you now, Tomas. Are you having a bad day?”

      “They’re rarer and rarer, Vi. But I did have bad dreams last night. I’m afraid they’ve chased me into today. No matter.” He gave her the ‘all is jolly-good’ look, which she knew to be pure drivel.

      She squeezed his arm again as they bypassed a couple who were dancing as though they had been born with a song in their hearts. Vi paused long enough to watch them, and the man lifted the woman, spinning her.

      “That is Juliette and François Boutet. They are a brother and sister team of dancers. They…well, somehow I’ve become saddled with them. They are lovely to watch, though, aren’t they?”

      Violet lifted a brow as she faced him, ignoring the rest of his explanation. They had, no doubt, found their way into Tomas’s pocket. They looked rather different and Violet would have doubted the claim they were siblings if she and Gerald didn’t look like strangers as well. Oh Tomas and his hangers-on, the poor fool. “And Bettina Marino?” Violet purred the name the way the woman had.

      Tomas’s flush deepened and he stuttered without really speaking.

      “Tomas,” Violet told him seriously, “I am not your mother.”

      “Oh, I know that too well, darling. It’s not like that, but Bettina would like it to be.”

      They had finally reached Gerald and Isolde in the corner. Two gentlemen were standing in front of them, and Vi couldn’t see who they were until Tomas said, “Algie, look who I’ve found.”

      Violet froze as Algernon turned, and with him, Theodophilus Smythe-Hill. A flash of his hands digging into her shoulders, of him pulling her hair too hard, of the demand that he wanted her and what she desired was of little consequence. She remembered in an undesired rush the feeling of helplessness, of the realization of how much weaker she was than Theodophilus when he manhandled her.

      “Lady Violet Carlyle.” Theodophilus’s sneer mocked her reaction as though she had been the one in the wrong.

      Violet froze in the face of his mean eyes and too-strong hands. She tried to shake the ghost of him touching her, but she couldn’t quite do it. Her gaze darted to Algie, who flushed, and to Gerald, who looked on, concerned. Her brother knew something was wrong with Violet, but she’d never spoken of what happened beyond the initial report to Victor.

      She knew she was safe, and yet seeing him made her feel very unsafe indeed.

      “Vi, are you all right?” Isolde asked, her gaze flicking over her older sister and a rare flash of protectiveness coming from the younger sister.

      A moment later, Victor pulled her from Tomas from behind. Her twin came out of nowhere, somehow knowing she needed him. Wrapping an arm around her shoulders, he asked Theo silkily, “Did we need to have a repeat of our previous conversation, Theo?”

      The undisguised threat in Victor’s voice had both Gerald and Tomas turning in consternation to the twins. Most only knew Victor as a jolly spaniel—the veneer he wore over his inner lion.

      Violet flushed as Theo shrugged, lips twitching. “Are you the king of Bruges then? You think you can control wherever I go?”

      Violet realized she was trembling, which pushed Victor into an effervescent rage. Her twin nudged her towards Tomas and then took Theo by the lapels, slamming him into the wall. “I have told you to stay away from my sister.”

      “I’m supposed to avoid every party she attends?” Theo’s sneer belied what he’d done to her and Victor pulled Theo away from the wall to slam him back into it.

      “Yes,” Victor growled. “Yes. You avoid her. She arrives, you leave. You don’t speak to her. You don’t look at her. You don’t breathe the air she breathes, or by Jove, you won’t need to breathe.”

      “Tomas,” Theo appealed, glancing at the host of the party.

      Gerald took a slow sip of his bourbon and declared, “I wouldn’t have thought of you like this, little brother.” The insinuation was pride, not consternation.

      “Why does he need to stay away from you?” Tomas asked Violet, his gaze searching hers. He knew her well enough to see the upset despite her solemn face.

      Violet shook her head. Her trembling aside, she couldn’t allow Tomas the role of protector. She couldn’t let him step in. She couldn’t let him want or act in that role—not if she was going to convince him to find the woman he needed.

      “Vi?” Tomas almost begged.

      She shook her head again and set down her drink, turning to Isolde. “Come with me.”

      Violet held out a hand to Isolde, who left Gerald and tucked her arm through Vi’s. The sight of Vi’s shaking hand had Victor pulling Theo from the wall and hauling him towards the front door to throw him out.

      Violet pulled Isolde into the water closet and leaned back against the wall. She took in a deep breath, let it out slowly, and then took in another and another.

      Isolde, bless her, took Vi’s hand without saying a word and didn’t let go. Vi counted each breath, in long and slow, out even slower. One, two, three. She hadn’t expected to see Theo again. Four, five, six. She hadn’t expected to have to face him.

      Seven. Bloody hell. Eight. A shaky breath that nearly ended in tears. Violet had thought that Victor had gotten rid of Theo. That Victor had scared Theo enough. A shaky, shaky breath. Nine.

      Seeing him again was more than she had thought it would be. She had thought she’d moved on, but the memory was almost worse than the initial assault. In the moment, she’d been focused. Now she felt like an idiot. She knew it hadn’t been as bad for her as it was for others. She knew she had been lucky. And yet, she could still feel the ghost of his fingers pressing into her shoulders and the horror of what had happened all at once.

      It took her a few minutes to stand upright again. Isolde’s eyes were fixed on Violet, but neither of the sisters said a word as Violet reeled her reactions in and placed them in a box. Both had been manhandled. Both had experienced the realization that should the struggle happen—they’d lose. Neither of them needed to discuss what happened. Violet ran cool water over the back of her hands until she stopped shaking and then powdered her nose, freshened her lipstick, and said with a bright smile, “I think a G&T is just the thing.”
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      “I thought we might walk,” Tomas said. “Though if you wish…”

      “I’d love to walk,” Violet replied. She was wearing a black dress that floated around her knees. It had accents of white at the shoulders, a tie at the neck and around her waist, making her waist seem lower than it was. The whole effect lengthened Violet into a slim stretch of femininity. She wouldn’t wear gloves with a friend like Tomas. The seams rubbing along the sides of her fingers drove her mad, and she didn’t need to stand on ceremony with a man she’d once been a grubby urchin with.

      It was a fine enough day that she wouldn’t need her knitted wool cape, but she took her hat and pinned it into place before turning to Tomas with a bright smile. Victor watched it all from the doorway of the library. He had said nothing when she’d returned to the party the previous evening, but she’d noted his bruised knuckles. The lion in her brother had come out once again, and Vi regretted her weakness being the cause of it.

      He hadn’t stopped watching her carefully, and Violet knew if anyone else were taking her out, Victor would have found a reason to accompany them. Even Gerald, Violet thought. She gave Victor a smile and a wink, but his expression said he didn’t believe it. He shouldn’t. It was as much of a lie as the grin she tossed Tomas.

      She knew it wasn’t her fault that she was weaker than Theo, but she wished she had the strength to give him the pounding he deserved rather than having to leave it to Vic. At least with Victor, it was almost as if she’d done it herself.

      “Be safe now.” Victor knew what was coming as well as Violet, so the commiserating glance that followed was just for Violet.

      The rooms the siblings had rented were on the canals as well. Tomas and Violet would be able to wind through the old city, arm in arm, talking of the old days while Tomas geared up to ask Violet to marry him once again.

      They could see the bell tower and were aimed towards the Church of Our Lady as they walked along the canals whenever the route allowed it. The woven bricks of the road as they made their way towards the church were astoundingly lovely. Bruges may have just been the most beautiful city that Violet had ever seen.

      “I’ve missed you,” Tomas said. There was a bit of weight in his voice.

      “And I rather missed you,” Violet said brightly. Her hand was on the crook of his elbow, and he kept her tight to him, so they were brushing against each other as they walked.

      “Life isn’t what we’d thought it would be, is it?” He sounded solemn as they took in the beauty, the sun reflecting off of the water, the details of gorgeous stone mason work in the city.

      Violet laughed merrily. “We were clever children, but stupid all the same. I believe we intended to have endless jam tarts, always get up with the sunrise, and never nap again. I took a nap just yesterday, and it was delightful.”

      “Oh look,” Tomas said, pointing to a little chocolate shop. “Remember how we used to filch chocolates from your aunt?”

      Vi nodded, suddenly missing Aunt Agatha fiercely. The loss had gone from nearly unthought of to deep and abiding in a breath, and Violet’s gaze glistened with the pain of it. By the heavens, how Violet wished she could curl up in her aunt’s lap and tell her all that had happened. Those last days had been tinged by suspicion and worry. And when Aunt Agatha’s life had been stolen, they didn’t get their final goodbyes. It wasn’t fair, and on occasion, Violet felt her body couldn’t contain the combination of grief and fury. Little, however, about life was fair.

      “Let’s get some, shall we?”

      Violet and Tomas walked into the little shop and a few minutes later left with rather more chocolates than even their younger selves would have been able to eat. Tomas took a bite of one and handed her the rest. There was something so intimate in the sharing of the same sweet, she paused before she took it.

      Moments like these, moments when she needed to replace her companion with Jack, had been teaching her that what she felt, irrational as it was, was love.

      Tomas looked at her through those thick lashes she’d envied since her youngest days and the smile he gave her went right through her, since it was pain-filled enough to stagger a lesser man.

      “I’m haunted, Vi.”

      She nodded. She knew the feeling. She could only imagine what it felt like for it to be more than brothers or an aunt that crept into her thoughts. For Tomas, it was scores of brothers. Faces blown to bits before him. The sounds of those last, rattling breaths. She squeezed his arm since there was nothing to be said.

      “Everywhere I go is grey and dark. I hear the screams. I…”

      Violet didn’t tell him it would be okay. He didn’t need to be condescended to, and she wasn’t a person who lied because it was easy.

      “It’s a nice day, isn’t it?” he asked, after several minutes trying to shake off the ghosts. He tilted the bag of chocolates towards her.

      Violet took one. She wasn’t quite capable of speaking at that moment, so she bit into the gold-dusted creation instead.

      “It’s warm,” he added. “The sun is shining on my face, and I cannot feel it. I feel nothing but the cold of the trenches. I am never warm, Vi. Never.”

      A tear slipped down her cheek, but she ignored it and squeezed his arm again.

      “That’s lessened when you’re around.”

      Violet glanced away, closing her eyes, to hide the rush of feeling. The guilt that even though she loved him, when he asked her to marry him, she would say no.

      He didn’t add to that statement, so they walked on in quiet as they passed the Belgian people going about their lives in the market where they sold their wares. They worked and lived while Violet and Tomas walked through the streets, followed by ghosts that wouldn’t leave them be.

      The bells of the church rang and Tomas jumped, but his hand tightened on hers when she checked to see if he was all right, and he took in the sight of her tears for him before his jaw clenched. He said, “Tell me about Smythe-Hill.”

      Violet shook her head, without saying a word.

      He didn’t press, and the bell tower came ever closer. They walked over a stone bridge covered in greenery with tree branches hanging low.

      “It’s lovely here. Would that London was so perfect.”

      She felt the pressure of Tomas’s wants and recalled Jack’s face to give herself courage.

      Tomas took a seat on the wall between the street and the canal. He patted the spot next to him. Violet sat slowly down, repeating the injunction to herself to be brave. The bell tower overlooked them; the sun was shining; it was possibly the most beautiful place she’d ever been. A perfect location for what was to come. Would that her companion was a different one.

      “Vi,” Tomas started. His gaze was heavy on her. “Vi…”

      “There you are!” The brash Italian voice cut in and Violet leapt with sheer, unadulterated gratitude. Never had Tomas been closer to getting her to say yes when she wished to say no. Especially, surrounded as they were, by their ghosts.

      “I thought you might head this way.” Bettina grinned down into their faces, the brightness not reaching her eyes. “Oh! Chocolates. You do think of me so kindly.”

      Violet bit the inside of her mouth as Bettina took the bag from Tomas and then snuggled into his side. He was a brick wall next to her. Vi choked on a laugh. A slight squeak escaped, and Tomas knew her well enough to nudge her side.

      She glanced up at him, lips twisted in the face of his agony and laughed. She couldn’t stop it.

      “Oh,” Violet said, with a smirk. “How clever you are to find your quarry as you have.”

      Her shoulders were shaking with her silent giggles and Tomas grinned at her despite his irritation.

      “Shall we see the Madonna then?” Bettina demanded. She stood, hauling Tomas to his feet and winding her arm through his. “Are you coming? Or did you wish to rest for longer? British women are so wilting, no?”

      Tomas’s agonized, unvoiced plea had Violet rising. She did not wish to marry him, but she’d be damned if she saw this grasper weasel her way into his life.

      “I shall persevere,” Violet declared, adjusting her hat and taking Tomas’s other arm so that Bettina wasn’t able to claim the victory.

      Bettina shot Violet a furious glance and then turned to Tomas, chattering as he walked woodenly between the ladies.

      It didn’t take long to reach the church and find the marble statue of the Madonna and Child.

      “Oh,” Violet said. “I’ve seen her before, but she steals right into my soul. She’s so lovely.”

      “You British don’t understand Mary,” Bettina declared loudly. “With your dry prayers and stolid little churches.”

      Violet didn’t bother to reply. Michelangelo was a genius, and this piece of brilliance required a long look, lingering, and—preferably—silent. Bettina was already distracted, but Tomas was unmoved by her tugging. Violet ignored them both, staring at Mary.

      “You would think,” Violet told Tomas, “that marble eyes would be dead. But not hers.”

      Bettina scoffed and moved away while Violet stared at the mother and the beautiful babe at her knee. Mary made Violet desire a child of her own with a sudden fierceness. It was all the more powerful when the man at her side wanted to do nothing more than give her that child. It was not, however, Tomas’s child that she imagined.

      A curly headed version of Jack. Those penetrating eyes filled with Violet’s mischief. What an adventure that would be!

      Violet moved on, pausing again for quite a while to stare up at the arches and crosses. The church was one of the most beautiful on earth, she was sure.

      “To be remembered like this, yes?” Bettina demanded at the gold-encrusted tombs of Charles the Bold and his daughter. “This gold, I should like it in my hair.”

      Violet smiled politely and moved on. They made their way back out of the church and along the canals with Bettina pressing her chest into Tomas’s arm and Violet giggling under her breath.

      When they reached the rooms her siblings had rented, Violet said, “Victor and I return to England soon.”

      Tomas glanced swiftly at Violet while Bettina said, “Oh. Passing each other on our travels. It is too bad, no?” Her tone was, however, exultant.

      “Vi,” Tomas said, “I just got here.”

      “I know,” Violet said, biting her lip. She felt terrible about that, and it was in her tone. “I’m sorry, Tomas. I must…I wrote you about the villa,” Violet said. She knew he’d catch the reference to the expectant mother.

      He nodded.

      “It must be handled.” The baby needed a home. A good one. Nothing else would do.

      There was no arguing with the pressure of that clock and no delaying it. He nodded once again.

      “When will you be leaving?”

      “Victor was to get passage on a boat leaving the day after tomorrow. Isolde and Gerald are staying for a few more weeks before going to Monaco. I…I’m sorry, Tomas. I really am.”

      “Oh, let’s go there, yes?” Bettina insisted of Tomas. “Monaco is just the place.”

      Tomas ignored her, his gaze searching Violet’s. “There is much at home that draws your attention.”

      So he’d heard the rumors of the earl’s daughter and the Detective Inspector? How did they always miss the fact that Jack investigated because he was good at it and not because he must? His former commander and longtime friend pulled Jack in when his skills were needed. That was all. How did they miss the fact that Jack was rich in his own right and had no more need to pursue Violet for her fortune than he did any woman? He was not a man who would marry a woman for her money, and yet that was the way the story was told.

      Violet did not reply to the question in Tomas’s gaze, but Bettina’s gaze sharpened with curiosity. With a woman’s clever intuition, she demanded, “There is a love back in England, yes? Someone who occupies your thoughts and your heart? This is good. You should marry and settle down. Already you have lines under your eyes. Your bloom is fading. It does fade earlier with British women.”

      Violet smiled politely. “It was a lovely walk, Tomas. So…nice…to be hunted down by you, Bettina. Meeting you again has been a curious adventure.”

      Bettina flushed at the accurate insinuation, but her gaze was triumphant as she pressed her chest into Tomas’s arm. If only Bettina could see the disgust on Tomas’s face. Perhaps then, she would let Tomas be and turn her attention to a more likely quarry.
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      Rain was pouring hard and fierce when their trunks were taken out of their rooms to be sent down to the ship on the morning of their departure. Of their servants, Beatrice was excited to go home and Giles seemed utterly indifferent.

      “I shall miss you so,” Isolde wailed into Violet’s arms.

      “Suddenly I am the world’s best sister. Don’t worry, dear one. Gerald will buy you gowns as well. We shall torture young Isla in our next story to ease the parting.”

      Isolde shot Violet a stifling glance. “Why do I like you?”

      “Worship me, I think you mean,” Violet countered. She broke away from Isolde and kissed Gerald’s cheek. “Sally forth with the might of the kingdom behind you, dear one. You shall need it to lead about this one.”

      “Oh!” Isolde nearly stomped her foot before catching herself.

      Violet handed her sister a box. “Open it later. I shall miss you.”

      “And I you.” Isolde sniffled.

      “Don’t worry,” Victor told their little sister, kissing her cheek, “we shall send you the latest adventures of Isla. You can use them as a guide for your own.”

      “You are right. Parting with you eases with each passing moment,” Isolde told them.

      Victor’s twitching lips made clear that she’d guessed their intent.

      “Come, darling one,” Victor said to Violet. “No doubt Beatrice and Giles have arranged things just so. We must board our vessel, throw ourselves into the journey. It shall only be a short one, but I am afraid I didn’t pay much attention to our arrival location beyond the shores of home. We shall be going to Ramsgate. Perhaps we should take a drive through Wickhambreaux?”

      Violet flushed, to his delight. Jack Wakefield had grown up there.

      “It’s rather closer to Tomas than I imagined,” Victor said. “Do you think they knew each other?”

      Violet shook her head. She had no idea and certainly wasn’t going to ask either.

      “And how did he take your no?”

      Violet glanced at her brother who, like she, hated that Tomas was suffering and, like she, was helpless to fix it.

      “He didn’t get to ask,” Violet admitted. “That Italian woman appeared rather like the destroying angel.”

      “Destroying or saving?” Victor asked.

      The twins had discussed time and again Tomas’s feelings, and more than once Victor had told her to be blunt. She felt she had been previously. She’d carefully laid down her thoughts, but Tomas couldn’t accept them, so he set them aside and went back to hoping.

      “He’s so stubborn!”

      “He is rather fixated on you. He always has been.”

      “He’d have stopped it by now if not for the war,” Vi groaned, laying her head on Victor’s shoulder.

      “Many things would be different, sweet one, if not for the war.”

      The twins boarded the boat and as they did, they both froze as they heard Bettina Marino moan, “Darling, we just got to Belgium. Surely we could go to France instead? Or perhaps Liechtenstein? Venice is always lovely. Better than Bruges, yes? Let’s go there.”

      At the top of the gangplank, they turned back to see Tomas, along with his slew of hangers-on and Bettina on his arm, pressing herself into his side.

      Whatever Tomas’s initial reply, it was drowned out by an, “Oh! Oh!”

      Tomas had taken hold of Bettina. Violet wondered if he had finally gotten tired of Bettina plastering her body against his.

      Tomas shouted, “Bettina! Go to Liechtenstein! Go to Venice! Go home to Florence! I am going none of those places!”

      “You are chasing that English twig, and she doesn’t want you, mio amore. She wants that yard man and there is nothing you can do about it. Everyone has heard of the earl’s daughter and the yard man. Why chase the twig when she is for another? Am I not woman enough?” Her voice was shrill as she demanded, “More than enough?”

      Violet gasped and Victor groaned, but they both stared in shock as Tomas shouted, “I don’t want you! I have told you this. Were you not chasing poor Algie? Do you think I don’t know you threw him over because you thought I had more money? What about Charles? I’ve seen you looking at him when you think I won’t notice. Foolish woman, leave me be!”

      Bettina brought forth tears and moaned into a ready handkerchief as Tomas pushed her from his arms to a very blond companion. “There, there,” the man said, shooting a nasty glance towards Tomas, who’d stalked off.

      The twins jumped down from the gangplank and hurried forward before they’d have to interact with Tomas after that scene.

      “Oh Victor,” Violet said.

      “He’s not done trying, little love,” Victor told her, wrapping his arm around her shoulders. “It seems your destroying angel didn’t prevent yet another proposal, as they’ve chased us to the ship. Onward and forward, dear one.”

      “Let’s go to our room, please? Before we have to pretend to have not heard that scene.”

      The journey was only a short one, but they’d taken a cabin for each of them. They’d arrive in Ramsgate during the night, and this way they could sleep comfortably and disembark in the morning. Violet threw her hat on a chair and herself on the bed, kicking off her shoes a moment later. The disarray bothered her, but she ignored it, curling up on the bed.

      She had not slept well, haunted by dreams of both her ghosts and Tomas’s. Everyone had been in pieces and no one had been happy. Blood seemed to bathe them until she thought she might drown in it.

      Victor left Violet when Beatrice arrived a few minutes later. With the maid to man the door, Victor went to find Tomas, and Violet let sleep take her.
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        * * *

      

      As evening approached, Violet dressed for dinner at the captain’s table along with the other first class passengers. She wasn’t feeling particularly bright or happy since her dreams had been no better during her nap than they’d been the night before. At least when she woke, her room was clean, Beatrice was mending stockings near the porthole, and there was both tea and sandwiches. Violet had Beatrice bring in the typewriter and writing desk, and Violet wiled the afternoon away by trying to make a list of business that needed to be completed soon after she got home.

      Her dress was lovely, though; however, it was black. Black with sleeves that came just below her elbow, peeked through to her skin with black silk lining to cover the pertinent bits and black beads. She wore a set of long black jet beads.

      “You, sweet one, need black pearls,” Victor said as he held out his arm to her. “I think I’ll get them for you. Our birthday is coming soon. I have a little something else in the works, of course. But it strikes me that black pearls are just the thing.”

      “Funny,” Violet said merrily, “I was thinking I’d get you a cigarette. Just one. Or perhaps a new pair of wool socks. Or, I know, a little monkey. The kind that our grandmother carried around on her shoulder.”

      “You know that monkey bit me,” Victor protested. “I still dream about that little beastie. He swings through my dreams, with my tin soldier in his grubby paw, laughing at me from the curtains.”

      Violet slowly grinned as Victor led her away from her cabin.

      “I know you better than that. You’ve got something in the works for me. Practical, because you are the business-minded one. And I am the frivolous one who buys jewelry.”

      Violet shot him a look then mimicked him. “Actually, I think you mean I buy jewelry because it’s easy. I remember your birthday because it’s mine, dear sister. Then I walk over to some jewelry store, pick something out, and grin engagingly.”

      Victor laughed at her imitation. Then his tone turned careful. “I have news darling.” Violet paused, turning back to him. He wore a blue suit with a blue and white striped shirt. His shoes shone in the light of the hallway, having been polished by the reliable Giles. His perfect veneer did not match the way he was not quite meeting her gaze.

      Violet’s expression was knowing. “What have you done?”

      “You know that you’re my favourite person, sweet one.”

      Violet cocked her head at Victor and raised a solitary brow.

      “I can’t say no to him,” Victor pled. “Love me still, please.”

      Violet sighed. “What did you promise him?” She didn’t need to know he referred to Tomas. There was really only Tomas when it came to people that Victor might be persuaded against what Violet might want—and even then—only if Victor was sure that Violet wouldn’t truly object.

      “A weekend. His house. Old times. But…” Victor tried an engaging grin. “Sweet one. Dear sister. Womb mate.”

      Violet smacked his arm and demanded, “Yes?”

      “I thought perhaps a party would be in order. Tomas agreed.”

      Violet’s brows rose. She did enjoy a good party, but in the middle of the countryside with no warning? She hardly thought the servants would thank them or that there would be friends enough for it to be notable.

      “Tina! You must stop!”

      The low husky, familiar laugh had Violet pulling Victor to a stop and pressing a finger over her lips. She winked lightly. The staircase that led to the deck was just ahead. Just behind it was the captain’s dining hall.

      On the other side of that staircase, out of the view of the twins but not out of hearing, was Bettina Marino and whoever she was…assaulting.

      “What if I don’t want to?” Bettina purred.

      There were the sounds of a bit of a scuffle and a low, female chuckle.

      Violet glanced up at Victor. That hadn’t been Tomas. He knew, of course, that the woman who was throwing herself at him wasn’t just throwing herself at him.

      Violet thought back to that moment when they boarded the ship and made an internal bet that he did care, but only because his pride was bothered.

      “Do you think I want you now?” the man demanded. “Do you think I don’t know you don’t love me? You care only about….about….money!”

      There was a low chuckle and a man’s gasp and then Bettina said, “Darling, you know it’s not like that. You know that security is important for both of us.”

      “Don’t,” the man growled.

      “Can’t I love you and find security too?”

      “What? No! No! Of course not. He’s my friend. Do you think I would betray him like that?”

      Bettina murmured something too low to hear and there was the sound of a low laugh. A moment later a door beyond the staircase opened and the sounds of passengers gathering for dinner prompted Violet and Victor to step forward.

      They entered the captain’s dining room. Both twins looked a bit too eagerly around to see who might have been in the hall with Bettina, but whoever it had been, he’d already been absorbed by those attending. Bettina stood with her hand on Tomas’s arm. He looked down at her in a sort of angry bafflement while the twins’ cousin, Algernon, was accepting a cocktail from one of the crew. The blonde man from earlier who’d had Bettina shoved at him was standing near the door with a cocktail.

      The captain stepped to the fore of the gathered diners and introduced himself. “I understand that many of you know each other.”

      Violet noted the dancers she had seen at Tomas’s party and a couple she did not recognize who were talking with a ship’s officer. Beyond them, there was also a single gentleman who was eyeing the ladies in the group as though picking out a horse.

      Violet cleared her throat and allowed Victor to get a cocktail for them both.

      “I believe we are waiting for one more,” the captain said.

      “Ah…” Algie replied. “Well…ah…Mr. Smythe-Hill sends his regrets.”

      Victor snorted under his breath and Tomas looked at Violet, searching for the answer she refused to give him. Violet hated the rush of horror she felt knowing Theodophilus was on the ship and the rush of relief that he wouldn’t be at dinner.

      The undercurrents in the room were salacious indeed, and Violet perked up as she looked around for a pending dustup. There was rather a lot more to be excited about. She was on her way back to England. If Jack hadn’t found someone else, she could discover if she was well and truly in love. She’d be able to sleep in her own bed, not look after Isolde, take care of the worries about the girls—Anna and Ginny, as well as the coming baby who needed a home.

      Violet had spent the afternoon journaling and making a list of things she needed to resolve as quickly as possible. She’d even written a telegram for her man of business, Mr. Fredericks, to set aside time for her next week. She did want to mosey back to London, but the things that needed to be done were pressing.

      Too much responsibility, really, for a bright young thing. However, Vi thought, she had spent the last few months lying on boats in canals, eating chocolates, and shopping with her sister, with a few shorter trips to Luxembourg, Amsterdam, and Cologne.

      Violet had ordered her brother a case of black current liqueur after a visit to Cologne, along with kirsch, German beer, and some honey wine from Luxembourg. She’d also sent Giles out specifically to gather as many cocktail recipes as he could while they were out. She had written them up in a little book for Victor and had been working on the collection of recipes almost since his last birthday. Would he really buy her black pearls? A strand of the kind that was fashionable at the moment would be expensive indeed, but she had to admit, she wanted one desperately now that he’d mentioned it.

      “Whatever did you leave Bruges for London for?” Bettina asked querulously of the twins, as the diners came together. “Don’t you wish to travel?”

      “We’ve been away from home since last Christmas,” Victor said. “Except for a short trip back to London.”

      “That was when your sister murdered her fiancé, no? You got your paramour to pin it on the son, yes?” Bettina had a mean turn to her mouth as she smirked over at Violet and Victor.

      The captain cleared his throat. “Ahh, perhaps—”

      “No,” Tomas argued furiously. “Isolde murdered no one. You know this. Everyone knows this. She was a victim of some…some…madman who thought he could take what he wanted from her. He murdered his own father to do it. And Vi does not have a paramour.”

      Violet was near rage when she deliberately ground out, “Lovely weather, isn’t it?”

      One of the ship’s officers stared at her. “You must enjoy the rain.”

      “The scent and smell of rain is the way I know I’m home. There isn’t much difference in weather, however, between Bruges and London. Don’t you think it was why we were so comfortable there, Victor?”

      “Indeed,” he said and asked about a recent horse race that he’d read about.
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      The ship docked while Violet was sleeping, but she rose early to the gentle tap-tap of her maid, Beatrice, at the door.

      “Hello, luv,” Violet greeted as she shoved back her eye mask and put on her kimono. Beatrice had brought Turkish coffee, toast, and fruit, and Violet moaned in delight.

      “I thought you’d like that,” Beatrice said. “The ship’s doctor is a fan and insists on having it available for himself. When I found that they had it in the kitchens, Giles and I persuaded the cook to share.”

      “You are a cherub,” Violet said merrily, breathing in the deep scent of her coffee. “Did you use your fine eyes and a bright smile, or did Giles bribe them?”

      Beatrice grinned and admitted, “A little of both, my lady. Miss Violet, Mr. Giles says we’ll be staying in Kent for a few days. Did you want me to transfer any of your luggage?”

      “I fear we’ll be a bit of a mess until we’re back home. Just do your best, and I promise not to throw any hairbrushes at you.”

      Beatrice laughed and opened Violet’s trunks to pull out a dress for the day. “Did you want the blue?”

      “With this rain, I think it must be the grey.”

      She sipped her coffee while Beatrice worked, wondering how the coming days would turn out. She knew the proposal was coming her way. She would have to try, once again, to persuade him to look beyond her. Another explanation of why she wasn’t going to marry him. How? How to make him believe that she loved him only as a brother?

      Violet could imagine it so clearly. Maybe she should just tell him. Something along the lines of, ‘I am even more certain now, Tomas. Now that I’ve met Jack. He might not love me, but I love him.’

      If she said that, would he accept it or would he just keep on asking? Hoping? Looking at her with those desperate eyes?

      Would he point out that she didn’t even know if Jack loved her? If Tomas understood that, would it be enough that Jack occupied Violet’s thoughts? That when Violet danced in Jack’s arms, she felt more alive than at any other time? That she preferred his company—even to Victor’s? Victor, who Violet needed like she needed to breathe?

      “It will be nice to be back in London, my lady. With Mrs. Lila and Miss Gwennie and your own house. Are you looking forward to it?”

      “Oh, yes,” Violet said, smiling serenely and sipping the deep, dark coffee. It wasn’t Lila and Gwennie that she was both terrified and excited to see again.

      “My lady…”

      Violet glanced up at the tentative voice. “Yes?”

      “It’s…” Beatrice glanced around, avoiding Violet’s gaze and then added, “Mr. Theo is…”

      “He’s with Algernon,” Violet said carefully.

      Beatrice glanced at Violet. “I believe they’ve been traveling together with Mr. St. Marks, and I’m concerned Mr. Theo will be at the next house. I can sleep in your room. Whatever you need.”

      Violet smiled and rose, cupping Beatrice’s cheek and dropping a kiss onto her forehead. “You really are a cherub, and there is no way that Victor will allow Theodophilus Smythe-Hill in the same house as me.”

      “His man is almost as smarmy as he is, my lady.” Beatrice shuddered.

      “You be careful, my love,” Violet said, “and remember, we are on your side. Not his.”

      Violet rose. They’d be disembarking soon. She put on the reasonable grey wool dress. At least it had a drop waist. Violet added sensible shoes with a bit of a sigh.

      She slowly did her makeup, lining her eyes, as she nibbled toast and listened to Beatrice chatter about going home. Beatrice, it seemed, had something of an infatuation for the footman three doors down and wondered if he was yet available or if some other girl had snapped him up.

      It was a trouble that Violet could understand all too well. She carefully applied a bright red lip to counteract the grey reasonableness of her dress and then helped Beatrice to gather up all the little things. Violet knew that Beatrice was careful, but Victor spent even more time lingering over his dress than Violet, so Vi might as well help. They’d be waiting for a while to disembark.

      Violet sipped a second cup of coffee, putting her journal and a pen in her bag, along with her newest pulp magazine and the latest Tarzan novel. She hoped that Victor had taken an auto for them, so they wouldn’t be dependent upon Tomas for every escape from his house. He’d happily share a vehicle with them, he’d just also accompany them. Not an issue if they were picking up typing paper or ribbons or some of that goop that Victor put in his hair, but more of a problem if they wanted to pry into Jack’s childhood.

      Violet arranged her traveling writing desk and another thought occurred to her. The memory of the last time they’d returned home and being teased. She tapped her fingers against her palm for a moment and then wrote out a quick note for Hargreaves. She would have Beatrice post it as soon as possible. The twins’ birthday was coming quickly, and Victor spoiled her dreadfully. She wanted to win this year.

      Victor tapped at her door as Violet put on her cloche and Beatrice took the last of Violet’s things out of the cabin. She took one glance around and then wound her arm around Victor’s.

      “Will we have our own auto?” Violet asked.

      He grinned down at her. “Feeling the grasping hands of love already, darling?”

      “You know I care for Tomas,” she struggled to say amid the conflicting emotions. She shrugged, helpless to elaborate.

      Victor squeezed her hand. “I know. If we cared less about him, we could cut ties.”

      “But we do care about him.”

      “Eventually your Jack will persuade you or drag you to the altar, and Tomas will give up on the idea of you. Then, he’ll look wider and realize how poorly you two would fit.”

      Violet sniffed and then Victor pulled her back to stop her. The other set of siblings, the French dancers, were arguing ahead, and they paused to give them space. Neither of the duo seemed to realize they had an audience as the sister looked up at her brother, placing a hand on his lapel and leaning into his space. Whatever she whispered was frantic and her brother scoffed and shoved her, pushing ahead and leaving her alone in the hall.

      Victor tugged Violet into movement as the French woman looked up, saw them, and pretended to smile before rushing back into her cabin.

      “Shall we go slowly to the house, love?”

      Violet considered it. “Are they all going to Tomas’s house?”

      “All but Theo.” Victor growled a little in the back of his throat before he said, “Shall I kill him for you? Or sell him to a trader in the East? Press him into servitude? Send him to the mines?”

      Violet laughed though neither of them were amused, and they stepped out into the drizzle. Beatrice was ready with an umbrella and they hurried down the gangplank and to the car. By the time they reached it, Violet had stepped into three puddles and been soaked up to her knees, despite the umbrella, sensible shoes, and her coat. Violet suggested, “Perhaps instead, we shall go to our rooms at Tomas’s house and dry out?”

      “Good choice, darling one,” Victor said.

      Tomas’s home was one of those big brick rectangles with rolling lawns and even a tower folly in the large expanse of the verdant grass. The butler was ready at the door as they walked up the steps, and the look on his face was harried and revealed his thoughts: could he have had more time than a telegram a day or two before they all arrived?

      “Mr. Hull,” Violet said, happily. “How is your mother? Is she feeling better? I’m so sorry to cast our wet selves on your good nature.”

      The poor fellow grinned at them with a strained sort of happiness and sent them up to their rooms after taking their wet coats. By the time Violet had removed her shoes, soaked stockings, and her hat, a housemaid had been in to light a fire, and Beatrice had appeared with a trunk and dry clothes. Violet disregarded all of the dresses for pajamas, thick wool socks, and her favourite kimono.

      The housekeeper appeared soon after with tea and a greeting, and Violet kissed the woman’s cheeks. “Beatrice, darling, give Mrs. Newstone one of the boxes of chocolates we brought back.”

      “Oh, thank you, my lady!”

      Violet winked at the housekeeper who took the box gratefully and left a moment later.

      Violet sighed into the tea and slowly stretched her legs out towards the fire to warm her feet. She had gotten too cold on the walk from the ship to the auto.

      “Mr. Victor sent you this, my lady,” Beatrice said, handing Violet a stack of paper that had been tied with a piece of twine. It was the last pass of their next book. She would read over his changes and then they’d start the next one. Violet already had some ideas. They might be centered around a clingy Italian fortune hunter. She found the more books she wrote the more her current thoughts found their way to the page. Even if it was just an excess of chocolates and scenes on canals like the story in her hands, or the Italian woman that just may die in the next book.

      “Dear,” Violet said to Beatrice, who was sorting Violet’s dresses and hanging them in the armoire. “Would you be so good as to have the typewriter brought into my room?”

      She decided to write in her journal for a few minutes on her bed, snuggled under the blankets. Her words were mostly a jumble, repeating herself as she tried way after way in the pages to explain her state of mind to Tomas without hurting him. She’d paced too much of the previous night trying to figure out how to end things with him in a way that he would accept.

      She’d journaled about all of her worries—especially Jack—as she tried to discover her thoughts through her writing, but she’d still come up without a response. It wasn’t like she hadn’t said ‘no’ before—she had. Each and every time. It wasn’t like she hadn’t said she didn’t love Tomas the way that he wanted before. If anything, being around Tomas after being around Jack had shown her that her instincts were right. Tomas lived in the same part of her heart as Gerald and Isolde. Whereas Jack had made his own place, right in the center.

      By Jove, she thought in awe, she had fallen in love with him. How had this happened? And what had happened to being young and modern? To taking control of her life? Would marrying him take that from her?

      Her soul cried out immediately an answer she didn’t expect—no. Not with Jack. Maybe with someone like Algie or Tomas who expected to be the center of their spouse’s life—but not Jack. He knew her too well. Far too well for that.
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      Violet had changed from her kimono after her nap since she expected someone would show up at her room sooner or later, and she’d have to join the others for luncheon. It was well-thought too, since Beatrice answered a knock on Violet’s bedroom door just as Violet was settling into her ingénue’s newest story. Violet felt that a heroine this dim needed to be scared a little more before setting her free to her happy ending. Isla was the right heroine for the time she’d been created, back when Violet was bemoaning Isolde’s idiocy and lack of will. But now that Isolde had been rescued and Violet didn’t see her sister as quite so stupid, it seemed like a good time to create someone new.

      Violet looked up from her typewriter to see Tomas standing in her doorway. She hadn’t seen him that morning when they’d left the ship or when they’d arrived to his house. This was the first time he’d had her alone since Bettina scuppered his proposal. He looked down, staring at his feet before he asked, “Would you walk with me?”

      She could see that his ghosts were hovering again, and she wished she could shoo them away. Her heart leapt into her throat as she examined his face. He had that intent look about him. Gone was the boy she’d known—her second brother—back was the man who wanted something from her she couldn’t give. It was a combination of stubborn and nervous.

      Her answer belied all of her actual thoughts when she answered, “Always.”

      She promised to meet him in the great hall in a few minutes. Beatrice handed Violet her shoes as she ran a brush through her hair, updated her lipstick. She was dressed in one of her more sensible dresses, a navy sailor kind of dress. Violet added woolen stockings instead of silk ones and her second favourite pair of sensible shoes since her first were still drying out. The chill from the earlier drizzle hadn’t quite fled, but warm, dry stockings would help that. She decided upon her knitted wool cape and her cloche.

      In minutes, they left the house. She could have lingered, but she wanted this over with even though she had no idea how to convey her feelings. The rain had stopped, but the chill was still present. Violet put her hand on Tomas’s arm but didn’t let him pull her close. The angle of her body was all attention without the intimacy he was trying to create. The problem, of course, was that they knew each other far too well for that.

      He noted her position, the slight stiffness when he tried to pull her closer, and a frown crossed his face. “He’s not here.”

      Violet blinked. She had no idea who he was talking about. Then she remembered that Theodophilus Smythe-Hill had been on the ship returning to England with the rest of them. What had happened? Had Victor done something that prevented his arrival at Tomas’s home? Violet was suddenly certain that her twin had done just that.

      She licked her lips quickly and let Tomas pull her a little closer. The shock of what must have happened had loosened her defenses.

      “I wish you would tell me,” he started.

      She shook her head.

      “Why?” He was nearly desperate.

      Violet decided that enough was enough. Maybe she needed to stop being kind.

      “Tomas,” she said, and he started to answer, but she cut him off. “I can’t let you take care of me.”

      “Why?” Tomas demanded. “What is so wrong with that? Haven’t we cared for each other since we were children?” He stopped and took her gently by the shoulders. Did he know how he was echoing Theodophilus on that dark day? Both men wanted something from her she had no desire to give. “Why is it so wrong to want to protect you?”

      “You know why. You want me to let you take care of me.”

      “And is that so bad?” He sounded hurt, and she felt guilty for it. The guilt caused by his feelings was chased by her own anger.

      “Yes!” Violet said hotly. Theo had wanted something she didn’t want to give. Tomas wanted the same. Neither seemed willing to accept her ‘no.’

      She pulled away. The difference between the men was vast, but too narrow for her at the moment. She shook her head, reminding herself that Tomas was her lifelong friend. When she spoke, it was gently. “If you wanted to protect and love me as another brother, I would tell you everything. I would do that because I love you and trust you like I do my brothers. Tomas, I know you are going to propose.”

      He didn’t say anything. His jaw clenched and his familiar, handsome face was both hurt and angry.

      “I wish I could tell you that I loved you the way that you want me to.”

      He started to speak.

      Violet held up a hand and continued, “But I don’t, and to be honest, when you asked when we were young blighters, I thought it was all a joke. I am tired of this tension between us. I’m tired of people assuming that because I am female, I don’t know what I want. I do know what I want. The only people who give me the credit of knowing my own mind are Victor and—to my endless surprise—Father.”

      “Vi…” Tomas cupped her cheek as he stared at her. “Why won’t you let me try? Why won’t you try back? Am I so repellant?”

      She stepped back. “When I lost Aunt Agatha, I realized what her life was like. She’d lost her husband. She spent her days creating a future for a progeny that weren’t her own. She…Tomas…”

      “She loved you like her own child,” Tomas said, clearly not understanding.

      Violet knew she wasn’t making sense. Her thoughts about that were all jumbled up in her grief and loss and the guilt that she hadn’t been able to stop Aunt Agatha’s murder.

      Tomas continued. “Raising and loving and creating something for you wasn’t emptiness. Do you think Aunt Agatha was unhappy being a second mother to you?”

      “No,” Violet said simply. “No, but the life she wanted didn’t pan out for her, Tomas. She had to create a new one when fate took away what she wanted, a new life that melded what she loved from her old life and what was available to her after losing her husband.”

      “What does that have to do with you and me?”

      “What you want is not available to you,” Violet told him. “Accept it.”

      He seemed utterly shocked. “I don’t understand why you won’t give me a chance. You must hate me.”

      Violet laughed. “You know I don’t. I’m not going to be your wife, Tomas. No matter how many times you ask. No matter how much I care about you.”

      “I only feel like myself when you’re around.” He sounded almost broken, desperate.

      “I love another, Tomas. He might love me. He might not, but either way, I can’t…I won’t…pretend to love you. Not as a wife. Not when I don’t.”

      That had been the right combination of words. Finally, she thought he believed her. He also looked as though she’d taken away all the colour in his world.

      Tomas nodded, pale. “I understand.”

      “If you’d let me be your sister…”

      “I don’t know if I can do that. I don’t know that any man would understand that. If this fellow loves you back…he won’t want me around.”

      “I can’t be what you need. I can’t be your wife. I would be your sister. Jack…”

      “I don’t want you to leave me.” The truth outed a moment later. “The ghosts leave when you’re around.”

      His gaze searched her face, the tension thick and almost capable of smothering them. “I…”

      A shriek pierced the air, high-pitched and feminine. It was followed by the sound of something breaking and then a long slew of curses. Violet and Tomas looked towards the house as one, the tension gone in the shock of the commotion.

      Violet glanced at him, horrified by what was happening in his house. Then she laughed at the look of helplessness on his face.

      A moment later his lips twitched. “Who’d have thought that this was what growing up was all about. Declined proposals. The horrors of war. Bad dreams, and the most terrible hangers-on.”

      “It’s your fault, you bedamned blighter, letting that woman latch onto you.”

      He grinned at her and the boy from her childhood flashed in his eyes. “It’s not just her. Those odd French dancers. Theodophilus, though I did tell him he was out.”

      “Don’t know how to get rid of them?”

      He nodded, a reluctant smile crossing his face.

      “What if I do it for you? Her, those leeching siblings, even Algie.”

      “Then I’ll be alone,” he said, and nearly shuddered. “The silence is worse than when it gets too loud, Vi.”

      “Come on,” she said, putting her arm through his and giving him a squeeze. “Vic and I would never leave you alone, Tomas.”

      His grip was too tight on her fingers as they walked back to the house.

      “Who do you think she was shouting at this time?” Violet asked him.

      He shrugged. “It could be any of them. I might be the only one she hasn’t taken to her bosom. She’s a viper. When it ends, it’s never pretty.”

      Violet laughed as he blushed brilliantly.

      “Darling one,” Violet said, “do you think she’ll turn to Victor before we get rid of her?”

      “He is rich.” A dawning light of utter joy crossed his face as he glanced around for eavesdroppers. “I’ll drop that he recently inherited.”

      “Oh no,” Violet said, “Let me do that. I want to see the look on his face.”

      Tomas’s shout of laughter was just what she wanted. They went in only to immediately see Victor smoking in the library. At the sight of her twin, the two of them broke into contagious giggles that even had the clueless Victor smiling.

      “Do you promise?” Tomas asked a moment later.

      To get rid of Bettina? Yes. To not leave him alone. That too. Violet nodded.

      “What are we promising?” Victor asked.

      “Mischief,” Violet declared lightly.

      “You’ve asked Violet to conduct mischief for you?” Victor asked, lighting another cigarette and handing it to Tomas. “You’ve found the right devil for that.”

      “I knew she was the one,” Tomas joked as he took the cigarette, “when she told Bettina her birthmark had smeared.”

      Violet winked, curtsied, and fled. She had no doubt that Victor would draw out of Tomas what had happened and that Victor would appear sooner or later at her bedroom door.
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        * * *

      

      “I called for reinforcements while you were out,” Victor said from the doorway of her room.

      Violet paused in her typing and looked up slowly, the specter and the virgin fading from her thoughts as she blinked stupidly at her brother. She ran a hand through her hair and asked, “Reinforcements?”

      “Denny, Lila, Gwennie if they still have her.”

      Violet gasped.

      “John Davies too. I thought I would do what I could for sweet Gwyneth.”

      Violet choked on her laugh. “Tomas flirts with Gwennie.”

      “He does indeed.”

      “John is the kind of man who gets a good push when he thinks someone else might sneak in and take what he thinks is his.”

      Victor chuckled. “How does matchmaker look on me?”

      Violet sniffed and examined him through a pretend monocle. “Smashing, my good fellow, smashing!”

      “Besides, I knew Tomas would propose. I knew you’d crush his heart. I knew you’d need a buffer. They’ll be down on the afternoon train. I thought we might go for an adventure in the morning before they arrive, get them from the train on the way back, and secure ourselves against the ensuing drama. That Italian woman has had fury and spite in her eyes all day.”

      There was something in Victor’s gaze that said she wasn’t the only one up to mischief. Speaking of, Violet rang the bell for Beatrice, though who she really needed was Hull, the butler. All she said to the machinations of her brother was, “That sounds lovely.”

      He smirked at her and she looked impassively back at him.

      “Dinner is soon, love. Should be exciting, yes?” He’d dropped into a terrible Italian accent with the last part.

      “Go on with you. I must pretty up myself to be in the face of this goddess among women.”

      “You refer to the prying Bettina and the alluring Juliette? That Juliette is…”

      Violet paused. “Has my brother succumbed to love?”

      Victor grinned and shook his head as he replied with a wicked laugh. “Succumbed, no. Love was never what was being offered.”

      Violet snorted and shoved her brother out of her room.
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      Beatrice was sent for Hull, and Mrs. Newstone, the housekeeper, arrived a few minutes later.

      Violet greeted them in her bedroom. “I am well aware that what I am about to say is very…different.”

      Both of the servants looked at Violet without expression. There was the light of interest in their otherwise impassive gazes.

      “I am not the lady of this house, nor will I be.”

      There was enough of a reaction on Mrs. Newstone’s lined face that Violet was aware that the housekeeper, at least, had guessed Tomas’s feelings.

      “I am assured, however, that you both care for Mr. St. Marks as much as I do. I am certain that you wish for his happiness as much as do I. And I am sure that I can count on you for your discretion.”

      They both nodded.

      “Bettina Marino and the French dancers are hangers-on who Mr. St. Marks is too kind to rid himself of.”

      The servants were stone-faced.

      “I am uncertain of Mr. Charles Stroud; however, I would be unsurprised if he too is taking advantage of Mr. St. Marks.”

      They couldn’t reply to such a declaration, but Violet didn’t need them to reply. They all knew each other rather well.

      “This will be resolved. I know you are very, very good at your work and this household is run like a tight ship, well organized, well done in every part. Mr. St. Marks would be lost without you.”

      “Thank you, my lady,” Mrs. Newstone said, and Mr. Hull nodded.

      “That ends now,” Violet told them mischievously, “as far as those three go. I’ll consider upon Mr. Stroud. I know they’ve been friends for some time, but I won’t have him making Tomas worse by pushing him into loud parties and such.”

      “I believe Mr. Stroud is a friend from before the war, my lady,” Mr. Hull said. “Mr. St. Marks was happy when he arrived.”

      “Lovely. We have our targets. Cold tea. Fires that don’t get lit. Dresses don’t get pressed. Whatever little irritations we can ensure will remove the comfort of this house. Let me be utterly clear. Bettina Marino intends to be the mistress of this house, and it is an outcome that we will not allow.”

      Mrs. Newstone’s lips twitched and she carefully said, “I’m not sure that small discomforts in the face of Mr. St. Marks’s deep pockets will be enough.”

      “Worry not,” Violet declared merrily. “This is but our opening salvo. If it comes to it, Victor and I will simply take Mr. St. Marks with us to our house in London and not extend the invitation beyond him. Once that occurs, the house will be shut up so you may enjoy a holiday by the sea, at our expense, of course. We shall scold Mr. St. Marks into avoiding further ill-thought-out invitations and be done with it.”

      Violet grinned and winked. “Well now… I believe it is time to dress for dinner and, no doubt, I am interfering with your duties.”

      “And should complaints be made?” Mr. Hull asked.

      “Apologize profusely, provide your regrets, and carry on.”

      “Mr. St. Marks takes pride in this household,” Mrs. Newstone stated.

      “Help has been requested. Worry not. I will ensure that this does not affect you.”

      They left and Violet drew herself a bath. While she washed, Beatrice laid out Vi’s long, nude dress. It floated above her ankles by about five inches, but in a way that seemed to indicate that there was layer upon layer of fabric. The dress was beaded with tiny gold beads and crystals that made it seem to flicker. Tomas was one for candles in his dining room despite modern lighting, so she’d twinkle with each movement of the flames.

      Violet set aside her favourite long strand of pearls for a necklace that would lie delicately against her collarbones. It was a simple gold chain broken up by black flowers lined in gold. She wore matching ear bobs.

      Violet placed a headband around her hair with a gold feather that popped up merrily over her ear. Violet considered and then added red lipstick to finish the look. She knew she looked lovely, but the truth was, Juliette Boutet would outshine most women even when they literally sparkled as Violet would in the candlelight.

      No matter. Violet wasn’t one to begrudge someone else the better looks.

      “You look lovely, my lady,” Beatrice declared.

      Violet grinned. “Aren’t you the sweetest girl?”

      The dinner gong rang, and Violet winked and left the mess to Beatrice, who had become nearly as bothered by messes as Violet. She asked Beatrice to return her jewelry to the safe, and then she left her bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      They had gathered outside of the dining room and Violet had missed the early drinks while she lingered over her makeup. She counted herself out of luck not for that but for the way Victor was sidestepping away from Juliette Boutet.

      Tomas was doing a similar dance with Bettina. Violet smirked and her humour was caught by Charles Stroud, who winked at her as they watched. Violet stepped in, taking Tomas’s arm and earning a nasty look from Victor for saving the other man.

      “Miss Marino,” Violet said glibly. “Don’t you just look lovely.”

      “Why thank you. You glisten like a thousand gaudy jewels. This is the word, no?”

      Violet grinned brightly. “I’m sure that is what you meant. Your hair is so lively. Tell me, is it always like that? Or do you use a special process to turn it into a cloud around your head?”

      “Just good luck,” Bettina growled.

      “It is eye-catching, isn’t it? Tomas, I think Victor and I shall have a big party for our birthday in London. You’ll come and stay with us, of course.”

      Bettina’s gaze narrowed on Violet as she continued, “Where will your travel take you next, Bettina? Home to Italy?” It was clear where Violet’s hopes lay. It was also clear that Violet intended to take Tomas away from the woman. Take him away and also not take him for herself. Bettina’s gaze was sheer murder. The invitation to the birthday party without extending the invite to Bettina had been rather rude, Violet thought with a twitch of her lips.

      “We shall see,” Bettina licked her lips and glanced up through her lashes at Tomas, clinging to his arm as she pressed her breasts into his side. The nature of her offer was clear. Tomas’s answering blush was delightful.

      Violet grinned, then said, “Oh look.” She used the moment to tug Tomas free of Bettina. “It’s Mr. Hull.” Under her breath, she told Tomas, “Prepare yourself, darling, for complaints about the servants.”

      He started under her hand, and she winked at him. They entered the dining hall for the meal. Bettina was seated next to Algernon and Tomas. Algie glanced at her, scowled, and turned back to his plate.

      Juliette was murmuring to Victor, who teased her back, but the look in his gaze was that of a gazelle being pursued by a lion.

      Violet grinned at her brother when Juliette placed her hand on his wrist and said something to him so low, he had to lean towards her or cup his hands to his ear with a hearty, “Eh?”

      The food was perfect for Violet, but she noted how the plates were set in front of the Boutets and Miss Marino. Bettina’s plate was missing half the food. Miss Boutet received a bowl of soup with barely anything in it. She glanced down at it and ignored the bowl entirely as she cast out her lures towards Violet’s twin.

      When the dinner was finally over, the tips of Bettina’s ears were red with irritation, and she’d gotten louder and louder as the evening went on. “Really, my love,” she said to Tomas. “You should consider new staff. Your man quite neglected my wine glass.”

      “Did he?” Tomas asked blithely in a rather practiced way. “That doesn’t seem quite right. I’ll have to have a word with him.”

      He grinned at her charmingly and then crossed to the drink cart to make up drinks with Victor. Violet followed after them and told them both, “You look a bit piqued, dear ones. Is it that you’ve been turned into lambs for the slaughtering?”

      Both men shot her irritated glances, but she ignored them. With a wink, she abandoned them as Juliette and Bettina returned to the hunt. Violet took the G&T her brother had made her and a seat near the fire.

      A moment later, Charles Stroud and Algernon joined her.

      “Abandoned by the ladies, my good fellows?”

      “Don’t be like that, cuz,” Algie moaned. “Those females are cats.”

      “Mmm,” Violet said, enjoying the way he squirmed. “Better than the jackal you’ve been consorting with.”

      Mr. Stroud glanced between them. “I think I shall have a cocktail myself.”

      “Why aren’t you on my side, Vi?” Algie asked. “Theo is a friend. You are too hard on him.”

      “Why aren’t you on mine, cousin?” Violet countered, sipping her cocktail. “You knew what Theo was when he connived to get you into debt to him. And you, dear cousin”—her address was wickedly sarcastic and she glanced him over without an ounce of understanding—“decided the easiest way out of your mess was to throw me to your wolf. If that wasn’t bad enough, when you were rescued, you didn’t shake him loose. Are you in debt to him again?”

      “It wasn’t like that,” Algie whined. “Don’t be like that. Theo’s a good enough fellow. Maybe a bit—”

      “Don’t dress up your wolf as a sheep to me, Algie. Don’t think we’ll be friends as long as he’s around. You, me, or Victor.”

      “Or it seems,” Algie groaned, “Tomas. What is it that you do to make them worship you so? You’re pretty enough, and I suppose Victor has been saddled with you so long he couldn’t imagine anything else, but Tomas?”

      “I’ve known Tomas almost as long as you, Algie. And I always liked him better than you. He was less of a worm.”

      Algie shot her a wounded look. “You’re the cat. At least with Tina you know what you want.”

      Violet waved her cousin away, only instead he leaned back quizzically. “So what about it? Shall we wed? Free your brother of your weight. I’ll take it on.”

      Violet laughed in his face before realizing he was serious. “Is this how you propose? Insult someone and then act as though your hand were a favour? You have an eye on my money.”

      “So? You never should have gotten it all.”

      “Is that what your snake, Theo, has been whispering in your ear?”

      “And if it is?”

      Violet sipped her cocktail lazily. “You need better friends,” she suggested. “I will never, ever wed you.”

      Algie’s laugh was a little nasty. “Do you think that your father will let you marry Wakefield?”

      “I don’t have to marry anyone. It’s a new world, cousin. One where I don’t have to ask my father who to marry and one where I don’t have to marry at all. That means you, Tomas, Theo, even Jack. You’re looking at a freed bird, not a cat.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of Bettina shrieking pulled Violet from her story the next morning. She cast a nasty look towards the room Bettina was using and then walked to the window. The weather was clear with the look of a crisp, cool day.

      Violet chose a light beige dress with cream stitching that formed embroidered dragons along the sleeves and the drop waist. She straightened the lines of her silk stockings, placed dark brown t-strap shoes on her feet, and buckled them into place before putting her brown fur-trimmed coat over the top.

      Bettina’s door was open when Violet passed and she could see Bettina shouting at Algie. A part of Violet was absolutely fine with leaving the idiot in the fangs of the viper, but he was an idiot. Violet could remember his grief at losing Aunt Agatha too. She could remember him as a duffer of a child who’d chased after her and Victor, always wanting to be a part of things. She could remember him offering her a blueberry tart with a grin and a wink.

      “Algernon,” Violet said, “I need your assistance, please.”

      “You! You get out of here,” Bettina hissed. “You get out of here. You wicked thing! You ruin everything! What have you done? You show up. Tomas doesn’t look at me the same anymore. Charles acts as though I’m venomous. It’s all you, no? The scarlet temptress.”

      Violet hid, her grin at the new title of her next book. Thank you very much, Miss Marino, Violet thought. “I suspect,” Violet said idly, “it is the way that you throw yourself from the bird in hand to the next richest fellow available. Algernon would have successfully made a good husband. He’s affable, easily led, and he’ll end up with a good income since his father has repented and turned his business around. You won’t be part of that now, though, because Algie is aware of your fickle, avaricious heart.”

      Victor stepped out of his room and watched Violet save Algernon with a bit of a smile about his lips.

      Violet hid her sudden evil delight as she added, “I don’t know Mr. Stroud, but he seems like a man who isn’t so interested in the woman who threw him over. Tomas will never, ever succumb to a woman as loud as you. His mother might be Spanish, but Tomas is pure British in his feeling, and you, my dear, are simply too brazen. You must be stauncher. More…stolid to pull Tomas’s attention.”

      Bettina gaped like a fish with Algernon staring on in shock.

      “No doubt you’ll realize you’ve lost the men in the house and throw yourself at my brother. He’s rich enough for you though perhaps not as wealthy as Tomas, but Victor doesn’t mind loud women in the same way as Tomas.”

      Victor choked on a cough and Violet turned toward her twin, smirking before facing the viper again. “You’re welcome, dear. Maybe you can weasel your way into another wealthy bosom. You can try for my brother. But I’d really suggest you start fresh. Algernon is the kind to whine about being thrown over and telling tales, and Victor won’t like that. Algie is a good one. You were stupid to give him up. A good man, with a good heart, easily led, easily wounded. Look at him now, daggers in his gaze.”

      Violet turned to Victor, who was unamused. “Oh look, Victor has already heard of your ways.”

      She tucked her arm through his and led him away. “Come now, brother dear. A little chasing is good for the wind. You know you need to run to stay fit. Get your blood racing. Bettina is a good huntress. She’ll keep you in excellent order.”

      “The things I have done for you, and you just, just…”

      “Save Tomas like that?”

      Victor cleared his throat. “I should have known you’d claim to be helping him.”

      “Tomas asked me for mischief,” Violet told her twin, laughing up into his face. “You should have been prepared.”

      Victor glanced at Violet. “I should have. I know you too well, sister devil.”

      There was another shriek from the stairs. Mr. Hull opened the door for the twins as they left the house, whispering as they passed him, “I am not sure that we shall survive, my lady.”

      “Of course you will,” Violet said brightly. “Tell Beatrice to bring down one of my boxes of chocolates and some of Victor’s liqueurs. Whatever else you think you might enjoy, we will gladly foot the bill for. Perhaps some sort of entertainment for the staff here.”

      Victor glanced at Violet and asked, with awe, “What have you done, pretty devil?”

      She winked and said brightly, “They’re tormenting the Boutets and Miss Marino for me. The hangers-on will be much less comfortable in the coming days. I don’t expect the response to be positive.”

      Giles had brought the auto to the front of Tomas’s house, and the twins left.

      “Do you hear that?” Violet asked.

      Victor glanced at her. “What’s that now?”

      “Nothing. There’s nothing. No brash Italian voice. No furious shrieks. We must tip Tomas’s servants very well when we leave.”

      Victor leaned back. “Beatrice gave me the new pages of the next book. I feel like you need to switch to a vampire story. Something with crypts and ghosts.”

      Violet sniffed. “I’ve titled it already. You can thank Bettina when she throws herself at you and presses her bosoms into your arm. It will be called, Mr. Halicourt and the Scarlett Temptress. What we’re going to do is torment Isla and give her a happily ever after for this one.”

      Victor snorted and Violet patted his shoulder. “I’ve had more thought than that, brother dear. I am abound with ideas including what I think Tomas needs.”

      “What’s that?”

      “He needs Isolde,” Violet said.

      Victor choked, shaking his head in horror. “She’s too young.”

      “Certainly. But she doesn’t want to go to college. She’s only saying she’ll do it because it’s what I want for her.”

      “Yes—-” Victor coughed. “I have thought that for a while.”

      “You aren’t the only matchmaker in this family, dear brother. Think about it. Tomas needs someone who anchors him, he has good memories with Isolde as well, and he can create more. He needs someone who will link him to us since we’re the only foundation he has left after losing his family to the war and the flu. Tomas needs us, we cannot abandon him, but I won’t marry him despite all that.”

      “And Isolde?” Victor demanded.

      “She wants to marry. She wants to be loved and protected and spoiled. Do you remember how many times she stopped to coo over a perambulator?”

      Victor snorted, but he didn’t argue. They drove through the town and into the countryside, finding a river alongside the road and pulled over. They walked while the day passed and then headed towards the train. The twins discussed Tomas and Isolde, the people at Tomas’s house, how to free them of the hangers-on, and their story. Victor was easily persuaded to the Scarlett Temptress title since he was also easily amused by the ridiculous.

      The train had arrived early when they expected it to be late, and Violet ran up to her friends Lila and Gwennie, sitting on their trunks.

      “Darlings,” Violet called. “Darlings!” She threw herself into their arms and listened to them squeal.

      “You’ll never guess,” Lila cut in after remarking on Vi’s dress.

      “Guess what, dear one?”

      “Who was on the train,” Lila said with an arch look. She glanced to the side and Violet turned to follow her gaze.

      Victor was standing with Denny, John Davies, and Jack Wakefield. The sight of that man made Vi’s heart leap right into her throat. She was utterly unprepared for the sight of him. He was a tall man, huge really, built like a bear or an oak tree or something else equally solid. Dark hair, dark eyes that pierced and noticed far more than you’d expect from a British man with an upper-class demeanor.

      “Why Mr. Wakefield,” Violet said cheerily, “we keep meeting on trains.”

      He grinned at her and held out his hand. Violet placed her hand in his. The feel of those strong fingers closing about hers was far more momentous than the movement warranted, as if she’d suddenly come home and the world which had been askew righted itself. To her surprise, he didn’t let go but pulled her a little closer and tucked her hand through the crook in his elbow.

      “What an interesting coincidence,” Violet said, glancing at her brother.

      “My father lives here,” Jack said with a grin, but she felt his gaze move over her face with nearly as much weight as a touch.

      “Jack agreed to come to Tomas’s party tomorrow night,” Victor said. “Isn’t this fun? Then we’ll all back to London. Violet, for one, has business. Denny has to play at business, so his father will keep up his allowance. Jack—well…” Victor cocked his head at Jack. “You probably have real business.”

      “Indeed,” Jack said with a bit of a snort.

      “Shall we get a coffee together before we separate?” Victor suggested. “That bakery has tables, divine raspberry tarts, and the most wonderful tea.”

      “I can’t,” Jack said. “My father’s man is here to take me to the house. We have an appointment. I delayed only long enough to say hello when I realized you were coming.”

      “Hullo,” Violet said cheerily, as though she weren’t disappointed. Her heart was racing as she stared at him and she found her wits had fled.

      “May I have a moment?”

      Violet nodded and he tugged her after him. “I wonder if I might convince you to go for a drive with me the morning after the party. I won’t be in Kent for long.”

      “A drive does sound lovely,” Violet said merrily, trying to hide how she was overwhelmed by seeing him so unexpectedly. She glanced back at her brother, saw his twitching mouth, and knew for certain it wasn’t just their friends he’d called in.

      She was both terribly sorry she’d told Bettina of his inheritance and terribly happy since he’d kept this secret from her.

      “You’ll be coming back to London soon?”

      At Violet’s nod, he said, “I’ll be glad to see you there. Do you have a date for your arrival?”

      “I believe Victor told Tomas that we’d be staying for a few days. Our birthday is in about a fortnight, and we intend on throwing ourselves a party in London. I hope that you’ll come.”

      “I’ll be there,” Jack said. “Did you enjoy Bruges?”

      Violet paused before she admitted, “I enjoyed the canals. I enjoyed the chocolate. So much. Shopping was fun. Getting to know Isolde without her mother around was priceless, but I wanted to be home. I missed…things here.”

      “You were missed,” he said calmly, but he squeezed her hand as he said it, and she felt a flash of hope. She realized in that moment that her fear that he’d meet someone else had not come to pass. He had traveled this way to see his father but was taking time to see them. She glanced around and had to be honest with herself—he had separated her out because he wasn’t there to see them. When it came right down to it, it was her.
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      There was dinner to be had before the party with the guests who were staying with Tomas. The party itself wouldn’t be a large thing since they were in the country. Then, as soon as it was done, Violet and Victor needed to get rid of Tomas’s hangers-on.

      Violet considered her dresses for a while. “Beatrice. The peacock dress.”

      Her eyes lightened and she bounced on her toes a little. “I’ll have it ready.”

      At its essence, it was a simple sleeveless black dress, but the beading on it imitated peacock feathers in silver and green. The dress ended just about her mid-thighs, but the green fringe on the dress went past her knees. Her headband had been made to go with the dress, with matching beads.

      Violet decided to go with heavy eye makeup and bright red lips. It wouldn’t be all that bright in the rooms open to the party, and she knew her eyes were one of her best features. With a woman like Juliette Boutet in the mix, Violet wanted to be at her best for when Jack appeared. She finished her apparel with a silver choker and several matching silver and emerald bangles that went well with her dress.

      “Oh, my lady,” Beatrice declared, “you look like a fanciful dream.”

      There was time yet before Violet needed to appear for the dinner, so she asked, “Tell me how things are going with Miss Marino and the French duo.”

      Beatrice’s gaze widened. “It’s been an uproar. Miss Marino requested a tray in her room, and they didn’t deliver it until she’d requested it three times, and then they sent it with a weak chamomile, stale biscuits, and only bread and butter. She…well…Mary was found weeping later.”

      Violet sighed. “Give Mary some chocolate and a fiver from me.”

      Beatrice grinned and nodded. “I did tell Mary you’d make it better. Thank you, my lady.”

      “Anything else?”

      Beatrice nodded. “The Boutets have not made a complaint at all. But there has been quite a ruckus in Miss Boutet’s room between them. I asked, but no one heard what it is about.”

      “What about Mr. Stroud or Algie?”

      “Mr. Algernon left during the afternoon. His man said he went to the hotel to talk to Mr. Theodophilus.” Violet shuddered and Beatrice echoed it. She had refused to leave Violet when Theo had assaulted her, securing Vi’s unending loyalty.

      “Mr. Stroud was seen leaving Miss Marino’s bedroom very early this morning.”

      Vi’s brows rose and she stood. It was past time to meet the others for cocktails before dinner. They’d eat and then the rest of the guests would arrive. Violet walked down to her brother’s room, knocking on the door.

      “Hullo, luvie,” he said. “You look simply smashing.”

      Violet grinned at him. “You as well, darling. I rather like that suit.”

      “Must be because you pressured me to buy it,” he said with a wink.

      “I was so right too!”

      They walked down the stairs and paused in shock to see that Mr. Stroud had Juliette Boutet in his arms. She struggled to free herself. That was bad enough, but just out of sight of the couple was François Boutet, watching his sister try and fail to free herself.

      Violet’s gaze narrowed and she faked a sneeze. Mr. Stroud looked up as the twins walked down the stairs. He let go of Juliette, who backed away, breathing heavily.

      Violet wound her arm through Juliette’s. “Don’t you look just lovely.” The twins pulled Juliette towards the dining room and Violet asked, “Did you need a moment?” She knew she could use one.

      Juliette smiled with a shaky lip and shook her head. Violet nodded, determined to put on the same, brave front. When they entered the room where everyone else was waiting, Victor approached Tomas. “These ladies need a drink.”

      Tomas started and looked at the twins with clouded eyes that didn’t quite see them. Violet and Victor glanced at each other. Things weren’t looking positive.

      Violet put Juliette’s drink in her trembling hand and kept near her until their mutual shaking had ceased. Once Juliette seemed gathered, Violet excused herself to join her brother. Victor handed her a second drink with a murmur. “There may not be enough cocktails to navigate these fraught waters. Do you feel as though everyone is wearing a mask?”

      Violet glanced at her brother, noted his clenching jaw, and placed her hand on his arm.

      “Yes, all of them. Even Tomas, that fiendish brother, poor Juliette.”

      “Is Miss Boutet all right?” Victor asked softly.

      Violet shook her head. Too many women wore that mask. She took a sip of her cocktail. “Is that the orange liqueur?” The question wasn’t because she cared but because she needed to think of something else. “I so look forward to our own house.”

      “As do I,” Victor said grimly, but he wouldn’t let the matter drop. “She might be all right, but her brother is in danger of a severe beating.”

      Violet glanced towards François Boutet. She had to put on her own mask as she looked him over. He was tall, slim, and his eyes were darting between his sister and Mr. Stroud with the occasional frown towards Bettina Marino. Mr. Boutet’s gaze fixed on his sister with rage.

      Was he upset that his sister hadn’t succumbed to Mr. Stroud or was he upset that she had been caught by Stroud?

      The butler was maneuvering through the guests and Violet crossed to him. “How are things, Mr. Hull?”

      He had a tight expression about his eyes. “My lady…”

      “Oh, Mr. Hull, be brave,” she told him. “Better to torment her now and get rid of her than have her win the war and be saddled with her.”

      He shuddered at that.

      “Moments like these are why you are priceless,” she told him, “and why Mr. St. Marks counts on you so. You and the rest of the staff.”

      The dinner was awkward. Tomas was jumpy, and Violet guessed something had happened to trigger his ghosts. He seemed as though he were entirely unaware of what was happening.

      It didn’t help that Bettina was furious and so loud, Violet wished to shove a handkerchief into the woman’s mouth. Violet cleared her throat and stared at her brother until he glanced her way. Her gaze moved to Bettina, and then Vi raised her brow at Victor.

      He knew what she wanted, winced, and drained his glass before he turned a charming smile on Bettina.

      “Tomas,” Violet asked softly. She was seated at his right, and she took his wine glass, draining it. She shook her head at Mr. Hull when he stepped forward to refill it. She raised a brow, and he nodded. Only a minute later he placed a new glass in front of Tomas, filled with water.

      He didn’t even seem to notice the switch as he drained it.

      “Do you remember,” Violet asked lightly, “that time when we were children and we decided that we needed to pool our funds and buy as many raspberry tarts as possible from the bakery?”

      Tomas blinked in her direction, not seeing her, and she kept talking with her hand on his wrist. She described the taste of the tarts, the way the sun had shone down on them, running through the woods near the stream to swim after eating them. As she spoke, Tomas stared in her direction, slowly coming back to himself.

      He stared around the dining room as if surprised to find them there. “Vi…”

      “Tomas,” she replied merrily, squeezing his wrist.

      “I…this…I’m sorry.”

      “Tomas,” Violet repeated, so low that only he could hear her. “I will jabber at you as often as you need.”

      He shuddered and whispered back, “My house is at war. I feel like I’ve been invaded by shrieking geese.”

      “A war we’ll win,” she said cheerily and then added a little louder, “Tomas, I need your assistance with some business matters. Do you think that you could travel back to London when Victor and I go?”

      “Yes,” Victor said, having caught enough of the invitation to talk around Bettina. “I also have some ideas about things that I need your advice on.”

      “Enough business,” Bettina declared, her gaze narrowing. “I’m sure we’d all be happy to go with you to London.”

      Victor smiled down at her, but the lion was in his gaze as he asked, “Oh, were you thinking of coming to London as well?”

      She fluttered her lashes at him. “We can’t have our friendship come to such a swift end.”

      Victor cocked his head. “Well, perhaps we’ll run into each other there.”

      Bettina’s gaze narrowed and she turned to Tomas, but Victor drew her attention back to him. Her anger hadn’t faded, but she was trying to hide it behind her allure.

      “Tomas,” Violet said idly, “how do you feel about Monaco?”

      “I don’t know that I have thoughts about Monaco,” he said.

      “You should think on it,” Violet said. “I have need of your assistance in Monaco as well.”
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        * * *

      

      Violet was dancing with Tomas when Jack arrived. When the song came to an end, they headed to the side of the room and Jack appeared through the cigarette smoke clouding the air.

      “Hullo,” Tomas said, staring in confusion at Jack as if wondering whether they knew each other. Maybe they did? Perhaps he recognized Jack and didn’t realize why. Perhaps Tomas wasn’t quite certain what was happening around him and was confused by the people in his house.

      “Tomas, my friend, this is Jack Wakefield. Jack, Tomas St. Marks.”

      Tomas’s jaw clenched and when they shook hands, Tomas attempted to crush Jack’s hand while pretending to smile. Violet sighed and Tomas glanced at her. There was a crashing sound from the band and Tomas leapt in his skin, a look of horror crossing his face. He blinked stupidly down at Violet, then said shakily, “Hot in here, inn’t? I think I’ll get some air.”

      There was another crash from the band, the trumpeter tripping over something and landing against the fellow with a bass. Tomas rushed out of the room. She looked after him, worried, and glanced around for Victor, but if he were there, she couldn’t find him.

      Jack examined Violet’s face, followed her gaze after Tomas, and with a clenched jaw, Jack asked Violet to dance as the band got themselves put back together.

      The feel of his hands against her back, on her waist, jerked her attention from Tomas, and Vi grinned up at Jack as the music started. They danced through song after song until Violet declared, “I must have a drink.”

      Tomas had placed a cart for making drinks in the room along with having servants circulating with trays of cocktails. The cart was for Victor, but Violet and Jack made use of it. Violet popped a piece of ice into her mouth while Jack created them a cocktail.

      “So, Tomas,” Jack said as he shook the cocktail shaker that he’d filled with cognac, orange liqueur, and lemon juice. Violet put ice in the cups for them and he filled their drinks. “He is the man who offered for you? The reason you could say you didn’t kill your aunt?”

      Violet knew that Jack remembered. She was wondering why he said it with such bite. Was it because she was here with Tomas? She could understand that. She had to admit that she wouldn’t have been delighted to discover him at the home of a woman who had been chasing him.

      The anger in his voice, however, triggered a corresponding fury in Violet that caused her to say sharply, “I didn’t kill my aunt.” It wasn’t so much her words as her anger that had Jack glancing at her.

      He searched her face. “Yes, I know. Of course.”

      “So, Tomas’s offer or lack thereof…”

      “I—” Jack started, but yet again, one of Bettina’s shrieks interrupted.

      They turned and saw Juliette and Bettina struggling together. Her hands were clawed and aimed towards the dancer’s face with Juliette holding Bettina back by her wrists. A broken cocktail glass was at their feet, the glass and drink sprayed around their feet. With the second shriek, the band came to a screeching stop as the guests turned to stare at the commotion.

      The audience only seemed to enliven Bettina, who screamed, “Whore!”

      Juliette replied, but she spoke too low for Violet to hear.

      Bettina’s reply was another furious, “Whore! Thief!”

      Even though Juliette was smaller than Bettina, Juliette didn’t have any trouble holding the Italian off. Bettina was all curves whereas Juliette was an athlete. A moment later, it came to an end when Charles Stroud hooked his arm around Bettina’s waist and hauled her off. He chuckled, seemingly delighted by the fight. Bettina in hand, he nodded to the band and pulled her from the room.

      The music started again with a screech.

      “What kind of people are you spending your time with?” Jack asked Violet.

      Violet glanced at him, saw disgust in his face, and had to bite back a furious response. She wasn’t going to defend Tomas to Jack. Or Tomas’s companions. Not because Tomas didn’t deserve it, but because she didn’t deserve it. She didn’t have to explain anything.

      She grabbed her cocktail.

      “Vi…” Jack started, taking hold of her bicep, but she twisted away.

      She tossed her cocktail back and said, “Oh, look, Lila. How I’ve missed her.”

      Violet walked away from him and towards Lila and Denny, who were standing near a window watching the dancing. John and Gwennie were on the dance floor, but Violet just needed to move before she lashed out at Jack and regretted it later. She was already regretting being stupid enough to put Jack and Tomas in the same room. Especially with Tomas as fragile as he was.

      “Uh oh,” Lila said when she took in Violet’s expression. “These people of Tomas are quite…interesting aren’t they? I find myself fascinated by them and cannot wait to see what they’ll do next. The fact that they’ve left the room makes me quite want to wander the halls for the next episode.”

      Violet smiled at her friends, laughing at Lila, but it was a pure lie and they all knew it.

      “Jack,” Lila whispered a moment later to warn Violet that he was approaching. “Isn’t the music lovely?” she said aloud. “I do love a good trumpet player.”

      Violet winded her arms through Lila’s. She glanced at Jack. Behind him, she took in an entirely unexpected sight and screamed as though the hounds of hell were coming for her.

      Jack responded without thinking. He grabbed Violet, yanking her from Lila and shoving her behind his back as he turned to face the threat.

      Violet wormed away, darting around Jack and ignoring his shout as she threw herself at the man who’d stumbled into the room, startling her so. “Tomas?”

      “Violet!” Jack shouted.

      Tomas clutched her like a drowning man. He dropped to his knees, wrapped his arms around her waist, and pressed his face into her stomach. His trembling was terrifying, and Violet was well aware that he was stuck in his memories, fighting ghosts that only he could see.

      The music had stopped at Violet’s scream, and the dancers stared in horror at Violet being held by the blood-covered Tomas. The whispers started, the low questions to each other. “Is that blood? Is that Tomas? Who is that girl? Are they together? Whose blood is that?”

      Violet ignored all of the questions and placed her hand in Tomas’s hair. “Tomas?”

      He shuddered in reply, finally asking, “Vi?” He asked like a scared child. “Vi, is that really you? I used to imagine you when I was so cold in the trenches. When…oh God, Vi. There was so much blood. There’s always so much blood. So much I could taste it. Pieces of my friends on my skin. Oh God, Vi…” He looked up her. “Am I really home? Is this real?”

      Violet ignored everyone and dropped to her knees in front of Tomas, her skin crawling at the blood she could feel, the smell of it, the…was she tasting it too?

      She cupped his face between her two palms. “Tomas, this is real. You are home. This is your house. Mrs. Newstone will have Cook make jam tarts, and we’ll eat them until we’re sick.”

      A tear rolled down his cheek. “Do you promise?”

      She nodded. “I promise, my friend. I promise. You’re home. The war is over.”

      “But I’m so cold.”

      She didn’t know what to say to that. She glanced at Jack and hissed to him. “Get these people out of here.”

      Lila acted even when Jack didn’t.

      “Out,” Lila snapped. “Out this way. Come on now.”

      Violet gave Tomas her full attention. “We should think about swimming again. Remember when we’d jump in and see who could dunk the others the most? Remember the way the water felt against your skin? The sun overhead? The way we’d swim until our muscles ached and then we’d lay in the sun to dry? Only to go home and get in so much for trouble for looking like gypsy children? Silly adults, we looked like children who’d played the day away.”

      “Violet,” Jack interrupted. “He’s bloody!”

      “I know,” Violet hissed. “I know.”

      She didn’t even know what she was saying after that, only that she talked and Tomas slowly came back to himself.

      “Blood, Vi, so much blood.”

      “Whose is it?”

      “It’s…it’s…it’s…Bettina. It’s Bettina.”

      “Bettina? Where?”

      “The folly, Vi. Bloody hell, Vi. She was still alive. I tried. I tried to help. Just like with Tommy. With Chuck. With Ben. He was so young. The little blighter had to have lied to join up. I can still see their faces. I can see them every time I close my eyes. Why was Bettina bloody? The war is over. It’s over. You promised. You said I was all done.”

      Tomas was crying and Violet cried with him. She looked up at Jack, tears rolling down her face as Tomas rocked back and forth, arms still clutched around her waist.

      “Victor can show you where,” Violet told Jack.

      “Victor isn’t here,” Jack said. “We have to find her. If she was alive…”

      “I can help,” Denny said. “I know where the folly is.”

      Jack started snapping orders to the servants finishing with, “Get the police here.”
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      Violet sang to Tomas until Mr. Hull and Victor arrived. Lullabies, humming without words, until her voice was hoarse fighting back the sound of weeping to give Tomas the comfort of a song instead.

      “He won’t get better until the blood is gone, my lady. Let me take him.”

      Violet nodded and Mr. Hull lifted Tomas up like a baby to carry him out of the empty party room. Violet watched them go until Victor squatted down by her. “Vi? Darling?”

      She slowly turned to him and gasped, “Look at all this blood. How did he stand it? Over and over again? Friend after friend?”

      “Darling, he didn’t stand it. That’s why he is like he is.” Victor pulled on Violet until she stood and then he lifted her into his arms.

      “Let’s get that off of you, shall we? You’ll feel so much better when it’s gone.”

      “I think I can taste it too.”

      “Then you’ll need to brush your teeth first,” Victor said grimly. He tried and failed for a cheery tone. “Though I’m certain there is no blood in your mouth, sweet sister.”

      Victor carried Violet to her bedroom through a side door, avoiding where the party goers had been taken. The hall on the other side of the door was empty but for the housekeeper.

      Victor almost groaned with relief when he saw Mrs. Newstone. “Beatrice, immediately. Then both brandy and tea. Right now, please.”

      “Of course, Mr. Victor.”

      Victor hurried to Violet’s room and set her down on a chair. He walked into her bath to turn the water on. When he came back into her bedroom, Beatrice had arrived.

      Violet knew she was shaking, that her mind wasn’t working quite right. The reality of being covered in Bettina’s blood had sent her mind for a spiral where she couldn’t quite grasp the nature of her thoughts.

      Beatrice took one look at Vi. “Oh, no.”

      “She’ll be all right,” Victor said. “She just needs the blood off.”

      Vi rose. “I just need….” She shook her head and walked into the bath. She had blood on her hands. She scrubbed at them until the water ran clean and then took the toothbrush that Victor handed her. Beatrice pulled on Violet here and there until Violet realized that her jewelry had been removed. Violet brushed her teeth until Victor took her toothbrush away.

      At some point, Tomas must have grabbed her hair, and she could feel it hardening with blood. Violet yanked off her headband, kicked off her shoes, and stared helplessly at the bath. She shut the door to block Victor, stripped off her dress, and dropped into the water.

      Victor had done a terrible job filling the bath and the water was cold. Little matter. Violet slathered her body with soap once, rinsed, washed again, rinsed, and then she let the water out of the tub. Kneeling in the draining water, she washed her body again.

      “My lady?” Beatrice asked. “My lady. Do you need anything?”

      Violet started the water, rinsing out the tub, and then filling it again. “Brandy, please.”

      “She must be doing better,” Victor said from the bedroom, “if she’s ready for a drink.”

      Her twin sounded as though he were grasping at straws, and he was because she was very much not doing better.

      Violet lay back in the bath, adding bubbles to the water. She’d already washed her hair twice, but she started for a third time with the hottest water she could stand. She would have lingered in the water, but Victor needed to think she was all right before he could go track down whether or not Bettina had survived and just what was happening. Violet washed her body again, rinsed again, and rose, drying quickly before donning her robe.

      She rubbed a towel over her hair and walked back into her bedroom. “I’m fine, Victor. Go see what is happening.”

      Victor had changed while she bathed. He examined her face. “If I go…you will lock this door for anyone but me and Jack.”

      “Of course, Mr. Victor,” Beatrice said. “Of course.”

      “Take care of my sister, Beatrice,” Victor said. “Just take care.”

      Violet dressed into pajamas and her kimono as soon as Victor was gone. She hadn’t noticed it at the time, but she saw that Beatrice had cleaned Violet’s jewelry and removed the gown.

      “It’s happened again, I think,” Violet told Beatrice. “I’ll have to give you a raise, my dear. Taking care of me when our lives keep running into bodies and crimes.”

      “You already pay me better than most maids, my lady,” Beatrice said. “Working for you is the best thing that happened to me. I love it. You travel, you have beautiful clothes to take care of, you are kind and generous.”

      A tear slipped down her face and Beatrice begged, “Please don’t cry, my lady.”

      There was a knock at the door, and Violet and Beatrice turned to it. Both of them calculated who was on the other side. What danger they faced. Bettina had been hurt. If it was a malicious attack, were they in danger as well?

      “It’s me, Vi,” Lila called. “Gwennie and I and a tea tray. We’ve been instructed by the boys to bolt ourselves in.”

      Violet nodded and Beatrice slowly opened the door. Her friends were on the other side with Mrs. Newstone. Beatrice let them in and then locked the bedroom door again.

      Violet took the seat at her desk as the others found places around the room. “Come in and join us, Mrs. Newstone, Beatrice. This isn’t a time to stand on whatever nonsense keeps us from sitting down together with a good cup of tea and better gossip.”

      “Mr. Hull asked me to check on you when I went to see how Mr. Tomas was doing.”

      “Is Tomas all right?” Violet asked.

      Mrs. Newstone considered and then shook her head. “No, my dear. I’m afraid he is very much not all right.”

      “Bloody hell,” Lila muttered, “why couldn’t we just have a party? What happened? Who is this person who has been injured?”

      “Do we know what happened to her?” Violet had washed rather a disturbing amount of blood from her body. Just how much could Bettina lose and still be alive? By Jove, she must be dead. She must be. Vi couldn’t imagine otherwise, but what did she know of what humans could survive? Very little, as spoiled as she’d been since the day of her birth.

      Mrs. Newstone shook her head. “Some of the staff might have heard. I’ll find out.”

      Beatrice opened the bedroom door for Mrs. Newstone, let her out, and locked it again.

      “She must be dead,” Violet said.

      “Who is this woman? Bettina? Is that right?” Lila glanced at Gwennie, who was pale. “Darling, you’ll be fine,” Lila reassured her. “You were with John. We’ll have him take you home as soon as can be.”

      “Bettina Marino,” Violet said, answering Lila’s question.

      “Why would anyone want to hurt her?”

      Beatrice choked and Violet glanced her way. The two of them who had met and dealt with Bettina considered each other.

      “It really is a matter of who wouldn’t want to hurt her,” Violet said. “She is an awful woman.”

      Lila gasped and Vi explained what she’d witnessed of Bettina, finishing with, “To be honest, I think that she was playing the men against each other. Making them vie for her as though she were some prize instead of a fortune hunter. She was furious when she thought I had stolen Tomas from her and when Victor was uninterested.”

      “She sounds awful,” Lila said. “You always do find the most interesting people.”

      “Like you, for instance?” Violet asked.

      “I would say so, though to be fair, Gwennie is utterly normal. She even wants babies as soon as she can persuade John to put a ring on her finger.”

      Violet shot Gwennie a look and shook her head. “Foolish girl,” Violet murmured. “He should be persuading you to allow him to put a ring on your finger.”

      Lila laughed with delight and crowed, “Hear, hear!”

      Gwennie shook her head. “I’m not anything special. The fact that John—”

      Lila and Violet groaned while Gwennie glanced between them.

      “What?” Gwennie understood nothing.

      There was another knock on the door and Mrs. Newstone called into the room. Her tone was answer enough, but they opened the door. A sensible grey dress, comfortable shoes, hair pulled back into a knot at the base of her neck, white face with brilliant red circles on her cheekbones.

      “She’s…she’s…Miss Marino is…”

      “She’s dead,” Violet said for the housekeeper.

      Mrs. Newstone helplessly shook her head. “Murdered.” She choked a little as though the word were a knot in her throat, but she wasn’t finished. “Murdered at the folly and my master is the suspect.”
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      There were times when one had to disregard promises. Violet slowly stood. She had dressed in pajamas after her bath, so she flung open her armoire doors, found the first dress, and put it on while Lila and Gwennie demanded what she was up to.

      Violet didn’t reply, she just dressed and left her room. Tomas’s bedroom was in the other wing, but Violet knew the house well enough to make her way there without anyone but servants seeing her. When she reached the door, she heard Jack and Victor shouting at each other. Violet pushed the door open and both of them turned to her.

      “Get out,” Violet said. “Get out right now.”

      “He needs to be questioned,” Jack argued.

      “Violet,” Victor said, but she shot him a look that said he was as much a part of the problem. Victor’s gaze narrowed on Violet, but she ignored him and faced Jack.

      “Yes,” Violet agreed, “he needs to be questioned. But you fought in the war, Jack. I’m sure you’ve seen this before. Tomas isn’t going to be able to answer questions if you don’t let me calm him down. Once he does calm down, he’ll respond to my questions.”

      “Violet, if you think I’m going to leave you here with this man who probably killed that poor woman, you are mad.” Jack’s shout startled her, as did the way he grabbed her arm.

      She screamed a little and then reminded herself that it was Jack who would never hurt her.

      “Let go of my sister,” Victor warned.

      “Vic! Stop it! You need to leave,” she said precisely. “You both need to leave right now.”

      “There is no part of me that is playing games with your safety, Violet,” Jack told her.

      She searched his face and knew that he would not negotiate with her on this. Slowly, Violet cleared her throat. She glanced at Victor, who shook his head at her. He wasn’t leaving either.

      With a sigh, Violet said, “Stand back and be quiet.”

      “Tomas wouldn’t hurt Bettina, Vi,” her twin said. He didn’t sound convinced and Violet’s furious glare had her brother crossing his arms over his chest.

      “You know better than to be shouting like this, Victor.”

      “We’ll both quiet down,” Jack said, taking Victor’s arm and pulling him to stand next to the wall. Violet searched both of their faces. They were both angry, and that anger extended to Violet, which infuriated her as well.

      She turned on her heel before she started shouting, too, and crossed to where Mr. Hull was physically keeping Tomas in the armchair near the fire. Tomas’s hands were over his ears, and his panic made her even angrier.

      “Thank you, my lady,” Mr. Hull whispered. “I wish you would be our mistress. Mr. Tomas needs you, ma’am.”

      Violet ignored the butler and pulled the second chair closer so she could take Tomas’s hand.

      “Tomas,” Violet said gently. “Tomas.” Violet waited, saying his name again and again until he looked her way. She sighed as his lost eyes met hers. “When Aunt Agatha met you for the first time, she said you were a grubby little boy who was clearly going to spend his days ensconced in mischief and hijinks.”

      Tomas looked dully up at Violet, not really seeing her.

      “I’m going to tell you a secret,” Violet told him cheerily, as though she weren’t dying inside. As though Jack and Victor’s anger weren’t making her want to flee them all. “Aunt Agatha told me later, after you left, to make sure I got into as much mischief with you as I could. She said you had a good heart. She said that mischief with someone who had a good heart was the way to live your life.”

      Tomas seemed to latch onto that. “You don’t want me.”

      Violet smiled and kissed his forehead. “For mischief? Always.”

      There was a shuffling from near the wall, but Violet didn’t turn that way. She kept her gaze and her hand on Tomas, keeping him anchored to her.

      “You told me you were going to make Bettina miserable,” Tomas said. “Our last mischief was to make her miserable. Vi…she died in my arms. She…she was so scared. She begged me to help her.”

      Violet bit her lip. By Jove, she thought, they had. “We weren’t going to hurt her. Just make her want to move on to another rich fellow. It wasn’t our fault she died, it was our fault she got cold tea and stale bread with her tea. Mischief, my friend, not murder.”

      “Vi, I…”

      Violet glanced at Jack, who had his hands on his hips, staring at them. He was furious. So angry, she could feel it crackling. She swallowed on a dry throat. She had no idea those penetrating eyes could be so very harsh.

      “Tell me what happened,” she urged Tomas, giving him her full attention once more.

      Tomas stared into the fire. “The ghosts have been haunting me for weeks, Vi. For weeks and weeks. I don’t know what made it start, but I thought…”

      “It’s why you came to Bruges?”

      “I thought you and Victor could help me. The last time it was so bad.”

      “I understand,” she said softly. “I know why you came to Bruges. Tell me about tonight. What about when the trumpet player tripped? You left because of the noise. You went to walk it off.”

      Tomas was shaking as Violet squeezed his hand, and he grasped hers, his fingers digging in too hard, but she hid the pain to keep him talking.

      “They were already there in the shadows,” he whispered. “The ghosts. I keep seeing Ben. It’s always Ben. Everyone else changes, but Ben…God, Vi, he was so young. He was so earnest. Such a good kid. He was the type who would do whatever it took to make things better. He used to tell jokes. Who tells jokes in the trenches, Vi?”

      Violet shook her head. It was a question no one would answer, could answer. “Then what happened? Tonight?”

      “The band…it was so loud. It was like they were shooting again. Like in the trenches. It all came back, so I did what we talked about. I went for a walk, I focused on the swimming holes, and on the tarts. That day at the fair.”

      “You did just right,” Violet said, gently. She had to whisper because Tomas was squeezing far too hard, and it was difficult to hide the pain of it. “You did just right. What happened next?”

      She glanced over to Jack and Victor, who were staring furiously at each other. Jack waved his hand, and she scowled at both of them.

      “Tomas,” Violet said gently, “what happened next?”

      “I…I…don’t know. I…walked for so long. I walked until I was freezing. I was so cold. I’m always cold, Vi. Always.”

      “I know, Tomas,” Violet said. “I know. When did you get to the folly?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know.”

      “Tomas!”

      He slowly turned up to her face and blinked at her.

      “Was she there when you arrived? How did you find her?”

      “I…” His head tilted as he considered. “She must have been there already. There wasn’t anyone. I paced it. Like I used to. I paced it, and I went past the tower. I was by that pile of rocks. The one you said was so dumb when we were little.”

      Violet nodded.

      “That’s when I saw her. She was lying there in the blood. She was whimpering with it. She gasped. That rattling gasp, I’ve heard it so many times. I knew she was going to die, but I tried. I pulled out the knife, I used my coat to put pressure on the wound, I held her. It’s so hard to die alone. I held her tightly and I lied. I told her it would be okay.”

      He was crying, and Violet cried with him. Her voice was shaking and the gasps of pain from his grip were disguised by the tears she shed with Tomas. “Was anyone else there?”

      He shook his head. “I wasn’t seeing right, Vi. I was seeing Ben. Always Ben. I didn’t see her, not really. I was talking to him, not to her.”

      “I know, my friend. I know. Tell us the rest.”

      “She was still alive. She was crying. She was cold too. She always seemed so fiery. She shouldn’t have been cold. Hell isn’t hot, Vi. It’s cold. It’s cold and wet and when she died, I should have been talking to her, not to him.”

      Violet nodded. Tomas turned to the fire and she could see the ghosts were reaching for him.

      “Mr. Hull,” she said quietly, “don’t let him drink. Have his man stay with him. Don’t leave him alone. Someone read to him.”

      Mr. Hull nodded, and Vi added, “He always liked Alice in Wonderland when we were little. Nothing suspenseful.”

      Mr. Hull nodded and Violet twisted her wrist away from Tomas, biting back a gasp. He didn’t seem to notice, his hands moving to grip the arms of his chair instead.

      Violet put her hand behind her back so Jack and Victor wouldn’t see the forming bruises. She pointed at the door with her uninjured hand and waited until Jack and Victor stepped out of the room first.

      “Let’s argue in the library,” she said, “before we push Tomas further into his memories.”

      Victor swept his hand in front of him, and Violet led the way. When they reached the library, they all turned on each other.

      “He thinks Tomas killed that woman,” Victor said, furious. “He won’t listen to me.”

      “Of course he does,” Violet said, putting one hand against her forehead. It was pounding and her wrist ached.

      “So you’re on his side? Because you’re infatuated?” Victor demanded. “You’re going to throw over Tomas for him?”

      “I’m on his side because I can use my brain,” Violet shot back. “You should try it. Jack doesn’t know Tomas. Tomas is a dangerous man—”

      “Dangerous?” Victor shouted. “What is wrong with you? He’s our friend.”

      “He was a soldier,” Jack answered for Violet. “It comes with the territory.”

      Violet took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Stop yelling, Victor, or my inner shrew will torture you for ages.”

      Victor shot her a nasty look. “What is wrong with you, Violet? Why are you being like this?”

      “I was covered in Bettina’s blood,” Violet told him softly. “I would be curled up in my bed, crying about it, but Tomas needs us.”

      “And yet you’re defending Jack, who has already decided that Tomas did it!”

      “Tomas was in the army for a couple of years,” Violet told Victor. “He’s not the same as he was before the war. I know you feel guilty. I know your arm was broken and you didn’t end up in the trenches, and then the war was over. I know that makes you feel guilty. You feel like you should have at least suffered alongside and lived or died with them.”

      “Vi, why are you saying these things?” Victor demanded.

      “Because you feel guilty that you aren’t haunted like Tomas is. It’s not your fault that your friends died or are damaged and you aren’t.”

      Victor punched the wall.

      Violet turned to Jack, undeterred. “They are closer than brothers, Jack. And Victor feels responsible for Tomas.”

      “So he’s giving you to Tomas?”

      “I am not chattel,” Violet snapped, “or something to be given.”

      “Vi!” Victor said. “Tomas needs us…”

      “Listen,” Violet told Jack softly, “you’re right. Tomas is dangerous, but his inherent nature is gentle and kind. I understand why you suspect Tomas. It seems logical, but you’re wrong.”

      Jack growled a little as he said, “Violet, he was covered in her blood.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “He was lost in his memories. He said that himself. It’s possible he didn’t know what he was doing, but that doesn’t mean he is innocent.”

      “You don’t know him like Victor and I do,” Violet snapped. Her head hurt, her wrist hurt, her heart hurt.

      “There have been soldiers who have killed their wives while stuck in memories of the past. The people they love the most, Violet. Your Tomas isn’t infallible. You don’t know what he did. You were with me. You’re the only one who I am certain didn’t hurt Bettina.”

      Violet took in a slow breath and let it out before she spoke. “Bettina was a fortune hunter who wound up the men around her and played them off of each other. She targeted every man in the house, some who were actually bothered by her antics because she insulted their pride and their manhood. Tomas was not one of them. There are other people who had motives to kill her, Jack. You can’t just disregard that.”

      Jack looked up at the ceiling. “Throwing other people out as suspects doesn’t change the fact that we found him covered in her blood. There are policemen out there fingerprinting the knife that killed her, and it will have his prints on it, Violet. There’s nothing I can do.”

      “You could trust us,” Violet suggested. “You could trust that Victor and I have been witnesses of Tomas in all of his memories. Do you know what he does? He curls up into a ball and rocks back and forth with his hands over his ears. He cries and talks to dead men. You could recognize that we have reasons for why we’re so sure. Years of them.”

      “You don’t need a motive if you’re shell-shocked, Vi,” Jack said gently.

      “Is it so hard to accept that we might be right?”

      “He’s jealous, Vi,” Victor said. “Denny told me about how Tomas clutched you like a life raft. Any man would be jealous after that.”

      Violet’s gaze darted to Jack, whose face was expressionless. She pressed her uninjured hand over her mouth. “Bettina had relations with Mr. Stroud, Algie, possibly François Boutet, and she was overtly pursuing Tomas and Victor. What if you were a less principled man, Jack? What would you do? All we’re asking is that you trust us to know our childhood friend well. I swear to you, Tomas did not do this.”

      “What do you want from me?” Jack demanded.

      “I want you to investigate with the assumption that Victor and I could be right.”

      “Do you love him?”

      “Yes,” Violet said.

      Jack’s jaw clenched, she could see the muscle clenching in his jaw.

      “She’s always loved him, you fool,” Victor said. “We both have. He’s like a brother to both of us. That’s all.”

      Jack didn’t believe. Violet could see it in his face. She could see it in the way he stared at her hips and it took her a moment to realize Jack was fixated on where Tomas had clutched at her. They were fools. All of them.

      “Fine,” Jack said. “Fine.”

      He slammed from the room, leaving the twins staring at each other.

      “You yelled at me,” Violet told Victor. “You acted like I wasn’t on your side or Tomas’s side.”

      He rubbed his hands through his hair and slammed out of the library, only to come back in and state, “We don’t know who killed Bettina. I won’t leave you alone. This house isn’t safe anymore.”

      She smacked his arm, pushed past him, and ran up the stairs. Victor followed after until Violet reached her room. She slammed the door in his face and then opened it, smacked his arm again and then slammed it in his face.

      “Lock the door,” Victor shouted.

      Violet shrieked in reply.

      “Oh my,” Lila said. “I didn’t think you two fought.”

      “Out,” Violet declared. “Just out, please.”

      “Vi…” Gwennie started.

      Lila cut in, “Gwen, love. When the twins fight, lesser mortals flee. Come now, darling.”
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      Violet paced. There was no sleeping while she was as alienated as she was. Things might be—probably were—ruined with Jack. Victor was angry with her, making her feel like she was drowning. Tomas was lost to the memories. She frowned. What had she said when they were arguing? She wasn’t chattel. She was the one who decided what she wanted, and she’d be making her own choices.

      Aunt Agatha had raised Violet to be more proactive than pacing in her bedroom, bemoaning that she’d made the men in her life upset. Enough was enough. Violet wasn’t going to wait for Jack. Or for Victor. This needed to end.

      Violet had business to conduct. She had a life beyond the murder of that fiend of a woman who did not deserve to die but definitely deserved a good, hard slap. First the murder. Then Helen Mather’s baby. Then Violet would decide what happened next.

      Violet considered her options. It was late, but there was one person she could start with: easily-led Algernon. She walked to Algernon’s bedroom and knocked on the door.

      As she did, Jack came up the stairs. He had his notebook in his hand and he eyed her with a furious frown. “What are you doing?”

      “Talking to my cousin.” She didn’t smile. His gaze searched hers, and she wasn’t sure what he saw, but he wasn’t pleased.

      “Talking to your cousin or looking for information?”

      She smiled at him. “Did you find out who was actually in the room when Bettina died? Were the policemen able to remove people as suspects?”

      “I see,” he said, ignoring her question. “You are going question your cousin, who may well have killed this woman. Do you think he won’t hurt you if he killed her?”

      Violet shrugged and saw Jack’s jaw tick. She was getting a whole new skill set at making him angry. “Did you want to come in as well?”

      “You need to go back to your room.” His voice was a snap of fury.

      “Yes, of course,” Violet said, opening the door to Algernon’s room and going inside.

      “Violet,” Jack called.

      She ignored him and sat herself down in one of the chairs by Algernon’s fireplace. She had turned on the light when she entered his room, but he wore an eye mask and didn’t move in his bed.

      Could he really be asleep or was he just pretending? She had no desire to shake him awake, so she grabbed the nearest book and threw it towards him. It smacked into his back and he grunted.

      “Algie,” Violet said, “sit up or I’ll throw something else.”

      He snuffled rather like a pig. “What the devil?”

      “Algie,” Violet snapped.

      He pushed off his eye mask and stared at her. She could tell by his bleary gaze he had been sleeping. How did he slip off into sleep’s embrace without a care in the world?

      “Violet, why are you here?” He was wearing pajamas, in his bed. She was, she knew, being completely inappropriate by entering his room. Jack was there, Algie was her cousin, and there was a murderer afoot. “What is going on? Is that you, Jack?”

      “It’s me,” Jack said, glancing at Violet and lifting his brow.

      “What the devil?” Algie asked again, pulling his covers up to tuck them into his armpits. “Go away.”

      “No,” Violet said. “Where were you? You weren’t at the party when Tomas came in.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because you scream like a girl, and you would have screamed when Tomas showed up bloody.”

      “I do not,” Algie said with a squeak. “I would not have.”

      “Where were you?”

      Algie glanced away, a sure sign he didn't want to say, and Violet’s gaze lowered on him. If they had been ten years old, she’d have been able to say with surety that it was Algie who’d stolen the tarts. Algie set his jaw and refused to answer.

      Violet sighed. He’d used the same tactic as children. “Bettina is dead, Algie. You were…associated…with her. When you add in that Tomas is family and he’s the main suspect here, you will answer.”

      “Tomas?” Algie demanded. He glanced at Jack and laughed nervously before shaking his head. “No, I can’t believe that. Remember when we found that dog? It was vicious, and Tomas took care of it even though it bit him a good number of times.”

      “The war changes people,” Jack told Algie. “The memories make him dangerous.”

      “I…don’t know about that. Not Tomas.”

      “Where were you?” Violet demanded. “Answer the question, you fool.”

      “Well, ah…I had an appointment to…ah…”

      “What?” Jack demanded. “Out with it, man.”

      “I had an appointment to see Theo. I rather owed him some money. Went to find him around the time Jack came in. Why are you asking me? I heard about that catfight between Juliette and Bettina. Maybe it had a second round, eh? Got a bit out of hand? Makes more sense to me than Tomas. Ladies aren’t rational creatures. You know that, Jack.”

      Violet did throw the next thing she laid her hands on, an ashtray, at Algie. A catfight? Not rational? Coming from this fool?

      Violet growled under her breath. “And did you find Theo?”

      “No…ah…I wasn’t able to find him. So…well…by the time I got back inside, the party had been moved and everyone was being sorted by the bobbies, and well…I just nipped up the stairs to my room instead. More comfortable, you know. Long day. Big dinner. A good sleep seemed like just the thing.”

      “When we were children, you used to get all choppy with your answers. It was always how Aunt Agatha knew you were hiding something.”

      “I’m not hiding anything!” Algie squeaked.

      “Mmmm,” Violet said with sheer mockery that made Algie flush a brilliant red.

      “No call to be cruel. I liked Bettina. Wouldn’t have killed her. She was a fiery thing. And by Jove, the woman had quite the set of lungs on her. Why would I have killed her though?”

      “Because she was linked with you and then moved on to Tomas with an eager eye on his fortune.”

      “Well now—”

      “Did Bettina leave Stroud for you, or the other way around?” Violet interrupted.

      Algie squeaked once more. “I…how…what? This isn’t quite the thing, you know, Vi. Improper.”

      “She was a viper, Algie. You are well out of it. You want a wife, but you wouldn’t have wanted Bettina Marino for much after she had you bound to her.”

      Algie nervously glanced at Jack. “You know I do want a wife. Settling down seems to be a good idea. Wouldn’t have married Bettina though. I mean…no. Even if she weren’t a screecher, no.”

      “How does Violet know you want to marry? And why not Bettina?”

      “He offered to take me off of Victor’s hands and help me out with my fortune,” Violet replied.

      Algie winced and glanced apprehensively at Jack. “Listen now. Why not me? I’m a good fellow. Keeps the money in the family. All that. Probably what Aunt Agatha wanted really.”

      “Who hasn’t offered to marry you?” Jack demanded of Violet. He shoved a hand through his hair. “This doesn’t have anything to do with the matter at hand.”

      Violet wouldn’t have answered that question regardless, but a very obvious answer came to her mind. “Algie, where did you really go after you couldn’t find Theo?”

      “I…I…” Algie was blushing furiously. “I…”

      “How do you know he is lying?” Jack asked.

      “A lifetime of him lying to me,” Violet replied. “He’s hiding something.”

      “Hey now. Rather unkind. Speaking of cats…” Algie looked piteously at her, but she was unmoved.

      “We’re going to think it was Bettina unless you tell us who it really was,” Violet warned him. “Where did you go? Were you by the folly? If not, then where? Who? Juliette? Someone else?”

      He cleared his throat. “A gentleman doesn’t talk.” His expression was mulish and Violet knew there would be no tricking him. She’d insulted him, and he wouldn’t be persuaded until he’d decided he’d proved his point. She’d seen that particular tilt to his expression too many times.

      Whomever he was with would probably answer and the fool would have his alibi. “What about Bettina? Why not marry her? Why were you with her if you weren’t serious?”

      “This is completely inappropriate. Your brother is a fool to let you run around like this…talking about….these…by Jove, Vi. By Jove, you’re a devil. A cattish devil. A man has needs, Vi.” His expression looked for a reaction, but Violet held it back.

      In fact, she just kept herself from throwing something else at Algie. “Did you ever intend to marry Bettina? That was her goal, wasn’t it? She was trying to get one of you to offer for her. Or were you just taking what she was offering?”

      He laughed, but his ears were red with his fury as he said, “She was offering. I took what was there. Would I have married her? Of course not. She’d been the round of my friends.”

      “Did she realize? That you wouldn’t marry her? The others as well?”

      “Stroud…he was a bit more upset than I’d have thought when she threw him over. He…well…he might have been persuaded. Bettina was a woman that wasn’t easy to forget.”

      Violet scowled at Algie. “It didn’t bother you that Mr. Stroud cared about Bettina when she threw herself at you?”

      “He knows how it is,” Algie said. His red ears and cheeks declared he was lying. Violet was betting that Algie had imagined himself in love with Bettina just as well as Stroud. Because if Algie admitted that Stroud was upset, the man must have been furious. Or heartbroken. Or both.

      “What about Theo? Did he associate with her as well?”

      “Didn’t give her the time of day,” Algie admitted. “He’s more business-minded than that. He was pretty furious when Victor shut him out of the group. You know Tomas’s little sister is in her last year of school. The girl’s trust is enough to turn many a head.”

      Violet ignored that last comment and slammed out of his bedroom. She ignored Jack, who followed after.

      “Theo is here? The one who left bruises on you at your aunt’s house?”

      Violet casually tucked her wrist behind her. “Victor threw him out the second we ran into him.”

      “He’s around, though, Violet, and this man has to be angry with you and Victor. It’s not safe if he’s come creeping around this house with you in it.”

      “Perhaps,” she admitted. “We should talk to…”

      Jack shook his head. “Violet, it’s midnight. Your friend is fine for now. Go to bed.”

      “I can’t,” she said. “I can’t sleep for worry about all of this.”

      “I see.” He glanced away. “I will investigate this. I will free your soon-to-be-betrothed. Or are you engaged already?”

      “I am not engaged. Nor will I become engaged to Tomas. I don’t care for him in that way.”

      Jack’s face was entirely unreadable when he replied, “But he cares for you that way.”

      She didn’t see why that was something they had to focus on. Hadn’t she given her answer to Tomas’s request for her hand? Why did it have to be what these men were interested in?

      Jack glanced at his pocket watch. “Violet, go to your room. Lock your door. It’s too late to keep working. I’ll see you in the morning.”
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      Violet didn’t sleep well and when she woke, she dressed quickly. She’d put on a long-sleeved simple dress, stockings, basic shoes, and then after some thought, jewelry around her bruised wrist.

      It was too early to go to the breakfast room, and Violet wanted to gather her thoughts before she saw anyone else. There was a magic to journaling that helped to uncover her thoughts. She quickly made her bed because the mess would distract her, and put her things away. When she was finished, she sat down at her desk and pulled out the journal. She started by writing about Victor being angry with her and then Jack’s reaction to Tomas.

      As she described what happened, she was forced to accept that she would have been upset if she’d seen that episode between Jack and another woman. Perhaps his reaction was justified if there really was the beginning of an understanding between them?

      As far as Bettina went, Violet had to admit that if the killer was some random passerby, she would never be able to help find them. Hopefully, Jack would do the work she knew he was capable of and find that kind of killer. If, however, the killer were one of their party—and she guessed he or she was—then Violet could help. Could and would help. She thought over who they had been traveling with and began to make notes about each of them.

      Bettina Marino — The victim. Where had she come from? How had she met the group of friends and somehow persuaded them to bring her along? Did the gentlemen all realize that she’d been teasing if not having a relationship with all of them? Why did they pay her way if they knew? Did they really not recognize she was after their money or was that just part of the game?

      Violet tried to remember who she had seen Bettina with. Vi had seen the woman track down Tomas and link them. She was so overt in her attentions that it quite bowled over Tomas, at least, who was rather unsure of what to do with someone who ignored polite conventions.

      Bettina had a relationship with Mr. Charles Stroud that she threw over for Algie and then she threw Algie over for Tomas. Did her affections actually belong to anyone or were they all a means to a wealthier end?

      ALGERNON ALLYN—Cousin. Wealthy. Thrown over by Bettina for Tomas. Was his pride hurt?

      Violet scoffed at the question she’d written out and scratched it out.

      His pride was certainly hurt.

      Violet sketched on a heart near his name and then put an X through it. She tapped her pen against the page. If Algie truly loved Bettina, certainly his heart had been hurt, and Violet guessed that he hadn’t been happy regardless. Algie proposed to Violet the first day in England. He wouldn’t have done that if he’d had any hope of Bettina.

      Violet tapped her pen against the page again and with a heavy heart wrote out:

      TOMAS ST. MARKS — He didn’t love Bettina and asked for help in getting rid of the woman. He didn’t have a motive to kill her, but he had been having memories of the war that day. Could his nature have changed so drastically when he was lost to his ghosts?

      Violet paused in her thoughts again. She didn’t want to believe Tomas could have hurt someone, but she was also sure that Jack wasn’t lying to her about those who had unknowingly hurt their spouse. What if Tomas hadn’t been just seeing his dead? What if he’d been seeing some battle where his friend, his young Ben, had died? What would Tomas have done then?

      She continued writing. He admitted to removing the knife from Bettina. His prints would be on the knife. He saw her first. He was alone. He was struggling with terrible memories. He was the easiest answer for who might have killed Bettina, and if there was another killer, that person would know that. Would anyone throw unnecessary suspicion on Tomas? If so, could that be a sign?

      Violet hated the truth that her notes showed about Tomas and hoped she was very, very wrong. She had to, however, set aside her love and care for Tomas. And in doing so, she had to admit that it was possible that her good friend had killed that woman.

      CHARLES STROUD — ?? He seemed to have been connected with Bettina at some point. He was the one who’d hauled Bettina off of Juliette, which was the last time Bettina had been in the room where the party was being conducted. Her body was, however, found some time later. What had he done with her? What had happened between when he’d pulled her off of Juliette and she’d been found mortally injured? He’d manhandled Juliette—would he have done the same to Bettina? Algie made it fairly clear that Charles had been upset when Bettina moved on from him. How upset.

      If a man was thrown over by someone he cared for and he watched her throw herself at his friends instead and he was rough with women, could he have killed Bettina?

      Violet immediately answered. Yes.

      But did he? He seems to have been the first of Bettina’s lovers in this party—if he was the killer, why did he wait?

      Violet sniffed and considered the rest of the party.

      FRANÇOIS BOUTET— dancer with his sister. Somehow got Tomas to provide patronage, at least for a while. Didn’t help his sister with Stroud. Was he looking for another patron? Maybe even a long-term supporter through Stroud? Maybe he hoped that Stroud would move on from Bettina to the far lovelier and calmer Juliette Boutet?

      Violet would never care for Boutet after seeing him watch his sister as she struggled. If only that made him a killer. Violet wondered if Boutet had been in the room when Bettina attacked Juliette. If so, why hadn’t he helped his sister? If not…where had he been?

      JULIETTE BOUTET— attacked by Bettina directly before the murder. She was a strong woman. She’d held the enraged Bettina off, a feat Violet wasn’t sure she’d have been able to duplicate. She was strong enough to have killed Bettina. But would she have? Why?

      Violet shuddered as she wrote the next name.

      THEODOPHILUS SMYTHE-HILL — A fiend. He was in town. It would have been possible for him to be on the property. Where had he been? What possible reason could he have to kill her?

      Violet twisted her wrist. It was hurting since Tomas had taken hold of it and squeezed too hard. She was very much afraid if anyone saw her bruises, they’d assume that Tomas was capable of far worse. Hopefully, the dress and the bracelets would be enough to hide what had happened.

      She just needed Jack to give Tomas a chance. To try to find a different killer. She just needed Jack to not assume that it was Tomas because he seemed obvious. Violet glanced her list over and knew that there was another name that she was certain of, but where had Victor been? Why hadn’t he been in the room and why hadn’t he already said? Why was he so angry last night?

      Violet wrote the last name on the list with a pang.

      VICTOR CARLYLE. Not the killer. But what was he up to?

      She decided she needed to find Jack. It was nearly 8:00 a.m., and she was betting he was either in the house or would be soon. Even before Jack, however, she rather needed to speak with Victor. Violet tucked her journal under her arm and left her bedroom.

      The hallway was deserted, and she hurried to Victor’s door. She felt very exposed since one of the guests in this hall was almost certainly a killer. She knocked on his door quickly and when he responded she stepped inside.

      “I knew you’d be here,” he said. He smoothed his jacket sleeves and glanced her over.

      They very rarely fought, so it was hard for them to make up. They had so little practice with it. They stood there, like fools, uncertain of how to handle what they were thinking.

      Violet spoke first. “Why were you so angry with me last night?”

      “You were supporting Jack instead of Tomas.” Victor tapped his hand against his leg.

      Violet stared at her brother. He normally felt like an extension of herself, but at the moment, she didn’t understand him at all. Why did she have to choose between Jack and Tomas? Why couldn’t she know Tomas wasn’t the killer and yet still feel as though Jack had perfectly good reasons to feel the way he did?

      She tried to think of how to convey her thoughts and felt as though words were abandoning her. Finally, she asked, “You know how Tomas talks about Ben?”

      “The kid who lied to join the battle? Yeah. He’s the worst of the stories.”

      Violet nodded. “Him.”

      “What about the kid?”

      “What would have happened, do you think, if Tomas’s memories were of Ben dying again? What if it seemed like he could save Ben?”

      Victor’s jaw ticked. “I don’t think anything would have happened. Because that isn’t the way the memories hit Tomas. You just don’t want Jack to be wrong. You love him, so you are blind to him being wrong.”

      “I would lay a bet with the entirety of my fortune, even now, that Tomas didn’t kill Bettina.” Violet tucked her hair behind her ear and searched Victor’s face. His anger was still present, and she wasn’t sure how to get him to leave it be.

      “You could have fooled me,” Victor snapped.

      Her eyes burned with tears. Violet didn’t know how to handle him this way. Why was he acting like she was somehow not on Tomas’s side? Didn’t Victor realize that the whole of yesterday with Tomas and what Jack had seen was poisoning the growing love?

      She didn’t know how to reconcile that the two people she cared most about were both angry with her—and possibly worse—with each other.

      “I need you to be on my side,” Violet told him.

      He snapped again at her. “Don’t cry. It won’t get me to abandon my friend.”

      “What is wrong with you? I have not asked you to do that!”

      “And when Jack arrests Tomas?”

      Violet began pacing Victor’s room, pausing to arrange a stack of papers near Victor’s typewriter and to put his cufflinks back in the box. “Jack is investigating because we asked him to.”

      “He’s playing at it. To assuage you.”

      Violet had to swallow back a shriek of fury and instead answered as calmly as she could. “You know he isn’t. Jack is an honorable man. He told us he would investigate as though Tomas was not the killer, and he will.”

      Victor ran his hand through his hair. “We can’t count on that, Vi. Tomas needs us to be on his side.”

      Violet frowned at her brother. Why was he being like this? Her gaze searched his, and he looked away, but not before she saw the panic in it. The panic and the guilt.

      “Sit down,” she told him. “I need you, Victor.”

      His jaw clenched again.

      “I want to show you something.”

      He glanced at her. She knew he read her tone—that he wasn’t going to like it—but he sat down. She sat across from him and started pulling off her bracelets. Slowly she revealed the circle of bruises around her wrist.

      “Did Jack do this to you?”

      She shook her head.

      “Who did?” Victor demanded. His hand was careful with hers as he looked at it. “You need to tell me, Vi.”

      “It was Tomas. While I was talking to him, last night.”

      Victor’s mouth slowly opened, and his gaze searched hers. He was shaking his head, but he knew she’d never lie to him. Not ever.

      She took her hand from him and put her bracelets back on.

      “I was right there. I would have freed you.”

      “Jack wouldn’t have understood. I couldn’t let him see because it would have put Tomas at risk. None of this is our fault, Victor. But it’s not Jack’s fault either. He was here, someone we know died, of course he’d end up being assigned to this case. Of course, he’d be the one. We’re lucky it’s Jack. If it wasn’t, some other investigator wouldn’t have any reason to look beyond Tomas. Jack is investigating because he’s trusting our assessment of Tomas. At least enough to give it a chance.”

      Victor’s mouth snapped shut at that.

      Violet shook her wrist before Victor. “These bruises are proof that Tomas can hurt people when he’s lost to the memories, and I won’t have Tomas not getting a full chance because Jack is enraged. The problem is…” She lifted her brows and waited for Victor to fill in the rest. She knew he saw it.

      He leaned forward as he said, “Tomas didn’t know what he was doing.”

      Violet pressed her lips together and nodded.

      “Bloody hell.” Victor stood, pulled Violet up and squeezed her tightly. “I’m sorry.”

      Vi nodded against his chest, the panic in her own chest easing. She could get through anything as long as she had Victor on her side.
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      “Where were you? During the party, I mean.”

      Victor glanced at Violet. “When I warned Theo off of Tomas’s house the other day, Theo was furious. He made some threats against you, me, even Algie. I asked the servants to keep an eye out for him. Right after the first couple of dances, Mr. Hull came and found me. Said that one of the daily servants in for the party had seen Theo skulking around. I went to remove him before he could act on those threats he’d made.”

      “Did you find him?”

      He held out his hand. His knuckles were bruised again, his middle one split worse than before, and she was surprised she hadn’t noticed it. Emotions were too fraught. They were missing things that would never have passed them by on a different day.

      “What if it was Tomas?” Victor asked, sounding broken. “By Jove, Violet, I don’t think I can see him hang for something he can’t remember doing.”

      “I don’t know,” Violet admitted. “We asked Jack to trust us and investigate as though Tomas wasn’t the killer. I think we need to do the same and keep in mind that it might, perhaps, maybe could have been Tomas.”

      Victor nodded. “Until this killer is found, you need to be extra careful. You stay with me or one of our people—and that doesn’t include Tomas. Not until we’re sure.”

      “I think that John is going to take Gwennie back to London if Jack doesn’t object. I am convinced we can get Lila and Denny, however, to stay.”

      “I’ll talk to them about it later,” Victor said.

      They rose and left his bedroom. The breakfast room contained only Algie. He saw the two of them and laughed nervously. “Been a bit afraid to get comfortable since there is a murderer in our midst.”

      Algie shuffled his teacup around the table, but he hadn’t yet made a plate.

      “Tell Victor that you owe Theo money again.”

      Victor’s head tilted and the look he shot Algernon was a nasty one. “This is why Theo was lingering here?”

      “I don’t owe him that much. Just fifty quid, but I don’t have it right now. I don’t know why he’s still here for the money. It’s not like I haven’t paid him far more. The fellow should trust me. I’m not going to stiff him.”

      The breakfast room door opened. Jack and Mr. Hull entered. Jack wore a simple brown suit with a blue shirt under it. The colour set off the tan of his skin and made Violet ache. This was not how their reunion was supposed to go.

      “There you are,” Jack said.

      “Good morning,” Violet said to Mr. Hull.

      The tension was so thick that Algie giggled nervously.

      Victor made Violet a plate while she stretched her neck. She was achy and tired. She wanted to sleep but knew if she lay down, she’d find herself remembering the feel of blood drying on her skin. There wasn’t going to be good sleep until this case was solved.

      Victor didn’t need to explain to her why he was serving her. He was doing it so she didn’t have to put pressure on her wrist. It was kedgeree, toast, and fruit, and Violet tucked in with a bit of relief. If only she could go back to worrying about telling Tomas ‘no’ to his proposal. It had seemed so stressful, but now…murder was so much worse. Violet asked Mr. Hull for aspirin and Victor followed up with a cup of tea.

      Jack’s gaze took in everything, but Violet didn’t have it in her to try to prevaricate at the moment. She needed to just eat and let the painkillers work on her head.

      Jack made himself a plate, sitting across from Violet rather than next to her. She tried, and failed, to not be hurt by his placement.

      “Are you ready to tell me where you were during the party last night?” Jack asked Algie.

      Algie sniffled. “Well…you know….I…”

      “You’re a suspect until you speak up, Algie,” Violet said softly.

      “Is that true?” Algie asked with a bit of a squeak, casting a worried gaze towards Jack.

      Jack nodded.

      “I’ll…I’ll…I’ll tell Jack when you two aren’t around. You don’t need to know. Already turn your noses up at me, don’t you? I don’t need it worse.”

      Victor ignored Algie, who got up and left before he could get manipulated into explaining where he’d been. The look he cast at the twins said he expected just that. Injured and then longing when he turned to the buffet full of breakfast, but he left all the same.

      “Are you well?” Jack asked, his gaze on Victor pouring Violet another cup of tea. The twins looked after each other, but this wasn’t normal even for them.

      “Just a bit of a headache,” Violet said, not quite a lie. “We’re all worried about what happened.”

      “On the surface, the answer is obvious. Your friend Tomas killed the woman.”

      “And under the surface?” Victor asked.

      Violet took the aspirin with her tea and closed her eyes.

      “You’ve been traveling with a clutch of vipers.”

      Violet didn’t bother to reply. She was tired. Her heart hurt. Not just for Tomas but for her. She had fallen in love, and it was all coming apart. She could barely even understand why this was happening. She could feel Jack’s gaze on her, but she didn’t bother opening her eyes.

      “We know,” Victor answered. “Tomas knew. Tomas asked Violet to get rid of them. He hasn’t been feeling well, so—”

      “You mean he has been struggling with his memories of the war?”

      “When Tomas came home,” Victor explained, “he hid it pretty well for a while. He threw himself into things. Family stuff. His mother passed away during the war but his father and his older brother survived the war, along with his little sister. Tomas was so glad to have time with them. At first, Vi and I just thought he was getting through grieving his mother, you know? Then the flu hit and everyone was getting sick and Tomas lost both his dad and his brother within days of each other. Tomas was suddenly in charge of his family estate when he’d never expected anything of the kind. He and his brother were close. His father too. It was devastating.”

      Violet shuddered.

      “We couldn’t reach him after a while. He just disappeared. You have to understand, from the first time I went away to school, Tomas was my best friend. He was my temporary Violet when she and I were in different schools. So, I took Violet with me and we came here to find out what was happening with Tomas. He was a mess.”

      Violet squeezed her eyes shut. That was a time she didn’t want to go back to.

      Victor continued. “Violet could reach Tomas when no one else could. She could talk to him, and he’d slip out of the memories.”

      “Is that why he wants to marry her?”

      Victor nodded and Violet glanced away. Jack was utterly expressionless, but she could feel his gaze on her.

      “He always thought he loved her,” Victor said. “Even when we were little. I’d tell him stories of her, and he was infatuated before they ever even met. Tomas doesn’t really love Vi, though. I’ve seen what it looks like to love. Tomas doesn’t care for her in the way he thinks he does. He adores her, but he doesn’t love her like a wife. He just wants the peace she brings.”

      “And you want that for her?”

      Violet cleared her throat and finally looked up, watching the two of them.

      “No. Not at all. Violet won’t be happy marrying for the sake of being married, and Tomas would never be that great of a spouse for her anyway.”

      “You said you love him like a brother,” Jack said. “Don’t you care that she can help keep him away from his ghosts?”

      “It’s complicated,” Victor said. “Tomas is complicated. But, no. Very simply, no. Violet’s wants are more important to me than Tomas’s wants. If Violet told me she was going to marry Tomas, I’d do my best to talk her out of it. The good news, however, is that Violet has never needed my help to know what she wants. It’s usually the reverse, in fact.”

      “Why did you call them a nest of vipers?” Violet asked, finished with talking about possibly marrying Tomas with the only man she could imagine marrying.

      “I don’t like them,” Jack said simply. “I’ve talked to them. That’s all it takes. Not one of them told me the complete truth. Each of them could have done it. I’m not sure anyone was actually attending the party, Violet. Even you weren’t, Victor. Where were you?”

      Victor held out his hand to show Jack the split knuckles. “I was helping Theodophilus Smythe-Hill re-evaluate why he was unwelcome.”

      Jack frowned. “How long did that take?”

      “Long enough to make him hurt, then haul him back to the auto, deposit him inside, send a servant for my man, Giles, and send Theo to London.”

      “London?” Jack demanded.

      Victor nodded. “Algie admitted to me that Theo had made some threats against Violet. He said the same to me. Therefore, Theo can’t be near Vi. I wasn’t going to risk her out of some misguided attempt to be forgiving.”

      Jack nodded. “So you were with Theo until your man showed up and then you were with Giles.”

      “Then I saw a girl running out of the house. She was crying. I heard her say something about blood, and I went running in. What if something happened to Violet? I found her covered in blood. I took her up to her room, stayed until Beatrice was with her and Violet was starting to act normally. Then I found you with Tomas.”

      The door to the breakfast room opened and Mr. Hull stepped inside once more.

      “I had the servants bring breakfast trays to everyone else. I have your policemen here.”

      Jack nodded. “They have their orders. If you could facilitate their work?”

      “Of course, sir. If I may…” Mr. Hull focused on Violet and then back to Jack. “I have taken care of Mr. Tomas in his episodes since he came home from the war. I’ve seen him cry, I’ve seen him scared, I’ve seen him curl into a ball and rock. But I’ve never seen him become violent. Not ever. I am certain that Mr. Tomas did not hurt that woman. The worst she had to worry about from my master was him weeping on her shoulder.”

      Jack leaned back in his seat. “That does help, Mr. Hull. I have your word of honour on that?”

      “Yes, sir. You do. But you don’t have to take just my word for it. Mrs. Newstone along with Mr. Tomas’s man, Higgins, would all tell you the same.”

      Violet placed her bruised wrist into her lap. “Do you believe Mr. Hull?”

      “I was upset last night,” Jack said. “I was upset about all of it. When I got to my father’s house, I told him about what you said. He told me to man up. To recognize you as the honorable people we know you are. Honorable people don’t keep a killer out of prison because they love the person. You loved Meredith, and you helped catch her.”

      “Man up?” Violet asked, and then the absurdity of it hit her all at once and she giggled. Both Jack and Victor stared at Violet as she laughed, but she couldn’t stop. She laughed until she wept. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “You are the one crying and laughing at the same time, darling,” Victor said.

      “I like your father,” Violet told Jack.

      “He likes you as well.”

      She grinned and wiped away a tear. “Tell Jack everything while I eat. Though that laugh…it did help my head feel better.”

      Victor took Vi’s journal and flipped to the last pages as he explained the things that Violet had noted about those staying in the house. Victor added his own thoughts as he discussed Violet’s, and Jack took notes. It made Violet feel very useful to have helped.

      Victor finally cleared his throat, blushing as he said, “Bettina wasn’t the only one who tried to…ah….well…Juliette…both of them seemed to be willing to throw themselves at anyone who was rich enough to set them up.”

      “Juliette attempted to catch your interest?” Violet asked.

      “Honestly, it was a bit like being a fox during the hunt,” Victor said. “She made it apparent that she wouldn’t say no. When you add in Bettina’s pursuit and Violet being distracted, I was utterly defenseless. I felt a bit like Vi, honestly. That inheritance and the fact that she’s rather charming really brings out the hounds to chase my Vi.”

      “Enough about me,” Vi snapped. “Juliette Boutet was pursuing you? Those siblings are good at how they manipulate people into paying for them. They got Tomas to pay for them even though he didn’t even like them very much.”

      “Siblings?” Jack asked.

      The twins both nodded, glancing at each other and back at Jack.

      He shook his head. “Well. Yet another inconsistency. I didn’t like how they were answering my questions. So I requested their identification. They’re not brother and sister. They’re married, which they didn’t tell me when I questioned them. I didn’t ask them anything other than why they were here. To dance, they said. Now that I think back, they were careful in what they said. I might not have realized that they’d been playing siblings if you hadn’t said anything.”

      Violet had paused as Jack spoke, a sip of tea in her mouth. She swallowed it hastily and told Victor, “That does make Juliette’s pursuit of you rather mercenary, doesn’t it? What a terrible life for them.”

      Jack nodded, but it was Victor who laughed. “Tomas cannot be trusted alone. Look what happened when we started avoiding him.”

      “I can’t handle being his security blanket,” Violet told Victor, but she saw the gleam of interest in Jack’s eyes as she admitted, “I don’t think I can do that long-term. We need to figure something else out for Tomas.”

      Victor tossed back the last of his tea. “I’ve been thinking on that, dear one.”

      Violet raised a brow. Jack was glancing between them without a word.

      Victor set down his teacup and pushed his plate away. “You are right about Isolde. She’s the softer version of you. You are too much of a handful for Tomas. The way your mind bounces about would leave Tomas a crumpled wreck. But Isolde—she’d focus on him. She’d enjoy talking him out of his memories. She’d monitor him like a mother hen and probably keep him from ever really descending into the madness. Being desperately needed like that would make her happy.”
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      “What possible purpose could the Boutets have for manipulating their marriage like this?” Violet asked. The memory of François Boutet watching Juliette struggle in the arms of Charles Stroud was bothering Violet more than she could say. “Surely it isn’t worth the price it costs them?”

      “François uses his wife to get money out of people. By Jove, Violet,” Victor said, “you know it was why he didn’t help Juliette when Charles Stroud was grabbing her. You just don’t want it to be true.”

      Violet nodded, tracing a pattern on the breakfast table. She was a little surprised no one else had come down for breakfast, but when she thought further, she realized that people were trying to keep their secrets safe by hiding away. Or perhaps they stayed away to keep themselves safe since one of them had certainly killed Bettina.

      “Is there no chance that the killer was some passerby or indigent? The folly has a roof. Perhaps they took shelter there and were surprised by Bettina in her rage?” Violet knew she was looking for the killer to be someone else. Not out of love for any of their party but because it was just easier to accept a murderous man in the bushes rather than a murderous friend in the house. One was far more sinister than the other.

      Victor took Violet’s hand and shook his head.

      “We will, of course,” Jack said, “ensure to the best of our ability that wasn’t the case, Violet. I rather think you know that someone in this house killed Miss Marino. There are too many undercurrents for a normal house party.”

      Violet nodded, biting her lip. The last thing she wanted was for some poor person to be strung up for a crime they didn’t commit, even if it was less terrifying.

      “Let’s start with Mrs. Boutet,” Jack said. “Though irregular, I will allow you to stay during questions, so you can help me identify the lies. That will be the quickest way to cut through this.”

      Violet got a second cup of tea while they waited for Juliette.

      When she came in with François, she said, “I hope you don’t mind if François is with me? I fear I am a bit nervous after losing poor Bettina.”

      Jack stood with a polite smile. “I am afraid that I cannot allow that. Everyone will be questioned separately and kept separately until I have spoken with all of you. I have discovered a pile of lies that I must sort out.”

      “I will not allow you to—” François started furiously.

      Jack cut in with a sharp shake of his head. “You will cooperate. You and your wife.” The emphasis was on ‘wife.’ Both of the Boutets leapt in their skin. Jack hadn’t said anything about their marriage the night before and had no reason to know that they’d been lying to the others.

      François was a hard man. He didn’t turn a hair at the implication, but Juliette glanced at him with fear. Her husband, not the police. She was in trouble and probably had been, Violet thought, since she’d met François Boutet.

      Jack opened the door and called out. “Come Haversby, take Mr. Boutet to another room alone. Stay with him.”

      Jack’s voice was chilled as he spoke. “Mr. Boutet, let me remind you that a woman has been killed and that you were in this house under false pretenses. You are at the top of my suspect list.”

      Jack closed the door with a precise click and then sat down across from Juliette.

      “You are in trouble, Mrs. Boutet,” Jack said clearly and coolly. Violet shuddered at the tone. She hadn’t heard that tone from Jack, ever, directed at her. Perhaps they’d been on the path to fall in love longer than she’d realized if he’d been gentler with Violet than he was being with Mrs. Boutet. “Are you going to allow us to help you get out of that trouble?”

      Mrs. Boutet was all fine lines in her body and smooth golden hair. It was held back from her face with a hairpin just above her ear. The bob showed off her swan neck, but it was her creamy skin with flushed cheeks and her lips bruised from biting at them that made her seem like a doll come to life. She gazed up at Jack with cornflower blue eyes and then down at her hands, shuddering. Her fists were clenched in her lap and she didn’t speak.

      Violet thought Mrs. Boutet looked rather like a beautiful, but beaten, dog. The sight infuriated Violet. With a demand she didn’t know was coming, Violet asked, “Why don’t you leave him? You could divorce him. How can you allow him to make you his...his…whore?”

      “I…” Juliette glanced up at Violet and back down at her hands. “You don’t understand. I can’t survive alone. I…”

      “Yes, you could,” Violet said. “You are one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen. It would be easy for you to find someone like Algie, someone dumb and gentle, to take care of you.”

      Juliette shook her head, staring at her hands. She finally whispered, “François would never let me leave him.”

      “Do you want to?” Violet’s voice was even, but she wasn’t able to hide the absolute bewilderment.

      “I can’t,” Juliette said, meeting Violet’s gaze. “He’d kill me. I’m not like you. Adored and willful. I never had someone like Mr. Carlyle looking out for me. I…this…I have always been helpless against François. I believed his lies when I was young and I have been trapped ever since. Women like you—spoiled and loved—you could never understand.”

      “Isn’t it funny what money can do,” Violet said with a sudden inspiration. “It would be so easy for you to go to America. Sneak away and leave.”

      Juliette bit her lip and shook her head. She was shaking again. “He’d never let me. He’d find me. There’s nothing I can do. I will be with François until he is done with me. Which will be when I have nothing left to give.”

      Jack and Victor were staring at them in shock. Men didn’t understand this kind of thing. They never did. Good men like Jack and Victor, who were used to things being a certain way and the kind who only associated with those who would never treat a woman this way—they didn’t realize that mothers had been whispering to their daughters to choose carefully. Choose wisely. Careful, wise, or repent at leisure.

      “I object,” Violet said. She glanced at Jack and Victor and then back at Juliette. “You are not chattel. Women are not chattel. We make our own choices. Make a different choice.”

      “I did make my choice,” Juliette shot back. “As a stupid girl! I wasn’t even seventeen. I made a choice and now I am paying for it.”

      Violet sniffed. She could see that Jack and Victor were both horrified by what Juliette was saying. It would be easy, Vi thought, for Juliette to manipulate either of them.

      “I have a lot of money,” Violet said, “Too much really.”

      “Well, isn’t that nice,” Juliette snapped.

      “Enough to make you disappear and give you a start. Pick a place.”

      “If I tell you François killed Bettina? Protect your precious Tomas? I won’t lie. I have some honour left. Not much, but some.”

      “I would have helped you before all of this,” Violet told Juliette. “There is no price beyond honesty.”

      “And if I tell you that Tomas killed Bettina?”

      Violet sighed. “You know you would be lying. Tomas walked off his memories. He stumbled across Bettina.”

      Juliette sighed and then carefully asked, “How can I trust you?”

      “What you need—the ability to disappear—that would be easy for me. All it really takes is money, of which I have buckets and buckets. You’re a caged bird. Time to fly the coop.”

      Those cornflower blue eyes were searching Violet’s face. Desperate to find a lie, to find the truth, to see beyond maybe—to see inside of herself. Could she do this? Could she save herself? And would she?

      “What do you need to know?”

      Violet barely kept back a crow of triumph. “Why were you here?”

      “Charles Stroud,” Juliette said. “We’ve known Bettina for a while. Long before any of us knew Mr. Stroud or Mr. Allyn or Mr. St. Marks. Bettina came to François. She knew how he used me.”

      Violet shuddered. She couldn’t imagine living the life Juliette had been living, but to have others—people like Bettina—see what was happening to Juliette and then…then…giving François marks for Juliette.

      Juliette’s gaze was fixed on her hands again, so she didn’t see their reaction. Maybe she’d seen it before, though, and she knew to look away? Her voice was a mere whisper as she spoke. “Bettina suggested that I target Charles since she’d moved onto Algie. She thought she could get Algie to marry her. She invited us to a party where they’d all be. She wanted me to distract Charles to give her a righteous reason to throw Charles over and throw herself at Algernon.”

      “Why did François allow that?”

      Juliette bit her lip. “He wanted me to get Charles to offer to marry me. Bettina laid it all out for François. He bought it all. Decided before we’d even met them that we’d be able to get good money from Charles. Maybe even live off of Charles for years. Charles is a rich man. With the right setup, François was sure we could steal him blind. I…I…think he’d have actually let me marry Charles.”

      Violet reached out and took Juliette’s hands. “I will help you get away. This part of your life can be over.”

      “Why did Bettina attack you?” Jack asked, using the same gentle tone Violet had acquired. They both were speaking to Juliette as if she were a wild, wounded bird.

      Juliette bit her lip. “She told Charles about me. How it was all an act. That I just wanted his money. He was furious. He was so angry. That was when you saw him grab me.” She glanced up at Violet. “I thought he might kill me, and Bettina hadn’t even told Charles the worst of it—that I was married. She’d only told him that it was all an act. She made herself a victim. She said we knew something about her and we’d blackmailed her to leave him.”

      Juliette wiped a tear away. “He was squeezing so hard. I thought he might have killed me if he hadn’t found me in the hall. If he’d had me alone…well…it would have been so much worse.”

      Violet barely hid her disgust. “So Bettina realized that Tomas would never offer for her and saw that Victor was disinterested?”

      “She tried,” Juliette whispered, “To get Mr. Allyn to propose and he laughed at her. Said he’d never marry someone who whored herself to all his friends. There was only Mr. Stroud left. She had to have him back or she’d be out on her ear, and she was desperate. There was quite the row between her and François when she told him we had to move on or she’d reveal it all.”

      “What,” Jack asked as Victor gave Juliette a cup of tea, “did François tell you to do?”

      “Deny everything, cry pretty tears, and let Mr. Stroud have his way with me if it would calm him down. He told me to beg, plead, throw myself at him, and swear that Bettina was lying and was jealous. To fix it.” The last three words were bitter indeed.

      Violet was sick. “Did you?”

      Juliette nodded slowly. “I tried. He believed Bettina. Believed that we’d chosen him to mark him. Said I’d always been too eager. I think I could have said or offered him anything and he’d have still wanted to wring my neck. I told François so, and he said if I didn’t fix it, he’d be wringing my neck instead.”

      “So Bettina repented. Threw herself at Charles again. Told him…she was sorry? That she loved him?”

      Juliette nodded as Violet laid it out, trying to understand.

      “She must have tried to make amends with him and finagle herself back into his arms. Perhaps she told him that she let her need for security blind her to the needs of her heart.”

      “I’m not sure,” Victor said, finally joining in, “that Charles has much of a forgiving or trusting heart. Always was a cold fish.”

      Violet rubbed her brow. “I don’t understand why Bettina didn’t realize Charles was rich.”

      Juliette shook her head. “She knew he had money, but he doesn’t wave it about like Algernon does. When she realized that Charles was far more wealthy than Algie and that she wasn’t going to get anywhere with Tomas, she was furious. She said she’d been meanly tricked.”

      Violet’s laugh was not amused.

      “She’s right, Vi. You and I know Charles is wealthy. We’ve met his family, seen his home. But, why would an outsider? He always acts like he’s a bit pinched.”

      Violet had never thought about Charles that way or his money at all, so she supposed she wasn’t the best judge. “Does Charles know you’re married to François?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      Violet looked up at Jack. She was sick, but she didn’t have any more questions. Not at the moment.

      “Mrs. Boutet,” Jack said, “I am going to have you put in a new bedroom. Beatrice, Violet’s maid, will stay with you.”

      She nodded and slowly rose. Juliette turned to Violet. “Will you really help me?”

      “I will. Anywhere you want to go. A new start. I can do nothing less.”

      “I’ll let you know where.”
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      “That is horrifying,” Victor said after Juliette walked out. “How does he do that to her? Why would you do that to your wife? She should be the most precious person to him in the world.”

      Jack rose and paced around the table while Violet pulled out her journal and took notes about what they’d heard. She wasn’t even all that surprised anymore. She remembered that cold look on Mr. Boutet’s face as he watched Juliette try to escape the furious Charles. Mr. Boutet was a monster in a nice suit.

      “It is a motive for Charles,” Jack said. “And François. Either of them had reason to kill Bettina after that. What a viper she was.”

      “If Bettina actually knew about Juliette and François being married,” Victor said, “she might have threatened them to back off or be revealed. I’m not sure that Mr. Boutet could be counted on to back off.”

      Violet placed her hand against her chest. She felt suffocated on behalf of Juliette. On behalf of women. She had to make herself take in slow breaths and stop imagining how horrible it would be to fall in love when you were too young to make such big life decisions and then repent for the entirety of your life.

      She played with her teacup and tried to clear her mind. Just a little of her bruise was peeking through the bracelets and her long sleeve. Violet herself was hiding, having been hurt by a man in her life. Why did women do this? Understand, forgive, and hide what had been done to them? Was Violet just like Juliette? Better circumstanced because the men in Vi’s life, at least, were honorable and good?

      She could see it so easily when she thought too hard about it. It was what had happened with Tomas but on a grander scale. Violet knew Tomas hadn’t intended to hurt her. So, Violet concealed and protected. Maybe Juliette made excuses too?

      She rubbed her fingers over her mouth. “Let’s lay out our instincts about what we know so far. What does your gut tell you?”

      “You mean like Bettina Marino was killed by someone she knew?” Jack asked.

      Violet nodded, turning her teacup on the saucer.

      “Neither Algie nor Tomas killed Bettina,” Victor declared.

      Violet ran her fingers down her list of suspects. “And Juliette. Juliette had motive, she was physically strong enough, but she’s been tormented by that animal she’s married to. She could have done it. But she didn’t.”

      Jack nodded as he said, “I agree. You aren’t going to be in here, Violet, when I question François. I don’t want you to catch his attention. But…you could ask Tomas about what we heard here. How did Bettina find out about Charles’s wealth?”

      Violet nodded and Victor said, “I’ll go with her. You don’t need me, old man.”

      Jack cleared his throat. “Will you be going with her because of that ring of bruises on her wrist?”

      Violet set her wrist in her lap, glancing between them. Victor looked sick as he stared to where Violet had hid her bruise away. Jack, on the other hand, looked furious.

      Violet sighed. “Why do you have to be so observant?”

      Jack was frowning ferociously as he rounded the table to loom over her. She would not squirm, she told herself. A promise that was nearly impossible to keep when Jack asked Victor, “May I have a moment with your sister?”

      Victor carefully didn’t look at her, the fiend, when he left. Her gaze narrowed on his retreating back, but Jack sat next to her and caught her attention. He searched her face, and then he slowly took Violet’s hand in his. He was so gentle as he turned her hand over so the back of her hand was laying on his palm. Carefully, he pushed up the bracelets to examine her bruises. “I can’t tell you how much it bothers me that you got these while I was standing right there.”

      She bit her lip and then admitted, “I didn’t want you to know.”

      He nodded once. “I don’t know how to feel about you not asking me for help.”

      “You and Victor were fighting with each other. Tomas was in his personal hell. He couldn’t handle another dust-up. Getting a little bruise seemed the least of my problems.”

      Jack wasn’t appeased. Not even close, but he followed her reasoning. The anger on his face was a little frightening, but she refused to be cowed.

      Finally, he said, “You’re important to me, Violet.” He sounded chagrined, as though he wasn’t quite sure what to do with her because of that and wasn’t necessarily pleased.

      She licked her lips, surprised by how calm she felt. She put her other hand under Jack’s, turning the one on his palm until his hand was clasped in both of hers.

      “You are important to me as well,” Violet said. She, at least, was not upset to know what her feelings were. She knew exactly why he affected her—she was in love with the great oaf.

      “I suppose you can understand why I find that hard to believe,” Jack said, “since you left for a short time with Isolde and didn’t come back for months, and then when I found you again, you’re with a man who wants to marry you.”

      Violet squeezed his hand and let it go. She would not apologize for having other people in her life who mattered as well. “You aren’t the only person in my life, Jack. This isn’t the time. Let’s find the killer, free Tomas, and throw him at Isolde.”

      Jack snorted. “You think someone would take Isolde over you? Your plan is destined for failure.”

      Violet’s laugh was truly humorous. “She’s sweeter, kinder, and less obstinate. She’s classically lovely. The only thing I have over Isolde is money, and she’s not as poor as her mother acts. Most people would choose Isolde over me.”

      Violet stood and she glanced down at Jack. He stood with her. “Later. We’ll discuss this further later.”

      She nodded.
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      Victor was in the hall when Violet exited, and he held out his arm. “Are you unscathed, beloved?”

      “Absolutely fabulous, darling twin.” It wasn’t a lie so much as a refusal to assess how she felt after that little interaction. She supposed there was a ray of hope. When she’d entered the room she didn’t have much of that. But she also was sure that Jack had mixed feelings about where they stood as well. “Let’s go find out more terrible things to ruin our view of the world and make us wish to retreat to the seaside to be cleaned by the wind and sun.”

      Victor snorted. “We’re going home. No more house parties. No guests if we can help it. Our trusted servants and each other. No need to fear a knife in the back.”

      They went to Tomas’s room and his man opened the door. He was a little man, dapper with a bald head and sharp eyes.

      “We need to speak with Tomas,” Victor said.

      The man hesitated until Tomas shouted, “Let them in, Higgins.”

      Tomas was sitting next to the fire, book in his lap but staring at the flames. He wore one of those large robes lined and too warm for the weather, but Tomas seemed cold. He shivered while they watched. When he spoke, it was with a hoarse voice. “Lewis Carroll was a genius.”

      “Why’s that?” Victor crossed and sat across from Tomas, patting the arm on his chair for Violet.

      “We’re all mad here,” Tomas said and then laughed, but there was nothing in that sound that was amused. “I killed Bettina. It’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      Violet stood and kicked Tomas in the shin, swift and hard.

      “Ouch!”

      “Never,” Violet said furiously, leaning into his face, “say that again. Never!”

      “Vi, I…”

      “Never,” Vi said. “Never. They’ll take you at your word. They’d have to. You did not kill Bettina. You are not that kind of man. You worry about that inside of your head and don’t let a peep of it cross your lips.”

      Tomas grabbed her forearm. Victor rose quickly but before he could say a word, Tomas gently moved her bracelets. “I hoped this was one of those terrible memories that aren’t real.” Tomas shuddered at the bruises on Violet’s wrist. “By Jove, Vi. I’m sorry. I…holding you made me feel safe. I held too tightly. What if I did something like that to Bettina? I could have killed her. It could have been me. Look what I did to you.”

      “Don’t be an idiot,” Victor said. “Violet will kick you again.”

      “Have you eaten?” Violet demanded, ignoring the apology.

      “Uh-oh,” Victor laughed. “Violet’s gone into caretaker mode. Tomas, you did not kill Bettina.”

      Violet rose and crossed to Higgins. “Bring Tomas food, please.”

      “He won’t eat, my lady,” Higgins said. He looked over Vi’s shoulder at Tomas and his worry was evident. For such a little man, he seemed to loom with the cloud of his concerns.

      “He will,” Violet said, scowling at Tomas.

      Mr. Higgins grinned at Violet. “Yes, my lady.”

      Violet returned to her perch next to Victor. “Bettina deliberately pulled in Juliette and François to distract Charles while she went after Algernon. Bettina thought that Algie was wealthier than Charles. Why?”

      “It’s a game he plays.” Tomas sounded exhausted. “To see if people will choose him for him. He almost married a fortune hunter once. He’s been angry ever since. He says I’m a fool. I should hide what I have so that people don’t try to take advantage. He’s been needling me about Algie and Theo, let alone the Boutets and Bettina. Tomas the fool. Tomas the schmuck. You know what he’s like, Victor.”

      “So,” Victor said, further explaining to Violet, “Charles lives cheap, talks like he’s hurting, asks people for random fivers. It’s ridiculous. He’s got more ready cash than nearly everyone I know except for you and Tomas.”

      Violet glanced at Tomas. “Bettina failed Charles’s test. She didn’t stay with him without the money. She, who had nothing, didn’t find what little she thought he had, good enough.”

      Victor was furious. “People are so worried about money. Having it. Not having it. Who has more? Algie is wealthy compared to the vast majority of mankind. He has a good allowance. He doesn’t have to work. He’ll inherit well enough to not ever have to work. And yet, he’s jealous of me and Vi. Is his life so hard because he isn’t disgustingly wealthy? If he only knew how much work it was for Violet to manage that business.”

      Tomas stretched his legs out. “Algie talks about it all the time. How it wasn’t fair that the inheritance went the way it did.”

      “It wasn’t fair,” Violet agreed. “Aunt Agatha could have been far more equitable. What else do you know?”

      Victor glanced at Tomas, who seemed truly upset as he said, “That man who was yelling last night is the one you love. Why do you love him? He seems a beast!”

      Violet grinned cheerily as though she wasn’t worried that Jack would decide she wasn’t worth the trouble. Or that Tomas was extremely upset. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “I don’t know. I thought he’d be different than he seems to be. Maybe less of an ogre.”

      “He’s a good fellow,” Victor said. “You’d like him if you weren’t a jealous blighter. As for Jack? Meeting you while you clutched Violet, making her bloody and you lost to the ghosts wasn’t the best start, my friend. Jack is swimming in jealousy. He’s having to realize he is jealous. It’s a bitter pill. He’s choking on it.”

      Tomas laughed bitterly. “I’m going to enjoy that, if it’s all right with you.”

      Violet ignored both of them and asked, “Did you tell Bettina that Charles was wealthier than Algie?”

      Tomas shook his head., “You know who would have done that? Algie.”

      Violet thought about that and realized she could imagine such a conversation perfectly. Algie petulant and upset when he realized Bettina was all mercenary. If Algie figured out that Bettina was purely driven by avarice instead of love? Algie could be petty.

      Tomas glanced as Violet paced his rooms. He had a sitting room outside of his bedroom, so there was a couch, two chairs next to the fire, a desk. With doors leading to a bath, his bedroom, and another room, his rooms were extensive. The way Tomas was curled in on himself left him looking a bit like a child playing at being the man of the house.

      Mr. Higgins came back with a tray for Tomas and tea for them all. Violet asked him to go and get Algie.

      When Tomas hesitated to eat, Violet said, “Eat or we’ll hold you down and shovel it in your mouth.”

      He glanced at her and laughed. While Tomas ate, Violet read Alice in Wonderland to him until Algernon appeared.

      “Oh, by Jove,” he said as he appeared, “you’ve got a bit of the nosh. Been dying for some toast and eggs, but these two drove me out of the breakfast room.”

      Tomas shuddered.

      “Are you a complete nincompoop, Algie?” Violet chastised. “Why would you say that? This isn’t a joke.”

      “She was stabbed in the front,” Tomas said, sounding haunted. “Right above her left breast.”

      Violet shuddered and Victor smacked the back of Algernon’s head. “Well, Algie, was it you?”

      “Who killed Bettina?” he gasped. “Well now, I see how it is. You’ve turned on me, your own blood, your family. For Tomas. Trying to pin this murder on me? That is hardly fair. Rather evil to be honest.”

      “No,” Victor growled. “You idiot. You don’t think Tomas killed Miss Marino either, sit down and eat. Did you tell Bettina that Charles is wealthier than he puts on?”

      Algie gasped again, holding his hand to his chest. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because none of us did, and somehow she found out. Tomas didn’t. The Boutets didn’t know. Was it Charles who revealed himself, or did you?”

      Algie blushed furiously. “Well now. Been talking about me, have you? Assuming I’m the fool.”

      Violet took a sip of her tea and said blandly, “He was the one who told Bettina.”

      “Vi!” Algie squeaked. “Vi! Why do you say such things?”

      “We don’t think you killed Bettina, Algie. We all know you too well for that. But you told her, didn’t you? It led to her death. It must have.”

      Algie’s blush was so deep and fiery that Violet thought she might be able to warm her fingers against his cheeks. “She was a catty woman. She, well, I didn’t think she was really moving on from me to Tomas. Only she did. She threw me over. I hadn’t understood until she told me she was done. I didn’t understand she had no idea about how wealthy Charles is. I thought she left him for me because she’d fallen in love.”

      Violet held back her scoff. Algie had been flattered that Bettina had seemed to pick him. So when he got thrown over too—his pride had been hurt. Possibly his heart, but certainly his pride. It was just like him to lash out when he realized how it played out.

      Violet could understand, and she didn’t hate him for it. Instead, she took his hand. “Algie, you are too good for this. And for that woman. You have a lot to offer a woman. You don’t need to buy one with your fortune or…”

      Algie shook his head, giggling a little meanly. “Victor and Tomas always steal the hearts of anyone I am interested in. The girls like me all right until they meet my friends. Richer, smarter, more handsome.”

      She’d have felt bad for him if she wasn’t so inured to his whining. She just patted his arm and glanced at Victor, who knew her so well, he was biting back a laugh.

      “You don’t have anything to whine about, Algie. At least you’re not mad as the hatter,” Tomas snapped. “I’m having a hard time feeling bad for you, you…you…spoiled blighter!”

      “I think you told Higgins to read Tomas the wrong book, Vi.” Victor crossed his legs. “All that talk of madness is striking too close to home.”

      “Well, shouldn’t it?” Tomas asked. “She dreamed and didn’t know it wasn’t real. I dream. Unable to tell the difference between what is real and what is not. At least Alice was a little girl incapable of harming anyone.”

      “Clearly,” she said dryly to Victor, ignoring Tomas’s outburst.

      She rose and straightened Tomas’s desk. As she worked she considered what they’d learned. “Were you aware that Juliette and François Boutet are married?”

      “What? Where are their spouses? Someone has been telling you fairy stories, luvie,” Algie said. “That Juliette has been after Charles since the day they met. Paved the way for me and Bettina to be honest. No married man would put up with that. Or a brother of a married sister. He’d have taken her aside and told her to be true. Any man would have.”

      Victor and Violet glanced at each other and Victor shook his head slightly. Don’t tell Algie that the relationships had been planned before they’d even begun. It was the kindest route.

      Tomas, on the other hand, understood immediately. “They don’t look alike, do they? They pretended to be siblings because it made finding patronage easier.”

      “François Boutet is a snake in the grass,” Victor said. “I have never been more appalled at a member of mankind, barring murderous cousin Meredith.”

      “Well, she did kill our aunt,” Algie said idly. He didn’t even sound upset. Violet crossed to him and smacked his shoulder. “What, Vi? Goodness, Merry did. Of course, she’s the worst of us.”

      Violet smacked him again. “Don’t say it like that. Like it’s half a joke. It’s not.” Vi had to bite her lip to keep back shouting at him. “Nothing about her death is funny. Nothing about Bettina’s death is funny. This is all disgusting.”

      “Speaking of things that aren’t funny,” Victor said to Algie, “you have to stop associating with Theodophilus. He threatened you to me. But far more importantly, he threatened Violet.”

      Algie sniffed. “Well now. I…I don’t appreciate any part of this…this…this setup! You all are uniting against me.”

      “Let me be perfectly clear, Algie. You’re our cousin. We care about you. I paid your debt to Theo yesterday when I sent him to London. If you’d told me you needed help, I’d have helped you with him.”

      “You sent him to London?” Algie asked. “Well, I’m not sure that’s quite the thing. I… That was poorly done, Victor. Theo’s a good enough fellow.”

      “Then you won’t be happy with my next statement. If I see you with Theo again or if I see you helping Theo into our group, or needing money because you fell for Theo’s tricks, or if you bring Theo anywhere near Violet again. Ever. We’re done.”

      “Done? What does that mean?”

      “You know exactly what it means.” Victor lifted a brow, but the set to his jaw was telling.

      “I…well…I…don’t think that’s quite fair. Tomas? You don’t agree, do you?”

      He cleared his throat. “Victor gave me an idea of what Theo did to Violet.”

      “She was teasing him. She overreacted. Theo’s a good fellow. Been a friend a long time. We all need to just calm down, now.”

      Victor stood, leaning over Algie. “Of the two, I choose Vi. Make your own choice but realize there are consequences.”

      “Well I…I…of course, I choose you. Violet, this isn’t quite the thing. Surely you see…”

      Violet bit the inside of her mouth until she could taste blood. How dare he say she didn’t understand? That she didn’t realize Theo’s intent? How dare Algie demand that she pretend all was well? She wouldn’t feel like she could leave Victor’s side if Theo were around.

      “Violet, don’t say a word,” Victor said, touching her shoulder. “It doesn’t matter what Violet thinks. Not when I’m concerned for her safety.”

      “Her safety?” Algie laughed, a nervous squawk.

      “Make a choice, Algie. Drop us a note. When we leave here, I want to hear you’re done with Theo—who manipulates your money out of you—or I want to hear that you’ve chosen him, and we’re done with you. It’s a simple either-or situation. But if you bring him around Vi again, it isn’t just Theo who will get a beating.”
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      Violet wanted to go back to her room after they’d spoke with Tomas. The need to apologize to Gwennie and Lila was distracting Violet from nearly all else. She had been fighting with both Victor and Jack and had snapped at her friends. She expected better of herself.

      If she’d had Beatrice, she’d have sent her maid for them. Violet was sure she had the bigger bedroom and better space to linger, but Beatrice was keeping Juliette safe. Violet dug through her trunks until she found one of the bottles of limoncello she’d brought with her to Bruges and three of the smaller boxes of chocolates. She put all of the things in a basket from the armoire, added her and Victor’s more recent book along with the review that had described V. V. Twinning as a female, and carried them down to Lila’s bedroom.

      Violet had to kick the door since her arms were full, and a moment later Denny opened it. “Thank goodness, Vi. Lila is moping. Save me from her woebegone eyes! She knows I can’t take it when she’s upset.”

      “I have chocolates for you and Gwennie,” Violet called to Lila, “and some for me since I have the most sour taste in my mouth after hearing the things I’ve heard this morning.”

      “Uh-oh,” Denny said. “Gwennie has been swept off by Davies. I’ll take her chocolates. I’d hate to force you two to overindulge.” His charming grin made both of them laugh.

      Violet held up the bottle of limoncello and his gaze focused on it. He glanced at the clock and then grinned., “I believe we’ve got a couple of glasses.”

      Denny worked the cork out of the bottle and poured each of them a glass and then raised it to the ladies. “I’ll go for a walk and leave you two to your gossip.”

      Lila tossed an indulgent glance at Denny. “You want to eat all of those chocolates in one sitting without judgement. Violet, don’t be confused by this talk of a walk. He’ll be finding a corner with a comfortable chair and silence. No doubt he’ll leave said chair with chocolate round the mouth and on the fingertips. Somewhere in the world a child is acting like a full-grown man while my husband confuses himself for a child.”

      Denny adjusted his jacket, grinned at his wife, winked, and escaped with his glass of limoncello and box of chocolates.

      The two friends stared at each other before Lila said, “You don’t look like you’re cracking apart anymore. I assume all is well with Victor again?”

      Violet nodded and popped one of the chocolates into her mouth. She admitted, “I was awful last night, I know. I’m sorry, darling.”

      “Don’t worry, Vi. I understood. Anytime you and Victor argue, it’s like your world goes awry and you aren’t quite yourself.”

      Violet cocked her head. “Are you ready to hear it all?”

      Lila rubbed her hands together with an avaricious glee for the gossip. “Oh, yes. Yes, oh yes.”

      Violet laughed, handed Lila her own box of chocolates and threw herself onto the end of their bed as Violet described what she’d learned. She paused for Lila to rage, gasp, and comment at all the best places.

      “They’re married?” Lila asked. “And he was…was…making her…”

      Violet nodded when Lila stopped and they both shuddered.

      “You’re going to help her leave him. Please say you are. I’ll help too. However I can. Maybe we can find him and filet him? Cook certainly has the right kind of knife.”

      “Of course, I am going to help her,” Violet said. “Aunt Agatha would turn over in her grave if I didn’t.”

      “She’d haunt you until you repented then haunt you longer so you learned your lesson well. You know…if she’s sure he’ll look for her, my sister lives in Lyme. We could send Juliette to Joanna. Jo would help. Juliette could linger there while we get the gentlemen to persuade him to France. They can tell him that they booked her passage and took her to the dock. We could even pay someone to take the journey under her name. Then, when Mr. Boutet is entirely led amiss, Juliette could leave from Lyme to wherever she decides to go.”

      Violet nodded. “That is a good idea. You and Denny avoid her. If François has no reason to believe that she left with you, his attention will be elsewhere. Juliette doesn’t seem to be a creature who frightens at nothing.”

      “Making her situation all the worse,” Lila murmured.

      Violet shivered. “Also, when you buy train tickets—buy them for somewhere else and then add on Lyme later. Somewhere busy where they won’t notice if you stay for a few days and then move onto Lyme. Maybe even travel separately. If Juliette is afraid, I think she must have reason. Even if she’s wrong, I will do her the credit of taking her seriously.”

      Lila nodded. “Denny and I could use the auto that Victor took when Giles is back and drive her to Lyme. Or at least drive her far enough that we could put her on the train somewhere else where he wouldn’t think of looking.”

      “Maybe we should even disguise her,” Violet said. “She is rather eye-catching.”

      “As you said, darling,” Lila said, “if that makes her feel safe, we should do it. We can put a wig on her. Or clothes that make her look large. Easy enough.”

      Violet sipped her limoncello, letting the flavor pool in her mouth before she asked, “Did you get my letter about Victor’s present?”

      Lila smirked. “Yes, darling. I found just what you’re looking for. You’ll be thrilled.”

      Violet paused. “Why are you smiling like that?”

      Lila winked and took a sip of the limoncello and then lifted her glass. “What an odd way to spend a late morning. I was just laughing at us. My mother would take me by the ear if she saw us now. Drinking limoncello and eating chocolates, lying about without one thing to recommend us.”

      “One of the reasons,” Violet laughed, “that you married Denny as young as you did. Escape from the good work your mother expected of you.”

      Violet flopped back onto the bed and lifted her legs into the air, stretching her toes towards the ceiling. “Aunt Agatha would pour herself a glass of limoncello and make us give up all her favourite chocolates, exchanging them for the lesser ones. My goodness, Lila, I miss her so much it hurts.”

      “I know you do,” Lila said. “I’m sorry you do.”

      After a long moment of silence, Lila spoke again. “We’ll have to go shopping. When we’re back to normal. You’ll need to find a birthday dress. I was going to suggest you wear that peacock piece of divinity, but I am guessing…”

      Violet answered the unspoken question. “I’ll never wear it again. I am guessing that Beatrice—magician that she is—will return the dress to its previous state, but it will never touch my body again.”

      Lila frowned and stood, crossing to her door a moment before someone knocked. She pulled the door back and stared in shock at François Boutet.

      “I am looking for Juliette,” François said. “You women stick together at times. Tell me where she is. You know, I think.”

      Violet frowned at him, a rush of fury hitting her as she remembered the sight of the lovely Juliette crying about what this man did to her. She rose and crossed to stand behind Lila, offering her support as she put a hand on her friend’s back.

      “I don’t know where she is,” Violet said, feeling a foretelling of the future. She told herself they were safe together, but she felt a flash of fear. He was a cruel man. He was the cruelest to his wife. What would he be to someone he didn’t care about at all, someone like Violet or Lila? “Mr. Wakefield had her taken to another room. I wasn’t informed of where that might be.”

      François Boutet’s jaw tightened and Violet felt another flash of fear. It deepened as she realized his fists had clenched.

      “What did she tell you?” His gaze had narrowed viciously on Violet, and she winced in the face of that undisguised hatred.

      “You’ll need to discuss that with Mr. Wakefield.”

      “Why were you in the room? What business did you have there?”

      “You’ll need to discuss that with Mr. Wakefield,” Violet repeated. She clutched at the doorframe and prayed that someone would come along.

      Lila grabbed Violet’s arm, and Violet could tell by Lila’s stiffness that she was afraid as well.

      “Don’t be spreading lies about us.” Mr. Boutet leaned into Violet. “I don’t take kindly to liars who think they understand things they don’t.”

      “You’ll need to leave.”

      François smirked at Violet, pressing even closer, and then Victor stepped up behind him. He reached out and grabbed François by the back of the neck, yanking him away from Violet and Lila.

      “Hey now! What do you think you’re doing? Let go of me, you bedamned animal.”

      “What am I doing?” Victor snarled. “Telling myself not to be the one who commits the next murder.”

      “I was looking for Juliette,” François squawked. “I did nothing. You are mad, sir!”

      Victor did something with his hand that had François gasping, his knees shaking.

      “Violet,” Victor snapped, “you’re starting boxing and jiu-jitsu classes when we get home. You too, Lila. By Jove, men are animals. This one is the worst!” Victor shook François.

      Violet glanced at Lila, who grinned at the sight of François struggling under Victor’s arm.

      “You think I am joking? Wait until I tell Denny who I found outside of this bedroom. He left you here together because he thought you’d be safe.” Victor was shouting at that point and Denny, Jack, and two uniformed policemen raced up the stairs.

      “I did nothing!” François called. “Help me! He’s a madman. I didn’t lay a hand on either of them.”

      “Victor,” Jack said flatly, “let him go.”

      “I have not finished teaching him a lesson.”

      “Where is Haversby? I told him to keep an eye on this one.” Jack glanced back at the policemen and then lifted a brow. One of the policemen peeled off and went jogging down the stairs while Jack said to the other, “Jones. Take this fellow and lock him in a room. Make sure he doesn’t get out this time.”
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      “Lila darling, are you all right?”

      “Of course, I am,” she said lightly. She’d relaxed the moment Victor had appeared and she grinned at everyone. “That was exciting, wasn’t it? I think I’ll have some more limoncello. The mix of chocolate and limoncello was brilliant, Vi. You always have been a brainy thing. Never more so, it seems, when it comes to chocolate.”

      She giggled nervously and stepped back into her bedroom, waving the others in. Denny took her limoncello, drained it, and then said, “You’ve given me heart palpitations, my love. You’re chattering tells me you have them as well. All is well. The bad man is gone, and your useless spouse has returned.”

      Lila patted Denny on the head and took back the glass to refill it. She sat on the bed next to her husband and crossed her ankles. “Tell us where we’re at. Is this murder almost solved? I find I would like to go home.”

      Jack shook his head, shoving his hand through his hair. “The only prints on the knife that can be identified belong to Tomas. There was a smeared one that we couldn’t identify. As far as the suspects, Victor has an alibi. Algie has an alibi. It seems likely that either Tomas killed Bettina unaware of what he was doing or—-”

      “It wasn’t Tomas,” Victor said flatly. “Who is left?”

      “Charles and François. Charles had nothing useful to add and no alibi. François seems to do nothing but lie. Technically Mrs. Boutet could also be the killer, but I think if she’d been the one, she’d probably have said that François had done the deed and got rid of her fiend of a husband while also escaping a murder charge. She could be the killer, but I don’t believe she is.”

      “She is strong enough,” Lila said. “If Miss Marino had attacked me like she attacked Juliette, I’d have been curled into a ball on the floor, covering my head. Juliette held her off. Her slenderness doesn’t really convey how strong she must be.”

      “The most likely choices,” Violet said, “are Charles and François. Charles was the one who pulled Bettina off of Juliette. He may well have been the one who pulled her out of the house, manipulated her to the folly, and murdered her there. My only hesitation there is that Charles and Tomas are long-time friends. Killing her when we all knew he was caught in his memories makes Tomas the likeliest suspect. It’s a very good cover-up. Cruel and vicious, but effective.”

      Victor took Violet’s glass of limoncello as Jack considered. “That might be why she was killed when she was. How good of friends are Charles and Tomas?”

      Violet couldn’t answer that, and Victor shrugged. “I don’t know, really. We’re all school chums, but Charles was never one I was as close to.”

      “Would he have known that Tomas would go walking like that?”

      “I think anyone paying attention might realize that,” Violet answered. “It was one of the first things Victor and I realized would help Tomas. He does it almost instinctively now. Anywhere Tomas stays for long, he knows all the walks around him, explores all the places.”

      Victor nodded. “I’ve walked hours with him. Given that Tomas has been having a hard time for a while, I would guess that everyone knew that about him.”

      “And he was doing so poorly at dinner,” Lila said. “He seemed to be hanging on Vi’s every word, and she was doing that thing she does where she paints memories for him to pull him out of the old ones. He looked like he was drowning.”

      Violet sighed. “He walked off after that trumpet player tripped, too. It’s an easy guess that the loud noise sent him running after seeing him at dinner. It might have sent him running on a good day, let alone a day like yesterday.”

      Jack nodded. “I’m not sure how we’ll identify which of them is the killer. The truth is—all the evidence we’ve recovered points to Tomas. If it wasn’t him, we need a confession. Something irrefutable.”

      Violet stood and paced while the rest considered options. Neither Charles nor François had an alibi. Both had a motive. Each motive was compelling. Betrayed love for Charles, money for François.

      “We need Juliette to help us,” Violet said as she stared out the window. “If the killer is François, she might be able to get him to confess. Or to say where he was. If we were listening, we could be the witnesses of his confession. It will be more difficult with Charles. He won’t confess to anyone. Not sure that François would either, but we could at least try. She might able to find out enough to get us the next step of the way.”

      “Let’s start with François,” Jack said. “We’ll work from there. Of the two men, François has shown himself to be unprincipled. And of the two men, François doesn’t care what happens to Tomas. Charles might.”

      Violet nodded, wishing she could believe that Charles cared very much. If only.

      “When this is over,” Lila said suddenly, “we’re having a dinner. Friends only. No underlying tensions. No worries. Just food, drinks, and enjoying ourselves.”

      Violet leaned back and admitted, “Add cake, and it sounds a little like heaven. I love Isolde and Gerald, but I always felt as though they were…I don’t know how to describe it.”

      “They watched you,” Victor said. “Isolde because she wants to be like you. Gerald because he’s protective. He’s not quite sure what to do with you. I imagine it was suffocating. It was suffocating to watch, to be honest, my dear. You carried on like a wonderful soldier. I don’t think Isolde even knew how you felt.”

      Violet shrugged. “Perhaps suffocated. I certainly felt watched. I don’t know. I wasn’t comfortable.”

      Victor grinned lazily at Violet as she paced. “You’d think being rich and spoiled would be easier. Yet murders and machinations abound.”

      “I suppose we’ll have to carry on,” Violet said with a grin. “Struggle through somehow.”

      Jack snorted and Lila laughed, holding out her box of chocolates to the group.

      “Violet darling,” Victor said as he took one, “how many boxes of chocolates did you buy in Bruges?”

      “Perhaps all of them,” Violet admitted, returning to pacing. “One can never be fully sure.”

      Victor laughed. “That seems accurate for you, love.”

      “Violet,” Denny started, “have I told you how I adore you? You’ve been a sister to me. The true companion of my heart. Who understands my heart…my soul—”

      “Yes, Denny, you may have more chocolate.”

      Lila snorted. “Denny darling, Violet is a sure bet for chocolate. What is also a sure bet is the stone you’ve lost will come again.”

      “I’ll walk with Tomas,” Denny offered. “He needs someone to keep him safe during those times until he’s a little better settled. I’ll have chocolate and walk with my friend. It will all work out fabulously.”

      “What happened to your job?” Victor demanded. “Don’t you have to appear at the office, bowtie in place, briefcase at the ready?”

      Denny grinned. “My beloved Aunt Louisa has passed on to a better place.”

      Lila smacked him. “Pretend to be sad, my love. Otherwise we’ll look like the worst of fiends.”

      Denny shrugged. “I did care for her. She always had chocolates, speaking of the sweetest kind of women. However, I have to say she was old. I’m not being cruel. She was ready to die. She told me so. Then she told me she knew Lila and I were deliberately not having children. The old dear made me promise to eventually have one or two, told me to be a good boy, and to be kind to my wife. Not sure there could be a better final command than those. I am done working, my darlings. The world is a beautiful place and the next life is better for having someone like her.”

      “Denny,” Violet said, giving him her box of chocolates, “I am sorry about your loss, and to be honest, I am shocked that you have such deep feelings for anything other than food, alcohol, and Lila. That was nearly beautiful.”

      “Don’t be silly, darling,” Denny said, taking her chocolates with a kiss on her forehead. “I adore you as well.”

      Lila laughed. “His love may last through the two minutes it takes him to eat those chocolates as well.”

      “You all are a bunch of children,” Jack complained. “Spoiled children.”

      Victor snorted. “You knew what we were when you joined us. Violet, at least, is clever. Denny and I are useless. Lila—” Victor cocked his head at her, glancing over her with a quizzical expression. “You fall in between.”

      Jack sighed. “I have to go speak with Juliette.”

      “If financial persuasion will get her to help you, I will cover it,” Violet said. “I already feel as though she deserves something more.”

      Jack shook his head. “She should help you because we’re finding a killer. I won’t bargain with her.”

      “You don’t have to,” Lila said. “It’s Violet’s horror to end up stuck with the wrong man, a cruel man. Juliette is living Vi’s nightmare. Therefore, Violet is incapable of not helping. Incapable of not spoiling the woman. Your care for other women,” she said to Violet, “is why I’ve been reading profiles of families who wish to adopt a baby. It’s why you are finding a way to get Ginny to actually go to school. It’s why I’ve been sending care packages to Anna Mathers at school and stopping by to bring her and her friends out to have treats.” She faced Jack. “Violet is going to help Juliette whether you like it or not.”

      Jack turned to Violet, who was blushing a little. “Ginny? The little devil of a girl who helped you find Isolde when she was taken?”

      Violet shrugged.

      “Helen Mathers? What are you doing there?”

      “She’s living in Vi’s Amalfi villa. Violet is helping to find the baby a home.”

      “How?” he asked. “Why?”

      “She needs help.” Violet tucked her hair behind her ear and glanced away. She offered Jack her glass of limoncello to turn his focus elsewhere, but she was unsuccessful.

      “She needs help. So you’re just helping her?” He wasn’t trying to be dismissive. It was as though he couldn’t quite understand it.

      “So, yes,” Violet said. “I’m just helping her.”

      Victor cleared his throat. “Don’t be so baffled, Jack darling.” Jack’s gaze turned to Victor, who winked. “The fact that Violet is both witty and kind is why she intrigues you, despite her enormous burden of being an earl’s daughter and richer than Midas. Fortunately for her, I even out the rest of her negatives.”

      “I think that’s enough, dear Victor,” Violet said. “Shall we catch a killer and then escape home? Please? I never wanted to come here in the first place. And I do have families to interview and business decisions to make.”

      “Oh, there she goes again,” Denny said, eating the last of Violet’s box of chocolates. “Being the responsible one. At least some of our fore-bearers can be happy at where their progeny ended up.”
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      Jack didn’t want an audience, but Violet suggested that the easiest place to overhear what was happened between François and Juliette was in the old ballroom. They’d used it often as children, and there were balconies that looked down on the dance floor. And floor-length curtains that would hide someone easily.

      “You can’t really keep us out,” Violet told him.

      “I can,” Jack said.

      “Mmm, you can try. But we’ll end up in there anyway. You don’t know this house as I do.”

      Jack shot Violet a dissuading look, but she was unmoved.

      “No,” Jack said. “That’s final. This could be dangerous. You will remain here.” He left before Violet could argue.

      “So,” Victor said the instant the door closed, “the secret passage?”

      “Indeed,” Violet said. She winked at Lila and Denny, and they waited a few minutes before walking to the library. Violet pulled a latch near the fireplace, and one of the bookcases moved.

      “Oh, these old houses. My grandfather had a passage like this in his house. It made the best place to hide when the nanny was looking for me,” Denny said. “Unfortunately, I wasn’t very discreet, so eventually I was found out and my refuge was lost to me.”

      Violet glanced at him and at Victor, who lifted a torch and turned it on. Violet winked at her friends once again and followed her brother into the passageway.

      They made their way up a staircase and onto the second level of the ballroom. François and Juliette were already in the room. Violet tiptoed forward after placing a fingertip over her mouth. She would be seen if she remained standing, so Violet dropped to her knees and crawled forward. She peeked over the side of the balustrade and saw Juliette pacing.

      “…they ask you?”

      Juliette was shaking as she moved. “I…he…knew about us being married. He asked about that. I didn’t know what to say, so I admitted it. Said we found it easier to get work as siblings.”

      “Not about that!” François shouted and slapped her. “About Bettina. Did you tell them we were together?”

      Juliette blinked up at her husband, holding her cheek. “We weren’t together when she was killed, François.”

      “You should have lied!”

      Juliette backed away and asked, “Did you kill her?”

      François cursed at Juliette in French. “Of course I didn’t!”

      “I slipped out of the party after you left,” Juliette whispered. “Charles wasn’t there and you weren’t there, so I decided to get some air. I ran into one of the maids. She knew where I was during the murder. I couldn’t lie about where you were. They already knew otherwise.”

      François cursed again. “If they find out where I was, I’ll be arrested.”

      “I don’t understand,” Juliette whispered. “Why? If you did not kill Bettina, why would they arrest you?”

      “Our days here were limited once Bettina’s scheme went awry and Charles realized what she was. We don’t have enough capital to carry on until we find another patron. Something had to be done. Therefore, I did it.”

      “What did you do?”

      “These fools don’t lock their bedroom doors and they leave their expensive trinkets out. They deserve to have them taken.”

      “François,” Juliette said. “They’ll think it was us.”

      “It was us. They’ll think it was servants. Don’t be stupid. I already targeted that little maid, Mary. The one who kept forgetting to light our fires. I’ve told the uptight butler that I saw her poking around the rooms. I left the cheapest looking thing in her room under her bed. She’ll get taken in and we’ll get away.”

      “So you were stealing from them while Bettina was killed?”

      “No, idiot. My goodness, Jules, you’re a fool. I was getting rid of the stuff. I met the fence, didn’t I? What better time to sneak out and sell the things when everyone thinks we were dancing and drinking in poorly lit rooms? And when the estate is crawling with strangers?”

      Violet glanced back at Victor, who raised a brow. She had things stolen and had no idea? It was possible. Though Violet tended to be very careful when she had her jewelry out. Maybe just the others?

      “We’re leaving,” François commanded. “Gather your things. It won’t take all that long for them to arrest that idiot, Tomas. They’re going to realize I’ve slipped the room soon. I need to get back.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I’ve got a new income for us.”

      Juliette nodded. “Of course. Of course. Where will we be going?”

      François grabbed Juliette’s arm and demanded, “Does it matter?”

      “Of course it doesn’t, my love.” Juliette’s voice was thick with tears. “You know I’ll follow you anywhere. You know that I’ll do whatever you say.”

      François laughed meanly. “You will. And don’t you forget it. I’ve got the golden goose for us. Good times ahead.”

      Juliette nodded. She slowly straightened as she asked, “François? Please. Where are we going?”

      Violet could make a guess. It all came together for her in a flash. But François would never tell Juliette all of it. Not with how he treated her. It was like he enjoyed her pain. Violet stood suddenly, not thinking things through. “I know where, Juliette.”

      Juliette screamed and François shook her viciously. “What’s this? A trap?”

      “You met your fence at the folly, didn’t you?” Violet placed her hand on the rail and slowly walked down the stairs, watching François abuse his wife. The curtains twitched, and Violet saw one of the policemen peeking out and then sliding back behind the great drape of fabric.

      François shouted. “What is this? You have set me up? This is why you asked if I’d killed Bettina? You think to get me arrested?”

      “No, no, no,” Juliette cried. “Never, never, my love, never.”

      Violet stopped well away from François. “Beatrice, my maid, told me of your meeting. Didn’t Juliette send you a note with her? She’s a nosy thing, my Beatrice is, but she’s brilliant at mending stockings. And we do go through them, don’t we, Juliette? Beatrice practically pays her own wages with her needle.”

      Juliette was gasping, staring at Violet. “What?”

      “Juliette would never betray you,” Vi told François. “You should trust your wife. I heard her whisper to the inspector how much she loved you. That you were misunderstood. A good man doing his best.”

      Violet hated the taste of the lies in her mouth, and it didn’t help Juliette either. François kept his wife between himself and Violet. She needed a confession, and she was going to get one for Tomas. Not that she’d attack the man, so why he used his wife as a shield, Violet didn’t know.

      “Tomas nearly always walks to the folly when he’s dealing with his ghosts. Especially at night. You wouldn’t know that. Of course it wasn’t you who killed Bettina. Bettina was your co-conspirator. Killing her got you nowhere. You’d already moved on. Stealing our things. Fencing them. You did meet your fence at the folly, didn’t you? I bet you met him near the base on the far side. It’s so easy to park an auto on the lane and make your way through the orchard to the folly from that side.”

      François said nothing, just watched as Violet paced the ballroom. The sheets were thrown over furniture that hadn’t been used in decades. A scent of dust hung in the air, making Vi’s nose burn.

      “What is your point?”

      “You saw Charles stab Bettina. Who else would guess where Tomas would go but a good friend? Your golden goose is Charles. What will you tell him? ‘Pay up or I’ll tell what I know?’ Charles would face a noose for that, and he is rather wealthy. But you know that. It’s why you threw your wife at Charles. You did your research, unlike Bettina.”

      “You can’t prove any of this,” François snarled. “No one will believe a woman’s wild guesses. No one. There is evidence that Mary stole those things. Juliette will back me up when I say that you are lying. Two against one. Charles will have to pay more for my inconvenience.”

      Juliette squeaked when he said her name, and Violet was guessing that she would be walking away bruised. She would, however, be walking away.

      “I thought it was you who killed Bettina,” Violet said. “I thought for sure that a man who would whore his wife and lie to everyone would be just the kind of person to kill the greedy Bettina.”

      François snorted. “Death is too final. Blackmail is much more efficient. How fun it will be when no one believes you. I wonder if perhaps you’d also like to agree to pay a small sum. We’ll keep this between us and not tell stories so wild your brother will be forced to put you in an asylum.”

      Violet laughed at that. “If you think Victor would put me in an asylum, you are a fool. Just as you are a fool for thinking that because you complained about Mary, anyone will believe she stole anything. The great niece of the butler who was literally raised in this house versus a lying, conniving criminal? You’re going to jail. Jack will find your fence. He’ll get a second witness that Charles killed Bettina, and the rest of us will go back to our parties and our nightclubs and our over-sized, yet stuffed, closets. Nothing will change for us. Everything for you. It’s how it always works out, isn’t it? For the rich like us?”

      François snarled as Violet added, “Did you forget the fence?”

      “He wasn’t there when Charles arrived,” François said. “It’s still your word against mine and I have a second witness.”

      “Mmm,” Violet said. “Does Charles know that you know? If he’s willing to kill a woman he thought he was in love with, what will he do to you? I’m guessing a gunshot. At a distance. He’s quite the…what’s the word you boys use? Target-hitter?”

      “I think,” Victor said from the balcony, “the word you are looking for is crack shot, darling. Or marksman. You quite made me turn over in my grave when you hopped up like that.”

      François gasped in horror. A moment later, he threw his wife at Violet and darted towards the door. Juliette crashed into Violet, knocking them both to the floor. Before he made it more than a few steps, Jack stepped out from behind the curtains. He stuck his foot out, and François tripped with a solid shove to help him down. A second later, the policeman moved to apprehend François.

      The look Jack shot Violet was enraged, but she said, “That frees Tomas, doesn’t it? It’s enough?”

      “It’s enough,” Jack snapped. “We’ll be talking later.”

      He left the ballroom, shouting instructions at the officer holding François.

      Victor carefully lifted the weeping Juliette off of Violet and then pulled Vi to her feet.

      “How long do you think it’ll take for Jack to arrest Charles?” Violet asked.

      “He’s probably on his way now,” Victor said. “We should have known. We were so afraid to see Tomas as the killer, we didn’t think long enough about how Charles took Bettina out of the party. About how Charles knew where Tomas would be. Bettina was trying to get back into his good graces. She’d have followed him anywhere. If we weren’t blinded by our worries…”

      “We didn’t want to believe it was any of us,” Violet said, hugging the sobbing Juliette. “And because of that, we were fools. It would have been easier for it to be François.”

      “Well,” Denny announced from the other side of the balustrade, looking down on the scene, “I for one think that my Lila needs to spend less time with this dangerous creature. Violet, I must limit your time with my wife to whenever I have plans with my friends. We shall be taking Tomas with us. You too, Juliette. You too. Let’s get ready to go. The train leaves in the morning, and I need the stench of betrayal and heartbreak from my nose before I am forced to be solemn.”

      Lila shook her head at her husband and skipped down the stairs. “You were so brave, darling one. Don’t worry. It’ll work out in the end.”

      Violet remembered the look of fury on Jack’s face and was unconvinced.
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      The train ride back to London was fraught with emotion and an undercurrent almost as suffocating as when they were trying to sort out who the killer had been. Tomas took the fact that Charles murdered Bettina and left him on the hook for the murder as well as could be expected. Which was to say, he’d been hurt, furious and now seemed entirely unaware of what was happening around him until Violet declared, “Enough! Charles was a fiend. It happens.”

      Tomas snapped a look at Violet. “I…well…it happens?”

      Lila giggled at Tomas’s baffled expression.

      Violet wasn’t done, however, with her pronouncements. “We’re going back to London. By Jove! We are going to have our birthday party. Lila is going to meet adoptive families with me, and then you all are going to Monaco. You’re going to sit in the sun, walk, look after my little sister, and—you, Tomas—are going to get better. Don’t come back until you stop seeing your ghosts daily. Weekly even.”

      “It’s not that easy, Vi,” Tomas said. His mouth was open and he was staring at Violet as though he’d never seen her before.

      Victor said cheerily, “What a good idea, you shrew. You know, Vi, I think you’d be an excellent fishwife. Tomas, consider yourself a lucky man. Usually you see the witty, charming Violet. This angry devil is the other version. Welcome to my world.”

      Tomas looked between the two of them, mouth agape while Lila gasped at the dig.

      “Now, now. We cannot have another twin fight, please,” she said. “We should all like to stay friends, and we’ll be forced to join sides and bandy wits. Let’s just have our tea and talk about the weather.”

      Denny laughed into his box of chocolates. “You know, love. I believe that was the most reasonable thing you’ve ever said. It is possible that we’re maturing into something more than the flibbertigibbets we swore we’d stay.”

      “The relentless march of time takes us all,” Violet sniffed. She glanced out the window and crossed her arms over her chest as though she were furious. It was all a playact, and Violet had no concern that Victor would take her seriously.

      Lila took Violet’s hand. Vi put a frown on her face but unobtrusively winked at Lila. Tomas didn’t need to know that they were deliberately causing a scene. Violet had, after all, told him to never propose again.

      Violet turned back towards the window and her journal. She was exhausted. They had seen Charles, François, and the fence arrested. From there, they’d taken Juliette to Lyme and put her on a boat for America. Even after François was arrested, the poor woman had been terrified he’d look for her. So she’d asked to leave out of a port other than London. They’d be buying a ticket in her name for Spain when they reached London. If François truly tracked Juliette, after he left prison, he’d be looking on the wrong continent.

      It would be made even more difficult when Juliette changed her name as soon as she arrived in America. She intended to open a dancing school in some place called Chicago. Violet smiled at the thought. Finally, Juliette was a freed bird.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you have it?” Violet asked Beatrice.

      The maid nodded and grinned. “He’s going to love it. I think the little thing might be the cutest puppy I have ever seen.”

      “Yes, well,” Violet said, “he did threaten me with one, once. I thought he might want one, and he won’t expect more than the recipes and the alcohol.”

      Beatrice cooed down at the little spaniel lying on the end of Violet’s bed, and Violet turned to take the creature in. Lila had come through when she’d found the dog for Victor. It was sporty enough to keep up with Victor should he be inclined to activity and small enough to happily lie at his feet or—knowing Victor—on his lap.

      “Yes, my lady.” Beatrice kissed the top of the little dog’s head as Violet finished dressing for the evening.

      Her gown was wine red with the same colour of beading. A dragon had been embroidered onto the fabric with the beading providing dimensions. Violet placed a red, feathered headband around her face, and wore wine red lipstick rather than the usual apple red she preferred.

      Her eye makeup was finished. One spritz of perfume and Violet was ready to go.

      “You look lovely, my lady,” Beatrice said. “Happy birthday.”

      Violet smiled and kissed the girl’s cheek as she stood to leave the room. She walked down the stairs with a puppy resting on her forearm as Jack walked in. He wore a black suit that was cut to his frame, his penetrating gaze turned up to hers. “You like puppies?”

      “Oh.” Violet grinned down at the little copper-coloured beauty. “He’s for Victor. Trying to out-spoil him is nearly impossible. He really did get me black pearls.” She touched the long strand wrapped around her neck.

      Jack paused in the taking off of his overcoat and turned with a wide grin. “The dog is Victor’s?”

      Violet returned his grin and scratched the puppy’s ear with a nod. Jack smirked at the dog and then held out his arm. Slowly, Violet put her free hand in his. This was the first she’d seen him since she’d left Kent, and she had been uncertain of what to expect. Somehow things between them were very different and very much the same.

      Hargreaves walked ahead, opening the door to where their friends had gathered.

      Victor stood and turned, “Happy birth…”

      Violet stared at Victor. He, like her, froze to take her in. Matching dark eyes. Matching slender frames. Matching po

      

      inted chins. Matching spaniels on forearms.

      Their friends burst into laughter as the two of them hugged and exchanged puppies.

      “Happy birthday, darling,” they said in unison, and Victor handed Violet a cocktail as the music started.
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            Death By the Book Preview

          

          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      GEORGETTE MARSH

      Georgette Dorothy Marsh stared at the statement from her bank with a dawning horror. The dividends had been falling, but this…this wasn’t livable. She bit down on the inside of her lip and swallowed frantically. What was she going to do? Tears were burning in the back of her eyes, and her heart was racing frantically.

      There wasn’t enough for—for—anything. Not for cream for her tea or resoling her shoes or firewood for the winter. Georgette glanced out the window, remembered it was spring, and realized that something must be done.

      Something, but what?

      “Miss?” Eunice said from the doorway, “the tea at Mrs. Wilkes is this afternoon. You asked me to remind you.”

      Georgette nodded, frantically trying to hide her tears from her maid, but the servant had known Georgette since the day of her birth, caring for her from her infancy to the current day.

      “What has happened?”

      “The…the dividends,” Georgette breathed. She didn’t have enough air to speak clearly. “The dividends. It’s not enough.”

      Eunice’s head cocked as she examined her mistress and then she said, “Something must be done.”

      “But what?” Georgette asked, biting down on her lip again. Hard.
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        * * *

      

      CHARLES AARON

      “Uncle?”

      Charles Aaron glanced up from the stack of papers on his desk at his nephew some weeks after Georgette Marsh had written her book in a fury of desperation. It was Robert Aaron who had discovered the book, and it was Charles Aaron who would give it life.

      Robert had been working at Aaron & Luther Publishing House for a year before Georgette’s book appeared in the mail, and he read the slush pile of books that were submitted by new authors before either of the partners stepped in. It was an excellent rewarding work when you found that one book that separated itself from the pile, and Robert got that thrill of excitement every time he found a book that had a touch of something. It was the very feeling that had Charles himself pursuing a career in publishing and eventually creating his own firm.

      It didn’t seem to matter that Charles had his long history of discovering authors and their books. Familiarity had most definitely not led to contempt. He was, he had to admit, in love with reading—fiction especially—and the creative mind. He had learned that some of the books he found would speak only to him.

      Often, however, some he loved would become best sellers. With the best sellers, Charles felt he was sharing a delightful secret with the world. There was magic in discovering a new writer. A contagious sort of magic that had infected Robert. There was nothing that Charles enjoyed more than hearing someone recommend a book he’d published to another.

      “You’ve found something?”

      Robert shrugged, but he also handed the manuscript over a smile right on the edge of his lips and shining eyes that flicked to the manuscript over and over again. “Yes, I think so.” He wasn’t confident enough yet to feel certain, but Charles had noticed for some time that Robert was getting closer and closer to no longer needing anyone to guide him.

      “I’ll look it over soon.”

      It was the end of the day and Charles had a headache building behind his eyes. He always did on the days when he had to deal with the bestseller Thomas Spencer. He was too successful for his own good and expected any publishing company to bend entirely to his will.

      Robert watched Charles load the manuscript into his satchel, bouncing just a little before he pulled back and cleared his throat. The boy—man, Charles supposed—smoothed his suit, flashed a grin, and left the office. Leaving for the day wasn’t a bad plan. He took his satchel and—as usual—had dinner at his club before retiring to a corner of the room with an overstuffed armchair, an Old-Fashioned, and his pipe.

      Charles glanced around the club, noting the other regulars. Most of them were bachelors who found it easier to eat at the club than to employ a cook. Every once in a while there was a family man who’d escaped the house for an evening with the gents, but for the most part—it was bachelors like himself.

      When Charles opened the neat pages of ‘Joseph Jones’s The Chronicles of Harper’s Bend, he intended to read only a small portion of the book. To get a feel for what Robert had seen and perhaps determine whether it was worth a more thorough look. After a few pages, Charles decided upon just a few more. A few more pages after that, and he left his club to return home and finish the book by his own fire.

      It might have been early summer, but they were also in the middle of a ferocious storm. Charles preferred the crackle of fire wherever possible when he read, as well as a good cup of tea. There was no question that the book was well done. There was no question that Charles would be contacting the author and making an offer on the book. The Chronicles of Harper’s Bend was, in fact, so captivating in its honesty, he couldn’t quite decide whether this author loved the small towns of England or despised them. He rather felt it might be both.

      Either way, it was quietly sarcastic and so true to the little village that raised Charles Aaron that he felt he might turn the page and discover the old woman who’d lived next door to his parents or the vicar of the church he’d attended as a boy. Charles felt as though he knew the people stepping off the pages.

      Yes, Charles thought, yes. This one, he thought, this would be a best seller. Charles could feel it in his bones. He tapped out his pipe into the ashtray. This would be one of those books he looked back on with pride at having been the first to know that this book was the next big thing. Despite the lateness of the hour, Charles approached his bedroom with an energized delight. A letter would be going out in the morning.
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        * * *

      

      GEORGETTE MARSH

      It was on the very night that Charles read the Chronicles that Miss Georgette Dorothy Marsh paced, once again, in front of her fireplace. The wind whipped through the town of Bard’s Crook sending a flurry of leaves swirling around the graves in the small churchyard and then shooing them down to a small lane off of High Street where the elderly Mrs. Henry Parker had been awake for some time. She had woken worried over her granddaughter who was recovering too slowly from the measles.

      The wind rushed through the cottages at the end of the lane, causing the gate at the Wilkes house to rattle. Dr. Wilkes and his wife were curled up together in their bed sharing warmth in the face of the changing weather. A couple much in love, snuggling into their beds on a windy evening was a joy for them both.

      The leaves settled into a pile in the corner of the picket fence right at the very last cottage on that lane of Miss Georgette Dorothy Marsh. Throughout most of Bard’s Crook, people were sleeping. Their hot water bottles were at the ends of their beds, their blankets were piled high, and they went to bed prepared for another day. The unseasonable chill had more than one household enjoying a warm cup of milk at bedtime, though not Miss Marsh’s economizing household.

      Miss Marsh, unlike the others, was not asleep. She didn’t have a fire as she was quite at the end of her income and every adjustment must be made. If she were going to be honest with herself, and she very much didn’t want to be—she was past the end of her income. Her account had become overdraft, her dividends had dried up, and it might be time to recognize that her last-ditch effort of writing a book about her neighbors had not been successful.

      She had looked at the lives of folks like Anthony Trollope who both worked and wrote novels and Louisa May Alcott who wrote to relieve the stress of her life and to help bring in financial help. As much as Georgette loved to read, and she did, she loved the idea that somewhere out there an author was using their art to restart their lives. There was a romance to being a writer, but she wondered just how many writers were pragmatic behind the fairytales they crafted. It wasn’t, Georgette thought, going to be her story like Louisa May Alcott. Georgette was going to do something else.

      “Miss Georgie,” Eunice said, “I can hear you. You’ll catch something dreadful if you don’t sleep.” The sound of muttering chased Georgie, who had little doubt Eunice was complaining about catching something dreadful herself.

      “I’m sorry, Eunice,” Georgie called. “I—” Georgie opened the door to her bedroom and faced the woman. She had worked for Mr. and Mrs. Marsh when Georgie had been born and in all the years of loss and change, Eunice had never left Georgie. Even now when the economies made them both uncomfortable. “Perhaps—”

      “It’ll be all right in the end, Miss Georgie. Now to bed with you.”

      Georgette did not, however, go to bed. Instead, she pulled out her pen and paper and listed all of the things she might do to further economize. They had a kitchen garden already, and it provided the vast majority of what they ate. They did their own mending and did not buy new clothes. They had one goat that they milked and made their own cheese. Though Georgette had to recognize that she rather feared goats. They were, of all creatures, devils. They would just randomly knock one over.

      Georgie shivered and refused to consider further goats. Perhaps she could tutor someone? She thought about those she knew and realized that no one in Bard’s Crook would hire the quiet Georgette Dorothy Marsh to influence their children. The village’s wallflower and cipher? Hardly a legitimate option for any caring parent. Georgette was all too aware of what her neighbors thought of her. She rose again, pacing more quietly as she considered and rejected her options.

      Georgie paced until quite late and then sat down with her pen and paper and wondered if she should try again with her writing. Something else. Something with more imagination. She had started her book with fits until she’d landed on practicing writing by describing an episode of her village. It had grown into something more, something beyond Bard’s Crook with just conclusions to the lives she saw around her.

      When she’d started The Chronicles of Harper’s Bend, she had been more desperate than desirous of a career in writing. Once again, she recognized that she must do something and she wasn’t well-suited to anything but writing. There were no typist jobs in Bard’s Crook, no secretarial work. The time when rich men paid for companions for their wives or elderly mothers was over, and the whole of the world was struggling to survive, Georgette included.

      She’d thought of going to London for work, but if she left her snug little cottage, she’d have to pay for lodging elsewhere. Georgie sighed into her palm and then went to bed. There was little else to do at that moment. Something, however, must be done.Chapter Two

      Three days later, the day dawned with a return to summer, and the hills were rolling out from Bard’s Crook as though being whispered over by the gods themselves. It seemed all too possible that Aurora had descended from Olympus to smile on the village. Miss Marsh’s solitary hen with her cold, hard eyes was click-clacking around the garden, eating her seeds, and generally disgusting the lady of the house.

      Miss Marsh had woken to the sound of newspaper boy arriving, but she had dressed rather leisurely. There was little to look forward to outside of a good cup of tea, light on the sugar, and without cream. She told herself she preferred her tea without cream, but in the quiet of her bedroom, she could admit that she very much wanted cream in her tea. If Georgie could persuade a god to her door, it would be the goddess Fortuna to bless Georgie’s book and provide enough ready money to afford cream and better teas. Was her life even worth living with the watered-down muck she’d been forced to drink lately?

      Georgette put on her dress, which had been old when it had been given to her and was the perfect personification of dowdiness. She might also add to her dream list, enough money for a dress or two. By Jove, she thought, how wonderful would a hat be? A lovely new one? Or perhaps a coat that fit her? The list of things that needed to be replaced in her life was near endless.

      She sighed into the mirror glancing over her familiar face with little emotion. She neither liked nor disliked her face. She knew her hair was pretty enough though it tended towards a frizziness she’d never learned to anticipate or tame. The color was a decent medium brown with corresponding medium brown eyes. Her skin was clear of blemishes, for which she was grateful, though she despised the freckles that sprinkled over her nose and cheeks. Her dress rose to her collar, but her freckles continued down her arms and over her chest. At least her lips were perfectly adequate, neither thin nor full, but nothing to cause a second glance. Like all of her, she thought, there was nothing to cause a second glance.

      Despite her lackluster looks, she didn’t despise her face. She rather liked herself. Unlike many she knew, the inside of her head was not a terrible place to be. She had no major regrets and enjoyed her own humor well enough even if she rarely bothered to share her thoughts with others.

      Georgette supposed if she had been blessed with liveliness, she might be rather pretty, but she knew herself well. She was quiet. Both in her persona and voice, and she was easily ignored. It had never been something that she bemoaned. She was who she was and though very few knew her well, those who knew her liked her. Those who knew her well—the very few who could claim such a status—liked her very well.

      On a morning when Georgie was not worrying over her bank account, she could be counted on entering the dining room at 9:00 a.m. On that morning, however, she was rather late. She had considered goats again as she brushed her teeth—no one else in Bard’s Crook kept goats though there were several who kept cows. Those bedamned goats kept coming back to her mind, but she’d rather sell everything she owned and throw herself on the mercy of the city than keep goats. She had considered trying to sew clothing while she’d pulled on her stockings and slipped her shoes on her feet. She had considered whether she might make hats when she’d brushed her hair, and she had wondered if she might take a lodger as she’d straightened her dress and exited her bedroom.

      All of her options were rejected before she reached the base of her stairs, and she entered the dining room with an edge of desperation. As she took her seat at the head of the table and added a very small amount of sugar to her weak tea, her attention was caught by the most unexpected of sights. A letter to the left of her plate. Georgette lifted it with shaking hands and read the return address. Aaron & Luther Publishing. She gasped and then slowly blew out the air.

      “Be brave, dear girl,” she whispered, as she cut open the envelope. “If they say no, you can always send your book to Anderson Books. Hope is not gone. Not yet.”

      She pulled the single sheet of paper out and wondered if it was a good sign or a bad sign that they had not returned her book. Slowly, carefully, she unfolded the letter, her tea and toast entirely abandoned as she read the contents.

      Moments later, the letter fluttered down to her plate and she sipped her scalding hot tea and didn’t notice the burn.

      “Is all well, Miss Georgie?” The maid was standing in the doorway. Her wrinkled face was fixated on her girl with the same tense anticipation that had Georgette reading her letter over and over while it lay open on her plate. Those dark eyes were fixated on Georgette’s face with careful concern.

      “I need cream, Eunice.” Georgette nodded to her maid. “We’re saved. They want Chronicles. My goodness, my dear, wonderful woman, see to the cream and let’s stop making such weak tea until we discover the details of the fiscal benefits.”

      Eunice had to have been as relieved as Georgette, but the maid simply nodded stalwartly and came back into the dining room a few minutes later with a fresh pot of strong tea, a full bowl of sugar, and the cream that had been intended for supper. It was still the cheapest tea that was sold in Bard’s Crook, but it was black and strong and tasted rather like nirvana on her tongue when Georgette drank it down.

      “I’ll go up to London tomorrow. He wants to see me in the afternoon, but he states very clearly he wants the book. We’re saved.”

      “Don’t count your chickens before they hatch, Miss Georgie.”

      “By Jove, we aren’t just saved from a lack of cream, Eunice. We’re saved from goats! We’re saved my dear. Have a seat and enjoy a cuppa yourself.”

      Eunice clucked and returned to the kitchen instead. They might be saved, but the drawing room still needed to be done, dinner still needed to be started, and the laundry and mending were waiting for no woman.
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        * * *

      

      When Miss Marsh made her way into London the following day, she was wearing her old cloche, which was quite dingy but the best she had, a coat that was worn at the cuffs and the hem, and shoes that were just starting to have a hole worn into the bottom. Perhaps, she thought, there would even be enough to re-sole her shoes.

      On the train into London from Bard’s Crook, only Mr. Thornton was taking the train from the village. When he inquired after her business, she quite shocked herself when she made up a story about meeting an old Scottish school chum for tea. Mr. Thornton admitted he intended to meet with his lawyer. He was rather notorious in Bard’s Crook for changing his will as often as the wind changed direction. An event he always announced with an air of doom and a frantic waggling of his eyebrows.

      Mr. Thornton had married a woman from the factories who refused to acknowledge her past, and together they had three children. Those children—now adults—included two rebellious sons and one clinging daughter. He also had quite a slew of righteous nephews who deserved the acclaim they received. Whenever his wife bullied him too hard or his sons rebelled too overtly, the will altered in favor of the righteous nephews until such time as an appropriate repentance could be made.

      Georgie had long since taken to watching the flip-flopping of the will with a delighted air. As far as she could tell, no one but herself enjoyed the changing of his will, but enjoying things that others didn’t seem to notice had long been her fate.

      The fortunate news of the inheritance situation was that Mr. Thornton’s nephews were unaware of the changing of their fortunes. The clinging daughter’s fortune was set in stone. She never rebelled and thus never had her fortunes reversed, but she clung rather too fiercely to be a favored inheritor.

      Mr. Thornton handed Miss Marsh down from the train, offered to share a black cab, and then left her without regret when she made a weak excuse. Miss Marsh selected her own black cab, cutting into her ready money dreadfully, and hoped that whatever occurred today would restore her cash in hand.
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        * * *

      

      CHARLES AARON

      “Mr. Aaron,” Schmidt said, “your afternoon appointment has arrived.”

      “Wonderful,” Charles replied. “Send him in with tea, will you Schmidtty?”

      “Her, sir.”

      “Her? Isn’t my appointment with an author?” Charles felt a flash of irritation. He was very much looking forward to meeting the author of The Chronicles of Harper’s Bend. He had, in fact, read the book twice more since that first time.

      Schmidt’s lips twitched when he said, “It seems the author is a Miss Marsh.”

      Charles thought over the book and realized that of course Mr. Jones was a Miss Marsh. Who but a woman would realize the fierce shame of bribing one’s children with candies to behave for church? Charles could almost hear the tirade of his grandmother about the lack of mothering skills in the upcoming generations.

      “Well, send her in, and tea as well.” Charles rubbed his hands together in glee. He did adore meeting new writers. They were never what you expected, but they all had one thing in common. Behind their dull or beautiful faces, behind their polite smiles and small talk, there were whole worlds. Characters with secrets that only the writer knew. Unnecessary histories that were cut viciously from the story and hidden away only to be known by the author.

      Charles rather enjoyed asking the writers random questions about their characters’ secret histories. Tell me, author, Charles would say, as they shared a cup of tea or a pipe, what does so-and-so do on Christmas morning? Or what is his/her favorite color? He loved when they answered readily, knowing that of course so-and-so woke early on Christmas morning, opened presents and had a rather spectacular full English only to sleep it off on the Chesterfield near the fire.

      He loved it when they described what they ate down to the nearest detail as though the character’s traditional breakfast had been made since time immemorial rather than born with a pen and hidden behind the gaze of the person with whom Charles was sharing an hour or two.

      Charles had long since become inured to the varying attitudes of authors. Thomas Spencer, who had given Charles a rather terrible headache that had been cured by Miss Marsh’s delightful book, wore dandified clothes and had an arrogant air. Spencer felt the cleverness of his books justified his rudeness.

      On the other hand, an even more brilliant writer, Henry Moore, was a little man with a large stomach. He kept a half-dozen cats, spoiled his children terribly, and was utterly devoted to his wife. In a gathering of authors, Moore would be the most successful and the cleverest by far but be overshadowed by every other writer in attendance.

      Miss Marsh, Charles saw, fell into the ‘Moore’ category. She seemed as timid as a newborn rabbit as she edged into his office. Her gaze flit about, taking in the stack of manuscripts, the shelf of books he’d published over the course of his career, the windows that looked onto a dingy alleyway, and the large wooden desk.

      She was, he thought, a dowdy little thing. Her eyes were nice enough, but they barely met his own, and she didn’t seem to know quite what to say. Her freckles seemed to be rather spectacular—if one liked freckles—but it was hard to anything with her timid movements. Especially with her face barely meeting his own. That was all right, he thought, he’d done this many times, and she was very new to the selling of a book and the signing of contracts.

      “Hello,” he said rather cheerily, hoping that his tone would set her at ease.

      She glanced up at him and then back down, her gaze darting around his office again. Mr. Aaron wondered just what she was seeing amidst all of his things. He wouldn’t be surprised to find she was noting things that the average fellow would overlook.

      “Would you like tea?”

      Miss Marsh nodded, and he poured her a cup to which she added a hefty amount of cream and sugar. He grinned at the sight of her milky tea and then leaned back as she slowly spun her teacup on the saucer.

      “Why Joseph Jones? Why a pen name at all?”

      Miss Marsh blinked rather rapidly and then admitted, “Well…” Her gaze darted to the side, and she said, “I was rather inspired by my neighbors, but I would prefer to avoid their gossip as well. Can you imagine?” A cheeky grin crossed her face for a moment, and he was entranced. “If they discovered that Antoinette Moore wrote a book?”

      “Is that you?”

      “Pieces of her,” she admitted, and he frowned. The quiet woman in front of him certainly had the mannerisms of the character, but he couldn’t quite see Miss Moore writing a book and sending it off. She was such an innocuous, almost unnecessary character in the book.

      Was Miss Marsh was a literary portraitist? He grinned at the idea and wanted nothing more than to visit Harper’s Bend or wherever it was that this realistic portrayal existed in real life. What he would give to have an afternoon tea with the likes of Mrs. Morton and her ilk.

      Mr. Aaron glanced over Miss Marsh. Her old cloche and worn coat were not lost on him, and he supposed if he’d met her anywhere else he’d never have looked at her twice. Having read her book, however, he suddenly felt as though she were far more charming than she’d otherwise have been.

      Her gaze, with ordinary medium brown eyes, seemed to have untold depths, and her freckles seemed to be an outward indicator of a woman who could look at her village and turn it into a witty caricature, acting as a warning that this was a woman who said nothing and noticed everything.

      He grinned at her. “I read your book, and I liked it.”

      Her eyes flashed and a bright grin crossed her face, and he realized she was a little prettier than he’d noticed. It was that shocked delight on her face that made him add, “I like it quite well indeed.”

      Miss Marsh clasped her hands tightly together, and Mr. Aaron did not miss how her grip camouflaged the trembling of her hands.

      “Tell me about it,” he said kindly. “Why did you write it? This is a portrait of your neighbors?”

      It was the kindness that got Miss Marsh to open up, and then she couldn’t seem to stem the tide of her thoughts; they sped out. “Well, it was my dividends you see. They’ve quite dried up. I was struggling before, but they’d always come in and then they didn’t, and I was quite—” Miss Marsh trailed off and Mr. Aaron could imagine the situation all too easily. “at my wit’s end. Only then I thought of Louisa May Alcott and the other lady writers, and I thought I might as well try as not.”

      The world was struggling and Miss Marsh, who may have escaped the early failing of things, had eventually succumbed as so many had. As she said, her dividends had dried up. He could imagine her lying awake worried and uncertain or perhaps pacing her home. There was something so unpretentious about her revelation that Mr. Aaron was even more charmed. She’d come to the end of things, and she’d turned that worry into the most charming of stories. Not just a charming story, but one filled with heart and delight in the little things. He liked her all the better for it.
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