
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


A Trio of Keys


[image: ]




The Key to Secrets

The Key for Spies

The Key with Hearts

Hearts in Hazard ~ Book 7, 8 & 9

by

M.A. Lee

––––––––

[image: ]


[image: A close up of a logo

Description automatically generated]

The Key to Secrets

Copyright © 2018 Emily Dunn

Doing Business as M. A. Lee & Writers’ Ink

First electronic publishing rights: January 2018

The Key for Spies

Copyright © 2019 / Emily R. Dunn

Doing business as M.A. Lee & Writers’ Ink

First electronic publishing rights: 2019

The Key with Hearts

Copyright © 2019 Emily R. Dunn 

doing business as M. A. Lee & Writers’ Ink

First electronic publishing rights: February 2019

All rights are reserved.

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. No part of this book may be scanned, uploaded, or distributed via the Internet or any other means, electronic or print, without the author’s or Writers’ Ink permission.

NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental. The author does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for third-party websites or their content.

Published in the United States of America.

Cover design by Deranged Doctor Design.

www.writersinkbooks.com

winkbooks@aol.com



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Acknowledgements

[image: ]




My especial thanks to Diane and Steve, best first readers in the world. Best friends in the world, for honesty and caring and support. Best family in the world, for laughter and love and life.

To Deranged Doctor Design, whose artistic designers always create inspiring covers that keep me writing.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Novels by M.A. Lee

[image: ]




12 Books of the Hearts in Hazard series

A Game of Secrets

A Game of Spies

A Game of Hearts

The Dangers of Secrets

The Dangers for Spies

The Dangers to Hearts

The Key to Secrets

The Key for Spies

The Key with Hearts

The Hazard of Secrets

The Hazard for Spies

The Hazard with Hearts

Into Death ~ Post World War I

Digging into Death

Christmas with Death

Portrait with Death (coming soon)



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Non-Fiction Works

[image: ]




Think like a Pro Writer series

Think like a Pro ~ 1

Think / Pro:  A Planner for Writers ~ 2

Old Geeky Greeks: Write Stories with Ancient Techniques ~ 3

Discovering Your Novel ~ 4

Discovering Characters ~ 5

Discovering Your Plot ~ 6

Discovering Your Author Brand ~ 7

Discovering Sentence Craft ~ 8

Just Start Writing ~ Inspiration 4 Writers :: book 1

Other Books

2 * 0 * 4 Lifestyle: A Planner for Living



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


The Key to Secrets


[image: ]




Hearts in Hazard ~ Book 7

by

M.A. Lee



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

[image: ]




Cold had settled into Bee’s heart the way the snow had settled over the land, covering the fertile soil and sending the living plants into their wintry sleep. The blank whiteness stretched over the fields and pastures, a glory of ice crystals packed together, sealing the good earth under a vacant layer both lovely and deadly.

Her internal snow had fallen so quickly and so completely that she hadn’t even noticed its danger. It settled first into the empty crevices of her heart and of her hopes. From there it spread to cover her life. Now she was trapped. She’d said “no” to her barren life and “yes” to a life with potential only to realize how iced over that life would also be.

Bee watched Mad Aunt Beth use her cane to knock snow off the frozen rosebushes. White clumps fell to the ground. A repeated whack, suss filled the air. No sound came from the garden or the air. The birds and little animals kept to their warm cover. No sounds came from the manor or the carriage house and stables. Sane people hovered beside their hearths. Only she and Mad Aunt Beth had ventured out, she reluctantly and the old woman with the defiance that became all the more obstinate when faced with reason. Bee had given up argument, bundled them both into wool shawls and cloaks, and followed into the garden.

Shivering, mittened hands held to her face, she watched Aunt Beth mutilate the bushes. The wintry sun hadn’t strength enough to melt the new snow. She had lost her own strength to stand up for the life she wanted. Like a coward, she accepted the life chosen for her. A life she should never have agreed to. It had seemed an escape then. Now she knew it would be a prison.

Aunt Beth gave a hard whack to the largest rosebush. Bee stepped forward to stop her. The gardeners would complain about the damage once they ventured away from their cozy quarters. She faltered before interrupting Aunt Beth. The older woman could be vicious with her cane. Her usual nurse hid the cane that her charge didn’t need but always wanted. Yet Nurse Gregg had catarrh, and Aunt Beth wanted sunshine after days of clouds. Bee was the family retainer who did the miserable tasks that no one else in the Chalmsley family would do. Her dogsbody existence had driven her to say “yes”.

She should have said “no”.

A rider emerged from the trees, following the drive that led to the main road and then Chalmsley Village. He came at a canter, the dark horse moving easily over the snow-covered gravel. The capes of his greatcoat lifted and fell, lifted and fell, like black wings. The wide-brimmed hat hiding his face added to the impression of a great black bird.

“Ha! One for sorrow.”

Bee jumped. Mad Aunt Beth had quietly come to her side. She held the cane over her shoulder, like a cricket bat, and pointed at the rider.

“Carrion crow, out of the oaks, come to catch a murderer. ‘Fol de riddle, lol de riddle, hiding do’.” Her singsong of the nursery rhyme sounded as creaky as rusty hinges. “Come too late for you, that one. Come too soon for her.” She sang that as well then grinned at Bee, revealing missing front teeth.

“Aunt Beth, what are you talking about? Too late for me? Too soon for her? Who are you talking about?” Then, she remembered the sordid murder discovered this morning. The old woman should have known nothing about the crime, for she would have been in the nursery with Nurse Gregg. “What do you know about the murder, Aunt Beth?”

The shrewdness of the deranged had the old woman looking around before she patted Bee’s arm. “Poor little Bee. Buzz here, buzz there, never quite know where to go, never quite know what’s to know, never quite know what to do with the truth. You know he didn’t just die in the night, little Bee. You know she killed him.”

He. William Kennington had died last night. The hullaballoo over finding his bloodied corpse had filled the house this morning. The chambermaid who found him had fetched Bee. Bee had alerted the butler and the housekeeper to the crime. Then Bee took on the unenviable task of waking her great-uncle to inform him of the murder of an important guest.

The hullaballoo eventually had abated to sobs from his fiancée Moira Fraser and whispers from the other guests. The Chalmsleys maintained a stoic front. After being the center of the maelstrom, Bee discovered that she now circled the outer edge. With Nurse Gregg pleading sickness, Bee was relegated through the noon hour and half the afternoon to the nursery with Aunt Beth. At the top of the house, the nursery was intended to offer quiet solitude to the old woman.

Yet how did Aunt Beth, cooped-up in the old nursery, know more than Bee did about the murder?

“Carrion crow you’ll know, though,” Aunt Beth said now. “Unless the snow has frozen your heart. I’m cold.” The cane came down to help her cross the snowy paths back to the house.

Bee trailed her. “Who is he? Who is this carrion crow?”

“Most wanted. Least expected.”

How was she to interpret that? Then she realized. Her heart thumped madly. “Hector? Is it Hector Evans? He’s in London.”

“Where are your ears, girl? He came back last Spring, appointed constable by my nephew-in-law. He straightened out that mess over at Helmesford.”

“He came here to Chalmsley Court? I didn’t see him.”

“No, they were careful about that. He stayed over in Meadowbrook except for a couple of visits here. Lord Chalmsley’s niece mustn’t marry a lowly constable. A Seddars mustn’t marry a clerk’s son.”

“Aunt Beth, Hector and I never—we were too young to expect—he left. I forgot him because he never wrote.”

“Wrote and wrote, never answered.”

She gaped at the old woman. She had written to Hector, several letters, awkward little outpourings of her heart. When he never responded, she had abandoned them. Had he written her, and those letters were confiscated? That last summer had seemed idyllic—until Lord Chalmsley decreed Hector would remove to London. Had more driven that decision than Bee realized?

Should she believe Aunt Beth? The old woman didn’t sound deranged, even though her earlier comments seemed crazed. Aunt Beth’s insanity had its own sense, skewed and riddling. She had a knack for prophetic announcements that most of the Chalmsley family ignored—until they were suddenly true. As her pronouncement that Sampson and his son would soon be traveling far had come true two years before.

Not an hour ago she claimed the two servants would soon return. Since Sampson and Daniel had escorted the son and heir to Vienna, was George also soon to return?

Aunt Beth did know things that others at Chalmsley Court did not. Especially Bee. Like Hector Evans now served as constable for Lord Chalmsley, the district magistrate.

She glanced again at the rider. Carrion Crow. He had reached the forecourt. A groom ran from the stables to take his horse. The black-brimmed hat still hid his features.

From her frozen stance in the side garden, she couldn’t see enough to trust Aunt Beth was right. Bee vividly remembered the blood on the bed, the blood on her hands after she bent closer to examine the wound, the blood she had scrubbed and scrubbed to remove. She said the only thing that fit with the morning’s uproar and the appearance of a carrion-crow rider. “William Kennington was murdered.”

“Murdered. Stabbed with a steely pick. I’m cold. I want my tea.” And Aunt Beth headed into the house.

Bee followed. She wondered how Aunt Beth knew that someone used a steely pick to murder William Kennington.

She wondered if she would have a chance to see Hector, to talk with him.

Was it too late to re-kindle the spark between them?

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Cold as the chapel was, Hector Evans turned colder when he pulled back the sheet covering the corpse and saw the blood on the man’s neck. The lantern wavered in the footman’s hand. Shadows danced wildly. “Steady up, man,” he said as he bent for a closer look at the wound.

A thin hole. Something small and sharp and long.

He’d expected some kind of violence when the message to report to Chalmsley Court arrived. Lord Chalmsley would not send for a constable unless violence occurred, and the only violent person at the Court was George, his lordship’s only son.

He wished Lord Chalmsley hadn’t ordered the corpse moved to the chapel. He wished a dozen things. Mostly, he wished he hadn’t seen Bee Chalmsley as he rode toward the house.

The two women in the snow-covered garden could only be Bee and Mad Aunt Beth. Only Mab would ignore sense and venture outdoors. Only Bee or a servant extremely well paid would follow to ensure the crazy bat didn’t hurt herself. Aunt Beth had never hurt anyone, though. With a shawl hiding the taller woman’s pale hair and her shape enveloped by a cloak, she could be anyone—but he knew it was Bee.

Eight years away from Chalmsley Court, yet he still felt the old stirrings. She had broken his heart once. He’d heard that all the young Chalmsley ladies became engaged over Christmas. Hector had wondered if Bee was included, but he hadn’t asked. He wouldn’t. He didn’t want anyone to guess that a too tall, too thin woman-child had captured his heart one long-ago summer and never given it back.

He refused to moon about looking for her, hoping for a chance to speak with her, not when he had a murder to solve.

He straightened and yanked the sheet into place over the corpse. The footman lowered the lantern.

“Who found him?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

Hector narrowed his eyes, but the footman continued to look ignorant. The man was new, not a servant that Hector remembered from his own years at Chalmsley. “You’ve been here since they brought the body to the chapel?” He didn’t say ‘corpse’. He’d learned during his London years not to use that word to people unused to murder.

“Yes, sir. Lord Chalmsley himself appointed me to this duty.”

“Did Lord Chalmsley order that the body be brought to the chapel instead of leaving it in place?” Once again, the man looked blank. “While you have stood guard, did anyone else wish to come into the chapel, perhaps to see the body?”

“No, sir. Well, sir, Miss Fraser, she came with her parents. She wanted to see him. She didn’t believe he was dead.”

“Miss Fraser was Mr. Kennington’s fiancée?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I expect that Lord Chalmsley would like a report.”

“I wouldn’t know, sir.”

Nor did Hector. His lordship left his constable to his duties, boring enough most of the time. His only excitement had come immediately following his return from London, over in Helmesford, when an arson exposed a decade-old murder. Although he narrowed his suspect for the arson to one man, he’d lacked the evidence needed to take the case to an inquest or to the magistrate. As for the ten-year-old murder, he wound up with three suspects: one he didn’t think had done it, the second he wanted to pin the murder on but had no evidence, and the third and most likely suspect would never be considered seriously by a jury. Cat ladies never were considered for serious crimes. They reminded people too much of afternoon tea, buttered crumpets served with preserves and a cat purring away on the mantel. He would never have gotten a conviction of Aunt Sally.

If the old maid aunt had shot the man. Maybe she hadn’t.

Lord Chalmsley would frown if Hector failed a second time. Any jack with a bit of sense could see the drunks home and find stolen articles and hurry vagrants along to the next shire. Murders needed cleverness—and Hector didn’t know if he were clever enough.

He left the footman with instructions to keep everyone out of the chapel. The Kennington family would expect the body’s return soon. He needed to investigate the murder scene and start interviews, especially of the man’s fiancée.

Half hoping his lordship was elsewhere, Hector knocked on the door to Lord Chalmsley’s study. The “enter” was muffled but clear enough.

Chalmsley glanced up but continued his writing. Hector stood before the desk, remembering earlier years when he had stood in this very spot, waiting to hear either compliments for his skill in his lessons or discipline for his multiple mischiefs. He had ceased fearing the discipline long before Chalmsley sent him to work with London’s chief magistrate Sir Richard Ford.

He used the wait to study his lordship. Although his body appeared fit, dissipation showed in the pouches under his dark eyes and the slackness of his jawline. He wore a gentleman’s country attire with the nonchalance afforded by wealth that could replace expensive clothing with ease. Silver streaked his dark hair, but he showed no other signs of age.

Lord Chalmsley set his quill in the stand then leaned back in his chair. “I expected you earlier, Evans.”

“Yes, my lord. I have viewed the body. A clear case of murder.”

“I knew that.”

“Yes, my lord.” He sounded like the footman and vowed not to fall into such dumb obedience. “I’ll look for the murder weapon when I search the scene. Where was his chamber?” He wasn’t surprised when Kennington’s room was the second floor. The first floor was reserved for family and privileged guests. He himself had never rated below the second floor. For many years he’d had a room on the third, down the hall from the nursery, closer to the servants. “Another question, my lord. Can you tell me the reason his body was removed to the chapel?”

“Couldn’t leave him lying there, could I? The Fraser girl was caterwauling in the corridor ,and her parents demanded answers I didn’t have. Still don’t. You’ll need to speak with them. Lord Fraser plans to leave in the morning. Unseemly haste, I’d say, but he seems to think murder is contagious. When will you speak with them?”

“After I’ve viewed the crime scene, my lord. I understand you and Lady Chalmsley are hosting a week-long party? Did Mr. Kennington have any family members here? I would wish to question them as well.”

“Is this an example of your new methods of investigation? Ask questions? Search about for things? No, Kennington has no family, not here. There’s a mother living and an uncle. He’s a diplomat, assigned to Prussia, I understand. A sister, I think, married. But no one here.”

“Thank you, my lord. And the other guests? Do they have plans to leave?”

He huffed. “They’d rather stay and titter about whatever transpires. Who do you think murdered Kennington?”

“I will not say until I have completed my examination of the evidence and conducted several interviews. I apologize in advance for inconveniencing your guests—.”

Chalmsley waved aside the comment. “They inconvenienced me by coming here at my wife’s invitation. Her idea, to host a party to celebrate the engagements at Christmas. Then she has to drag in my daughters’ friends and their fiancés and parents. At least we don’t have schoolchildren running about. How long do you think you’ll need?”

“I could not say, my lord. The evidence and the interviews will determine that.”

“Learned to be cagey, have you?” Chalmsley gave a decided nod. “You’ll be staying here. Taking your meals with us. After all, I raised you with my own boy.” He picked up the quill and reached for another parchment. “You’ll be wanting to start your investigation.”

“Yes, my lord.” Feeling as if he should have questioned Chalmsley—how did a constable interrogate a magistrate?—Hector bowed then retreated from the study.

Without thinking, he turned left, heading for the front hall and the main stairs. Fitting back into the house would not be difficult. Chalmsley Court never changed.

Fitting back with the family? He knew George was off on a reduced Grand Tour, abbreviated to avoid Napoleon’s army. Lord Chalmsley’s daughters Cordelia and Portia had never cared for Hector and had stayed out of his way. His presence at dinner would not please them. As for Lady Chalmsley—Hector had never managed to get a read on that woman. For many years of his time here, she’d taken laudanum so much that he suspected an addiction. Yet in his fifteenth year, when he’d returned from school, she’d been brighter and happier than he’d ever known her, with no signs of laudanum anywhere around.

And Bee—. He finally allowed himself to dwell on her. How would Bee react to his presence here at Chalmsley Court? Would she welcome him? Would she be happy to see him? Or had she forgotten him, a singular mark on the map of her life, a mark that had long ago lost any meaning for her?

He didn’t know, but he desperately wanted those answers.

He had yet to see Richardson, the butler. Two footmen stood in the entrance hall, statues paired, with nothing to do until a Chalmsley gave an order. They didn’t blink when he passed them and started up the stairs.

“My goodness! Cordelia, look! I do believe that’s Hector Evans. Hector! Do stop, Hector.”
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Chapter 2
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Hector turned. Seeing the two young women, he bowed. “Ladies” seemed innocuous enough.

All smiles and blonde curls, the Honorable Portia Seddars approached with blue eyes wide, a trick from her nursery days. After years of association with Portia, Hector immediately suspected her of machinations. In early days she needed the trick to deflect or misdirect punishment, either for snatching away a doll or hiding a pretty bauble that belonged to a visitor or kicking the maid who tried to restore the bauble to the visitor’s chamber before it was missed.

Behind Portia came Cordelia Seddars, most often the owner of the snatched doll. She had her father’s dark eyes, deepened even more by the dark circles under them. Her blonde hair lacked her sister’s pretty curls but waved charmingly. Pretty on her own, she paled beside her sister.

Bee Seddars, with flaxen hair and a narrow face, had paled even more beside Portia. Yet she’d caught his eye and then his heart.

“Ladies,” Hector repeated, not knowing what else to say. He was eight years from this house and any contact with the privileged daughters of Lord Chalmsley. What should he say?

“You’re here for the murder, aren’t you?” Portia quizzed. “I understand you’re a constable now. You’ll have to solve the murder, won’t you?”

While he answered, he considered her question out of tune with the event. Cordelia had flinched. Although she said nothing, she stared at her sister’s back. She had started rubbing her fingers, an old sign of stress that Hector recognized. “Did you have much contact with Mr. Kennington?”

“In London I did. He was mine, you know. All of them were.” Portia came closer and lowered her voice as if she shared a secret. “I told him to pursue Moira. I didn’t really think she’d accept him. Silly thing had said she wanted to live in Scotland, and Will lives in the fens, you know. Or he did,” she added. “Then she accepted him, and he—well, Mama invited the both of them. Now look what has occurred.” She rolled those blue eyes and snared his arm. “I suppose you have lots of questions to ask, and you want to see his bedchamber.”

A flick of his gaze checked on Cordelia, standing as if frozen except for the rubbing down of her fingers. “Why would I want to see his bedchamber, Miss Seddars?”

“Oh, not Miss Seddars! Not from you! Do not pretend, Hector, that we are not old friends.”

“An age has passed since we were children together. I have seven years on you.”

“Papa wanted to betrothe me to the Marquess of Musgrove. We attended a party at his estate last year. He is over ten years my senior, so you needn’t think seven years is such an age.”

“We have not met Lord Musgrove.” Cordelia’s insertion rang as oddly as Portia’s first questions. “We enjoyed the party at Grove Park. Neither of us found a suitor. Mama was displeased. Lord Musgrove did not attend his own party. We returned here in early March. We did not leave for London until Autumn.”

“London in October when most people are home. I was beginning to think Cordy would never find a match. She’s turned twenty-one, you remember, three years older than me. Quite on the shelf. Barrington Pierpont proposed, didn’t he, Cordy? Barrington’s a sweetheart.” Those blue eyes widened a little to seem guileless. “Beatrice is older. Twenty-three. Yet even she has a fiancé now.”

“My best wishes to you, Miss Cordelia.” He glanced down at Portia. “I understood that both the Chalmsley daughters were betrothed.”

She giggled. “Of course! Mama insisted that I attend the London Christmas parties, and I took immediately. Brougham Paton. The Devonshire Patons?” she quizzed, as if he kept up with Debrett’s Peerage. “He has two years on you. He loves my eyes.”

When she batted her eyelashes, Hector thought it safe enough to chuckle. He managed to disentangle himself in order to give both young ladies the approved bow. “All best wishes to you, as well, Miss Portia.”

“Here is Beatrice,” Cordelia announced. “You must tell her ‘all best wishes’ as well.”

During his examination of Kennington’s body and his brief conference with Lord Chalmsley, Bee must have returned Mad Aunt Beth to her normal watcher. She looked only a little frazzled as she glided toward them.

And glide she did. Her fluid movements had always fascinated him. She seemed to alight onto chairs, float down the stairs, and drift along wooded pathways, light as fairy-thistle. Even at fourteen, she had an otherworldly grace. The faraway look in her deep blue eyes, the flyaway nature of her flaxen hair, her long slender limbs—all combined into what he had once fancifully called ‘elvish’. He fell in love with her laugh. Yet as the summer passed, she grounded at Chalmsley Court, and her fairy-thistle air dissipated.

Bee still glided, but she seemed less like dream and more reality. When he had discovered the tips of her ears were a little pointed, he teased her unmercifully. Her laughter at that naming had dispelled her faraway gaze. He later learned that memories of her deceased parents caused that far-distant gaze, and he had tried hard to dispel her sadness.

He had tried too hard, for Lord Chalmsley had noticed his ward’s attention to his niece. October found Hector miserable in sooty London, trying harder to please Sir Richard Ford as he learned how to investigate crimes and arrest criminals, which had necessitated training in fisticuffs and weaponry that a youth at Chalmsley Court had never learned.

Bee smiled. “Hector, welcome back.”

“You’re the first to tell me that,” and her smile brightened.

“You must flirt with him later, Bee. We were just going to take him to Mr. Kennington’s room. Then you can flirt with him. Just the way you once did. That summer was idyllic, wasn’t it? We were all here. George, too.”

“I am engaged, Portia. I should not flirt with anyone.”

“Engagements mean nothing. Marriage doesn’t either.”

“What on earth do you mean?”

“Haven’t you noticed, Bee? Married people are never together. They’re always with other people. Fiancés are the same. Mr. Kennington was engaged to Moira Fraser, but he flirted with me. So does Barrington Pierpont, and he will be my brother-in-law.” She beamed, all angelic gold and white and blue. “You two can flirt while Edmund flirts with me. All afternoon.”

“If you’re busy flirting, Portia, you’ll miss tea.” Even as Bee issued her warning, the longcase clock under the stairs began chiming the four o’clock hour.

Hector started counting his hours. He had reached Chalmsley Village after noon. Expecting to be put immediately to his task, he had taken a quick pub lunch, then continued his ride to the Court. He’d already spent two hours here, and he had done nothing more than view the body and speak with the magistrate. He had the scene to view, interviews to conduct ... . He didn’t need to waste time with the sisters. Or with Bee. Or his lordship.

Cordelia stopped rubbing her fingers. “We must not miss tea, Portia. Mama will be displeased. We have had too much disruption today, she said. You remember. Do you remember?”

Portia scowled. “I remember. We cannot go with you, Hector. A footman will have to direct you.”

“I do remember my way about the house.”

“It would not do to make a mistake, Constable,” Bee said calmly, creating distance by using his job rather than his name. “I will direct you and then return for tea.”

“Unless you wish to take tea with us?” Portia asked, her hand returning to his arm.

“I believe my time would be better served attending to my investigation, but I thank you for the invitation.”

She pouted prettily. “You must sit beside me at dinner.”

“Preference, Portia,” Cordelia reminded her.

The younger daughter sighed dramatically. “Then you will turn my pages while I play the pianoforte.”

The two sisters left, heading in the direction of the drawing room. He heard other people above stairs as well as along the side passages, one which lead to the library and the other to the conservatory that captured the cold winter sun.

Bee glanced up and spotted guests beginning their descent from the first and second floors. “You will no doubt face multiple questions as soon as everyone discovers you are the constable in charge of discovering Mr. Kennington’s murderer. Shall we take the backstairs? That will delay the questions.”

Her gaze skittered away from his, as if she felt guilty and tried to hide it. Why would Bee feel guilty about anything?

Unless she’d murdered William Kennington.

Hector didn’t remember her having any homicidal tendencies, and he couldn’t believe she might change so drastically. Yet London had taught hard lessons. The chief lesson remained the first he’d learned—smiles disguise knives, and innocence is a cloak easily shed.

A youth alone in London, Hector had clung to Bee’s oath that she would write to him. He hadn’t given up until Christmas when Chalmsley’s letter arrived. He had refused Hector’s request to return for the holiday season. Other things to learn, young man, his lordship had written, and no one here of interest to you.

Hector had spent Christmastide shivering in his single room, little more than garret space, invited only by his parsimonious landlady to her Christmas dinner. The day after Boxing Day he’d attended a dinner at Sir Richard’s, along with a handful of other young men in training for Bow Street. Then he’d returned to his cold room and vowed not to write another letter until Bee wrote him. She hadn’t written. The lack still broke his heart.

He watched her glide to the narrow servant’s stairs. A maid plastered herself against the wall as they passed. At the start of the second flight up, another maid saw them climbing. Turning her face to the wall, she waited on the landing. Near the top of the second flight, they encountered a footman coming down the third flight from the nursery and the servants’ floor. He stopped and opened the door to the second story corridor. Bee thanked the man then led Hector along the corridor.

“Where’s George?” Hector asked, as much to slow her as to find out where the violent young man was.

She stopped and faced him. Her eyebrows had lifted slightly. “Was he your first thought, when you heard we’d had a murder?”

The mind of the Bee he’d known had worked much like his own. They had leagued together against the strongest irrationalities of the Chalmsley brood. Yet in eight years she may have transformed into a creature of Chalmsley. He chose diplomatic silence on her question. “Where is he?” he repeated.

“Not here. Not in England. He left two years ago, for Vienna.”

“I did hear that. Two years is a long time to be from home.”

She ignored the comment. “As much as possible, Mr. Kennington’s room was left as we found it.” She spoke over her shoulder as she resumed her progress. “I stopped one maid from cleaning up, but I’m afraid his valet refused to leave without packing Mr. Kennington’s belongings. I believe he was in shock.”

“Did he find the body?”

“No. That was the chambermaid Holyfield.. She came in with Mr. Kennington’s morning tea and to stir up the fire. As soon as she saw that he was—that he was dead, she came to me.”

“Why did she come to you? Why did she not report to Lord Chalmsley?”

“A lowly chambermaid does not interrupt Lord Chalmsley’s sleep. Nor Lady Chalmsley’s. That duty fell to me. Besides, my room is now on this floor.” They had reached the landing for the great stairs that descended to the entrance hall. Bee stopped and faced him. “I have the room on the end, a much better room than that narrow little room beside Cordelia’s on the family floor. I have a wonderful view of the gardens and the long lawn, all the way down to the river.”

“You used to love the river walk.”

“I still do. I will miss it.” Her lashes flickered. She turned to lead him on. “When the maid came to me, I didn’t quite believe her. After I ascertained exactly what had happened—.”

He stopped her with a touch. “What do you mean by ascertaining what happened?”

This time she fully faced him. In the corridor’s dim light, the dove grey of her gown reflected like ash on her pale neck. She swallowed then said, “I checked the body. I shouldn’t have, I know. A carefully brought up young lady does not enter a man’s bedchamber, not even when he is dead. My great-uncle has already scolded me for doing so. But he would never have countenanced being disturbed so early unless something untoward had truly occurred.”

“Wait. You’re telling me that the body was found early. How early?”

“The maid said that he wanted to be awakened at 7 o’clock, just after dawn. I don’t know the reason. Mr. Kennington didn’t ride, and he certainly wasn’t one for tramping.”

Remembering the man’s flaccid shape, Hector nodded. “So you examined the body.”

“Not truly an examination. I stood beside the bed. The tester curtains around the bed were pushed back on one side, and the sheets were in disarray, as if he tossed them out of his way earlier in the night. The blood—.” She swallowed again, and Hector realized that she had paled even more. “It soaked into the mattress beneath his head and shoulders. I did examine the puncture wound in his neck. He was murdered at night, while we all were sleeping peacefully. How can a man be killed so violently and never make a sound?”

Hector knew multiple ways. “What did you do then?”

“I told the maid to stay outside the door and not let anyone else in. I dealt with the butler and the housekeeper. Then I awakened my great-uncle. He had to see for himself.”

“When did the valet come in?”

“After my great-uncle left. The news was spreading by then, you see. He sent a messenger to find you and I dealt with the valet and the chambermaid.”

“Who ordered Kennington’s body removed to the chapel?”

Her gaze went past him. Her eyes widened then closed only to open immediately. “You must speak with Lord Chalmsley about that.”

He heard the footsteps approaching behind him. “I will,” he said grimly then turned to face the newcomer.

A man approached. He was tall and golden as a god, with a smile and an outstretched hand for Hector. “You must be the constable everyone is talking about. I understand you are a former ward of Chalmsley’s. I am Edmund Tretheway, Beatrice’s fiancé.”

Hector shook the extended hand and controlled the desire to crush it. “Hector Evans, sir.”

Tretheway stepped around him to take Bee’s hand. “Your hands are cold, my dear.” He looked back at Hector. “I understand you are the son of a friend of Chalmsley. A Mr. Arthur Evans, that was.”

“A barrister and the grandson of the late Lord Bute.”

“Bute. That’s a good family. Old title.”

“I thank you, but my connection to Lord Bute is on the distaff side, sir. The current baron is my second cousin. Our lives do not intersect.”

“I imagine not. You were a Bow Street Runner?”

He avoided the whole explanation of how Bow Street worked and merely agreed. “May I wish you congratulations, sir, on your choice of Miss Seddars for fiancée?” He met Bee’s gaze. “She is a fine choice.” The bland words hid his wish to punch that thin-lipped smile from the man’s face and break his Roman nose. “Thank you, Miss Seddars, for guiding me this far. If you will point me to the correct door?”

“The third one down, on the left. If you need anything else? I understand that you may wish a more formal interview of my involvement in this. And I will inform Richardson that you must speak with Dowding, Mr. Kennington’s valet, and Holyfield, the chambermaid. She might speak more freely if I am present.”

“My dear, it is not necessary for you to involve yourself,” Tretheway declared at the same time that Hector asked, “Who is the housekeeper now?”

Bee chose to answer him, and a petty glee had him internally pumping a mental fist in celebration. “Mrs. Lovell. She runs the staff quite competently, but she does not endear herself to the lesser maids. Holyfield will be more comfortable answering your questions if she knows I am watching out for her. Shall I have Richardson send her to the conservatory at half-past six? And Dowding as well. He can wait in the hall while you question the maid.”

“I would appreciate that.”

“Very well then. We will meet again in an hour.” Her gaze drifted over her shoulder, likely at the door she had directed him to. “If that is sufficient time.”

“It should be. Thank you for your assistance, Miss Seddars.”

She nodded, and Edmund Tretheway lost no time in shepherding her back to the stairs.
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Chapter 3
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Bee listened to Edmund’s complaints, one for every tenth step to the ground floor. She didn’t see that he had a right to complain of her help to the constable who would solve a murder. He obviously disagreed. He disagreed all the way into the drawing room, although there his comments were muted.

Earlier, when he learned that she had seen Kennington’s dead body, not only blood-covered but unclothed, he’d expressed shock. He expected her to be shocked. “Do you think I should swoon onto a fainting couch?” she had teased. From his startled expression, she guessed that was exactly what Edmund had expected.

Had part of Hector’s surprise at her retelling of this morning’s event been his expectation that she should have swooned? She had collapsed only once in her life, when the solicitor brought the news of her parents’ deaths at sea. She had vowed never to swoon again.

Holyfield had nearly swooned. Lady Chalmsley certainly had. Portia was excited, feeding off the gossip about Kennington’s flirtation with Phaedra Dunham when he should have focused on his fiancée. Portia once more repeated that he’d flirted with her before he had proposed to Moira. Cordelia had followed the typical Cordelia instinct—she hunched into herself and retreated to her chamber.

As Bee sipped her tea, she glanced around the withdrawing room. For once, Lady Chalmsley interacted easily with three of the ladies. She often merely stared, and everyone became uncomfortable. Over her years with the family, Bee learned that the Chalmsleys rarely involved themselves with their guests. In seeing them at teatime, dinner and afterwards, and occasionally during the day, they apparently believed they fulfilled their duties to any visitors.

Great-Uncle Hamilton took the occasional guest hunting or shooting. Following her husband’s lead, Lady Chalmsley might embroider with like-minded ladies. The sisters did interact with their particular friends, but they never extended any welcome to other guests. And George—Bee was glad George was abroad. He would have lived like a hermit in a ruined forest chapel if his father had left him to his own devices. Great-Uncle Hamilton hadn’t trusted what those devices would turn into. With George, drowning kittens had started early.

Mad Aunt Beth had said “she killed him”. Who was that she? What did Aunt Beth know? How did she know it?

Hector needed to hear Aunt Beth’s claims—if he would listen to them. He knew Aunt Beth’s derangement was long standing, long before the Quenton family transported her to Chalmsley. To be taken care of, they had apparently said as they passed the duty to her niece Lady Chalmsley. Watched carefully and guarded was what they had meant. Aunt Beth was a fixture at Chalmsley Court long before Bee arrived.

Edmund muttered something in her ear then excused himself to speak with John Nashe. Bee attended to Lady Osgood. Having no care for fripperies like embroidery, that lady had avoided the hostess’s circle. With her husband and the Herricks and Mr. Dunham in tow, she surrounded Bee.

Bee was surprised her fiancé had pretended his devotion for as long as he had. Lord Herrick formed part of his reason to stay, but that gentleman busily enjoyed the savory pastries at which the cook Mrs. Shelton excelled. He’d filled his plate twice.

Lady Osgood currently held forth on her plans to organize a church bazaar, “prior to Valentine’s Day, I think, to assist the poor of our parish, you understand.” Mr. Dunham nodded agreement while Lady Herrick handed her plate to her husband.

“Will you be selling items?”

“A few, of course, to fund necessities. We will also collect household items and clothing. Not outer garments. The poor received cloaks and coats at the first Advent service. We collected those in October and November and distributed them.”

“You purchased these?”

Lady Osgood primmed her mouth. “A waste of money, my dear. I have discovered that poor people do not take good care of their clothing. Our parishioners donated items they no longer needed.”

“It must be difficult,” Bee inserted, as tactfully as possible, “to keep in good trim any clothing that has had considerable wear.”

Lady Osgood stared. “I do see your point,” she admitted. “How often do you distribute clothing to those in need at your home, Lady Herrick?”

Lady Chalmsley had turned the good-will duties over to Bee on her first Christmas here, but Bee didn’t not inform Lady Osgood. She let her thoughts and gaze drift away. Edmund had finished his conversation with John Nashe. He stood listening to the group gathered around Missy Wilton, a beauty who outshone even Portia.

Sometimes, when Bee looked at her fiancé, doubts confused her. Edmund was attractive. When he proposed, he had spoken of his wish to start a family. She wanted children, to love and to guide into their lives, a house to maintain, a stronger purpose for her life. He spoke good sense. After eight years with the Chalmsleys, Bee wanted someone with logical reasoning powers. She wanted her efforts to benefit her own family, not others who often undermined her.

John Nashe seemed a man like Edmund. She wished Cordelia had shown interest in Mr. Nashe rather than being swayed by Barrington Pierpont’s brooding looks. Pierpont seemed self-absorbed. Mr. Nashe did not. He didn’t nobble on about his wealth. He wore subdued clothing, and his sole concession to ornament was a glittering stickpin in his cravat at dinner. Cordelia needed someone kind and calm, and John Nashe certainly didn’t deserve to have snippy Tina Wilton hang upon his arm.

Mrs. Nashe, as subdued as her son, didn’t deserve to have Silly Wilton chatter in her ear. But Mrs. Wilton’s chatter about London society was better than rehashing the events of the morning.

John Nashe hadn’t committed to Tina Wilton yet. Tina’s sycophantic father seemed more interested in courting Lord Chalmsley’s approval. Mr. Nashe might slip away from the Wilton talons.

Edmund left John Nashe and continued on to Brougham Paton, who sat beside his fiancée Portia as she chattered to Miss Herrick. Mr. Paton looked bored. He didn’t join Portia’s chatter. When Edmund approached him, he rose from the sofa and stepped aside to talk quietly.

Her tea had gone cold. Bee glanced at the clock then once more around the room. She saw Cordelia pleating her skirt, the lace-ruffled hem rising higher and higher, revealing more of her yellow stockings and buttoned shoes.

“Please excuse me,” she told Lady Osgood when the woman broke her spate to breathe. “I must speak with Cordelia about this evening.” She crossed the room and squeezed her way onto the cushioned sofa. Looking across Cordelia, Phaedra Dunham gave Bee a quizzical look that changed when Bee placed her hand over her cousin’s nervous fingers.

Cordelia gave a start. She looked down at Bee’s hand on hers, then she gave a shuddering sigh and released the pleated fabric.

Behind her, Lady Pierpont nattered on about embroidery to her hostess, a safe topic that Lady Chalmsley would happily pursue for hours.

“I understand that you personally know the constable, Miss Seddars.” Missy Wilton’s comment startled Bee, drawing her attention back to the group she had joined. Dressed in a pretty rose satin, the young woman looked a portrait of the proper young debutante. Over Christmas, the haut ton in London had declared her a diamond of the first water. With Alex Westover’s ring flashing on her slender finger, she had the assurance of a much-older woman.

Cordelia’s hand twisted. It turned and gripped Bee’s hand, returning the comfort Bee had earlier given.

Bee sent the society smile that she hated around the circle. Whenever she saw that smile reflected in one of the multitude of mirrors scattered around the Court, she could see its falseness. Lady Chalmsley had reassured her, years ago, that no one else knew it was insincere. Bee had believed Mad Aunt Beth’s reassurance more than Lady Chalmsley’s. Drawing on long practice at serenity, she leaned forward a little to make eye contact with Missy Wilton. “We all know Mr. Evans, Miss Wilton. He was Lord Chalmsley’s ward before he went to London. His father was a friend of Lord Chalmsley.”

“My sister asked if you personally know Mr. Evans?” Tina Wilton gave a society smile of her own. Hers clearly looked false.

Bee let herself frown a little. “If I personally know Mr. Evans? I am not certain what you are suggesting. Cordelia and Portia and I all know Mr. Evans. He was here at Chalmsley Court for many years, long before I came. He and George had the same tutors. I understand Cordelia and Portia played pranks on him.”

Cordelia relaxed more. “Hiding pieces to his favorite jigsaw puzzle,” she offered. “Putting ink blots in his copybook. Tying rocks to his kite’s tail.”

“Oh, foul play,” John Nashe said. “Especially the ink blots. My tutor had a standard count of the cane for every inkblot in a day’s lesson.”

“I daresay you became a master of the pen,” Wallace Osgood judged from his place at one side of the mantel. The young man aspired to the Corinthian set. He wore a collar starched so stiffly that he couldn’t turn his head which prevented him from seeing himself reflected in the shine of his boots.

“He has lovely handwriting,” Daphne Herrick said then blushed.

Tina Wilton seized upon the comment. “How do you know what his handwriting looks like, Daphne?”

“I believe we were asking how well Miss Seddars knows Mr. Evans,” her sister countered.

Why was Missy Wilton pursuing that question?

Mad Aunt Beth’s she killed him echoed once more. Clarity chilled Bee. Aunt Beth’s words were a puzzle and also a warning that the she was not one of the servants. She had to be a guest. Which of the women here had entered William Kennington’s room last night? Which one had plunged a steely weapon into his neck? Which one had a reason to hate him that much?

She’d thought too long. They were all looking at her, even Edmund, who had left his conversation with Brougham Paton and rejoined the group. “I haven’t seen him or spoken to him for eight years, Miss Wilton.”

“Portia mentioned that you two seemed particularly close one summer.”

“That was my first summer at Chalmsley. My parents were recently deceased. I felt lost, forlorn. Hector Evans was kind enough to try to lift me out of my melancholy. But he left that October and never returned.” Her heart panged at the words. Why hadn’t he written? If he had lost interest, the Hector she had known would have written a few lines to tell her that, at least.

“Hector is clever,” Cordelia was saying to Phaedra Dunham, answering some question that Bee hadn’t heard. “He will solve this murder. Do not worry.”

“Likely some disgruntled servant,” Mr. Westover guessed. “Perhaps that valet of his. Have you seen the man? Fancies himself a dandy.”

“It would be safe if the murderer was a servant.”

Bee glanced at Cordelia. Why had she said safe? What did she know?

No one else seized upon her choice of safe. They began dissecting William Kennington’s character, his multiple flirtations before he had proposed to Moira Fraser, his obvious appreciation for the bounty Lady Paton had displayed last evening at dinner with her high fashion evening gown, the debts he apparently owed at several gaming clubs, and his attempts to borrow monies from Wallace Osgood and Alex Westover. 

Richardson entered and stood beside the door. His steady stare focused on Bee, not Lady Chalmsley or her daughters. Bee released Cordelia’s hand.

Cordelia grabbed her hand. Then she saw the butler. She didn’t relax, but she knew Bee’s role at Chalmsley, to manage anything that the butler and the housekeeper could not.

Dogsbody that she was, Bee interacted with the servants and the visitors to the house and the guests of the family more than anyone else. Richardson and Mrs. Lovell brought problems with the servants to her, hoping she would intercede. Lady Chalmsley did not wish to be bothered with what she called trivial concerns, nor did she need to be bothered by such. They distressed her, and my lady needed to remain on an even keel, as Bee’s sea-going father would once have said. She dealt with the vicar and his wife, other villagers, tradesmen, and anyone else who came to the Court. She saw the guests first, directing them to their rooms, tending any concerns that arose, ensuring their stay was as comfortable as in her power.

Cordelia might have wanted Bee to remain beside her, might have needed her comfort when faced with the Wilton sisters, yet she withdrew her hand and clasped her own together in her lap.

When Bee neared him, Richardson stepped out of the drawing room and into the hall. When he also shut the door so the guests would not hear, a pit opened in Bee’s stomach.

“Richardson, you have a difficulty?” Not another murder, please God, not another murder. “Has Holyfield gotten into the wine again?”

“No, Miss Seddars, the issue is not one of our employees. Rather, it concerns Mr. Kennington’s valet. Dowding is missing.”

“Missing? He has left the house? Knowing that the constable wished to speak with him about his master, he has left the house?”

“He cannot be found, Miss, and his personal items appear to have gone with him.”

“That is definitely missing. Did he walk to the village? Or did he ride Mr. Kennington’s horse to the village?”

“I believe he is still on the grounds, close to the manor, Miss. Mr. Kennington arrived by carriage, if you remember. His horses would not be suitable for riding. I do know that a footman saw Dowding not a half-hour ago, in the quarters assigned to the guests’ servants. Nor have the gardeners seen anyone walking along the drive in order to leave the estate. Only a fool would hike cross-country in this weather.”

“You are granting that this Dowding is not a fool.”

“That may be a mistake,” he agreed, “but I believe he remains here. He was very particular about packing Mr. Kennington’s effects, Miss. After that scene, I do not believe he would just leave.”

“Mr. Kennington’s baggage still remains with us?”

“It does, Miss. It will be returned with Mr. Kennington himself. I did have a thought, Miss Seddars. Dowding was known to visit the stables every afternoon. In accordance with that information, I have sent someone in the hopes that he retreated there.” The butler’s stiffness proclaimed his disapproval of a valet keeping lower company than house servants. “I remind you that he expressed his wish to leave as soon as possible.”

“That will not occur. Dowding will accompany Mr. Kennington to his family after Mr. Evans no longer deems either of them necessary to his investigation. What Dowding chooses to do after that is not our concern.”

Her comment raised the butler’s eyebrows, but he nodded agreement.

The long-case clock began chiming, preparatory to striking the five o’clock hour.

Bee twice re-worded her question before she managed a toneless “Has Constable Evans reached the conservatory?”

“No, Miss Seddars. Since the hour is striking, Holyfield should arrive there momentarily.”

“Then I should be there before her. If someone asks—,” but she didn’t complete that sentence. Someone would be Edmund Tretheway, and she didn’t want Richardson to know Edmund might check up on her whereabouts—or might not.

“I will inform any person who asks of your location, Miss.”

“Will you inform me when Dowding is located? You are certain he has not left?”

“I am reasonably confident, Miss. We will locate him, I assure you.”

“Then I will so assure Constable Evans. Thank you, Richardson. We could not manage without you.”

The long-case clock had stopped striking. Bee glanced at the clock’s dial with its moon slowly rotating into the window beneath the XII. Then she hurried to the conservatory. Holyfield might slip off if she had to wait alone for the constable.
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The outside cold had penetrated the conservatory’s glazing. Hector couldn’t quite see his breath, but he didn’t want to linger in the plant-filled room longer than necessary. The maid had chosen a comfortable chair in a cleared space beside a low table. Bee had taken a chair near the glass, at angles to the maid’s chair. He was clearly intended to take the basket-style chair across from the maid and the low table.

Obedient to the seating, Hector slid onto the seat, expecting it to creak and surprised when it held his weight without give. As he pulled out his notebook and pencil, he eyed the chambermaid. She was yet another new servant to Chalmsley Court.

When he’d lived at Chalmsley, the staff was stable, only age or infirmity causing changes. Since he’d arrived, however, he’d counted over a dozen new faces going about their work in the house, with more new faces at the stables. The servants who had accompanied the guests would be tending to their masters’ and mistresses’ necessaries. They would not assume the duties that kept Chalmsley running smoothly.

He had not seen one very expected face, belonging to the giant Sampson, the man who had taught him a few basics of fighting and fishing, stalking game and skulking about. He would have to ask about the man. Sampson was the face of the Chalmsley serf, absolutely loyal to the bloodline even if he had disdain for its current title holder.

As for the older woman before him, she was certainly a new face. The chambermaid wallowed on the cushioned seat, enjoying the luxury. Raw-boned and with a decided jaw, she looked neither attractive nor ugly. He wondered where she was from and how she’d come to her employment at Chalmsley.

Sitting in the fern-filled corner, Bee looked serene, as if his half-hour tardiness hadn’t fazed her. Yet when he’d entered the conservatory, she was standing before the woman, ordering her to keep her seat or lose her position. The threat had worked; the woman had sat immediately. Then she’d seen Hector. Her gaze darted around, looking for an escape, but Bee blocked the entrance to the garden and Hector blocked the door into the house. She still had a nervy look that said she’d bolt at any opportunity.

Catching his gaze, the maid straightened in her chair. Hector didn’t want her scared of him. He wanted honest answers clearly given. Hoping to melt some of her fear, he looked at his notebook and wrote Joan Holyfield in careful looping script.

He cleared his throat. She jerked. Keeping his gaze on his pencil, he began his interrogation. “Miss Seddars informed me that you discovered Mr. Kennington, Miss Holyfield.”

She giggled. Nerves, he knew and didn’t look up.

“Miss Holyfield,” she repeated, as if the naming had shocked her.

“Holyfield, be still and pay attention,” Bee ordered. “Constable Evans needs you to answer his questions, and giggling when he questions you is inappropriate.”

The chambermaid scrunched in her shoulders. “Yes, Miss Seddars. I didna touch nothin’, Constable.”

“I believe Miss Seddars said earlier that you entered his chamber at half-past seven.” His memory of Chalmsley’s hours served him in his point. “Half-past seven is especially early. Why did you enter?”

“It were before sunrise, which were what time he asked to get his tea. I were to take in his tea, an’ open his curtains. He got up early. That Dowding, his valet, he were to come in after an’ get up `em togged up for ridin’. Cook were gettin’ him his drink ready. Somethin’ with a raw egg.” She shuddered.

“Tell me exactly what you did when you entered the room. Did you notice anything unusual?”

“Right off I noticed that the curtains `round his bed hadn’t been pulled shut an’ the coverings were all out of sorts, an’ he was just layin’ there. I put his tea beside the bed, like usual. That’s when I saw the blood all over the bed.”

“Excuse me, Holyfield,” Bee interrupted. “If the bedcurtains were pulled, how did you see the blood?”

“I had me candle, Miss Seddars. I fair near dropped it on the bed. That would have been a trouble, wouldn’t it? Catchin’ that bed on fire.”

“When did you open the window coverings?” Hector asked.

“I did that.” Bee looked contrite. “I’m afraid my candle was shaking severely. I saw that he was dead but not the nature of his injury. I wanted to be certain, so I opened the curtains for a steady light. That was foolish, of course, for the light was still too faint.”

Hector noted her reason, but he thought it odd that she had wanted to examine the injury so closely. What had she expected? He glanced up briefly to see the maid wringing her hands and Bee studying the tiled floor, as if she dared not meet his eyes. He turned back to Holyfield. “After you realized Mr. Kennington was dead, what did you then do?”

“I ran to tell Miss Seddars.”

“Why go to Miss Seddars?” He had Bee’s explanation. He wanted the servant’s.

“Miss Seddars knows what to do.”

Such a simple comment, but it opened Hector’s eyes anew to the role that Bee had assumed at Chalmsley. The servants turned to her when emergencies occurred, not the butler, not the housekeeper, and certainly not their master or mistress. He remembered Lady Chalmsley as chatelaine, not wholly competent but not incompetent unless she were stressed. Her ladyship should have dealt with anyone who came to the Court, from high-ranking guests to mud-scraping tradesmen. When had Lady Chalmsley ceded her responsibilities to Bee?

“So, you went to Miss Seddars,” he continued. “What did she want you to do?”

“She took me with her back to Mr. Kennington’s room, an’ she asked me to stand outside the room an’ wait while she were in there.”

His gaze lifted to Bee, who met it steadily. “Was she asleep when you reached her?”

“Oh, yes. She had trouble wakin’ up, trouble hearin’ what I were tellin’ her. She made me repeat it three times.”

“I couldn’t quite believe her, you understand,” Bee explained.

Hector nodded. “And you returned to Mr. Kennington’s chamber with Miss Seddars? What did she do in there?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t look. I didn’t want to look.”

He glanced at Bee, but she remained quiet. Just gave him a nod to let him know she would answer his questions whenever he wanted her to do so. “And then, Holyfield, what then?”

“Well, she came back into the hall an’ sent me fer Mr. Richardson an’ Mrs. Lovell.”

This time he did direct his question to Bee. “Why did you wait to inform his lordship?”

“We had an obvious murder. I wanted competent people to protect the scene, to assure me that I was taking the correct steps to discover who committed the crime. Rumors run rapidly through the staff, Constable, and the younger servants can be excitable.”

“That’s true,” the maid agreed. “They go off at the least little thing. Fair wear me out.”

“So, Holyfield, you awakened the butler and the housekeeper.”

“They was already up, just comin’ on to start their day. Down in the kitchen with Cook.”

“How did they react?”

“They was shocked, sir. No other word fer it. Mr. Richardson, he were sippin’ his tea, an’ he just froze with it in the air. Mrs. Lovell, now, she dropped her fork. They followed me back up here right quick.”

“And never more glad was I than to see their faces,” Bee declared.

“What did you do then, Holyfield?”

“I waited at the door, as the Miss asked me, until a footman came. Then I went on with me duties, Constable. I got jobs to do, an’ I were behind with `em. If I don’t do `em, they don’t get done, an’ then our guests would have fretted about. As it were, I had to get fresh tea an’ all before I continued.”

“Did you inform anyone else what transpired?”

“Eh?”

“Did you tell anyone else that Mr. Kennington had been murdered?”

“Oh. No, sir. Miss Seddars asked me not to. But Cook knew, `cause she heard me tell Mr. Richardson an’ Mrs. Lovell. White were in there. An’ I told Becky. I’m that sorry, Miss Seddars. She were the first person I saw after I left ya, an’ it just came pourin’ out.”

“Do not fret, Holyfield.” She turned to Hector. “Becky Clarkson is a first-floor chambermaid, and Johnnie White is the youngest footman.”

Those names were new to him, not from his previous years at Chalmsley. More new people on the estate, when the long-time servants and tenants should have had children entering employment as the older ones become pensioners. That was a question to pursue when he didn’t have a murder to solve. “You told no one else?”

“No, sir,” Holyfield swore.

Once more, Bee clarified for the maid. “I doubt anyone else would be about at that hour. I pressed White to help Holyfield and Clarkson with the morning rounds. That usually begins about eight o’clock. The servants who came with their masters and mistresses are to take their breakfast trays to them unless they have expressed their wish to break fast in the morning room.”

“As today has progressed, Holyfield, did you hear anything from other servants or overhear anything?”

“Only gossip, sir.” When he queried for more, the maid settled into her cushion. “One said that Mr. Kennington were cheatin’ with another lady while he were engaged to Miss Fraser.”

“Which lady?”

“Now that I dunno, sir,” but she looked at Bee as she denied any knowledge, and Hector saw Bee nodding approval. Had she coached the woman?

He glanced through his notes. “Do you have anything more to tell me?” When she shook her head in a decided no, he dismissed her. Hector stood when Bee did. “A moment more, Miss Seddars.”

The chambermaid glanced back. Bee gestured for her to continue on, then she turned to Hector. “Shall I take the interrogation seat?”

“No, you can return to your seat.” He dragged an iron chair around to face hers. After he sat, the cold penetrated his heavy wool tweed, just punishment, he reckoned, for suspecting Bee of withholding information or skewing his perception of the evidence. “When did you take on the role of chatelaine for Lady Chalmsley?”

Her deep blue eyes widened at the surprising question. “Two years after you left. I was sixteen. She couldn’t cope with the preparations for the dinner for the local district, the one they hold every August, you remember? I had already assumed quite a number of the responsibilities she wouldn’t pick up. Gradually, I took on more and more until—.” She spread her hands. “She plans, and I give her the help she needs.”

“A bit more than the usual help, I think.”

One shoulder lifted then fell. “I give her the help she needs,” Bee repeated, obviously not comfortable with saying more.

“Holyfield had trouble waking you.”

“I stayed up late. I had a letter to write, and I reviewed my notes for the next days.”

Letters. After she hadn’t written to him. “Who were you writing?”

“My father’s solicitor.”

“You have financial difficulties?”

“No. He had written with questions about my—my upcoming marriage to Edmund Tretheway. My marriage will not substantially change my inheritance, only the management of it. I wish Mr. Cosgrove to remain in control, as my father’s will stipulated. Edmund will only replace my great-uncle as a trustee. Mr. Cosgrove had questions about my request.”

“You do not wish Mr. Tretheway to manage the remainder of your inheritance?”

“It’s not that. It’s—Mr. Cosgrove has been extremely conservative in his investments with my funds. He has grown the original inheritance. I would not be classified an heiress, not by any means, but it is an easy competency that I would like to retain.”

Did she have doubts about Tretheway? Then why had she accepted his proposal? Unless Lord Chalmsley had driven the engagement to remove her from his household. Why would he want Bee removed from Chalmsley Court?

He wasn’t here to pursue that point either. He didn’t have this trouble tracking his investigations in London. I know too much about Chalmsley Court. I know background, connections, personalities. In London I know only what I can see. I can focus on the crime, not side issues that likely have nothing to do with the crime. Tucking away his notebook and pencil, he shifted on the cold iron and leaned back, trying to look at his ease, wanting to put Bee at hers. At some point she had become guarded with him. He didn’t want that.

“I find it interesting,” he said calmly, “that you wanted to see the injury closely.”

Lips twisting, she glanced down. Her hands wrung together. Here, revealed only to him, was the reaction he had expected earlier. Did she exhibit it to him because she trusted him or because she wanted to manipulate his observations? She had seen Kennington sprawled bloody and naked on his bed. When Hector viewed the body, shrouded and on a cold bier in the chapel, he’d expected murder. She hadn’t expected it. Why hadn’t she swooned? Why hadn’t she shown even a little discomfiture before now?

“I thought he committed suicide.” Those deep blue eyes lifted to capture his. “Stupid of me, wasn’t it, to think suicide? Murder is a greater fear, and I didn’t—well, I just didn’t expect it. Holyfield came blurting blood and dead, and I wanted it to be suicide. I was expecting slit wrists, not blood all over his neck and chest. There was all that blood, and the smell—.”

The more she talked, the more her descriptions fit with what he had expected from her earlier. Hector relaxed a little.

“He had a puncture in his neck. You saw it, I’m sure. I cannot understand what would make it. I couldn’t find what would make it.”

“You looked for the weapon?”

She nodded. “I couldn’t find it. I looked under the bed, everywhere close to him. Could he have stabbed himself in the neck then flung it away from him, away from the bed?”

“No,” he said, as coldly as he felt. “That’s what you were doing, looking for a weapon?”

She nodded. Her shoulders sagged as she gave up her hope that his death was suicide, not murder. “What could make such a wound?” she whispered.

“I won’t know until I find it.”

“You’re looking for a specific weapon, aren’t you? Some kind of dagger.”

The conversation strayed too close into how he investigated a crime. He needed her on a different track. “Why did you delay informing his lordship?”

“I told you. I wanted competent people in place to preserve the scene. Great-Uncle Hamilton, he can be quite cantankerous when awakened early.”

“That was early? You were reaching half-past eight, surely. I remember his lordship rising at dawn to be out on the fields hunting.”

“He had a riding accident, you know.”

“No, I didn’t. When did this occur?”

“Two years ago. The girth strap on his saddle broke. Luckily, it happened when the horse was still cantering, not at a full gallop or when he was jumping. Great-Uncle Hamilton suffered a broken arm and collarbone. We think he was knocked unconscious briefly, but he would not admit that. He limped home on his own and met the searchers on their way to find him. His horse had run back to the stables.”

“On the side of angels, then.”

She winced. “Yes, that’s one way of saying it.”

“What happened to the groom who didn’t notice the girth strap had worn out?”

“It wasn’t worn out; it broke. Nothing happened to the groom. He retained his position.”

“One of the few who are still here,” he muttered. Was Bee, the de facto chatelaine, responsible for the change-over in the servants?

“What?” Startled, her formality dropped. “What do you mean, Hector?”

Before he answered, a throat was loudly cleared behind him. Hector twisted in his seat and saw the butler standing at the doorway.

“Miss Seddars, we have found him. Where I expected.”

“Excellent. Will he remain there?”

“Coggins is keeping him there, Miss. I have had your cloak and gloves brought.”

“Thank you, Richardson. We should go,” she said to Hector. “Dowding has gone missing once. I would not want him to escape your interrogation a second time.”

“Dowding is Kennington’s valet? He went missing?”

“Yes. At least, he left the house without informing Richardson, even though he knew that you—or whichever constable came—would have questions for him. Richardson thought he might be at the stable, and as you have just heard, he is.”

“And you’re going with me?”

She looked startled. “Well, yes. I know you know the way to the stable, but I thought—we could talk—if you wish me to remain here at the house—.”

“I would like you to accompany me.”

Her consternation cleared, and he realized his answer meant more to her than he would have expected. She is engaged, he reminded himself, to a man she doesn’t quite trust with her money. Did she not want to marry him?

“Your outerwear is at the back hall, Miss Seddars.”

“Thank you, Richardson,” and Hector noticed her color had heightened, either from her earlier disquiet or from the butler witnessing it.
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The clouds had that heavy cast of imminent snow. The wind bit sharply. Bee tucked her face into the knitted shawl draped around her cloaked shoulders. The shawl looked as blue as her eyes, a deep yet clear blue, not sapphire, not naval blue. Hector had never been able to pin the color. He thought of all he wanted to ask her and all he shouldn’t ask her.

I have a job. She is engaged to Edmund Tretheway. Reminding himself didn’t help.

He kicked himself to focus on his investigation. “Tell me about Holyfield.”

Her face lifted. “Holyfield? What do you want to know about her?”

“I don’t remember her being at Chalmsley before I left.”

“She wasn’t. She’s new—well, she came about two years ago. She replaced—we hired her to replace a chambermaid who left abruptly.”

“Servants don’t usually move from family to family, not maids, not outside of London. How did she come to Chalmsley Court?”

“Oh. Her previous employers turned her off. Holyfield drinks. As long as we keep her away from any alcohol, she’s reliable.”

“Who were her previous employers?”

“I do not clearly remember. I have the letters she supplied as references in my files as well as their return correspondence from my queries to them. Do you wish to read them? You don’t think Holyfield killed Mr. Kennington, do you?”

“I would like to read those letters. How many are there?”

“Four. Holyfield unfortunately likes gin. Richardson has learned to keep the liquor locked up. He actually keeps that habit without Holyfield creating the necessity, but he is doubly certain to do so now. Nor does he decant more than what will be served or used by Great-Uncle Hamilton or anyone else after dinner. Mrs. Lovell also keeps Holyfield to work on the upper floors where she’s less likely to encounter alcohol.”

“Has she had lapses here?”

“Two, but only before we learned to manage her work. Nothing in the last year. She does visit the pub on Saturday evenings, but we give her Sunday off. I believe she spends her Sundays in her bed, moaning about her head aching. Or so Becky Clarkson tells me.”

Snowflakes sped past as they reached the stable. The head groom, a wiry man clothed in a red tartan, came out to greet them. “Yer here about that valet that’s gone missin’.”

Finally, a face that Hector recognized. “We are, Coggins. Do you remember me, Hector Evans? I left eight years ago for London.”

“I `member ye. Didn’t expect ye to be gone so long.” He jerked his chin up, as if pointing at the house. “Chalmsley needed a man with yer sense, specially the last few years. Mebbe ye can talk some sense into this here valet.” He’d led them into the stable, redolent with horse and straw, and through to the tack room where the grooms kept warm beside a little iron stove, its pipe venting through the wall.

And there sat the valet Dowding. He looked dapper in a camel flannel jacket and quilted blue weskit, with pressed handkerchief and artfully arranged blue ascot. The grooms around him wore dun-colored coats and flannel shirts with greyed plaids. His polished town shoes shone beside their scuffed workboots.

“I’m not going back,” he declared as soon as he saw Hector. “You can’t make me go back to that house. There’s been murder done there. It’s not safe.”

Hector came up to the circle around the stove, more men than he expected until he realized the guests’ coachmen and post-boys would wait at the stable until they were needed. Bee hung back, he checked, within the room but only a few steps. She stood against the wall rather than standing in the passage and in the draft from the wind squeezing into the room.

He nodded around the circle, noting more new faces among these men. He gave extra nods to the weathered men that he recognized. Just how many new grooms did Chalmsley now employ? he wondered.

Half of the men ignored him. They were looking at Bee, still swaddled to her ears in the cloak and shawl, and clearly wondering what reason had brought her to the stables.

“Do you know who I am?” and he reckoned that was as good a beginning as any. All eyes came back to him, then most of them turned on the valet, who folded his arms and jutted his narrow chin.

An older groom spat onto the straw. “Yer Constable Evans. Used to be here.”

“You’re Hicks, aren’t you?” When the man nodded, Hector said, “I spent almost ten years here at Chalmsley.”

“Almost ten years away,” Hicks retorted.

Coggins came up beside him. “He’s been in Lunnon, working with the Runners.”

“Then he’ll know `bout murder.” An unknown groom gave a decided nod. “They’s got a murder on the street ev’ry day and night up in Lunnon. Sometimes more. There’s evil crimes done up in Lunnon.”

“It true what he said?” Another older groom, with an accent slightly different from Coggins, spoke up: Another of the guest’s coachmen, Hector thought. The man jerked a thumb at the valet. “Murder up at the manor? His master?”

“Mr. Kennington, Dowding’s employer, was killed last night. Lord Chalmsley sent for me to solve the murder.”

“It’s luck you’ll need,” the third man said. “He’s saying his master’s throat got slit open.”

That piece of evidence had likely made the rounds four or five times since morning, with a couple of those rounds increasing the size of the wound, the number of wounds, and the amount of blood. Hector had more reasons to correct the rumor than to hide the truth. “His throat was not slit open. A narrow-bladed knife was thrust into his throat, deep enough to sever the major veins and kill him.”

“I’m not going back to that house,” Dowding vowed. “You can’t make me. I’ll be killed next. I know I will.”

“I don’t need you at the house,” Hector said, surprising the man. “You can stay here, if Coggins sees no difficulties with it.” He glanced at the head groom as he gave the offer. Coggins’s mouth twisted, but he nodded agreement. “But, Dowding, I do need you to remain here at Chalmsley until I have found the murderer.”

“I didn’t kill him!”

“I don’t believe you did.” He knew better than to pull out his notebook before this group of men, most of them unlettered. They depended on their memories. To keep their trust, he also needed to resort to his memory. “Whoever visited him during the night killed him.”

Several of the grooms elbowed those beside them, and several affirming nods revealed what the conversation had covered between the arrival of the valet and Hector.

He decided to avoid the usual question of who came to Kennington’s door. “Can you tell me the reason that you believe you would be killed next if you were at the house?”

“I’m his valet. I might have seen her go to his room. Or leave it. Won’t matter that I didn’t see her. What matters is that she’ll think I might have. She’ll come for me next. I’m not staying and taking the risk.”

“You think the murderer was a woman?” He considered options. A vindictive woman. Or a desperate one, which made her just as dangerous.

The man looked sly. “Master Kennington wouldn’t be letting a man into his room that late at night. He usually went off to see the women, but not here. And not every night. That was another difference. Here, she came to him.”

He was getting snippets, but he didn’t know which were important and which he should let fall. She meant one woman. Someone who didn’t come every night. Someone who wasn’t watched every night, just some nights. How did he ask that question of the ladies of the house? “Do you have an idea with which woman he was having an affaire?”

“No idea. He wanted me gone long before she were expected. I wasn’t to return until sunrise. He was very specific. I only knew that she’d been with him from the bedsheets in the morning. I do know that it weren’t that Scottish girl.”

Hector interpreted from the bedsheets as Kennington’s seed spilled on the bed. So, the man hadn’t wanted to risk the woman becoming pregnant. That helped him very little: Both married and unmarried women would not want an unexplained pregnancy, although a married woman had a better chance of hiding the unintended result of an affaire. “How do you know that the woman wasn’t—” he hesitated, gave a look around the circle and spotted a white-whiskered man scowling harder than the others. He decided not to name any of the ladies. “that the woman wasn’t his fiancée?”

“He complained that his fiancée was a virgin who had vowed to keep herself pure till the wedding. He weren’t helped by her chamber being side by side with her parents and on the other wing. That did irk him when we arrived, then he said `twas to his advantage.”

“Then which woman came to his room? One of the married ladies? One of the other young ladies?”

Bee coughed, drawing eyes, and the men shifted uncomfortably as they connected her with the questions being asked. When she saw the battery of eyes, she murmured something and left the room. Hector wanted to follow her, to tell her to keep inside the stable, but he didn’t want to leave his interrogation. Coggins went, though, and he hoped the man had sense enough to keep her indoors, even if it was just in the aisle of horse stalls.

He turned back to Dowding. “Do you have any idea which lady came to his room?”

Dowding leaned back. An odd smirk played on his mouth. “For all I know, it was a different woman each time. Mr. Kennington liked the ladies, and they liked him.”

A younger groom snorted. “And the last one on his string killed him.”

“That’s why I won’t come back to the house. I don’t know which one it was. I don’t care. When you tell me I can take his body back to Kennington Close, I’ll go and gladly. Till then, I’m here.” And his weak chin jutted out again.

“Would Mr. Kennington have had letters? Did he keep a journal?”

Dowding shook his head with an exaggerated swing. “He never put anything like that to paper. Said it was asking for trouble.”

“You packed his belongings. Did you notice if anything was missing?”

“Not a thing. Everything was there. Clothing, smalls, rings, tie pins, wrappings, shaving gear, salves and balms, journal—.”

“You said he never wrote anything down. What did he write in a journal?”

“Dates. Initials. That’s all.”

“Do you have his journal?”

“It’s packed amongst the rest of his belongings.”

Dates and initials. Dates of encounters and the initials of the ladies? Could it be so easy? “Dowding, I want to see that journal.”

“I’m not coming back to pull it out. You’ll have to do it. It’s in the small trunk, at the bottom.”

He nodded. That would be his first task as soon as he returned to the house. “Two last questions, for now. I may have more later, Dowding, after I’ve read Mr. Kennington’s journal. How did you discover the manner in which Mr. Kennington had been killed?”

“Saw the blood spilled all over the mattress, didn’t I? All of it up there around his head. And I heard that maid talking. What’s her name? Holly—Holyfield. She said the blood was all over his neck. Nothing could do that but a knife.”

“Do you have an idea how a woman could overpower a man and stick a knife in his throat?”

“She’d have to make him feel safe, wouldn’t she? And get him all relaxed. A bit of wine, a bit of—exercise, and Mr. Kennington would have been plenty relaxed.”

Yes, that was Hector’s own view of the crime. Not a fight between Kennington and his murderer, when a woman had little chance to overpower a man. Kennington had suspected nothing. Slipping into sleep, he would be easy prey. The only thing that would have restrained the woman would be her moral compass. That, obviously, she had lacked. “Thank you.” He nodded around the circle again. “I suppose I’ve given you fodder for more hours of speculation.”

“That ye have,” Hicks said, “and we’re eager to get to it. Beggin’ yer pardon, sir, but come back tomorrow. We might have it solved for ye.”

“I wish,” he retorted.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Coggins waited with her. Silent as usual, the head groom had crossed his arms over his chest and stared down the long aisleway. Cold air swept in through the open upper-half of the doors. She shivered. The head groom acted as if the cold wouldn’t affect him even if icicles dripped from his pointed chin.

Bootsteps heralded Hector’s appearance. Bee refused to turn toward him, not wishing to seem eager for his company. Coggins turned, but he wasn’t fighting a revived attraction that threatened to overwhelm good sense.

“Ye get the information ye needed from Dowding?”

“I did. More than I expected. See that he remains here, Coggins. I may have more questions for him later.”

“He’ll be going home when his master does. No stopping him.”

“Yes, but Lord Chalmsley will not release Kennington’s body until I give the word. That should not be too much longer.” He touched Bee’s cloaked arm. “Shall we return to the house?”

They walked back through the deepening twilight, guided by the golden lights of the manor house. Neither Hector nor Bee spoke. She didn’t know what to ask him. His questions had strayed in directions that no decent woman would inquire about. She had already disconcerted him by not swooning at Kennington’s dead body. If she asked questions about the unknown woman involved in a salacious affaire with Kennington—Hector would be even more unsettled. So she tucked her face into her shawl and walked quickly, as if driven by the cold.

In the back hall, Mad Aunt Beth loomed out of the shadowy corridor. “ ‘O where ha’e ye been?’” she sang the old ballad. “‘O where ha’e ye been, my handsome young man?’ And pretty young lady,” she added, fitting the words to the rhythm. “No poison for the two of you, though. No poison in the dish. No poison in the cup. Watch for poison in the cup. Did you go to the wild wood?”

“Only to the stables.” Bee disentangled from the cloak and handed it to the waiting maid. “Aunt Beth, do you remember Hector Evans?”

“No blood on his sword, no curse on your fair head, little Bee,” she said obscurely. “I saw him ride in. Carrion crow, out of the oaks, come to catch a murderer. Said I, didn’t I? Constable Evans. Stepping stone then a bell then in Hell.”

“Aunt Beth, what are you talking about?”

The woman flitted back into the shadows. Her singsong drifted back to them.

“‘The Maid and the Palmer’,” Hector said.

Bee gave him a scowl. “You are as confusing as she is. What are you talking about?”

“An old ballad. A maid who claims to have never had a lover but has buried six babies in the woods. The palmer sentences her to seven years as a stepping-stone, seven years as a bell clapper, and then seven years in Hell.” Then he frowned. “I would say Aunt Beth is as mad as she ever was, only there’s a crazy sort of sense to her words.”

“Aunt Beth is only mildly deranged. I know ‘Lord Randall’, but I have never heard this ‘Maid and Palmer’ ballad. How do you know it?”

“I heard it in the pubs in London.”

“Oh, London.”

His frown vanished, and he gave an impish smile. “Yes, London. A den of iniquity, some of those grooms must think.”

“As much as a den of iniquity as William Kennington’s chamber must have been. Hector, what more did—?”

“There you are.” Portia trotted along the passage from the entrance hall. “I’ve looked and looked. Papa insists that you join us for dinner.” She tucked her hand in Hector’s arm and looked up with a winning smile. “Papa’s valet unpacked for you and gathered up what would be suitable for dinner. You are to confer with Correyton now. Should anything be lacking, he will have sufficient time to provide it.” She tugged on his arm. “Now, Hector. Papa says.”

His frown had returned. “Lord Chalmsley must be obeyed. I had hoped to speak with Miss Fraser and her parents before dinner.”

Bee found herself trying to resolve the difficulty. “Would a half-hour be sufficient time for your interview? I will have them in the library by seven o’clock. We don’t gather for dinner until half-past seven.” At his quizzical look, she added, “London hours. We’ve become quite stylish.”

“Would you do that, Bee? Thank you.”

She watched him walked away with Portia.

Quite stylish, she castigated herself. How inane can I be?

Lord Chalmsley had clearly stated that she was best suited to apprise Hector of the guests and their connections to the family and each other. That order fell in with her own desire to help him. She had a faint hope that she might discover the reason he hadn’t written. She had an even fainter hope that their attraction might be renewed.

That was a foolish hope. She was engaged to Edmund. They were to marry in June. Or July. After Cordelia and Portia married. Maybe she could delay the ceremony to August. Or later.

She only deceived herself in hoping Hector’s love would be rekindled.

She dashed the tears from her eyes and went to locate Lord Fraser or his wife or even Moira, closeted in her chamber since this morning.

Then she would seek out Aunt Beth and get her to sing “The Maid and the Palmer”. A mad song from a mad woman for a mad situation.
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Hector tugged at the starched collar that Correyton had forced upon him. Conversation flowed around him at the dining table. He had expected to be quizzed throughout the meal, but they were apparently keeping him for after-dinner entertainment.

He’d taken William Kennington’s position at the table. With Moira Fraser keeping to her bedchamber, the numbers at table were off. Even with her chair opposite removed and the chairs on that side opened up a little, the board felt uneven. Lady Chalmsley had apologized twice. If Hector waited another ten minutes, he would hear her apologize again.

His feeling of intruding was only heightened when the young Miss Herrick, seated to his right, ignored him.

When the course changed, Mrs. Nashe on his left leaned closer. “Do not fash yourself about any of these young ladies, Constable Evans,” she whispered. “They all have their eyes elsewhere. Except Miss Cordelia Seddars. She’s arranging her silverware again. Poor girl. Now, where are you usually based? Not Chalmsley Village, I think.”

As Hector answered, he tried to look at Cordelia without her noticing. She was aligning the forks on one side of her plate. She placed her hand in her lap, stared at the forks, then once again straightened them. He remembered her compulsions—her dolls in perfect rows, her dress ribbons of equal length, her penmanship with careful slant and loops. Successive governesses had to stop her from over-sharpening her pencils or checking the latch on the nursery door again and again.

If Bee called Mad Aunt Beth mildly deranged, what would she call Cordelia with her compulsive need for order?

The next course came. Miss Herrick ignored him.

He looked down table, toward Lady Chalmsley, then up table toward her husband. The entire assemblage wore silk and jewels, fine worsted and glittering gold. The men wore subdued dark colors. The women wore an array of peacock colors and debutante white. They all looked the same, acted the same, talked the same.

Even if his coat were superfine, his shirt of silk, with a diamond tie pin, he wouldn’t fit in this company. He never had, not even before Lord Chalmsley freighted him off to London.

The clothing was only part of it, although the valet Correyton had tried. From his put-upon air as he reviewed Hector’s attire, he had clearly felt called to a duty beneath him. He had deemed Hector’s best collar too dingy for dinner. The valet had sniffed at his dark coat and knee breeches but found them passable. His shirt needed ironing, his shoes needed polishing. Correyton had born them off with an injunction to Hector not to leave his bedchamber until he returned.

He had grinned at the valet’s belief that he could order Hector about. Kennington’s journal had preyed on his mind the long minutes that he had dealt with Correyton. When the valet left, Hector had nipped down to Kennington’s bedchamber.

The small trunk had not held Kennington’s journal.

With only a single glance, Hector knew that someone had searched the room. Lord Chalmsley had asked that the room be kept locked, which had fit with Hector’s own plans. After he finished his examination, he had locked it and rattled the doorknob to check it. He had kept the key in his watch-pocket. Then, while he was interviewing Holyfield and Dowding, someone had unlocked the door, searched the room, then re-locked it before they slipped away.

The search wasn’t obvious, but Hector had a particular way of leaving drawers and small items on the dressing chest. And nothing was missing—except the journal that Dowding had piqued his interest with.

He had heard Correyton returning and hurried back to his own chamber where he cowed under the valet’s censure for not obeying a simple request.

Mrs. Nashe had more questions for him when the course changed and allowed their conversation to resume. “I understand you were with the Bow Street Runners in London. That must have been exciting work.” Her dark eyes fairly snapped with curiosity.

He answered those questions without having to consider his words, and he let his mind train over the ineffective interview with the Frasers.

A half-hour with the Frasers had given him no clues to the murder. Miss Fraser had had little to say. Her shock evident, she sat mute even when he directed questions to her. She had answered only at her mother’s prompting.

Her parents had had little to tell him about their future son-in-law. William Kennington, of good family and good reputation, had had wealth to offset his lack of a title. Miss Fraser was their fourth daughter, and she had attracted Kennington’s interest almost as soon as she arrived in London in the late autumn. They had good reports of him from their various connections in town, and he had acted the gentleman with their daughter. Their solicitor’s quiet inquiries raised no concerns. When he proposed on Christmas Day, Moira had accepted him with alacrity.

And how did they know Lord and Lady Chalmsley? Their daughter knew Cordelia and Portia. They had attended the same parties in London over Christmas. When the Chalmsleys extended their invitation, they and Mr. Kennington had accepted.

Then they wanted to know when they could leave.

Hector could see no reason to suspect them of murdering Kennington, but he asked them to remain a few days longer.

He expected more requests to leave from the other guests, and he must deny them all, from Dowding to the Frasers to the exalted Westovers.

Back to his non-conversation with Miss Herrick, he watched the others at table. Dowding’s comments had him studying each woman. Which one had involved herself with Kennington?

Hector could not see Kennington with the older ladies. Mrs. Nashe must be fifty. Lady Westover and Lady Osgood must be nearly that age. Mrs. Wilton—no. The man would never have a chance to kiss her, she talked so much. And surely he would have considered his future mother-in-law as beyond bounds.

Now Lady Paton, she was a decided option. A former beauty clinging to that past and dressed to draw men’s eyes. Would she hate a man enough to kill him? Or would she just move to the next young man who wanted a conquest?

Lady Pierpont—no, he thought, watching her struggle through her conversation with Lord Osgood. She was attractive enough, but she had a sweetness that couldn’t be faked. Hector could recognize sticky treacle. Lady Pierpont looked to be sweet and wholesome honey.

That left him with the younger ladies. Younger, less certain of themselves, less certain of the men they had attracted as their fiancés, and if not yet affianced, much less certain of capturing the lone men remaining.

Cordelia. She loved her neat little world. Would she have a messy affaire with Kennington? Would she stab the man and spill that much blood?

Portia. She welcomed everyone. She talked easily with everyone. The little girl he remembered had charmed her father and her governesses into getting what she wanted. But her tantrums were legendary. Loud, with thrown hat and stomped feet, but soon over. Her traps could be painful, but she always pled that she hadn’t wanted anyone to be hurt. The young lady wouldn’t have altered that pattern, would she? Had she charmed Kennington but lost him? He was mine, you know, she had said to Hector. Had she tried to win him back? Had her tantrums turned into murderous violence?

Bee?

She picked at her plate as she listened to the younger Mr. Wilton.

He didn’t want to consider Bee as a murderess.

He’d known her only a little while, less than half a year. Long enough to fall in love. He didn’t remember any quick, unreasonable anger, and if a young lady had a right to anger, she had. Ripped from the only home she knew, orphaned by a violent storm, thrust into a place she didn’t know with cold people who refused to welcome her, she could have screamed until the rafters shook, and Hector would have understood. He’d come to Chalmsley Court in much the same circumstance. Yet Bee had controlled her anger and depression. She’d kept her spirits high.

After eight years of restraining her emotions, would she turn to murder? Would she involve herself with a stranger? Would she pick William Kennington for an affaire because she had agreed to a marriage that she discovered she didn’t want?

Missy Wilton he dismissed. With the world at her feet, she wouldn’t risk her future. That young lady was too practical.

But her sister: Christina Wilton’s bitter streak ran deep. Would she involve herself with Kennington? Thinking that she could snare him for a husband? When he refused, had she killed him?

Daphne Herrick was a puzzle. She seemed friendly to everyone but him. Why? Did she fear him? Or did she just think him too base for her attention? She had not yet snared a fiancé. He thought she had her eyes on Clarence Wilton—although Wallace Osgood was not yet betrothed to Phaedra Dunham, another young lady who wouldn’t look him in the eye. Afraid? Or only arrogant?

And Moira Fraser. Hector really shouldn’t let her slip through his tightening circle of suspects. Had she discovered Kennington having affaires and decided to punish him as well as free herself from him?

Seven suspects. Eight, when he added Lady Paton. Nine, if he added sweet Lady Pierpont.

No man here would suspect any woman.

Sir Richard Ford had warned Hector, early in his training, that quiet people had hidden depths of evil.

Yes. Nine suspects.

And his list presupposed that a man hadn’t silenced Kennington by killing him.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

Bee shivered in the chill attic but dug deeper in the trunk. She hadn’t seen her journal for eight years, but she clearly remembered shoving it to the bottom of her parents’ trunk.

The first pages were childish outpourings. She had written rarely until her parents’ deaths. Then the journal accepted her selfish cries of loss and abandonment, the torrents of true grief, and gradually, her first summer at Chalmsley Court and her growing feelings for Hector.

The latter pages she had filled with her misery when he left for London, her confusion when he didn’t write, her anger at his obvious rejection, and—.

There. She felt the hard edges of a book, curled her fingers around it, and pulled it from the bottom of the trunk.

The chancy light danced over the leather-bound journal. Embossed on the front was a rose. The reddish stain that had tinted the rose had faded over time. Long before she hid away the journal, the rose-red had dwindled to a fainter color. The dye had disappeared entirely in the last eight years.

Bee backed up to a rickety chair stowed away many years ago and opened the journal.

Her round, school-room handwriting met her eyes. She skipped several pages, reached the erratic writing of the first days of her loss. She had barely filled a full page in those days. Loss had snatched away her whole world, not just her parents but her home, her friends, even her servants. The solicitor handled her parents’ finances, the vicar handled the funeral without bodies to bury, the vicar’s wife kept Bee moving from one day to the next.

She skimmed the pages, reading snatches of her refusal to believe her parents were gone, her anger at losing them and losing her easy world and losing her home. Her utter sadness. One day she had listed all the changes. The house and its furniture to be leased. Her father’s writings to be sent to his old university for someone, someday, to review and revise and publish. Her mother’s jewelry to be kept safely by the solicitor until her twenty-sixth birthday. The better silver and china and paintings to be stored, watched over by the solicitor. Herself to be packed and bundled off to her great-uncle, Lord Chalmsley.

Just listing the paintings she had loved had taken three pages of the journal.

Flickering candlelight jumped over the dates at the top of the journal’s pages. From the night before she left her parents’ home to the next night that she recorded a day’s event, almost a week had skipped past. Her young self, so changed already, evidenced by a blocky script, wrote that she had arrived at Chalmsley Court, she had met her cousins, a maid had unpacked her trunks which were to be stored in the attic, and she sat in a little blue room, with night fallen and her hopes all fallen.

Then, the first day after her parents’ death that she had laughed. Her mute questions of her journal: How can I? Why had I? Will I ever again? Hector entered her journal on that day.

Bee knew time passed, knew the hours crept deeper into the night, but she continued to read. Confused days, brighter days, happier days. The day Hector dragged her from the pond when she’d tried to save drowning kittens and nearly drowned herself. The day she laughed and felt no guilt after. The days of adventures in the summer sunshine and summer rains. The day she realized how highly she esteemed Hector. The day she announced to her journal that she loved him.

She found that page. Three stark words. I love him. She’d drawn a wedding bouquet underneath and ribbons around the margins.

More idyllic days.

Then a page with shaky handwriting. Lord Chalmsley had announced that Hector would journey to London. He would not return. She wrote of his promise to send her a letter a week. “Four years,” he had claimed, “only four years.” He’d made no promises, but those words had carried a wealth of meaning for a fourteen-year-old girl.

He left. By late October, she wrote of her bewilderment when no letters arrived for her. Then her sadness. Then her dejection. Hector didn’t respond to her letters, written in care of Sir Richard Ford of Bow Street.

Heart sinking, Bee remembered the next page. Slowly she turned the page, the aged paper stiffly crackling. Great splotches where her tears had fallen had washed out the ink. 12 November 1805. Eight years ago. She vowed not to cry for him. She resolved to forget his plans, to set plans for her own future in motion. The solicitor kept a close accounting of her invested monies. At twenty-six, she would have a tidy independence. Great-Uncle Hamilton talked of giving her a dowry when she married, but at heart-broken fourteen, Bee had vowed never to marry. And she also vowed to give up her journal. She had brought it up to the attic and shoved it deep into her parents’ trunk.

She hadn’t looked at it since the day she wholly gave up that blissful summer.

She studied that ink-washed page. I didn’t forget my vow. I want a family. I don’t want to go to my grave alone, bitter because I isolated myself from life. I want to have a life and children and my own home. Edmund Tretheway offered that life.

Even if she wanted a different man to give her that life.

Bee snapped the journal shut. The candle’s flame danced about as she stared at the rose-embossed cover. Then she shuddered, stood, and walked to the trunk. Back the journal went to the very bottom. She tugged the cloth above it back into place then gradually added the other items she stored in the trunk. Treasured remnants from her old life, last letters from her parents, little mementos given over the years that she couldn’t part with, not yet, although they served no purpose except as unhappy reminders.

Last of all, she refolded the white gown that she’d worn on her eighteenth birthday. She had held a fugitive hope on that day. After all, he’d said, “Four years.” She folded the silk with the wine stain uppermost, tugged the torn hem so it clearly showed, then she closed the trunk and climbed to her knees.

Her hours in the attic had chilled her. Drawing close her wool cloak, she picked up the candle, burned nearly to the socket. She protected the wavering flame as she crept on slippered feet down the stairs.

The third floor was quiet. The old nursery wing no longer housed children, only Mad Aunt Beth and her nurse, and the servants had too early of a start to their day to linger before sleep.

On the flight to the second floor Bee smelled smoke. She stopped, sniffed, descended more steps, sniffed again. The smoke was stronger.

Guarding the candle-flame, she peered up and down the second-floor corridor.

Halfway to her room, light flickered on the carpet runner. It streamed from beneath a shut door.

A chill lifted the hairs on Bee’s nape.

Cloak billowing behind her, Bee ran down the hall. A slipper flew off. She stopped only to kick off the other, then hastened bare foot to the flickering light. She stopped and watched the light flicker over her toes. Then she stared at the door.

William Kennington’s door.

Memory of the last time she’d entered the room filled her.

The candle guttered. Bee inhaled. You won’t need a light in the room, she chided herself. Setting the candle on a hall table, she reached again for the doorknob. Her hand shook, but she grasped the knob and turned it. For a second although it felt much longer, the room’s brighter light blinded her. She blinked, and then she saw.

Flames leaped in the center of the bed.
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“Help,” she cried along the hall. Then Bee rushed for the pitcher on the washstand near the window.

Empty. She swore and dashed back to the hall.

“Fire!” she cried this time. She banged on the chamber door opposite Kennington’s then ran to the next chamber, then a third, using both fists to wake the occupants, calling “Fire!” as loudly as she could.

The first door opened. Bee pushed past the man in his nightshirt and grabbed his pitcher. “We need more water,” she gasped as she raced into the hall. “Lots of water. Fire!”

He followed her.

She flung the water on the mattress. Papers flew away. The water dashed out half the fire, but flames still licked over the bed linens.

The bed curtains beside her were yanked down. She saw the man—Mr. Wilton, she thought, yanking at more of the bed curtains. Bee ran for more water.

Standing in her chamber door, Mrs. Wilton dragged at her wrapper. “Is it out?”

She ran to the next opened chamber door. “Water,” she gasped to the man standing there.

The woman behind him shoved a pitcher into her hands, and Bee ran back to the fire.

Mr. Wilton used the curtains to beat at the fire engulfing the mattress.

A man pushed past her. He grabbed more curtains and started beating the fire from his side. The papers on the floor still burned. Bee grabbed another curtain and flung it over the papers before the little flames caught the carpet. She stamped the material then lifted it away. The papers were partially burnt but were out.

She dashed for more water, but a man passed her carrying his pitcher. Then another man with another pitcher. Heart in throat, she stood back as he passed and watched the men fight the flames.

It seemed to take forever, but it must have been only a few minutes. Light diminished then became a streaming shaft from the corridor. The men stood back from the bed. “Fire’s out,” one of them said. She thought that was Mr. Nashe.

Her heart still thumped madly. “Thank you.” The smoke clogged her throat. She coughed, coughed again, couldn’t stop coughing.

“Here,” one of the men said. “You shouldn’t be in here.” He took her arm and propelled her back to the corridor, lit now by other candles besides her own. Mr. Dunham, she identified.

People packed the corridor. The clearer air gradually filled her lungs. When Bee’s eyes stopped watering from her coughing fit, she looked around and gradually identified those standing near.

Including Richardson, a plaid robe wrapped around his girth, boots hiding his big feet.

“Richardson.” She coughed again then swallowed drily. “Is my lord awake? Or Lady Chalmsley?”

“They have not ventured upstairs, Miss. What do you wish me to have done?”

“I think,” she had to clear her throat. “I think the mattress and the rest of the bedding and all the curtains must be removed. This will ensure the fire will not re-start. And I believe we must have emptied every pitcher on this floor. Please ensure they are refilled before the servants return to their beds.”

“I will see to it, Miss.”

“Thank you. I believe everyone else,” she glanced around her. “I thank you all for coming to help. I believe the fire is extinguished, as Mr. Nashe said. Richardson will ensure that the rest of our night is safe from fire. If your pitcher was emptied, please set it outside your door, and the maids will see it re-filled. I think our morning will start a little later, yes?”

Nods, voiced agreement, and gradually they eased away. A couple of the men complained loudly of the smoky smell to their nightshirts. Pitchers found their places beside doors. Doors began to close.

Bee’s knees felt watery. She wanted to sit somewhere—or just lean against the wall, but too many people remained.

And Cordelia and Portia came to her.

“Did you suffer any harm?” Cordelia asked.

“No.” She coughed and managed a smile as weak as her knees. “A throat full of smoke is all.”

“We missed the excitement,” Portia complained.

“I am glad we missed the excitement. How did the fire start?”

“I do not know, Cordelia.”

“Obviously, someone wanted to mourn Will’s death. A memorial fire.”

“Which should have been outside,” Bee snapped then felt guilty. Her youngest cousin had merely tried to apply logic.

Cordelia gathered the sides of Bee’s cloak and tugged them around her shivering frame. “You are cold.”

“Reaction. And hours in the attic.”

Portia’s blue eyes opened wide. “That’s how you knew about the fire. Why were you in the attic?”

“Old memories haunting me.” Then she saw Hector over Cordelia’s shoulder.

He stood, legs braced, arms folded over his chest. Those light eyes, their color washed out in the remaining candlelight, merely watched her. His blonde hair was tousled from sleep. In his haste, he hadn’t tucked in his shirt, and his trousers weren’t tucked neatly in his boots.

Her heart ached with want. She should remember 12th November eight years ago and forget him. She wanted to forget him. As much as she wanted him.

That contradictory thought reminded Bee of Edmund. The shouts of “Fire” and “Water” hadn’t roused him. His chamber was on the second floor, on the opposed south wing, yet even Cordelia and Portia had heard the commotion and come upstairs. And others, like the Pierponts and the elder Osgoods, came from the first floor. They slowly returned to their chambers, talking quietly as they descended one flight. Where was Edmund?

She knew how soundly her great-uncle slept. And Great-Aunt Lucille, who took laudanum on her doctor’s orders. She sometimes suspected that her great-uncle also followed the doctor’s advice. Perhaps her fiancé and Wallace Osgood and the others had slept through the uproar.

Or they couldn’t be bothered to rouse unless they faced personal danger.

Cordelia had spoken. She patted Bee’s shoulder then turned for the stairs. Portia looked as if she had something more to say. She stared at the still-open door to Kennington’s chamber. Yawns splitting their faces, servants were going into the room while Holyfield carried a large pail from which Clarkson dipped water to refill the pitchers.

Portia gave a little twisted half-smile to Bee. “I’m glad you weren’t hurt,” she said then followed her sister.

And Bee stood still, staring at Hector.

Portia murmured something as she passed him. He responded, even though he didn’t look away from Bee.

Richardson appeared. “Miss Seddars, the servants will finish clearing the debris. You should return to your chamber.”

“I will. Thank you, Richardson.”

“We all thank you, Miss. You’re quick thinking saved us all.”

She had no answer to that.

The butler went to oversee the last work in Kennington’s chamber.

And Hector came toward her.

. ~ . ~ . ~ .

She looked as if a wind would blow her away.

As he reached her, she swayed. His hand shot out to grasp her arm and steady her. “Are you hurt?”

“No. No.”

“What happened?”

Her mouth twisted. “Someone set fire to the mattress.”

“No. Tell me what you saw. Tell me how you saw it. Tell me what awakened you.”

Hector didn’t realize how open her expression was until she shuttered it. Her eyes lost light. Her mouth tightened. The softness of her features hardened.

“Must we do this now, Hector? I am exhausted.”

“Now is better than later. I want your immediate memory. You can add anything more in the morning.”

Her hand moved in a cutting gesture, then she sighed. “I want to sit down.”

“Your chamber—you said you have the end room?”

“You can’t come into my chamber in the wee hours of the night.”

He turned her and headed up the corridor. “We’ll keep the door open. If you want, we’ll have a servant stand chaperon.”

She stopped lagging behind his grasp. “No, I will not take away another hour of their sleep. As it is, they’ll drag about their duties tomorrow. The open door is acceptable.”

Her bedchamber had few items besides the usual, which surprised him. A few drawings pinned to the wall: the parkland view from her window, trees bare of leaves, a circular maze of different-sized stones. Those were the most personal things in the room. He remembered that she collected interesting rocks, but he saw no signs of them except in the drawing of the maze. A closed book on the stand beside the bed. A desk at the window, everything tidied away except an inkwell and its quill. She seemed merely to inhabit the room as opposed to making it her own. Unless she kept her personal things tucked away.

Hector released her arm, and she immediately went to the bench before her vanity. She sat with her back to the mirror. The reflection revealed her hair slipping free of its braid. When Bee lifted her chin, she looked as if she faced an interrogation rather than a few questions. Her defiance was a little ruined by the soot smudges on her cheek and chin.

He thought about taking the cushioned chair, but he would have to drag it over from its place by the window. And the straight-backed chair at the desk looked uncomfortable. He stood, hands linked behind him, feet braced apart, wishing he didn’t have to interview Bee. He would rather walk with her through the gardens and along the parkland path to the river.

“Ask your questions. I have lost enough sleep tonight. What do you want to know?”

“I think we’ll start with my last question first. What awakened you?”

She winced. That question wasn’t the one she had expected. She dragged the edges of the cloak around her, hiding her flannel nightrail. “I wasn’t asleep,” she admitted.

“Something this evening disturbed you?”

Her mouth firmed. “I have been disturbed since Mr. Kennington’s body was discovered this morning. My disturbance tonight should not be considered unusual.”

With a nod, he granted her that answer. “You were awake. Did you hear someone in the corridor?”

Bee’s gaze dropped. “I wasn’t in my chamber. I was in the attic, returning something to my parents’ trunk. It’s stored there.”

He knew her well enough to know she hedged her answer. He wanted to know what she had found so necessary to take from a trunk and then return. He had to glue himself to his focus. “When did you realize a fire was burning?”

“I smelled smoke when I came down the stairs. It didn’t smell like coal or wood smoke. An off smell, if you understand.”

“What did it smell like?”

“I don’t know. I don’t want to guess. If I smell it again, I will tell you.”

He nodded, allowing her that answer when he wanted to press for more information. Her shoulders had slumped. Her chin dipped, losing its rebellious tilt. She looked ghostly pale against the dark grey of her cloak. “You came down from the attic. You smelled smoke. You saw the fire?”

“I suspected fire,” she corrected, not giving him an inch. “I saw a flickering light. Then I realized it came from Mr. Kennington’s room. No one should have been there, not since—you did lock it back after you examined it?”

“I did.”

“Then no one should have been in his chamber. How did they get a key?”

“They wouldn’t necessarily need a key.”

“More knowledge gained from your Bow Street days?”

“Yes. These locks are easy to open. A little jiggling of any key—.”

“Wouldn’t someone hear a key jiggling in the lock?”

“Not necessarily,” he hedged. The sound should have carried. He would have to ask that question tomorrow, during his interviews of the other guests. Hector had hoped to avoid questioning all of Lord Chalmsley’s guests, but he had gathered very few clues that pointed to the murderer. “You had no trouble opening the door?”

“None. Once it opened, I saw the fire on the bed. I tried to put it out with water from the pitcher, but the pitcher was empty.” Bee described her next actions and the people she remembered helping her. “I may have missed someone. I was not focused on them.”

Hector nodded. “Did you notice anything particular about the fire?”

“Yes. Whoever started the fire burned a whole sheaf of papers. They were on the bed, scattered around. They blew off when I threw on the first pitcher of water.”

“Fuel for the fire or letters being burned?”

“Both? I know handwriting covered several of the sheets, but I didn’t even see the handwriting. The papers burned to ash.”

“Which means you also have no idea what was written on those papers?”

“The next time I find papers burning on a mattress, I will stop to read a few before I put out the fire.”

“I’m not castigating you, Bee. I find it unfortunate, nothing more.”

She winced. “My apologies, Hector. I am weary. I am perturbed that someone wanted to burn papers in Mr. Kennington’s chamber.”

“On Kennington’s bed,” he pointed out. “Letters about their affaire?” Her eyes opened wide. “Letters burned on the very bed where they last had relations. Letters where he had sworn some kind of affection.”

“You think the murderer is a woman?”

“The evidence points that way.”

“The very bed where they last had relations?”

“There were signs on the sheets.”

“Signs?” she asked, revealing her innocence. “Besides the blood?”

Hector merely nodded.

Bee winced. “I didn’t realize. The bloody burned bed. Burned letters of false love. That sounds like one of Aunt Beth’s ballads. Could a woman kill him? A woman against a man?”

“If he were relaxed.”

“You mean after?” He nodded, and where once she had looked pale, color bloomed. “I am a fool,” she whispered. “I didn’t consider any of that. What more can I tell you?”

He quizzed her a little longer, but her answers were the same, no matter which direction his questions came from. Her shoulders drooped lower. Shadows formed beneath her eyes. When she stumbled over words, Hector knew he should delay more questions for the morning.

Including the question that he wanted answered most of all, that question he would never ask.

“Enough,” he finally said. The earlier defiant Bee would have halted his questions. Why had his belief that the murderer was a woman deflated her antagonism? Is she protecting someone? “Get some sleep. I will have more questions in the morning.”

Rather than protest, she yawned.

Bee followed him to the door. He turned and looked down at her. He wished—hundreds of things, but mostly that he had never left for London. The world had opened up for him. When he left Bow Street and returned to serve as Lord Chalmsley’s constable, he had willingly closed his sphere back to a small circuit of miles.

When he accepted the employment, he hadn’t known then that Bee would become engaged before he could re-connect with her. Too late.

“Good night, Hector,” and Hector could only ensure that she shut her door before he trod back to his room.

He couldn’t sleep. He undressed and resumed his bed only to climb from it when the clock struck the three o’clock hour. Without lighting a candle, he strode to the window, shoved back the curtain, and stared into the night.

Bee’s whole attitude had changed when she realized his choice for murderer was a woman. Had she guessed the culprit? Was she protecting that person? Who would she protect? She had no special feelings for any of her relatives—except Mad Aunt Beth.

He could see the old woman burning a bed without thought for other people’s safety. Yet old Mab had minders both day and night. And her derangement had only ever harmed herself.

This madness—if madness drove the murder and the arson—was directed outward, at Kennington. At what Kennington must have promised and then reneged on.

An unmarried woman, then. An unmarried woman who expected—what? Marriage?

Phaedra Dunham. Daphne Herrick. Christina Wilton. Those three young ladies were the only ones not yet betrothed.

But the murderess could still be betrothed. Desperate for Kennington’s affections. Trapped in a loveless courtship. Angry that he was betrothed to Moira Fraser.

And Kennington suffered the consequences of his engagement.

Yet that didn’t fit with what Hector knew of women. Too many times he’d broken up fights between two women over a man. The man had initiated the two-timing. He had broken his vows of devotion, yet his woman blamed the other woman, not him. Instead of attacking him, they attacked each other. While he went off and found a third woman.

Kennington had died. Not because his engagement made him unavailable. Not because of her engagement to someone else. A woman with whom he had a sexual relationship. The bed-burning confirmed that. A woman to whom he’d made certain promises only to betray those promises. The burning of the letters implied such a betrayal. What promise had he made then broken? Why had he broken the promise? What had changed in his circumstances? Something that he hadn’t expected: a vow, an oath, an unforeseen honor, an unforeseen love. Why murder him now? Was he murdered at Chalmsley because of something elsewhere? Or had he broken his promise here?

That last question meant that Bee or Portia or Cordelia was the murderess.

God, he hoped not.

Hector prayed that no one else would be in danger now that Kennington was dead.
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Before the morning reached noon, Hector realized two things. One, Chalmsley Court had changed more than he realized. Second, he needed someone to explain the personalities here, the ones he thought he knew as well as the guests he’d never met.

Only one person could tell him that information.

He presented himself to Lord Chalmsley after lunch.

When he made his request, the baron sank back in his chair. When Hector merely waited, he shifted uncomfortably. “I am not certain that I heard you correctly. You say that you need Beatrice’s assistance? How can she possibly assist you with your investigation?”

“Beatrice knows your guests. She can smooth over any questions that I might ask in the wrong manner. She also knows the servants. I’ve been away eight years, my lord. You have many, many new faces on staff.”

“We have no trouble keeping servants.”

“Yes, I know, my lord. I didn’t not intend to imply that. I see many servants that I do know from eight years ago. My work here will go much more quickly if I have an assistant who can answer many questions and point me to people who can answer other questions. I believe Miss Beatrice Seddars is the only person who can serve in that capacity.”

Chalmsley scowled. “You have no other motive?”

Hector had an answer prepared. “What motive could I have other than to solve this crime?”

“You’re making no headway on this murder, are you?”

“A little headway, my lord. I can tell you that Mr. Kennington’s body may be returned to his family, and his valet released to attend to him on that journey. I can tell you little more. I do believe Miss Seddars will help this investigation.”

“I removed you from her presence years ago.”

Many things suddenly dawned clearly for Hector, most especially that his fortunate position in London had occurred only because his lordship wanted him gone from Chalmsley Court. He bit back several retorts. He worked hard to keep his comment mild. “I understand that I am not worthy of her.”

“Beatrice will inherit a tidy fortune in three years. I will not see it wasted on a man who has little substance of his own. Edmund Tretheway is an appropriate match for her. His name is one of long standing. His grandfather’s an earl. Your father was nothing more than a barrister, and his father before him was little more than a shopkeeper. I helped your father to a position at the Inns of Court.”

Hector didn’t argue. It was useless to argue against gentrified prejudice. He merely pointed out, “I do not seek to court Miss Seddars, my lord, merely to use her mind to work more quickly to find Mr. Kennington’s murderer. After last night’s fire—.”

“About that. You think the murderer set his room on fire? It wasn’t that Fraser chit?”

Moira Fraser had displayed no erratic derangement that might lead Lord Chalmsley to suspect her of the arson. Why would his lordship expect her to be guilty of it? “The murderer burnt some papers on the bed, my lord. That speaks to a correspondence between Kennington and his murderer. I do not believe Miss Fraser guilty of any crime.”

“Going to tell her that? Or her parents?”

“It would be remiss of me to do so until I have an arrest, my lord. I regret that I must ask that they remain at Chalmsley Court until I have more evidence that will point to the murderer or clear them of suspicion.”

Chalmsley bent back to the ledgers opened on his desk. “If you seek only evidence, then Beatrice has my leave to assist you.”

“Thank you, my lord,” but he left the study with a growing anger, first for the enforced separation eight years before and second for the slight against him now.

Chalmsley had not wanted Hector and Beatrice to form an attachment. Bee, his newly orphaned niece, with an inheritance to manage, could not be removed from Chalmsley Court. The only person his lordship could remove from the situation was Hector, and he had quickly bundled him off to London. Dependent on Sir Richard Ford’s good will and the quickly dwindling competency Lord Chalmsley had placed in the London bank, Hector was forced to remain in London and seek his own way in the world.

Had Lord Chalmsley interfered between Hector and Bee in other ways?

Bee had promised to write. Had she done so? Had Chalmsley intercepted those letters? Had he intercepted the letters that Hector wrote to her from London?

All correspondence to the Court went first to his lordship before being parceled out to the rightful recipients. It would be a simple matter for Chalmsley to pick up Hector’s letters to Bee and burn them. And an even simpler matter for him to burn Bee’s letters to Hector rather than frank them and send them on by post.

None of this mattered now, not after eight years. Bee would marry this summer. She had found a name with a rank attached to it. She deserved more than a no-name nobody with little substance.

With clenched fists, he went to locate his new assistant. After last night’s antagonism, he wasn’t certain how Bee would accept her new role with him.

. ~. ~ . ~ .

When a man loomed close, Bee looked up from sorting her aunt’s embroidery silks. Hector stood before her. Constable Evans, she reminded herself and wished her heart hadn’t tripped faster.

“Lady Chalmsley, I have come to steal away your assistant.”

She thought for a long moment that Great-Aunt Lucille would not acknowledge his intrusion, then she spoke firmly. “I need her. No one has Beatrice’s eye for matching colors. Not that goldenrod, my dear, not with pink.”

“Lord Chalmsley has agreed that she might provide to me several insights into your guests.”

Although Bee gave a quick upward glance to him, she continued to offer the bright yellow skein to her aunt. “Have you ever noticed the yellow center of the pink roses?”

“I have.” Her aunt took the skein then matched it to the pink already worked into the linen. “I would never think of putting those colors together. See, Hector, I do need Beatrice.”

“My regrets, my lady. She will return as soon as she answers several questions for me.”

That sounded ominous. Hiding a new apprehension, Bee dusted snippets of silk and thread from her skirt. When she stood, Hector led the way from the sitting room and into the entrance hall.

She slowed when he turned toward the conservatory. “You have more questions of me?”

He turned, and she was snared by his smiling eyes and the light gleaming on his blonde hair. “I need your assistance,” he repeated.

“I am flattered you still trust my word. May I inquire what special assistance you need?”

“I want your honest opinions of the people here. The guests and the servants. The guests, primarily.”

Quick-witted Bee picked up on his focus. “Then you don’t believe a servant killed Mr. Kennington?”

He glanced around. “I don’t believe so, but I won’t rule it out completely.”

“You are cautious.”

“Without more evidence, I must be cautious. Will you help me, Bee?”

When he asked that way, with a smile and a pleading tone, he reminded her of the youth who had enticed her away from her studies to go fishing at the river or climb trees to catch the summer’s wind or lay on their backs and study cloud formations.

Those days were long gone.

“I will help you, Hector. Yet if it’s an honest opinion that you want, we should not talk in here. Anywhere inside will be too public.”

“I thought the conservatory—.” He stopped as her point was proved by a maid passing through, carrying a coal hod.

Together, they went to the back entrance, with its pegs crowded with outerwear. Bee separated out her old coat while Hector shrugged into a large greatcoat, “big enough for Sampson,” he laughed.

“Not by half,” she countered with her own laugh. “Perhaps big enough for Daniel. He’s almost as tall as his father and nearly as broad.” She led him outside, through the knot garden. The path split, leading to the kitchen garden or Great-Aunt Lucille’s roses or the terraced lawn with its path down to the river. Bee turned toward the river and hoped he wouldn’t stop her from pursuing the longer walk.
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