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Prologue





Walter Shrewsbury had never cared for music; he did not see the point in it. Women always ruined perfectly good dinner parties with the grating tones of the harp. Ladies were meant to create background noise, not claim center stage with experimental nonsense. One would be enjoying a dish, until a shrill glissando interrupted the precious moment between man and stewed cucumber.


Tonight, Mr. Shrewsbury simply could not bear it, so he retreated to the lounge and slammed the door to muffle the melody emanating from the dining room.


Lately, the ladies of London seemed emboldened by some unwelcome muse. They played songs of their own selection, instead of what their husbands requested. These were full of disgustingly dulcet tones that might be called heartfelt, if one were prone to movement by music. The women wore bizarre fashions, with more regard for comfort than a gentleman’s preference. Worst of all, at tonight’s dinner, he had heard a woman venture a joke—at his expense. Walter had excused himself the moment it was explained to him.


Now he sank into an armchair, pining for the vegetables he had left behind, lost in troubled thought. He was not naïve; he understood the danger of art, of this ridiculous concept of “expression.” It was the root of all these terrible developments. It gave any random person a voice, making them believe they had the power to effect change. As a wealthy gentleman, Walter Shrewsbury had no need for change. It would benefit him as much as a well-composed symphony: which was to say, not at all.


He put his hand into his pocket and withdrew a letter. It had been delivered weeks ago, a nasty little note that had compounded his growing unease of late. He unfolded it and stared at the words on the page:


Confess, or die. You decide.


In case the meaning wasn’t clear, the unknown sender had drawn a sketch below the words: a moth, with a pin stabbed through its thorax.


Walter crumpled up the paper and flung it across the room. He had made up his mind. He would not be threatened. He would not be laughed at. He would not be forced to listen to music that brought up emotions and memories and unrequited loves and made his upper lip tremble when he had specifically vowed to keep it stiff. Whatever change was happening, he would stop it the way he had once stopped a too-long orchestra performance: with threats, yelling, and smashing violins when necessary.


The study door creaked open, and Walter whirled around.


“Can’t I have just five minutes to myself—” he began, and then broke off. “Oh. It’s you. We should talk. Fetch the port. …”


He rose to his feet but fell back as the intruder delivered the first blow. Walter Shrewsbury put a hand to his nose, stemming a sudden flow of blood.


“What are you doing?” he sputtered. But before he could comprehend what was happening, the intruder hit him again, and again, finally producing a knife and plunging it into Walter Shrewsbury’s chest.


The last sound Walter heard before taking his final breath was the distant, taunting trill of the harp as the door opened and the intruder slipped away.


He would never hear another sound, not even the scream some time later when a maid discovered his body splayed out on the armchair in a pool of blood.


“Murder!” she cried out. “Murder at the Rose!”











The Neighborhood Association of
Gentlemen Sweetbriarians (NAGS) Presents:


THE LONDON SEASON


Miss Beatrice Steele and her chaperone, Miss Helen Bolton,


are invited to attend the Season
at the local assembly rooms of Sweetbriar.


Enclosed in this invitation,
you will find a map of the neighborhood,


as well as a schedule of upcoming events.


We look forward to your introduction into London society!


Note: This invitation is for
the Tulip and Carnation Club Seasons only.


Invitations to the Rose are handled separately,
in the very unlikely chance you receive one.


We advise young ladies not to get their hopes up.


Cheers!
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Chapter One





An Exit


In the northwest corner of London was a neighborhood called Sweetbriar, known for its theater, its pleasure garden, and an unfortunate infestation of flying squirrels. This is where Beatrice Steele had taken up residence with her chaperone, Miss Helen Bolton. Except for the squirrels, it was just the sort of neighborhood in which Beatrice had always dreamed of living—that is, when she wasn’t dreaming about solving murders. But so far, her new life wasn’t quite what she had imagined.


Beatrice had grown up in a small, manners-obsessed town called Swampshire, where she always feared that her reputation would be ruined if her secret true-crime obsession came to light. (Her horrifically bad skills at sketching, embroidery, non-macabre conversation, and most other hobbies suitable for an “accomplished woman” hardly helped the matter.) But when a gentleman dropped dead at a country ball, she finally got the chance to put her detecting skills to the test and caught the killer alongside the haughty but admittedly perceptive Inspector Vivek Drake.


Was it unfortunate that the dead body had been a wealthy man and presumed match for Beatrice’s sister? Yes. Was it even worse that Beatrice had determined the killer to be her own childhood best friend and potential betrothed? Of course. Was it devastating that a lovely ball had been ruined by a corpse? Perhaps, though not for Miss Steele.


Drake showed up on her doorstep shortly after their investigation concluded, asking if she would partner with him to open a detective office in London. The venture was funded by Drake’s newfound half sister (newly found by Beatrice, a fact she would not let Drake forget). Beatrice’s future had fallen into place perfectly—until her mother got involved.


“If you are going to help catch murderers, you must do it the proper way: accompanied by an unmarried, middle-aged woman!” Mrs. Steele insisted.


She would not hear of Beatrice going to London unchaperoned. Without a guardian, Beatrice could fall in with the wrong crowd, gamble her money away, be shamed in the social columns, and be forced to work as an opera singer in order to pay off her debts. Beatrice could not carry a tune to save her life. The scandal would be extreme.


Luckily, the family’s close friend and neighbor Miss Bolton volunteered her services without question. As an aspiring playwright, Miss Bolton had her own dreams to pursue in the city. She and her dog, Bee Bee, were happy to come along. Beatrice was grateful for the company, as well as the comfortable town house Miss Bolton rented for their residence.


What she was not grateful for was Mrs. Steele’s steel-like grip on Miss Bolton. Beatrice quickly learned that “chaperone” was merely another word for “spy,” for Mrs. Steele had not given up on the hope that her eldest daughter would make a fortuitous match. Though Beatrice had hoped to spend her days solving crimes with Inspector Drake, her first few months in London had been a flurry of social activities meant to find a man. And unfortunately this man would be a husband, not a murderer.


That was how Beatrice found herself at a garden party on an overly warm Tuesday in June, taking her fourth turn around the meager gardens of the Carnation Club. She had spent the afternoon elbow to elbow with eligible ladies and gentlemen. She had sampled the lemon ice, played two rounds of croquet, and commented five times on how quickly the grass seemed to grow in this neighborhood. Now she was struggling not to faint, from both heat and boredom.


“They must water the lawn often,” Miss Bolton said for the sixth time. “Speaking of water … this punch is terrible.”


She and Beatrice were wedged in between four other chaperones and their charges, all shuffling through the moist garden.


“Does it taste bitter?” Beatrice asked at once, her slippers squelching as she halted in the grass. “Someone could have poisoned it with hemlock, or even laurel water—”


“No one has been poisoned, Beatrice,” Miss Bolton assured her. “And that is a good thing, so don’t look disappointed.”


“I merely thought the lethargy brought on by the toxin could explain why everyone here is acting so dull,” Beatrice sighed.


“That is due to the heat, and the fact that most people possess passionless personalities,” Miss Bolton said. She took another sip of her punch and then pursed her lips nervously. “Though … if it were poison—”


“Then you should administer brandy to counteract the effects,” Beatrice said immediately. “I could fetch you some, just in case—”


“Not necessary!” Miss Bolton removed the lid of her hat, revealing several small bottles stored inside. She selected a vial of brandy, dumped it into her punch glass, and then replaced the hat lid. “Your mother insists that nothing shall stop us from participating in this Season, so I came prepared.”


There were three assembly rooms in Beatrice’s London neighborhood: the Rose, the Tulip, and the Carnation. Each had a summer Season that young ladies and gentlemen could attend. One had to be invited, of course; this was how private clubs provided protection against ne’er-do-wells. When courting, smart gentlemen and ladies always used protection.


Patronesses—married women with an eye for matchmaking—hand-selected the lists of attendees for each Season. This ensured that a young lady could meet just the right sort of man: handsome, genteel, and filthy rich. And likely seeking a wife who preferred playing the pianoforte to pursuing justice.


Beatrice had somehow landed invites to the Tulip and Carnation, but the mysterious, elite Rose Club had not extended such a summons.


“Your mother’s instructions were simple,” Miss Bolton reiterated. “Participate in the Season, marry a wealthy man, and uphold your family’s reputation and subsequent fortune by following a strict code of conduct for the rest of your life.”


“Yes, simple,” Beatrice said dryly. “But there are so many people here that I can hardly breathe, let alone distinguish myself from the other young ladies in order to find a match.”


In Swampshire, Beatrice had felt overscrutinized, her every move watched in a small town in which everyone knew everyone. But now it was as if someone had created a hundred Beatrices and Miss Boltons and dropped them into a garden together, which came with its own challenges. Namely, personal space.


“The Carnation’s guest list is unwieldy,” Miss Bolton agreed as they pushed their way in between two young ladies and their chaperones. “It would be wonderful if you could get an invite to the Rose—”


“They only accept the wealthiest, most elite members of society into their ranks,” a chaperone next to Miss Bolton offered helpfully. “The only time all the classes mingle is at Sweetbriar’s end-of-summer masquerade.”


“Excuse me, this is a private conversation,” Miss Bolton said, turning toward the woman. They were nearly cheek to cheek. She then turned back to Beatrice. “What nerve—assuming that we aren’t the wealthiest, most elite members of society.”


“Well, we aren’t,” Beatrice said.


“Yes, but she doesn’t know that,” Miss Bolton whispered.


“I thought that we would leave these social games back in Swampshire.” Beatrice sighed. “Must we participate in the Season? Don’t you ever wish we could just … let it all go?”


“I made your mother a promise that I would chaperone you, and I mean to keep that promise,” Miss Bolton replied firmly. “The last time I shirked my duties, you nearly died. I won’t make that mistake again.”


Technically, Miss Bolton was correct in this comment. She had been assigned to chaperone Beatrice on her first case with Inspector Drake. But after Drake questioned Miss Bolton’s reliability, she fled, leaving them alone. When Beatrice and Drake were subsequently attacked by the killer, Miss Bolton blamed herself, for she believed abandoning her post had left them vulnerable. After such a close call, she rededicated herself to said post (and to her hats, which ultimately saved the day, since her chapeau’s parachute feature had rescued them all from certain death).


But in spite of Miss Bolton’s determination, Beatrice knew exactly how to give her dear friend the slip.


“Did you hear that Mr. Percival Nash is somewhere at this party?” she asked casually, and Miss Bolton dropped her arm. Her eyes widened with excitement—and distraction—just as Beatrice had known they would.


“Percival Nash? The star of Figaro III: Here We Figaro Again?” Miss Bolton gasped. “I just know he would be perfect as the leading man in my play. He is charismatic, handsome, has incredible breath support … and I don’t believe the rumors that his hair is fake. If only I could get him to read my script Altus—it is a celebration of altos, sung all in Latin. Altos never get a chance to shine, you know—”


“Someone said he was by the fountain. You go look, and I shall fetch us more punch,” Beatrice told her.


“Make sure it is free of poison,” Miss Bolton said distractedly, and then took off. Beatrice ensured that the short woman and her tall hat were out of sight and then rushed in the opposite direction, through a crowd of perspiring garden party attendees.


She felt a stab of guilt as she dodged chaperones and their hopeful charges. She hated lying to Miss Bolton. And truly, Beatrice should have been seeking a husband, for the sake of her family. Since her sister Louisa had married the impoverished (though charismatic) Frank, the responsibility of securing a fortune had fallen on Beatrice’s shoulders. Yes, there was still Mary, but one couldn’t pin too many hopes on Beatrice’s youngest sister (nor could you pin any bows to her hair, which was always, strangely, full of dirt).


But Beatrice had come to the city to seek killers, not sweethearts. So she unenthusiastically attended parties, staying just long enough to make her presence known. Then, at the earliest opportunity, she made a hasty departure.


Which is exactly what she did now as she sidestepped a sweating, chatting couple and plunged into the Carnation Club’s tall hedges.


Beatrice fell out the other side only slightly the worse for wear. She had a few tears in her white muslin dress but was otherwise unscathed. She straightened her bonnet and turned to complete her escape.


“I, too, find doors overrated.” A chipper voice made her jump, and she whirled around to see a man leaning against a tree. He wore his fair hair combed back and was clean-shaven, revealing a strong jawline. A pipe was poised in one hand, halfway toward his full lips.


At first, Beatrice wondered if he was an actor. There were many hanging around the neighborhood, hoping to be discovered—but though this man had the good looks of a performer, he was dressed in an aristocratic ensemble. He held himself with an air of nobility, she observed, and he had no traces of leftover stage makeup on his visage.


This man was a gentleman.


“Sometimes a lady needs to make a creative exit,” Beatrice said, feeling a flicker of curiosity.


What was a gentleman doing lingering outside a party alone?


“Indeed,” the man agreed. He lifted the pipe to his mouth and inhaled, now looking thoughtful. He exhaled several rings of smoke and added, “It makes her memorable.”


“That was not my intention,” Beatrice said, her curiosity turning to concern. It was the last thing any detective would want, after all; investigating was easiest when no one paid her any attention. Which had been the case thus far in London.


But now she realized that the street outside the Carnation Club was empty apart from her and this man, and her concern grew.


She considered several possible modes of attack, from kicking the man in the crotch to jamming his pipe down his throat. He lowered his pipe and broke into a warm smile, clearly unaware of her imaginings. Though he looked oddly familiar, they couldn’t possibly have met, Beatrice thought. She had been in London for months, but the Season had only just begun, and she had hardly spoken to any eligible men—let alone one as handsome as this.


“I shall try to forget you,” the man assured her, “though I admit … it will be a challenge.” And then he actually winked.


At this, Beatrice turned on her heel and strode away. She had learned that one could never trust a gentleman who was excessively charming and handsome. He might be a cold-blooded killer.


She rounded a corner, and the empty street opened up to a wider passageway lined with flowers.


Sweetbriar was named for the wild roses that grew everywhere, their vines twisting along fences and hedges and buildings. The color added warmth to the neighborhood’s Gothic architecture: Gray houses with turrets and spires towered over the streets, casting long shadows over gardens, with gargoyles flanking each doorway.* The pleasure garden surrounded the local theater, the Sweet Majestic.


(Unfortunately, the Sweet Majestic was the reason there were so many mimes and amateur actors hanging about; they performed continuous one-person shows in the hopes that a director might pass by and discover their talent.)


Sweetbriar was divided into four sections, and Beatrice was currently in the southeastern corner. It was dubbed the Carnation Quarter, after the social club she had just fled. It was also where Inspector Drake and Beatrice had a small office, which was Beatrice’s destination.


Mrs. Steele was under the impression that Beatrice did occasional “secretary work” in this office (accompanied by Miss Bolton, of course). Beatrice knew that her mother only conceded to this because she thought it might keep Beatrice’s morbid interests “under control and only discussed behind closed doors.” Neither Susan Steele nor Helen Bolton knew that Beatrice snuck away regularly to spend as much time as possible on her morbid interests—and she hoped to keep it that way.


The afternoon was dissolving into early evening, though the heat of the day lingered. In the main square, the street was far from empty: Londoners sat at small tables in front of restaurants, sipping tipples; gentlemen hailed carriages; and couples strolled arm in arm down cobblestone streets. A certain spirit seemed to have arrived with the swell of heat; people had an extra sparkle in their eyes. A joie de vivre, one might say, if one were forced to speak French.


Beatrice watched one group in particular—a swathe of fashionable ladies, out for a stroll. From their chic gowns to their confidence, they radiated a cosmopolitan air that Beatrice envied. Would she ever be like one of those city women, walking with such ease—such belonging?


She was jolted from her musings when a carriage careened past. An arm grabbed her and pulled her back, and she turned to see a tall man. She felt a thrill of excitement when she saw that he was holding a skull—


Until she realized that it was fake, and he was using it as a prop in an impromptu sonnet.


“She paid no mind to carriage or to me, the lass who wore a gown from season last,” he began mournfully. “She nearly perished right here in the street—had it not been for one quick-thinking lad—”


“Yes, thank you,” Beatrice said, dropping coins into an overturned top hat at the man’s feet. “Though you should know that ‘last’ and ‘lad’ are really just a slant rhyme, which some say isn’t a real rhyme—”


“I pulled her far away from certain death, I saved her life right here before your eyes,” the man continued loudly. A crowd had gathered to hear the poem, and Beatrice squeezed away from them, not interested in more lines about her close call with the carriage.


But just as she thought she had gotten away from the performer, he appeared in front of her again.


“And how will she repay me, one might ask?” he said loudly. “By passing on my portrait to a cast … ing director.” With great flourish, the street performer handed Beatrice a piece of parchment. His likeness was sketched above a list of stage credits.


“I don’t know any casting directors. I am egregiously unconnected!” Beatrice insisted, but the man had already turned away and launched into a fresh sonnet about the beauty of a passing woman. No doubt it would end with the same poorly worded couplet she had just heard, Beatrice thought as she stuffed the man’s portrait into her reticule and took off down the street once more.


London was so different from Swampshire. It was more than the street performers; the city sizzled with heat and energy and … a whiff of murder?


No, she realized as she sidestepped a splash of liquid—someone was emptying a chamber pot out a window above.


“Squirrel incoming!” someone else yelled, and the group of well-dressed, cosmopolitan ladies in front of Beatrice ducked.


Beatrice was too slow on the uptake, and the flying rodent came out of nowhere. It smacked her in the face, and she stumbled back.


(The Carnation Quarter was the most affordable part of the neighborhood, as it bore the worst of the squirrel infestation.)


“Watch where you’re going,” a passerby scolded, pushing past Beatrice impatiently.


She stepped out of the walkway, pressing herself against the cool stone exterior of a shop, until she finally recovered her composure. Even considering her hometown’s frequent hailstorms and squelch holes, she had never had so many near-death experiences on one simple stroll.


She was out of breath and flustered by the time she finally reached her destination: a small office with discreet gold letters on the door, spelling out ds investigations.


The initials made Beatrice’s heart lift. Would it ever feel real to see the “S” on the sign and know it stood for “Steele”? Would she ever truly believe that she was one half of an actual detective office in London? Her life in the city was not exactly as she’d pictured it, but this, at least, felt like a dream come true.


She wrenched open the door and stepped inside, where a small room held two desks piled high with letters and notebooks. Shelves stuffed with books lined the walls, and two armchairs faced a pin-striped chaise. In the center of the chairs sat a chessboard atop a mahogany coffee table, a game paused in play. Golden light from the sun filtered inside, casting a glow over the cozy office.


As Beatrice entered, she saw a familiar, tall Indian man wearing a rumpled suit and an eye patch. Though he had a scowl across his scarred face, she knew from the flash in his remaining eye that he was glad to see her. She met his stern look with a smile. For a moment she thought she saw his mouth twitch up at the corners—but then his jaw clenched, and he affected an even sterner look.


“Miss Steele,” said Inspector Vivek Drake. “It’s about time.”


Dear Beatrice,


I trust that you and Miss Bolton have had a fortuitous start to the summer season. Now that the heat has come, so will the parties … and the eligible men!


I am glad to hear that you enjoy the London town house. Does it really have such a horrifying gargoyle above the front door, or was that some sort of self-portrait in your last letter? In either case, please do NOT send any more drawings in further correspondence. Use words only to paint a picture of your London life, and spare me the nightmares.


As for business here in Swampshire: Louisa, Frank, and your niece, baby Bee Bee, are doing well, and send their regards. They would visit you in town, but since Frank is destitute apart from his one measly mansion, there is no money for a carriage. Mary asked me to include some sentiment from her, but I forgot what it was. However, please let Miss Bolton know that she is taking excellent care of Fauna Manor; she has looked into the howling incident and concluded there is nothing to worry about.


Your father sent his regards in a separate letter, though I believe he wrote it in invisible ink. I would repeat his message here, but we are not currently speaking, as he exploded the staircase as part of some stupid joke and has offered no ideas for how we shall afford repairs. My nerves, and the banister, may never recover.


But truly we are wonderful, other than the fact that we all grow more impoverished by the day, our bank account drained dry, our spirits broken, unable to access any rooms upstairs … this could all change, of course, if you marry well.


Therefore I must remind you, Beatrice, that you are in London to participate in the Season. You must not become distracted by morbid fancies, secretarial duties, or a certain inspector. (Give Mr. Drake my regards, by the way.)


Sweetbriar is a respectable neighborhood, with three wonderful assembly halls. The Carnation and the Tulip have both fostered many advantageous matches, but of course, you must try to get on the list at the Rose. According to the society columns, it counts the wealthiest gentlemen among its members.


Remember that you grow more decrepit and unmarriageable with each passing day. You must try to find a husband before the wrinkles take over. They are distinguished for men but unsightly in women.


I hope you will return to Swampshire the moment you have secured this husband’s money hand in marriage.


I miss you, my darling. Sending all my love,


Your mother,


Susan Steele





* The people of Sweetbriar were obsessed with gargoyles, as they thought these stone guardians protected against “the ancient curse of the wolf.” Beatrice did not understand this random obsession. Her hometown did not contain a single gargoyle, and there had never been any issue with wolves or curses. At least, nothing confirmed.











Chapter Two





A Case


As the door closed, the noise on the street faded. Beatrice and Drake were now alone together in their small office.


Unbeknownst to anyone else, she and Drake were alone regularly now, whenever Beatrice was able to shake Miss Bolton. Though Mrs. Steele would not have approved, she needn’t have worried. Drake treated Beatrice with the utmost professionalism, even offering her port and a pipe at the end of particularly long workdays. (Neither of them smoked, but they agreed that it was fitting for detectives to at least possess the prop.)


“Any new cases?” Beatrice asked. She took off her bonnet and shook out her dark curls. The white streak in her hair—gained during a competitive round of whist—had grown a bit thicker after the events of last autumn. Catching a killer was almost as stressful as a boisterous card game.


“Nothing of interest,” Drake replied. “Any new beaus?” His deep voice was touched with a hint of an Indian accent—and contempt.


Inspector Drake disapproved of high society, and could not understand Beatrice’s attempts to participate in the Season and solve crimes. But Drake was not the one who received constant correspondence from Mrs. Steele, telling tales of her financial misfortune and insisting that a prosperous marriage was the only way to rescue the family. He did not have anyone who relied upon him for monetary support, as Beatrice did: Sadly, his mother had passed long ago, and his wealthy half sister, Alice, was off on a Grand Tour, enjoying her newfound freedom after being locked in an attic for years.


Beatrice, on the other hand, had recurring nightmares of chasing shadowy figures around the city while her sisters, parents, and darling niece huddled in a shack submerged in the Swampshire squelch holes, wasting away. …


She tried to perish the thought.


“As a matter of fact, I received three marriage proposals today,” she informed Drake, withdrawing a parcel from her reticule.


“Really?” Drake raised an eyebrow.


“No. I suffered through three conversations about paint drying.” She set the parcel on his desk.


“What is that?” he asked, eyeing it suspiciously.


“Cake that I stole while everyone was droning on about the paint,” Beatrice replied.


“It was unnecessary to bring that all this way,” Drake told her. “Supplying me with sweets is not in your job description.”


“It’s almond,” she told him. “Your favorite.”


“I never said that was my favorite.”


“I am capable of deduction, Inspector.” She crossed to the chessboard in the center of the office, considered it a moment, and then moved her queen.


“Going to the queen so early?” Drake said as he unwrapped the cake parcel. “Dangerous.”


“Why hold back such a powerful piece?”


“Why indeed,” he murmured. “There are a few letters we received from prospective clients,” he went on, his tone growing businesslike as Beatrice removed her muslin shawl and hung it by the front door. “Though none seemed promising for—What are you wearing?”


“I know, it’s last season,” Beatrice began apologetically, gesturing to her gown. “Five seasons ago, really—”


“I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Drake scoffed, indicating his own rumpled suit. “I am talking about the tassels!”


Beatrice looked down at the colorful embellishments sewn around the neckline, sleeves, and skirt of her dress.


“Miss Bolton added them to help me stand out among the other young ladies of the Season,” she explained.


“You certainly stand out,” Drake said, raising an eyebrow. “Though perhaps not in the way she intended.”


“Keep up the commentary and I’ll add some on to your clothes,” Beatrice told him.


“An empty threat, as you can’t sew a single stitch,” Drake replied.


Beatrice could not argue with this—her attempt at sewing had once gotten a man killed, after all—so instead, she crossed to her desk and began to leaf through a pile of letters. As she riffled through them, she unearthed one in a familiar script and tore it open.


She scanned the contents. Spotting the words “husband” and “eligible,” as well as at least two guilt trips, Beatrice deduced the sender immediately.


“My mother sends her regards.” She folded it closed and returned it to the desk.


“Is she in good health?” Drake asked. Though he affected a disinterested tone, Beatrice could tell from the way he watched her, intently, that he genuinely cared. In spite of the fact that Drake had wrongly accused Beatrice’s sister Louisa of murder, the Steele family had forgiven him—and even taken a liking to the matter-of-fact inspector. After all, through his accusations, he had unearthed a plethora of secrets and ultimately forced the family closer together.


“She is fine, apart from her usual nerves,” Beatrice assured him. “Which are nothing that couldn’t be healed by an increase in income …” she added under her breath.


She brought her hand to her throat reflexively. She always wore a locket with a sketch of her sister Louisa and niece, baby Bee Bee, inside—a token from home.* (Her niece and Miss Bolton’s dog had the same name, which led to some confusion, but as they were both named after Beatrice, she could not complain.) Though Beatrice had wished to come to London, she could not help but miss the family she’d left behind in Swampshire—financial complaints and all.


But her hands felt no cool metal. Instead, they brushed bare skin.


“My locket,” Beatrice gasped, panic rising in her throat. “It’s gone!”


She looked around, hoping it had merely fallen to the floor of the office—but the little necklace was nowhere to be seen. She pulled out her reticule and began rifling through its contents: an extra hat pin (extra sharp), newspaper clippings, old letters, a bloody handkerchief she had found and thought might be something sinister, until the blood turned out to be lipstick … but no locket.


“Did you walk here alone again?” Drake asked, crossing over to her, his expression darkening. “I have warned you time and time again, this is a city, with pickpockets, thieves, mimes, poets—”


As he spoke, Beatrice reached the bottom of her reticule and withdrew one last item: the poet’s portrait.


“Aha!” she cried, waving the parchment in the air. “It must have been him!”


Drake took the portrait and scanned the name and credits listed below the painted headshot. “‘Archibald Croome,’” he read. “‘Actor, poet, bard, and sonneteer.’ Not a very talented one; most of those words mean the same thing.”


“I should have known he wasn’t saving me just to do a good deed,” Beatrice muttered. “It was all a guise for picking my pocket.”


“You are accustomed to the slow pace of the countryside, as well as its lack of street performers,” Drake told her, tossing aside the portrait. “Things move quicker here. You have to keep up.”


“I can keep up,” Beatrice said immediately.


She could not be seen as provincial. Not if she wanted to be taken seriously as his partner. But, she thought, her naïveté was apparently obvious to all—even a stranger on the street had recognized it.


Drake motioned for her to come closer, and she obliged. “Poets and pickpockets thrive when you are distracted,” he began, his tone annoyingly didactic.


“I’m never distracted,” Beatrice began.


“Someone outside is stabbing people with a broadsword!” Drake interrupted.


“Fetch my shield!” Beatrice shrieked. “I knew it was a useful purchase—” She whirled around to look out the window. A group of men with top hats and canes passed by, no medieval weaponry in sight.


When Beatrice turned back to Drake, confused, he held one of her earrings in his hands.


“How did you do that?” She pressed a hand to her now empty lobe.


“Street smarts,” Drake repeated. “One must know the way of criminals in order to catch them.” He stepped forward and gently put the earring back in her ear, one hand resting on her chin.


She caught his scent, reminiscent of cinnamon and oranges. Drake looked down at her, his hand still holding her chin, and a strange feeling rushed from his fingertips into the pit of her stomach.


Drake’s eye met hers.


“Now, next time,” he said softly, “you shall be en garde.”


“Please, Drake,” she whispered, “you know how I feel about French.”


He nodded, holding her gaze. Then he finally dropped his hand.


“Now you are prepared, then,” he said, his brisk tone returning. “I cannot have a partner who is vulnerable in such a way. What if someone stole important case information off your person? Not that we have any important cases …”


Beatrice had no reply to this, so she turned and opened the office window. The heat had become too stifling. If only she could relieve her growing insecurities as easily …


She returned to her desk and began to sort through a stack of letters.


There had to be something for them to solve.


She moved aside a half-full teacup—how long had that been there?—and sliced open the next letter. Holding it up, she read aloud:


“‘To DS Investigations. I have contacted Sir Huxley about this matter, and he suggested that I ask the two of you instead. After a dinner party last Sunday, my spectacles went missing.’”


Drake sighed. Beatrice felt his frustration.


Inspector Drake’s half sister, Alice, had paid for their office. She had used her family fortune to furnish it, stocked the shelves with research books, and left Drake a stipend for business expenses. Yet though this was much appreciated, it did not guarantee the operation’s success. Alice Croaksworth could pay for a lease, a library, and lamps, but she could not change public opinion. And the public of London had chosen Sir Huxley as their foremost inspector.


According to the sketches of Huxley in the newspaper, this gentleman detective was devastatingly handsome, with a full mustache and chiseled features. He flitted around the city with his asp-topped cane, solving all the best crimes. His connections with the upper classes afforded him access anywhere, and his fame was further buoyed by newspaper articles singing his praises. Once, Beatrice had been Huxley’s biggest fan—and Inspector Drake had been his partner. But then Drake and Huxley had parted ways, and Beatrice had learned Huxley was a hack who relied on fans like her to send him answers and clues to the crimes he then “solved.”


Still. No one else in London knew this, and therefore they turned to Sir Huxley for all intriguing cases. Drake and Beatrice were left chasing cats, dogs, and eyeglasses.


They had to start somewhere, Beatrice supposed.


“Last Sunday,” Drake said thoughtfully, leaning back in his chair. “It was very hot that evening. Even worse than today.”


“Perhaps he removed his spectacles, due to the heat,” Beatrice suggested. “They were probably fogging up.” She paused, looking over at Drake just as he spoke.


“We can’t know that for sure,” he said, at the exact same time she recited the words along with him. He made a noise of irritation in the back of his throat. “Well, it’s true,” he said.


“I’m going to write back and advise him to check his windowsills,” Beatrice said. “I surmise that he opened one for some air, removed his glasses when they fogged up, and left them on the ledge. Though if you have another idea, based on more evidence, I am happy to include that as well …?”


“I concur with the windowsill theory,” Drake said stiffly. “But please indicate in your reply that it is just that: a theory.”


Beatrice penned a reply, adding Drake’s addendum (though in very small writing), then folded up the letter and placed it atop a tall stack of outgoing mail.


“You already replied to the rest of the cases?” Beatrice asked in surprise.


“You haven’t been around in a while,” Drake replied, straightening his already-tidy desk.


I should be grateful, Beatrice thought. Drake’s diligence would keep the business going, even in her absence—and if she and Drake could find a real crime, the positive press would be profitable. They’d be able to attract a steady supply of cases, and Beatrice would have an income of her own, without relying on Alice Croaksworth’s charity. She could support her family, ensure that baby Bee Bee was well provided for, and avoid a marriage of convenience.


For some reason, at that moment, her mind conjured an image of the fair-haired man who had stood against the tree, smoking his pipe as she pushed through the hedges of the Carnation Club.


A little bell chimed as the door to the office opened, wrenching Beatrice from her thoughts.


A man stepped into DS Investigations. “Good afternoon,” he said in a grand voice. “I hope I’ve come to the right place. I need someone to solve a horribly brutal murder.”


“A brutal murder?” Beatrice exclaimed, leaping to her feet. “Yes, you have certainly come to the right place.”


Callous Crimes


By Evana Chore


Memories of the London Menace are fresh in the minds of Sweetbriar’s residents. Evidently, however, this killer has ceased his reign of terror, with no new attacks reported in months. Even so, the neighborhood is under a new threat. The artists who have found their way into this little corner of London bring with them “self-expression,” which many do not realize can kill in a different way: by murdering morals and destroying decorum.


Over the past several months, there has been an increase in artists renting townhomes in the unfortunately affordable Carnation Quarter. Needless to say, their influence has already been felt: Local ladies have adopted flamboyant fashions, no doubt inspired by the costumes they see, and they repeat unbecoming “jokes” picked up from street-corner comics. Mimes and singers present stories of bold, silly characters who seem outlandish now—but what if our young women soon adopt not just the outfits and jokes of artists, but the attitudes as well? One has to wonder: How long will this go on before we Sweetbriarians stand up for ourselves?


Now is the time to demand change, before the neighborhood becomes overtaken by these so-called free spirits. Dally not, citizens. Action must be taken. You will be effective in driving these troublemakers away if you refrain from patronizing any local performances.


Dear Beatrice,


If you are reading this, you have cracked the code and applied heat to the letter to reveal its invisible ink (lemon juice). Huzzah!


I send my regards to both you and Inspector Drake. Louisa tells me that you are hard at work solving cases, whereas your mother assures me that you are attending many social events in order to find a husband. These two activities sound very demanding on your time, and I hope you are leaving space in your schedule for merriment. We must live, laugh, and love. I try to do all three at least once a day, as should you.


Sincerely,


Your proud father,


Stephen Steele


PS: Enclosed is a large quantity of firecrackers. Your mother attempted to confiscate them after a bit of an incident. Could you please lend them to Inspector Drake, for safekeeping?





* Beatrice had asked an artist to draw her youngest sister, Mary, as well, but the miniature portrait he created mysteriously disintegrated when placed inside the silver locket.











Chapter Three





A Death


The man who had entered their office had a cleft chin, a roguishly charming smile, and auburn hair tied back with a dark green ribbon. He held himself with poise, and Beatrice could tell that he was the kind of person who was accustomed to having everyone’s eyes upon him.


But Beatrice also sensed concern beneath the man’s confident façade. He kept glancing out the window as if afraid he had been followed. There were beads of sweat upon his brow. And though his clothes were elegant and well tailored, he had misbuttoned his jacket.


“Please, sit,” Beatrice told him, ushering the man toward the office chaise. He obliged, while Beatrice and Drake took seats in armchairs across from him. Drake opened his yellow notebook, quill poised to take notes.


DS Investigations had never had a client walk through their doors with something truly terrible to report. Beatrice hoped this case would be good.


Or, rather, she hoped it would be nasty.


“My name is Percival Nash,” the man began.


Drake gasped. Beatrice turned, startled, having never heard him utter such a noise. His eye was wide in shock, and his quill fell from his hand.


“Mr. Nash,” Drake repeated, his tone reverent, “forgive us for not recognizing you at once. I have only seen you upon the stage, of course. …” He turned to Beatrice. “This man is a renowned opera star,” he whispered, as if Percival were not within (very close) earshot.


“I have heard tell,” Beatrice assured him. It was true; Percival Nash was a local celebrity. Miss Bolton spoke of him with the same admiration, but Beatrice would have never expected this of Inspector Drake. Normally he was so stoic; she had not imagined he could be starstruck.


“We should offer him something,” Drake continued to whisper, flustered. “Coffee? Port? Shall I make a trifle? I don’t know how, but I am a quick study. …”


“Your continued devotion, as well as coffee, would be enough,” Percival cut in.


“Of course,” Drake said, shutting his notebook. He scrambled to procure the beverage, while Beatrice turned back to Percival Nash.


“Forgive my partner. Evidently he is … a fan,” she explained.


“And you are not?” Percival inquired, raising one perfectly shaped eyebrow.


“I have heard of your talents,” Beatrice said, “but as I have only recently come to town, I have not yet been to the opera. Of course,” she added hastily, “I shall remedy that at once.”


“If you assist me, you shall have free admittance for life,” Percival assured her as Drake returned with a tray of coffee and almond cake. He nearly dropped the entire thing at Percival’s words, and Beatrice had to rush to assist.


“Please, Mr. Nash,” Beatrice said, passing out the coffee before Drake ruined the carpet, “tell us about the murder.”


Percival took a sip of coffee, holding eye contact through a dramatic pause. Drake looked rapt, but Beatrice felt a spark of annoyance.


Dramatic pauses belonged onstage. When it came to crime, she wanted no delay.


People’s lives could depend upon it.


“Sweetbriar was once a beacon of artistic achievement,” Percival said finally, setting his coffee cup on its saucer with a small clink. “Painters, poets, singers, and actors flocked to its streets to offer their expression. The Sweet Majestic was built, our grand opera theater, and we enjoyed the patronage of the upper classes.”


“And … there was a murder at the theater?” Beatrice prompted. She had waited long enough for a case. Was she really to wait even longer?


“Madam,” Percival Nash said, pressing a hand to his heart, “never interrupt an actor in the middle of a monologue.”


“Yes, Beatrice, show some respect for the performance,” Drake scolded.


“Pardon me. I thought this was a dialogue,” Beatrice grumbled, but fell silent.


“Now, where was I …” Percival affected a formal air once more. “This neighborhood was once a haven for artists. It shall be no more: Some members of the upper class do not appreciate our ideals. Those in power consider us a threat to the status quo. Which is why I believe that I am being framed … for murder.” He rose to his feet and struck a pose.


“No!” Drake gasped.


“Whose murder?” Beatrice pressed, unmoved by the tableau, which had still given her little information. Drake glared at her. “It’s rather important,” she insisted.


“You are right. And I am glad you asked,” Percival replied. “The setting is the Rose.” He swept a hand across the office as if he were onstage, a curtain about to rise. “Sweetbriar’s most exclusive social club.”


“There is no need to act everything out—” Beatrice began, but Drake shushed her, and she sighed.


Percival Nash lifted the table from in front of Beatrice and Drake and placed it in the center of the office. “Imagine a dinner party taking place inside the Rose,” he told them. He knelt in front of the table and mimed eating and drinking. “The room would have been alight with merriment and laughter as members discussed the upcoming Season.” He laughed, as if someone at the table had told a hilarious joke, but then his face immediately turned serious. “Until one man peeled away from the group: Mr. Walter Shrewsbury.”


Though Beatrice was irritated, she had to admit Percival had it, whatever it was. She could not tear her eyes away from him as he acted out the scene.


“Mr. Shrewsbury retired to the lounge. Perhaps for a cigar.” Percival mimed smoking. “Perhaps for a tipple.” He picked up his coffee cup and downed the dregs. “He never knew that this was his final drink, before he would shuffle off this mortal coil.”


“No!” Drake gasped again.


“Yes,” Percival replied dramatically. “Someone crept into the lounge of the Rose Club. …” He began to tiptoe, then pantomimed lifting a knife. “They beat Walter Shrewsbury and then stabbed him to death.” He jumped to the spot where Walter Shrewsbury would have been, mimed being stabbed in the chest, and then crumpled to the floor.


“Bravo!” Drake yelled, rising to his feet.


Percival Nash stood and sank into a bow. Beatrice clapped along.


“Thank you,” Percival said graciously. “It all just comes naturally to me, really. …”


“Encore!” Drake said, then quickly amended: “I mean … we do not want an encore to murder, of course—”


“What I would like to know,” Beatrice cut in, “is how does the murder of this man—Walter Shrewsbury—concern you, Mr. Nash?”


Percival stopped bowing and sank back into the seat across from Beatrice and Drake. Now that he was “offstage,” his concerned countenance returned. “As this case regards a member of the gentility, the usual inspector was brought in,” he explained. “That detective with the enviably handsome mustache.”


Drake and Beatrice exchanged a look of displeasure. They could guess who this was.


“Sir Lawrence Huxley,” Percival confirmed. “He came to question me about the case. He suspects that I had something to do with it. Can you even imagine? Someone like me, a killer?” He took a fan from inside his jacket, unfurled it, and began to fan himself vigorously, as if overcome by the very idea.


Truly, though Percival could possibly play any part, Beatrice could not imagine him as a killer. He wanted to be praised and adored; murdering someone might put a damper on his fans’ reverence.


“Huxley is quick to jump to conclusions,” Drake said darkly. “If he has fingered you for this crime—”


“That charming detective can finger me all he wants, but I could not bear it if I were arrested!” Percival cried. “I need someone to prove my innocence and find the true killer. It is about more than just my good name,” he added, pressing a hand to his chest. “The fate of all artists in Sweetbriar is at risk.”


“How so?” Beatrice asked, hoping Percival was not about to launch into another reenactment. He had been captivating, yes, but she wanted answers—and she feared that if he got going again, he might actually break out into song.
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