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For Laura, my reading soulmate.

And for Meg, of course.






In an English village, you turn over a stone and have no idea what will crawl out.

—Agatha Christie, A Murder Is Announced

It has been said, by myself and others, that a love-interest is only an intrusion upon a detective story. But to the characters involved, the detective-interest might well seem an irritating intrusion upon their love-story.

—Dorothy Sayers, Busman’s Honeymoon








CHAPTER ONE

Georgie wasn’t hysterical by nature, but four seemed like an awful lot of homicides.

“Don’t you think it’s becoming rather odd?” she asked Arthur as they stood amidst a small cluster of villagers outside Mr. Marble’s shop, watching as Constable Lexington led Mrs. Marble away. It was a sunny morning in May, the air mild and a bit damp from last night’s rain. The storefront bearing a hand-painted wooden sign reading the Marbled Cheese and a display of several wheels of Double Gloucester did not appear the likely location of a murder. There was a fair amount of shocked murmuring among the crowd, combined with the occasional dark mutter about always having suspected something was odd about Mr. Marble’s wife.

Arthur, who was watching the proceedings while jotting down notes on the pad he’d fished out of the pocket of his trousers, glanced over at her with a frown. “What is?”

“Four murders in a year!” Georgie said in an undertone, but further discussion of this oddity was forestalled by Arthur choosing that precise moment to weave his way through the crowd, soliciting interviews; one person, a very pretty woman about Georgie’s age with brown hair and a smattering of freckles across her nose, looked exceptionally eager to speak to him. Georgie was fairly sure the woman was a Murder Tourist—she thought she recognized her from a previous visit to the village that winter—and wondered whether it was her ghoulish interest in violent crimes in quaint settings or Arthur’s own particular charms that made her quite so happy to speak to a member of the press. Arthur was a reporter for The Woolly Register, and Georgie supposed he did have a professional obligation to report on the resolution of a murder investigation, so she waited patiently for him to finish his work.

At last, Arthur pocketed his notepad and returned to her side. “What were you saying?”

“Ten minutes ago,” Georgie said acerbically, but then relented. “Buncombe-upon-Woolly is small. Even a single murder should be the event of the year—of the decade!”

“And it was,” Arthur reminded her as they turned away from the Marbled Cheese to continue their progress down the high street, nodding to everyone but avoiding being trapped in conversation. (This was always a hazard in a village the size of Buncombe-upon-Woolly, especially when one was a Radcliffe of Radcliffe Hall. And Georgie, for better or worse, could lay claim to that surname.) “I thought the entire village would collectively perish from excitement when the vicar was poisoned—do you know we sold more papers that week than we did in the entire previous month?”

Georgie personally thought Arthur might try a bit harder to sound less gleeful about murder-induced profits, but the recent crime spree in Buncombe-upon-Woolly had undoubtedly proved to be a promising development for his career.

“But then Mr. and Mrs. Fieldstone were poisoned only a couple of months later!” Georgie pointed out. “And then there was the Christmas murder at Radcliffe Hall—”

“The readers loved that one,” Arthur said fondly. “I thought the ‘Murder Under the Mistletoe’ headline was one of my best.”

Georgie cut him a scathing look. “It was at my house.”

“I know,” Arthur agreed with a solemn shake of his head. “Which is unfortunate in terms of Christmas memories, I expect, but it was dashed convenient for me, in terms of access to the crime scene. The Deathly Dispatch only wishes they’d had their reporter on the ground for that one!”

Georgie rolled her eyes; The Deathly Dispatch was an anonymously published broadsheet that had begun circulating solely in response to Buncombe-upon-Woolly’s crime spree, and it was more or less the bane of Arthur’s existence, obsessed as he was with getting scoops before its unnamed reporter, who went by the nom de plume Agent Arsenic.

“But this one makes four,” Georgie said, refusing to allow herself to be drawn into yet another discussion of small-town newspaper rivalries. She cast a glance over her shoulder at the Marbled Cheese crowd, where Mr. Vincent—the owner and editor in chief of The Woolly Register, and therefore Arthur’s employer and, given the size of the village, his only coworker—was still busy taking photographs of the exterior of the Marbles’ shop. “I wouldn’t have thought Mrs. Marble capable of murder. She’s always been very kind.”

“You’re just annoyed you weren’t the one to catch her,” Arthur said slyly, nodding at Mrs. Penbaker, the wife of the village council chairman, in passing. Her husband, Mr. Penbaker, had been blustering in his usual fashion outside the Marbles’ shop, loudly proclaiming to all assembled that the streets of Buncombe-upon-Woolly were safe once more now that the murderous cheesemonger was soon to be behind bars. Arthur had got a lengthy quote from him on the dangers of bitter wives with easy access to arsenic, and Georgie, who had only listened to approximately a third of his speech before beginning to mentally catalogue the plants in the greenhouse at Radcliffe Hall, had been hard-pressed not to roll her eyes.

Georgie huffed out an irritated breath as they came to a stop before the library, which was an almost offensively charming building of honey-colored stone with ivy creeping up its walls in the very heart of the village. “I didn’t ask to help solve those murders, you know,” she said as Arthur stepped forward to open the door for her. “It’s not my fault that no one else in this village seems capable of identifying common poisons.”

“Some of us, George, have better things to do than spend our days studying every weed we spot growing along the riverbanks,” Arthur said, and Georgie had to exercise great restraint to stop herself from elbowing him in the stomach. She was twenty-five now, and while that had not been an uncommon habit when she and Arthur were younger, she thought vaguely that she should perhaps attempt to be a bit more dignified in her advanced age.

“Being able to identify a bouquet of lily of the valley in a woman’s kitchen, when the vicar’s symptoms perfectly matched those associated with that particular poison, is just common sense,” Georgie said in an annoyed whisper. “And yet the police were too stupid to manage even that basic level of investigation.”

“See? You’re irritated that they didn’t consult you.” Arthur sounded smug, as he so often did lately, pushing his tortoiseshell glasses up on his nose; his articles for the Register had garnered regional interest, and a few had even been picked up by some of the London papers. She could tell he was daydreaming about the glamorous life he would lead in London once he managed to secure a reporting job there instead; he was already dressing the part, she thought, casting a thoughtful glance at the herringbone trousers and carefully pressed shirt he was wearing. He made her feel rather dowdy by comparison, in her serviceable brown dress and woolly cardigan—but, she thought philosophically, she’d spent her entire life not caring much about how she looked, so there was no reason to start now, just because Arthur was looking a bit… well, dashing. (At least, she noted with satisfaction, his curly dark hair was as unruly as ever.) No doubt he intended to abandon Buncombe-upon-Woolly for a fast-paced life of nightclubs and cocktails, and would conduct love affairs with half the women in London (and half the men, too, Georgie didn’t doubt), and she’d only see him once a year at Christmas. She felt a bit gloomy at the thought.

“I’m perfectly fine, thank you,” she said stiffly, and then promptly abandoned him to make a beeline for the botany section, while Arthur headed off to consult the library’s collection of other archived Gloucestershire newspapers, to compare historical crime statistics to those of the past year. For all he might tease her about her interest in the recent spate of murders, he was just as curious.

Georgie set about amassing a stack of books to take home with her—many of which, admittedly, she’d already read—and, after some minutes spent browsing, approached the desk where Miss Halifax, the librarian, was seated. She was perhaps fifteen years Georgie’s senior, with dark hair that was pinned loosely back from her face; she wore a blue day dress with a white collar and, per the laws of librarianship, a cardigan. She had an Agatha Christie novel in hand and was scribbling away in a notebook as Georgie set her books down before her. Georgie spotted a page labeled Book club questions, and she shook her head darkly. The book club, as she understood it, had formed in the wake of the village’s recent murder spree, and solely read crime novels.

“Any chance we might see you at the next Book Clue Crew meeting, Miss Radcliffe?” Miss Halifax asked, looking up as Georgie produced her library card from her dress pocket.

Georgie did not snort, but she was tempted. “No, thank you,” she said. “I think that there are quite enough murders in my day-to-day life without seeking out fictional ones. In fact,” she added, “I should be very happy to not think about murder ever again.”

“I think there are many readers who would disagree with you, Miss Radcliffe.” Miss Halifax handed back her library card.

“Well,” Georgie said, watching as Miss Halifax set about stamping her books, “I can assure you that I’ve better things to do than worry about the opinions of mystery readers.”



“Georgie!”

Georgie, her arms full of books, was attempting to scrape mud off the sides of her oxford shoes so that Mrs. Fawcett did not murder her in her sleep for mucking up her clean floors. She paused at the sound of her sister’s voice, and turned to see Abigail standing dramatically on the stairs in…

“What on earth have you got on?” Georgie asked, setting the books down on the floor next to her as she unlaced her shoes.

“A Victorian nightgown,” Abigail said, in a tone that implied that this should have been obvious—and that, moreover, there was nothing else that she possibly could have been expected to be wearing at—Georgie consulted the antique clock above the empty fireplace in the entrance hall—three-fifteen on a Monday afternoon.

Georgie retrieved her books, straightened, and cast her sister an inquiring look. “Are you unwell?” Abigail appeared to be positively blooming with good health and cheer, as always.

“No,” Abigail said slowly. “Only, well.” She paused, adopting an expression of martyred suffering that Georgie found a bit much to swallow from someone who routinely slept until ten in the morning. “I’m a bit fatigued.” She sighed, rubbing at her eyes—which, Georgie noted, displayed no telltale dark circles or lines or any other hint of exhaustion. “Perhaps we ought to summon Dr. Severin.”

Georgie’s eyes narrowed. “Indeed? You feel that poorly?”

“Well, you never know. One ought to be cautious with one’s health, Georgie.”

“I suppose if Dr. Severin were not quite so young and handsome, your desire to summon him would remain unchanged?” Georgie asked with a skeptical lift of one brow.

“Georgie!” Abigail clapped a dramatic hand to her breast; Georgie was unmoved.

“You’re perfectly fine,” she informed her sister shortly as she made her way up the stairs past her in her stockinged feet, clutching her armful of books. “And they’ve arrested Mrs. Marble for her husband’s murder,” she tossed over her shoulder in passing, relishing the slightly shocked expression on Abigail’s face.

“But she always made the most delicious cheese tart for the village fete!” Abigail said mournfully. “I can’t believe anyone who makes cheese tarts could be a murderess!”

“I will inform the constabulary of this logical objection at once,” Georgie called, before continuing up the second flight of stairs to the top floor of the house. Here, she made her way to the far end of the hallway, opened the door to her bedroom, and shut it behind herself with perhaps more force than was strictly necessary.

“Sisters,” she muttered to Egg, her elderly beagle, who raised her head inquiringly from the battered blue-and-green tartan pillow she had, until moments earlier, been slumbering upon.

Egg twitched an ear in Georgie’s direction, which Georgie took to be a gesture of sympathetic commiseration, and after depositing her library books in an untidy pile upon her desk, she settled herself on the floor, reaching out to stroke Egg’s soft ears. Egg let out a satisfied sigh, allowing her head to sink back down atop her cushion. Ordinarily, Egg would have accompanied Georgie on her excursion, but Miss Halifax had made it clear to Georgie that under no circumstances whatsoever was she to bring her dog into the library.

Georgie looked around the room, her fingers still rubbing an absent-minded pattern on Egg’s ear: Radcliffe Hall, the ramshackle estate that had been home to her family for three hundred years, had certainly seen better days, but it did have turrets on either end, and Georgie had resided in one of these turrets since she’d been old enough to be moved out of the nursery. Her walls were painted a deep forest green and decorated with a number of framed botanical prints; the four-poster was pushed against one wall opposite a window so that she could lie in bed and take in views of the rolling hills that surrounded Buncombe-upon-Woolly. There were books and empty teacups scattered haphazardly upon nearly every available surface; a record player sat atop her dresser, a teetering pile of records stacked next to it; her favorite tweed jacket was tossed upon a particularly comfortable armchair; the entire room smelled faintly, but not unpleasantly, of dog.

Georgie leaned down to press a quick kiss to Egg’s head. She stretched out her legs before her, wiggling her toes in her stockings which, annoyingly, seemed to be forming a hole over one toe yet again. Mrs. Fawcett truly was going to murder her—although Georgie had the faint, dissatisfied feeling that perhaps she ought to stop speaking quite so flippantly of murder, given recent events.

It was irritating. The entire past year had been irritating, in fact; her thoughts returned to her conversation with Arthur earlier. One murder in a village of this size was a shocking tragedy; two was an unpleasant coincidence; but three—and now four? Georgie was a creature of science, of reason, and she simply did not think it normal. Of all the villages in England, why did hers have to be the one that had suddenly become a hotbed of murder—and, possibly even worse, a hotbed of Murder Tourists? The Murder Tourists—who had flooded the village over the course of the past year, drawn by lurid headlines and eager to visit the scenes of Buncombe-upon-Woolly’s various crimes—had quickly become the bane of Georgie’s existence.

There was a tap at the door, interrupting these dissatisfying thoughts. “Come in,” she called absently, not moving from her spot on the floor; the door opened and her father poked his head in. Egg thumped her tail several times in greeting.

“Georgie, love, you haven’t seen my spectacles, have you?” Papa asked, looking vaguely harried. “I can’t seem to find them, and I just received my copy of this year’s Archaeological Journal.” He rubbed his hands together at the thought of this promised treat.

“Check the tea tray in your study, Papa,” Georgie said. “If Mrs. Fawcett brought you your usual three o’clock cup of tea, you might have left them beside the pot.” A fact she knew because he did this precise thing at least once a week. (He was also in the habit of losing them atop his head.)

“Of course, of course,” Papa said absently, squinting down at the envelopes in his hand; evidently the afternoon post had arrived. “Any news from the village?”

“They’ve arrested Mrs. Marble for her husband’s murder.”

“Have they?” Papa asked, still staring at the letter in his hand. “Never thought her capable of murder. Too short.”

“I do not believe height is a prerequisite for homicide, Papa.”

“I suppose not,” he said, looking up at her at last. “You’d know more about it than I would, love.” He waved vaguely before retreating; as soon as she heard his footsteps on the stairs, Georgie flopped back onto the floor. She stared up at the ceiling as Egg offered her a politely inquiring tilt of the head.

“Is no one else in this village capable of rational thought?” she asked Egg, stroking a gentle finger down her snout.

She should be glad, she knew, that the police had managed to make an arrest without her assistance this time. And yet, she could not stop the niggling worry that had been present at the back of her mind since the moment she and Arthur had witnessed Mrs. Marble’s arrest a few hours earlier. She didn’t want to solve another mystery and she wasn’t going to involve herself in a case that seemed to have been resolved, whatever her misgivings.

She turned her head on the Turkish rug—one that, from this vantage point, quite clearly needed a good beating; she resolutely ignored this fact—and stared into Egg’s mournful eyes.

“I didn’t ask to become an amateur sleuth, you know.”

Egg whined sympathetically.

“And it’s about time the police started doing their jobs without me.”

Egg’s tail thumped encouragingly on the floor.

She crossed her arms over her chest, noticing that a small hole was forming in the sleeve of her brown wool cardigan; that would be another project for Mrs. Fawcett, as Georgie’s mending skills could be charitably described as limited. “Even if the—the council chairman, of all people, were to keel over, that would be none of my concern.”

Egg blinked at her. Georgie decided to take this as a show of emotional support, and reached out to pat her head.

Beagles, Georgie thought, were much better company than humans.






CHAPTER TWO

Two weeks later, the council chairman did, in fact, keel over.

“I really don’t think this is normal,” Georgie said to Arthur as they sat in the Shorn Sheep, Georgie’s favorite pub—of, admittedly, only two—in Buncombe-upon-Woolly. News of Mr. Penbaker’s death had spread the afternoon before, when his wife had returned home to find him complaining of chest pains; by the time Dr. Severin had arrived, he was dead. Mr. Penbaker had always seemed quite energetic, as evidenced by the amount of time he spent working up elaborate and increasingly unwieldy schemes to draw tourists to the village; everyone appeared shocked by his sudden demise.

This evening, the pub was packed with locals and tourists alike, and Mr. Penbaker’s death was the topic of most of the conversations around Georgie. She and Arthur were seated at the bar, nursing a cider (Georgie) and a ginger beer (Arthur, who had sworn off strong drink in the wake of a particularly ill-advised night of revelry a couple of years earlier).

“What isn’t?” Arthur asked, casting an interested glance at Harry, the barman; Georgie had her own suspicions as to why, precisely, her teetotaling friend was so eager to continue patronizing the local pub. Harry had been a few years ahead of them in school, and had taken over the day-to-day operations of the Shorn Sheep after his father’s health began to decline. He was a man of few words but particularly fine forearms—a fact that Georgie was fairly certain Arthur had noted.

“Mr. Penbaker’s death!” Georgie said impatiently. “He wasn’t that old!”

“He died in his own bed of an apparent heart attack,” Arthur said. “That’s hardly unheard of.”

“He’d never so much as taken a sick day before,” Georgie insisted.

“Have you become so obsessed with murder that you can’t see a death from natural causes and not suspect some sort of foul play?”

“I’m not obsessed,” she protested. “But after this many murders, I can’t help but think that the unexpected death of a member of local government might be due a second look.”

“I agree, Miss Radcliffe,” said a voice from behind her. She turned in time to see Constable Lexington, the only member of the county constabulary with whom she had a remotely positive relationship, set down a pint glass on the bar next to her and take a seat. He was in his early thirties, with reddish-brown hair that he kept combed neatly back from his face. He always had a vaguely melancholy air about him; he’d also never been anything other than scrupulously polite to Georgie, unlike certain other members of the county police force. As the village bobby, he’d been involved in rounding up the suspects in all of the murder cases over the past year, though these efforts had been hampered by the hapless detective inspector he’d had to work with, a man named Harriday from the neighboring village of Bramble-in-the-Vale.

“See!” Georgie said triumphantly to Arthur, before turning back to Constable Lexington. “Do the police intend to investigate, then?”

“Ah.” Lexington cleared his throat. “No. You’ll note that I said I agree, singular. We, as in the Gloucestershire constabulary more generally, do not.”

“Whyever not?” Georgie demanded. “Have they all suffered head injuries?”

“I couldn’t say,” Lexington said diplomatically, causing a fleeting grin to flash across Arthur’s face.

“You agree with Georgie’s paranoia then, Lexington?” Arthur asked, a slightly eager note in his voice; no doubt, Georgie thought uncharitably, he was considering how many more articles he could write if Mr. Penbaker had, in fact, been murdered.

“I do not believe it is paranoia,” Lexington said a bit stiffly. His and Arthur’s relationship was somewhat strained, in large part due to Arthur’s less-than-charitable articles focusing on the police’s efforts to solve the various murders, despite the fact that Lexington himself had never been mentioned by name. “I’ll admit that I see nothing unusual in Penbaker’s death on the surface, but after so many recent murders… it might be worth investigating.”

“Well,” Georgie said decisively, “what are we going to do about it, then?”

Lexington blanched. “I don’t know that there’s much we can do, Miss Radcliffe. Chief Constable Humphreys—”

Georgie ground her teeth at the sound of the chief constable’s name; Humphreys had been barely tolerant of her involvement in three of the past year’s murder cases, so she could not imagine that he would welcome any perceived interference from her in a matter that he didn’t even consider to be a case.

“Regardless of the chief constable’s feelings on the matter,” she said determinedly, “I cannot sit idly by and watch a possible murder go unsolved in my village.” She paused for a moment, wistfully contemplating her resolution, just two weeks earlier, to stop involving herself in murder investigations. “The Radcliffes of Radcliffe Hall have lived in Buncombe-upon-Woolly for over three hundred years,” she added. “It is nothing less than my duty to ensure that the village doesn’t gain a reputation for anything… unsavory.”

“I think it’s too late for that,” Arthur murmured, casting a glance toward a corner booth, where a group of men and women who looked to be approximately Georgie’s age—none of whom Georgie had ever seen before, and all of whom were stylishly clad and well-coiffed—were conferring eagerly over a round of drinks. They had a broadsheet spread on the table before them, and Georgie would have bet money that it was the latest issue of The Deathly Dispatch. Even though it had been more than a fortnight since Mrs. Marble’s arrest, the broadsheet was continuing to publish multiple issues a week offering grisly details on the nature of her husband’s death (a poisoned bottle of wine) and wild theories about her mental instability, citing unnamed sources.

Georgie frowned. “Not again.”

“Again,” Arthur confirmed, handing his empty bottle to Harry, who whisked it away and, moments later, replaced it with a fresh bottle of ginger beer. “Nothing like a jolly little holiday to the scene of a crime.”

The tourists had begun to arrive in earnest at Christmas. By that time, there had been two murders in Buncombe-upon-Woolly in a six-month window of time—an unusual enough occurrence to catch the attention of the London papers. The Times had run a lengthy article on the odd series of events (making heavy use of Arthur’s reporting, as he would remind anyone who sat still long enough); the article had noted the village’s many charms that seemed so at odds with cold-blooded murder, which had excited no small amount of pride among its residents—the prevailing sentiment seemed to be that if they had to have a skyrocketing crime rate, they might at least be appreciated for their finer qualities, too. When the third murder took place at Radcliffe Hall on Christmas Eve, while the initial crop of Murder Tourists were present in the village, it had turned the stream of visitors into a proper rush. They came clutching copies of popular crime novels and were prone to loud discussions of the merits of the police investigations.

On a couple of occasions, they’d made it to Radcliffe Hall, only to have Mrs. Fawcett meet them at the door with a steely gleam in her eye and an evidently convincing threat to lob a frying pan at their heads.

“Agatha Christie has a lot to answer for,” Georgie said darkly, still gazing at the group in the corner.

“Have you ever read one of her novels?” Arthur asked.

“Of course not,” Georgie huffed, crossing her arms. “Why should I need to read about a fictional cozy village full of homicidal maniacs when I am already inhabiting one?”

“They’re rather good,” Lexington said quietly, and quickly buried his face in his glass.

Georgie cast him a disgusted look. “I would think you get quite enough of that sort of thing in your professional life, Constable.”

“Well.” Lexington lowered his glass. “It’s just, it’s nice to read about them being so tidily resolved.”

“I have been tidily resolving them,” Georgie said through clenched teeth. “Should I expect you to take pen to paper and start fictionalizing my exploits?”

“Not really my line of work,” Lexington said, draining his glass. “Shame we can’t summon one of her detectives to come help us—that Poirot fellow would sort this out in a heartbeat.”

Arthur snapped his fingers, a gleam in his eye. “That’s it!”

“What is?” Georgie asked suspiciously; she had known Arthur since he was five years old, and long experience had taught her to be wary when he looked this excited.

“A detective—a professional one.”

“What—hire one?” Lexington asked, a bit doubtful. “I don’t know how much Vincent is paying you to churn out your sensationalist tripe—”

“Excuse me,” Arthur began, outraged, but Lexington continued before he could work himself into a proper indignant fury.

“—but I don’t personally have so much extra coin lying around that I fancy paying a private detective’s fees.”

“I wonder if we could convince someone to come for the sake of an interesting case,” Georgie said thoughtfully. “One who didn’t necessarily need the money, whose interest we might be able to pique. Someone established in their career.”

“What, are we just going to write to Delacey Fitzgibbons and ask him if he fancies a holiday in the Cotswolds?” Arthur asked.

A moment of silence fell as all three of them contemplated this—mad, unworkable, entirely unlikely to succeed—idea. Delacey Fitzgibbons was a legend—the most famous private detective in all of England. He’d been a police officer long ago but had abandoned Scotland Yard after a public falling-out with the police commissioner, and had struck out on his own, solving one high-profile case after another. The man himself was as famous as his detective feats—he was known to always wear the same tweed jacket and cap, no matter the season or the weather, and had a monocle that he was very fond of holding up to one eye to stare at whichever witness he was interrogating. He also had a very bushy mustache, and no hair on his head at all. He was curt and impatient, but undeniably brilliant. There was no chance, none whatsoever, that Delacey Fitzgibbons would come to Buncombe-upon-Woolly.

“Worth a shot?” Lexington asked, after several seconds more of thoughtful silence had elapsed.

“Why not!” Arthur said cheerfully, knocking back his ginger beer.

Georgie cast another irate glance at the table of Murder Tourists, who were now laughing uproariously at something in the latest issue of The Deathly Dispatch.

“Come on, George,” Arthur wheedled. “Think how good it would be for the Register if we found out something spectacular and I had the scoop. It would be nice to remind everyone that the Register is a real paper employing actual journalists covering legitimate news, and worth considerably more than some anonymously authored vehicle for conspiracy theories.”

Georgie pressed her lips together, and then Lexington said, without looking up from his glass, “I expect if there is something to be uncovered here, and we were able to prove that Penbaker was murdered, Chief Constable Humphreys would be absolutely humiliated.”

This, ultimately, was all the convincing Georgie needed. “All right,” she said, draining the last of her cider. “I’ll write to Fitzgibbons as soon as I get home tonight, inviting him to come stay at Radcliffe Hall—but,” she added, raising a hand, “I think it’s best not to get our hopes up. What could we possibly have to offer someone as famous as Fitzgibbons?”

“Murders in a cozy setting,” Arthur said wisely. “People love when murders feel cozy, you know. He won’t be able to resist.”



Annoyingly, Arthur was right.

“I told you,” he said triumphantly. “I told you that no one can resist the allure of a grisly crime in a cozy village setting!”

“Yes, yes,” Georgie muttered, returning her gaze to the letter in her hand, as if the contents would have changed at some point in the past thirty seconds. The neatly typed words on the page remained the same, however:


Russell Square, Bloomsbury

7 June

Dear Miss Radcliffe,

I was pleased to receive your letter detailing the unusual circumstances in your village—I had read one of the Times articles on the subject some months back—and appreciate your invitation to come investigate the untimely death of your village council chairman. Unfortunately, my own caseload at this juncture is so full that I am unable to manage a visit to Gloucestershire, but my assistant, Mr. Sebastian Fletcher-Ford, would be delighted to travel in my stead, and to keep me apprised of any developments. Mr. Fletcher-Ford has my utmost trust, and you may confide in him as you would in me personally.

He’s arranged to arrive on the noon train on Thursday the 14th, and looks forward to meeting you at that time.

Best wishes,

Delacey Fitzgibbons



“I can’t believe he responded,” she said, shaking her head at Arthur, who was looking so pleased with himself that it was practically… well, criminal. “Don’t say ‘I told you so’ again, or I’ll personally see to it that you are the next homicide in the village.”

“Perhaps we should be investigating you, then,” Arthur shot back; just then, there was a dramatic clearing of the throat, and they glanced up in unison, recalled from the exciting contents of their letter to their current surroundings. They were seated on a blanket on the village green, where the locals had gathered for the monthly fete. This event, which—rather ambitiously (or at least damply)—took place rain or shine, was organized by the ladies’ club at St. Drogo’s, the village church, to raise funds for local families in need; it was considered the height of entertainment in Buncombe-upon-Woolly. Georgie couldn’t precisely argue with this assessment of the program, though she often thought that the sort of entertainment she and Arthur derived from it was not precisely what the organizers intended.

She hadn’t been certain it would take place this month, given recent events, but the prevailing attitude seemed to be that nothing—not even the untimely demise of the council chairman—should stand in the way of the monthly fete. They were the only village in the county with such an event—all the other municipalities contented themselves with a more traditional annual summer fair, and nothing more frequent than that—and so they could not allow anything to get in the way of this tradition. They had carried on during the war, after all; there was no reason that the death of one man should disrupt their plans. Georgie couldn’t decide whether she found this attitude to be admirably stoic, unsettlingly grim, or both.

Mrs. Pennywhistle, the head of the ladies’ club, was standing before the benches at the edge of the green, which was the closest thing the fete had to a stage. She was a sweet-faced woman in her sixties who was fond of brightly colored cardigans. “This month’s fete,” she said, in a loud, carrying voice, “will be commenced by Miss Abigail Radcliffe, who will be regaling us with”—she consulted her notes—“a poem.”

This was uttered the way someone might have announced an intent to entertain the assembled crowd with a spot of pornography; Georgie suspected that, to Mrs. Pennywhistle, poetry and pornography were not dissimilar. There was a round of enthusiastic applause as Abigail rose to her feet from her spot on a blanket with some of her friends; she was wearing a tea dress of white cotton gauze, and her golden hair curled around her shoulders in careful waves, a slender white headband keeping it swept away from her lovely face. Abigail was popular among the villagers and always had been—the girls’ mother had died when Abigail was very young, which had inspired a great deal of sympathetic tut-tutting among the matrons of Buncombe-upon-Woolly, who regarded her with a maternal, protective eye. She was pretty enough that she’d always attracted her fair share of admirers among the village boys, and she’d had a wide circle of friends at school. Georgie, who—while she knew she was admired and respected by the villagers, and who had always had a loyal friend in Arthur—had never inspired the widespread adoration that Abigail received, always watched her sister waft about the village, getting whatever she wished merely by producing one of her angelic smiles, with something bordering on bemusement.

Abigail gave an absurd little curtsy upon taking her place before the crowd, and then announced, “I am going to recite ‘The Lady of Shalott.’ ”

Next to Georgie, Arthur stifled a groan. “Not that one.”

“She loves Tennyson,” Georgie said gloomily. “She’s been practicing for the past three days—it’s enough to make me never want to get into a boat again.”

“It’s rather maudlin, don’t you think?” Arthur said; Georgie personally found this a bit rich from a man she had personally witnessed shed a tear while reading “O Captain! My Captain!”—when he wasn’t even American.

“On either side the river lie,” Abigail began, clapping a dramatic hand to her breast; Georgie, gazing idly around at the assembled crowd to distract herself from having to listen to this yet again, frowned slightly when she noticed Dr. Severin watching Abigail with a rapt expression. He was, she thought consideringly, extremely handsome—it was no wonder Abigail was so taken with him. He was about Georgie’s age, newly arrived in the village as of last autumn, having just finished medical school in Edinburgh. The way he was gazing at Abigail made Georgie vaguely uneasy—Abigail’s infatuation would surely fade, especially once Georgie had convinced her to accept their aunt’s invitation to come for a lengthy stay in London this summer, but if there was any reciprocal feeling on Dr. Severin’s part, this would undoubtedly make matters more difficult.

Georgie added this to her ongoing mental list of worries—between repeated homicides, a lovestruck sister, and an aging dog who had, somewhat alarmingly, vomited twice this week (though Georgie suspected this was simply because of Egg’s fondness for drinking the cream from the tea service when no one was looking), this list was growing long indeed—and refocused on the performance before her, which Abigail was just wrapping up with a dramatic, “Draw near and fear not, this is I, the Lady of Shalott.”

Georgie and Arthur joined in the hearty applause, though Georgie’s was largely the relieved clapping of someone who never had to hear that poem ever again. No sooner had Abigail returned to her seat—with a last, delighted wave to her fellow villagers—than Harry the barman shuffled to the front of the crowd and produced a concertina.

“I’d no idea he could play the concertina,” Georgie said as he commenced a surprisingly rollicking sea shanty. “Not much opportunity for it, I suppose, when he’s always behind the bar,” she added, nodding her head in time. She glanced sideways at Arthur. “You might try to look a bit less openly lustful, you know,” she said slyly, and was rewarded with a scornful look on Arthur’s part.

“I’m not lustful,” he objected. “I’m… appreciative.”

“If that’s what you want to call it,” Georgie said doubtfully, and then broke off, noticing that Constable Lexington was weaving his way through the crowds in their direction, murmuring apologies as he went. “Hello,” she said. “It’s good you stopped by.”

“Why’s that?” he asked, lowering himself to the edge of their blanket. He was not wearing his police uniform, but instead had on a pair of carefully pressed trousers and a shirt and tie.

“We heard back from Fitzgibbons,” she said, and handed him the letter, which he quickly scanned.

“Interesting,” he said, returning the missive to Georgie.

“Bit disappointing we couldn’t get Fitzgibbons himself,” Arthur said. “Think of the articles I could have written!”

“But perhaps for the best,” Lexington said, and Georgie looked at him curiously.

“Why?”

He cleared his throat, looking uncomfortable. “The county police are, er, quite pleased with themselves, at the resolution of the Marble murder.”

“Of course they are,” she muttered with some disgust.

“I believe”—and here, his voice took on a vaguely apologetic tone—“that they are particularly pleased to have solved it without your assistance, Miss Radcliffe, and are eager to bask in the glory for a bit, so they’ve…” He trailed off, looking at Arthur.

“What?” Arthur asked suspiciously.

“Well,” Lexington said, “they’ve arranged for some sort of interview with The Deathly Dispatch.”

“What!” Arthur demanded, sitting up straighter. “How the devil are they going to do that? No one even knows who writes the Dispatch.”

“I believe the interview is going to be conducted via the post.”

“That’s not real journalism,” Arthur balked.

“I don’t know if the man who recently wrote a two-page feature on Ernest the village sheep really ought to be casting stones about ‘real journalism,’ ” Georgie noted, nodding at the ram in question, who was munching contentedly on a patch of grass at the edge of the green.

“The point is,” Lexington continued, “I don’t think they’d take kindly to any rumors of unsanctioned detective work… so it’s probably for the best that Fitzgibbons himself isn’t coming. It would put Chief Constable Humphreys in a terrible mood, so if you could try to keep this assistant of Fitzgibbons’s from drawing too much attention, it would certainly make my job easier.”

Georgie shook her head. “This is probably going to make us seem like rank amateurs; it will be a miracle if this Fletcher-Ford doesn’t hop on the next train back to London.”

“Please,” Arthur said, waving a dismissive hand. “This is an assistant to Delacey Fitzgibbons—his protégé! He’s not going to turn away from an intriguing case. I bet he’ll have things sorted in a trice.”

“I don’t know,” Georgie said dubiously. “It’s going to be fairly difficult to investigate a crime that may or may not have happened, with a man whom no one is meant to realize is here.”

“You worry too much,” Arthur said. “Trust me, Georgie—this time on Thursday, you’ll be prostrate at my feet with gratitude for my insistence that you send that letter.”

“Somehow, I doubt that,” Georgie muttered.

And, as it happened, she was entirely correct.






CHAPTER THREE

Thursday was an exceptionally lovely day, which Georgie found exceptionally irritating.

“Look at it,” she explained to Arthur under her breath as they approached the train station. “The sun shining—the flowers blooming along the lane—the ivy .” She gestured at the absurdly picturesque station.

“Er,” said Arthur. “What about the ivy, precisely?”

“It looks very charming,” Georgie said. “No wonder we have Murder Tourists!”

“An absolute plague of them,” Arthur muttered, eyeing a flock of young men of university age who were murmuring excitedly to each other, several of whom appeared to be clutching—Georgie groaned internally—magnifying glasses.

Georgie had, on numerous occasions over the past few months, been stopped on the street while trying to do something entirely ordinary, like return a library book or pick up an order at the butcher’s for Mrs. Fawcett, and subjected to the breathless inquiries of Murder Tourists who recognized her as the Miss Radcliffe, amateur sleuth. She had gone through a phase in the spring when she’d taken to wearing exceedingly large hats by way of disguise, until Abigail finally pointed out that she might actually be drawing more attention to herself that way.

“My point is,” she said, ignoring the Murder Tourists and instead gazing darkly at the quaint, two-platform train station before them, the Woolly River twinkling in the sunlight as it curved behind the station, “this man from London is going to swoop in here and think that Mr. Penbaker dropped dead of natural causes. Who would murder the leader of a village that looks like this?”

Arthur glanced around surreptitiously. “Keep your voice down. We have no idea who’s behind The Deathly Dispatch—they could have ears everywhere, and I’m not going to let them scoop me, on the off chance there actually is a story here.”

Georgie shook her head. “This is becoming a fixation.”

“They’re poaching my readers! All of this hubbub about the murders won’t do me any good if the Register’s entire readership abandons us for the Dispatch.”

“You’re starting to sound a bit hysterical.”

“Rich, coming from the woman who’s convinced that an elderly man who died of a heart attack was actually murdered by some secretive village cabal.” He visibly brightened at this prospect, and Georgie could practically see the wheels of his mind turning as he pondered cabal-related headlines.

“I have never claimed there was a cabal,” Georgie said severely. “And he was only sixty-five—that’s how old my father is!” Papa had been more than a decade older than her mother, as it had evidently taken quite some time for someone interesting enough to come along to catch his eye, given how preoccupied he’d been by the Woolly Hoard, his one and only claim to archaeological glory.

“Hmmm.” Arthur made a skeptical noise, one that Georgie would absolutely have protested further had she not been distracted at that very moment by a train whistle. She and Arthur climbed the steps to the station, crossing to the edge of the platform just as the train crawled to a halt before them.

“Do you think we’ll be able to recognize him?” Georgie asked Arthur a bit uncertainly.

“What, do you think he’ll be wearing a cap and monocle, like Fitzgibbons?” Arthur asked; Georgie noted that he was wearing his favorite blue jumper, and that his unruly curls were a bit more tamed than usual. She, too, had dressed with particular care this morning, donning a green skirt and carefully pressed white blouse that Abigail had once informed her was almost stylish, and she’d even taken the time to wipe a bit of the dust and mud off her brown oxford shoes before hopping on her bicycle to meet Arthur outside his small flat on the high street.

“Perhaps it’s a prerequisite of the job,” she said to Arthur.

She scrutinized the passengers disembarking from the train. There was a harassed-looking mother surrounded by three young children, being greeted by an elderly couple; a pair of middle-aged women dressed in colorful cotton dresses and matching hats, looking around eagerly (Murder Tourists); and then—

Well, quite simply, the most handsome man Georgie had ever seen descended to the platform.

Given the small size of Buncombe-upon-Woolly, she supposed this wasn’t saying much—how many men had she seen, in her entire life, in total? However, she was fairly certain that this man would cause a stir even in London, where beautiful creatures of every gender must surely waltz about the streets. He was tall and lean, with hair of a golden hue akin to perfectly ripened wheat; it was combed back from his face in an impeccable wave, not a single curl daring to break ranks and spoil the impression of well-coiffed perfection. His eyes: the blue of the summer sky. His attire: linen trousers, and the most immaculately fitted forest-green jumper Georgie had ever seen. His luggage: a leather hand-case that likely cost more than the entire contents of Georgie’s wardrobe.

She frowned. Surely a man such as this hadn’t arrived for a visit with a single hand-case?

“Ah!” the man said brightly, watching the porter struggle down the train step behind him with two enormous suitcases. “Just there,” he added, nodding to a spot about ten feet away. “No doubt I can summon a cab to take me the rest of the way.”

Georgie wondered—even as she, to her great disgust, realized that she was still staring, as though hypnotized, at the wave of his hair—what business such a man had in Buncombe-upon-Woolly. He didn’t strike her as a Murder Tourist, but perhaps he, too, wanted to be part of the excitement of a quaint place in the grip of a grisly crime spree. He could tell his sophisticated friends in London about it—for, not for a single second, did she doubt that this man was from the capital. The shine of his shoes alone was enough to inform her of this fact—no one who resided in the country had shoes that clean. It was physically impossible.

“Although.” Here, the man frowned, a wrinkle appearing in his brow. The expression looked odd on him, as though he’d had precious little cause to make it in his life.

“I would have thought,” he continued, seemingly oblivious to the porter’s struggles behind him, “that someone would have come to meet me? I’m here at their invitation, after all—what was the name of the lady who wrote?” He patted futilely at his pockets, as though expecting a letter to suddenly materialize from one of them.

“I couldn’t say, sir,” the porter said, panting a bit after depositing the evidently heavy suitcases on the platform. “Have a good afternoon,” he added with clear relief, springing back onto the train as the final “all aboard!” was called. The handsome man, meanwhile, glanced about the platform, his gaze landing on Georgie, who made no attempt to disguise her stare. He brightened at the sight of her.

“I say!” he called with a jaunty little wave of his hand. “You wouldn’t be here from—er—” Once again, he patted at his pockets.

“Radcliffe Hall?” Georgie managed, finding her voice at last.

“Just so!” he said cheerfully. “I expect you’re a housemaid? I hope you’re stronger than you look,” he added, sizing her up with an experienced eye. “These trunks are quite heavy—though I’d be happy to give you a hand.” He beamed at her. “Ladies do enjoy my occasional displays of physical strength.”

Georgie only narrowly avoided gaping at him, so gripped was she by incredulous horror. This was the man Delacey Fitzgibbons had sent to investigate the murders in Buncombe-upon-Woolly? Him?

The him in question had thrust one hand into his pocket and was continuing to beam at her in an expectant sort of way. Arthur—who, Georgie noticed, had visibly brightened at the prospect of a display of manly strength—stepped forward and extended his hand.

“You must be Mr. Fletcher-Ford.”

The gentleman in question reached out to shake Arthur’s hand enthusiastically. “Sebastian Fletcher-Ford—were you sent by Miss… er. I’m afraid I’ve forgotten her name, the one who wrote.” He smiled sheepishly; Arthur appeared momentarily blinded.

“That would be Miss Radcliffe,” Arthur said, recovering after a moment, nodding over his shoulder at Georgie.

“Ah.” Fletcher-Ford had the grace to look a bit sheepish. “Not a housemaid, then?”

“Not the last time I checked.” Georgie’s tone was cold enough to freeze a puddle, but Fletcher-Ford’s smile didn’t waver at the sound. She took several cautious steps toward him, and he reached for her hand, which he kissed before she could stop him, as if it were 1834, rather than 1934. She wrenched her hand back.

“And I’m Arthur Crawley,” Arthur said, apparently sensing—correctly—that Georgie was too discombobulated by this interaction to perform any introductions herself. “And there’s Constable Lexington, of course.” Georgie, startled, glanced over her shoulder to find that Lexington had indeed materialized behind her and was observing this interaction with a faintly puzzled expression.
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