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Dedication

To all of the friends

who taught me the meaning of sisterhood.
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			Epigraph


			“I wish, as well as everybody else, to be perfectly happy; but, like everybody else, it must be in my own way.”

			—Sense and Sensibility by Jane Austen

			“Crime is terribly revealing. Try and vary your methods as you will, your tastes, your habits, your attitude of mind, and your soul is revealed by your actions.”

			—And Then There Were None by Agatha Christie

		

	
		
			One

			In Which the Dashwood Sisters’ Lives Are Forever Changed
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			ON THE DAY THAT her life was to change forever, Elinor Dashwood awoke late with a wild hope fluttering in her rib cage. But, being the sensible sort, she kept it hidden as she rose, dressed, and joined her family for breakfast, stifling a yawn as she sat down at the table. It was a sunlit, cheerful morning, but her mind was still tucked between the pages of the book she’d stayed up far too late reading, so she didn’t notice her younger sister’s arched brow.

			“You look as though you’ve been trampled by a horse,” Marianne announced with her usual upbeat honesty.

			“Marianne!” their mother admonished as Margaret, the youngest Dashwood, giggled. “That’s hardly kind. Although, Elinor dear, you do look a little . . . peaked.”

			“I feel quite well,” Elinor assured her mother and sisters, and attempted to look more alert by sitting up even straighter. “I was reading the most riveting study about oxygen. Did you know that a French chemist discovered that in order for combustion to occur, oxygen is essential?”

			Mrs. Dashwood gave an uncertain smile, as she always did when Elinor began speaking of the sciences. But Margaret drew in an excited gasp. “Is combustion related to the smoke bombs you promised you’d make me?”

			“In a way,” Elinor said, helping herself to a piece of toast. “For smoke bombs to work properly, something needs to be lit with fire, and fire can’t occur without oxygen, which is in the air all around us.”

			Marianne looked around, as if she could spot the oxygen lurking in the corner of the room, like dust motes. Not that there would be dust motes in the Dashwoods’ breakfast room—the staff kept the place in impeccable order.

			“You can’t see it, Marianne,” Elinor said with a little laugh. “It’s invisible air—gas.”

			“It sounds unpleasant,” Marianne said as assuredly as if she were proclaiming a new recipe wasn’t to her taste.

			“That’s quite enough talk of gas and combustion at the breakfast table, girls,” Mrs. Dashwood said. She knew from experience that when Elinor began speaking of science, and Margaret took an interest in various uses for gunpowder, Marianne was surely just a moment away from adding her thoughts about crime, and then a perfectly nice breakfast would take a darker turn. “Where’s your father? I’m of half a mind to have Stewart fetch him.”

			The butler hovered by the door, ready to do Mrs. Dashwood’s bidding.

			“I think Father has a new case,” Marianne informed the table. As the Dashwood sister most interested in the family business—Mr. Dashwood was the proprietor and chief investigator of Norland and Co.—she was privy to such knowledge. “He probably fell asleep at his desk again.”

			Mrs. Dashwood tsked. “That man will work himself to death, and he already has a cold.”

			Before Stewart could be dispensed for the task, Elinor leapt up. “I’ll fetch him. He won’t be able to say no or ask Stewart to bring in a breakfast tray if I tell him he’s missing a perfectly nice meal with his family.”

			“I’ll go,” Marianne said, also standing. “You’ve hardly eaten a thing, and I was going to ask him about the case—”

			“I’m already up,” Elinor said, waving a carefree hand at her younger sister. It was a gesture that she knew for a fact infuriated Marianne, and yet what was the point of being the oldest if Elinor couldn’t pull rank at times?

			Besides, she knew that Father would be curious to know what she thought of Antoine Lavoisier’s scientific discoveries, and he would not be shocked to learn that Lavoisier had met his fate at the guillotine in the French Revolution—and such talk was hardly acceptable in Mother’s perspective.

			And then there was the matter of Elinor’s secret hope: she wanted to attend a scientific lecture, one of the ones given by the Royal Institute. Mrs. Dashwood was permissive when it came to her daughters’ unconventional interests, but it was difficult enough for their family to gain the respect of their peers in society, given that Mr. Dashwood engaged in an occupation. The fact that he was so successful at it, and had solved a good number of mysteries that were regularly reported in the papers, earned the Dashwood family a modicum of popularity, if not respect. But Elinor didn’t just want to attend a single scientific lecture—she wanted to study chemistry. Her mother would probably prefer that Elinor spend more time finding a husband than discovering a new element or compound, but Elinor was only eighteen! She wasn’t inclined in the slightest to think about marriage. And she was certain Mother could be convinced . . . if Elinor could convince Father first.

			She walked down the hallway to Father’s study, which sat rather unconventionally at the front of the house. She practiced what she would say until she stopped in front of the closed doors—what might normally have been a formal parlor in any other house was where her father received clients. The only sound as she approached had been the soft echo of her footsteps on the marble floor, and now she pressed her ear to the crack between the doors, listening for sound. Nothing.

			She knocked, brisk but light, and opened the door before waiting for a response.

			The morning sunlight slid through the half-drawn drapes, and a slight chill clung to the room. Elinor looked to the fireplace, which was cold and empty—not surprising, as Father didn’t allow even the maids to clean his sanctum without overseeing to ensure that nothing was disturbed. They wouldn’t build a fire unless summoned.

			Elinor looked next to the chaise longue in the corner, where her father sometimes slept while working a case, when he deemed it too late to ring for his valet to prepare for bed. But it too was empty, and she realized with a strange stirring in the pit of her stomach that the window behind the chaise longue wasn’t latched.

			Elinor’s gaze flitted across the study as goose bumps raised on her arms and the back of her neck, her eyes skipping over stacks of books, piles of papers, and cabinets bursting full of disguises that Father relied on in his trade—clothing, fake mustaches, spectacles, and various other items that allowed him to transform into a slightly different person. Finally, her eyes settled on the great desk in the center of the room, and the chair behind it where Father sat, slumped over so that his head rested on the paper-strewn surface.

			“Father?” Elinor asked, shocked by the waver in her voice.

			A surge of fire rushed through her veins, and even though she knew that something was very wrong, she walked over to the unlatched window and closed it before facing Father. Even as she drew close enough to see the gray pallor to his skin and the way his eyes were almost—but not quite—closed, she knew.

			She knew that her beloved father was dead.

			Still, she forced her hand to reach out and touch not his face—no, she couldn’t bear that—but his arm, still covered in his jacket. It was cold, and not chilled from the open window. This was lifelessness.

			Elinor wasn’t certain how long she stood there, hand resting on her father’s arm, mind churning with senseless thoughts that she couldn’t grasp. This could not be—how could this be? Finally, she knew that she had to do something, and the one thought that surfaced with any clarity was that she didn’t want her mother or sisters walking into Father’s study to this shocking sight. Somehow, thinking of them allowed her to withdraw her hand and step away.

			She left the study and shut the door gently behind her but was startled by Stewart. She saw a flash of concern and wariness before he masked it with a cool professional air. “I’ve come to see if Mr. Dashwood requires anything,” he said.

			“A doctor,” Elinor replied, surprised by the words that sprang from her lips. “Please ring for a doctor.”

			“Miss?” Stewart asked, his professionalism slipping altogether.

			Steady, Elinor told herself. She had to remain composed. So much had to be done, and she could not, would not, dissolve into tears. Not now. Not yet.

			“Can you please ring for a doctor?” she asked, holding Stewart’s gaze. “Please watch for him and then show him to my father’s study immediately. I must go inform my mother and sisters.”

			Elinor saw the understanding dawn on Stewart’s face, and the shock. She nearly broke apart in that moment, but she had to be strong.

			“Of course, miss,” Stewart said, looking at the closed door behind her. “But . . . I mean, that is to say—miss?”

			Stewart had been with the Dashwoods since before Elinor was born, and never once had she seen him so ruffled. Another small piece of her heart broke and she nodded once, sharply. “He’s gone. I must inform my mother and sisters,” she repeated, and took two faltering steps, then turned back to Stewart, who hadn’t yet moved from where he stood, immobile with shock. “Once you’ve called for the doctor, could you please send Mrs. Matthews to the breakfast room? I think . . . that is, my mother might . . . there will be arrangements to make.”

			“Yes, miss,” Stewart said, emotion thick in his voice.

			Elinor blinked back tears and turned to leave the butler behind. Seeing Stewart affected, when it was his job to be unaffected by anything, started to unravel something inside her. She quickly retraced her steps down the grand hall, not allowing herself to pause outside of the breakfast room, because if she did, she might not be able to force herself to go in, and if she stood out in the hall, she might fall apart.

			She opened the door, then paused at the sight of her sisters and mother. Marianne was in the middle of telling their mother a tale, her arms spread wide to illustrate her point, a look of seriousness on her face as she tried to convince Mother of something. Margaret was laughing, and she had raspberry jam smeared in the corner of her mouth. Mother wore a look of patience and fondness, which lingered when she turned to Elinor and said, “Oh, there you are. You were gone so long I sent Stewart to find you. . . .”

			The room grew quiet as they took in her stricken expression. Elinor blinked against the cheery brightness of the room and then steeled herself to share the terrible news that had crushed that fluttering hope inside her.

		

	
		
			Two

			In Which the Dashwood Sisters Receive Shocking News
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			MARIANNE DASHWOOD WAS BORN to an extraordinary fate.

			She knew it from the moment she learned how to read, when she clambered into her father’s lap as he sat at his desk, pointed to a word scrawled in his notebook, and pronounced, “Ar-son! Papa, what’s arson?”

			Mr. Dashwood gaped at her in startled delight. “Arson is when you set fire to something on purpose,” he finally said. “Because you want it to burn down.”

			“Oh. That’s bad,” little Marianne said after a moment’s thought.

			Her father nodded gravely. “Very bad. Which is why your papa will find out who would do such a thing.”

			Marianne looked at him and said, “And I’ll help, Papa.”

			From that moment on, investigating cases with her father was all Marianne wanted to do. Although her mother fretted about propriety and safety, she never barred Marianne from spending hours in her father’s office or accompanying him around the city on perfectly safe and (if Marianne was being honest) somewhat boring reconnaissance missions. Father had understood that there were certain things young ladies could do or ask that a middle-aged man could not, and even though he was careful to keep her away from the more dangerous elements of his work, Marianne had been his confidante. His protégée. His secret weapon.

			And now he was gone.

			And Marianne didn’t even get to say goodbye.

			By the time the horrific news had set in that morning around the breakfast table, the doctor had already arrived and inspected their father’s body. He then came upstairs, where the Dashwood sisters and their housekeeper, Mrs. Matthews, had gotten their inconsolable mother into bed. The doctor prescribed a dose of laudanum to help her sleep, and Marianne had stayed and held her hand until she’d drifted off, with Margaret curled next to her in bed, face streaked with tears. Marianne hadn’t even noticed that Elinor followed the doctor out into the hall, and by the time she’d left Mother’s side and found her older sister, Elinor was standing in the threshold of the front door, watching as the undertaker’s wagon rolled away, rattling like an omen.

			Marianne felt as if the moment she’d learned of her father’s death were replaying once more, only this was somehow worse, because he was truly gone. No longer in the house, no longer within Marianne’s grasp.

			“Why . . . you sent him away,” she said, a hint of accusation in her tone.

			Elinor turned, looking older than her eighteen years. Marianne felt older than sixteen, so it made sense. “The doctor said it was a heart attack,” she said, answering the question that was next on Marianne’s lips. “They’ll prepare him for burial.”

			“How could you?” Marianne asked. “Before I could see him?”

			She thought she saw a flicker of regret in her sister’s face, and Marianne was ready to forgive her then. If Elinor had offered an apology, or simply hugged her, Marianne would have forgiven her.

			But they were disturbed by a clatter of horseshoes and a shout. The sisters looked up to see their older brother, John, dismounting from a horse. The poor animal’s sides were heaving and its coat was wet with sweat. A groom rushed forward to take the horse and Elinor whispered quickly, “We’ll see him once more at the funeral,” and turned to face their brother.

			John rushed forward, his ruddy face nearly purple with exertion and alarm. “Where is he?”

			“The undertaker fetched him,” Elinor said, drawing him inside. Stewart appeared to take John’s coat.

			“I came as soon as I heard—we were at Fanny’s family’s estate. What happened?”

			Elinor explained in a patient, tired tone. How she’d found him, how the doctor had proclaimed the death a heart attack, the arrangements, and Marianne stood in wretched silence, wishing that she could say or do something that might help.

			John stared at their father’s study door, which was shut. Marianne noticed that John hadn’t asked about their mother or how they were holding up. This wasn’t entirely surprising—Mrs. Dashwood was their father’s second wife after all, and although she and John had always gotten along tolerably well, there was no closeness between them.

			“This is miserable,” John finally proclaimed.

			Marianne shook her head, but Elinor merely murmured, “I know.”

			“Who will pay for it?”

			It took Marianne a moment to realize that he meant the funeral, and she had no idea how to begin to answer him. What did it matter who paid for their father’s burial? Elinor’s mouth tightened ever so slightly as they exchanged puzzled looks, but neither spoke. John was the son, the eldest, and, more important, the one with the most money.

			John had grown up in his uncle’s house after his mother’s untimely death, when he was just an infant. Father hadn’t the means to care for him—or to hire a staff to do so. This was a good year before Father had started Norland and Co. and another year before he’d become a financial and professional success and was in a position to remarry and take back his son.

			But by then, John’s aunt and uncle had come to think of him as their own. Mr. Dashwood rarely spoke about the decision to allow his son to remain with his first wife’s family, but it seemed reasonable when their mother had explained it to Marianne and Elinor when they were little. John would live with his aunt and uncle and become their heir because they had no children of their own. John was still their brother, and Father loved him very much.

			Yet it had always felt as though John were a distant cousin they ought to be nice to, not a brother. And from where Marianne stood, it didn’t seem John was inclined to take on the responsibilities of a son.

			“Well,” Elinor said carefully, after a lengthy pause. “I had hoped that you might see to the expense?”

			John stopped pacing and considered Elinor’s suggestion while Marianne watched him closely. He seemed to gaze off into the distance, and then his head tilted slightly to the side. His blond curls were sweat soaked and had been flattened by his hat and swift journey. Finally, he shook his head, as if his mental calculations pained him. “Fine. Send the bills to me.” Then, in a murmur, he added, “It’ll all shake out anyway.”

			And at that moment, Marianne became suspicious.

			The reading of the will occurred three days later, the afternoon of the funeral. The day had threatened rain all morning, and it finally gave way to a downpour just as everyone made a dash from their carriages into the Dashwoods’ town house after the graveside service. As a result, everyone was rather damp and irritable as well as sad, although some were notably more irritable than sad.

			“It’s only my second-best mourning gown, and yet I’m afraid my maid will never get the mud from the hem,” John’s wife, Fanny, could be heard saying to a mourner. “If one must attend the graveside, then a proper day must be chosen for it.”

			“I hardly think there’s a proper day to bury anyone,” Marianne said to Elinor, just a touch louder than a whisper in the hope that Fanny would hear. “But next time we bury our father we’ll wait for some sunshine.”

			“Shh,” Elinor whispered, eyes darting around the room.

			“She ought to be shushed.” Marianne stared at Fanny and relished in her dislike of the woman—it was a welcome distraction from the sharp stab of grief that never ebbed, buoyed by her suspicions. She hadn’t told her sister of them yet, even though she longed to confide in her.

			Instinct will put you on a case, Father used to say, but it won’t close it.

			Instinct told her that her brother’s first thought of money was suspicious. That the way Fanny flitted about the room with an appraising gaze while John kept his glass full of their father’s best whiskey spoke of something other than genuine grief. That proved nothing, of course, but if there was something to prove, then Marianne would find it. Preferably sooner rather than later, given that Fanny was getting on Marianne’s last nerve.

			Fanny sat at the center of a cluster of guests, which included their father’s solicitor, Mr. Morgan, a handful of past associates and clients, and a young man with curly brown hair. Marianne vaguely recognized the young man but couldn’t recall where she had seen him before or what his connection to their family might be. The Dashwood sisters sat on the periphery of the small group as Fanny announced, “Our father died five years ago, you know.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that,” Mr. Morgan murmured, looking into his tea.

			“It was gout that did him in, in the end,” Fanny continued, but the young man with curly hair interrupted her.

			“Fanny, I hardly think—”

			“Now, Edward, let me finish! I was just going to say, it was a dreadful thing but he was no longer in pain. And our dear mother—Mrs. Farrows, you know of her?—made sure to tell everyone who came to pay their respects, ‘Don’t grieve, for he is at peace!’”

			Fanny smiled, as if she’d bestowed a gem of wisdom upon the assembled group, and Marianne suddenly remembered Edward Farrows now. He was Fanny’s younger brother and he’d been a lanky boy of fourteen or fifteen at John and Fanny’s wedding five years earlier. He was taller now, and his lankiness had grown into a lean physique. His curly brown hair was slightly longer than the fashion, and his skin was tanned, as if he spent a lot of time outdoors. He was probably a great horseback rider, Marianne deduced. She also noticed that he appeared to be thoroughly scandalized by his sister’s cavalier attitude.

			“Sister,” he began, but whatever he was about to say next was cut off by Margaret, who’d been very quiet all afternoon.

			“Our papa didn’t have gout.”

			Margaret’s tone was all petulance and defiance, and she could get away with such rudeness because she was only eleven.

			“Oh, I know, dear,” Fanny said, smiling still. “But this is the way of the world. One day, you are going about your business and then the next, you catch a cold and it quite does you in. It isn’t fair, but there’s no use lingering over it. Life must go on.”

			“It wasn’t a cold, it was—” A heart attack. That’s what Marianne wanted to say, but she was interrupted by Elinor.

			“Mr. Morgan, when should we proceed with the reading of the will?”

			“Oh, whenever you like, Miss Dashwood,” he said, looking up. “But surely not in front of your guests?”

			“I think it’s time we see to business,” Elinor said firmly, and stood.

			The remaining guests took their leave and Marianne gathered Margaret while Elinor went over to their mother and began whispering to her. Mrs. Dashwood had refused to take laudanum today, wanting to be fully present for the funeral, but she looked as though she desperately wished for bed even as she nodded at the departing guests.

			The only person who remained in the room that was not family was Edward Farrows, who hovered off to the side as if he weren’t quite sure if he should stay or go. Marianne leveled a sharp look at him and said, “The solicitor will read the will for the family now.”

			He opened his mouth to say something, but Fanny cut in. “Oh, Edward came with us. He must stay!”

			Mr. Farrows looked as though he’d like to disappear into the drapes, but Marianne took no pity on him. “All the same, the will reading is for beneficiaries only. Unless I am mistaken and Mr. Farrows is somehow named in my father’s will?” First John and Fanny don’t act properly bereft when Father dies, and now Fanny’s brother is lurking about?

			“Perhaps those named in the will would like to retire to the study?” Mr. Morgan suggested.

			“No,” Mrs. Dashwood said, her refusal cutting through the tension in the room. “Not the study.”

			“I’m more than happy to step out,” Mr. Farrows said, and Fanny began to protest.

			Elinor caught Marianne’s gaze, and her eyes silently pleaded with her.

			“Fine,” Marianne said, taking the seat on the other side of her mother. “Stay.”

			Mr. Morgan sat in their father’s chair—it was the only empty seat in the drawing room. He withdrew a sheaf of papers from his case, and Marianne thought that they seemed rather thin. Was their entire future to come down to just a handful of papers? Surely that meant Father’s will was straightforward . . . but then why was Fanny looking at those documents as if they were a dress box containing the finest gown of the season?

			Mr. Morgan cleared his throat. “I’ve had the honor of working with Mr. Dashwood since we both started in business, and I knew him to be a true gentleman—a bit eccentric at times, I hope you don’t mind me saying.” He looked to Mrs. Dashwood.

			“I’m aware of my husband’s eccentricities,” she said quietly. “And I loved them dearly.”

			Rather than look reassured, Mr. Morgan seemed even more nervous. “Well then, I believe that it won’t be news to any of you that Mr. Dashwood inherited this house and a small amount of money from his uncle in his youth. He spent it on much-needed improvements, and lived on the fortune of the first Mrs. Dashwood while she was alive.”

			Marianne knew all of this. When John’s mother died, her money had gone not to her husband but to her son, held in trust until he came of age, which was why Father had to send John to his uncle.

			“In recent years, Mr. Dashwood made his living,” Mr. Morgan continued with a small cough. “And he even put away a tidy savings.”

			Marianne felt relief wash over her. She wasn’t quite certain what a tidy savings meant in the language of pounds, but surely it would be enough to see them through this period of mourning, and she could sort out where they stood with Norland and Co.’s clients. . . .

			“However,” Mr. Morgan said severely, “the house is entailed on his male heir.”

			Hope plummeted into despair. Of course their home would go to John, and of course that was why Fanny had been eyeing every detail since the moment she stepped foot inside, as if it were hers for the taking. Because it was. And naturally Fanny didn’t possess the tact to hide her eagerness to get her hands on everything they owned, that wench. . . .

			Marianne’s train of thought was interrupted by Margaret grasping her hand in a viselike grip. Mr. Morgan was saying, “I advised Mr. Dashwood to arrange his affairs for years, just in case. He was always so healthy and strong, and he kept putting it off.”

			“What is there to put off?” Fanny asked peevishly. “One does not simply break an entail.”

			Marianne rolled her eyes. Just because the archaic entail dictated that Father’s property must go to his male heir didn’t mean that Father wouldn’t have provided for them monetarily.

			“I don’t speak of the entail,” Mr. Morgan said, casting an apologetic look at the settee upon which the Dashwood sisters and their mother sat. “I speak of the will. Mr. Dashwood had only the one, and it’s twenty-two years old.”

			Silence fell across the room as Marianne’s mind raced with calculations. Twenty-two years ago would have been just around the time of John’s mother’s death. Before Elinor and Marianne and Margaret even existed. Before her parents had married. Which meant . . .

			“We aren’t named in his will?” Marianne said. “Not at all?”

			“But why wouldn’t we be in Papa’s will?” Margaret asked, and it wasn’t clear if she was addressing Mr. Morgan, their mother, or her siblings.

			Mr. Morgan took the liberty of answering. “Your papa loved you very much, Miss Margaret. But this will was drawn up before he even married your mother. He simply hadn’t gotten around to updating it.”

			“I don’t understand why not,” Margaret said, a sharp crease appearing between her brows. The Dashwood ladies knew that it was the only warning of their youngest sister’s sass. “He had plenty of time to see to it.”

			“Even so,” Mr. Morgan said kindly, “your papa was not the type to think of dying. He kept busy working, and being a good father, and a good husband. He simply never thought that he would . . . pass.”

			Marianne hadn’t thought it possible, either. She knew, logically, that Father would one day die, and Mother, too. But she had simply chosen to believe that day would be far off, decades away.

			“Don’t be cross with Father,” Elinor said to Margaret. “He never would have left us if given the choice. He was always so healthy.”

			Margaret huffed. “In novels, nothing good ever comes to those who die without an updated will. I shall always have a will, and I will update it every year on my birthday.”

			“What a thing to say, Margaret!” But the admonishment did not come from her sisters or Mrs. Dashwood—it came from Fanny. “You’re a young lady. Young ladies don’t need wills.”

			“It’s not illegal, is it?” Margaret challenged Fanny.

			Marianne sighed heavily, not wanting her horrid sister-in-law to shatter Margaret’s innocence regarding unfair property laws concerning women. “Not if you’re unmarried,” she told her younger sister, shooting daggers at Fanny.

			Margaret looked at her sister. “Why should it matter if I am married or not?”

			Fanny was the one to respond. “Because, dear, ladies cannot own anything of value. Our husbands are our stewards, and if one is unlucky enough not to have a husband, then our fathers or sons see to that task.”

			“And brothers, in a pinch?” was Marianne’s sarcastic response. The entire room looked to John, whose whiskey glass was, for the first time all afternoon, empty. “Right, John?”

			“Of course,” John said, not convincingly. “I mean, Father would have wanted . . . that is to say, no one will be cast out into the streets.”

			The fact that Marianne had to ask for this reassurance did not put her at ease.

			“Of course, we shall see what can be done,” Fanny added, and her words only flamed Marianne’s anger.

			“Whatever do you mean?” she demanded. “Just because our father left us nothing doesn’t mean we’re inconvenient horses that ought to be put out to pasture. This is our home.”

			The corners of Fanny’s mouth turned up in a little smile, but it wasn’t she who spoke next. It was Elinor. “No, Marianne. Not any longer. It’s John and Fanny’s.”

			“This is why I had Edward stay,” Fanny said, smiling brightly and gesturing to her brother, whom Marianne had quite forgotten about. Everyone looked at him, and he grimaced at the attention. “He’s an accountant at Hillenbrand and Associates. You’ve heard of them?”

			When no one answered, she continued.

			“Anyway, we expect great things from him. He’s just the person to handle this, don’t you agree, John? He can take a look at the ledgers, and decide what’s best for Mrs. Dashwood and her daughters to live on.”

			“Fanny, I don’t think now—” Mr. Farrows began to say, but Fanny continued.

			“Is there anything else, Mr. Morgan? All financial arrangements can go through Edward, and we’ll of course need full access to the accounts.”

			Marianne laughed, a sharp and sudden exhale of incredulity. “And what about the business?”

			“Well, it’s John’s now,” Fanny said briskly, as if it were no matter.

			“That’s absurd. John never took a moment’s interest in Father’s work!”

			“Because he doesn’t need to, dear.” Fanny’s condescension was so thick Marianne could have cut through it with her pocketknife.

			“Well, pardon me, but I don’t think that settling matters you know nothing about should be up to you,” Marianne said. She balanced on the edge of the settee, ready to fly to her feet if she needed to. “We have clients who depend on us, and case files that need attending to. If Norland and Company should be anyone’s inheritance, it’s mine.”

			“My, you Dashwood women have a flair for the unconventional!” Fanny exclaimed. “What’s next, do you think women ought to have a seat in Parliament?”

			“Why not?” Marianne asked, just to spite her.

			“We’ve discussed this,” Fanny said, looking significantly at John, who kept opening his mouth as if to interject, then closing it when Fanny spoke. “John has no need to humble himself by working as a detective, especially not out of his own home.”

			“Then he has no need for our father’s money, which was earned through such humble work,” Marianne shot back. “Which leaves me to guess the only reason why he’s making a grab for it is because someone is encouraging him to do so.”

			“Marianne!” Mrs. Dashwood and Elinor both exclaimed, but Marianne didn’t care. Fanny was horrid, and Marianne saw no use in pretending to engage in niceties.

			“I’m so very sorry you see it that way,” Fanny said, her voice sweet but deadly as her stare burned into Marianne’s flesh. “But I do expect you to keep a civil tongue under my roof.”

			It was a not-so-subtle threat, but Marianne was beyond care. She leapt to her feet. “I will carry on the business. And I’ll move it out of this house so you can’t touch it.”

			“You can’t!” Fanny snapped.

			“Who will stop me?”

			But her challenge was answered by Elinor. “Legally, you can’t.” Marianne looked down at her older sister, who gazed back with heartbreak written across her face as she continued, “Everything Father owned, including Norland and Company, goes to John. Therefore, if John wishes to close the business . . .”

			“But . . . I want it.” Marianne hated the petulance in her voice then. She hated the way Elinor pleaded with her eyes for Marianne to hold her tongue. She hated how John wouldn’t meet her gaze and how even Edward Farrows looked down at the carpet, likely shocked at this private family spectacle. Most of all, she hated how Fanny sat back with a satisfied grin.

			“Yes, well, we can’t always get what we want, can we?” Fanny asked, and that was the final straw for Marianne. She did what she was very good at.

			She turned her back on Fanny and her spineless brother, held her head high, and made a dramatic exit.

		

	
		
			Three

			In Which the Dashwood Sisters Make a Shocking Discovery

			
					[image: image]

			“SHE’S A VIPER! A smug, conniving, money-minded—”

			“I think we understand,” Elinor cut off Marianne before she could descend into some of the more colorful names she’d picked up while working with their father.

			“She’s fairly flush in the pockets, and that was before she married John. Now together—why, they’re richer than Father ever was! Don’t try and tell me it isn’t true, Elinor. They’ve got family money.”

			Elinor sighed and removed the old cast-iron pan off the small stove to cool on the scarred wooden table that served as her workbench. After four long, exhausting, grief-stricken days of attending to their mother, instructing the servants, corresponding with all of the appropriate parties to make the arrangements for Father’s funeral, then having to endure the event itself and the shocking news of Father’s will yesterday, Elinor was wrung out. She felt the vague pulsing behind her left eye that was likely the start of a headache, but she was emotionally exhausted as well. She’d hoped that a morning spent in her makeshift attic laboratory would provide just the sort of comfort and solace she yearned for, but she’d barely lit a flame on her lamp and assembled her equipment before Marianne had barged in to rant about the injustice of the entire Dashwood fortune going to John.

			“It doesn’t matter that they’ve plenty of money,” Elinor explained for what felt like the hundredth time. “What matters is that legally, they have inherited everything. I don’t know what you expect us to do about it.”

			“We could contest it,” Marianne said hotly. “How could Father’s will be so old? How could he leave us in such a way? Surely Father didn’t mean to—”

			“Of course, he didn’t mean to die,” Elinor interrupted. Then she took a steadying breath and immediately regretted it when the fumes of her experiment hit the back of her throat. “He couldn’t leave us the house, anyway. But think about it, Marianne. Father always thought well of John. He likely thought that John would do right by us.”

			“And he would, if not for Fanny,” Marianne declared. “I’d like to smack her.”

			“Well, that certainly wouldn’t help things.” Secretly, Elinor might have relished this. But being the older sister, she said instead, “Remember what Mother always says—don’t let the behavior of others destroy your inner peace.”

			Marianne sighed and threw herself down on a stool next to Elinor’s worktable. “Fat lot of good that does us when Fanny is so awful and our futures are at stake.” Her nose wrinkled at the cast-iron pan and its contents. “What on earth are you doing anyway?”

			“Making a smoke bomb,” Elinor said, and she felt the corners of her lips turn up in a small smile despite the grim mood.

			“And you say that I need to rein it in with Fanny.”

			“It’s not for her. It’s for Margaret. She read that smoke bombs can be made for diversions, and she wants to write about it in her stories.” At Marianne’s skeptical look, Elinor added, “It’s for research.”

			“You just . . . made that? Out of things you found around the house?”

			“Well, I had to ask Father for the saltpeter—that’s the main ingredient in gunpowder—but yes, just a bit of sugar and stir it on low heat. . . .” Elinor smiled. She’d been pleased at how well the mixture had come together, just as her research had promised it would. She unfolded a piece of cheesecloth she’d filched from the kitchen.

			Marianne peered at the brownish, stinking mess cooling in the pan. “Is it profitable?”

			“Oh well, I don’t know about that. But Margaret assures me it’s integral to her writing.”

			Marianne sighed. “What are we going to do, Elinor?”

			“Not panic,” Elinor said firmly, laying a piece of yarn in the center of the cheesecloth, so a tiny bit hung over the edge. She began to carefully scrape the smoke bomb substance into the cheesecloth. “Mother has a small income from her dowry. It’s not enough for all four of us to live on, but if it can secure us a place to live, maybe between the two of us we can make ends meet. Our circumstances will be quite reduced, but . . . if we don’t have a house to keep up, then our expenses shall be reduced, too.”

			Elinor tried to say that last part with a smile, but she feared it came across more like a grimace. She wasn’t entirely as optimistic about the future as she tried to project, but what else could be done? Like Marianne, she was upset by the idea of being beholden to Fanny for their future. Fanny was someone who wanted absolute control, and she already disapproved of the Dashwood sisters. Elinor suspected that to Fanny, being John’s half sisters wasn’t quite enough for her to expend much effort toward them.

			“What do you plan on doing to earn money?” Marianne asked, and Elinor chose to ignore her incredulous tone.

			“Well, I’ve been reading up on distillation—it’s a method of extracting a plant’s essence from the plant matter.”

			“And is that valuable?”

			“Well, not on its own. But it can be used in other things. Medicines, toilet water, perfumes, that sort of thing.”

			“Perfume?” Marianne perked up. “Those are horribly expensive.”

			“Don’t get too excited,” Elinor said. She twisted the cheesecloth around her substance so it resembled a pouch of curds, then secured it with a piece of string. “Perfumes aren’t so easy—or cheap—to make. They require special ingredients, careful lab work, and then there’s the matter of formula. I can’t just copy someone else’s. I need to come up with my own.”

			“Well, that shouldn’t be difficult for you.”

			Elinor didn’t accept the praise. “There are so many complicated scents—base, middle, and top notes, and then there’s the matter of perfectly proportioning them so that the scents aren’t overwhelming. We’ll have to buy distilled alcohol, to mix as the base. . . .”

			Marianne sighed. “So we’re doomed, then.”

			“Not doomed . . . but now is the time to get serious about our futures.”

			Elinor carefully stored the smoke bomb in a glass jar, where it wouldn’t get wet or be exposed to a stray spark. She then turned to look at her lab equipment and realized all of a sudden that if they did have to move, she would likely lose this precious space that she’d been building since she was thirteen. The thought took her by the throat and squeezed, but Elinor breathed through the hurt. It was best not to think too closely upon all that they were losing.

			“What if . . . Father didn’t just die?”

			Elinor’s gaze shot up. “What do you mean?”

			Marianne wouldn’t quite meet Elinor’s eye, and her fingers twisted in her skirts nervously. “I mean . . . he was healthy. People don’t just die out of nowhere. And in his line of work, he was bound to make some enemies. When you stop and think about it, it’s awfully convenient that John and Fanny stand to inherit everything.”

			Elinor saw where her sister was going with this and knew she had to stop her before she could start running with the idea. “Don’t be absurd. You just said yourself that they’re far richer than Father ever was, so why would they even need to . . . I can’t even say it!”

			Marianne smiled and leaned in closer, and Elinor realized her error too late—never pose a hypothetical question to Marianne, because she would consider it an invitation. “Perhaps their finances aren’t quite as tidy as we assumed. All it takes is one bad business decision, one vice, and fortunes can be ruined. And this house is worth a great deal.”

			“Look me in the eye and tell me you honestly believe that John could hurt Father,” Elinor demanded in a fierce whisper.

			Marianne’s gray eyes met Elinor’s and she shrugged slowly. “Do I think that he did it himself? Unlikely. But, perhaps—”

			“No!” Elinor couldn’t stand to hear any more. “You’re talking nonsense. The doctor said it was a heart attack. And while you may find that difficult to believe, Father was unwell—he’d had a cold all week, and he kept working through it, even though we all told him he needed rest. We need to face facts, not conjure up tales.”

			“But if you would just—”

			“No!”

			It was the first time Elinor had raised her voice in days—weeks, maybe. The force and volume shocked Marianne, who merely blinked back at her. For a fleeting moment, Elinor thought perhaps she’d gotten through to her sister. But then Marianne’s expression soured and she said, “Fine. You know best.”

			But Elinor knew Marianne didn’t believe it. And the most worrisome thing was, Elinor wasn’t sure she believed it herself.

			In the days that followed, Elinor understood why Marianne wanted desperately to believe in some nefarious plot that cast Fanny as a villain. The letters began arriving the day after the funeral—missives that requested certain arrangements and changes be made to the household, in preparation of John and Fanny’s arrival. Then came their servants, sent to oversee the movement of furniture and art. And finally, Fanny herself arrived, marching through the house with a keen eye and a nose for where Elinor, Marianne, and Margaret would hide.

			“We can’t live like this,” Marianne complained as the three sisters huddled with their mother in the spare back bedroom. “This house isn’t large enough for us all and the gremlin.”

			The gremlin was their nephew, a spoiled boy of two named Harry, whose temper tantrums could be heard in nearly every room of the house.

			“I quite agree, dear,” their mother said. “But until we know how much John intends to set aside for us, I don’t know what we can afford.”

			“I think we ought to start looking anyway,” Elinor said, wincing at the sound of a distant thud. “Perhaps Mr. Morgan would have some recommendations. . . .”

			“Pfft, Mr. Morgan!”

			The Dashwood sisters looked at their mother in surprise, and her cheeks pinkened slightly—the first sign of color they’d seen on her face in days. “I don’t trust him,” Mrs. Dashwood admitted. “He may have been good to your father, but John is his client now.”

			“Have you heard any more from that awful Mr. Farrows?” Marianne asked.

			“He didn’t seem awful,” Elinor said, the words rising out of her before she quite realized she was about to say them. Marianne and her mother turned to look at her, and Elinor stammered, “I mean . . . he defended us to Fanny, did he not? And he seemed to be well-mannered.”

			“He was perfectly respectable,” Mrs. Dashwood acknowledged. “However, I don’t enjoy the idea of him poking through our ledgers, deciding how much money we’re to live on. What does he know of us?”

			Before the sisters could say anything more, the door to the bedroom swung open and they turned to find Fanny. “There you are! Whatever are you all up to?”

			Elinor felt like a child caught in the pantry and grasped for words. Mother was ashen faced again, and Marianne was simmering with barely contained rage.

			“We’re looking at what needs to be done in this room,” Margaret piped up. She really was uncannily quick to come up with a story. “For Harry to move in.”

			Fanny gave Margaret a puzzled smile and said, “Oh no, dear. This room isn’t suitable at all. Harry will move into the nursery.”

			“But . . .” Margaret squinted at her. “That’s my room.”

			“Precisely,” Fanny said. “Now, if you’re all quite done, I need the key to the formal drawing room.”

			Everyone stiffened. The formal drawing room, as Fanny had taken to calling it, was Father’s study. The sisters looked to their mother, who was already shaking her head. “No.”

			Fanny looked to Elinor. “Please explain to your mother that we need to clean it out. I intend to restore that room to its true purpose.”

			“Fanny,” Elinor said softly, hoping to appeal to her sister-in-law’s humanity—if she even had any. “Please, give us some time.”

			In the past, relying on social graces, demure manners, and reason was usually enough to get Fanny to back down—at least for a moment. But that was before she had legal claim to all they owned. Now, she simply sucked on her teeth, narrowed her gaze at Elinor, and said, “You’ve had time—it’s been over a week. I’ve hired a decorator who will be here tomorrow with wallpaper samples, and I can’t possibly decide with that room so cluttered.”

			“You will not touch his things.” Mrs. Dashwood spit the words at Fanny.

			“I’ll have Stewart take the door off the hinges if I have to!”

			Elinor stepped in between Fanny and her mother, forcing Fanny to take a step back. “Let’s all calm down a moment. Fanny, I understand your concerns. I’ll take care of it.”

			“I need everything out, and—”

			“I said I will take care of it.”

			Elinor gave Fanny a firm look, and she was not sure what she would do if Fanny pushed her on this—luckily, neither of them had the chance to find out. Fanny sniffed, and then her face dissolved into a cold, falsely sweet smile. “See that you do.”

			She swept away, and Elinor turned to her mother and wrapped her arms around her. Mother’s tears fell upon the exposed skin where her neck and shoulders met, and Elinor felt Marianne and Margaret encircle them on either side. This was what Elinor had feared, and yet she knew this moment was inevitable. The Dashwoods were the bicarbonate of soda, innocently minding their own business, and Fanny the vinegar that poured over them, causing them all to bubble and spew.

			Elinor had done this experiment before, and she knew that all that was left after the reaction simmered out was a giant mess.

			Finally, Mother drew back and dabbed at her eyes with a crumpled handkerchief. “I know I should let her, but . . .”

			“Hush, she’s horrible and she never should have pushed you,” Marianne said. “Elinor was brilliant, staring her down like that.”

			“I won’t stay here,” Mrs. Dashwood declared. “I cannot sit by and watch that woman disrespect everything that your father and I built.”

			“But where will we go?” Margaret asked.

			“I’ll write to my cousin, Sir John Middleton,” Mrs. Dashwood said. “No, he’s in town now—I’ll call on him.”

			Elinor was surprised by her immediate response. Clearly Mother had been thinking about this. She had met her mother’s cousin only once, when she was a child, as he and his family preferred to spend most of their time at his country estate. “Does he know about our circumstances?”

			“I’m sure he’ll understand,” was all her mother said in response, and then she quickly put away her handkerchief. “We should start packing today. Take only what you cannot live without. I’m determined to leave this house by the end of the week.”

			She withdrew a key from her pocket and placed it in Elinor’s hand. Then she swept out of the room without looking back. The sisters watched her go in shock.

			“Well, that was an about-face,” Marianne said.

			“It’s probably for the best. I’ll see to Father’s study, and you two start packing.” Elinor always felt calmer when she had a plan.

			“I want to help with Father’s study,” Marianne protested.

			Elinor noted her determined expression and decided to not argue. “Fine. Margaret, ring for a footman to bring down your trunk. Pack your clothes before your books, please.”

			“But you won’t make me leave my books behind, will you?” Margaret asked, eyes wide with horror.

			“Let’s start with the essentials first. Come, we have to move quickly.”

			Elinor descended to the first floor, Marianne a step behind her. When Elinor caught sight of the young man seated in the hall, she stopped short and Marianne bumped into her. “Elinor!” she exclaimed, but then spotted him as well.

			Edward Farrows leapt to his feet and bowed in their direction. “Miss Dashwood, Miss Marianne. I’m sorry to startle you.”

			Elinor prompted her feet to move and descended the final steps to the hall. She gave him the courtesy of a small curtsy and said, “Mr. Farrows. Have you been waiting long? I’m sorry, no one told us you were here or we’d have received you in the drawing room.”

			Mr. Farrows shook his head quickly. “Oh no, please don’t worry. Your butler let me in, and then Fanny told me to wait here. She said that your mother would open the study and provide me with the household and business ledgers?” He said the last bit with a self-conscious wince, as if he knew just how disrespectful his sister could be.

			Behind her, Elinor heard Marianne suck in a hissing breath. She thrust the key into Marianne’s hand. “Please fetch the ledgers for Mr. Farrows.”

			“But Elinor—”

			“Just do it, Marianne.”

			Marianne gave Mr. Farrows one last withering look, then unlocked the study. She entered, then made a big production of turning and slamming the door closed behind her. Elinor heard the key click in the lock as Marianne locked herself in.

			“I’m sorry,” Elinor said. Mr. Farrows looked at the door with a guilty expression. “We’re all a bit . . . well, it’s been a difficult time.”

			“No need to apologize,” Mr. Farrows said, turning his gaze back to Elinor. “I’m so sorry you’re going through this, and for my part in your troubles.”

			“Oh, you’re not—I mean, it isn’t your fault.”

			“My sister can be . . .” Mr. Farrows trailed off, then concluded with, “Demanding.”

			That was putting it mildly, but it would be impolite to say otherwise. Elinor decided to neither agree nor disagree. “We do appreciate your assistance. Not knowing how things will be settled hasn’t always brought out the best in us.”

			“I don’t know what you’re referring to, Miss Dashwood. I’ve nothing but respect for you and your mother and sisters.”

			The kindness of this statement brought a smile to Elinor’s lips, because how could that be true when Marianne had just been so horribly rude? Yet when she met Mr. Farrows’s eyes, which reminded her of warm, dark honey, she saw nothing but sincerity. He’d lost a father, too, and she wondered if the loss affected him more than his sister. That moment of affinity gave her the confidence to ask, “Have you and my brother come to an agreement about the . . . terms of our living situation?”

			Elinor had never spoken so boldly about money, and she felt her embarrassment in the warmth of her cheeks. But Mr. Farrows didn’t seem taken aback. His gaze softened and he asked, “Has your brother not told you?”

			“No, he’s hardly said a word to us since he moved in.”

			“Oh. I’m sorry, I thought it was settled.” Mr. Farrows shifted from foot to foot in a manner that Elinor could categorize only as guilty. “Perhaps you ought to ask him.”

			“Please, Mr. Farrows,” she said. “If you know, just tell me. I would be grateful, even if . . .” Even if it’s bad news. That’s what she wanted to say. “I would much rather know now, so we can begin planning.”

			Mr. Farrows nodded. “I understand completely. And, well, I suppose the matter is decided, although . . . I want you to know that I advocated for waiting until I’d had a chance to inspect your household ledgers before making a final decision. Nevertheless, John and Fanny seem determined. They’ve decided to allow you five hundred pounds each. Just your sisters, not your mother.”

			The anxiety and dread that Elinor had been carrying lifted all of a sudden. “Oh! Oh . . . that is, well. That’s quite satisfactory. I understand why John might not wish to bestow my mother with anything, as she does have some money of her own, but—”

			“No, Miss Dashwood, I’m afraid you misunderstand me,” Mr. Farrows rushed to say. “That is not an annuity, unfortunately. My sister detests annuities.”

			And it all came rushing back—the shock, the cold drench of fear. Elinor had expected that no matter how much money John decided to
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