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~ * ~ * ~

 

When Cassie Pengear’s cousin Milly asks her to help a friend leave a blackmail payment at a party, Cassie’s first impulse is to say no.  That is until she realizes Milly will help no matter what she says, and when, not if, Milly gets in trouble, it will be up to her to get Milly out of it.  But the payment doesn’t quite go as planned, being interrupted by a dead body.  And as Milly was involved in the payment, Cassie finds herself dragged into investigating the murder and the blackmail in the ballroom.
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Chapter 1

 

I WAS NICELY SETTLED IN MY CHAIR by the window of my apartment at 334 Paddington Street with the latest Lady Susanna Investigates open in front of me, just getting to the bit where the jewel robbery had been discovered, when there was a pounding on my door. I was quite certain it wasn’t Mrs. Albright—my landlady wouldn’t bang on the door like that—and the new tenant downstairs hadn’t moved in yet. And as the message tube between the front door and my rooms hadn’t chimed, whoever it was hadn’t sent up a card, which narrowed the list considerably to people Mrs. Albright would let in without questioning them. It certainly wasn’t the polite sort of knock I’d expect from Inspector Burrows or the impatient, efficient rapping of Inspector Wainwright. And it hadn’t stopped despite the length of time I’d been trying to ignore it. Which meant I suspected I knew who it was, and ignoring her wouldn’t make her go away. I stuck a bit of paper into my book and went to answer the door.

My cousin Milly Prynne swept in almost before I had the door fully open. “Cassie, didn’t you hear me knocking? Good thing Mrs. Albright was going out as we were coming, or we’d still be standing out on the street.”

“I was reading.” That didn’t really answer her question, but then I didn’t think she was really interested in an answer.

“Well, good, I wasn’t interrupting anything you can’t get back to later. This is Beth.”

For the first time I realized Milly had left a second person standing in the hallway. A woman slightly younger than Milly and me, in a new dark wool coat and recently re-done brown felt hat with grey velvet ribbons. I held the door so she could pass by me and come in. 

“Miss Elizabeth Wilson,” she said as she came through.

Milly was taking off her overcoat and a blue hat with quite a few quail feathers I hadn’t seen her wear before. “She has a bit of a problem she needs some help with, and I knew you were just the person to ask.”

I was already starting to regret opening the door. “I’ll put the kettle on.” Maybe, by the time the tea was ready, Miss Wilson would have decided I wasn’t at all the person she wanted to have help her.

While Milly made herself at home and got Miss Wilson settled in one of the chairs by the fire, I got the kettle on and observed my guest. She was slightly taller than Milly, with dark hair pinned up in a sort of simplified version of what was popular in fashion plates. What little I had heard of her accent had been educated. She had removed her overcoat so I could see she was wearing a walking suit of good grey wool with velvet trim that matched the ribbons of her hat and enough understated jewelry to show she could afford it. She was taking absolutely no interest in my books or anything else in the sitting room. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing—I certainly didn’t like nosy guests—or a bad thing—she clearly had no interest in my very interesting books. Then the kettle interrupted me, and I got the rest of the tea tray set out.

Once we were sorted and settled with tea and some shortbread I’d forgotten I had, I thought I would have to start fishing for the real purpose of the visit. I was quite surprised when Milly got straight to the point.

“Cassie, you would not believe what has happened to Beth. She’s being blackmailed!”

I’d known I shouldn’t have opened the door. I turned to Miss Wilson. “Have you considered going to the police?”

Miss Wilson shook her head vigorously. “Oh, I couldn’t. I mean, if it was something I could tell them...” She finished the sentence with a gesture that nearly spilled her tea and did send her shortbread biscuit crashing into her lap.

Of course it wouldn’t be that simple. “I know some very discreet policemen.” I wasn’t sure which to send her to, although at the moment I was tending toward Inspector Wainwright. Serve both of them right. Of course, if I knew the secret, I might have taken pity on her and suggested Inspector Burrows. I considered how best to hint at that.

Milly interrupted me before I could come up with anything. “No, Cassie, this is not the sort of thing to involve the police in. You know how they are. All they’ll be interested in is catching someone, and then it will all come out at the trial and everything will be for nothing.”

I poured myself another cup of tea and tried to decide if Milly knew what the secret was or if she was simply caught up in the drama of it all. “It can’t be that exciting of a secret if she wants us involved.” I wondered if that was a bit harsh with Miss Wilson sitting right there, then decided if she didn’t want her business discussed, she shouldn’t have involved me in it.

“We’re not really involved, not in the interesting bits,” Milly said, as if I were failing to grasp some fundamental point. I was more interested in figuring out what she considered the interesting bits, but Milly didn’t give me the chance to think. “She’s gotten instructions for delivering the payment, and she needs our help to get it done.”

Miss Wilson must have seen my thoughts on my face, as she quickly said, “I can raise the funds myself. And the party I’m supposed to leave it at is perfectly respectable. But the payment itself... I would feel so much better if there was someone there to support me.”

I was tempted to ask why that person couldn’t be Milly alone. 

Milly answered that question without my needing to ask it. “And if she had someone there, someone the blackmailer wouldn’t know was a friend of hers...”

What Milly meant was someone like me.

“Then that person could watch the door and see who it picks up the money.”

I turned back to Miss Wilson. “So you don’t know who’s threatening you? How do you know they can actually do something to harm you?”

Miss Wilson pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed at her decidedly dry eyes. I knew that trick and kept staring at her. “They know things...” She looked up at me then brought the handkerchief back to her eyes.

I could see how she and Milly ended up friends. They used the same ploys to avoid answering questions. “You realize this will be the first payment but not the last.”

“Oh, I’m not worried about that at all. Once this is over...”

“And we’ll have seen who it is,” Milly added, “so she can deal with them directly.”

I was beginning to think involving me had been all Milly’s idea, and Miss Wilson would have been perfectly content with only Milly there to help her, a circumstance I was quite happy to facilitate.

Miss Wilson confirmed my theory by putting down her teacup and dabbing at her eyes again. “I knew it was too much to ask of someone I didn’t know. But it sounded like such a good plan. But now I see it was far too much to ask. I am sorry to have troubled you.” Miss Wilson collected up her things and hurried from the flat. Or she made a show of it, at least. From the many pauses to adjust her gloves and see that she hadn’t forgotten anything, I suspected she wanted me to try and stop her or to insist it wasn’t any trouble. I did neither, and she eventually made it to the door.

Once Miss Wilson was gone, I turned to Milly, who hadn’t made any move to leave with her friend. I wondered if she’d stayed to try and convince me to go along with it, or to finish her tea. Most likely a combination of both. I refilled her cup and asked, “How serious are her problems?”

Milly helped herself to another biscuit. “I don’t think they’re that bad. She said she’ll have no trouble getting the money together, and she’s not the least bit worried about going to this party, so there’s really no danger at all.”

“So you suggested getting me involved.”

“Well, you’re so good at these criminal things.”

Every time someone tried to get me to do something I didn’t want to by saying I was so good at it, I was tempted to show them just how good I was at poisons. “How well do you know her?”

“Oh, we’ve known each other a few weeks, it must be.”

“And you know her well enough in that amount of time that she told you about being blackmailed?” 

“Well, you can know a person quite well in a few weeks.”

And if Miss Wilson had known Milly longer, she probably wouldn’t have trusted her with any of it.

“I’m helping her no matter what, Cassie. I thought you would want to, too. She’s all alone in London and needs some friends right now. And you’re not really going to be involved, just watch and see who goes into a room. Nothing at all. The police wouldn’t even consider you a lookout.”

A lookout implied that we were committing a crime, but I didn’t bother to say that either. “Are you certain it isn’t a secret that’s going to get us in trouble?”

“Of course not, Cassie. She’s a perfectly respectable person. Do you remember Randall?”

“Randall Featherton?” That was one of Milly’s more unfortunate gentlemen, and as she counted among them one who had arrested her and one who had a wife in Islington, that was saying something. I still got a little shudder thinking about Randall Featherton.

“That’s him. Well, we met because of him, so I’m quite certain she wouldn’t do anything terribly illegal or anything. I mean, she didn’t strangle Randall or knock him over the head, and she knew him for ages.”

“I suppose that does show admirable self-control.” I had been tempted to do both, and I’d known him less than a month. “But it’s really a matter for the police. What makes her so certain that this will be the only payment?”

“Oh, she thinks she knows who it is.”

And after I’d more or less asked her directly. “And she couldn’t tell us that?”

“Now, Cassie, you know you can’t go around accusing people without proof. Besides, if she tells you who to look out for, you’ll look out for them.”

I sighed. The only time Milly seemed to come up with properly logical points was when she was trying to get me to act against my better judgment. But she had made a good point. And she seemed determined to go through with it, meaning my choices were to go along as well and try to keep them both out of trouble, or let Milly handle it and have to get her out of whatever trouble she managed to stumble into afterward, because I was so good at it. The former seemed less trouble for me. “Fine, but I will only watch. No participating.”

“Of course not. I’ll handle the rest.”

I was already starting to regret agreeing to it. “Tell me about this party I’m being dragged to.”

Milly settled in with the look of someone who was about to tell a most exciting story. “It’s a perfectly respectable sort of party. Miss Wilson had already been invited to it when she got the note, so she doesn’t think they’re involved. The Drummonds in Chelsea. They own the West London Steam Lock and Lighting Company. I’m sure you’ve heard of it.”

I hadn’t, and I doubted Milly had either, so the information must have come from Miss Wilson. But Chelsea was certainly a respectable part of London, so that was something. “And what are we supposed to do when we get there?”

“It’s very easy. Really, there’s no way for us to get into any sort of trouble at all. The short version is that Beth is supposed to put the payment in a handbag and leave it in one of the rooms upstairs; then, after the blackmailer’s had a chance to collect the money, I go up there and pretend to find her bag and return it to her.”

I knew I was going to regret asking, but I did anyway. “And the long version?”

 The plan wasn’t a bad one, if you ignored the fact that we were helping someone pay off a blackmailer. Milly and I were to arrive together at the party. Miss Wilson had assured Milly that we would be on the guest list, so we simply had to say that we had forgotten our invitation and, when they checked the names, they would find us. We would need to arrive early enough to be able to have a look around and see where Miss Wilson was supposed to leave the handbag. Miss Wilson had promised to tell Milly everything she would need to know to find the place as soon as she received the information herself. Miss Wilson would arrive separately so as not to make more of a connection between us than necessary, although there didn’t seem to be any reason to pretend we didn’t know each other. It was perfectly normal to run into people you knew at those kinds of parties. Once Milly and I knew the set-up of the house, we were to go back to the ballroom and watch for Miss Wilson to arrive and go to the location. Once she had left the handbag, I was to find a spot from which to watch the room and note who went in after her. 

The whole affair was supposed to be finished by midnight, which was when Milly could go upstairs and collect the handbag. Ten minutes after, to be specific. Right on the hour would have been too obvious. I would have said something like seven minutes after, or twelve, but it was better than one of the quarter hours. And even if things went wrong, neither Milly nor I could be connected to much of anything, which was really the best we could hope for in a ridiculous mess like the one Milly had gotten us into. I asked quite a few questions, all designed to see if I could get Milly to drop some sort of clue about Miss Wilson’s secret, but either Milly’s ability to keep a secret had improved dramatically or she really didn’t know what the blackmail was about.

 

Once Milly had secured my commitment and made certain there were no interesting teacakes on offer, she left, and I went directly downstairs and telephoned Scotland Yard, only to find that my friend Inspector Burrows had the day off. I felt a twinge of guilt bothering him at home and another twinge at being happy he was there so I wouldn’t have to come up with an excuse not to discuss the case inside Scotland Yard. But only twinges. Not enough to stop me from writing a note asking if we could meet for tea and finding a messenger boy to bring it to his rooms with instructions to wait for an answer if he was in, and to leave the note and try to find out when he’d be back if he wasn’t.

While I waited for a response, I went up to my storage space in the attic and had a look at the dresses I kept up there. The key seemed to be to not draw attention to myself, which meant I couldn’t wear anything conspicuously inconspicuous either. Something that would blend in with everyone else at the party. It would have been easier to determine if I’d known what sort of people would be there, and asking Milly was as likely to end up with her borrowing my best choice as it was to get me a reliable answer. So I poked through the trunk I kept clothes I wasn’t wearing in, with no real notion of what I was looking for, and came away with my dark blue velvet. It was dark enough to blend into a shadow without looking like I was in mourning. 

With that sorted, I brought the dress back to my flat and settled in to pretend to read my book while I waited for a reply. Inspector Burrows sent a note back promptly, suggesting I meet him at three o’ clock at a tea shop part way between his building and my flat. I promised myself for the hundredth time that I would, at least once, visit him when I wasn’t mixed up in some sort of crime, and filled the time before leaving to meet him by going through my desk to make certain there wasn’t any typing that needed to be completed, as I was quite certain whatever Milly was dragging me into would make enough things for me to do that getting any actual work done would be impossible.

 


Chapter 2

 

INSPECTOR BURROWS WAS WAITING for me on the corner just outside the tea shop, doing a not particularly good job of trying not to look like a policeman. He seemed quite relieved to see me. “I think they’re all wondering which of these places I’m watching.”

I grinned. “It’s the hat. It screams policeman trying not to look like one.”

He laughed at that. “Then I shall put it aside to be worn only when I want to be known as a policeman without being obvious. Shall we go in?”

Inspector Burrows did a very good job of not asking why we were there until we had been seated and ordered a pot of tea and cake, Battenberg for him and walnut for me. Then he couldn’t wait any longer. “One of these days, you will send a note to say we should meet simply because you’re in the mood for my company. Somehow I have the feeling today isn’t that day.”

It wasn’t the first time he’d mentioned that I tended to call on him when there was some sort of crime in the air. And it wasn’t the first time I’d resolved to pay a purely social call on him. But of course he was right, and I had other worries at the moment. “I needed some advice, completely off the record.”

“You aren’t covering up a murder, are you?” I was fairly certain he was joking.

“No. Someone I know is being blackmailed.”

Inspector Burrows started to adjust the napkin on his lap. For a moment, I thought he was considering not helping. Then the waitress appeared behind me and put the teapot and tray of cakes between us, and I realized he’d seen her coming. I also knew the minute she was out of hearing. Inspector Burrows leaned in as if he were going for the kettle and said in the sort of low voice that doesn’t draw as much attention to itself as a whisper, “Is this the common trick of the victim who says it’s a friend when it’s really they themselves who’s the victim?”

“No,” I said equally softly. “Not me. A friend of Milly’s.”

“And you’re certain this friend exists?” 

I nodded. “No names, but I’ve met her.”

Inspector Burrows picked up the kettle and poured out. “That’s a relief, then. What’s your question? The answer will be ‘stay out of it.’”

I smiled a little at that. “I don’t think Milly will let me.”

“She should stay out of it too. Unless it’s to convince the friend to come to us. Does she have one of my cards?”

“I’ll give her another one, but I don’t think she’ll listen. She wants me to help her friend leave the payment.”

“The first payment,” Inspector Burrows said distinctly.

“I told her that. She didn’t seem to care. And before you ask, she wouldn’t say what the secret was, and Milly doesn’t know. I would have gotten it out of her if she did.”

Inspector Burrows sighed, clearly acting against his better judgment as he asked, “How is this payment supposed to happen?”

“At a party. In Chelsea. A sort of dance, I think. She’s supposed to leave the money at a certain place in the house, to be communicated separately.”

“In her handbag, no doubt. And it will be returned to her at a later time.”

“She’s supposed to send someone to collect it after midnight.”

“And I take it that’s you?”

I shook my head. “That’s Milly. I lurk about and watch who goes into the room to see if the friend recognizes any of my descriptions as the blackmailer.”

“And what was it you wanted to see me about? If it was to convince you to stay out of this, I’m more than happy to oblige.”

I sighed. “I don’t need convincing. But Milly will go through with this no matter what, so I feel I should go along to keep an eye on her.”

“Admirable, but she is capable of taking care of herself.”

“The friend is someone she met through Randall Featherton.”

I could see at once from Inspector Burrows’s amused expression that Inspector Wainwright had filled him in on at least some of the relevant details of that case. “She’s not still in touch with him, is she?”

“I don’t think so. She wasn’t very happy with him at the end of it. And before you ask, she hasn’t told me how she met this friend either.”

“All the more reason for you to stay out of it.”

“I know, but I’m not.” He gave me a look that made me add defensively, “Milly won’t stay out of it, and when she inevitably gets in trouble, I’ll end up helping her out of it, and that seems like more of a bother than being there to begin with and trying to keep her out of trouble. Which I would probably have to ask you to help me sort out in the end.”

Inspector Burrows stirred his tea even though he hadn’t put anything in it. “That isn’t the worst reason I’ve heard. What is it you wanted to ask me, then?”

“Just for any advice you might have, what we should do if we do find out who it is, what we shouldn’t do. I know, I know, the answers to both are leave it to you lot at the Yard and stay out of it, but if there’s anything else.”

Inspector Burrows sipped his tea while he thought. “Really, the only thing you can do is convince her to come to us. Once he knows she’ll pay, the blackmailer won’t stop. Not unless she moves somewhere he can’t find her, but that would likely mean someplace like Australia, so if she doesn’t want to go that far, she doesn’t have many choices. If she is going to come to us after the fact, have her wipe the bag before she leaves it, and tell Miss Prynne to wear her gloves and be careful when she handles it so there’s a chance we could get some fingerprints, but at a party, it’s likely the blackmailer will be wearing gloves as well, and no one will notice anything out of the ordinary in that. If you do see a likely candidate for the blackmailer, don’t do anything about it. They’ll be desperate and dangerous. In fact, I would consider not mentioning seeing something like that at all until you’re all away from the house. Then if this friend decides to do something stupid, you and Miss Prynne will be well out of it.”

“Unless Milly decides to go and help her.”

“Then it’s her problem and not yours. Although if she does get arrested, I’ll keep an eye out and try to help bail her out at least.”

“Thanks. That is a surprisingly comforting thought.”

Inspector Burrows made patterns with his fork in the marzipan left on his plate. “It is completely against my better judgment, but I’ll see if I can get someone from the Yard to infiltrate the party, unofficially, of course, just in case something happens.”

I hadn’t expected that. “I don’t want you in trouble on top of everything.”

“I don’t intend to get into trouble. But I know a crime is being committed, so I ought to have someone looking into it.” He pressed his fork into the crumbs left on his plate. “It may not be someone official, though, unless I can convince them to do it on their own time. But I’ll try to have someone there and to let you know who it is.”

I realized he was worried things would become dangerous, which was not a comforting thought at all.

“But if I don’t get word to you in time, or you’re at all unsure if you’ve identified the correct person, it goes without saying you shouldn’t trust them.”

At least he knew me well enough to know I wouldn’t go around trusting just anyone. “And I won’t mention it to Milly if I don’t have to, just in case.” She’d been silly enough to get us involved in this, so I couldn’t be sure what she’d be doing next.

“Probably wise,” Inspector Burrows said with a bit of a grin that reminded me he’d been dragged into more than one of Milly’s misadventures.

 

~ * ~ * ~

 

By the time the day of the party rolled around, I’d told Mrs. Albright the salient points of the matter—Milly had hinted at some dreadful emergency when she’d seen Mrs. Albright on the street the day she’d brought Miss Wilson over—and been advised to be careful if I couldn’t stay out of it completely. Milly had visited three times to make certain I remembered my part in the plan, and had sent at least a dozen notes making certain I wasn’t backing out. The day she sent four notes in three hours, two by post and two by messenger, I seriously considered telling her I’d changed my mind, but as Inspector Burrows was sending someone to keep an eye on us, I felt rather committed to the ridiculous party.

It took forever to get ready, between the dress with its buttons and laces and hooks in odd places that nearly made me call for Mrs. Albright’s help more than once, and getting my hair suitably twisted up and pinned in place, then my gloves to find at the bottom of the drawer. And then my handbag to pack. There were the normal things, a bit of money for a cab, spare pins for my hair, a sharp hat pin just in case, spare gloves, but also, as I was going to be spending the evening trying to look unobtrusive outside what would most likely be an out-of-the-way door, I needed a few things to help make my standing around look, if not normal, at least unremarkable. I heartily wished I could just bring a book and pretend to read—or perhaps actually read—but that would definitely be remarked on, so I packed a small sewing kit, a letter from a cousin in America without the envelope so it would look like someone had passed it to me at the dance, a broken bracelet that was missing a few beads that I could pretend to repair, and any other little bits and bobs I could find in my desk. 

Still, I somehow managed to get ready in time to greet Milly at the front door, although barely. She had gone for something more noticeable than I had, a coral silk dress with a layered bustle, gold trim, and matching gloves and handbag, but then she wasn’t going to be spending the evening lurking around trying to get a glimpse of a blackmailer. She had remembered to have the cab wait, so we were on our way with no additional trouble.

 

The Drummonds’ house in Chelsea was on one of the more fashionable streets, closer to Hyde Park than the river, part of a row of newly built houses with as many modern conveniences as could be crammed into them. We had very little trouble getting in. I left that to Milly and half-hoped it wouldn’t work. We were met at the door by a footman in full livery very politely checking invitations. Milly made an unconvincing show of going through her handbag over and over, looking I assumed for our nonexistent invitation. The footman gave us a look that managed to be both bored and disapproving as he said, “Invitations, if you please.”

“Yes, it’s here,” Milly said as she started another search through what was much too small a handbag for the ploy she was trying. “Really, I do have one. Addressed to me and my cousin. I know I put it in here before I left. I know I did. And we were so excited. Really, just in from America and invited to such a lovely party.”

The footman did not look inclined to believe her, but he did turn and make a small motion which summoned a butler, who asked in what I was certain was precisely the right tone for preparing to toss out unwanted party guests while still being polite enough on the small chance they were legitimate, “What were the names?” and held up a list in an elegant and understated leather folder.

“Miss Mildred Prynne and Miss Cassandra Pengear,” Milly said promptly.

The butler scanned his list, and I could see his expression change from suspicious to polite as he found our names near the end. “Very well, go on through.”

“Thank you so much,” Milly simpered and dragged me in.

There were maids to take our outer things and put them away in a small room off the foyer. As Milly handed hers over, she pretended she needed to adjust her dress, and we were shown to a ladies retiring room where several other ladies were pinning up hems and adjusting their hair in the mirrors with the help of maids provided by the Drummonds, and a few sitting on the white velvet benches gossiping and avoiding the ballroom. Milly and I fiddled with our dresses in front of one of the gilt-edged mirrors for a few minutes to give ourselves an excuse to be there then were able to slip out and enter the ballroom without being announced by the footman at the top of the stairs.

The ballroom was more or less what I expected. Not as large as in the grander houses in Mayfair, but still it would have taken up most of the ground floor of 334 Paddington Street. And the Drummonds had managed to get quite a turn-out. The dance floor was crowded enough that people were bumping into each other as they waltzed, and I understood why there had already been ladies with hems in need of repair in the retiring room. From the crowd at the far end of the room, I assumed there was a buffet of some sort set up, and the gentlemen going in and out of a discreet side door told me that there was a card room somewhere through there, giving them an excuse to get away from the debutantes and matchmakers, and probably throwing off Mrs. Drummond’s calculations for dance partners. A dais had been placed between the door to the card room and the windows leading out to the garden where the three-piece orchestra was set up, which seemed odd as there was a landing at the top of a short staircase that was perfectly set up to act as a musicians’ gallery. I wondered if there was something out of fashion about an arrangement like that, or if the Drummonds had simply not thought of it. It would have left them more room for dancing if nothing else, but I reminded myself to be glad it wasn’t any of my business. There were enough mysteries going on that I would have to worry about, it was nice to have one I didn’t.

Since we had managed to avoid drawing attention to ourselves by being announced, we also missed the receiving line, and I had my first look at the Drummonds from halfway across the ballroom. I was surprised that they didn’t seem to be much older than Milly and me. Mr. Drummond was what some would call a substantial man, with the sort of mustache and sideburns that added ten years to even the youngest of men, and Mrs. Drummond had arranged herself in a matronly sort of style from her elaborately piled hair to the plum velvet dinner dress she was wearing, both of which aged her. I supposed, for a man in Mr. Drummond’s position, who owned a company that must employ several dozen workers, it might make sense to appear older and gain the authority and respect that would bring, but I wasn’t sure why she would want to do the same. Then Milly grabbed my elbow and steered me in yet another direction, and I decided that our hosts’ appearance was another mystery that wasn’t my concern. “I’m sure you’ll want to see where this is all happening before it happens. It’s just upstairs.”

Little as I wanted to, that wasn’t a bad idea, so I followed her around the edge of the main ballroom to the staircase in question. It was a wide staircase, but one that only went up to the first-floor landing I had just been considering as a musicians’ gallery. I supposed it was lucky for me it wasn’t being used that way, as Milly wouldn’t have considered that an excuse for me not to play my part in the plan, and the whole thing would have been a disaster with the orchestra watching me watching all night. The buffet had been set up in the space between the staircase and the wall, with chairs nearby so a small number of guests wouldn’t need to sit on the stairs. There was a waiter in poorly fitting livery—clearly someone hired for the occasion—standing nearby with a tray of drinks, distractedly offering them to guests as they passed. Milly and I each took one and went upstairs. We lingered at the banister and sipped what turned out to be very weak champagne punch and pretended to watch the dancing. The landing did give a good view of the ballroom below, but not much else. After a few minutes pretending to watch, Milly turned and wandered away. I followed.

The landing led to a sort of half-floor that had been formed by making both the ballroom and foyer two stories. Along the back of the landing, there was a hallway leading off in both directions. The wall to the left of the landing had been decorated with a mirror, a console table, and a large flower arrangement in the same gold and white colors used in the ballroom. The opposite wall was small and rather awkwardly placed, necessary to allow the hallway but too small to really fit. There was a door there, just before the turn into the hallway, making it all the more awkward. Milly led me to that door.

“That’s the room. The Corsican sitting room. Beth was very clear about the location. There should be plenty of places up here for you to watch from. We could look in, but Beth said not to be too interested in it so no one realizes there’s something going on there.”

Much as I hated to admit it, it was probably a good idea, and as the door was open, I was able to glance inside as we passed, but there wasn’t much to see. It wasn’t a room anyone had taken much care with. A small sitting room, more of an antechamber, the sort of place that had probably been added to fill an awkward bit of space and would be used to keep guests corralled out of the way or give a quiet place to hide from an unwanted suitor. There were curtains covering one wall, giving the illusion of a window, but as there were no exterior walls, I knew that was an illusion. Someone had tried to make the illusion convincing by putting a small Ionic column with an unconvincing silk plant in front of it. From the quick look, I could see there was a table near the door with four chairs, suitable for playing cards, a fireplace with a collection of busts of Napoleon and Wellington and Nelson on the mantle, and a conversational area made up of a high sofa that was many years out of date, two chairs to match, and a table between them that was too low to hold food comfortably, none of which seemed to match the rest of the decor, being large, solid, and far too heavy for the room. I could only see the one way in, which was helpful, although the door could be approached from several directions, including around a corner, which was less so.

When I’d had my look, Milly wandered back to the banister. I followed her and sipped my punch while she watched the ballroom. “What now?”

“I’m looking for Beth. She should be here soon. Once I see her, we’ll go down and socialize until she has a chance to leave her handbag. Then you can come back up and watch the door. The blackmailer will have collected the money by midnight, so at ten past, I’ll go up and get the bag.”

At least there was still a definite end time. “And how will we know when she’s ready for me?”

“Oh, she’ll give me a signal. I see her coming in. Come on, let’s go down before she comes up.”

At least that bit sounded sensible, so I followed Milly back down to the ballroom and we wandered around, sipping weak punch, Milly greeting people I doubted she knew and me wondering why I had agreed to any of this and if there would be anything worth trying left on the buffet when it was over. I was just considering whether or not to suggest to Milly that having a look at the buffet would be a perfectly logical way to both blend in and watch the staircase, when she jabbed me in the arm with her fan.

“She’s just come down. It’s time.”

At least now that the mess of a plan was underway, it would be over soon as well. “See you at ten past midnight, then.” I left Milly watching Miss Wilson make her way to the buffet and went to take up a position on the landing.

 


Chapter 3

 

ONCE I WAS ON MY OWN, I slipped between the couples along the edges of the dance floor and got to the staircase without passing Miss Wilson at the buffet. I took a second glass of punch from the bored waiter to give me something to do with my hands and went upstairs again. The first thing I did was set about having a proper look at the landing. 

Whoever had chosen the Corsican sitting room must have known the house. The door was awkwardly placed, so while there were several places on the landing where it could be watched from, there were almost none where the watcher wouldn’t be seen by anyone approaching the door, giving the suspect plenty of time to act as if they were simply going to one of the other doors. 

That seemed to be the first thing to do, determine where the other doors led and if it would be possible for me to use one of the rooms behind them in my spying. The left-side hallway was longer, so I started there, quickly trying each of the doors—there were only three—to see if they could be opened, and glancing into the rooms. One was too small to be used for anything but storage, one was a sort of office with blue walls and a desk, and the third was locked. All seemed empty. 

There was only one door on the other side of the hallway, which led to a servants’ staircase, and then the hallway ended abruptly with a sloping ceiling I realized was the underside of the main staircase at the front of the house. Now that I knew there was nothing of interest on the floor, I returned to the landing to take up my position. 

I decided to start out near the banister. I could pretend to be watching the dancing, which seemed a thing someone would do if they hadn’t had a chance to fill their dance card yet. That was something I had forgotten to do, get Milly to make my dance card look full so I’d have an easy excuse if anyone came up and asked to dance. I stayed near the wall, as much in the shadows as I could, and tried to look like I was trying not to look like I was watching the dance floor without making it obvious that I was not, in fact, watching the dance floor, but the door to the Corsican sitting room. It worked well enough. I would be able to see anyone coming up the stairs and pretend I wasn’t watching them, although it did mean they would see me. Still, they would see me almost anywhere on the landing, so it was the best I could do. 

While I waited, I watched the crowd below. I spotted Miss Wilson sitting in one of the chairs near the wall while she nibbled on a small cake. She was wearing a rose-colored dress with lace trim that made it seem a little young for her and enough jewelry that it was conspicuous. I wondered if there was some plan to that, if she was trying to look young or wealthy or something, or if she had been nervous and not concentrating on what she wore at all. It seemed the wrong sort of thing to wear if you wanted to slip into a room and leave a blackmail payment, but then she’d already managed it, so perhaps it was just the thing to wear. One thing I did notice was that she was holding a large cream- silk handbag. That certainly seemed odd considering the method of leaving the payment, but then perhaps Milly had left some important element out of the plan and the second handbag would have made perfect sense if I had heard it. 

I noticed someone approaching the stairs and tried to look as though I hadn’t noticed, focusing instead on a couple trying to find a set of the quadrille they could join and not managing it. The fact that he stepped on her train twice probably didn’t help, although at least half the dancers seemed to have only a vague notion of the dance themselves. And the man I was trying not to watch didn’t come to the landing at all but stopped to take a drink from the waiter and went back into the crowd without my having gotten a good look at him, or even being able to determine if he’d been coming upstairs and I’d scared him off, or if the champagne punch had been his goal all along. 

I had known from the start that there were several things wrong with the whole plan, but watching the man below, I quickly discovered one I hadn’t thought of. I didn’t know any of the parties involved. I had known that would be the case—it was highly unlikely that any of the people I knew in London would be at a random party I’d been dragged to—but it did mean I was a terrible witness. The landing was lit with gas lamps like the rest of the house, but whoever had installed them had done a bad job of it, at least as far as spying was concerned. Idly, I wondered if it was an example of the work of the West London Steam Lock and Lighting Company, and if so, how Mr. Drummond had managed to make any money at all with the business, let alone what he’d need to support a house like this. The lamps were spaced in such a way that they left shadows and bright spots along the landing, meaning it would be hard for me to make out anyone unless they were walking directly past me—not the best thing when I was trying not to be noticed—or happened to pause in one of the bright spots and look towards me. Otherwise, they would be more of a shadowy blur. 

If they had been people I knew, it would have been enough, I could have resolved the shadows into a face I recognized, but when they were all strangers, it would be hard to tell who exactly I was looking at. It wouldn’t be so bad for the women; their dresses were different enough that I could at least identify them by the colors and styles, but the men were all in white tie, and the fashion among the set seemed to be as much Macassar oil as their hair would hold, making it hard to differentiate them by hair color. My only real hope seemed to be their facial hair, and I could only get a real look at that if they stopped in one of the well-lit areas of the landing. A pity I hadn’t thought of it sooner, but I doubted it would have swayed Milly. 

As I adjusted my position so I looked like I was checking to see if I’d lost a button on my left glove, I wondered if perhaps Miss Wilson’s blackmailer was a woman. I had been assuming it was a man, but had anyone said that or was it simply that one always assumes a blackmailer is a man? If it was a woman, that would certainly simplify my evening. If only Miss Wilson had trusted me with everything she knew about the situation. I leaned against the wall and wondered how long I could reasonably pretend to be examining my glove. 

I did eventually see someone. The first person to go into the Corsican sitting room was a man, in the same sort of dark suit and white tie as everyone else. I knew that would be of no help as a description and tried to find another position that would allow me to see a bit more as he left. 

He was only in the room a few minutes—I still hadn’t found a really good position to watch from—but he did go directly to the staircase when he left, meaning he passed by me, then paused to adjust his gloves, giving me a good look at him. He was at the younger end of middle age, average height, somewhat athletic build, his hair firmly slicked in place but not in a way that suggested he was hiding any bald spots, with a neatly trimmed beard and mustache that told me his hair was a dark, reddish-brown. He nodded as he passed me, the sort of polite acknowledgment one gives to someone one doesn’t expect to know. I smiled back and pretended I was going somewhere on the landing. 

The one thing I did notice was that he did not look the least bit nervous or put out to have found me waiting outside on the landing, not like I imagined someone who had just collected a
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