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​Chapter 1 : The Woman at the Funeral
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Rain had been falling over London since morning.

Not the violent kind that rattled windows or flooded the streets. This was quieter. Steady. Thin drops sliding down carriage roofs and dark coats, soaking the city slowly until every stone road carried the smell of wet smoke and horse mud.

Dr. Milo Hart stood beneath the black umbrella near the cemetery gate and watched strangers pretend to mourn a man most of them had feared while he was alive.

Sir Edwin Carlisle had died three days earlier.

Fifty-eight years old. Wealthy. Educated. Owner of shipping companies and half the warehouses along the eastern docks. According to the newspapers, he had collapsed peacefully beside the fireplace in his private study after suffering what physicians called a sudden failure of the heart.

Natural causes.

That was the phrase everyone kept repeating.

Natural causes.

The priest repeated it.

The newspapers repeated it.

The widow repeated it softly to every guest who approached her with pity in their eyes.

Milo adjusted his gloves against the cold and glanced toward the woman standing beside the grave.

She wore black properly. Not dramatically. No heavy jewelry. No theatrical veil hiding her face. Just a dark coat buttoned to the throat and simple gloves folded neatly before her.

Mrs. Evelyn Carlisle.

The widow.

She did not cry once during the burial.

That was what had first unsettled Milo.

Not because grief required tears. He had seen enough death to know sorrow behaved differently in every person. Some screamed. Some laughed strangely. Some stared into empty corners like children lost in crowds.

But this woman looked... composed.

Too composed.

As if she had already completed her mourning before arriving.

The coffin disappeared slowly beneath the earth.

Wet soil struck polished wood.

The sound echoed softly through the cemetery.

Milo noticed another figure standing farther behind the crowd beneath a bare elm tree, hands resting calmly on a walking cane.

Mr. Sebastian Holt.

Unlike everyone else at the funeral, Holt appeared entirely uninterested in the burial itself. His sharp grey eyes moved across faces instead. Guests. Servants. Business partners. Family members.

Studying reactions.

Searching for fractures beneath polished behavior.

Milo walked toward him once the priest finished speaking.

“You could at least pretend to respect the dead,” Milo muttered quietly.

“I respect the dead very much,” Holt replied without looking at him. “It is the living who concern me.”

“That sounds like something you practiced before saying aloud.”

“It sounded better in my head.”

Milo almost smiled.

Almost.

But his attention drifted back toward the widow.

Evelyn Carlisle had finally moved.

Guests approached her one by one with condolences. She accepted each with gentle grace, speaking little, lowering her eyes at proper moments, touching gloved fingers lightly against sleeves and hands.

Nothing excessive.

Nothing false enough to be obvious.

And yet something about her felt carefully measured.

Holt followed Milo’s gaze.

“Yes,” he said softly. “She is remarkable.”

“You think she killed him.”

“I think,” Holt replied, “that she became a wealthy widow considerably faster than probability should allow.”

Milo sighed quietly.

“There are no signs of murder.”

“There rarely are in successful murders.”

“You’re impossible to argue with.”

“That is because you continue bringing logic into emotional conversations.”

Milo ignored him.

“You received the letter yesterday?”

Holt nodded once.

“A rather nervous one.”

“And from whom exactly?”

Holt finally turned toward him.

“Lord Adrian Smith.”

Milo frowned immediately.

“The Smith family?”

“The same.”

“That man owns half the northern rail contracts.”

“And apparently fears for his life.”

Milo looked back toward Evelyn Carlisle again.

Rain slid slowly from the brim of her hat.

She was beautiful, though not in the obvious way fashionable young women tried to become beautiful. There was restraint in her appearance. Calmness. She carried herself with confidence but never demanded attention.

Men probably trusted her quickly.

That was the dangerous part.

“How is she connected to Lord Smith?” Milo asked.

“She intends to marry him.”

Milo stared.

“What?”

“According to the letter, they became acquainted four months ago at a charity gathering in Kent. Lord Smith claims he intends to propose within weeks.”

“And now suddenly he believes she murdered her husband?”

“Not suddenly,” Holt said. “Apparently he conducted private inquiries after hearing certain unfortunate rumors.”

“What rumors?”

Holt looked toward the grave.

“That this is not her first dead husband.”

The rain seemed colder after that.

For a moment neither man spoke.

The cemetery crowd had begun thinning now. Carriages rolled slowly toward the gates while servants gathered flowers from soaked benches and pathways.

Mrs. Carlisle remained near the grave alone.

Watching.

Still dry-eyed.

Milo folded his arms.

“How many husbands?”

“Three.”

Milo looked sharply at him.

“Three?”

“The first died in Hampshire eight years ago. A retired judge named Arthur Vale. Stroke during dinner.”

“And the second?”

“Industrial investor. Charles Winford. Dead in bed after an apparent illness.”

“And now Sir Edwin Carlisle.”

“Collapsed beside the fire.”

“All natural deaths.”

“Precisely.”

Milo exhaled slowly.

“You believe she marries wealthy men and somehow kills them without leaving evidence.”

“I believe patterns deserve attention.”

“And what if it is coincidence?”

Holt finally smiled faintly.

“My dear Milo, coincidence is merely a word civilized people use when they are frightened of obvious conclusions.”

“That sentence definitely sounded rehearsed.”

“I’ve had it for years.”

Milo rubbed tired fingers against his temple.

“You understand how absurd this sounds?”

“Yes.”

“And yet you believe it.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Holt’s eyes shifted again toward the widow.

“Because she never asks for money before marriage.”

Milo blinked.

“What?”

“Most fortune hunters reveal themselves eventually. Gifts. Debts. Investments. Desperation. But according to Lord Smith, Mrs. Carlisle appears uninterested in wealth entirely.”

“That makes her innocent, not guilty.”

“No,” Holt said quietly. “It makes her patient.”

The cemetery bell rang once in the distance.

Evelyn Carlisle finally turned from the grave and began walking toward the exit path alone.

As she passed through the remaining guests, people moved aside instinctively.

Not out of fear.

Out of sympathy.

Poor woman.

Three husbands buried.

Milo watched her carefully now.

No dramatic sadness.

No visible relief either.

Only calmness.

And somehow that disturbed him more.

A black carriage waited near the gates. Its driver stepped down immediately and opened the door.

Before entering, Evelyn paused.

Her eyes moved across the cemetery briefly.

Then stopped directly on Holt.

Milo felt it immediately.

She had noticed him long ago.

The distance between them was considerable, yet she held Holt’s gaze with unsettling steadiness.

Not confusion.

Recognition.

As though she already knew exactly who he was.

Then she entered the carriage.

Moments later it disappeared into the rain-covered streets of London.

Milo looked toward Holt.

“Well?”

“She is intelligent,” Holt murmured.

“You gathered that from eye contact?”

“She saw me observing her half an hour ago and chose not to avoid it.”

“That means nothing.”

“It means she is either innocent or extraordinarily dangerous.”

“And which possibility concerns you more?”

Holt adjusted his coat calmly.

“The second one tends to make better evenings.”

—-
[image: ]


By nightfall the rain had worsened.

Gas lamps flickered through fog drifting low across Baker Street while carriages rattled over slick roads below the windows of Flat 4, Harrow Court.

Milo sat near the fire with a medical journal open across his lap, though he had not read the same paragraph successfully in nearly twenty minutes.

Holt stood beside the window smoking silently.

The room smelled faintly of tobacco, old books, and rain-soaked wool.

“You are staring dramatically again,” Milo said eventually.

“I am thinking.”

“You always say that when behaving strangely.”

Holt ignored him.

“Did you notice her hands?”

“Oh God.”

“What?”

“You’ve begun again.”

“Answer the question.”

Milo sighed.

“No. I did not study the widow’s hands during a funeral.”

“She wore no wedding ring.”

“That proves absolutely nothing.”

“It proves she removed it before arriving.”

“Many widows do.”

“Not within three days of burial.”

Milo closed the journal.

“You’re building castles from dust.”

“And yet I am usually correct.”

“That is unfortunately true.”

A knock interrupted them.

Mrs. Dunley, the elderly housekeeper, entered carrying a silver tray with fresh tea.

“There’s a gentleman downstairs asking for Mr. Holt,” she said carefully. “Seems terribly anxious.”

Holt exchanged a glance with Milo.

“Lord Smith?”

“I believe so.”

“Send him up.”

A moment later the door opened again.

Lord Adrian Smith entered quickly, removing wet gloves with restless hands.

He was younger than Milo expected.

Perhaps forty-two. Tall, well-dressed, though exhaustion shadowed his face heavily. He looked like a man who had not slept properly in weeks.

“Mr. Holt,” he said immediately. “Thank God.”

Holt gestured calmly toward a chair.

“You came alone?”

“Yes.”

“You were not followed?”

“I don’t believe so.”

“That is not the same answer.”

Lord Smith swallowed visibly.

Milo noticed the man’s hands trembling slightly.

Fear.

Real fear.

Not theatrical imagination.

“I apologize for arriving unannounced,” Smith said, sitting down heavily. “But after
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