
​Murder, Darling

​By VoidAndVelvet


  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      MURDER, DARLING

    

    
      First edition. April 3, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 VoidAndVelvet.

    

    
    
      Written by VoidAndVelvet.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One - Everything in Its Right Place

Chapter Two - My Husband Keeps Strange Hours

Chapter Three - The Particular Wrongness of That Cactus

Chapter Four - Tuesday, As Promised

Chapter Five - A Knock at the Wrong Hour

Chapter Six - The Guest Who Stays for Breakfast

Chapter Seven - Vivienne Corre Takes Lunch

Chapter Eight - What Dima Knows

Chapter Nine - The Art of Staying Still

Chapter Ten - A Familiar Face in an Unfamiliar Context

Chapter Eleven - Dinner for Four

Chapter Twelve - What He Didn't Tell Me

Chapter Thirteen - What Callum Wants

Chapter Fourteen - What My Husband Does With Information

Chapter Fifteen - Gerald Fitch, Again

Chapter Sixteen - Vivienne Makes a Move

Chapter Seventeen - The Week Catches Up

Chapter Eighteen - Everything That Stayed Quiet

Chapter Nineteen - The Oleander, Unfinished

Chapter Twenty - Aleksei Comes Home

Chapter Twenty-One - What He Kept

Chapter Twenty-Two - What Vivienne Decides

Chapter Twenty-Three - What Dima Argues About

Chapter Twenty-Four - Everything in Its Right Place (Reprise)

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One - Everything in Its Right Place
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The coffee was, as always, too much.

Nate had made four cups' worth, which he did every morning without thinking about it, the same way he always set two mugs out on the counter before remembering that Aleksei had left at six and would not be back until seven. The second mug sat there now, slightly accusatory, next to the bag of Ethiopian blend that Aleksei had started buying six months ago without comment and that Nate had started preferring without admitting it.

He poured one cup. Left the second mug where it was. Carried his coffee to the window.

The city was doing its morning things. Delivery vans. A woman in a yellow coat walking a dog that appeared to resent the leash on philosophical grounds. A man in the building across the street standing at his own window with his own coffee, and Nate had the brief, familiar thought that they were reflections of each other across a gap of forty feet and six floors, two men in the morning quiet, and then the man turned away and was gone and the thought dissolved.

Nate stood at the window until his coffee was half-finished.

The apartment behind him was the way it was every morning: still, warm, exactly arranged. He was not a tidy person in the way of anxious people, who straighten things to quiet themselves. He was tidy in the way of a man who had thought, at some point, about what kind of home he wanted and had built it deliberately and saw no reason to stop. The books were in a particular order that was partly aesthetic and partly his own private logic and that Aleksei had never once attempted to reorganize, which remained one of the cleaner proofs of a successful marriage. The illustration desk was in the corner with the best light, angled so Nate could see the window from his chair. The plants on the sill were three: a small-leafed pothos that had been thriving quietly for two years, a Calathea ornata that required more attention than most people Nate knew, and the Dracaena marginata that Aleksei had brought home last Tuesday, pot and all, setting it on the kitchen counter first and then moving it to the windowsill with the expression of a man choosing a chess position.

The Dracaena was overwatered. It was becoming clear.

Nate looked at it now, setting his mug down on the desk, and tilted the pot slightly to examine the drainage. The soil was still damp two days after its last watering. He made a mental note to say nothing about this. Aleksei watered things the way he approached most problems: decisively, with total commitment and no visible uncertainty, and it occasionally resulted in the wrong outcome, and he didn't need a commentary. He would, eventually, notice the plant was unhappy. He would then purchase a new one with the same total commitment. This was simply the ecology of the thing.

Nate sat down at his desk.

The illustration he'd been working on for the past week was pinned to the board at the back: a Digitalis purpurea, common foxglove, rendered in the particular exacting style the university press had asked for and that Nate had been doing long enough that it required no special effort, only attention. The purple tubular flowers had been the easy part. The stem was ongoing. He had, at some point last Thursday, spent forty minutes on a single leaf because the venation pattern had been refusing to lie correctly on the paper and this had become, briefly, a matter of some personal significance.

He picked up a fine-point pen. He looked at the stem. He put the pen down.

He picked up his coffee instead and looked out at the window, the yellow-grey light on the street, the city moving through its own business at the reasonable pace of a Tuesday in ordinary time.

This was Tuesday. Aleksei would be home by seven.

He was working on a series for a university press, botanical illustrations for a reference text on toxic ornamental plants. It was the second such commission he'd taken from them, and they liked his work because it was precise without being clinical, and because he had a particular facility with things that were beautiful and dangerous simultaneously, which he had noticed was a recurring theme in his professional output and had declined to examine too closely.

Nate was thirty-four years old. He had been a librarian for six years, in the small-medium way of a man who was genuinely good at it and genuinely happy in it and had not planned to leave, until Aleksei had appeared in his life and the life had rearranged itself around this new fact and the library had eventually seemed like a thing that belonged to a different version of him. He had thought it would feel like a loss. It hadn't, particularly. He had taken his time finding the illustration work, and the illustration work had suited him in the manner of something he had been moving toward for years without knowing the direction, and now it was Tuesday and he was at his desk with foxglove and a cup of good coffee and nothing was required of him except the stem, which he was currently ignoring.

He was very good at being still.

He had a theory about this, which he had never articulated to anyone, which was that stillness was a skill and not a temperament and that he had, at some earlier point in his life, needed to learn it with the focused intention of someone acquiring a survival technique. The details of this he kept in the same part of himself where he kept other things he had finished with: stored, organized, not opened.

He picked up the pen again.

He worked on the foxglove stem for ninety minutes and got the venation right on the fourth try and felt the particular satisfaction of a small problem correctly solved. He made a second cup of coffee. He stood at the window again. The woman in the yellow coat came back without the dog, which suggested the walk had concluded on terms acceptable to both parties.

He was back at the desk, beginning work on the flower's interior structure, when he heard it: sirens, somewhere below and east, the thin wail of them moving through the ordinary sound of the city. They were not unusual. They were not close. Nate listened to them for a moment, the pen moving precisely over the paper, the narrow throat of the foxglove flower taking shape under his hand.

He didn't look up.

Outside, the sirens faded. The city continued. The Dracaena sat in its damp soil on the windowsill, radiantly overwatered, still very much alive.

It was Tuesday. Aleksei would be home by seven.

Nate turned back to the foxglove.
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​Chapter Two - My Husband Keeps Strange Hours
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Aleksei arrived at 7:08 p.m.

Nate heard the elevator before he heard the key. There was a specific mechanical complaint the building's elevator made at the sixth floor, a brief reluctant groan as it leveled out, and over nine years Nate had become attuned to it the way you became attuned to the sound of a particular person's footstep on a stair: not listening for it, exactly, but knowing it the instant it happened.

He put the fish in the oven.

The key. The door. The specific silence of a man who moved through spaces as though they owed him nothing.

Aleksei came into the kitchen, and Nate, at the counter, did not turn around immediately, which was not rudeness but the comfort of two people who did not require ceremony from each other. He heard Aleksei set something down, a briefcase or bag, heard the quiet process of a jacket being shrugged off, and then Aleksei was beside him at the counter, not touching, just present in the way he was always present, which was total and unhurried and slightly vertiginous if you let yourself think about it.

"Ten minutes," Nate said, meaning the fish.

Aleksei made a sound of acknowledgment. He moved to wash his hands at the sink, and Nate stepped to the side without being asked, the small automatic choreography of a shared kitchen.

"How was your day," Nate said. Not a question, quite. More an offering.

"Manageable," Aleksei said.

Nate nodded and reached for the wine.

This was the word, manageable, and it was the complete sentence, and Nate had stopped waiting for more behind it approximately seven years ago. He knew, in the broad strokes and the occasional specific, what Aleksei's work was. He had known before they married. He had asked, once, directly, before they'd known each other for a year, sitting in a restaurant with a white tablecloth and a candle that was slightly too tall for comfortable eye contact, and Aleksei had looked at him for a long moment and then told him, in the flat declarative way he had of saying serious things, precisely what kind of man he was and what kind of life Nate would be walking into. Not the details. The shape of it. The thing that, once understood, could not be ununderstood.

Nate had listened to the whole of it. He had asked one clarifying question, which was whether Aleksei had ever lied to him, and Aleksei had said no, and Nate had believed him, because in nearly a year of knowing this man he had never once caught him in anything that wasn't exactly what it appeared to be. He had then asked a second question, which was whether Aleksei intended to, and Aleksei had been quiet for a moment in the way he was quiet when he was arriving at something rather than concealing it, and then said: not to you.

Nate had refilled both their glasses. They had finished the dinner. He had known, walking home that evening, that he was going to marry this man, and he had sat with the knowledge the way he sat with things that were settled, which was without particular drama.

He didn't consider himself brave for it. Brave implied the presence of fear overcome, and what Nate felt about Aleksei, then and now, was something closer to clarity. He had looked at the full shape of the thing and found it acceptable. More than acceptable. He had found it, in the way of very few things in his adult life, exactly right.

"The fish has capers," Nate said, carrying two plates to the table.

Aleksei's expression shifted in the almost invisible way it shifted when he was registering something. "I don't like capers."

"You ate every single one last time."

"I was being polite."

Nate set a plate in front of him. "You have never been polite about food in nine years. Sit down."

Aleksei sat down. He looked at the fish. He picked up his fork.

They ate in the way of two people who had long since run out of need to perform for each other, and it was one of the things Nate liked best about his life, this particular quality of silence at the table, the way the evening had its own texture and weight and didn't require narration. The city was quieter at this hour, the daytime noise subsided to a low undertow of traffic and occasionally a voice from the street, and the kitchen lamp made everything warm and close.

Aleksei ate approximately two-thirds of his fish, including all of the capers, without comment.

Nate asked about the drive. Aleksei said there'd been a delay on the eastern bridge but nothing that mattered. Nate said he'd seen a piece in the paper about the bridge repair schedule and Aleksei said the paper's timeline was optimistic. Nate said he had also thought so. This exchange contained, between them, a complete sufficiency.

Nate refilled Aleksei's glass without being asked, the bottle closest to his hand. Aleksei's hand rested briefly on the back of Nate's chair when he got up to take both plates to the sink, a passing gesture, there and gone, and Nate did not look up from the table when it happened because some things were so precisely right that looking directly at them was beside the point.

Later, Aleksei read. Nate went back to the foxglove. They were in the same room, which was the whole of it, the specific luxury of two people who had managed, against considerable odds and the general indifference of the universe, to be in the right place.

At ten, Aleksei closed his book. He said: "You didn't eat all the capers either."

Nate, not looking up from the foxglove's interior structure, said: "I gave them to you."

A pause.

"Why," Aleksei said.

"Because you like them."

The pause was longer this time, of the particular variety that in another man might have been the prelude to an argument and in Aleksei was just thinking. Then he said, in the tone he reserved for observations he was filing away rather than deploying: "I don't like the capers."

"Mm," said Nate.

He could feel Aleksei looking at him. He kept his eyes on the paper.

"I'm going to bed," Aleksei said.

"Ten minutes," said Nate, meaning himself.

Aleksei stood. He passed behind Nate's chair, and his hand rested on Nate's shoulder for a moment, brief and deliberate, in the way everything he did was deliberate, and then he was gone down the hall and the room was quiet and the illustration was almost finished.

Nate worked on the foxglove for eight more minutes. Then he put the pen down, capped the ink, and looked at what he had.

It was good work. Precise, careful, exactly what it needed to be.

He turned off the desk lamp. He went to bed.

The city continued outside, doing what cities do in the dark, and the apartment was warm, and there were two coffee mugs in the drying rack that would be dirty again by morning, and this was the life: chosen, deliberate, exactly right.

Nate was asleep before eleven.
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​Chapter Three - The Particular Wrongness of That Cactus
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The gallery was on the third floor of a building that had once been a textile warehouse and had since been converted into the kind of space that used the word curated with sincerity. The ceilings were high. The lighting was precise and slightly cold. The wine was a Chenin Blanc that Nate was enjoying more than he'd expected, which put him in a generous mood as he stood in front of a large-format photograph of what appeared to be a dam.

He was looking at the dam and thinking about the Digitalis series, specifically about whether the publisher would want the flowers in situ or isolated on white, when Irina Vashkevich appeared at his elbow and said, "My husband is not coming either, apparently, so at least we are both abandoned," which was her way of greeting people and which Nate had learned to accept without the instinct to correct her. Aleksei was not absent because of abandonment. He was absent because a gallery opening on a Wednesday evening in a building full of people associated with men like him was not a thing he attended when he could send Nate instead, a fact they both understood and which required no commentary.

"The dam is growing on me," Nate said.

Irina looked at the dam. "It looks like a wall."

"I think that's what it is."

"Then why is it in a gallery."

This was an unanswerable question and they both accepted it and moved on to the wine table.

He knew most of the people in the room, or knew them in the particular way you knew people whose company you kept by proximity rather than choice. There were six or seven women whose husbands operated in the same professional adjacency as Aleksei, various gradations of power and visibility, and they moved through each other's social lives with the practiced ease of people who had learned to be pleasant about things they weren't telling each other. Nate had been in this orbit long enough to have a read on most of them. He was comfortable, if not precisely warm. He was observant, which in this room passed for sociable.

He was on his second glass of the Chenin Blanc and examining a series of small ink studies near the back wall when he felt, with the specific quality of being watched by someone who was doing it with intention, a change in the room's texture.

He turned around.

The woman was standing near the entrance, holding a glass of red wine she had not drunk from, wearing something dark and precisely fitted that suggested expense without announcing it. She was perhaps forty or a little over, with the particular quality of attention that belonged to people who were interested in rooms rather than in the people in them, and she was looking at Nate with the calm, specific focus of someone who had already identified what she came to find.

She crossed the room without haste. She moved the way certain people moved through social space, as though the room was reconfiguring itself to accommodate her rather than the other way around.

"Nathaniel Voss," she said. Not a question.

"Nate," he said.

She smiled. It was a very good smile, warm and direct and with enough personal quality to it that Nate's social instincts, honed across nine years of exactly these rooms, registered it as something deployed rather than felt. This was not a criticism. Everyone in this room deployed their warmth. It was simply useful to know.

"Vivienne Corre," she said. "I've been hoping we'd have a chance to speak. Your husband's reputation precedes him, of course, but I've been following your illustration work for some time. The Hellebore series you did last year was quite remarkable."

"Thank you," Nate said.

"The way you handled the seed pods especially. Most botanical illustrators treat them as an afterthought."

"They're the most interesting part," Nate said, meaning it.

Vivienne's smile shifted fractionally, something behind it warming toward genuine. "Exactly what I thought. Do you work primarily in pen, or do you mix with watercolour at that stage?"

They talked for twenty minutes. She was good at talking. She was, Nate noted, exceptionally good at listening in the way of someone who collected information not by asking for it directly but by making the other person feel that their information was worth wanting. She asked about his process. She asked about the university press commission. She asked, with apparent idleness, whether he worked from home or kept a studio, and Nate said both, and she said how lovely, was the studio nearby, and Nate said it was convenient.

She did not pursue it. She moved on, smoothly, to a question about the hellebore series and its composition, and Nate answered it, and somewhere in the back of his mind the small quiet register he kept for things worth noting received a single entry and filed it without further comment.

By the time Vivienne excused herself, collected by a tall man with a beard who appeared to require her input on the dam photograph, Nate was holding his third glass of wine and feeling the pleasant weight of a conversation that had been, on its surface, entirely agreeable, and underneath its surface, something he would think about later.

Not with alarm, quite. With interest.

Irina reappeared. "She was talking to you for a long time."

"We talked about seed pods."

Irina looked at him. "I don't know what that means in this context."

"I think it means she has an eye for illustration," Nate said.

Irina made a sound that indicated she found this answer incomplete but was too polite to say so, and they moved on to discuss Irina's daughter's school situation, which was more immediately tractable.

At nine o'clock, when Nate was thinking about leaving, he heard Irina make a small, expressive noise and turned to find her looking at an enormous sculptural cactus that had appeared in the corner near the host's table, placed on a wooden pediment with a small card attached. It was large. It was, in the way of most very large cacti in domestic or semi-domestic settings, extremely difficult to look at without having some kind of reaction. This one was a Cereus peruvianus monstrosus, which grew in the lumped, irregular, slightly geological formations that made it look less like a plant than like something that had happened to one. It was approximately four feet tall, a deep blue-green, and occupied the corner with absolute indifference to the aesthetic it was interrupting.

The card read: For Marta, with congratulations on the opening. AV.

"Is that from your husband," Irina said.

Nate looked at it for a moment. "Yes."

"It's very..."

"Yes."

Irina took a sip of wine. "Does he always give cactus as a congratulatory gift."

"He has strong feelings about resilience as a quality," Nate said, which was the truest and also the most diplomatic version of the answer, the real version being that Aleksei chose houseplants and gifts involving living things with total, committed sincerity and a complete absence of conventional aesthetic instinct, and that this had taken Nate some years to understand was not carelessness but rather its own form of care.

The host, Marta, was standing near the pediment with the expression of a woman who was very graciously uncertain what she was looking at.

Nate excused himself, crossed the room, and spent the next fifteen minutes having a perfectly
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