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Wednesday, July 15, 1896

Armstrong Brown Investigations Office

Bright lights dazzled as Boston's finest mingled with reporters racing to be the first to publish the story of the opening of Armstrong Brown Investigations. At the center of all the pomp and ceremony of the agency opening, was Princess Mary Armstrong-Leeds and the dazzling smile that adorned her lovely face.

Tonight, Mary had reached a new height of recognition, and this time her title had nothing to do with it... Well, the fact that she was minor royalty did lend her some influence now and then, but that was beside the point. Mary was the first lady detective in Boston and she had just opened her very own agency, together with her business partner and fiancé, Bennet Brown.

“Your Royal Highness!”

Mary turned to see a young man staring expectantly at her with a sketch pad in his hand. 

“I am Noah Lambert from Harper’s Bazaar magazine. Do you mind if I make a quick sketch of you for the magazine? I must say you look splendid tonight.” 

“Of course, you can,” she said. The more their investigation firm was reported about, the better. To the woman she had previously been conversing with, she offered her apologies before turning back to the reporter. “Where would you like me to stand?”

After looking around for a moment, he motioned toward a pair of tall potted plants away from the crowds in the room.

“This area makes for a fine backdrop.” 

She glanced down at her dress before posing, tilting her head in what she hoped was a regal manner and donning another smile. Everyone who had seen her that evening had admired the elegant ensemble, designed by none other than Lady Sarah Arbusson of the famed salon, La Robe Dorée. Mary simply adored the dramatic scroll pattern in a striking juxtaposition of black velvet on ivory satin, with the curving tendrils that emphasized the S-shape of the bodice. Never had Mary felt so satisfied about a dress.

Thankfully, the sketch artist worked quickly. As much as she loved posing for drawings and photographs, she was not the sort to remain stationary for long.

“All done,” the man confirmed. “The magazine will love this. Thank you for your time, Your Highness.”

Mary acknowledged his thanks with a nod and a wave before moving away. A few yards ahead of her, Lord Cannington, also known as Bennet Brown, stood with his back to her. As if sensing her scrutiny, he turned, flashing a pearly white grin when he saw her and closing the space between them with only a couple of strides. Her heart gave a little kick in her chest.

Her fiancé was really very handsome indeed.

"Have I told you how lovely you look this evening, Your Highness?" he murmured close to her ear.

"I don't believe you have, my lord," she replied coyly, gazing up through her lashes with a giddy excitement that was not altogether feigned. 

So much had happened in the past months. Back in March, they had solved a big case that brought down some of Boston's criminal gangs, all while her brother-in-law, Henry DeHavillend, their boss and mentor, was away in Philadelphia. Their success had spawned the idea to branch out from under Henry’s protective wings and open their own investigations office; and on top of that, Bennet had recently proposed to her.

He took her hand and raised it to his lips before tucking it in the curve of his elbow. “You are simply beautiful, Mary. I am a lucky man.” He glanced around the room. “Unfortunately, we can’t steal away together just yet. I believe we're expected to continue making our rounds.”

“Well, we can try and do that, together.” She chuckled. “Though they do keep separating us, don’t they?”

“It is starting to annoy me.”

As if on cue, a voice called out, “Lord Cannington!”

“And I,” Mary murmured, releasing Bennet’s arm and turning to see who had claimed her fiancé’s attention.

Lord Redmon, a politician and a man Mary thoroughly disliked, waddled up to them, his cane clicking on the tiled floor. His hawk-like gaze traveled over Mary and dismissed her with a short nod, before he clapped Bennet on the shoulder.

“Congratulations, old chap. This is a most extraordinary achievement for a man so young.”

Mary shot him a glare. How could he ignore her so blatantly when her name was in front of the building in bold letters?

“Thank you, Lord Redmon. But it is as much Mary’s endeavor as mine. More, in fact. I could not have done any of this without Her Royal Highness.” Bennet grabbed for her again and tugged her close to include her in the conversation.

Bennet was indeed a rare treasure among men. Unlike the man in front of them. Redmon flicked his gaze briefly toward her. “Indeed. I understand you are engaged to be married, Your Highness. My felicitations.”

“Thank you, my lord,” she said with a stiff smile. “You are too kind.”

Bennet gently nudged her with his elbow, clearing his throat. “Thank you for coming, my lord. If you'll please excuse us, we have other guests to greet.”

“I daresay your establishment is far smaller than Detective DeHavillend's,” Lord Redmon remarked as they turned away. 

Bennet's expression immediately hardened. “Detective DeHavillend is our mentor and friend, and there is no measure to the respect we both have for him. We did not establish our own agency to compete with his.”

“Quite so.”

“Please excuse us, Lord Redmon.”

Mary was pleased that Bennet had stood up to the man—although she could have done it if he'd allowed her the opportunity—but her jaw was clenched very tightly by the time they left.

“Don't let his remarks bother you, darling.” Bennet patted her hand. “The man is not well-liked by many.”

The man is an imbecile, she wanted to shout. Instead, she settled for a quiet, “Easy for you to say. You're not the one everyone is disregarding. At least in relation to the firm. They all seem to love my dress.”

Perhaps she should have worn something more business-like?

Some tonight had blatantly ignored her role in setting up Armstrong Brown Investigations and given all the accolade to Bennet. She had known this would happen—women were making great strides these days but there was still so much to do to attain true equality—and she had braced herself accordingly. But still, the unfairness of it pained her.

“It is as if I am only here as your decorative appendage,” she grumbled, as Bennet steered her in the direction of wealthy industrialist Martin Lennox.

“The most important people in your life give you the recognition you deserve,” he said. “I think that trumps everyone else's opinion.”

“You’re right.” She released a sigh and let go of her annoyance. The opening was a success, and her entire family was here to support them.

Her gaze met her sister Libby’s across the room and she waved. Libby’s husband Henry, standing beside his wife, was beaming at the crowd like a proud parent.

Mr. Lennox’s congratulations brought her attention back to the conversation. “Having agencies like this one, and DeHavillend’s, makes me feel as though our society is moving toward something greater. Provides options other than the police, when that option is not necessarily always the best one. Well done, detectives.”

“Thank you, Mr. Lennox," Mary responded. “That’s very kind of you to say.”

“Indeed, Detective. When did you decide to break away from your mentor?”

Bennet answered this one. “When we felt we had enough experience to do well on our own.” He gazed down at Mary, his expression tender. “And it's an excellent partnership. We work well together.”

Mr. Lennox nodded. “I am happy for you. Once again, congratulations to you both.”

As they moved on, Bennet spoke up. “See? Not everyone thinks as Lord Redmon does.”

“Remind me why we invited him?”

“We need the presence of people of consequence, even if we don’t like them.” He glanced at two reporters on the other side of the vast space in which the event was taking place. “The members of the press certainly seem to be having a good time tonight.”

“I agree. Why don’t you try talking to them?” She indicated toward the reporters. “They have enough photographs and sketches of me to fill a book!”

“Very well. What do you plan to do now?”

She slipped her hand from his arm. “I’m going upstairs to check on John.”

Bennet caught her hand and placed a soft kiss on her knuckles. “Thank you.”

Bennet had found John wandering on the streets several weeks ago, and had taken him in to do odd jobs in return for food and lodgings and the promise he would attend to his schoolwork. He was a smart boy with a passion for the sciences, and Mary had even spoken to him recently about helping him apply for university studies if it was something he wished later on.

Once they had secured the office premises for their new agency, John had moved in to the upper floor of the building and declared himself their junior caretaker. Despite the fact that he was only fourteen years old, Bennet and Mary had reluctantly agreed to letting him stay there instead of at Bennet’s residence. The building was secure, with Mr. Piper, their night manager, and his wife Veronica, who also lived in the building, agreeing to keep watch over John outside office hours. John’s current situation was far better than his previous one, and he seemed happy in his cozy suite of rooms.

Mary weaved expertly through the crowd of guests, making her way to the upper level. It was much quieter, giving her a moment to collect her thoughts. Tonight, had been a roaring success. Come tomorrow, their names and faces would likely adorn every newspaper in Boston. Hopefully, that would lead to new cases for herself and Bennet, and a grand start to their endeavor.

She knocked on the door to John’s room.

“Come in!” the boy called.

When she stepped inside, she found him in a chair by the window, reading a book by gas light. 

“Good evening, Miss,” the boy greeted cheerfully, closing the book in his hand.

“Good evening, John,” she returned. “I trust you’ve eaten.”

“I have.” He grinned. “I am doing my schoolwork now.” 

“Excellent. Don’t be too late to bed, though.”

“I won’t,” he said obediently. “How is the event going, Miss?” 

“It is a success, John.” She smiled at him. “If the evening continues the way it started, we’re going to be very busy, very soon.” 

“That is wonderful. I am here if you need me to do anything.”

“Don’t worry. Just finish your schoolwork and get some sleep.” She turned to leave. “Good night.”

“Good night, Miss,” he called after her.

Unexpectedly, she was accosted by a reporter on her way back downstairs. “Your Highness, I am Theodore Lloyd with the Boston Tattler. May I ask you a few questions? And a photograph, too?” 

“Yes, you may. But perhaps...” She gestured. “We could finish this downstairs?”

“Of course.”

Once downstairs again, he guided her toward a camera that had been set up in a corner of the room. “I have been promised a promotion if I get the best story tonight,” he said.

“And you wish for my help with that?” Mary drawled as she posed in front of the camera. 

“Yes, Your Highness,” he replied boldly. “And I will be quite thorough in my questioning.” 

She raised a brow. “I reserve the right to choose whether or not to answer your questions, Mr. Lloyd.”

“Are you ready?” he asked. At her nod, he took the picture. “My questions are ones you can easily answer.” 

“What would you like to know, Mr. Lloyd?”

He flashed her a debonair smile and pulled a notebook and pencil from a pocket of his jacket. He was handsome and clearly knew how to employ charm. “Straight to the point. That is the sign of a lady who knows what she wants.” 

Mary laughed. “Flattery might not work in your favor.”

“Oh, believe me. This is far from flattery. It is nothing but the truth.”

“Shall we begin?” she urged.

“Of course. I understand you are planning a fall wedding. Have you decided on a date?”

Mary’s eyebrows rose slowly and she pursed her lips for a moment before replying. “I do not believe this particular question has anything to do with tonight’s agency opening.”

“You are marrying your business and investigation partner. Therefore, the question is relevant.”

“I see.” She supposed he had a point. But even though she and Bennet had discussed a few options and decided on September, she did not wish to share that information with this man. “We have not confirmed a date.” 

“Can you at least tell us the month, Your Highness?” 

Mary shook her head. “You may ask your next question. And please, call me Detective.”

Mr. Lloyd cleared his throat. “Do you think there will be competition between your firm and Detective DeHavillend’s, Detective?”

Enough with that question! Mary rolled her eyes, not bothering to hide her annoyance.

“Detective DeHavillend is not only our mentor but my brother-in-law. Competing with him is pointless, and neither is it our intention. Sadly, there is no shortage of crime in this city. I believe there will be more than enough work to sustain both agencies.”

“Good answer.” 

“I did not realize there was a good or bad answer,” she remarked, smoothing her hands over her dress. She was starting to become impatient and wanted this interview over with.

“Pardon my forwardness, Detective, but that is a splendid dress. Who is the designer?”

“Lady Sarah Arbusson, of La Robe Dorée.” Sarah was a personal friend of Mary’s, and her sister Libby’s, and even though the designer had married Tamworth Arbusson and they now had a passel of children, she still managed the famed dress salon and accepted occasional design commissions.

The reporter whistled through his teeth. “Only the best, eh?”

Mary gave him a small, stiff smile. “Do you have any more questions?”

“Yes. Will you be taking every case that comes your way or only those with the potential to gain the public’s attention?”

“Our aim is to solve cases, not provide a public spectacle. That said, we will be selective with our work, based mainly on the urgency of the matters brought before us.”

“You will be selective with your cases,” he said, scribbling something in his notebook.

Mary knew very well that reporters could never be trusted, especially ones who used their stories to climb up the hierarchy. She decided to clarify her statement. “For example, you do not expect us to take up a small theft case when we could prevent a murder, do you?”

“Definitely not. Again, good answer. Do you have any fear that your relationship with your fiancé, Detective Brown, might affect your work? What if you have a marital spat, which occurs naturally and more frequently than you think? Will it affect your work?”

Her relationship with Bennet had affected their cases in the past, but that had been before they grew to understand each other properly. Their harmony now could only be called splendid and although they still argued about some things, she did not think the impact would be significant.

“It will not. We have worked together successfully for a long time,” she answered.

“But it is no secret that—”

Whatever Mr. Lloyd was about to say was cut off by a blood-curdling scream that rose above the noise of the guests and seemed to emanate from the lower level of the building.
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Mary’s entire body froze but only for a fraction of a moment. She gathered her skirts and ran toward the stairwell. Mr. Lloyd briefly stepped into her path and she almost knocked into him. She sidled around the annoying man and hurried downstairs. 

Hurrying footsteps sounded behind her. “What the devil was that?” Bennet asked, joining her.

“I don’t know.” Mary stared around. “It came from down here. The kitchen, perhaps?”

Bennet’s breath released in a hiss and he took her elbow. “Stay close.”

A feeling of dread settled in the pit of her stomach. Just when she’d thought the evening was going well, this happened. She remained close to Bennet as he’d instructed and they moved down the dimly lit hallway toward the rooms on this level—the kitchen and two large storage areas.

The kitchen door was open and they decided to check it first. They were greeted by the pale faces of two female serving staff who stared aghast at Mary and Bennet as they entered the room, then returned their gazes to something on the floor. Their bodies were visibly shaking.

The sight of a man convulsing violently on the floor clenched Mary’s insides. She gasped when she recognized him. The man was none other than society’s notorious Boston Tattler gossip columnist, Mr. Elmer Mitchell. 

Bennet jumped forward toward the man, while Mary quickly ushered the panicked serving staff out of the kitchen before heading back upstairs to the guest area. It seemed their visitors had taken the scream in their stride. They continued to mingle and chat, seemingly unaware that anything untoward had occurred beneath their feet. Her eyes moved rapidly, scanning their faces for the person she needed. The medical examiner, Dr. Heiser. She found him standing with his assistant, Rose Pullins. There must have been something in her gaze when they saw her standing there, because the two of them rushed across the room toward her.

“What is it, Mary?” Rose said. “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

Of all the guests here this evening—besides her family—she was most glad of their presence at that moment. And Rose Pullins was more than an acquaintance; she had become a friend since they had shared criminology classes at the university.

“We have a situation below stairs,” she announced as they moved to follow her. “A situation that requires medical intervention.”

“What is the situation?” Dr. Heiser asked as the three of them hurried down to the kitchen.

“A man is convulsing,” Mary said briefly. When they reached the kitchen, the doctor’s curious expression turned to professional concern and he rushed forward to drop to his knees beside Bennet.

He took hold of Mr. Mitchell’s flailing arms as Bennet rolled the man onto his side.  Their efforts did no good. Mary could see that they were too late. His face and lips had turned blue, and his eyes were bulging out in obvious agony.

Mr. Mitchell turned to Bennet, grabbing at his trouser leg. His mouth opened and closed as he tried to say something but no sound came out. Bennet crouched close.

“What are you trying to say, Mr. Mitchell?”

The man’s eyes rolled back in his head and he was gone with one final spasm.

The room was gravely silent for a protracted moment until Bennet said quietly, “Bitter almond smell.”

He raised his gaze to Mary’s. She was frozen, the shock of what had happened holding her still with cold tendrils of horror. 

“Cyanide,” Mary whispered.

Bennet nodded at her, as Dr. Heiser announced the time of death.

“Rose, I need you to call the Chief of Police immediately,” the medical examiner said. “This is no accident.”

“It’s cyanide poisoning,” Mary repeated, more loudly.

“I believe that is correct,” Dr. Heiser confirmed.

Her initial shock began to wear off and adrenaline coursed through her veins. She stared around the kitchen and caught sight of Mr. Lloyd scribbling in his notebook.

“No!” She moved toward him with determined steps, but he shoved his notebook into his coat pocket and ran off down the hallway. Henry was hurrying the opposite way, toward her. She met him at the kitchen entrance and quickly brought her brother-in-law up to speed. He beckoned Bennet over.

“What would you like me to do?” Henry asked them. “The police have been called, I presume?”

“Yes, of course.” Mary nodded, and Bennet piped up.

“I suggest we bring the event to a close and get everyone out of here as fast as we can,” he said.

Mary couldn’t agree more. But... “There was a reporter lurking here earlier, a Mr. Lloyd from the same newspaper as this poor chap...” She indicated the body on the floor.

Henry nodded grimly. “I’ll look for him when I head upstairs.”

“Thank you, Henry,” she said, then considered the scene before her. This is not how she had envisaged the night ending.

Poor Mr. Mitchell.

Frustrated, she bit her lower lip, knowing she could trust Henry to execute a mass exodus upstairs with calm and decorum.

She and Bennet rejoined the medical examiner and Rose.

“Poison?” Bennet queried, and the doctor nodded.

“I’d say it’s likely. Though I will need to undertake a full examination, of course.”

“Of course,” Bennet echoed, before taking Mary’s hand. “Are you all right, dearest?” 

“I don’t know, Bennet. Of all the days for this to happen... We don’t yet know what we’re dealing with.”

Yet being the operative word. It seemed they had just—however inadvertently—been handed their first case.

“It’s going to be all right.” He ran his hand up and down her back in a calming motion. “We’ll take this case and solve it. See it as Armstrong Brown Investigations’ first official case.”

She looked up at him. “That makes me feel better, but only just.”

The police arrived and quickly took over the scene. The Chief of Police, Montgomery, approached them, his expression one of grim determination. “Detectives, we’ll need to ask you some questions.” He looked at Mary. “Detective Armstrong-Leeds, you will go with Officer Neilson. And Detective Brown, you will accompany Officer Miles.”

Mary gave Bennet a nervous look. He returned it with an encouraging nod. She was annoyed as much as she was nervous. It would have been good to remain in the room to observe the collection of evidence using the newest forensics advances, including fingerprint collection. But she understood the necessity of them being questioned and she respected the decision to separate herself and Bennet.

Officer Neilson led her to one of the offices on the first floor and she sat in a chair while he remained standing, pulling out a notebook and a pen from his coat pocket.

“Detective,” he began. “Do you know the deceased?”

Mary took a deep breath before answering. “Yes, I do, but only on a professional level.”

“Did you invite him to your event?”

“The event was open to the press. A formal invitation was never issued directly to him.”

Officer Neilson scrawled something then cleared his throat. “Did you speak to him tonight?”

“Yes, he interviewed me earlier.”

“Did he ask you any questions you were unhappy with?” 

“Reporters always ask people questions they are unhappy with, so yes, he did.”

The officer pulled up a chair and sat, facing her. “I think this might
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