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Mr. Cornelius Vane was, by every account I had gathered over the course of a single disagreeable dinner, a man who had spent the whole of his considerable fortune purchasing precisely the sort of company that would laugh at his jokes and precisely none of the sort that would tell him the truth.

His townhouse in Belgravia reflected this particular philosophy with considerable thoroughness — every room a monument to expense rather than taste, every guest at his own table chosen, I suspected, rather more for their willingness to be dazzled than for any genuine affection he held for their company. Cressida and I had accepted the invitation only because Fenwick's own professional dealings had brought him briefly into Vane's orbit some weeks before, and because Cressida, ever curious about a household she had heard described in terms ranging from admiring to openly scandalous, had declared herself unable to resist the opportunity to judge the matter for herself.

"He made his fortune in railway shares, I understand," Cressida had murmured to me as our carriage approached the house, "and has spent every shilling of it since attempting to purchase the respectability his own methods never quite managed to earn him honestly."

"You make him sound considerably more interesting than the ordinary run of self-made men, Cressida."

"I make him sound, Eleanor, precisely as interesting as an evening in his company will very likely prove him to be — which is to say, not very, but amusingly so, provided one approaches the whole business with the proper spirit of anthropological curiosity."

"You have grown rather cynical, Cressida, regarding self-made fortunes and their particular owners."

"I have grown rather observant, Eleanor, which I do not think the same thing at all, whatever cynicism the observation occasionally resembles. I have watched a great many men purchase their way into Society these past years, and I confess the purchasing rarely produces the particular contentment they evidently hope it will."

"Perhaps Mr. Vane will prove the exception, Cressida, whatever your own considerable doubts presently suggest."

"Perhaps he shall, Eleanor. I confess I rather doubt it, though I am entirely willing to have my own doubt properly disproven, should this evening's dinner manage the feat."

The dinner itself proved her prediction largely accurate. Vane held court at the head of his own table with the particular loud confidence of a man convinced that volume alone could substitute for wit, working his way through each guest in turn with remarks calculated to appear playful while carrying, beneath their surface, a rather less playful edge. He had already, by the time the second remove arrived, reduced a young clergyman's wife to visible discomfort over her husband's modest living, and needled a minor baronet about certain unfortunate investments that had, by all appearances, considerably diminished his own fortune.

The baronet, a Sir Michael Winstanley, bore this particular needling with the strained good humour of a man determined not to give his host the satisfaction of visible offence, though I noted his own hand tightening rather considerably around his wine glass each time Vane's remarks turned in his direction.

"You invested in the Colonial Trading concern, I understand, Sir Michael," Vane observed, with the particular relish of a man who already knows precisely how a question will wound before he asks it. "I hope your own losses proved rather more modest than the general rumour suggests."

"Modest enough, Mr. Vane, thank you for your own considerable concern."

"I merely ask out of friendship, Sir Michael, understanding how very much such losses can trouble a man's own peace of mind."

"Your friendship is noted, Mr. Vane, whatever form its expression presently takes."

I found myself, watching this particular exchange, struck by how very practised Sir Michael's own deflection had evidently become, understanding that this was plainly not the first occasion upon which Vane's own hospitality had required such careful management.

I noted, watching this performance unfold, a young man seated at Vane's own right hand who said very little throughout, his own expression carrying a particular careful blankness that struck me, even then, as the practised composure of someone long accustomed to weathering his host's considerable moods without visible complaint. Fenwick, seated beside me, leaned close enough to murmur his own observation.

"The nephew, I believe — Julian Harcourt. I understand he manages a portion of the household's affairs, in whatever capacity his uncle permits him."

"He looks rather unhappy in the role, Mr. Fenwick, whatever capacity it entails."

"Most young men in his particular position generally do, Marchioness. Dependence rarely sits comfortably upon anyone obliged to wear it."

It was into this atmosphere — Vane's own considerable self-satisfaction, the table's collective weariness with his particular brand of hospitality, and Harcourt's own quiet, watchful unhappiness — that Vane's attention finally, inevitably turned toward Cressida herself.

"You are very quiet this evening, Duchess," he observed, some while into the second remove, with the particular satisfied malice of a host who has already decided which of his guests he intends to bait before the pudding arrives. "I had heard you kept a rather sharper tongue than this."

"I keep it sharp, Mr. Vane," Cressida said, "for occasions that properly deserve it."

"And this occasion does not?"

"This occasion, Mr. Vane, has thus far offered me nothing beyond an indifferent claret and a great deal of your own conversation, neither of which I find myself inclined to waste a sharp tongue upon."

The table laughed — genuinely, warmly, the particular laughter of guests grateful for anyone bold enough to needle a host who plainly deserved it — and I watched Vane's own face tighten, very slightly, beneath his practised joviality.

"You wound me, Duchess."

"I have not yet begun to wound you, Mr. Vane. Continue as you are, and I shall demonstrate the difference."

"A dangerous promise, from a lady of your reputation."

"Not a promise, Mr. Vane. Merely an observation of the ordinary course of dinner-table justice. Insult my claret again, and I shall poison your next drink myself, and you may consider it entirely deserved."

It was, I want to be perfectly plain upon this point, exactly the sort of thing said at exactly that sort of dinner table by exactly that sort of guest — a dry, theatrical threat, delivered with a raised glass and a wicked smile, greeted by the whole table's considerable laughter, including, after a moment's visible effort, Vane's own. I laughed myself. Fenwick, seated beside me, laughed. It was, in every particular that mattered, a joke, and it was received as a joke, and I did not think of it again for the whole of the remaining evening.

The dinner proceeded, after that particular exchange, with rather more ease than its opening course had promised, Vane himself seeming to relax somewhat once the table's laughter had properly settled, as though Cressida's own willingness to spar with him had earned her some measure of genuine respect his other guests' more cautious deference had never quite managed to produce.

I found myself, over the meal's remaining courses, drawn into conversation with a Mrs. Aldercott, a widow of modest means seated to my own left, who confided, with the particular candour strangers sometimes extend one another over a shared table, her own considerable dependence upon Vane's continued goodwill.

"He has been generous to me, Marchioness, since my own husband's death left me rather more straitened than I had anticipated. I do not know that I ought to say so plainly, but I confess I have learned to overlook his particular manner, understanding how very much easier he has made my own circumstances."

"That is a difficult balance to strike, Mrs. Aldercott — gratitude alongside genuine discomfort."

"It is, Marchioness, though I do not think myself alone in the striking of it. I believe young Mr. Harcourt manages rather the same balance himself, given his own position in this household."

I glanced again toward Harcourt, seated in his own watchful silence at his uncle's right hand, and found myself, for reasons I could not yet properly articulate, rather more curious about his particular circumstances than the ordinary run of dinner-table observation generally warranted.

Fenwick, catching my own attention as the final course was cleared, offered a quiet observation of his own. "You are cataloguing the table, Marchioness. I recognise the particular stillness that generally precedes it."

"I am merely observing, Mr. Fenwick, as I generally do at any gathering of strangers."

"You are observing rather more closely than an ordinary gathering generally warrants, whatever modest framing you presently offer. I begin to suspect some professional habit has simply become impossible for you to entirely set aside, whatever the occasion."

"Perhaps it has, Mr. Fenwick. I find I do not mind the habit nearly so much as I once might have."

I found myself drawn, some while later, into a further conversation with the young clergyman whose own wife Vane had so publicly humiliated earlier in the evening — a Reverend Mr. Poole, whose careful, measured tones suggested a man practised at absorbing insult without offering visible reply.

"You bear his particular manner with considerable grace, Mr. Poole, if I may say so."

"One learns to, Marchioness, in a parish that depends upon the goodwill of men considerably wealthier than oneself. I do not think Mr. Vane means the whole of his unkindness maliciously, precisely — I believe he simply cannot conceive that other people's feelings might carry weight equal to his own amusement."

"That is a rather generous reading of tonight's performance, Mr. Poole."

"I have found generosity considerably easier to sustain than resentment, Marchioness, whatever provocation the sustaining occasionally requires. Resentment costs a man his own peace, in the end, considerably more than it ever costs the person who provoked it."

I found myself genuinely struck by this particular philosophy, understanding, even then, how very differently a household's various inhabitants might choose to carry the same ordinary burden of dependence — some with Mr. Poole's own hard-won equanimity, others, perhaps, with rather less patience for the carrying of it.

"I hope your own parish appreciates such wisdom, Mr. Poole."

"I hope so too, Marchioness, though I confess a parish's appreciation and a parish's actual attendance do not always correspond quite so neatly as a vicar might prefer."

I laughed at this, genuinely, and found myself considerably more inclined toward the evening's remaining company than Vane's own opening performance had initially suggested I would be.

We took our leave shortly after the final course, Vane himself seeing us to the door with considerably more warmth than his earlier conduct had suggested him capable of, and I recall thinking, as our carriage pulled away from the townhouse's own considerable façade, that the evening had proven rather more pleasant than its opening exchanges had led me to fear.

I have had a great deal of occasion, in the weeks since, to wish I had thought of it rather more.

—
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2
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Cornelius Vane was found dead in his own study the following morning, some fourteen hours after Cressida's dry threat had been offered and laughed over and, by every reasonable measure, entirely forgotten, and I received the news of Cressida's arrest not from Inspector Hale, as I had come to expect such news over the course of four considerable cases, but from Higgins, who arrived at my own breakfast table with an expression I had not seen him wear before.

"My lady. I have had a message from Ashcombe."

"Higgins, you look as though the message contained something considerably worse than the ordinary run of household business."

"I fear it did, my lady. The Duchess of Ashcombe has been arrested."

I set down my own cup with rather more care than the gesture strictly required, understanding, in the particular stillness that settled over me, that I had just crossed some threshold I had not properly anticipated crossing.

"Arrested, Higgins, for what cause?"

"For the murder of Mr. Cornelius Vane, my lady, by poison. The message says she was taken from her own breakfast table not two hours past."

"Two hours, Higgins. Does the message say whether this news has yet reached wider circulation?"

"I fear it has, my lady. The message mentions the Duchess's own arrest was witnessed by several of her own household staff, and news of that particular sort rarely remains confined for very long, whatever discretion the involved parties might otherwise prefer."

I felt a fresh weight settle over me at this, understanding that whatever scandal this particular arrest generated would likely have already begun spreading through London's own considerable network of gossip, well before I had even properly finished my own breakfast.

I sat very still for a long moment, turning the whole impossible shape of it over — Cressida, my own dearest friend of twenty years, the woman who had stood beside me through Edmund's death and every dreadful case since, now standing accused of precisely the sort of crime I had spent this past year learning to properly unravel.

I thought of the very first of these cases — of Sir Reginald Thorne's own ballroom, of my own reluctant, fumbling first steps into an occupation I had not asked for and had not, at the outset, properly wanted. I had been, in those early days, a woman drawn into detection almost against her own will, uncertain of her own right to the work, uncertain whether Society would ever forgive her the presumption of it.

I was not that woman any longer. I understood, sitting at my own breakfast table with Higgins's dreadful news settling over me, that whatever reluctance I had once carried had long since burned away, replaced by something considerably more deliberate — a settled, professional certainty that this work was mine to do, and mine to do properly, whatever cost the doing required.

"Higgins," I said, rising, "have the carriage brought round. I am going to see Inspector Hale."

I dressed with rather more haste than my usual careful attention to such matters generally permitted, my own mind already racing ahead toward the whole considerable shape of what this particular case would require — Cressida's own safety, first and foremost, but also the practical business of understanding precisely what evidence had been gathered against her, and how swiftly that evidence had apparently been judged sufficient for so drastic a measure as arrest, without any proper opportunity for her own defence to be first considered.

Sarah found me in my own dressing room, already halfway through the considerable business of preparing myself for whatever the day demanded, and paused a moment at the particular grim set of my own expression.

"You've heard, then, ma'am. About the Duchess."

"I have heard, Sarah. She has been arrested for Mr. Vane's murder."

"Lord above. That can't be right, ma'am, surely. The Duchess wouldn't hurt a fly, whatever sharp remarks she's known for offering, however cutting they generally prove."

"I do not believe it either, Sarah, though I confess I do not yet properly understand what evidence has led the police toward such a hasty conclusion. I intend to find out, whatever the finding out requires of me."

"Then I'll see your things properly readied, ma'am, and whatever else you need before you're off. This is Her Grace we're speaking of, after all — your own dearest friend in the whole of London. I don't imagine you'll be sitting still for very long, whatever the day brings, nor would I expect you to."

"No, Sarah. I do not imagine I shall."

"Shall I send word to Mr. Fenwick as well, ma'am, understanding how quickly this particular business will likely require his own considerable expertise?"

"Yes, Sarah, thank you for thinking of it. I confess my own mind moves rather too quickly this morning to properly attend to every practical necessity myself."

"That's precisely what I'm here for, ma'am. You attend to Inspector Hale, and I'll see everything else properly arranged in the meantime."

I found myself, descending the stairs some minutes later, turning over the whole strange weight of what this particular morning had already demanded of me — a reminder, delivered with considerable force, of precisely how much had changed since that first dreadful case had drawn me, reluctant and uncertain, into an occupation I had never properly asked for.

I had solved four considerable cases since Sir Reginald Thorne's own ballroom first thrust detection upon me almost by accident. I had cleared innocent men and women of suspicion, uncovered fraud and forgery and murder both, and grown, across the whole of that considerable journey, into a woman I scarcely recognised from the frightened, grieving widow who had first stumbled into this work. I had never yet, in all that time, faced a case in which the accused was not merely an acquaintance, nor even merely a friend, but the very woman who had stood beside me through the whole of my own considerable grief — who had, in the darkest months following Edmund's death, refused to let me disappear entirely into my own sorrow, and had instead, through sheer persistent affection, coaxed me back toward some semblance of the life I eventually, gradually, reclaimed.

I owed Cressida a debt I could not properly measure. I intended, whatever this particular case demanded of me, to see that debt honoured in full.

The carriage stood ready by the time I reached the entrance hall, Higgins himself holding the door with the particular grave efficiency of a man who understood precisely how much urgency the morning's business now carried.

"Godspeed, my lady, whatever this particular day requires of you. The whole household stands ready to assist in whatever small capacity our own limited resources permit, whatever hour of the day or night that assistance is required."

"Thank you, Higgins. I shall need every particle of that assistance before this whole difficult matter reaches its proper conclusion."

He paused a moment, his own composure carrying a particular hesitation I had come, over the whole course of our long acquaintance, to recognise as the prelude to some observation he considered his own place required careful weighing before offering.

"If I may say so, my lady, I have known Her Grace nearly as long as I have served this household, and I have never once observed in her any capacity for the sort of cold calculation murder generally requires. Whatever evidence the police believe they possess, I do not think it properly accounts for the woman I have watched dine at this table more times than I could readily count."

"Thank you, Higgins. That confidence means a very great deal to me, particularly this morning."

"I do not offer it lightly, my lady. I offer it because I believe it entirely true, and because I believe you shall prove it true to everyone else's satisfaction besides, whatever the proving requires of you."

I found myself genuinely steadied by this particular exchange, understanding how very much I had come to rely upon Higgins's own quiet, considered judgment across the whole course of these five remarkable cases — a judgment offered rarely, and therefore trusted all the more thoroughly when it finally arrived.

I climbed into the carriage, and instructed the coachman toward Scotland Yard, understanding, as we pulled away from Merritt House's own familiar façade, that whatever remained of my own ordinary life would need to wait until Cressida's own freedom had been properly secured.

The streets passed in a considerable blur, my own attention turned entirely inward, cataloguing whatever fragments of the previous evening's dinner I could presently recall — Vane's own particular unkindness toward his nephew, Mrs. Aldercott's quiet observation regarding her own dependence upon his goodwill, the whole complicated web of obligation and resentment that had evidently surrounded a man now dead by poison.

I did not yet know who had killed him. I knew only, with a certainty that settled over me like a physical weight, that it had not been Cressida, whatever circumstantial convenience presently suggested otherwise to whichever officer had judged her arrest warranted.

I resolved, watching the familiar streets pass toward Scotland Yard's own considerable edifice, that I would not rest — nor permit myself any comfortable distraction — until I had seen my dearest friend properly restored to her own liberty, whatever obstacle Society, or circumstance, or the law's own occasionally clumsy machinery chose to place before me in the doing of it.

—
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