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“I can’t believe you put me up to this, Ophelia,” Aunt Butty snapped as she hoisted her silver-spangled black evening gown up above her knees, revealing her black seamed stockings. 

“I hardly got you involved in this, Aunt Butty,” I reminded her, my feet squelching in the mud. I hoped I could get my shoes clean after this. Or rather that Maddie, my maid, could. No doubt I’d be told off. “If you recall, you’re the one who volunteered.”

“Volunteer, my backside,” she said. “You are forever getting me involved in these messes. Why you insist on embroiling me in your shenanigans is quite beyond me.”

It was true. I, Ophelia, Lady Rample, had been involved in several mysteries over the past few years, some even including murder. But lest Aunt Butty make anyone think she was being put upon, I assure you she had been involved in each and every one of them right up to her eyeballs, and she had enjoyed every minute, whether she would admit it or not. In fact, it was she who embroiled herself in said shenanigans whether I wanted her to or not. She claimed she was turning my last adventure into a stage play. I didn’t know who was going to finance such a thing, but it mostly kept her out from underfoot, so I didn’t protest.

However, tonight I needed her.

We continued across the green, the tents set up for the fête glowing ghostly white in the moonlight. Earlier, the place had been filled with families enjoying a winter outing, sipping mulled wine and trying to knock coconuts off their stands to win silly prizes. The ground had been churned by many feet into something resembling more a mud pit than a green, but it was the quickest way to our destination. 

“You know very well I cannot do this without you, Aunt Butty,” I assured her, knowing that she could often be swayed with a touch of flattery. Who wouldn’t be? “And if we don’t do it tonight, it will be too late. Besides which, this was all your fault to begin with.”

She sighed heavily, her rouged lips twisting into a pout. “Very well.”

She lifted her skirts a little higher and tiptoed through the wet grass. It had snowed a light dusting earlier, though most of it had melted. Good thing she’d traded her flimsy evening shoes for a pair of comfortable brogues. They absolutely did not match the rest of her outfit, but at least they’d stand up to the soggy ground. 

“If I catch my death of cold, on your head be it, Ophelia,” she declared dramatically. Honestly, the woman could have been on the stage or even in film. In fact, rumor had it she’d trod the boards once in her youth. I was terribly curious, but she would never speak of it beyond a few teasing comments.

“Come along, Aunt. Less babbling and more tottering.”

I had had the aforethought to wear trousers and a snug, black sweater. A black tam was tilted gently on my dark curls and pinned in place with a black pearl hat pin. My favorite winter coat was a gorgeous lavender fur which was wildly inappropriate for the task at hand, so I’d snagged my paramour Hale’s black pea coat, which I wore over it all. I thought I looked rather fetching, and every inch the proper cat burglar.

Aunt Butty, on the other hand, looked like an escapee from a lunatic asylum. In addition to her star-spangled black gown—apparently when she volunteered to work at the fête she’d thought she’d be manning the divination tent rather than the tombola—she wore a ridiculous black and red turban with numerous feathers sticking out in random places, along with wax apples and bits of twill. A rather gaudy, modernistic necklace of rubies and diamonds with a citrine in the middle graced her neck, and a half-dozen mix-matched rings her fingers. Frankly, it was ghastly, but it was right up Aunt Butty’s alley. She never met a plume she didn’t like.

We approached the darkened house—which loomed up against the night sky like some gothic monstrosity—from the back garden. Fortunately, it was not a large garden, and we quickly arrived at the back door.

“Shall I do the honors?” Aunt Butty asked, as if being terribly put upon despite already fishing around for a pin.

“That would be lovely, Aunt Butty. Thank you.”

She pulled out one of her enamel hat pins. She was about to go to work on the lock, but she had barely touched it before the door swung open gently, seemingly on its own. We both stared at it half a beat.

“How strange,” she said. “It’s not locked.”

“Lots of people don’t lock their doors,” I said. Especially out here at the edge of London. It was practically the countryside, after all. And nobody locked their doors in the countryside.

“Yes, but with what’s inside, surely they would take greater precautions,” Aunt Butty said, randomly poking her pin back into her hat. I winced, sure she’d stab herself in the process, but she managed to avoid it.

“Or perhaps not,” I said. “Less suspicious if you keep on as usual, I suppose. And beside which, they may have no idea what they have.” Although I doubted it very much.

We crept indoors. The fire in the kitchen was banked low, and only the faint glow of coal showed that the room was still toasty and warm. There was a pitcher of milk and a plate of round biscuits sitting out on the table, as if someone were expected home shortly and would need a snack.

My stomach chose that moment to let me know it hadn’t been fed in the last two hours. I snagged a biscuit from the plate and took a large bite. They were gingernuts and one of my favorites. The spicy ginger sweetness danced on my tongue delightfully. I grabbed another.

“Honestly, Ophelia. I can’t take you anywhere,” Aunt Butty hissed. “Would you stop eating other people’s biscuits?”

“I will when they stop leaving their biscuits out for anyone to take,” I hissed back sassily.

She rolled her eyes, and we continued through the kitchen into the small but lavish dining room overly stuffed with candelabra and oil paintings, and from there into the entry hall.

It was a small space with a white and black marble tiled floor in an Art Deco design. A neat little black lacquer side table held a Lalique vase overflowing with roses, a small chandelier dripped from the ceiling, and a curving staircase led up to the next floor.

“Where do you think they would keep it?” Aunt Butty asked in hushed tones.

“Well, that depends,” I said. 

“On?”

“Whether or not they knew what they had.”

That was the whole pickle we were in and why we had broken into someone’s house in the middle of the night. And not just anyone’s house. It was the home of Humphry Bagbottom of the parish council.

It had all started earlier that day at the fête. Every year, the village of Towenbury—which was really just a suburb of London these days—held a winter fête on the village green to raise money for
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