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Chapter One

Lady Margot Blackwell pressed her gloved hand against the window of her gleaming Bentley as the Brighton Pavilion emerged through the morning mist, its fantastical silhouette unmistakable even through the gauzy sea air. The onion domes and minarets rose like an extravagant confection against the pale sky, part Oriental fantasy, part royal folly, an Edwardian remnant that somehow managed to look both absurdly dated and eternally fashionable. She smiled to herself. The Pavilion suited her cousin Rosalind perfectly—both were ostentatious, impossible to ignore, and utterly indifferent to convention.

"I shall never understand," remarked Stella Wickham, adjusting her cloche hat with a perfunctory pat, "why anyone would build such a monstrosity by the sea. Salt ruins everything eventually." Stella, Lady Margot’s ever-practical lady’s maid, had the unique privilege of speaking with a frankness few others would dare, a habit that Margot found both vexing and oddly reassuring.

Margot raised an eyebrow. "Including your disposition, it seems."

"Travel does that, my lady. Especially when one is squashed beside three hatboxes that insisted on coming along." Stella glanced pointedly at the luggage crowding the Bentley's leather interior.

"The hatboxes were non-negotiable. We're in Brighton now. Appearances matter more than comfort."

"So I've heard," Stella muttered. "Though I suspect your cousin cares precious little for either."

The Bentley purred to a halt before the Pavilion's grand entrance, where a slender figure stood waiting, a paint-splattered smock covering what might have been a fashionable dropped-waist dress. Rosalind Hayworth waved wildly, her blonde bob escaping its pins in artistic disarray.

"Margot! At last!" Rosalind called out, rushing forward before Williams, the chauffeur, could properly assist Lady Margot from the motorcar. "You're late, which I expected, but you look splendid, which I also expected. Is that Chanel? Marvellous!"

"Hello, cousin." Margot embraced Rosalind warmly, despite the risk to her travelling ensemble. "I see you've been painting already this morning."

"Morning, afternoon… time blurs when inspiration strikes." Rosalind made a theatrical gesture toward the Pavilion. "Brighton has been positively dreary without you. Nothing but the usual scandals and whispers, which aren't half as entertaining without your commentary."

Stella emerged from the Bentley with significantly less ceremony, her practical hands already reaching for the smaller bags. "Shall I arrange for the luggage, my lady?"

"Please do, Stella." Margot turned back to her cousin. "I trust you've prepared rooms for us?"

"Of course! The Nash suite. It has the best light for portrait studies." Rosalind's eyes gleamed with mischief. "I've half a mind to paint you this visit. The Lady Detective of Sussex would make a splendid subject."

Margot winced at the title. "I prefer not to encourage that particular moniker."

"Too late. The Gazette printed it after the Diva affair." Rosalind linked her arm through Margot's and guided her up the Pavilion steps. "Come inside. I have an exhibition to show you that's causing quite the delicious stir. Even the Bright Young Things are scandalised and you know how difficult that is these days."

The Pavilion's interior was as excessive as its exterior—a riot of colour and ornamentation that assaulted the senses. Dragons coiled across ceilings, palm-leaf columns supported fantastical chandeliers, and everywhere mirrors multiplied the splendour to dizzying effect. Rosalind led them through corridors adorned with Chinese wallpaper and past rooms where royalty had once entertained with reckless abandon.

"Your exhibition is inside the Pavilion?" Margot asked, surprised. "I hadn't realised you'd secured such prestigious patronage."

"Oh, not the official exhibition. That opens next week at Bellingham's gallery. This is my private collection, the portraits too scandalous for public display." Rosalind's voice dropped to a theatrical whisper. "The ones where I've painted people as they truly are, rather than as they wish to be seen. Absolutely modern—no flattery, no soft focus."

They arrived at a large salon where canvases of various sizes had been arranged around the perimeter. Stella, having dispatched the luggage upstairs, joined them at the doorway, her practical gaze sweeping the room with undisguised curiosity.

"Well," said Stella, eyeing a particularly unflattering portrait of a corpulent gentleman, "I see subtlety isn't in fashion this season."

Rosalind laughed. "Brighton has never had much use for subtlety, Stella. Here, everyone is exactly who they pretend not to be, especially since the war ended. All that desperate gaiety covering the cracks."

Margot moved slowly around the room, studying each portrait. Rosalind had always possessed a remarkable talent, but these new works showed a maturity and confidence that surpassed her earlier efforts. The paintings were bold, almost Vorticist in style, each subject rendered with technical precision and an almost uncomfortable honesty—every line of dissipation, every shadow of discontent captured with merciless clarity.

"You've improved," Margot said, genuinely impressed. "These are extraordinary, Rosalind."

"Extraordinary enough to cause several cancelled dinner invitations," Rosalind replied cheerfully. "Lady Harrington nearly fainted when she saw her husband's portrait. Said I'd made him look like a walrus with indigestion."

"And had you?" Stella asked.

"Only because he does." Rosalind gestured toward a covered canvas in the corner. "But that's nothing compared to my masterpiece. The portrait that's made me simultaneously the most sought-after and most reviled artist in Brighton."

With a flourish, she pulled away the cloth to reveal a large portrait of a man in his forties. He was handsome in a conventional way—dark hair, fashionable clothes, an air of self-satisfaction—but Rosalind had painted him with a shadow across his features that suggested something unpleasant lurking beneath the polished exterior. His smile, though perfect, seemed to conceal a sneer, and his eyes held a calculating coldness that made Margot instinctively wary.

"Reginald Myers," Rosalind announced. "Brighton's most notorious gentleman."

Margot studied the portrait, noting the technical brilliance; the perfect rendering of the silk waistcoat, the exquisite detailing of the platinum watch chain, but also the subtle indictment in every brushstroke. "I take it Mr Myers was not pleased with the result?"

"On the contrary. He adored it. Said I was the only person who'd ever seen him clearly." Rosalind tapped her chin thoughtfully. "Which was, I suppose, not entirely a compliment, given what I saw."

"And what was that?" Margot asked.

"A man who collects secrets like others collect art. Myers knows everything about everyone in Brighton. He cultivates gossip the way some men cultivate roses—with careful attention and occasional ruthless pruning."

Stella snorted. "Sounds delightful."

"He's coming to dinner tonight," Rosalind added. "Along with several others who've sat for me. You'll see for yourself."

Before Margot could respond, a discreet knock interrupted them. A servant appeared at the doorway, announcing that tea had been prepared in the Music Room and that Mrs Phelps had arrived early.

"Audrey is here?" Margot's face brightened. "I didn't know she was in Brighton."

"She's practically a fixture now," Rosalind explained as they made their way through the Pavilion's labyrinthine corridors. "Runs half the charitable initiatives in town. The Brighton Ladies' Benevolent Society, the Fishermen's Relief Fund, the Hospital Committee—Audrey has her perfectly manicured fingers in every philanthropic pie."

The Music Room, with its crimson and gold decorations and enormous crystal chandelier, provided a dramatic setting for afternoon tea. Audrey Phelps stood by the windows, her elegant figure silhouetted against the light. At the sight of Margot, she rushed forward, arms outstretched.

"Margot! How wonderful to see you." Her embrace was warm but brief, her movements retaining the controlled grace Margot remembered from childhood. Her bobbed hair gleamed like polished mahogany, and her dress, though modest by current standards, was unmistakably from Paris.

"Too long," Margot agreed, studying her old friend. Audrey looked well, perhaps a touch thinner than Margot recalled, with faint shadows beneath her eyes that suggested recent strain, but otherwise as composed and elegant as ever.

They settled around a table laden with delicate sandwiches, scones, and pastries. Stella positioned herself discreetly nearby, close enough to attend to Margot's needs but far enough to allow private conversation.

"Rose Congou?" Margot asked hopefully as Audrey poured the tea.

"Darjeeling, I'm afraid," Audrey replied with a sympathetic smile. "Still searching for your perfect blend?"

"Endlessly. I've tried every tea shop in Kent without success." Margot sighed dramatically. "Brighton was my last hope."

"The lengths to which the aristocracy will go for a particular leaf steeped in hot water," Rosalind teased, lighting a cigarette in a long ivory holder. "Meanwhile, the rest of us make do with whatever doesn't taste of dishwater."

Audrey laughed, but the sound held a nervous edge. "Your cousin exaggerates, as always. Though I must say, Margot, your dedication to this quest borders on obsession."

"Not obsession. Discernment." Margot accepted the teacup with a nod of thanks. "One must have standards, even in Brighton."

"Especially in Brighton," Audrey corrected. "This town thrives on appearances. The right tea, the right dress, the right connections… they're currency here."

"Speaking of connections," Rosalind interjected, blowing a perfect smoke ring toward the ceiling, "I was just showing Margot my portrait of Reginald Myers. You've met him, haven't you, Audrey?"

The change in Audrey was subtle but unmistakable. Her fingers tightened around her teacup, and a flicker of something—anxiety? fear?—crossed her face before her composure reasserted itself.

"Yes, of course. Mr Myers is quite involved in local society." Her voice remained steady, but Margot noticed she had begun to straighten her gloves, smoothing invisible wrinkles with deliberate care. "His contributions to the Hospital Fund have been most generous."

"How interesting," Margot remarked, watching her friend closely. "Rosalind paints him as rather more complex than a simple philanthropist."

"Rosalind sees what others miss," Audrey replied carefully. "It's what makes her art so... uncomfortable."

"Uncomfortable but truthful," Rosalind declared, helping herself to a scone. "Myers himself said so."

"Did he?" Audrey's voice had grown quieter. "Well, Mr Myers has always appreciated honesty. In others, if not in himself."

The conversation drifted to safer topics—the upcoming Brighton Season, mutual acquaintances, the latest London fashions—but Margot continued to observe Audrey with quiet attention. Something about Myers had disturbed her normally unflappable friend, and Margot found herself curious about the nature of their acquaintance.

As they finished their tea, Audrey glanced at the ornate clock and rose with evident relief. "I'm afraid I must go. The Benevolent Society meets at four, and I have reports to review beforehand."

"Will you join us for dinner?" Rosalind asked. "Myers will be here, along with Bellingham and the Finchley party."

Again, that momentary stiffness. "I'm afraid not. Prior engagement. But perhaps tomorrow?" Audrey kissed Margot's cheek. "We have so much to catch up on."

After Audrey had departed, Margot turned to Rosalind. "She seemed rather tense at the mention of Mr Myers."

"Everyone in Brighton tenses at the mention of Myers," Rosalind replied with a shrug. "He has that effect on people. Like a sudden draft in a warm room."

Margot sipped the last of her tea, finding it pleasant but unremarkable. Not Rose Congou but perhaps a suitable substitute until her quest bore fruit.

"Well," she said finally, "I look forward to meeting this notorious gentleman for myself."

From her position by the door, Stella caught Margot's eye. "Notorious gentlemen rarely live up to their reputations, my lady. Though they do have a habit of exceeding them in all the wrong ways."

Margot smiled. As always, Stella had cut directly to the heart of the matter. Brighton, with its façades and fantasies, its Pavilion and pretensions, was the perfect setting for illusions. And Reginald Myers, it seemed, was master of them all.

"Come," she said, rising from the table. "I should rest before dinner. Something tells me this evening will require all my attention."


Chapter Two

The Brighton Pavilion's Banqueting Hall dazzled beneath the extravagant dragon chandeliers, their crystal droplets catching and fracturing the light into a thousand tiny rainbows. The vast chamber, with its palm-leaf columns and elaborate plasterwork, seemed designed specifically to overwhelm the senses and it succeeded admirably. Lady Margot Blackwell paused at the entrance, taking in the spectacle with practised composure.

"Good heavens," Stella murmured from just behind her shoulder. "It's like someone's wedding cake came to life and swallowed half of China."

Margot suppressed a smile. "Mind your tongue, Stella. Our host considers himself a man of exquisite taste."

"Then I suppose his taste ran out before he reached the decorations," Stella replied, adjusting Margot's wrap before disappearing to wherever ladies' maids congregated during such affairs—likely the kitchen, where gossip flowed as freely as the wine being ferried upstairs.

Alfred Bellingham stood near the head of the long table, his substantial frame clad in evening wear that somehow managed to look both expensive and slightly ill-fitting. His florid complexion suggested he'd already sampled the champagne, and his ornate walking stick tapped impatiently against the parquet floor as he surveyed his assembled guests.

"Lady Margot!" he boomed, extending a hand that glittered with a signet ring large enough to double as a paperweight. "Delighted you could join us. Brighton has been positively starved of new blood."

"How very vampiric of Brighton," Margot replied with a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. Bellingham's reputation for bullying weaker men and intimidating women precluded any genuine warmth.

"Ha! Sharp as they say." Bellingham gestured expansively around the room. "You know most of our little circle, I believe? Rosalind, of course. Your cousin has been regaling us with tales of your... adventures."

Rosalind, resplendent in an emerald dress that defied current fashion by being both too short and too low-cut, winked at Margot from across the room. Her blonde bob gleamed under the chandeliers, and a cigarette smouldered in a long ivory holder clutched between her fingers.

"Lady Margot needs no introduction," drawled a smooth voice to her left. "Her reputation precedes her, much like the scent of expensive perfume."

Reginald Myers stepped forward, every inch the polished gentleman in his dinner jacket. His dark hair was brilliantined to perfection, his smile practised to the precise degree of charm. Yet his eyes remained cold, calculating—exactly as Rosalind had captured them in her portrait.

"Mr Myers," Margot acknowledged with a slight incline of her head. "I've heard much about you."

"All scandalous, I hope." His laugh was practised, theatrical. "Otherwise, what would be the point?"

"What indeed," Margot murmured, her gaze drifting past him to where Eleanor Templeton stood in splendid isolation, a silver flask gleaming in her hand. The widow's perfectly coiffed dark hair and midnight blue gown spoke of wealth and taste, but the tight line of her mouth suggested tension rather than enjoyment.

Lord Arthur Finchley hovered near the champagne, looking as if he might require its support to remain upright. His handsome features were marred by the shadows beneath his eyes, and his fingers fidgeted incessantly with his cufflinks—a nervous habit Margot found instantly intriguing.

Completing the tableau was Audrey Phelps, who had evidently overcome her reluctance to attend. She stood conversing politely with an elderly gentleman, her posture perfect, her smile fixed. When she caught Margot's eye, her smile flickered with genuine warmth before anxiety clouded it once more.

"Quite the gathering," Margot observed to Bellingham, who had remained at her side, tapping his walking stick against the floor in a rhythm that suggested impatience.

"Only the best for my table," he replied, gesturing for a servant to bring Margot champagne. "Though 'best' in Brighton sometimes means 'most interesting.'"

As if on cue, Myers raised his glass. "To our gracious host, whose generosity is matched only by his ambition."

There was an edge to the words that made several guests shift uncomfortably. Bellingham's smile tightened, but he nodded acceptance of the backhanded compliment.

"Shall we be seated?" he suggested, extending his arm to Margot. "I've placed you near enough to Myers that you might satisfy your curiosity, but not so near that you'll be scarred by the experience."

The seating arrangement proved strategic. Margot found herself between Bellingham and Finchley, with Myers directly across from her. Eleanor and Audrey flanked Myers, while Rosalind sat at the far end, beside an art dealer Margot didn't recognise.

Dinner began with a cream of asparagus soup that Margot suspected had been prepared more for its vibrant colour than its flavour. Conversation flowed as smoothly as the wine, covering the predictable topics of weather, London gossip, and the upcoming racing season.

It wasn't until the fish course, a delicate sole in white wine sauce, that Myers began to show his true colours.

"Lady Eleanor," he said, turning to the widow with a smile that didn't reach his eyes, "I understand your investments have taken rather a dramatic turn. Something about bonds that failed to materialise?"

Eleanor's hand tightened around her fork. "You're misinformed, Mr Myers."

"Am I? How fascinating. My sources are usually impeccable, particularly when it comes to financial... irregularities." He sipped his wine, eyes never leaving her face. "Of course, many widows find themselves adrift in financial matters. I imagine your late husband's affairs were rather more complicated than expected."

"My husband's affairs are none of your concern," Eleanor replied, her voice glacial. She lifted her flask in her left hand—the way she wrote in visitor books and signed every chit before taking a small sip. "Merely medicinal," she explained to no one in particular. "For my nerves." Eleanor adjusted her napkin, the movement dislodging her flask so that it brushed against Myers’s glass before she steadied it with a faint, distracted smile.

Myers smiled and turned his attention to Finchley. "Speaking of financial matters, my lord, I was surprised to see you at the Gentleman's Club last night. Given your recent... difficulties at the tables."

Finchley's face flushed. "I don't know what you mean."

"Don't you? The markers you've been distributing like wedding confetti tell a different story. Bellingham here holds several, I believe." Myers glanced at their host with a conspiratorial smile. "Though perhaps 'holds' is too mild a term. 'Wields' might be more accurate."

Finchley's hand shook as he reached for his wine glass. His cufflinks caught the light as he fidgeted with them—gold and onyx, Margot noted, likely family heirlooms he couldn't bear to part with despite his debts.

"Some men," Myers continued blithely, "lack the courage to face their failings. They borrow from Peter to pay Paul, never realising that both Peter and Paul talk over brandy when the debtor's back is turned."

"That's quite enough, Myers," Bellingham said, though his tone suggested amusement rather than censure.

"Is it? I was just warming up." Myers turned his attention to Audrey, who had been quietly picking at her food. "Mrs Phelps, your charitable efforts continue to impress Brighton society. The Hospital Fund, the Fishermen's Relief, the Benevolent Society—your fingers are in every philanthropic pie."

"Thank you," Audrey replied cautiously.

"One wonders, though, if the accounting for these various endeavours is as... meticulous as it ought to be. Charitable funds can be so easily misdirected, can't they?"

Audrey paled visibly. "I assure you, Mr Myers, our books are impeccable."

"Are they? How comforting." Myers's smile was predatory. "Especially given those rather unusual transfers to private accounts last quarter. Merely administrative oversights, I'm sure."

Margot watched Audrey's hands begin to tremble. She worried the hem of her cuff in that nervous gesture Margot had noticed earlier, her eyes darting briefly toward Finchley before fixing on her plate.

"You seem unusually well-informed about everyone's business, Mr Myers," Margot observed, drawing his attention.

Myers inclined his head in acknowledgment. "Information is the only currency that never devalues, Lady Margot. Some collect art—" he gestured toward Rosalind, "—while I collect truths people would rather keep hidden."

"And what a charming hobby that must be," Rosalind interjected, blowing a perfect smoke ring toward the ornate ceiling. "Though I wonder if it makes for rather lonely evenings."

"On the contrary, my dear. It ensures I'm never short of invitations. People are so eager to keep their friends close and their... liabilities closer." Myers turned his attention fully to Rosalind now. "Speaking of art, I understand your exhibition opens next week. Will you be displaying that marvellous portrait of me? The one that so cleverly suggests I might eat small children for breakfast?"

"Only kittens, surely," Rosalind replied sweetly. "You haven't the appetite for children."

Myers laughed, a sound devoid of genuine mirth. "Your cousin has spirit, Lady Margot. And talent, I grant her that. Though her business sense leaves something to be desired. Tell me, Miss Hayworth, have you settled those pressing bills from your art suppliers? I understand they've become rather insistent."

Rosalind's cheeks flushed beneath her rouge. "My financial arrangements are private."

"Privacy is such a quaint concept," Myers mused. "Like chastity or temperance—admirable in theory, but so rarely encountered in practice."

Bellingham cleared his throat. "Perhaps we should move on to more pleasant topics. The racing season promises to be exceptional this year."

"Indeed," Myers agreed, reaching for his wine glass. "Though I've heard whispers about certain races being less than fair contests. Something about weighted horseshoes and strategic wagers?"

Bellingham's walking stick tapped sharply against the floor. "You tread dangerous ground, Myers."

"I always do. It's so much more interesting than the well-worn path." Myers raised his glass. "A toast, then—to truth, however uncomfortable it may be."

The guests raised their glasses with varying degrees of reluctance.

"To truth," Myers repeated, his gaze sweeping the table with malicious satisfaction. He raised the glass to his lips and took a deep swallow.

The change was almost immediate. His expression shifted from smug satisfaction to confusion, then alarm. The wine glass slipped from his fingers, shattering on the polished tabletop. He clutched at his throat, eyes bulging.

"What—" he gasped, rising halfway from his chair before collapsing back. His body began to convulse, knocking over a candelabra that sent shadows dancing wildly across the ceiling.

"Good God!" Bellingham exclaimed, pushing back from the table. "What's happening?"

"He's having some sort of fit," Audrey said, rising to her feet. "Someone fetch a doctor!"

Margot moved swiftly to Myers's side, but one glance told her medical assistance would arrive too late. His face was contorted in agony, lips pulled back in a grotesque grimace. His hand, still clutching at his collar, slowly went limp.

"Poison," Margot said quietly, looking up to meet Eleanor's wide-eyed stare across the table. "I believe Mr Myers has been poisoned."

The pronouncement sent a wave of panic through the room. Rosalind gasped audibly, her cigarette holder slipping from her fingers. Finchley backed away from the table as if the poison might leap from Myers's lips to his own. Audrey pressed her hand to her mouth, her eyes filling with tears.

Only Eleanor remained eerily composed, though her knuckles had whitened around her flask. "How dreadful," she murmured, her voice steady despite the pallor of her face.

Bellingham had summoned servants, who now hovered uncertainly at the edges of the chaos. "Call the police," he ordered, his voice betraying a tremor beneath its authoritative tone. "And keep everyone here. No one leaves this room."

Margot's gaze swept over the assembled guests, each face a mask of shock—or perhaps something else entirely. Myers had managed in a single dinner to threaten or insult everyone present. Any one of them might have decided his poisonous words deserved a poisonous end.

The Pavilion's fantastical Banqueting Hall, with its dragons and palms and crystalline splendour, now felt like an elaborate trap—a gilded cage holding predator and prey together in uneasy proximity. Stella had materialised at Margot's side, her practical nature a welcome anchor amid the chaos.

"Well," Stella murmured, surveying the scene with characteristic bluntness, "it seems Mr Myers finally found a secret that disagreed with him."

She glanced at Myers's still form. The notorious gentleman had collected the secrets of Brighton's elite, and now he had taken his final secret to the grave. But not, Margot thought, before leaving a trail of clues in his wake.

The clock on the mantel chimed nine, its cheerful notes absurdly incongruous with the deathly tableau before them. Reginald Myers—blackmailer, socialite, and collector of secrets—was dead, and someone at this very table had orchestrated his demise.

In the distance, police whistles pierced the night. Brighton's reckoning had begun.


Chapter Three

Morning light slanted through the Pavilion windows, painting bright rectangles across a room that only hours before had witnessed death. Margot stood by the French doors, watching as police constables cordoned off the Banqueting Hall with the solemn efficiency of pallbearers. The events of the previous night seemed both vivid and dreamlike in the harsh clarity of day—Reginald Myers's collapse, the shattered wine glass, the shocked faces around the table.

Bellingham had insisted they all remain at the Pavilion overnight, partly at the police's instruction and partly, Margot suspected, because he relished playing the dramatic host even in crisis. The guest rooms had been hastily prepared, and Margot had spent a restless night listening to the distant sounds of police activity below.

She lingered outside her guest room, nerves wrapped tight. Stella Wickham appeared, two mugs of stout black tea balanced expertly, and pressed one into Margot’s hands.

“Bless you. I barely slept.”

“Nor did anyone, by the look of them.” Stella’s gaze slipped up and down the corridor. “Superintendent Fellows has been in fits all night. He’s had every constable in Brighton up and down these stairs since dawn, but, well, he’s gone and begged London for help. No faith in local talent when society folk are involved, apparently. Word from the footmen is they expect Scotland Yard with iron boots and wet footprints any moment now.”

Margot managed a tired half-smile. “I suspect those boots will leave more polish than mud on these floors.”

Stella snorted. “I shouldn’t wonder if it’s the same inspector as that business at Blackwell Manor.” She was abruptly solemn. “It was different then, my lady. That singing coach died on your own carpet.”

Margot winced at the memory: nights spent unravelling performances, motives, and lies; a world turned upside down under her own eaves. She’d not seen Simon Grant since, though his dry letters had followed the case at arm’s length. Now, it seemed, fate or at least Superintendent Fellows, had called him down to Brighton.

A series of knocks and clatters echoed up from below. Margot and Stella peered down the grand staircase; the double doors had been thrown wide open to admit a new officer and a tall, broad-shouldered man—plain in cut but smart in dress—whose manner snapped the Pavilion’s nervous hush to a new level of attention.

Margot’s breath caught as the man removed his hat: the familiar glint of iron-grey at the temples, the slight frown of a man determined not to be impressed. She watched for a moment, unseen, as Simon Grant surveyed the glittering hall—his fastidious notebook already in hand—before following him down, heart pounding with a mix of apprehension and recognition.

As guests and staff shuffled uneasily, Superintendent Fellows, looking rumpled and anxious, addressed Margot and the cluster of society guests. “This is Inspector Grant from London, here at my request.”

Simon Grant’s expression was as reserved as ever, though his sharp gaze paused on Margot a moment longer than etiquette required. When he finally spoke, each word fit the crisp, dry pattern she remembered. “You have my thanks, Superintendent. I’ll need privacy with each guest, please. And the serving staff as well.”

Margot sipped her tea, letting the banter and whisperings swirl around her—Bellingham fulminating, Rosalind muttering, Audrey anxiously smoothing her gloves, Finchley fiddling with his cuffs, and Eleanor poised with that perfect, unreadable calm. The house was alive with rumour, but now the machine of justice, such as it was, had arrived.

Simon Grant began his interviews methodically, never giving away a scrap of his own impressions. He treated everyone with neutral formality. Rosalind bristled at his precise questions, insisting, “If you intend to suggest I’d poison a man at a dinner party, Inspector, you’ll have to do better than murky soup and public quarrels. Anyone here can quarrel with Reginald Myers… half of Brighton has!”

Grant offered no argument, simply jotting a line in his book before sending her off with a nod. He spoke with each guest, never lingering, never accusatory. Finchley’s shakiness, Audrey’s evasions, Bellingham’s bluster—each was met with even pragmatism and a gentle, inexorable pressing for detail.

Margot, overhearing what she could, was reminded of their unexpected alliance at Blackwell Manor: his calm inquisition, her informal sleuthing, their mutual respect traded in glances and dry asides. There was something comforting, even now, in his presence. He made little of her amateur status but neither dismissed her instincts, an acknowledgment that felt oddly precious amid the churn of Brighton’s society.

When Margot’s turn came, Grant motioned her to a window-side chair, his manner all business but his tone tinged with a reluctant knowing.

“Much as I don’t wish to make a habit of encountering you under these circumstances, Lady Margot, here we are again.”

Margot allowed a small smile. “Perhaps we ought to avoid dinner parties altogether.”

He inclined his head. “Perhaps. But I’ll settle for your recollections instead of your culinary skills.” His questions were tailored, shrewd, and—Margot realised—gently probing the gaps only she might fill: who poured, who left the room, who handled which object. Yet he cast his net wide; no one was isolated for special suspicion, and every movement was logged with meticulous fairness.

As he finished, a commotion erupted from the servants’ staircase, and Stella hurried to Margot’s side, her eyes wide.

“My lady, you’ll want to see this. In your bedroom, there’s something strange in with your things.”

Grant looked up and, seeing the worry on Stella’s face, rose with Margot to accompany them. In Margot’s room, Stella retrieved her supposed parasol—ivory silk, ebony shaft, and silver-tipped handle, nearly indistinguishable from Margot’s own. Still, the monogram—a curiously looped ‘M’—was subtly off.

“When I picked it up to pack for you, it felt all wrong,” Stella explained, twisting the handle experimentally. A tiny glass vial slid out, faintly scented and empty.

Margot frowned. “That certainly wasn’t there when I arrived in Brighton.”

“It’s clever, isn’t it?” Stella’s tone was reverent. “An empty vial tucked in the handle. Someone could’ve swapped it among all the confusion.”

Simon turned the parasol and vial over in his palm, his brow furrowing but his poker face giving nothing away. “And no hint of who might have handled it during the evening?” he asked both Margot and Stella.

“The hall was chaos after the dinner; bags, gloves, shawls all mixed up,” Stella replied. “Finchley dropped his hat near the stand; Audrey helped Rosalind to her chambers; and Bellingham was bellowing at the footman about his walking stick.”

Margot added, “Eleanor brought her own collection of things—she never travels light. But I never saw who had my parasol in that press. Anyone could have swapped it, intentionally or by accident.”

Grant nodded, tucking the vial into his jacket for evidence. He straightened, gaze studiously neutral—yet Margot detected a faint glimmer of that old camaraderie beneath. “As ever, Lady Margot, you have a talent for unearthing puzzles. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

Across the corridor, raised voices signalled that the next round of interviews was under way, Rosalind protesting the loudest while Audrey and Finchley muttered in anxious clusters. Bellingham’s walking stick tapped in agitation. Eleanor glided past, unruffled, a familiar silver flask her only concession to nerves.

Margot knew instinctively that beneath the Pavilion’s gilt and glass, incriminations and secrets were already circulating, and Simon Grant, that most dogged of inspectors, would do his best to ensure Margot stayed out of trouble. She, of course, had no intention of making that easy.

But at least, Margot thought as she observed this new Brighton theatre, she was in the company of someone who’d already learned to respect her edge—just as she’d learned the value of his discipline. For this, she was grateful. In the world of murder at a house-party, allies were rare, and trust—however prickly—a relief.


Chapter Four

The air on Brighton High Street was brisk, scented with the tang of salt and the yeasty optimism of early bread deliveries. Margot strode beside Stella, skirts catching the lively spring breeze. Despite the ongoing investigation at the Pavilion, Margot felt that a change of air, and perhaps the right shared rumour, might yield better insight than another round of formal questioning under those dragon chandeliers.

Stella, meanwhile, kept up a steady stream of commentary on Brighton’s morning tapestry: “That paperboy there, I’ve heard he’s related to Bellingham’s cook, and she’s the real source of anything worth knowing about the man. If he’s as crooked as they say, I wouldn’t trust his pastry chef either.”

Margot smiled, eyes scanning for the neat blue-and-gold frontage of Granger’s Chemists. “Keep an eye out for gentlemen buying anything odd, not pastries.” She lowered her voice. “According to Simon’s notes, our so-called poisoner likely bought their goods locally. Mr Granger is said to have an eye for detail.”

The chemist’s bells tinkled as they entered. The place had the sort of orderliness that was either reassuring or vaguely menacing: cut-glass jars, shining brass scales, labelled drawers all lined like soldiers. A young assistant with nervous hair retreated at their approach, summoning the proprietor with anxious whispers.

Mr Granger himself emerged from the back—a man with a nose for both dilutions and, it seemed, local curiosity. “Can I be of service, ladies?” His tone was polite, his eyes lively with speculation. “We don’t see the Pavilion crowd down here most mornings.”

Margot’s smile was warm but non-committal. “We’re assisting Inspector Grant regarding that dreadful business at the Pavilion last night. My thanks for your discretion, Mr Granger. I wonder if you happened to sell any tinctures or medicinal substances to anyone unfamiliar recently?”

The chemist straightened, taking in her attire; fashionably subtle, but with the sort of cut that signalled both old money and decisiveness. He hesitated, then lowered his voice. “There was a gentleman—well-dressed, one of those types who asks after specifics in the British Pharmacopoeia. Arsenic compound, though sold in solution for rats. We do check credentials, you understand. He provided a letter, quite properly forged by my eye, but…” A pause. “He was elegant, but seemed nervous. Pale gloves, expensive hat, rather fine coat. Not someone I’d expect to see buying vermin remedies.”

Stella leaned in, plainly delighted. “Did he give a name, sir?”

“Name given as ‘Howard Forbes’. No such person in the rate books, I assure you. But the signature was, at first glance, impeccable.”

“And could you describe him?” Margot asked, already reconstructing the suspects in her mind.

“Medium height, slim, hat brim kept low, collar up, gloves on. Well spoken, not local. Left-handed signature, blotted. The coat was fine… Savile Row fine. He kept his hat on. Said he was staying at the Grand.”

Margot exchanged a glance with Stella. Finchley owned a collection of fine coats, and his fair hair was certainly notable—yet so was Bellingham’s insistence on gloves and hats, and Eleanor had access to her late husband’s wardrobe, rumoured to run to Savile Row by way of Bond Street. The tailor’s trade had much to answer for.

“Would you recognise him if you saw him again?” Margot pressed.

The chemist nodded, fingers drumming gently on the marble. “Distinct voice. Educated. Seemed to know what he was about, even behind the nerves.”

“Thank you, Mr Granger,” Margot said. “You’ve been exceptionally helpful and discretion will be repaid by the inspector, I’m sure.”

Stella, meanwhile, managed to coax: “Did he handle anything? Touch a coin, sign a book?”

“He paid in exact change. Gloved. Signed the form… left-handed, I fancy,” Granger added, surprising Margot. “I noted it because he blotted as he wrote.”

Back in the bright air, Stella was practically vibrating. “Left-handed narrows it some—but all those toffs are meant to be ambidextrous, aren’t they? Tennis, billiards, and the rest.”

“More importantly, someone took trouble to disguise themselves. Finchley’s hair is fair, Bellingham has that habit with gloves, and anyone could have borrowed a decent coat. Even Audrey could have persuaded a man to buy it for her, if her nerves took a turn.”

“It’s Eleanor’s height,” Stella said, “that’s the puzzle; she could pass for a slight gentleman in her late husband’s kit. But Finchley tries to look taller than he is, always standing on his toes.” Stella mimed the walk, making Margot laugh. “We’ll have to see what Simon makes of it.”

*

Inspector Simon Grant, for his part, was stationed at the Pavilion’s south terrace, deep in troubled scrutiny of his notebook as Finchley passed outside, anxiously pulling on a cigarette. Margot watched him for a moment, noting how Simon’s gaze now followed Finchley with a kind of objective interest. The cards were shifting.

Stella nudged her. “Fancy Mr Finchley for it, does he?”

“Perhaps for the moment. Simon likes his cases orderly, with motive and method in a straight line.” Margot was habitual in her observations, her mind already shuffling the implications. “But Finchley wobbles under pressure. If he bought poison, it was likely in fright, not calculation.”

Stella’s face clouded. “He looks scared enough, poor soul—but maybe he’s not clever enough to manage a murder.”

“I’d never discount cowardice as a motive, Stella. It often breeds more mischief than courage ever could.”

They made their way back towards the Pavilion’s grand entrance. The scent of over-baked scones drifted from the kitchens, and a low hum of conversation pulsed from the morning room.

Pausing by the grand staircase, Margot noticed Eleanor Templeton’s distinctive figure in one alcove, elegant as a fashion plate, Bellingham hulking beside her. Their conversation was low, faces turned just out of sight, but the electricity of secrecy was unmistakable. Eleanor’s gloved hand rested on Bellingham’s forearm, her laugh silvery and brittle as ice. Margot watched as Eleanor pressed something small into Bellingham’s hand—a folded slip of paper, or perhaps a calling card.

Stella caught the exchange too. “Seems they’re thick as thieves, those two. What do you reckon that was?”

“Insurance,” Margot murmured. “Or collaboration. Or the threat of both.” She let herself linger by an adjacent window, affecting boredom, but both suspects kept glancing nervously towards the study doors, where Simon and Finchley were wrapped in close conversation.

“At least everyone’s nervous except us,” Stella whispered.

“Don’t be so sure,” Margot replied, smiling wryly. “We’re just better at hiding it.”

*

The remainder of the morning passed in a haze of half-truths and well-oiled lies. Simon emerged from his questioning with a set jaw. Margot intercepted him in a side corridor.

“Well?” she asked.

“Finchley is evasive—and left-handed.” Simon tapped his pen against his notebook, thoughtful. “But awkward, not practised. If he forged that chemist’s signature, he did it while trembling.”

“Eleanor and Bellingham were conferring by the staircase just now. Rather intently.”

Simon’s eyes narrowed, his tone low. “Bellingham blusters and Eleanor withdraws. Both would gladly see blame shift elsewhere. I’ll want to know what they whispered about.”

Margot hesitated, then mentioned the coat, the gloves, the chemist’s observations—everything she and Stella had gleaned.

Simon regarded her with wry appreciation. “As ever, Lady Margot, you manage to get to the point ahead of me—though I suspect not by much.” His eyebrow flickered. “Stay out of trouble for at least another hour?”

Margot inclined her head. “On my honour, Inspector.”

He allowed himself half a smile. “That, as I recall, is never quite enough—but I shall take what I can get.”

As she turned to rejoin Stella, Margot savoured the familiar blend of tension and exhilaration. The city was full of secrets—some written in chemist’s ledgers, others muttered by Pavilion staircases—and the truth was proving as elusive as the perfect cup of tea. But then, Lady Margot thought, that was precisely why she could never resist a mystery.


Chapter Five

The wind off the sea had shifted, taking with it the faint traces of yesterday’s scandal. Brighton bustled about its business, determined to prove itself undisturbed by murder even as gossip thrummed beneath the city’s surface. Margot, ever elegant and self-possessed even when curiosity churned inside her, decided it was time to meet Lord Arthur Finchley on neutral ground—away from the ornate traps of the Pavilion and the too-watchful eyes of both servants and society.

There was something almost restorative about the city’s cafés at this hour, with the sharp scent of roasting coffee blending with sea air and the percussive clatter of cup and spoon providing a civilised soundtrack to the morning’s intrigue. Margot had chosen one of the smarter establishments; mahogany, marble-topped tables, and a view that swept all the way to the onion domes glowing faintly through the mist. She arrived early, Stella as ever by her side.

“He’ll show,” Stella murmured, pouring them both a cup of coffee as sunlight struck sudden gold from the brass samovar behind the counter. “Anyone that jittery would gnaw his own leg off for a friendly face—if only to beg for a reprieve.”

Margot offered only a quietly amused smile, eyes fixed on the doorway. She was, of course, perfectly composed—her hat set at a precise angle, gloves pale against the dark wood, every line of her posture signalling someone who might as easily be here to read the Times as to extract secrets.

Finchley arrived several minutes late, breathless and a little heat-flushed, his dark suit of exquisite cut failing to conceal the nerves running beneath. He hesitated by the door, scanning the room with the hunted look of a man expecting at every moment to be accused of something dreadful—perhaps rightly so, Margot thought, watching how his eyes darted before he caught sight of her.

“Lady Margot.” Finchley’s tone strove for nonchalance, but his fingers kept fiddling with his cufflinks, a nervous tic Margot had come to view as more reliable than any confession.

“Lord Arthur.” Margot smiled, indicating the seat across from her. “Thank you for agreeing to meet. Coffee?”

Finchley sat, accepting the coffee mechanically. “I… yes. Thank you. You always did know how to pick a civilised venue, Margot. Not that there are many left in Brighton these days.”

Stella sat back, eyes wide with innocent interest. Margot, however, pressed forward with gentle precision. “I gather you and Myers were hardly cordial at the Pavilion. In fact, he seemed to know precisely how to needle you.”

A shadow crossed Finchley’s face, but he held her gaze. “He was a cad, Margot. You know that, surely? He had a way of… worming things out.”

“He had something on you?” Margot asked, voice low but not unsympathetic.

Finchley’s hand tightened around the cup. “He—he threatened to expose me.” Margot kept her tone measured: “Expose you for what, Arthur?”

Finchley’s jaw worked silently for a few moments, pride and shame warring in his eyes. “Myers knew I cheated at cards. Not always, not often—but enough to matter if it got out. I was never a man much blessed with luck, and these days I haven’t much by way of fortune either.”

“You know he’d already used that information with others?”

A bitter smile twisted his lips. “He liked to let us know we were all his. One word and a career could end or a marriage founder. He enjoyed it—made a little empire out of misery. You must have heard him tormenting Bellingham about the fix at the races, or Rosalind over her debts. None of us were safe, really. But with me… he was cruel.”

Stella, eschewing the usual etiquette, interjected, “So what did he want? Money, or to see you crawl?”

“Both, I think,” Finchley replied, his voice brittle. “He liked to remind us we owed him our places at the table. This time he wanted me to arrange an invitation for a Mr Fothergill to Bellingham’s club. A most unsuitable person—it would’ve created a scene. A subtle humiliation, with myself left exposed as his lackey. I refused.”

Margot sipped her coffee carefully. “And then?”

His hands shook. “He said he’d deal with me after dinner. He knew every one my debts, and he delighted in dropping little hints. I tried to plead. Even offered to find some cash. But he was done playing.”

“You say this all so easily, Arthur, but last night you were a shambles. The police are watching you. Inspector Grant most of all.”

Finchley’s stare grew desperate. “I didn’t touch him, Margot! Not an inch. Yes, I argued. Yes, I owe more than most men make in a year. But I’d never… not poison. I’d no stomach for it, and well, I’m a coward, if we’re being honest. That’s my crime.”

Margot held his eyes, weighing the raw self-disgust, the haunted misery lurking beneath careful grooming and clubman charm.

“It doesn’t look good,” she said honestly. “A gentleman fitting your description bought poison at Granger’s only days ago.”

Finchley’s face blanched. “What? No—no, you don’t mean that. I—someone’s tricking you, Margot! I did—yes, I went to Granger’s, but it was for powders. I swear it, on my mother’s grave. I’d no need of poison—except perhaps for myself, and even then, I haven’t the courage. Please, you’ve got to believe me!”

He reached for her, but Margot, careful not to betray either warmth or judgement, drew back just slightly.

“Lord Arthur, Brighton’s not short of desperate men. Simpler still for one with means to disguise themselves. But you must be forthcoming if you wish to clear your name. Did anyone know of your visit to Granger’s?”

Finchley shook his head violently. “No. No one. I went alone. I wore my black coat, not that it matters.”

“What about the signature? You left-handed?”

A hollow laugh. “Only at billiards, and even then, not well. That’s not mine. I’d never risk it.”

The door chimed, and Stella, whose appetite for drama was almost as strong as her appetite for almond biscuits, murmured, “Across the way, my lady. That’s Audrey.”

Margot turned. Across the windowed front, almost hidden behind a tall stand of azaleas, sat Audrey Phelps. She was glancing up, then away again, her hands moving restlessly at her gloves. When Margot’s gaze met hers, a flicker of guilt or perhaps urgent curiosity, crossed Audrey’s posture, and she bent ostentatiously over a club newsletter.

“Were you aware Audrey was following you?” Margot asked calmly.

Finchley looked genuinely bewildered. "Audrey? She—she’s… she cares, Margot. Always did. She’s bailed me out more than once. But Myers was threatening her as well, over some charity matter. I told her not to get involved. It’s my mess, not hers.” He paused, deep shadows forming under his eyes. “If you believe nothing else, believe that I am a fool. But I am not a murderer.”

Margot’s mind spun through the possibilities. Finchley was hardly her idea of a cold-blooded killer. But desperation could have many faces, and here was one—a man cornered by his own vices, destroyed by the knowledge that someone else held all the cards.

Outside, Audrey made to leave. Margot caught her eye and signalled discreetly. The philanthropist hesitated, then approached their table with the careful, guileless grace she reserved for society meetings and charity bazaars.

“Margot… Lord Finchley,” she said, voice soft. “I hope I’m not intruding.”

“Not at all,” Margot replied, schooling her features. “We were simply discussing the awfulness of it all.”

Finchley looked away, shame colouring his cheeks. Audrey’s hand fluttered to her bag, then her gloves, then to the table—restless as ever.

“I know how it seems,” she said quietly, “but Arthur hasn’t harmed anyone. He’s been ill-used, yes—by Myers and by others. I would stake my reputation on it.”

Margot looked between them, feeling a complex mixture of pity, suspicion, and admiration. Audrey’s loyalty was absolute, but that very attachment added another knot to untangle. Myers had made threats about her as well—if he could destroy Finchley, Audrey’s carefully curated reputation might well collapse as well.

Stella broke the tension, eyeing Margot meaningfully. “We ought not to outstay our welcome, my lady. There’ll be tongues wagging from here to the Pavilion if too many of our party keep ending up in the same tea room.”

Margot smiled, collecting gloves and purse. “Indeed. Arthur, if you think of anything, or if anyone tries to use you for their own ends, you must tell me at once.”

He nodded, all composure gone, and watched her leave as one might watch a lifeboat row away from a sinking ship. Audrey hesitated, then pressed Margot’s hand. “I shan’t let them break him,” she said softly, the weight of her conviction briefly startling.

Margot squeezed her fingers and joined Stella outside, drawing in long gusts of sea air.

“Well?” Stella pressed.

“I believe he’s frightened, Stella. Guilty of many things, but perhaps not murder.” Margot’s mind spun furiously. “But frightened men are always dangerous. For themselves or for others.”

She cast a last look at the café window, where Finchley sat with head bowed, and Audrey now stood at the counter, her movements taut as a violin string. There were truths to uncover, certainly, but for the first time Margot saw how the shadows cast by Myers’s poison reached not just backwards into motives and secrets, but forward—into debts yet to be paid, loyalties yet to be tested, and a solution that still seemed as fogbound as the Brighton sea.

Margot and Stella made their way uphill, the city opening out before them, Pavilion in the distance. In this town, she thought, the closer you drew to the truth, the more perilous the company became—especially when friendship, love, and desperation danced so very close to the line between guilt and innocence.


Chapter Six

Sunlight fought a losing battle against the Brighton clouds as Lady Margot Blackwell crossed the Pavilion’s east corridor, trailing echoes and gossip in her wake. The morning after her meeting with Finchley had broken into a flurry of servants with polish tins, house guests with worn nerves, and constables with notebooks—proof, if ever Margot had needed it, that even a murder could not disrupt the city’s appetite for theatre.

Stella Wickham moved through the Pavilion like a hand in a well-loved glove. Her sharp eyes and more than sharp tongue were, this morning, fixed on the lower staff staircase, from which a stream of whispered rumours trickled up to the drawing room. Margot found her there, pretending to consult a tray of lilies while expertly eavesdropping on a trio of parlour maids gathered by the broom-cupboard.

“Saw her myself,” one maid hissed, polishing a vase that gleamed brighter with every scandal. “Charity Queen out of her rooms after midnight, and not for her hot-water bottle neither.”

“Do you mean Mrs Phelps?” said another, low and sly.

The first nodded, widening her eyes for effect. “Meeting that Myers, she was. In the music room, just the two of them. Braver than I’d be, alone with him.”

Margot suppressed a smile as Stella rounded the corner, arms full of fresh gossip and only a token flower arrangement. “I see you’ve abandoned the lilies for something altogether more aromatic: scandal.”

Stella’s grin was lightning-quick. “Prettier flowers, my lady. Seems Audrey Phelps graced herself with a private audience with the dearly departed, just two nights before Mr Myers became rather less talkative than usual. Mrs Batley, the one with the ears like saucers, overheard Mr Myers saying, ‘Truth is only as useful as its discretion, Mrs Phelps.’ Imagine!”

Margot let her mind sweep across the night in question. “So Audrey lied about working late on charitable accounts. She was meeting Reginald Myers—perhaps to buy his silence, or plead for something more awful still.”

“That’s what the kitchen’s saying.” Stella lowered her voice, relishing her role. “Also, apparently, he threatened her with the charity books. But she was seen up to the attics later, red-eyed and pasty as steamed pudding. Not much of an alibi, that.”

“Poor Audrey,” Margot murmured, feeling a complicated blend of pity and suspicion. “She’s always taken things too much to heart. Still, it gives us something to question.”

“And the staff want you to have this.” Stella held out a crooked envelope addressed in a trembling hand—no doubt left by some under-gardener swept up in the night’s drama. “Found in the back hall, tucked behind the water heater.”

Margot opened it, reading the shaky scrawl:

Mrs P,

Don’t meet him again. Think of your name.

—A friend

“Here’s a note full of dread,” Margot said quietly. “A friend who knows more than we do—yet.”

*

A new day at the Pavilion worked changes on everyone. Rosalind, for instance, dressed herself in her finest defiance—a bobbed blond crown, dress flecked with last night’s paint, and an air of high dudgeon. Margot found her in the morning room, haunting the bay window.

“Enjoying the view, Ro?” Margot asked, setting herself on the window seat.

Rosalind’s lips curved, but she avoided her cousin’s gaze, eyes fixed on Regency rooftops. “Enjoy is an ambitious word these days. Simon Grant is behaving as if I am Brighton’s answer to Lucrezia Borgia.”

Margot softened her tone. “Myers troubled everyone, but he seemed intent on making you especially miserable. Is it true you owe more than Lady Jersey’s husband at Ascot?”

Rosalind grimaced, picking at the hem of her sleeve. “It’s not as bad as that, Margot, but yes, things are… a touch dire. Myers knew. He always did. He had a nose for it, like truffle pigs and bad luck.” She hesitated, then laughed—a brittle, anxious sound. “But that’s no motive for me to kill him. I might have painted him in a dunce’s cap, but real poison? I haven’t the temperament for it, much less the patience.”

“Is there something else, Rosalind?” Margot pressed, curious at her cousin’s evasive manner.

“Only that if the world believes debts make murderers, half of Brighton will be on the gallows come Michaelmas.” She shrugged, her usual bravado turning pale at the edges. “Tell Stella to fetch me peppermint tea. Anything stronger will see me in gaol for debts alone.”

Margot watched Rosalind’s reflection tremble in the glass, the truth dancing somewhere in the fine line between pride and despair.

*

Down the hall, Inspector Simon Grant was installed in the Pavilion’s petite library, which was now stacked with police ledgers and the faint aroma of new ink. Margot joined him, after a warning knock, to find him absorbed in a sheaf of witness statements, spectacles perched halfway down his nose.

He greeted her with a wry incline of the head before gesturing at the pile. “Your cousin objects to being treated as a suspect. Vehemently.”

“She’s an artist,” Margot replied. “Histrionics are half the profession.”

Simon’s lips flickered into something resembling a smile, then hardened again. “All the same, she fits. Motive stemmed from her debts. Opportunity—she was everywhere that evening. Public quarrel, too.”

Margot settled across from him, meeting his gaze directly. “There are others with motive and means. Audrey, for one, had a secret meeting with Myers. Stella’s found the staff whispering about it.”

“Phelps is nervous but too easily spooked to risk it.” Simon’s tone was dry. “Rosalind, meanwhile, has every reason to see Myers gone. She’s evasive about her creditors, and there are cheques drawn on closed accounts littering her desk. And don’t forget—every time Myers needled her about that portrait, she went pale.”

“She’s not a killer,” Margot countered quietly. “She’s reckless. Sometimes even careless—but not cruel.”

“Desperation does strange things.” Simon closed his ledger with a decisive thump. “The evidence stacks higher against her than anyone else. Unless you’ve something to offer which upends that?”

Margot shook her head, frowning. “Give me a day. I’ll patronise the Pavilion’s finest teas, inspect a few more debts, and learn what I can from gossip and shadow. You’ll have your answer.”

Simon eyed her, a grudging respect in the set of his jaw. “If you find anything, Lady Margot, you’ll let me know first?”

She gave him a wry, meaningful look. “That depends, Inspector. On whether you’re hoping to arrest a murderer or prove you were right.”

He huffed, unamused but not displeased, and returned to his notes. Margot withdrew, mind whirring.

*

The rest of the day unfolded in quick, vivid scenes—Margot in the galleries with Rosalind, pressing for receipts and hearing only vague stories; Stella trawling the servants’ halls for stray whispers, returning with tales about Bellingham’s debts and Audrey’s late-night candlelight. Rumours waxed and waned in the Pavilion like the tide—one moment, Eleanor was seen whispering with Bellingham in the palm room; another, a missing set of candlesticks became the subject of an inquest in the servant’s hall, until they were discovered under Lord Finchley’s shawl.

That evening, Margot found herself alone for a rare moment in the Pavilion’s east wing, the amber glow of the lamps painting all the elegant surfaces gold. She sipped tepid tea, pondering the puzzle: Audrey’s hidden meeting, Rosalind’s growing evasions, Simon’s steely pursuit, and the mystery of friends and killers dining side by side.

Stella returned, fresh from the kitchens and breathless with success. “I managed to get Mrs Batley’s version straight. Audrey met Myers on Thursday night. There was a lot of whispered pleading, and she left before midnight—red-eyed, staff said.”

Margot digested this. “Did anyone see Rosalind that night?”

“Painting in her studio. At least, so she says. Mr Blake, the butler, saw her fetch a brandy after retiring, but nothing more.”

Margot stood, nerves twanging with faint hope. “It seems everyone here has secrets—some more than others. But secrets and murder aren’t always bedfellows.”

Stella’s eyes lit with admiration. “All this, and a knack for lilies, my lady. The Pavilion won’t know what hit it.”

The clock chimed. Night was drawing in, and with it the sense that, in Brighton, the difference between trust and treachery was as thin as a pane of glass.


Chapter Seven

The Pavilion gardens had always promised escape—tame and wild intertwined, just enough chaos for Brighton’s polite society to claim an air of the adventurous without the risk of the truly unknown. Margot found herself welcoming the cold sting in the air as she strolled amongst lawns swept with crocus and early hyacinth. Spring, it seemed, came reluctantly to the scene of a murder.

It was too early for most guests, but not for Margot or Eleanor Templeton. The latter appeared at the balustrade, elegantly groomed as ever, the polished silver monogrammed flask clasped in her right hand. Margot watched for a moment before stepping lightly across the dew-dashed grass.

“Mrs Templeton,” Margot began, adopting her best mannered tone, “you have the appearance of someone in need of solace or at least strong spirits.”

Eleanor’s mouth flickered in a near-smile. “A habit I’ve picked up as a widow, Lady Margot. The gardens are quieter than the Pavilion—less chance of someone asking after one’s family pearls or investments.”

Margot paused beside her. Birds piped in the laurels, a dull haze settling over the bandstand in the distance. She glanced sidelong at Eleanor, observing how the other woman’s grip tightened on her flask, the moon-white initials glinting against the steel.

“It hasn’t been easy, I know,” Margot offered, choosing her words with care. “Yet I flatter myself I know how to distinguish genuine composure from its clever imitation.”

Eleanor’s face remained composed, but her eyes—grey, keen, the colour of winter pavements—betrayed a flicker of something taut and secretive. “You were always too insightful for comfort.”

Margot let the silence stretch, then asked entirely lightly, “Do you ever find that what folk say about money being freeing is absolute nonsense? Seems to me it only brings new headaches and new accountants.”

Eleanor’s laugh was crisp, almost brittle. She adjusted her shawl. “I have never found money particularly freeing. It is a shackle, albeit a gleaming one. And as for accountants, they are as predatory as divorce solicitors, and twice as dull.”

Margot’s tone became gentler, probing. “There are whispers circulating, Eleanor, that Myers was keen on discussing your, ah, holdings in recent weeks. Even that he may have held certain leverage over you. I wondered if you might… confide?”

The silence that followed was not comfortable. Eleanor’s lips thinned; her flask found its way briefly to her mouth, gold cap clicking as she unscrewed it and took a measured sip. “Myers made it his life’s work to learn everyone’s business but his own. If he imagined he could threaten me, then he died labouring under a delusion.”

Margot did not press, but chose instead to wander a few steps ahead, half-inviting Eleanor to follow. She admired (and pocketed) a flower from the border. “I always tell my friends that secrets are best kept in three forms. A bank, a bottle, or a book.”

Eleanor followed, slower. “Bankers are whores,” she said softly. “Bottles run dry. Books are only as secure as their lock.” Her eye went distant. “I prefer to hold my secrets close.”

Margot turned. “Did Myers know something about you that should have remained close?”

Eleanor’s composure wavered—a faint cloud of red riding her cheeks, the first truly human sign Margot had seen from her all week. She swallowed. “He knew more than he should. More than I ever wished any man to know.”

“Blackmail?” Margot asked carefully.

“I do not answer to that word.” Eleanor’s chin came up; her poise returning with force. “You should be careful, Lady Margot. Accusing respectable women at sunrise is ill-bred, even for an amateur detective.”

There was fire under the frost now. Margot, emboldened, circled her conversational quarry. “But the truth will out, eventually. You seem… afraid of scandal, Eleanor.”

Eleanor’s hand was white around her flask. “Reputation is all I own, Lady Margot. If you think it so strange I guard it jealously, then you understand nothing of a woman’s life in Brighton.”

The sound of distant laughter drifted from a path behind the shrubbery—servants, perhaps, or Stella intercepting a scullery maid with tales. Margot took advantage of the pause, crouching to examine an early blossom. She spoke, her voice carrying only as far as the breeze would let it. “The silver you so carefully guard—what does it hide? Courage or fear?”

Eleanor was silent. Margot glanced up and saw the woman’s gaze fixed not on the flowers but on the flask itself, her thumb rubbing anxiously over the fancy initials as though to scrub away the self that lingered beneath the formal script.

Margot straightened, gentling her approach. “May I see it? Or does it contain the final secret in Brighton?”

Eleanor hesitated. “It is simply brandy. For my nerves. I carry it always—otherwise I wouldn’t be able to face the day. If rumour says otherwise, let them try living my life for a week.”

Margot took that as permission and examined it closely. The flask was heavy, unusually so, the sort a jeweller makes to last a lifetime. The monogram was artful—E.L.T.—delicately engraved. Margot smiled, handed it back. “Thank you. A lovely piece. Your late husband’s?”

Eleanor tucked it back into her reticule at once. “His, and then mine. I believe objects contain something of us, don’t you?”

Margot nodded, seeing now the faintest quiver in Eleanor’s hand.

They walked for a moment in companionable silence until Margot, never one to let discomfort linger unchallenged, said suddenly, “Whatever Myers had on you, he can no longer use it.”

It was the slip Margot had waited for. A visible shudder across Eleanor’s features, her lips pulling into the beginnings of a sneer.

“Deserved what he got, if you ask me,” Eleanor muttered, her voice a scalded whisper. “He made himself judge and executioner of everyone in this blasted town. He enjoyed it. Some people are only possible to endure when silent.”

There it was—a hairline fracture exposed. Margot watched, attentive but careful not to press further, as Eleanor recomposed herself with a severity as sharp as a soldier on parade. Her jaw set, her walk stiffened, as though the very act of voicing a wish was a crime in itself.

Margot let another silence pass before answering, gently but firmly. “We all have our thresholds. I am only grateful I have never yet reached mine.”

“That’s the difference between you and me, Lady Margot,” Eleanor said, her tone sharpening. “For you, life is still play. For me and women like me, it is always a fight to keep one’s head above the water.”

“In that case,” Margot said softly, “let’s hope there are no more storms in Brighton this spring.”

Eleanor gave a sharp, unsmiling laugh, then turned back toward the path, coat drawn close around her shoulders.

Margot remained, watching the retreating figure. In her mind’s eye, the puzzle pieces were shifting, the silver flask—once a mere accessory—now weighted with new meaning. A symbol of comfort, or guilt, or—she could not yet say which. But it was certainly a clue she would not forget.

As the bells struck the quarter hour, Margot made her way back toward the house, heart and mind set humming by Eleanor’s accidental confession and by the realisation that whatever the truth, Brighton’s carefully tended gardens were fertilised by secrets as surely as any spring bloom.

And as the sun broke, finally, through the morning haze and sent fresh, sincere light racing across the Pavilion’s lacquered domes, Margot Blackwell set herself to the day’s next task. The edges of deception were beginning to crumble at last.


Chapter Eight

If Brighton Pavilion was all ostentation and spectacle, then the seafront cafés were the town’s real living room—a flurry of clinking china, salty breezes, and conversations pitched a touch too high for true discretion. Margot found herself early to the appointment, grateful for the privacy masquerading as bustle. The window fogged gently with breath and warmth, a perfect screen for observing society with impunity.

Margot chose a table slightly removed from the main throng. Out the window, seagulls wheeled and screamed over a tide-damp beach, and the pier’s pale spine traced the mist. Stella had offered to accompany her, but Margot had insisted on solitude—conversations with friends, she reflected, required a different sort of vigilance than interrogations with suspects.

She ordered tea, specifying with forlorn hope, “If you have Rose Congou, I’d be ever so grateful. Failing that, the strongest black you possess.” The waitress apologised, not for the first time, and vanished into the press of aproned staff.

When Audrey arrived, punctual to the minute, she wore the neatest suit Margot had yet seen on her, with fine gloves and a cloche hat in exactly the colour of faded hydrangeas. Only her eyes betrayed the tense undertow.

“Margot.” She seated herself, hands folded tightly enough to blanch the knuckles.

“Audrey.” Margot’s tone was gently normal. “Thank you for braving the wind. Brighton’s sea air chases all sense of dignity from even the best put-together.”

A fleeting smile, gone as quickly as it had come. “I couldn’t stay in the Pavilion another moment. Inspector Grant has the whole house moving in circles, and there are too many mirrors. One begins to fear one’s own reflection.”

The waitress bustled over with tea—none of Margot’s beloved Rose Congou, only a robust Assam, dark and steaming. “No luck, I’m afraid,” the girl said, with a sympathetic lift of her brow. “No Rose Congou in the house, but I added an extra scoop for strength.”

Audrey’s smile steadied. “Still searching for your particular blend? Brighton must be nearly out of tea entirely, with your quest.”

“It’s the only constant in a town that seems to live on scandal and sugar,” Margot replied. “But do try your cup, regardless. If nothing else, a challenge to the palate.”

They sipped in silence. Margot observed the slight tremor of Audrey’s hands, how she darted glances across the café as though any table might conceal a spy. To any casual observer they might have looked like any two women taking tea, but Margot could feel the air vibrating with words unsaid.

Margot broke the ice with calculated innocence. “I hear from the Pavilion kitchens that you’ve been working all hours on hospital fundraising. Is it all going well?”

There was the briefest hesitation. Audrey set her cup down with care. “It is. Donations have been down—what with the recent distress, I’m sure.” She avoided Margot’s gaze. “And the scrutiny. People will always suspect a woman who manages money, just as they will always suspect a woman who keeps secrets.”

“Have you thought, Audrey, that keeping secrets only grows heavier with time?”

Something bristled in Audrey’s manner; she straightened her gloves, smoothing out an invisible wrinkle with steadfast attention. “There are some secrets, Margot, that are not kept for oneself. Some are shouldered for others.”

Margot leaned in, tone softer now. “For Finchley?” She paused, watching Audrey’s cheeks flare with tension. “You’ve been seen looking out for him—more than you admit.”

Audrey’s hands clenched tighter, fingertips white with strain. She fought for composure. “Arthur is my friend. A better man than he pretends, and far kinder than most know. He has helped the hospital, donated things, arranged sponsors. Of course I’ve supported him.”

“And the donations he required… you used the Society’s funds?”

A crumple, almost imperceptible; a woman unravelled by her own decency and fear. Audrey’s voice sank to a whisper, nearly lost beneath the rattle of the wind and the clatter of a distant tea tray. “I did.”

Margot let the confession hang; the tea sat untouched and growing cold. “Tell me, Audrey. Not for Inspector Grant, not for Brighton, or for Myers now. For yourself.”

Audrey’s voice quavered; half defiance, half despair. “He was desperate. I only ever meant to cover a shortfall. Arthur had lost so much already—his father’s estate, his mother’s trust in him, himself. I thought a loan from the funds could see him right… the money would come back after the next event, when—when things improved.”

“But they didn’t?”

“Never. The next horse fell; a new marker came due; the events lost sponsors.” Audrey’s breath grew ragged, every sentence a wound. “And then Myers found out. He must have gone through Finchley’s correspondence. He came to me with that sly smile—‘You’re a clever one, Audrey, it’s always the clever ones who slip.’ He threatened exposure—a letter to the papers, a whisper over tea…” Her eyes misted. “He promised me ruination, not just for me but for the hospital and everyone who depended on it.”

Margot offered gentle irony to soften the starkness. “That’s the trouble with cleverness, isn't it? It never stops for breath.”

Audrey gathered herself. “He made me pay—first in fear, then in humiliation. He wanted me to turn on Arthur, to sign a note attesting to his mismanagement, or see my name dragged through the gutter. I chose silence, Margot. Even when the silence threatened to crush me.”

“You didn’t confront him on your own, then? Not on the night itself?” Margot pressed, remembering what Stella had gleaned from the staff and servants’ chorus of gossip.

Audrey shook her head rapidly. “I could never have faced him alone. Not that night, not ever. I hid behind reluctant bravery and paperwork. If anything, the only courage I found was in pretending I had none.”

Margot allowed a pause. The wind’s roar grew, sending a scatter of sand tinkling against the windowpane. She reached for Audrey’s wrist, a rare unguarded gesture. “Audrey, why did you do it? Where did the boundaries of helping end? What—as a friend, not as an investigator—should I see, if I look honestly?”

Audrey blinked fiercely, a tear threatening but not breaking. “You must see…I acted to shield the truly vulnerable. The hospital would have failed, the feeblest lost beds, the staff dismissed. Arthur would be destitute—and he, for all his faults, is not cruel. I bent the rules to keep them all afloat, not because I wished to gain but because I could not allow harm to come to the innocent. I know I have sinned in the eyes of accounting and honesty, but I do not regret my motivation, however wrong my methods.”

Margot let her hand linger another moment, then withdrew to her cup. “Your loyalty is both your pride and your penalty, Audrey.” She gave a rueful smile. “You have my trust but you need to trust yourself again.”

A fragment of humour surfaced. Audrey’s lips twisting in a crooked grin. “That may be the greatest hurdle of all, Margot. That, and answering to Simon Grant.”

“Let me worry about the Inspector,” Margot replied, some of the old spark returning to her eyes. “For now, you must rest. It’s easy to lose oneself when one’s entire life is rescue. Remember, even the sturdiest lifeguard cannot save the whole sea.”

Silence shimmered between them, broken only by the careful decanting and pouring of a second cup. Outside, the wind whipped the waves white against Brighton’s crumbling jetty, and Margot allowed herself a single, deep sigh. In this moment, the mystery was less about clues or guilt, more about the bruised hopefulness that bound even the most broken souls together.

“Thank you,” Audrey said finally, voice husky. “For telling it to me straight, and for not telling tales when others would.”

Margot’s smile was bittersweet. “Brighton would collapse if we told everything we knew, let alone everything we guessed.”

Tea finished, Margot paid the bill, leaving a generous tip—a little private rebellion now that respectability could no longer be taken for granted.

They stood at the promenade’s edge, sunlight feathering through scudding clouds. Audrey squinted into the glare. “The world looks different by the sea, doesn’t it? Cleaner, perhaps. Or just more honest.”

“The sea is a place where secrets sink, or come back to shore with the next tide,” Margot offered, echoing a thought so old in Brighton it might as well have been inscribed on the pier.

They lingered a moment longer before heading for the Pavilion. Margot left the meeting lighter, but with one more piece of the puzzle—Audrey, possibly exonerated of murder, but not of all the secrets that Myers’s death had scattered like so many bits of glass along the shingle.

As they parted ways, Margot looked back just once, watching Audrey’s slender silhouette shrinking against the immense sky. She walked with a purpose—not a woman fleeing, but a woman who knew what it meant to stand up, even as the whole town whispered and watched.

If Brighton had taught Margot anything, it was that the truly guilty were not always the first to be whispered about, nor were the innocent always blameless in the eyes of those who judged. Sometimes, the only way to save those we loved was to step willingly into the fog on their behalf—and live with the consequences.

Back at the Pavilion, tea-drunk and wind-freshened, Margot gathered her notebook, her wit, and what remained of her courage. The next step on this particular path, she knew, would require all three.


Chapter Nine

The Pavilion’s Banquet Room, on the afternoon of Alfred Bellingham’s luncheon, resembled nothing so much as a theatre in which every guest had been cast a role they neither liked nor rehearsed. Margot, surveying the crush from her vantage by the marble fireplace, thought that Bellingham had outdone himself. Not simply in opulence, but in the palpable tension ruffling every tablecloth and napkin.

Stella, for her part, was assisting the staff in the side parlour, her ear cocked for gossip, her hands surprisingly deft with the lobsters.

Even before the guests sat down for luncheon, it was clear that this would not be the sort of party recounted for its clever toasts or salmon mousse. Instead, Bellingham himself—large, florid, and brim-full of forced good cheer—moved amongst the gathering like a benevolent squire determined to see off a bad harvest with excessive courses and sparkling wine.

“Lady Margot!” he boomed, advancing upon her with a glass in his hand. “You are looking radiant this afternoon. Brighton itself fades beside you, and I say that as a man who’s seen enough sunrises on this coast to know.”

Margot’s smile had a glint of its own. “You are always so encouraging, Mr Bellingham. One finds it necessary to sparkle, or risk being eclipsed by your chandeliers.”

He laughed, but she noted he drummed a staccato on his walking stick, a nervous percussion she’d come to associate with his unease. “Ah, well! If I cannot be subtle, I can at least be generous. Are you well situated? I see you have Rosalind beside you. Surely the company of artists is a tonic for all.”

“Rosalind is a tonic of rare strength,” said Margot, as Rosalind herself appeared from the crowd, cheeks flushed with either heat or apprehension.

The company slowly made their way to the table. Finchley sat looking as though he expected the soup to leap at him, while Eleanor Templeton wore her habitual calm. Audrey, already pale, managed a weak smile and occupied herself with the bread rolls.

As the first course was served, Margot leaned delicately across to Bellingham, who was engaged in over-enthusiastic conversation about his string of shipping successes.

“Your trade must be complicated these days, Mr Bellingham,” Margot interjected gently, “with the port authorities so strict and the tax inspectors ever on the prowl.”

He gave a loud, hearty laugh—the kind that filled the room more than the man himself. Yet his fingers had started tapping again. “Trade is always complicated for those who lack the wherewithal, Lady Margot. I daresay you are no stranger to the sorts of difficulties the wealthy endure to keep Britain running.”

“Indeed?” Her tone was all sweet innocence. “I did wonder; I heard last week of a customs raid. Was it not your warehouse involved?”

He waved a hand dismissively, but his knuckles whitened on the stick. “Empty talk. The sort spread by shop boys with nothing better to do. Our authorities are keen, to be sure, but honest merchants have little to fear.”

Margot met his smile steadily. “Reginald Myers was said to be preparing a file for the customs authorities. One wonders, had he succeeded in his efforts, what would have happened to Brighton’s trade.”

Bellingham’s joviality faltered, if only for a beat. Margot saw a brief flicker of genuine anxiety beneath his usual bombast, but he recovered with a flourish. “Myers fancied himself a spy, when all he was fit for was selling racing tips to fools. He did love his files and folders—never saw a scrap he couldn’t embellish or a rumour he couldn’t double. Brighton would do better to remember its own, not listen to that monger.”

“And yet you entertained him so graciously.”

His stick tapped sharply, a discordant note amongst the gentle clatter of cutlery. “One must be polite to all, Lady Margot. Especially to men who lack breeding but possess a knack for mischief. I’m a patron, not a policeman.”

She smiled, noting the calculation in his eyes. Here was a man who blustered for effect, who intimidated as second nature, yet had secrets knotted deep enough that even a whiff of exposure could make his hand tremble.

As the meal went on—from a fancy fish in jelly to a roast from Bellingham’s own butchers—Margot asked her questions with charm and small compliments, always steering the talk back to his trade and where his shipping fortune had come from.

“Did you know Myers well? Society seems to think you and he had a, how do they put it, mutually profitable understanding.” Margot’s words were pointed but her tone feather-light, masked beneath a joke about lobster.

Bellingham’s eyes narrowed for a moment. “I knew him as much as I knew half of Brighton. He was everywhere, pestering, selling his nonsense. If he’d ever turned down a shilling for keeping silent, it would have been from lack of a purse, not scruples.”

Seated to Bellingham’s right, Rosalind, hoping to change the subject, spoke too quickly of portraits hung in foreign embassies; but Margot, seeing Bellingham relax under the artist’s bombardment, let the topic drift. The luncheon would give her what she needed, in its own time.

As dessert arrived, raspberry fool, unfortunately named for the mood in the room, Margot felt a touch at her elbow. Stella, having infiltrated the kitchen under pretence of assisting with the trifle, leaned in discreetly.

“There’s a rumour amongst the under-maids, my lady. About Mr Myers and shipping papers.” She slipped a scrap of folded paper, likely torn from a menu, into Margot’s hand, whispering, “Apparently Mr Bellingham’s dock ledger vanished after dinner last week. Cook says Mrs Chivers, the housekeeper, saw Myers sneaking out of the library with a bulky envelope under his coat.”

Margot murmured thanks, pocketed the note, and refreshed her smile.

“The conversations in Brighton have greater reach than the telegraph,” she remarked lightly to Bellingham, who looked up, startled. “One hopes it is only racing tips being exchanged in the libraries these days.”

He straightened, gruff and protective. “Ladies’ imaginations could power half the ships in Sussex, but I assure you, Brighton’s business is safe with me.”

Margot finished her coffee, cool and unsweetened, certain that Bellingham’s confidence was as shallow as the finger bowls now making the rounds. When luncheon broke up, she drifted with the crowd into the hall, where Eleanor and Finchley stood in tense conversation, and Simon flanked the doors like a discreet sentinel.

Bellingham, pausing to collect his hat, managed one final chilling smile. “You’re a devil for questions, Lady Margot. You must have missed your vocation.”

She let the barb hang between them a moment, then provided her own, much gentler, riposte. “I was always told curiosity killed nothing but boredom, Mr Bellingham. Thank you for luncheon.”

*

As guests made their way into the drawing rooms, Stella caught up to Margot again, cheeks pink from a kitchen heavy with rumour and steam.

“Mr Bellingham’s cook says Myers left a sealed letter with his own name on it—said it was to be delivered to the Customs Office if anything happened to him.” Stella’s eyes gleamed. “But the head footman swears he saw Bellingham tearing up a letter after midnight, and burning it in the kitchen stove.”

“So both Bellingham and Myers were hiding something in plain sight,” Margot mused. “But what? And who is lying to whom?”

“Everyone, I’d wager,” Stella whispered, “but never the cook.”

In a side corridor, Margot overheard more whispered speculation from the staff: tales of late-night deliveries to the stables; of Bellingham’s fondness for keeping two ledgers, one for the tax man, another for private eyes only; and of Myers bargaining for a future in France if his evidence ever brought the syndicate down.

She carried this web of gossip and clues back to her own rooms, letting the facts simmer alongside the day’s parade of sweets and scandals. If Bellingham truly was engaged in smuggling, it would not take many well-placed whispers for the authorities to act, yet the question of who killed Myers, and why, twisted on, bloody as a dropped raspberry.

Margot spent the afternoon sorting through her notes, letting the banter and bickering of the luncheon fade. She could not yet unpick every thread, but she had seen enough: the tap of a stick, a crack in a mask, the sharp scent of fear beneath bonhomie.

As day turned to evening, Stella appeared again with a sly look. “If Mr Bellingham’s as careless as his chef says, we may yet find more than lobster shells in his study. Shall I go poking?”

Margot’s smile was genuine this time. “But do mind the silver,” she said, ready for the next round of secrets to come.

And in the Pavilion’s golden twilight, as the staff lit the first lamps beneath the domes and the last crumbs of Bellingham’s pie were swept up, the stage was set for revelation. In Brighton, as Lady Margot knew too well, the biggest farces always hid the most dangerous truths.


Chapter Ten

Some afternoons in Brighton, the sea looks like a silver mirror, calm and shining, giving the promise of safety with every glint of weak sunlight on the horizon. This was not such an afternoon. Outside the Pavilion, clouds sulked and wind battered the iron railings with the bitter persistence only the Channel could conjure. Margot, moving with wary purpose through the Pavilion’s marbled corridors, sensed a storm inside to match the one without.

She found Stella waiting by the lower hall, whispering ferociously with a pageboy and one of Bellingham’s footmen. “News up from the constabulary, they’ve gone and carted Lord Finchley off, as bold as you please. Something about poison in his writing desk. Simon Grant himself did the honours, and he wasn’t smiling.”

“Poison?” Margot echoed, already feeling the injustice set her teeth on edge. Finchley, a murderer? Ridiculous. Desperate, certainly. Weak, habitually. But capable of planning and pulling off a murder in cold blood? Something in her, a mixture of instinct and that obstinate sense of fairness which her grandmother had once called her most troublesome trait, recoiled at the idea.

By the time Margot reached Brighton’s constabulary, the mood had settled into the heavy, breathless hush that follows the drop of a guillotine’s blade. The station was a pleasant enough façade for small-town justice: broad, respectable, always with a faint whiff of floor polish and last month’s onions. Yet today, it was bristling with tension. A pair of constables hovered by the desk, their faces ruthlessly blank.

Stella, undeterred, lingered among them, bright-eyed with anticipation. “We’ll have to wait out here, my lady. They’re all in with Chief Grant, him with a face like a thundercloud.”

Margot nodded, passing through the corridor as unobtrusively as her elegant coat allowed. She slipped near enough to overhear, a trick learnt from years among servants and suspects alike.

Voices, raised and insistent, were leaking through a barely closed door.

“I told you!” Finchley pleaded, despair rising in every syllable. “I never touched poison. The bottle, the whole business… it’s not mine! I’ve no use for the stuff, can’t even abide medicine.”

Simon Grant’s reply was low and implacable; no grand theatrics, only an iron-spined certainty honed by years of disappointment. “The evidence is what it is, Lord Finchley. The bottle was labelled, hidden in your own desk beneath stacks of notes. You purchased powders at the chemist, you owe Myers more than respectability can cover, and more than one guest noticed your behaviour at dinner that night, nervous, evasive. There are prints, and a signature that matches your hand near enough.”

Margot, unable to restrain herself further, pushed the door gently. “Inspector Grant, may I offer a word?”

If Simon was exasperated, he gave nothing away. “Lady Margot. If you’re here for a social call, I suggest another afternoon.”

“I’m here because you’re making a grave mistake,” Margot replied, her own temper rising as she entered. She glanced at Finchley’s collapsed form, a figure of ruined dignity clutching at whatever composure remained.

“Arthur is no murderer.” She heard her own voice hardening. “He’s made a shambles of his life, yes, and he’s lied often, badly. But poison, Simon? It’s simply not in his nature. If a man who panics at a deck of cards is your cold-blooded assassin, you’re reading the wrong sort of novel.”

Simon regarded her evenly. “He had means, motive, and opportunity. The powder—arsenic, from Granger’s—was in his study, hidden but not well. And he fits the description the chemist offered, down to the coat and the nervous manner. We’ve checked with the hotel; he left the Pavilion on the afternoon two days before the murder, unaccounted for over an hour. That buys poison, Lady Margot.”

“And it’s all a little too neat, if you ask me.” Margot moved to Finchley’s shoulder, offering her own brand of support; a quick, warm look rather than a touch. “If someone wanted to frame him, they’d use the very facts you’ve gathered. All this business about left-handed signatures and glove prints… anyone half-clever could fake it. Arthur panics under pressure. He’d make a perfect scapegoat.”

The room seemed to contract, with only Simon unmoved, arms folded. “Margot, you know I respect your intuition. But the facts are as they stand.”

Margot fixed him with a look that could strip wallpaper. “And if the facts point in the wrong direction? You already know someone has made it their business to shift suspicion as surely as they manipulate fortunes.” Her tone grew gentle. “Simon, Myers had a gift for driving people into corners. But someone is trying very hard to make Finchley the villain of the piece. I implore you; don’t let them.”

Simon was silent for a heartbeat, weighing what must have been a painful sum. He gestured to Finchley, now pale, defeated, hands twisted in desperate knots. The other man looked up, eyes hollow as Brighton mist.

“Margot… please,” Finchley whispered. “You know me. I was a fool. I gambled, I lied to you and everyone who cared about me. But I did not kill him. Someone planted that bottle. As God is my witness, I couldn’t even poison a wasp.”

Margot knelt beside him, setting aside pride. “Arthur, I believe you. But you must trust me—tell me everything. Every visitor, every errand. Leave nothing out, however trivial.”

He nodded, voice trembling as he recounted again his steps—how, shaken, he’d taken a walk and stopped at Granger’s chemist but could not bring himself to buy more than headache powders. How he’d returned to find his study door ajar, convinced he was merely forgetful. “But Margot, I never, never bought poison.”

Simon snapped his notebook shut. “Enough. The formal charge will be laid within the hour, Lord Finchley. In the meantime, you will remain in custody.”

Margot rose, composure cool as steel. “I will find out who put that bottle in your study, Arthur. You have my word.”

Finchley, normally so vain, all but wept. “You’re all I’ve left, Margot. Please, please prove I’m not the wretch everyone thinks I am.”

Simon almost sighed, rubbing his temple as though staving off a headache worthy of epic poetry. “Margot, interfering will make this harder for him and for you.”

She turned, riveting in her defiance. “Standing by your friends, Simon, is never a mistake. Even when the world says otherwise.”

He relented, if only a fraction. The faintest glimmer of the camaraderie they’d built leaked through his mask. “Just… be careful. And if you find anything—anything at all—you bring it to me before the journalists, I beg you.”

“In that, at least, we are agreed,” Margot replied, voice softening. She allowed herself a last look at the devastation in Finchley’s eyes before she withdrew, swept along by a resolve that felt part vengeance on the world’s injustice, part necessity of her stubborn heart.

In the corridor, Stella intercepted her, face flushed with urgency. “It’s a set-up, my lady. Heard say a servant saw Eleanor near the study after tea. And Rosalind, she was fit to burst with nerves an hour before Simon went up.”

Margot nodded, scribbling a mental note. “Start with Eleanor’s comings and goings. If she was near Finchley’s study, we must know.”

“And Bellingham’s valet, he’s been missing half the morning. Kitchen’s all a-tizzy.” Stella’s mouth set in a grim line. “I’ll get it out of them.”

Margot’s smile was tempered with gratitude. “If anyone can, Stella, it’s you.”

She stepped back into the chill spring air. For the first time since Myers’s murder, the puzzle was aligning. Every piece bore the stain of someone else’s hands; gossip, false clues, shifting blame. Someone was always one step ahead. Margot, driven by equal parts fury and loyalty, closed her eyes a moment, letting the sea-wind clear her doubts.

She thought of poor Finchley, so hopelessly trapped, partly by his own weakness, but mostly by a net cast much wider. If she did not act, the innocent would hang for the sins of the clever and the vindictive. She was not inclined to stand aside and watch.

*

As dusk smeared its melancholy across the rooftops, Margot returned to the Pavilion. The salon was alive with anxious talk, Rosalind pacing, Audrey pale and distracted, Bellingham and Eleanor still trading glances of cool calculation. It was here, amongst the very people watching Finchley fall, that the real culprit watched with impunity.

Margot squared her shoulders, resolved to seek out every careless footprint, every shifting alibi, every discarded glove in Brighton. She would prove, to Simon, to the city, to herself, that truth was both more precious and more elusive than reputation.

And as the Pavilion’s chandeliers blinked to life, casting golden radiance over Brighton’s secrets, Lady Margot Blackwell—unruly, elegant, and unafraid—began the late-evening business of redeeming the innocent, bringing down the guilty, and refusing to let old Brighton stories repeat themselves.


Chapter Eleven

If the heart of Brighton Pavilion was its great glittering salons, then its restless, pulsing soul was surely Rosalind Hayworth’s studio; a domain of half-finished canvases, neglected lilies, and creativity in all its unruly mess.

Margot entered at Stella’s heels, greeted by a chaos that was as much comfort as confusion. Rosalind, barefoot upon a fraying Persian rug, was wielding both a heavy paintbrush and a look of pure, artistic exasperation.

“Are you speaking to yourself, Ro, or rehearsing for the local repertory?” Margot teased, perching herself on the edge of a battered chaise where a ginger tom slept untroubled by scandal or oil paint.

“I’m preparing my defence, such as it is,” Rosalind sniffed. “Gretel, for the record, finds the portrait a triumph. She’s my only impartial critic.”

Gretel, the cat, flicked an indifferent ear.

Stella made a show of inspecting an unruly pile of sketches. “If critics were cats, there’d be fewer bad reviews, but more shredded invitations. What’s all this, then?”

Rosalind flung an impatient arm at the focal point of the room: her notorious portrait of Reginald Myers. The painting had turned into a small sensation in Brighton; shocking the society ladies and drawing more gossip with every remark. Today, it looked even more mysterious than usual. Myers’s painted eyes seemed to glare back, both mocking and unshaken.

Margot joined her cousin at the easel, arms folded. “You’ve redecorated him, I see. Has fate improved with oil paint?”

Rosalind’s mouth twisted. “I ought to have painted him out altogether. Would have spared us all a fair deal of gossip.” She hesitated. “He wanted the picture, Margot. Not as a compliment to my genius, either. He pressed and pressed. Said he’d take it ‘for safekeeping’ until my accounts balanced, otherwise he’d auction it to the highest bidder, along with my reputation, no doubt.”

Margot’s brows shot up. “He meant to use it as his own leverage?”

“Of course. Myers collected leverage the way some women collect pearls.” Rosalind ran a nervous hand through her bobbed hair. “I’d not have yielded it but well, he was persistent. Astutely persistent, you might say. I rather think its existence made him bolder, as if having some evidence of his own subject’s secrets gave him insurance. I wish I’d never let him set eyes on it.”

Margot studied the painting again. “It’s bold, certainly. Is there anything in it he’d have wanted apart from its artistic value or notoriety? Evidence of some kind, perhaps?”

Rosalind blinked, then laughed, the sound tinged with nerves. “I do sometimes use the backs of canvases for sketches, and perhaps…a bill or two. But unless he was planning to blackmail me with my watercolours, I doubt it. Still, I suppose one’s bad habits do come back to haunt eventually.” She grimaced and gave the canvas a wary glance. “If there is evidence hidden in there, it’s more likely to exonerate me of any taste in gentlemen than implicate me in murder.”

Stella set about tidying brushes, relishing her comment’s edge. “I’d say the only thing that painting’s guilty of is being too true for polite company.”

“You’re both incorrigible,” Margot replied, her eyes glinting with speculation. “Though, I suppose, one could—purely hypothetically—imagine an incriminating slip of paper or a forgotten note wedged behind some frame. If these walls could talk, Ro, I wager they’d recite half the debts of Sussex.”

Rosalind shot her a sheepish look. “If any hidden scandal exists, it’s accidental, I swear it.”

Before the conversation could grow more fraught, the door banged open and Inspector Simon Grant entered, carrying his battered notebook and an expression somewhere between patience and resignation. He stopped, surveying the room with an inspector’s ingrained suspicion and the faintest smirk.

“I see the police haven’t been allowed in with their muddy boots just yet. Good morning, ladies.” He eyed the palette on the table, the scattered sketches and paint tubes on the floor, and finally, the infamous portrait. “Is there a reason Brighton hasn’t commissioned you to paint everyone, alive and dead?”

Rosalind straightened, adopting the air of a martyr. “Inspector, I assure you, I’d sooner hang up my palette than paint another blackmailer. If only praise paid the butcher.”

Simon rested against the wall, pen ready. “Margot, you seem particularly fascinated. Are you planning to turn detective-art restorer and look for confessions under the varnish?”

Margot smiled. “Rosalind says Myers wanted the portrait for leverage; I wondered aloud if she might, purely by accident, have hidden something behind the canvas. Some long-lost bill, perhaps, or a note to her dressmaker.”

Simon arched an eyebrow, adopting the patient tone he reserved for amateurs and particularly persistent House of Lords witnesses. “Lady Margot, I can assure you the only evidence I’m after takes the form of records and fingerprints, not artistic musings. But by all means, if the whimsy seizes you, do check for lost recipes or bills of sale. It’s always possible Brighton’s next great scandal will be who owes the grocer for last week’s turnips.”

Rosalind laughed, encouraged. “You mustn’t tempt fate, Inspector, or you’ll find yourself cataloguing half my unsold pieces and learning far too much about annual rents and the price of poppyseed cake.”

Simon adjusted his glasses, eyes twinkling. “Nothing frightens the police quite like an audit of family expenses.”

Margot, warming to the game, pressed. “Suppose, hypothetically, that something was hidden in or on the portrait and Myers knew it. Could it not alter the list of possible suspects?”

Simon shrugged. “If. But we build these cases on facts, Lady Margot, not on what might happen on the back of a painting. Unless you can present me with an actual note, properly dated and witnessed, I’ll not lose sleep over hidden evidence. The last time I crawled behind a picture frame, it was to retrieve Mrs Finchley’s lost tortoiseshell comb, not a murder confession.”

Rosalind held up her fingers, still smudged with crimson. “Should you wish to search, I’d advise gloves. And perhaps a nose for turpentine.”

Stella smothered a laugh in a duster. “If there’s a secret, it’ll be between the cat and the dust mites. I’d back Margot’s instincts, though, Inspector.”

Simon grinned, rare but genuine. “She’s stubborn enough, heaven knows. Lady Margot, you do the digging and I’ll write the report if you find anything worth reading.”

Margot made a show of peering around the back of the painting. “If you’re quite finished with your banter, gentlemen, I shall make my first foray.” She found only the expected notations; dates, a few colour numbers, a sketch of a lily, nothing sensational. She dusted off her hands with a practised air.

“No clues today,” Margot concluded, presenting her hands with a flourish. “The only mystery is why Rosalind persists in using last year’s canvas when she swore off pastels.”

Rosalind dramatically clasped her chest. “A woman must have some secrets, Margot. I might as well keep them under my thumb as under lock and key.”

Simon closed his notebook and stepped away from the wall. “Then let the record show that artistic secrets remain undisturbed. If you think of any new leads, Miss Hayworth, do try to keep them less entangled with creative licence.”

Margot flashed him a mischievous look. “If I do, Inspector, you’ll be the first to know. After the cat, of course.”

He shook his head. “Heaven help the man who finds himself second to a tabby.”

The conversation drifted easily, Simon and Margot trading gentle barbs, Rosalind making exaggerated protestations about the unfairness of life and art and murder inquiries. The true shadow of the investigation—real suspicion, peril—remained outside the bright window, for now. The studio felt, for a moment, almost safe despite its scatter of brushes and secrets, as though nothing more serious than a lost pencil could haunt its sunbeam corners.

Simon lingered a moment longer, surveying the women with a sort of resigned fondness. “If there is a breakthrough, Lady Margot, it will owe more to your capacity for trouble than my notebooks.”

Margot’s eyes sparkled. “I would think less of myself if it were otherwise.”

With his leave taken, the mood lightened; the anxiety receded for a space, and the usual arguments over palette and style resumed. Rosalind seemed more herself, even managing to hum off-tune as she tidied canvas edges and set brushes to dry.

Later, as Margot prepared to depart, she cast a last, curious glance at the Myers portrait. She wondered if when all this was over, the painting would find a place of honour, or be hidden away in some attic, scandal and all. For now, though, it harboured nothing more incriminating than dust motes in the afternoon sun.

It was only as she left that Margot, pausing by the stairs, mused to Stella, “Sometimes one has the sense that every picture in this house is a puzzle, but perhaps the most difficult secrets are the ones spilled carelessly and left for others to trip over.”

Stella, as ever, was brisk and unsentimental. “Better a messy canvas than a neat confession, my lady.”

Margot smiled, feeling, for all the intrigue, grateful for the misdirection and for mysteries yet unsolved.


Chapter Twelve

If the Brighton Pavilion was the city’s peacock, then Bellingham’s country estate was its parade, never subtle, but always filled with the right guests, the right perfumes, and a showy brilliance that only money (and a little nerves) could buy. On this spring evening, the whole estate buzzed with preparations for the grand masquerade: marquees hung with lanterns that swung like paper moons, the drive lit with blazing torches and hired musicians tuning their instruments beneath a painted tent.

Lady Margot Blackwell, trussed into a swan-feathered mask and a Grecian robe (borrowed from Rosalind’s extensive and slightly tawdry costume collection), gleamed with anticipation as she stepped from her hired motor atop the crescent drive. There was real delight in going incognito, especially in a town as addled by status as Brighton. For once, she could slip between clusters of gossiping matrons, masked debutantes, and swaggering lords without drawing too much special notice. Stella had supplied the finishing touch; an ostrich plume waving sarcastically from Margot’s fan.

“Don’t let it shed,” Stella had murmured as they parted at the gates. “The gardener’s boy claims Bellingham’s swans will mistake us all for breakfast.”

Inside, the ballroom had been transformed. The ornate panelling draped in midnight and gold, the lights shaded blue for mystery. A waltz wound towards its peak, glittering masks dipped and spun, and every guest seemed more dazzling, and less knowable, than the last.

Margot’s natural radar for intrigue led her towards a knot of young ladies clustered by the French doors. Their conversation, punctuated by fans and gloved hands, spilled gossip in elegant, if hurried, whispers.

“So dreadfully sudden, wasn’t it? Were you in the Pavilion for the luncheon? I say, Miss Stanhope claims she saw the police question Lady Templeton again. At least she doesn’t need a mask to appear inscrutable.”

Margot joined in with a practised, feather-light laugh, offering her own neutral tidbit about the perils of strong drink and light reputations. “Have you heard,” she inquired disingenuously, “whether Lord Finchley is to be allowed visitors in jail? I suppose his lawyers will wish to see to his comforts. Poor man, he did look so haggard last week.”

The group tittered in sympathy, then launched into breathless speculation about Finchley’s ruin and the new drama at the race course. “Myers always said he’d fire the lot of us,” one confided, not noticing how Margot was quietly shepherding them toward more substantial material. “Do you suppose someone told Bellingham about that business with the smuggling?”

Margot tucked away the nugget, then fanned herself discreetly. She caught a fragment regarding Eleanor Templeton, how she’d left early from last month’s charity dinner, and returned the next day with a face ten years older and poorer. Another noted how well Audrey Phelps’s pearls caught the candlelight, though her complexion was “a little off, don’t you think?”

The waltz ended and Margot, always a believer in following the current, drifted away through a side arch into a chamber set for supper. Here, a cluster of masked gentlemen sparred quietly over port and Bellingham’s latest exploits. Several of the ladies repaired to tables, lifting their masks just enough to nibble éclairs and whisper in more confidentiality.

Margot wound her way to the garden terrace, hand trailing along the carved banister, and was rewarded by the sight of Eleanor Templeton in plum-coloured silk, her silver flask in one gloved hand. Her mask, a delicate Venetian half-face, did nothing to disguise her anxious bearing. The moonlight sharpened the angles of Eleanor’s face; her gaze was fixed on the edge of the lawn, where couples promenaded, silver and shadows.

“Mrs Templeton,” Margot said softly, slipping up beside her.

Eleanor startled. Her composure flickered, but only for an instant. “Miss, ah—?”

“Call me Antigone for tonight,” Margot replied, voice playful. “Surely the whole point of a masquerade is to speak a little too freely.”

A half-smile. “Well. I suspect you’ve never needed a mask to extract the truth.”

“That may be so. But I thought you looked as though you wanted to be anyone but yourself, for an hour at least.”

Eleanor’s hands clenched tighter on the flask. Margot, observing with the keenest attention, saw her knuckles blanch even through the white glove. “This room is so full of whispers I can scarcely breathe,” Eleanor said at length. “If Reginald Myers could see us, he would be disappointed to miss the denouement by so little.”

Margot watched, a study in patience. “He does seem to stalk the guests this evening. I overheard some unkind words about your…tenure as treasurer of the Hospital Fund. Idle nonsense, I trust?”

Eleanor’s frame stiffened, and she snapped, much sharper than intended, “My reputation will stand. I did what I had to. As for Myers—” She broke off, scanning the room. “He got what he deserved. If there is a God, I hope He is more merciful than society.”

Bellingham himself passed then, resplendent as Henry VIII, scattering jests and wine, and the conversation stalled. But Margot tucked the exchange away; Eleanor was slipping. For all the polish, the cracks widened.

Inside, supper was in full flight. Margot navigated clusters of guests and wound up by the pastry table with Audrey Phelps, who stood unmasked yet sombre in a gown the hue of faded daffodils.

Margot sighed to the pastry maid, ‘I’ll solve Brighton before I find Rose Congou at this rate.’ The girl promised to ask the butler. She doubted it.

“Are you all right, Audrey?” Margot asked quietly.

“I, I’m fine. It’s just rather overwhelming.” Audrey’s voice fluttered. She worried the hem of her cuff. “One doesn’t expect… after everything…”

Margot guided her to the shadow of a potted palm. The air there was charged, a wind off the sea every time the doors opened, hints of salt and anticipation. “You do not have to shoulder every fault,” Margot said gently, “however convinced you are that you must.”

Audrey shook her head, voice rough. “If anyone discovers—if Simon does—what I did, it won’t matter that I meant to protect Arthur. It won’t matter at all. Myers knew how to find every weakness, even in people who tried so hard never to have one.”

Margot, resisting the urge to embrace her in public, instead clasped Audrey’s hands. “You look worn thin, my dear. You’re not alone in that.”

Audrey’s tears glimmered, but she swallowed them down. “Thank you,” she whispered. Then, gathering her nerve, she pasted on a smile for a passing society matron and slipped away into the crowd, face as pale as the candles burning along the mantel.

Margot lingered, eavesdropping. The room swarmed with tales: how Bellingham’s import licences had been “lost” and “found” four times in a fortnight; how Finchley’s luck at cards had reversed, now that he was locked away, suggesting some supernatural taint; how Eleanor’s flask was always full, regardless of the hour.

Society danced and schemed alike, pushing past dawn in search of new entertainment. Margot watched as the masks slid; first literally, as the hour grew late and revellers grew weary, then figuratively, as laughter soured to anxiety and the evening’s excess began to taste like fear.

She found a moment alone by a mirrored alcove, mask dangling, reflection blurred by flickering candlelight and a thousand overlapping conversations. In the looking-glass, she glimpsed the careful lines of her own disguise; the curve of her questioning smile; the calculation in her eyes. Tonight had yielded only half-answers; Eleanor’s iron mask slipping, Audrey’s kindly heart fracturing, and a host of suspects hiding in plain sight.

The party wound down at last with a blast from the orchestra and a final round of Bellingham’s infamous midnight punch (as fiery as the man’s own temper). Sated or not, the guests spilled into waiting cars, their secrets—some confessed, some concealed—trailing behind like confetti.

Stella materialised, feathers askew, and offered a verdict in her usual indifferent tone: “That’s the finest display of guilt and guile I’ve ever seen. We’ve enough food for three murders and enough motives for four. Still, I’d wager even Bellingham’s chef doesn’t know everything that went on here tonight.”

Margot smiled. “I suspect Brighton cooks always know more than they admit. And as for tonight’s revelations, let’s just say our masquerade has left me more certain than ever that the unmasking is yet to come.”

Beneath the April stars and the last swirl of music from Bellingham’s estate, Margot Blackwell turned her mind to the remaining snarl of clues, certain that among Brighton’s glitter, the truth was waiting. Masked, but not forever.


Chapter Thirteen

The Brighton Pavilion kitchens throbbed with activity, and with gossip. It was a world apart from polished salons and brocade. Here the scent of baking bread vied for dominance with wood smoke and the latest rumours, and one’s worth was measured not in diamonds, but in one’s command of kitchen wit.

Margot would never entirely fit here, but her ally, Stella, was as much at home in these steam-wreathed chambers as Margot was at a white-linen tea. On this late afternoon, Stella had vanished “just to chase up a tray of fresh scones,” but Margot knew that really meant she was chasing up secrets.

Now, she perched on the edge of a flour-dusted worktable, watching Stella weave between scullery maids, the butcher’s boy, and Mrs Batley, the fearsome cook, with the assurance of someone both feared and adored below stairs. Every so often, Stella would glance over her shoulder at Margot and give an arch little smile, there was something afoot.

Eventually, Stella sidled up, her apron scandalously askew, and fixed Margot with a look that promised revelations.

“You might want to take notes,” she stage-whispered. “The kitchen maid, Kitty, overheard something. Several somethings, in fact. Our dearly departed Mr Myers had more callers in the days before his untimely end than Cook sees for plum pudding come Christmas.”

Margot, eager to let the nerves of the previous evening’s ball settle, feigned interest in the teapot but sharpened her attention. “Go on. Which visitors? Don’t say it was Lord Finchley again; we’ve nearly run out of handkerchiefs for his confessions.”

“That was the remarkable part,” Stella said, setting down a platter of burnt butter biscuits. “Kitty says, swears, hand on holy water jug, she saw Audrey slip into Myers’s study two evenings before he popped off, all nerves and whispers. And not long after, Eleanor herself, looking as if she’d rather eat nails than speak, but there for a good ten minutes. And Rosalind, well, she dropped in late, a regular Brighton parade.”

Margot stilled, the teapot poised above her cup. “All three? Within days of…”

Stella nodded, lowering her voice. “Same maid saw Audrey come out red-eyed, Eleanor stiff as a poker, and Rosalind fidgeting like a schoolgirl in a tailor’s shop. Myers seemed pleased with himself each time.”

Margot’s heart quickened. The pattern was clear; private audiences, followed by quiet distress. “That makes three with secrets polished as silver spoons. If gossip could uncover murderers, Brighton’s kitchens would have half the city in jail by supper.”

A commotion rattled the pans near the back stairs and Mrs Batley emerged brandishing a ladle. “If you two are done with your schemes, you can tell the upstairs lot there’s a soufflé in peril if those eggs aren’t whipped soon.”

Stella deferentially handed her the tray and returned her focus to Margot. “It gets better. Kitty says Myers was heard raising his voice with Rosalind. Something about leverage and art, sounded like he wanted more than a memento.”

Margot considered this, mind racing. “Very well. We’ll take our tea in the servants’ scullery. I want names, and every scrap of overheard malice.”

Within the comforting hum of the lower kitchens, Margot poured tea into chipped mugs for herself and Stella. The effect was calming, an odd balm after the masque’s complexities, the masquerade’s swirling anxieties, and the city’s unforgiving spotlight.

“I never thought I’d envy Simon’s pocket notebooks,” Margot said, drawing her own fragment of notepaper. “Let’s see where these threads lead.”

Stella licked her lips, delighted. “Three prime suspects, my lady, and all three seen with the corpse before it cooled. Could be a first for Brighton society.”

Margot smiled wryly. “If only there were a prize for most possible motives.”

*

She found Rosalind later in a seldom-used parlour, curtains drawn against the setting sun. Her cousin’s back was rigid as she hunched over a paint-splattered smock. Margot entered quietly, closing the door behind her. Rosalind didn’t look around.

“You’ve come to ask if I killed him, haven’t you?” Rosalind’s voice was dull as if the life had been scraped from it.

Margot put the notes away and sat. “You must know, Ro, that I can’t simply ignore the evidence. Stella’s found witnesses, kitchen maids and chambermaids, who saw you in Myers’s study. And not just you: Eleanor, and Audrey as well.”

Rosalind turned, her face blotchy with salt tears and anger. “He summoned us all, Margot. Threatened, hinted, blackmailed. We danced like puppets. If I’d had any courage, I wouldn’t have left merely a painting behind.”

“I want to help you, Rosalind,” Margot said simply. “But you’re dancing too close to the fire. This isn’t one of your melodramatic quarrels, someone will swing for Myers’s death. Tell me the truth.”

Rosalind covered her face with paint-smeared hands. “He held my debt over me. Said he’d destroy not just me, but ruin what little credit I have left. I begged him, reduced myself to grovelling. He laughed. Said if I gave him my latest portrait and all my sketches of Bellingham, he might let me off.”

“Did you give them?”

“No! Oh, Margot, you must believe me. No matter what you hear, I refused to be further humiliated. But then Audrey was waiting outside the room, still crying. She’d just come from Myers herself. And later Eleanor was leaving, flask in hand, white as death. He was like a spider, catching us one by one.”

Margot touched her arm gently. “You look dreadful.”

“Guilt and fatigue,” Rosalind answered wryly. “But not for murder, Margot, not even for vengeance. I wanted him gone, but not dead. Please… you must believe me.”

A pause, weighted with old resentments and family loyalty. Margot, for all her scepticism and easy banter, searched Rosalind’s eyes and found only raw exhaustion.

“I do believe you,” she said at last, softly. “You could never keep a secret well enough for murder.”

Rosalind gave a shaky laugh, gathering herself. “Not from you, perhaps.”

They sat for a time in companionable near-silence, rain starting on the leaded glass.

*

Stella tracked Margot down in the upstairs corridor, pulling her into a dim alcove. “Bellingham’s butler just dropped a tiddle in the soup: Even Lord Bellingham received a veiled threat from Myers about the racecourse business. And you should hear the new stories our friend Mrs Templeton’s sewing group are spreading.”

Margot found herself smiling and shaking her head. “Is there anyone Myers didn’t threaten?”

Stella shrugged. “Short list, my lady. All out-of-towners and teetotallers.”

Margot laughed, her mood lighter despite the mounting confusion. “This is turning into a farce. Servants, guests, half of Brighton… everyone has a reason. Everyone had opportunity. Simon’s evidence is strong, but the kitchen’s evidence is stronger. Everyone’s guilty, and no one is innocent.”

“Even you, perhaps?” Stella teased.

Margot’s eyes glittered. “Don’t tempt fate. I’d sooner be arrested for borrowing Lady Eleanor’s pearls than for murder.”

They shared a quiet moment. Then Margot’s tone grew reflective. “I was so sure it would be simpler. One clue, one villain. But nothing in Brighton is ever easily solved. Not friends. Not family. Certainly not murder.”

“Still,” Stella replied, “I’d back you and your tea leaves against Simon’s notebooks any day.”

With that, the two descended towards the drawing room, the air scented with rain and something sharper—resolution, perhaps. Margot felt the scale of the mystery at last, pressing in, prickling with real danger. This was no longer just an intellectual game, but something deeper and messier. The nearer she drew to the truth, the further it seemed to recede, shadowed by the secrets of every person she called friend.

She paused outside the door to the parlour, listening to the low, familiar pulse of the household; the ordinary comforts and cruelties that made up its pulse. There were still questions to ask, red herrings to sift, and truths to drag blinking into the light. But for now, she let herself be proud, not for the case solved, but for the tangled, vivid mess of living she’d managed not simply to survive, but steer, if only loosely.

The truth was everyone had motive. In Brighton, that was the only certainty.


Chapter Fourteen



The drizzle had just begun to sweep across Brighton again, painting the windows of the town’s small constabulary with opaque streaks of watery grey. Inside, the smell was institutional but faintly comforting: ink, old varnish, a memory of boiled tea. Margot stepped into the vestibule with purpose, her hat set at a defiant tilt and her gloves, as ever, immaculate. A minor rebellion in a morning built for gloom.

Superintendent Fellows had departed for lunch, leaving Inspector Simon Grant lord and master of his own quiet little fiefdom. Margot found him in his office, the desk dotted with files and a spilled bottle of dried-up ink. Testament, she supposed, to the man’s preference for neat conclusions over artistic flourish.

Simon looked up as she entered. His face, always composed, today wore a rare air of relief. Though whether at seeing her specifically or at the possibility of reprieve for his prisoner, Margot could not say.

“Lady Margot. You come with the weather, I see, blustery as ever.”

“If you’re hoping for sunshine, you’re in the wrong county, Inspector.” She hung her coat on the stand and nodded in the direction of the holding cells. “Has our luckless lord confessed to poisoning or merely to poor taste in waistcoats?”

Simon allowed himself the thinnest smile. “At last, a spot of clarity. Finchley’s tale is eccentric but…steadfast. His alibi for the evening preceding Myers’s death partly checks out. He was spotted withdrawing funds, unwisely, I’d say, at Bellingham’s club right as the poison was supposedly purchased. The time window is narrow enough to give pause. I’m releasing him. For now.”

As if on cue, a constable appeared and gave a perfunctory bow. “His lordship is most unsettled, sir. Miss Wickham is with him, says she’s calming his nerves.”

Margot couldn’t help but picture poor Finchley having his hair rearranged and his excuses ironed flat by Stella’s brusque affection. She bit back a smile.

Simon, meanwhile, was already packing his file. “It doesn’t absolve him entirely, of course. But I’ve little appetite for keeping innocent men locked away out of fear, rather than fact. The evidence….” He trailed off, clearly dissatisfied.

“Incriminated by convenience,” Margot observed, quirking an eyebrow. “That’s never been your way.”

“I can see when I’m being played.” He tapped the desk, pensive. “And every sign points away from Finchley…”

“To Audrey?” Margot finished for him, as softly as she could manage.

There was a pause. Simon’s eyes narrowed in thought. “She was seen meeting Myers several times. The kitchen staff heard them disputing, heatedly, about money, Finchley’s name, the charity’s books. She has more motive than she admits, and her behaviour has grown more erratic by the hour.”

“Audrey is not a woman who would kill out of pique,” Margot said quietly. “But she might if cornered, or if Myers threatened those she cared for. Especially Finchley.”

“Self-sacrifice isn’t the same thing as murder,” Simon replied. “But there’s a thin line when a person feels they’re out of options.”

Margot regarded him, measuring the weight of this revelation. “So, we’re agreed? Time to turn our gaze to Audrey.”

Simon hesitated, then gave a single, reluctant nod.

Just then, Finchley was ushered in. A man newly unburdened, but still wrinkled by days of anxiety. He was pale, shoulders stooped, an unlikely figure for his social standing.

Upon seeing Margot, some of the strain left his face. “You’ve come, thank God! I thought you’d abandoned me to the mercy of English justice and Stella’s ginger biscuits. Both are more formidable than you’d expect.”

Margot managed a reassuring smile. “Release suits you, Arthur, if not your cravat. Simon, tell him.”

“It appears you were elsewhere when the poison was acquired.” Simon’s tone was professional, even kind. “Your liberty is restored… but I cannot guarantee your name will remain untouched by scandal.”

Finchley closed his eyes in gratitude, then opened them wide with fresh anxiety. “Thank you, Inspector, thank you. Margot, you don’t believe I did this. Do you?”

“I never did. I believe you ran from your debts rather than from your conscience. Which puts you in better company than some.” She placed a comforting hand on his arm. “But you must accept your ordeal is not yet at an end. Rumour runs faster in Brighton than the number-two train to Hove.”

Simon’s gaze shifted. “You are to keep yourself available. And I’d advise mending fences, especially with Mrs Phelps.”

At Audrey’s name, Finchley’s face clouded. “She’s in trouble, isn’t she?”

Margot gave only the most delicate nod, but relief was written plainly on Finchley’s face that suspicion had shifted.

“She did only what she thought right. For me. That’s the horror of it,” Finchley whispered.

Simon turned away, papers in hand, brusque as ever. “Lady Margot, may I have a word?”

They stepped into the corridor. “I take it,” he murmured, voice lowered, “that you do not believe Audrey is a killer any more than you believed Finchley was.”

“I believe she is capable of more than she knows,” Margot said thoughtfully. “And that is precisely what worries me.”

“Will you press her?” Simon’s tone was neutral, but his keen grey eyes were intent.

“I must. She holds the next piece of this puzzle. But if I’m to reach the truth, I’ll have to tread lightly.”

“I will rely on you,” Simon replied, a rare confession of trust, or perhaps simply exhaustion.

“Simon,” Margot said, lowering her voice still further, “you are running this case by the book. But Brighton’s never read the book. Sometimes the truth is a little naughtier than the law.”

A rare glint of humour. “Just be careful you don’t end up writing the next paragraph in blood, Lady Margot.”

He watched her go, as if unburdening a hope he dared not say aloud. Margot carried the sense of his gaze with her all the way out, hat pulled down against the rain, determination fierce in her chest.

*

She found Audrey later by the west windows of the Pavilion, where the grey light bruised the marble and even the mirrored walls seemed cast in shadow. Her friend stood alone, examining the garden with unnerving intensity.

“Audrey,” Margot greeted softly. “Is it well with you?”

Audrey started, shoulders drawn tight—she made a poor job of hiding the tremor in her hands. “As well as can be, I suppose. You spoke to Simon.”

“I did. Finchley is free, at least for now.” Margot watched the play of emotion across Audrey’s face; guilt, relief, and that raw fear she’d carried for days. “Your name has come up, dearest.”

Audrey let out a hollow breath. “So it’s my turn, then.”

Margot chose her words with care. “Only you can answer for yourself, Audrey. But you must know that anything you say to me, you say to the soul of confidentiality.”

For a brief moment, Margot saw in her friend the steely core that had guided so many good works in Brighton; a tenacity obscured by gentleness. Audrey blinked twice, seemed to master her nerves, and spoke.

“I have made mistakes, Margot. I have been foolish. I have shielded people, Arthur, most of all, when it would have been simpler to let them fall. Myers exploited me. But he exploited us all.”

“You’re not alone in that.”

“No. But I am alone in what I did.” She looked at Margot, eyes glass-bright. “I am not a murderer. I cannot be. But if you ask whether I am innocent, the answer is… less clear than I wish.”

It was a quietly devastating admission.

Margot held her gaze. “Will you come for tea tomorrow?”

“If you’ll let me.”

“Of course.” Margot gathered her into a careful, warm embrace. “We will get through this, Audrey. Together.”

In the marble hall, Stella materialised, a scone in one hand and a set of handwritten notes in the other. “Staff say more has been found. Mrs Batley swears that flask of Mrs Templeton’s isn’t just for nerves. Kitchen girls recall she kept the thing by her plate during the dinner. Perhaps…”

“We’ll follow up, Stella.” Margot steered her away with a grateful nod. “Tomorrow is for honesty, and for seeing what’s hidden come into the light.”

As dusk fell over Brighton and the Pavilion readied itself for the next round of secrets and supper, Margot knew only one thing for certain: every step brought her closer to the heart of the mystery. Whether it would be Audrey’s honesty, Simon’s evidence, or an unguarded word that tipped the scales, well, that was still to be decided.

But failure was no longer an option.


Chapter Fifteen

Brighton’s special kind of polite chaos wasn’t seen at a drawing-room party or even at the height of a masquerade. It was here, in the late-morning sunlight over Bellingham’s estate, that the town’s true priorities showed themselves in full display: horses, fancy hats, and fortunes risked more on bravado than on good sense.

Margot arrived with Stella in accompaniment, the latter already mapping the “softest” stable paths for her mistress’s boots and counting the various strata of staff gossip with a military strategist’s eye. Fresh from the turmoil of Finchley’s release and Audrey’s increasingly fretful glances, Margot was determined to keep her mind and her senses sharply attuned.

Bellingham’s stables, recently whitewashed and exuding an air of calculated prosperity, bustled as guests arrived in a rolling pageant of carriages, hired motors, and, in Rosalind’s case, a borrowed bicycle complete with a peacock-feathered scarf that fluttered like a semaphore.

The lawns just before the paddock glowed with the trappings of the day: a splendid luncheon tent, neat rows of liverymen and grooms, Bellingham himself already the axis of a shifting social ring. His presence was unmistakable; broad in both figure and ambition, a gold fob glittering on his waistcoat, a jewel-topped walking stick never far from hand.

“Doesn’t he just ooze oil and opportunity?” Stella murmured as she handed Margot her field glasses. “I’d wager he keeps half of Sussex in hair oil and the other half in racing debts.”

Margot adjusted her hat against the sun and took in the array: Eleanor was all composure, exchanging polite nothings with an alderman’s wife, her monogrammed flask gleaming fitfully. Rosalind, feigning nonchalance, directed a sketchpad at various society throngs, her liquid eyes missing nothing, least of all the fortunes won and lost at Bellingham’s whim. Audrey and Finchley had arrived together, she pale and anxious, he attempting a bluster that failed to gain purchase on even the greenest groom.

The first race began with the traditional hullabaloo: pageantry, bets whispered under feathered fans, and a flurry of gossip riding on errant breezes. Margot, never one to waste opportunity, made her way to Bellingham as he surveyed the runners.

“Mr Bellingham,” Margot began with her trademark insouciance, “one might suppose you’ve bet on every horse in the field.”

He turned, false charm coating his words. “Lady Margot, what a pleasure. I admit, race day has a way of tickling a man’s confidence. It’s Brighton’s true stage, where character, courage, and coin all reveal themselves.”

Margot smiled slyly. “One hears most of the coin ends up in your pocket. Or perhaps that’s only Myers’s sort of talk.”

Bellingham’s joviality faltered for a fleeting moment, the walking stick thudding a nervous drumbeat upon the turf. “The late Mr Myers was always long on chatter. Had he known as much about sport as he professed, perhaps he’d have enjoyed more of it and less trouble.”

Margot, sharp as ever, pressed the point. “And yet, word about the stables is that Myers was gathering proof of certain, how shall I put it, less-than-sporting practices. Something about smuggling as well?”

The walking stick grew a shade less decorative as Bellingham’s grip tightened. “Gossip, my lady, is Brighton’s favoured currency. But only a fool, or an enemy, wagers on another’s secrets. I trust you know the difference.”

Margot met his gaze without flinching. “I’m more interested in facts than in fortune, Mr Bellingham. And the facts are, Myers threatened to go to the authorities. Yet you hosted him at dinner. Was it charity or insurance?”

Bellingham’s smile did not reach his eyes. “When you’re in my position, Lady Margot, you learn to keep enemies closer than friends. Besides, what’s race day without a bit of risk?”

He turned back to the horses, the topic, for now, closed. Margot drifted away, the gears of deduction spinning beneath her composure.

“No Rose Congou… again. Brighton’s only true shortage,” Margot whispered to herself as she surveyed what was on display inside the refreshment tent.

Stella (having infiltrated the kitchen staff) sidled over, cheeks pink with exertion. “The stable boys say Myers and Bellingham nearly came to blows last month over a horse called Nightshade. Seems our host wasn’t keen on someone checking the weights before the last race. And Mrs Batley’s nephew swears he saw Myers scribbling in that little diary. Could be the one gone missing after the murder…”

Margot’s eyes gleamed with satisfaction. “Thank you, Stella. Keep an ear on who’s moving in and out of the jockeys’ quarters.”

The second race was almost due to start when Finchley, tie askew, appeared beside Margot with a red betting stub in hand and the air of a condemned man set loose in a casino. He offered her a rueful, wild-eyed smile.

“I’ve put the lot on Hastings Girl for the third. God help me if I win. I’ll never believe in luck again.”

Margot laid a careful hand on his sleeve. “Arthur, are you quite sure that’s wise?”

He laughed hollowly. “What else is left? If I’m ruined, it’ll at least be my own doing for once.”

Margot scanned his face; flushed, desperate, a little wild. Finchley now seemed to court the very disaster he’d once run from. “You’ve nothing left to lose but a little pride and a lot of borrowed money.”

He grimaced, shifting from foot to foot in the grass. “When you’re accused of murder, Margot, a penny thrown on a horse seems quite respectable. And Hastings Girl looks less shifty than half this crowd.”

Margot couldn’t help but laugh. “Just don’t collateralise your reputation any further, Arthur. Brighton’s already running short of scandal-sheet ink.”

Across the enclosures, the call to post sounded. The crowd pressed to the rails, all finery and fever, the hopeful and the knowing commingled in a perfume of anticipation. Bellingham, surrounded by hangers-on, flaunted his patronage, displaying his next wager to a circle of minor dignitaries, his bravado growing ever more brittle.

He caught Margot’s eye and raised his glass in a mock-toast. “To sport, Lady Margot. May the best horse win and the best story lose.”

Someone’s cheer went up as the race commenced, hooves pounding and spirits to match. Finchley gripped his ticket, knuckles bone-white, while Margot glanced sidelong at Stella, who communicated via the subtlest eyebrow that the jockeys’ tent was buzzing with rumours, something about a borrowed bridle and a borrowed name.

After the race (Hastings Girl placed an ignominious fourth, and Finchley crumpled his slip with theatrical anguish), the air shifted to that blend of elation and disappointment only racing crowds can manage. Margot caught up to Audrey, who hovered near the refreshment table, eyes wide and unsmiling.

“It never changes, does it?” Audrey murmured. “The stakes always seem highest just when the odds are poorest.”

Margot squeezed her arm. “You’re not wagering, I hope.”

“Not today. I can’t afford another risk.”

Margot smiled, meaningfully. “None of us can. Least of all, Bellingham. You know, Myers was on the verge of tipping the scales against him, not just at the betting ring, but across all of Brighton.”

Audrey’s eyes flickered; a flash of fear, or perhaps relief. “Who tipped you to that?”

“The staff. And the horses’ grooms are talkative today.” Margot’s tone was casual, but she watched Audrey blanch.

Audrey pursed her lips. “Bellingham frightens me more than Myers ever did.”

Margot’s mind whirled. There was something gathering at the edges: the powder-keg nature of Bellingham’s dealings, Finchley’s growing rashness, and the invisible ledger Myers had left behind. Every gesture, every careless bray of laughter, felt loaded.

*

Later, in the grand house’s lounge, Stella materialised bearing gossip like a prize bouquet. “Horse’s groom said Bellingham’s had ‘suspicious visitors’ meeting at the stables—French, Irish. Not a racing man among them. And someone’s found boot polish on Myers’s old diary. Though no one admits they’ve seen it since the night Myers died.”

Margot drew her shawl tighter, thoughts racing. Through the window, she saw Bellingham brandishing winnings, laughing too loud, wringing every drop from his momentary triumph. Yet it rang hollow, the man’s fortune no protection from the scent of exposure.

Finchley, meantime, was at the edge of the crowd, bits of red and blue stubs fluttering from his pockets like confetti. He looked simultaneously liberated and ruined, as if either outcome would do so long as fate, not guilt, settled the bill.

Margot stepped into the sunlight, gazing over the stables and the sprawling lawns, hearing the thunder of hooves and the rumour of scandal trailing every conversation. It had become, in its own way, a dance as codified as any in a ballroom, every player circling secrets, every loss and win shadowed by what was unspoken.

She would need to press harder, follow every lead, prod every prideful secret. Someone among them still guarded the true motive, the real crime, the heart of Brighton’s latest, most notorious scandal.

As the last steeplechase ended and hopes, drink, and tempers slackened, Margot slipped back along the tidy line of stables. She watched Bellingham pause to tip a groom, ostentatiously, then glare at an underling with just too much force for a mere losing bet. Stella joined her, laden with the day’s tittle-tattle and an extra apple pilfered from a feed-bucket.

“That man’s as hollow as a drum,” Stella whispered. “If Myers had lived, it’d have been Brighton’s police in here today, not turf accountants.”

Margot smiled, her suspicion as sharp and bright as the midday sun on polished horse brass. “Let’s hope we’re still in the lead when the last bell rings.”

And with that, Lady Margot took the measure of the crowd, their hats, their hopes, their carefully courted sins, and resolved that Brighton would not keep its secrets much longer.


Chapter Sixteen

That morning, the Pavilion drawing room felt more like a stage than ever. Its painted dragons and shiny carved railings seemed to watch the latest drama with amusement, as Inspector Simon Grant stood by the hearth with his notebook ready and Lady Margot Blackwell settled quietly in a bay window. In the shifting play of sunlight and shadow, mischief could hide itself but never for long.

Eleanor Templeton was already waiting when Margot entered, immaculate as ever in a dove-grey silk gown, her silver flask glimmering at her wrist like a badge of her hard-won composure. Even so, Margot noted, a twinge of strain pulled at her mouth, the first uncontrolled detail she’d seen in Eleanor for days. She signed the register with her left hand, looping the capital with a neat, practised flick.

Simon, arms folded, gave a polite but chilly nod. “Mrs Templeton, thank you for seeing me. You understand, I hope, that this interview is merely a formality as we check and recheck accounts. But as things are, with so many conflicting reports, your clarity would be a help.”

“I have always done my best to be transparent, Inspector.” Eleanor set her flask carefully on the lacquered table. For an instant, her hand trembled before she withdrew it, smoothing her skirt in a motion just a touch too practised.

Margot suppressed the urge to offer her friendlier company. Simon’s methods were quieter than Brighton’s usual police, steady, fair-minded, seldom shocked, but still sharp enough to trouble the guilty and the innocent alike. He began with no small talk.

“Mrs Templeton, where were you at the moment of the toast at the Pavilion luncheon? Several witnesses recall your presence. Others say you left the table briefly.”

Eleanor answered, lightly and briskly, “I moved only to the sideboard for more water. I did not leave the room. If people’s memories grow creative after wine, I can hardly account for it.”

“And your flask?” Simon’s tone held no judgement, just even curiosity. “Several witnesses recall you refilling it just before Myers fell ill.”

She tilted her head, a note of irritation flickering. “My nerves are much discussed, it appears I require a considerably strong tonic to face the circus of Brighton society these days.”

“Mrs Templeton,” Simon said, voice smoothing out, “did you have any confidential discussions with Mr Myers the day of the murder, or in the days before?”

Eleanor hesitated as the flask in her hand skidded gently on the table. “We crossed paths often.” A pause. “He enjoyed insinuating himself into the centre of every event.”

Simon lowered his notebook and regarded her in that patient, watchdog fashion Margot knew too well. “Was he pressing you for money? Information? Did he threaten you, directly or indirectly?”

A long silence. Eleanor’s knuckles whitened on the flask. She placed it down again, hands clasping tightly in her lap. Her control was exquisite, but Margot, reading closely, saw cracks; eyelids fluttering, jaw muscle tight, a restlessness in her posture that was wholly new.

“He made himself my problem,” Eleanor admitted at last. “He suggested—implied—things could go badly for me if certain debts of my late husband were not, shall we say, addressed.” The last word trembled at the edges.

Margot glanced at Simon, who nodded, writing quickly. “So you were being extorted.”

Eleanor’s voice snapped back to strength. “I would not use so crude a word. But yes, he liked to push. He never did anything directly; always hints, always offers to ‘help,’ always poised to step on your neck in the guise of lifting you up.”

Simon pressed further. “On the night of the murder, did you add anything to Myers’s glass? Or step close to him at the moment he drank?”

Eleanor looked affronted. “Certainly not. If I filled any glass, it was my own.”

“But several guests report you were in close conversation with Myers near the wine. Lady Margot, I think, recalls you moving through the crowd.”

Margot, who had indeed noted Eleanor’s movements but not the precise moment, spoke gently. “You did seem flustered, Eleanor. Understandably. Myers was persistent and you were under stress.”

Eleanor shot Margot a glance. A flicker of gratitude, or perhaps a warning. “Fluster and guilt are not the same, Lady Margot. And the truth is elusive in a crowded room.”

Simon’s voice, usually placid, hardened just a touch. “Mrs Templeton, investigations into your late husband’s estate have revealed a number of outstanding debts, some quite sizeable, as well as sums missing from various club ledgers. Can you speak to this?”

Eleanor’s mask slipped further. Her breath caught and, just once, the flask rattled against her buttons as she gripped it for support. “My late husband’s affairs were complicated. I assure you, I have nothing to conceal.”

Simon’s pen scratched against the paper. “You must see how suspicion arises. Myers’s death benefits many present, but none more directly than those who stood to lose the most from exposure.” He set the pen carefully down beside his file. “Mrs Templeton, if you have anything to add, now is the moment.”

Eleanor hesitated, then squared her shoulders, drawing herself up as she might at a charity committee table. “Inspector, I will do whatever it takes to protect my future. Brighton is a hard school; one must choose survival if one cannot rely on the pity of others.”

Margot caught Simon’s surprised glance and leant forward, her tone softer. “No one here is unsympathetic to struggle, Eleanor. But the longer you keep up your defences, the more others will suspect you have something to hide.”

Eleanor closed her eyes for a moment. “I have lived long enough in Brighton to know one cannot afford even the smallest slip.”

Margot nodded, understanding running between the two women as fragile as spun glass. “Every woman in this room has fought such battles, Eleanor. But I must ask plainly, are you covering for someone, even now?”

Eleanor looked to Margot, then to Simon. “I am covering only myself and what is left of my reputation and I am no longer certain that is worth saving.”

A shadow fluttered across the window as the clouds deepened. The drawing room seemed smaller in that instant; the silk, the gold, the porcelain all suddenly as brittle as Eleanor’s composure.

Simon, more gently than Margot had expected, collected his files. “Mrs Templeton, I advise you not to travel or attempt to leave Brighton until this matter is fully resolved.”

Eleanor shifted as if to rise, then faltered, her flask rattling. This time not out of affectation, but a true quiver of nerves. She managed a brittle smile. “You need not worry, Inspector. There is nowhere left to run.”

With that, she rose, smoothing her gown, and swept from the room with something just short of defeat. Margot lingered, exchanging a glance with Simon.

“What do you think?” she asked, keeping her tone even.

“She’s hiding something. The question remains whether it’s a murderer’s guilt or simply desperation.” Simon spoke with real weight. “That line about ‘whatever it takes’, she meant it.”

“No one kills for leisure, Simon. Or, at least, no one in Brighton. She is cornered and at her most dangerous.”

Simon closed his notebook with a sigh. “People like Mrs Templeton are all mask. The real face only ever shows at the last moment.”

“Then,” Margot replied, “we must be ready to look that real face in the eye before it’s too late.”

As he withdrew, Margot found herself staring at the seat Eleanor had vacated, the faint imprint in the velvet, the flash of silver atop the table. She collected the flask, turning it in her hands. A symbol, perhaps, of everything Eleanor had indulged to keep at bay the horrors of discovery, a talisman, and a shackle.

Beyond the window, the Pavilion’s domes shimmered dully under a shroud of grey. Inside, Margot resolved that, whatever the cost, Brighton would not be allowed to close its eyes and forget another scandal. Not while the truth was so near, and so very hard.


Chapter Seventeen

The Brighton wind carried a hint of rain as Margot approached the graceful façade of Audrey Phelps’s Regency townhouse. To passersby, Audrey’s bay-windowed residence looked an oasis of tranquil prosperity, yet Margot, her senses honed by suspicion and experience, detected a tension lurking behind the polished brass and the ranks of daffodils nodding primly in the garden.

Margot’s resolve was sharp. Finchley had been released, and suspicion, subtle as the salt breeze, sudden as a squall, now hovered over Audrey. Simon had not said as much directly, but Margot could read the turn of the weather, both literal and social, and knew her friend too well not to sense the shadows crowding at the door.

Stella, who had walked her as far as the garden gate, murmured, “Be careful, my lady. She’s not herself. Ought we send for a pot of strong tea at the ready?”

Margot managed a smile. “Not Rose Congou, I gather?”

“Nice try.” Stella touched her arm, then retreated, promising to be back within the hour.

Margot composed herself, then rang the bell. A housemaid, her eyes wide with worry, led her through cream-painted corridors to the morning room where Audrey waited, pale against the chintz.

“Margot,” Audrey said, her voice almost toneless, “I wasn’t expecting callers so early.”

“The early sleuth nabs the clue,” Margot replied, an effort at wryness. She sat and set her gloves aside with the same deliberate care as a barrister laying down evidence. “I needed to see you. There are matters that concern us both.”

Audrey nodded, but it was the nod of the resigned. She poured tea, Ceylon, not Rose Congou, and her hands shook enough to rattle the cups. “I’m not certain how much longer I can do this,” she said, voice small. “I feel like every time I step outside, half of Brighton is waiting to knock me down.”

Margot took a sympathetic tone. “Gossip can bite, but it cannot kill. Yet secrets can, if not one’s body, certainly one’s spirit. You saw what happened to Finchley. He wasn’t the culprit, but his secrets nearly ruined him.”

Audrey’s eyes widened, and she pressed a trembling napkin to her mouth. “I know what everyone thinks. That my concern is artifice. That I am performing innocence. But, Margot, I am guilty of so many things. Except the worst.”

Margot leaned in. “Let’s clear the air, then. Myers discovered your use of charity funds. True?”

There was a catch in Audrey’s throat, and then the dam burst. She set her cup down and covered her face, shoulders shaking with silent, wracking sobs.

“Yes,” she gasped at last, looking more like a scolded child than the celebrated Mrs Phelps of Brighton’s social pages. “He had proof; receipts, letters, the originals, even notes of every transaction and lie. I thought I was clever enough to cover my tracks, but Myers was cleverer still.” She wiped her eyes on a monogrammed handkerchief that only served to underline her humiliation. “He was going to destroy me. I would have lost everything; reputation, charities, friends, perhaps even my home.”

Margot watched her friend’s anguish not with detachment, but the complex sadness that comes with a profound sense of betrayal. “He threatened to tell the entire town?”

Audrey nodded miserably. “He said he would send letters to the newspapers. That a philanthropist who steals from orphans and widows would be the talk of England. I… I shielded as best I could, but he relished my terror.”

Margot sat back, hands clasped, feeling the weight of the room, chintz patterns, ticking clock, the faded scent of winter roses. “Did you try to bargain with him?”

“Of course I did,” Audrey almost wailed. “At first, I pleaded, then I tried reasoning. I even offered to pay him, though, God forgive me, I’d no way to recover the funds but through more deception. I was trapped.”

“And if all else failed?” Margot let the question tail off. A pivot, ever so slight, laden with implication.

Audrey flinched, then met Margot’s gaze with a spark of dignity. “You mean, would I kill him?” The words were a bitter pill. “No, Margot. I never even dreamed. I am many things: desperate, foolish, too loyal by half, but not a murderer. He terrified me. But I could never do it. Not when I’ve spent my life trying to do right by others, if never by myself.”

The conviction in Audrey’s voice was real, but Margot, for perhaps the first time since Myers had died, found herself unmoored by doubt. The kindness and guilt in her friend’s face, the fear, the misery, could point either to wounded innocence or to a woman on the verge of collapse after an unthinkable act.

“Only a monster could have delighted in bringing you so low,” Margot said gently, “but monsters often meet untimely ends.”

Audrey tightened her grip on the napkin. “The worst part is, sometimes, after he left, I almost wished he would. That someone more ruthless or brave than I would remove him. But I swear to you, Margot, it wasn’t me. No matter what the town says.”

Margot took a long breath, searching for her next words with unusual care. “Audrey. What if, in your fear and confusion, you did something you cannot remember, or cannot face?”

“Then I would deserve to be caught,” Audrey whispered. “But I did not. Think what you will, I am not a murderer.”

Outside, the grey sky broke with a shaft of weak sunlight, slanting across the carpet and momentarily illuminating Audrey’s stricken face. Margot’s heart ached with the uncertainty—her head, steeled by months of disappointment and sleuthing, warned that such protestations meant nothing once fear and self-preservation took the reins.

She changed tact. “How did Myers obtain your papers in the first place?” Margot asked. “So many of your documents were missing—”

“I believe he bribed a footman. Or perhaps Bellingham’s people. My office at the Pavilion is hardly enchanted and I became careless, so exhausted by my own deception.”

“Did anyone else know of the arrangements? Did you confide in Eleanor? Rosalind? Even Finchley?”

A sharp shake of the head. “No. I could not confess fully to even Arthur. He would have only blamed himself.” She dabbed her eyes once more, a figure of pure wretchedness.

Margot took Audrey’s cold hands in hers. “Listen to me,” she said quietly. “I am not the police. I won’t turn you in for mistakes of the heart. But I need to know everything if I’m to help you or protect you. And, Audrey, if I discover the truth only after it is too late, I can’t promise what Brighton will do.”

Audrey held fast to her. “What are you saying?”

A pause. Margot measured her answer carefully. “I’m saying that Myers was killed by someone who felt trapped. Someone who loved their reputation, friends, and causes too much to lose them. Which means, Audrey, that you are not the only one who could be driven to the edge. But I must know with absolute certainty that you are not the one I seek.”

There was a silence thick enough to taste. Audrey finally drew her hands away and turned to the window. “I can tell you nothing more. Please, Margot, find the real culprit. Clear my name. I cannot bear to see my mother’s portrait paraded through the mud, let alone my own. That is all that remains.”

Margot’s heart twisted as she watched her friend, slender, composed, so often kind, fractured by guilt and fear, yet steadfast in her final denial.

When Stella arrived a little later, she found her mistress sitting beside a pale and wan Audrey, no words passing between them but the sort of silence only shared among those who know too much of suffering.

Stella, always the bluntest of surgeons, waited until they had departed and were safely out of earshot before murmuring, “Do you trust her, my lady?”

Margot answered honestly. “I don’t know any longer, Stella. But I do know there is more pain and more secrets in that house than innocence alone would justify.”

Stella linked arms, and together they walked the length of Audrey’s little street, the sea wind once more punishing their hats, the future uncertain as ever.

“Perhaps,” Stella said quietly, “the truth in Brighton is never what we want it to be.”

Margot looked back only once towards Audrey’s home, a neat box of secrets and sorrows, and knew the next step would need to break more than reputations before it delivered justice for the murder of a notorious gentleman.


Chapter Eighteen

Brighton Pavilion was in one of its rare, guarded silences, broken only by the distant clatter of tea things and the occasional rattle of wind against the painted glass. For Lady Margot Blackwell, the hush was a staging ground; she needed the deception of stillness for what she intended to orchestrate that afternoon—a gentle, calculated stir, a drop in a still pond to gauge the ripples and watch secrets break the surface.

Stella Wickham was at her side, loyal as ever and more eager for mischief than she would admit. Margot’s mind was busy at work as they moved with deliberate idleness through the east corridor, pausing to peer at a new painting, to remark on the scent of hyacinth from some long-suffering vase. Off in the dining room, Eleanor Templeton’s voice could be heard giving instructions to a footman; Audrey, quieter now, was opposite the stairs arranging flowers, her hands betraying their own trembling unrest.

Margot leaned confidentially towards Stella. “You know, my dear, it’s amazing what a rumour can do. How it can shine a light on the corners people strive so hard to keep dark.”

Stella lifted a brow. “Depends on the rumour, my lady. And who you want squirming in the light.”

Margot smiled, a touch sly. “This place is fizzing with secrets. Sometimes you need to prime the pump.” She nodded towards the music room, where servants could be counted on to listen with both ears. “Let’s visit the gallery. There’s a matter about Rossie’s portrait I wish to float.”

Within the sunlit gallery, the great controversial portrait of Reginald Myers hung a little askew, as if recoiling from all that had passed beneath its painted gaze. Margot’s steps slowed as she regarded it: the brushwork no less skillful for all the distaste woven into each line, the eyes still glinting with an intelligence that had driven so many to desperation. Close by, Mrs Batley and two maids dusted obediently, their feather dusters dancing about the room’s corners.

Margot made her voice light, almost careless, as she drifted a little closer to the staff. “Stella, I expect half of Brighton’s troubles would be solved if more people hid their most damning letters inside paintings, don’t you think?”

Stella, catching the cue, grinned broadly for the benefit of their audience. “Would explain why so many of Mr Myers’s friends thought him clever, my lady. Never could find a safe that wasn’t painted with roses.”

Margot turned so her words would travel down the corridor, feigned consternation in her tone. “Rosalind, in particular, has the knack for tucking away receipts among her sketches. I did wonder if that portrait might hide something; an incriminating letter, perhaps. After all, it might explain his peculiar obsession with it, don’t you agree?”

One of the maids, a young woman with impressively large ears, looked up, alert. Mrs Batley cleared her throat, but not without a significant glance to her companion. The servants pooled discomfort like water around their boots. Margot gave a slight, satisfied nod; she knew the machinery of rumour would be working within the hour.

As they left the gallery, Stella murmured, “You’re wicked.”

“Only on the days Brighton deserves it,” Margot replied. “If anything hides behind that frame, we’ll know soon enough. But it’s the reactions I’m after, not the dust.”

They cut through the marbled parlour, where Audrey was arranging flowers with trembling fingers. Margot paused, stacking grace atop curiosity. “How lovely. Flowers always remind me of school dances; delicate and always slightly out of place.”

Audrey managed a watery smile. “They droop so easily, too many drafts in these old rooms.”

Margot let her speech slide, feigning idle familiarity. “I had the oddest memory just now, looking at Rosalind’s painting. How often she slides bills and notes behind her canvases. It’s a miracle she hasn’t lost a fortune in forgotten debts.” A pause, then a tone just shy of playful but touched by gravity. “One wonders if other, more troubling papers might be tucked away. Blackmail letters, for instance. Myers was prone to threats written and otherwise.”

She watched Audrey closely. The colour drained from the younger woman’s cheeks, her eyes darting towards the stairs leading to Rosalind’s studio. A petal snapped in her grip, and she looked away to hide it.

After a moment, Audrey asked, as casually as she could, “You really think there could be something hidden? Something to finally settle matters?” Her knuckles were white around the flowers.

Margot nodded, careful not to overplay her hand. “There’s no knowing until someone checks. It would be a neat solution, wouldn’t it? The answer quietly waiting inside an innocent painting.”

Before Audrey could protest, Eleanor’s quiet presence glided into the room. She gave Margot a look laden with polite curiosity, betraying nothing until Margot, gently, “I was saying the oddest thing, Mrs Templeton—have you ever hidden a letter in a painting? Or heard of others doing so?”

Eleanor’s lips parted, her cool composure fighting with something suddenly fierce behind her eyes. She recovered quickly. “People do the strangest things in times of stress, Lady Margot. I myself favour a safe for sensitive matters.” Her voice was even, but her fingers worked the monogram on her flask, a sign Margot had learned to read.

There was a fraught pause. Eleanor, after a heartbeat, excused herself, muttering something about needing fresh air, and Margot heard her swift step towards the main stairs.

The effect was almost immediate. Audrey stumbled over her flowers, made a weak excuse about a headache, and hurried after Eleanor. Margot and Stella, exchanging a silent message, waited a beat before following. The corridor outside the study was abuzz, staff pretending not to notice as the rumour, about the portrait and the letter, leapt from ear to ear. Within minutes, half the house would be transformed into a stage for covert searches and subtle accusations.

Stella nudged Margot. “She looked set to faint, Audrey did. And Eleanor, she’s at her most dangerous when she’s quiet.”

“Yes,” Margot mused, not missing the rapid footfalls echoing toward the studio. “Let’s see who arrives first. And who’s foolish enough to rifle through the paintings in daylight.”

They shadowed the corridor up towards Rosalind’s studio, careful to appear surprised when they entered to find both Eleanor and Audrey near the door, breathless.

“Ladies, is everything all right?” Margot asked, all innocence.

Eleanor was the first to answer, her tone measured but not quite steady. “I needed a word with Rosalind. There’s…” She cast about. “There’s a committee matter regarding the Art Fund.”

Audrey added, lamely, “I was only checking on Rosalind after last night. The house has been so tense, I thought, well, that company might help.”

“Rosalind’s gone out to the terrace for air,” Stella supplied blandly, “but if it’s the portrait you’re after, you must wait your turn. Lady Margot’s all curious about it these days. Says there might be more to find than brush bristles.”

Eleanor, unable to help herself, turned to the painting and ran a long, gloved finger just along the bottom of the frame. Audrey hovered nervously, hands fidgeting with the cuff of her sleeve. Margot watched, noting every misplaced glance and each bite of the lip.

“Don’t be shy,” she said, smiling with pointed blandness. “If you believe in secrets, you may as well chase them in company.”

After a moment, Eleanor stepped aside, gathering her composure and offering a tight smile. “A pleasant portrait, but I see nothing especially dramatic. We shall have to content ourselves with bread-and-butter mysteries rather than blood-and-thunder today.”

She left, Audrey close behind, whispers trailing in their wake.

Margot felt the odd thrill of the detective: something had shifted, and not for the last time. Stella grinned. “That’ll have them on edge for the rest of the day.”

“And perhaps, with luck, one of them will slip,” Margot replied.

They returned to the gallery, only for Margot to find that Alfred Bellingham had been standing in the shadows, eyeing her with a look that was all predator’s patience. He stepped into her path as she made to pass, his smile a notch too polite, his stick thudding quietly against the gilded skirting.

“You must enjoy poking around, Lady Margot. Every day another question, another little stirring of the waters.”

Margot, undaunted, matched his tone. “In this house, there are so many things floating to the surface, one might as well take a net.”

Bellingham’s blue eyes, usually a source of bluster and social sparkle, narrowed. His words were pitched low, meant only for her. “You ask dangerous questions, Lady Margot. Brighton’s not as forgiving as it looks from the Pavilion terrace. Be careful whom you put in your line of fire or you may find the shot returned.”

Margot’s answer was cool, ever the aristocrat who had weathered worse storms. “Better a bullet than a worm in the woodwork, Mr Bellingham. At least you can dodge the former.”

He laughed, but every line of his body was held tight; dangerous, if not outright threatening. “Do as you please, but remember: some debts in this town aren’t paid with money or favour. Sometimes, what’s owed is more permanent.”

She inclined her head, nonchalant. “So long as the bill does not come due tonight, I expect I shall manage.”

Bellingham departed, pausing only once at the end of the corridor to glance back. He cleared his throat.

Stella joined Margot, voice low. “He means it, my lady. Watch your step.”

“I’ve been watching it since the day I arrived in Brighton, Stella. A little danger keeps a mind sharp.”

They retreated, returning to the relative safety of Margot’s suite for tea. Margot poured the steaming liquid with a flourish, her hands steady even as her mind replayed the subtle shifts of the afternoon. On some instinct, she scribbled a new list of suspects and clues, marking the false letter—already, she noted, a rumour that had dislodged fear in both Eleanor and Audrey, and provoked a darker warning from Bellingham.

“They’re all coming apart,” Stella said, reading over her shoulder. “But what if all we’re doing is chasing our own tails?”

Margot sipped, smiling. “Then we chase on. The truth is always three steps beyond the obvious, and Brighton never gives up its secrets easily. But today, we made the whole house nervous. That’s a kind of progress all its own.”

As the sun dipped behind the Pavilion’s fantastical domes and the great, gilded corridors filled with the hush of a house on edge, Margot felt the investigation tightening. Not finished, not yet—but the scent of fear, of hidden guilt and reluctant confession, was stronger than ever.

Brighton was beginning to tremble. And Lady Margot Blackwell, with Stella’s loyal presence at her side, was more determined than ever to see what the next crack in the surface would reveal.


Chapter Nineteen

The Pavilion at night was a different creature altogether: no longer the stage for Brighton’s dazzled and dazzling, but something looming and secretive, its domes painted with dim starlight and its gardens haunted by shadows more complicated than any daylight intrigue. Margot felt the place pressing in on her. She could feel the pulse of her own anxiety like the barely-there shiver of a piano key.

She stood at the window of her suite, tea untouched on the side table, and surveyed the darkness below. Starlight scratched along the glossy hedges and picked out the vast, slimy urns that perched at intervals on plinths. Somewhere just beyond the little stand of copper beeches, torchlight licked at the edges of the lawn. It was almost peaceful, if one could forget all that had happened by daylight.

Stella entered quietly. “Still awake?” There was a tilt of concern in her voice.

“I doubt sleep will come until Brighton’s secrets are settled,” Margot replied, drawing her wrap more tightly about her.

“If only the murderers would oblige by keeping decent hours.” Stella inched up beside her. “You’ve made them nervous, my lady. Half the house is whispering about Eleanor’s mask slipping, Audrey’s sobbing, and Bellingham’s threats.”

Margot offered a small, tense smile. “Good. Nervous people show their hands.” She twisted her hands together, unease prickling beneath bravado. The traps she had laid, chief among them, the rumour of that hidden letter, had rattled the house to its core.

An abrupt tap at the door. Stella reached it first, accepting a folded sheet from a footman who looked ready to race from sight.

“Note for you, my lady.” Stella scrutinised the hand, brow lowering. “Not the usual writing. Looks almost… feigned.”

Margot turned the page. The message was brief, the hand thin, slanted:

Lady Margot

There are matters you must see to yourself, for the sake of justice and your friend. Trust no one. Come at once to the stone arbour by the sundial. No servants. No delay.

A Friend

The signature was a fiction, the tone not so: a clumsy attempt at anonymity, yet unmistakably urgent. Margot drew a breath, felt the spark of dread. “What do you suppose?”

Stella’s eyes hardened. “A trap, if I know Pavilion folk. Not a friend in the lot, except perhaps me.”

Margot weighed the risk. “Whoever wrote this could be frightened. Audrey, wavering on confession… or Eleanor, finally cracked.” Her mind ticked: both had the run of the house, the paper bore no identifying scent or powder, and the footman swore blind it had been left by a visitor gone before he noticed.

“I’m going,” she decided. “But not wholly alone.”

Stella hesitated only a heartbeat, pulled a stouter shawl from the hook, and gave Margot a look. “If you mean to tiptoe to your doom, I’ll be five paces behind. You dawdle for clues; I’ll fetch help if trouble comes.”

Margot squeezed her hand. “Careful, Stella. No heroics. If you see anything odd, fetch Simon before I’m done gasping.”

Together, then, they left. Margot led quietly from the side door, easing along the flagstone path, senses tuned to every shift: the cool wetness of air above the grass, the scrape of grit under her heels, the tang of cut hyacinths riding the stronger sea wind. Stella’s steps ghosted behind, distant enough to keep faith with the note’s warning, close enough to strike with a broom, if needed.

The gardens sucked in lamplight, stretching blue across the fountains and the ornamental yews. Their destination glowed faintly ahead, the stone arbour, haunt of afternoon reading parties and, on past occasions, confessions too private for drawing rooms. Margot hesitated, hooding her lantern. The sundial loomed, its edge throwing a shadow made monstrous at night.

A voice—sharp, urgent—splintered the quiet. “Lady Margot?”

But it was no more than the wind squeezing through laurels. Margot’s heart thudded as she stooped, seeking any sign of another presence. The surface of the sundial was undisturbed, but a scrap of foolscap glinted in the light: a second note.

She bent to take it—and, with the sharpest snap, something massive creaked overhead.

Stella screamed. A single, desperate warning. “Margot! Duck!”

No time to reason. Instinct snapped her down and sideways as a grey blur crashed onto the path where she’d stood. A stone urn, monstrous with age, fell from its pedestal with a noise more thunder than murder, shattering to a thousand hunks where her head had just been. Cold mud and gravel spattered her skirt.

For a moment, all was whirling confusion; Stella’s arms yanking her out of the way, Margot’s own legs gone treacherous with fright, the still-spinning fragments of the stone urn glinting like teeth in the half-light.

The next thing she knew, strong hands were hauling her up, Simon’s voice, rough with alarm, cutting through the ringing in her ears. “Margot, are you hurt? For God’s sake, are you mad coming out here alone?”

Margot, breathless, laughed in shock. “Only as mad as you expected, Inspector.” She took quick stock. No blood, no true injury, though her heart still drummed as if she’d run to London and back.

Simon’s anger was both a relief and a reassurance. “You could have been killed. Look at this—” He cast his lantern’s light over the pile of shattered stone, his fingers trailing along the thick cord that had once anchored the urn to its stand. Simon glanced at the end of the rope, no fray at all, a single, precise slice. “This was cut, not by chance. Someone set this to fall as soon as you stepped towards the sundial.”

Stella was breathless, half-frantic. “I saw a figure, down by the greenhouse, slipped away as soon as the urn dropped. Couldn’t say who, but they moved quickly and kept their head down.”

Simon looked grim; the lines at the corners of his mouth deepened. “This wasn’t a warning. It was a murder attempt. Someone wanted to finish what Myers started or to silence you before you get any closer to the truth.”

Margot steadied herself, forcing her thoughts to speed past the pure roaring in her ears. “A note lured me out. Promised answers, justice for a friend.”

Simon shook his head. “That could be anyone. Who knew you’d be likely to come?”

She looked into the darkness, mind working the angles. “Anyone with access to the Pavilion’s corridors. Someone who could trust a footman, force or bribe him. And someone threatened enough by what I might discover to try something so desperate.”

Simon crouched to examine the cut rope, lantern throwing his face into sculpted planes of worry and concentration. In his presence, Margot’s heart slowed. He was more reassuring now than any sermon or system of locks. “Quick work,” he murmured. “They’d have needed a clear view, waited until you bent over just there, gave the rope a pull…”

Stella, sensing the tension break, leaned in. “Eleanor was pacing the conservatory stairs just after dinner. And Audrey came past, saying she had a headache. Both had time and reason.”

Margot nodded, her mind stitching it together. Eleanor had been cold and elusive all day, and Audrey’s nerves, already stretched to breaking, could have snapped in any direction.

Simon stood, brushing earth from his trousers. “Margot, whoever is behind this, you’re not safe here. You and Stella both. I want you back inside. You, Stella, round up the staff. No one leaves or enters the Pavilion until we’ve checked every inch.”

Margot gathered her poise, slipping her arm through Simon’s—reassurance for herself and a silent show of trust. “Thank you. For being in the right place.”

Simon grunted. “If I have to post a man on every garden path and dinner fork until this is finished, so be it. But you—promise me no more invitations, no more clues, unless I’m at your side.”

She allowed herself a ghost of a smile. “I promise, Simon. But we’re closer than ever. Someone’s frightened enough to kill again.”

Inside, the Pavilion blazed anew with worry and scandal—Eleanor, pale and anxious, denied all knowledge of the note; Audrey, shaken, swore she’d not left her room since dinner. Bellingham, summoned, blustered about safety and the “proper order of things,” his cane striking the marbled corridor with each step. Rosalind huddled in the music room, white with fear, and Finchley could barely speak.

Stella fetched Margot a mug of tea, hands shaking as she poured. “You were one breath from a gravestone, my lady.”

Margot pulled her shawl close, voice firm once more. “And yet, here I am.” She craned her head to take in the dark garden beyond the windows. “Which means the real murderer is neither safe nor finished yet.”

Simon, at her side, placed one gentle hand atop hers. “Tomorrow, we press harder. I want every alibi rebuilt, every door checked, every letter accounted for. No one leaves, not for any reason, until I am satisfied.”

Margot nodded. “For tonight, let them be afraid. Whoever tried, and failed, to make me silent has only made me all the more determined.”

Stella, never one to miss the last word, added, “Brighton’s secrets might be dangerous, but they’re not more stubborn than us.”

As night knotted over Brighton and the Pavilion’s gold domes faded into shadow, Margot resolved that, come morning, her hunter’s patience would yield only to the truth itself. The attempt on her life had failed. She would make certain the next act would be the unmasking of the killer.


Chapter Twenty

Night pressed against the Pavilion windows, turning the domes and turrets dark as ink and softening the hum of traffic beyond the gardens. Inside, the gallery felt like its own world, silent as a tomb, yet filled with expectation. Row after row, the portraits stared down from their gold frames, their painted eyes catching the flicker of the candles Stella had placed along the ledges.

Margot had chosen midnight for her search, partly for secrecy, partly because the possibility that Rosalind’s notorious portrait of Reginald Myers concealed more than his character had burrowed like a burr all through her restless hours. She paced softly in the flickering gloom. Beside her, Stella hovered, as steady and practical as always, clutching a stubby candle with the air of someone equal parts conspirator and lookout.

“You’re sure Rosalind’s asleep?” Margot whispered, glancing over her shoulder as if the artist might materialise from a curtain.

“Out as the kitchen cat after meat pie,” Stella whispered back. “And Simon is pulling Inspector’s privilege in the library, telling tales of crooked postboys to anyone left upright. We’re alone, my lady. For now.”

Margot gave a brisk nod and approached the painting. It hung slightly askew on the eastern wall, its subject rendered boldly, almost defiantly, against the shadows. In the wavering candlelight, Myers’s eyes seemed to shift—bored, confident, faintly mocking. Margot shivered, then braced herself. “If Rosalind hid anything, she’d have done it in a fit of pique, likely on impulse. Let’s see…”

She ran gloved fingers neatly along the lower rim and inner stretcher, tapping until she felt, not the familiar echo of frame and canvas, but the delicate bump of paper scored by years and secrecy.

“Stella, pass me the thin blade!” Margot barely kept her excitement contained. Stella handed over a penknife liberated from her mistress’s writing desk, and in careful stages, Margot pried apart a sliver between canvas and frame.

A slip of paper emerged: a folded, foxed receipt. Margot held it closer to the candle. The handwriting was not instantly recognisable. It was blocky, incomplete, the ink blotted here and there. She found her heart thudding harder. Myers’s name appeared, unmistakable in its spiky M—but the other elements were shrouded in ambiguity. The capital curved leftward—an ‘E’ or an ‘A’ at a glance—annoyingly deliberate.

Stella craned over to look. “Well, if that ain’t one for the kitchen ledger. What does it say?”

Margot angled the page to read:

“Received: payment in kind, for services rendered. – [Initials only, ambiguous, a looping ‘E’ or possibly an ‘A’ the rest vanished in a tear]. Amount: Five hundred pounds. Signed, R.M. (Reginald Myers). Dated a little over a month before Myers’s death.

“Five hundred pounds? That’s a tidy sum for services, even in Brighton,” Stella murmured.

“Or a payoff,” Margot said, the flicker of suspicion dancing over her features. “Except the recipient’s name, just an initial, and that’s devilishly uncertain. Could be E for Eleanor. Or A for Audrey. Or simply a half-worn ‘R’ for Rosalind herself, in a haste to cover tracks. The writing is intentional, I’d say.” She ran her thumb across the page, noting the pressure lines, the way the curve of the initial could be forced one way or another. “Myers never liked to risk his secrets being legible.”

She looked up, eyes sweeping the deserted corridor outside. “And look at this. See the way it’s torn, clean through the most telling bit. Someone hid this in a hurry. Rosalind, perhaps. Or someone else with access to her studio. The timing of the sum is suspicious all round.”

They stood side by side, regarding the small damning slip of paper.

Stella was first to break the silence. “We know Myers was blackmailing folk left and right. That could be hush money, a bribe, or payment for some mischief. But why tuck it here and by whose hand?”

Margot’s mind tumbled through suspect after suspect. “Eleanor had means. Audrey had desperation, she couldn’t cover those hospital sums except with magic or miracles. And Rosalind’s debts might have driven her to ill-advised bargains.”

A quiet shuffle at the gallery’s far end froze them. Margot swiftly pocketed the receipt and remounted the painting, quick hands smoothing it back to perfect casualness. Stella snuffed her own candle, ducking into a patch of shadow.

Across the parquet, footsteps sounded: purposeful, deliberate—a light tread belonging, by instinct, to someone who glided through the Pavilion by habit.

Margot drifted into the murk, heart beating hard. As the figure drew closer, bathed by the lonely glow of a wall sconce, she could make out the trim of a pale dressing-gown, the glint of a tight mouth and clutching hand—Eleanor Templeton, late of bed, alert and elegant even at midnight.

Eleanor froze as she caught Margot by the painting. At once, her voice grew cool: “I thought I heard something. Were you lost, Lady Margot?”

Margot’s response was prepared, swift as ever. “I had a fit of restlessness. The gallery soothes my nerves.” She let her eyes slide over to the painting, careful not to linger. “It’s a dangerous business, wandering in the dark. Why are you up so late, Mrs Templeton?”

Eleanor’s gaze flicked toward the north window. Her lips pressed to an unreadable line. “I was looking for a book,” she said after just too long a pause. “Sometimes nothing but poetry will do.” She gave a thin smile. “Are you in the habit of talking to paintings by candlelight?”

Stella, emerging suddenly from behind a plinth, supplied the rescue. “Her ladyship was just bemoaning the draught in here. Dust is enough to give a body chills.”

Margot, tone light as a feather, added, “Art and insomnia… a fatal pairing.”

Eleanor’s eyes lingered too long on the painting, her composure only partially reclaimed. Margot saw her thumb absently caress her monogrammed flask, always nearby.

“Well,” Eleanor said, turning on her heel, “perhaps you will find what you’re searching for, Lady Margot. Good night.”

As she vanished down the corridor, Stella let her breath out. “That was a close thing. D’you think she was after the same clue?”

“Most likely,” murmured Margot, turning the receipt in her palm after they were alone again. “The question is, why now?”

*

Back in the sanctuary of Margot’s rooms, the two women examined the paper afresh, the candle relit and hearts still thumping.

“It still reads like a cipher,” Stella pointed out. “That first letter, could be an R, could be an E, could be an A. All three have secrets stacking up fast.”

“True,” said Margot. “And the method, Rosalind’s studio is not exactly impenetrable. Audrey’s been up here before, as has Eleanor, in search of lists, receipts, and if we trust staff gossip, the occasional brandy.”

Margot tucked the receipt into her notebook, mind racing. “Whichever of the three—Eleanor, Audrey, even Rosalind herself—hid this, or received the money, one thing is plain: Myers was making payments behind closed doors, and this secret was never meant to see candlelight.”

“What are you going to tell Simon?” Stella asked, curiosity and apprehension in her voice.

“That the painting revealed a clue. One that only leads us to more questions.” Margot’s tone was steady, but underlined by keen anticipation. “We’ll present it tomorrow, and see whose hands tremble first.”


Chapter Twenty-One

Grey morning light crawled up the flint walls of Brighton Constabulary, already dulled by drizzle and last night’s sleeplessness. Margot found herself slipping in, her arm still aching faintly from the bruising near-miss in the Pavilion gardens—a stone urn, a shadow in the dark, a friend’s urgent arms dragging her from the edge. Today, her resolve was as strong as her nerves were frayed.

Stella had begged her not to come, twitching with worry as she adjusted Margot's sleeve in the narrow lobby. “You ought to let Simon handle it, my lady,” she’d scolded. “Someone took a proper shot at you. Least you can do is heal up quietly.”

But Margot simply pressed the bandage at her wrist a little tighter and assured Stella she’d be back before noon. “There’ll be time enough to rest when the real killer is behind bars. Simon needs witnesses, not martyrs.”

The station, that morning, gave off its usual air of overwhelmed duty: the desk officers with donnish spectacles, a constable oiling the lock of the holding cell, faint scents of pipe smoke and cheap soap. Margot nodded to Superintendent Fellows, who was conducting a vibrant argument with the court typist regarding pencils, and received a polite wave from the duty sergeant.

Inside Simon’s office, the walls seemed to absorb the damp; files in precarious towers, ink blots on arrest sheets, tea mugs littered among red folders marked “URGENT.” By the small window, Lord Arthur Finchley sat with the air of a man loaned both freedom and a hangover.

He was rumpled, eyes red, tie off-kilter, wine left over on his breath from the night before. At her entrance, he attempted to rise, then thought better of it and slumped heavily back into the wooden chair.

“Lady Margot!” he managed, voice already thickening as he fumbled for the right tone. “I rather hoped it would be you. They say it’s the devil that visits men on rainy mornings, but... I’ll take a guardian angel in pearls today.”

Margot set herself opposite, folding her hands carefully in her lap, keeping her concern veiled. “I suppose you heard about the attempt outside the Pavilion last night?”

Finchley’s eyes flickered—alarm, guilt, something darker—before he shook his head. “Word travels, but I hadn’t realised it was so serious. Is it true someone nearly did you in with flowerpots now? Brighton’s turning on its reputation.”

She offered a wan smile. “Someone decided I was a threat. Perhaps rather more literally than I’d like.”

Simon Grant entered, brisk and dry as always, and Finchley tried to sit up straight, failing and unravelling further. Simon’s glance hardened, but his voice was soft. “You’re still free, Arthur. For now. But you’d do well not to test our hospitality again.”

Finchley pressed knuckles to his forehead as if to force out a coherent thought. “I’m not the villain, Inspector Grant. But I’ll tell you something, none of us were truly safe from Myers. If it hadn’t been poison at dinner, it would have been a knife at the races, or gossip at the club, or… or—” He laughed, the sound jagged. “Even a damned falling piano if it made for better headlines.”

Margot caught Simon’s eye. “He’s telling the truth, or at least, no less of it than the rest of Brighton.”

Finchley turned his gaze pleadingly towards her. “You know what it was like, Margot. Every one of us owed him something—money, a secret, a favour. Bellingham with the race-fixing. Rosalind threatened with ruin if her debts went public. Audrey, poor soul, cornered by that business with the hospital’s ledgers. Eleanor—” He faltered, then licked his lips. “I’ll say nothing ill of a lady, but she was as afraid of him as any of us.”

Simon’s voice was measured. “You aren’t wrong, Lord Finchley. But fear alone does not make a murderer.”

Finchley laughed bitterly, running a hand through his hair. “It can, Inspector. Or close enough.” He slumped back, eyes glassy but momentarily lucid. “He played us all. Took what he wanted. Painted us guilty with his gossipy little brush. He’d have sold out his own grandmother if the profit was good.”

Margot let the silence hang. The weight of truth in Finchley’s words was heavier now, the same burden she saw etched onto Audrey’s tired face, beneath Eleanor’s iron mask, in Rosalind’s twitchy glances and Bellingham’s bullying bravado. In the raw honesty of this moment, she saw with searing clarity: every one of them had ground for murder.

Her fingers, ever restless, found the fragile edge of the receipt she’d recovered from behind Rosalind’s portrait. She thought of its ambiguous ‘E’ or ‘A,’ or ‘R’—its cryptic record of a secret transaction. It was not enough to point cleanly to guilt, but it was enough to keep every suspect in play. She had not yet told Simon the full weight of that discovery.

Instead, Margot addressed Finchley, gently but firmly. “Arthur, the problem is not just that you all wished Myers gone. It’s that each of you could have, given the day, the chance, the right method. That’s why this case is such a labyrinth.”

Finchley’s chin sagged into his palms, shame chasing anger in his bloodshot eyes. “You just need one guilty party, don’t you? Someone for Brighton to parade and the rest of us to despise. Let it be me, if it must.”

Simon, ever the professional, stepped in. “You may wish to sacrifice yourself for respectability’s sake, but the law demands better. You are free on the evidence. For now.”

Margot rose and touched Finchley’s shoulder with a gesture both forgiving and final. “Don’t lose yourself in the bottle, Arthur. Or in guilt for crimes you didn’t commit, no matter what society whispers. Return home and keep yourself ready, should we call on you again.”

Finchley managed a watery smile, the best apology he could muster, and shambled from the room escorted by a sympathetic constable.

Left alone with Simon, Margot let herself exhale. “He meant what he said, about Myers, about the rest of them.”

Simon moved to the window, rain dotting the panes. “He did. And Myers was every bit the puppeteer your friend claims.” He paused, voice thickening ever so slightly. “How are you holding up after last night?”

Margot gave a tight smile, touching her bruised wrist. “Alive. Grateful. And more than ever, I am convinced that the person who tried to kill me is the same who murdered Myers. The receipt I found in the portrait—damning, but not yet conclusive. No single suspect stands clear, or condemned.”

Simon turned. “Let’s hear it, then. Every detail.”

She recounted the midnight candlelit search, the slip of paper, its ambiguous telltale: payment from Myers to another, initial unclear, the sum significant, the context hidden. She watched as Simon’s eyes sharpened, his thoughts ratcheting forward.

“A receipt,” he murmured, “missing half a name and all its meaning. It keeps everyone in the game but also makes this house of cards precariously close to collapse.”

Margot shared her own realisation, the attempt on her life had not been random; it had been staged with enough calculation to presuppose knowledge of her habits, her role in the investigation, and her potential to uncover the wrong clue. “Whoever attacked me knows I am getting close. The fake letter I planted, and the gossip over the portrait, together they’ve made our killer desperate.”

Simon’s jaw set. “And in desperation, they’ll make a mistake.”

Margot paced the small office. “Each has a reason: Bellingham’s empire, Eleanor’s secrets, Audrey’s loyalty and guilt, Rosalind’s debts and pride. Even Finchley’s cowardice could drive him to some poor judgment, but never murder.”

“And whom do you suspect?”

Margot shook her head. “All and none. The more I stir the pot, the murkier it becomes. But I believe the time for subtle hints is over. Tonight, I want you to gather everyone—Bellingham, Eleanor, Rosalind, Audrey, Finchley, all who were at the dinner—here or at the Pavilion, by whatever authority you must wield.”

Simon regarded her gravely. “You mean to stage a confrontation?”

She nodded, fire in her eyes. “Yes, and I’ll risk another urn, or worse, if it means pushing the murderer into the open at last. I want everyone’s alibi re-examined, every glove, note, and testimony compared face to face. Brighton is too well-practised at hiding; if we do not force the mask off, someone else will pay the price.”

Simon’s lips curled at the edge. “It’s dangerous.”

“I’d sooner face danger than live with injustice,” Margot replied, voice fierce with conviction. “Let’s end this. For the victim and for those the wrong suspect has already harmed.”

Simon nodded, reaching for the telephone. “I’ll have the message delivered by noon. The Grand Drawing Room at the Pavilion, one final performance.”

As Margot left the station, the rain intensified, washing the gardens and gilded domes of Brighton in silver. She drew her coat tighter, heart steady, certain in the conviction that tonight, one way or another, the truth would finally be forced into the light.


Chapter Twenty-Two

That evening, the Pavilion’s Grand Drawing Room brimmed with a heavy expectancy, the candlelit chandeliers etched in gold and silver, their light glancing off glass, steel, and watchful eyes. Lady Margot Blackwell, poised with her notebook near the marble hearth, gathered her audience: Eleanor Templeton, Finchley, Audrey, Bellingham, Rosalind. Stella lingered with the silver teapot and the staff kept discreetly at bay. Inspector Simon Grant, beside the doors, maintained his customary impassive stance, a single brow quirked in silent encouragement.

Margot waited until the shuffling, throat-clearing, and faintly desperate banter faded, leaving the room as taut as the bowstrings beneath the dragon chandeliers. “Thank you all for joining me,” she began smoothly, voice floating above the tension, “though I daresay few of us relish the reason for this assembly. We come together now not for society, but for certainty.”

Around her, faces flickered; some pale, some flushed, all stricken with secrets. Margot looked first to Lord Arthur Finchley, his nervous hands twisting his signet ring. “Arthur, your motive was perhaps the simplest: Myers threatened your ruin. Your debts, his threats of exposure at cards, enough to drive a lesser man to madness, if not crime. Your panicked behaviour after his death invited suspicion. And yet, desperation is not the same as daring; the kind of calculation needed here does not belong to you.”

Finchley shook his head, a soundless denial, his eyes glassy.

Margot’s gaze shifted to Audrey Phelps, who sat rigid, lips nearly bloodless. “Audrey,” she continued, her voice warming, “you found yourself caught by Myers’ knowledge of your redirection of hospital funds. His leverage was your reputation, and, let us be honest, your heart’s loyalty to Finchley. That you met with Myers secretly and were left shaken is not evidence of murder, but of a woman’s impossible situation.”

Audrey bowed her head, fingers crushed together, managing little more than a whisper, “I feared for us all.”

“To fear,” Margot replied, “is not the same as to kill.”

She turned to Rosalind, who held herself with gritted elegance, chin high and eyes darting, her dress splattered with the day’s leftover pigment. “Rosalind, there is little in the world you fear, except poverty and ridicule. Myers threatened your credit, your art, and your name. I know he coveted your painting, hounded you for receipts. But your recklessness veers toward self-sabotage, not sabotage of others.”

Rosalind produced a wry, brittle smile. “I’ve made many mistakes, Margot, but not that one.”

A pause, thick as treacle. All eyes shifted awkwardly to Bellingham, whose bulk occupied a full chair’s width, cane pressed hard against his knee. “Mr Bellingham, you feared what exposure from Myers would do to your business. The whispers about shipping, the ledgers, the threatened customs raid, all pointed to a man accustomed to risk but not this particular game. You have bruised egos, not enemies, and you are no poisoner, for all your bravado.”

Bellingham’s reply was a single blink—a kingdom felled in silence.

Margot allowed the weight of that silent inventory to settle. Then she fixed her eyes on Eleanor Templeton, and suddenly the room felt cold.

“Eleanor,” Margot said softly, “you have been the model of composure. You endured Myers’ threats regarding your late husband’s estate, his knowledge of debts, his hints at exposure. All the while, you held yourself immaculate, silver flask at hand, reputation weaponised against anxiety. Yet as the evidence marshals, it homes in on the most careful hand and the coolest nerve.”

Eleanor met her gaze, chin angled, eyes flinty.

“Myers,” Margot continued, her tone clipped but trembling with the certainty that comes only from glimpsing the whole pattern at last, “was not killed in a fit of passion, nor by panic. He was felled by planning, the sort only those who know the cost of reputation would attempt. The chemist’s tale, the left-handed signature, the disguised buyer, the flask more often clutched than sipped, the insistence on pouring at the table, the calculated attempt on my own life in the Pavilion gardens—each points not merely to motive or opportunity, but to the ability to wear another mask entirely.”

The clock gave a sharp tick. Every gaze in the room shifted away from Margot and fixed on Eleanor.

She finished, quietly, “It was you, Eleanor. The ‘gentleman in fine clothes’—a widow in her husband’s coat, buying poison, mastering every silence until compelled by threat. You killed Myers.”

Eleanor did not flinch, nor reach for her flask. Her mouth tightened, and her skin blanched as she closed her eyes, lashes trembling. For a moment, she seemed like marble; cold, irrefutable, and very nearly beautiful in the dignity of her ruin.

Around them, the suspects–now witnesses–drew into themselves. Finchley’s mouth stuttered open, Audrey turned her head away, Bellingham’s knuckles whitened on his cane. Rosalind whispered, “Oh, heavens…”

But Margot said nothing more. She let the silence ring. Eleanor, pale and silent, offered the room nothing but quiet confirmation by her trembling breath.

Simon stepped forward, voice low: “Mrs Templeton, you need say nothing now. But we will require a statement. For your sake, and the sake of all present.”

Surrounded by witnesses and the righteous gaze of lamp and painting, Eleanor Templeton lowered her gaze. But she said nothing.

The Grand Drawing Room, for the first time in many nights, was silent. And in that silence, justice finally found its voice.


Chapter Twenty-Three

The echo of Margot’s final words still seemed to tremble in the Grand Drawing Room. Across the marble, Eleanor Templeton’s figure stood motionless, pale and rigid as the statues flanking the doorway. The other suspects—Finchley, Audrey, Bellingham, Rosalind—looked from Margot to Eleanor, from accusation to accused, as if waiting for the stage directions to be revealed. Simon Grant’s presence had never been more commanding. He nodded to Margot, inviting her, by gesture alone, to lay out the final proof.

Margot, her poise unbroken, turned to the gathering. “I ask for your patience. The truth must be more than a name; it is, as always, a pattern, woven from pain, secrecy, and all the burdens Brighton knows so well.” She glanced over at Eleanor, but her tone, for now, was gentle, methodical.

“When Reginald Myers died that night, the clues seemed myriad, contradictory. Poison, poured into a glass in the throng and ceremony of dinner. Yet the how, as always, is only half the story. The who, and especially the why, must fit as tightly as puzzle pieces.”

She turned, ticking off the points with her gloved fingers.

“First, the mechanics: Myers was poisoned with cyanide, a substance both deadly and difficult to obtain without risk. The chemist on High Street recalled a customer, a ‘gentleman in fine attire’, left-handed, buying a vermin solution under a forged name. The clerk’s impression was clear: the accent and manner were not properly masculine, the bearing a subtle imitation. Only after reviewing all in this company did I recall that Eleanor Templeton frequently wore her late husband’s overcoat, and that she alone is truly left-handed.”

Eleanor maintained her composure, but her grip on her silver flask was a shade too tight; Margot noticed, and the others did too.

Margot continued, her voice ringing softly. “The poison was then delivered. Not by stealth or sleight-of-hand, not in the confusion of a crowded room, but in the clear gaze of society’s trust. At dinner, Mrs Templeton offered, no, insisted, to refill Mr Myers’s glass. She was known to carry her flask always, claiming a tonic for her nerves. No one questioned when she poured two fingers’ worth of brandy into his wine, only that her hand did not shake.”

Rosalind let out a faint gasp; Audrey pressed her handkerchief to her mouth. Only Simon seemed unsurprised as Margot pressed on:

“We have the flask. Simon, if you will?”

He produced the gleaming vessel from within an evidence pouch, holding it aloft. “Traces of cyanide, along with a faint residue of medicinal spirit,” he intoned. “No trace in any kitchen bottle, nor among the dining service. Only here.”

Margot nodded her thanks. “As for the parasol’s hidden vial, emptied, a planted decoy to turn us about, it never touched Myers’s glass. The flask did.”

Eleanor shrank into her seat, the colour draining from her cheeks, as though every accusing eye in the room had pinned her in place like a specimen under glass.

“Now, as for motive. Myers had threatened nearly everyone in this room, but Eleanor’s stake was existential. Her late husband’s debts, a legacy of bad investments and secret speculations, left her fortune in ruins. Myers discovered these facts, obtained a forged ledger and threatened to expose her. He named a sum for his silence, five hundred pounds, as noted on the receipt hidden behind Rosalind’s portrait. The recipient’s initial—either an ‘E’ or an ‘A’—was likely intended as a smokescreen, but Myers’ note in his diary confirmed the true mark.”

She paused, taking in the flickering faces, then the silent crowd of serving staff who, called as witnesses, had begun to gather at the doorway.

“Eleanor understood that exposure would destroy her: not merely scandal, but true ruin—the forced sale of her home, her jewels, the end of every social standing in Brighton. In that moment, no friendship or charity, or sympathy could protect her. She was backed into a corner by a man who would not cease.”

Eleanor drew herself up as if awaiting a final strike. Margot’s voice, however, was not cruel. It was, perhaps, more sorrowful than the others had ever heard it.

“The attack on me, last night, in the gardens, was the final proof. Someone lured me out, attempted to silence me as I drew close to the truth. Only a woman with keys, knowledge of the Pavilion’s passages, and nerves honed by years of surviving society’s sharpest edges would have been able to make such an attempt—after dinner hours, in a cloak and gloves, when so many eyes were averted and staff dispersed.”

She turned to Simon. “If you will confirm, on the night of the murder, who handled the wine at Myers’s table?”

Simon nodded to the assembled housemaids and butler, who had been questioned at length. Mrs Batley, the housekeeper, answered in a quavering but certain voice, “It was Mrs Templeton, madam. She insisted on attending to Mr Myers herself. No one else handled his glass from the moment it was set out.”

The silence in the hall was immense, unbroken except for the faint tapping of Bellingham’s stick against the marble. Audrey stifled a sob.

Margot advanced one final step. “The why is as old as Brighton itself: survival. Eleanor was not a cruel woman. She was a desperate one. Left to defend her livelihood by any means, she did what she could not imagine herself capable of—she removed the only true threat, in the only manner left open to her.” Margot’s voice faltered, just once, her empathy for Eleanor struggling with her sense of justice.

For a moment, it seemed Eleanor would maintain her mask to the last; but the weight of Margot’s words, and the confirmation from staff, at last broke her. Her silver flask rattled on the side table; she did not reach for it.

Eleanor’s voice, when it came, was a bitter, broken wisp. “You see with too much clarity, Lady Margot,” she said. “You would have made a fine judge. Or a merciful executioner.”

Simon stepped forward to stand beside her, steady and unyielding. “Do you wish to make a statement, Mrs Templeton?”

Eleanor turned at last to the assembled witnesses. Her eyes, pale and fierce, fixed on the chandeliers, then fell to Margot. “He left me no choice. Blackmail is the slowest kind of death, Lady Margot. He was going to take everything. He would have destroyed me, my family’s reputation, my station, perhaps even my freedom. I gave him countless warnings; I begged, cajoled, threatened; in the end, he laughed. ‘No one will believe you,’ he said. ‘No one touches Myers.’”

She breathed out, shuddering, and the grandeur of the Pavilion seemed to shrink beneath the scope of her confession. “So I touched him, Lady Margot. I used what I had; my late husband’s coat as a disguise, my hands, my courage, my nerve. I put the poison in the flask, I poured it for him. I watched him drink. Only then did I know what sort of woman I might become, if the world demanded it.”

A sob, half-swallowed, jerked her shoulders. The guests drew back. Not in fear now, but a kind of horrified solidarity. Brighton society’s ranks closed, not to protect, but to witness history’s inevitable roll onward.

Simon’s voice, gentle, offered, “That is enough for now, Mrs Templeton.”

Margot approached, resting a gloved hand lightly on Eleanor’s, not in condolence, but in acknowledgment—the last act of sympathy between hunter and hunted. “In Brighton, perhaps we all learn what we are made of—when society’s eyes are upon us. Today, I am sorry for you, Eleanor, as I am for Myers, both destroyed in the dance of reputation and revenge.”

Eleanor straightened, drawing around herself the shreds of dignity she still possessed.

“I will stand for justice,” she whispered. “But let it be known: Brighton bred the murderer as surely as I enacted the deed.” She closed her eyes. “You were right, Lady Margot. It is always survival in the end.”

The silence that fell was thick with grief and, beneath it, relief. Margot stood steady, watching as Simon guided Eleanor quietly out of the Grand Hall. Around them, the rest—Finchley, Rosalind, Audrey, Bellingham—shuffled and wept, broken and mended all at once.

In the end, there were no gloating speeches, no triumphant flourish, only the gentle, tragic unwinding of a truth told at last. Margot lingered in the echoing hush of the Pavilion, blinking away tears, letting justice and loss mingle, as all the most important things in Brighton so often did.

The case of the murder of the notorious gentleman was finished, but the cost of clarity would linger long after the gaslights dimmed.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Margot stood at the window of the breakfast room, teacup in hand, watching as a parade of constables marched up the gravel drive. Their synchronised footfalls seemed to echo the thundering heartbeat of the town itself, a rhythm of anticipation and dread.

"Well," Stella remarked from just behind her shoulder, "looks like Inspector Grant has decided to make a production of it. Not like him to favour the dramatic."

"Even Simon recognises the value of spectacle when necessary," Margot replied, sipping her tea. "Especially when one's quarry is as ostentatious as Alfred Bellingham."

The events of the previous evening still hung in the air like perfume; Eleanor Templeton's confession, her fury dissolving into broken sobs as Simon led her away. The revelation that Myers had been poisoned not for his smuggling accusations but for his blackmail of Eleanor had shifted the landscape dramatically. Yet Margot knew the story remained incomplete. Bellingham's crimes, smuggling, race-fixing, the elaborate empire of deceit he'd constructed, were threads that still required tying.

Simon Grant appeared in the doorway, his formal attire suggesting business rather than breakfast. "Lady Margot," he nodded. "I trust you rested well after last night's... developments."

"As well as one can after watching a woman's life collapse," Margot replied. "But justice isn't meant to be comfortable, is it?"

A flicker of something, appreciation, perhaps, or shared understanding, passed across Simon's face. "Indeed not. Though I suspect this morning's business may offer some satisfaction. Superintendent Fellows has received the final evidence from Customs. The evidence is overwhelming. Myers wasn't the only one gathering proof. Customs have months of ledgers; the Racing Association has jockey testimony. Today we close the net. The raid on Bellingham's warehouses is scheduled for noon. His stables are already surrounded."

"And you thought I might wish to observe?" Margot raised an eyebrow.

"I thought you'd observe regardless of my wishes," Simon replied dryly. "At least this way, you're less likely to end up in the line of fire."

Stella snorted softly. "He's got your measure, my lady."

"A rare achievement," Margot conceded with a small smile. "Shall we, then? I'd hate to miss Alfred's grand finale."

The journey to Bellingham's estate took them along the coastal road, where the sea churned below like mercury, restless and opaque. Simon rode alongside in a police motorcar, while Margot and Stella followed in the Bentley. As they approached the grand sweep of Bellingham's drive, Margot noted the gathering of official vehicles—Sussex Constabulary, Customs officials, even representatives from the Racing Association, their sombre suits and stern expressions suggesting the gravity of the occasion.

"Quite the committee of welcome," she murmured.

The estate itself appeared oddly silent. No stablehands rushing between paddocks, no gardeners tending the immaculate lawns. Only the steady breeze off the Channel, rustling through ornamental hedges with quiet insistence.

Simon met them at the car, his face set in professional lines. "Fellows is inside already. Bellingham has barricaded himself in his study. Typical arrogance. He believes he can negotiate his way out."

"And can he?" Margot asked.

Simon's mouth tightened. "Not this time. The evidence is overwhelming: two ledgers (public and private), doctored customs manifests, three jockey affidavits, and copies of Myers’s notes forwarded anonymously to Customs.“

"Yet Myers was the one who pushed him to the edge," Margot observed. "Ironic that his death bought Bellingham a few more weeks of freedom."

"Freedom purchased with Eleanor's desperation," Simon agreed grimly. "Come. Fellows requested your presence, though I'd advise you to keep a safe distance. Bellingham is not a man who surrenders gracefully."

The grand entrance hall of Bellingham's home echoed with footsteps as officials moved purposefully from room to room. The ornate walking stick, that symbol of Bellingham's status and nervous tell, lay abandoned on a side table, as if its owner had finally discarded pretense along with prop.

Superintendent Fellows, a man built like a retired boxer and possessed of a similar tactical mind, greeted them at the door to the drawing room. "Inspector. Lady Margot. We've secured most of the house. Evidence of smuggled goods in the cellars; French brandy, mostly, but some rather interesting items from the Orient as well. The real treasure is in his private office."

"The racing ledgers?" Simon asked.

Fellows nodded. "Two sets of books. One for show, one for truth. The man's been fixing races across Sussex for three years. Half the jockeys at Brighton Downs were in his pocket."

"And Bellingham himself?" Margot inquired.

"Still in his study. Claims he'll only speak to someone 'of his own class'—his words, not mine." Fellows's expression suggested what he thought of such pretensions. "Given your involvement in uncovering this nest of vipers, Lady Margot, I thought perhaps..."

"You want me to draw him out," Margot concluded. "Very well. Though I warn you, his regard for my class hasn't prevented him threatening me before."

"We'll be just outside," Simon assured her, though his frown betrayed concern. "Bellingham may bluster, but he's finished. He knows it."

"It's the cornered fox that bites the deepest," Stella muttered, but she stepped back, allowing Margot to approach the heavy oak door alone.

Margot straightened her spine, adjusted her gloves, a small ritual of composure, and knocked.

"Go away!" came the bellowed response. "I've told you I'll speak only to—"

"To someone of your own class," Margot interrupted smoothly. "Here I am, Alfred. Shall we dispense with the theatrics?"

A pause, then the sound of a bolt sliding. The door opened to reveal Bellingham, his usual florid complexion now mottled with rage and fear. His collar was askew, his hair dishevelled. Without his walking stick, he seemed diminished, a man stripped of his accustomed authority.

"Lady Margot," he said, attempting a smile that emerged as a grimace. "Come to gloat?"

"I've never found gloating particularly satisfying," she replied, stepping into the room. "I prefer clarity. And it seems the picture has become very clear indeed."

The study was in disarray; papers scattered across the Persian carpet, drawers pulled open, a brandy decanter emptied beside an overturned glass. Through the window, Margot could see constables leading stable hands away in handcuffs, while others catalogued crates being brought up from hidden cellar doors.

"They understand nothing," Bellingham spat, slamming the door behind her. "This is business… enterprise! I created opportunities. I employed half of Brighton. Without me, this town would still be a backwater fishing village with delusions of grandeur."

"And the laws you broke?" Margot inquired mildly. "The races you fixed? The customs you evaded? Mere inconveniences, I suppose."

Bellingham made a dismissive gesture. "Rules for small men. Brighton has always thrived on the edge of propriety. You know that. Your precious Inspector Grant can moralise all he likes, but this town was built on smuggling and scandal."

"Perhaps," Margot conceded, moving carefully around the desk to maintain distance. "But there's a difference between Brighton's traditional winks and nods and an organised criminal enterprise. Myers recognised that difference, didn't he? That's why he became such a threat."

At Myers's name, Bellingham's face contorted. "Myers! That parasite. He fed off everyone else's secrets while creating nothing of value himself. He'd have sold us all to the authorities for the pleasure of watching us fall."

"Yet you didn't kill him," Margot observed. "That distinction belongs to Eleanor."

"Eleanor," Bellingham repeated, bitter amusement in his voice. "Poor, desperate Eleanor. Always so concerned with appearances. Myers had her cornered, just as he had me. The difference is, I would have outlasted him. Found a way to neutralise the threat." He thumped his fist on the desk. "I'm not so easily defeated."

"The evidence suggests otherwise," Margot replied, gesturing toward the window where officials continued their systematic dismantling of his empire. "Your warehouses raided, your racing syndicate exposed, your associates turning witness. It's over, Alfred."

Bellingham's eyes narrowed. "Nothing is ever truly over, Lady Margot. Men like me, we survive. We rebuild. Today they may arrest me, but Brighton has a short memory for scandal and a long appetite for profit."

A sharp knock at the door interrupted them. Simon's voice, terse: "Lady Margot? Fellows needs to proceed."

"One moment," she called, then turned back to Bellingham. "It seems your time has run out."

Bellingham straightened his waistcoat, a last futile attempt at dignity. "This isn't finished. I have friends in places these provincial constables can't imagine. Money put in the right pockets, whispers in the right ears, you'd be surprised how quickly fortunes can turn."

"Is that a threat?" Margot asked, her tone light but her eyes sharp.

"A promise," Bellingham replied. "You and your Inspector may have won this skirmish, but the war continues. I'll remember those who brought me down. Including you, Lady Margot."

The door opened, and Simon entered, flanked by Fellows and two constables. "Alfred Bellingham," Fellows announced formally, "you are under arrest for customs fraud, operating an illegal gambling syndicate, and conspiracy to corrupt sporting events."

Bellingham's face twisted in a sneer, but he offered his wrists for the handcuffs with theatrical resignation. "Superintendent. How predictable. Do you imagine this will improve your standing with the Commissioner? A small victory in a small town?"

Fellows remained unruffled. "I imagine it will improve Brighton considerably." He nodded to the constables. "Take him."

As they led Bellingham away, he paused beside Margot. "We'll meet again, Lady Margot. Perhaps in less fortunate circumstances for you. Brighton has many shadows and I know them all."

"I look forward to it," Margot replied with serene confidence. "Though I suspect His Majesty's prisons have rather more shadows than you're accustomed to."

Bellingham's laugh was harsh as he was escorted through the grand hallway he had once dominated. "Don't be so certain of my destination, my lady. Some cages have golden bars and very large keyholes."

The front doors opened, and sunlight flooded the entrance hall. Outside, a small crowd had gathered; curious locals, journalists, even some of Brighton's society figures, drawn by the spectacle of Bellingham's fall. He straightened his shoulders, lifting his chin with defiant pride as the constables guided him toward the waiting police wagon.

"Remember this moment!" he called to the onlookers. "Alfred Bellingham, arrested for making Brighton prosperous! Judge me if you will, but remember who filled your pockets and your racecourses!"

A flash of cameras, a murmur from the crowd. Then the wagon doors closed on his florid face, and the spectacle was over.

Simon joined Margot on the front steps, watching as the convoy of vehicles began to pull away. "Well," he said quietly, "that concludes one chapter of Brighton's notorious history."

"Does it?" Margot mused. "Bellingham seems quite confident of a sequel."

"Men like him always do," Simon replied. "But evidence doesn't lie, even when wealthy men wish it would."

Stella appeared at Margot's elbow, eyes alight with the satisfaction of a drama well-concluded. "That walking stick of his—think they'll let him take it to prison? He'll have nothing to tap when he's nervous."

"I suspect Alfred Bellingham will find new habits in his changed circumstances," Margot said, watching the dust settle on the drive as the last police car disappeared. "Though I wonder if we've truly seen the last of him."

Simon studied her expression. "You believe his threats?"

"I believe in preparation," Margot replied. "Bellingham's network extends beyond Brighton. His friends, as he so pointedly mentioned, occupy influential positions. This may be merely the opening move in a longer game."

"Then we shall have to remain vigilant," Simon concluded, offering her his arm as they descended the steps. "Though perhaps we might first enjoy a moment of well-earned peace?"

Margot smiled, accepting the gesture. "Peace, Inspector? In Brighton? Now that would be truly notorious."

As they walked toward the waiting cars, Margot cast one last glance at Bellingham's mansion, its grandeur now diminished by the knowledge of how it had been acquired. The breeze off the Channel carried the scent of salt and possibilities, reminding her that in Brighton, as in life, one mystery's conclusion often planted the seeds of another.


Chapter Twenty-Five

The spring morning bathed Rosalind's studio in a gentle, forgiving light that seemed to wash away the shadows of recent days. Dust motes danced in the sunbeams that streamed through the tall bay windows, illuminating canvases in various stages of completion, each one capturing a fragment of Brighton's complicated soul. Margot paused at the doorway, observing her cousin's familiar form bent over a palette, blonde hair escaping its pins in artistic disarray.

"You might consider knocking," Rosalind remarked without turning around, her brush continuing its delicate dance across the canvas. "Even artists cleared of murder suspicion deserve a modicum of privacy."

Margot smiled, stepping into the room. "My apologies. I was momentarily entranced by the spectacle of you actually working before noon."

This earned her a paint-flecked rag tossed in her direction, which she deftly caught. The casual gesture marked a return to normalcy that both women cherished after the tumultuous events at the Pavilion. Eleanor's stunning confession had sent ripples through Brighton society, leaving everyone reeling, perhaps none more so than those who had been under suspicion themselves.

"I take it you've come to gloat," Rosalind said, finally turning to face Margot, her expression a complex mixture of relief, lingering anxiety, and defiance. "The lady detective triumphs again, while her poor cousin suffers the indignity of being a failed suspect."

"Failed suspect?" Margot raised an eyebrow, settling onto the paint-spattered chaise. "Is that how you're framing your innocence? How delightfully Rosalind of you!"

Rosalind laughed, a genuine sound that had been absent in recent weeks. She set down her brush and wiped her hands on her already stained smock. "Well, one must maintain some pride. 'Innocent bystander' sounds so dreadfully dull."

Margot's expression softened as she gazed at her cousin. Though Rosalind maintained her typical bravado, the strain of the investigation had left its mark. There were shadows beneath her eyes that no amount of artistic powder could conceal, and a new wariness in her posture that spoke of lessons harshly learned.

"Eleanor fooled us all," Margot said quietly. "Even Simon didn't suspect her until the very end."

Rosalind's smile faltered. "She was always so composed. Even when I painted her portrait last autumn, I couldn't quite capture what lay beneath that perfect mask. Perhaps I should have paid more attention to the shadows."

"You see more than most, Ro," Margot replied. "That's what makes your art so unsettling and so truthful."

The compliment hung between them, unexpected and sincere. Rosalind ducked her head, momentarily at a loss for words, a rare state for her.

"That receipt you'd tucked behind Myers's portrait," Margot continued. "It was the key that unravelled everything. If you hadn't been so disorganised—"

"Creatively chaotic," Rosalind corrected with a flash of her old spirit.

"—so creatively chaotic," Margot amended, "Eleanor might have gotten away with it. Your unconventional filing system saved more than your reputation."

Rosalind moved to the window, gazing out at the sea in the distance. "I still can't quite believe it. Eleanor always seemed so... controlled. To think of her poisoning Myers's wine, slipping it from her flask..." She shuddered. "And then to nearly kill you with that urn..."

"The parasol vial, found later, proved empty. A misdirection—effective, but irrelevant to the act. Pride makes monsters of us all, eventually," Margot said softly. "Myers threatened the one thing Eleanor couldn't bear to lose, her standing in society. Her late husband's debts, her own embezzlement... she'd built her entire life on that carefully constructed façade."

"While I flaunt my debts like fashion accessories," Rosalind said with a wry smile. "Perhaps there's something to be said for transparency in one's failings."

Stella appeared at the doorway, a tea tray balanced expertly in her hands. "Thought you two might need sustenance for your mutual congratulations," she announced, setting the tray on a relatively paint-free table. "Though I still say Lady Margot deserves most of the credit. She was never fooled by Eleanor's icy composure."

"I had my doubts," Margot admitted, accepting a cup from Stella. "Even about you, Rosalind."

Rosalind turned from the window, a shadow crossing her face. "I know. And I didn't make it easy, did I? All that evasiveness about my meetings with Myers, my financial troubles..."

"You were protecting yourself," Margot said gently. "We all have secrets we'd rather not share, even with family."

"Especially with family," Rosalind corrected with a faint smile. She crossed to her easel and flipped the canvas to reveal a half-finished portrait—Margot herself, captured in a moment of quiet concentration, elegance mixed with determination. "I started this the night after Myers died. I thought... well, I thought if I were to be arrested, I'd want to leave something worthy behind."

Margot studied the portrait, touched by the unexpected vulnerability in both the painting and the painter. "It's beautiful, Ro."

"It's honest," Rosalind replied simply. "Like your investigation. No flattery, no soft focus. Just the truth, however uncomfortable."

The three women fell silent, sipping their tea as the morning light strengthened, casting longer shadows across the studio floor. Outside, Brighton continued its daily rhythm, the scandal already being absorbed into the city's collective memory, soon to be just another tale whispered over teacups.

"Inspector Grant tells me Bellingham will stand trial for his smuggling operation," Margot said at length. "And Finchley is making arrangements to settle his debts. Legitimately, this time."

"And Audrey?" Rosalind asked, her concern genuine. "What will happen to her?"

"She's agreed to step down from the Hospital Fund temporarily," Margot replied. "But Simon believes she can be rehabilitated in society's eyes. Her misuse of funds was wrong, but her motives were... understandable."

"Saving Finchley from himself," Rosalind mused. "A task that might require more charity than even Brighton can muster." She hesitated, then added more seriously, "And what about me? Will my reputation survive being named as a suspect in a murder investigation?"

Margot set down her teacup and fixed her cousin with a steady gaze. "Your reputation, Rosalind, has always been more notorious than respectable. I don't see why a little murder suspicion should tarnish it now."

Stella snorted into her tea. "If anything, my lady, it might improve her standing. Nothing attracts patronage like scandal."

Rosalind laughed despite herself. "Trust you both to find the silver lining in my public humiliation."

Margot rose and moved to stand beside her cousin, their reflections merging in the studio window's glass. "The question is, what will you do now? Your exhibition opens next week, doesn't it?"

"It does," Rosalind confirmed, a flicker of uncertainty crossing her features. "Though I'm not sure Brighton society is ready for my particular brand of truth after all this."

"Nonsense," Margot declared. "Brighton thrives on scandal and reinvention. Your exhibition will be the talk of the season—for all the right reasons this time."

Rosalind seemed unconvinced. "And if it isn't? If my 'honesty' costs me what little artistic credibility I have left?"

Margot considered this, her gaze drifting to the portrait of Myers that still dominated one corner of the studio. Even in paint, he seemed to sneer at them, his eyes cold and calculating. But there was something in Rosalind's rendering—a vulnerability beneath the cruelty, a hint of the emptiness that had driven him to collect others' secrets—that spoke to her talent for seeing beyond surfaces.

"Art without honesty is merely decoration," Margot said at last. "Your work matters precisely because it makes people uncomfortable. Because it shows them as they are, not as they wish to be seen."

"Easy for you to say," Rosalind retorted. "You've never had your livelihood depend on pleasing the very people you're determined to provoke."

"Perhaps not," Margot conceded. "But I do know something about navigating society's expectations while remaining true to oneself." She paused, choosing her words carefully. "There's a balance to be struck, Ro. Between artistic integrity and... shall we say, strategic diplomacy."

Rosalind's eyebrows shot up. "Are you suggesting I compromise my vision?"

"I'm suggesting you choose your battles," Margot clarified. "Paint the truth, by all means, but perhaps be selective about which truths you hang in public galleries."

Stella, who had been arranging Rosalind's brushes with surprising care, chimed in. "What her ladyship means is, maybe don't paint the mayor's wife with that third chin next time."

The tension broke as Rosalind dissolved into laughter. "Oh, but it was such a magnificent chin! It had character, gravity, presence!"

"It had consequences," Margot reminded her, though she was smiling too. "Just as all choices do."

Rosalind sobered, nodding slowly. "I suppose recent events have taught us all something about consequences." She turned back to her easel, studying the portrait of Margot with a critical eye. "Perhaps there is wisdom in your counsel. A strategic retreat is not the same as surrender."

"Precisely," Margot agreed. "And speaking of strategy, what do you plan to do about your financial situation? Myers may be gone, but I doubt your creditors will be so easily dispatched."

A flash of the old Rosalind returned; reckless, defiant, utterly unconcerned with practical matters. "Oh, something will turn up. It always does. Perhaps I'll paint Bellingham in prison stripes. There's bound to be a market for that."

"Rosalind." Margot's tone held a note of warning.

"Fine, fine," Rosalind sighed dramatically. "I've had an offer from Lord Harrington, despite his wife's objections, to paint his new racing stable. It's dreadfully dull work, but it pays handsomely." She brightened. "And I've sold three paintings already on the strength of my notoriety as a murder suspect. See? Scandal does pay dividends."

Margot shook her head, caught between exasperation and admiration. "You're incorrigible."

"Merely resourceful," Rosalind corrected, picking up her brush again. "And speaking of resources, might I impose upon you for a small loan? Just until the exhibition opens?"

"Absolutely not," Margot replied firmly. "But I will introduce you to my banker, who might be persuaded to arrange a proper repayment schedule for your existing debts."

Rosalind pulled a face. "How terribly conventional of you."

"Conventionality has its uses," Margot observed. "Much like your artistic chaos. Both serve their purpose, in the right context."

The morning was advancing, sunlight now streaming fully through the windows, illuminating dust and paint particles in the air like tiny constellations. Stella gathered the tea things, announcing that she would be downstairs "ensuring the kitchen hasn't burnt down in our absence."

As she departed, Rosalind turned to Margot with uncharacteristic solemnity. "Thank you," she said simply. "For believing in me. For clearing my name. For... everything."

Margot, touched by the rare display of sincerity, squeezed her cousin's paint-smudged hand. "Family stands together, Ro. Always."

"Even when one member is scandalously artistic and the other distressingly proper?" Rosalind asked, her smile returning.

"Especially then," Margot assured her. "Our differences make us stronger—and considerably more interesting at dinner parties."

Rosalind laughed, then grew thoughtful. "Do you think Brighton will recover from all this? The murder, the scandal, Eleanor's arrest..."

"Brighton has weathered worse storms," Margot replied. "It thrives on reinvention, rather like you, come to think of it."

"And you?" Rosalind asked, studying her cousin closely. "Will you return to Blackwell Manor now that the mystery is solved? Or has Simon Grant's stoic charm convinced you to linger in our seaside purgatory?"

Margot felt a blush threatening and quickly busied herself with straightening her gloves. "Inspector Grant's charms, stoic or otherwise, have nothing to do with my plans. But I think I might stay a while longer. To ensure you don't immediately plunge yourself into fresh scandal, if nothing else."

"How dutiful of you," Rosalind observed dryly. "And the fact that Simon mentioned staying on to complete the paperwork for Eleanor's case is purely coincidental, I'm sure."

"Purely," Margot agreed with a smile that didn't quite reach her eyes. "Now, enough about me. Show me what you're working on for the exhibition. I want to be prepared for any potential diplomatic incidents."

Rosalind led her around the studio, unveiling canvases with theatrical flourishes. Most were portraits—Brighton's elite captured with Rosalind's unflinching eye—but there were also landscapes, seascapes, and more abstract works that spoke to her evolving style. Through it all, Margot noticed a common thread: truth, sometimes uncomfortable, always compelling.

"You have a gift, Ro," she said at last. "Don't squander it on scandal for scandal's sake. But don't diminish it for safety, either."

"A delicate balance," Rosalind acknowledged. "Much like life itself, I suppose."

As they stood together by the window, looking out over Brighton's distinctive skyline, Margot felt a sense of completion. Myers was gone, Eleanor would face justice, and Rosalind—wild, reckless, brilliant Rosalind—had been redeemed not through any dramatic gesture, but through the simple truth of who she was.

"I think," Rosalind said suddenly, a mischievous glint in her eye, "that my next series will focus on the resilience of women. No more notorious gentlemen for a while."

"A wise choice," Margot agreed. "Though I'd advise against using Eleanor as a subject."

Rosalind laughed, a sound as bright and unfettered as the sunlight streaming through the windows. "I'll behave, artistically speaking, at least." She picked up her brush again, turning back to the portrait of Margot with renewed purpose. "Though I make no promises about the rest of my life."

Margot smiled, watching her cousin work with that familiar intensity. Some things, she reflected, never changed, and perhaps they shouldn't. Rosalind would always court scandal, just as Margot would always seek truth. Together, they made an unlikely but formidable pair.

"I wouldn't have it any other way," she whispered, as Brighton continued its eternal dance of secrets and revelations beyond the studio walls.


Chapter Twenty-Six

The early afternoon sun cast long, generous rays across Brighton's seafront, gilding the pebbled beach and dancing upon the gentle waves that lapped at the shore. Margot had chosen a sheltered spot by the old sea wall, where elegant blankets, low tables, and wicker hampers turned the simple beach into something like a drawing room, only with more fresh air and the occasional cheeky seagull.

"I do believe," Stella remarked, expertly arranging a platter of delicate sandwiches, "that this is the first picnic in Brighton history without a single murder to spoil the proceedings."

Margot smiled, adjusting her wide-brimmed hat against the sea breeze. "Let's not tempt fate, Stella. The day is still young, and our guests haven't all arrived."

The picnic had been Margot's idea, a proper farewell to Brighton and the curious case that had consumed her visit. With Eleanor's confession and subsequent arrest, the stifling atmosphere at the Pavilion had finally lifted, though the shadows of scandal still lingered in certain corners. It seemed fitting to end this chapter of her life not in the ornate, overwrought splendour of the Pavilion, but here, where the endless horizon promised new beginnings.

"My lady," Stella said, nodding toward the promenade, "your first victims approach."

Rosalind appeared, looking unusually fresh in a dress of sea-green silk, her blonde bob tamed beneath a fashionable cloche. Behind her trailed a small parade of Pavilion staff—kitchen maids, footmen, even Mrs Batley herself, looking both pleased and vaguely suspicious of the invitation.

"Cousin!" Rosalind called, waving her sketchbook like a flag. "How terribly democratic of you. Dining with the help… whatever would Grandmother say?"

"That I've finally developed some sense, I imagine," Margot replied, rising to greet her cousin with a warm embrace. "After all, they're the ones who solved half the mystery while we were busy being suspicious of each other."

The staff exchanged uncertain glances, hovering at the edge of the blankets until Stella, with her characteristic blend of authority and fellow-feeling, directed them to seats and pressed glasses of lemonade into reluctant hands.

"Mrs Batley," Margot said, turning to the formidable cook, "I cannot thank you enough for your insight. Without your observations about Eleanor's flask and the kitchen gossip, we might never have pieced it all together."

The cook's weathered face softened slightly. "It's nothing, my lady. In a kitchen, you learn to spot trouble before it boils over." She glanced meaningfully at a young scullery maid, who blushed. "Though I must say, I never thought Mrs Templeton had it in her. Always so composed, she was."

"The most composed are often the most desperate," Margot observed. "Eleanor had crafted such a perfect façade that when Myers threatened to crack it, she couldn't bear the thought of public humiliation."

A shadow passed over the gathering at the mention of Myers, but it dissipated as quickly as the clouds drifting across the bright spring sky. More guests arrived—Finchley, looking marginally less haunted than he had in jail, accompanied by Audrey, who had stepped down temporarily from the Hospital Fund, seemed buoyed by the chance to set matters right.

Stella orchestrated the gathering with practised efficiency, ensuring glasses remained filled and plates replenished. The conversation flowed as easily as the wine, meandering from the dramatic events of the past weeks to lighter gossip about the upcoming Brighton season.

Margot found herself watching the scene with a curious blend of satisfaction and melancholy. The case was solved, justice—of a sort—had been served, and Brighton could resume its peculiar dance of secrets and social climbing. Yet there was a bittersweetness to these farewells that caught her by surprise.

"Penny for your thoughts," said a familiar voice at her elbow.

Margot turned to find Inspector Simon Grant standing beside her, his usual formal attire exchanged for something approaching casual—though his pocket notebook remained faithfully tucked into his jacket.

"Inspector," she greeted him, a genuine smile warming her features. "I wasn't certain you'd accept my invitation. Police business so rarely allows for leisure."

"On the contrary," he replied, settling onto the blanket beside her with surprising ease. "I find that after a case is closed, there's a curious lull, a moment to breathe before the next storm breaks."

Margot studied him, noting the slight relaxation around his eyes, the way his shoulders had loosened from their habitual vigilance. "And will there be another storm in Brighton, do you think?"

"Without a doubt," Simon answered, accepting a glass from Stella with a nod of thanks. "This town has an appetite for scandal that rivals London's. But perhaps not immediately."

They sat in companionable silence for a moment, watching the waves. The afternoon had mellowed into that golden hour when everything seems outlined in light, when even the most ordinary objects—a picnic basket, a footman's polished buttons, Rosalind's wildly gesticulating hands as she argued some point of artistic theory—appeared touched with magic.

"I want to thank you," Simon said at last, his voice lower, meant only for her. "Your methods may be... unorthodox, but your insight was invaluable. Eleanor might never have been caught without your persistence."

Margot smiled, warmed by the rare compliment. "High praise indeed, coming from a man who prefers evidence to intuition."

"Perhaps I'm learning to appreciate both," he admitted. "Though I'll thank you not to spread that rumour among my colleagues."

Their conversation was interrupted by a commotion at the edge of the gathering. A young man in Pavilion livery approached, clutching a small tin box to his chest as if it contained the Crown Jewels. He made his way nervously to where Margot sat, bowing slightly.

"Lady Margot," he began, his voice cracking with anxiety, "I—that is, we—the staff, I mean—wanted to present you with something. A token of our gratitude, like."

Margot accepted the tin, which was surprisingly weighty. "How very kind. But whatever for?"

The young man shuffled his feet in the sand. "For believing us, my lady. For listening when we spoke of what we'd seen and heard. And for clearing the air in that great gloomy place." He nodded toward the Pavilion, whose domes glinted in the distance. "It's been like living under a thundercloud since Mr Myers died."

Margot opened the tin and gasped softly. Inside, nestled in tissue paper, was a packet of tea leaves, their rich, dark colour promising depth and complexity.

"Rose Congou," the footman explained, a shy smile breaking across his face. "Found it tucked away in the back of the pantry. Cook says it must have been ordered for some royal visit and forgotten. We thought... well, we thought you might appreciate it more than anyone."

For once, Margot found herself momentarily speechless. She ran her fingers over the packet, inhaling the faint, sweet aroma that escaped.

"This is..." she began, then paused to collect herself. "This is perhaps the most thoughtful gift I've ever received. Please convey my deepest thanks to everyone involved."

The footman beamed, bowed again, and retreated to join his fellows, who greeted him with suppressed cheers and pats on the back.

Simon watched the exchange with a raised eyebrow. "I gather this is not ordinary tea?"

"Far from it," Margot replied, still cradling the tin. "Rose Congou is a rare black tea, scented with rose petals. I've been searching for it since I arrived in Brighton—it's something of a... personal quest."

"Ah," Simon said, understanding dawning. "The perfect cup of tea, an admirable pursuit."

"Mock if you must," Margot said lightly, "but in a world of uncertainties and deceptions, there's something to be said for the reliable comfort of the right blend."

"I wouldn't dream of mocking," Simon assured her. "We all have our... particular pleasures." He glanced at his notebook with a self-deprecating smile.

The afternoon waned, the sun dipping toward the horizon, casting long shadows across the beach. Guests began to depart—first the staff, with effusive thanks and promises to keep Stella informed of all Pavilion gossip; then Audrey and Finchley, their shared ordeal having forged a deeper understanding; and finally Rosalind, who embraced Margot with uncharacteristic emotion.

"Don't be a stranger, cousin," she said, her voice muffled against Margot's shoulder. "Brighton needs your sharp eyes and sharper tongue."

"And you need someone to bail you out of your artistic excesses," Margot replied fondly. "I'll be back before you know it."

As the gathering dwindled, Stella busied herself with packing up the hampers, tactfully giving Margot and Simon a moment of privacy.

"So," Simon said, hands clasped behind his back as they walked along the water's edge, "will you return to Blackwell Manor now? I imagine Kent must seem positively sedate after Brighton's dramas."

"For a time," Margot answered, her gaze on the horizon where sea met sky in a seamless blue expanse. "Though I find I've developed a taste for... investigation."

Simon's lips twitched in what might have been amusement. "Heaven help the criminals of Kent."

"And what of you, Inspector? Back to London and its metropolitan mysteries?"

He hesitated, and for a moment, Margot glimpsed something behind his professional reserve, a warmth, perhaps, or a reluctance to part ways that matched her own unacknowledged feelings.

"Not immediately," he said finally. "There's still paperwork to complete. Eleanor's case will go to trial, and Bellingham's smuggling operation requires further investigation." He cleared his throat. "I'll be in Brighton for at least another month."

"I see," Margot said, trying to keep her tone neutral despite the inexplicable flutter of pleasure his words evoked. "Then perhaps our paths will cross again before I depart."

"I would not be surprised," Simon replied, his voice carrying a note of dry humour. "Trouble seems to find you with remarkable consistency, Lady Margot."

She laughed, the sound carried away by the sea breeze. "A compliment at last, Inspector!"

They came to a natural pause where a wooden barrier stretched into the gentle waves. The sun was low now, setting the sea glowing with gold and crimson.

"I should go," Simon said, though he made no move to leave. "There are reports to file, even on such a pleasant evening."

"Of course," Margot agreed. "Duty calls, as ever."

He turned to face her fully, his expression unusually open. "Lady Margot—" he began, then seemed to think better of it. "I hope you enjoy your tea."

"Thank you, Simon," she replied softly, using his first name with deliberate familiarity. "For everything."

He held her gaze a moment longer, then inclined his head in a gesture that was both a bow and a promise. "Until we meet again."

Margot watched him walk away, his figure silhouetted against the setting sun, until he disappeared up the steps to the promenade. Only then did she return to where Stella waited patiently beside the last of the hampers.

"Well," Stella said, with characteristic directness, "he's smitten, if you ask me."

"I don't recall asking," Margot replied, but without heat. "Come, let's get back to the Pavilion. I believe we have a proper pot of tea to brew."

Back in her rooms, as twilight deepened into evening and the sounds of Brighton's nightlife rose from the streets below, Margot sat by the open window. The delicate aroma of Rose Congou filled the air as she poured a steaming cup, its amber depths promising the perfection she had sought for so long.

She took a sip and closed her eyes, savouring the complex flavours; malty, sweet, with just a hint of rose. It was, indeed, everything she had hoped for.

As she drank, Margot reflected on the curious twists of fate that had brought her to Brighton. A simple visit to her cousin had transformed into a tangled web of blackmail, murder, and betrayal. She had seen the darkness that lurked behind society's polished façade, the desperate lengths to which people would go to protect their reputations.

Yet she had also discovered unexpected allies, in Simon's methodical mind, in Stella's unwavering loyalty, in the sharp eyes and ready gossip of the Pavilion staff. Together, they had unravelled Eleanor's desperate scheme and brought a measure of justice to Myers's death, though Margot could not help but feel a pang of sympathy for the woman whose pride had become her downfall.

The tea warmed her hands and her spirit as she gazed out at the moonlit sea. Brighton, with all its glamour and sordidness, its pretensions and its secrets, had changed her in ways she was only beginning to understand. She had found her calling, it seemed, in the puzzles of human nature, in the contradictions of pride and fear, love and resentment, truth and deception that drove people to acts both noble and terrible.

And perhaps, she thought with a smile, she had found something else as well—a worthy sparring partner in Simon Grant, whose rigorous methods complemented her intuitive leaps in ways that neither of them had anticipated.

She raised her cup in a silent toast to the sleeping town, to the case solved and the mysteries yet to come, to endings that were really beginnings in disguise.

The perfect cup of tea, Margot reflected, was much like the perfect resolution to a mystery—complex, satisfying, and leaving one eager for the next experience. Brighton had provided both, in the end.

And as the moon traced its silver path across the waves, Lady Margot Blackwell sipped her long-sought Rose Congou and contemplated, with quiet anticipation, what adventures might await her when next she chose to meddle in matters of murder and mayhem.

The End
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MURDER OF A SCHEMING ACCOUNTANT SNEAK PEEK

Lady Margot Blackwell's morning had begun like any other at Blackwell Manor—with quiet efficiency, an excellent cup of Darjeeling (though still not the elusive Rose Congou she'd been hunting for months), and the comforting routine of correspondence at her mahogany writing desk. That pleasant normalcy shattered, however, the moment she overheard Mrs Wilson, the butcher's wife, speaking in hushed tones to the milliner just outside the village tea shop.

"I hear there are financial troubles up at the manor," Mrs Wilson whispered, clearly unaware that the mistress of said manor was seated just beyond the shop's bay window. "Irregularities in the accounts, they're saying."

Margot stiffened, her teacup suspended midway to her lips.

"Surely not," came the milliner's reply, though her tone suggested she'd already formed an opinion on the matter. "Though I did hear Mr Pritchard mention something about estate ledgers not balancing properly when he was fitting my Ernest for a new hat."

Margot set her cup down with more force than she'd intended, causing both women to glance up. Their faces paled simultaneously upon recognising her, and they hurried away with mumbled excuses about forgotten appointments.

"Village gossip travels faster than telegrams these days," Stella Wickham remarked dryly as she appeared at Margot's side, her sharp eyes following the retreating figures. As lady's maid to the mistress of Blackwell Manor, Stella enjoyed a certain latitude in her observations that others might not dare. "Though I must say, they might have chosen a more discreet location for their whispering campaign."

"Indeed," Margot replied, her expression composed though her pride smarted considerably. "How unfortunate that they should be so misinformed."

Yet as the motorcar wound its way back through the lanes toward Blackwell Manor, Margot couldn't dismiss the remarks so easily. The idea that anyone might question her stewardship of the estate her parents had entrusted to her—that was intolerable. The Blackwell accounts had always been impeccable, managed with the same precision and care as every other aspect of the estate.

Still, rumours rarely materialised from nothing. Something, or someone, had sparked this particular flame of gossip. And Margot was determined to extinguish it before it could spread further.

"Stella," she said as the manor's imposing façade came into view, "send word to Mr Haversham that I wish to speak with him at his earliest convenience."

Stella's eyebrow arched knowingly. "Summoning the solicitor already? This must have pricked more than your curiosity."

"It pricked my pride," Margot admitted with unusual candour. "And that, I find, is a far more potent motivator."

Lionel Haversham arrived the following morning, a portly man of fifty with thinning hair and an impressive array of waistcoats. Today's selection was a particularly audacious burgundy brocade that strained slightly across his middle. He bustled into Margot's study with the air of a man accustomed to being summoned for financial crises—though usually not by someone as composed as Lady Margot Blackwell.

"My dear Lady Margot," he began, settling his considerable bulk into the chair opposite her desk. "I came as soon as I received your message. These rumours are most distressing, most distressing indeed."

"What concerns me, Mr Haversham," Margot replied, folding her hands neatly before her, "is not merely the existence of these rumours, but their potential source. The Blackwell accounts have always been meticulously maintained."

Haversham cleared his throat, a slight flush creeping up from his collar. "Yes, well, about that. There have been some minor discrepancies noted in the quarterly reports. Nothing substantial, I assure you! Mere clerical errors, most likely."

Margot's eyes narrowed almost imperceptibly. "I see. And when were you planning to bring these 'mere clerical errors' to my attention?"

The solicitor shifted uncomfortably. "I had hoped to resolve the matter quietly before troubling you with it. Estate management is such a tedious business, after all, and ladies shouldn't have to concern themselves with—"

"Mr Haversham," Margot interrupted, her voice cool, "I have managed this estate since my parents' passing. I am quite capable of understanding its financial particulars, tedious or otherwise."

Haversham had the good grace to look abashed. "Of course, Lady Margot. I meant no disrespect."

"Then perhaps you might explain the nature of these discrepancies."

The solicitor withdrew several folded papers from his briefcase, spreading them on the desk between them. "Small inconsistencies in the agricultural revenues. A few questionable expenditures. Nothing that suggests malfeasance, but enough to warrant a closer examination."

Margot studied the figures with a critical eye. Indeed, there were several entries that didn't align with her recollection of the estate's operations. "This is concerning," she conceded.

"I've taken the liberty," Haversham continued, looking somewhat relieved that Margot wasn't directing her displeasure at him, "of arranging for a professional audit. A Mr Harold Pritchard—highly recommended, very discreet. His examination of the accounts should put these rumours to rest once and for all."

Margot's lips pressed into a thin line. She disliked the idea of a stranger prying into the manor's financial affairs, but she disliked the village gossip even more. "Very well. When can this Mr Pritchard begin?"

"He could arrive as soon as tomorrow, if that suits."

"It does not suit in the slightest," Margot replied, "but it appears necessary. Make the arrangements, Mr Haversham."

After the solicitor departed, Margot remained at her desk, staring out across the sunlit grounds of Blackwell Manor. The estate had been in her family for generations, its prosperity a testament to careful stewardship. The thought that someone might have taken advantage—might have stolen from the legacy she protected so diligently—filled her with cold fury.

"I take it we're to have a visitor," Stella remarked as she entered with the afternoon post.

"Yes," Margot confirmed, her voice tight. "An accountant, Mr Harold Pritchard, who will apparently determine whether I've been mismanaging my own estate."

Stella snorted, arranging the letters neatly on the desk. "Accountants," she said with characteristic bluntness, "are worse than dentists. At least with dentists, you only lose teeth. With accountants, you lose peace of mind—and they charge more for the privilege."

Despite herself, Margot smiled. "You have a unique way of putting things into perspective, Stella."

"It's a gift," Stella replied, straightening a vase of freshly cut lilies. "Though I must say, if this Mr Pritchard thinks he'll find fault with your management, he's in for a rude awakening. Nobody runs a tighter ship than you, Lady Margot."

"Let us hope Mr Pritchard reaches the same conclusion," Margot said, turning her attention to the correspondence before her. But inside, a small, persistent worry had taken root. Because for all her confidence in her own abilities, she couldn't quite shake the question: what if the rumours held a grain of truth? What if someone had indeed been tampering with the Blackwell accounts?

The thought was disturbing enough that she found herself, for the first time in recent memory, looking forward to the arrival of an accountant. Mr Harold Pritchard might not be a welcome guest, but if he could help her uncover the truth behind these whispers of mismanagement, then she would endure his presence gladly.

After all, the reputation of Blackwell Manor, and her own reputation as its mistress, depended on it.

-
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