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      In this short sequel to Murder on the Downs, Vi and Jack and friends return to the downs. This time to see the body of their friend interred. His killer has been found. Justice has been served. It's time to say goodbye.

      

      Or is it?

      

      When they go to bury their friend, they discover the body of another man. Someone else is in Daniel Poole's casket, and his body is still warm. What happened to their friend? Who is the killer? And who would do such a thing?
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      Vi placed her hand over her stomach and eyed the dress.

      “See?” the shop girl adjusted the dress at Vi’s shoulders and stepped back. “You can’t even tell you’re pregnant.”

      Vi stepped back. Her dress was mostly black. There was a little bit of deep grey at her collar and the bottom third of her skirt. The dress reached her neck and dropped to several inches past her knees. The loose cut hid the small curve of her stomach.

      The funeral dress had been ordered along with a black hat and black shoes that were also accented with grey. Vi would have just chosen something that she’d already owned, but her dresses were starting to show her stomach where the baby was growing.

      She’d had to order a good dozen more dresses to see her through the next few months. There was a black and gold evening dress with sequins and a peacock dress complete with both sequins and loads of embroidery. Both of the dresses were designed so the accents drew the eye away from her stomach, further disguising the baby.

      She ordered several day dresses that were cut looser with square shoulders and drop waists. One was a bright happy orange, another was dark blue with sailor accents. She’d ordered a grey dress with pleated skirts along with a pair of sporting pants, so she could take rambles through the country.

      “I like those,” Rita said, leaning back. She had ordered a black dress as well, but she hadn’t ordered anything else. “None of my old clothes fit. It’s not my stomach, it’s these.”

      Her gesture to her chest was accompanied by a deep scowl. “I love my clothes.”

      “I’m sorry,” Vi told her. “But you should just let them go. Give them to Beatrice who has a smaller chest to be adjusted and you can buy all new.”

      “I want these to go away.” Gesturing again to her breasts, Rita didn’t pout, but the feel of it was in the air.

      “My husband wouldn’t mind those,” the shop girl said and then blushed deeply. “Oh excuse me. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      Vi was too busy giggling to reply, but Rita’s scoff answered for them both. Vi wasn’t a woman who had much of a chest, but hers had gotten larger too when her body started to change. She frowned at the mirror and cupped her chest.

      “Mine are bigger too, but they hurt.”

      Rita laughed and nodded. “Of course they do.”

      Vi and Rita finished shopping during the course of the afternoon, neither of them referring to the  funeral they were getting ready for. They finished with a high tea and then Vi made her way back to the house. They were leaving in the morning, and it was only the need for clothes that fit better that had her leaving the house that particular afternoon.

      The only thing she was sure of was the funeral dress, so she pulled it from her bags from the day and then unwrapped the rest of her purchases, sliding them in to make things easier. She added nightgowns and her two favorite kimonos along with stockings, shoes, and the rest of her necessities.

      Normally, next she would spend an inordinate amount of time before a trip choosing books. Always starting with her current read, adding in two or three old favorites and new ones, so she would have many options ready  to match her next mood. Given, she packing was for a funeral that choice felt wrong this time.

      This time, it wasn’t a lovely weekend. And not just any funeral. They were going to bury the man they had failed to save. He’d been murdered in front of them, and they hadn’t even realized what was happening until it was too late.

      In her mind, Vi knew it wasn’t their fault that Daniel had died. She knew that by the time they had arrived, it had probably been too late to truly save him. Still, however, it felt as though they should have been able to.

      It had been plain old arsenic that had killed Poole. The part that made it so different was how it had been slowly administered over years through baked goods. It seemed much of England had a hard time believing the poor one-time soldier had been murdered by a mad grandmother wielding apple seeds, cherry pits, a mortar and pestle, and a wicked hatred.

      Vi nibbled her bottom lip and turned to pace her bedroom. Thinking of the murder left her full of regrets. Even though it had likely been too late to save Poole before he’d ever written to Jack and Ham, it felt as though they’d failed him.

      Then, as if failing him hadn’t been enough. She had been poisoned as well. They all had. They’d all recovered with Kate taking the longest to be back to herself, but she’d been run down before she’d been poisoned.

      Even though Vi felt fine now, it didn’t stop her constant worry. The question was the baby in her womb and whether he’d be as well as she felt.

      Her stomach was rounded now. Many times, she’d felt the baby flutter within her both before and after she’d been poisoned. One would think that it would have comforted her. Her mind wasn’t so kind.

      Nearly nightly, she dreamed she gave birth to a broken creature. A baby too small or even a monster. With fangs, with a coat of fur, or with claws in place of hands. Sometimes, the baby was covered in blood. Not like in regular childbirth, but as though every pore was bleeding. Or that he’d scraped his way on the way out of her, and it was her blood that covered him. Murder at birth, perhaps.

      She shook her head, and rubbed her hand over her belly. It didn’t matter that her mind liked to throw the most terrible of circumstances at her. She couldn’t help but love the baby all the same.

      She hoped the baby would be a boy. A little duplicate of Jack, but with her dark eyes. She hoped that if the baby had her eyes, she’d be able to read him like she could read her twin. Perhaps then, whatever devilish nature her baby picked up from her would be something she could combat.

      “Still thinking the worst?”

      Vi turned to face the girl in her doorway. They had tried to put Hargreaves new ward into two schools so far. It hadn’t gone well for the girl, Agatha, or the school—or the other girls.

      “How did you know?”

      The girl scoffed. She had the same sarcasm of the rest of Vi’s friends, but it was less amusing in a girl who belonged in school. She was in this odd, in-between, in their family. Any other servants child would have affection but not quite cross the line into family. Hargreaves, however, was something special.

      It wasn’t just her guardian, though, that kept her in the weird status. The pseudo-servant standing could be ignored. This child had seen things and witness some of the worst humans could offer. She might be young, but she was also ancient, and it reflected in her eyes.

      Then you added in the fact that she expected them to toss her back to the orphanage, and her future would actually be in a factory, facing the assaults of a foreman. They’d told her this was forever, but she didn’t believe them.

      And why should she? The girl had been left by her parents. No one had wanted her since. The teachers and workers at the school had come and gone. Every attachment that the girl had formed, had eventually disappeared.

      There was no arguing with the fact that people had always disappeared on her, and her belief that they, therefore, would always disappear on her.

      Shaking off the dark thoughts, Vi asked, “What does my face do?”

      Agatha crinkled her nose. “It’s something like this.” And then the girl turned her lips down, scrunched her brows together, and pursed her lips as though she’d had something sour.

      “Lovely,” Vi replied wryly.

      “I wouldn’t describe it like that.” The girl crossed the room and pulled out of Vi’s closet her most sensible walking boots. In moments, she’d taken the boots to the attached bath and started polishing the boots with the door open.

      Vi would have protested, but they’d all, already, learned that Agatha was going to do what she wanted. Only Jack, Smith, and sometimes Hargreaves could get the girl to listen.

      Instead of arguing, Vi returned to her pacing. She tried to focus on the worst that could happen. The worst, however, was pretty bad. Her baby could be born wrong, or ill, or dead. Maybe she’d lose him long before his due date, and she’d be left with the too small body of a baby who could never have survived. A baby who had deserved a mother who had protected him better.

      “Agatha, dear,” Jack cleared his throat. “Time to go help Hargreaves.”

      Vi watched the girl leave and turned back to Jack who had appeared and watched her from the doorway, nearly as carefully as Agatha had been. He, however, wasn’t a school girl. He understood her worries. How could he not, when he held her in the nighttime as she cried after one of her dreams.

      “Stop asking yourself that question.”

      Vi didn’t ask him which one. What is the worst that could happen? She took a deep breath and turned to him. “Fine, then what is your answer to my question?”

      Jack’s gaze roved over her. He was doing so with care, assessing her state. He paused on her stomach, where the curve just pushed against her dress. Despite where his gaze landed, he said, “The worst thing would be losing you, Vi darling. I want this baby to be healthy and strong, but I need you.”

      Vi wished that she could have such a pragmatic answer. He’d done the calculations, and he had his answer. Why didn’t men second guess every thought? Why didn’t Jack debate something to the end of things. Why didn’t he borrow worries from tomorrow? She could hardly sleep for worry over the baby, and there was nothing she could do.

      She wanted to tell him again how it was her fault that they’d been poisoned—only it wasn’t, and he wouldn’t let her lay claim to such a thing. Even though it had been Vi who had met the murderer and ordered the pastries, she hadn’t done the poisoning. Any other grandmother in the neighborhood would have delivered something that had been entirely fine. The fault in a poisoning was the poisoner’s and no other.

      Rather than making the same comment again, or trying to talk herself out of her worries, she crossed to Jack and leaned into his chest. He scooped her easily and they took the large chair near the fireplace. She was curled into his lap, but he covered her as though pregnancy made her cold rather than fatter.

      He wrapped his arms around her, covering her hands with his while holding her close. The way their hands were settled, they were both holding the baby in her womb.

      Would she feel better if he blamed her? She wished that he would. Maybe if she were the villain, she could hate herself freely. But she didn’t hate the other victims she’d met, and she was a victim of the poisoner. She just never expected to become a victim too. Somehow, having figured out so many crimes had made her think she’d be more immune to them.

      It was possible to prognosticate crimes before they happened, and she was holding herself to an impossible standard.

      “I’m sorry.” Her voice was a low whisper, and she wasn’t even sure what she was apologizing for, but she felt the need to make the apology all the same.

      “I believe you know how I feel about that comment.”

      To her surprise, a snort of laughter escaped her. The giggles bred, until she was crying with laughter. He held her and rubbed her back while she laughed over nothing, and then when she stopped laughing, she apologized again. He snorted, amused as she started to laugh again. He pulled their joined hands from her belly and placed a kiss on her palm.

      “Do you know anything else?” she asked, wanting to be distracted from the wild frontier of her mind.

      “I know how much I love you.” This comment was chased by a breath-stealing kiss.

      Vi scoffed again, but she softened against him. “Do you know how much I love you?”

      She had posed the question as though it were one of the mysteries of the universe.

      “You know how clever I am,” he told her. This time he pressed a kiss against her temple, and then he slowly turned her face to meet his eyes directly.

      She wasn’t sure how he could love her so much that she could feel it against her skin. But she could. It was like the warmth of the sun.

      Vi leaned towards him slowly, and he took her lips with his again. The kiss wasn’t ravenous or hungry. It was a tender movement again at hers, a physical manifestation of how much he gently loved her. Their shared breath, their combined air, the way they pressed against each other.

      It might have seemed lascivious, but it was more than that. It was a poem of a kiss. One that conveyed a message that promised they’d make it through the next weeks and months no matter what happened with their baby.

      When they met their child, they’d love him too.  They’d wrap the baby up in their love even if he came out of her not quite right. Or if he clawed his way out.

      Vi’s eyes curled with humor. She told Jack the dream of the baby clawing his way out of her, and he’d actually shivered in horror.

      “Stop thinking such things.”

      Vi laughed again, this time darkly.  Her lips still touching, their shared breath was a potion of humor, love, and horror. Jack groaned and then cupped her face in his hands. This time, he was lascivious. After all, he had to distract her from her horrible thoughts and get her to keep them to herself.

      And he was so very good at distractions.
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      This time, when they went to the downs, they left the babies, Kate, and the nannies. Kate and Victor’s house was overflowing with children and Hargreaves had stepped in to help, but somehow, young Agatha was with the rest of them.

      “How did we get here?” Beatrice asked, speaking low. “How are we bringing her?  I can’t help but feel a looming sense of…”

      “Destruction,” Lila muttered, watching the little girl taking the middle seat in the back of the auto with the rest of the gents.

      “I think it was Smith,” Vi told Beatrice seriously. “He’s been engineering the whole thing.”

      “Smith?” his wife demanded. Her gaze narrowed on the auto in front of them. “Surely not.”

      “Mmmm,” Rita said carefully. Her gaze met Beatrice’s, and she licked her lips. It was the way Rita’s giant blue eyes didn’t meet Beatrice’s that made Beatrice realize.

      “He’s going to turn her into a mini-him,” Beatrice breathed, a little panicked. “Now that I realize…oh dear.  I am almost positive he told her what to do to get excused from the last school.”

      “Does your uncle know that?” Lila asked, laughing wickedly.  She was enjoying it far too much, but she hadn’t realized Smith was going to corrupt all of their children.  “I was certain he envisioned school breaks and encouraging letters only for raising Agatha.”

      Vi agreed, but she didn’t necessarily agree. It was more that she could see why Hargreaves planned the way he had. Now that they knew her, they were all certain why being sent away wasn’t the right thing for Agatha.

      In fact, Vi was rather afraid that she’d done the similarly wrong thing for her own adopted daughter, Ginny. It was probably why Vi had arranged for the girl to come home from school for a while.

      They should respect the school’s scheduled holidays, but Vi had still sent for Ginny to come back for a week. They’d visit all the bookshops and get even more new dresses, and somehow, Vi wouldn’t feel as though she had unfortunately abandoned Ginny.

      Vi scoffed and looked at the ceiling to the auto, grateful that Beatrice was the one motoring them across the country.

      “Are we staying in the same house?”

      Vi shook her head. “This one is farther from Daniel’s home, but it isn’t like we’re going to be going there.”

      “So, the funeral is tomorrow?”

      Vi nodded. “Mmm.”

      “Is there a...something after?”

      She wasn’t sure. She glanced out the window and remembered the skeletal figure of the man who had died. In her letters and phone calls between the vicarage and London, Vi had said that they should arrange whatever Daniel Poole would have wanted, and Vi and Jack would pay for the costs.

      Only, the man probably would have wanted his murderer to make the choices. It was hard, even now, to understand what had happened. How had the long-time friend of his parents could have watched him slowly decline until he was gone.

      Given he’d been injured in the war, assumption’s about his health had been made that had allowed, so a mad old woman turned on Poole after he hadn’t married her daughter.

      “How is Jack?” Rita asked, knowing the two former-soldiers were the ones truly grieving.  Rita’s husband Ham along with Vi’s husband Jack had been brothers-in-arms, and the brotherhood hadn’t faded over time, distance, or illness.

      “Seethingly angry, but pretending otherwise, because once again, I’m the broken one.”

      Silence struck the auto all at once. Everyone one eyed Vi, and she rather felt like an animal in an exhibit.

      “You are not broken.”

      “I know—” Vi groaned and then muttered, “Goodness! I’m having the evil dreams again about the demon baby who kills me on the way out of the womb, and it’s got us both edgy. Since then, I cry because I’m so tired and also, I am really afraid I will die when the baby is born, and I’m hoping I’ll have a boy so at least Jack will have a little friend.”

      Lila blinked and then snorted out a laugh.  It was the right tone and Vi found herself laughing alongside even though she also struggled with holding back the tears that were endlessly on edge.

      “That doesn’t make you broken,” Rita snapped from the back of the auto. “It’s scary to be a mother.  It’s terrifying to be pregnant and know you might die.”

      “What does it make me?” This time Vi did wipe the tear away, cursing low as she did.

      “A pregnant woman who was poisoned who has reasons for her fears.”  Rita was fierce in Vi’s defense while Lila was still laughing off and on.

      “I felt like I was stark raving mad at times too.”

      Vi’s laugh was bitter and sad. She wasn’t surprised when both Rita and Lila reached from the back of the auto to put a hand on each of her shoulders.

      “Do you think that I don’t blame myself for the first baby dying?” Rita asked, referring to the baby she’d lost after falling down the stairs.

      “That wasn’t your—”

      Rita’s laugh was the dark and bitter one now. “Wasn’t my fault?”

      Vi nodded with a pronounced wince.

      Rita’s voice was firm as she replied. “I know.”

      Vi stared out the window, knowing she was being dramatic, and not particularly happy about it. “Fine.”

      “Fine,” Rita snapped back.

      “Fine,” Lila joined in merrily. After giggling from Beatrice in the front seat, Lila and added, “Time for that ginger wine and the chocolate.”

      “Indeed,” Rita agreed immediately. “I would like chocolate.”

      “Uncle Hargreaves packed us a thermos of hot chocolate along with that tea and another of coffee.”

      “He’s my favorite man,” Lila announced. She had already popped a truffle in her mouth, but she dug around in the large basket that had been filled for them.

      It wasn’t that the drive was so very far, but perhaps, because he was at Kate’s home helping with the excess of children that he’d felt to do what he could to look after them as well.

      “Cucumber sandwiches,” Lila announced.

      Rita reached her hand out as Lila continued to list, “apples, grapes, strawberries, butter biscuits, oh, salmon sandwiches.”

      “I’ll have some of everything,” Beatrice said.

      There was another fraught silence and then Rita asked, “Are you pregnant too?”

      Beatrice scoffed in horror and then paused. She ticked her fingers, and then shook her head frantically. “I’ve just been ravenous since I started feeding Rosie too.”

      “I thought she was old enough to not need breast milk,” Lila said without judgement.

      “Nanny suggested it because she was so thin.”

      Lila giggled a moment later. “That look on your face. It was horror as though you’d just seen the dead rise.”

      “Being pregnant isn’t my favorite,” Beatrice admitted. “In fact, I would describe it as rather awful. A step above being kidnapped.”

      “Also, you just added three babies to your family,” Rita said with the fervor of a woman who had done nearly the same, “Six months ago it was just you and Smith. And Smith is enough of a headache for most women.”

      “Mmm,” Beatrice agreed. “Speaking of Smith—”

      They all turned to Beatrice as she casually directed the auto through the country roads. She’d fallen silent for a few minutes, and everyone was focused on her, while Beatrice drove silently.

      “Speaking of him,” Rita prompted.

      “There is, I think, some cause for concern.”

      Each of the four women glanced at each other. Vi held back the comment that there was generally cause for concern.

      “What?” Lila started as Vi asked, “Why?”

      Rita cut in, “What makes you say that?”

      Beatrice shrugged. “He…” Her head tilted and a frown appeared between her brows. “It’s hard to say.”

      “Try,” Lila suggested.

      Beatrice shot Lila a look through the mirror and then sighed, “It’s as though something feels fraught? I can tell something is going on.  Now it’s just what.”

      “Fraught?” Rita asked.

      “Think of it as a preternatural ability to sense that he’s up to something.”

      Lila frowned while Vi scoffed, “The last time he was up to something, you dove into trouble, and almost everyone involved ended up with another child.”

      Vi laughed hard as the other three women met each other’s gazes.

      “How did you avoid that?” Rita asked. “Why don’t you have a baby right now?”

      Vi’s lips twitched. “Beatrice didn’t peg me for one of them. And I didn’t go to the nursery.”

      Rita’s gaze narrowed. “Beatrice said not to make eye contact.”

      “And I didn’t,” Vi said. A moment later she added, “I am already afraid of losing this one.” Her had was on her belly again. “I just thought...maybe after I know I would consider adopting.”

      Beatrice reached out. “If you’re supposed to, I think you’ll know.”

      Lila nodded. “I assumed we’d take Ham and Rita’s Laura when Beatrice was talking about her.  Just hearing of her was enough even though I hadn’t really wanted another baby. Only when I saw the twins, I knew. Denny too.”

      “Whereas,” Rita cut in, “as soon as Ham and I heard about Laura, we felt something.  It was powerful, and we keep reliving it.  It was as though there was this feeling when we heard about the rosebud mouth baby that she was meant for us. And the feeling demanded action. I could have done nothing else and continued to be at peace.”

      “So I’m not a bad person?” Vi asked.

      Beatrice reached over and flicked Vi lightly on the wrist. “You went from supporting how many girls schools? And this second orphanage? You aren’t a bad person because you didn’t feel as though you were supposed to take a baby as well.”

      “Your time is probably coming,” Lila told Vi easily. “Sooner or later, you’ll go to one of the orphanages you support or someone will leave a baby on your doorstep or you’ll come across one under a hedge.”

      “A hedge,” Vi demanded, but there was laughter in her tone, and the feel of being haunted had faded.

      “Isn’t that where people find babies?”

      “I don’t think so,” Rita muttered.

      “The doorstep feels right for Vi,” Beatrice added easily as though she’d thought of it many times. “People know how kind she is because of the gossip articles. You’ve already taken in one child. You’re well known to be wealthy. You’re the perfect doorstep to leave a baby on.”

      “Stop it,” Vi ordered.

      Lila had mercy and handed up a cup of chocolate. Vi sipped on it while they navigated through the countryside, pretending that Smith and the rest weren’t carefully watching the journey of the auto full of their wives as though Vi and the rest were were incapable of getting themselves to a place they’d already visited.

      “Today, we’ll have dinner.” Beatrice tapped her fingers against the steering wheel.

      “Tomorrow the funeral,” Rita added.

      “And whatever events,” Vi said, with a sigh. “It’ll be so sad. What if we’d been sooner?”

      “That’s not your fault,”  Rita cut in. “Stop dwelling on the worst things.”

      “I’ve done the same since the baby,” Beatrice confessed. “It’s like an illness. My mind is just bent towards something happening to me, the babies, or Smith.”

      “Regardless,” Lila said, “Today we’re thinking good things. Tomorrow, we’ll be sad about Daniel Poole, even though there was nothing we could have done to save him. He was already dead when we arrived, his body hadn’t caught up yet.”

      Vi shuddered.  This was all too true. And somehow knowing that Beatrice was suffering in the darkness made Vi feel less alone even if she’d wanted better for her friend.
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      They didn’t stay in the same house when they took a home for the weekend.  They found another rambler from a family who was willing to let them pay for a few days in their home while they traveled.  It had taken the local solicitor to help them find the place, and somehow a home that was available just when they needed it.

      Even still, looking out at the downs wasn’t as peaceful this time.  The rolling hills were connected to the murder in a way that Vi couldn’t quite untangle.  And, of course, the morning of the funeral dawned on a sunny day of loveliness. The sky was blue and clear. Only the occasional fluffy white cloud marred the great expanse of blue.

      The downs rolled out like green sea in the distance and the new house was even deeper into the the hills.  It was so remote that it felt as though they were alone.

      Vi loved it. She sat on a chair near the green, afraid to enter into it.  How many people had been murdered on or near the downs?  A moment later, she scoffed at herself. Far, far less than her London home.

      “The funeral is at 10:00am,” Smith said from behind her.  “Are you out here telling yourself sad stories when the time for them is coming so soon?”

      His mockery didn’t land well, but all she could do was toss half of her breakfast bun at him along with her dark look.  He might be halfway to a brother, but she wasn’t in the mood for his nonsense.  Last night she’d dreamed that monsters had crawled in from the downs, through the windows, and at the baby out of her stomach.

      Somehow she’d lived to watch it all, unable to move or protect the baby.  She rather suspected that her scream had woken most of the others.  “Go bother your wife.”

      “She thinks I’m up to something, so she’s paying too close of attention.”

      Vi narrowed her gaze on him.  He looked entirely the same.  His angel-perfect face was too sculpted and perfect for her liking.  He was beautiful, but he might as well have been a talking painting for all she was affected by his pretty face. “Aren’t you?”

      “Hardly,” Smith lied with a wide slow wink.

      “Why are you involving me in whatever you’re up to?”

      “I prefer my Vi to be meddling and sensing lies, not cowering.”

      Vi scowled at Smith, considering her tea.  If she dumped it on him, she wouldn’t have any tea.  But then again, this wasn’t her beloved Turkish coffee, so she thought she could make the sacrifice.  Before she had fully decided, Jack appeared from behind Smith.

      “That’s my Vi,” Jack countered.

      “Is she?” Smith taunted. “Feels like she’s a little bit mine.”

      Vi stared at Smith.  In that moment, their friendship rolled across her mind, starting with that first memory when she’d hired every private investigator she could find.  Jack had been arrested for murder, and she’d been determined to find the real killer.  When she’d looked for the most unethical of them, she’d been pointed to Smith.

      At the memory she grinned at Smith, and his head cocked as he stared back at her.  “What?”

      “Hmmm,” Jack mumbled.  He pulled Vi from her seat only to take it for himself and pull her back onto his lap.  It was both a claiming and his own version of teasing her since he knew she was entirely his.

      “Hmmm, claim noted.” Smith countered and then reached over to take a sip of Vi’s tea. He grinned his devil’s grin at them both.  “I suppose Jack will have to dive into this trouble with us then, Vi.”

      Jack’s gaze narrowed on Smith.  They knew him too well to take any of his ideas as nothing.  When Smith smelled trouble, there was usually a mountain of it.  Jack started to reply, paused, and then cleared his throat.  “My focus is on the funeral.”

      Smith nodded easily as though he expected nothing less.  Appropriate.  A passing monkey would know that Jack was loyal to the people around him beyond all other things.

      “Yes,” Smith agreed, nodding and then drinking the rest of Vi’s tea.  He grinned at the look on her face, winked, and then told Jack.  “We would expect nothing less.”

      Vi waited.  She wanted to know how he’d read her mind about the tea and also expected him to finish the rest of his plans. When Vi and Jack said nothing, Smith huffed. “After, of course.”

      “Of course,” Vi mocked.

      Jack stiffened even though he knew that she hadn’t agreed.  In the unspoken depths between them, Jack knew that Vi’s screams were probably the source of Smith’s desire to pull them into whatever he was up to. And because Jack was Jack, his loyalty and worries were for Vi first.

      Yet, he still didn’t agree.  Instead, he let his focus move from Vi to Smith.  “What the devil could you possibly have to investigate?”

      This time, Vi turned from Jack back to Smith.  The man smirked like the devil come to life.  His eyes danced with humor, and his lips twitched at the looks on their faces.

      “What other crimes could there be, here?”

      “So many,” Smith said fervently.  “Every village abounds with crime. The only difference is that their neighbors don’t expect the things that are happening around them, so they willfully overlook them.”

      “Surely not,” Vi started and then thought back to all the village fetes, all the rummage sales, all the vicars who’d sent her instincts haywire. Before Smith could mock her or Jack could gently counteract her foolishness, she held up her hand to stop them.  “Apologies, I forgot all of my experience in favors of my lifelong presumptions.”

      Jack pressed a kiss to the side of her head while Smith snorted.

      Vi lifted a challenging brow and ordered, “Spill.”

      “I got an odd letter,” Smith told them.

      Jack stiffened and Vi’s head tilted.  Why?  She supposed if you needed help, and the meddlers who’d solved the last murder returned to the village, it might make sense to approach them.

      “Who was the letter about?” Vi asked, but Jack had already guessed.

      “It was about Poole?”

      Smith actually seemed apologetic when he nodded.  “Indeed.”

      Jack’s fingers squeezed, just for a moment, on Vi’s hip.  She lifted his hand and tangled their fingers together.  She wished that she could help him somehow.  That she could fix this extension of Jack’s pain.

      She’d have muttered curses if it wouldn’t draw attention to her again, when she felt that all hands needed to be on deck for Jack and Ham instead. It wasn’t Vi who’d lost a friend who had once saved her life.  Or a friend who’d once traveled through the worst times of her life with her.  But Jack and Ham had lost just that.

      “What did the letter say?” Jack demanded.  Vi would have flinched at the emotion churning in Jack only she was determined to be a pillar of strength for him—at least while she was awake.  After a moment he held out his hand, silently demanding it.

      Smith, however, didn’t hand over the letter. He cleared his throat, pretended to pat his pockets, and then shrugged. “The funeral first, my friend.  All of our attention can be there.”

      Jack started to protest, but his name was called from near the house.  “Jack?”

      “Here,” Jack called back, and Ham appeared a moment later.  Both men had the same too-stiff look and the same, darker circles under their eyes.  They were trying to hide their pain, but they weren’t succeeding fully.

      Ham leaned against the brick wall that divided the downs from the back garden.  His eyes moved over all of them, lingering on her the longest.  She was sure that Rita had told Ham of her dreams, and the look of brotherly concern was the most familiar of her life.  As a twin to a brother, she’d seen that expression before she could speak.

      He must have decided to leave her be because all he said was, “We got a note.”

      “A note?”

      Vi would have made a comment about letter writers and funeral day notes, if this were funny.  It wasn’t nearly so amusing outside of fiction, however.

      “A note you say,” Smith muttered.

      Vi knew he wondered the same thing she did.  Was there one letter writer or two?

      “In regards to what?” Jack asked, gaze fixed on the green for a moment before he turned to Ham.  Vi would have been shocked at the fury in his eyes, but she knew him well.

      “We’ve been asked to visit the vicar’s home at 8:00pm.”

      “Why?” Smith demanded, leaning forward.

      “The solicitor is from London and arranged to use that office to read the will.”

      “You’re an heir?” Smith asked, gaze narrowing.  Whatever he was calculating was not obvious to Vi.  At least at the moment, she would have to wait until Jack and Ham were distant and she could delve through Smith’s thoughts.

      “Why can’t we just grieve and leave?” Jack demanded.  “We could have motored after the funeral and slept in our own beds this evening.”

      Smith’s gaze jerked to Jack, but their devilish friend said nothing about his intended investigation.

      “I think you should certainly visit the reading of the will.”

      All gazes landed on Smith.  Jack inquired for more information with a solitary lifted brow.

      “Could be interesting."

      Interesting? Vi thought, but she refused to ask that question.

      “Oh really?” Jack’s voice was as cold as a knife and just as deadly.

      “What the devil have I missed?” Ham asked Vi.

      “Smith has a note.  He’s up to something.  Trouble is drawing close.”

      Ham grunted.

      “Jack is sucked in,” Smith told Ham with a grin.  “But he doesn’t want to be, so we’re leaving it until after the funeral.”

      “What kind of trouble?” Ham sounded almost interested, and Vi could easily guess it was because it was easier to focus on mysterious letters and unwanted inheritances over the funeral.

      “Later,” Jack snapped.  “Can we please just go to the funeral?”

      “Of course,” Vi said firmly, eyeing Smith with her darkest, meanest glare.

      Smith held up surrendering palms.  “The will is hardly my fault.” He paused just long enough to make Vi tense up before he added, “Oh, breakfast is ready.”

      She stared at him.  It must have been ready for at least a quarter hour by now.  She’d have elbowed him if he hadn’t distracted Jack from his grief.

      Vi rose first, and then ensured Jack came along.  The food was laid out on a buffet as usual, but the dining room was rather close and stuffy.  This home was fine for a day or two, but Vi rather hated the way it felt as though it were too small.

      It took her a while to realize that the house was actually quite large, but there was just too much furniture for the space.

      She ignored the too tight room as everyone else looked up at her, and her twin frowned.  Victor knew her too well, and she was sure he’d heard her scream the night before. He handed her a plate with kedgeree, and she shook her head, leaving it to him.

      She chose sausages and broiled tomatoes, mushrooms, and toast.  She frowned at the sight of the apple pastries and scones, and shuddered lightly.  Perhaps she should stick with fruit and toast.  Those would be safe?

      The sight of the pastries rang about in her head, and somehow, being sick on them once before had made the smell of them send her spinning and running for the stairs.

      When she reached their room, she realized she might not get sick, but she couldn’t face any kind of pastry.  Not here.  Maybe not again.  But definitely not now, after the manner of Poole’s death.

      She wasn’t surprised when the bedroom door opened, but when it was Victor instead of Jack who followed her, she was surprised.

      “Dramatic little thing, isn’t she?” Vi mocked. “Too many Wilkie Collins novels and not enough mediations on the behavior of women."

      “The last I checked,” Victor told her dryly, “I haven’t become our grandfather.” He handed her a plate that didn’t have anything beyond fruit and toast and her brows lifted.

      “I couldn’t eat either,” he told her.  “Once I saw the pastries, I about ran for the hills.”

      “Mmm,” Vi agreed, scooting to the side so her twin could take a seat next to her.  He put the plate between them, and they shared the food.

      After half a piece of toast, Vi told him. “I’m all darkness and sad thoughts, Victor. Save yourself.”

      He held up his hands in front of them, and she stared.  She hadn’t noticed the bandages on his fingers before.  She gaped at him and then at his hands.

      “I wore driving gloves, and you were distracted by Agatha telling everyone how to load into the auto.”

      Vi snorted.  She had been.  “What happened?”

      “I can’t sleep without bad dreams either.”

      She wondered for a moment if he was lying, but he was her twin, and he wouldn’t.  Instead she asked, “What about?”

      “Something happening to Kate mostly.  Occasionally you.  Or the children.  But mostly Kate.  She was pretty sick, and she’s still—not herself.”

      Vi gaped. “Do you think she’s sick?”

      “I think her stomach hurts more than it did before, and she’ll probably be fine.  You know what she was like when she was pregnant.  She just—tends to be ill from the wrong things anyway.”

      “I’d like to wring the neck of the old woman,” Vi admitted to Victor.  It was safer when she was sure he felt the same.

      “Who better than me to dive into your dark thoughts, Vi?”

      “How did your dreams cause your finger wounds?”

      “I, very maturely and very wisely, punched the wall.”

      Vi snorted with real laughter.  “What did Kate say?”

      “She waxed eloquent on that mature wisdom.”

      Vi laughed harder.
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      The funeral was sad.  It would have been sad if it were full of mourners who were struggling to deal with the loss of Daniel Poole.  It was worse when it was those who loved Jack and Ham.  Locals who appeared because they were good people even if they weren’t particularly fond of Daniel Poole.  A few curious onlookers, and a few more reporters looking at the funeral of the victim.

      The coffin was, of course, closed given how long Scotland Yard had the body, so Vi found herself staring at the box, fixated on who picked the coffin and what one looked for in a coffin.  She suddenly wished that she’d been the one who’d chosen it.  She knew it didn’t matter to Daniel Poole, but it felt like such a failing at the moment.

      Her brain was so cruel to her these last weeks, and she took a deep breath in and held it.  She really needed to start weighing the things she was troubled by in herself against how she’d feel if it were Kate or Beatrice or one of their others friends.

      The vicar spoke of forgiveness and the promise of good things to come as they said goodbye to Poole and Jack slowly started to relax.  Funerals were for the living, Vi thought.  As she waited with the lady friends, Jack, Victor, Ham, Denny, and Smith rose as one.  They, with a few locals, each took up position as a pallbearer.

      Vi and Rita rose and followed out after them, hooking their arms together.  As they went, Rita relaxed as well.

      “Lovely service,” Rita said and Vi turned, giving her a gentle smile.

      She doubted any of their thoughts were truly focused on anything other than the hope that things truly would be better for Daniel in whatever came next.  And perhaps that they might see him again and express their feelings.

      Jack and Ham were at the front of the coffin, and Vi was sure that both she and Rita were focused more on their husbands than they were on the coffin or those who were fading from the funeral to their own homes.

      They set the coffin down next to the open grave and Jack and Ham stepped back.  They had the expressions of men who were being stoic, while the others who’d helped carry the coffin were silent supports.

      At least until Denny spoke, “I don’t want to be untoward here.”

      “As long as you don’t giggle, my lad,” Lila said with a strict edge to her tone.

      Denny, of course, immediately choked back a giggle.  Only then he added, “All right, but seriously.  That was kind of heavy.”

      “It was a dead man,” Victor hissed.

      “I agree,” Smith cut in, he paused long enough to have all eyes on him.  “This isn’t my first coffin, and Poole was thin.”

      The vicar stepped forward and whispered as though there were a crowd of maiden aunts behind him.  “What are you saying?”

      “Poole was a skeleton at the end.”  Smith voice was emotionless and the statement was directed entirely to Jack and Ham.

      Ham cleared his throat and glanced at Jack who’s jaw was ticking in fury.  He’d lost all of his usual impervious edge when he demanded, “What are you saying, Smith?”

      Smith eyed Jack and to Vi’s shock, Smith gently said, “I need you to step into the trees, well beyond the distance of the grave.”

      Jack didn’t ask why.

      “Think about it,” Smith added.  “It’ll answer the question that will otherwise weigh on you.  I can do this for you. This isn’t my friend in there, and what I see won’t haunt me in the same way.”

      “It’s not going to be good,” Ham told Smith, but their prettiest friend simply waited.  “It’ll be terrible.”

      “Many things are terrible,” Smith said.  Then to Vi’s surprise he added, “This won’t be.  This will be me doing something for you.”

      “What is he saying?”the vicar demanded. “Does he want to…surely not.  No!  No! I can’t allow it.”

      “He’s going to ensure the coffin doesn’t have an unexpected visitor.”  Jack told the man.

      “We aren’t asking,” Victor cut in firmly.  “Better to check now than have to dig him back up later.”

      The poor little vicar blustered and protested until Ham took him by the shoulder, holding out his other hand to Rita.

      “My friend,” Ham told the vicar.  “Using a new grave or a coffin that won’t be opened is not a new way to get rid of a body.”

      The vicar’s mouth dropped in horror.

      “Better to verify, so we don’t wonder in the middle of the night.”

      Everyone left Smith behind to walk to the trees together.

      “I…I…I—” the sputtering of the poor little bespectacled man would be something Vi would want to describe in a book later. She tried comforting him, but the poor man was turned to the coffin that Smith slowly opened.  “Surely not.”

      Vi looked from him to Jack and Ham.  They both had the tight expressions on their faces, and Vi crossed to Jack and turned him to her.  She cupped his face between her hands and told him. “Don’t look.”

      “It feels as though I should,” he told her gently.  “Poole would have for me.”

      “No,” Vi said.  “You let Smith do this for you. Poole would want you to let your friend do this.”

      Jack’s eyes softened for a moment, and he leaned down, pressing his forehead to hers.  “It was bad enough before, Vi.”

      “I know,” her voice was a low whisper back.  “I know it was.”

      “Are you so sure that you’re correct?” The vicar asked.

      “Look,” Denny told the poor man, “you can tell by Smith’s expression.”

      They all turned then and the coffin was closed.  There was nothing to show what he’d seen on Smith’s face which was answer enough.

      “I don’t understand,” the vicar sputtered.

      By Smith was jogging across the grass and all he said was, “Would it be better if I pulled him from the coffin and we bury Poole or—”

      Ham cursed low, causing the vicar to spin and begin to approach them, but Ham just shook his head.  “I’ll telephone Scotland Yard and the local constables.”

      “I think we’d better take in the scene like it is,” Jack said.

      “There’s nothing to see.” Smith cleared his throat. “Poole was placed carefully.  This person was put in on top of our friend.  The—ah—visitor was clearly killed elsewhere. “

      “How would one even do that?” Denny asked.  “Does the coffin remain closed for so long?”

      “I think we’d better consider tracking the coffin directly,” Jack said. “Was the new victim a London person or a local?”

      Vi took a deep breath and turned to the vicar. “Who retrieved his body from the train? They might know if there was an extra person inside even if they didn’t realize.”

      Jack nodded and glanced towards the vicar.  He was mumbling names and the like but they meant nothing to the rest of them.

      “How can we find them?” Ham asked, speaking low.

      “The local constables and a couple of volunteers,” the vicar said.  His jaw was quaking, and his eyes welled with tears.  “Of all the terrible things.  And you just knew! By the feel of the coffin? This is just awful.”

      “It wasn’t our first coffin,” Smith said.  “We knew because we’d carried so many.”

      That didn’t seem to comfort the vicar at all.

      “But why would you think such terrible things? How many coffins have you carried?”

      Smith might have mocked the man if it were any other funeral.  Smith’s eyes glinted with a dark humor that made Vi wish they had seen less death and less horrible things.   “We were in the war.”

      The vicar was of an age for the war as well, but he must not have had to carry as many bodies as Smith.  Of course, Vi realized a moment later, few people probably have had as much experience with death as Smith.

      “I’ll look at the body,” the vicar said a moment later.  “If the extra dead person is a local, I’ll recognize him.”

      Jack nodded and they crossed to the coffin together.

      Smith ordered, “Turn Jack, Ham.”

      Neither did, but the rest of them did. The vicar gasped horribly and the scent was enough to make Vi weep.  She stepped further away, but the wind changed. “What the devil?”

      The vicar’s gasp was enough to turn them, but Vi closed her eyes despite the reflexive turn. “He’s not a local…he’s…oh dear.  Oh dear.”

      Then the vicar darted away and the sound of retching had Vi gasping and making her own run for the bushes.  She gagged into the sculpted hedge with her twin at her back.  As she did, her tears rolled down her cheeks.  Why was nothing ever easy?  Even a funeral wasn’t safe from murder.
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      Victor was supporting Vi when she stopped heaving. “Being pregnant is the worst.”

      “I’m almost positive the vicar isn’t pregnant,” Victor told her.

      Her snort of laughter caused the flavor of sick to careen through her mouth, and she gagged again. When she’d stopped gagging, she found that Rita had also been sick and Beatrice and Lila looked on, entirely unaffected.

      “Why aren’t you sick?” Vi demanded.

      “I didn’t go to the coffin when the rest of you fools did,” Lila replied easily.

      “Smug, isn’t she?” Rita demanded, taking the handkerchief Denny handed her as Vi had Victor’s.

      “Unbearably,” Vi said.

      “Who is the extraneous dead man?” Rita demanded.

      “The solicitor,” Denny said and then rocked on his heels, trying to hide his glee.

      “Why are you so excited?” Vi demanded, but she knew. When he didn’t know the victim, he found the puzzles of a crime as energizing as some addicts found their drug of choice.

      Denny’s only answer was a high-pitched giggle that ended with his wife, Lila, elbowing him in the side. “I’m sorry.”

      He didn’t sound sorry, and Vi found herself laughing and then regretting it immediately.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again.

      “Oh do stop,” Lila muttered. “We all know you aren’t.”

      “Why would someone kill the solicitor?” Vi muttered.

      Denny giggled again, whispering to Lila, he said, “It’s starting.”

      Rita’s head tilted, “He’s a bad man?”

      “He knows something,” Beatrice suggested.

      “He’s got the will,” Beatrice added.

      “Smith’s instincts were flying. Who was in the will?” Vi asked.

      “You know,” Beatrice muttered, and all eyes turned to her. She froze. Her gaze darted among them and she asked low, “What?”

      “You’re a cross between Vi and Smith.” Rita sniffed and then rubbed Beatrice’s back at the look on her face.

      “What does that even mean?” Beatrice demanded, her hands on her hips. She looked a little offended, and then Vi gaped.

      “It means,” Lila mocked, “that when you start to have an idea, everyone will listen since you put together clues with your instincts that everyone else misses.”

      “What?” Beatrice demanded. “What the devil have I become?”

      “Remember when you were the sweet housemaid who helped save me from Mr. Grabby-hands?” Vi asked Beatrice.

      Her friend smiled softly, and she nodded. Then she sighed. “We should just leave. Our babies need us to return, and my breasts already hurt.”

      “We should just leave it,” Vi agreed.

      Their gazes moved to Jack, Ham, and Smith and then Beatrice muttered something about futile efforts.

      “We could just leave them,” Rita said.

      Their eyes met and Lila added, “We need to leave them.”

      “What? Why?” Denny demanded.

      Lila shook her head. “Beatrice, Rita, and I have to go, Denny love. We can’t be gone for more than a day or two or our milk will dry up.”

      Beatrice frowned and then all gazes turned to Vi.

      Lila grinned evilly, “You’re in charge now.”

      “I don’t want them all,” Vi said, eyes moving to Jack and Ham who were hiding their sadness, Smith who was impossible, and then to Denny who had a hand over his mouth to hide his wide grin. “Damn it!”

      “I’ll be on your team,” Victor told Vi.

      She sighed. “Let’s focus here.”

      Then her head tilted and she sighed. “Damn it again.”

      “What?” Lila asked. “What now?”

      Vi pointed. “Agatha Hargreaves is in that tree.”

      Beatrice spun and then hurried across the green to the line of trees. “Agatha Hargreaves!”

      Denny giggled again, and this time Vi laughed. It was too horrible, but the miniature version of Smith in the guise of a rather plain young girl was enough to have most of them helplessly laughing while Beatrice failed to get the girl down from the tree.

      “Do you think she’ll be helpful?” Vi asked Victor leaning into his side. “Or will she make everything worse?”

      Denny and Lila answered at the same time. “Worse.”

      “I think both,” Rita countered.

      “I think I have a headache,” Vi told them. Then she said, “I want to know what was in that will.”

      “The problem,” Beatrice said, “is that Jack and Ham are in it. You won’t be able to leave until that’s figured out, or they’ll be suspects.”

      Vi groaned. “Whatever Daniel Poole had isn’t going to be enough to make then true suspects.”

      “Unless it isn’t something monetary,” Denny said darkly. Then he grinned again. He really was having too much fun, but his faith in their capacity to not end in trouble

      “Damn it!”

      Their gazes met and they turned back to the scene around the grave. The constables had arrived, and a doctor and Vi said, “We could try to get a move on things.”

      “We need Smith,” Denny announced. Before Vi or anyone could react, Denny darted towards the group of people and say something to Smith. He turned and then casually walked towards them.

      His gaze met theirs and then moved to find his wife still trying to get Agatha out of the tree. He snorted and said, “Come along now.”

      “Did you search the body?” Rita asked as they crossed the graveyard giving a lot of room to the open grave.

      Smith’s look was scathing. Of course he had.

      “Any will?” Vi asked.

      He shook his head.

      “It has to be regarding the will, don’t you think?”

      Smith gave them another mocking look.

      “I would take that as a yes,” Vi mocked in return. “What do you know? You knew something was wrong before we found the body.”

      Smith grinned slowly and then he snapped, “Agatha. Down.”

      The girl immediately dropped out of the tree.

      “What did you see?”

      “Are you joking?” Beatrice hissed. “Did Uncle Hargreaves know?”

      Agatha gave an perfect imitation of Smith’s scathing mockery.

      “Are you joking?” Beatrice demanded again. “What are you doing?”

      “She came this way,” Smith tried, innocently. “I did nothing.”

      Beatrice’s gaze narrowed on Smith. “How long were you interfering with her before Uncle Hargreaves adopted her?”

      Smith tried. “This isn’t my fault. Vi was supposed to adopt her.”

      Vi’s gaze narrowed and then they landed on the girl. She gave the child a quick smile and then said, “She’s lucky to have Hargreaves.”

      Smith held out his hands in surrender, but his eyes were alight with terrible mischief. “She is lucky to have Hargreaves, you’d have stopped me long before now.”

      “I am my own person,” Agatha told them all. She somehow had a mix of Smith’s hidden evil and Hargreaves perfectly smooth arrogance.

      Vi shook off that argument. “All right. Let’s take a breath here. This fight—” Vi gestured to Smith and Beatrice, “is yours. Let’s find the killer, clear Jack and Ham, and move on with whatever terrible thing will happen next.”

      “I’m going to guess we’ll find a Christmas body.” Denny said, “We haven’t had a murder-free Christmas since—”

      He trailed off. The first murder they’d experienced had been Vi and Victor’s great-aunt Agatha, and it was the most painful of murders they’d had to face.

      “Damn it, Denny,” Lila said. “Why did you say that? I swear there are evil demons who listen and then make these things come true.”

      “Let’s focus here,” Beatrice snapped. “We’re leaving. You’re finding the killer. Be nice to Vi, and should I take Agatha?”

      “No!” Agatha said while Smith just scoffed.

      Beatrice looked at the rest of them, shook her head, and left. But she called back, “I’m telling uncle.”

      “No!” Agatha called and Smith told her, “There’s no getting out of that one, little love.”

      Vi rubbed her brow, watching as Rita, Lila, and Beatrice left. None of the women said anything, and Vi was sure it was because they weren’t going to be stopped. Twenty-four hours from their babies were enough.

      “Is that going to be you?” Agatha demanded. “If the baby lives ?”

      Vi turned away. Victor hissed, “Don’t.”

      Smith echoed it. “Agatha, demon. Don’t poke those we love.”

      Agatha’s cheeks blushed and she sniffed, nodding. Her voice was hoarse as she ground out, “I apologize.”

      Vi nodded. It had been hard for the girl to apologize, and friends let mistakes go. The apology was more than enough.
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      “Why was Agatha in the tree?” Vi asked from outside of the graveyard. “What was the purpose of that?”

      “We wanted to see if anyone unexpected approached.”

      “And?” Victor asked as Denny whispered cheers to Agatha.

      “There was a man who was at the back of the church who watched the coffin very carefully. When you opened the coffin, he took off.”

      “Where did he go?” Smith asked.

      “Why did you think something was wrong?” Vi demanded.

      Smith shrugged and then he said, “It doesn’t make sense for a woman to murder a long-time friend over her child being thrown over for marriage. Especially when she wasn’t pregnant. She clearly married again later.”

      “But she did kill him,” Vi said, furious. “She killed him, and she poisoned us, and—”

      “She did,” Smith agreed. “I just think the motive is wrong.”

      Vi closed her eyes and breathed deeply. She let it in slowly and out slowly. With a deep breath, she asked, “Why do you think she killed him?”

      Smith shrugged and then he said, “What do you think, Agatha?”

      She looked up at the gorgeous man, her eyes full of love. Then she said, “What do you want to hear?”

      “Your thoughts,” Smith said. “Not wild thoughts, but what you actually think.”

      The girl licked her lips, her gaze worried as it moved around them. Only Denny, Smith, Vi, and Victor were left, but her gaze moved to Vi and settled there. She gave the girl an encouraging nod.

      “I can’t really imagine killing a person for not marrying a person I loved. But I don’t love very many people.”

      Agatha looked worried as thought she realized she had admitted that maybe she didn’t love them.

      Vi squeezed the girls hand. “Love takes time, sweetheart. It’s ok.”

      The girl nodded, her bottom lip trembling. Then she cleared her throat. “That woman who poisoned you seems like she was mad, but I think it would be even more insane for her to kill someone for that reason.”

      “There was a theory that the woman and the daughter would benefit,” Vi told the girl.

      The girl shook her head. Then she bit her bottom lip and she said, “I am curious about what else was in the will.”

      Vi’s eyes widened with interest and her eyes moved to Smith. “I see.”

      He grinned. “I thought you would.”

      Denny giggled and then he leaned in, “If you were going to kill someone, how would you do it?”

      “In this case?” Agatha asked, her eyes moving among them and slow trust dawning. “I would try to use the mad woman.”

      “It took a long time,” Victor suggested.

      Agatha nodded. “I understand. Maybe the manipulator was happy with the suffering.”

      Vi’s gaze turned back to Smith who grinned like a proud father. “What have you done?”

      “This is why I like her,” Smith told Vi. “I didn’t even coach her.”

      Vi’s eyes turned back to the girl. “You need to meet my daughter, Ginny.”

      “The adopted one?”

      Vi nodded in answer as Victor inserted. “Our daughter.” Then he grinned and added, “But all the wicked is from, Vi.”

      “Ginny is coming this next weekend.”

      “Let’s focus here,” Smith said. “Agatha’s theory is a mastermind.”

      “A mastermind,” Vi scoffed. But she nodded a moment later. “Someone who somehow convinced her to do the poisoning?”

      “Why then?” Denny demanded. His eyes widened and he said, “Oh! I know!”

      He sounded like a child at Christmas guessing which present he was likeliest to receive.

      “Why?” Smith asked.

      Denny grinned, certain he was right already. “Unless you’re us, or detective, there are only so many crimes you would be involved in.”

      Vi’s head tilted. She glanced at Smith who had that same proud father look on his face.

      “I agree,” Smith said.

      “Are you talking about the man who tried to hurt Jack?” Vi demanded. “In the war? The one who died?”

      Smith slowly nodded. “I’ve seen the will.”

      “But it’s gone,” Victor said.

      Agatha grinned slowly. “I helped! We got it!”

      Vi closed her eyes and leaned into her twin. Her eyes were on Jack and Ham as she breathed. “Were they wrong, all those years ago?”

      “I have no idea,” Smith admitted. “I don’t know that it matters.”

      Vi could only imagine how painful it would be for Jack and Ham to realize that their friendship with Daniel Poole was based on something that had been incorrect or a lie. “What was in the will? Did Agatha get it? Or you?”

      “I got it. Agatha distracted him. We have our lines we don’t cross. Mostly the ones that Beatrice will kill me for. And me letting a little girl steal from a full grown man is the murder level.”

      “What does the will say?”

      Smith frowned. “This is where it gets difficult. The property was given to Jack and Ham evenly.”

      “It was?” Vi demanded. “When? The former love was expecting to inherit.”

      “He must have started to have suspicions.”

      Vi looked at Agatha. “Do you believe that?”

      The girl almost didn’t answer and then she slowly shook her head.

      “What do you think?” Vi asked the girl.

      “I think that he didn’t want to give the things he had to a woman he didn’t love.”

      Denny giggled again, and Agatha was a little offended. She demanded, “Who is in your will?”

      “I didn’t mean it that way,” Denny told her apologetically.

      “Who is in your will?” Agatha demanded.

      “He giggles at unfortunate times,” Victor told the girl.

      “But who is in his will?”

      “Lila and only Lila. Except my alcohol. I left every bit of it to Victor.”

      “Rude,” Vi said.

      “I left you my chalkboard collection. And a trust fund for Lily. We haven’t updated for Pearl and the twins.”

      Vi leaned back. “Smith is feeling very snubbed.”

      “I’ll just steal whatever I want from Denny’s heirs.”

      “What about you?” Agatha demanded of Smith.

      “Beatrice. Well, Beatrice, but a letter for Vi to help her get the illegal things that Jack and Ham are too honest to get for her.”

      Vi nodded. “I’ll see to it.”

      “I knew you would.”

      “What about you?” Agatha as Vi.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “How?”

      “Basically everyone she loves inherits,” Victor told Agatha. “With emphasis on the children we love.”

      “You don’t leave it all to Jack?”

      “Jack will be fine,” Denny snorted. “She’s got so much money it’s painful”

      “That,” Vi agreed.

      “Isn’t it all Jack’s?” Agatha asked.

      Vi shook her head. “Jack isn’t like that. He could take possession of the things I inherited, but he won’t.”

      “What I’m saying,” Agatha said, already disinterested, “Is that you all have put your loved ones in the will.”

      Vi nodded.

      “Your husband and the short bald one are in the will because Mr. Poole loved them.”

      “So you don’t think that’s interesting?”

      The girl shook her head. “Smith didn’t tell you that he left money to the woman who murdered him, too. Just not his former love.”

      Vi’s head tilted. “Why aren’t we searching for the person Agatha saw?”

      Smith grinned and leaned back. “Vi, darling.”

      “You know who it is?”

      He grinned again.

      “Why are you playing with us? If you’ve got this solved, then why are we even playing?”

      “We want the letters he stole.”

      “Letters,” Victor demanded. His eyes closed. “You don’t know what is in them?”

      He shook his head.

      All their gazes turned to Jack and Ham. Both men were being questioned by different constables, and Vi took a deep breath in, holding it tightly. As she did, a man who wasn’t wearing a uniform approached.

      “Agatha slide away,” Vi ordered. “Pick flowers or something.”

      The girl disappeared before the man reached them, and though he watched her go, he said nothing. A school girl among all the rest of them wasn’t worth chasing down. He eyed them and then he said, “Detective Inspector Clive Little.”

      They all nodded and Victor stepped forward to introduce them. “Victor Carlyle, John Smith, Denny Lancaster, Violet Wakefield, and the girl who is Agatha Hargreaves.”

      Notes were made of their names. A look of long-suffering patience overcame the detective who said, “Lady Violet? Lord Victor? The PI Smith?”

      Vi licked her lips and then they nodded. “You already knew that?”

      “It’s not a large leap when Hamilton Barnes and Jack Wakefield are involved.”

      “Who’s the dead man?” Detective Inspector Little asked.

      “The solicitor for the man in the coffin.” Smith sounded almost bored.

      Denny added, “We think.”

      No one rolled their eyes at Denny, but the theory that Smith didn’t know who he’d robbed was ridiculous.

      “Who is the heir of the dead man?” the detective asked. His gaze was on Vi.

      She told him simply. “Jack and Ham were invited to the will reading. Clearly they were going to inherit a little something.”

      The man’s gaze sharpened on Vi. “Why do you think it’s little?”

      Vi pressed her lips together for a moment while Denny slapped a hand over his mouth to prevent another of his inappropriate giggles.

      Smith snorted. “That is Hamilton Barnes. His wife was only challenged in her inheritance by Lady Violet. You know that.”

      Detective Inspector Little’s eyes crinkled with a little humor.

      “She’s not being arrogant,” Denny said with a too-high-pitched tone. “She’s just very rich, so anything the dead man would give them would be nothing compared to what those two men already have. They’d have to try hard to spend everything they have, and the two of them are more likely to spend an afternoon next to the fire with a pipe and a book.”

      “This is the fellow who was poisoned by the old woman with apples and cherries?”

      He clearly knew the answer, but they nodded.

      “What is your theory?” the detective asked. The friends glanced at each other and then Denny didn’t even try to hide his hysterical giggle. Instead, Denny said, “You aren’t going to work against them?”

      “Why should I work against you?” Detective Inspector Little asked. He offered them a cheery grin and then said, “Why don’t we work together, hmm? Get this ended and have some supper.”

      Vi’s gaze narrowed on the man. Then they moved to Smith. She wondered if he was as suspicious as she was. Her eyes moved to Jack and Ham, and they were both watching them with interest.
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      “Here for the fishing?” Vi asked the detective as the the vicar let them into the back of the church, so she could sit.

      “The long walks,” Detective Inspector Little said. He let her take a seat and then watched as Victor sat next to her, angling his body in front of her. As he did, Vi realized that all of them were on alert, including the constables, Jack, and Ham.

      “Why are you doing this?” Vi asked the man.

      His eyes jerked to her.

      “Whatever do you mean, Lady Violet?”

      “I prefer Mrs. Wakefield.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Her eyes were fixed on the man, and she said, “We know you aren’t Scotland Yard.”

      His eyes moved to her. “What do you mean?”

      Denny giggled and then whispered, “As much as we would like it, Scotland Yard wouldn’t work with us.” His thumb moved between their little group. “Sometimes Jack and Ham. Not us.”

      The man’s jaw clenched and he ground out. “I assure you I’m a detective.”

      Vi scoffed and glanced at Smith who rolled his eyes. “The girl saw you from the tree when you were lurking at the funeral. The constables know you aren’t a detective. Clearly you’re the killer.”

      Denny giggled and then leaned in, “To be honest Little, I’m disappointed.”

      The man’s eyes moved to Denny.

      “We were impressed with how you manipulated the old woman into poisoning Poole. Because of the fellow in the war, right?”

      Little swallowed and then said, “No.”

      His voice croaked and even Agatha snorted.

      “It’s all provable now, Little,” Smith said. “Also you must be Jeremiah Grey. Your brother died during the war, right? Suspected of murdering an fellow soldier and then poisoned?”

      Grey shook his head. But his eyes were so wide it was painful to see. “What do you mean?”

      Agatha stepped forward, wiggling between Smith and Denny. To Vi’s shock, the girl said, “You convinced the old woman to poison Poole in revenge for your brother.” To Vi , Agatha said, “That makes more sense.”

      Vi nodded.  “Very good.”

      “Then, of course, once the solicitor was killed, it had to be someone connected to the previous murder.”

      “Agreed,” Vi said.

      “It’s just obvious from there.”

      “What about those two?” Grey demanded.  “Why not them?”

      Agatha scoffed.  “They’re too rich.”

      Grey hissed out and he said, “You’re a bit of a know-it-all, aren’t you?”

      “I am just using my mind.”

      Denny snorted.  “I do like her.”

      “She’s confident,” Victor agreed.

      “Rich people commit murder,” Grey told Agatha.

      One of the local constables snorted. “Not themselves.”

      All eyes turned to the constable, and he shrugged. He was a bluff happy fellow. “I’m not a Scotland Yard detective, but the little girl is right.  No one would suspect these two.”  His finger jerked to Jack and Ham.

      “Search him would you?” Denny asked the constable.  “I’d really like to read the letter.”

      “What letter?” Jack asked.

      Smith leaned back while Agatha raised her hand. “The will left the money to you and Ham with a letter.  The letter is what Grey killed over, but he also manipulated the old woman into poisoning Poole.”

      Jack scoffed.  “Why are we even here? You’ve already got it figured out.”

      Smith scoffed and then said, “Why chase him down, when he's dumb enough to present himself.”

      Ham sighed and gestured to the constables.  In moments the man was taken in, and then Ham turned to Smith,  “Why didn’t you stop the girls from leaving?”

      Agatha raised her hand again.  “It’s because he was in trouble with Beatrice.”

      Ham eyed Vi.  “Did you know?”

      “Am I in trouble now?” she demanded.  “I didn’t do anything.”

      “But did you know?” Jack asked.

      She scoffed. Then muttered, “Not until after. We all knew Smith was up to something.” ‘

      “True,” Ham said.  “What the devil? Why couldn’t we just bury Poole, have a few drinks, and then go home?”

      “I’d go for a drink,” Victor said.  He paused then added, “I should like to mix them myself though.”

      “I want to go somewhere,” Vi said to Jack.

      “Botany Bay Beach is nice,” Jack told her. He grinned at her.

      “Sold,” she muttered. “I need some air, some fresh dreams, and preferably a long walk or two to chase away the nightmares.”

      “Your nightmares are ridiculous,” Ham told her.

      She kicked him lightly in the shin and then Jack handed her to her feet.  “Ham deal with Poole. I’m sneaking away with my wife.”

      “We’ve only one auto,” Victor said as Jack pulled her from the church.  Vi’s snort of laughter gave the rest of them the answer they  needed.  They would be catching the train back to London, and with their luck, someone would probably die on the train.

      Lately, it wasn’t happy endings they received. It was just pauses between the last trauma and the next trauma with happy moments in between.

      Just before they fully got away, Vi heard Agatha tell Smith.  “Being your friend is dangerous.  The solicitor of one of your friends died.  Who’s next? Me?”

      “Do you want to back to the orphanage?” his tone was merely curious, and Vi had to pause to hear the answer before they fully escaped.

      “No,” Agatha said seriously. “I should like a weapon, I think.”

      Vi’s eyes widened and her gaze moved to Jack who mouthed, “Not our problem.”

      Now that, Vi thought, was the truth.  And then they escaped.
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