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CHAPTER 1 
THE UNEXPECTED VISITOR 

	The fifth box, marked 'Kitchen - URGENT', contained no kitchen essentials, unless coasters had become a basic food group while I was on the A90. I shoved another wad of crumpled newspaper onto the growing heap behind me and reached in again, hoping for a kettle and preparing myself, with hard-won realism, for more paper. People talk about moving house as though it clears the soul. I had a paper cut, no tea, and a strong suspicion that the removal men had taken one look at my labels and decided to entertain themselves.

	"I can't believe you've done this," Brian announced for the fourteenth time since breakfast. He stood in the middle of the mess with the same wounded look he gives restaurants that call themselves vegan-friendly, then offer him lettuce. "Left London. Left civilisation. Left me."

	May sunlight came through the windows of my new cottage and showed up every speck of dust I now apparently owned. My boxes sat on chairs, counters, floorboards and, for reasons no one had yet explained, half the staircase. Outside, the North Sea wind flattened the daffodils against the front wall.

	I liked it.

	"I haven't left you. You're literally standing in my kitchen." I picked at a strip of tape that had decided to make a personal stand. "And this is not the wilderness. Cruden Bay has shops and everything. Well… one shop. But there are more. Not too far away."

	"Are you sure?" Brian peered through the window at the quiet Scottish street. "I've been here four hours, and I haven't seen one Deliveroo cyclist. Not one."

	He fished out a mug, peeled off the newspaper, stared at it, then wrapped it up again and put it back. "What am I meant to do when you're gone? Who's going to talk me out of buying another electric egg boiler at three in the morning?"

	"You'll have to develop self-control." I opened the next box and, in a small domestic miracle, found plates. Actual plates. "Revolutionary concept."

	"Terrible idea." Brian shuddered. "And what am I supposed to eat? Is there anything round here that isn't beige and deep-fried?"

	I lined up plates on the open shelving. "There's a lovely little café in the village that does amazing vegan scones. And the pub has vegetable curries."

	"But will they deliver to my flat in London?"

	"No, but I'll deliver it to your room myself when you're here. Which, by the way, will be often. You did promise to help with the new Scottish guidebooks, remember."

	Brian sighed and dropped onto the only clear corner of the sofa. "I still don't understand why you had to actually move here. Couldn't you just visit occasionally, the way normal people do?"

	"My publisher wants proper local knowledge, not a few holiday snaps." I pointed at the window, where a narrow strip of blue sea showed between the neighbours' rooftops. "And look at that view."

	"I am looking. It's windy. There are midges."

	"It's May. Too early for midges."

	"They're getting ready. Training. Building stamina. By June they'll be organised."

	I ignored him and carried on unpacking plates.

	"Aha!" Brian jumped up and held out a small box with the router poking from the top. "Civilisation at last!"

	"Yes, heaven forbid you go without Instagram for more than four hours."

	"It's not Instagram I'm worried about. It's my mental health. Do you know what happens to people without WiFi? They start talking to each other. Face to face. It's barbaric."

	I tried to make the kitchen resemble a kitchen. Brian connected the router with more care than he had shown to any of my belongings, including the box marked 'FRAGILE', which he had earlier used as a footrest. After twenty minutes of muttering, bending, unplugging and saying, "No, that's normal," in a tone that suggested nothing was normal, he lifted both fists.

	"We have WiFi! We're saved!"

	"Wonderful. Now perhaps you could help me with these…"

	"After I check my notifications."

	I rolled my eyes and continued unpacking alone. The removal company had dumped everything indoors at impressive speed, then driven away before I could work out which boxes had landed in which room. There was no system. Kitchen utensils had migrated into book boxes. Clothes had tangled themselves round plant pots. A framed map of Aberdeenshire had turned up in a box labelled 'Bathroom', which felt judgemental.

	"Did you know," Brian called from behind his phone, "that there are over three hundred castles in Aberdeenshire? You've moved to castle country."

	"That's partly why I chose it. The coastline, the history, the architecture…"

	"The distinct lack of decent takeaways…"

	"The puffins, the dolphins…"

	"The isolation, the wind…"

	"The fresh air, the community…"

	"The nonexistent nightlife…"

	I threw a rolled-up ball of packing paper at his head. "You're a nightmare. I should have hired handymen instead of you."

	"Too late. You're stuck with…" Brian stopped. His attention fixed on the open front door. "Car alert. Someone's pulling into your drive."

	I brushed dust from my trousers and looked out. A shiny black car had stopped outside.

	"Maybe it's a neighbour coming to say hello?"

	"Or someone delivering food." Brian abandoned his phone at once and joined me at the window. "Please let it be vegan pies."

	The car door opened.

	Then he got out. Straight-backed, stiff, and wearing a tailored coat that belonged nowhere near my quiet cottage street.

	"Is that…?" Brian narrowed his eyes.

	"DCI Fraser." I watched the detective chief inspector shut the car door and look towards the house. He did not look pleased to be there. To be fair, Fraser rarely looked pleased to be anywhere. "What on earth is he doing here?"

	"And where's Murray? He's always two steps behind Fraser. Like his personal little puppy."

	I checked the car, but there was no sign of DC Murray's friendly face. Only Fraser, stern and uncomfortable, walking towards my front door with a speed that made clear he had no intention of admiring the daffodils.

	"How does he even know where you live?" Brian hissed.

	"He's a detective," I whispered back. "Unfortunately."

	"What could we possibly have done wrong? We've been here less than five hours."

	Fraser stopped in the open doorway and managed, without moving much at all, to make the hall feel smaller. His jaw tightened once. Teeth grinding. Not promising.

	"Ms Snowdon." He gave me a curt nod. "Mr Goodfellow."

	"DCI Fraser," I replied, trying to sound relaxed, as if it was perfectly normal for a senior police detective to show up at my door just hours after I'd moved to a new country. "This is... unexpected."

	His eyes moved past the chaos visible behind us. "I see you're still unpacking."

	"No, this is how I live now. Boxes. Paper. Very avant-garde."

	Fraser did not smile. He almost never did. Still, something in his shoulders eased by a fraction.

	"May I come in? I need to speak with you."

	Brian looked at me. I looked at Brian. Neither of us had the faintest idea what was going on.

	"Of course." I stepped back to let Fraser in. "Though I should warn you, I haven't found the kettle yet, so tea might be a challenge."

	Fraser walked in and immediately seemed to regret the decision. "That won't be necessary. This isn't a social call."

	"Is it ever?" Brian muttered.

	Fraser turned his head towards him. Slowly. Brian, to his credit, became fascinated by a box of tea towels. "I'm afraid I'm here on serious business."

	"Of course you are." I nudged a stack of boxes aside with my foot. "I didn't think you'd show up with a tartan tea cosy as a 'Welcome to Aberdeenshire' gift."

	Fraser turned back to me. "I need your help."
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CHAPTER 2 
THE ACCIDENTS

	I stopped in my tracks and stared at Fraser. In our previous encounters, he had threatened us with arrest, bellowed at us in public, and, on one memorable occasion, promised to have us deported to  "somewhere with lots of snakes " if we so much as breathed near his investigation again.

	Now he wanted help.

	From us.

	Brian stared at him. Actual silence.  Silence from him was almost as rare as Fraser being polite. 

	 "I'm sorry, " he managed at last.  "Did you just say you need our help? Us? Aren't we the ones you always tell to, and I quote,  "stop meddling in police business before someone gets hurt, namely me, from the stress of dealing with you two "? "

	Fraser did not blink.  "If you'd prefer, I can leave and pretend this conversation never happened. "

	 "No, no. " I gave Brian the sort of look that meant stop talking before I have to apologise for you in writing.  "We're just surprised. Please, sit down. "

	I shoved a tower of boxes aside and cleared a small patch on the sofa. A mug rolled out from under a sheet of packing paper.

	 "Sorry about the chaos. "

	Fraser sat on the front edge of the sofa, spine rigid, hands placed neatly on his knees. His suit looked almost comically neat compared to the mess of packing paper and half-unwrapped mugs around him.

	 "This isn't a social call, " Fraser repeated, brushing at a sleeve that was already spotless.  "The matter is rather more serious. "

	 "Right. Of course. " I sat on a box that looked less likely to collapse than the others.  "What's happened? "

	Fraser hesitated. Something was clearly wrong. Fraser did not hesitate. He normally delivered sentences quickly and cleanly, then waited for everyone else to catch up and feel inadequate. This version of him, uncertain and visibly irritated by it, was much worse.

	 "We have a… delicate situation involving certain members of the Aberdeenshire upper class. "

	 "Upper class? " Brian straightened on top of a pile of book boxes, which shifted under him.  "You mean the castle folk? Do people actually live in those places? Real people, I mean. Not ghosts? "

	 "Yes, Mr Goodfellow. " Fraser sighed.  "Real people do live there. Many of whom are prominent members of Scottish society. "

	 "So what's the delicate situation? " I tried to drag us back before Brian asked about moat maintenance.  "Tax evasion? Secret dungeons? Someone keeping illegal peacocks? "

	Fraser did not smile.  "Nothing so mundane, I'm afraid. Are you familiar with Lord Montgomery Thistlewaite? "

	I shook my head.

	 "He owns Craigenthistle Castle, about twenty miles from here. Like many aristocrats with more history than cash, he's turned it into a boutique hotel to cover the maintenance costs. "

	 "Smart. " Brian nodded.  "Those places must cost a fortune to heat. "

	 "Indeed. But Lord Montgomery has also created a rather… unique business venture. He hosts what he calls the Hearts and Houses Soirées. "

	 "Sounds fancy. "

	 "It is, in effect, a dating service for the upper class. " Fraser looked annoyed that language had forced him to say those words aloud.  "Garden parties, tea on the lawn, that sort of thing. "

	Brian snorted.  "Tinder for toffs? "

	Fraser winced.  "Crude, but not entirely inaccurate. The participants are all over fifty, most are widowed, and all come from notable families or have considerable wealth. "

	 "So it's matchmaking for the mature aristocracy, " I said.  "What's the problem? "

	Fraser leaned forward. Not much, but enough.  "Two of the participants have died in the past month. "

	The box under me creaked. I chose not to move.  "How did they die? "

	 "The first was Mrs Eugenia Featherstonehaugh. It's pronounced  "Fanshaw ", try to remember that. She was found dead after a bridge game. Initially presumed natural causes. She had a heart condition. "

	 "And the second? " Brian asked.

	 "Viscount Alistair Carrington. Died after a horse riding accident. "

	 "Also looking like a misadventure, " I said.

	Fraser nodded.  "Precisely. Still, two so-called deaths with no third-party involvement in quick succession among the elite? That cannot be only a coincidence. "

	 "So you suspect murder. "

	 "Two murders, " Fraser corrected.  "Potentially more murder attempts. There have been several other… incidents among the Hearts and Houses participants. Nothing fatal, but too many to be coincidental. "

	 "And you think they're connected to these soirées? "

	 "It is the only common factor. " Fraser rubbed the side of his nose, then seemed cross with himself for doing anything so human.  "The difficulty is that none of these people are willing to admit they were participating in what is essentially a dating service. They consider it below their dignity. "

	 "Heaven forbid the aristocracy admit they get lonely, " Brian muttered.

	 "My Detective Superintendent is particularly concerned, " Fraser continued.  "Many of these people are his golf partners or his wife's charity committee members. He's worried about a scandal. "

	 "And that's where we come in? "

	Fraser nodded.  "You have a certain… talent for encouraging people to talk. " He made the admission with the air of a man swallowing medicine.  "And given your new location, you could reasonably investigate without raising a scandal. The aristocrats will find it easier to speak with a local photographer than with the police. "

	 "What about me? " Brian asked.  "Do I have talents too? "

	Fraser looked at him for a long moment.

	 "You're… not completely useless. On occasion. "

	Brian grinned.  "High praise indeed. "

	 "So you want us to investigate these deaths? " I said.  "Talk to people who won't talk to the police? "

	 "Discreetly, " Fraser said.  "Very discreetly. The Detective Superintendent doesn't want panic spreading among the soirée participants. If it gets out that someone might be targeting them… "

	 "I understand. We'll be subtle. "

	Brian raised a thumb.  "Subtle is my middle name. "

	 "Your middle name is Humphrey. "

	 "Which I keep subtle by never telling anyone. "

	Fraser looked from Brian to me, then back again, and I could almost see he was already regretting his decision to have asked us.  "This is serious. Two people are dead. "

	I watched him for a moment. It was hard not to enjoy this. Fraser asking us for help, in my sitting room, instead of barking at us to keep out of his way.  "You're absolutely certain about this? Us, the interfering amateurs with all the detective skills of a concussed hedgehog. Your words, not mine. "

	Fraser's mouth tightened.  "I'm not certain of anything, Ms Snowdon. But the Detective Superintendent is breathing down my neck, and I have few options left. Whenever we attempt to speak with one of them, they remain silent and retreat into superficial smalltalk. "

	I let the silence sit there just long enough to annoy him. 

	 "Alright. We'll help. "

	 "Of course we will! " Brian added.  "After all, where would you be without us, Fraser? Still trying to solve that influencer case, probably. "

	Fraser's face tightened, but he forced out a stiff,  "Thank you. "

	Then he turned to me.  "Let me be clear. You are not detectives. You are simply assisting me, informally. If you need to question anyone in private, say you are supporting DCI Fraser with confidential enquiries. But do not bring this up at public gatherings. We do not want to stir up needless worry among Aberdeenshire's aristocracy. "

	He stood up.  "DC Murray will contact you with the details, " he said, official again now that gratitude had been dealt with and safely buried.  "And for God's sake, Snowdon, get this place sorted. It looks like a student flat after fresher's week. "

	Then he strode out, leaving the door open behind him. We watched through the window as he got into his car and drove away faster than he had arrived.

	 "Charming as ever, " Brian observed.

	 "At least he managed a thank you. For Fraser, that's practically a speech. " I sat back down on my box.  "Murder at an exclusive dating club. This isn't quite the peaceful Scottish life I had in mind when I packed up and moved north. "

	 "Please. " Brian snorted.  "You'd have lasted a week before complaining. At least now I've got a proper excuse to turn up, instead of pretending to help you unpack. "

	 "You weren't helping me unpack anyway. "

	 "Details. " Brian dismissed this with one hand.  "So, what's the plan? How do we infiltrate the aristocracy? "

	 "First, we locate the kettle. Then we make tea. After that, we can worry about whoever's bumping off lonely aristocrats in search of romance. "

	I looked round at the boxes, the packing paper, and the mug still sitting by my foot, and wondered how I had managed to land in the middle of another murder investigation less than five hours after arriving.
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CHAPTER 3 
THE MATCHMAKING

	First morning in the new house.

	They say whatever you dream on your first night is meant to come true, which did not comfort me, because mine involved several Lords flailing about on a sinking rubber dinghy, Brian holding up the plug he had just pulled out, and Fraser bellowing Scottish words so colourful my subconscious bleeped them.

	I found the kettle after a fair bit of rummaging and unearthed the tin of green tea. Most of the place was still a mess. Boxes everywhere. Furniture in places no furniture should be. But I could make tea, which meant civilisation had not entirely abandoned me.

	I filled the kettle, remembered I was out of almond milk, and then realised I had no idea where to buy any. The joys of moving house.

	Brian disappeared to the café, determined to find something vegan for breakfast and probably charm a cinnamon bun out of someone. That left me digging through half-unpacked boxes, hoping for a fork or at least something flat enough to use as a plate.

	Priorities, though. Tea first.

	I waited for the kettle, watching the steam climb from the spout, until my phone rang.

	I found it under a heap of wrapping paper and two ugly vases. My aunt Theodora gave me those, so I had wrapped them with care. If she ever visits Scotland and notices one missing, I will have to leave the country.

	The caller ID said 'DC Murray'.

	"Morning, DC Murray," I answered, wedging the phone between my ear and shoulder while I reached for a mug.

	"Ms Snowdon! Joana! Just the person I've been trying to reach!" His voice sounded cheerful enough. "Had my fingers twisted that you'd pick up on the third ring."

	I smiled. Murray had not changed. "Maybe you had your fingers crossed?"

	"That's the bunny! Anyway, can't tell you how delighted we all are that you're living in Scotland now! Though the chief's a bit worried you'll raise the murder ratio. Says dead bodies follow you like rats to a candle."

	I poured hot water over my tea bag. "That's hardly fair. In this particular case, I was minding my own business until DCI Fraser appeared at my door."

	"Fair point well struck! That's actually why I'm calling. Lord Montgomery is expecting you and Brian today. Wants to tell you everything about the soirées and the poor souls who've shuffled off this moral coil."

	"Mortal coil," I muttered, watching my tea darken. "And today? We've barely arrived. I've still got boxes everywhere."

	"Chief says, and I'm quoting directly now, 'Tell Snowdon and her sidekick to get to Craigenthistle Castle immediately. The investigation won't wait while she decides where to put her teaspoons.'"

	"That does sound like Fraser." I looked around at my barely organised new home and sighed. "Charming as ever."

	"He also said you should pack an overnight bag. Lord Montgomery's offering rooms at the castle. Very posh, I hear. Four-poster beds and all that faff."

	I held the mug with both hands. "We're meant to stay there?"

	"Chief thinks it'll help you insinuate yourselves into the aristocratic jungle. His words, not mine! Though I did suggest 'hornet's nest' might be more appropriate, given the circumstances."

	"Right." I took a sip of tea and mourned the quiet unpacking day I had planned. "Tell Fraser we'll be there. Text me the address, will you?"

	"Already done! It's not rocket science to find, just follow the road until you see a massive castle on the cliffs. Can't miss it unless you've got your eyes in backwards."

	After hanging up, I stood among my boxes, tea in hand, and wondered how I had gone from planning a quiet day with teaspoons to preparing to sleep in a castle attached to two suspicious deaths.

	Brian returned just as I was zipping up an overnight bag.

	"What's this?" He pointed at it with half a vegan scone. "Don't tell me you're abandoning me already. The local café has the best cinnamon buns I've ever tasted. You can't leave."

	"Pack a bag. We're going to Craigenthistle Castle. Overnight stay."

	Brian stopped chewing. His whole face rearranged itself into joy. "A real Scottish castle? With turrets and everything? Will there be suits of armour? Please tell me there are suits of armour."

	"And potentially a murderer," I reminded him. "Focus, Brian."

	In the afternoon, we set off in my small electric car and followed narrow roads through Aberdeenshire. Out the window, fields of green summer barley and the odd sheep farm slipped by, with low hills in the distance and a sky that kept changing its mind.

	"Did you know some Scottish castles have dungeons that go six levels underground?" Brian read from his phone. "And most have at least one ghost. Usually, a lady in white or green who was murdered by her husband."

	"Is that meant to be comforting?"

	"Just preparing us for the local wildlife." Brian looked up as we rounded a bend. "Oh. My. God."

	Craigenthistle Castle appeared on the edge of the cliffs above the North Sea. The stone had a pinkish cast in the afternoon light. Towers and turrets rose at odd angles, the lawns had been clipped short, and a croquet set waited on the grass for players. A few Highland cows grazed beyond the fence.

	Brian pressed a hand to the window. "Downton Abbey has had a Scottish baby with Hogwarts."

	I parked in the gravel courtyard next to a vintage Rolls-Royce, which made my practical little EV look deeply childish.

	"Remember," I said as we climbed out, "we're here to investigate murders, not gawp at the architecture."

	"Can't I do both?"

	A butler met us at the massive oak door. An actual butler. Tall, thin, silvery-haired, and the sort of face that had perfected the art of revealing absolutely nothing.

	"Ms Snowdon and Mr Goodfellow, I presume?" His voice was crisp. "I am Findlay. Lord Montgomery is expecting you. Please follow me."

	He led us through a grand entrance hall that featured the suits of armour Brian had hoped for, plus an impressive collection of weapons mounted on the walls. Brian gazed around with his mouth slightly open.

	Close it, I mouthed.

	He closed it.

	"His Lordship will join you shortly," Findlay informed us, showing us into the so-called "the small salon", which was approximately the size of my entire cottage. "Please make yourselves comfortable. Tea will be served momentarily."

	The salon was full of old money. Antique furniture. Oil paintings of ancestors who looked displeased. Delicate ornaments arranged on small tables. Aall of them waiting for Brian.

	"Don't touch anything," I whispered as Findlay left.

	"I'm not a complete disaster," Brian protested, lowering himself onto a brocade sofa with extreme care.

	A maid appeared with a silver tea service and set it on a low table in front of us. The teacups were so fine I could almost see my fingers through them.

	"Fancy," Brian muttered once she had gone.

	He picked up the teapot. Slowly. Carefully. Too nervous to break something. Then he knocked over an empty cup, lunged to catch it, bumped the saucer instead, and sent tea across the white tablecloth.

	"Oh, bloody hell!"

	"And this is exactly why I never use my good cups when you come over." I grabbed a napkin and started dabbing at the spill. "Stainless steel travel mugs might not be elegant, but at least they survive contact with you."

	The door opened, and Lord Montgomery Thistlewaite entered with silvery hair, polished shoes, and the calm confidence of a man who had never once had to search for kitchen roll to scrub his own tablecloth.

	"Ms Snowdon, Mr Goodfellow. Welcome to Craigenthistle." His eyes moved to the stain, but his expression stayed pleasant. "I see you're making yourselves at home."

	"I'm so sorry about the tablecloth," Brian stammered. "I'll pay for the cleaning."

	Lord Montgomery gave a small wave. "Don't concern yourself. It's seen worse in its day. Now, I understand DCI Fraser has briefed you on our… situation."

	I nodded. "He mentioned two deaths connected to your Hearts and Houses Soirées."

	"Indeed." He settled into an armchair opposite us. "The soirées are a delicate matter. My guests are people of considerable standing, individuals with money but no one to share it with, or those with grand titles but struggling to maintain their estates. Most importantly, they are people who find themselves alone later in life."

	"Can't they just use dating apps like everyone else?" Brian asked. "Or chat someone up on a night out?"

	Lord Montgomery's eyebrows moved a fraction. "My dear fellow, can you imagine the Countess of Ballindalloch swiping left or right? These people move in rarified circles. They cannot simply, as you put it, 'chat someone up' at the local pub."

	"So they come here instead," I said. "For discreet matchmaking."

	"Precisely. It is all very civilised. Garden parties, afternoon tea, musical evenings, croquet matches. But it is a sensitive matter. None of my guests wishes to appear desperate or admit to any vulnerability, be it loneliness or financial difficulty."

	"And now two of them are dead."

	He nodded. "Which is why I'm grateful for your assistance, though I must emphasise the need for discretion."

	I glanced at Brian, who was now attempting to fold his napkin over the tea stain in elaborate origami. "Discretion. Right." I turned back to Lord Montgomery. "DCI Fraser gave us his permission to state that we are helping the Scottish police with confidential enquiries."

	Montgomery dismissed that with one hand. "That might work for private conversations, or with staff. But at the Hearts and Houses gatherings, it would cause a scandal. My soirées would empty out before the first toast." He thought for a moment. "Perhaps, during the events, you could pose as magazine photographers? Covering Aberdeenshire's historic estates?"

	"That could work," I agreed. "Everyone loves seeing their home in print."

	"Especially the aristocracy." Lord Montgomery smiled. "Nothing pleases my peers more than a flattering article about their ancestral seat." He glanced at his watch. "I'm afraid I have a charity function this evening that requires my attendance. But please, stay the night as my guests. We can continue our conversation at breakfast tomorrow."
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CHAPTER 4 
THE GREEN LADY

	The night at Craigenthistle had been old-fashioned discomfort with curtains. My room was full of Victorian drama. Thick velvet at the windows. A four-poster bed so high I had to use a step to get into it. Plumbing with only two settings, boiling and freezing, and no interest in anything between. I got to sleep at about two, then woke to someone thumping at the door.

	I stumbled across the room, caught my foot on an antique footstool, said something Aunt Theodora would not have approved of, and opened the door.

	Brian stood there in his pyjamas. His hair was sticking up. His eyes were far too wide.

	"She's in my room," he whispered.

	"Who is she?"

	"The Green Lady!" He was trying to whisper, but he had chosen a volume that could have roused every Highland coo in Aberdeenshire. "The ghost. I saw her by the window."

	I rubbed my eyes. "Brian, there's no such thing as..."

	"Don't say it." He pushed past me into the room. "You'll offend her, and then she'll come in here too."

	"So you led her to my room? Thanks for that."

	He paced across the rug, then back again, avoiding the footstool with more care than I had managed. "She was just standing there. Green. Misty. Watching me."

	"It was probably moonlight through the curtains."

	"Moonlight doesn't usually whisper your name." He shuddered. "I can't go back in there. I'll sleep on your sofa."

	The "sofa" was a delicate Victorian fainting couch, narrow, ornate, and clearly designed for people who only fainted briefly. Brian was already arranging himself on it and pulling my spare blanket over his head.

	"Make yourself comfortable," I muttered.

	"I'm trying not to die."

	"Very considerate."

	Within five minutes, Brian was asleep. Not lightly asleep. Not troubled by spirits, draughts, or shame. Properly asleep. Snoring, in fact, while I lay awake and stared at the ceiling, wondering whether the faint footsteps in the corridor were real, and whether the low sound near the window had come from the wind or from something with a body to look through.

	By morning, I was tired and irritable.

	Brian looked refreshed. The traitor had slept beautifully after his ghost panic, while I had spent half the night listening for spectral whispers and the other half calculating how difficult it would be to push a grown man off a fainting couch without waking him.

	"Sleep well?" he asked as we went down to breakfast.

	I gave him a look. It missed him completely.

	"Wonderfully. Sharing a room with you is a bit like sleeping next to a malfunctioning boiler. Your snoring could wake the dead. Or in this case, attract more ghosts."

	"I do not snore."

	"Brian, the chandelier was rattling."

	The butler ushered us into the Lord's private breakfast room, well away from the hotel guests, presumably so no one could overhear talk of suspicious deaths before they had finished their toast. The room was absurdly grand. A table stretched almost the full length of it, laid with silver, crystal, and the sort of napkins that made you sit up straighter without being asked.

	"Where do we sit?" Brian whispered.

	A uniformed staff member appeared beside us. I did not see where from. These houses clearly had cupboards full of silent people.

	"Anywhere you please, sir, madam. His Lordship will be joining you shortly."

	We chose seats in the middle of the table. Brian immediately started examining the cutlery.

	"There are at least six forks here," he hissed. "Why would anyone need six forks?" He shifted in his chair and frowned at the table arrangement. "I can't even see you properly with this floral monstrosity in the way."

	He moved a large silver epergne filled with fruit to one side, then back the other way, then left it in a position that blocked both of us. I sighed.

	The breakfast buffet stood on a sideboard. It had an impressive selection. There were the classic full Scottish breakfast items, bacon, square sausages, black pudding, and tattie scones, plus vegan options that made Brian smile with satisfaction.

	"Maybe there are some perks to being in a murder castle after all," he mumbled through a mouthful of vegan haggis. "This is incredible."

	I was halfway through baked beans and grilled tomatoes when Lord Montgomery entered the room. He was not alone. Beside him came an older gentleman carrying a vintage doctor's bag, the kind seen in period dramas about country physicians.

	"Good morning," Lord Montgomery greeted us. "I trust you slept well?"

	"Like the dead," Brian replied cheerfully.

	I kicked him under the table.

	He winced. "Ow. Right. Sorry."

	"May I introduce Dr McLaren?" Lord Montgomery continued, ignoring Brian. "He has been a physician to Aberdeenshire's finest families for decades."

	Dr McLaren nodded. His smile was polite, but tired round the edges. "A pleasure to meet you both. I understand you're looking into poor Eugenia's passing."

	"DCI Fraser asked us to be discreet," I confirmed.

	The doctor placed his bag carefully on a chair beside him. 

	Lord Montgomery lowered his voice. "Dr McLaren was the one who attended Eugenia Featherstonehaugh after her collapse."

	"And I have had my doubts from the beginning," the doctor added, helping himself to tea. "Eugenia had a mild heart arrhythmia, yes, but it was well-controlled with medication. Apart from that, she was in good health. Difficult woman. Determined. The type who'd argue with death itself."

	"Could it have been a sudden cardiac event?" I asked. "Even with medication, sometimes..."

	"Possible, but unlikely," Dr McLaren cut in. "I was her physician for thirty years. Her condition was stable."

	"Maybe it was the Green Lady," Brian suggested, with an expression of deep concern that fooled absolutely no one. "She visited me last night. Perhaps she went to Eugenia first."

	Silence.

	Lord Montgomery looked at Dr McLaren. Dr McLaren looked at his tea. Both of them made the sensible decision not to engage. I closed my eyes for a second and considered whether the Green Lady took commissions. A short-term haunting. Nothing permanent. Just long enough to teach Brian restraint.

	"As I was saying," Dr McLaren continued, with a careful amount of pressure on every word, "I was called to the Featherstonehaugh estate after Eugenia collapsed during a bridge game with friends. By the time I arrived, she was gone. I wanted to order a post-mortem. Something was not right about the situation."

	"But the family objected?" I asked.

	"Strenuously. Particularly the daughter, Augusta. Formidable woman, that one. Said her mother was elderly, had a known heart condition, and insisted I issue a death certificate citing natural causes." He stirred his tea. "She was quite adamant about avoiding any 'unnecessary fuss', as she put it."

	"They wanted to avoid scandal," Lord Montgomery explained. "If word got out that Eugenia had been attending the soirées during a police investigation..."

	"Precisely." Dr McLaren nodded. "In these circles, appearance is everything. The idea that the family matriarch was essentially shopping for a new husband would be scandalous enough. Add a suspicious death, and the whole thing becomes intolerable to them."

	"And you went along with it?" Brian asked. "Just signed off on natural causes despite your concerns?"

	The doctor's hand paused on his cup. "I had no proof. Only unease. And in my position..." He glanced at Lord Montgomery. "These families are my livelihood. I've been their doctor for generations. Without clear evidence of foul play, I couldn't justify going against the family's wishes."

	"But you still have doubts," I said.

	"More than doubts." Dr McLaren leaned forward. His tea sat untouched now. "I believe someone deliberately ended Eugenia's life."

	"What makes you so certain?"

	"I'm not certain." He looked at me properly then. "That is the problem. But the symptoms troubled me. So did the timing. I don't think it was her heart."

	He paused.

	"I am concerned she was poisoned."
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CHAPTER 5 
THE GIFT

	"Poison." I set my cup down. Looked at the others. If Dr McLaren was right, we had no time to waste, not with a murderer potentially working through Lord Montgomery's guest list.

	"We need to get moving." I pushed my chair back. "Lord Montgomery, Dr McLaren – thank you. DCI Fraser will want answers."

	Brian looked up from his plate. "But I'm not finished," he protested. His fork hovered over a vegan sausage drowning in brown sauce.

	"Life's full of disappointments." I grabbed his sleeve. "Come on."

	He snatched one last bite before allowing himself to be pulled upright. "You know, normal people finish their breakfast before rushing off to investigate a murder."

	"Normal people don't find themselves in murder castles to begin with."

	Dr McLaren cleared his throat. "The Featherstonehaugh residence is in Turriff. Grand townhouse on the high street, can't miss it. Georgian facade, black door with a brass knocker shaped like a lion's head."

	"Turriff," I repeated.

	"Take the A947," Lord Montgomery added. "Beautiful drive this time of year."

	Twenty minutes later we were in my small EV, winding through Aberdeenshire on the back roads. Fields of rapeseed on both sides, sheep and new lambs dotted about.

	"Turriff," Brian read from the road sign. "But locals say 'Turra.' Why is Scottish place-name pronunciation specifically designed to make visitors look stupid?"

	"It's the historical spelling and the Gaelic pronunciation. Locals use the original and aren't especially interested in the Anglicised version."

	Brian was already on his phone. "Did you know Turriff has a famous cow?"

	"Tremendous tourism slogan."

	"No, really. The Turra Coo. In 1913, a farmer refused to pay his national insurance, so the government took his white cow and tried to auction it off. The locals bought it and gave it straight back to him. There's a statue and everything."

	"Fascinating bovine history."

	"If the locals here are that stubborn about a cow, imagine how fun the Featherstonehaughs will be." Brian pulled a face. "Speaking of which, why do they spell it 'Featherstonehaugh' but say 'Fanshaw'? Is all of Scotland deliberately trying to confuse outsiders?"

	"That one's English aristocratic nonsense, not Scottish. Old family names got mangled over the centuries." I steered through a roundabout. "No wonder Dr McLaren didn't want to argue about a post-mortem. This seems like exactly the kind of family that makes things difficult."

	Turriff's high street was doing a brisk trade in sausage rolls and second-class stamps, judging by the steady shuffling between the bakery and the post office. The Featherstonehaugh house was easy enough to find. Georgian townhouse, tall windows, black door. Lion's head knocker, just as described.

	"Swanky," Brian murmured as we walked up. "I bet their doorbell plays classical music."

	But we found no fancy doorbell. We knocked instead. A middle-aged woman opened the door, drying her hands on a tea towel. Friendly enough, but there was a faint puffiness under her eyes.

	"Yes? Can I help you?"

	"Hello, I'm Joana Snowdon, and this is Brian Goodfellow. We're looking into Eugenia Featherstonehaugh's death on behalf of –"

	"Oh!" Her whole face changed. "You're here about our poor Mrs F! Come in, come in." She ushered us through the hallway, past the sort of oil portraits that watch you no matter where you stand, and into a downstairs kitchen that had nothing in common with the rest of the house. Warm, a bit cluttered, copper pots on a rack above the worktop, an elderly Aga ticking away quietly. "I'm Mary, the housekeeper. Family's not in. Miss Augusta's at the solicitor's again. Third time this week."

	Mary put the kettle on without asking. I had a look round the kitchen while she did.

	"Shortbread?" She set a plate in front of Brian. "No milk. Mrs F didn't tolerate eggs or dairy. Said they made her joints ache."

	Brian's face did something embarrassingly enthusiastic. "Vegan? Brilliant!"

	"Mrs F was very particular about her diet," Mary went on, pouring tea into china cups. "Though she'd never use that word, 'vegan.' Said it sounded like something from a science fiction novel."

	"Mary," I said, "can you tell us exactly what happened the day Eugenia died?"

	Mary sat down heavily. "She was having her weekly bridge match. Four ladies. They were midway through when she just… collapsed."

	"What had she eaten or drunk beforehand?"

	"Nothing out of the ordinary. Her usual tea." Mary nodded towards the cup in front of me. "Strong Scottish black. She couldn't abide weak tea – said English breakfast was dishwater. And some shortbread. Same as these."

	Brian, who had been happily working his way through the plate, stopped. Stared at the half-eaten piece in his hand. Coughed.

	"The same shortbread?"

	"The very same," Mary confirmed. "I bake a big batch every month. Keep it in a tin."

	"Did her bridge partners have the same things?"

	"Everyone had the shortbread, but Mrs F was the only one on the black tea. One lady had green tea, the other two were on coffee." Mary wrung her hands in her apron. "She started feeling unwell. Kept excusing herself to go to… well, you know. I'd just poured her a fresh cup when she clutched her chest and made this terrible gasping sound and fell forward. We called Dr McLaren straight away, but…" She pressed the tea towel briefly to her eyes. "Too late."

	"I'm sorry, Mary. You were clearly very fond of her."

	"Twenty-eight years I worked for this family. Mrs F was a proper lady. Demanding, yes, but fair." A pause. "Can't say the same for her daughter."

	"Augusta?"

	"Greedy." Mary's voice went flat. "First thing she did was ring the family solicitor. Before her mother was even cold. Wouldn't let Dr McLaren have a proper look either. All she cared about was the will and keeping things quiet. No scandal."

	"What was she worried about, specifically?"

	Mary leaned forward and dropped her voice. "The soirées. Miss Augusta was mortified that her mother was, as she put it, 'husband-hunting.' Said it was undignified at her age."

	"Mary," I said, "that tea. Was it Mrs Featherstonehaugh's usual brand?"

	"No. It was new. A gift, arrived that very morning."

	"A gift from whom?"

	Mary shrugged. "No idea. It was on the hall table when I got in, wrapped in red paper with a golden bow. No card. But that wasn't unusual, everyone knew how much Mrs F loved her teas. Quite the collection."

	"Do you still have it?"

	She crossed to a cabinet and came back with a tin, hand-painted with heather and thistles. I took several photos with my phone.

	"Would you mind if I took a small sample? For DCI Fraser to test for… special ingredients."

	Mary stared at me. "Special ingredients. You think she was poisoned?"

	"We won't know until it's tested. But I'd rather be thorough."

	She nodded slowly, colour draining. "Take whatever you need. I want to know what happened to her. She deserved better than that."

	Mary found me a small plastic bag. I spooned in some of the loose leaves and sealed it.

	At the door, I turned back. "I'd put that tin somewhere safe if I were you, Mary. Until we know for certain it hasn't been interfered with."

	"Unless you're planning to offer Augusta a cup?" Brian said, far too cheerfully. Not remotely helpful, particularly as Mary appeared to be genuinely weighing it up.
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CHAPTER 6 
THE HACK

	I leaned against the car, watching the charging percentage tick upward. Turriff's sole electric charging point was tucked behind the Co-op, next to bins that hadn't been emptied in what smelled like several weeks. Brian was on a nearby bench, working his way through a second vegan sausage roll from the bakery, entirely unbothered by any of it.

	"How long?" he asked, through a mouthful of pastry.

	"Ten more minutes for a decent charge. Unless you fancy pushing to Aberdeen."

	"I'll wait." He licked his fingers. "Do you think the tea was poisoned?"

	I turned the small plastic bag over in my hand. The leaves looked completely ordinary. Dark, a few bits of heather mixed in, nothing particularly sinister. Nothing to explain a dead woman.

	"We won't know until Fraser gets it tested," I said.

	When the charge hit an acceptable level we unplugged and headed south towards Aberdeen.

	"Did you know," Brian began, scrolling his phone, "that Aberdeen is called the Granite City because most of the buildings are made from local grey granite? Sparkles in the sunlight, apparently, due to the high mica content. So you see, I'm practically a local already. Sparkling as I am."

	"Is that for the guidebook, or are you just reading Wikipedia at me?"

	He grinned without looking up. "Bit of both. I'm nothing if not efficient."

	Aberdeen's grey buildings came into view as we drove in. Brian, with the help of his map app, directed me to the police station. A squat concrete block that suited Fraser perfectly.

	"Charming," I muttered as we parked.

	"Very on-brand for Fraser."

	The front desk sent us up to the third floor. Fraser was bent over paperwork when we knocked. His expression made it clear we'd picked the wrong moment. We entered the room anyway.

	"Ah," he said. "The amateur detective society."

	"Good morning, DCI Fraser," I replied, brightly enough to deepen his frown. "We've brought you a present."

	I set the bag of tea leaves on his desk. He looked at it. Then at me.

	"And what precisely am I meant to do with loose tea leaves?"

	"Test them. For toxins. We have reason to believe they were used to poison Eugenia Featherstonehaugh."

	Fraser's eyebrow went up. "Based on your extensive toxicological expertise, I presume?"

	"Based on the fact that they were anonymously gifted to her the morning of her death, and she collapsed after drinking tea made from them."

	He picked up the bag with two fingers. "I'll have them analysed. Though the laboratory is currently backlogged with evidence from actual police cases."

	"This is an actual police case," Brian said. "You asked for our help, remember?"

	The door swung open hard enough to rattle the blinds before Fraser could answer. DC Murray came in at speed, a folder in one hand and a fresh coffee stain spreading across his tie.

	"Chief, I've got the –" He stopped. Stared. "Joana! Brian! What a pleasant shock! I was just thinking about you two." He crossed the room and hugged Brian before either of us could say anything, lifting him a clear inch off the floor.

	"Murray," Brian wheezed. "Can't breathe."

	"Oh, sorry." Murray let go, still grinning. "Good to see you both. Reminds me of that day in the Quiraing. You did well, Brian. We were as brave as loins, weren't we?"

	"Lions," Brian corrected, grinning back. "But yes, we were."

	"The three hero musketeers! You, me, and danger!"

	"That wasn't quite how I remember –"

	"Absolute heroes!" Murray gave Brian a friendly thump on the back.

	Fraser cleared his throat. "If you've quite finished reminiscing, Murray, perhaps we could return to the matter at hand."

	"Right you are, Chief!" Murray nodded vigorously. "Just excited to see the dynamic duo again. The whole station's been buzzing since they heard the murder-magnet civilians were back!"

	Fraser pinched the bridge of his nose. "They are not 'on the case,' Murray. They are providing limited civilian assistance in a discreet capacity."

	"Speaking of which," I said, "we thought we'd look into Viscount Carrington's death."

	Fraser's eyebrows shifted. "Did you, indeed. How enterprising."

	"Well, you did ask for our help," I reminded him.

	His mouth opened, closed, then settled into a thin line. "Fine. It is more efficient if you investigate Viscount Alistair Carrington's death rather than waste time in my office. Now, if you don't mind, I have actual police work to do."

	"The address, Murray?"

	Murray scribbled it on a notepad and tore the sheet off. "The estate's south of here, near Stonehaven. Big sign at the turnoff saying 'Carrington Stables.' I'll ring the stable manager. Charlie. Good chap, very cooperative when we first spoke to him."

	Fraser stood up. "Keep me informed. And try not to contaminate any potential evidence this time."

	"That happened only once," Brian defended himself. "And how was I supposed to know the scone was part of the murder scene and not a snack?"

	"Out." Fraser pointed at the door. "Now."

	We drove south, leaving Aberdeen behind for rolling fields. The coast came up on our left, the North Sea grey and flat to the horizon. Half an hour later we pulled into a gravelled drive. Carrington's property was nothing like Montgomery's castle. Stone house, post-and-rail paddocks, stable blocks running along one side. Quiet, well-kept, money worn in rather than displayed.

	A young man in mud-caked boots met us in the stable yard.

	"You must be the investigators." He wiped his hands on a rag. "Charlie. I manage the stables."

	"I'm Joana, this is Brian. We're looking into the circumstances of Viscount Carrington's death."

	Charlie nodded. "Terrible business. Still can't make sense of it. The Viscount was an exceptional rider. Been in the saddle since he was four years old."

	"Can you show us where it happened?"

	"Let me introduce you to Speckles first." He led us to a stall where a palomino horse with brown spots along his flank was pulling at a hay net. "This was the Viscount's favourite. Gentle as anything."

	Brian had been right behind me. The moment Speckles came into view he stopped walking and took three rapid steps back.

	"Is that thing secure?" he whispered.

	Charlie looked puzzled. "Speckles? He wouldn't hurt a fly."

	As if to settle the matter, Speckles lifted his head and stretched it over the half-door, nostrils working with interest.

	Brian pressed himself against the opposite wall. "It's looking at me. Why is it looking at me?"

	"He's just curious. Come say hello."

	"No, thank you. I'm good here. Very good. Excellent, in fact."

	Speckles, apparently deciding that Brian's obvious terror made him the most interesting person available, leaned further out and nudged Brian's shoulder with his nose.

	Brian yelped. "Joana, it's attacking me!"

	"He's saying hello," Charlie said, patting the horse's neck. "Here, he likes it if you rub behind his ears."

	"I am not rubbing any part of that animal," Brian hissed, inching sideways along the wall. "I told you, Joana. This is exactly why I should have stayed in London. You drag me into life-threatening situations on a daily basis."

	I rolled my eyes. "Yes. This gentle horse is clearly moments away from mauling you to death."

	Charlie kept a straight face with some effort. "Speckles is about as gentle as they come. The Viscount used him for easy hacks around the grounds."

	"Which brings us to," I said, "can you walk us through exactly what happened that day?"

	The amusement left Charlie's face. "It was a beautiful spring morning. The Viscount set off for a ride around the estate. Nothing out of the ordinary. He did that most mornings."

	"Alone?"

	"Always. Said it gave him time to think." He rested against the stable door. "He took Speckles, did his usual route. There's a wooded area on the east side with a bridle path. When he hadn't come back after a couple of hours, I wasn't too worried at first. He'd sometimes stop to check on parts of the estate."

	"But then?"

	"Speckles came back on his own." Charlie's voice flattened. "Trotted right into the yard. That's when we knew something was wrong. We organised a search and found the Viscount near the fallen oak in the east woods. He must have jumped and come off badly."

	"He died?" Brian had worked his way along to a safer distance from Speckles.

	"Not straight away. The ambulance got him to Aberdeen Royal Infirmary, but his head injuries were too severe. He passed the next day without regaining consciousness."

	"Did anyone think it was suspicious?" I asked.

	Charlie shook his head. "Why would we? Riding accidents happen, even to experienced horsemen. Statistics show it's more dangerous than motorbike riding." He paused. "But there was something odd. When Speckles came back, he didn't have his saddle. We found it later, beside the Viscount."

	"Is that unusual?"

	"Very. The girth straps should keep the saddle on the horse regardless. If both horse and rider go down, the straps might tear, but Speckles didn't fall. He came back clean, not even spooked." Charlie frowned. "It looked like the saddle had just… come off during the ride."

	Brian, horse phobia apparently suspended, stepped forward. "Can we see the saddle?"

	Charlie took us to the tack room. A handsome English saddle sat on a stand, set apart from the others. The leather was in good condition, well looked after, but the girth straps hung loose, ends frayed and torn.

	Brian crouched to look at them, pulling out his phone. "Mind if I take some photos?"

	"Go ahead."

	He took several close-up shots, careful not to touch anything. Then he stood up, tapped at his screen for a moment, and frowned.

	"What's the Wi-Fi password?"

	Charlie gave it to him. Brian spent the next few minutes uploading the photos and tapping away, the earlier horse drama entirely forgotten.

	"Right," he said finally. "This is interesting. My image analysis software, not as precise as forensic kit, mind you, but fairly good… Anyway, my software says these straps weren't torn naturally."

	"What do you mean?" Charlie asked.

	Brian pointed to the torn edges. "The tear is too clean at the start. There's a clear line where something cut partway through. Not all the way, just enough that they'd give way under pressure. Under, say, the impact of jumping a fallen tree."

	"Someone sabotaged the saddle?" All the colour left Charlie's face.

	"It looks that way," I said. "Someone who knew the Viscount would use this saddle on this horse, and knew his routine well enough to know he'd take that path and jump that tree."

	"That's horrible." Charlie pressed a hand through his hair. "Who would do such a thing?"

	"That's what we need to find out. Can you make sure the saddle is kept somewhere secure? The police will want to examine it properly."

	"Of course."

	Walking back to the car, I glanced at Brian. "I'm impressed. The same man who nearly had a breakdown at the sight of a friendly horse just managed a fairly thorough forensic analysis."

	Brian shrugged, looking pleased with himself. "Technology I understand. Four-legged creatures with teeth the size of my fingers? Not so much."

	"It was hardly going to eat you."

	"That's what they want you to think. The big dopey eyes, the gentle nudge, then –" he slammed his fist into his palm, "– BAM."

	I unlocked the car. "We need to go back to Fraser. That saddle is clear evidence of tampering."

	"I can already hear him grudgingly admitting we were right."

	"He wouldn't go that far."

	"No," Brian agreed, settling into the passenger seat. "But I can dream."
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CHAPTER 7 
THE ORDER

	It's remarkable how quickly one settles into a new home. A week in the cottage and I already had a routine of sorts: waking to gulls instead of traffic, writing at the kitchen table with the North Sea out the window, and managing Brian's home improvement disasters on a near-daily basis. Today's contribution: bookshelves so crooked the living room looked like it was halfway through capsizing.

	"I think they add character," Brian said, leaning back to admire them. "Straight shelves are so… predictable."

	"Yes, how dull of me to expect books to stay on them."

	I was just working up to suggesting we fix the things when my phone rang. Fraser's name on the screen. I picked up already knowing it wouldn't be good news. Fraser never called for a chat.

	"Meeting. Two hours. Montgomery's castle." He didn't wait for a response.

	"Actually, we were planning to–"

	"Two hours." Line went dead.

	I looked at the heat pump control panel sitting on the counter, still in its box. The prospect of a hot shower would have to wait.

	"Fraser?" Brian asked, reading my face.

	"The human equivalent of a severe weather warning, yes."

	After a cold shower I went looking for Brian, and found him half-swallowed by a chest of drawers, surrounded by a nest of cables.

	"What are you doing?"

	His voice came out muffled. "Installing a Wi-Fi booster. These stone walls are medieval in more ways than one. I'm getting signal strength from 1482."

	"Time-travel yourself out of there. We need to leave."

	It took ten minutes to extract him, and another five to talk him out of stopping for Irn-Bru and a bacon-free roll at the village shop. We arrived at Montgomery's castle a solid fifteen minutes late to find Fraser standing in the entrance hall, looking at his watch with emphasised impatience.

	"So kind of you to grace us with your presence," he said. "Should I have sent a formal invitation? A royal summons, perhaps?"

	"Traffic was terrible," Brian said earnestly. "Sheep crossing. Absolute gridlock."

	Fraser's left eye twitched. "There isn't a single sheep between here and your cottage."

	"They move quickly. Very stealthy, Scottish sheep."

	Lord Montgomery stepped in before Fraser could respond, ushering us into a sitting room where DC Murray was already waiting. He looked as if he might burst in anticipation.

	Findlay appeared. "Refreshments, sir?"

	"Green tea for Ms Snowdon," Lord Montgomery said. "A dram of the Talisker 18 for myself. DCI Fraser?"

	"Still water," Fraser said.

	Murray shook his head. "Nothing for me. Too excited about the new developiations!"

	Findlay turned to Brian. "And for Mr Goodfellow?"

	"Have you got a can of Irn-Bru?" Brian asked.

	A brief, controlled pause. "I'm afraid we have… overlooked stocking that particular beverage, sir. However, I can offer a house-made lemon and ginger lemonade."

	"That sounds lovely," Brian said cheerfully, entirely unaware that Findlay had just delivered the aristocratic equivalent of a cold shoulder.

	Once the drinks had been delivered and Findlay had retreated, Fraser nodded at Murray. "Tell them what the lab found."

	Murray sat up very straight. "Lab results are in! And you might want to brace yourself." He cleared his throat. "The tea was definitely tamperated with–"

	"Tampered," Fraser said.

	"Yes sir. Mixed with dried senna leaves. Anyone can buy them at health food shops or herbist shops."

	"Herbalist," Fraser muttered, pressing two fingers to the bridge of his nose.

	"The interesting bit," Murray continued, undeterred, "is that senna alone isn't usually fatal. It just makes people visit a certain… location… rather frequently." He glanced around the room, clearly searching for a suitably aristocratic way to describe the lower half of the digestive system.

	"Diarrhoea!" Brian announced. "She was supposed to spend the day on the loo instead of dying."

	Fraser and Lord Montgomery both flinched. Murray nodded with enthusiasm.

	"Exactly! But here's the clever twist. Mixed with Mrs Featherstonehaugh's heart medication, it turned deadly. Her medication–"

	"Became toxic," I said, catching up. "It caused a fatal heart arrhythmia."

	"Precisely!" Murray beamed. "Quite brilliant, really. Almost impossible to spot unless you specifically look for it."

	"And the saddle?" I said, glancing at Fraser.

	Fraser cleared his throat. "Forensics confirmed your friend's suspicion. The girth straps were partially cut. Expertly done. Just enough to snap under pressure from a jump."

	Brian looked smug. "Told you my photo analysis software was good. Hercule Poirot would be green with envy. He never had digital assistance."

	"Yes, it's Agatha Christie 3.0 now," I said, resisting the urge to roll my eyes. "Fraser was right, then. Not accidents. Murders."

	"Or at least manslaughter," Brian added thoughtfully, "if death wasn't actually the goal but just a… side effect they were prepared to accept."

	Lord Montgomery went slightly pale. "This is disastrous. A murder investigation involving members of my Hearts and Houses Soirées? A serial killer targeting aristocrats? It will be the scandal of the decade."

	"My Detective Superintendent has been extremely clear," Fraser said. "The investigation must be handled with the utmost discretion."

	"He's worried about losing his golf club membership," Murray offered helpfully.

	The look Fraser gave him could have flash-frozen the Cairngorms. "He is concerned about unnecessary panic among a community which values its privacy," he said, each word precisely placed. He turned to me. "Snowdon. I need you to help sort this."

	It wasn't a request. It was an order.

	Before I could draw breath, Brian jumped in. "We'll take the case!" He was already rubbing his hands together. Fraser closed his eyes.

	"If anyone can solve it, Joana can," Murray agreed. He caught Fraser's expression and added quickly, "Not that you're not an excellent detective, sir! It's just that Joana is better at… at…"

	Fraser raised an eyebrow and waited.

	"…talking to humans like a human?" Murray finished.

	I bit the inside of my cheek.

	Lord Montgomery cleared his throat. "Perhaps you could return next weekend? We have another soirée planned. It would give you an opportunity to observe everyone. We already discussed at our last meeting how best to introduce you. You'll be magazine photographers for historic estates."

	I nodded. "Good. We can see who attends these gatherings, identify potential suspects… And work out who might be the next victim."
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CHAPTER 8 
THE COURTING

	The evening at Craigenthistle Castle was almost offensively beautiful. Early Scotch roses, foxgloves, wisteria climbing the old stone. A breeze that, for once, was not trying to remove anyone's hat. Castle staff moved between the shrubs and statues, arranging tables so the guests could mingle with the illusion of privacy. I straightened my skirt suit and watched, thinking about which of these tasteful little corners might end up hosting a murderer before the night was out.

	Brian had vanished the moment we arrived, dragging a small removal's worth of luggage into a guest room and announcing he needed to get changed.

	"Do I look sufficiently aristocratic?" He reappeared at my elbow.

	I turned. And nearly choked.

	He was wearing a three-piece suit in the palest beige imaginable, complete with silk pocket square and very shiny shoes. The effect was not so much "photographer at a country estate" as "man about to oversee a colonial land survey."

	"You look like you're about to announce the construction of a railway through the Punjab."

	Brian beamed. "Excellent! Although… a Panama hat would have been the finishing touch. I studied Downton Abbey extensively last night. Did you know–"

	Luckily, he was interrupted. Lord Montgomery appeared, in a well-cut kilt and jacket. His eyebrows rose very slightly at Brian's ensemble, but he was too much of a gentleman to do anything other than nod.

	"Ms Snowdon, Mr Goodfellow. Perfect timing. Our guests are beginning to arrive." He gestured towards the drive, where a vintage Bentley was pulling up. "Please remember. You're photographers specialising in portraiture for country homes and ancestral galleries."

	"Discreet portraiture," I added. "We won't be mentioning the soirées in anything we publish."

	"Precisely. Or the… unfortunate incidents." Lord Montgomery lowered his voice on the last two words. "Ah, Sir Percival and Lady Helen. Do excuse me."

	I watched the cars arrive. Each one was older and more expensive than the last, depositing elderly aristocrats who dressed with the precise combination of elegance and apparent indifference that only old money can manage.

	"They're all so… old," Brian murmured, watching a gentleman being eased out of a Rolls-Royce by his chauffeur.

	"It's not a youth club, Brian. It's Hearts and Houses, not Shots and Swipes."

	The garden filled slowly. Women in their sixties and beyond drifted across the lawn, expertly made up, jewellery catching the evening light. Men leaned on ornate walking sticks, suits cut to do quiet work on stooped shoulders and thickened waistlines. The combined value of the jewellery alone could have funded a small nation's infrastructure programme.

	There was something both magnificent and quietly sad about it. All these people with their ancient names and their grand estates, and here they were at the aristocratic equivalent of speed-dating, hoping someone would overlook the draughts and the inheritance complications in favour of the right title.

	"Right." Lord Montgomery was back. "Allow me to introduce you both. Everyone is terribly keen to meet you."

	We followed him through the garden. Lord Montgomery handled the introductions as if he'd done nothing else for years. "May I present Ms Joana Snowdon and Mr Brian Goodfellow? Portraiture photographers specialising in country homes and their owners. Marvellous work, featured in all the best publications."

	I would then smile and describe the sort of photographs we could offer. "Capturing your connection to your ancestral home." "Documenting living history for future generations." I said nothing about never having taken a professional portrait with a minor royal in my life. The response was, without exception, enthusiastic. These people might guard their love lives ferociously, but the prospect of a formal portrait in front of their estates? Utterly irresistible.

	"My late husband has been after me to have a proper portrait done for years," one elderly lady confided, patting my arm. "I'd so love to be photographed beside our sixteenth-century sundial. It's been in the family since Mary, Queen of Scots visited, you know."

	I promised to schedule her as soon as possible.

	I managed to maintain at least an illusion of competence and knowledge of aristocratic titles, ranks and castle history. Brian was having a harder time of it. His natural volume and his tendency to ask questions that had no place in a polite conversation were earning him tight smiles and raised eyebrows from the men.

	"So what's it like living in a place where the furniture's even older than you?" I heard him ask an elderly Duke, who looked as though the champagne had just turned to vinegar in his glass.

	The women, however, were another matter entirely. Within the hour, Brian had acquired a cluster of admirers. Lady Something-or-Other kept touching his arm and talking about her prize roses. The Honourable Mrs Something-Else kept pressing champagne and cake on him. The Dowager Marchioness of Somewhere had found three separate reasons to straighten his cravat.

	"Help me," he mouthed desperately over the blue-rinsed head of a Viscountess who was showing him photographs of her Pekingese dogs.

	I raised my glass in a silent toast and turned away. Let him manage his admirers. I had to do the actual investigating.

	I circulated through the garden, dropping Eugenia Featherstonehaugh's name and Viscount Carrington's into conversation wherever I could. Every time, the same sequence: a brief stillness, a slight tightening around the mouth, and then a firm change of subject.

	"Ah yes, poor Eugenia. Such a shame. Now, about that portrait… I was thinking perhaps by the east wing, where the morning light is particularly fine…"

	"Alistair? Terrible business. These accidents do happen, though, don't they? I don't suppose you could fit us in next Wednesday? The grandchildren are visiting…"

	Death, it seemed, was treated like an embarrassing social faux pas. Acknowledged with minimal politeness before being firmly swept under the nearest antique carpet.

	After about an hour of this I stopped at the edge of the garden, watching Brian finally escape his group of admirers and wander off to photograph some men with their vintage cars. For once, his absurd suit actually helped him blend in.

	That was when I spotted her. Sitting alone at a small table half-hidden by a large topiary, a peacock-feather fan moving slowly in one hand, a glass of champagne in the other. Where everyone else had dressed in careful understatement, she wore bold jewellery and a brightly patterned silk scarf draped over her shoulders. She watched the garden with focused attention as if she was taking notes.

	I started towards her. Theatrical people are almost always willing to talk, and right now I needed someone who was.
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CHAPTER 9 
THE CLASSIC CAR

	I walked over to her table with a champagne flute to justify my presence. Up close, her jewellery was even more striking: large amber pieces set in detailed silverwork, catching the light with each movement of the fan. The perfume was expensive and generous, and felt a bit much for the garden

	"Excuse me." I smiled. "Would you mind if I joined you? I've been looking for the right faces for my portraiture work, and you have a wonderful presence."

	The fan stopped mid-swish. Her heavily lined eyes took me in, a trace of pleasure crossing her face.

	"How kind of you to notice." She waved at the empty chair. "Please do sit. I'm rather poor company this evening, I'm afraid, but one can't stay cooped up forever, can one?"

	I sat down. "Joana Snowdon."

	"Georgiana Montford." She gave a small, precise nod, rings catching the light as she lowered her hand. "Normally I'd be dashing about like a social butterfly, but I'm in some distress at present. Not quite my usual self."

	"I'm sorry to hear that." I leaned forward slightly. "Has something happened?"

	Georgiana sighed, long and well-practised. "A ghastly incident with my car. A beautiful classic 1964 Morgan. Burgundy, with cream leather interior. I'd been planning a drive through the Cairngorms. The Old Military Road is simply breathtaking this time of year." She took a sip of champagne.

	"And?"

	"Just as I was about to leave, I found it scratched. A deep line all the way around the bodywork." She drew her finger through the air to show it. "Not a careless scrape. Someone did it deliberately."

	"Did you report it to the police?"

	The fan started up again, a little faster. "No."

	"Can I ask why not?"

	"It's complicated." She glanced around. "The truth is, my finances aren't quite what they used to be."

	I said nothing. Silence usually works better than questions.

	After a moment she went on, quieter. "Many of us here have the same difficulties. Large old houses with leaking roofs, heating bills that could fund a small country, staff to pay. The modern world is not especially kind to people with old responsibilities and shrinking incomes."

	"And the car?" I said.

	Georgiana's manicured fingers tightened around the stem of her glass. "It isn't actually mine. Borrowed from an old school friend. Daddy knew his father from the regiment. I adore classic cars, but I sold my collection after some frightful business with the estate duties. One keeps up appearances, you understand." A sigh. "Frightfully decent of him, lets me gallivant about in his Morgan as if it were mine. Not a gift, though. He's rather insistent on that point." She paused. "Well. You can see the difficulty."

	"The insurance won't cover it," I said.

	"Some tedious clause about borrowing. And if I involve the police…" Her eyes drifted across the garden to where an elderly gentleman stood talking with Lord Montgomery. "Word would get around."

	"About your financial situation?"

	"About the car not being mine." She lowered her voice. "And the last person who needs to find out is him." She nodded towards the man with Lord Montgomery.

	"And he is?"

	"Sir Archibald Fortescue." Her spine straightened very slightly as she said it, chin lifting just a fraction. "Distinguished family. Impeccable lineage. And, most importantly, still wealthy enough to maintain his estate properly."

	"You're interested in him."

	"He would make a suitable match." She sipped her champagne with a studied casualness that didn't quite mask her emotion. "We share a passion for history, for tradition. I wouldn't want him to think I was merely after his money."

	Even though that's exactly what you are after, I thought but didn't say.

	"Could someone here have damaged your car?" I asked. "Perhaps another woman with an interest in Sir Archibald? Jealousy has a way of–"

	Georgiana let out a bright little laugh. "Good heavens, no. The Hearts and Houses set are the crème de la crème of British society. We simply don't engage in such… pedestrian acts of vengeance."

	"Even when competing for limited resources?" I raised an eyebrow. "Eligible, wealthy bachelors being fairly limited resources."

	"My dear, we are not reality television contestants fighting over a prize." She snapped the fan shut. "If someone wanted to put me off Sir Archibald, they'd use subtler means. A rumour about some invented scandal, perhaps. Or a well-placed embarrassing family secret." The fan flicked open again. "The scratch was almost certainly some ordinary person, jealous of what they can't have."

	I wasn't convinced. The timing was too neat, and it felt personal. Someone had gone for Georgiana's reputation, which was the thing she could least afford to lose.

	"Do be careful," I said, standing. "If someone is deliberately targeting people here–"

	"Don't be absurd." The fan waved me away. "An isolated incident. Nothing to do with anyone present."

	"Of course." I smiled. "Would you excuse me? My colleague appears to be drowning."

	Across the garden, Brian had been recaptured by his admirers. He stood in the centre of a small cluster of elderly women, his expression oscillating between polite and desperate, while a countess in lavender delivered a very long anecdote, her gestures escalating steadily until one hand landed, quite deliberately, on his collar.

	I walked towards him, turning Georgiana's story over in my mind. The poisoned tea, the tampered saddle, and now a scratched car. Three things that could each be explained away on their own. Together, though, they were starting to look less like bad luck and more like a campaign.
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CHAPTER 10 
THE BACHELOR

	Reaching Brian was not going to happen. He was surrounded by a wall of silk dresses and pearl necklaces, his admirers arranged in a tight circle, heads nodding as he waved his hands about. From where I stood, I could see him clearly convinced he was dazzling them all with his thoughts on social media strategy. From their expressions, most of them probably still regarded the telephone as a fairly recent development.

	"The algorithm favours consistency above all," Brian was explaining with the conviction of a Victorian missionary. "I post at precisely 8:27 every morning. Studies show that's the optimal time for engagement."

	The ladies murmured appreciatively. Several of them were taking notes with gold-plated pens in tiny leather-bound notebooks. I held back a laugh. Brian, with his modest follower count and his long-running failure to generate likes, was not the authority he was presenting himself as.

	"And hashtags," he continued, "are absolutely essential. I use at least fifteen per post."

	"Fifteen?" The word landed quietly but with total confidence, from someone who expected to be heard. "My dear boy. That's hopelessly passé."

	The circle parted for a woman who looked as though she had been old for a very long time. Dressed entirely in purple. A Chihuahua peered from the crook of her elbow, shivering with artistic commitment, its collar set with almost certainly real diamonds.

	"More than five hashtags makes one look desperate," she said, stroking the dog with bejewelled fingers. "Quality over quantity, young man. That's how one builds a genuine following."

	Brian's expression moved between confusion and wounded pride. "I've read several studies that suggest–"

	"Studies?" A bright, dismissive laugh. "My Percival," she said, nodding to the dog, "and I have over a hundred thousand followers. How many did you say you had?"

	Brian said something under his breath.

	"Speak up, dear. Some of us are a touch hard of hearing."

	"Three thousand four hundred and twelve," Brian said, audibly pained.

	The elderly influencer gave him a look of genuine pity. "Well. We all start somewhere."

	A snort escaped me. Brian shot me a look of pure betrayal.

	"The trick is engagement," she continued, her tone unexpectedly authoritative. "Percival and I respond to every comment within fifteen minutes. And we never, ever post at breakfast time on Tuesdays. The algorithm absolutely punishes Tuesday breakfast posts."

	Brian frowned. "I've never heard that."

	"Of course you haven't, dear. That's why you've only got three thousand followers." She shifted Percival to her other arm.

	I left them to it. He'd found his social media master in the form of an elderly aristocrat with a shaky dog. Served him right for his constant Instagram obsession.

	Sir Archibald Fortescue was still with Lord Montgomery on the far side of the garden. I made my way over.

	"Ah, Ms Snowdon." Lord Montgomery turned warmly. "Allow me to introduce Sir Archibald. Sir Archibald, this is the photographer I mentioned."

	Sir Archibald was tall, though his shoulders had begun to curve with age. His face held the remains of something distinctly handsome: good cheekbones, a strong nose, pale blue eyes that took me in with careful, unhurried attention. His suit was well-cut and quietly expensive, though it sat a little loose now, as if he'd recently shed a stone or two. He held an elegant cane in his right hand, lacquered wood, and I got the feeling he'd be lost without it. Before speaking, he gave a small, almost silent clearing of his throat. Sir Archibald was a man who chose his words.

	"Charmed," he said, his accent several decades of private education in every syllable. "Lord Montgomery suggests I might… ahem… benefit from your photographic services."

	"I'd be delighted," I said. "I understand you have a property in the Cairngorms?"

	"Shieldbrae Castle." A barely perceptible pause before the name. "Twelve generations. We have the traditional portraits for the gallery, naturally, but a modern likeness might be… ahem… appropriate. Before it's too late."

	I tilted my head. "Too late?"

	A brief smile. Not quite sad, not quite resigned. "Nobody lives forever, Ms Snowdon. Some of us have… ahem… fewer tomorrows than others."

	Lord Montgomery excused himself to greet new arrivals.

	"What brings you to the Hearts and Houses Soirées?" I asked, once we were alone. "Are you a regular?"

	Sir Archibald shifted his weight onto the cane. "I find myself… ahem… in need of companionship for my remaining years. Someone of suitable standing. With both feet on the ground." He paused. "Money is not an issue. What I require is loyalty and a modicum of intelligence. Conversations by the fire in the drawing room, you understand."

	"And have you met anyone suitable?"

	"Several possibilities." His gaze moved across the guests. "At my age, one doesn't expect… ahem… grand passion. It's more of a practical arrangement. But one hopes for fondness, at least."

	"I imagine Georgiana Montford might be a possibility," I said.

	His face gave nothing away. "Ms Montford is… ahem… charming. We've enjoyed several drives through the Cairngorms in her classic car." Another small throat-clearing. "Though there are other ladies whom I find equally agreeable."

	Before he could say more, a burst of laughter cut across the garden. We turned. Brian was backing away from a woman with a gin and tonic in one hand and the other firmly attached to his waistcoat, her balance not entirely reliable.

	"Good Lord," Sir Archibald said. The polish had dropped clean out of his voice. "That woman has no dignity whatsoever."

	I glanced at him. The distaste was sharp, and real.

	"If you'll excuse me," he said, "I need to retrieve something from my car."

	He crossed the lawn with his cane tapping a steady beat on the grass. Each step placed with care.
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CHAPTER 11 
THE DIVORCE

	I walked over to Brian and the woman who had him trapped. He gave me a look of pure desperation. The smell hit me first. Expensive perfume layered over something distinctly alcoholic. The woman had one hand clamped round his arm, the other round a glass that had clearly been refilled several times. Her laughter carried across the entire garden.

	"Excuse me," I said, stepping between them. "I couldn't help noticing your dress. Is that vintage Dior?"

	She blinked at me and her grip on Brian's arm loosened.

	He took the opportunity to put a centimetre of space between them. Not quite free, but a start.

	"Chanel, actually," she said, straightening up. "The '86 collection. You have a good eye."

	I had not the faintest idea whether Chanel had an '86 collection, but I kept nodding. "The cut is exquisite. And with the Scotch roses behind you – quite perfect. The weather's been so kind this evening, hasn't it?"

	"Balmy," she agreed. "Not often you get a night this mild in Scotland. Usually blowing a gale or tipping it down."

	"Balmy," Brian muttered under his breath. "It's Scotland. This is practically tropical."

	I quietly trod on his foot while keeping my smile. "I'm Joana Snowdon, the photographer Lord Montgomery mentioned."

	Her eyes brightened. "A photographer! How marvellous. I'm Lady Philippa." She put one hand on her hip and angled her chin. "Would you prefer me here, or should I move for the light?"

	I managed not to laugh. "I'm afraid I haven't got my camera on me just now."

	She stayed posed anyway. Brian took the chance to retreat to a safe distance and mouthed "thank you" at me over her shoulder.

	"What a terrible shame," Lady Philippa sighed, abandoning the pose. She finally accepted no photography would be happening. "No camera? Then what good are you?"

	"I'm meeting potential clients tonight. We'd schedule the actual session for another day."

	"How disappointingly sensible. Everyone's so practical these days. No spontaneity." She sank into a nearby chair with astonishing grace for someone so thoroughly marinated in gin. "I'm very photogenic, you know. My ex-husband always said I could have been a model."

	"Your ex-husband had good taste," I said, taking the seat beside her.

	"Good taste, terrible morals. Bloody man never paid a penny after the divorce."

	"Have you been coming to these soirées long?"

	"Ages." She waved a hand. "Absolute ages. Though what good it's done me, I couldn't tell you. All the decent men are either dead or gay or poor." She leaned forward. "Or all three, in the case of my second cousin Monty."

	I made a sympathetic noise.

	"My ex-husband was here too, you know," she continued with a sour smile. "After our divorce, he came sniffing round for wife number two. Thirty years married, and then he announces he's 'found himself' and wants his freedom. Freedom! At sixty-seven!"

	"That must have been very difficult."

	"Difficult." A short, sharp laugh. "Try humiliating. Do you know what he gave me in the divorce? A cottage. After three decades managing his enormous draughty pile in the Shire, hosting his shooting parties, entertaining his tedious business associates… A cottage! He said I'd be 'adequately housed' and should be grateful. While he kept the main house, the London flat… Even the villa in Tuscany."

	"No alimony at all?"

	"Not a penny." Her fingers tightened round her glass. "And then he had the gall to show up here, parading himself in front of every wealthy widow in Scotland."

	"Did you want him back?" I asked, quietly.

	She seemed genuinely surprised by that. "I suppose I must have. Before he became so cruel." Her voice went quieter. "You know what he told me when he left? That I'd grown old while he was still young at heart." A short, bitter sound. "Young at heart. The man could barely climb stairs without wheezing." She took a long sip of her drink. "Serves him right, being thrown from that horse. Poetic justice."

	I gave a polite nod, though I wasn't really listening anymore. Thrown from a horse. Was Lady Philippa the Viscount's ex-wife? I was still trying to find a way to ask when she glanced across the garden and sat up straighter.

	"Oh, Archie's back," she said, smoothing her hair. "Sir Archibald." She greeted him with a voice that was more steady now. "How lovely to see you."

	I turned. Sir Archibald Fortescue was walking towards us, moving with more purpose than I'd expected, barely leaning on his cane. I found myself wondering whether he'd just taken something. Pills, perhaps, from wherever he'd actually been when he'd excused himself earlier.

	"Lady Philippa." He nodded, then glanced at me. "I hope I'm not interrupting."

	"Not at all," I said. "We were just talking about photography."

	He looked at Philippa for a moment. "Would you mind if I spoke with Lady Philippa? I shan't keep her long." He paused before turning away. "We should arrange that photo session, Ms. Snowdon. Perhaps next week? The Highland light at Shieldbrae is particularly good in the mornings."

	"I'd be delighted," I said.

	I watched them go. They fell into step with each other easily, talking without any of the formality Sir Archibald had been performing all evening. Which was odd, given what he'd said earlier about Lady Philippa's supposed lack of dignity. Perhaps I'd misread him. Or maybe I just didn't understand how aristocratic Highland courtship worked.
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CHAPTER 12 
THE WIDOW

	We escaped from Craigenthistle Castle at an hour when Brian would normally need a serious push just to open his eyes. Well before breakfast. As we drove out through the gates, the sun was only beginning to rise. My eyes felt gritty from lack of sleep. Brian sat beside me looking tired but also, for the first time since we'd arrived, relieved.

	"I never thought I'd say this," he mumbled with a yawn, "but I'd rather skip a meal than deal with the Dowager Marchioness and her wandering hands again. There are limits to what I'll put up with for a decent vegan breakfast."

	"A historical moment," I noted. "Brian Goodfellow voluntarily skipped a meal. Should I alert the media?"

	"Mock all you want. You weren't the one being sized up like the last chocolate digestive at a Weight Watchers meeting." He shuddered dramatically. "I swear that woman was mentally measuring me for a husband costume."

	"I think the technical term is 'wedding suit,' but yes, she did seem rather taken with you."

	After a night in that castle, cold draughts in the halls and Brian telling ghost stories until two in the morning, I'd been missing my cottage in Cruden Bay. At home, the only thing that might haunt me was the kettle refusing to boil.

	By the time we pulled into my driveway, Brian had remembered he had a stomach. "I'm actually starting to hear my internal organs plotting a revolt," he announced as we walked through the front door.

	"The kitchen is that way," I said, hanging up my jacket. "Feel free to make yourself useful while I have a quick shower."

	Twenty minutes later, I came out of the bathroom and found Brian at my dining table. He had swapped his colonial administrator outfit for jeans and a hoodie that said 'I Don't Eat Anything That Poops.' Naturally, he hadn't made breakfast for us, just a nut bar for himself. His laptop was open, and he was scrolling.

	"You look more comfortable," I observed, heading to the kitchen to start breakfast. "No more Downton Abbey cosplay?"

	"God, no." Brian pulled on his hoodie with obvious relief. "Do you know how exhausting it is to maintain proper posture all the time? My vertebrae feel like they've been through boot camp."

	I grabbed a frying pan and started making our usual post-investigation breakfast: scrambled tofu with spinach and tomatoes, plus some vegan sausages.

	"Find anything interesting?" I asked, pointing towards his laptop with my spatula.

	"You should see the nonsense these tabloids write about the minor royals. Lady Something-or-Other is apparently on her third husband, and Lord Whatshisname's daughter was seen barely dressed, dancing on a pub table somewhere in London." He scrolled down and then sat up straighter. "Wait, here's something that might actually help us. I've found Lady Philippa."

	"Let me guess. She's the ex-wife of our unfortunate Viscount?"

	Brian blinked at me. "How did you –"

	"She told me herself, more or less. Between gin and tonics, she mentioned her ex-husband being thrown from a horse. Not exactly subtle." I flipped the tofu in the pan. "What else did you find?"

	"Well, they divorced two years ago, and it was a big scandal among the upper class." Brian turned his laptop so I could see. "The Viscount was known for having affairs. He got bored with Philippa and wanted out after thirty years of marriage. Classic midlife crisis, except he was already well into his retirement years."

	"Men," I muttered, shaking my head.

	"But here's the interesting part." Brian clicked to another tab. "In recent interviews, Philippa keeps talking about hoping for reconciliation. Listen to this: 'The Viscount and I have our differences, but true love endures. I have every hope that we'll find our way back to each other soon.'"

	"Hmm." I dished up breakfast and brought the plates to the table. "That doesn't match her gin-fuelled rant about how he deserved what he got."

	"Exactly! And it gets better." Brian kept scrolling, taking his plate without looking away from the screen. "The Viscount gave an interview just a month before his accident, saying he was 'excited about the prospect of remarrying' and 'looking forward to a new chapter.'"

	"I'm guessing that new chapter didn't include Philippa."

	"Not even in the footnotes." Brian scooped up some tofu and spoke with his mouth full. "But after his accident, she's suddenly everywhere, giving interviews and acting like the grieving widow. Not ex-wife, widow. Look at this: 'My beloved Alistair's tragic passing has left me utterly bereft.' Bereft! Who actually says that?"

	"Probably someone who wants to sound like they're from a Victorian novel," I said, poking at my scrambled tofu. "So now she gets everything?"

	"Everything," Brian confirmed. "The Highland estate, the London flat, the villa in Tuscany. All of it."

	"So he died before he could change his will?"

	"Apparently. And in every interview, she keeps saying things like 'Alistair always wanted me to have security' and 'he'd be pleased to know I'm taken care of.'" Brian rolled his eyes so much I thought they might get stuck. "Pretty convenient story, right?"

	"She goes from humiliated and financially diminished to a wealthy widow with restored social standing," I said. "That's quite the motive."

	"And all it took was a little tampering with a saddle." Brian paused with his fork in the air. "You think she did it?"

	"She certainly had reason to," I said, taking a sip of tea. "And she practically admitted to me that she was glad he died. Though I'm not sure someone that drunk on gin would have the manual dexterity to cut saddle straps with such precision."

	"Maybe she hired someone? Or maybe she sobered up for murder?"

	I shrugged. "It's definitely better for her reputation to be the grieving widow instead of the abandoned ex-wife."

	Brian pushed his now-empty plate aside. "Do we have enough to take to Fraser yet? Technically, we've got one victim with a tampered saddle and an ex-wife with a massive inheritance motive."

	"It's compelling," I agreed, "but we're still missing connections. Why would Philippa also target Eugenia Featherstonehaugh? And what about Georgiana's car? There has to be more to this than just one woman's revenge."

	Brian nodded, then suddenly grinned. "You know what this means, right? We need to keep investigating. More aristocratic parties, more fancy breakfasts, more…"

	"More elderly women trying to adopt you as husband number three?"

	The horrified look on his face almost made the sleepless night worth it. "On second thought," he backtracked quickly, "maybe we should just tell Fraser what we know and let the real police handle the rest."

	"Now there's a sensible idea," I said, standing to clear our plates. "I never thought I'd see the day."
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CHAPTER 13 
THE INVITATION CARD

	I called Fraser while Brian was in the shower and told him everything we'd learned about Lady Philippa's oddly timed inheritance. He was more patient than usual, only interrupting twice to confirm dates. When I finished, he said, "Leave the rest to actual police work. And try not to get killed before we make an arrest." He hung up without yelling or threatening deportation. I took that as a sign our frenemy status was improving.

	Brian emerged from the bathroom towelling his hair, looking considerably cheerier now that he was fed and clean, and no longer at risk of being adopted by an intoxicated aristocrat. "Fraser is going to arrest the vengeful ex-wife?"

	"Maybe not arresting just yet. He's going to 'pursue all appropriate lines of inquiry,' which I believe is police-speak for 'yes, I'm going to question her, but I'm not about to admit you helped.'"

	Brian flopped onto the sofa, phone in hand. "Fair enough. As long as – oh God." He stared at his screen with the expression of a man watching his own house slide into a bog. "They've found me." He showed me his phone. His Instagram was full of messages. "'Dearest Brian, do hope you'll attend next weekend's soirée. Lord Montgomery has planned a marvellous croquet tournament.'" I scrolled. "'Mr. Goodfellow, I've been thinking about your delightful insights on social media strategy.' And – oh no – 'My darling boy, I've had my chef prepare vegan scones specially for your next visit.'"

	I laughed. I couldn't help it.

	"It's not funny! The Dowager's included a photo of herself holding her Chihuahua." He shuddered. "And apparently Lord Montgomery's planning soirées every weekend through May to raise money for chapel renovations."

	"Well, unless Fraser specifically orders us back, I think we can leave the aristocracy to their own devices."

	"Thank God." Brian let out a long breath. "I'm not sure my waistcoat collection could handle the strain."

	We spent the rest of the day making the cottage more liveable. I worked through the last of the moving boxes while Brian, naturally, focused on what he considered the more pressing matter: turning my perfectly functional home into a "smart home."

	"Just think," he enthused, surrounded by a small disaster of wires and white boxes, "you'll be able to control everything from your phone. Lights, heating, music… even the kettle!"

	"The kettle works perfectly well with the switch on the side," I pointed out, arranging books on the shelves he'd installed earlier. Slightly wonky, but structurally committed. "And why would I want to turn the lights on with my phone when the switch is right there by the door?"

	Brian looked at me pityingly.  "That's so twentieth century, Joana. Welcome to the future. "

	Two hours later, the future looked decidedly ominous. The lights flickered. The heating had decided thirty degrees was appropriate for May. And a cheerful American voice kept announcing "Front door locked" at random intervals, apparently for its own entertainment.

	"I think it's almost working," Brian said, tapping frantically at his phone.

	"Almost?"

	"Minor calibration issues."

	We went outside for some air. The moment we stepped onto the path, there was a crisp click from the front door, followed by the same joyful voice declaring it safely locked.

	"Please tell me you have the keys," Brian said slowly.

	I patted my pockets. Empty. "They're on the kitchen counter. Next to your phone."

	Brian closed his eyes. "The phone with the door-unlocking app on it?"

	"That would be the one."

	We looked at each other. Then we both started laughing.

	 "Smart home, you said. Makes life easier, you said. "

	"In my defence," Brian protested, "this is clearly the fault of inferior Scottish Wi-Fi."

	We were still debating whether smashing your own window constituted a crime when my phone pinged. A message from Georgiana Montford. She needed to speak with me urgently about something important and was inviting me to her estate, The Revels, near Banchory.

	"Rescued from your bitter revenge by aristocratic drama," Brian said, as we climbed into my car, having regained entry to the cottage via my neighbour's ladder and a bathroom window I'd had thankfully forgotten to latch.

	The drive to Banchory took about an hour. Brian alternated between researching The Revels on his phone and making increasingly desperate attempts to reset whatever he'd done to my heating remotely.

	"Apparently it was quite the party house in the sixties," he informed me as we turned onto a winding private road. "Known for its… interesting garden sculptures."

	The moment I saw The Revels, I understood why Georgiana was so anxious about keeping up appearances. The house had once been elegant. Now paint peeled from the window frames, the shutters leaned at unhappy angles, weeds owned the gravel driveway. The Morgan parked out front was burgundy under the scratches, though only just.

	Georgiana met us at the door with the same flair she'd shown at the soirée, though her silk scarf looked more worn in full daylight and her statement jewellery had lost its argument with the afternoon light. "Thank you for coming." She led us through a hall where dust covers sat over furniture that had probably been sold but not yet collected. "The garden is pleasanter for conversation."

	Brian's eyes went wide the moment we stepped outside. "Oh my. Those are… anatomically detailed."

	The garden was populated with an extraordinary collection of stone figures in various states of undress and poses that would have raised eyebrows at the British Museum. Brian immediately wandered off with his phone, clearly planning a series of Instagram posts that would confuse his followers enormously.

	"Victorian reproductions of classical works," Georgiana explained, noticing my expression. "My great-grandfather had rather liberal tastes."

	We settled on a stone bench while Brian gleefully photographed himself next to a particularly uninhibited faun.

	"I hear you've been asking questions," Georgiana began without preamble. "About Eugenia. About the Viscount. There's talk, you know. In our circles."

	"Brian and I are helping DCI Fraser with some discreet enquiries."

	She nodded slowly. "That's why I asked you here. The day I found my car damaged, something else arrived. By post." She reached into her handbag and took out an envelope with a black border. "This."

	At first glance it looked like an invitation to the Hearts and Houses Soirée. It was not. The design was lifted from a newspaper death notice, and across the top, in bold black letters: It is With Deep Sorrow We Announce the Loss of Lady Georgiana.

	"Good lord," I said. "When did this arrive?"

	"The same day I found the car." She turned her rings round and round on her fingers. "I thought it was a nasty prank at first. Then I heard you were looking into the deaths…"

	Brian had finally torn himself away from the statues and joined us, peering over my shoulder. "May I?" He took the card and turned it over carefully. "Laser-printed. Not done professionally, not the way the regular invitations are."

	"A warning," I said.

	"Quite an elaborate one."

	I photographed both sides of the card and envelope. "Did anyone else receive something similar? Eugenia or the Viscount, perhaps?"

	Georgiana shook her head. "I don't know. I haven't dared ask. It would mean admitting I received one, and that would be…" She didn't finish, but she didn't need to. In her world, being targeted was almost as socially damaging as being poor.

	"May I keep this?" I was already thinking about Fraser.

	"Please do." She gave a small shudder. "I want nothing more to do with it. Or with those awful soirées. I think my life is more valuable than finding a wealthy husband."

	I put the card in my bag.

	"Do you think we should call Mary?" I asked Brian as we walked to my car. "The housekeeper at the Featherstonehaugh house. She might know if Eugenia received something similar before she died."

	"Good idea." Brian was already reaching for his phone. "I've got her number from when we visited. She said I could ring when I wanted the shortbread recipe."

	He was already dialling as I steered us back onto the narrow road.

	"Mary? Hi, it's Brian Goodfellow. We met the other day." A pause, then a smile. "Yes, the vegan one. Listen, I wanted to ask you something. Did Lady Eugenia ever receive a black-bordered envelope, looked like a funeral announcement but might have been styled as an invitation?"

	I watched his face out of the corner of my eye.

	"I see. And you're sure it came after she passed? Right. And you thought it was just – yes. That makes sense." He was nodding. "And what happened to it? Disposed of. Right."

	When he hung up, I waited.

	"Mary says there was something like that," Brian said, "but it arrived after Eugenia died. They assumed it was a funeral invitation and threw it away. Didn't seem important at the time."

	"So she might have had one too," I said, tapping my fingers on the steering wheel. "And it arrived too late."

	"Should we swing past Aberdeen and show this to Fraser?" Brian pointed at my bag with the card.

	"Definitely. This can't wait." I switched on the indicator and took the next turn for Aberdeen.

	We drove in silence for a while. Brian broke it first.

	"Do you think they're connected? The cards and the murders?"

	"I'd bet your last chocolate digestive on it. Too specific to be coincidence."

	"But why?" Brian frowned. "What connects Eugenia, the Viscount, and Georgiana? Apart from the obvious wealth-and-title business."

	"The Hearts and Houses Soirées."
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CHAPTER 14 
THE SHOUTING

	I kept thinking about Georgiana's black-bordered card as we drove back to the Viscount's estate. Last time we'd been to the stables and seen the tampered saddle. Now we wanted to know if he'd received a similar death notice before the accident. I turned onto the gravel drive, the tyres crunching in a way that always made a place sound more impressive than it looked.

	The main house was exactly as I'd imagined from the stables visit. Georgian, plain-faced, solid, with rough stone walls and tall windows. The front door was painted a dark green that looked freshly done, which felt faintly optimistic given the circumstances.

	Brian rapped the heavy bronze door knocker, shaped like a rearing horse. "What if no one's home? The Viscount is dead, after all."

	"Country estates don't close up just because the owner dies. There are still staff, paperwork, and someone will take over eventually."

	A woman in her thirties opened the door. Sensible trousers, navy jumper, no uniform. Her brown hair was back in a ponytail and she looked more curious than cautious, which was a promising start.

	"Can I help you?"

	"I'm Joana Snowdon, this is Brian Goodfellow. We're making some enquiries on behalf of DCI Fraser. Looking into some unusual circumstances around the Hearts and Houses Soirées. We've already spoken with Charlie at the stables about the Viscount's accident."

	Her face opened up. "Oh, you're the ones who found out about the saddle. Charlie told me. I'm Wendy. Housekeeper, though 'estate manager' is more accurate these days." She stood aside. "Come in. The staff sitting room is far more comfortable, the main rooms are all under dust sheets until the inheritance is sorted."

	We followed her through the house. The furniture under white sheets gave the place a vaguely spectral feeling, all those familiar shapes made strange. The staff sitting room was a different matter: worn armchairs, a small television, a shelf of paperbacks with their spines creased from actual reading.

	"Tea?" Wendy asked.

	"Lovely, thank you."

	Brian was already eyeing the kitchen door. "Is the cook around? I have a few questions about the Viscount's… eating habits."

	Wendy smiled. "Mrs MacPherson's just finishing up for tomorrow. I'm sure she'd be happy to answer questions over a scone or two."

	Brian was gone before she finished the sentence.

	I gave Wendy an apologetic look. "If he's not back in twenty minutes, you might want to check whether he's eaten the week's baking."

	She laughed. "He's all right. Mrs MacPherson likes having someone who genuinely appreciates the work." She poured tea into proper mugs, not the good china. "So… What exactly are you investigating?"

	I told her about the black-bordered card Georgiana had received and what we suspected it might mean.

	Wendy set her mug down. "You think someone is deliberately going after these people? And warn them beforehand?"

	"It's a theory. That's why we wanted to know if the Viscount received anything similar, before or after the accident."

	"I handled all his mail. Nothing like that ever came across my desk." She paused. "But there was trouble here the day before he died."

	"What sort of trouble?"

	"Lady Philippa showed up, absolutely furious." Wendy turned her mug in her hands. "The Viscount had rung her that morning to say he'd met someone at the soirées. Called that one his 'soul mate.' Said he wanted to end things cleanly and settle all financial matters because he was planning to propose."

	"That must have gone down well," I muttered.

	"About as well as you'd expect." Wendy made a face at the memory. "She arrived in the afternoon, already well into the gin, and shouted about betrayal and thirty wasted years. Called him every name she could manage." Wendy paused. "Then she started making rather cruel comments about his health. Said no young trophy wife would want a man who needed pills just to… well, you know."

	I nodded, understanding perfectly. "Did she threaten him directly?"

	"Not in so many words. She said he'd regret it, that he'd come crawling back when the new woman left him the moment he got ill, and that she'd be the one stuck looking after him." Wendy shook her head. "Charlie walked her out eventually. She was still at it as she went down the drive."

	The next morning, the Viscount went for his ride and didn't come back.

	"Could Lady Philippa have got into the stables unsupervised?" I asked.

	"Easily. The stables are always open – the horses need tending at all hours. She kept her own horse here for years when they were married. She knew the tack room, knew where everything was kept, knew which saddle was his."

	"And she'd know how to cut a girth strap so it would hold just long enough."

	"She competed in dressage for years," Wendy agreed. "She'd know exactly what she was doing."

	Brian reappeared through the kitchen door. "Mrs MacPherson is a genius. Genuinely."

	"Did she tell you anything useful, or was it purely a scone-based visit?"

	"Both." He settled into an armchair. "Lady Philippa came to the kitchen that evening asking for a bottle of gin. Said the one in the drawing room was empty."

	"That's true," Wendy nodded. "She'd had plenty of it. Explains the shouting. Not the kind of language you'd expect from a lady."

	"Could you show me the Viscount's study?" I asked. "If he received anything like the card Georgiana got, it would probably be in there."

	The study was at the back of the house, a large mahogany desk at its centre, the surface clear and ordered. Wendy pulled out a stack of recent letters from the top drawer.

	"Everything from the last month," she said, spreading it across the desk.

	We worked through the pile. Bills, charity invitations, a note from his solicitor, a few letters from friends. Nothing with a black border. Nothing that matched.

	"Maybe he didn't receive one," Brian said.

	Maybe. Or he had, and it had disappeared after his death. Perhaps Lady Philippa took it. I couldn't quite let go of the feeling that we were missing something. If Lady Philippa killed the Viscount out of jealousy, that was one thing. But how did that tie in with Eugenia's poisoning? And why would anyone send Georgiana a warning card?

	As Wendy showed us out, I noticed she didn't fuss or perform. She cared about the house and the people in it, that much was obvious, and she'd got on with things even with the Viscount gone and the future of the estate unclear.

	"Do you know who he was planning to propose to?" I asked at the door.

	"He never told me a name. Just said she was elegant and capable. Understood what running an estate actually involved."

	"Thank you, Wendy. You've been a real help."

	"Any time." She smiled.

	As we walked back to the car, Brian nudged me. "Lady Philippa is looking more and more like our killer, isn't she?"

	She was. The motive, the timing, the knowledge of the stables, the fact that she'd been there the evening before. It made a tidy case. 
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CHAPTER 15 
THE FINGERPRINTS

	I waited until we were past the estate gates before calling Fraser. He had a talent for taking all the credit and criticising the methods, in that order. I put him on speaker while I drove down the narrow lane. Brian, knowing how loud Fraser could get, kept his finger ready on the volume button, just in case.

	"Snowdon." Fraser answered. "This had better be important."

	"We've come across something at the Viscount's," I said. "The housekeeper told us Lady Philippa was there the day before he died. Having words with him about his new lady friend."

	"And this is news because…?"

	"Because she was drunk, angry, and knows how to handle riding equipment. She also had access to the stables while everyone was busy listening to her row with the Viscount."

	Brian leaned towards the phone. "And the kitchen staff saw her hunting for more gin. Wandering the house on her own."

	Fraser paused. The kind of pause where you could almost hear him deciding whether he could get away with ignoring us.

	"Why didn't the housekeeper tell us this during the initial investigation?" he demanded.

	"Perhaps because you're so warm and approachable?" I said. "Or maybe people just find it easier to talk to someone who doesn't turn up with a warrant and an attitude."

	"That's precisely why I asked for your help in the first place," Fraser grumbled, apparently not noticing he was proving my point.

	"I'm not hearing much gratitude," Brian said. "A simple 'thank you, Joana and Brian' wouldn't kill you."

	"Thank you for doing what I specifically asked you to do," Fraser replied. "Now. The black-bordered card. Did the Viscount receive one?"

	"Not that we could find," I said. "Wendy showed us all his recent post."

	"Interesting." He was actually thinking it over rather than brushing it aside. Progress. "I'll send officers back to the Viscount's stable. Properly, this time. If anything turns up linking our gin lady to the place, we'll have grounds to bring her in officially. Lord Montgomery tells me Lady Philippa will be at the next soirée this weekend."

	We agreed to meet at Craigenthistle Castle in two days. The moment the call ended, Brian was already scrolling.

	"What are you looking at?" I asked, indicating to take the turn towards Cruden Bay.

	"Deciding what to wear." He flipped through an online catalogue of deeply unfortunate t-shirts. "My beige suit got too much aristocratic attention last time. I need something that says 'unavailable.'"

	"Normal shirt and trousers not sending that message?"

	"Normal doesn't send any message."

	Two days later, I stood in my living room and stared at Brian. The dark trousers were fine. The shirt was not. Black, long-sleeved, the words "Calm Down, Ladies. I'm Taken" in large white letters across the chest, and underneath them, a heart made from badly drawn vegetables.

	"You cannot be serious," I said. I pinched the bridge of my nose, then quickly dropped my hand in shock when I realised I probably looked just like Fraser. "You're wearing that to a high-society event?"

	Brian examined himself in the hallway mirror, pleased with what he saw. "It's perfect. Clear, direct, and it represents my vegan principles. Plus, it'll keep the Dowager and her wandering hands at a safe distance."

	"It'll keep everyone at a safe distance. Anyone with functioning eyesight."

	"Exactly. Job done."

	I sighed. "Let's just go."

	Fraser and Murray were already waiting outside Craigenthistle Castle when we arrived. Murray wore a surprisingly traditional kilt, all the right accessories, entirely credible. Fraser was in a tailored suit, tall and sharp, and I caught myself thinking he looked rather handsome when he wasn't scowling, then quickly pushed the thought away.

	When Brian got out of the car, Fraser's eyes went straight to the shirt. He pressed his lips together and turned away. Wise.

	Murray had no such instinct for self-preservation. "Nice shirt!" He studied the vegetable heart with every appearance of genuine curiosity. "I'm not sure that's entirely correct, though. Broccoli doesn't usually grow near the ventricles, does it?"

	"It's a metaphorical heart," Brian explained, with great patience.

	"Ah, right." Murray nodded. "To show you're full of vitamin K!"

	Fraser cleared his throat. "If we could focus on the investigation rather than Goodfellow's wardrobe choices?"

	We all turned.

	"The plan," he went on, scanning the entrance to make sure nobody was close enough to hear, "is for me to conduct a formal police interview with Lady Philippa, while you two maintain your cover as photographers."

	"And me, sir?" Murray asked.

	"You," Fraser said, each word placed with care, "will stay quiet unless directly spoken to. The last thing we need is you telling Lady Philippa she's in hot soup."

	"Hot water," Murray corrected cheerfully. "Though soup might actually be worse, depending on the temperature and what was in it."

	Fraser closed his eyes. He opened them again. Maybe he hoped, but Murray was still there.

	"Perhaps we should find Lady Philippa before the event gets busy," I suggested.

	We found her at the outdoor bar, gin and tonic already on the go. Expensive blue dress, perfect posture. Nothing about her read as a woman who'd recently killed her ex-husband.

	Fraser walked over directly, the rest of us trailing behind him.

	"Lady Philippa Carrington? DCI Fraser, Police Scotland. I'd like to ask you a few questions about your ex-husband's death."

	She barely glanced at him. "I've already spoken to the police. I was nowhere near Alistair when he had his accident."

	"But you were at his estate the day before."

	"Was I?" She took a slow sip of her drink. "I don't recall."

	I stepped forward. "The housekeeper remembers you quite clearly. You were upset about his new relationship."

	Fraser gave me a look. The one that means stop talking. I ignored it. Lady Philippa's eyes sharpened as she turned to me. "And who might you be?"

	"Joana Snowdon. We met at the last soirée. You were explaining how your ex-husband deserved everything he got."

	Her grip tightened around the glass. "I don't know what you're talking about."

	"We also know you're familiar with his stables," I continued. "You kept your own horse there during the marriage. You'd know exactly how to tamper with a saddle strap."

	"This is absurd," she spluttered. "I had nothing to do with Alistair's accident."

	Fraser produced his trump card. "We've tested all potential cutting implements at the Viscount's residence. Your fingerprints were found on a knife in the tack room. It corresponds precisely to the cutting pattern on the saddle straps."

	She went pale. "My fingerprints?"

	"Already on file," Fraser said. "Your drink-driving incident last year."

	For a moment, she looked ready to continue denying everything. Then something went out of her. Her shoulders dropped, and she downed the rest of her gin in one go.

	"I didn't mean to kill him," she said quietly. "I just wanted to frighten him. Give him a fall… Nothing serious. Enough that he'd need looking after."

	"Looking after by you," I said.

	She nodded, not meeting anyone's eyes. "If he was injured, I thought the new one would leave. Move on to some other wealthy old fool. And he'd realise he needed me."

	"So you cut the straps," Fraser said.

	"Just a little bit. Not fully, mind you." The voice had gone flat. "I was drunk. I wasn't thinking clearly. I did not mean for him to die."

	I thought of the black-bordered card. "What about the warning cards? Did you send those?"

	She looked genuinely baffled. "Warning cards? What are you talking about?"

	Before I could explain, Fraser nodded to Murray. "DC Murray. Let the officers outside know we're ready."

	Murray went. Lady Philippa seemed to contract further into herself.

	"I loved him, you know," she said softly. "Even after everything. I just wanted him back."

	She was led away a few minutes later. Her confession explained the Viscount's death. But it left Eugenia's poisoning entirely untouched. If Lady Philippa hadn't sent the warning cards, who had? And how did any of it connect?
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CHAPTER 16 
THE DOUBT

	We all stood there and watched the police car carry Lady Philippa away. In the back seat, she looked somehow diminished, her spine still straight but the grandeur entirely gone. Lord Montgomery hurried after the officers, saying something low and urgent about discretion. He seemed more worried about his soirées than anything else.

	"Well, this certainly puts a damper on the tinder for toffs," Brian said, rocking back on his heels with a pleased grin. "I'm guessing the matchmaking success rate takes a bit of a nosedive when the participants start murdering each other."

	Fraser turned to him. Not even slightly amused. "It's not a joke, Goodfellow. Someone has died. Lady Philippa will end up in prison."

	"I'm just saying," Brian pressed on, "Lord Montgomery might want to add a screening question to his application form. Something like: 'Do you plan to murder any of your potential matches? Circle yes or no.'"

	"That's enough." Fraser's voice dropped to the register he used when genuinely warning people. "This is exactly why civilians shouldn't get involved in police work."

	"Oh, come on." Brian folded his arms. "You wouldn't have even questioned Philippa if we hadn't found out about her visit to the estate."

	I stepped between them before Fraser could respond. "Perhaps we should carry on inside?"

	Lord Montgomery returned, looking somewhat frazzled but still impeccably buttoned. "Indeed. Please, join me in the saloon. One believes we could all use a drink after… that unpleasantness."

	We followed him through the grand entrance hall and into the 'small saloon,' a room easily large enough for thirty but currently occupied only by us. Findlay materialised almost immediately, as if Lord Montgomery had a bell wired directly to his ankle.

	"Tea for the lady and gentlemen," Lord Montgomery instructed, "and a Laphroaig for me. Make it a double."

	"Very good, sir." Findlay glided away, back so straight you could have rested a book on his shoulders.

	Lord Montgomery dropped into a leather armchair. "This is an absolute catastrophe. Lady Philippa Carrington arrested at one of my events. The scandal will be unbearable."

	"At least it's solved," Fraser said, adjusting his cuffs. "Lady Philippa killed her ex-husband in a fit of jealous rage."

	"And Eugenia Featherstonehaugh?" I asked. "You think she killed her, too?"

	"Obviously." Fraser's tone implied that questioning him was roughly equivalent to questioning the tides. "Philippa was jealous of any woman who caught her ex-husband's attention. She eliminated the competition."

	I frowned. "But she only confessed to cut the saddle. She didn't mention Eugenia at all."

	"One confession at a time," Fraser said. "She'll break down during my formal questioning. They always do."

	Findlay returned with a silver tea tray and a generous tumbler of amber whisky. Lord Montgomery accepted with visible relief.

	"Lord Montgomery," Fraser continued, "was there any connection between Eugenia Featherstonehaugh and Viscount Carrington that you're aware of?"

	Lord Montgomery took a long, considered sip before answering. "Well, they were both regulars at my soirées. Alistair seemed particularly attentive to Eugenia at several gatherings. They often sat together during tea, engaged in quite intimate conversation."

	"So they were romantically involved," Fraser concluded.

	"I wouldn't go that far," Lord Montgomery hedged. "But they certainly seemed to enjoy each other's company."

	"There you have it." Fraser sat back. "Lady Philippa discovered her ex-husband was interested in Eugenia and decided to remove her. The poison was simply a different method."

	I wasn't convinced. "But what about Georgiana Montford? Her car was vandalised."

	"And what about the birthday cards?" Murray interjected helpfully.

	Fraser frowned. "Birthday cards?"

	"I think he means the invitations that looked like death notices," I said. "Georgiana received one. We presume Eugenia did too, though the Viscount apparently didn't."

	"Those are likely unrelated," Fraser insisted. "Malicious pranks from someone with a grudge against the soirée guests."

	Brian finally spoke up. "You know, Fraser, I've noticed a pattern. Joana's usually right about these things, and you're usually… how do I put this delicately? Spectacularly wrong until the very last minute."

	Fraser's face darkened considerably. "I have solved this case based on concrete evidence and a confession. Not amateur speculation."

	"But the warning cards–" I began.

	"Are not my concern!" Fraser snapped. "I deal in facts, Snowdon. Fingerprints on a knife. A confession. Not mysterious cards that may or may not have anything to do with any of this."

	Lord Montgomery noticed the atmosphere in the room and did his best to steer away from it. "Well, I for one am relieved this matter has been resolved. The Hearts and Houses Soirées can continue without this dark cloud hanging over them."

	"You're planning more events?" Brian asked.

	"Oh, absolutely." Lord Montgomery brightened at once. "Now that the bad influence has been removed, we can resume properly. I'm already planning a midsummer ball for June."

	Murray nodded eagerly. "And the Detective Superintendent will be over the moon. His golf partners won't be getting murdered anymore, so they won't ban him from the club." He paused, frowning to himself. "Then again, I suppose the club won't be able to ban him if all the sponsors are dead. Every cloud has a silver bridge, as they say."

	Fraser pinched the bridge of his nose.

	"I suppose your explanation does make the most sense," I said, mostly to move us along. "Lady Philippa had motive and opportunity for both murders."

	We gathered our things, and Lord Montgomery walked us to the door himself. He seemed considerably lighter now, thanks to the whisky and the prospect of his social calendar returning to normal.

	"Thank you all for your discretion," he said, shaking Fraser's hand. "I can't tell you how important these soirées are to the local community. The aristocratic community, naturally."

	As Brian, Fraser, and Murray walked ahead towards the cars, I turned back to Lord Montgomery with one last question.

	"Was there any connection between Georgiana Montford and the Viscount? Any reason Lady Philippa might have seen her as competition?"

	Lord Montgomery let out a genuine laugh. "Good heavens, no. Quite the opposite. They couldn't stand each other. Alistair thought Georgiana was frightfully common, despite her title. He once told me he'd rather date his cleaning lady than set foot in her 'ramshackle excuse for an estate' with those 'indecent sculptures' she refuses to remove from the garden."

	I thanked him and joined Brian at the car.

	"You're doing that thing with your eyebrows," Brian said as we pulled away from the castle. "The thing that means you think Fraser has got it completely wrong."

	"If Lady Philippa killed the Viscount and Eugenia out of jealousy," I said, concentrating on the winding road, "why would she threaten Georgiana? There was no romantic connection there at all."

	"Maybe Georgiana has really good gin?" Brian suggested. "Lady Philippa did seem rather fond of the stuff."

	I glanced at him. "Yes, that must be it. A killing spree, all for the Bombay Sapphire."

	He shrugged. "You never know with the aristocracy. Their devotion to drinking does border on the religious."

	But as we drove back to Cruden Bay, I couldn't shake the feeling that we were missing something. If Lady Philippa hadn't sent that warning card to Georgiana and Eugenia, then who did? And why?
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CHAPTER 17 
THE SNOWFELLOWS

	Three weeks of actual peace. Brian had gone back to London. Fraser had stopped ringing. No more bodies turning up on Scottish country estates, no more soirées, no more aristocrats, no more Brian chaos. The cottage had started to look like somewhere a person might actually live rather than a staging post for cardboard boxes. I'd even joined the local photographers' club. They'd received me with the full force of Scottish reserve, then warmed up considerably the moment I mentioned I knew someone at National Geographic. For a brief, pleasant stretch, life looked exactly as I'd imagined it when I first thought about moving here. I should have known it better.

	Yesterday, my phone had rung just as I was levelling the bookshelves Brian had put up at an angle that clearly hadn't seen a spirit level. "I'm at Aberdeen airport!" he'd announced, without so much as a hello. "Come and get me!"

	"What are you doing in Aberdeen?" I asked.

	"Filming the simmer dim with my drone, of course," he replied, as though this were self-evident. "These long June evenings are brilliant for capturing the midnight glow. My YouTube channel is going to explode with likes!"

	I drove the thirty-five minutes to the airport, already fairly sure there was more to it than drone footage. Brian had never shown the slightest interest in Scotland's natural wonders unless they were within walking distance of a vegan bakery.

	Now he was stretched out across my conservatory sofa, fiddling with the drone and pretending not to notice my expression.

	"All right, out with it," I said, setting a cup of tea next to him. "The real reason. And if you say 'simmer dim' again, I'll hide your battery."

	Brian looked up, hands pausing on the propellers. "London's boring without you," he admitted. "It's too quiet. There's no one to roll their eyes at my ideas or tell me my latest app is rubbish."

	"I'm touched," I said. And in a way I really was. "You came all the way to Scotland because you missed me telling you off?"

	"Well, that and my building's being fumigated," he grinned. "Bedbugs in 3B. The whole place smells like chemicals. Have you got anything to eat, by the way?"

	"And the truth appears." I shook my head, fighting a smile.

	A car engine outside cut the moment short. Through the conservatory window, I spotted a familiar black car pulling up. Fraser always parks with the same careful precision, never so much as a tyre on the verge.

	"Please tell me that's not who I think it is," Brian said, craning to look. "I only just got here."

	Fraser extracted himself from the driver's seat, looking deeply unimpressed with the morning. DC Murray, by contrast, was out before the car had fully stopped, practically bouncing on the garden path.

	"Brace yourself," I said. "Murray looks like he's about to combust."

	I hadn't even reached the front door when his voice carried across the garden.

	"Joana! There's been another murder! Another one! Fraser was wrong, you were right all about!"

	"Along," Fraser corrected, through his teeth. "And we don't know yet if it's murder."

	I opened the door. Murray rushed in. "It's true! The killer has struck again!"

	Fraser followed at a rather more dignified pace. "Good afternoon, Snowdon."

	"Fraser. Murray." I stepped back to let them through. "Tea?"

	"Love some," Murray beamed. "We've been driving for ages. My throat's like the bottom of a biscuit tin."

	"It was forty-five minutes," Fraser said. "Yes. Tea. Thank you."

	In the conservatory, Brian hadn't moved an inch. He was sprawled across the sofa, watching Fraser arrive with undisguised wariness.

	"Budge up," I told him, nudging his legs. "Unless you'd like our guests to sit on your drone?"

	Brian shifted, grumbling. "I was here first."

	Fraser picked a chair and sat down carefully, as if checking if it would hold him. Murray dropped happily onto the freed-up sofa.

	"So," I said. "Another death connected to the Hearts and Houses Soirées?"

	Fraser set his mug down. "Lady Lucinda Harrow. Found yesterday morning on her estate near Braemar. She was walking her dogs, apparently fell from a stile and broke her neck."

	"Apparently?"

	"The local police initially called it an accident," Fraser said. "But given recent events, they rang me when they discovered she'd attended Montgomery's soirées."

	"Told you so," Brian said, at a volume that was entirely intentional.

	Fraser's eye twitched. "The timing is… inconvenient."

	"Because Lady Philippa is still in custody," I said. "Which means she's innocent of at least some of this, and there's a second thread we missed."

	"She's denying any involvement in Eugenia Featherstonehaugh's death, or the damage to Georgiana Montford's car," Fraser admitted. "Emphatically. Her solicitor is being very persistent about it."

	Murray nodded eagerly. "He says we're barking up the wrong forest! And Lord Montgomery rang the Detective Superintendent in Edinburgh directly. He's worried nobody will come to his events if they think it's a death risk. Well, some of them took that risk and didn't come back out the other side of the tunnel, did they? You'd hope for a light at the end of the tunnel, but this one's got more of a –" He frowned. "What's the word. When the tunnel's just dark all the way through?" 

	"A problem," Fraser said flatly. 

	I looked at Fraser properly. Beneath the usual composure, there was something pinched around his eyes. "So you've come to ask for our help again."

	He put his mug down with some precision. "I'm afraid so, Snowdon." He quickly added, "Not to investigate, naturally. That's a matter for the police. But these people… they speak to you differently."

	"I did mention once that you might work on your communication skills."

	Fraser's lips pressed together. He let it go. "Whatever the reason, they talk to you. And right now, we need information."

	"Well." Brian sat up straighter. "Scotland's finest, admitting they need us again. Should I get business cards printed? 'Brian Goodfellow, Amateur Detective and Drone Expert, Approved By The Forces'?"

	"I asked for Snowdon's help," Fraser said. "Not yours. I'll admit I was surprised to find you here. I'd hoped you were safely back in England. Safe for us, I mean."

	"We're a package deal," I said. "Both of us or neither."

	Fraser looked at me for a moment, then exhaled slowly. "Fine. Can you two please work out why Aberdeenshire's elite keeps disappearing?"

	"The Detective Superintendent is absolutely furious," Murray added. "I heard him on the phone yesterday. He said if the chief doesn't crack this case, he'll be posted to some remote island where the only traffic is tractors and some sheep."

	"Thank you, Murray," Fraser said. "For sharing that."

	Murray beamed.

	"We'll sort it," I said, standing up.

	"Course we will!" Brian agreed, already reaching for his drone bag. "The Toff Killer doesn't stand a chance against Team Snowfellow!"

	I stared at him. "I'm sorry?"

	"Snowfellow," he repeated, with some pride. "Snowdon and Goodfellow. Our detective duo's name."

	"No. Absolutely not. Say it again and I'll leave you at the next crime scene."

	Fraser stood up, apparently deciding this was enough for his patience. "Lady Lucinda's estate manager is expecting you tomorrow morning. I trust you can find your own way to Braemar?"

	"We'll manage," I assured him. "You'd better get Murray out before he shares any more office secrets."

	"Good." He collected his coat. 

	Murray turned to Brian. "Do you know, the last time he shouted like that, three officers handed in their –"

	"Murray."

	"Right. Yes."

	As they pulled away down the lane, Brian was already on his phone. "How do you feel about 'The Highland Sleuths' instead?"

	"I feel like I'm going to hide your drone battery after all."

	 

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER 18 
THE DOG WALK

	As we drove into the Cairngorms, the landscape kept changing. Flat fields near the coast, then farmland on a gentle rise, then hills that started to look serious. Brian spent most of the journey alternating between taking blurry photos out the window and falling asleep against it. Whatever early-morning enthusiasm he'd arrived with had apparently not survived Inverurie.

	When we turned onto Lady Lucinda's private road, the heather took over. The peaks looked stern. It was the kind of view that ends up on shortbread tins sold to American or German tourists, and for once there was no rain to obscure it.

	"Are we nearly there yet?" Brian whined, for approximately the fourteenth time since Cruden Bay. "My legs are going numb."

	"Your mouth isn't, though."

	"That's different. My mouth runs on food deprivation anxiety, not blood flow."

	I steered through the winding drive. "Look. There's the house."

	Lady Lucinda's country house appeared after a sharp bend. Grey stone, built into the slope as though the hill had simply grown it. No turrets, no grand gates. Just a long gravel drive and a row of neat yews. No need to show off when you've had money for generations.

	A man in weathered work clothes was trimming hedges near the entrance. He straightened as we walked closer, removing his flat cap to reveal a deeply tanned face and thinning white hair.

	"You'll be the investigators," he called out. "DCI Fraser telephoned. I'm Baines. Head gardener."

	"Joana Snowdon." I shook his rough hand. "And this is Brian Goodfellow."

	Brian got out of the car and immediately slapped his neck. "What the – are those midges?"

	"Aye, bad this year," Baines nodded gravely. "Best follow me. Mind your step – ground's soft after yesterday's rain."

	We set off across the manicured lawn towards a path leading into rougher terrain. Brian's complaints started within ten seconds.

	"These were new trainers," he moaned, watching his pristine white shoes acquire a coating of Scottish countryside. "Nobody warned me there'd be mud. And these midges are eating me alive. Did they specifically evolve to target tourists?"

	"They can smell fear," I told him. "And people who've never left zone two in London."

	Baines led us along a well-worn path through a wildflower meadow and into a wooded stretch. "Lady Lucinda took this route every morning with her deerhounds. Never missed a day. The dogs are with her sister now. They've been howling since it happened, poor creatures."

	"How many did she have?" I asked, stepping over a puddle.

	"Three Scottish deerhounds. Beautiful animals, tall as your waist. She bred them herself." Baines shook his head sadly. "This way now, through this gap."

	We came out of the trees into a field edged by a dry-stone wall. A wooden stile was set into the wall, cordoned off with police tape. The top step was visibly broken, cracked wood jutting out against the grey stone.

	"This is where it happened," Baines said. "Found her myself. Came looking when the dogs came back without her."

	I studied the broken wood. "The police report said it was rotten?"

	Baines snorted. "Aye, that's what they said. Rotten my foot. I check these stiles every fortnight. Replace anything dodgy straight away. That step was solid oak, put in fresh this spring."

	Brian, who had been hovering at the edge, suddenly crouched down. Without asking, he lowered himself to sit in the mud and peered at the fragments scattered at the base. I held back a smile. Brian would complain endlessly about dirt, but the moment something caught his attention, he'd sit in a puddle without a second thought.

	"Hand me something to collect this with?" he called back.

	I passed him a handkerchief. I even found a clean one. He gathered some of the smaller pieces carefully, then stood up, knees caked.

	"Look at this." He held out the handkerchief. "See these fragments? Almost powdery. Uniform. These aren't splinters from a break."

	Baines leaned in. "That's sawdust."

	"Someone cut partway through the step," I said, examining the wood. "Just enough that it would give under her weight."

	Brian nodded, temporarily unbothered by the state of his knees. "And you said she took this route every morning?"

	"Aye, out with the dogs at half seven, over this stile, across the east field, back through the woods. Never varied." Baines paused. "Anyone who knew her habits would know she'd be crossing here."

	I caught Brian's eye. He gave a small nod.

	"Right," he said, looking down at himself. "I don't suppose there's a hosepipe somewhere?"

	Baines chuckled. "Back to the house. You can clean up there, and I'll introduce you to Mrs Campbell, she manages the household."

	We headed back along the path. Brian trailed behind, stopping every few steps to photograph his mud-caked trainers for his chronically underliked social media. I watched him aim his phone at a muddy patch, probably trying to make it look more dramatic than it was. 

	I left him to it and started thinking about the pattern. The tea: not guaranteed to kill, but it had. The scratched car: not fatal, but expensive and frightening. Now a stile, sawn almost through. None of it certain to kill. All of it plausibly deniable as bad luck or wear and tear. Two out of three had already killed someone. The third had put Georgiana in a state of expensive inconvenience. Whoever was behind this wasn't improvising.

	Back at the house, a woman met us at the door and took one look at Brian's legs.

	"For goodness' sake, Baines! I've just mopped these floors!" She turned to Brian with an expression that needed no explanation. "Stay on that mat."

	"Sorry, Mrs Fletcher," Baines said. "These folks are helping the police."

	Mrs Fletcher's expression shifted marginally. "Wipe your feet. Properly."

	While Brian stood obediently on the mat, I noticed a silver salver on the hall table, stacked with unopened post.

	"Has no one gone through Lady Lucinda's letters?" I asked.

	Mrs Fletcher returned with a towel and handed it to Brian. "Those all arrived the day she died. Poor lady never had the chance to read them. Her accident was early that morning."

	"Would you mind if I had a look?"

	A brief pause. "I suppose the solicitor's not coming until next week. Go ahead."

	I went through the pile slowly. Bills, a charity appeal, a letter in elaborate handwriting. And then, tucked under a garden centre catalogue, an envelope edged in black.

	Same heavy paper as the one Georgiana had received. No return address.

	Inside: a card laid out like a funeral announcement. Bold black type. It is With Deep Sorrow We Announce the Loss of Lady Lucinda Harrow.

	"Brian."

	He crossed the hall, his shoes making that distinct wet sound on the tiles. Mrs Fletcher exhaled behind him. He read the card once, then again.

	"It's the same," he said quietly. "Georgiana's looked just like this."

	"Except Georgiana's still alive."

	"So far," Brian added.

	I stared at the card. Lady Philippa had been in custody when this was sent. When Lady Lucinda died. She couldn't have done this. Someone else was working through the Hearts and Houses guest list, someone who knew these women's routines, had access to their homes, their kitchens, their grounds. Someone methodical. Someone still out there.

	Brian looked at the card, then at me. "The Toff Killer," he said, "is still at large."

	.
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CHAPTER 19 
THE MISSING DATE

	When I got back to the cottage, Brian's suitcase was in the middle of the living room. Clothes everywhere. I stepped over a pair of joggers and tried to decide what would be harder: getting Brian looking presentable for another Hearts and Houses evening, or keeping the more persistent widows at bay once we arrived.

	I sighed. Brian's idea of dressing up was a t-shirt with a slogan declaring his unavailability. This was going to be a project.

	"I'm not going," Brian announced from the kitchen, where he was working his way through a packet of accidentally vegan Oreos. "We've found out that every time someone turns up to these matchmaking evenings, they get a black-bordered invitation to their own funeral. I rather like being alive, thank you very much."

	"You're going," I said, flipping open his suitcase. "Unless you want Fraser to come and drag you there personally."

	"I could hide. Under your bed, maybe. Or that cupboard under the stairs. Very Harry Potter, but needs must when aristocratic murderers are about."

	I found a navy shirt with a collar and only a small slogan about plant proteins on the pocket. Progress. "We need to go. No, I need to go. Which means you need to go, too. Basta. You are not going to leave me alone with this lot."

	Brian appeared in the doorway. "Fine. But I'm wearing my 'Ladies, Calm Down' shirt as protection. It's the social equivalent of those spiky collars they put on dogs to stop them being eaten by wolves."

	"Absolutely not." I tossed the shirt at him, then the least distressed pair of trousers I could find. "You'll wear these. And this." I held up a blazer that had once been quite nice, now all creased from being too long at the bottom of a suitcase, buried under a collection of novelty socks.

	"That's my interview blazer!" Brian protested. "I save it for important meetings and funerals."

	"Well, given the track record of these soirées, it might serve both purposes."

	Two hours later, we pulled up at Craigenthistle Castle. Brian had complained the whole way, stopping only when I threatened to blast Scottish folk music for the rest of the drive. Now he sat beside me, tugging at his blazer collar like a child in his Sunday best.

	"I look like someone's accountant," he muttered.

	"You look perfectly respectable. And more importantly, you don't look like someone advertising their relationship status on their chest."

	The castle was the same as ever, too elegant and too impressive. The sort of place that made you feel underdressed no matter what you wore. But something felt off. The drive, usually lined with expensive cars, was nearly empty. The usual hum of voices had gone.

	Findlay greeted us at the door, standing even straighter than usual.

	"Ms Snowdon, Mr Goodfellow," he addressed us with a barely perceptible nod. "His Lordship will be pleased you could attend."

	The garden had always felt a bit like a fancy retirement home social. Now it felt like a funeral reception that most people had decided not to come to. Small clusters of elderly aristocrats were standing together, talking quietly, glancing at the gate as if they were expecting a killer with a clipboard, announcing who is next.

	"Blimey," Brian whispered. "This is more depressing than that vegan cheese festival when someone asked for a slice of Dutch Gouda."

	Sir Archibald Fortescue was sitting alone at a small table under a rose arch, checking his watch, his frown deepening each time. His right hand gripped the silver handle of his cane hard enough to whiten his knuckles.

	"There's Sir Archibald," I murmured. "I want to speak with him."

	Brian wasn't listening. His attention had already drifted to Georgiana Montford, who was examining some exotic flowers at the far end of the garden.

	"I need to show Georgiana my artistic statue photos from Instagram," he said, already moving. "She might want some for her own accounts."

	I caught his arm. "While you're sharing your 'artistic' photos, ask her if she's had any more death notice cards."

	"Absolutely. Top of my list. Death cards, then statue anatomy. Got it."

	I watched him go, then headed towards Sir Archibald. He checked his watch again as I got close, looking both annoyed and faintly anxious.

	"Sir Archibald? Do you mind if I join you?"

	He looked up. A brief pause. "Ms Snowdon, the photographer. Please." He gestured to the empty chair beside him. "I don't mind at all. My date appears to have stood me up."

	I sat. "Your date?"

	Sir Archibald cleared his throat. "I am waiting for Lady Ottilie. We had rather a promising conversation at the last soirée, and I had hoped to arrange something more…ahem… private today." He sighed. "She didn't come."

	"Perhaps she's just running late?"

	"Lady Ottilie? Never." Another glance at his watch. "Punctuality is practically her religion. No, I fear something has happened."

	"Have you tried calling her?"

	"Of course. No answer."

	He shifted in his seat, the cane slipping slightly. "What started as a pleasant social event has become a kind of memento mori, if you understand what that means. The guest list keeps getting smaller." He tapped his cane on the grass. "I do hope Ottilie is safe and hasn't ended up like poor Eugenia and Lucinda."

	He was right. If Lady Ottilie had received one of those cards, she could be in real danger. I needed to find Lord Montgomery.

	"If you'll excuse me, Sir Archibald, I need to speak to my colleague."

	I found Brian in deep conversation with Georgiana, who was gesturing at his phone screen with genuine enthusiasm.

	"– the proportions are quite impressive, though artistic licence is always necessary," Georgiana was saying. "The real male form rarely achieves such… prominence."

	Brian nodded seriously. "Absolutely. Though in the right circumstances –"

	"Brian." I stepped in. "Sorry to intrude. We need Lord Montgomery."

	"Oh, Joana!" Brian looked up with the guilty expression of someone caught comparing statuary's intimate parts to real anatomy. "Georgiana was just discussing the artistic merits of her garden sculptures."

	"Indeed." Georgiana smiled, then turned back to Brian. "As I was saying, I'd be delighted to have you model for my next piece. Sculpting is my hobby. I find working with the male form particularly… inspiring."

	A flush worked its way up Brian's neck. "I… well… that's… I mean, people do say I have excellent bone structure…"

	"Come on, Casanova," I said, taking his arm. "We have actual murder to investigate."

	As I pulled him away, I asked quietly, "Did you ask about the death notice cards?"

	Brian's guilty expression deepened. "Ah. Well. I was going to. But then she showed me her studio photos, and I got a bit distracted thinking about how many followers I could get with 'Brian Goodfellow: Muse' as a hashtag."

	I sighed. "Of course you did."

	We found Lord Montgomery in the main hall, trying to keep several well-dressed gentlemen from leaving early. His smile had gone tight, the effort visible.

	"I assure you, the police have the situation well in hand," he was saying as we came closer. "There is absolutely no cause for alarm."

	The gentlemen exchanged polite, deeply sceptical looks, made their excuses, and left. Lord Montgomery watched them go.

	When he turned and saw us, he looked exhausted. The polish was still there, just thinner than usual.

	"Ms Snowdon, Mr Goodfellow. How good of you to attend."

	"Not much of a party," Brian observed.

	Lord Montgomery's smile dropped. "People keep cancelling. Those who do come leave early. No one feels much like celebrating." He lowered his voice. "I'm losing a substantial amount of money. If this continues, maintaining the castle becomes… difficult." He caught himself, straightened, adjusted his tie. "But that's hardly proper conversation. How can I assist you this evening?"

	"Lady Ottilie," I said. "Sir Archibald mentioned they had plans tonight, but she hasn't arrived."

	Lord Montgomery's expression turned grave. "Ah. Yes. Her personal assistant telephoned to say she'd had quite a scare and needs rest. May not attend future soirées." He sighed. "Another participant lost."

	"A scare?" Brian said. "What sort of scare?"

	"I'm afraid I don't know the details. But given recent events…" He left it there.

	I glanced at Brian.

	"We need to speak with her," I said. "Do you have her address?"

	"Huntdyce Castle, just outside Huntly. But I doubt she'll receive visitors if she's unwell."

	"We'll take our chances," I said.

	Whatever had happened to Lady Ottilie, I needed to know if it was connected.
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CHAPTER 20 
THE STAIRCASE

	On the way to Huntly, Brian had recovered from his initial reluctance and was now very much in investigative mode, although his theories were growing more elaborate with every mile. He'd already suggested Russian spies. Then disgruntled former butlers, and finally a secret society of aristocrats playing a deadly game of elimination bingo.

	"What if all these incidents are connected to Lord Montgomery himself?" I said, swerving to avoid a pheasant that had decided the middle of the road was an excellent place to stand and pause for the rest of the day. "Someone trying to ruin his soirées. Kill the income, kill the castle."

	Brian sat up straighter. "Hotel investors! Of course!" He slapped the dashboard. "They're trying to force him to sell up. Turn his family castle into another soulless chain hotel with those little shampoo bottles that are impossible to open when your hands are wet."

	"Oddly specific complaint."

	"I have strong feelings about shower amenities." He waved his hand. "Think about it. Murder the guests until the soirées collapse, Montgomery goes bankrupt, then swoop in with a lowball offer. Classic corporate takeover, just with a little more homicide than usual."

	I couldn't entirely dismiss it, as ridiculous as it sounded. "It's not the most far-fetched theory you've had today. Though we've no evidence for it yet."

	"Yet," Brian said. "The keyword is 'yet'."

	Huntdyce Castle came into view as I rounded the next bend, and I nearly overshot the turning, I was so distracted by the sight. The house was beautiful in a way that made no fuss about it. Warm grey stone with climbing roses round the windows. Very romantic and not trying to impress anyone. Probably the finest estate I'd seen in Aberdeenshire.

	"Crikey," Brian whispered as we crunched up the gravel drive. "I think Colin Firth comes out of a pond somewhere."

	"There isn't a pond, Brian."

	"But there should be."

	I parked in the circular driveway and checked my reflection in the rear-view mirror, attempting to do something about my bad hair day. Next to me, Brian was inspecting his teeth for Oreo remnants.

	"Right," I said, leaning over to straighten his collar. "We're here as photographers, sent by Lord Montgomery. Try not to mention murder, death cards, hotel conspiracies… And don't ask for Colin Firth."

	"So basically, don't be myself. I can do that. I've seen films."

	The front door was massive, made from solid oak. Brian had just lifted his hand to the knocker when it swung open, revealing a butler whose expression made it clear he'd have preferred we'd stayed in the car.

	"Yes?" One syllable. It managed to convey both who are you and please leave at the same time.

	"Good afternoon." I smiled. "I'm Joana Snowdon, and this is Brian Goodfellow. We're here to see Lady Ottilie."

	"I'm afraid Her Ladyship is not receiving visitors at present. Good day." He began to close the door.

	I pulled out my business card. "Lord Montgomery sent us. I'm a photographer specialising in ancestral portraits. He thought Lady Ottilie might like some new images for her family gallery."

	The butler paused, door half shut. "And your photography equipment?"

	"In the car. We're simply here to discuss the details, perhaps arrange a more suitable time for the actual shoot."

	His eyes narrowed slightly. Brian, to his credit, was standing unnaturally straight, doing his best impression of someone who photographed aristocrats regularly rather than statues with anatomically ambitious proportions.

	"Wait here," the butler said, and closed the door firmly in our faces.

	"That went well," Brian muttered. "Nothing says 'welcome' like a door to the nose."

	Twenty minutes passed. Brian's mild impatience gave way to dramatic sighs and claims that he was on the brink of starvation. Then, finally, the door opened again.

	"Her Ladyship will see you in the library."

	Inside, Huntdyce Castle was even better than its exterior. Where Craigenthistle made a point of its grandeur, this place just had it. Quiet and confident, old money that didn't feel the need to say so.

	Brian stopped dead at the staircase in the central hall. Imperial design, splitting into two curves at a half-landing, with a woollen tartan runner in red and green secured by brass rods along each step.

	"That," he whispered, "is a proper aristocratic staircase. I'd feel like royalty just walking down to breakfast."

	"You'd trip and break your neck," I whispered back.

	 "But I would trip very royal. "

	The library was the best room in the house. Floor-to-ceiling shelves with books and a fire in the grate. Lady Ottilie sat in a wingback chair beside it, a tea tray on the table.

	"Ms Snowdon, Mr Goodfellow," she said. "Forgive me for not rising. I've had a small accident."

	"No apology necessary, Lady Ottilie. We're grateful you'd see us at all."

	"Yes, well." She gestured to the chairs opposite. "Montgomery speaks highly of your photography. Tea?"

	I accepted. Brian contributed appreciative noises about the tea and occasional remarks about the "magnificent light" in the room. It was, honestly, a better performance than I'd expected.

	"Your home is truly beautiful," I said, once we'd covered enough pleasantries. "It would make a wonderful backdrop for portraits."

	Lady Ottilie's lips curved slightly. "Kind of you to say. Though I'm afraid I'm not feeling particularly photogenic at present." She shifted in her chair with a small wince. "A fall on the stairs. Nothing serious, just bruises, but rather rattling at my age."

	"How awful. What happened?"

	"The runner slipped. One moment I was walking down for dinner, the next I was lying at the bottom. Thank goodness for thick carpets."

	I glanced at Brian and gave him a small nod towards the door. He caught it.

	"Would you excuse me?" He set down his teacup. "I'd like to ask your butler about vantage points. Light angles are so important for capturing the character of a historic home." Sometimes, he really can be impressive, I had to admit. He was on his best behaviour.

	Lady Ottilie waved him away and Brian left without knocking anything over.

	"Lady Ottilie," I said, "forgive my directness, but I don't think it's just the fall that's troubling you."

	She studied me for a moment. "You're not really here about photography, are you?"

	"I am a photographer. But I'm also concerned about what's been happening to people attending the Hearts and Houses Soirées."

	She rose carefully, crossed to a small desk, and came back with an envelope. Black border. I already knew what was inside before she handed it to me: It is With Deep Sorrow We Announce the Loss of Lady Ottilie, printed above the usual soirée invitation text.

	"When did this arrive?"

	"The day after my fall." She settled back into her chair, moving stiffly. "I took it as a warning. After that, I decided the soirées were perhaps not for me."

	"A wise precaution," I agreed. I looked at the card more closely. The same paper, the same laser printer. The card was identical to the ones Georgiana and Lady Lucinda had received. And probably also Eugenia.

	Lady Ottilie suddenly looked very tired. "I find I'm rather exhausted. This has taken more out of me than expected." She rang the small silver bell on the table. "Take your time and finish your tea, please. Wilson will show you out."

	After she'd gone, the room went quiet. I was still turning everything over when Brian slipped back in, looking extremely pleased with himself.

	"The kitchen," he announced, dropping into Lady Ottilie's vacated chair. "Always my first port of call. Found the handyman having second breakfast, very hobbit-like. Turns out he had to replace the screws on the top three steps of the runner after the accident."

	"Let me guess," I said. "He said they were loose?"

	Brian nodded. "Said the materials were old. The carpet's apparently been there since Queen Victoria popped round for tea."

	"I don't believe for a second that it was material fatigue." I set my cup down. "Someone interfered with that runner, same as the stile at Lady Lucinda's. And Lady Ottilie got one of the cards too. There's a pattern we missed. The cards don't come before the accidents. They come after."

	Brian looked surprised. "But we thought the killer was announcing murder attempts in advance?"

	"No. I think they want everyone to know the accidents are all tied to the Hearts and Houses. It's not a threat, it's a nudge. Don't get involved, unless you fancy a trip to the funeral home."

	"The Toff Killer struck again," Brian said, reaching for a piece of shortbread. "But this time, the victim survived."
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CHAPTER 21 
THE TEA PARTY

	We left before Wilson could see us out. I had an idea. I grabbed Brian's sleeve just as he made for the car, already wearing his face that showed he was calculating the fastest route home and the optimal biscuit to go with his tea.

	"Hold your horses. We're not off just yet."

	"What?" Brian stared at me. "We've done the interview. Lady Ottilie confirmed the death notice. Job done. Time to go home and put the kettle on."

	"I want to have a look around the grounds first."

	Brian gave me the look. "You want to do what? That's trespassing."

	"It's not trespassing. We're invited guests."

	"Invited to the library for tea. Not invited to wander about poking into gardening sheds and peering through windows."

	I was already walking towards the side of the castle. "Won't be long."

	Brian trailed behind, voice compressed to a hiss. "This is how people get arrested, Joana. This is how otherwise law-abiding citizens end up naming the precise number of rhododendron bushes they were hiding behind to a judge who'd rather be playing golf."

	"What should we even be looking for?" I murmured, more to myself than him.

	"Oh, marvellous. Not only are we trespassing, you haven't the faintest what you're after." Brian's muttering was approaching Olympic standard. "When Fraser comes to bail us out, I'll make sure he knows this was entirely your idea."

	Lady Ottilie's grounds sloped away from the castle into old stands of oak and beech, grass left long enough to hide the odd rabbit. Nothing like Montgomery's clipped hedges and gravel paths. This place looked as if it had been left to settle into itself, on purpose, not neglect.

	We were circling the back of the castle when a door opened. Brian grabbed my arm hard enough that it actually hurt.

	"We're dead," he whispered. "Scottish aristocrats have centuries of experience hiding bodies in peat bogs."

	A man in a flat cap and tweed jacket appeared with a golden retriever on a lead. The dog wagged its tail. The man did not.

	"Oi! This is private property!" His voice had a rough edge as if he was rarely bothered being polite. "The public footpath's half a mile that way!"

	Brian gave me a look that managed to combine I told you so and we're doomed into one expression. "Fantastic. We're about to be kidnapped, shot, or maybe both by a Peaky Blinder."

	The flat cap and thunderous scowl – fair point. I had to admit the resemblance was there. Still, we weren't going to get anywhere by panicking. 

	"I'm so sorry for the confusion," I called, walking towards him. "We were just speaking with Lady Ottilie in the library. She needed to rest, so we thought we'd admire the grounds before leaving."

	The man didn't look one inch friendlier. "Did Wilson let you wander about on your own?"

	"Not exactly," I admitted. "We sort of found our own way out."

	The dog, visibly bored now, sat down and scratched its ear.

	"I'm Joana Snowdon. This is Brian Goodfellow. We're photographers working with Lord Montgomery."

	At the mention of Montgomery, the man's shoulders came down slightly. "Winston. Estate manager. And dog walker, apparently." He nodded at the retriever with the hint of a smile.

	"Beautiful dog," I said.

	"Aye, she's a good girl. Lady Ottilie's pride and joy."

	"Actually," I said, "I'm rather concerned about Lady Ottilie's safety."

	Winston's eyes sharpened. "Safety? What do you mean?"

	Brian jumped in before I could say anything. "The Toff Killer's after her! They loosened the screws on the stair runner so she'd fall, and then they sent her an invitation to her own funeral!"

	I jabbed an elbow into his ribs. "What my colleague means," I said, "is that we're concerned about Lady Ottilie's accident, given some similar incidents with other members of Lord Montgomery's social circle. We're not only photographers. We're also working for DCI Fraser when it's necessary to keep things discreet."

	Winston's expression shifted. "You reckon someone messed with the runner on purpose?"

	"We can't be sure," I said, giving Brian a warning look. "But if you wouldn't mind a few questions about that day. You might have seen something useful without realising it."

	"Or you could be a suspect," Brian added, not really being helpful to connect to Winston.

	Winston let out a short laugh. "Me? I've worked for Lady Ottilie fifteen years. If I wanted to do her harm, I've had plenty of chances before now."

	"Would you mind if we joined you for the walk?" I asked. "Might be easier to talk while moving."

	He thought for a moment. "Suppose it can't hurt. Come on, Daisy needs her exercise."

	We went through a wildflower meadow, then under oak trees that looked old enough to have been standing when Mary, Queen of Scots still had her head firmly attached. It was all rather beautiful and very Scottish.

	"So," Winston began, "what do you want to know?"

	"Was there anything unusual the day before Lady Ottilie's accident? Any visitors?"

	"Aye, well. Her Ladyship hosted a small tea party in the rose garden that afternoon. Quite the gathering."

	"Who attended?" I took out my notebook.

	"Let's see." He counted off on his fingers. "Lord Montgomery. Sir Archibald Fortescue. The Fairchild widow, Arabella. Antonia Somerleigh. That gossipmonger Theodore St John. The Featherstonehaugh daughter, Augusta. And Lord Montgomery's butler, Findlay."

	"Anyone behaving strangely?"

	Winston snorted. "They're all strange, if you ask me. Lord Montgomery would marry off his dead canary if there was a pound in it. Always hustling, always looking for the next deal. Antonia Somerleigh's another piece of work. She'd marry the Grim Reaper himself if he had a fat enough wallet, but even the Reaper would probably think twice, she is sort of scary. Three rich husbands already. Three times a widow."

	He paused while Daisy investigated a smell. "Theodore's nothing but a walking gossip column. Then there's Sir Archibald with his stories of his youth, tanned as a conker, must be spending half his time in the Caribbean rather than the Cairngorms. And Augusta Featherstonehaugh? Cold as anything. Watches everyone as if she's logging their bank balances."

	"And Findlay came along?" I asked. It struck me as unusual. But then again, some aristocrats seem to require assistance just to put on a jacket.

	"Aye. He's proper old school, that one. Makes you feel like you've got dirt under your fingernails even after you've just washed them." Winston shook his head. "He helped our Wilson with the tea service, but if you ask me, he was just watching the competition. Thinks he's more important because he works in a fancy castle rather than a country estate."

	He stopped and looked out across the grounds. "Honestly, you couldn't pay me enough to trade this for one of those mausoleums. You don't get this in places like Craigenthistle." He gestured at the landscape. Hard to argue.

	By the time we'd circled back towards the castle, Brian had spent most of the walk dodging muddy patches and asking Daisy if she was a "good girl" in the sort of high-pitched voice people use for babies and dogs. But he'd been quiet enough not to cause damage, which counted.

	"So," Brian said as we reached the car, "if I hosted an Irn-Bru party instead of a tea party, would that still count as posh?"

	"Only if you served it in bone china with your little finger out," Winston replied, with unexpected humour.

	I was barely listening. The names Winston had given me were already arranging themselves in my head. One of them had to be our culprit. One of them had to be the Toff Killer.

	 

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER 22 
THE GUEST LIST

	The evening light was trying its best with my new cottage to make me feel home. But I wasn't in the mood. I dumped my bag in the hall and glanced at Brian. "Go on, do your online wizardry or whatever it is you do."

	Brian, clearly unmoved by my technological ignorance, went straight to the kitchen and left me talking to myself.

	"Online magic?" His voice came out muffled, head already in my fridge. "Is that your polite way of saying 'Brian, please hack into some databases that may or may not be entirely legal to access'?"

	I hung up my jacket and kicked off my shoes. "Exactly that. Could you dig up something on everyone from that guest list? I have a suspicion one of them is responsible for what happened. Call it intuition."

	Brian came out of the kitchen with sourdough bread and a jar of hummus. "Your gut feelings have an annoying habit of being right," he sighed, setting his snack on the coffee table. "Though I could do this much faster at home with my proper setup."

	"The cottage has perfectly good Wi-Fi. You fixed it yourself."

	"After that smart home disaster, I'm surprised you trust my technical abilities at all," he grumbled, pulling out his laptop.

	While Brian settled on the sofa, I walked around the living room, eyeing the framed photographs I'd only recently hung. The Scottish landscapes would need to come down.

	"We need an evidence board," I said, lifting a print of Dunnottar Castle from its hook.

	Brian looked up. "An evidence board? With string, pins, and newspaper clippings? Are we suddenly in a 1990s detective show?"

	"It helps me think. And before you suggest some fancy digital alternative, I need something physical. Something I can stand back and look at."

	Brian snorted. "There's absolutely brilliant software for this. You can link suspects, create timelines, colour-code motives. My friend in cybersecurity swears by it."

	"And yet here you are, using a laptop balanced on your knees while dropping breadcrumbs into the keyboard, instead of working your magic in a fancy high-tech office."

	He looked down at the small pile of crumbs on his jumper. "Touché."

	Twenty minutes later, my tasteful blue-green wall was, according to Brian, "the Toff Killer's mood board." Printouts, sticky notes, index cards, names, questions, the lot. The death notice cards in the centre. Or photos of them, at least. All very CSI: Suburbia.

	"So," Brian said, scrolling, "where do we start?"

	"Lord Montgomery." I wrote his name on a card and pinned it up. "What's his motive?"

	"His soirées are his main income," Brian thought aloud. "Unless… What if the victims were threatening to expose something? Maybe they discovered the matchmaking was rigged?"

	I paused with the marker in hand. "That's not completely ridiculous. But why would Montgomery sabotage his own business by killing off his clientele?"

	"True. Bad for repeat custom when your guests keep dying." He tapped his keyboard. "Next suspect?"

	"Sir Archibald Fortescue." I pinned up another card. "Elderly, very ill, looking for a companion for his final years."

	"And really determined to find one," Brian added. "He's dated half of Scottish high society and can't seem to settle. Maybe he's just too picky?"

	"Do you think he could be killing women who turned him down?"

	Brian frowned at his screen. "Hard to picture him sawing through a stile or crawling about on stairs with a screwdriver. The man can barely walk without that cane."

	"Maybe he has help. A loyal servant."

	"Speaking of which," Brian said, "what about Findlay? Montgomery's butler was at Lady Ottilie's tea party. He could have easily messed up the stair runner while everyone was outside having their Earl Grey."

	I wrote Findlay's name on the board. "He gives off that creepy 'seen but not heard' energy. Maybe decades of quietly serving the upper class finally made him snap."

	"Exactly!" Brian's voice went up. "Imagine spending thirty years folding someone else's underpants and polishing silver without ever being allowed a natural human emotion. I'd go bonkers too."

	"I'm not sure 'bonkers' is the compelling motive we're looking for. What about the others? Arabella Fairchild?"

	Brian clicked through several tabs. "Widow, late fifties, struggling to maintain a massive family estate. Regular at the soirées. Nothing obviously suspicious."

	"Antonia Somerleigh?"

	"Aristocrat. Attends the soirées. No obvious motive I can find."

	"Theodore St John?"

	"Social butterfly. Goes to observe rather than participate, from what I can tell."

	I stepped back and looked at the board. "They're all Aberdeenshire upper crust. They probably all have entries in Debrett's Peerage and Baronetage."

	"The aristocracy's Bible," Brian quipped, doing a posh accent. He kept clicking, then stopped. "Hold on. I've found something." He spun the laptop around. "Augusta Featherstonehaugh, who also was at Lady Ottilie's garden party, is the daughter of Eugenia Featherstonehaugh. Our poisoned tea victim."

	I stared at the screen. A society page showing Augusta standing stiffly beside her mother at some charity function. "That can't be a coincidence."

	"And look." Brian scrolled down. "Augusta inherited everything when her mother died. The family estate, the investments, the lot."

	I remembered something. "Mary," I said. "The housekeeper at the Featherstonehaugh home. She told us Augusta was mortified by her mother's husband-hunting at the soirées."

	"Said Augusta cared more about the will than about the loss of her mother." Brian sat forward. "Classic motive. Mother embarrasses the daughter by searching for husband number four, daughter puts a stop to it, and ends up with a fortune."

	I pinned Augusta's name to the board with a red marker. "Still doesn't explain the others. Why Lady Lucinda? What's the point of going after Lady Ottilie or Georgiana?"

	"Maybe they knew something?" Brian frowned at the board. "Eugenia could have been friends with Ottilie. Could have let something slip about her daughter?"

	I looked at the wall. My living room now resembled the incident room from a particularly low-budget crime drama. I was probably going to need to repaint.

	"We need to talk to Augusta," I said. "She's the strongest connection we have between victims."

	Brian shut his laptop. "I'd put money on her being our Toff Killer. Mother-murdering and inheritance-grabbing. The classic upper-class psychopath."

	"Let's not get ahead of ourselves," I said, though Augusta had moved firmly to the top of the list. "But she's got some explaining to do."
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CHAPTER 23 
THE LAST WILL

	The drive back to Augusta Featherstonehaugh's townhouse in Turriff was different from last time. Back then, we'd been collecting background information and tea leaves. Now we were heading straight to our main suspect.

	"Do you think she'll even see us?" Brian asked. "If I'd poisoned my mother's Earl Grey, I wouldn't be keen on unexpected visitors."

	"She ought to," I said while steering onto the High Street. "If not, we'll let Fraser know she's our prime suspect. That should get her attention."

	I pulled up outside the Georgian townhouse. "Ready?" I asked Brian. He nodded.

	I knocked. After a short wait, Mary opened the door. She recognised us immediately, and her face went from neutral to worried in about half a second.

	"Joana, Brian." She looked over her shoulder. "I didn't expect to see you two again."

	"Hello, Mary. We were hoping for a word with Miss Augusta, if she's available."

	"I should warn you, she's in a bad mood. Not that she's ever particularly cheerful. But since the police found something in that tea and started asking questions, she went from strict to nearly impossible. Say anything about the Hearts and Houses soirées and you'll see what I mean."

	"We'll tread carefully," I promised, though beside me, Brian was already fidgeting in a way that made it clear that careful treading wasn't high on his agenda.

	Mary showed us into a small reception room off the main hallway. It was all decorated in muted greens with some touches of gold. The sort of room that made you feel you were supposed to sit very still and not breathe through your mouth.

	"Wait here. I'll let Miss Augusta know you're here, though I can't promise she'll agree to see you."

	As Mary disappeared, Brian drifted towards a glass-fronted cabinet of small porcelain figurines.

	"Look at these," he whispered. "Tiny shepherdesses worth more than my entire computer setup, I bet. Do you think she'd notice if I slipped one in my pocket?"

	"For goodness sake, Brian," I sighed. "Any chance you could behave like a civilised human being for five minutes?"

	He looked ready to sulk, but the door opened. Mary reappeared, apologetic. "I'm sorry, but Miss Augusta says she's not receiving visitors today."

	I nodded. "I understand. In that case we'll need to contact DCI Fraser. He'll have to bring his team here officially. These small towns do talk, and a police investigation on the High Street tends to cause quite the stir."

	Mary looked shocked. "Wait here," she said, and hurried out.

	Brian raised an eyebrow. "Bit manipulative."

	"Effective," I said. "If she's innocent, she has nothing to fear from us. If she's guilty, she'll want to avoid police attention."

	We didn't wait long. Mary came back a few minutes later, and from her expression I could tell Augusta had not taken the news well. I felt slightly guilty for putting her in that position. Only slightly, though.

	"Miss Augusta will see you in the drawing room."

	She led us to a larger room at the back of the house, windows looking onto a garden where every plant was trimmed and the gravel was raked into tidy lines. Augusta Featherstonehaugh sat in a high-backed chair, spine perfectly straight, wearing a charcoal suit that belonged in a boardroom. Tall, thin, sharp features, dark hair in a blunt bob. Her face was not the best example of Scottish hospitality.

	"Miss Snowdon, Mr Goodfellow. Mary tells me you're threatening to bring the police to my doorstep if I refuse to speak with you."

	"Not threatening," I said, with a polite smile. "Simply explaining the alternative. We thought you might prefer a private conversation to a public investigation."

	"How considerate," she replied, not bothering to hide the sarcasm. "Please, sit."

	We sat on the sofa opposite her. Mary hovered by the door.

	"That will be all, Mary," Augusta said, without looking at her. The door closed softly.

	"I understand you've been asking questions about the Hearts and Houses soirées," Augusta began. "Let me be clear: those events are tasteless at best and predatory at worst."

	"In what way?" I asked.

	"They're not about romance or companionship, whatever Lord Montgomery might claim. They are business arrangements dressed up in champagne and garden parties. Old names marrying money. Crumbling estates rescued by wealthy widows. It is vulgar."

	"Your mother attended them," Brian said.

	Augusta turned to him. "Yes. Much to my dismay. At her age…" She paused. "I found it uncomfortable that she was putting herself on the market, as it were. Our family name deserves more dignity."

	"Did you try to stop her attending?" I asked.

	"Of course. I spoke to her friends as well, tried to make them see how ridiculous these gatherings were. Some agreed. Others were too desperate or lonely to listen."

	"Desperate enough to kill for inheritance?" Brian asked, of course as subtle as throwing a brick through a window. I winced.

	"I beg your pardon?" Augusta's voice went flat.

	"What my colleague means," I said, "is that we're trying to understand the relationships between soirée attendees. Your mother's death was tragic. With Lady Lucinda's accident and the attempt on Lady Ottilie, we're concerned about a pattern."

	"And you think I'm involved." That was not a question.

	"We're simply gathering information. Family legacy and dignity… I can understand why the soirées would upset you."

	Augusta looked at me for a moment. "The Featherstonehaugh name goes back centuries. My mother was treating it like a commodity to be traded for…" She paused. "Companionship." She practically spat the last word.

	"Do you know Lady Ottilie well?" I asked.

	"We serve on several charity boards together. I was at her home recently for tea. She is one of the few who maintains proper standards."

	And that was that. Augusta glanced at the clock, tapped her fingers on the arm of the chair, and from that point gave us nothing but short, careful answers. Small talk instead of information. We got the message. We mumbled a quick thanks, and made a quiet exit to the reception room to grab our coats.

	"Well," Brian said, as we walked down the hall. "I have had warmer welcomes from parking wardens."

	"I think we've just invented a new version of good cop, bad cop," I said quietly.

	"Yeah," Brian nodded, grinning. "Clever cop, handsome cop. Though I suppose I'm both."

	"I was thinking more along the lines of diplomatic cop, bulldozer cop."

	Brian looked interested. "Who's the bulldozer?"

	I lifted an eyebrow and walked towards the door.

	We were almost outside when Mary showed up again in the hallway. "Perhaps you'd like a cup of tea before you go?" she asked quietly, making sure Augusta didn't hear her offer. "I've just put the kettle on, and there are some of those shortbreads you liked so much last time, Brian."

	"That would be lovely," I accepted.

	Brian was already halfway down the hall. "Miss Augusta won't mind?"

	Mary gave a smile. "She'll go upstairs with one of her migraines soon. Won't come down for hours. Kitchen's my domain anyway."

	The kitchen was warm and the big wooden table was already set with teacups and a plate of golden shortbread. Mary filled the teapot, and we took a seat.

	"Help yourselves," she said. "I can tell when people need fortification after meeting Miss Augusta."

	Brian didn't need telling twice. He reached for a piece of shortbread and made a small appreciative noise as it crumbled.

	"These are incredible," he mumbled. "Is that lemon?"

	Mary nodded. "Yes, that's right.. Lemon zest and a wee touch of lavender. Old family recipe."

	I accepted my tea and waited. Mary sat across from us.

	"Miss Augusta seemed rather upset about the police investigation," I said.

	Mary sighed. "You've no idea. When they came round saying the tea had been tampered with… I thought she might faint. Not from guilt," she added quickly. "Just the shock. The scandal."

	"I can imagine."

	"She was ever so relieved when they arrested Lady Philippa. Thought it was the end of it. Case closed, back to normal." A glance at the ceiling, probably at the room where Augusta is now resting with her migraine. "Now you two are here asking questions again. I'm afraid her mood will get worse. She doesn't like things being stirred up."

	"We're just trying to find out what really happened to Mrs Featherstonehaugh."

	Mary nodded. "Of course. It's just… Miss Augusta is very protective of the family name. And with all this inheritance business…"

	Brian paused chewing. "Inheritance business?"

	Mary hesitated, turning a kitchen towel in her hands. "It's complicated. But the long and short of it is that if Mrs F had remarried, most of the estate would have ended up outside the family."

	"How so?" I asked.

	"This house and a few other properties have been in the family for generations, all part of one of those old family arrangements. Mrs F could stay and manage things as a widow, but if she remarried, her new husband would end up with a great deal of control over the estate. Miss Augusta would still get her share, of course –"

	"How much of a share?" Brian said, shortbread forgotten entirely.

	"Not much," Mary admitted. "Some pearl necklaces, a few personal items. Whatever Mrs Featherstonehaugh had specifically mentioned in her will. The townhouse, the country cottage… Most of it would go to the new husband, at least during his lifetime." She shook her head. "Miss Augusta was beside herself. Kept telling her mother she was being foolish, risking the family legacy for a bit of… companionship."

	"Was Mrs Featherstonehaugh serious about remarrying?" I asked.

	A small, sad smile. "Oh, she was interested in someone, that's for certain. Would come home from those soirées all cheerful, humming to herself. Like a teenager, she was. I hadn't seen her that happy in years." Mary sighed. "Whoever he was, he put a spring in her step."

	"Did she ever say who?"

	Mary shook her head. "Kept that private. But she'd changed her perfume. Bought new dresses. Little things you notice when you've worked for someone as long as I have."

	We chatted a little longer, Mary refilling cups and pressing an extra shortbread on Brian "for the road." By the time we left, I felt we'd gained more than just calories. Mary had shared some interesting new information with us.

	Back at the car, once we were well clear of the house, I turned to Brian. "What do you reckon? Maybe Augusta only wanted her mother to feel a bit sick. Senna leaves alone aren't that harmful. The tea only turned dangerous when it mixed with Eugenia's medication."

	Brian kicked a small stone along the pavement. "Make her sick enough to miss a few parties, keep her away from chasing after husbands."

	"But surely a daughter would know her own mother's medical history?" I found the car fob and unlocked it.

	"Maybe she hadn't realised what senna could do. Or she simply wasn't bothered either way." Brian folded his arms. "Dead mother, inheritance sorted. Sick mother, gives up on romance. Augusta wins, regardless."

	"And she was at Lady Ottilie's tea party," I said, getting behind the wheel. "So she could have got to that carpet runner."

	Brian clicked his seatbelt in. "We should check whether she's linked to the other accidents."

	I started the car. "Augusta Featherstonehaugh is up to something. And I very much doubt it's just disapproval of her mother's love life."
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CHAPTER 24 
THE MESSAGE

	The EV's battery indicator wasn't flashing yet as we left Augusta's townhouse, but it was on the low side. I'd been fairly sure we had enough charge to get back to Cruden Bay. But the green bars were vanishing faster than I'd expected. Brian had noticed too and was watching the display.

	"We'll end up stranded somewhere remote," he said. "Probably in a patch with no phone signal, and then the wildcats will finish us off."

	"There aren't wildcats wandering around Aberdeenshire."

	"Yes, there are!" Brian looked very pleased about his knowledge. "I read it in an online magazine. They've released forty-six endangered wildcats in Scotland. Right here, in the Cairngorms National Park."

	"All right, maybe. But they won't eat you. They don't like vegans." I kept my eyes on the road. "I'm not stopping to charge. It's over five times more expensive than charging at home. I'm not giving ChargePlace Scotland my hard-earned money."

	Brian groaned. "Your Scottish frugality is going to be the death of us. The road from Turriff to Cruden Bay is practically the definition of remote. And I'll miss my live true crime podcast tonight."

	"What time is it on?"

	"Nine o'clock. Special episode about the Brighton Bathtub Strangler."

	"We have enough true crime in our real life," I pointed out. "You don't need a podcast for it."

	Brian went quiet. Never a good sign. "You know," he said, "I could actually create a podcast series about all the bodies and mysteries you stumble upon. 'The Snowdon Files: Where Beautiful Landscapes Meet Brutal Crime.' I could interview you about your various murder-solving techniques."

	I gave him a sideways look. "And what would those be, exactly?"

	"How you manage to turn any harmless situation into a crime scene. How you annoy most of Scotland's police force. And let's not forget how you always underestimate the intelligence of your very handsome sidekick…"

	"I'm not sure those are marketable skills," I replied. "Besides, I don't think you're quite suited for podcasting."

	Brian looked offended. "Why not? I have excellent diction and a naturally engaging manner."

	"You can't stop eating long enough to complete a sentence without chewing sounds. Recording with a mouthful isn't going to win you followers."

	"I can be professional!" he protested. He folded his arms and slumped in his seat, lower lip out.

	We drove the rest of the way in silence, the battery dropping steadily. By the time we reached the outskirts of Cruden Bay, the warning light had gone from orange to a rather emphatic red, and the car had begun to slow. I urged it forward for the last stretch.

	"We're going to make it, right?" Brian asked, as we turned onto my street.

	"Of course we are," I said, but not entirely sure we really would.

	We pulled into the driveway. The display flashed a final warning and went dark. We'd made it.

	"See? Nothing to worry about." I was getting out to retrieve the charging cable.

	Brian was already stretching his legs on the drive. "Next time, we stop at a charging station, even if it costs a hundred pounds more. My blood pressure can't take this."

	I was connecting the car with the cable when Brian called from the front door.

	"Joana? There's something on your door. An envelope."

	"Probably a card from the neighbours," I called back, not looking up. "People around here are very friendly."

	A pause. "I doubt it's from the neighbours."

	I looked up. Brian was standing at the door, not moving, staring at something pinned to it. I left the charger and went over.

	An envelope it was. But with a black border.

	I took it off the door and opened it. Inside: an invitation card for the Hearts and Houses Soirées, the croquet match scheduled for the following day. Designed, like the ones Georgiana and the others had received, to mimic a death notice. My death notice. Bold black lettering across the top: It is With Deep Sorrow We Announce the Loss of Miss Joana Snowdon.

	Well. That was a bit much for one day. Even for me. My cottage, which had previously felt like the sort of place you might retire to and take up jam-making, now seemed rather less secure. Someone had been here. Had knocked about outside my house, possibly peered through my windows, pinned this to my front door. Excellent.

	Brian looked pale. "That's it. We're done. No more investigating." He pushed past me and went inside. "I need to check my equipment."

	I heard him moving quickly from room to room while I stayed on the step, looking at the card. Someone had been watching us.

	"Nothing's been touched," Brian called, the relief in his voice mixing with something more like outrage. "But that's not the point, Joana! They know where you live! They know we're investigating them!"

	I stepped inside, shut the door, and asked my smart home system to lock it. Then asked again. And again. By the fifth time, the computer voice was starting to sound as if it might report me for harassment.

	Brian paced the living room, hands in his pockets. "We need to call Fraser. Let the actual police handle this. We are in way over our heads."

	I felt, oddly, quite calm. The card was clearly meant to rattle me. If anything, it had done the opposite.

	"No," I said, placing it on the evidence board alongside the others. "We're not calling Fraser yet."

	Brian stopped pacing. "Have you completely lost your mind? This is a death threat. On your front door."

	"It's an invitation," I corrected him. "And we're going to accept it."

	"What?" He stared at me.

	"We're going to the croquet match tomorrow," I said. "Our killer will be there, watching to see if their intimidation worked. That's our chance."

	Brian threw his hands up. "Or their chance to whack you over the head with a croquet mallet! This is madness, Joana."

	"Maybe," I agreed. "But I'm not letting them chase me out of my own home or scare me off this case." I tapped the card. "They've made it personal now. And I intend to return the favour."
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CHAPTER 25 
THE CROQUET MATCH

	I woke up to Brian pacing the living room. After finding that card on my door, neither of us had slept particularly well. If at all. I'd tossed and turned until three, straining to hear every creak the cottage made, while Brian had given up on sleep altogether and spent the night reorganising my kitchen cupboards "for optimal escape routes," whatever that meant. I dragged myself out of bed wondering if I looked as exhausted as I felt.

	Brian was already dressed, though his usual haphazard style was more pronounced than ever. Jumper inside out, a missed belt loop. He had a mug clutched in both hands.

	"I've made a list," he announced as I shuffled into the kitchen. "Twenty-three reasons why attending a croquet match after receiving a death threat is clinically insane."

	"Good morning to you too," I replied, reaching for the kettle. "Slept well?"

	"Sleep? Who needs sleep when there's a murderer who knows your address?" Brian waved a crumpled piece of paper. "Reason number one: They know where you live. Two: They clearly want you dead. Three: Croquet mallets make excellent murder weapons."

	I dropped a green tea bag into my cup. "I'm not sure the aristocracy would approve of blood on their pristine white outfits."

	Brian ploughed on. "Four: We have zero backup. Five: DCI Fraser would have an actual coronary if he knew about this card. Six: The cottage windows aren't even properly secured! I checked all of them at four this morning."

	"You were prowling around my cottage at four in the morning?"

	"Someone had to!" He was genuinely indignant. "Your bathroom window latch is basically decorative. A determined toddler could break in."

	I took a careful sip of tea. "Brian, I appreciate the concern, but we're going to that croquet match."

	"No, no, no." He shook his head. "We are going to lock ourselves in. With proper locks and chairs against the doors, Home Alone style! And then we call Fraser to send the entirety of Police Scotland to guard us."

	"And then what?" I raised an eyebrow. "Wait for Fraser to solve the case with his remarkable communication skills and sunny disposition?"

	"Well..."

	"The man communicates exclusively in barks and commands. He'll never get anything out of these aristocrats. They won't talk to him." I rinsed my cup. "If we don't go, they'll never catch the Toff Killer."

	Brian slumped against the counter. "Fine. But when you're lying face down on a croquet pitch with your skull caved in by a mallet, don't come crying to me."

	"That would be physically impossible."

	"You know what I mean!"

	An hour later, we were in the car. Brian was gripping his emergency snack. He'd insisted on bringing provisions "in case we need to flee into the Highlands and live off the land," which apparently meant three packets of oatcakes, some hummus that was already beginning to smell questionable, and an alarming quantity of cereal bars.

	"I still think we should have told Fraser," he muttered as we passed through Peterhead. "Or at least left a note saying who to arrest when they find our bodies."

	"That's the third time you've mentioned our potential corpses today. Even for you, that's pessimistic."

	"I'm being realistic!" He adjusted his seatbelt. "How are we even going to approach this? Stroll up and announce, 'Hello, we know one of you is a murderer, care to confess over scones?'"

	"I was thinking we'd play it cool," I replied, slowing for a roundabout. "Act normal, don't mention the card, and see who seems nervous around me."

	Brian stared at me. "Act normal? Have you met yourself? Your idea of small talk at parties is asking people about their alibis."

	"I've never done that."

	"The Christmas party last year? You cornered that poor bloke and interrogated him about why the office coffee machine kept breaking."

	"That was different," I protested. "Someone was clearly sabotaging it. And I was right – he was bringing in his own grounds and blocking the filter."

	Brian sighed dramatically. "Look, if we're doing this, which I still think is madness, we need to be subtle. No confrontations, no accusations. Just mingle. Observe. Let them reveal themselves."

	I glanced at him. "That's... actually quite diplomatic."

	"I can be diplomatic!" He looked offended. "I'm not just a pretty face with excellent taste in vegan slogan t-shirts, you know."

	"Alright," I said, as we turned onto the long drive to Craigenthistle Castle. "Eyes open, mouths shut, see who acts suspiciously."

	"Exactly. And at the first sign of trouble, we run like hell."

	The castle grounds were beautiful. Craigenthistle was soaked in full summer sunshine, the pinkish stone bright against a sky that was doing its best impression of somewhere Mediterranean. The lawns had been cut to within an inch of their lives, croquet hoops arranged in classic formation. In the distance, a small herd of Highland cows got on with grazing, their shaggy orange coats vivid against the green hillside.

	The guests drifted across the lawn, all white and beige linen, wide-brimmed hats, crisp suits. The whole scene looked like a tourist brochure come to life: Experience authentic Scottish aristocratic life, complete with croquet and canapés. The murder element not included, of course.

	"I feel underdressed," Brian whispered, fiddling with his very much not-white jumper. "Everyone's in white. I might as well have turned up in a clown suit."

	I slipped my camera from its bag. "Just look professional. We're here to take photographs."

	I took a few shots. The castle framed against the sky, the geometry of the croquet layout, a distant Highland cow ignoring the whole affair, chewing with slow patience. 

	We wandered closer to the crowd. Our suspects, conveniently assembled. Theodore St John was near the drinks table, gesturing at something that had a row of white-haired ladies covering their mouths. Antonia Somerleigh kept to herself in a white trouser suit, watching the crowd. Sir Archibald, who seemed unusually energetic today, was deep in conversation with Arabella Fairchild.

	Lord Montgomery spotted us and came over, his smile a degree or two cooler than usual. "Ms Snowdon, Mr Goodfellow. I must say, I didn't expect to see you today."

	"Wouldn't miss it," I replied, raising my camera. "Perfect light for photography."

	He nodded stiffly. "Yes, well. Try not to disturb the players. We've had quite enough… disruptions lately." He moved off.

	Brian leaned close. "Is it just me, or has the welcome wagon lost a wheel?"

	"He's tired of us poking around his matchmaking events," I murmured. "Can't entirely blame him."

	Brian wasn't convinced. "I think it was him who sent you that delightful death threat. Probably hoping it would put you off. Bet he's hiding something."

	I had to admit, he had a point.

	We circulated, me taking occasional photographs while Brian did his best impression of someone inconspicuous, which mostly involved standing near food tables and avoiding eye contact. Neither of us was dressed for the occasion, and against the sea of white linen, we stood out considerably.

	"Sir Archibald looks well today," I said quietly, watching him demonstrate a croquet swing to an admiring Arabella. "Almost robust."

	Brian followed my gaze. "Maybe he's on a new medication?"

	"Or maybe he just has good company."

	Nearby, Theodore's voice rose above the crowd. "I predict an engagement announcement by the garden ball!" he proclaimed, gesturing towards Archibald and Arabella. "Nothing revives an old bachelor like a suitable companion, wouldn't you agree, Montgomery?"

	Lord Montgomery beamed, the first genuine smile we'd seen from him ever. "Indeed! Such a match would be most fortuitous for the Hearts and Houses' reputation."

	I moved closer to Arabella as she stepped aside to take a glass of Pimm's from a passing server.

	"You and Sir Archibald seem to be getting on well," I remarked, adjusting my lens.

	A flush crept into her cheeks. "He is a gentleman in the truest sense. Always so thoughtful."

	"Have you known him for a long time? You speak as though your acquaintance runs deeper than a pair of chance encounters."

	Her cheeks turned a bit pink. "Archie and I have met at a lot of these events. Of course, he paid attention to other women, too. But I tried my best to impress him. Lately, though, he seems to only notice me." She smiled and looked over at him. "I'm really thinking about it. He needs someone with him, and I... maybe it would be the right choice for both of us."

	Practical, that arrangement. Not quite a love match, but at least she wasn't pretending otherwise.

	As Arabella rejoined Archibald, I caught Brian's eye across the lawn. He was watching the gathering with unusual focus, still for once, his cereal bar untouched in his pocket. Either he was finally taking this seriously, or he'd only just noticed the approaching food trays. With Brian, it could be either way.
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CHAPTER 26 
THE CANAPÉS

	A maid in a crisp black dress and white apron came out of the castle, pushing a small trolley filled with food that looked like tiny works of art. There were small pastries, delicate arrangements of smoked salmon, and canapés so carefully decorated they looked more like bonsai gardens than something to eat.

	"This is so Downton Abbey," Brian whispered, eyeing the trolley with open hunger. "All we need is Maggie Smith making cutting remarks about the lower classes."

	The maid worked her way around the room, handing out plates with the care of someone who knows exactly who gets what. No two plates were the same. Each guest received a bespoke arrangement. It seems even the aristocracy has its fussy eaters: no dairy for one, no gluten for another, nothing with nuts, nothing red, and judging by the age of some, nothing that requires much chewing.

	"Finally," Brian murmured as she approached our vicinity. "I'm starving."

	But the maid glided past us without a glance, moving on to serve Lord Montgomery. Brian stared after her. He looked devastated. Truly devastated.

	"Did we just get snubbed by the canapé lady?" he asked, watching as she continued distributing her tiny culinary treasures to everyone but us.

	"Apparently, we don't make the cut," I replied, noting the quiet hierarchy at play. "Not aristocratic enough to merit finger food."

	Brian folded his arms across his chest. "I've never been deemed unworthy of canapés before. This is a new low."

	I patted his shoulder sympathetically, but my attention was drawn to the varying plates being distributed.

	"Look," I murmured. "Sir Archibald's plate has no fish. And Antonia's has no pastry or bread – all protein, no carbs."

	"The chef must know everyone's preferences," Brian agreed, temporarily distracted from his canapé grief.

	I watched as Arabella Fairchild received her plate, which seemed heavily skewed towards plant-based options. She examined the offerings with polite interest, then paused over a particular canapé, a small crostini topped with a white bean pâté and something dark and glistening.

	"Is that truffle?" she asked the maid, who nodded. Arabella made a face. "I can't stand truffles. The smell alone gives me a headache." She held the plate out slightly, as if unsure what to do with the offending item.

	Brian never missed a chance when food was involved. "I'd be happy to help you with that," he offered, reaching for the canapé. "Wouldn't want it to go to waste. Very un-vegan to waste food."

	Arabella looked startled, then pleased. "How kind. Please, do take it."

	I watched with mild alarm as Brian popped the entire truffle-topped crostini into his mouth. For a moment, his expression was one of pure satisfaction. A man denied canapés who had finally secured one through sheer persistence.

	Then everything changed.

	Brian's eyes widened. His face flushed scarlet, then went the colour of old paper. Sweat broke out across his forehead. He made a strangled noise somewhere between a gasp and a whimper.

	"Brian?" I stepped towards him.

	He clutched at his throat, mouth open in a silent scream. Then, with a strangled cry, he spat the partially chewed canapé onto the immaculate lawn and lunged for the nearest drink, which happened to be a glass of Pimm's in the hand of a startled elderly gentleman.

	"Water!" Brian gasped after gulping down the stolen drink. "Need water! Burning!"

	The croquet match came apart. Guests moved back as Brian staggered across the lawn, still making desperate wheezing noises and fanning his open mouth.

	"He's been poisoned! I recognise this look from my cattle when they ate the wrong plant!" Antonia Somerleigh exclaimed, backing away as if Brian had suddenly become contagious. "Someone call an ambulance!"

	Lord Montgomery looked horrified, his carefully orchestrated social event once again descending into disaster. "Findlay! Water, quickly!"

	The butler appeared at speed, carrying a crystal pitcher. Brian grabbed it and drank directly from the spout, water cascading down his chin and onto his jumper.

	I knelt beside the rejected canapé, examining it carefully. The smell was potent, truffle oil over something sharper underneath. I dipped my little finger into the residue and touched it to my tongue, then immediately regretted my detective instinct as the heat hit me.

	"It's not poison," I announced and reached for a napkin to wipe my burning tongue. "It's chilli extract. Extremely concentrated."

	"Chilli?" Arabella echoed, looking baffled. "Why would there be chilli under truffle oil?"

	Brian had collapsed onto a garden chair, still fanning his mouth and making occasional whimpering noises. "Is my tongue still attached?" he croaked. "I can't feel my face."

	I scanned the gathering, noting the expressions around me. Most guests looked confused or concerned. A few seemed secretly amused at the spectacle of Brian's suffering. But I was looking for something else – guilt, perhaps, or satisfaction. Someone had doctored that canapé, and not with Arabella's enjoyment in mind.

	"I'm so sorry," Arabella said, kneeling beside Brian. "That was meant for me."

	"Lucky you," Brian rasped. "You'd have died on the spot."

	"Nonsense," Lord Montgomery interjected, clearly trying to regain control of his event. "Just a kitchen mix-up. Nothing sinister about it."

	But there was something decidedly off about it all. Brian might survive a scorched tongue with little more than a grumble, but Arabella was another matter entirely. For her, an elderly lady, a mouthful of that much chilli could have landed her in hospital, or worse. She'd had a lucky escape. Perhaps the canapé wasn't meant to kill, but it was certainly meant to cause embarrassment, if not harm. It was another warning, right up there with Georgiana's scratched car and Lady Ottilie's loose stair runner.

	I scanned the garden. Brian's unexpected performance had given the guests something new to talk about. Somewhere among these elegantly dressed people was the person responsible. Someone who had worked through their rivals with a series of increasingly suspicious mishaps. Still, Arabella seemed an odd choice.

	Sir Archibald stood slightly apart, watching the fuss with his usual closed expression. Our eyes met briefly. There was something in his face, hard to say what, but it did not quite fit with the fragile, well-bred gentleman he presented. Perhaps I imagined it. I am prone to that sort of thing.

	But before I could approach him, Findlay announced that the croquet match would continue as planned. Brian, still looking rather green, grabbed my arm.

	"Next time," he hissed through numb lips, "when I say we should stay home and barricade ourselves in, maybe listen to me?"

	As the guests returned to their places, I kept thinking about the black-edged card on my door and the sabotaged canapé. Maybe they were linked. Was I getting too close to someone's secret? I eat plant-based, too. Maybe the canapé was meant for me, not Arabella. The person who tried to harm me might not have known we weren't considered posh enough to be served. If that's the case, which of these perfectly dressed aristocrats would go so far as to hurt or even kill in plain sight? Right here, in public? It was definitely a bold move.

	 

OceanofPDF.com


CHAPTER 27 
THE GOSSIP

	The others drifted back to the croquet hoops, but Theodore St John hung back and wandered over. Brian was still waving a hand at his mouth, letting out the odd groan. Theodore watched him for a moment, half-smiling, then apparently decided the scene was entertaining enough to stay for.

	"My dear fellow, are you quite recovered?" Theodore patted Brian's shoulder. "That was quite the spectacle. I haven't seen someone turn that particular shade of purple since the Duchess of Argyll accidentally bit into a wasabi ball at the Japanese Ambassador's reception."

	Brian managed a nod, his eyes still watering. He looked miserable.

	"What you need, dear boy, is a proper gin and tonic." Theodore waved towards a passing server. "Best thing for a chilli burn. The quinine in the tonic neutralises the capsaicin, you know. Learned that little trick in Jakarta while dining with the Sultan's second cousin. Marvellous man, simply marvellous. Kept pet tigers in his garden pavilion."

	"Actually," I interrupted, "I think we'll stick with water for now." The last thing this investigation needed was Brian half-cut on gin, stumbling around and asking aristocrats if they'd poisoned anyone lately. A sober Brian is hard enough to manage. "It's rather early in the day."

	"Nonsense, it's never too early if it's for medicinal purposes," Theodore protested. But then he shrugged and stopped the server anyway. "I'll have two G&Ts. Make them doubles."

	The drinks arrived with impressive speed. Theodore took both glasses, raising one in a mock toast before taking a substantial swig. "Your loss, I'm afraid. Carlton Club's special recipe. The Queen Mother was particularly fond of them, you know. Used to smuggle them into church services in a silver hip flask. I caught her once during Easter service at Westminster. She winked at me! Absolutely marvellous woman."

	Brian raised his eyebrows at me. I gave a small shake of my head. Theodore's stories wandered into very unlikely territory. I didn't believe a word of his adventures with half of British history.

	"Quite the turn-out today, despite everything," Theodore continued, polishing off the first G&T. "Montgomery puts on a good show, I'll give him that, though between you and me, his castle hotel doesn't hold a candle to the Grangefield Estate in Surrey. Now that's proper accommodation. The Prince of Wales, Charles, that is, not the current one, absolutely swore by their four-poster beds. Something about the alignment with the summer solstice. He's rather mystical, you know."

	Theodore paused only long enough to start on his second drink before continuing his monologue. "Look at Antonia over there in her trousers, keeping to herself as usual. Proper Blitz Lady, that one. The sort who runs a battalion on a stern look and a clipboard. Terrifies most men, which is why she's still hunting at these soirées. Not that she'd admit to hunting, of course. 'Strategic matrimonial reconnaissance' is how she'd put it."

	Brian managed a careful sip of water, still pale and blinking as if the sunlight was too bright. I watched Theodore work his way through the family histories and scandals, nodding when required and letting most of it go.

	"And there," Theodore gestured with his glass towards Sir Archibald and Arabella, who were standing close together near a rose bush, "our lovebirds. Wedding bells by Christmas, mark my words. Old Archie's finally found someone to warm his bed and manage his grounds. About time, too. The man's been alone far too long."

	"You know Sir Archibald well?" I asked.

	"Oh, since we were all in short trousers," Theodore said, brightening at once. "Not exactly bosom friends, mind you. Different circles, different schools. I was Eton, the Fortescue boys were Harrow, which was quite enough to keep us at a respectable distance. Still, one kept bumping into them at the usual gatherings. Hunts, balls, all that frightfully traditional nonsense. You know the sort."

	He glanced over at Sir Archibald, who was currently helping himself to the petit fours. "Extraordinary. Never saw him touch anything sweet before, always the kidney-pie-and-game-bird school of eating, our Archie. Savoury to the bone. And now look at him." He watched for a moment. "Well. Arabella's doing, I suppose. Love does strange things, doesn't it? Makes a man sweeter, in every sense." He chuckled and took another large sip of his G&T.

	"I had my own spell of being reformed by a woman," he went on. "There was an actress, terribly famous, I can't possibly say her name, who had me living on raw vegetables for six weeks. Claimed it was essential. For vigour, she said. I lost half a stone and all my dignity. Archie and I used to commiserate over it, actually, during what were definitely our lean years. The other Fortescue had gone off to manage sheep somewhere far away, and my actress had disappeared with that Hollywood chap with the cleft chin and the yacht. He seemed to manage without the vegetables." He let out a long, theatrical sigh.

	He raised his G&T glass towards Archibald and Arabella. "To the happy couple. May he finally have someone to share his petit fours with."

	Theodore's stream of consciousness rolled on without pause. "Though I must admit, Christian Dior was much more agreeable company than Archie ever was. Used to come to my literary evenings at the castle. Said my library had the perfect ambience for creative inspiration. And Pavarotti! Now there was a man who knew how to appreciate a good burgundy. Gave an impromptu concert in my dining room once. The crystal glasses were vibrating with his high notes!"

	Brian caught my eye. His expression said: please. Now.

	"Would you excuse us, Theodore?" I smiled, taking Brian's arm. "I think Brian needs some fresh air."

	"But we're already outdoors," Theodore pointed out, blinking in confusion.

	"Fresher air," I insisted, already steering Brian away. "Away from the... croquet dust."

	"Oh, of course, of course." Theodore waved us away with a grand gesture. "Do take care, dear boy. And remember, gin is always the answer!"

	I guided Brian away, leaving Theodore to corner an unfortunate elderly lady who had made the mistake of sitting down nearby.

	"Is your tongue still attached?" I asked quietly as we made our escape.

	"Barely," Brian croaked. "But if I had to pick between another chilli canapé and more of Theodore's stories, I'd go for the canapé." He shook his head. "But… croquet dust? That's the best you could come up with?"

	"It did the job, did it not?" I said, steering us towards a patch of garden that looked less hazardous. "And we did pick up something useful."

	"That Theodore is the world's most shameless name-dropper?" Brian rolled his eyes.

	"No," I said, dropping my voice. "Sir Archibald is about to marry Arabella. Perhaps that explains the attempted assault by canapé."

	Brian stared at me with big eyes as he realised what I meant. "You think...?"

	"I think it's time we did some proper investigating." I looked back at the croquet match, where Sir Archibald was laughing at something Arabella said. "Starting with Lord Montgomery and his butler."
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CHAPTER 28 
THE LISTS

	I spotted Lord Montgomery on the far side of the lawn, deep in conversation with Antonia Somerleigh. They kept their distance from the others, both facing slightly away from the house. Montgomery let out a laugh that was much too loud, then looked over his shoulder as if expecting someone to be listening. He was not very good at hiding things.

	Perfect. People with secrets were always the easiest to get information from.

	"Time to turn up the heat," I murmured to Brian, who was still massaging his tongue against the roof of his mouth.

	"Haven't we had enough heat for one day?" Brian groaned, but followed me dutifully across the lawn.

	Lord Montgomery's smile faltered slightly as he saw us walking closer. "Ah, the photographers. How is your companion feeling? That was quite the unfortunate culinary mishap. I do apologise for my cook, he probably mixed the olive oil with the chilli extract."

	"Of course. These things happen." I looked at Montgomery. He did not look at me. He stared at the floor and fiddled with his cuff. I waited until he stopped. I doubted that even Montgomery believed his own story about the olive oil. "Could we have a quick word in private? I will not take up your whole afternoon."

	Montgomery glanced at Antonia, clearly reluctant to end their conversation. "Perhaps later? We're in the middle of –"

	"It's regarding the safety of your guests," I cut in. "I'd rather not discuss it publicly."

	That did it. He gave Antonia a brief nod and steered us a short distance from the croquet lawn, just far enough that the players wouldn't overhear.

	"What is this about?" His voice was clipped. His aristocratic patience was wearing thin.

	"I need a list of everyone who's attended your recent soirées," I said. "And any information you have about private meetings that occurred after the events."

	Montgomery looked at me, startled. "Absolutely not. My guests expect discretion. The Hearts and Houses soirées rely on trust and confidentiality. I can't simply hand over private –"

	"Someone sent me this." I took the black-bordered card from my pocket and watched him. He might have been the one behind my little warning. "Left it on my door yesterday. Same as the ones Georgiana, Lady Ottilie, and Lady Lucinda got before her accident."

	Montgomery looked pale. "I... I didn't know you'd had one."

	"Three deaths, Montgomery. And several near-misses. I'm trying to help you by handling this quietly." I gestured towards the elegant gathering. "The alternative is DCI Fraser showing up with uniformed officers to question every guest about their movements and motives. I imagine that would be rather bad for business."

	He winced at the thought. "You play a hard game, Ms Snowdon."

	"Not a game at all," I corrected. "Just trying to keep anyone else from being killed."

	Montgomery sighed, running a hand over his face. "Very well. Findlay keeps records of all attendees. He can provide what you need."

	"And the private meetings?"

	"Those arrangements are... delicate. We usually don't keep any notes about the more... intimate encounters of our attendées..." He scanned the lawn, then raised a hand. His butler arrived at his side, quiet as ever.

	"Findlay, please assist Ms Snowdon and Mr Goodfellow with the attendance records they require." Montgomery managed a tight smile. "I must return to my guests."

	He left at once. Findlay watched us, expressionless.

	"This way, if you please." Findlay turned without waiting for a response, leading us away from the garden and towards a side entrance of the castle.

	We walked with him down a stone corridor, passing rooms full of antiques, until we reached a small office. I had expected something old-fashioned, maybe leather-bound ledgers and fountain pens. Instead, I found a modern workspace. A sleek desktop computer sat on a simple desk, next to a laptop and some high-end networking equipment.

	"His Lordship believes in tradition in all things except business administration," Findlay explained, noting my surprise. "The Hearts and Houses enterprise requires efficient management."

	Brian whistled, eyeing the tech setup. "Nice kit. That's the latest Mac Pro, isn't it? And what do we have here? A laser printer!"

	Findlay ignored the question, seating himself at the desk. "What specific information are you seeking?"

	"A complete list of attendees for the last six months of soirées," I said. "And any records of which guests arranged private meetings afterwards."

	Findlay's fingers moved over the keyboard with surprising speed for a man who looked like he'd stepped out of a period drama. "The attendance records are straightforward enough." A printer in the corner whirred to life. "However, the private arrangements are confidential. His Lordship may have authorised this breach of protocol, but I have my professional standards to maintain."

	People are dying, Findlay. Professional standards are not much use if your employer is charged as an accessory.

	His typing stopped for a beat. "I highly doubt it would come to that."

	"Three deaths linked to these soirées," Brian chimed in. "That's not a coincidence, it's a pattern. And patterns tend to continue unless someone breaks them."

	"Those incidents have nothing to do with this," Findlay insisted. "His Lordship provides a valuable service to those of a certain social standing who find themselves alone in their later years. There is nothing untowards about the Hearts and Houses soirées. It is a perfectly respectable enterprise."

	"And Lord Montgomery has found a way to keep his castle roof from leaking," I noted.

	"His Lordship's financial arrangements are not your concern," Findlay replied stiffly. "Now, what else did you wish to know?"

	I changed tack. "What about the regulars? Sir Archibald Fortescue, for example?"

	Findlay looked away for a moment. "Sir Archibald is a respected gentleman from an old family. He's been a regular at our events for the past year. He's met a few ladies who suit his background – and, well, his needs."

	"His needs? Do you mean his health?"

	"I don't know anything about our guests' medical details." Findlay's voice went cold.

	"But you serve them, observe them. Surely you've noticed things."

	"Sir Archibald's health is... complex. He manages admirably, but his condition is more serious than most realise."

	"What about Augusta Featherstonehaugh? I understand she's not a fan of your soirées."

	Findlay's lips thinned. "Miss Featherstonehaugh has visited several times, though not as a participant. She came to retrieve her mother on multiple occasions, often causing quite the scene. She seemed to believe that Mrs Featherstonehaugh was somehow being... exploited."

	"Was she?"

	"Certainly not," Findlay bristled. "Mrs Featherstonehaugh was a grown woman making her own choices. Her daughter simply couldn't accept that her mother might desire companionship in her later years."

	"I understand Augusta and Lady Lucinda were friends?"

	"They served on several charitable boards together," Findlay confirmed. "Miss Featherstonehaugh was most distressed when she heard of Lady Lucinda's accident."

	I kept Findlay busy with questions while Brian wandered around the office, pretending to look at the framed photographs. I saw him stop by the waste bin under the desk. He bent down, fiddled with his shoelace, and shoved some shredded papers into his jumper. For Brian, it was almost coordinated.

	The effect was obvious. Brian's jumper now bulged with paper. I raised an eyebrow at him, but kept my face neutral, not wanting to draw Findlay's attention.

	"Here are the attendance records you requested," Findlay said, collecting several pages from the printer. "A complete list of all Hearts and Houses participants for the past six months, with dates of attendance."

	"Thank you," I said, accepting the papers. "This is extremely helpful."

	Findlay stood up. He looked at me as if I had taken up enough of his time. "If that's all, I need to get back to the real guests. The croquet match is nearly finished, and His Lordship wants help with the prize presentation."

	He did not need to spell out what he meant by "real guests". In Findlay's view, Brian and I were not in the same league as the croquet crowd.

	"Of course," I smiled politely. "We wouldn't want to keep you."

	We followed Findlay out. Brian walked with a stiff gait. He kept one hand pressed to his jumper, where the paper bulges stuck out. He kept glancing down at them as we walked. I watched to see if any paper would fall out, but nothing did. Brian looked ridiculous, but his instincts were good. Whatever was in that shredder, Findlay had not wanted us to see it.

	Now we just needed to find somewhere quiet to go through it all.
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CHAPTER 29
THE SIDE HUSTLE

	We crept through the hallway of Craigenthistle Castle like a pair of incompetent burglars. For two people with permission to be here, we were doing an excellent impression of people who did not.

	"Why are we tiptoeing?" Brian whispered, clutching his paper-stuffed middle. "Fraser gave us official permission to investigate. We're not breaking any rules for once."

	I paused mid-step. He was right. We actually had authorisation this time. Fraser had practically begged for our help.

	"Force of habit, I suppose," I admitted, letting out a small laugh. "I'm so used to investigating behind Fraser's back that sneaking about has become second nature."

	"Well, I'd appreciate a bit less sneaking and a bit more walking normally," Brian complained. "These bits of paper are threatening to make a break for it. I feel like I'm giving birth to a filing cabinet."

	I glanced pointedly at his distended jumper. "I doubt Lord Montgomery would be thrilled to discover you've been raiding his paper waste. Authorised investigation or not."

	"And Findlay would be even less pleased," Brian added with a grimace. "I swear that man could freeze hell with a single disapproving glance."

	"You're not wrong there."

	We continued down the corridor, Brian now walking with slightly more dignity but still keeping a protective hand over his paper belly.

	"The library should be empty," I whispered, nodding towards a heavy oak door at the end of the hallway. "Everyone seems occupied with hitting balls through hoops."

	The library door creaked slightly as I pushed it open. The room was empty.

	"All clear," I confirmed, stepping inside. "Let's see what we've got."

	Brian headed straight for the oak table in the middle of the room and started pulling shredded papers from under his jumper. It looked remarkably like a magician performing a never-ending handkerchief trick, except with considerably less grace and more under-breath cursing.

	"Why are we bothering with this when Fraser said we could go ahead and ask questions openly?" I asked. I sat down in the leather armchair and opened Findlay's guest list.

	"Because," Brian replied, picking out the last bits of paper, "Fraser's permission doesn't include the things they'd rather we didn't find. People always throw out what matters."

	Brian put the last bit of shredded paper on the table. The strips covered the polished surface. A jigsaw puzzle with no picture guide.

	"Right," he said, rolling up his sleeves. "Time for some digital forensics." He began arranging the paper strips into rough groupings. "Same paper type, similar ink... these probably go together."

	I turned my attention to the guest list. Six months of Hearts and Houses soirées, all catalogued with dates, attendees, and brief notes about interactions. It was more detailed than I'd expected. Findlay clearly took his record-keeping seriously.

	"Interesting," I murmured, scanning the pages. "Eugenia Featherstonehaugh attended four events before her death. And look at this. She's consistently noted as having 'extended conversations' with Sir Archibald Fortescue."

	Brian glanced up from his paper arrangement. "Our elderly Romeo gets around, doesn't he?"

	"And here's Lady Lucinda, also spending time with Archibald at three separate events. Lady Ottilie too." I frowned, circling the repeated pattern. "All the victims seem to have connections to him."

	"Maybe he's not very good at rejection," Brian suggested, now taking photos of his arranged paper strips with his phone. "Gets a bit murdery when the ladies say no?"

	"Possibly. But he seems genuinely smitten with Arabella now." I tapped the page thoughtfully. "It doesn't quite add up. Why would he try to harm her with a chilli canapé?"

	Brian was now tapping quickly on his phone. "Let's see if technology can help us make sense of these shredded bits. I'm uploading the photos to this AI program that can reconstruct documents from fragments."

	"You have an app for that?"

	"Of course I do. You never know when you might need to piece together shredded evidence." He grinned at my expression. "What? I watch a lot of spy films."

	I returned to my list while Brian muttered encouragement to his software.

	"Aha!" Brian exclaimed suddenly. "The AI is working. Let's see what... oh."

	I looked up. "Problem?"

	Brian stared at the screen. "It's reconstructed the text, but it seems to think the document is a recipe for haggis crossed with assembly instructions for an IKEA bookshelf."

	"That sounds... unlikely."

	"Just a bit." Brian peered at the screen. "Let me try tweaking the parameters."

	Several minutes passed. Brian's frown deepened. Then: "Hang on, I think I've got something. The AI was confused because the paper was shredded both vertically and horizontally. Clever, Findlay, very clever. But not clever enough for modern technology."

	He turned his phone towards me. The screen displayed reconstructed text with dates, names, and amounts, all lined up in columns.

	"It looks like a financial record," I said, leaning in for a better look.

	"Not your average ledger," Brian replied, sitting up sharply. "It's a list of payments to Findlay. Here: 'Theatre arrangement, £200.' Then there's 'Private dinner, Macduff Arms, £150,' and 'Race day tickets, £300.'"

	"Findlay's running a side business?" I frowned, scanning the entries.

	"More like a concierge service for the lovelorn elderly," Brian replied. "He's arranging dates and outings for the Hearts and Houses crowd, then taking a hefty commission for his troubles."

	"So Montgomery matches them up at the soirées, and then Findlay helps them... progress the relationship?" I asked.

	"For a price." Brian nodded. "And look who's his best customer."

	He pointed to a name that appeared repeatedly throughout the document: Sir Archibald Fortescue.

	"The Royal Lyceum Theatre in Edinburgh, the Scottish Opera in Glasgow," I read aloud. "Archibald has expensive taste in dates."

	"And deep pockets, apparently." Brian scrolled down. "He's paid Findlay thousands over the past few months. All to arrange outings with different women from the soirées."

	I reached for my guest list again, cross-referencing the dates. "Eugenia, Lady Lucinda, Lady Ottilie, Georgiana… They all went on these arranged outings with Archibald before their... incidents."

	Brian let out a low whistle. "Our gentleman suitor has been busy. Takes a woman out, she ends up dead or injured shortly after."

	"It's not definitive proof," I cautioned. "Correlation doesn't equal causation."

	"No, but it looks rather suspicious." Brian sat back in his chair. "Shall we speak to Archibald? Put what we've found to him?"

	I shook my head. "Not yet. We need more than this if we're going to accuse him. If he gets wind of it now, he'll only be warned."

	"So what's our next move?"

	I studied both documents, thinking it through. "Actually, I'm not convinced Archibald is our killer."

	Brian's eyebrows shot up. "What? His name is all over both documents, connected to every victim!"

	"Exactly." I tapped the financial records. "What if Archibald isn't the predator here, but the prey?"

	Brian looked sceptical. "You think Findlay is setting him up?"

	"Think about it. Findlay arranges all these outings, collects substantial fees, and has access to every victim. He knows their schedules, their habits, their medical conditions. He was at Lady Ottilie's tea party the day before her accident."

	Brian nodded. "Plus, he has the printer that could have been used to make the death notice cards. A laser printer! Not just a regular ink printer!" He paused. "But what's his motive? Why kill off the ladies Archibald is interested in?"

	 "I'm not sure yet, " I admitted.  "But Findlay pays attention. He's been pouring whisky for the upper class since before we were born. I expect he remembers every slight. He doesn't let things go. "

	Brian thought for a moment and started picking up the scraps of paper. "So now we're looking at Findlay instead of Archibald?"

	"I think we need to keep both possibilities open. But right now, I'd like to have another chat with our butler friend."

	Brian carefully packed his phone away, then hesitated. "What about the shredded evidence? If we leave it here, Findlay will know someone's been snooping."

	"Good point." I surveyed the mess of paper strips. "Bag it up. We'll dispose of it elsewhere."

	We slipped back into the corridor, leaving the library as we'd found it.
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CHAPTER 30 
THE GRATUITIES

	Finding Findlay would be our next challenge. Butlers, in my limited experience, had an extraordinary talent for appearing the moment they were wanted and disappearing the moment they weren't. Rather like cats, but definitely less cute.

	"Where do you think he'll be?" Brian whispered.

	I thought about the options. "He'll be wherever Montgomery needs him to be. The croquet match is finishing, so perhaps helping with refreshments on the terrace."

	We made our way through the castle's winding corridors. Outside, the guests were beginning to drift towards the terrace where tables had been laid with fine china and silver tea services.

	"I don't see him," Brian murmured, standing on tiptoes to peer over the crowd.

	"Let's try the main entrance then," I suggested.

	And there was Findlay, helping an elderly lady down the steps towards a waiting car.

	"Perfect timing," I murmured. "Let's wait until he's done."

	We stayed back and watched. The chauffeur opened the car door and Findlay helped her into the seat, then handed her handbag to her with a small bow.

	"Safe journey, Lady Drummond," we heard him say. "We look forward to seeing you at the garden ball soon."

	The car pulled away with a gentle crunch of gravel. Findlay adjusted his cuffs and stood alone on the steps, back to business.

	"Now's our chance," I said, nudging Brian forward.

	But Brian had suddenly developed an intense interest in his shoelaces. "Maybe you should do the talking. I'm not great with... you know... scary butler types."

	"Scared of Findlay?" I raised an eyebrow.

	"Not scared exactly," Brian protested. "Just... respectfully intimidated."

	I sighed and stepped forward alone. "Mr Findlay? A word, please."

	Findlay turned. "The staff exit is around the back," he informed us coolly.

	"We'd like a private word with you."

	"I'm afraid that won't be possible." He looked pointedly at his watch. "The afternoon tea service requires my attention, and His Lordship –"

	"Can manage without you for ten minutes," I interrupted. "Unless you'd prefer we discuss your... extracurricular activities here in the open?"

	He blinked. "I have no idea what you're referring to."

	"No? I expect Lord Montgomery would be curious about your sideline, organising private meetings for the Hearts and Houses guests. For a substantial fee, of course."

	Findlay's posture stiffened further. He glanced quickly around the entrance area.

	"Very well," he said finally. "Ten minutes. Follow me."

	We trailed after him like naughty schoolchildren being led to the headmaster's office. Brian shot me an impressed look behind Findlay's back, mouthing "nice one" with a thumbs up that he quickly dropped when Findlay glanced over his shoulder.

	The office was exactly as we'd left it, though I noticed Findlay's sharp eyes went straight to the waste paper bin. If he noticed anything amiss, he gave no sign.

	"Now then," he said, standing rather than sitting, presumably to maintain his height advantage. "What exactly do you wish to discuss?"

	I nodded to Brian, who reluctantly pulled out his phone and opened the reconstructed document.

	"We know about your arrangement fees," I said without preamble. "The theatre tickets, the private dinners, the race days. All organised by you, all with a generous commission."

	Findlay's expression stayed neutral, but his eyes narrowed. "I occasionally assist guests with arrangements for their mutual convenience. There is no impropriety in that."

	"Except you're keeping it from Lord Montgomery," Brian chimed in. "Hence the shredded evidence."

	"My records are my own private affair," Findlay replied stiffly. "His Lordship is concerned with the broader business of the Hearts and Houses Soirées. The smaller details of guest satisfaction are my domain."

	"Guest satisfaction?" I raised an eyebrow. "Is that what we're calling it now?"

	A faint colour rose in Findlay's face. "I resent your implication, Ms Snowdon. I merely facilitate legitimate social engagements between consenting adults of a certain class and standing."

	"For hundreds of pounds per arrangement," Brian added.

	"The gratuities I receive are expressions of appreciation for my discretion and efficiency," Findlay replied, drawing himself up even straighter. "A concept perhaps unfamiliar to those accustomed to more... casual social interactions."

	I leaned against the desk, arms folded. "What interests me, Findlay, is the pattern. Some women who had one of your 'arrangements' have subsequently suffered an accident or worse."

	"A coincidence," Findlay dismissed. "Nothing more."

	Brian folded his arms, feeling confident now. "Let me guess. Ottilie's carpet runner, Georgiana's car, Eugenia's tea… All your doing, right? Did they threaten to tell everyone about your little intimate deals? You do realise you're basically the Harrods edition of a procurer, don't you?"

	The effect on Findlay was instant. He went white and actually grabbed the edge of the desk.

	"A procurer!" he gasped, as if the word had caused him physical pain. "You accuse me of being a common... a vulgar..." He couldn't finish.

	"Brian!" I hissed and gave him a warning glance. "Maybe ease back a bit." I turned to Findlay. "Perhaps you should sit down."

	Findlay's breathing had gone quick and uneven. I started to wonder if we'd overdone it.

	"Brian, fetch Mr Findlay a glass of water," I directed.

	Brian looked sheepish. "Right. Water. On it." He slipped out of the room, leaving me alone with the shaken butler.

	Findlay lowered himself carefully into his chair. "In all my years of service," he said quietly, "I have never been so grossly insulted."

	"I apologise for my colleague's bluntness," I said, though not entirely sincerely. "But you must admit, the circumstances look suspicious."

	Findlay took several slow breaths. By the time Brian returned with the water, he was sitting straight again, though still paler than usual.

	"Thank you," he said stiffly, accepting the glass. He took a small sip. "I merely helped elderly society members arrange pleasant outings. There was nothing... indecent involved. I was simply compensated by grateful guests for my efforts. A visit to the theatre is hardly comparable to the activities of a... proc–" He couldn't bring himself to finish.

	"Procurer," Brian supplied helpfully.

	I shot him another warning glance.

	"However," I said, turning back to Findlay, "the fact that you shredded the memo detailing who owes you and how much makes it obvious you know Lord Montgomery wouldn't approve."

	"His Lordship has better things to do than worry about who owes me," Findlay said. His voice was clipped.

	Brian couldn't hold back. "But what about the death notices? Did you print them here, in this office?" He pointed at the laser printer.

	"Absolutely not!" For the first time, Findlay's voice rose above its usual measured tone. "I categorically deny any involvement in those unfortunate incidents. Yes, I facilitated certain meetings. Yes, I accepted gratuities. But sabotage? Poison? Intimidation? And even murder?" He shook his head vehemently. "Never."

	I looked at him and was trying to decide if he was telling the truth. He seemed genuinely horrified. Then again, it's part of a butler's job description to be able to present whatever face was required.

	"If not you, then who?" I asked.

	He hesitated. "You might wish to speak with Antonia Somerleigh," he said finally.

	"Antonia?" Brian frowned. "The stern woman who looks like she irons her underwear?"

	Findlay winced but gave a slight nod. "She was most... determined to become Lady Fortescue. Sir Archibald showed initial interest but has recently transferred his attention to Ms Arabella." His tone grew more formal. "Ms Somerleigh was not pleased by this development."

	"You think she's behind the accidents?" I asked.

	"I think that concludes our discussion," Findlay replied, standing abruptly. "I have indulged your interrogation far longer than I should have. Now, I must ask you both to leave the castle immediately."

	"But –" Brian began.

	"Good day," Findlay cut him off, his tone leaving no room for argument. He moved to the door and held it open.

	We had no option but to leave. Findlay guided us down the corridors and out to the main entrance.

	"No doorman in a London club could have done it more efficiently," Brian muttered as we walked down the steps to the gravel drive. "That was a proper aristocratic kick-out."

	We walked across the car park in silence. The afternoon was fading, and a cool breeze had come in off the grounds.

	"What do you think?" Brian asked as we reached our car. "Was he telling the truth?"

	I pressed the key fob, and the car beeped a little too cheerfully.

	"I'm not sure," I admitted, opening the driver's door. "He had the most access to anyone involved in those accidents, and he's clearly willing to do quite a lot for money, despite his 'proper butler' act."

	Brian slid into the passenger seat. "Do you think he's trying to ruin the Hearts and Houses parties? Maybe damage Montgomery financially?"

	"Possibly." I started the car. "Or he thinks he's doing the right thing. Maybe he reckons the soirées are bad for Lord Montgomery's reputation, and he's trying to put a stop to them."

	"By killing off the guests? Bit extreme, isn't it?"

	"People get odd ideas about loyalty." I pulled out of the car park. "Either way, we need to talk to Antonia. It's a lead we can't ignore."

	Brian nodded. "Sir Archibald is right in the middle of all this. Jealousy does funny things to people."

	"Indeed." I turned onto the main road, heading back towards Cruden Bay. "Let's find out what Ms Somerleigh has to say for herself."
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CHAPTER 31 
THE HIGHLAND COO

	We drove north towards Antonia Somerleigh's estate, following the sat-nav as it directed us through the Cairngorms. The roads narrowed as we climbed, and the signal dropped in and out. Brian spent most of the journey reading out facts about Antonia from his phone. According to him, she owned half of Aberdeenshire and her family had been  "frightening the locals since the Battle of Culloden ". I took his historical assessments with the usual pinch of salt, but when we turned the last corner and saw the estate spread out across the hillside, I started to think he might have a point.

	I'd expected the usual aristocratic welcome: butler at the door, drawing room with silver tea service, perhaps a few carefully rehearsed anecdotes about family portraits. What we got instead was Antonia herself, standing in the gravel forecourt beside a mud-splattered Range Rover with its engine running.

	The elegant woman from the croquet match was gone. In her place stood someone in a battered Barbour, tartan scarf tied tight, and Wellington boots carrying a generous layer of what I hoped was mud. Leather gloves completed the look. She gave us a stare that made clear visitors were not on her list of acceptable surprises.

	 "You're the photographer and her assistant, " she said as we walked closer. It wasn't a question.  "Bad timing. One of the neighbouring farmers just rang. Tourists causing trouble in the west field. "

	 "We won't take much of your time, " I began.  "We just have a few questions about – "

	 "I haven't time for questions about romantic corpses and matchmaking melodrama, " Antonia cut me off.  "Some idiotic young couple has climbed over a gate to take pictures with one of my Highland coo calves. "

	Brian brightened at the mention of Highland cattle.  "Oh! The fluffy ones with the big horns and fringe? I've always wanted to – "

	 "They're not stuffed toys, " Antonia snapped.  "They're half-tonne animals with maternal instincts and pointy bits. And these particular city fools are probably trying to make a TikTok or whatever nonsense they do these days. "

	She jerked her head towards the Range Rover.  "You can get in and come along if you want to ask your questions. Otherwise, you can wait until I've dealt with the latest outbreak of urban idiocy. "

	I nodded and headed for the passenger seat. Brian stayed put, watching Antonia open the boot. Inside were ropes, feed sacks, a torch with a cracked lens, and, among the rest, a shotgun.

	Brian had now stopped moving altogether, staring at me with wide-eyed panic. His whisper was loud enough for anyone nearby to hear.

	 "Joana, " he hissed.  "Shotgun. Actual shotgun. Are we about to be driven into the remote Highlands and murdered to keep us quiet? Because I have to tell you, this woman absolutely has the look of someone who knows how to dispose of a body in a peat bog. "

	I rolled my eyes.  "Don't be ridiculous. "

	 "But – "

	 "I can hear you, " Antonia called without looking up from where she was checking something in her boot.  "It's an estate, not a cake shop. Did you expect me to manage five thousand acres with a feather duster? "

	Brian gaped at her, then back at me, clearly having some sort of internal crisis about whether to get into a car with an armed aristocrat.

	 "We're wasting daylight, " Antonia barked, slamming the boot shut.  "In or out? "

	 "In, " I decided, climbing into the front passenger seat before Brian could protest further.

	Brian made a noise and got into the back. The Range Rover started moving before he had closed his door, so he ended up on the floor behind me. He did not bother with the seat belt.

	The next bit was not dignified. The tracks were made for tractors, not people. We went over ruts, through muddy puddles, and across cattle grids at a speed I would not try on the A1, even on a good day.

	 "This isn't driving, it's assault! " Brian cried from the back, clinging to a grab handle as we took a corner that briefly put us on two wheels.  "Joana, this is your fault. If I'm sick in this woman's car, I'm blaming you for that too! "

	I braced myself against the dashboard as we hit another pothole.  "You're the one who wanted to see Highland cattle up close. "

	 "Not this close! And not with someone who drives like she's trying out for the World Rally Championship! "

	Antonia paid no attention to us. She looked entirely unbothered, steering as if she had been driving since before anyone thought to put up a speed limit. Which she probably had done.

	I thought I might as well get on with it.  "Ms Somerleigh, about Sir Archibald – "

	 "Call me Antonia, " she interrupted, eyes fixed on the track ahead.  "All this 'Ms' business makes me feel like I'm being served with legal papers. "

	 "Antonia, then. Were you interested in Sir Archibald? "

	 "Of course I was. He would have made a sensible husband. Wealthy. Good breed. Could have taken some of the estate off my hands. "

	 "And how do you feel about him choosing Arabella instead? "

	Antonia snorted, taking a sharp left turn that sent Brian sliding across the back seat again.  "Do I look like I'm pining dramatically in a rose garden? I'm sixty-three, not sixteen. Disappointment is hardly a novel experience at my age. "

	 "What about the other women at the soirées? Lady Ottilie, Lady Lucinda? "

	 "Ottilie? " Antonia's mouth went flat.  "That woman smiles to your face while she's measuring you for a coffin. Always calculating, always manipulating. Lucinda was harmless enough, though. Bit dull, obsessed with those dogs of hers. "

	 "And Arabella? "

	 "Plays the gentle widow while she's eyeing up bank accounts. Not that I blame her. She needs the money for that crumbling pile she calls a home. " Antonia swerved to avoid a rabbit.  "At least Georgiana is honest about who she is. All that theatrical nonsense and those ridiculous garden statues – it's absurd, but it's not pretending to be anything else. "

	I watched her drive, her mouth set in a straight line.  "Did you want the others gone? The women after Sir Archibald? "

	Antonia glanced at me, eyes narrowed. She kept the Range Rover steady.  "If I wanted to tell a woman to step aside, " she said coldly,  "I'd do it to her face. I don't skulk around loosening stair runners, scratching cars, or posting melodramatic death notices like a second-rate actress in a village murder play. "

	 "You don't like Lady Ottilie much, " I said.

	 "Aberdeenshire wouldn't suffer from her absence, " Antonia replied sharply.  "It would have served her right if she'd broken her calculating neck on those stairs. "

	 "You two have history. "

	 "You could say that. " Antonia's grip tightened on the steering wheel.  "But that's all you'll get from me on the subject. "

	I tried several more angles, but Antonia had shut down entirely. Whatever lay between her and Lady Ottilie, she wasn't sharing it with strangers. 

	The scene in the field was chaos. Two tourists were trapped against a dry-stone wall, gripping their phones and a selfie stick as they shot frightened looks at the Highland cow blocking their way. The cow was a considerable animal, all rusty fur and enormous horns, her calf staying close to her flank.

	Antonia surveyed the scene, hands on her hips.  "Right! You two! " She pointed at the tourists, who flinched.  "Stay absolutely still! No sudden movements! "

	 "We've been still for ages! " the man called back.  "The cow won't let us move! "

	 "She's not just one cow, she's a Highland coo, and she thinks you're threatening her calf! " Antonia shouted.  "Which you were! "

	Brian had got out of the car and was watching the scene with great interest.  "They really do have magnificent hair, " he whispered to me.  "Like seventies rock stars. "

	 "Focus, Brian, " I murmured, assessing the situation. Antonia's shouting wasn't helping matters. The tourists looked increasingly panicked, and the cow was becoming more agitated with each raised voice.

	I moved towards the gate.  "Hello there, " I called to the tourists.  "What are your names? "

	The woman looked startled to be asked something so ordinary in their current predicament.  "I'm Sophie. This is Mark. "

	 "Hi Sophie, Mark. I'm Joana. That's Antonia – it's her cow. We're going to help you get back safely, but we need you to follow instructions precisely. Okay? "

	They both nodded.

	 "The gate is about fifteen metres to your right, " Antonia explained.  "You need to move towards it very slowly. No sudden movements. "

	Brian, apparently feeling left out of the rescue operation, decided to make his own contribution. He approached the coo, stopped at a safe distance, and began talking to the cattle in a soothing tone.

	 "Hello there, magnificent bovine lady, " he cooed.  "I'm Brian. I'm vegan, just like you. Well, you're technically not vegan since you're actually a cow, but we're both plant-based pals. I would never eat your adorable fluffy calf. "

	The cow turned her massive head towards Brian and stared at him.

	 "That's it, focus on me, " Brian continued, apparently encouraged.  "I'm much more interesting than those tourists. Did you know cows have best friends? It's true. You probably have a best friend too. Is it that other cow over there? The one with the extremely long fringe? "

	The cow did seem somewhat distracted by Brian's monologue. Whether out of curiosity or confusion, she had turned her attention away from the tourists, who were now inching cautiously towards us.

	 "Almost there, " I called softly.  "Keep moving, nice and slow. "

	Sophie and Mark reached the gate just as Brian launched into an improvised song about Highland cattle. Their ordeal wasn't quite over, however. Antonia descended on them.

	 "What exactly possessed you to climb into a field with a mother cow and her calf? " she demanded.  "Did you think this was some sort of petting zoo? A pretty backdrop for your social media nonsense? "

	Mark attempted to defend himself.  "The sign just said 'Livestock.' We didn't know – "

	 "'Livestock' means living animals! " Antonia cut him off.  "Actual animals with actual horns that could have actually impaled you! Highland cattle are generally gentle creatures, but any mother will defend her young. "

	By the time Antonia finished her lecture, both tourists looked thoroughly chastened. They mumbled apologies, promised never to trespass again, and scurried off towards a small hatchback parked further down the track.

	 "That was dangerous for those two, " I said as we walked back.  "Though Brian's cow-whispering was unexpected. "

	 "We all have hidden talents, " Brian replied with dignity.

	As we reached the Range Rover, Antonia yanked open the driver's door.  "Get in. We should head back. I've got a fence that needs fixing on the north pasture. "

	She rummaged in the glove compartment for a cloth to wipe the mud from the side mirrors. As she pulled it out, something fell to the ground: a familiar black-bordered envelope.

	I bent down and picked it up before she could stop me. What I read confirmed what I already suspected:  "It is With Deep Sorrow We Announce the Loss of Miss Antonia Somerleigh. "

	 "When did you get this? " I asked, holding up the card.

	Antonia glanced at it and shrugged.  "Arrived a few days ago. Melodramatic nonsense. "

	 "You are not concerned? "

	 "Should I be? Because someone with too much time and too little creativity sent me a poorly designed mockup of a funeral notice? " She snatched the card from my hand.  "I kept it to show Montgomery, then forgot about it. "

	 "Several women who received these cards have had accidents, " I reminded her.  "Two of them fatal. "

	 "I'm not several women, " Antonia replied flatly.  "And I don't have accidents. "

	The drive back to her estate was quicker and somehow even bumpier than the journey out. Brian had given up on conversation. When we finally pulled up in front of the main house, Antonia was already halfway out of the car before the engine stopped.

	 "I need to fix that fence, " she announced.  "Unless either of you knows how to mend barbed wire, our conversation is over. "

	Brian looked horrified at the mere suggestion of manual labour.  "I have delicate hands. For typing. And sometimes gentle vegan cooking. "

	Antonia snorted and strode off towards an outbuilding without so much as a goodbye.

	We made our way back to my car, both of us splattered with Highland mud and Brian looking enormously relieved to be away from shotguns and angry cattle.

	 "Well, " he said as we climbed in.  "That was... rustic. Do you think she's our killer? "

	I shook my head.  "No. She received one of the death notice cards, too. She's being warned off, just like the others. "

	 "But she looks the part! The Barbour, the shotgun, the terrifying demeanour! Maybe she sent herself that card! "

	 "That's just it, " I said, pulling out of the estate.  "Antonia's aggression is all right there on the surface. She's direct to the point of rudeness. If she wanted to get rid of the other ladies, she wouldn't mess about with stair runners and poisoned tea. She'd probably challenge them to a duel at dawn. "

	Brian thought about it.  "So who is our killer, then? "

	 "I don't know, " I admitted.  "But I think we need to talk to Lady Ottilie again. There's clearly bad blood between her and Antonia. And remember what Antonia said – about Ottilie being calculating and manipulative? That fits with someone who might orchestrate 'accidents' rather than confront people directly. "

	 "From proper British tea party to Highland cow standoff to aristocratic feuds, " Brian sighed.  "This investigation is giving me emotional whiplash. And mud. So much mud. "
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CHAPTER 32 
THE BREAK OFF

	We needed answers, and fast. And Lady Ottilie seems to know something that could help us. As we left Antonia's estate, the sky was a dull Scottish grey, and it stayed that way all the way to Hundyce Castle.

	This time, we went right up to the door and knocked. We didn't wait or talk it over. Wilson opened His expression shifted briefly when he took in our state, full of mud from our rural adventure, then settled back into professional neutrality.

	"Ms Snowdon. Mr Goodfellow." He nodded. "Lady Ottilie isn't at home."

	"When do you expect her back?" I asked.

	He hesitated, then let the formality drop a notch. "She won't be back for several days. She's at the Woodlands Private Clinic in Aberdeen."

	"The clinic?" Brian's eyebrows shot up. "Has she had another accident?"

	"No, sir," Wilson replied. "The doctors were concerned about her recovery from the fall. At her age, even minor injuries can have... complications. They've recommended a short stay for observation and physiotherapy."

	"Nothing serious, I hope?" I figured Lord Montgomery wouldn't be amused if this ended up being the fourth death case in his elite circles.

	"Just precautionary, I'm assured," Wilson said. "Though between ourselves, I suspect Her Ladyship is rather enjoying the attention. The clinic's reputation for comfort is... substantial."

	Brian nodded. "So private medicine saw a titled woman with plenty of money, is that it?"

	Wilson's lips twitched. "I couldn't possibly comment, sir."

	He gave us the clinic's address and visiting hours, and saw us out with considerably more warmth than during our previous visit.

	"A private clinic," Brian said as we walked back to my car. "Bet they have actual edible food and nurses who don't look like they've been awake since the Jurassic period."

	"We should pick up some flowers," I suggested. "It's the done thing when visiting someone in hospital."

	Brian agreed. We stopped at a florist in Huntly. The woman behind the counter helped us pick out something cheerful but not too bright. Lady Ottilie would have expectations.

	The Woodlands Private Clinic is just outside Aberdeen, all glass panels and stone corners. The car park was full of vehicles with registration plates from London and Geneva. I counted three Range Rovers and a Bentley before we even reached the entrance.

	Inside, a fountain trickled in the corner over some stones arranged to look natural. The lighting was carefully soft. The staff behind the desk looked as if they'd been recruited from a catalogue: efficient but also very attractive.

	"This is nothing like the NHS ward I stayed in after my horse riding accident," I murmured to Brian as we walked over to the desk. "I shared a room with seven other women, one of whom snored like a diesel engine."

	The receptionist gave us a smile with impossible white teeth. "How may I help you today?"

	"We're here to visit Lady Ottilie Pembroke," I explained.

	After checking her computer, she directed us to Suite 307 on the third floor. The lift was mirrored and played classical music, so softly it was barely there. Brian stood in the corner, arms wrapped tightly around himself as if afraid to touch anything.

	"What's wrong with you?" I asked as the lift ascended smoothly.

	"Everything in here probably costs more than I will ever earn," he replied in a hushed tone. "What if I break something? Or catch some rich person's disease that my immune system isn't prepared for? Do you think they have special pathogens that only affect the upper classes?"

	"I highly doubt there are aristocratic-only viruses, Brian."

	"What about gout? Or whatever it is that makes people say 'one' instead of 'I'?"

	I managed not to laugh as the lift doors opened onto a corridor carpeted in soft blue.

	Suite 307 had Lady Ottilie's name displayed on a discreet wooden plaque. I knocked gently, and a voice called for us to enter.

	The room had big windows and a view of a clipped lawn. Someone had put fresh flowers in two vases, and the bedspread was patterned with pheasants. Lady Ottilie was sitting up, hair set and not a crease in sight.

	"Joana, Brian," she greeted us with an elegant and very royal-looking hand wave. "How kind of you to visit. I was beginning to think I'd be left here to moulder away like some forgotten antiquity."

	"You look far from mouldering," I assured her, presenting our bouquet.

	"Oh, how thoughtful," she examined the arrangement with an expert eye. "Scottish heather and white roses, very appropriate. The florist at least understood the basics of suitable hospital visiting blooms. So many people bring lilies, as if one were already deceased."

	A nurse appeared as if summoned telepathically, took the flowers, and promised to arrange them immediately.

	"They treat me well enough here," Ottilie confided once the nurse had gone. "Though the food is abysmal. All steamed vegetables and poached fish. One would think butter had been outlawed." She gestured to the chair beside her bed. "Do sit down and tell me what brings you. I assume it's not simply concern for my wellbeing, though that would be the polite fiction."

	I took the offered seat while Brian wandered to the other side of the room, drawn to a large, abstract painting that seemed to be an artistic interpretation of human anatomy. He was examining his own forearm, bending it experimentally while glancing back at the artwork as if comparing notes.

	"How are you feeling?" I asked. Ottilie's assumption aside, I did actually want to know.

	"Bored rigid, of course," she replied with a dismissive wave. "The doctors insist on treating me like a particularly fragile piece of porcelain. At my age, apparently one doesn't simply have a fall, one has a 'significant trauma' that requires endless monitoring and dreadful compression stockings."

	"They're just looking after you," I soothed. "The fall could have been much worse."

	"Indeed, it could." She went quiet for a moment. "I'm not a fool, Joana. I know someone did something with that runner. Just as they did with poor Lucinda's stile."

	"Actually, that's partly why we're here," I said. "We were speaking with Antonia Somerleigh earlier today."

	Lady Ottilie's face went still, her mouth pressing shut. "Were you indeed? I'm sure that was illuminating. Did she ride you around her estate on horseback while shooting grouse?"

	"Almost. But... Antonia seemed quite upset when your name came up," I ventured carefully. "Is there some history there we should know about?"

	"That vulgar farm horse with a title should not necessarily be allowed in elite circles like the Hearts and Houses Soirées," Ottilie sniffed. "Sometimes even a title and an old name don't give one good manners."

	"But what specifically –" I began.

	"I have nothing more to say on the subject," she interrupted firmly.

	That was clearly that. Whatever lay between Ottilie and Antonia, she wasn't going to share it with me. I tried a different angle.

	"Have you thought any more about your accident?" I asked. "About who might have wanted to harm you?"

	Lady Ottilie brightened visibly, clearly finding the idea of playing detective far more appealing than talking about a grouse-shooting adversary. "Oh yes, I've thought about it quite a bit. I'm fairly sure now that Archibald was behind it."

	That caught me by surprise. "Sir Archibald? You think he loosened your stair runner?"

	"Not personally, of course," she clarified. "The man can barely manage his own shoelaces without assistance. But he wanted me out of the way once Arabella became his serious candidate for future wife."

	"That's quite an accusation," I said carefully. "I find it hard to picture even an indirect involvement from such a frail gentleman."

	Lady Ottilie gave me a look that suggested I was being naïve. "Perhaps he paid Findlay to do his dirty work. That butler is always open to earning extra money and doesn't ask many questions. It's what makes him both an excellent servant and a potentially dangerous ally."

	"Findlay was at your tea party that afternoon," I recalled.

	"Indeed, he was," Ottilie confirmed.

	She adjusted her position against the pillows with a small grimace, then continued. "There's something else that seems more relevant now than it did at the time. Shortly before Lucinda died, there was a small but delicious scandal at her private violin evening."

	"What kind of scandal?" I asked, sitting forward.

	"Archibald attended, looking well and in an unusually good mood. I could sense he was up to something. Then, in front of half the room, he more or less ended things with Lucinda." Ottilie pursed her lips disapprovingly. "Apparently, breaking up with women gives him quite the energy boost. Poor Lucinda had a rather undignified breakdown, and Archibald just walked out without a second thought."

	"That seems heartless," I remarked. Another piece for the board.

	"The man is on a mission to find the perfect wife," Ottilie stated flatly. "If a woman doesn't meet his exacting standards, she's simply disposed of. Just like myself."

	She turned towards Brian. "Darling boy, would you fetch my handbag? It's in the wardrobe."

	Brian abandoned his self-examination and retrieved a leather handbag. Ottilie rummaged inside and extracted a folded programme.

	"From Lucinda's musical evening," she explained, handing it to me. "I kept it because it listed all the guests and was rather tastefully designed."

	The programme was printed on heavy cream paper with a gold border. Inside, someone had put in a newspaper photo. It showed Sir Archibald next to a violinist. He was looking energetic and well, not fragile as on some other days.

	"May I take a photo of this?" I asked.

	"By all means," Ottilie agreed.

	I snapped several pictures with my phone, making sure to capture both the programme and its guest list, as well as the newspaper photo.

	"Thank you." I handed the programme back. "This is incredibly helpful."

	"I should hope so," Ottilie replied. "One doesn't enjoy being pushed down one's own staircase, metaphorically speaking."

	We stayed a while longer, exchanging pleasantries about the clinic and her expected recovery timeline. As we prepared to leave, a different nurse entered with a tea tray.

	Ottilie took one look at the cup and gave an imperious frown. "Take that away immediately. I refuse to drink more of this weak pensioner's dishwater. Bring me a proper Scottish tea, not this insipid concoction."

	The nurse's smile never faltered as she promised to return with something stronger. I wondered if they charged extra for difficult patients or if it was included in the premium rate.

	Outside in the corridor, Brian was rotating his arm in slow circles. "I think I felt a twinge in my shoulder," he announced. "Do you think they have a specialist I could quickly see while we're here?"

	"I thought you were terrified of catching an upper-class bug," I reminded him.

	"Yes, but that was before I realised I might have a serious medical condition." He pressed two fingers against his wrist. "Is my pulse supposed to be this regular? It seems suspiciously consistent."

	"It's called being healthy," I steered him towards the lift. "And we're leaving before you convince yourself you need an emergency splenectomy."

	The receptionist gave us a pleasant goodbye as we crossed the lobby. Outside, the air was cold and damp and smelled of nothing in particular, and it seemed to clear Brian's head of hypochondria.

	"Focus, Brian," I said as we walked to the car. "It seems like Archibald is our culprit after all. The way he perks up when there's trouble, the connections to all the victims, the sudden energy when he's breaking things off with women… it all fits."

	Brian nodded, suddenly serious. "And if he's setting his sights on Arabella now..."

	"Exactly. She might be in danger. We need to contact Fraser. It's time to bring him into the loop before anyone else gets hurt."
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CHAPTER 33 
THE ALIBI

	Once home, I stared at my phone for a good minute before finally ringing Murray. I mentally ran through how the conversation was likely to go, which was never going to end with me being voted Aberdeenshire's Most Popular Person. Accusing the local aristocracy of multiple murders was unlikely to go down terribly well.

	"Hello? DC Murray speaking." His voice crackled through the speaker, sounding distant and tinny.

	"Murray, it's Joana Snowdon. I think we've worked out who's behind the Hearts and Houses deaths."

	A small crash came down the line. Murray had clearly knocked something over. "You've solved it? Brilliant! Who is it then?"

	"Sir Archibald Fortescue."

	There was a long pause. "Sir Archibald? The Sir Archibald? Elderly gentleman with the cane and the castle in the Cairngorms?"

	"The very same," I confirmed. "Though we suspect the frail old man routine might be partly an act."

	"But he's... he's practically a national treasure! Member of the Queen's Honours list, patron of half the charities in Scotland, last of the proper gentlemen!" Murray's voice had risen several octaves. "Fraser will have puppies!"

	Brian, who had stopped pacing to listen, raised his eyebrows at me. "Puppies? Is that what passes for police slang these days?"

	I covered the microphone. "It's Murray. What did you expect?"

	Murray was still going. "Do you have any idea what you're suggesting? Sir Archibald is practically royalty in the Scottish aristocracy! He judges the Highland Games, for goodness' sake!"

	"We have evidence," I said firmly. "We need the police to figure out how exactly he did it, but everything points to him. He's connected to every victim."

	"Oh God," Murray moaned. "I wonder if any of the Lords and Ladies you've met needs a security guard? Because I'll be looking for a new job after telling Fraser we should arrest Sir Archibald Fortescue."

	"Murray," I said gently, "Fraser might bark and rant, but he's a good detective. Once he looks at the evidence properly, he'll see we're right."

	A heavy sigh came through the phone. "Let's hope so. But just so you know, I'm updating my TV tonight. Just in case."

	I looked at Brian, whispering,  "Why does he want to update his TV? "

	 "He probably means his CV, " Brian whispered back.

	We agreed to meet at Shieldbrae Castle the next morning. Murray said he'd brief Fraser in advance, which I took to mean he needed a full night's sleep before breaking the news that our main suspect was practically local royalty.

	Brian collapsed onto my sofa. "Well, that's it then. Tomorrow we face our killer. Bit anticlimactic, really. I was hoping for a dramatic chase across the moors or something."

	We arrived at the Shieldbrae Castle car park the next morning. Fraser was already there, walking in small circles beside his unmarked police car. Murray stood a few feet away, shifting from one foot to the other. Fraser ignored us as we walked over. He simply kept pacing. 

	"Snowdon. Goodfellow." He still didn't look at us. "Murray's told me your theory. It's thin."

	"But not impossible," I countered.

	"We'll see," Fraser grunted. "I'll handle the questioning. You two wait here, understood? No amateur detective nonsense."

	Brian looked disappointed. "After all our work? We practically handed you the case on a plate!"

	Fraser's eyebrows came down. "A plate full of circumstantial evidence and convenient coincidences. Hardly enough for an arrest warrant."

	Murray cleared his throat. "Sir, if I might suggest... Joana... Maybe she could help if Sir Archibald proves... difficult?"

	Fraser turned the full force of his attention on Murray, who took a small step backwards. "Fine. But one word out of line, and you're both back in the car park. Clear?"

	"Crystal," I agreed, catching Brian's eye. He nodded, though I could tell he was already planning to ignore Fraser's instructions at the first opportunity.

	We walked up the gravel path to the entrance. Fraser rang the bell, which echoed somewhere deep inside the building. After a moment, the door opened to reveal a tall, thin man with perfectly pomaded silver hair. The butler, Alfred, I presumed.

	"Yes?" he inquired, in a tone as if we were particularly unwelcome door-to-door salespeople.

	Fraser held up his identification. "DCI Fraser, Police Scotland. We need to speak with Sir Archibald Fortescue."

	Alfred's face remained impressively blank. "I'm afraid Sir Archibald is unwell today and requires rest. Perhaps another time would be more convenient?"

	Fraser straightened. "This isn't a social call. We're investigating two deaths and multiple attempted murders. Sir Archibald is a person of interest."

	"Even so, Sir Archibald's health must take priority," Alfred insisted. "The doctor has prescribed complete rest."

	"I don't think you understand." Fraser's voice became dangerously calm. "A Detective Chief Inspector cannot simply be dismissed like an unwanted telephone salesman. Either Sir Archibald sees us now, or we return with a warrant and a full forensics team. Your choice."

	Alfred held his expression for a beat, then released it. "I shall inform Sir Archibald of your presence. Please wait in the reception room."

	He led us into a room that announced old money without any subtlety whatsoever. Hunting trophies covered the walls, the furniture looked like it had been there for centuries, and the fireplace was large enough to roast an entire deer. Brian wandered over to inspect a glass-fronted bookcase, while I studied a portrait of a young Victorian lady, elegantly posed with two small corgis.

	We didn't have long to wait. The door opened, and Sir Archibald strode in.

	Strode. Not shuffled. Not hobbled. Strode.

	Fraser noticed it too. His eyes tracked Sir Archibald as he came closer. Why was Alfred telling us that Sir Archibald felt unwell?

	"DCI Fraser," Sir Archibald said, sounding rather more robust than expected. "Alfred tells me you're here about something serious?"

	"Indeed it is, Sir Archibald," Fraser replied coldly. "We're investigating the death of Lady Lucinda Harrow. Good to see you up and about, by the way. Your butler seemed convinced you were at death's door."

	Archibald nodded and sat down slowly, as if he just remembered he was meant to be frail. "It comes and goes, you know. Some days I can get by, other days I feel every year. Today, you are in luck." He gave a brief, strained smile, as if to prove the point.

	Fraser skipped the small talk. "Did you interfere with a stile on Ms Lucinda Harrow's property, causing her fatal fall?"

	Sir Archibald's eyebrows shot up. "What an extraordinary accusation! Of course not. I was never near Lucinda's estate."

	"That's not true," I interrupted, unable to hold back. "You attended a private violin concert at her home the day before she died. Lady Ottilie told us everything."

	Sir Archibald's mouth went flat. "That woman is lying. She's very manipulative, always has been. She's obviously trying to blame me to protect herself or someone else."

	"You're the one who's lying," Brian jumped in. "We saw the photo of you with the violinist!"

	"Yes," I agreed, pulling out my phone. "This photo, from the newspaper."

	Sir Archibald glanced at it and let out a laugh. "This? This is from a completely different event. How did you ever get the idea that this was Lucinda's concert?"

	I took another look at the photo. Just Sir Archibald and a violinist, no date, no sign of where or when. He was right; it could have been taken at any event. Not exactly the proof we needed.

	"But why would Lady Ottilie lie?" I pressed, feeling the ground shifting. "She said you broke up with Lucinda that evening."

	"I have no idea why Ottilie would invent such a story," Sir Archibald replied smoothly. "But I can prove I wasn't there. That evening, I was with Lord Montgomery at Craigenthistle, discussing plans for the garden ball. We had several witnesses."

	Fraser looked doubtful. "Murray, call Montgomery and verify."

	Murray stepped away to make the call. The rest of us waited, not saying much. Sir Archibald sat there, looking entirely unbothered.

	"Yes, sir. And was Findlay there as well?" Murray was saying into his phone. I realised he was checking Ottilie's theory that Findlay might have been the one sabotaging the stile on Archibald's orders.

	Murray ended the call, his face going pink as he turned to Fraser. "Lord Montgomery confirms that Sir Archibald was, er, definitely there that evening, sir. With other guests. Several of them, actually. And –" he swallowed, glancing at me before continuing, " – and Findlay was there as well. Serving cocktails and canopies. The whole time, apparently."

	Fraser looked exhausted. "It's canapés, Murray. Canapés!" He turned to Sir Archibald. "You're free to go for now, Sir Archibald. We'll be investigating your alibis for the other incidents."

	"By all means," Sir Archibald replied pleasantly. "Alfred will show you out."

	Once outside, Fraser rounded on us. "That was a complete waste of time! You've embarrassed the entire investigation with your half-baked theories and amateur sleuthing!"

	"But all the evidence pointed to him," I protested weakly.

	"Evidence?" Fraser barked. "You call a contextless photo evidence? This is precisely why civilians should stay out of police matters. From now on, this is a police investigation only. You two are out. Completely out. I don't want to see either of you anywhere near this case again!"

	He stormed off towards his car, leaving us standing awkwardly with Murray.

	"Sorry," Murray said, looking sheepish. "But he's right about one thing, we need to verify all the alibis properly. We'll keep investigating Sir Archibald, but we can't put all our eggs in one carton box. We need to look at other suspects too."

	Murray rushed off after Fraser, and Brian looked at me, clearly put out.

	"Well, that went splendidly," he muttered. "All our detective work, and we end up looking like complete idiots. Remind me again why we do this?"
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CHAPTER 34 
THE TEAM

	We drove back to my cottage without a word. Fraser's dismissal still stung, but what bothered me more was the sense that something had slipped past us. Brian watched the fields go by. Rain, which had threatened all morning, finally arrived, tapping steadily on the windscreen.

	By the time we reached the cottage, Brian had graduated from silence to resigned acceptance.

	"Well," he announced, dropping onto my sofa, "at least we tried. Now we can stop running all over the Scottish countryside, getting threatened by aristocrats and their murderous butlers."

	I frowned at him. "You're giving up?"

	"I'm being realistic," Brian countered, reaching for the remote control. "Fraser kicked us off the case, our prime suspect has an alibi, and I haven't had a decent glass of Irn-Bru in what feels like days." He glanced up at me. "Besides, I was thinking it might be time to head back to London. My plants are probably dead. And I've got three app development projects on hold."

	"You want to leave?" I couldn't quite hide my surprise. "Just like that?"

	Brian shrugged, not meeting my eyes. "Come on, Joana. We messed up. And honestly, I won't miss being called 'darling boy' by some elderly lady or taking another bone-rattling drive with a shotgun."

	"So that's it? You just pack up and go home with your tails between your legs?"

	"My tail is quite comfortable, thank you," Brian muttered. "And yes, sometimes knowing when to quit is the smart move."

	I crossed my arms. "I never took you for a quitter."

	"I'm not quitting," Brian protested. "I'm strategically withdrawing from a situation that's become untenable. Besides, the police have it now. Let them sort it out."

	"The police have their heads up their backsides," I retorted. "Fraser's so convinced we're wrong that he won't look properly at Sir Archibald. And meanwhile, Arabella could be in danger."

	Brian rubbed his face with both hands. "What exactly do you want me to do? I'm not a detective. I'm barely even a competent adult most days."

	"I need your help," I said, more forcefully than I'd meant to. "I can't do this without you."

	Brian's hands dropped. He stared at me. "You... need me?"

	"Yes, you idiot. Your technical skills, your completely unearned ability to charm information out of people while simultaneously insulting them, your different way of seeing things..." I took a breath. "We're a team, aren't we?"

	Brian's face broke into a slow grin. "You've never actually said you needed me before. Usually it's more along the lines of 'Brian, try not to break anything' or 'Brian, please stop eating all the biscuits.'"

	"Well, don't let it go to your head," I warned, but I was smiling too. "So you'll stay?"

	"Against my own better judgment," he sighed theatrically. "But I demand better snacks and less danger."

	"I'll see what I can do about the snacks."

	Half an hour later, we'd packed a thermos of green tea and headed out to the coast.

	We found a quiet spot near the ruined Slains Castle, looking out over the North Sea, the waves going at the rocks below. The rain had stopped. I set up my camera, more out of habit than any real intention to take photos.

	"Right," Brian said, hugging his knees to his chest. "Let's go through what we know. Suspect number one: Augusta Featherstonehaugh."

	"She had motive," I nodded. "She didn't want her mother remarrying and potentially losing her inheritance. And she was at Lady Ottilie's tea party the day before the stair runner incident."

	"Then there's Findlay," Brian added. "Montgomery's butler with the profitable side hustle. Access to all the victims through his arrangement service, and he was at that tea party too. But what's his motive? Just money?"

	"Maybe he wants to end the soirées to protect Montgomery's reputation," I said. "Or maybe someone paid him to cause the accidents. But who, and why?" I picked up a small stone and tossed it over the edge. "And then there's Sir Archibald."

	"Ah yes, our aristocratic Jekyll and Hyde," Brian said. "Frail one minute, fit the next. I bet he just pretends to be ill. It is so convenient. Who would suspect a fragile man who is already half dead!"

	"He's connected to every incident," I said slowly. "Every victim was either dating him or about to. And yet he has an alibi for at least one of the murders."

	"The alibi that Lady Ottilie contradicts," Brian pointed out.

	"Exactly. He can't have been in two places at once." I stared out at the water. "Either Montgomery is covering for him, or Ottilie is lying."

	Brian looked up. "Wait, what about Georgiana? Her car was scratched. Was Archibald with her before that happened?"

	"Good thinking." I pulled out my phone. Georgiana answered almost immediately.

	"Joana, darling! How lovely to hear from you! Are you calling about the car? I've had it repaired. Cost an absolute fortune, but she's good as new now."

	"Actually, I was wondering if you remember seeing Sir Archibald before the incident?"

	"Archibald? Oh, yes! He came with me to open the new community hall in the village. We had a wonderful day. He was in absolutely top form, hardly using his cane. Charming everyone, telling stories about the old days. I can't imagine he'd have anything to do with scratching my car, not after such a lovely day together."

	I thanked her and hung up, turning to Brian. "Another connection to Archibald. He was with Georgiana the day before her car was vandalised."

	"So everything still points to him," Brian said. "He must be cleverer than we thought. Playing the weak old man when it suits him, then turning into Action Man when no one's looking."

	"But how do we prove it?" I stood up and paced along the clifftop. "Fraser won't listen to us now."

	"We need more evidence," Brian agreed. "But first things first. We need to warn Arabella."

	I stopped. "You're right. If Archibald is behind all this, and he follows his pattern..."

	"Then Arabella is next," Brian finished. "And from what we saw at the croquet match, they're getting pretty cosy."

	I looked at my watch. "It's not too late. We could drive to her place now."

	Brian stood up, brushing off his trousers. "Lead the way. Though I should warn you. If she offers me any food, I'm checking it for chilli extract before I take a single bite."
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CHAPTER 35 
THE WINE COLLECTION

	I'd found Arabella's address in the Hearts and Houses guest list we got from Findlay. Her estate, Oakwood Manor, was only a forty-minute drive from Cruden Bay, tucked away in a secluded valley surrounded by ancient woodland. As we drove closer, the trees parted to reveal a handsome Georgian house, three stories of golden sandstone with tall windows and a slate roof that had seen better days. Several tiles were missing, and one downspout was tilted at a sorry angle.

	"Blimey," Brian whispered. "She'd need more than a wealthy husband to fix this place up. She'd need the entire National Lottery."

	He wasn't wrong. Character, as estate agents would say. The bones were beautiful, but the upkeep bills clearly weren't.

	I parked in front of the main entrance. "Let's hope she's home."

	An aged brass bell pull hung beside the imposing front door. I gave it a firm tug, setting off a distant clanging somewhere deep within the house. After a considerable wait, the door opened to reveal not Arabella, but a man we knew all too well.

	"Yes?" He sounded surprised, as if he wasn't accustomed to answering doors.

	"We're looking for Arabella Fairchild," I explained.

	"Oh yes! The photographers." He started to smile. "The ones investigating those dreadful accidents. We met at the croquet match, after your unfortunate encounter with the chilli." He beamed at Brian.

	He stepped aside, waving us in. "In case you've forgotten, I'm Theodore St John. Perhaps you've heard that I advised the National Portrait Gallery on their Edwardian collection last year. The curator is an old chum from Cambridge."

	Brian looked horrified. "The name-dropper from the croquet match," he said, not bothering to lower his voice.

	Theodore either didn't hear or chose to ignore this. "Arabella's in the garden. She'll be delighted to see you. We were just discussing plans for the Botanical Society's annual dinner. I'm the honorary chairman, you know. Princess Anne attended two years ago. Charming woman, excellent knowledge of rare orchids. You must apologise that I opened the door instead of Baxter, the butler. But Baxter is busy with, well, everything. He's the only one left." He leaned in and said quietly, "Arabella can't afford to hire more staff."

	He took us down a hallway where dusty ancestral portraits hung on the walls, past rooms that were almost empty, with most of the furniture likely auctioned off, and then out the French doors into the back garden. The contrast with the slightly neglected interior was immediate. Here, everything was immaculate. Carefully trimmed boxwood hedges formed intricate patterns, and summer flowers bloomed in well-tended beds.

	Arabella Fairchild stood by the sundial in gardening gloves, pruning shears in hand. She was tall and thin, dressed for work rather than show. Her hair, mostly auburn with a fair bit of grey, was tied up in a no-nonsense bun. The lines on her face told she spent more time outdoors than in front of a mirror. Her expression was open and alert.

	"Joana Snowdon and Brian Goodfellow!" Theodore announced as if presenting us at court. "They've come about those Hearts and Houses deaths."

	Arabella set down her shears and removed her gloves. "How lovely to see you both. Theodore, be a dear and ask Baxter to bring some tea to the walled garden, would you? It's much more private there."

	Theodore looked momentarily deflated at being sent on an errand but recovered quickly. "Of course. I was just telling them about Princess Anne's visit to the Botanical dinner. Did I mention she complimented my speech? Said it was refreshingly brief."

	"Several times," Arabella replied with a patient smile. "The tea, Theodore?"

	Once he'd gone, Arabella turned to us. "I'm actually glad you're here. There are some... developments I thought you should know about."

	She took us along a gravel path to a wooden door in an old stone wall, half-hidden by climbing roses. Beyond was a secret garden, protected on all sides, with fruit trees trained flat against the warm stone, raised vegetable beds, and a small greenhouse in one corner. In the middle, a wrought-iron table and chairs waited, the white paint flaking here and there.

	"My retreat," Arabella said, gesturing for us to sit. "The only part of the estate I can still maintain properly by myself."

	"It's beautiful," I said, and I meant it. Modest in size compared to the extensive grounds beyond, but there was something relaxing about it.

	"My late husband and I designed it together," she explained, glancing briefly at the nearest wall. "When he died, I couldn't bear to let it go, even when I had to dismiss most of the staff."

	Theodore came back in, this time with an elderly man in tow. Baxter, I assumed. He moved slowly, limping badly, and balanced a tea tray with both hands. He placed it on the table, gave a brief bow, and left again, silent as before.

	"Baxter is a treasure," Arabella said fondly. "Butler, cook, gardener, and general handyman all rolled into one. I couldn't keep this place running without him."

	As Arabella served tea, Theodore immediately latched onto Brian.

	"You know, I was telling Arabella just this morning about my dinner with Nigella last month. Remarkable woman, makes the most divine vegan curry. I gave her my personal spice blend recipe. Completely changed her approach to cumin."

	Brian, despite his earlier eye-rolling, looked intrigued. "You know Nigella Lawson?"

	"Oh, for years!" Theodore waved a dismissive hand. "We first met at a charity gala in 2005. She was wearing the most extraordinary emerald necklace. I told her immediately it clashed with her dress, and she's trusted my judgment ever since."

	As Theodore launched into an increasingly improbable tale involving Nigella, a yacht in Monaco, and a misplaced recipe, I moved my chair a little closer to Arabella.

	"We're here because we're worried about you," I said quietly. "There have been several accidents involving women who were close to Sir Archibald."

	Arabella set the teapot down. She didn't say anything for a moment. "I'm aware of the gossip," she spoke cautiously. "But surely you don't think Archibald is involved?"

	"I'm not sure what to think," I admitted. "But the coincidences are becoming difficult to ignore. Every woman who's shown serious interest in him has either died or had a dangerous accident."

	Arabella looked at me over the rim of her teacup. "You think I might be next?"

	"I think caution would be wise." I leaned forward. "Tell me about your relationship with Sir Archibald. How serious is it?"

	She gave a small, practical smile. "Archibald and I understand each other. I'm a widow in my fifties with an estate I can barely afford to maintain. He's a bachelor with considerable wealth and no direct heirs. It's an arrangement that would benefit us both."

	"You're not in love with him?" I asked, though the answer was obvious.

	"Love?" Arabella looked amused. "At my age, one wants companionship and security. Archibald is well-mannered and well-read. And he appreciates music and art. We're compatible in the ways that matter at this stage of life."

	I nodded. Her reasoning was entirely practical, and I could actually understand it given her position. "And his health, does that worry you?"

	"His condition changes," Arabella replied. "Some days are better than others. The specialists still don't agree on the best treatment."

	"And what about money? Would marriage change anything for you financially?"

	If Arabella was offended by my directness, she didn't show it. "Archibald has promised me his wine collection." She said this casually, as if mentioning he'd offered her a bookshelf or a garden bench.

	"His wine collection?" I repeated.

	"Yes. It's quite valuable. Close to a million pounds, according to the last appraisal."

	I nearly choked on my tea. "A million pounds? For wine?"

	Arabella laughed, a proper laugh that caught Theodore mid-sentence in the background. "I had the same reaction when he first told me. I tend to buy whatever's on special offer at Marks and Spencer's."

	"Me too," I admitted. "Though I rarely spend more than £8.99."

	"Archibald's collection isn't exactly supermarket fare," Arabella explained. "Some bottles date back to the late 1800s or early 1900s. The most valuable ones can fetch £15,000 each at auction."

	I tried to think of how anyone could spend the price of a decent car on a single bottle of fermented grape juice. "And he's promised this entire collection to you?"

	Arabella nodded. "It's our arrangement. I move to his estate, care for him if, or better when, his health deteriorates, and inherit the wine collection when he passes." She spoke as if going through the details of a lease renewal, not a planned marriage.

	"What about the castle itself?" Brian's voice suddenly joined our conversation. He had escaped Theodore's monologue about his friendship with Elton John and caught the tail end of our discussion.

	Arabella shook her head. "The castle can only pass to direct relatives. Children or siblings, not spouses. Since Archibald has no children, it will likely go to the National Trust."

	"He has no family at all?" 

	"Not that I'm aware of," Arabella replied. "He mentioned a lost relative once, but he doesn't like to discuss it."

	"And you're not disappointed about the castle?"

	Arabella gave a practical smile. "Good heavens, no. The wine collection is liquid, forgive the pun, and easily convertible to cash. The castle would be nothing but an enormous expense. I can barely maintain this place."

	I tried to push things back to the present. "Have you noticed anything odd lately? Anything out of place, or any warnings?"

	Arabella paused, holding her teacup a bit too tightly. "Actually, yes. That's partly why I'm glad you've come." She looked over at Theodore, who was telling Brian about the time he helped David Attenborough with a moth, not noticing that Brian had tuned out and was now listening to us. "Two things, in fact."

	She reached into her cardigan pocket and took out a familiar black-bordered envelope. "This arrived by post three days ago."

	I took it carefully. Inside was the same message we'd seen before: "It is With Deep Sorrow We Announce the Loss of Arabella Fairchild."

	"And there's more," Arabella continued, her voice steady enough given what she was describing. "Last week, I was supposed to meet Archibald privately for dinner at his castle. When I went to my car, I discovered my tyre had been slashed. I had to cancel."

	"Was this to be your first private meeting with him?"

	Arabella nodded. "We usually meet in public. Theatre, restaurants, the opera. This time was different. I had a feeling he might propose."

	A short silence. Arabella looked up. "There's something else. Two days ago, Archibald and I went to an author reading at the bookshop with some friends. The next morning, Baxter was cleaning the grandfather clock inside the entrance hall when the weights suddenly fell and crushed his foot rather badly."

	"Yes, I saw he was limping. How did that happen?" Brian asked.

	"That's just it – it shouldn't have. I wind that clock myself every morning, and the weights are secured with a safety catch. But Baxter said the catch had been filed down. It gave way the moment he opened the door to clean the pendulum."

	"And normally you would have been the one to open that door?"

	Arabella nodded slowly. "Baxter only did it because he was doing a thorough dusting of the entrance hall. Otherwise, it would have been me."

	"This is serious," I said decisively. "I think you should avoid seeing Sir Archibald until we've solved this mystery. Remember the chilli canapés at the croquet match? I doubt that was just bad luck. These aren't coincidences anymore."

	"But surely Archibald himself isn't responsible," Arabella protested.

	"Perhaps not," I agreed. "But someone is trying to threaten you. Either way, you're in danger."

	Theodore paused his one-sided speech for a moment and overheard the last part of our conversation. "Danger? My dear Arabella, what's all this about?"

	Before Arabella could respond, her elderly butler appeared at the garden entrance. "Telephone for you, madam. It's Sir Archibald."

	Nobody said anything for a moment. Arabella glanced at Baxter, then at me.

	"Tell him I'll ring back shortly," she finally instructed. Baxter nodded and withdrew.

	"I should go," Arabella said, standing up. She gave a small nod. "Thank you for your concern, truly. I'll be careful, I promise."

	"Arabella, wait!" I fished a business card from my pocket. "My mobile number is on it. Call me if you notice anything odd, something like the grandfather clock."

	Arabella took the card and gave a silent nod.

	As we walked back through the house towards the entrance, I took a look at the clock standing in the hall. The pendulum swung with hypnotic regularity.

	Outside, Brian waited until we were safely in the car before speaking. "Well, that was cheery. Slashed tyres, doctored clocks, death notices..."

	"The pattern is escalating," I said, starting the car. "We really need to figure out soon who's behind this."
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CHAPTER 36 
THE LAIRD

	We left Arabella's place and pointed the car towards Shieldbrae Castle, both of us a bit more focused than before. Well, at least I was more focused.

	"Tell me again, why we're off to see the possible Toff Killer?" Brian's fingers were doing this nervous tap dance on his knee again. "We could be somewhere safer. A war zone, perhaps. Or a nice relaxing swim with piranhas."

	"We need answers," I said as I steered around one of those Scottish potholes that looked like it might turn into a sinkhole any day. "Archibald keeps appearing wherever something goes wrong. If he's not involved, he still knows more than he's saying. And if he is, I'd like to know how he's managing these alibis."

	"So, just to be clear, the plan is what? March in and accuse him again, after Fraser's last outburst?"

	I shook my head. "No accusations. We need to be subtle. Let him talk. Watch what he does."

	Brian snorted. "So we're playing nice with the Toff Killer. Brilliant."

	"Got a better idea?"

	"Several. All involving leaving Scotland immediately."

	When we arrived at the castle, I went to the boot and took out my camera bag. Alfred, the butler, opened the door before we had even knocked, his thin face arranged in deep disapproval.

	"Ms Snowdon, Mr Goodfellow. I thought we had concluded our business."

	"We've come to speak with Sir Archibald," I said pleasantly. "It's rather important."

	"Sir Archibald is indisposed today. Perhaps if you –"

	"Alfred? Who is it?" A voice called from within the house.

	Alfred's mouth tightened fractionally. "Just some visitors, sir. Those who were here with the Inspector. I'm sending them away."

	"Wait," the voice called again, growing closer.

	Sir Archibald appeared at the end of the hallway behind Alfred, his burgundy dressing gown pulled a bit too tight. He walked carefully, his face pale.

	"Ms Snowdon and Mr Goodfellow." His eyes were still sharp. "What brings you here again?"

	I stepped closer. "Sir Archibald, I'm here to say sorry. We accused you too quickly and without reason. I feel awful about the whole misunderstanding."

	His face became a little softer. "Well, I suppose these things can happen during investigations. Still, I have to say it was quite upsetting."

	"Absolutely unforgivable on our part," I agreed. "In fact, I'd like to make amends. Do you remember when we first met at one of Montgomery's soirées? You expressed interest in having your estate photographed."

	Sir Archibald's brow wrinkled. "Did I? Ah yes, I believe I did mention something about that."

	"I've been commissioned by Highland Life magazine for a feature on Aberdeenshire's finest private gardens. They're awarding a prize for the most beautifully maintained grounds. Your estate would be perfect." I pointed to my camera bag. "The light today is ideal for photography."

	Sir Archibald hesitated, glancing down at his dressing gown. "I'm not feeling particularly well today. Perhaps another time?"

	"That's a shame," I said. "The judges are making their decision next week. Your gardens are exquisite. Not many estate owners can maintain such standards these days. I'd hate for you to miss the opportunity."

	A small stiffening through the shoulders. "You think my grounds could win?"

	"Without question. The formal gardens, the maze, the view of the loch… It's extraordinary. Traditional Scottish landscaping, but with genuine flair."

	Brian shifted beside me, which told me I was overdoing it.

	Sir Archibald straightened slightly. "Well, I suppose... though I'm hardly dressed for photographs."

	"You could change while we set up?" I suggested. "Something traditional would look wonderful against the backdrop of the castle. Perhaps your kilt?"

	He seemed to like that idea. "My Fortescue tartan would be appropriate, I think. Very well, I'll agree to a short session."

	Alfred stepped forward. "Sir, are you quite certain? Your doctor was most insistent about rest."

	"Nonsense, Alfred. A few photographs in the garden won't kill me." He turned back to us. "Please wait in the entrance hall. I'll only be a few minutes."

	Sir Archibald disappeared up the grand staircase. Alfred shot us one last disapproving glare, then, with clear reluctance, led us into the hall.

	"I'll be watching you," he uttered as he left us.

	"Charming man," Brian muttered once Alfred was out of earshot. "Completely nailed the 'menacing butler' vibe."

	"He's protective," I replied, setting down my camera bag. "Here is the plan, Brian: I take the photos, and you keep an eye out for anything suspicious."

	Brian nodded. "I might send up the drone for a look. The garden maze is quite something from above. Should make for some interesting footage."

	"Just be careful," I warned. "We don't want to give Alfred any reason to throw us out."

	"When am I not careful?" Brian asked with mock indignation.

	I raised my eyebrow. "Do you want that list alphabetically or–"

	".. or by date of incident." Brian rolled his eyes. "You do realise you have used this joke before?"

	"Yes, but it remains painfully accurate."

	Twenty minutes later, Sir Archibald came down the stairs in full Fortescue tartan. The dressing gown and the careful walk were gone. His kilt swung at every step, sporran and sgian-dubh in their proper places, tweed jacket and waistcoat completing the look. He stood straighter, chin up, shoulders back. The walking stick, which had seemed essential earlier, now dangled from his arm as though he'd simply forgotten to put it down.

	"Shall we?" he asked, gesturing towards the garden doors.

	Outside, the late afternoon sun fell across the grounds at a long, flattering angle. Sir Archibald positioned himself against various backdrops as I directed. Beside oak trees and in front of flowering borders, with the castle rising behind him.

	"Perfect," I encouraged, snapping away. "You look every inch the Highland laird."

	He did not smile, showing little pleasure at the compliment. "The Fortescues have been on this land for fifteen generations. There is a responsibility to maintain appearances. It is demanding. At times, one may wish to escape it all."

	"Speaking of maintaining things," I said while adjusting my camera settings, "how are plans progressing with Arabella? She mentioned you've been spending quite a bit of time together."

	Sir Archibald's face became more reserved. "Arabella is charming company. Nothing more."

	"Really? I got the impression you two were quite serious. She seemed to think marriage was on the horizon."

	"Did she?" He frowned. "She's a pleasant dining companion, but I've no intention of remarrying at my age."

	I carried on shooting, keeping my eyes on the viewfinder. This was a long way from what Arabella had suggested. "That's surprising," I remarked. "I thought you two had made some sort of arrangement. She mentioned your wine collection..."

	"Wine collection?" Sir Archibald frowned. "I'm not sure what she's told you, but there's no arrangement. No proposal, either. And the wine stays with me. Now, if we could get back to the photographs. I'm getting tired."

	But he didn't look tired. He looked agitated and his eyes were not quite meeting mine.

	In the distance, I could see Brian with his drone controller, the small quadcopter buzzing high above the maze. Sir Archibald glanced up at it with a frown.

	"What exactly is your assistant doing?"

	"Just getting some aerial shots of your magnificent maze," I explained. "It's impossible to appreciate the full design from ground level."

	Sir Archibald nodded, still watching the drone. "Yes, the maze. An old Fortescue tradition. My grandfather had it planted in 1905." He paused. "I think that's enough photographs for today. I should rest before dinner."

	As we walked back towards the castle, I thought about what he'd said. Either Arabella was genuinely mistaken about their understanding, or Archibald was lying. Or, and this hadn't occurred to me until just now, maybe Arabella was the one who wasn't being straight with us.
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CHAPTER 37 
THE HOSE

	Alfred led me into the library. Sir Archibald had left to change out of his kilt after the photos. I found an armchair beside a pot of green tea and prepared to wait. Older aristocrats rarely hurry.

	I poured myself a cup and wandered along the shelves, running my fingers over the spines. Sir Archibald read widely: military history, Scottish folklore, botany, and more novels by women than I expected.

	A small reading nook caught my attention, clearly Sir Archibald's favourite spot. A distressed leather armchair faced the window with a reading lamp positioned beside it. On the side table sat a stack of books that looked to have been handled more recently than the others. I moved closer, curious.

	New Zealand. Nearly every book was about New Zealand, about its landscapes, wildlife, culture, or history. One particularly well-thumbed volume was titled "Auckland: Gateway to the North Island." I flipped through the pages which were filled with photos with volcanic landscapes and coastal views.

	Something fluttered out from between the pages and landed on the carpet. A boarding pass. I picked it up, noting the flight details: Auckland to Edinburgh, dated a couple of months ago. The passenger's name was mostly obscured by a coffee mark, but the surname seemed to start with an F. I wondered how Sir Archibald had managed such a journey, given his health.

	Before I could examine it more closely, I heard footsteps approaching. I quickly tucked the boarding pass back into the book and returned it to the stack.

	Sir Archibald walked in wearing his burgundy dressing gown and tartan slippers, shuffling across the carpet. He had changed in just over fifteen minutes, faster than I'd expected. The confident Highland Laird had disappeared together with his kilt. Now he seemed smaller, and he lowered himself into the armchair with a slow deliberateness that suggested everything ached.

	"I do apologise for keeping you waiting, Ms Snowdon," he said, his voice noticeably weaker than before. "The traditional garb is splendid for photographs but rather... ahem... taxing to wear at my age."

	I felt guilty. Maybe I had pushed him too hard during the photoshoot. "Please, don't apologise. I should be the one thanking you for being so accommodating."

	He brushed off my concern. "Is there only tea? Alfred makes an excellent brew, but I imagine you might prefer something stronger after dealing with my vanity all afternoon. A gin, perhaps?"

	I smiled and raised my cup. "Green tea is perfect, thank you."

	We sat for a while, neither of us saying much. I watched the steam from my cup and decided it was time to mention what I'd come for.

	"Sir Archibald," I said, trying not to sound too blunt, "I can't help noticing that these odd incidents around the Hearts and Houses group always seem to involve women you know rather well."

	He let out a sigh and stared at the carpet. "Terrible business. Simply terrible. I can't understand it myself."

	"Any idea why it keeps happening?"

	"None whatsoever," he replied, and he did look genuinely troubled. "I'm just grateful that nothing has happened to Arabella. Not yet, at least." He rubbed his temple, wincing slightly. "I worry constantly about her... ahem... safety. I keep thinking she'll be safe once we're married."

	I put down my teacup. "Married? But earlier, you told me you weren't planning to marry Arabella. You said she was just good company."

	Sir Archibald's eyebrows drew together. "Did I say that? How peculiar." He laughed unconvincingly. "My memory... ahem... isn't what it used to be, I'm afraid. Of course, I intend to marry Arabella."

	Either Sir Archibald had been lying earlier, or he was genuinely confused. Either possibility was troubling.

	He shifted uncomfortably in his chair, grimacing with pain. "I do hate to be rude, but I'm rather tired after all this excitement. Would you mind terribly if we continued our... ahem... chat another time?"

	"Of course not," I assured him, rising from my seat. "Thank you for your time."

	"Alfred will see you out," Sir Archibald murmured, his eyes already closing. "Do give my regards to your assistant."

	I slipped out without a word. To be honest, I was worried about Sir Archibald.

	Outside, the sun was still visible. One of those long Scottish summer evenings that seemed to go on forever. I went to look for Brian.

	I found him by the maze entrance, cradling his drone against his chest with both arms. It was soaked. One propeller was clearly bent. He looked furious.

	"What on earth happened?" I asked.

	"Someone shot my drone out of the sky!" Brian's words came out in an angry rush. "I was getting the most perfect aerial view of the maze when suddenly – WHOOSH – this massive jet of water blasted it. Like a pressure washer, the sort you'd use to clean garden statues. Knocked it right out of the air!"

	"Are you sure it wasn't just a gardener who didn't see the drone?"

	"Oh, I'm sure," Brian fumed. "I ran into the maze trying to find the drone and whoever did this. Saw someone slipping between the hedges, but they disappeared. By the time I found my drone, they were gone." He held up the damaged device. "One propeller's completely knackered, and who knows about the electronics. It's soaked through."

	"It was probably just the gardener, losing control over his power hose."

	"Well, somebody just destroyed about eight hundred quid's worth of tech. Plus, I couldn't find one left landing foot, must have been peeled off by the water pressure." Brian grumbled, turning the drone over in his hands. "And I'd just got the perfect shot of the maze, too. But that's safe on my cloud, luckily."

	"Let's have a look at the maze. Maybe we'll find the landing foot."

	The maze was beautiful but disorienting. Tall yew hedges formed walls that blocked any sense of direction. Despite the evening sun, the narrow passages felt cool and oddly secluded. Each turning looked exactly like the last.

	"I think Sir Archibald might be ill," I said as we turned yet another identical corner. "And I don't mean his usual frailty. He contradicted himself about marrying Arabella. Didn't seem to remember what he'd told me earlier."

	Brian dodged an overhanging branch. "Maybe he's just a liar?"

	"I'm not sure," I said. "He seemed seriously unwell. Maybe Archibald's illness is messing with his mind or his memory." I paused. "What if he caused those accidents and didn't even know it? What if he really is lost in his own world sometimes?"

	We searched the entire maze but didn't find a thing. No water hose, no landing foot, no mysterious figure, nothing that explained why the drone had fallen. When we finally stepped outside, Brian stared at the battered drone and sighed.

	"Maybe I can fix it," he said as we walked back to the car. "If I dry it out properly and replace the propeller. I've got a spare in my suitcase."

	At the car park, Brian pulled out his phone and began tapping away furiously.

	"What are you doing?" I asked, unlocking the car.

	"Research. If Sir Archibald is having mental problems..." He scrolled through several medical websites. "Here we are. Memory loss, confusion, personality changes… All symptoms of various age-related conditions. Could be dementia, could be a series of mini-strokes."

	"Or a brain tumour," I added, sliding into the driver's seat.

	Brian looked up from his phone. "You think Sir Archibald is causing these accidents without even realising it? That's both sad and terrifying."
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CHAPTER 38 
THE TIN

	The next morning, I sat at the kitchen table with my notes and photographs. Outside, Cruden Bay had settled into its usual grey: not raining, not sunny, just damp. Brian wandered the living room with his tea, studying the carpet.

	"This is pointless," he muttered, stopping to stare out the window. "We've got a murderer who might not know he's murdering people, who can't remember what he's said from one minute to the next, and who somehow manages to be in two places at once."

	"When you put it like that, it sounds rather supernatural," I replied, pushing aside a photograph of Sir Archibald in his kilt. "Perhaps he's a ghost."

	"Wouldn't that be bloody convenient?" Brian abandoned his tea on the windowsill and rummaged through my cupboards. "Got anything to eat? My brain stops working when I'm hungry."

	"There's some leftover vegan curry in the fridge."

	Brian went straight to the fridge, fished out the container, and lifted the lid for inspection. "Cold or heated?"

	"Heated food usually tastes better," I said, not that it ever made much difference with leftovers.

	"Where's your microwave then?"

	"I don't do microwave, you know that."

	Brian sighed.

	As Brian struggled with the curry on the hob, I went back to the main problem. Sir Archibald was involved in everything, but none of it added up. He seemed, oddly, to have an alibi when it mattered most.

	"I've been thinking," Brian said as he came back with a piping hot bowl of curry. "What if there are two Toff Killers?"

	"Two?"

	"Yeah. Maybe someone else is also trying to bump off these women. Different motive, same targets. One day our Archie, next Mr or Miss X." He shovelled a forkful of curry into his mouth. "Or maybe there's a copycat. First person murders someone, second person sees the perfect opportunity and thinks, 'Brilliant, I'll make my murder look like part of the pattern.'"

	I gave the idea a moment. "That's... not completely mad."

	"Thanks for the vote of confidence." Brian rolled his eyes. "But who's the second person? Montgomery? Findlay? That creepy butler Alfred?"

	I rubbed my temples. "I don't know. And frankly, I'm not sure we can find out. Not without more evidence."

	Brian looked deflated. "So we're stuck."

	"Not necessarily." I stood up and began gathering the scattered photographs. "If we can't figure out who did it, maybe we can at least figure out how."

	"What do you mean?"

	"Look at what we know for certain. Eugenia Featherstonehaugh died after drinking poisoned tea, right? Tea that was a gift, presented in a special tin." I flipped through the photos until I found the one I was looking for – a close-up I'd taken when we had been in Eugenia's house. "This tin."

	Brian bent closer. "What's special about it?"

	"Look at the craftsmanship. Hand-painted heather and thistles. That's not something you'd pick up at Tesco. It's probably a designer piece."

	"So?"

	"So Eugenia was a tea collector. Mary told us she was obsessed with it. She wouldn't have accepted just any tea as a gift. It had to be special, preferably rare."

	Brian started to understand. "And if we can trace where the tin came from..."

	"Exactly." I reached for my laptop. "We might be able to find out who bought it."

	Brian pulled his own laptop from his backpack and set it beside mine. "Right. What's the brand?"

	I peered at the photo. "It's called 'Highland Mist.' Never heard of it. And there's no name of the manufacturer visible in the photo."

	We both started searching. After fifteen frustrating minutes, it was obvious that this wasn't a mass-produced item. Not even Amazon carried it.

	"Nothing," I sighed. "Must be a speciality item."

	Brian frowned at his screen, then brightened. "Wait, I've got an idea."

	He took the photograph from the tin, snapped a picture of it with his phone, and then uploaded it to a visual search engine. A moment later, his screen filled with similar images.

	"There!" He pointed triumphantly. "Highland Mist is a small-batch tea from a producer based in Speyside. They make limited edition tins for their seasonal blends." He clicked through to their website. "And look, they only supply to six specialist shops in all of Aberdeenshire."

	"Brian, you're brilliant." I leaned over his shoulder as he pulled up the list of stockists.

	I grabbed a notebook. "We should visit each one. Show them Archibald's photo, ask if they remember him buying this tin around the time Eugenia died."

	"Bit of a long shot, isn't it?" Brian looked doubtful. "That was weeks ago. Maybe months."

	"People remember Sir Archibald Fortescue," I pointed out. "He's not exactly forgettable. Shop owners tend to remember their wealthier, more important customers."

	"Fair point." Brian finished his tea. "So, a tea tour of Aberdeenshire? Not quite the detective work I had in mind."

	"Would you prefer another encounter with Antonia and her shotgun? Or perhaps more spicy canapés?"

	Brian winced. "Tea shops it is. Though I warn you, if we find a cake shop along the way, we're stopping. This detective business makes me hungry."

	"Everything makes you hungry," I reminded him, but I was already feeling more hopeful than I had all morning. We had a plan, even if it was shaky. Sometimes a thin thread – or in this case, a tin thread – was enough.

	"Good thing I charged the car last night." I grabbed my camera bag and car keys.

	The first three shops proved frustrating. North & Noble in Aberdeen was staffed by a young woman who didn't even know who Sir Archibald was. The Merchant & Muse in Aboyne had stocked the tea tin, but the owner couldn't recall selling one to him. The third, in Alford, had sold its entire stock to a hotel for a corporate event.

	By the time we parked outside Kingsley & Sons in Grantown-on-Spey's market square, my optimism was running low.

	The town made a good first impression: a broad rectangle of grass lined with mature trees, ringed by solid stone buildings and shopfronts that looked as if they hadn't changed much in decades.

	"This is the fourth shop," Brian said unnecessarily, consulting his crumpled list. "According to this, we're actually not far from Sir Archibald's castle now."

	I looked at him. "You're only realising that now? Why on earth didn't we start with this one? We've driven all over Aberdeenshire when we could have come straight here!"

	Brian had the grace to look sheepish. "I sort of... didn't think to organise the list by location. Just copied it as it appeared on the website."

	"Brilliant." I locked the car with perhaps more force than necessary. "Next time, I'm in charge of the itinerary."

	"Next time we're tracking a speciality tea tin purchased by a possibly murderous aristocrat?" Brian raised his eyebrows. "How often do you think that's going to happen?"

	"With our luck? Probably next month."

	Kingsley & Sons was nothing like the other shops we'd visited. While the others had been either modern and minimalist or cosy and rustic, this was unashamedly luxurious. Crystal decanters caught the light under the chandeliers, and glass cabinets showed off silver tea sets and fine bone china.

	An elderly woman glided towards us from behind an antique counter. She wore a tweed skirt and a cashmere cardigan, looking every inch the upmarket shopkeeper.

	"Good afternoon," she greeted us warmly. "How may I help you today?"

	I showed her my press credentials. "I'm Joana Snowdon, a photographer working on an article about Scottish speciality tea. I'm particularly interested in this tin." I held out my phone with the photograph on it.

	"Oh yes," she said, pleased. "It's the Highland Mist Summer Solstice blend. A lovely, strong Scottish tea with hints of heather and elderflower. Very popular with our more eclectic customers."

	I gently guided the conversation. "I understand Sir Archibald Fortescue may have purchased one. Do you recall selling one to him?"

	At the mention of Archibald, she warmed considerably. "Sir Archibald? Yes, I know him. Everyone does, really. He turns up in the society pages often enough."

	She leaned in. "He was quite the catch in his younger days. Most eligible bachelor in Aberdeenshire, if not all of Scotland. So handsome, so charming. Such good manners. Harrow educated, you know."

	I smiled encouragingly. "And did he purchase one of these tins recently?"

	"Oh yes, he did," she confirmed. "Must have been late April or early May. He comes in occasionally to buy gifts. Sometimes himself, sometimes he sends that butler of his. Alfred, I believe his name is. Very proper man."

	"And when Sir Archibald came in for the tea tin, did he seem... well?"

	She paused. "That's the curious thing. He wasn't himself that day. Usually, he's all charm. Asks after my grandchildren, compliments the shop, takes his time. But that day he was... different."

	Brian, who had been pretending to examine a set of crystal tumblers, moved closer. "Different how, exactly?"

	"Well, he was impatient, for one thing. Sir Archibald is normally the soul of courtesy, but he actually tutted while waiting for me to finish with another customer." She paused, thinking about how much she could say without appearing unloyal. "And then, when the other gentleman accidentally bumped into him, he called the poor man a bogan. I'd never heard the word before, but it certainly didn't sound complimentary."

	"Bogan?" I repeated.

	"Yes. Not like Sir Archibald at all. He's usually far too polite to say anything remotely rude. That's why it stuck in my memory, it was so out of character." She straightened a display of silver teaspoons. "I worried he might be… mentally unwell." She gave her temple a discreet tap, just in case I'd missed the hint. "There's been talk about his health, you know." She sighed. "None of us are getting any younger, are we? Some people collect stamps in their old age. Others collect… odd habits."

	We thanked her for her time, purchased a small box of Scottish shortbread as a courtesy, and walked back out into the market square. Once we were out of earshot, Brian pulled out his phone.

	"Bogan," he muttered, typing rapidly. "Let's see what that means."

	I watched him as he looked through the search results.

	"It's Australian and New Zealand slang," he reported. "Means something like 'uncouth person' or 'someone with no class.' Bit like calling someone a chav."

	"New Zealand," I repeated slowly. "Brian, that boarding pass I found in Sir Archibald's library. It was for a flight from Auckland to Edinburgh."

	"So Archibald went to New Zealand and picked up some Kiwi slang?"

	"Or maybe..." I stopped. The idea was still too outlandish to say aloud.

	"Maybe what?"

	"I think we need to talk to Alfred."

	Brian's face fell. "The creepy butler? The one who looks at me like I'm something the cat dragged in? Are you sure that's necessary?"

	"He's the one person who would know what happened in New Zealand, and why Sir Archibald's behaviour changed." I started walking back to the car.

	"Just so we're clear, if he offers us tea in ornate tins, we're saying no," Brian grumbled, following two steps behind.
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CHAPTER 39 
THE GARDENER

	We were halfway across the market square when Brian suddenly stopped mid-sentence. His eyes locked on something – or someone – across the cobbled expanse.

	"Oi!" he yelled. Before I could do anything, he took off, running across the square at full speed. "YOU!"

	"Brian!" I called after him, completely baffled. "What are you –"

	But he was already twenty paces ahead, heading straight for an older man in work clothes who was busy hefting compost bags into the back of a pickup that had seen better days. The man looked up, first surprised, then cautious as Brian stormed towards him.

	I hurried over, apologising to a woman with a pushchair as I nearly collided with her in my haste. By the time I caught up, Brian was already mid-accusation.

	"– shot it right out of the sky! Do you have any idea how expensive that drone was? Eight hundred quid! And you just blasted it with a hose like it was a bloody pigeon!"

	The gardener took a step back, holding up soil-stained hands. "I've no idea what you're on about, lad. Who are you?"

	I grabbed Brian's arm, partly to calm him and partly to stop him from poking the poor man in the chest. "Brian, what's going on?"

	"This," Brian declared, jabbing a finger towards the bewildered gardener, "is the man who destroyed my drone at Shieldbrae Castle. He works in Sir Archibald's gardens. I saw him trimming the hedges while I was flying."

	The man's confusion cleared slightly. "Ah, you're the ones with the camera. At Sir Archibald's place yesterday?"

	"Yes," I confirmed. "I'm Joana, and this is Brian. And you are...?"

	"Jerkins," he said. "I help out at the castle grounds now and then. Mostly in spring and summer, when the weeds really take over."

	Brian was still bristling. "So you admit you were there! You shot down my drone with that high-pressure hose!"

	Jerkins shook his head emphatically. "Wasn't me, lad. I just cut and prune. Never work with the pressure washer. Wouldn't be allowed near the fancy statues with it anyway – too easy to damage the stonework."

	Brian deflated slightly. "But someone shot it down. With water. A powerful jet of it."

	"Aye, well, that's nothing to do with me." Jerkins leaned against his truck. "Sir Archibald has proper groundskeepers for the ornamental areas. I just help with the heavy work – hedges, lawns, that sort of thing."

	I watched him for a moment. His hands were rough, the nails chipped and stained, and his face had deep lines from years outdoors. He met my eyes steadily. "I believe you," I said at last.

	Brian still looked unconvinced. "Then who did it?"

	Jerkins shrugged. "Can't help you there. Though I am curious about something." He nodded towards Brian's phone. "That drone of yours – did it take pictures of the maze?"

	"Yes," Brian replied, still sulky but unable to resist talking about his tech. "I got some incredible overhead shots before someone decided to play water cannons with it."

	Pride crept into Jerkins' voice. "I'd like to see them, if you don't mind. I trim that maze myself. Like to know if I've kept it symmetrical when seen from above. Never had the chance to see it that way."

	Brian looked significantly less irritated once he felt he had found an admirer for his drone footage. "Well, luckily, my drone automatically uploads everything to my cloud in real time. Even if the drone itself is damaged, the footage is safe."

	 He pulled out his phone and tapped the screen a few times. Jerkins came closer, genuinely interested, as Brian pulled up the aerial photos of the maze.

	"There," Jerkins said with satisfaction as Brian swiped through the images. "Perfect symmetry on the north side. I was worried about that bit. Hard to see from ground level if you're getting it right."

	I peered over their shoulders at the screen. The maze was impressive from above – green walls, narrow pathways, everything pulling towards a central point.

	"Wait," Jerkins suddenly said. "Stop. Go back one."

	Brian swiped back to the previous image. Jerkins pointed at a small figure visible in one of the pathways.

	"There's someone in the maze."

	Brian zoomed in, squinting at the screen. "I didn't notice that when I was flying. But you're right, there's definitely a person there."

	As the image enlarged, I started to understand. The figure looked up, likely noticing the drone. The face was blurry, but the Fortescue tartan kilt and tweed jacket left little doubt…

	"That's Sir Archibald," I said slowly. "In his kilt."

	Brian looked up at me. "But... that's impossible. When I was taking these pictures, you were talking with Sir Archibald."

	"When exactly did you take this?" I asked.

	Brian checked the timestamp. "4:37 p.m. Just before someone shot down my drone."

	I did a quick mental calculation. "Sir Archibald left around 4:30 to change. He came back down in his dressing gown at about 4:45. I remember thinking that he got undressed pretty fast."

	"He said he was upstairs changing, but he was in the maze instead?" Brian looked confused. "Why would he lie about that?"

	"More importantly," I added, "how did he get from the house to the maze and back so fast? He's supposed to be too weak to walk without a cane most days."

	Jerkins was looking back and forth between us. "Sir Archibald's always been fond of that maze. Spends lately more time there than you'd think."

	"Does he?" I asked, suddenly very interested.

	Jerkins nodded. "Oh aye. Sometimes I see him out there early mornings, when the mist's still on the ground, and he thinks he's alone. Moving quick enough then, I can tell you."

	Brian zoomed in further on the image. "He did need his cane, though. Look, there – it's in his left hand."

	"And only a few minutes later, he's back in the house, claiming he's exhausted from changing his clothes, not mentioning his little jog in the maze." I looked at Brian. "He's playing us. He's been playing everyone."

	Jerkins cleared his throat. "Well, I'd best be getting on. Compost won't load itself."

	We thanked him and stepped away, both of us staring at the image on Brian's phone.

	"So Sir Archibald can miraculously recover from his mysterious illness whenever it suits him," Brian said. "The question is why?"

	I shook my head. "I really don't know. He makes sure we see him as frail, then changes his behaviour completely when he thinks no one's watching." I glanced once more at Brian's phone. "And he definitely didn't want us to see what was happening in that maze. Hence the drone attack."

	"But why?" Brian insisted. "What's his motive?"

	I looked at the image of Sir Archibald in the maze.

	"I have no clue," I admitted. "But I think it's high time we had another chat with him, whether he wants to or not."

	"Don't you think we should inform Fraser?"

	"Fraser? After the mess we made at Craigenthistle Castle last time?" I waved him off. "No, we'll have to get proof ourselves. Fraser won't take our word for it."
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CHAPTER 40 
THE INTRUDER

	"I just can't believe we fell for it," Brian fumed as we turned onto the long, tree-lined drive leading to Shieldbrae Castle. "All that 'oh, I'm so tired' and 'I need my rest' rubbish. Meanwhile, he struts around in his kilt, shooting down drones with water hoses."

	"We don't know for certain that he was the one with the hose," I reminded him, though I wasn't feeling particularly charitable towards Sir Archibald myself. "But I admit, the timing is suspicious."

	"Suspicious?" Brian snorted. "It's downright incriminating. What are the odds that someone just happened to attack my drone right when it was capturing evidence that Sir Supposedly-On-His-Deathbed was actually sprinting around a maze?"

	I pulled up in front of the imposing facade of Shieldbrae Castle. The grey stone walls looked less picturesque now, more like the fortress they were originally designed to be.

	"So what's the plan?" Brian asked as we got out of the car. "Good cop, bad cop? Because I'm definitely feeling more bad cop at the moment."

	"Let's try reasonable adults first," I suggested. "Though I won't hold you back if reasonable doesn't work."

	The bell rang, and after a short pause, Alfred appeared in the doorway.

	"Ms Snowdon. Mr Goodfellow." Alfred's voice was anything but inviting. "I'm afraid Sir Archibald is indisposed at present. He's taking his afternoon rest."

	"I'm sure he is," Brian muttered.

	I gave Brian a warning look, then faced Alfred again. "It's important. We need to speak to him. It's about his safety."

	Alfred's expression didn't change. "I assure you, Sir Archibald is perfectly safe. He's resting, as I said. Perhaps you could come back tomorrow?"

	"That's not going to work, Alfred," I said. "We know Sir Archibald isn't as ill as he pretends to be. We have evidence."

	Something crossed Alfred's face – there and gone before I could name it – then it was back to neutral.

	"I have no idea what you're talking about. Sir Archibald's health is a private matter, and he is most certainly not pretending –"

	"We've got photographs," Brian interrupted, holding up his phone. "Of your employer looking surprisingly nimble in the maze yesterday, at the exact moment he was supposedly upstairs changing out of his kilt."

	Alfred's eyes narrowed. "I think you'd better leave."

	"Not happening," Brian retorted, his voice rising. "Not until we get some answers. Like why someone would shoot down my very expensive drone the moment it captured proof of his little miracle cure."

	"I don't know anything about your drone," Alfred said coldly. "But I won't have you disturbing Sir Archibald with these outlandish accusations."

	Brian stepped forward, forcing Alfred to take a step back. "Outlandish? There's nothing outlandish about photographic evidence. Sir Archibald is either lying about his condition or experiencing the most convenient periods of recovery in medical history."

	As Brian and Alfred went back and forth, my phone began to ring. I stepped a few paces back, checking the screen. It was Arabella.

	"Hello?" I answered, moving farther from the argument.

	"Joana." Her voice was a breathless whisper. "Someone's in my house."

	I stood still. "Where are you?"

	"In my bedroom upstairs. I just saw someone in the dining hall, messing with the chandelier. A man." Her voice shook. "He was climbing onto the table to reach it."

	"When did this happen?"

	"Just now. He's still there," she whispered. "I didn't dare look closely. I only saw a shadow, someone on the table. What should I do?"

	"Is Baxter there?"

	"No, it's his day off. I'm alone." Several short breaths. "This is horrible. We had such a lovely time at the village cake competition. Archibald was wonderful, so charming. Had everybody in stitches. And now this."

	I was surprised. "Wait – you were with Archibald? Today?"

	"Yes, until an hour ago. We had lunch after the competition."

	"Arabella," I said, "could the person in your dining hall be Archibald?"

	There was a moment of silence. "Archibald? Why would he do such a thing?" She hesitated. "But I suppose... in theory, yes. The silhouette I saw did look a bit like him. But why would he mess with my chandelier?"

	The same reason someone might mess with a staircase or a stile, I thought.

	"Where's Baxter today?"

	"Visiting his sister in Elgin. He won't be back until late." Her voice dropped even lower. "Oh God, I think he's coming upstairs."

	"Listen to me carefully, Arabella," I said. "You need to leave the house immediately. Is there a back way out?"

	"Through the garden. There's a little outdoor staircase from the balcony. But what if he sees me?"

	"Wait until you hear him on the stairs, then go. Run to your car and drive to a friend's house. Don't go back until the police tell you it's safe. Promise me."

	"I promise," she breathed. "But Joana, what's happening? Why would Archibald –"

	"I can't explain now. Just go, quickly. I will inform the police, but it'll take them too long to arrive. You have to go now. And call me when you're safe."

	I ended the call and hurried back to where Brian and Alfred were still at it.

	"Alfred is lying," I announced, cutting through their verbal duel. "Sir Archibald isn't upstairs taking a nap. He's an hour's drive away at Arabella's house, trying to sabotage her chandelier."

	Alfred's face went rigid. "That's preposterous. Sir Archibald is upstairs in his bed, resting. He hasn't left the house all day."

	"Really?" I challenged. "Then how was he at the village cake competition with Arabella just an hour ago? How is he in her dining room right now?"

	"That's impossible," Alfred said, but this time he sounded less certain.

	The sound of uneven footsteps from above drew our attention. We all looked up at the grand staircase.

	Sir Archibald stood at the top. He was leaning hard on his cane, raking through his dishevelled hair with his left hand, his dressing gown loosely tied. His eyes were puffy with sleep. He looked confused, and genuinely, undeniably frail.

	"Alfred?" His voice was weak and raspy. "What's all this commotion?"

	I stared at him. There was no way this man had been at a cake competition an hour ago. No way he had climbed onto a dining table. No way he had made it back here before us.

	"What in the world..." Brian murmured beside me.

	Was Arabella lying? Trying to frame Archibald? She couldn't have known we'd be here right now to see this. What was she after?

	Either way, one thing was clear: Archibald wasn't the one behind the accidents and deaths.
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CHAPTER 41 
THE DANGER

	Sir Archibald made his way down the stairs, moving slowly, one step at a time. He gripped his cane in one hand and held onto the bannister to his left with the other, as though letting go would make him fall. His knuckles were white. I watched the strain on his face at every step. No one could fake pain like that.

	Brian went quiet beside me.

	"Sorry to keep you waiting," Archibald said as he finally reached the bottom, his breathing slightly laboured. "I find afternoons particularly... ahem... difficult."

	I looked at him carefully, taking in every detail of his clearly fragile state. For a moment, I was quiet, just thinking. Then I asked, "Sir Archibald, were you with Arabella at the village cake competition today?"

	He tapped his cane on the floor twice and cleared his throat. "Ahem... yes. Yes, I believe I was there. Only briefly, you understand. These social functions are... ahem... rather taxing in my condition."

	Behind him, Alfred's eyebrows lifted, though he remained silent.

	"But if that's true..." Brian began, looking utterly lost, "then how –"

	"Exactly," I interrupted sharply, giving him a pointed look. Brian went quiet, still confused but trusting my lead.

	I turned back to Sir Archibald. "Do you care about Arabella? Truly?"

	The question caught him off guard. He blinked several times, but his answer came without hesitation. "Yes, quite deeply. She's a remarkable woman. Kind, practical. Understands the... ahem... challenges of maintaining an estate in these difficult times."

	"And your intentions towards her?"

	A small smile eased his lined face. "I plan to propose tomorrow evening, at Montgomery's garden ball. I thought it would be the perfect setting. She deserves something... ahem... memorable."

	I nodded. The wrong words now could put Arabella in greater danger. And Sir Archibald himself.

	"I believe you never intended to harm anyone," I said finally. "But if you want to keep Arabella safe, you must not speak of this conversation to anyone. Not to anyone at all, do you understand?" I turned to Alfred. "I hope you care enough about your employer to keep him safe. If you tell anyone what you heard just now, Sir Archibald will be in danger."

	Alfred gave a small nod.

	Sir Archibald's brow furrowed. "I'm afraid I don't follow. Is Arabella somehow at risk?"

	"She is," I admitted. "We have reason to believe someone doesn't want you two together."

	"But who would –"

	"It's better if we don't discuss specifics right now," I cut in. "The less you know, the safer Arabella will be. And you. Can you trust me on this?"

	He was quiet for a moment. "If it concerns Arabella's safety, then yes. I shall be... ahem... the soul of discretion."

	"Thank you. The best thing you can do is rest until you hear from me again."

	Archibald nodded, already flagging from standing so long. He turned towards the stairs but paused, wobbling. Alfred was at his side immediately, a hand on his elbow.

	Archibald looked back at me, suddenly anxious. "But tomorrow's ball – may I still attend? Still propose?"

	I thought for a moment. "Yes, you can. And you should."

	He looked relieved. "That is good news, my dear."

	As Alfred helped him back up the stairs, I took Brian by the arm and pulled him towards the door. "We need to go. Now."

	"But –" he protested as I dragged him outside.

	"Not until we're in the car," I hissed. "Alfred is not supposed to hear us."

	Once we were safely inside with the doors closed, Brian turned to me. "What just happened in there? First, Archibald's in the maze when he shouldn't be, then he's at some cake thing with Arabella, then he's attacking her chandelier, but he's also upstairs napping? And why are we suddenly encouraging him to propose? I thought we suspected him of multiple murders!"

	I started the car. "We need to call Fraser."

	"Fraser? The man who explicitly told us to stay away from this case? That Fraser?"

	"The very same." I pulled onto the main road, driving faster than was actually allowed. "Someone is planning to finish tomorrow night what they started, and Arabella might never become a bride – at least, not a living one."

	Brian stared at me. "You've figured it out, haven't you? You know who's behind everything."

	"I think so," I confirmed. "But we need Fraser. This isn't something we can handle on our own."

	"So are you going to tell me what's going on, or am I just the clueless but charming and handsome sidekick who follows you blindly into danger?"

	I couldn't help but smile. "You said it, not me."

	"But I got the handsome bit right, yes?"

	I rolled my eyes. "Focus, Brian."

	"I am focusing! On the fact that you've somehow solved this case and aren't sharing the solution with your loyal assistant, who, may I remind you, just had his drone brutally murdered in the line of duty."

	"I promise I'll explain everything," I said. "But first, we have to make sure Arabella is safe. I need you at Craigenthistle Castle, getting a trap ready. The less you know, the safer you'll be. Please, trust me."

	Brian let out a loud sigh and slumped back in his seat. "Fine. But just so you know, this mysterious all-knowing act is incredibly annoying."

	"Noted," I replied, pressing the accelerator. 

	Brian suddenly sat up straight. "Wait, are you saying I'm on the hit list too? You're sending me into that castle when someone might try to kill me? If you wanted to get rid of me that badly, you could've just left me at Aberdeen airport."

	I glanced over and gave him a half-smile. "If I wanted to get rid of you, I would have done it a long time ago. It's safer if you don't know everything just yet. Trust me, I'm trying to keep you in one piece."
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CHAPTER 42 
THE PLAN

	Back at the cottage, I emptied Brian's suitcase onto my bed and began packing an overnight bag for him.

	"What are you doing with my stuff?" Brian appeared in the doorway.

	"Packing a bag for your overnight stay at Craigenthistle Castle," I replied, folding his one decent jumper.

	Brian's mug froze halfway to his lips. "I'm sorry, my what at where now?"

	"You're staying at Montgomery's castle tonight." I held up one of his less objectionable shirts. "This might pass if you keep your blazer on. Like last time."

	"Hang on," Brian set his mug down with enough force to slosh tea onto the bedside table. "You want me to voluntarily sleep in that creepy old castle? On my own? With that ghost?!"

	"The Green Lady isn't real, Brian."

	He was running back and forth now. "Besides, you know very well that there's at least four elderly widows there who keep pinching my cheeks and calling me 'darling boy' in that terrifying aristocratic way."

	I continued methodically packing his bag. "You'll survive the attention of a few harmless old ladies."

	"Harmless? Allow me remind you, Antonia is anything but harmless. Even Trump and Putin would be scared when she's shouting orders." Brian stopped pacing and gave me an accusing look. "And oh, let's not forget the most important thing. There's a killer out there! One who, according to you, might be targeting me as well!"

	"That's precisely why I need you there," I said, zipping the overnight bag closed. "To observe things and create a distraction. For example taking photos of the guests as they arrive."

	"Great. So I'm both bait and the wedding photographer. Marvellous career progression."

	I handed him the bag. "Most of the guests will be arriving tonight or early tomorrow for the ball. I need you there to capture everything. And make sure to spread the word about the upcoming engagement between Archibald and Arabella."

	Brian narrowed his eyes at me. "And why aren't you coming with me? Why am I suddenly solo on this extremely dangerous mission?"

	Brian was my dearest friend and an excellent investigator, especially when it came to anything digital. But subtlety had never come naturally to him. If he knew the whole plan, he'd likely blurt it out at the first opportunity. Not out of malice. Just because Brian's brain-to-mouth filter had always been somewhat defective.

	"I need to meet with Fraser," I said, which wasn't entirely a lie. "And I need my car."

	"So take me to the castle first, then meet Fraser."

	"No time," I replied, checking the clock. "I've called you a taxi. It should be here in ten minutes."

	Brian stared at me. "A taxi? All the way there? That'll cost more than my last holiday."

	"Already sorted. Prepaid and everything."

	"You really are determined to be rid of me, aren't you?" He tried the usual wounded tone that sometimes worked. Not this time.

	"Brian," I said gently, "I need you at the castle because that's where you'll be safest. And because you're genuinely good at what you do – taking photos and chatting with people. And picking up information that way."

	"And you wish me out of the way because I can't keep a secret," he finished flatly.

	I winced. Sometimes Brian was more perceptive than I gave him credit for.

	"That's not –"

	"Don't bother denying it. We both know I'm rubbish at lying." He picked up the overnight bag with a sigh. "Fine. Send me into the dragon's den alone. But if I end up haunted by the Green Lady or bored to death by Theodore's name-dropping, it's on your conscience."

	The taxi pulled up outside at the perfect moment. Brian stood at the door, overnight bag in hand, with the grave expression of a man heading off to war.

	"This is goodbye, then," he proclaimed with theatrical gravity. "If I don't return, please water my plants. And delete my browser history."

	"It's one night, Brian."

	"A night in a castle with a killer! And posh people! And ghosts!" He clutched his chest. "Tell my mother I died bravely."

	"Your mother would be the first to tell you to stop being so dramatic," I pointed out. "Now go, before the taxi leaves without you."

	With one final mournful look, Brian trudged down the path to the waiting taxi. I watched from the window as he got in. From the way he was waving his hands, he was already telling the driver about his troubles.

	Once the taxi disappeared around the bend, I took a long breath and turned to the task at hand. Time to do what was normally Brian's job. I opened my laptop, pulled up Debrett's Peerage & Baronetage website, and began my research. The digital archive held records of the British aristocracy going back over 250 years – births, deaths, marriages, titles, family trees. Twenty minutes of clicking through digitised records later, I sat back. I'd been right.

	I picked up my phone and dialled Fraser's number. Murray's bright voice answered.

	"DC Murray speaking! How can I help you this fine Scottish afternoon?"

	"Murray, it's Joana. I need to speak with Fraser urgently."

	"Joana! What a surplus to hear from you!"

	"A... what?"

	"It's nice to hear from you. That's what I meant." Murray sounded breathlessly excited, as usual. "Have you caught the murder? I mean, murderer?"

	"I know who's behind everything," I confirmed. "But I need Fraser's help. Is he there?"

	"Oh! Oh! One moment!" Murray's voice became distant but not at all quiet as he shouted, "Chief! It's Joana Snowdon! She says she's got the killer!"

	I could hear Fraser's muffled voice in the background, though I couldn't make out the words.

	"She says she knows who did the murderings!" Murray called back to him. "All the Hearts and Horses deaths!"

	There was a sound of scuffling, followed by Fraser's irritated voice coming on the line.

	"Snowdon. I thought I told you to stay away from this case."

	"Hello to you too, Fraser. And yes, you did, but I think you'll want to hear what I've discovered."

	I laid out my theory, the evidence I'd found, and the trap I wanted to set at Montgomery's garden ball. Fraser listened in silence, which was unnerving in itself.

	When I finished, there was a long pause.

	"That's... actually plausible," he admitted finally. He sounded almost disappointed that he couldn't dismiss my theory outright.

	"So you'll help?"

	Fraser sighed heavily. "If you're wrong about this, Snowdon, it'll be both our careers on the line."

	"I'm not wrong. The killer will show up tomorrow. They want to stop Archibald and Arabella's engagement, so this is their last chance. Besides," I said, unable to resist, "I can always keep taking photos. You're the one whose career will be in trouble."

	He groaned. "Fine. What exactly do you require from us?"

	"I need you and several officers at Montgomery's castle tomorrow night for the garden ball. Plain clothes, please. Better yet, kilts, so you'll blend in with the other guests."

	"So what's the plan?"

	I outlined the details of my trap, explaining exactly when and where we needed to be positioned. Fraser listened, occasionally grunting, which I chose to interpret as approval.

	"Remember," I emphasised, "we need to keep this absolutely secret. Even Montgomery shouldn't know."

	"I'm perfectly capable of running an undercover operation, Snowdon," Fraser said icily. "Been doing it since before you picked up your first camera."

	After ending the call with Fraser, I immediately dialled Arabella.

	"Joana?" Her voice sounded strained. "Is everything all right?"

	"I need you to promise me something," I said without preamble. "Do not come to the garden ball tomorrow. No matter what Sir Archibald or Montgomery or anyone else says."

	"But Archibald is expecting –"

	"Arabella," I cut her off, "this is about your safety. I believe you're still in danger."

	There was a brief silence. "Where should I go?"

	"Stay at your friend's house. Fraser will send an officer to keep watch, just to be safe."

	Then came the final task. I needed a ball gown, and my wardrobe of practical photography clothes wasn't going to cut it.

	I grabbed the key fob and headed to Aberdeen. Three boutiques and one mild panic attack at the prices later, I emerged with a suitable dress. As I drove back to Cruden Bay, I went over every detail of the plan in my head.

	Tomorrow night, one way or another, this case would end.
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CHAPTER 43 
THE ENGAGEMENT

	The following afternoon, I arrived at Craigenthistle Castle to find it transformed. Lord Montgomery had spared no expense for his garden ball. The sweeping driveway was lined with glowing lanterns, and the ancient stone walls were lit so that even the gargoyles looked almost welcoming. Aristocrats in formal wear milled about the grounds, champagne glasses glinting in the late afternoon sun. I felt distinctly out of place in my practical driving clothes, with my ball gown and makeup kit still in the boot of my car.

	I found Brian sitting on a stone bench near the rose garden. He had his camera hanging around his neck and dark circles under his eyes.

	"You look dreadful," I told him cheerfully.

	"Thank you for that assessment," he replied, stifling a yawn. "Try sleeping in a four-hundred-year-old castle where the pipes make noises that I thought were tortured ghosts. And Antonia's snoring created an incredible echo in the large hallway."

	"So you had a good night, then?"

	"Brilliant. Just smashing." Brian stood up and stretched. "The highlight was Theodore cornering me at breakfast to tell me about the time he supposedly taught Paul McCartney how to make the perfect cuppa. I now know more about tea brewing techniques than any human should."

	"Poor you," I patted his arm sympathetically. "Has Sir Archibald arrived yet?"

	Brian looked a bit brighter. "Oh, yes, he got here about an hour ago with his chauffeur. He even showed me the engagement ring. Real diamonds and emeralds, the whole lot."

	"How did he look? Was he healthy or unwell?"

	"Very weak," Brian said, frowning. "Needed help getting out of the car, leaned on his cane. But also excited. Kept checking his pocket where the ring was."

	 "Where is he now? "

	 "I believe in his guest room. Said he needed a rest. "

	"Brian, I need you to do something important. The ball is starting soon, and I need you to go around with your camera, playing the part of an engagement photographer. Tell everyone, very loudly and clearly, that Sir Archibald is planning to propose to Arabella tonight."

	"But Arabella isn't even here," Brian protested.

	"They don't need to know that. Just make sure everyone hears about the proposal."

	Brian stared at me for a moment. "You're using me to spread gossip."

	"Vital information," I corrected. "And be specific about the location. Say he plans to propose at the sea cliffs near the castle, in that private spot with the old pavilion ruins."

	"Right," Brian nodded slowly. "Create buzz about a romantic proposal at a specific, remote location. Not suspicious at all."

	"Just do it, please."

	Brian gave a playful salute and walked over to a group of guests. I watched for a while. He slipped into the role easily, all big gestures and easy chat, drawing people in without any apparent effort.

	I did the same, moving through the growing crowd and hinting at Sir Archibald's romantic plans. Soon, everyone was talking about the rumoured proposal.

	After an hour, the news had spread. Every guest was talking about the upcoming proposal at the cliff-top pavilion, and several women were already dabbing at their eyes in anticipation.

	I found Brian again near the castle entrance, photographing a group of kilted gentlemen.

	"It's done," he reported. "Everyone's talking about it. Lord Montgomery is already planning the wedding breakfast menu, and Theodore is claiming he taught Prince William how to propose properly."

	"Perfect. Now I need you to keep Sir Archibald occupied inside the castle for at least an hour. Tell him you want to take formal portraits for the press, or whatever excuse works. Just keep him there."

	Brian lowered his camera. "And what will you be doing while I'm babysitting our elderly suspect?"

	"Setting a trap," I said, already moving towards my car. "And try not to mention my name to him. As far as he's concerned, I'm not here yet."

	I hurried to my car and grabbed the garment bag containing my newly purchased ball gown. Finding an empty guest room to change in was easier than I expected, most of the activity was now centred in the main ballroom and gardens.

	The gown was midnight blue, simple but elegant, with a wrapped bodice and flowing skirt. Not my usual style. I twisted my hair into a bun similar to Arabella's, secured it with pins, and added a touch of makeup. The transformation wasn't perfect, I was decades younger than Arabella. But in the twilight and sea mist which was already beginning to roll in, I might pass for her from behind. At least momentarily. And that was all I needed.

	I slipped out of the room and made my way towards the garden to meet Fraser, keeping clear of the guests. Nobody should see me in this dress. I found Fraser standing near a topiary, looking distinctly uncomfortable in formal Highland dress. The kilt actually suited him, I had to admit, though his expression made clear he'd rather be in his standard business suit.

	"Snowdon," he said, then paused and looked at me again. "You look... different."

	"That's rather the point," I replied, adjusting my wrap. "Are your officers in position?"

	Fraser cleared his throat and returned to his usual gruff tone. "Six men around the cliff, all in formal wear or kilts, like you asked. Murray's with them, but heaven help us if he has to give directions. He'll probably tell them to 'turn left at the big rock shaped like a friendly badger' or some nonsense."

	"As long as they're ready when I signal."

	Fraser checked his watch. "Your plan had better work. If it doesn't, the suspect will be warned, and we'll have a scandal on our hands like nothing we've seen before."

	"It will work," I assured him. "The haar is coming in nicely. That will help."

	Fraser looked towards the coast, where the dense sea fog was rolling in, creeping across the landscape. The haar, as locals called it, was a cold sea fog common on Scotland's east coast, capable of cutting visibility to a few metres in minutes.

	"Just don't get yourself killed," Fraser muttered. "The paperwork would be a nightmare."

	I took that as the closest thing to concern I was likely to get from him and headed towards the cliffs. The path was well-marked with small lanterns, though their glow became increasingly diffused as the fog thickened. By the time I reached the old pavilion ruins near the cliff edge, the haar had settled properly. Sound travelled oddly. Distances became deceptive.

	I stood close to the broken stone columns of the pavilion. Below, I could hear the sea crashing against the cliffs, even though I couldn't see it. My blue dress picked up the last bit of light, and I hoped that from a distance I might be mistaken for Arabella.

	I waited.

	My phone vibrated in the small clutch bag I'd brought. A message from Brian:

	"EMERGENCY. Couldn't stop Archibald. He pushed past me with his cane and headed for the cliffs. Said he sensed Arabella was in danger and needed to protect her. I tried to stall him, but he's surprisingly strong."

	I let out a sigh. This made things more difficult. If Archibald got to the cliffs too soon, the plan might fail. I quickly texted Brian to warn Fraser, then put my phone back in my bag.

	Fog moved around me, sometimes clearing just enough to show the garden lights far away before closing in again. I listened for footsteps on the gravel path.

	A figure appeared in the mist about twenty yards away. Sir Archibald's familiar shape. Tall and thin, a bit hunched, leaning on his cane.

	But before I could signal Fraser's officers, I saw movement coming from the other direction. Someone else was walking through the fog.

	Another silhouette that looked exactly like Sir Archibald.
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CHAPTER 44 
THE DIFFERENCES

	For a moment, we all stood still in the swirling haar. Two identical Sir Archibalds stared at each other across the ruined stone pavilion, only a few yards apart. Neither spoke. The fog shifted between them.

	The moment ended when Fraser stepped out from his hiding place among the ruins, his kilt swinging awkwardly against the formal jacket. Murray came right after him, followed by several officers emerging from the mist.

	"Nobody move!" Fraser barked, though no one seemed particularly inclined to do so anyway. Both Archibalds stayed exactly where they were, their identical faces showing identical alarm.

	"What in God's name..." Fraser muttered, his eyes moving between the two men.

	"Two of them! There are two Sir Archibalds!" Murray sounded almost delighted by this development.

	Things got even more hectic when Brian ran up the path, breathing hard. He stopped next to Fraser, doubled over with his hands on his knees.

	"Sorry," he wheezed. "Tried to... stop him... surprisingly... strong for an old... bloke."

	Then he straightened and saw the twin Archibalds. "Am I seeing double? Is this some sort of weird Scottish fog thing?" He blinked rapidly and rubbed his eyes. "I swear I only had one glass of champagne."

	"You're not seeing things," I assured him. "There really are two of them."

	Both Archibalds were now glaring at each other. The one nearest me drew himself up to his full height.

	"What are you doing here, Tristan?" he demanded. "I didn't ask for your support tonight. I told you that I am fit enough to do this on my own."

	The second Archibald's eyes narrowed. "Don't be ridiculous. I am Archibald." He turned to Fraser. "This man is Tristan, my twin brother. He's... ahem... attempting to impersonate me. Again. He is trying to get hold of my wealth!"

	"He's lying," the first one snapped. "I am Sir Archibald Fortescue. This man is my brother Tristan, visiting from New Zealand. He's been helping me with certain social obligations, but clearly, he's overstepped his bounds."

	Fraser pressed two fingers to the bridge of his nose. He stood there for a moment with his eyes closed, silent. Then he spoke. "Would somebody please explain what the bloody hell is going on?"

	Murray jumped in. "Well, sir, it appears we have a case of identical impersonifications! Two Sir Archibalds, both claiming to be the real gentleman. We need to figure out who's who before we can arrest the right mirror image... er, I mean suspect."

	Fraser closed his eyes briefly again. "Thank you, Murray. Crystal clear as always."

	"I don't understand," Brian whispered to me. "Which one is the real Archibald? They look exactly the same."

	I watched both men closely, thinking about all the odd things I'd noticed over the last few days.

	"I know who is who," I said, loud enough for everyone to hear.

	All eyes turned to me.

	"The real Sir Archibald is the one on the right." I pointed to the man who'd approached from the castle direction. "The one holding his walking stick in his right hand."

	"But how can you possibly tell?" Brian asked. "They're identical."

	"Not quite," I explained. "I started noticing inconsistencies in Sir Archibald's behaviour. It wasn't only his health that seemed to change. The real Sir Archibald has a small throat-clearing habit before he speaks. And the real Sir Archibald always holds his cane in his right hand because he is right-handed. When we were taking photos in the garden, the man posing as Archibald held his cane in his left hand. Our killer is left-handed."

	The Archibald I'd identified as genuine nodded. "Very observant, Ms Snowdon."

	"The drone footage Brian captured showed 'Sir Archibald' in the maze at the exact moment I was speaking with him in the library," I continued. "And then there was the boarding pass I found in Sir Archibald's library. A flight from Auckland to Edinburgh. That's when I began to suspect he might have a relative from New Zealand."

	"You went through my private library?" The genuine Archibald sounded more impressed than angry.

	"I looked up Debrett's Peerage & Baronetage. They had a record of Archibald's twin brother, who emigrated to New Zealand decades ago. Most people around here wouldn't know about him because he left so long ago."

	"But how do you know which twin is actually responsible for the crimes? Maybe it was Sir Archibald himself!" Fraser demanded.

	"The tea tin," I said. "The one used to poison Lady Eugenia. The shopkeeper in Grantown-on-Spey remembered selling it to 'Sir Archibald,' but she mentioned he was acting strangely that day. Cold, impatient. He was not his usual charming self. And he used the word 'bogan' when someone bumped into him. That's New Zealand slang. That was Tristan buying the tea, not Archibald."

	Tristan, the Archibald on the left, slumped slightly, the careful aristocratic posture leaving him. "Very clever," he admitted. "I never could quite master Archie's little... ahem... throat-clearing habit and his posh words. Too affected for my taste."

	Brian turned to me. "So that's why you wanted me to spread the word about the proposal! You knew the real Arabella wasn't coming, but you wanted to flush out Tristan!"

	"Exactly. I knew he would try one last time to stop the engagement. So I pretended to be Arabella and made myself the target. I couldn't tell anyone except the police about this. Not even you, Brian." I gave him an apologetic smile. "And especially not Sir Archibald. He probably would have confronted his brother right away. If Tristan realised his secret was about to be revealed, I was afraid he might hurt Sir Archibald and escape to New Zealand."

	Fraser stepped forward, gesturing to his officers. "Tristan Fortescue, I'm arresting you on suspicion of the murders of Eugenia Featherstonehaugh and Lucinda Harrow, and the attempted murders of several other women."

	Tristan's shoulders sagged. For the first time, I could easily tell the twins apart. One stood tall despite his pain. The other looked suddenly smaller, the performance finally over.
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CHAPTER 45 
THE PRIDE

	Sir Archibald watched his brother as Fraser's officers moved in on Tristan. He tightened his grip on his cane, the effort of standing upright now obvious. He paused, then stepped forward.

	"I don't understand," he said. "The accidents, the deaths... Why, Tristan?"

	Tristan stayed silent, staring at the ground while an officer fastened his hands behind his back.

	Sir Archibald turned to Fraser. "This is my fault. I brought Tristan back into my life, but not for... this. Never for this." He cleared his throat. "I asked him to stand in for me occasionally, at official events. Inaugurations, concerts, garden parties… Places where I needed to be seen but had not the… ahem... stamina to attend."

	"So you've been lying to everyone," Fraser said flatly.

	"Not lying, exactly." Sir Archibald shifted uncomfortably. "Presenting what people expected to see. The laird of Shieldbrae should be... ahem... strong, dignified. Not a frail old man who can barely manage the stairs on bad days."

	"Pride," I murmured.

	Sir Archibald nodded. "Pride. I didn't want people to see how far I'd fallen. The once... ahem... 'smashing bachelor of Aberdeenshire' reduced to this." He gestured at himself with a grimace. "It was never meant for private calls or anything intimate," he continued. "Only public occasions. People don't truly see one another at those events, DCI Fraser. They see the version they expect."

	That, I realised, was how they got away with their charade so easily. The kilt, the title, the right sort of polite smile at the right sort of event... The rest hardly mattered.

	"So, Tristan was only meant to fill in when necessary? To preserve appearances?"

	Tristan finally spoke up. "To preserve appearances. That's all that ever mattered to you, isn't it, Archie? What people think of the great Sir Archibald Fortescue."

	"That's not fair," Sir Archibald protested.

	"Not fair?" Tristan challenged. "You were perfectly happy to have me play your part in public, but God forbid you would actually pay me for that."

	"Pay you? That wasn't our arrangement!"

	"No, our arrangement was that I'd help you keep your precious reputation, and in return, I'd get Shieldbrae Castle when you were gone." Tristan laughed, but there was nothing warm in it. "A castle I never wanted. That's why I left for New Zealand in the first place."

	Brian frowned. "Wait, if you don't want the castle, then why –"

	"I needed money," Tristan interrupted. "Not some bloody great pile of stone that can't be sold because of some ancient family clause. I have a life in New Zealand, a sheep farm that's on the brink of bankruptcy after a failed investment. I needed cash, not responsibility for a crumbling Scottish castle."

	Sir Archibald looked at him. "The wine collection. So that's what this is about?"

	"Of course it was the wine collection!" Tristan snapped. "The only asset worth anything that isn't tied up in the estate. Worth close to a million pounds, and you were going to give it away to some woman you barely know as a... what? A payment for looking after you in your dotage?"

	I looked at Sir Archibald. "You planned to give Arabella the wine collection as a dowry."

	"Yes," he admitted. "She would need funds to maintain her own estate while caring for me. It seemed a fair exchange." He turned back to his brother. "But Tristan, if you needed money, why didn't you simply ask?"

	"I did ask!" Tristan's voice rose. "I asked you the day after I arrived, and you said no. You told me you didn't have any assets I could use. No cash. You said the wine collection was 'already earmarked for your future bride.' So I made sure there wouldn't be a future bride."

	Murray pulled out his notebook. "So you committed all these crimes over some fancy bottles of plonk?"

	"They're not plonk," both brothers corrected simultaneously, then glanced at each other in surprise.

	"Start from the beginning," Fraser instructed. "Tell us exactly what you did."

	Tristan let out a sigh. "It all began with Eugenia. I never meant for her to die, I swear it. I only wanted her to feel sick enough to miss the Hearts and Houses Soirée. I bought this fancy tea and added senna leaves. A natural laxative. I thought it would just give her bad stomach cramps. How could I have known she was on heart medication that would react so badly with it?"

	"And after that?" Fraser prompted.

	"After that, I thought I was in the clear. Everyone believed it was natural causes. But then Archibald started seeing Georgiana and Lucinda, and I realised I had to do something. I scratched the car and sawed through a stile on Lucinda's property, since I knew she walked her dogs there every day."

	"You killed her deliberately," Fraser stated.

	"No! I only wanted to scare her away. The stile was meant to break her fall, not her neck." Tristan's face grew tense, showing either remorse or maybe just regret for being caught. "And I sent those black-bordered cards to all the women Archie was seeing. I thought it would make them stay away."

	"But it didn't work," I said.

	"No. These aristocratic women are made of sterner stuff than I expected. So I escalated. The stair runner at Lady Ottilie's, the chilli in the canapés, the clock at Arabella's. I even shot down your drone when I realised you might discover my little arrangement with Archie."

	Brian jabbed a finger at him. "I knew it! Eight hundred quid down the drain, you...you... sheep botherer!"

	"I was desperate," Tristan continued, ignoring Brian. "With Arabella, it got serious. The longer Archie kept fawning over this impoverished lady, the closer he got to giving away the wine collection. I couldn't let that happen."

	Sir Archibald shook his head. "All this... over wine." He looked up at his brother. "I would have helped you, Tristan. If I'd known how bad things were with the farm."

	"Would you? Once you'd made up your mind about the wine collection, you wouldn't budge. You never do." Tristan paused. "We're more alike than you think, Archie. Both stubborn to the core."

	Sir Archibald looked away. "Alfred helped you with all this, didn't he? He was the only one who knew about our arrangement."

	"Alfred only helped with the identity swaps," Tristan clarified. "He had no idea what I was doing to your lady friends. He's loyal to you, always has been."

	Fraser nodded to one of his officers. "We'll need to question Alfred as well."

	"He's innocent," both brothers said in unison.

	"We'll determine that," Fraser replied curtly.

	I looked at the two men. They looked almost exactly alike, and their personalities weren't that different either. Both of them would go to great lengths to keep up appearances.
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CHAPTER 46 
THE HOME

	As Tristan vanished into the fog with Fraser's officers, Sir Archibald leaned harder on his cane. The straightness went out of him. Fraser watched with narrowed eyes, clearly weighing up whether one Fortescue in handcuffs was enough, or if he should make it a matching set.

	"You concealed evidence in a murder investigation," Fraser said to Sir Archibald. "Harboured a suspect. Facilitated identity fraud. I should arrest you right now."

	Sir Archibald didn't even try to defend himself. "I suppose that would be your right, Inspector."

	"Detective Chief Inspector," Fraser corrected automatically.

	I stepped forward. "Fraser, he didn't know what Tristan was doing. He thought he was just getting help with his social obligations."

	"Ignorance isn't a defence, Snowdon." Fraser's tone was icy. "He deliberately misled the police."

	"He's an elderly man in poor health who made a stupid decision out of pride," I argued. "He wanted to maintain appearances, not cover up murder."

	"Even if that's true, he still obstructed justice."

	"Oh come on, sir," Murray said. "Look at the poor old fellow. He's shaking like a gull in a hurricane. Prison would finish him off before you could even say 'custodial sentence.'"

	Sir Archibald straightened slightly. "I assure you, I'm not quite that fragile."

	"Not helping," I muttered to him.

	Fraser paced in a small circle, his kilt swinging with each turn. "If I let him go, it sets a bad precedent."

	"If you arrest him, it's terrible publicity," I countered. "Elderly aristocrat hauled off to jail for letting his twin brother attend garden parties on his behalf? The papers would have a field day."

	Fraser stopped pacing. "I hate this job sometimes."

	"Just think of the paperwork," I added, knowing his weakness. "Twice as many forms to fill out."

	That seemed to tip the balance. Fraser let out a heavy sigh. "Fine. Sir Archibald, you can go. For now. But I'll be keeping an eye on you, and if I find even the slightest sign you knew more than you're saying..."

	"You have my word," Sir Archibald said with a serious nod. "Thank you, Detective Chief Inspector."

	"Don't thank me yet," Fraser warned. "There will still be a formal statement required. And you'll likely be charged with perverting the course of justice. But I might spare you the prison."

	"I understand." Sir Archibald looked at him. "Does this mean I may still propose to Arabella?"

	"If she'll have you," Fraser replied. "Though I'd wait until after you've told her about your secret twin brother and his murder spree. Women tend to like full disclosure before agreeing to marriage."

	Murray practically bounced alongside me as we all began the walk back. "You did it again! Absolutely magnificent! Solved the case while the real detective was still fumbling around like a blindfolded elephant in a glassware shop!"

	"I am most certainly not an elephant," Fraser barked from behind us.

	"Thank you, Murray," I said, carefully lifting the hem of my dress to avoid the muddy path.

	"You should join the force," he continued enthusiastically. "Be a proper detective. Show all those pencil pushers how it's done!"

	Fraser shot him a withering look. "Are you suggesting that I am inferior to a photographer who stumbles into crimes while having a cup of tea?"

	"Well, not inferior exactly," Murray back-pedalled. "Only perhaps not quite as... perceptivious? Perspectival?"

	"Perceptive," Brian supplied.

	"That's it!" Murray beamed. "Not as perceptive as Joana here, who solved the crime faster than you can say Jack Sprat's your uncle!"

	Fraser's face went into high-blood-pressure mode. "One more word, Murray," he growled, "and you'll be doing night shifts for the next month. Cataloguing evidence from the mould growth case."

	Murray wisely turned silent.

	By the time we reached the car park, Fraser and Murray had moved ahead to deal with processing Tristan, leaving Brian and me alone by my car. The haar had lifted. Stars showed above the castle grounds.

	Brian looked at me. "That's quite a dress," he finally said. "Very un-Joana. Makes you look almost posh."

	"Almost?"

	"Well, you're still wearing your hiking boots underneath it," he pointed out. "Bit of a giveaway."

	"They're practical," I said. "I wasn't going to twist an ankle in heels just to complete the look."

	We climbed into my car, the formal gown bunching awkwardly around me as I squeezed behind the wheel.

	"I still can't believe it was twins," Brian said as we pulled away from Craigenthistle Castle. "Actual identical twins! Like something out of an Agatha Christie novel."

	"Truth is stranger than fiction," I replied, driving the winding country road back towards Cruden Bay.

	Brian shook his head. "And all this over some dusty old bottles of wine."

	"A million pounds' worth of dusty old bottles," I corrected him. "Enough to save a failing sheep farm."

	We drove in comfortable silence for a while, the headlights cutting through the last of the haar.

	Finally, Brian spoke. "Are you sure you made the right choice? Moving from London to Aberdeenshire? There seem to be more murders here than in a Midsomer Murders episode. Plus, you're now in Fraser's territory. That can't be good for your blood pressure. Or his, mind you."

	I watched the dark landscape go past. Familiar already. "I'm exactly where I'm meant to be, Brian. Scotland feels like home now. And besides," I added, "that spare room in my cottage has excellent Wi-Fi and phone reception. It's always there if you want to visit. For more adventures to come."

	"More murders, you mean," Brian grumbled, but I could hear the smile in his voice. "Next time, though, I'm bringing a proper coat. And Wellies. And possibly my microwave."

	I laughed. Outside, the coastal road opened up and the North Sea came into view, the moonlight flat and bright on the water. Wild and beautiful and perfectly, completely home.

	

	—  THE END —

	The case of the Respectable Murders is officially closed! I hope you enjoyed your time in Aberdeenshire's castles as much as I enjoyed writing it. Would you mind doing me a wee favour? If you have a moment, I'd be so grateful for an honest review at your favourite retailer. A single sentence helps more than you know. Thank you! Joana
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Ready for another Highland Mysteries case?

	It all started with  "Deadly Cairns ", the first novel in the series

	Book 1: DEADLY CAIRNS
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	Scotland's Views Are To Die For. Turns Out Some People Do.

	Joana and Brian make a great sleuthing team, and you'd want them along for a road trip… If you can handle their constant banter. With cameras, plenty of optimism, and a thermos of green tea, they set off to photograph Scotland at its wildest.

	But then the beauty spots they visit start turning into crime scenes.

	Young photographers using drones are found murdered at Scotland's most scenic spots. The killer leaves a chilling sign: a carefully stacked pile of stones next to each body, finished with a thumbs up. A deadly cairn.

	The police settle fast on a suspect. Joana isn't convinced. From Aberdeen to Orkney and across the wild, wind-battered Highlands, she and Brian chase leads through villages full of eccentric locals, tartan-clad dogs, whisky-fuelled wisdom, and the occasional truly questionable  "Scottish delicacy ".

	Why would someone target young people eager for social media likes? What do they know that puts them in danger?

	https://books.highlandmysteries.com/deadly-cairns
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THE HIGHLAND MYSTERIES SERIES IN ORDER:

	(Link to the series at all major retailers)

	Book 0.5: Free Prequel SHAGGY BUSINESS

	download your copy here.

	A Scottish Highland Coo Mystery

	The Highlands Are Full Of Must-Sees. Shame Someone Took One. 

	Book 1: DEADLY CAIRNS

	A Scottish Road Trip Cosy Mystery

	Scotland's Views Are To Die For. Turns Out Some People Do.

	Book 2: AMBER WARNING

	A Scottish Island Cosy Mystery

	Hebridean Storms Take Your Breath Away. Sometimes Permanently.

	Book 3: LETHAL LAYBYS

	A Scottish Camping Cosy Mystery

	NC 500 Memories Last A Lifetime. Unfortunately, Some Campers Don't.

	Book 4: RESPECTABLE MURDERS

	A Scottish Castle Cosy Mystery

	Easy To Fall In Love With Scotland. Harder To Survive The Fall.

	More coming soon.

	FREEBIE:

	Complimentary Scotland Photo Guide –download your copy here.

	DISCOVER SCOTLAND: 450+ Ideas To Explore Scotland

	Behind the Crime Scenes - The Real Scotland of The Highland Mysteries 
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	A Note from the Author
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	I live on the coast of the North Sea in North East Scotland, where the salty air and endless horizon are the perfect companions for dreaming up a cosy mystery.

	In my previous life, I worked as a journalist and travelled the world. These days, you're more likely to find me in my garden with a pen and paper than on a plane. I don't write in an old-fashioned way, but I still love to plan my plots and clues with something I can actually hold. When I head out into the Highlands, I usually bring a thermos of green tea and something vegan that is easy to pack for a picnic (I love eating!). And if this sounds familiar… well… yes. Admittedly, I am a bit like Brian. I like my drama and my snacks. But I'm also a bit like my other main character, Joana, who shares my name. I can be dry, often sarcastic, and sometimes a little annoying.

	My stories are of course fiction, but they draw heavily on my real experiences in the Scottish hills. Thankfully, there aren't nearly as many dead bodies in real life, though many of my quirkier characters are inspired by the wonderful people I've met.

	I've chosen the Highland Coo as the symbol for The Highland Mysteries because, to me, there isn't a more magnificent animal in the world. They are wild, beautiful, and never really tamed. Just like Scotland itself. (Plus their hairstyle looks pretty much like mine after a sleepless night of plotting, so they have my sympathy.)

	While my books are full of secrets and the occasional corpse, I promise to skip the grisly details. I believe there's enough gloom in the world already. My goal is to give you an escape: a clever twist, a bit of amusement, and a chance to laugh before you return to reality.

	Cheers, Joana

	www.joana-snowdon.com
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