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From London's fast-paced marketing world to suspect in a murder investigation—Eve Valcon's spa retreat isn't going to plan.


After discovering her husband's affair, Eve books a six-month stay at Luna Mare, the Lake District's most exclusive spa resort. But luxury quickly turns to nightmare when her unfaithful husband appears dead in her bed, and Eve finds herself at the top of the suspect list.


With a handsome detective circling, an enigmatic resort owner lurking in the shadows, and a cast of guests each hiding their own secrets, Eve must untangle a web of lies before she becomes the killer's next target.
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The rain slapped against the windscreen in fat, angry drops as I pulled into Luna Mare’s gravel drive. Fitting weather for my mood. My phone buzzed for the thirty-seventh time that day. Not that I was counting.
Well, fine. I was counting.
Darling, please call me back. We need to talk.
Eve, you’re overreacting. It was a mistake.
Where are you? I’m worried.
I glanced at Alex’s latest message: Please Eve, we need to talk. It’s not what you think.
Not what I think? I’d caught him with his PA in a hotel room. There wasn’t much room for interpretation when you find your husband tangled in satin sheets with another woman.
I switched my phone to silent and tossed it into my handbag. The leather bag—a birthday gift from Alex last year—suddenly felt tainted.
Luna Mare emerged from the mist like something from a travel brochure for the emotionally devastated. Victorian grandeur meets modern luxury, all stone and glass overlooking a slate-grey lake that stretched toward hills fogged in low drifting clouds. The website hadn’t done it justice.
Six months. I’d booked six whole months at the most exclusive spa resort in the Lake District, all on Alex’s Amex Black card.
Retail therapy? Amateur hour. Try six months of hot stone massages and champagne on your cheating husband’s platinum card.
The vengeful high had lasted about twenty miles down the M6 before guilt started creeping in. Then I remembered finding them together, and how he’d had the audacity to say, “Let me explain,” as if there was a perfectly valid explanation if I’d only stayed to hear it.
I pulled up to the entrance where a valet waited under a generous portico. He opened my door with a sedated smile.
“Welcome to Luna Mare, madam. Checking in?”
“Yes. Eve Valcon.” The name still felt like mine, though for how much longer remained to be seen.
“Of course, Mrs. Valcon. We’ve been expecting you.”
The lobby smelled of cedar and floral arrangements. A massive stone fireplace dominated one wall, its flames casting dancing shadows across polished wood floors. Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the lake view, though today it was mostly obscured by sheets of rain.
“Mrs. Valcon.” A woman appeared behind the reception desk, tall and elegant with silver hair twisted into an immaculate French twist. But it was her eyes that caught me—violet, actually violet, like Elizabeth Taylor’s but more intense. I felt suddenly transparent, as if she could see every crack in my composure.
“I’m Marigold Atkins, the resort manager.” Her handshake was cool and firm. “Everyone calls me Merry.”
She didn’t look like a Merry. She looked like someone who could have you killed with a discreet phone call.
“Let’s get you settled, shall we?” She tapped at her tablet, eyebrows rising slightly. “My, my. The Lakeside Retreat cabin. Full therapeutic program. All-inclusive dining and beverages.” Her gaze flicked up to mine. “Well, someone’s planning quite the restorative stay.”
The faintest curl of her lip told me she knew exactly what kind of “restoration” I was after.
“Six months,” I confirmed, sliding Alex’s credit card across the polished desk. “I’m going for a complete overhaul.”
“Six months is enough time to become an entirely new person,” she agreed, with a smile that didn’t quite reach those knowing eyes.
I smiled back, ignoring the knot of uncertainty in my stomach. “That’s rather the point.”
“Follow me,” Merry said, gesturing toward a golf cart parked outside. “The Lakeside Retreat is our most secluded cabin.”
The rain had eased to a gentle patter as we rolled along a winding path that hugged the shoreline of the lake. I half-listened to Merry’s commentary about the resort’s amenities—thermal pools, mud baths, yoga studios—while my mind drifted back to Alex.
Seven years of marriage. Ever heard of the seven-year itch? Well, let me introduce you to the seven-year palm itch—the itch in my palm to slap Alex whenever he opened his mouth.
“Are you sure you want to wear that?” he’d ask, eyeing my outfit for a work dinner.
Or, “Maybe you should let me handle the conversation with the investment guys. You know how you get when you’re nervous.”
I never got nervous. I was a marketing executive who regularly presented to rooms of fifty-plus people. What I got was underestimated—by my own husband.
But his latest whopper really took the cake. “That’s not lipstick on my collar, Eve. I had chips for lunch. It’s tomato sauce.”
Tomato sauce.
On his collar.
So I did what any normal 35-year-old wife would do. I called in sick the next day and parked outside his office building. When he left for “lunch” with Claudia, his slinky, sexy, twenty-something PA, I followed their taxi to The Savoy.
I’d never met Claudia in person. She’d only been working at the firm for six months, but I should have known from that very first, “Hello, Mrs. Valcon” that she was sleeping with my husband. Her voice was all Marilyn Monroe meets finishing school, a throaty purr wrapped in crisp elocution.
No one sounds that seductive saying, “I’ll tell him you called about the dry cleaning.”
In hindsight, there were probably no messages about dry cleaning passed along, just like there were probably no late meetings, no weekend conferences, no work emergencies. Just Alex and Claudia and their “lunch” meetings.
I’d sat in my car for exactly five minutes, watching the hotel entrance. If I was going to catch him in the act, I might as well do it properly, give them a chance to get down to business. But not a second longer than five minutes. Alex was more of a sprinter than a marathon man in bed. If I waited any longer, I’d miss the main event.
At the reception desk, I flashed my most convincing smile along with my driver’s license. “I’m meeting my husband, Alex Valcon? He should have checked in already.”
The receptionist glanced at her computer. “Yes, Mr. Valcon arrived about ten minutes ago.” She looked back at my ID and then at me with a smile. “Would you like me to call up and let him know you’re here?”
“No need,” I said brightly. “He’s expecting me.”
“Of course, Mrs. Valcon. You’re in room 718.” She slid the card across the counter. “I hope you have a lovely stay with us.”
If only she knew what kind of “stay” I was about to have. The kind that ends marriages and starts therapy sessions.
Room 718. I used the keycard I’d acquired from the oblivious front desk manager. The door opened silently onto a suite with a view of the Thames. And there was my husband, naked except for his socks (always the socks—the man had some kind of sock fetish), enthusiastically atop his equally naked assistant.
“Eve!” Alex had yelped, scrambling off Claudia like she’d suddenly caught fire. “I can explain.”
Seriously? “I don’t need a bird and bees lesson, Alex, I’m well aware of how—” I fluttered my fingers over the two of them “—that works.”
Not a single hand tremor. No a single tear. My voice didn’t pitch. I didn’t even slam the door on my way out.
I was so proud of myself.
Of course, when I drove myself back home at neck-breaking speed, the floodgates opened. Snot, tears and curses. There were multiple near-crashes and camera flashes, but I didn’t give a damn.
“Mrs. Valcon?” Merry’s voice snapped me back to the present as the golf cart stopped before a stunning glass and cedar cabin perched right at the lake’s edge. “We’ve arrived.”
I blinked, surprised to find my cheeks wet. From the rain, I told myself. I will never cry another tear for that bastard ever again.
Merry unlocked the cabin door with a sweep of her keycard and stood aside to let me enter first. I stepped into the centerfold of a luxury travel magazine.
“Oh,” I said, which seemed woefully inadequate.
The main room was a cathedral of glass and wood. Floor-to-ceiling windows revealed the lake in panoramic glory, slate-grey waters stretching to cloud-scudded hills. A massive stone fireplace dominated one wall, already lit and crackling with a warmth that seemed to reach out and pull me in.
Plush sofas in creamy leather faced both the fireplace and the view, topped with an embarrassment of cushions in soft blues and greens.
“The fireplace is voice-activated,” Merry explained, catching my gaze. “Simply say ‘fire on’ or ‘fire off.’ You can also adjust the intensity.”
“Fire dim,” she demonstrated, and the flames obediently lowered to a gentle flicker.
“Fire bright,” I tried, and they surged back up. My inner pyromaniac was delighted.
“The kitchen is fully stocked,” Merry continued, leading me to a sleek cooking area with gleaming copper pots hanging above a center island. “Though most guests prefer to dine at our restaurants. Your all-inclusive package covers every venue on the property.”
She moved through the space, opening cabinet doors to reveal a wine fridge (“restocked daily with your preferences”), showcasing the coffee machine (“it connects to your phone so your morning coffee can start brewing when your alarm goes off”), and demonstrating the hidden panels that concealed a fully equipped bar.
“For when you’d rather not socialize,” she said with a knowing look that made me wonder if she’d read my divorce-in-progress file.
In the bedroom, a cloud-like bed faced more glass walls, these with electronic blinds that could be adjusted for privacy or darkness. The bathroom beyond was bigger than my entire London bedroom, with a freestanding tub positioned before yet another window.
“The glass is one-way,” Merry assured me, catching my expression. “You can see out, but no one can see in. We value our guests’ privacy above all else.”
Her tone suggested this wasn’t just spa policy but personal principle.
She showed me the controls for the hot tub on the private deck (“the jets are designed by our physiotherapist for optimal muscle relaxation”), the tablet that controlled everything from lighting to music to room temperature, and the discreet button that would summon 24-hour service.
“The spa treatments included in your package can be enjoyed here in your cabin if you prefer,” she said, indicating a massage table folded neatly into what I’d mistaken for a closet. “Some guests never leave their cabins for their entire stay.”
Six months in this glass cocoon, just me and my thoughts and a parade of therapists and masseurs? It had possibilities.
“It’s magnificent,” I said finally.
Merry’s lips curved into a smile. She handed me my keycard, our fingers brushing briefly. Hers were cool and dry despite the damp weather.
“Dinner is served in the main restaurant from six until ten. Your minibar is complimentary, and room service is available around the clock.” She paused at the door. “And Mrs. Valcon? Whatever you’re running from—or toward—I hope you find what you need here.”
With that cryptic welcome, she was gone, leaving me alone with nothing but the sound of rain on the roof and the quiet, persistent buzz of my phone in my bag, still collecting Alex’s increasingly desperate texts.
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I woke to the sound of nothing at all.
After fifteen years in London, the absence of noise was almost alarming—no traffic, no sirens, no neighbours having enthusiastic 2 AM arguments about whose turn it was to take out the recycling. Just... silence, broken only by the gentle lapping of lake water against the shore outside my window.
The bed swallowed me in Egyptian cotton and down. I’d slept for ten hours straight, something I hadn’t done since university. Before Alex. Before marketing executive life. Before finding my husband with his PA in The Savoy.
Right. That.
My phone showed twenty-three missed calls and forty-two text messages. I deleted them all without reading and blocked his number for good measure. Six months of peace was what I’d prescribed myself, and peace required an Alex-free diet.
I showered in water pressure that bordered on illegal luxury, dressed in what I hoped passed for spa casual—black leggings and an oversized cashmere jumper—and ventured out to explore my temporary kingdom.
The main building was a Victorian architectural fever dream—all turrets and gables and mullioned windows. Inside, though, was thoroughly modern luxury. Gleaming wood floors, creamy walls adorned with local art, and staff who seemed to materialize exactly when needed and vanish when not.
I wandered through reading rooms with leather armchairs positioned to maximize both privacy and views, a conservatory bursting with tropical plants despite the English weather outside, and what appeared to be a small but comprehensive library focused on wellness, local history, and (curiously), detective fiction.
My stomach reminded me that revenge plotting burns calories, so I followed signs to the restaurant, a soaring space with more glass walls showcasing the lake. Only a few tables were occupied at this hour. I chose one by the window, watching mist rise off the water in ghostly tendrils.
“Well, aren’t you just a walking advertisement for ‘needs feeding immediately’?”
I looked up to find a man with curly auburn hair watching me with amused eyes. His chef’s whites were impeccable except for the bowtie, bright yellow with tiny rubber ducks where a traditional neckerchief should have been.
“I’m Olly Brooks, head chef and unofficial welcome committee,” he said, plopping into the chair opposite mine without waiting for an invitation. “And you’re Eve Valcon, checked in yesterday for a six-month stay in our best cabin, which makes you either fabulously wealthy, desperately sad, or running from the law.”
He tilted his head. “I’m hoping for the last one. We could use some excitement around here.”
I blinked at him. “Do you greet all your guests with personality assessments?”
“Only the interesting ones. The rest get boring food.” He leaned forward conspiratorially. “Honey, your aura is screaming for carbs and gossip, and I provide both. Give me two minutes.”
He vanished before I could respond, leaving me wondering if I’d hallucinated him.
But sure enough, he returned moments later with a tray bearing two massive mugs of coffee, a basket that smelled of buttery heaven, and a plate of what looked like the world’s most gorgeous scrambled eggs, topped with herbs and what might have been crab.
“Rosemary focaccia, still warm, and Luna Mare scramble—free-range eggs, herbs from our garden, and local crab. My specialty for new arrivals who look like they need armour against the day.” He pushed it all toward me. “Eat. Then tell me why you’re hiding at the edge of nowhere for half a year.”
My first bite of eggs was a religious experience. “I could tell you,” I said between mouthfuls, “but then I’d have to kill you.”
Olly’s laugh was full-bodied and uninhibited. “Darling, get in line. Half the village wants me dead for knowing their secrets.” He sipped his coffee. “But they can’t live without my wild mushroom risotto, so I survive.”
Against all odds and my better judgment, I found myself smiling. “It’s the oldest story in the book. Found husband in bed with his PA. Left husband. Now spending his money on luxury spa retreat out of spite.”
“Magnificent spite,” Olly approved. “The best revenge is not just living well, it’s living well on their platinum card.”
I almost choked on my coffee.
“That one needs work,” he admitted, patting my back as I coughed. “But you get the idea.”
A young man in a Luna Mare polo shirt came over with a carafe of water.
“Everything alright here, Chef?” His eyes darted from Olly to me with naked curiosity.
“Perfectly splendid, Tommy. Mrs. Valcon was just admiring my way with eggs.” Olly winked at me. “Tommy’s our pool boy extraordinaire. If you need swimming lessons or hot tub maintenance or local fishing spots, he’s your man.”
Tommy, who looked barely old enough to buy his own whisky, grinned at me. “Six-month booking, right? You’ll know the lake better than I do by the time you leave.”
Word travelled fast around here. I wondered if there was a staff bulletin board: NEW GUEST IN LAKESIDE RETREAT CABIN, RECENTLY CUCKOLDED, APPROACH WITH CAUTION AND CARBOHYDRATES.
“Tommy’s grandmother runs the post office in the village,” Olly explained after the young man left. “Which means she knows everything about everyone before they know it themselves. It’s like the MI5 of Rosewick, except with more floral cardigans and Werther’s Originals.”
“Is that the nearest village? Rosewick?”
“Just down the road. Picturesque as a bloody postcard. Stone cottages, nosy neighbours, pub that serves the best ploughman’s this side of the Pennines.” He buttered a piece of focaccia and handed it to me. “You’ll meet the whole cast of characters soon enough.”
“Cast of characters?”
“Darling, small village in the Lakes? It’s practically mandatory to be eccentric. We’ve got Dotty who runs the tea shop and knows where all the bodies are buried—possibly literally. Old Pat who’s supposedly the handyman but I think is actually some sort of retired spy. Perry the journalist who’s convinced there’s a Pulitzer-winning story hiding in our sleepy little corner of nowhere.”
He leaned forward, voice dropping conspiratorially. “And then there’s our mysterious owner, the elusive Gabriel Warwick.”
“Elusive?”
“Comes and goes like a handsome ghost. No one knows where he disappears to for weeks at a time. Half the female guests, and a good portion of the males, check in hoping to catch a glimpse of him.” Olly’s eyes sparkled with mischief. “The rumour mill can’t decide if he’s a spy, a disgraced aristocrat, or just a trust fund baby with good bone structure and commitment issues.”
I found myself smiling again, which was a small miracle given the past few days. “And what’s your theory?”
“I’m team spy, personally. No one’s that good-looking without government training.”
A tall, willowy woman with a single dramatic silver streak in her dark hair stopped by our table. Unlike Olly’s exuberant greeting, she simply fixed me with an appraising look.
“Fiona!” Olly chirped. “Meet our newest long-term resident. Eve’s staying for six months.”
“I know.” Her voice was deeper than I expected, with a hint of Northern accent. “You’re in for the full therapeutic program. I’ll be your massage therapist.”
She didn’t offer to shake hands.
“First appointment tomorrow morning. Ten o’clock. Don’t eat dairy beforehand.” With a nod that might have been meant as welcoming but came across more as a personal assessment, she moved on.
“That’s Fiona,” Olly explained unnecessarily. “Head therapist. Hands that can unknot muscles you didn’t know you had. Bit intense on first meeting, but she grows on you. Like a very well-educated fungus.”
“She seems...”
“Terrifying? Yes, but in the best way. She used to be some hotshot pharmaceutical researcher before she decided corporations were evil and natural remedies were the way forward.” He finished his coffee. “The rumour is she left after her company buried research about side effects for a big drug. But that might just be village gossip.”
His eyes lit up suddenly. “Oh! And you must hear about the Boat House Drama.”
“The what?”
“The old boathouse on the far side of the lake. Gabriel was going to renovate it into a luxury suite, but they found something in the foundation during inspection. The workers all quit the same day, and now no one will go near it after dark.”
He wiggled his eyebrows. “Some say they found bones. Others say it was old love letters that suggested a scandal involving the original owner’s wife. My personal theory involves Cold War microfilm, but I’ve been told I watch too many spy films.”
I glanced out the window toward the misty lake, trying to spot a boathouse on the distant shore. “Is it still standing?”
“Abandoned mid-renovation. Gabriel ordered it roped off. Claimed safety concerns, but...” He shrugged suggestively.
Despite myself, I felt a twinge of curiosity. There’s nothing like fictional murder to distract from real-life marital crime. The idea of a mysteriously abandoned project with rumours of bones had a certain appeal.
“Don’t worry,” Olly said, clearly reading my expression. “If you’re staying six months, there’ll be plenty of time to explore all our local mysteries. Starting with what Merry Atkins does with her evenings, because I refuse to believe she just powers down in a closet somewhere.”
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I lasted until precisely 11:42 PM before the breakdown hit.
Not bad, considering. Two whole days since finding my husband with another woman. One full day at Luna Mare pretending to be a person who had it all together. Almost twelve hours since meeting Olly and nodding along to spa gossip while my brain performed Olympic-level compartmentalization.
But at 11:42 PM, as I was unpacking my suitcase (because apparently even in emotional crisis I couldn’t bear to live out of luggage) I found them. The photos. Tucked between sweaters for “safekeeping” during the hasty packing job I’d done back in London.
Our wedding photos. Because of course I’d brought those. What kind of masochist packs wedding photos for her post-marriage-implosion spa retreat?
This kind, apparently.
I sank to the floor, cross-legged on the carpet, and stared at Alex’s smiling face. He looked so bloody pleased with himself, like he’d won some sort of prize. And I suppose he had. Seven years of my life.
“You absolute wanker,” I whispered to photo-Alex. His paper smile didn’t falter.
The thing about rage is that it doesn’t arrive on schedule. It bubbles up at inconvenient moments, like when you’re on the tube and remember how he said your presentation ideas were “cute.” Or when you’re unpacking at a luxury spa that you’ve charged to his credit card as the world’s most expensive divorce announcement.
I tore the first photo in half. It felt so good I did it again. And again. Until photo-Alex and photo-Eve were confetti on the carpet.
But then I saw our honeymoon shot. Santorini, sunset, my hair wild from the sea breeze, his arms around me. And suddenly I was crying. Not the dignified, single-tear-rolling-down-the-cheek crying of films. The ugly, snotty, hiccupping kind that leaves your face looking like you’ve had an allergic reaction to emotions.
The whiplash between rage and grief was exhausting. One minute I wanted to set fire to his designer suits, the next I was wondering if we could have fixed things had I been less focused on my career.
My career. The thought sobered me. I’d been Marketing Director at Pelcan Blue for six years. I had my own office with a view of the Thames. A team of twelve. Campaigns that won industry awards.
Yet here I was, a puddle on the floor of a luxury cabin, surrounded by torn wedding photos I couldn’t quite bring myself to throw away.
“Take all the time you need, Eve,” my boss had said. “Your mental health is more important than the Waterton account. You matter to us.”
That wasn’t kindness or her personal assessment. My doctor had booked me off work for three weeks after I’d sat in her office and recounted finding Alex and Claudia. Stress and emotional anxiety. I’d only gone to her for sleeping pills, but I took the three weeks as well. That, plus the five weeks holiday owed to me, did not add up to six months.
Maybe I’d work part time remotely and commute into London two days a week.
Or maybe I’d just use this slice of paradise as an occasional weekend retreat. Wasting Alex’s money felt like an additional bonus.
I crawled to my handbag and dug out the orange prescription bottle. The pills were small and blue. I swallowed one with bottled water from the minibar, avoiding my reflection in the mirror. Then I gathered the torn photos and placed them in the drawer of the bedside table. Not in the bin. Not yet.
I crawled into bed as the rain started up again, pattering against the glass walls of my temporary sanctuary.
Each drop seemed to whisper: What now? What now? What now?
I had no answer as the sleeping pill pulled me under, just the distant thought that I’d run away to possibly the most beautiful place on earth to fall apart in private.
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Morning arrived with vindictive cheerfulness, sunlight streaming through windows I’d forgotten to cover. My head felt stuffed with cotton wool (sleeping pill hangover, delightful) and my eyes were puffy from last night’s sob-fest.
I checked my phone out of habit. 7:30 AM. No missed calls or texts, thanks to my Alex-blocking spree.
I contemplated hiding in my cabin all day, but Merry’s welcome packet had emphasized the “holistic healing journey” included in my package. Apparently, my revenge-booking included mandatory wellness. The irony wasn’t lost on me, paying for self-improvement with the credit card of the man who’d shattered my self-worth.
The morning schedule listed “Lakeside Awakening with Vivienne” at 8:15. Just enough time to pull myself together and pretend to be a functioning human being.
The yoga studio was a glass pavilion perched at the water’s edge. I arrived looking passably put-together in leggings and a sports top. About a dozen other guests were already arranging mats in a semicircle. I claimed a spot near the back, the universal position of the self-conscious newcomer.
The instructor glided in with grace, a woman with midnight black hair and the kind of posture that made me instantly straighten my own slouching shoulders.
“Welcome to Lakeside Awakening,” she said in a voice that was both soothing and commanding. “I’m Vivienne. We’ll begin where we always begin—with breath.”
As we inhaled and exhaled on command, I studied my fellow wellness-seekers.
To my left, a middle-aged man in branded athleisure wear kept checking his phone between poses, his jaw tightening with each glance. The fabric of his designer yoga pants probably cost more than my monthly rent, but the permanent furrow between his brows suggested money wasn’t solving whatever problems kept lighting up his screen.
When Vivienne suggested we “release the outside world,” he reluctantly placed it face-down beside his mat, only to snatch it up again seconds later. The spa didn’t seem to be providing the escape he’d paid for.
“The body remembers what the mind tries to forget,” Vivienne intoned, moving us into a pose that made my hamstrings scream in protest. “Our tension tells stories.”
My hamstrings were currently telling the story of someone who’d replaced gym sessions with wine and takeaway for the past month.
“Victor, perhaps leave the markets alone for one hour?” Vivienne addressed the phone-checker with gentle firmness. “The FTSE will survive without your supervision.”
Victor—so that was his name—gave a tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes and finally tucked the phone into his pocket.
“Now, partner pose,” Vivienne announced. “Find someone nearby.”
Before I could feign a sudden cramp, a man from the row ahead turned to me with a smile. Fortyish, tanned, with silver-flecked dark hair and an athletic build maintained by personal trainers.
“Gregory Phillips,” he introduced himself, extending a hand. “Shall we?”
His grip was firm, his eyes assessing me with an intensity that felt less like friendly connection and more like data collection.
“Eve Valcon,” I replied automatically.
“Valcon,” he repeated, as if committing it to memory. “First time at Luna Mare?”
“Is it that obvious?”
“You have that ‘not yet institutionalized’ look,” he replied. “What brings you to our little sanctuary?”
The question seemed innocent enough, but his tone made me hesitate. I went with the sanitized version: “Just needed a break from London.”
“Ah, London. Where in the city?”
This was veering from standard small talk into light interrogation. Before I could deflect, Vivienne called us into a back-to-back seated pose that thankfully ended the conversation.
From this position, I noticed two men on the far side of the room—one older, one younger, but with the same nose and chin—watching our exchange with unconcealed interest. The younger one murmured to his companion, who gave a slight nod.
“The gentlemen across the way are Benjamin and Harold Jorris,” Gregory whispered, sensing the direction of my gaze. “Father and son. Old money, new problems. Just arrived last night. I joined their table for breakfast this morning. Harold barely touched his food, but Benjamin demolished three pastries while discussing the markets with such intensity you’d think the fate of small nations hung on his stock picks.”
The fact that Gregory had already managed to infiltrate their breakfast table less than 24 hours after their arrival told me everything I needed to know about his personality type.
He was a collector—of information, connections, possibly souls if the opportunity presented itself.
I’d worked with plenty of Gregorys in marketing. They were usually the ones who knew about executive decisions before the executives did. The way he offered this information unasked for, detailed, suggested Gregory was the sort who made it his business to know everyone else’s business.
As the session ended, Victor made a beeline for the exit, only to pause when Benjamin Jorris intercepted him. Their conversation seemed strained, Victor checking over his shoulder as if worried about eavesdroppers, Benjamin responding with a dismissive wave.
The younger Jorris—Harold?—hovered nearby, pretending to fix his shoelace while obviously serving as lookout. His eyes met mine for a split second before sliding away, a flush creeping up his neck.
Amateur surveillance, family edition.
Gregory, meanwhile, was typing into his phone, glancing occasionally at the two men. He wasn’t even trying to hide his interest.
I suddenly felt like I’d wandered into some bizarre chess game where everyone knew the rules except me.
“Wonderful energy today,” Vivienne said, appearing at my side. “Though I sense some... blockages. Perhaps you’d benefit from our private intuitive healing sessions.”
What I’d benefit from was some clarification on why wellness hour felt more like a meeting of rival spy agencies, but I just smiled and promised to check my schedule.
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I arrived for my ten o’clock appointment with Fiona feeling like roadkill dressed in spa attire.
No dairy before the massage, she’d said.
What she hadn’t mentioned was that approximately ninety-five percent of the resort breakfast buffet contained dairy. I’d settled for black coffee and fruit, which left me caffeine-jittery and sugar-crashing simultaneously.
The treatment room was lit only by salt lamps that cast an amber glow across stone walls. The air smelled of eucalyptus and mother earth.
No windows here, no chance of being caught mid-grimace as someone dug knuckles into your knotted muscles. A stark contrast to the glass-walled exhibitionism of the rest of Luna Mare.
Fiona stood arranging bottles on a wooden shelf, tall and composed in her uniform. She didn’t turn when I entered.
“You’re thirty seconds early,” she said to the wall. “Good.”
Was punctuality part of the treatment protocol, or just a Fiona quirk? Hard to tell.
“Undress to your comfort level and lie face down,” she instructed, still not looking at me. “There’s a robe on the hook and towels on the table.”
I did as told, settling onto the massage table with my face in that doughnut-shaped cushion, wondering if this was how livestock felt at veterinary check-ups.
Fiona’s footsteps circled the table. I felt her presence more than heard her, like a shift in air pressure.
“I don’t do small talk during treatments,” she said, her voice coming from somewhere above my head. “But I do listen, if you feel like talking.”
The warmth of her hands hovered over my back, not quite touching. They moved from my shoulders to my hips, still suspended in air.
“Your body is in crisis,” she announced.
I snorted into the face cushion. “That makes two of us.”
Her hands finally made contact with my shoulders, and I nearly levitated off the table. Not from pain, but from the electric sensation of her touch. She’d somehow bypassed skin and muscle and gone straight to nerve.
“Shoulders carrying the weight of other people’s expectations,” she murmured. “Neck rigid from holding your tongue too often. Lower back collapsed from standing straight when you wanted to curl into yourself.”
I swallowed hard. Was this the standard spa treatment script, or some kind of witch doctory? Either way, it was uncomfortably accurate.
“Right trapezius tighter than left,” she continued, her thumbs finding knots I didn’t know existed. “You sleep on your right side, arm under the pillow, probably since childhood. But recently you’ve been on your back, staring at ceilings, counting hours.”
“Are you reading my muscles or my diary?” I mumbled.
She made a sound that might have been a laugh, if laughs could be that dry. “Bodies tell stories. Most people just never learn to listen.”
Her hands worked down my spine, each vertebra seeming to sigh and unlock under her touch.
“Marriage ended?” she asked.
I tensed again. “Is it tattooed across my shoulders?”
“In a manner of speaking. That, and Olly texted me that you’d found your husband with his PA.”
I groaned. “Is there anyone at this resort who doesn’t know my marital status?”
“Privacy is an illusion in small communities,” Fiona said, her fingers finding a spot between my shoulder blades that made me gasp. “Though the details often get muddled in transmission. Was it just the one affair, or a pattern?”
The question was so direct that I found myself answering without the usual social filters. “Just the one, as far as I know. Though honestly, I’m now questioning everything from our first date onward.”
“Mmm.” Her thumbs pressed into my lower back, sending waves of both pain and relief radiating outward. “Betrayal rewrites history. Yesterday’s love becomes today’s delusion.”
“That should be on a greeting card,” I muttered.
“I’d rather be honest than comforting.”
“Trust me, I noticed.”
Her hands moved to my right arm, fingers tracing a path from shoulder to wrist. “You were in the middle of a project when you left. Something important. Your muscles are still holding the tension of unfinished business.”
I blinked into the face cushion. The Waterton campaign. She was right. I’d been mid-strategy when Alex’s infidelity had blown up my life. The campaign launch was weeks away, and I’d just... walked out.
“I was. A big one.” I sighed. “My assistant’s handling it, but it was my baby.”
“You’ll need to release it,” Fiona said, moving to my left arm. “Or it will keep living in your body.”
For the next forty minutes, she worked in silence, her hands finding every knot, every tension point, every stored emotion I’d been carrying. It hurt—God, did it hurt—but in a necessary way. Whatever she was doing, I needed it.
“You were a researcher,” I said eventually, remembering Olly’s gossip. “In pharmaceuticals.”
Her hands paused for just a fraction of a second. “I was.”
“Why the career change?”
She resumed her work, fingers digging into my calf muscles. “I developed a drug that was supposed to help people. The company I worked for... modified it. Made it more addictive, less effective. Maximized profit, minimized healing.”
“So you quit?”
“After trying to fight from within. Blowing whistles that no one wanted to hear.” Her voice remained passive, but her fingers pressed harder. “Now I heal one body at a time, with methods I can be proud of.”
I turned my head toward her. “Do you miss it? The research?”
“I miss the purpose. Not the compromise.” She tapped my shoulder, signalling me to turn over. As I adjusted on the table, she added, “Some of the others here are runners too. Different reasons, same instinct.”
“Others?”
Her dark eyes met mine. “Gabriel. Merry. Even some guests.”
She glanced toward the door, lowering her voice. “That Victor with his phone addiction? He’s not checking stock prices. And the Jorris men aren’t here for wellness.”
“What are they here for?”
Her hands moved to my temples, fingertips making small circles. “That’s not my story to know. But trust your instincts if they set off your warning bells. Mine have been ringing since they arrived.”
The treatment ended with Fiona placing her palms flat on my sternum, her eyes closed as if listening to whispers beneath my skin.
“The heart knows before the head admits,” she said finally. “Yours is ahead of the curve. It’s already healing while your thoughts are still circling the wound.”
As I sat up, slightly dazed, she handed me a small glass bottle of amber liquid.
“For your bath tonight. It’ll help with the muscle release.” She hesitated, then added, “And perhaps stay clear of the boathouse on the far shore. Some renovations are abandoned for good reasons.”
With that cryptic warning, she left me alone in the dim room, wondering how a simple massage had turned into equal parts therapy session and creepy prophecy.
That evening, after a dinner I barely tasted (something involving locally sourced mushrooms that Olly insisted would “realign my chakras”), I ran a bath hot enough to make a lobster file a complaint.
The bathroom in my cabin was a shrine to water worship. Deep soaking tub positioned to view the lake, rainfall shower big enough for an orgy (not that I was planning one), and heated floors that made my toes curl with pleasure. If heartbreak had a treatment plan, this bathroom would be step one through twelve.
I uncorked Fiona’s mysterious amber potion and sniffed cautiously. Cedar, lavender, and…citrus? I tipped the entire contents into the steaming water, watching it disperse in golden swirls.
“Please don’t be anything that turns my skin blue,” I muttered, sinking in up to my neck.
The effect was almost immediate, a tingling warmth that seemed to seep straight through my skin into my muscles. My body felt heavy and light simultaneously, like I was dissolving into the water molecule by molecule.
Through the window, the lake reflected a waxing moon, its light casting a silver path across the water. In the far distance, I could just make out a dark shape that might have been the boathouse Fiona had warned me about.
What was it about abandoned buildings that made them so magnetic? Part of me was already plotting a daylight expedition, despite—or because of—her warning.
The bath grew cooler, but I couldn’t summon the energy to add more hot water. Fiona’s concoction had rendered me boneless.
My thoughts drifted to Alex, but strangely disconnected from the usual stab of pain. I pictured him in our London flat, possibly still trying to call my blocked number, wondering where I’d gone. For the first time since The Savoy Incident, I felt a flicker of pity for him.
Not forgiveness. God, no! But a detached sort of recognition that he was just another flawed human, stumbling through life making spectacular messes. The realization didn’t excuse him, but it made me feel less like a victim and more like a fellow mess-maker who’d simply chosen a different kind of disaster.
“Progress,” I murmured to the empty bathroom. “Or really good drugs in this bath.”
By the time I hauled myself from the water, my fingertips were prunes and my eyelids weighed approximately seven tons each.
I wrapped myself in the resort’s obscenely plush robe and shuffled to bed, pausing only to wash down another small blue sleeping pill with a glass of water.
As I slid between sheets that felt like they’d been woven from angel hair, I realized I hadn’t checked my phone all day. It sat untouched on the bedside table.
I reached for it, hesitated, then turned away.
Tomorrow was soon enough to rejoin the world.
Tonight belonged to Fiona’s magic potion, pharmaceutical sleep aids, and the gentle lapping of lake water against the shore.
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I woke to the smell of whiskey and death.
Not that I recognized the latter right away. The whiskey, though? That sour, peaty aroma that always made my nose wrinkle? That registered instantly. Alex’s expensive Lagavulin that he insisted on drinking even though he secretly hated it because some client once told him it was “the mark of a man with refined taste.”
My first conscious thought was: Why do I smell whiskey?
My second: Why is my bed suddenly heavier on one side?
And my third—as I rolled over, sleep-blind and cotton-mouthed from last night’s sleeping pill—was not a thought at all, but a scream that tore from somewhere primal inside me.
Alex stared at the ceiling with fixed, glassy eyes. His face was a ghastly shade of blue-white, lips parted as if surprised by his own death. He wore a crisp white shirt, unbuttoned at the collar, and dark trousers. His standard business casual uniform. A smudge of red dotted his collar.
Not tomato sauce this time.
“Alex?” I whispered, though I already knew he wouldn’t answer. Couldn’t answer. His skin had the waxy stillness that screamed deceased, not sleeping.
I scrambled backward until I hit the headboard, heart hammering so hard I thought it might burst through my ribs.
“Alex!” Louder this time, as if volume could bring him back.
My hand shot out, touching his wrist. Cold. Not just room-temperature cold, but the unnervingly cool flesh of someone who’d been dead for hours.
I yanked my hand away so quickly I nearly fell off the bed.
My questions crashed into each other. How? Why? When?
I hadn’t seen or spoken to Alex since discovering him with Claudia. I’d blocked his number, disappeared to the Lake District without telling a soul where I was going. Only the resort reservation and his credit card statement would tell him where I’d run.
And yet here he was.
In my bed.
Dead.
I forced myself to look at him again, fighting the instinct to flee. His wedding ring was gone, the platinum band with the subtle engraving inside that read simply “E&A.” In its place was a pale strip of untanned skin.
The room seemed to tilt sideways.
I gripped the sheets to steady myself.
On the bedside table sat a tumbler with about an inch of amber liquid. The source of the whiskey smell. Next to it, a silver flask, the one I’d given Alex for our fifth anniversary. He’d been touched by the gesture but joked that carrying a flask made him feel like an alcoholic stockbroker from the 1980s.
And yet he’d brought it here. Poured himself a nightcap in my cabin.
As my shock began to recede, I became aware of other details. A faint scent of perfume that wasn’t mine. A duffle bag tucked neatly against the wall that I’d never seen before. And most disturbingly, the hotel key card on the nightstand wasn’t mine.
Room 204. Main building.
Alex hadn’t just found me. He’d checked into Luna Mare.
“Oh God,” I whispered, reality solidifying around me like quick-drying cement. I was alone in a remote luxury spa with my dead husband who, the last time I’d seen him, had been very much alive and very much inside his twenty-something PA.
My brain, normally so logical and quick, seemed to be processing information through treacle.
I needed to call someone.
The police? Resort security? An ambulance? Though it was clearly too late for medical intervention.
I fumbled for the tablet on the nightstand, dropped it twice before managing to press the resort’s emergency button.
“Reception, how may I assist you?” A chirpy voice that definitely wasn’t Merry’s. Too young, too cheerful.
“I need help,” I managed, my own voice sounding distant and strange. “My husband—he’s—I think he’s dead.”
A beat of silence. “I’m sorry, did you say—”
“Dead. In my bed. I just woke up and found him here. I need someone to come right away. The Lakeside Retreat Cabin.”
“I’ll send help immediately,” the voice said, professionalism overriding shock. “Please stay on the line.”
I let the tablet drop onto the duvet, unable to hold it any longer. From somewhere far away, I could hear the tinny voice still talking, asking questions I couldn’t process.
How had Alex gotten in? My cabin door had a key card lock. Had someone let him in? Had he somehow obtained a master key? Had I been so deeply asleep from the pill and Fiona’s bath concoction that I hadn’t heard him enter, hadn’t felt the bed dip as he lay down beside me?
And most importantly—how had he died?
I forced myself to look at his body again. No obvious wounds, no blood except for that small smudge on his collar. No signs of a struggle. He could have been sleeping if not for that horrible stillness and the unnatural colour of his skin.
The whiskey, then? Poisoned? The thought made me glance at the tumbler with fresh horror. Had Alex been murdered in my cabin, or had he come here already dying, seeking me out in his final moments?
I was still staring at the glass when a sharp knock at the door made me jump.
“Mrs. Valcon? It’s Merry Atkins.”
I wrapped myself in the robe hanging by the bed—suddenly aware I was wearing only an oversized t-shirt—and stumbled to the door on shaking legs.
Merry stood there in a tailored charcoal suit, immaculate despite the early hour. Her violet eyes took in my dishevelled state, then looked past me to the bed.
“Oh dear,” she said, with a calm that bordered on eerie. “That is unfortunate.”
She strode past me as if finding dead guests was an ordinary Tuesday occurrence at Luna Mare. Behind her came a man I recognized as Dr. Simon Packell, the resort’s resident wellness doctor that Olly had pointed out at dinner the night before. He carried a medical bag but his expression suggested he already knew it wouldn’t be needed.
“Don’t touch anything,” Merry instructed, though I wasn’t about to go rummaging through a crime scene. She surveyed the room with those penetrating eyes. “When did you discover him?”
“Just now. Five minutes ago.” My voice sounded like it belonged to someone else. “I woke up and he was just... there.”
“And you didn’t hear him come in during the night?”
I shook my head. “I took a sleeping pill. And had a bath with... something Fiona gave me. I was completely out.”
Dr. Packell had gone to the bed and was checking Alex’s pulse, a formality if I’d ever seen one. He looked up at Merry and gave a small shake of his head.
“Been dead at least six hours, I’d say,” he said quietly. “Rigor mortis is well established.”
Six hours. That would place his death sometime around midnight or earlier.
Merry was on her phone, speaking in low, clipped tones. “Yes, confirmed. Notify DI Shaddon but keep it discreet. Full lockdown protocol.” She ended the call and turned to me. “The police will be here shortly. In the meantime, Dr. Packell will help you to my office while we secure the scene.”
“I-I should get dressed,” I said, looking down at my bathrobe and bare legs.
“Of course. Simon, wait outside. Mrs. Valcon will join you momentarily.”
As soon as the doctor left, Merry closed the door and turned to me with an expression that had shifted from concern to something sharper.
“Mrs. Valcon—Eve. I must ask. Did you have any contact with your husband since arriving at Luna Mare?”
I shook my head vehemently. “None. I blocked his number. I didn’t tell anyone where I was going.”
“And yet he found you.” Her eyes searched mine. “Do you have any idea how?”
“The reservation would have shown up on his credit card statement.”
Merry nodded slowly. “Get dressed quickly. Bring what you need for the next few days. You won’t be returning to this cabin until the police have finished their investigation.”
As I pulled clothes from the wardrobe with trembling hands, the reality of my situation began to crystallize. My estranged husband had tracked me down, entered my locked cabin, and died in my bed.
I was, in the plainest terms, the prime suspect in what would surely be treated as a murder.
I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror as I pulled on jeans and a sweater. Wild-eyed, pale, hair a tangled mess. I looked exactly like a woman who’d woken up next to her dead husband after swallowing sleeping pills.
I looked guilty.
By the time I emerged, two more staff members had arrived—a security officer I hadn’t met yet and, surprisingly, Fiona. She stood off to one side, her face unreadable, but I could have sworn I saw a flicker of worry in her normally impassive eyes.
“This way, Mrs. Valcon,” Dr. Packell said gently, offering his arm as if I might collapse at any moment.
I might have been offended if my knees hadn’t chosen that exact moment to go wobbly.
As he guided me down the path toward the main building, I glanced back at my cabin. Through the glass walls, I could just make out Merry moving pacing around the room, speaking into her phone.
“What happens now?” I asked Dr. Packell, my voice small.
“The police will come. There will be questions.” His voice was kind but direct. “Detective Inspector Shaddon is very thorough.”
“Will I be arrested?”
He hesitated just long enough to send fresh panic shooting through me. “That’s not for me to say. But Merry has already called the resort’s solicitor, so you’ll have representation when the police arrive.”
Representation. Because I needed defending. Because I was the obvious suspect.
My head spun with the absurdity of it all. I’d come to Luna Mare to escape Alex and the mess of my marriage. Instead, he’d followed me here and now I was potentially facing a murder charge.
If I weren’t so terrified, I might have appreciated the cosmic irony.
The resort seemed unnaturally quiet as we walked the path to the main building. No early morning yoga enthusiasts, no staff members tending the grounds. Just eerie stillness broken only by birdsong that felt obscenely cheerful given the circumstances.
“The resort is locked down until the police have secured the crime scene,” Dr. Packell explained, noticing my confusion. “Standard protocol for any serious incident. Guests will be asked to remain in their rooms for breakfast.”
“Does this sort of thing happen often enough to have a protocol?”
He gave me a sidelong glance. “Not deaths, no. But Luna Mare caters to a... select clientele. Privacy and discretion are paramount.”
In other words, rich people sometimes did things that required damage control.
I thought of Gregory Phillips with his too-keen interest in other guests. Victor with his mysterious phone habit. The Jorris men with their whispered conversations. What exactly was happening at this supposedly peaceful retreat?
And more urgently, who had killed my husband and left him in my bed?
Because as much as I’d fantasized about Alex dropping dead when I discovered his affair, I hadn’t wished him harm. Not really. And I certainly hadn’t killed him.
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The resort’s drawing room (where Dr. Packell had deposited me), was all tasteful antiques and muted lighting. A room where hushed confessions were meant to happen over brandy, not interrogations over dead husbands.
“Mrs. Valcon, Detective Inspector Shaddon will be with you shortly.” The resort’s solicitor, Martin Something-or-Other, gave me a thin-lipped smile.
He’d arrived fifteen minutes earlier, clutching a leather portfolio so possessively, you’d think it contained the secrets of the universe rather than standard legal boilerplate.
“You needn’t say anything that makes you uncomfortable,” he continued in that measured voice. “I’ll be present throughout the interview.”
“That’s very reassuring,” I replied. “Though I imagine finding my dead husband in my bed already pushed me well beyond ‘uncomfortable’ into entirely new emotional territory.”
He blinked at me, clearly not expecting sarcasm from the traumatized widow.
But what did he expect? Sobbing? Hysterics? I’d used up my emotional bandwidth already. First with Alex’s betrayal, then with his corpse. Now I was running on empty, that strange calm that comes when your brain decides it’s had quite enough drama, thank you very much.
A knock at the door spared Martin from having to respond.
The man who entered moved with the casual disregard of someone who’d walked into hundreds of rooms containing people having the worst day of their lives. Tall, with broad shoulders and a runner’s build. Dark blonde hair with premature silver at the temples. Deep-set blue eyes that swept the room in one assessing glance before settling on me.
“Mrs. Valcon? I’m Detective Inspector Jack Shaddon.” His voice was deeper than I expected, with the faintest trace of a Manchester accent buried there. “This is Sergeant Penny Ackerran.”
The woman behind him nodded briskly. Younger, with a neat bob and clear blue eyes. She carried a slim tablet and wore a police uniform.
“I understand you’ve had quite the morning,” Shaddon said, taking the seat opposite me without waiting for an invitation. “Finding your husband must have been a shock.”
That was certainly one way of putting it.
“A bit more than a shock,” I said. “Closer to a nightmare, actually.”
His eyes registered something. Not quite sympathy. Assessment.
“I’d like to hear exactly what happened, in your own words,” he said, nudging a look at Sergeant Ackerran, who positioned her fingers over the tablet.
So I told him. Waking to the smell of whiskey. The moment of confusion. The horror of finding Alex dead beside me. The strange details—the missing wedding ring, the unfamiliar perfume, the tumbler of whiskey, the overnight bag.
Shaddon listened without interruption, his expression giving away nothing. But I noted the way his eyes narrowed at certain details, the almost imperceptible tightening of his jaw.
“And the last time you saw your husband alive was...?” he asked when I’d finished.
“Five days ago. At The Savoy in London. With his assistant.”
“His assistant?”
“Claudia Jones. His PA.” I couldn’t quite keep the edge from my voice. “They were having an affair.”
Shaddon exchanged a glance with Sergeant Ackerran that spoke volumes. Nothing like a betrayed wife to provide the classic motive for murder.
“I see. And that’s why you came to Luna Mare? To get away after discovering the affair?”
“Yes.”
“Did you tell anyone where you were going?”
“No. I just left.”
“But you used your husband’s credit card to book this indulgent retreat.” It wasn’t a question, but an observation loaded with implication.
“I did.”
“So he would have known where you were.”
“He could have seen the charge, yes. But I blocked his number. We hadn’t spoken since I left London.”
Shaddon leaned forward, elbows on his knees, eyes boring into me. “Mrs. Valcon, did you kill your husband?”
Martin the solicitor made a small sound of protest, but I waved him off.
“No, Detective Inspector. I did not kill my husband.” I met his gaze directly. “Though I won’t pretend I wasn’t furious with him.”
“Furious enough to lace his whiskey with something lethal?”
“If I’d wanted to kill Alex, I wouldn’t have done it in my own bed after taking a sleeping pill.” The words came out sharper than intended. “I’m a marketing executive, not a complete idiot.”
Amusement flickered in Shaddon’s eyes.
“About that sleeping pill,” he said. “Prescribed?”
“Yes. My doctor gave them to me after... after The Savoy. We both expected I’d have trouble sleeping, given the circumstances.”
“Do you have the prescription bottle?”
“In my cabin. In the drawer of the bedside table. The side opposite where—” I stopped. “The side that was empty.”
“We’ll need that as evidence,” Sergeant Ackerran said, looking up from her tablet. “Along with the glass and flask found by the bed.”
“Of course,” I agreed. “Though I should point out that Alex hated whiskey. He only drank it to impress clients.”
Shaddon raised an eyebrow. “That’s an interesting detail.”
“Is it? It always seemed like a sad bit of insecurity to me.”
“What I mean, Mrs. Valcon, is that it’s interesting that someone who disliked whiskey would pour himself a nightcap.”
Oh.
He was right. Alex drinking whiskey in my cabin made about as much sense as Alex being in my cabin at all.
“When did you take the sleeping pill?” Shaddon continued.
“Around nine-thirty. After a bath. One of the therapists—Fiona—gave me some sort of herbal soak. Between that and the pill, I was completely out until this morning.”
“Convenient,” Shaddon murmured, almost to himself.
My spine stiffened. “Convenient that I have an alibi of unconsciousness, or convenient that I was drugged into oblivion while someone killed my husband and left him in my bed?”
Martin cleared his throat. “Inspector, I must protest this line of questioning. My client is clearly in shock.”
“I’m just establishing a timeline,” Shaddon said mildly. To me: “Did you see anyone unusual around your cabin yesterday? Any staff members or guests who seemed out of place?”
I thought back. “Not that I recall. Though...” I hesitated. “There was something odd during the morning yoga session. A guest named Gregory Phillips seemed very interested in me. And in two other guests—Benjamin and Harold Jorris.”
“Interested how?”
“He knew their names, their breakfast habits. And they seemed to be watching Victor—another guest—who kept checking his phone. It all felt...I don’t know.”
“Were any of these men acquainted with your husband?”
“Not that I know of. But I wouldn’t necessarily know all of Alex’s business associates.”
Shaddon made a note. “What did your husband do for a living, Mrs. Valcon?”
“He was an investment manager at Harrington Capital. He specialized in high-net-worth individuals.”
“And you?”
“I’m—was—no, I am the Marketing Director at Pelcan Blue. Advertising agency.”
“Successful careers, both of you.”
I didn’t see the relevance.
“Any financial difficulties? Problems with clients? Unusual behaviour from your husband recently, apart from the affair?”
The questions made me pause. Had there been? Alex had been working longer hours for the past few months. More “client dinners” that now, in retrospect, were probably rendezvous with Claudia. But actual business problems?
“Not that he mentioned,” I said finally. “Though we weren’t exactly in a confiding sort of relationship by the end.”
Shaddon nodded. “We’ll need to speak with this Claudia Jones as well.”
The thought of Claudia made my stomach twist. Was she still in London, wondering why Alex hadn’t called? Or was she already aware of his death?
“Mrs. Valcon,” Shaddon continued, “I understand this is difficult, but I need to ask about your movements yesterday evening after dinner.”
“I went straight back to my cabin. Had that bath I mentioned. Took the pill. Slept until... until this morning.”
“And no one can verify your whereabouts during that time.”
It wasn’t a question, and we both knew it. I was alone. Unwitnessed. The perfect setup for suspicion.
“No,” I admitted. “But the resort must have security cameras that would show I didn’t leave.”
“We’re reviewing the footage now,” Sergeant Ackerran said. “But there are blind spots in the coverage, particularly around the cabins. For guest privacy.”
Great. Privacy was terrific until you needed to prove you hadn’t murdered someone.
Shaddon rose, signalling the end of the interview. “Thank you for your cooperation, Mrs. Valcon. We’ll need you to remain available for further questions.”
“You mean I shouldn’t leave town?” I couldn’t help the bitter smile that tugged at my lips. “Isn’t that what detectives always say in films?”
That flicker of amusement crossed his face again as he moved toward the door, then paused. “One more thing. The whiskey in that glass—it’s already been sent for analysis. If there was anything in it, we’ll find it.”
“I would expect nothing less.”
“For what it’s worth, Mrs. Valcon, finding your unfaithful husband dead in your bed after taking sleeping pills is...let’s say, not the most subtle approach to murder I’ve encountered.”
With that ambiguous observation, he left, Sergeant Ackerran following with one last assessing glance in my direction.
The door closed behind them with a soft click that sounded as final as a cell door slamming.
“Well,” said Martin, clearing his throat. “That went as well as could be expected.”
I stared at him. “Did it? Because from where I’m sitting, I’ve just been all but accused of murdering my husband.”
“Standard procedure,” he assured me. “They’ll look at all possibilities.”
“Including the possibility that I’m a vengeful wife who poisoned her cheating husband?”
“It’s the obvious angle, given the circumstances.” He at least had the decency to look apologetic. “But they’ll investigate thoroughly. If you’re innocent—”
“I am innocent.”
“Then you have nothing to worry about.”
Nothing except staying in a luxury resort with a murderer who’d already demonstrated a willingness to kill and frame me for it.
Nothing except the realization that whoever had done this had known about my sleeping pills, had access to my cabin, and had chosen my bed as the perfect stage for murder.
Yes, absolutely nothing to worry about.
A knock at the door interrupted my spiralling thoughts. Merry entered, her gaze taking in my shell-shocked expression.
“We’ve prepared a suite in the main building for you,” she said. “More secure. And closer to staff should you need anything.”
And easier to keep an eye on me and harder for me to flee in the night.
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The suite Merry had arranged for me in the main building was exquisite, if somewhat more contained than the cabin—and without the stunning view. Still, it was the kind of room where an A-Lister might stay if they fancied a spot of luxury while hiding from paparazzi. Appropriate, since I was now hiding from murder accusations rather than a cheating husband.
Life has a way of upgrading your problems when you least expect it.
A gentle knock at the door made me jump. When you’ve recently found a corpse in your bed, every unexpected sound becomes potential disaster.
“Room service,” called a voice I recognized as Olly’s.
I opened the door to find him balancing a tray loaded with what looked to be enough food for a small army.
“I didn’t order anything,” I said, though the smell of whatever was under those silver domes made my stomach growl traitorously.
“No one orders grief food, darling. It just arrives.” He muscled past me into the room. “Besides, nothing says ‘I’m innocent of murdering my husband’ like maintaining a healthy appetite.”
I winced. “Word’s already spread, then?”
“Faster than wildfire dipped in kerosene.” He began uncovering dishes. “Full lockdown, handsome detective asking questions, your husband’s body being discreetly removed via the service entrance? The staff gossip network nearly collapsed from excitement.”
The bluntness of his words should have been shocking, but Olly’s refusal to tiptoe around the situation was somewhat comforting.
“So what’s the consensus? Did I do it?” I asked, surprising myself with how steady my voice sounded.
Olly paused, ladle halfway to a bowl. “Opinion’s divided. Housekeeping thinks you’re a cold-blooded killer with impressive planning skills. Front desk is leaning toward tragic misunderstanding. The spa therapists are in your corner. Something about your aura being too muddled for premeditated murder.”
“Glad to know my aura is working in my favour.”
“It’s the little things.” He pushed a bowl of what looked like the world’s most delicious mushroom soup toward me. “Eat. Protein and vitamin D. Good for shock.”
I took a spoonful, mostly to appease him. It was delicious.
“Have they figured out why Alex came here?” I asked between bites.
“Well, to find you, obviously.” Olly’s eyes gleamed. “Though rumour has it he wasn’t traveling alone. “
My soup spoon paused halfway to my mouth. “What do you mean, not alone?”
“Let’s just say DI Dreamy has been asking the staff if anyone saw your husband with a companion.” He arched an eyebrow. “Though of course, I couldn’t possibly comment on ongoing police inquiries. Strict orders not to spread gossip about potential witnesses.”
Which meant Olly was bursting with information he’d been explicitly told not to share.
My mind raced. Had Alex brought someone to Luna Mare? The perfume, the unfamiliar bag—they suggested a companion. But who? And why bring them to confront me?
I put down my spoon, appetite vanishing as quickly as it had appeared. “This is insane. Twenty-four hours ago, my biggest problem was choosing between hot stone therapy and an aromatherapy wrap. Now I’m the prime suspect in a murder investigation.”
“If it helps, you’re not the only resident of interest,” Olly said, refilling my water glass without being asked. “That Gregory Phillips disappeared right after breakfast. Security found him trying to access the boathouse. When questioned, he claimed he was ‘looking for inspiration’—which, between us, is what people say when they’re actually looking for evidence.”
I remembered Gregory’s too-keen interest during yoga. The way he’d catalogued information about the other guests.
“Did he know Alex?” I asked.
“Unknown, but DI Dreamy confiscated his phone, so we may find out.”
“DI Dreamy?”
“Shaddon.” Olly grinned. “Those eyes? That competent, slightly world-weary demeanour? The man’s a walking detective novel cover model.”
Before I could reply, a commotion in the hallway drew our attention—hushed voices, hurried footsteps, and then a sharp knock.
“Mrs. Valcon?” A male voice, smooth and cultured, with subtle notes of authority.
“I’ve ordered nothing but overwhelming shock and existential dread,” I called back. “Which appear to be delivering themselves quite effectively, thank you.”
The door opened anyway, and the man who entered made both Olly and me freeze mid-breath.
If Gabriel Warwick had been described to me, I might have dismissed him as too improbable to exist. Tall and lean with dark, slightly wavy hair that looked as if it had been tousled by angels with art degrees. Sharp cheekbones that could probably slice bread. His eyes, a striking shade of green, seemed to have their own lighting department.
But it wasn’t just his looks that commanded attention. He moved with confidence, casual arrogance, like someone accustomed to being watched. He scanned the room in one swift glance before focusing on me with laser precision.
“Mr. Warwick,” Olly said, suddenly sounding like an actual employee rather than a gossip columnist. “I didn’t know we were expecting you.”
“Mr. Brooks.” His intense gaze never left my face. “Mrs. Valcon, I’m Gabriel Warwick, owner of Luna Mare. I wanted to express my personal condolences for your loss and the unfortunate circumstances you find yourself in.”
His voice hit that discerning note between sympathy and respect—not too unctuous, not too distant.
I stood up, suddenly aware I was wearing the same clothes I’d thrown on after finding Alex’s body. “Thank you. Though I’m not sure ‘unfortunate circumstances’ fully captures ‘finding my estranged husband dead in my bed and becoming the prime murder suspect.’“
A smile flickered across his face, there and gone so quickly I might have imagined it. “Fair point.”
Olly made a sound somewhere between a cough and a strangled laugh.
“If you’ll excuse us, Mr. Brooks,” Gabriel said, his tone pleasant but dismissive. “I’d like a word with Mrs. Valcon in private.”
Olly gathered himself with commendable speed. “Of course. I’ll just...” He gestured vaguely at the door, then slipped out with one last wide-eyed look that clearly communicated I should expect a full debrief later.
The moment the door closed, Gabriel’s demeanour shifted subtly. Not dramatically—he didn’t suddenly reveal a secret identity or pull off a mask—but his posture relaxed while his eyes grew more focused.
“Please, sit,” he said, indicating the sofa I’d just vacated. “I understand DI Shaddon has already interviewed you.”
I sank back onto the cushions. “Yes. Apparently finding my dead husband makes me conveniently suspicious.”
Gabriel took the armchair opposite. “I’ve spoken with the detective. Advised him of our security protocols, accommodation records, and staff movements. I’ve also made it clear that Luna Mare will cooperate fully while ensuring our guests’ privacy remains protected.”
“Very diplomatic.”
“Necessary. Half our clientele would flee at the mere suggestion of police browsing through their reservation histories.” He leaned forward slightly. “But I’m more concerned about you at the moment.”
“Me or your resort’s reputation?”
Small lines creased into the corners of his eyes. “Both, if I’m being honest. A dead investor doesn’t exactly align with our wellness branding.”
I blinked. “How did you know Alex was an investor?”
He reached into his jacket pocket and produced a business card. Alex’s business card. “This was found among your husband’s effects. Harrington Capital.”
The sight of Alex’s name embossed in serif font made my stomach twist. “He specialized in high-net-worth clients. Private portfolios.”
Gabriel studied the card with casual interest, but I noticed the way his thumb traced the embossed logo. “Did he mention any clients who might have had reason to be... dissatisfied with his services?”
“Are you asking if someone might have killed him over money?”
“I’m exploring possibilities beyond the obvious ‘vengeful wife’ narrative.”
Despite myself, I felt a flash of gratitude. “We didn’t exactly discuss his client list over dinner. Especially lately.”
“Because of the affair.”
It wasn’t a question, and I didn’t treat it as one. “The police seem to believe he wasn’t alone when he arrived.”
Gabriel’s expression revealed nothing. “I was informed of certain... complications upon my arrival. All guests involved are being accommodated appropriately while the investigation continues.”
“Accommodated. You make it sound like whoever was with him is an honoured guest rather than a potential suspect.”
Amusement flickered in those green eyes. “At Luna Mare, everyone is an honoured guest. Even those with questionable judgment in romantic partners.”
The not-quite-compliment caught me off guard. “Thanks. I think.”
Gabriel pocketed Alex’s card. “I’ve arranged for you to be moved to the Lake View Suite. More comfortable, better security, and less likely to attract curious stares from other guests.”
“I appreciate that, but I’m not sure the detective will approve of shuffling the prime suspect to nicer accommodation.”
“DI Shaddon has already agreed.”
That surprised me. “He did?”
“Evidence suggests that whoever killed your husband had access to your original cabin, knowledge of your sleeping habits, and a motive beyond simple jealousy.”
The way he laid out the facts should have been chilling. Instead, I found it oddly reassuring.
“You don’t think I did it,” I said, studying his face.
“I think if you’d wanted to kill your husband, you’d have done it in London and established a public alibi.” His lips curved into a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “The first rule of murder is not to be the obvious suspect.”
“I missed that lesson in How to Get Away with Murder 101.”
“Fortunate for your moral character, if not your current situation.”
A knock at the door interrupted.
“Your new suite will be ready within the hour.” Gabriel stood and crossed the room in four long strides and opened it to reveal DI Shaddon, looking even more rumpled than earlier.
“Mr. Warwick,” Shaddon said, his tone moderated and neutral. “Mrs. Valcon. I hope I’m not interrupting.”
“Not at all, Detective Inspector,” Gabriel replied smoothly. “Mrs. Valcon and I were just discussing her accommodation arrangements.”
Shaddon’s blue eyes flicked between us, missing nothing. “I see. Well, I’m afraid I need to borrow Mrs. Valcon. We’ve had some developments in the investigation.”
My stomach dropped. “Developments” sounded ominous.
“Of course,” Gabriel said before I could respond. He turned to me. “My staff will ensure your belongings are moved to the Lake View Suite. If you need anything at all, don’t hesitate to ask.”
As I followed Shaddon into the corridor, I glanced back. Gabriel stood watching us leave, face unreadable.
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“Developments,” as it turned out, was police-speak for “your husband’s mistress is also staying at the resort and we need you not to murder her when you find out.”
Okay, DI Shaddon didn’t phrase it quite like that, but his careful tone as we walked down the corridor made it clear he was delivering news he expected me to take poorly.
“We’ve identified the individual who accompanied your husband to Luna Mare,” he said, his eyes fixed ahead. “A Ms. Claudia Jones.”
I stopped walking. “Claudia is here? At the resort?”
Claudia. Twenty-something years old. Blonde bombshell with legs that went on for days. Claudia, who’d been Alex’s personal assistant for six months. Claudia, whom I’d caught wearing nothing but my husband and a spritz of Chanel No. 5 at The Savoy.
“She checked in the day before yesterday,” Shaddon confirmed. “Room 204.”
The room key I’d found by Alex’s body. Of course.
“Ms. Jones claims she and your husband came here specifically to find you,” Shaddon continued.
“How thoughtful of them to track me down for a cosy threesome chat.”
Shaddon’s lips twitched. “She’s requesting to speak with you.”
“Is she now? And why would I want to speak with the woman who was shagging my husband?”
“Because she may have information relevant to his death.” His tone remained even, and guarded. “And because she claims they came here to make amends.”
I let out a bark of laughter that sounded harsh even to my own ears. “Make amends? That’s rich. What was the plan? ‘Sorry about the affair, Eve, let’s all be friends?’“
“According to Ms. Jones, they came to discuss an amicable divorce.”
The words hit like a slap. Divorce. Such a cold, official word for the dismantling of seven years. I’d been so focused on Alex’s betrayal and then his death that I hadn’t even processed the logical next step. Of course divorce had been on the horizon—I just hadn’t stayed in London long enough to receive the papers.
“You don’t have to meet with her,” Shaddon said, studying my reaction. “But she’s insisted on speaking with you directly. Says there are things you should know.”
“Things I should know,” I repeated numbly. “Such as? Tips for pleasing my husband in bed? I think that ship has sailed. Straight to the morgue.”
Shaddon didn’t rise to the bait. “That’s for you to decide. We’ve interviewed her extensively, but there may be context only you can provide.”
His tone made me look at him more carefully. “You don’t believe her story.”
A barely perceptible shift in his expression. “I believe everyone has their own version of events. I’m interested in finding the version that matches the evidence.”
We’d arrived at a door—Room 204, according to the discreet brass numbers. Shaddon paused before knocking.
“There will be an officer present throughout,” he said. “Sergeant Ackerran. And I’ll be just down the hall. If at any point you wish to end the conversation...”
“I’ll try not to throttle the home-wrecker in front of witnesses,” I promised dryly.
His eyes met mine. “I appreciate your restraint, Mrs. Valcon.”
Three sharp knocks later, the door opened to reveal Sergeant Ackerran.
“Mrs. Valcon has agreed to speak with Ms. Jones,” Shaddon said.
Ackerran nodded and stepped aside to let me enter.
My gaze found and latched on Claudia Jones, sitting on the edge of a wingback chair like she was posing for a photoshoot.
She looked different than she had at The Savoy. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail, and she wore a cream cashmere sweater with tailored black trousers. No makeup except for mascara that made her blue eyes seem even larger.
The vulnerable look was new. At The Savoy, sprawled across my husband, she’d been all confident sexuality. Now she appeared fragile, uncertain—a woman who’d just lost her lover. It would’ve been amusing if it weren’t so infuriating.
“Eve,” she said, rising. “Thank you for coming.”
“Let’s not pretend this is a social call,” I replied, remaining by the door. “Detective Inspector Shaddon says you wanted to speak with me.”
Her brows furrowed. “I know how this must look to you—”
“Do you? Do you really? Because from where I’m standing, it looks like you followed me to my refuge after I caught you with my husband, and then he conveniently ended up dead.”
“It wasn’t like that,” she said quickly. “We came to talk to you, to explain. Alex wanted to make things right.”
“By dying in my bed? That was thoughtful of him.”
“Please, just listen.” Her voice cracked. “Alex felt terrible about how you found out. It wasn’t supposed to happen that way.”
“Oh, I’m sorry. Was there a proper protocol for me discovering my husband was unfaithful?”
Sergeant Ackerran shifted in the corner, a silent reminder of her presence.
Claudia sank back into the chair. “We were going to tell you together. Properly. Alex had already spoken with a solicitor about an amicable split. He wanted to be fair. That’s why we came here, to talk through the terms, to make sure you were taken care of.”
“How considerate,” I said, acid dripping from every syllable. “And the fact that you were already sleeping together? Was that part of taking care of me too?”
Something flashed in her eyes—frustration, perhaps? It vanished quickly, replaced by that same cultivated vulnerability.
“Our relationship... it just happened, Eve. We didn’t plan it. But once we realized our feelings, Alex was determined to do the right thing. He didn’t want to sneak around.”
Just happened. Like a weather event. A spontaneous atmospheric phenomenon.
“So your grand plan was to track me down at a remote spa and what? Present me with divorce papers while lounging by the thermal pool?” I shook my head. “Try again, Claudia. Alex wasn’t exactly known for his emotional courage.”
“He’d changed,” she insisted. “After you left, he realized how badly he’d hurt you. He wanted to make it right.”
As she spoke, her gaze darted briefly to the desk behind her, where a leather portfolio sat partially covered by a silk scarf.
“Is that why he was drinking whiskey the night he died?” I asked, moving casually toward the desk. “Liquid courage for the big conversation?”
“I—I don’t know. We argued last night. He went out for a walk to clear his head.” Her voice trembled. “That was the last time I saw him alive.”
I reached the desk and leaned against it, angling myself to better see the portfolio. “What did you argue about?”
“It doesn’t matter now.”
“I think it might, considering he ended up dead hours later.”
Claudia’s eyes widened as I shifted the scarf slightly with my elbow, revealing more of the portfolio. Legal-looking documents peeked out from the leather cover. I caught the word “Harrington” and what looked like financial statements.
“Those are private,” she said sharply, rising from her chair.
“Sit down, Ms. Jones,” Sergeant Ackerran said quietly but firmly.
Claudia hesitated, then lowered herself back to the chair, her eyes never leaving the portfolio.
“What are these?” I asked, laying my hand on the leather cover.
“Just... paperwork. For the divorce.” She sounded less vulnerable, more controlled. The shift was subtle but unmistakable.
“Divorce paperwork usually has both parties’ names,” I observed, noting that what little I could see seemed to be financial in nature. “And it doesn’t typically include Harrington Capital letterhead.”
Her jaw clenched. “Alex was making financial arrangements. For you. For the settlement.”
“How thoughtful.” I turned to Sergeant Ackerran. “I think Detective Inspector Shaddon would be very interested in this portfolio.”
Ackerran nodded. “I’ll inform him immediately.”
“You can’t just take my things,” Claudia protested, her vulnerable facade crumbling completely now. “That’s private property.”
“It’s potential evidence in a murder investigation,” Ackerran replied evenly, already reaching for the portfolio.
“This is ridiculous. I loved Alex. Why would I hurt him?” Claudia’s voice rose in pitch. “I had everything to lose if he died!”
“Including whatever’s in these documents?” I suggested.
Her face flushed. “You don’t understand. None of you understand. Alex was trying to fix things.”
“Fix what, exactly?”
“Everything!” The word burst from her like it had been physically pushed out. “His mistakes, the situation with the clients, all of it. That’s why we came here—to fix things with you and to handle the other... complications.”
The door opened, and DI Shaddon entered, his gaze taking in the scene in one swift assessment.
“Problem?” he asked, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.
“Ms. Jones has some financial documents that may be relevant to your investigation,” I said, stepping away from the desk.
Shaddon’s eyes narrowed on Claudia. “Is that so, Ms. Jones?”
Within the space of a breath, Claudia went from cornered animal to broken-hearted widow with a tragic smile.
“We’ll need to see those documents,” Shaddon said, nodding to Ackerran, who was already gathering the portfolio.
“Of course.” She waved it aside, inconsequential. “Though they’re just routine financial matters. Boring, really.”
I studied her face, trying—and failing—to reconcile the different personas of this calculating woman.
“I think I’ve heard enough,” I said, turning to leave.
“Eve, wait.” Claudia’s voice had softened again, that vulnerable note returning. “Whatever you think of me, I did care for Alex. And he wanted to make things right with you. That’s the truth.”
I paused at the door, looking back at her. “The truth is that my husband betrayed me with you, tracked me to a remote spa, and ended up dead in my bed. And for some reason, you’re hiding financial documents. So forgive me if I don’t take your word for what Alex wanted.”
As I stepped into the hallway, Shaddon followed, closing the door behind us.
“That was illuminating,” he said quietly.
“She’s lying,” I replied. “About everything, but especially about why they came here.”
He nodded thoughtfully. “The question is, what was she lying about specifically? And does it connect to your husband’s death?”
“I’d bet my marketing career it does.” I glanced back at the closed door. “This wasn’t about a divorce or making amends. Alex was involved in something, and it followed him here.”
“Perhaps,” Shaddon conceded. “We’ll go through the documents thoroughly.”
A thought struck me. “The Jorris men. Has anyone checked their connection to Victor? They seemed interested in him during yoga.”
“We’re exploring all possible connections between the guests.”
Which wasn’t quite an answer.
As I made my way toward my new suite, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Alex’s arrival at Luna Mare had nothing to do with our marriage at all.
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Two days after finding my husband dead in my bed, the police had collected their evidence, interviewed everyone with a pulse, and presumably filed enough paperwork to deforest half of Cumbria.
What they hadn’t done was arrest me.
Yet.
I needed to escape. Not from justice—I hadn’t murdered anyone—but from the suffocating weight of sideways glances and hushed conversations that died the moment I entered a room.
Even my upgraded accommodation felt like a gilded prison. The Lake View Suite, with its panoramic windows and bathtub you could swim laps in, might as well have had “Reserved for Suspected Murderesses” embossed on the door.
So when DI Shaddon informed me I was free to move about (while strongly suggesting I not leave the area,) I grabbed my coat and headed for Rosewick Village as if the resort was on fire.
The morning had wrapped itself in fog that screamed “murder mystery” in sixty-point font. White, thick, and clingy.
Trees emerged as ghostly sentinels only to disappear again as soon as I’d passed.
The path to the village, which should have taken fifteen minutes according to the resort map, stretched into an eerie journey where time felt elastic and unreliable.
Sounds arrived muffled and directionless—a dog barking somewhere to my left (or was it right?), water lapping against an unseen shore, the occasional twig snapping under my own feet and making me jump.
Brilliant. Nothing says ‘I’m not a killer’ quite like skulking through fog into a village full of strangers.
The village emerged gradually: first just suggestions of buildings, then actual structures solidifying from the white soup. Stone cottages with slate roofs. Window boxes still displaying hardy autumn flowers. A village green where mist curled around an ancient oak tree that had probably witnessed more scandals than a tabloid editor.
I’d expected Rosewick to be postcard pretty, and it delivered. Though today with an unsettling edge, as if someone had cranked up the contrast on an otherwise cheerful scene.
A sign swinging in the gentle breeze caught my eye: “Dotty’s Tea Shop” in faded cursive, with a painted teacup that had clearly been retouched several times over the years. Through the window, I glimpsed the warm glow of lights and the silhouettes of people engaged in that most English of pastimes—gossiping over tea and plotting the downfall of neighbours.
The bell above the door announced my arrival. Conversation stumbled, then halted entirely as every head turned.
The silence lasted approximately three heartbeats before a collective murmur rippled through the room.
I caught fragments: “that’s her” and “the wife” and “from the spa.”
Wait. How did they—?
“Can I help you, dear?” The woman who approached looked about eighty, but carried herself with the energy of someone who’d discovered the secret to immortality.
White hair set in what my grandmother would have called a “weekly do.” Cat-eye glasses perched on a nose that had clearly spent decades poking into other people’s business. She wore a floral dress with a pristine apron, and a smile that assessed me from head to toe in the time it took to cross the room.
“I’m just looking for a cup of tea,” I said, feeling like I should add “...and definitely not fleeing a murder investigation” for clarity.
“Of course you are,” she replied. “I’m Dotty Bicksfield. I’ve been pouring tea in Rosewick for forty-seven years, and I don’t intend to stop until they carry me out feet first.”
She gestured to a small table by the window, partially screened by a potted fern. “This spot might suit. Good view of the green, but not too exposed.”
“Thank you.” The consideration was unexpected. “How do you—? You know who I am?”
Dotty’s eyes twinkled behind those cat-eye frames. “News travels faster than light in Rosewick, dear. Two groundskeepers from Luna Mare were in here at six this morning. By seven, Mrs. Woolshacken from the post office knew you’d found your husband dead. By eight, old Mr. Jenkins at the hardware store had added the detail about sleeping pills.”
I didn’t ask how she’d recognized me. I didn’t want to know.
“Earl Grey with a slice of lemon, not milk,” she asked as I slid into my chair. “And perhaps a scone. You look like you haven’t eaten properly in days.”
She couldn’t be more wrong. Despite the chaos of the past days, Olly had been force-feeding me with his “restorative” concoctions and comfort food classics. “Your body needs fuel for sleuthing,” he’d insisted.
What sleuthing? I’d been slothing it up for two days straight.
As Dotty bustled away, the tea shop’s conversation cautiously resumed, though at a noticeably lower volume.
I settled into the chair and took stock of my surroundings.
Tables and chairs that had clearly never met before this arranged marriage stood about the room, getting along despite their differences.
Teapots crowded the shelves, everything from proper English porcelain to a ceramic cat whose tail formed an utterly impractical handle. (Who thinks these things up? And who buys them?)
I breathed in air that demanded you gain three pounds just from inhaling: fresh scones, bergamot from at least six different Earl Grey brews, and the smell of beeswax that must have been scrubbed into every wooden surface.
The walls were papered in tiny, faded roses and plastered with photographs of village occasions: fêtes and weddings and what looked like a 1970 jam-making competition.
This place wasn’t just a tea shop. It was a time capsule with calories.
It should have felt snug. Welcoming.
But no.
Under all that charm lurked something... watchful. You know that prickly feeling on the back of your neck when someone’s studying you? That. As if the teacups had tiny cameras and the floral wallpaper contained hidden microphones.
Snippets of whispered conversation stabbed across the room:
“...found him dead in her bed with a glass of whiskey beside him...”
“...ran away after catching him with that blonde secretary. Can you imagine?”
“...using his credit card for that fancy spa! I’d have canceled it straight away...”
“...heard she was heavily medicated when they found him...”
Each whisper stung like a tiny paper cut.
I locked my gaze on the window, suddenly fascinated by—oh look!—more fog. Grey swirls against grey sky. Riveting stuff. Much more interesting than the character assassination happening six feet away.
“Don’t mind them,” Dotty said, returning with a tray. “New stories are currency in small villages. Yours is simply the most valuable at the moment.”
She set down a teapot wrapped in a hand-knitted cozy, a delicate cup and saucer, and a scone that defied gravity with its height.
“Though I must say,” she continued, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial level, “if I’d found my Barry with another woman, he wouldn’t have lived long enough to track me anywhere.”
I nearly choked on my first sip of tea. “I didn’t kill my husband, Mrs. Bicksfield.”
“Dotty, please.” She waved away my protest with a dainty hand. “And of course you didn’t, dear. You’re much too intelligent to have done it so obviously.” She winked before moving to serve another table.
I’d graduated from “suspected murderess” to “clever murderess who got away with it.” Progress, I supposed.
“Mind if I join you?”
A man stood beside my table, wire-rimmed glasses askew on his face, notepad in hand, pen poised. Mid-forties, with the rumpled appearance of someone who dressed in whatever was nearest when he rolled out of bed.
I’m not judging.
“That depends,” I replied. “Are you here to accuse me of murder or just to stare?”
He grinned, revealing a crooked front tooth that gave his face character. “Neither. Perry Hamilton, Rosewick Gazette.” He showed me a press card that had seen better days. “I’m here to offer you a chance to tell your side of the story.”
“My side?”
“Luna Mare’s owner is keeping a tight lid on information. The police are being typically close-mouthed. But everyone’s talking about the London wife who found her cheating husband dead in her bed.” He pulled out the chair opposite without waiting for permission. “Wouldn’t you rather they heard the truth from you?”
I studied him over the rim of my teacup. “And you’re offering me this opportunity out of the goodness of your journalistic heart?”
“Obviously not. I’m offering because it would make a cracking front page.” At least he was honest. “But it could also help your situation. Right now, you’re ‘the suspected wife’ in everyone’s mind.”
“And what do you think I am?”
He studied me. “I think you’re someone who came here to heal and instead found more trauma. I think there’s more to your husband’s death than a simple marital dispute.”
The accuracy of his assessment was unsettling.
“What makes you say that?”
“Because murderers don’t usually wander into village tea shops alone two days after the crime. They definitely don’t chat with journalists.” He leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Also, according to my sources, your husband wasn’t traveling alone. And the timing of certain other guests’ arrivals seems... coordinated.”
My teacup paused halfway to my lips. “Your sources?”
“Small villages have big ears.” He tapped his notebook. “So, what do you say? Your story, your words. Before someone else controls the narrative.”
I set down my cup with a delicate clink against the saucer. That’s when I noticed the conversations around us had died, everyone straining to hear my response.
“Mr. Hamilton—”
“Perry, please.”
“Perry. I appreciate the offer, but I’m not sure discussing an active investigation would be wise.”
His manner shifted subtly, sympathetic ally retreating behind the newshound’s instinct. “People will talk regardless. The Jorris men’s mysterious connections to your husband. The spa’s owner showing up right after the murder.”
Each detail landed like a stone dropping into still water, sending ripples of anxiety through me. How did he know these things?
“Tell me,” he pressed, sensing my hesitation. “What brought your husband here? What was in those financial documents the police took from his companion? Why is Gabriel Warwick taking such a personal interest in your case?”
The questions came faster now, his pen hovering over blank paper.
“I think I’ve finished my tea,” I said, pushing back my chair.
Perry’s face fell, then rearranged into hard-core persistence. “Here’s my card. When you’re ready to talk—and you will be, eventually—call me first.”
I took the card automatically, tucking it into my pocket as I stood.
“One last question,” he said. “Do you feel safe at Luna Mare?”
The question caught me off-guard.
Did I?
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Did I feel safe at Luna Mare?
What a loaded question. The kind that tumbles around your brain like shoes in a dryer.
The walk back to Luna Mare felt shorter, my feet carrying me with purpose rather than escape this time.
I needed to stop waiting for answers and start looking for them myself.
Alex was dead. Someone had killed him in my bed. And while DI Shaddon was investigating, he certainly wasn’t sharing his findings with me.
By the time I reached my suite, I had a plan. Not a good one, mind you, but a plan nonetheless.
Inside the Lake View Suite, I paced before the windows, mentally cataloguing what I knew:
Alex and Claudia had arrived at Luna Mare supposedly to discuss an “amicable divorce.”
The Jorris men—father and son—were somehow connected to them.
Victor with his phone addiction seemed to fit into the puzzle, though I couldn’t see how yet.
And most importantly, those financial documents that Claudia had tried to hide.
Money. It always comes back to money, doesn’t it?
I fished my phone from my bag and stared at it, fingers hovering over the screen. There was one avenue I hadn’t explored yet: Alex’s accounts.
After seven years of marriage, I knew more about Alex’s financial habits than I cared to admit. The man was methodical to the point of tedium. Same passwords for years, same account structures, same habits.
Including his irritating habit of forwarding me emails about investment opportunities I had zero interest in, usually when I was in the middle of a campaign crisis.
I scrolled through my email, searching for anything from Alex in the past few months. There. A forwarded newsletter from Harrington Capital, sent with his typical “Thought you might find this interesting, E” message. As if seven years of me ignoring financial jargon hadn’t made an impression.
I tapped on it, looking for the sender information. Alex’s work email. From there, I could try accessing his account. Assuming, of course, he hadn’t changed his password since I’d last used it to check his calendar for when he’d be home for dinner.
The login page for Harrington’s employee portal stared back at me, cursor blinking in the password field. Alex’s standard password was a combination of our anniversary and his childhood dog’s name. Sentimental and utterly hackable.
“Nov12Rusty?”
Access denied.
“Nov12rusty?”
Access denied.
I frowned. Had he finally updated his security practices? Then I remembered—the wedding ring. The one he’d removed, leaving that strip of pale skin. Our marriage was over in his mind, which meant...
“July8Claudia?”
Access denied.
Thank God for small mercies. At least he hadn’t used his mistress’s name in his password.
What else? What would Alex use?
Then it hit me. His childhood street. The one he always mentioned when reminiscing about his “golden days” of youth, when he’d ride his bike down the hill at breakneck speed. What was their house number? 44?
Barley44Lane
The screen changed. I was in.
“Oh, Alex,” I muttered, then felt an uncomfortable pang of grief.
Criticizing a dead man’s password security was hardly the behaviour of a grieving widow. But then, I’d stopped being a proper wife the moment I’d found him with Claudia, hadn’t I?
Alex’s work email was depressingly organized. Folders for each client, meticulously labelled and sorted. Internal communications. Meeting notes. Calendar items.
Nothing immediately screaming “Here’s why someone murdered me!” But then, people rarely label such things conveniently.
I navigated to his sent items, sorting by recent dates. In the week before his death, Alex had sent multiple emails to someone named Victor Harlow.
Victor. The same Victor from yoga class? The man obsessively checking his phone?
The emails were cryptic, filled with financial jargon and reference numbers rather than clear explanations. But the tone was unmistakable—reassurance. The kind that sounds hollow even in text form.
Rest assured the returns are forthcoming.
Minor delay in processing. Standard procedure.
Your investment remains secure and on track.
These were not the confident communications of a successful investment manager. These were the digital equivalent of nervous sweating.
I needed to see the actual accounts. If Victor Harlow was investing through Harrington Capital, there would be records.
I navigated back to the main portal, searching for client access. A separate login. Different security. I tried Alex’s password again.
Denied.
Of course, client data would have stricter protocols. But Alex, despite his financial profession, was fundamentally lazy about technology. He’d complained countless times about “too many damn passwords to remember.”
Which meant he’d have a system.
Something simple but not immediately obvious.
What was his mother’s maiden name? Cooper. His first school? St. Andrews Prep. The street he grew up on? Barley Lane.
Barley44Cooper
The system thought about it for a moment, then granted me access.
The client dashboard loaded, showing a list of portfolios with various balances. One stood out—with a zero balance.
I clicked deeper, examining the account activity. Regular deposits over the past year, starting small, growing larger each time, the balances more and more impressive. Six, seven, eight figures. The kind of numbers that made my marketing budget look like pocket change.
Money coming in. Impressive returns reported. Cash moved from one account to another.
Victor Harlow’s account drew my eye—not just because of the name, but because of the sheer size of the transactions, adding up to a balance of twenty-three million pounds.
That couldn’t be right. Twenty-three million? Who entrusts that kind of money to a relatively mid-level investment manager like Alex?
I checked the dates more carefully. Victor’s most recent deposit—a staggering five million pounds—had been made just three weeks ago.
My hand shook slightly as I clicked on the Jorris accounts. Because of course they had accounts. Both father and son had separate portfolios with substantial balances.
I scrolled down, to the final set of transactions that zeroed out the portfolio. The money had been transferred to various accounts.
Returns paid out?
Withdrawals?
Or something else entirely? Lord alone knows, certainly not me. I was no financial whizz. But if Victor Harlow was the same Victor from yoga the other day, he had not looked like a man delighted with his investment gains.
I navigated back to Alex’s emails, searching more systematically now. A folder labelled “Private” caught my attention. Password protected.
What would Alex use for truly personal information? Something I wouldn’t guess easily.
Our first date location? The restaurant closed years ago, but Alex had reminisced about it often.
Bluebell
Access denied.
The system’s warning flashed ominously. One final attempt before lockout for 24 hours.
My heart pounded.
Think, Eve.
What would Alex consider private enough for sensitive documents but memorable enough to recall without writing it down?
I closed my eyes, trying to channel the man I’d shared seven years with. What secret would Alex keep? What password would protect his most private communications?
Then it hit me—the Swiss account. The one he thought I didn’t know about, set up the year after we married. His “just in case” fund that he’d mentioned during a drunken Christmas party, then never spoke of again.
Geneva2016
Bingo.
The folder opened, revealing a much smaller collection of messages. Recent ones. All to or from Claudia.
I hesitated. Did I really want to read my husband’s intimate correspondence with his mistress?
But these weren’t love letters.
The most recent email, sent the day before his death, made my blood run cold:
From: Claudia Jones
To: Alex Valcon
Subject: Re: Contingency
A,
Not safe for us to meet, someone watching.
Resort is perfect. Meet you there.
-C
I stared at the screen, rereading the message until the words blurred together. Resort is perfect.
My resort?
Luna Mare?
I scrolled further, finding an earlier message from Alex to Claudia:
From: Alex Valcon
To: Claudia Jones
Subject: Contingency
C,
V’s getting suspicious. He’s been asking for documentation I can’t provide. J is threatening to bring in outside auditors.
Need to execute exit strategy immediately.
Eve was a stroke of good luck, good timing. Isolated location provides easy cover for us to lie low at the resort until the package arrives. Also innocent excuse, just in case. Working things out with the wife, you know?
I need to see you. Tonight?
-A
They weren’t coming to find me for a divorce discussion. They were using me—using Luna Mare’s isolation—to lie low until…some package arrived?
But something had gone wrong.
Catastrophically wrong.
I scrolled down through the emails, but the rest were just Alex wanting to know when he could see Claudia, and Claudia playing coy. The emails had started the same day I’d walked in on them at The Savoy. They weren’t seeing each other at work anymore?
The magnitude of what I was uncovering made me feel physically ill.
Why did Alex need to lie low? Did it have something to do with that zero balance portfolio?
Oh, God, had Alex made a monstrously bad judgement call and bankrupted those investors?
Victor Harlow. That would definitely explain Yoga Victor. And that mysterious “exit strategy.”
Alex was in disgrace. He’d planned to run (with Claudia!) so he wouldn’t have to face the booing crowd.
And then he’d ended up dead in my bed.
Murdered.
I grabbed my phone to call DI Shaddon, then paused. What would I tell him? That I’d illegally accessed my dead husband’s work accounts. What did that make me? A hacker? A white hacker…no, a white hat hacker? Hacking for the right reasons, good reasons, but the law didn’t care.
I could be facing charges.
Harrington Capital would sue the crap out of me.
I needed more than suspicions and illegally obtained emails. I needed proof that someone else had better reasons to kill Alex than I did.
A knock at my door made me jump, slamming the laptop closed like a teenager caught browsing inappropriate websites.
“Eve? It’s Olly. I come bearing stress-relief in carbohydrate form.”
I took a deep breath, trying to compose myself. “Coming!”
I frantically closed the browser window and stuffed my phone under a pillow. Nothing to see here, just your average grieving-but-not-really widow who definitely hasn’t been hacking into her dead husband’s accounts. Nope.
I opened the door to find Olly balancing a tray that carried enough food to feed the entire Lake District.
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” he said, elbowing past me. “Or found another body. Please tell me you haven’t found another body. The kitchen can only handle one murder per week.”
“No bodies,” I assured him, watching as he arranged various dishes on the coffee table. “I went into the village today.”
“Ah, so you’ve met the Rosewick Welcome Committee?” Olly said, uncovering what smelled like his famous wild mushroom risotto. “I hope Dotty didn’t scare you off with her mind-reading act.”
I sank onto the sofa. “She knew who I was before I even opened my mouth.”
“Of course she did. That woman has spies everywhere. Probably trained the local birds to report back to her.” He passed me a plate. “Eat. You’re doing that thing where your eyebrows scrunch together, which means you’re overthinking something.”
I took a bite. The risotto was, predictably, heaven in carbohydrate form.
“I met the local journalist too,” I said between mouthfuls. “Perry Hamilton.”
“And? Did he try to extract your deepest, darkest secrets? Man’s like a terrier with a bone when he smells a story.”
“He knows things, Olly. About Alex, about the Jorris men. About Gabriel taking a personal interest in my case.”
“Everyone knows everything around here.” Olly brought himself a plate and joined me on the sofa. “Or they pretend to. It’s the village hobby.” He paused, studying my face. “But that’s not what’s got you looking like you’re planning to flee the country. What happened after you got back?”
I hesitated. I really liked Olly, but I wasn’t ready for confessional.
“Nothing,” I shrugged, pushing risotto around my plate. “Just this whole situation. Finding my husband dead, being the prime suspect, discovering he wasn’t even here for me but for... whatever reason he was actually here for.”
“Speaking of ghosts... I bring news of the key card. Room 204.” Olly’s voice dropped to a theatrical whisper. “Claudia Jones booked and paid for the room. Alex Valcon was never here.”
I blinked at him, risotto forgotten. “What?”
“I have a friend in reception—don’t look so shocked, I have friends everywhere.” Olly waved his fork dismissively. “She told me Claudia checked in two days before you found the body. And get this. Her plus-one was registered as John Jones.”
My brain scrambled to process this. “So Alex was using an alias?”
“Which means whatever he was doing here, he didn’t want anyone knowing Alexander Valcon was at Luna Mare.” He leaned in. “People don’t use fake names unless they’re hiding from something. Or someone.”
The emails I’d just read flashed through my mind. Exit strategy. Lying low. Package.
“That’s... interesting,” I said slowly, trying to sound only mildly curious rather than frantically connecting dots.
“Interesting?” Olly scoffed. “It’s downright suspicious. Who was he hiding from? The taxman? Angry clients? A secret second family in Swindon?”
I almost smiled at that last suggestion. If only it were that simple.
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I spent most of the night alternating between guilt about hacking Alex’s accounts and growing certainty that his death had nothing to do with our marriage and everything to do with missing millions. Twenty-three million pounds, to be exact. The kind of money that people kill for.
By morning, I’d formed a plan so audacious it circled back around to ridiculous. But desperate times and all that.
“Afternoon tea,” I announced to Olly over breakfast in the main restaurant.
He paused, cappuccino halfway to his lips. “As in, you’d like some? Because I can have them bring—”
“No, as in I need to arrange a chance encounter with Victor Harlow over afternoon tea today. Preferably somewhere public but private enough for conversation. Is that possible?”
Olly’s eyes lit up. “Victor Harlow? The human stress ball from yoga? The one who keeps requesting additional pillows and sends back his eggs three times if they’re not exactly seven minutes boiled?”
“That’s the one.”
“Consider it done.” He pulled out his phone and started typing. “He takes afternoon tea at four o’clock every day. Always the same table overlooking the east gardens. Always alone. Reads financial papers behind a wall of scones and clotted cream that he barely touches.”
I raised an eyebrow. “How do you know all this?”
“Darling, the kitchen knows everything. We’re the culinary CIA.” He winked. “Leave it to me. You’ll have your ‘accidental’ tea time with Mr. Uptight Investment Man.”
“Thank you.”
Hours later, dressed in what I hoped was “casual yet purposeful widow who definitely isn’t investigating you” attire (charcoal cashmere sweater, tailored black trousers, minimal makeup), I made my way to the conservatory.
The space was a Victorian masterpiece of wrought iron and glass, filled with potted palms and wicker furniture that probably remembered Queen Victoria personally.
Victor was exactly where Olly had promised—corner table, half-hidden by an enormous potted palm, the Financial Times creating a barrier between him and the rest of humanity.
I paused in the doorway, channeling years of marketing presentations where I’d had to appear confident while sweating through my silk blouse.
The tearoom hostess (Lizzie, according to her name badge) looked up with a bright smile. “Mrs. Valcon! Lovely to see you. I’m afraid we’re rather busy this afternoon.”
Bless Olly and his network of conspirators.
“Oh,” I said, projecting my voice just enough to be overheard. “That’s a shame. I was hoping for something by the windows.”
Victor’s newspaper twitched.
Lizzie’s performance continued flawlessly. “Well, perhaps... let me check...” She made a show of looking around. “I’m terribly sorry, but it seems all window tables are occupied.”
I sighed heavily. “Never mind. I’ll come back another time.”
“Perhaps someone wouldn’t mind sharing their table?” she said, her voice raised just enough to reach her target.
Victor lowered his paper, as if suddenly noticing the commotion. Our eyes met across the room, his narrowing in recognition.
“Mrs. Valcon, isn’t it?” he called, his voice carrying the polished accent of expensive schools and family trust funds. “Please, feel free to join me. I have more than enough space.”
Lizzie looked to me with painted-on surprise. “That’s very kind of Mr. Harlow. Would that be acceptable?”
“If Mr. Harlow doesn’t mind, that would be lovely.”
Hook, line, and sinker. Now came the tricky part—extracting information without revealing how much I already knew.
As I approached his table, I studied Victor properly for the first time.
Mid-fifties, with the trim build of someone who pays a personal trainer to torture him three times weekly. Silver hair clipped short at the sides, longer on top, the haircut of a man desperately clinging to youthfulness. His suit (who wears a suit to afternoon tea?) was Savile Row quality.
“Thank you for sharing your table,” I said, slipping into the chair opposite him. “The tearoom is unexpectedly busy today.”
“My pleasure,” he replied, folding his newspaper. “I believe we were in the same yoga class the other day.”
Before I could answer, Lizzie arrived with a three-tiered stand of delicate pastries, finger sandwiches, and scones, along with a full tea service.
“Your usual, Mr. Harlow, plus extra for your guest.”
Victor nodded dismissively, his attention fixed on me. “I understand congratulations are in order. The police have finally lifted your resort restrictions.”
Ah, so this is why he was so accommodating. Victor Harlow wanted to meet me just as much as I wanted to interrogate him.
“Yes, though they’ve asked that I remain available for further questions.” I poured us both tea. “Have you been interviewed by Detective Inspector Shaddon?”
“I have.” Victor accepted the cup I offered. “Standard procedure, I gather. They’re questioning all guests who might have encountered your husband.”
“Did you? Encounter my husband, I mean.”
A pause, just long enough to be noticeable. “Not here at Luna Mare, no.”
“But elsewhere?” I pressed gently.
He stirred his tea, the silver spoon making no sound against fine bone china. “London. Inconsequential encounters.”
Liar. Twenty-three million pounds wasn’t “inconsequential.”
“Through Harrington Capital, I assume?” I kept my tone casual, selecting a cucumber sandwich as if the answer didn’t particularly matter.
Victor’s teacup froze halfway to his lips. “You seem well-informed about your husband’s client list.”
“Not particularly.” I shrugged. “Alex was always working. His social engagements were almost entirely client related.”
“Did he include you in those engagements?”
“Not really. Marketing was my world, not finance.”
Victor set down his cup. “A wise division of labor in a marriage.”
“Not wise enough, apparently.” I allowed a hint of bitterness to color my voice. “He still ended up dead in my bed.”
The bluntness of my statement caught him off guard. Good.
“A terrible situation,” he said once he’d found his voice. “The police seemed quite focused on you finding your husband dead in such... compromising circumstances.”
“You make it sound like he was wearing fishnet stockings and a feather boa. He was just dead. In my bed.”
“Yes, well...” He cleared his throat. “When a wife discovers her husband’s betrayal, emotions can run rather high.”
I smiled over the rim of my teacup. “When investors find themselves financially ruined, emotions can run rather high as well, don’t you think?”
His eyebrows shot upward like they were attempting escape. Then the blood drained from his face. Finally, his eyes narrowed to slits.
“I beg your pardon?”
“Merely making an observation.” I set my cup down and selected a macaron. “High emotions seem to be the theme of the week.”
Victor leaned forward, abandoning all pretence of casual afternoon tea. “Where exactly are you getting your information, Mrs. Valcon?”
“Information?” I blinked innocently. “About what?”
“You know perfectly well what.” His knuckles whitened around his teacup. “My financial situation is private.”
“Your financial situation?” I tilted my head, the picture of confusion. “I was just speaking about financial ruin in general. Though I guess that explains why you were so stressed in yoga class the other day.
“Perhaps,” he said finally, voice clipped, “you should worry more about your own situation than mine. After all, I’m not the one who found a corpse in my bed.”
Ouch. Direct hit.
“A corpse that happened to be managing your investment portfolio when it collapsed.” Oops, I wasn’t supposed to know that. “How much did you lose, Mr. Harlow?”
His mouth tightened.
“Never mind.” I already knew. Twenty-three million. “Losing millions tends to make a better motive for murder than finding your husband in bed with his assistant.”
His eyes flickered, just the briefest flash of panic, before his face went blank. The mask of a man accustomed to high-stakes negotiations. “What exactly are you implying, Mrs. Valcon?”
“I’m not implying anything.” I picked my macaroon apart. “I’m wondering if there’s something about my husband’s death that might connect to his business dealings. Dealings that seemed to involve you, and possibly the Jorris men.”
The mention of the Jorris men hit a nerve. A muscle twitched in his jaw.
“You’re playing a dangerous game,” he said quietly. “Throwing around accusations based on... what? A hunch? Gossip from the resort staff?”
“Would you prefer I share my hunches with DI Shaddon? I’m sure he’d be fascinated to hear about your yoga-class anxiety and how it might relate to Alex’s business.”
For a moment, I thought he might lunge across the table and throttle me with the nearest doily.
“Your husband,” he said, standing as he placed his napkin beside his untouched food, “was not who you thought he was.”
Well, that was the understatement of the century.
“To make my position perfectly clear,” he continued. “I was merely one of many investors taken in by your husband’s... persuasive talents. And while I may have lost a significant sum, I’m not in the habit of solving my problems through murder.”
“I’m sure DI Shaddon will be relieved to hear it,” I replied, keeping my tone light.
Victor adjusted his cuffs. “I suggest you tread carefully, Mrs. Valcon. Not everyone appreciates amateur detectives poking into matters that don’t concern them.”
Was that a threat? It sounded remarkably like a threat, wrapped in Savile Row tailoring.
“Funny, I’d say my dead husband very much concerns me.”
His lips thinned to nearly invisible. “Good day, Mrs. Valcon.”
I watched him stride away, the picture of passive fury, and poured myself another cup of tea while I considered what I’d learned. Victor hadn’t denied losing money. He’d only denied murdering Alex—and not particularly convincingly at that. The mention of the Jorris men had clearly rattled him.
Did he think I knew more than I was letting on? That threat suggested yes, yes he did.
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After the confrontation with Victor Harlow, I retreated to the safety of my suite. Well, “safety” was a relative term when you’ve spent the morning antagonizing potential murderers. In my defence, Victor started it. Sort of.
I paced the room, head spinning with implications. Twenty-three million pounds. Alex’s mysterious “exit strategy.” The Jorris men’s connection to Victor. It was like trying to complete a jigsaw puzzle while someone kept stealing pieces and replacing them with bits from a completely different box.
The bedside phone rang, startling me out of my skin.
“Mrs. Valcon?” Merry’s crisp voice came through the receiver. “I wonder if you might join me for tea in my office? There’s a small matter concerning your extended stay arrangements.”
Extended stay arrangements? I hadn’t discussed extending my stay. I was supposed to be here for a full six months anyway, on Alex’s platinum card. Which, considering recent discoveries, was probably connected to some extremely dodgy finances.
“Of course,” I replied. “What time would suit?”
“Now, if you’re available.” Her tone suggested this wasn’t really about accommodation logistics.
“I’ll be right down.”
Merry’s office was tucked away in a corridor off the main reception area, a space that was elegant and functional without sacrificing either quality. Like its occupant, really.
She opened the door before I could knock, those remarkable violet eyes taking me in with one swift assessment.
“Do come in, Eve. Thank you for joining me so promptly.” She gestured to a chair opposite her immaculate desk. “Would you prefer Earl Grey or Darjeeling?”
“Earl Grey, please.” I settled into the chair, noting the absence of any booking forms or paperwork that might indicate actual “stay arrangements” were on the agenda.
Merry poured tea from a silver service and handed me a delicate porcelain cup.
“I understand you met with Victor Harlow this afternoon,” she said, her expression giving nothing away.
Of course she knew. Merry probably knew what colour underwear every guest was wearing at any given moment.
“News travels fast,” I observed, accepting the cup.
“Information is currency in the hospitality industry.” She sat behind her desk, posture rigid. “I make it my business to know what happens within these walls.”
I sipped my tea, waiting. Merry Atkins wasn’t the type to call impromptu meetings without purpose.
“May I speak frankly, Eve?”
“Please do.”
“You’re making inquiries about your husband’s death. Understandable, given the circumstances.” She paused, studying me over her teacup. “However, some inquiries are more... advisable than others.”
“And my conversation with Victor falls into the inadvisable category?”
“Let’s just say that Victor Harlow is not a man accustomed to being interrogated over Earl Grey and macarons.” A tiny smile curved her lips. “Particularly by someone he perceives as an amateur.”
“I wasn’t interrogating him,” I protested weakly. “I was just making conversation.”
“Of course.” She didn’t believe me for a second. “Regardless, I feel obligated to suggest discretion moving forward.”
“You’re warning me off.”
“I’m advising caution. There are people involved in this situation whose backgrounds bear closer examination.”
“Like the Jorris men?” I tried.
Merry took her time answering. “I think you may be interested in speaking with Patrick Peters.”
“Patrick Peters?” I frowned.
“One of our groundskeepers.” Her voice softened. “Old Pat has been at Luna Mare as long as I have. Before that, he worked everywhere in Rosewick at one time or another. Nothing happens here or in the village without Pat noticing. Nothing has for fifty years.”
I studied her face, trying to read between the carefully constructed lines. “Why are we being so cryptic?”
Her smile was sphinx-like. “You’ll find Pat in the boathouse most afternoons. That will be the new boathouse, not the old boathouse on the far shore. He checks the equipment after the morning rowing sessions.”
I stood, recognizing the dismissal.
“One more thing,” Merry said as I reached the door. “I wouldn’t mention your financial discoveries to anyone else just yet. Information is valuable only when its possession remains private.”
I paused, hand on the doorknob. “How did you—”
“Your expression when Victor mentioned financial ruin was rather telling.” She tilted her head. “And Alex Valcon’s reputation in certain circles preceded him.”
“What circles would those be?”
“The kind that operate beyond the notice of most people.” Her steady gaze revealed nothing. “Do be careful, Eve. Not everyone involved in this situation will be as direct as Victor Harlow with their warnings.”
Translation: If I kept poking around, someone might send me off to join my husband.
“Thank you for the tea,” I said finally. “And the advice.”
“My pleasure.” Her composure never wavered. “Oh, and Eve? If you do speak with Pat, mention moonflowers. He’ll know what it means.”
I left her office feeling as if I’d just had a conversation in code without being given the cipher.
The was weird, right?
I’d barely stepped out of Merry’s office, mind still tangled in moonflowers and cryptic warnings, when I nearly collided with a familiar figure in the corridor.
“Eve!” Fiona steadied me with hands that were surprisingly strong for someone who spent their days kneading knots out of stressed executives. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Or possibly an accountant with bad news.”
“Just Merry being mysterious,” I replied. “Apparently I need to visit the boathouse, the new boathouse, and mention flowers to the groundskeeper.”
Fiona’s expression remained impassive. “Ah. Pat. She’s sending you to Old Pat.”
“Should I be concerned that you understood that sentence?”
“Luna Mare runs on secrets and subtext.” She glanced around the empty corridor before continuing. “I’ve got a cancellation in twenty minutes. Come for a session? Your shoulders are touching your ears.”
I hadn’t realized how tense I’d become until she’d mentioned it. Funny how being at the center of a murder investigation will do that to a person.
“Lead the way,” I said. “I could use some cryptic conversation that involves actual muscle relaxation.”
The treatment room was just as I remembered—dim lighting, gentle music, and a blend of essential oils that smelled like “calm” distilled into liquid form.
“So,” Fiona said as I settled face-down on the massage table, “Merry’s sending you to Pat. Interesting.”
“Is it?” My voice was muffled against the face cradle. “Why?”
Her hands worked methodically across my shoulders, finding knots I didn’t know existed until she touched them. “Merry doesn’t send people to Pat unless she thinks they need to know something she can’t tell them directly.”
“How long has she been like this? The resort’s very own Delphic oracle?”
Fiona’s soft chuckle carried a hint of that dry humour I was beginning to recognize. “Gabriel installed her here when this was still a crumbling Victorian pile with more leaks than guests.”
“And before that?”
“Nobody really knows.” Her thumbs pressed into a particularly tight spot, making me wince.
“And what do you think?”
“I think people with simple histories usually have simple handshakes. Merry has seven different handshakes I’ve counted, depending on who she’s greeting.”
I absorbed this as Fiona’s hands worked their magic. The village relationships were starting to remind me of one of those murder boards from detective shows—red string connecting photographs, each connection representing years of shared history, secrets, and alliances.
“You’re thinking too hard,” Fiona murmured. “I can feel it.”
“Sorry. It’s just... everyone seems to know everyone else’s business, yet nobody knows anything about Merry.”
“That,” Fiona said with quiet certainty, “is how you know someone has secrets worth keeping.”
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The boathouse would have to wait. DI Shaddon’s text arrived just as I was about to go hunting for Old Pat and his cryptic moonflowers.
Meet Lagoon Bar 7pm Update
That was it. No pleasantries, no explanation, not even proper punctuation. The man texted like he was rationing characters for the apocalypse.
I spent an embarrassing amount of time deciding what to wear. What’s the appropriate outfit for meeting the detective who thinks you might have murdered your husband but also has very nice eyes?
The black dress seemed too “femme fatale,” while my yoga pants screamed “I’ve given up.” I settled on dark jeans and a slate-blue cashmere sweater that brought out whatever colour my eyes had decided to be today.
The Lagoon Bar was Luna Mare’s answer to a gentleman’s club without the cigars or institutional sexism. Dark wood panelling, deep leather chairs, and lighting dim enough to flatter even the most Botox-resistant faces. A fire crackled in the stone hearth, fighting off the Lake District chill that had descended with the evening fog.
Shaddon was already there, nursing a whiskey neat. I tried not to think about the whiskey found by Alex’s body.
“Mrs. Valcon.” He stood as I approached.
The formality clashed wonderfully with his rumpled shirt and the day’s stubble shadowing his jaw. Someone had taught him manners but forgotten to mention ironing.
“Detective Inspector.” I slid into the chair opposite him. “I see we’ve progressed to evening drinks. Should I be flattered or worried?”
His mouth quirked upward, not quite a smile but its distant cousin. “Neither. This is still very much official business.”
“Officially dismal business, then, given your expression.”
He gestured to the bartender, a woman with hair feathered onto her jaw who came around the bar counter and glided toward us. Her name tag read “Georgie,” and she moved with the confidence of someone who’d seen it all and mixed drinks for most of it.
“What can I get you?” Shaddon asked, his eyes finding mine across the table.
“Gin and tonic. Double. With a very thin slice of lime, not a wedge.”
Georgie filed that away mentally with a smile and disappeared into the shadows of the bar.
“Very particular drink order,” Shaddon observed.
“Life’s too short for improper garnishes,” I said. “Much like it’s too short for vague texts from law enforcement.”
“Would you have preferred a formal summons?”
“I’d have preferred any information at all. ‘Update’ could mean you’ve arrested someone or you’ve found my fingerprints all over the murder weapon.”
One brow cocked. “If I’d found your fingerprints on the murder weapon, this would be a very different conversation.”
I laughed. “So, you mentioned updates?”
“We’ve been going through the documents found in Claudia Jones’s possession.”
“And?” I prompted.
“They appear to be investment portfolios. Your husband’s clients.”
“Anything interesting?”
“Not yet.” He took a slow sip of his whiskey. “The documents only show summary reports. We’ve had to issue a court order to Harrington Capital for complete records.”
“Have they been cooperative? Harrington Capital?”
“About as cooperative as you’d expect from a financial institution protecting wealthy clients. Which is to say, they’re creatively interpreting the scope of our warrant while their lawyers work overtime.”
“So you have nothing concrete.”
His eyes captured mine, held them hostage. “I didn’t say that.”
Had they always been that particular shade of blue? A winter sky just before snow. I’d been too busy suspecting him of suspecting me to notice.
“Ah, so you’re just not sharing anything concrete,” I said, grateful for the distraction when Georgie returned with my drink. I was a potential suspect, not a potential date.
I took a sip, appreciating the sharp bite. The gin was top-shelf, and the lime slice was, indeed, whisper-thin.
“What do you have on Victor Harlow?”
Absolutely no reaction from him. “What makes you mention Mr. Harlow?”
“We had afternoon tea together. He seemed... tense.”
“You had tea with Victor Harlow.” His voice dropped lower, not quite a question. More like a growl.
“I did.” I traced a fingertip through the condensation on my glass. “Cucumber sandwiches, clotted cream, palpable hostility. All the traditional elements.”
He leaned forward. The dim lighting played the angles of his face in ways that were frankly unfair.
I blamed the gin for noticing.
“And you thought this was wise because...?”
“Because I’m stuck in a luxury resort where someone killed my husband and framed me for it.” I met his gaze head-on, refusing to flinch. “Forgive me for not sitting quietly with a jigsaw puzzle while I wait for the next corpse.”
He swirled his whiskey, ice cubes clinking against crystal. “What did you discuss with Harlow?”
“The weather. The quality of the scones. Whether or not he murdered my husband over financial losses.”
Shaddon choked on his drink. “You didn’t.”
“Not in those exact words. I was much more subtle.”
“I’m sure.” His tone suggested otherwise. “And his response?”
“He left in a hurry after implying I should mind my own business if I know what’s good for me.”
Shaddon wasn’t impressed. “That could be interpreted as a threat.”
“I did manage to interpret it that way, yes. My advanced degree in Obvious Intimidation Techniques came in handy.”
“Mrs. Valcon—”
“Eve, please. We’ve progressed to evening drinks and thinly veiled threats from suspects. I think we can manage first names.”
“Eve.” The way he said my name, testing it, like tasting a new wine, sent an unwarranted shiver down my spine.
Unwarranted and unwelcome. Developing an attraction to the detective investigating your husband’s murder?
I’d seen that Lifetime movie. It doesn’t end well.
“I need you to stop antagonizing potential suspects,” he continued.
“You admit Victor Harlow a suspect, then?” I tried to sound brisk and aloof, but my voice came out with an undertone of “gotcha” that would make a tabloid journalist proud.
Shaddon sighed. “Everyone with a connection to your husband is a person of interest. Including you.”
“I did not kill my husband.” Amazing how many times I’d had to say that recently. I should get it printed on business cards.
“The investigation follows the evidence wherever it leads.”
“That’s an impressively non-committal answer. Do they teach that at detective school? Was there a whole module on ‘Vague Statements That Sound Official But Say Nothing’?”
His face softened, ice thawing at the edges. “Look, I understand your frustration. But inserting yourself into the investigation could compromise evidence or, worse, put you in danger.”
I wouldn’t need to insert myself into his investigation if he crossed me off his list of usual suspects. I didn’t say that. Instead I said, “Have you interviewed the Jorris men?”
“Benjamin and Harold? Yes, extensively.”
“And?”
“They claim minimal acquaintance with your husband through investment circles. Routine client relationship.”
I thought of the emails mentioning “J” threatening auditors. “Do you believe them?”
“What I believe is less important than what I can prove.” His voice had a low, melodic quality when he wasn’t being all Official Police Business.
“Which brings me back to my point,” he continued. “If you have information that could help the investigation—”
“I don’t.” The lie felt heavy on my tongue. “Just questions. And a healthy scepticism about coincidences.”
He studied me. “You’re holding something back.”
“Pot, kettle. You haven’t exactly been forthcoming with details yourself.”
“I’m a detective investigating a murder. You’re a material witness.”
“And prime suspect, apparently.”
“I didn’t say that.”
“You didn’t have to.”
We stared at each other across the table, an impasse reached over drinks and mutual distrust. And yes, fine, maybe there was that flutter when our eyes met that forced me to remind myself this was an investigation, not a date.
But that was just adrenaline and gin.
Nothing more.
“When can I return to my cabin?” I asked, abruptly changing the subject before my traitorous mind could wander further down that ill-advised path.
“Your cabin? The one where we found your husband’s body?”
“No, my holiday cabin in Mallorca. Yes, that cabin.”
He looked puzzled. “Why would you want to go back there?”
Why did I want to return to the scene of my husband’s murder?
I’ll tell you why. My Lakeside Retreat cabin featured a private deck with a state-of-the-art hot tub—one of those fancy Japanese-inspired contraptions with more buttons than the cockpit of a Boeing 747.
Surely enough time had passed for me to reclaim my spa amenities? After all, I was technically paying for them. Well, Alex was. Or rather, his fraudulently obtained millions were.
God, what a mess.
“Because it’s where I’m staying,” I said stubbornly, refusing to admit to hot tub fantasies.
Shaddon considered this, head cocked to one side. I absolutely did not notice how the gesture emphasized his jawline. “The forensics team has finished processing the scene. It shouldn’t be long now. I’ll let you know.”
Brilliant!
“What happens next?” I asked. “With the investigation.”
“The court order should yield more detailed financial records. We’re also running forensic tests on items found in your husband’s possession.”
“Such as?”
“His phone. The flask. Trace evidence from his clothing.”
“Has Claudia been cooperative?” I couldn’t help the edge that crept into my voice.
Shaddon hesitated. “Ms. Jones has been selective in her recollections.”
“You mean she’s lying.”
“I mean her statements contain inconsistencies we’re working to resolve.”
“What was she doing with Alex’s financial documents?”
“Ms. Jones was your husband’s PA. She claims she was protecting client confidentiality and had every intention of returning the files to Harrington Capital.”
“Huh.” I took another sip of my gin and tonic. “Has she mentioned why they used a fake name for Alex when checking in?”
“How did you know about that?”
“Resort gossip. Apparently, he checked in as ‘John Jones.’“
Shaddon’s eyes narrowed at me. “Resort staff shouldn’t be discussing details of the investigation.”
“People talk. Especially when someone turns up dead in a luxury spa.” I tilted my head. “So why the alias?”
“Ms. Jones claims it was to avoid attracting attention while they waited to approach you.”
“And you believe that?”
“I believe it’s consistent with someone planning a difficult conversation with an estranged spouse. I also believe there may be additional motives she hasn’t disclosed.”
The logs in the fireplace shifted, sending a shower of sparks up the chimney. In the flickering light, Shaddon looked tired—the kind of bone-deep exhaustion that comes from carrying too many unsolved questions.
It made him look human in a way that was headed back to dangerously appealing. I reminded myself firmly that attraction to the man who might arrest me was both idiotic and cliché.
“For what it’s worth,” I said, “I don’t believe Claudia and Alex came here for me.”
“What makes you say that?”
I chose my words with care. “It’s just a feeling. The timing, the circumstances... it feels like Alex was running from something, not just seeking a reconciliation.”
Shaddon studied me. “And what do you think that ‘something’ might be?”
I shrugged. “If I knew that, I’d probably know who killed him.”
“Fair point.” He finished his drink and set the glass down. “I should go. Reports to file, evidence to review.”
“The glamorous life of a detective.”
“Hardly glamorous. But necessary.” He stood, straightening his slightly rumpled jacket. “Thank you for meeting me, Mrs. Val—Eve.”
“Thank you for the update, minimal as it was.”
He smiled then, a real smile that transformed his face. “Be careful. Whoever killed your husband is still out there. And they’ve already demonstrated a willingness to involve you in their plans.”
“I’ll lock my doors,” I promised. “And I won’t invite any more suspicious financial advisors for tea.”
His lips twitched. “See that you don’t.”
After he left, I remained at the table, nursing the rest of my drink and processing our conversation. Shaddon knew more than he was saying—about Victor Harlow, about the Jorris men, about Alex’s financial dealings. But he was keeping his cards close.
Fine. So was I.
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Finding Old Pat the following afternoon proved more challenging than expected. For a man in his seventies, he moved with the elusive quality of a fox—glimpsed briefly across the immaculate lawns before disappearing behind hedgerows or into garden sheds.
I spent nearly an hour wandering the grounds, following vague directions from various staff members:
“Oh, Pat? Try the rose garden.”
“Pat was heading toward the greenhouse last I saw.”
“Check the tool shed by the east boundary.”
At this rate, I’d need to distribute “Wanted” posters with his face on them.
The October afternoon was growing dim, that English darkness that creeps up around four o’clock and makes you question why you didn’t choose a luxury spa abroad.
Mist rose from the lake in ghostly tendrils, and somewhere in the distance, a bird called mournfully, possibly announcing my complete failure at tracking down one elderly gardener.
Finally, I spotted movement near the boathouse. A stooped figure in a weathered flat cap, methodically coiling rope on the wooden dock. Just as Merry had predicted.
The boathouse was a synonym for “aging lakeside structure.” Weathered timber turned silver-grey from decades of Lake District rain, a pitched roof missing the occasional slate, that sort of thing. If this was the ‘new’ boathouse, I’d hate to see the condition of the old boathouse.
I approached cautiously, trying not to startle him. “Mr. Peters?”
He turned slowly, no surprise on his well-loved face, just that patient look of someone who’s watched the seasons change enough times to know everything arrives eventually.
“Mrs. Valcon.” His voice had that rich, regional burr that television producers spend fortunes trying to recreate for period dramas. “Been wonderin’ when you’d find your way down here.”
While he spoke, his hands continued coiling that rope with remarkable efficiency.
Hands tell you everything about a person, my father used to say. Pat’s looked like they’d been having intense conversations with the earth for seven decades straight and had the battle scars to prove it.
“You were expecting me?”
“Folk who find bodies tend to come lookin’ for answers eventually.” He secured the last of the rope and straightened, joints audibly protesting. “Especially when the police aren’t giving any.”
Fair point.
“Marigold Atkins suggested I might speak with you,” I ventured.
“Did she now?” His expression revealed nothing. “And what else did Merry have to say?”
“She mentioned moonflowers.”
The effect was immediate. His shoulders straightened (as much as seventy-something-year-old shoulders that have spent decades hunched over gardens can straighten), and his faded blue eyes clicked into focus.
You know that moment when you realize you’ve accidentally stumbled into the right conversation? That.
“Moonflowers, is it?” He gestured toward the boathouse door. “Best come inside then. Weather’s turning.”
The interior was orderly, rows of oars hung on wall brackets, life vests stacked neatly on shelves, and various boating equipment. A small potbelly stove provided warmth in one corner, and two mismatched chairs faced each other beside it.
“Sit,” he instructed, moving to put a kettle on the stove. “Can’t have a proper chat without tea.”
I obeyed, wondering how many secrets this tiny boathouse had witnessed over the years. It had the feeling of a confessional. Isolated, intimate, somewhat intimidating.
“So,” Pat said as he measured tea leaves into a battered metal pot, “you’ve got questions about your husband.”
“Yes. About the night he died.”
“Figured as much.” He nodded sagely. “Police want facts. Family wants truth. Rarely the same thing.”
“Moonflowers only bloom at night,” he said, making conversation while we waited for the water to boil. “Most folks never see ‘em open. But if you know when to watch...”
“And you watch at night?” I prompted.
“Been an insomniac since the army. Doctor says it’s age. I say it’s habit.” He shrugged. “Either way, I see things others don’t.”
“Like what happens at the resort after dark?”
His eyes twinkled. “Resort has a different life after sunset. Staff relaxes. Guests get loose-tongued. Secrets start walkin’ about, thinking nobody’s watching.”
I leaned forward. “Did you see my husband the night he died?”
The kettle whistled, and Pat poured. He passed me a chipped enamel mug and settled into the chair opposite mine.
“Saw a man matching his description, yes. Coming from the direction of the village around eleven. Walkin’ purposeful, like he had an appointment.”
“Eleven?” I frowned. “Claudia claimed they argued earlier that evening—that he went for a walk to clear his head. He went all the way to the village at that time of night?”
“Can only tell you what these old eyes saw,” he said after a contemplative sip. “Man that looked like our husband, coming along the lakeside path from Rosewick direction.”
“Did he meet anyone?”
“Not that I saw.” Pat’s gaze drifted toward the window, where darkness had fully settled over the lake. “But there’s a blind spot between here and the east gardens. Someone could’ve been waiting there.”
“What about Claudia Jones? Did you see her that night?”
“The blonde?” He nodded. “Earlier in the evening. Pacing by the water’s edge, checking her watch every few minutes. Nervous-like. Then the Jorris men showed up.”
I nearly spilled my tea. “The Jorris men met Claudia? That night?”
“Near enough to this spot.” Pat gestured vaguely toward the lake. “Had themselves a discussion, alright. Couldn’t hear the words, but the body language was clear enough. Disagreement of some kind.”
My mind raced. Claudia had never mentioned meeting with Benjamin and Harold Jorris the night Alex died. Neither had DI Shaddon. Which meant either the police didn’t know, or they weren’t sharing that particular detail with me.
“What time was this meeting?”
“Just after seven, maybe half past.”
Claudia had met with the Jorris men at seven-thirty, then supposedly argued with Alex later that evening, and then Alex was seen coming from the village at eleven...
“There’s another thing you should know,” Pat said. “Your husband didn’t arrive with Ms. Jones.”
I blinked at him. “What?”
“She checked in the day before he showed up.” Pat took another sip of tea. “I remember because I was fixing a broken trellis near reception when she arrived. Very particular about her room assignment. Wanted a specific view.”
This contradicted Claudia’s story, that they’d come to Luna Mare together to find me, to discuss divorce arrangements. Which I already knew was bogus. But I’d still assumed Alex and Claudia had arrived together.
“Are you certain?” I asked Pat.
“These eyes may be old, Mrs. Valcon, but they don’t miss much. Especially not when it comes to comings and goings.” He tapped his temple. “And this memory still works well enough.”
I sat back, processing this new information. “Did you mention any of this to the police?”
“Detective Inspector asked his questions. I gave him straight answers.” Pat’s face might as well have been carved from the same weathered stone as the boathouse walls, impossible to read and probably hiding at least three centuries of secrets. “Whether he asked the right questions, that’s another matter.”
I’m guessing Shaddon hadn’t thought to ask Pat about arrivals and departures, or about midnight meetings by the boathouse.
“Do you think—” I hesitated, unsure how to phrase it. “Could someone have been watching my husband? Following him back from the village?”
“Wouldn’t surprise me,” Pat replied thoughtfully. “This place has more watchin’ spots than it has daisies in spring.”
“Watching spots?”
He set down his mug and leaned forward. “Luna Mare wasn’t always a fancy spa, you know. Victorian mansion built by a paranoid cotton mill owner. Man was convinced his business rivals were trying to steal his secrets.”
“So he built watching spots?”
“Hidden passages. Observation points. Ways to move about unseen.” Pat gestured at the walls around us. “Even this boathouse connects to a tunnel that leads back to the main building. Used to be for moving supplies during bad weather.”
I stared at him. “There are secret tunnels under the resort?”
“Not secret so much as forgotten. Most guests these days are too busy with their mud wraps and champagne baths to wonder about what’s beneath their feet.” His lips pressed into a grim smile. “But those who know where to look can see a lot without being seen themselves.”
If there were hidden passages throughout Luna Mare, someone could have been watching Alex—watching all of us—without anyone knowing.
“Are these passages still accessible?”
“Some. Others have collapsed or been sealed over the years. Gabriel had a few blocked when he renovated, for safety reasons.” Pat studied me. “Why? Thinking of doing some exploring?”
“No, just...” I wasn’t sure what I was thinking. “Secret tunnels? It just seems a bit much.”
“There’s history in these grounds,” he said. “Not just the building’s. People’s. The village’s. Some of it buried deeper than others.”
Well, that wasn’t ominous, was it?
He rose stiffly, taking my empty mug.
“Mind your step on the path back,” he advised, signalling this conversation was done. “Gets slippery this time of evening.”
Facts rattled inside my head as I stood and moved toward the door in a slight daze.
Alex arriving separately from Claudia. His late night visit to the village. The Jorris men meeting Claudia at the lakeside. Oh, and don’t let’s forget the secret passages running throughout the property.
“And Mrs. Valcon?” Pat was at the stove now, adding another small log to the fire. “The Jorris men have been watching the old boathouse. Might want to take the east path back to the main building. Less exposed.”
The thought of being watched made my skin crawl. “Thank you, Mr. Peters.”
“Pat,” he corrected. “Everyone calls me Pat.”
I paused at the door. “One more thing. Moonflowers. What does that mean? When I mentioned it, you changed completely.”
A ghost of a smile crossed his weathered face. “Means Merry trusts you. And Merry doesn’t trust easily.” He touched the brim of his cap. “That’s worth knowing in itself.”
Outside, darkness had swallowed the grounds whole. The path back resembled something from a low-budget horror film.
Fantastic.
I took Pat’s advice and hugged the eastern route, sticking to the hedgerows like they were my only friends in the world.
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I’d barely made it halfway along the east path when a twig snapped somewhere to my left, sending my heart into gymnastics I didn’t know it was capable of.
I froze. The resort’s lights glimmered in the distance, deceptively close yet impossibly far, a lighthouse to a drowning swimmer. Visible but useless.
Another rustle. Closer this time.
Right. Options. Run screaming toward the main building? Throw myself into the lake and hope for the best? Play dead like they tell you to do with bears? (Did they have bears in the Lake District? Probably not, but my panic-addled brain wasn’t operating on logic at this point.)
I opted for the sophisticated defence mechanism of fumbling for my phone while making small whimpering noises.
“Eve?”
My phone went flying as I leapt six feet in the air (no exaggeration) and let rip a banshee scream from the depths of my soul. I landed spectacularly on my backside in what I hoped wasn’t mud but definitely wasn’t dry grass.
And there, looking down at me with an expression hovering between alarm and amusement, stood Gabriel Warwick, resort owner and apparently part-time heart attack delivery service.
“WHAT IS WRONG WITH YOU?” I screeched, clutching my chest where my heart was attempting to punch its way out of my ribcage. “Do you just lurk in hedgerows waiting to terrify people to death? Is this some kind of twisted guest experience I didn’t read about in the brochure?”
Gabriel crouched down, extending his hand. “I’m terribly sorry. Are you hurt?”
“Only my dignity, which is currently scattered across the Lake District.” I batted away his hand and scrambled to my feet, mud-caked and trembling. “Seriously, normal people announce themselves from a distance. They don’t just materialize like some sort of spa-owning phantom!”
“Apologies,” he said, not sounding the least bit apologetic. “I didn’t expect to find anyone on this path at this hour.”
That made two of us.
“My phone—I dropped it when you scared the living daylights out of me!” I spun in a circle, squinting at the dark ground.
“This phone?” Gabriel held out my iPhone, its screen mercifully un-cracked.
How had he done that?
“How did you—” I reached for it, fingers brushing against his.
A hint of a smile played at the corner of his mouth. “I have quick reflexes.”
Superhuman, more like. The man must have caught it mid-air before I’d even finished screaming. Either that or he’d employed some sort of dark resort-owner magic.
I clutched my phone protectively, brushing dirt from its case. “Yes, well. Thanks for that, at least.”
“You’re welcome.”
“What are you doing out here?” I demanded, my voice embarrassingly unsteady.
“I could ask you the same question.”
I gestured vaguely. “I was at the boathouse.”
Gabriel’s gaze shifted toward the lake. “Which boathouse?”
“Where the boats are kept. I was talking to Pat. Your groundskeeper.” I watched his face closely as I played dumb. “Is there another boathouse I should know about?”
“No,” he lied smoothly. His eyes, impossibly green even in the darkness, studied me with unsettling intensity. “It’s not safe to wander the grounds alone at night, Eve.”
“It wasn’t this dark when I went to find him,” I said defensively. “Time got away from me.”
“Shall we?” Gabriel offered his arm. “I’ll escort you back to the main building.”
I stared at that proffered arm like it might be radioactive. No one, not a single male in the history of my life, had ever offered me his arm.
Oh, what the hell.
I slipped my arm through his, and—sweet merciful heavens! Through the ridiculously luxurious touch of his wool coat (the kind of wool that’s probably harvested from special alpine sheep that listen to classical music and receive weekly massages), I could feel the solid contours of his arm. Actual muscle. Not the kind men get from occasional weekend tennis, but the kind that comes from... I don’t know, wrestling bears? Climbing mountains? Running a mysterious luxury resort with secret tunnels?
And because that wasn’t enough, he also smelled entirely too good, intoxicating. If “enigmatic man in a forest at midnight” had a scent, this would be it.
Inconvenient attraction? Party of one, your table is ready.
We walked in silence for a moment, my thoughts racing. Gabriel Warwick was an enigma wrapped in a riddle.
“Pat mentioned there are tunnels beneath the resort,” I said casually. “From when it was a private mansion.”
His stride didn’t falter. “The old owner was apparently rather eccentric. Most of those passages have been sealed off during renovations. Safety hazards.”
“Most of them?”
Gabriel glanced at me, a smile tugging at his strong mouth. “You ask a lot of questions for someone who came here for relaxation.”
“Finding your husband murdered in your bed tends to redirect your vacation goals.”
“Fair point.” His smile faded. “I am sorry about what happened, Eve. Luna Mare is meant to be a sanctuary.”
“Not your fault some killer decided to use my bed as a dumping ground.”
We crested a small rise, bringing the main building into full view. Lights glowed from windows, promising warmth and safety.
Gabriel slowed our pace. “May I offer some advice?”
“Does it involve not poking around secret tunnels and questioning murder suspects over teatime?”
“Something like that.” He chuckled at that, a surprisingly rich, warm sound. “I’m merely suggesting caution. Detective Inspector Shaddon is quite capable. Perhaps leave the investigation to him.”
“While I sit around waiting to be arrested?” I shook my head. “Not really my style.”
“I’ve noticed.” Was that admiration in his voice?
We reached the terrace doors that led into the main lounge. Gabriel stepped back, releasing my arm.
The sudden absence of his warmth was oddly disappointing.
“Thank you for, um, walking me back,” I said, suddenly awkward.
“Any time.” His eyes held mine for a beat. “Good night, Eve.”
He turned to leave.
“Why were you out there, Gabriel?”
He paused, his back to me. “I enjoy a stroll before dinner.”
Before I could respond, he melted into the shadows. It was as if he’d never been there at all.
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I dreamt of tunnels that night. Dark, winding passages beneath Luna Mare where shadowy figures followed me, always just around the next corner. I’d turn to confront them, only to find Gabriel watching with those impossibly green eyes, finger pressed to his lips. Shhh. Not safe.
When I woke, sunlight was streaming through the curtains I’d forgotten to close, and something white had been slipped under my door.
Being the brave, fearless woman I am, I spent a full five minutes staring at that innocent rectangle of paper from my bed before summoning the courage to investigate. Look, when you’ve found one dead body, every unexpected item becomes a potential harbinger of doom.
It was a note, folded three times over, my name written in careful block capitals on the outside.
MEET ME IN THE GREENHOUSE. 10 AM.
No signature. Fantastic.
Obviously, the correct response to anonymous notes suggesting clandestine meetings in isolated locations is to alert the proper authorities and stay safely in public areas.
Obviously, I planned to do exactly the opposite.
I showered and dressed with care. Dark jeans and a navy cashmere sweater that looked casual enough but would also photograph well when they inevitably found my body sprawled among the orchids. (“She made poor life choices, but her outfit was impeccable.”)
The resort’s main restaurant was already buzzing with the breakfast crowd when I arrived, wellness tourists sipping green smoothies while scrolling through their phones, couples pretending the weekend away was fixing their marriages, solo travellers hiding behind magazines.
Olly spotted me immediately, waving from behind the chef’s station where he was artfully arranging some sort of avocado sculpture.
“You look like you’re attending a funeral,” he greeted me cheerfully. “Is it yours? Because that sweater is to die for.”
“Funny you should mention death.” I slid onto a stool at the counter and placed the note in front of him. “I received fan mail this morning.”
Olly’s eyebrows shot up as he read it. “Well, this isn’t ominous at all. Very serial killer chic.” He looked up, sliding the note back. “Please tell me you’re not planning to go?”
“Of course I am.”
“Eve!” He clutched his heart. “Have you learned nothing from literally every horror film ever made? The greenhouse is where people go to get impaled with garden shears!”
I signalled for coffee from a passing server. “You can’t seriously expect me to ignore a potential lead?”
“I expect you to value your continued existence!” Olly hissed, leaning closer. “Let me at least call DI Ruggedly Handsome to escort you.”
“Absolutely not.” The coffee arrived, and I wrapped my hands around the mug gratefully. “Shaddon already thinks I’m either guilty or delusional. If this turns out to be nothing, I’ll look even more desperate.”
“So your plan is to meet an anonymous note-sender alone in the greenhouse where no one can hear you scream?”
I grimaced. “When you put it that way...”
“At least let me come with you. I make an excellent human shield. Very squeamish, so I’d faint immediately, but I’d absorb at least one stab wound.”
“No,” I said firmly. “If you’re with me, whoever sent this might not show.”
Olly studied me for a moment. “Fine. But if you’re not back in thirty minutes, I’m calling in the cavalry. And by cavalry, I mean every member of staff with access to anything remotely weapon-like.”
“Deal.” I checked my watch. Nine forty-five. “Better finish my coffee. I have a sinister rendezvous to keep.”
“At least have some actual breakfast first,” Olly insisted, sliding a plate of pastries toward me. “Last meals should always include carbs.”
“You’re not helping.”
“I rarely do.”
Luna Mare’s greenhouse was tucked into the eastern corner of the grounds where it could misbehave out of sight. While the main gardens were rigorously maintained with artistic topiary and colour-coordinated flower beds, the greenhouse had clearly declared independence from the oppressive order.
I arrived ten on the dot, cursing my ridiculous punctuality. Being early for your own potential murder seems like adding insult to injury.
Inside was botanical anarchy. Exotic orchids with their obscenely suggestive shapes lounged next to meek rosemary and thyme destined for Olly’s kitchen. Climbing vines launched ambitious expeditions toward the glass ceiling, creating a jungle canopy overhead.
The place appeared empty at first glance, just sunlight filtered through decades of imperfect glass and the air thick with soil, growth, and quiet green plotting.
“Hello?” I called, immediately regretting it. Why announce my presence? Why not at least try to maintain the element of surprise?
No response. Just the soft drip of condensation from leaves.
I moved deeper into the greenhouse, past tables of seedlings and hanging baskets overflowing with trailing vines. The central path branched into smaller walkways, creating a miniature maze of greenery.
A rustling sound behind a stand of towering bamboo sent my heart galloping.
“Who’s there?” I demanded, grabbing the nearest object and holding it up as a weapon. Great. The world’s smallest trowel.
More rustling, then a figure stepped out from behind the bamboo.
Not the ghost of my dead husband. Not Gabriel with his mysterious appearances. Not even DI Shaddon come to catch me in yet another questionable activity.
It was Jonny, the resort’s chauffeur, looking distinctly uncomfortable in his pressed uniform.
“Mrs. Valcon,” he said stiffly. “Good morning.”
“Jonny?” I lowered my gardening weapon, confused. “Did you send me the note?”
“Note?” He blinked. “No, ma’am. I was just... checking the, uh, specimens. For transport. Later today.”
If there was a worse liar in the United Kingdom, I had yet to meet them. His gaze kept darting around the greenhouse.
“You don’t work in the garden department,” I pointed out.
“Cross-training,” he replied instantly, then seemed to regret the words as soon as they left his mouth.
I narrowed my eyes. “Did Olly send you?”
The flush that spread across his features was answer enough.
“That meddling, overprotective—” I broke off. “He asked you to watch over me, didn’t he?”
Jonny’s ramrod posture softened in defeat. “He might have mentioned you were meeting someone potentially concerning and suggested I happen to be in the vicinity. For, er, emergency transportation purposes.”
“Emergency transportation?”
“His exact words were ‘in case she needs a getaway driver after stabbing someone with a trowel.’“
Despite everything, I felt a rush of affection for Olly. Annoying as his methods were, his heart was in the right place.
“Well, you can stand down,” I told Jonny. “It seems whoever sent the note isn’t—”
“Mrs. Valcon.”
The voice came from behind a large display of tropical foliage. Victor Harlow stepped into view, looking expensively miserable in his tailored suit.
“Mr. Harlow.” I gripped my trowel tighter. “You sent the note?”
He eyed Jonny with obvious suspicion. “I requested a private meeting.”
“And I respect privacy,” Jonny replied smoothly, not moving an inch. “I’ll just be over by these fascinating... plants.”
Victor’s jaw tightened, but he apparently decided this battle wasn’t worth fighting. He turned back to me. “Is there somewhere we might speak? Somewhere less exposed?”
The greenhouse had a small seating area near the back, surrounded by palm fronds and ferns.
“This way,” I said, leading him toward it while subtly signalling Jonny to keep his distance but stay within earshot.
We settled onto a wrought iron bench, an arrangement of exotic flowers between us.
“You left rather abruptly yesterday,” I began, deciding attack was the best defence. “Something I said?”
“You know perfectly well what you said.” Victor’s voice was low, seething. “You accused me of murdering your husband.”
“I don’t recall using the word ‘murder’ at any point during our tea.”
“Implication is more than sufficient.” He straightened his cuffs. “However, after our conversation, I realized two things. First, that you know far more about your husband’s financial activities than you initially let on.”
I kept my expression neutral. “And second?”
“That you may be more involved than I suspected.”
Wait, what?
“Involved?” I echoed. “In what, exactly?”
“In your husband’s schemes.” Victor looked at me like I was a particularly disappointing investment. “Perhaps even in his death.”
I laughed, a short, sharp sound. “Now who’s making murder accusations over garden benches?”
“It’s a logical conclusion,” he insisted. “You discover your husband’s infidelity. You flee to an isolated resort. His mistress inconveniently appears. Then he’s found dead in your bed while you’re unconscious from sleeping pills.”
“That’s not—”
“And now,” he continued, “you’re asking pointed questions about his business dealings. About me specifically. About the Jorris men. Almost as if you’re building a case against everyone but yourself.”
My grip tightened on the trowel still in my lap. “I’m just trying to figure out who killed my husband.”
“Or perhaps you’re trying to frame someone else for what you did.”
I stared at him, genuinely baffled. “If I killed Alex, why would I draw attention to his financial dealings? Wouldn’t I want that to stay buried?”
Doubt crept into his gaze. “Unless you’re creating misdirection. A complex plot to distract from the simple truth.”
“The simple truth is that I didn’t kill him,” I said firmly. “And I’m starting to think you know more than you’re admitting. Why else send cryptic notes for greenhouse meetings?”
He was silent for a long moment, studying me.
“I hired a private investigator,” he said finally. “To follow Alex when I became suspicious about my investments.”
Now we were getting somewhere. “That’s how you ended up at Luna Mare. You followed him here.”
He nodded. “The investigator tracked Alex to Luna Mare. I checked in the day after he arrived.”
I thought back of the data/soul collector from Yoga, what seemed like a lifetime ago now. “Let me guess. Gregory Phillips?”
“He’s staying close in case I need him.”
“What did your investigator discover?”
“Not enough.” Victor ran a hand through his silver hair, the first genuinely human gesture I’d seen from him. “Nothing concrete enough to prove fraud.”
“You believe Alex knowingly committed fraud?”
“What else explains returns that were too good to be true, followed by impossible-to-reach account managers and mysterious ‘processing errors’ when large withdrawals were requested?” Victor’s mouth twisted bitterly. “Classic signs, all of them. I should have recognized them sooner.”
His eyes suddenly narrowed, focusing on me with an intensity that made me shift uncomfortably. “But you know all this already, don’t you? That’s how you knew about the millions I’ve invested and my financial ruin.”
“I—”
“Don’t insult my intelligence,” he snapped. “The specificity of your knowledge is damning. You weren’t just Alex’s clueless wife. You were his partner.”
I almost choked. “His partner? In what, exactly?”
“His Ponzi scheme. In whatever fraudulent shenanigans you two concocted to steal my money and the money of countless others.” His voice had taken on a dangerous edge. “What was the plan? Stage a marital crisis, fake his death, and run off with the proceeds? Except it went wrong somewhere, didn’t it? He actually died.”
“That’s completely insane,” I protested, feeling the surreal sensation that I’d stumbled into someone else’s nightmare. “I found out about Alex’s affair and came here to get away from him. That’s it!”
“Right, the affair, that’s where it went wrong. That’s why Alex had to die.”
“I had nothing to do with Alex’s portfolio management or mismanagement or whatever you’re calling it.”
“Ponzi scheme, and it’s too late to play the innocent wife. You know details about his financial dealings that no innocent bystander could possibly know.” He leaned in menacingly. “Where is my money, Mrs. Valcon?”
“I don’t have your money!” My voice rose despite my effort to stay calm. “I didn’t even know about any of this until after Alex died! And why didn’t you go to the police when you suspected fraud”
The look he gave me was withering. “Some of the investments Alex managed for me were part of a tax minimization structure that, while not technically illegal, would invite unwelcome scrutiny.”
Tax avoidance that probably skirted the edge of the law.
“So instead of risking tax investigations, you decided to confront him yourself,” I concluded. “Here at Luna Mare.”
“I intended to,” Victor admitted. “I was gathering evidence, planning my approach. Then he turned up dead in your bed.”
I absorbed this, the pieces slowly clicking together. “That’s why you looked so stressed in yoga. You were watching your millions disappear while trying to build a case.”
“Twenty-three million, to be precise.” The number hung in the air between us, staggering in its magnitude. “And I want it back.”
“I don’t have it!”
“Then where is it?” His voice was deadly quiet now. “Did you kill him for cheating and decide to take the money as additional compensation? Or was that the plan all along—get rid of Alex and disappear with everyone’s investments?”
“This is absurd—”
“Return my money,” he cut me off, “or I go to the police with what I know about you.”
I stared at him incredulously. “Go ahead. Call them right now.”
Victor’s jaw tightened.
“Exactly,” I snorted. “You’ve just admitted to tax evasion and withholding information in a murder investigation. While I may be DI Shaddon’s prime suspect, at least I’ve been cooperating with the police.”
His eyes narrowed to slits, a vein pulsing at his temple. For a moment, I wondered if I’d pushed too far.
“You’re making a dangerous enemy, Mrs. Valcon.”
“I already have a dangerous enemy,” I replied. “The person who killed my husband and framed me for it. Why not give me something useful. Like the Jorris men. Where do they fit in?”
Victor’s eyes narrowed. “You would know more about that than me.”
There it was again, the accusation that I’d colluded with my criminal husband.
I decided honesty, or my version of it, was my best approach. “I overheard conversations. It doesn’t take a financial genius to connect the dots. That’s all I know.”
“Benjamin Jorris lost nearly fifteen million,” Victor said slowly. “Harold, his son, another eight. We’re not the only ones, either. There are at least four other major investors I’ve identified who were most certainly caught in the same scheme.”
I’d seen the Jorris account and could testify that those figures were way overinflated. Either Victor was lying, or someone had lied to him.
It was still close to thirty million, though, just between Victor and the Jorris men. How big was this fraud? And how had Alex, who struggled to organize our wedding seating chart, orchestrated something this elaborate?
“You have two days.” Victor stood abruptly, adjusting his already straight cuffs. “Two days to get me my money, Mrs. Valcon.”
Bah, what’s one more threat?
As he turned to leave, a thought struck me.
“Victor,” I called after him. “The night Alex died. Where were you?”
He paused, looking back over his shoulder. “I’ve given my statement to the police.”
With that, he was gone, leaving me sitting among the tropical flowers with a gardening trowel and far more questions than answers.
Jonny stepped out from around a robust fern. “Everything all right, Mrs. Valcon?”
“Not remotely,” I replied, standing up. “But I’m still alive, which exceeds my morning expectations.”
I handed him the trowel, which he accepted with bewilderment.
“Let’s get back,” I said. “I need to think, and Olly is probably organizing a search party by now, complete with bloodhounds and flare guns.”
As we walked back through the greenhouse, my mind was racing. Alex hadn’t been working alone. He hadn’t made a bad judgement call with his investments, he’d been running a real life, actual Ponzi scheme. Before his death, the scheme had fractured. Investors were getting suspicious.
Victor, the Jorris men, who knew how many others—all with millions of reasons to want Alex silenced before he could implicate them in tax schemes or disappear with their money.
And another thing.
Was Alex really the brain behind this elaborate scheme, or was he working with someone.
If so, I needed to find his partner.
But first, I had a chef to thank for sending in backup, even if his methods were as subtle as a sledgehammer.
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I found Olly in the kitchen, surrounded by four sous chefs chopping vegetables in perfect harmony, steel knives flashing against wooden boards with a tac-tac-tac that reminded me of rain on windowpanes. The kitchen smelled of butter, herbs, and that special brand of barely-controlled chaos that follows Olly wherever he goes.
He stood at the stove, eyes closed, spoon hovering near his lips as he tasted a sauce. His face cycled through expressions like he was having a religious experience. Or possibly a minor stroke.
“Should I leave you two alone?” I asked, leaning against the doorframe.
Olly’s eyes flew open. “Eve! You’re alive!”
He thrust the sauce spoon at a nearby chef and rushed over, patting me down for wounds. “No blood? No signs of struggle? Did you actually go to the greenhouse?”
I swatted his hands away. “Yes, I went to the greenhouse, where I encountered your backup plan named Jonny, who tried to convince me he was ‘cross-training’ in horticulture.”
“In my defence,” Olly said, steering me toward a corner of the kitchen, “Jonny volunteered. He has a soft spot for damsels who find bodies in their beds.”
“I’m not a damsel.”
“No, you’re a woman with a death wish who meets anonymous note-senders in isolated locations.” He wiped his hands on his apron. “So? Who was it? Serial killer? Ghost of your husband? That owner who stalks the grounds like he’s auditioning for Heathcliff?”
“Victor Harlow.”
Olly’s face fell. “The investment guy? All that drama for a man who sends back his toast if it’s not cut at exactly forty-five-degree angles?”
“He threatened me.”
That got his attention. “Excuse me?”
I glanced around the kitchen bustle. “Is there somewhere private we can talk?”
“Jonathan!” he called to his sous chef as he untied his apron. “Take over the sauce reduction. If it separates, I’ll have your culinary degree revoked.”
He guided me toward an office tucked behind the pantry. “My domain. Where the magic happens.”
“The magic being...?”
“Menu planning, avoiding the health inspector, and stress napping.” He closed the door behind us. “Now spill. What did Investment Man want?”
The office was barely larger than a closet, though “office” seemed a generous term for what was essentially a repurposed pantry with aspirations. Every surface disappeared beneath teetering stacks of cookbooks and food magazines, many featuring Olly’s handwritten critiques in the margins. (“This man wouldn’t know proper risotto if it slapped him across the face!”)
Recipe notes scrawled on everything from proper stationery to cocktail napkins were pinned to a corkboard that had long ago surrendered to chaos. In the corner, an espresso machine hummed, the only organized entity in the room.
I sank into the visitor chair. “Victor thinks I was Alex’s partner in a massive financial fraud.”
For a split second, Olly looked like one of those Renaissance paintings where someone’s just been told they’re about to be beheaded.
Then, slowly, his eyes widened until I could see white all around his irises. “Were you?”
“No!” I huffed. “But apparently Alex was running a Ponzi scheme that’s left Victor twenty-three million pounds lighter. He thinks I know where the money is and has given me two days to return it.”
“Or else?”
“Or else he goes to the police with his suspicions about me.”
Olly whistled low. “That’s not a small sum to misplace. Are you sure Alex was doing this?”
“Let me put it this way,” I replied coyly. “I may have gone on a late-night digital excavation through Alex’s accounts. You know, the kind of activity that would make cybersecurity experts clutch their pearls and mutter about prison sentences.”
I traced a coffee ring on his desk with my fingertip. “There were transactions that even my marketing-degree brain could flag as suspicious. Money sloshing between accounts, withdrawals and deposits that didn’t quite match. Classic Ponzi scheme stuff, now that Victor pointed it out, although I didn’t connect the dots at the time.”
“And Victor thinks you were in on it?”
I groaned and sank deeper into my chair. “I got cocky. I leaked financial details I shouldn’t have known. Rookie mistake.” I ran a hand through my hair, which probably now resembled a bird’s nest after a hurricane. “The real stinker? Victor won’t go to the police because his investments were wrapped up in some tax dodge. So instead, he’s threatening me.”
That’s what I get for playing detective. I should have stuck to solving the mystery of why hotel shampoo never works on my hair.
Olly perched on the edge of his desk. “So you have an angry millionaire who can’t go to the police but wants his money back immediately. That’s not scary at all.”
“That’s not even the most concerning part. There are others. The Jorris men lost millions as well. “
“The father-son duo who always eat separately but always appear in the dining room at the exact same time? Creepy pair.”
I leaned forward. “Olly, I need to thank you properly. Sending Jonny was intrusive and unnecessary...”
“But?”
“But I appreciate that you worried. Thank you for looking out for me.”
He waved it off, though I could tell he was pleased. “Someone has to keep you alive long enough to solve this mess. I’ve already planned the menu for your ‘Congratulations on Not Being Murdered or Arrested’ party.”
“Let me guess,” I snorted. “Death by chocolate for dessert?”
“Obviously. With tiny handcuffs made of spun sugar.” He grinned, then sobered. “Eve, these people you’re snooping around—they’ve already killed once. At least, one of them has.”
“I know.”
“Do you? Because you’re poking bears left and right.”
I thought of Gabriel’s warning the previous night.
“What choice do I have? Just sit around waiting to be arrested? Or worse, for the killer to decide I know too much?” I stood up, restless. “I can’t just do nothing.”
“There’s a wide spectrum between ‘nothing’ and ‘antagonizing millionaires in greenhouses,’ just saying.” Olly checked his watch. “Speaking of antagonizing people, Maddie at reception has been looking for you.”
“I should go see what she wants.”
“And I should get back before Jonathan turns my béarnaise into scrambled eggs.” He opened the door, then paused. “Eve? Promise me you’ll be careful?”
“I’m always careful.”
“Said the woman who confronted a financial fraudster with a trowel.”
“It was a very pointy trowel.” I looked around. “And how do you even know that?”
Olly tapped his nose and sauntered off.
Ten minutes later, I approached the reception desk where Maddie typed, her blonde ponytail bobbing with each keystroke. She looked up as I approached, her eyes widening.
“Mrs. Valcon! I’ve been trying to reach you.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “I have news.”
“About?”
She glanced around before sliding a key card across the counter. “Your original accommodation. It’s been cleared for reoccupation.”
I stared at the key card. “My cabin? Lakeside Retreat?”
She nodded. “DI Shaddon gave the approval this morning. The cabin has been cleaned and, um, restored.” She stumbled over the last word, clearly trying to avoid saying “sanitized of your husband’s dead body.”
I picked up the key card, oddly emotional. If DI Shaddon stood here right now, I’d kiss him. Not because I found him attractive, mind you. (Okay, maybe a little.) But because getting my lake view back was the first victory I’d had since arriving at Luna Mare.
“Thank you, Maddie.” I slipped the card into my pocket. “Is there anything I need to sign?”
She pushed a form across the polished counter. “Just confirming receipt of your key and acknowledging the, um, situation.”
The “situation.” How wonderfully British. Let’s not call it “returning to the scene where your philandering husband’s corpse was staged to frame you for murder.” That would be gauche.
As I signed my name, a thought occurred to me. “Maddie, you were working the day my husband checked in, weren’t you?”
She nodded, uncertainty crossing her face. “Yes, ma’am.”
“Did he check in alone?”
Her hands fluttered, rearranging pens that were already aligned. “I—I’m not sure I should discuss other guests...”
“It’s just that there seems to be some confusion about whether he arrived with Ms. Jones or separately.”
Maddie bit her lip. “Ms. Jones arrived first. The day before Mr. Valcon.”
So Pat’s information was correct. “But they did check into the same room? 204.”
“Oh, yes, they did.” Her voice dropped lower. “Ms. Jones specifically requested the East Wing, room 204. Said she needed the view for her work.”
“And did they seem... friendly when they were together?”
“No one seems to have seen much of them. They kept to their room, mostly.” Maddie’s cheeks flushed pink. “They, um, did argue in the lobby the evening before... before the incident. Not shouting, but intense. Ms. Jones seemed upset about what Mr. Valcon had or hadn’t done.”
Given what I now knew about the financial scheme, that argument could have been about anything—missing millions, suspicious investors, exit strategies.
“Thank you, Maddie. You’ve been very helpful.”
She nodded, still nervous. “Your cabin has been stocked with fresh linens and toiletries. And...” she hesitated, “they replaced the mattress.”
Small mercies.
“One last thing,” I said. “Do you remember if Mr. Valcon left the resort at any point?”
“Yes, actually. The night he... the last night. He asked for directions to The Tipsy Fox in the village.” Her brows drew together. “He seemed agitated.”
The Tipsy Fox. The village pub. So that’s where Alex had gone walking off to the night he died.
I thanked Maddie again and headed outside, key card clutched in my greedy hands.
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My Lakeside Retreat cabin, finally mine again.
I skipped down the path, key card clutched in my hand. Shallow? Perhaps. But after days in what was essentially hotel detention, albeit with Egyptian cotton sheets, I craved my spa amenities.
Let me be clear: this wasn’t just any hot tub. This was a Japanese-inspired wooden marvel with views across the misty lake. This was luxury that makes you question all your life choices leading up to this moment, wondering why you wasted so much time not being in a hot tub.
As I approached the cabin, I felt a curious mix of emotions. Relief at reclaiming my space. Unease at returning to where Alex had been found. And an undeniable surge of triumph that DI Shaddon had deemed me innocent enough to return to the scene of the crime.
Or desperate enough for suspects that he hoped I’d lure the real killer back.
Either way, I was getting my lake view back.
The cabin looked exactly as I’d left it, minus the dead husband. New mattress, as Maddie had promised. Fresh linens. No chalk outline on the floor, which would have been excessive, but you never know with crime scenes.
I spent a ridiculous amount of time inspecting every inch of the place, half expecting to find clues the police had missed. What I found instead was immaculate housekeeping and a welcome basket with a note from Merry expressing “sincere regrets for your inconvenience.”
I unpacked quickly, tossing my clothes into drawers with reckless abandon, and texted Olly to share the good news: Reclaimed my cabin. Hot tub celebration imminent.
His response came almost immediately: Enjoy your witch’s cauldron.
The man was nothing if not supportive.
Outside, the afternoon had turned into what passes for a nice day in the Lake District. Meaning the rain had lightened to a gentle mist and patches of actual sky were visible between clouds.
Perfect hot tub weather, as far as I was concerned.
I changed into my swimsuit, a navy one-piece that made me look like I was about to compete in team trials, but with less athletic ability and more emotional baggage.
Wrapping myself in one of Luna Mare’s absurdly plush robes, I headed for the deck.
The hot tub waited, steam rising from its surface with a pleasant aroma mixed into the air. Some sort of aromatic oil? The scent was cedar and citrus.
How thoughtful of the cleaning staff to add that special touch for my return.
I shed the robe, tested the water with my toes (gloriously warm), and slipped in with a sigh that was embarrassingly close to ecstasy.
Eyes closed, I sank deeper, letting the warm water ease my muscles.
The gentle humming of the jets provided a soothing white noise, almost by not quite drowning out the persistent voice in my head that kept reviewing clues and suspects.
Alex and Claudia arriving separately.
Victor Harlow and his missing millions.
The Jorris men and their suspicious behaviour and missing millions.
Gabriel and his midnight wanderings.
The water seemed to grow warmer, which I attributed to my body adjusting to the temperature. I shifted, reaching for the control panel to check the settings.
41°C. Warm, but not unusually so.
I closed my eyes again, trying to empty my mind. The whole point of a hot tub was relaxation, not mental crime boards.
A minute later, I felt it again. Definitely warmer. I opened my eyes, frowning at the digital display.
43°C.
That’s... odd.
I hadn’t touched the controls. Had I? Perhaps I’d accidentally bumped something.
The display flickered, then changed: 45°C.
Alarm bells started ringing in my head. I reached for the control panel again, but the temperature was climbing on its own. 47°C. 48°C.
This wasn’t right.
I tried the power button. Nothing happened. The water continued heating, now uncomfortably hot against my skin.
51°C.
Panic surged through me. I scrambled to the edge of the tub, my wet hands slipping on the wooden surround. I tried again, placing my hands down firmly on the wood to push myself up. They slipped immediately. I crashed back into the increasingly painful water with an undignified splash.
“No, no, no,” I gasped, trying again, my hands sliding uselessly against the polished wood. The water had reached 53°C now, my skin turning an alarming shade of lobster red.
The wooden edge was slick with oil—the same aromatic oil I’d smelled earlier. Not a thoughtful touch from housekeeping after all.
I threw my arms over the side, trying to hook my elbows around the edge instead of pushing with my hands. Pain seared through my legs and lower back as I hung there, half in and half out of the bubbling cauldron.
With a primal grunt, I finally managed to haul myself over the edge, landing in an ungraceful heap on the deck. My skin stung, flushed angry red from the overheated water, which continued bubbling behind me. The wooden surround glistened with the treacherous oil.
55°C.
Enough to cause third-degree burns with prolonged exposure.
I grabbed my robe with shaking hands, hastily pulling it around me as I stared at the tub in disbelief. The control panel continued to malfunction, temperature climbing to levels that would effectively poach a human being.
This wasn’t a random malfunction.
Someone had tampered with the hot tub.
Someone had tried to hurt me.
I fumbled for my phone, fingers trembling so badly I could barely dial. DI Shaddon’s number (which I definitely hadn’t programmed into my contacts, so how it got there remains a mystery), appeared on screen. I tapped it before I could think better of it.
He answered on the third ring. “Shaddon.”
“Someone tried to boil me alive,” I blurted out, my voice higher-pitched than usual.
A beat of silence. “Mrs. Valcon? Eve? Where are you?”
“My cabin. The hot tub. Someone’s tampered with it. The temperature kept rising automatically. I couldn’t turn it off.” I was babbling, shock setting in. “It’s at nearly 60 degrees now.”
“Are you hurt?”
“No. Yes. I don’t know. My skin’s very red.”
“Stay where you are. Lock the doors. I’m on my way.”
By the time Shaddon arrived, I’d changed into loose clothing and was pacing the cabin, alternating between shivering with shock and seething with fury. How dare someone try to turn me into human soup?
I yanked open the door at his knock, expecting to find him alone. Instead, he’d brought reinforcements: Sergeant Ackerran, Merry, and one of the resort’s maintenance staff.
“Show me,” was all Shaddon said.
I led them to the deck, where the hot tub continued its demonic behaviour. The temperature had finally maxed out at 65°C. Hot enough to serve tea.
The wooden surround still glistened with the oil that had trapped me inside.
Shaddon’s expression darkened as he took in the scene—the still-rising steam, the malfunctioning display, and the slick, oily residue around the edges. He touched the wooden surround, rubbing the substance between his fingers with a frown.
“Cut the power,” he ordered the maintenance man, who nodded and hurried off to find the cabin’s electrical panel.
Sergeant Ackerran pulled a small evidence kit from her pocket and collected a sample of the oil.
“When did you notice it malfunctioning?” Shaddon asked.
“About twenty minutes ago. I’d been in for maybe five minutes when I felt it getting warmer.” I wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly cold despite the lingering heat on my skin. “I tried the controls, but nothing worked. It was like it had been programmed to keep heating.”
“And this oil?” He gestured to the slick wooden surround.
“I noticed a pleasant aroma when I first arrived. I thought housekeeping had added it as a nice touch.” I shuddered. “It wasn’t until I tried to get out that I realized the entire edge had been coated. My hands kept slipping and I couldn’t pull myself out.”
Merry stepped forward. “My dear, I am so terribly sorry. This is unacceptable.”
“It wasn’t a malfunction,” I said flatly. “Someone tampered with it.”
Shaddon exchanged a look with Sergeant Ackerran. “We’ll need to examine the control system.”
“And all security footage of the area,” Ackerran added, already making notes.
The maintenance man returned, looking grim. “I’ve cut the power, but that’s not a standard malfunction. The safety protocols have been overridden. That takes technical knowledge.”
“Could it have been done remotely?” Shaddon asked.
“Possibly. These new Japanese models have WiFi connectivity for the resort app. But you’d need access to our network and the specific tub ID number.”
Which meant either a guest with exceptional hacking skills or a staff member with access to the system.
Shaddon turned to me. “You need to be examined by medical staff.”
“I’m fine—”
“You have visible burns, Eve.” His voice softened. “Please.”
The use of my first name, combined with that hint of concern, knocked the stubbornness right out of me.
“Fine.”
Within the hour, I’d been thoroughly checked over by Dr. Packell. First-degree burns across my lower back and legs, but nothing serious.
“You got out just in time,” he said gravely, applying a soothing gel to the affected areas.
Meanwhile, Shaddon had turned my cabin into an impromptu crime scene, with Sergeant Ackerran photographing the hot tub controls and collecting evidence from the deck.
When I returned from the medical centre, Merry was waiting in my cabin, perched elegantly on an armchair.
“We’re moving you to the main building again,” she announced. “The Lake View Suite has been prepared.”
“No,” I said firmly.
Her eyebrows rose fractionally. “I beg your pardon?”
“I’m not moving.” I sat on the sofa opposite her, wincing as my tender skin touched the fabric. “That’s exactly what they want.”
“They?”
“Whoever tried to boil me like a lobster.” I leaned forward. “This wasn’t random, Merry. Someone is targeting me because I’m getting too close to something.”
Her eyes remained fixed on mine. “All the more reason to move you to a more secure location.”
“If I leave, they win.” I looked around the cabin. “Besides, the hot tub is disabled, the cabin’s been thoroughly checked.”
Shaddon walked in from the deck. “We’re stationing an officer outside tonight.”
“There, you see?” I grimaced at Merry. “I’ll have my very own police protection.”
She didn’t smile back. “This isn’t a game, Eve.”
“Trust me, I’m keenly aware of that.” I touched my still-stinging shoulder. “But I refuse to be driven out of my space again.”
Merry and Shaddon exchanged one of those loaded looks adults give each other when a child is being obstinate but they can’t say so out loud.
“I’ll have Harald check the surroundings for any signs of tampering with other systems,” Merry relented.
Harald, the resort’s head groundskeeper. Right, I’d yet to meet him. The enigma with gardening shears, according to Olly.
“Thank you. I promise to report anything suspicious immediately.
Shaddon looked sceptical. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”
I looked appropriately offended. “I’ve told you everything about the hot tub incident.”
“Eve.” The way he said my name made it sound like a complete sentence. A mildly exasperated one. “Someone tried to harm you today. This isn’t random.”
“You think?” I couldn’t help the sarcasm.
“We need complete transparency.” His blue eyes held mine. “What else haven’t you told me?”
What a loaded question. Should I mention my midnight chat with Gabriel? The secret tunnels beneath the resort? Victor’s threats?
Merry saved me from answering by standing abruptly. “I should check on the security arrangements. Detective Inspector, a word outside?”
They stepped onto the deck, closing the door behind them. Through the glass, I could see them in serious conversation, Merry’s hands gesturing emphatically while Shaddon nodded.
What were they discussing? Me, obviously. But what specifically? And why did they need privacy?
I was tempted to eavesdrop but decided against it. My skin was still tender, and quite frankly, I was exhausted. The adrenaline crash from my near-boiling was hitting hard.
When they returned, Shaddon’s expression had shifted subtly. “Officer Wells will be stationed outside tonight. I’ll return in the morning to take your formal statement.”
“And to share any findings from your investigation?” I pressed.
No hint of a smile. “We’ll see.”
After they left, I double-checked every lock and window, then collapsed onto the sofa. My phone buzzed with a text from Olly:
Heard about your hot tub adventure. Dinner delivery in 30 mins. No arguments.
Followed immediately by:
PS: Fiona says come see her tomorrow. She has “just the thing” for burned skin. Should we be worried?
I smiled despite everything. Olly and his network of informants would give MI6 a run for their money.
I texted back:
Dinner welcome. Tell Fiona yes please to skin remedies. And ask her to book me a proper treatment tomorrow.  I deserve pampering.
If someone was trying to scare me off, they’d picked the wrong woman. I’d survived finding my cheating husband in bed with his assistant, discovering said husband dead in my bed, being the prime suspect in his murder, and now an attempt to boil me alive.
I wasn’t backing down now.
Though I might avoid hot tubs for the foreseeable future.
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I woke to sunlight streaming through my bedroom windows, momentarily disoriented to find myself in my cabin again.
Then I moved and the stinging reminded me exactly where I was and what had happened.
Right. The hot tub incident.
I shuffled to the bathroom, examining my skin in the mirror. The redness had faded somewhat overnight, replaced by that uneven pinkness you get when you fall asleep on a beach. In November. In England. With a magnifying glass aimed at me by a sadistic child.
Not my best look.
After a cautious lukewarm shower (trust issues with water temperature are real), I dressed in loose clothing that wouldn’t irritate my tender skin and headed out.
My police escort, Officer Wells, a serious young man with a forgettable face and unforgettable posture, nodded as I passed. “Morning. Sleep well?”
“As well as someone who narrowly avoided being poached alive,” I replied cheerfully.
His expression remained impassive. Not even a twitch. Apparently the Lake District police force had banned smiling in the latest budget cuts.
“Are you coming with me to breakfast, or...?”
“I’ll follow at a discreet distance, ma’am.”
Olly was waiting in the restaurant, a vision in his white chef’s jacket with today’s bow tie featuring tiny teapots. His face lit up when he spotted me, then immediately crumpled into horror.
“Look at you! You’re the colour of my beetroot risotto!” He ushered me to a quiet table by the window. “Sit, sit. I’ve prepared a special recovery breakfast.”
Before I could respond, a server appeared with a tray laden with food: fresh berries, Greek yogurt, wholegrain toast, and a vomit green smoothie.
“What,” I asked, poking the glass with my spoon, “is this?”
“Anti-inflammatory power blend. Kale, cucumber, pineapple, ginger, and a secret ingredient that may or may not be illegal in certain countries.” Olly winked. “Fiona’s recommendation. Drink up.”
“You’re not my mother,” I grumbled, but took a cautious sip anyway. It wasn’t terrible. Not good, but not terrible. Like drinking a garden with attitude.
He sat opposite me, leaning forward eagerly. “So? Tell me everything. Did it hurt? Did you see your life flash before your eyes? Did Ruggedly Handsome Detective carry you to safety?”
“It hurt, yes. No life-flashing. And definitely no carrying.” I spread blueberry jam on my toast. “He did bring the cavalry, though. Apparently someone overrode the safety protocols on the hot tub. It wasn’t a malfunction.”
Olly’s eyes widened. “So someone tried to—”
“Cook me? It seems that way.” I took another sip of the green monstrosity. “The question is, who?”
“Let’s see.” He ticked off on his fingers. “Victor Harlow, who thinks you have his millions. The Jorris men, who lost a fortune in your husband’s scheme. Claudia, who might want revenge on the black widow who killed her lover.”
“Olly!”
“Just covering all bases,” he said, unapologetic.
“There’s also been mysterious meetings between Claudia and the Jorris men, so that’s Claudia times two.” I sighed. “Anyone with technical knowledge, or access, could have done it.”
“Well, that narrows it down to about half the guests and a third of the staff.” Olly sighed. “What’s your plan now? Besides obviously not using hot tubs.”
“I’ve got an appointment with Fiona for a treatment,” I said. “After that, DI Shaddon is coming to take my statement.”
I finished the green smoothie with a grimace. “This tastes like virtue and regret.”
“That’s how you know it’s working.” Olly stood, straightening his bow tie. “Now go see Fiona before your skin starts peeling. She’s been mixing something for you all morning, and I’m not entirely convinced it doesn’t contain actual magic.”
Fiona’s treatment room was a welcome sanctuary against the glass-walled exhibitionism of the rest of Luna Mare. No windows, just stone walls and dim lighting from salt lamps casting an amber glow.
She looked up as I shuffled in, her silver-streaked black hair braided back. Today’s jewellery was a pendant with what looked suspiciously like actual living moss trapped inside. Very on-brand for a woman who probably negotiated with plants in her spare time.
“Eve.” Her eyes swept over me, assessing. “I heard what happened. Sit.”
No “poor you” or useless fussing.
I perched on the edge of the massage table. “Olly says you have something for my skin?”
“Better than anything you’d get in hospital.”
She moved to a wooden shelf that could have doubled as a prop for the potions cabinet at Hogwarts. “This blend has calendula, aloe, lavender, and a few other things.”
“Other things?”
A ghost of a smile. “Family secret.”
Great. I was about to be slathered in something containing eye of newt and toe of frog, probably.
She returned with a bowl of pale green butter. “Remove your top and lie down.”
I obeyed, wincing as the fabric skimmed my tender shoulders.
Fiona’s hands were cool as she applied the salve to my back. The relief was instant, a divine cooling sensation that sank beneath my skin and chased away the heat.
“That’s amazing,” I murmured into the face rest. “What’s in it?”
“Plants that heal. Knowledge passed down.” Her voice was measured, rhythmic. “The earth provides remedies for those who know where to look.”
We fell into comfortable silence as she worked, the only sounds our breathing and the occasional clink of her bracelet against the bowl. I wondered if she’d consider making this stuff in bulk. We could call it “Attempted Murder Recovery Cream.” Niche market, but surprisingly necessary in my current lifestyle.
“You’re carrying tension in your shoulders,” she observed after a while. “Fear response.”
“Someone tried to boil me alive yesterday. I think I’m entitled to some tension.”
She made a noncommittal sound, the verbal equivalent of a shrug. “Fear is natural. But it clouds judgment.”
“What should I do instead? Pretend everything’s fine?”
“No.” Her hands paused. “Acknowledge the fear. Then set it aside to think clearly.”
Easy for her to say. She wasn’t the one with first-degree burns and a target on her back. I’d bet my designer boots (the ones I’d left behind in London) that Fiona had never been anyone’s murder attempt of the day.
“Someone at Luna Mare wants to harm you,” she continued, her fingers resuming their healing dance across my scorched skin. “You need to consider why.”
“Because I’m asking questions about Alex’s death?”
“Perhaps.” She applied more salve to my lower back. “Or perhaps because you already know something significant without realizing it.”
I turned my head slightly. “What do you mean?”
“Information is like a puzzle. Sometimes we have pieces without recognizing their importance.” Her hands moved to my shoulders. “Think about what you’ve seen since you arrived. What connections you’ve made that others haven’t.”
“That’s... actually quite helpful.”
“I know.” I could hear the smile in her voice. “Turn over.”
I flipped onto my back, grateful for the soft blanket she’d provided for modesty.
“The person who tampered with your hot tub has technical knowledge,” she said, applying salve to my arms. “They’re methodical. Patient. This wasn’t an impulsive act.”
“You’ve clearly given this some thought.”
“I observe. It’s part of my job.” Her dark eyes met mine. “People reveal themselves in how they respond to pain, to treatment, to comfort. The person who did this reveals themselves through their method.”
The way she spoke reminded me of a detective. Definitely not what I expected from a disillusioned pharmaceutical researcher turned spa therapist. Perhaps in another life, she’d been a profiler for Scotland Yard or possibly a witch doctor. Either seemed equally plausible.
By the time she finished, my skin felt remarkably better—still tender, but the angry heat had dissipated, replaced by a cooling sensation that lingered.
“Apply this twice daily,” she said, handing me a small jar of the salve. “Keep out of direct sunlight for at least three days.”
“Thank you.” I sat up, carefully pulling my top back on. “That’s much better.”
She nodded, already cleaning up her workspace with efficient movements. “Be vigilant, Eve.”
Great advice, but I’d already figured that one out for myself.
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By the time DI Shaddon arrived to take my formal statement, my skin had gone from “lobster at a five-star restaurant” to “salmon with a mild sunburn,” thanks to Fiona’s miracle cream. Small victories.
I’d settled on the deck with a cup of tea, wrapped in the fluffiest robe known to mankind, and was contemplating the lake when I heard a knock on my cabin door.
Officer Wells announced, “Detective Inspector Shaddon, ma’am,” with all the enthusiasm of someone announcing a tax audit.
Shaddon stepped out onto my deck moments later, looking like he’d had about as much sleep as I had. His shirt had a rebellious wrinkle near the collar, and the silver at his temples seemed more pronounced in the morning light.
“Mrs. Valcon,” he nodded, holding a sleek leather portfolio. “How are you feeling?”
“Like someone tried to boil me alive.” I gestured to the chair opposite. “But other than that, just peachy.”
He sat, placing the portfolio on the table between us. “Sergeant Ackerran is supervising the forensic examination of your hot tub. The technicians confirmed the controls were accessed remotely.”
“Remotely?” I straightened. “Not physically tampered with?”
“No. The safety protocols were overridden through the resort’s network.” He met my eyes. “Which means—”
“Someone with access to the resort systems,” I finished. “Either a staff member or a guest with certain skills.”
“Precisely.”
“Any prints on the oil around the edge?”
“Several smudged partials. Nothing usable.” He leaned forward. “Eve, this is serious. Someone specifically targeted you. I need you to tell me why.”
“I wish I knew.”
“I think you have a pretty good idea.” His eyes fixed on mine with a detective stare that probably made hardened criminals weep into their handcuffs. “What have you discovered that makes you dangerous?”
The moment stretched between us. I could lie again, dodge the question, play dumb. Or I could start being honest with the one person who might help keep me alive.
Decisions, decisions.
“Fine.” I sighed. “But this goes both ways. I tell you what I know, you tell me what you know. Partners.”
His eyebrows shot up. “Partners?”
“Reluctant partners,” I amended. “With mutual self-interest. You want to solve a murder, I want to not get murdered. Win-win.”
“This isn’t how police investigations work.” His tone suggested I’d proposed we solve the case using tarot cards and an Ouija board.
“And yet, here we are.” I nudged a look at the angry pink patches on my arms. “Someone tried to cook me yesterday. I think we’re beyond standard procedure.”
Shaddon’s jaw worked as he considered this. I could see the internal debate playing across his face. Professional ethics versus necessity. The rule book versus the woman who kept finding herself in increasingly hot water (literally, in yesterday’s case).
“Limited sharing of relevant information,” he said reluctantly. “I can’t compromise an active investigation.”
“And I won’t compromise my continued existence.” I stuck out my hand. “Deal?”
He hesitated, then took it. His hand was warm and calloused, not the manicured touch I’d expected from a detective inspector.
“Deal.” He released my hand. “Now, what have you found that’s worth killing for?”
Where to begin? The financial fraud? The mysterious meetings? The fact that my dead husband was apparently running a Ponzi scheme large enough to make Bernie Madoff nod appreciatively?
I took a deep breath.
“Alex was running a Ponzi scheme.”
Shaddon processed that with a blank look that told me exactly nothing.
“You already knew that,” I realized , deflating slightly.
“We had suspicions.” He tapped his finger against the portfolio. “Harrington Capital released your husband’s accounts, and the financial records show irregular patterns. But go on.”
“Victor Harlow lost twenty-three million pounds to this scheme. The Jorris men lost millions, too.” I paused, watching his face for reaction. Nothing. The man would make a killing at poker. “Multiple people with millions of reasons to want Alex silenced.”
“And how exactly do you know this?”
I poured a splash more tea into my cup. “Victor told me himself when he confronted me in the greenhouse.”
“The greenhouse?” Shaddon’s brow furrowed. “When was this?”
“The day before yesterday. He sent me an anonymous note requesting a meeting.”
“And you went?” His voice rose with disbelief. “Alone? After finding your husband murdered?”
“Not exactly alone. Olly sent the resort chauffeur to keep an eye on me.”
Shaddon closed his eyes briefly, as if praying for patience—or possibly my continued survival against all odds. “Of course he did. And what did Victor want?”
“His money. He thinks I was Alex’s partner in the scheme and that I know where the missing millions are.”
That caught his attention. “Was that a threat?”
“He gave me two days to return his money, or he’d go to the police with his suspicions about me.” I snorted into my teacup. “Which is frankly hilarious considering he admitted his investments were part of some dodgy tax arrangement. He’d incriminate himself if he tried.”
Shaddon was making notes now. “What else did he say?”
“That Alex’s scheme was falling apart. Investors were getting suspicious, demanding withdrawals that couldn’t be fulfilled. Classic end-stage Ponzi collapse.”
“And you believe Victor had nothing to do with your husband’s death?”
I considered this. “I don’t know. He certainly had motive—twenty-three million motives. He also set a PI on Alex’s tail back in London, then followed him here to Luna Mare. He claims he never got the opportunity to speak Alex before…you know.”
“Why would Victor Harlow think you’re involved with your husband’s scheme?”
Not going there. Shaddon waited days to get his information through the official channels. He’d probably arrest me on the spot if he knew I’d cheated.
I shrugged. “Victor Harlow is a desperate man, and desperate men will believe anything.”
“They will also do anything.”
We shared a look, but I shook my head. “Victor doesn’t want me dead, he wants his money.”
“The hot tub was a warning, not attempted murder,” Shaddon countered. “Not exactly the most reliable murder weapon.”
He made a valid argument. But what if something had gone wrong? What if I’d overheated and drowned before I could clamber out. That was a pretty risky warning for a man who expected me to hand over twenty-three million pounds in the imminent future.
“There’s more,” I said. “Something’s going on with Claudia Jones and the Jorris men. There was a clandestine meeting by the lake the night Alex died.”
Shaddon’s pen paused mid-note. “And you know this how?”
“I may know a guy who knows a guy who’s an insomniac and wanders the grounds after dark. Not creepy at all.”
I wasn’t being cute. But I wasn’t going to get Pat into trouble for withholding information from the police.
Once Shaddon realized that’s all he’d be getting from me, he asked, “Did you share this information with anyone else?”
“No.”
His eyes narrowed. “Eve.”
“Fine. I may have mentioned it to Olly. But he’s practically a vault.”
“A vault with a direct pipeline to the entire resort staff,” Shaddon muttered.
“My point is, Claudia lied about coming here with Alex to discuss our divorce. She met secretly with the Jorris men, and then Alex was murdered.”
“Interesting,” he conceded, jotting something in his notebook. “Anything else?”
I hesitated. Should I mention the secret tunnels?
Maybe not.
“Alex went to The Tipsy Fox pub in the village the night he died,” I offered instead. “Maddie at reception told me he asked for directions around eight o’clock.”
“That matches witness statements from the pub,” Shaddon nodded. “He arrived around 8:30, had two drinks alone at the bar, made a phone call, and left around 10:15, seemingly agitated.”
“Who did he call?”
“Unknown. He used the pub’s landline.”
Alex didn’t want the record on his mobile or the hotel’s telephone system. “And when was he seen returning to the resort?”
Shaddon flipped through his notes. “A security camera caught him on the lakeside path at 10:54 PM.”
“But not with anyone? Not being followed?”
“Not on camera.” Shaddon closed his portfolio. “Your turn. Any theories about who might have tampered with your hot tub?”
I gathered my thoughts. “Anyone who believes I know where the missing millions are. Victor, obviously. The Jorris men. Claudia, perhaps. I don’t know enough about the staff or guests to say.”
“The resort provided a list of employees with systems access,” he said. “We’re investigating all of them.”
“What about Alex’s toxicology report?” I asked. “Do you know what killed him yet?”
Hesitation crossed Shaddon’s face, but he answered without further prompting. “A complex neurotoxin. Rare. Difficult to trace. Mixed into his whiskey.”
“But Alex hated whiskey,” I said, frowning. “Everyone who knew him knew that.”
“Which suggests the killer didn’t know him well. Or wanted it to appear that way.” Shaddon’s finger tapped against his portfolio. “The whiskey was found in a silver flask beside the bed. Fingerprints were smudged, deliberately wiped. The flask itself was new—no signs of previous use.”
“An anniversary gift from me, two years ago,” I volunteered. “But Alex never used it. Not once. It was a bit of a joke, actually. Not sure why he’d have brought it with him.”
“Maybe he didn’t,” Shaddon’s eyes met mine, steady and grave. “This wasn’t a crime of passion or opportunity, Eve. Someone wanted your husband dead and wanted you implicated.”
A chill ran through me despite the warmth of my robe. “So what now, Detective Inspector? Do we compare notes? Set up one of those evidence boards with red string connecting suspects? Share meaningful looks over crime scene photos?”
“Now I continue my investigation, and you focus on staying safe.” He stood, collecting his portfolio. “No more clandestine meetings in greenhouses. No more amateur sleuthing without backup.”
“That’s not much of a partnership,” I pointed out, feeling oddly disappointed. “That’s you telling me what to do while I sit around waiting for the next attempt on my life.”
“It’s not meant to be a partnership. It’s meant to keep you alive.” Shaddon checked his watch. “I need to get back to the station. Officer Wells will remain posted outside.”
He paused at the edge of the deck, turning back to me. “Eve?”
“Yes?”
“The next time you get the urge to go investigating alone, call me instead.”
With that parting wisdom, he was gone, leaving me alone with my lukewarm tea and the reminder that I quite liked the way my name sounded when he said it.
I pulled out my phone and texted Olly:
Need to visit The Tipsy Fox tonight. Buy me a pint?
His response came seconds later:
Investigating a murder over beer? Count me in. 7pm. Will bring reinforcements (Fiona says she’s coming too, something about herb garden behind pub?)
Excellent. While Shaddon followed his official procedures, I’d do some unofficial investigating of my own.
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The sleepy village of Rosewick really only had one proper place to drink, and that was The Tipsy Fox.
According to Olly, it was “positively ancient, absolutely charming, and reliably serves beer cold enough to numb the existential dread of small-town living.”
Olly, Fiona, and I arrived just after seven. Officer Wells had been reluctantly dismissed for the evening after I’d assured him I’d be with friends the entire time. He looked about as convinced as a vegetarian at a barbecue, but eventually trudged off.
I should have anticipated that wandering into a village pub with a fresh murder still on everyone’s lips would cause a stir. But I’d foolishly imagined slipping in unnoticed, like some sort of spa-staying ninja who hadn’t been the talk of the town for days.
Reality hit the moment we pushed open the heavy oak door.
The pub fell silent.
Not movie-silent where you could hear a pin drop, but English-village-silent, where conversations continue but at a whisper, with eyes darting toward you between sips of ale.
“They’re staring,” I muttered to Olly.
“Of course they’re staring,” he whispered back. “You’re the most exciting thing to happen to Rosewick since Arthur Bicksfield’s prize marrow won at the county fair.”
He flashed a brilliant smile at the room, waving regally as if we were celebrities arriving at a premiere rather than murder suspects at a pub. Several patrons quickly looked away, pretending they hadn’t been mid-gawk.
The interior of the Tipsy Fox looked like an establishment that had been serving ale since Tudor peasants needed somewhere to complain about their monarch. Low wooden beams threatening concussion to anyone over 5’10”, stone floors, and the warm, yeasty smell of beer that had permeated the walls.
Fiona moved ahead of us, apparently immune to the scrutiny. She wore her hair loose tonight rather than in her usual braid. She also wore a pendant containing what appeared to be actual dried herbs pressed in resin. For protection or aesthetics, I wasn’t entirely sure, but with Fiona, I suspected both.
She nodded at the barman with the familiarity of a regular, despite claiming she rarely left the resort.
“That’s Derek,” Olly supplied, performing an elaborate dodge-and-weave under a low beam. “Ex-Royal Navy. Knows everyone’s business and exactly how much they drink. Like a confessor but with alcohol instead of absolution.”
He steered us toward a table in the corner, positioned to view both the bar and the door. “Here. Prime real estate. I had Tommy’s cousin’s wife’s brother hold it for us.”
He was joking.
I was pretty sure he was joking.
I slid onto a bench that had been worn smooth by countless bottoms over the centuries.
“I’ll get drinks.” Fiona said. “What’ll you have?”
“Gin and tonic,” I replied. “With—”
“A very thin slice of lime, not a wedge,” she finished for me. “I know.”
Of course she did. Fiona probably knew my beverage preferences better than I knew myself, possibly gleaned from the tension patterns in my shoulder blades or something equally esoteric.
As she headed to the bar, I scanned the room. The pub was busy for a weeknight, with a mix of locals (comfortable, slightly shabby clothes, belongings sprawled across tables) and a few tourists (too-clean walking boots, luxury outdoor gear, nervous glances at the menu).
“So this is where Alex spent his final hours,” I mused, running my finger along a deep groove in the wooden table. “Doesn’t seem like his kind of place.”
Alex had been more of a champagne-and-designer-lounge type, not a two-pints-and-a-packet-of-crisps man. I couldn’t picture him perched on these worn wooden stools, making small talk with locals about the weather and sheep.
“People surprise you in crisis,” Olly said, uncharacteristically profound. Then, returning to form: “Also, The Tipsy Fox has surprisingly good whiskey. Derek’s brother-in-law imports it. Or smuggles it. The story changes depending on how many of said whiskeys Derek has consumed when telling it.”
“But Alex hated whiskey,” I reminded him, the irony not lost on me. “Which makes it extra suspicious that he was poisoned with it.”
The word ‘poisoned’ made a nearby local’s head swivel our way with the speed of an owl spotting a field mouse.
Fiona returned with our drinks, sliding a gin and tonic toward me and something amber-coloured toward Olly.
“Cheers,” she said, raising her glass of plain tonic water with a sad, floating lemon slice. “To getting answers.”
“Without getting murdered,” Olly added cheerfully.
“Always a good goal,” I agreed, clinking glasses.
The gin was strong, the tonic properly bitter. I took another sip and scanned the room. “So what’s the plan? Just sit here and hope someone spontaneously offers us information about Alex’s visit?”
“Village pubs operate on a delicate ecosystem of gossip exchange,” Olly explained. “First, we’re observed. Then, we’re approached. Then, information flows like ale on half-price Tuesday.”
“Very scientific,” I muttered.
“It’s anthropology,” he corrected. “With alcohol.”
Ten minutes passed. Then twenty. We finished our first round of drinks, and I was starting to think Olly’s “village pub anthropology” was less science and more wishful thinking when our first visitor arrived, a grey-haired woman with reading glasses on a chain and a basket that smelled divine.
“Mrs. Wilkins!” Olly exclaimed as if greeting a long-lost relative. “Eve, this is Margaret from the village bakery. Custard tarts to die for.”
“Meat pie?” she offered, lifting the checked cloth to reveal golden-crusted pastries. “Made fresh this morning.”
“Oh, thank you.” How sweet was that? I picked out a pie and placed it on a napkin. “Lovely to meet you.”
Mrs. Wilkins wasn’t even trying to be subtle. She placed her basket on our table and settled onto the empty chair beside Olly as if we’d invited her to join us. “Been staying up at Luna Mare near two weeks now, haven’t you?”
“That’s right,” I confirmed with a smile.
“Mmm,” she hummed, eyes sharp behind those reading glasses. “Unexpected things seem to happen up at that resort. Your poor husband, for instance. Such a shock.”
“I suppose the whole village knows about that,” I said, breaking off a piece of what was admittedly excellent pie.
“We’re not gossips,” she insisted, in the way people always do right before delivering prime gossip. “But we do notice things. Strangers in our village, for instance.”
“Did you happen to notice my husband when he was here last week?” I asked, seizing the opportunity.
“Oh, I couldn’t say,” she hedged, clearly wanting to be coaxed.
Olly, bless him, knew exactly how to play this. “But you’re so observant, Mrs. Wilkins. Always have been. Remember when you spotted the Bennett twins switching places at school? No one else could tell them apart.”
Mrs. Wilkins preened. She straightened her cardigan and leaned in conspiratorially. “Well, if you must know, I did see him. Sat right over there.” She nodded toward the bar, where a line of stools faced what may be the oldest mirror in England. “By himself. Kept checking his watch.”
“Did he speak with anyone?” I asked.
She pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Used the phone. Derek’s landline. Said his mobile had no signal, which is nonsense, of course. Reception’s fine in here since they put that new mast up by the church.”
He hadn’t wanted the call traced to his phone.
Before I could press further, Mrs. Wilkins stood up. “Well, enjoy the pie. Best be getting these to the darts team before they get cold.”
And off she went, mission accomplished. She’d met the husband-killing widow now, actually “spoken” to her. Prime gossip currency for at least a week.
Olly grinned, wiggling his eyebrows. “Told you. First contact established. Now watch the feeding frenzy begin. It’s like throwing bread to ducks, except the ducks are nosy villagers and the bread is proximity to scandal.”
Sure enough, within minutes, a rugged-looking man in a fishing cap stopped by our table, ostensibly to borrow the salt shaker.
“Evenin’,” he nodded to us collectively.
“Evening,” I replied. “Please, help yourself.”
He made a show of salting his chips, taking his time. “You lot up from the resort, then?” he asked, as if our fancy indoor complexions hadn’t given us away immediately.
“I’m staying there,” I said.
“Ah.” He nodded as if this explained everything from Brexit to the meaning of life. “Shame about what happened. Your husband, was it?”
“Yes, he was my husband,” I said, wondering if I should start wearing a T-shirt with “YES, MY DEAD HUSBAND” printed across it to save time.
The man, who’d never introduced himself, scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Saw him in here that night, I did.”
“Was he meeting someone?” Fiona asked, her gaze direct and steady.
“Not as I saw.” He finally returned the salt shaker, having extracted maximum social value from it. “Left in a right hurry, though. Didn’t even wait for his change.”
With that pearl of wisdom delivered, he nodded again and returned to his table.
“You see?” Olly whispered excitedly, accidentally inhaling a peanut and erupting into a coughing fit. After recovering, he continued, “The village information network is activating. Next will be someone who ‘accidentally’ spills a drink nearby, forcing them to engage in conversation while mopping up.”
I stared at him. “That’s oddly specific.”
He smiled mysteriously and sipped his cocktail.
He wasn’t wrong. A steady parade of locals found increasingly creative reasons to hover near our table.
Someone needed directions to the loo (which was clearly marked with a sign the size of a small car).
Another wanted to know if we’d mind watching their drink (for approximately seven seconds while they spoke to someone three feet away).
A third wondered if we’d seen a lost glove (despite wearing both of theirs.)
“I think that’s Mrs. Elliott’s daughter’s ex-husband’s niece,” Olly whispered after our fourth visitor departed. “Her cat once got stuck in Dotty’s chimney, causing a village-wide rescue operation involving two ladders, a garden hose, and the vicar’s best cassock. The cat emerged unscathed. The cassock did not.”
Each interaction yielded a tiny fragment of information about Alex’s final evening, delivered with the casual air of people who definitely weren’t gossiping, just being helpful citizens.
Alex had been seen checking his phone repeatedly.
He’d seemed “wound tight as a spring.”
He’d left money on the bar without waiting for change.
“This was a waste of time,” I sighed after the fifth unhelpful encounter. “All we’ve learned is that Alex was anxious.”
“Patience, darling,” Olly said, plucking a cherry from his drink and popping it into his mouth. “The best gossip, like the best soufflé, can’t be rushed. It rises in its own time.”
Our glasses emptied and were refilled. I was about to suggest we call it a night when the barman (Derek of the impressive moustache and ex-Royal Navy bearing) bore down on our table with a tray.
“Complimentary round,” he announced, setting down fresh drinks. “Been a rough couple of weeks. Thought you could use it.”
“That’s thoughtful,” I acknowledged. “I take it you were working the night my husband was here?”
Derek nodded once. “Saturday shift. Always do Saturdays.”
“I’ve heard he used your phone,” I ventured.
“Landline behind the bar. Said his mobile was dead.” His moustache twitched like it was sending Morse code. “Odd, that. Who doesn’t charge their phone before going out these days?”
“Did he make just one call?” Fiona asked.
Derek’s eyes flicked to her, then back to me. “Just the one. Brief conversation.”
“Did you happen to overhear any of his conversation?” I asked, knowing it was a long shot.
“Not my business to listen in on private calls.” He stood straighter, arms crossed over his chest. “Might have been some mention of a package, though.”
My ears perked. “A package? What kind? Was it being delivered?”
Derek’s face went blank, the expression of a man who’d suddenly realized he might have said too much. Or a man waiting for the conversation to become financially rewarding.
I glanced at my handbag, wondering if this was the moment where I was meant to slip him a folded twenty. Did people actually do that outside of crime dramas? I’d never bribed anyone before. Was there a technique? Did I need special folding skills?
“That’s all I heard,” he said, with a finality that suggested my internal bribery debate had gone on too long. “Package. That’s it.”
Right. Either he genuinely hadn’t heard more, or my window for palm-crossing had slammed shut.
My career as a femme fatale clearly needed work.
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The Lake District at night makes everything feel creepy. The mist that clings to the water’s surface. The way sounds carry across the lake, disembodied and eerie. The knowledge that someone recently tried to boil you alive.
You know, the usual holiday ambiance.
After our moderately successful information-gathering mission at The Tipsy Fox (and I use “successful” in the loosest possible sense, meaning “we learned Alex made a mysterious phone call about a package”), Olly, Fiona and I parted ways at the resort entrance.
Fiona had an early client the next morning, and Olly claimed he needed his “beauty hibernation” before a big breakfast service.
I should have gone straight to my cabin.
Any sensible person who’d recently survived a hot tub assassination attempt would have locked their doors, checked under the bed for murderers, and fallen into an exhausted sleep.
But I’ve never claimed to be sensible, have I?
Instead, I found myself drawn to the lake path. The same path where I’d spoken with Gabriel. The same path where a security camera had captured Alex returning to the resort on his final night.
The moon was playing peek-a-boo with the clouds, creating shifting patterns of light and shadow across the water.
I pulled my cardigan tighter around me, regretting my decision to wear ballet flats instead of proper boots. The path was damp, and my feet were already chilled.
“Just a quick walk,” I muttered to myself. “Clear your head. Process what we learned.”
Which wasn’t much, if I’m honest. Alex had been anxious at the pub. He’d made a call about a package. He’d left in a hurry.
A package. The same package, I presumed, that had featured in the emails between Alex and Claudia about their “exit strategy.”
What was in this package? Evidence that could implicate someone else? The missing millions?
I was so lost in thought that I almost missed the voices coming from ahead. Low, urgent whispers that carried across the water.
I slowed my step, straining to listen.
Then I saw the three moonlit figures scurrying about near the boathouse. Instinct made me step off the path and into the shadows cast by a cluster of rhododendrons. Using the local flora as cover, I crept closer and closer, squinting through the darkness until I could just make out Benjamin Jorris’s bulky frame, Harold’s slighter build, and a woman I was certain was Claudia.
“—still nothing,” Harold was saying, his voice tense. “We’ve checked everywhere.”
“It has to be here,” Claudia hissed. “Alex said he transferred the payment and confirmed the delivery.”
“Well, it’s not here,” Benjamin’s deeper voice rumbled. “And we’re running out of time.”
I edged closer, trying to catch more of their conversation without giving myself away. A twig snapped beneath my foot, and I froze, heart hammering.
The three by the boathouse paused briefly, then continued their heated discussion.
“Maybe Alex already picked it up,” Harold suggested.
Claudia made a sound of frustration. “He would’ve told me if he had it. After everything we’ve—”
“Quiet,” Benjamin cut in sharply. “We’re not alone.”
I stopped breathing. Had they spotted me? I pressed myself against the rough bark of a nearby tree, trying to make myself as small and invisible as possible.
A breathless moment passed, then Benjamin spoke again. “Just a fox or something. Listen, we need to be smart about this. The package has been paid for and delivered, and if it’s not here at the drop off, then it has to be somewhere in the resort.”
“What about her?” Harold asked. “His wife. Could she have it?”
Claudia snorted. “Eve? Please. She knows nothing. She didn’t even know what her husband was really doing until she found him dead.”
Well, that stung. But she wasn’t wrong.
“We can’t be sure,” Benjamin insisted. “She’s been asking questions. Getting too close to things she shouldn’t.”
“I told you we should have dealt with her properly,” Harold muttered.
A chill ran through me that had nothing to do with the night air. Dealt with me? Like they’d dealt with Alex?
I must have made a sound—a gasp, a rustle of leaves, something—because Benjamin’s head snapped in my direction.
“Someone’s there,” he said, voice dropping to a dangerous growl.
I didn’t wait to see what happened next. I turned and bolted back toward the path, trying to move as quietly as possible while putting distance between us.
Behind me, I heard Benjamin bark, “Harold, check it out.”
I veered off the main path, taking a smaller trail that wound through thicker vegetation. My ballet flats were completely inappropriate for this impromptu wilderness escape, slipping on the damp ground as I ducked beneath low-hanging branches.
I could hear Harold crashing through the undergrowth behind me, less concerned with stealth than with catching whoever had been listening.
A fallen tree trunk loomed in my path. I scrambled over it, catching my cardigan on a broken branch and nearly strangling myself before it tore free with a sound that seemed as loud as a gunshot in the quiet night.
“Who’s there?” Harold called, closer now.
I dropped into a crouch behind the trunk, hardly daring to breathe. The moon chose that moment to emerge fully from behind the clouds. Thank you Mr. Moon. Very helpful!
Harold approached the fallen tree, his breathing audible in the still night air. He was close enough that I could see the condensation of his breath.
Please don’t look down, please don’t look down, please don’t look down...
A bird startled from a nearby bush, wings flapping noisily as it took flight.
Harold’s head turned toward the sound, momentarily distracted.
I seized the opportunity, scrambling backward on all fours like some deranged forest creature, putting more distance between us before finding a denser patch of undergrowth to hide in.
“Must have been an animal,” Harold called back toward the boathouse after a few more minutes of searching. “Nothing here.”
Thank you, wilderness survival instincts I didn’t know I possessed.
I waited until I heard him moving away before I dared to breathe normally again. My heart was hammering so hard I was surprised it didn’t give away my position all on its own.
When I was certain Harold had had gone, I crawled from my hiding place, leaves and twigs caught in my hair and dirt smeared across my once-pristine cardigan.
So much for the “clear your head” walk.
I made my way back to my cabin, constantly glancing over my shoulder. By the time I reached my door, I was shaking, partly from the cold, partly from delayed shock.
Once inside, I locked and double-checked every window and door, then drew all the curtains tight. For good measure, I wedged a chair under the doorknob, a trick I’d seen in so many films but never actually tried myself.
It looked as ridiculous as it felt, but I wasn’t taking chances.
I sat on the edge of my bed, dirt-streaked and dishevelled, trying to process what I’d learned.
The Jorris men and Claudia were working together.
I knew something was going on with them! And worse, the Jorris men weren’t duped investors. They were part of Alex’s Ponzi scheme, the props to make the fund look good to attract the big money. Claudia was involved as well.
They were all working together.
Alex. Claudia. Benjamin and Harold Jorris.
That’s the only way what I’d seen tonight made sense, why they were looking for a package that hadn’t been delivered where it was supposed to be.
What was in this package?
And where was it now?
I needed to find that package before they did. But where would I even start looking? I didn’t even know what I was looking for. A envelope? A box? A duffel bag stuffed with cash?
I dragged myself into the shower, watching as twigs, leaves, and evidence of my midnight adventure swirled down the drain.
As I towelled off, my gaze fell on Alex’s suitcase in the corner, the one the police had returned after examining it for evidence. I’d barely glanced at it, not wanting the reminder of him.
But now...
Had Alex received the package before he died? Could it be hidden among his belongings?
I approached the suitcase like it might contain a venomous snake rather than my dead husband’s clothes. Kneeling beside it, I unzipped it slowly, a wave of conflicting emotions rolling through me: familiarity, comfort, betrayal, grief.
Because despite everything Alex had done, there’d been a time when I’d been head-over-heels in love with the man. I’d married him, for God’s sake. Our first five or six years of marriage had been good…hadn’t it?
I pushed the emotions aside and began methodically searching through his possessions.
Nothing that resembled a mysterious package. Nothing hidden in pockets or sewn into linings (yes, I checked, having apparently graduated to full-on spy tactics).
I sat back on my heels, disappointed. Had I really expected it to be that easy? If there’d been anything to find, the police would already have found it.
But something nagged at me. The silver flask that had contained the poisoned whiskey. I’d thought it was a classy gift (it cost me an absolute fortune.) But Alex had joked about it, promised he’d loved it, but he’d never used it. He certainly never carried it around with him.
So why had it turned up here, at Luna Mare, containing poison?
Either Alex had brought it after all—unlikely.
Or someone else had. What had Shaddon said? “Maybe he didn’t. This wasn’t a crime of passion or opportunity, Eve. Someone wanted your husband dead and wanted you implicated.”
Someone who knew it was from me, who wanted to tie the murder weapon to our relationship.
Someone who had access to our London home.
Someone who was intimate with the little anecdotes Alex loved to tell, like the silver hip flask his wife bought him, as if he were an alcoholic stockbroker from the 1980s.
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I spent the night tossing and turning, my mind racing with whispers from the boathouse.
Every creak in the cabin made me bolt upright, convinced Harold Jorris had tracked me down after all.
By morning, I’d constructed elaborate escape plans involving bedsheets tied into rope and swimming across the lake. None of which I’d actually be able to execute with my mediocre knot-tying skills and pathetic front crawl.
When dawn arrived, bringing with it a thin, watery light through my curtains, I looked like I’d been dragged through a hedge backward. Twice. The shadows under my eyes had shadows of their own, and my skin maintained that lovely pink tinge from my hot tub adventure, giving me the appearance of someone who’d fallen asleep in a toaster.
Still, I was alive. A minor miracle considering I’d eavesdropped on my dead husband’s mistress and two men who’d discussed “dealing with me properly.”
“Properly” in this context definitely not meaning “taking me out for a nice cup of tea and a chat about feelings.”
I showered, dressed, and attempted to tame my hair. After applying enough concealer to hide a small village, I looked almost human.
Almost.
I did consider calling Shaddon about last night’s clandestine excursions, except he’d immediately lecture me about wandering near the boathouse at night, and I’d have to admit I’d broken our “no amateur sleuthing” agreement approximately 15 minutes after making it.
I wasn’t quite ready for that particular conversation.
Officer Wells nodded at me when I stepped outside.
“Good morning,” I greeted him. “Lovely day for protecting a murder suspect who’s also a potential murder victim.”
He blinked several times. “Ma’am.”
“Just going for breakfast,” I said lightly. “Hungry?”
“No, ma’am, but I’ll be right behind you.”
“How comforting.” I began walking toward the main building, Officer Wells trailing at what he clearly considered an appropriate protective distance.
The restaurant buzzed when I arrived, packed with guests murmuring about chakra alignments and detox protocols over green sludge and egg-white omelettes. I spotted Olly behind the chef’s station, flipping something with the flair of a man auditioning for his own cooking show.
As I approached, he looked up and his eyebrows shot toward his hairline. “Darling, you look...”
“If you value your limbs, don’t finish that sentence.”
“...like you’ve had an adventurous night,” he concluded diplomatically. “Coffee? Strong enough to resurrect the dead?”
“Just the first part, please. The resurrection bit sounds messy.” I slid onto a stool at the counter. “And maybe some actual food with calories?”
“Coming right up.” He signalled to a server for coffee, then leaned closer. “So? What happened after we said goodnight? And don’t try to tell me nothing, because your eye bags are broadcasting ‘midnight escapade.’“
I glanced around, lowering my voice. “Later. Too many ears.”
“Ooh, mysterious,” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Meet me in my office at eleven. I’ll have pastries and discretion.”
The coffee arrived, and I wrapped my hands around the mug. “Has Gabriel been around this morning?”
“Our elusive owner? No. But he’s never around at breakfast. Too pedestrian for his mysterious schedule.” Olly grinned. “Planning an ambush?”
“The man’s a mystery.” I hadn’t seen him since he’d scared the crap out of me and then ‘perambulated’ me back to the resort as if we were a Regency couple in Hyde Park. “Just curious.”
“About what? His skincare routine? His buried secrets? The way his eyes crinkle when he smiles?”
“You’re insufferable.”
“It’s my most endearing quality,” he agreed cheerfully, sliding a plate toward me. “Eggs Benedict with smoked salmon. The hollandaise has extra lemon because you look like you need the vitamin C.”
I was halfway through my breakfast, when a hand touched my shoulder. I nearly jumped out of my skin, my fork clattering against the plate.
“My apologies.” Gabriel Warwick stood beside me, looking fresh and crisp in a way that seemed almost rude given my current state. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“You didn’t,” I lied, my heart still trying to break dance in my chest. What? How? Did he know I was asking about him? “I’m just... jumpy this morning.”
“Understandable, given recent events.” His green eyes took me in with unnerving thoroughness. “I heard about your hot tub incident. Are you okay?”
“Fine. Just a bit pink and paranoid.” I dabbed at my mouth with a napkin, suddenly self-conscious. “Nothing permanent.”
Olly paused on his way back from the kitchen, plate in hand, and did a comical double-take when he spotted Gabriel. He set the plate down for another guest before making his way to our table, his bow tie somewhat askew.
“Mr. Warwick! Quite a surprise this morning. Can I get you something? Coffee perhaps?”
Gabriel’s mouth twitched in what might have been amusement. “Not for me, but thank you, Mr. Brooks.”
Olly retreated, but not before shooting me a wide-eyed look that screamed, “Details later or I’ll die!”
Gabriel turned back to me. “I was hoping to speak with you privately. If you have a moment?”
Officer Wells shifted closer.
“It’s about resort security,” Gabriel added, noticing Wells’ movement. “In light of recent events.”
“Of course,” I agreed, perhaps too quickly. “Now?”
He nodded. “My office, if that’s acceptable? Officer Wells is welcome to accompany us to the door.”
Wells looked like he wanted to object but couldn’t find a valid reason. After a moment of internal struggle visible on his face, he nodded stiffly.
I followed Gabriel through the restaurant, aware of curious glances from other guests. The mysterious owner of Luna Mare rarely interacted with guests, and here he was, personally escorting the murder suspect/widow to his private domain. The gossip would be flowing faster than the mineral springs.
Once we entered the west wing, the corridor was quieter than the rest of the resort, with thick, deluxe wool carpeting that muffled our footsteps. Gabriel’s office sat behind imposing double doors with “Private” on a discreet gold plaque.
“You can wait here, Officer,” Gabriel said to Wells.
“Sir, I’m supposed to—”
“I understand your responsibilities,” Gabriel interrupted smoothly. “Mrs. Valcon will be perfectly safe with me, and the security cameras in this corridor provide excellent coverage. I’ll return her to your capable protection shortly.”
Wells hesitated, then nodded reluctantly. “Yes, sir.”
Gabriel opened one of the double doors, gesturing for me to enter ahead of him.
I found myself in what appeared to be a private office, though calling it merely an “office” was like calling the Crown Jewels “some shiny rocks.”
The space was magnificent, with floor-to-ceiling windows, bookshelves lining the walls, and a massive desk of polished walnut dominating one end. A seating area with leather armchairs was arranged before a fireplace that could have roasted an ox.
“Your secret lair,” I observed, turning slowly to take it all in. “Though I’m disappointed by the lack of shark tank or wall of surveillance monitors.”
“Those are in the east wing,” Gabriel replied dryly, closing the door behind us. “Sit, please.”
I settled into an armchair, the leather creaking softly beneath me.
Gabriel moved to a small side table that held a collection of crystal decanters. “Can I offer you something? Tea? Coffee? Something stronger?”
“It’s barely ten in the morning,” I pointed out.
“Which rules out only the ‘something stronger,’“ he replied with a hint of a smile. “Coffee, then?”
“Please.”
He pressed a button on his desk, and moments later, a discreet knock announced the arrival of coffee service. A staff member I didn’t recognize entered with a silver tray, set it down without a word, and departed just as silently.
The view through the tall windows was spectacular, the lake stretching out toward the hills.
The view across the room from me was downright sinful.
Gabriel wasn’t just handsome. He was unsettling. Shadows beneath his cheekbones carved by wicked intentions, dark hair falling across those green eyes—not your average green but the dangerous green of deep water where things lurk beneath the surface.
He poured two cups, handing one to me. “I should clarify that I didn’t lure you away from your breakfast to discuss security measures. I wanted a private word.”
“About?” I wrapped my hands around the warm cup, breathing in the rich aroma.
Gabriel took the chair opposite me, his movements fluid and leashed. “First, I wanted to apologize for not checking on you sooner after the hot tub incident. I was... detained and couldn’t extract myself.”
“Detained?” I echoed, raising an eyebrow. “Sounds ominous.”
To my surprise, he chuckled. “Merely a business matter that required my immediate attention.”
Right.
Because business matters regularly prevent resort owners from checking on guests who’ve nearly been boiled alive. Unless his business involved international espionage or hostage negotiations, I wasn’t buying it.
Then again, what did I know about running a luxury spa? Maybe there was a critical shortage of organic cucumber slices that required his urgent attention.
“And second,” he continued, setting his cup down with barely a sound, “I wanted to ask how you’re doing. Really doing.”
The question caught me off guard. Not the polite, perfunctory “how are you” confetti that people toss around.
“I’m...” I began, then paused. How was I doing? Let’s see: widowed, suspected of murder, nearly poached alive, and now apparently on the hit list of my husband’s co-conspirators. “I’m managing.”
“Eve.” The way he said my name, gentle yet commanding, made me look up. “You don’t need to maintain appearances with me.”
For a moment, I considered lying anyway. Telling him I was fine, nothing to see here. But his steady gaze broke through my defences.
“I’m terrified,” I admitted. “Someone killed my husband. I’m sleeping with furniture barricading my door, I jump at shadows, and I’m pretty sure my under-eye concealer is filing for overtime pay.”
“That’s understandable.”
“Is it? Because sometimes I feel like I’m losing my mind.” I took a sip of coffee to hide the tremor in my voice. “Everyone else seems to be carrying on with their facial scrubs and yoga classes while I’m trying not to get murdered between spa treatments.”
“You’re not losing your mind.” Gabriel leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees, bringing our faces closer together. “Your responses are entirely rational given the circumstances.”
“Including barricading my door with a chair that weighs less than my handbag?”
His mouth curved into a smile. “Perhaps we could arrange something more substantial.”
“What I need is answers, not heavier furniture,” I snorted. “Someone at this resort killed Alex and tried to harm me.”
“I’ve instructed the maintenance staff to physically disconnect your hot tub from the resort’s network. It can now only be controlled manually, from the tub itself.”
“Oh.” The simple gesture caught me off guard. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” His gaze softened. “I want you to feel safe when you use the hot tub.”
I wouldn’t be venturing into those waters anytime soon, but it’s the thought that counted.
“Merry has also increased resort security,” he continued. “Additional cameras have been installed, and security personnel are patrolling the grounds more frequently.”
His eyes hadn’t left mine, and I became acutely aware of how close our knees were to touching in these oversized chairs that suddenly felt far too intimate. I shifted slightly, and the leather creaked beneath me.
“There’s something else you should know,” Gabriel said, breaking the tension. “We ran a background check on all our guests.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Is that standard procedure?”
“Not usually.” He sat back in his chair, and squared one leg over the other. His eyes darkened fractionally. “But when a guest is murdered in my resort, I make exceptions.”
The way he said that, his voice gravel with dangerous intentions, sent a warm shiver dancing up and down my spine. “Find anything interesting?”
“There were irregularities in Ms. Jones’s information.”
“Claudia.” That woman’s name was everywhere. “What kind of irregularities?”
“The kind that suggest she isn’t who she claims to be.” His mouth firmed. “I wouldn’t normally share this information with a guest, but given the circumstances, I felt you should be warned. Steer clear of that woman.”
I thought about her clandestine meetings with the Jorris men, their urgently whispered conversations about missing packages and running out of time.
He paused, clearly weighing how much to share. Nothing, as it turned out. He noted I’d finished with my coffee and stood. “I should return you to your police escort before he reports me for kidnapping.”
I rose as well, too quickly, lurched forward a step, and found myself unexpectedly close to him. Close enough to catch that subtle midnight forest scent he had going on. Close enough that the air between us seemed to vanish.
Our eyes locked. Something hot and sharp and lethal passed between us. I hadn’t felt that particular electrical current since... well, possibly never.
Those green eyes. God, up close they were devastating. Eyes that could make a woman forget her own name, let alone the fact that someone had recently tried to cook her alive.
My skin prickled with awareness, every nerve ending suddenly, treacherously awake.
“Eve?” he prompted, a low murmur, really.
Right. Words. Speaking. That thing humans do.
“Sorry, I was just...” Thinking about how his voice does that thing where it gets all low and serious when he says my name. “Thinking about Claudia’s irregularities.”
A slow grin hitched his mouth, as if he could read every inappropriate thought straight out of my head.
“I should go,” I said lamely.
“You should,” he agreed, not moving an inch.
Neither did I.
The sensible part of my brain screamed at me to back away.
Instead, I had the most ridiculous urge to run my fingers across the shadow of stubble along his cut-glass jaw.
A hesitant knock shattered the moment.
Gabriel cleared his throat and stepped back.
“That will be Officer Wells, no doubt,” he said, and crossed to the door.
I exhaled shakily.
Well, that was an unexpected development in my stay at Murder Manor Spa & Resort.
And just a little intoxicating.
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I’d spent most of the day hiding in my cabin, partly to avoid the Jorris men and Claudia, and partly because my brain needed time to process the unexpected electric moment with Gabriel in his office. Every time I replayed our almost-something, my stomach did that swooping thing normally reserved for rollercoasters and really bad financial decisions.
Not that I was dwelling on it.
That would be unhealthy.
Late afternoon, my phone pinged with a message from Olly:
Don’t forget the charity auction tonight. Black tie. Your attendance required or I’ll die of gossip deprivation. Wear something that says “I’m solving a murder but make it fashion.”
Right. The charity auction. Luna Mare’s annual fundraiser for local conservation efforts. I’d completely forgotten in the midst of, you know…
I texted back: Do they auction off murder suspects? Might fetch a good price.
His response was immediate: Only if they’re dressed fabulously. 7pm. Main ballroom. I’ve already told everyone you’re coming so you can’t back out.
Followed by: PS: Rumour has it a certain enigmatic owner will be attending. Just saying...
My traitorous stomach did a little flutter. I ignored it firmly and began rummaging through my wardrobe. Nothing jumped out at me. I’d packed for a relaxing spa retreat, not a “solving a murder but make it fashion” extravaganza.
I finally settled on a midnight blue dress that hugged in all the right places without screaming “look at me!” It had survived being crumpled in my suitcase remarkably well, which I took as a sign from the universe that I should absolutely attend a crowded social event while being hunted by financial fraudsters.
As I twisted my hair into a loose updo, I caught my reflection in the mirror. The woman staring back looked surprisingly put-together for someone whose husband had been murdered in her bed less than two weeks ago. My skin had mostly recovered from the hot tub incident, though certain patches still carried a faint pink glow.
Officer Wells escorted me to the main building, maintaining his usual stoic silence.
“Excited about the auction?” I tried, as we walked the path to the main resort.
“I’ll be stationed by the entrance, ma’am.”
I guessed that would be a no, then.
The main ballroom had undergone a make-over worthy of a fairy godmother with extravagant taste. Crystal chandeliers dripped light like liquid diamonds, catching in the facets of actual diamonds adorning the necks and wrists of Lake District’s elite. The auction items were displayed on white-clothed tables around the perimeter of the room, each sat on its own little throne of importance.
A string quartet played Vivaldi in the corner and servers glided between clusters of guests, bearing trays of champagne in flutes so delicate they might shatter if you thought too hard in their direction.
“Eve!” Olly slid in beside me, resplendent in a tuxedo with a bow tie featuring tiny silver spoons. His hair had been styled within an inch of its life, and he smelled like he’d bathed in cologne. “You made it! And you look...”
“If you mention my hot tub adventure, I will stab you with a canapé fork.”
“...absolutely ravishing,” he finished smoothly. “The dress is divine. Navy is definitely your colour.”
“Midnight blue,” I corrected.
“Of course it is, darling.” He handed me a glass of champagne. “Now, let me fill you in on who’s who. The conservation crowd is here in force. Trust me, you haven’t experienced passive-aggressive until you’ve seen two competing bird-watchers outbid each other on a weekend retreat package.”
I scanned the room as Olly chattered. Victor Harlow stood near the bar, looking comfortable in black tie. The Jorris men were working the room separately, Benjamin chatting with an elderly couple while Harold lingered near a display of local artwork.
No sign of Claudia. Or Gabriel, for that matter.
“—and that’s when she realized it wasn’t her husband beneath the table!”
I blinked. “I’m sorry, what?”
Olly grinned. “Just checking if you were listening. You’re scanning the room like a terminator looking for Sarah Connor.”
“I’m just taking it all in,” I lied, sipping my champagne.
“Mmhmm.” His eyes sparkled with mischief. “Nothing to do with a certain owner who whisked you off to his office this morning?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said primly.
“Of course not.” He winked. “Oh look, there’s Fiona! And she’s wearing actual makeup. Alert the media.”
Fiona approached us, looking graceful and demure in a simple black dress, her hair swept up. The only hint of her usual self was the pendant at her neck, containing…a preserved butterfly wing?
“Eve,” she nodded. “You look well.”
Coming from Fiona, this was effusive praise.
“Thank you,” I replied. “Your pendant is...”
“A Blue Morpho wing fragment. For clarity of thought.” She said this as if it were absolutely normal to accessorize based on cognitive enhancement properties. “I figured we might need it tonight.”
“We?” I raised an eyebrow.
She gave me a look that suggested I was being deliberately dense. “There’s an unusual energy in the room. You feel it too.”
I was about to ask what she meant when a ripple of whispers spread through the crowd. Heads turned toward the entrance, conversations pausing mid-sentence.
Gabriel Warwick had arrived.
To say he cleaned up well would be a tragic understatement. The man wore a tuxedo like it had been invented specifically for him, the black fabric emphasizing shoulders that could carry the weight of several small countries. His dark hair was swept back from his forehead, making those green eyes even more devastating.
“Well, well,” Olly murmured beside me. “If it isn’t Mr. Darcy himself, gracing us commoners with his presence.”
“Shut up,” I hissed, trying to ignore the way my pulse had decided to do an impromptu drum solo.
Gabriel moved through the crowd with casual confidence, stopping occasionally to exchange pleasantries. Several women touched their hair or smoothed their dresses as he passed.
I couldn’t blame them.
The man had a gravitational pull that affected tides.
“He’s coming this way,” Olly whispered, unnecessarily. “Act natural.”
“I am natural,” I muttered. “Stop making it weird.”
“Eve.” Gabriel greeted, those green eyes finding mine immediately. “You look lovely.”
“Thank you,” I said, hoping my voice sounded normal and not strangled by the attack of attraction.
Olly cleared his throat. “Mr. Warwick, always a pleasure. I was just telling Eve about the remarkable items up for auction tonight.”
“Yes, Merry has outdone herself this year.” Gabriel’s eyes didn’t leave mine. “The weekend at the Scottish castle is particularly sought after, I’m told.”
“I saw that,” I said, grateful for the neutral topic. “Though I’m not sure a drafty castle is my idea of a relaxing getaway.”
“It has excellent security,” Gabriel replied. “Very private.”
The way he said “private” made my cheeks warm. I took another sip of champagne.
“If you’ll excuse me,” Olly said. “I simply must inspect the cheese station. Professional curiosity, you understand.”
He disappeared into the crowd before I could beg him to stay.
“He isn’t very subtle,” Gabriel observed, moving slightly closer to avoid a passing waiter.
“Subtlety isn’t in his vocabulary,” I agreed. “Along with ‘appropriate timing’ and ‘mind your own business.’“
Gabriel’s laugh was a low, rich sound that did dangerous things to my pulse. “Walk with me? I should probably make the rounds, but I’d appreciate the company.”
Was that wise?
Absolutely not.
“Lead the way,” I said, falling into step beside him.
I was acutely aware of him beside me, the subtle warmth emanating from his body, the way other guests looked at us with poorly disguised curiosity as we circulated the room.
Gabriel’s hand brushed the small of my back as he guided me toward the display of auction items. “How are you feeling?”
“Much better, thank you. Fiona’s miracle cream has really helped.”
“Fiona has many talents,” he agreed. “Though I wouldn’t ask what’s in her remedies. Some mysteries are best left unsolved.”
“Unlike murder,” I said before I could stop myself.
His expression sobered. “Have you spoken with Detective Inspector Shaddon recently?”
I nodded. “We’ve come to an arrangement of sorts.”
“An arrangement?” His eyebrow arched with interest.
“Limited information sharing. He tells me what I need to know to stay safe, I tell him what I find out. Which, by the way, includes those irregularities in Claudia Jones’s background you told me about.”
His mouth quirked. “I wouldn’t expect any less.”
We paused before a display of artwork, local scenes painted by a renowned Lake District artist. Gabriel studied a moody landscape of the lake in stormy weather, his profile outlined against the soft lighting.
“This reminds me of the night you startled me by the lake,” I said, nodding toward the painting. “All mist and shadows.”
“Is that how you remember it?” He turned toward me, close enough that I could see the faint creases at the corners of his eyes. “Mist and shadows?”
“Among other things,” I admitted.
His gaze held mine, the same electric current from his office flowing between us. “And what were those other things, Eve?”
My bones felt like they were melting. “Such as why the owner of a luxury spa resort has the reflexes of a ninja and a strange habit of wandering the grounds at night.”
He smiled, neither confirming nor denying anything. “Perhaps I’m simply a light sleeper with an appreciation for moonlight.”
“And perhaps I’m the Queen of England in disguise,” I retorted. “We all have our little secrets.”
“Some bigger than others,” he countered softly.
Before I could respond, a commotion erupted near the bar. Raised voices cut through the murmur of conversation, the string quartet faltering with a tragic screech of violins.
“—know exactly what you did!”
Victor Harlow’s voice, loud and sharp with anger.
Gabriel tensed beside me, his expression shifting from warm interest to cool assessment in an instant.
“Stay here,” he murmured, but I was already moving toward the disturbance, drawn like a moth to potential information.
Victor stood in the centre of a rapidly forming circle of onlookers, his face flushed with anger or alcohol or both.
His bow tie hung askew, and he jabbed a finger toward—
Me. He was pointing at me.
“There she is!” Victor exclaimed as I approached. “The widow herself! Tell them, Mrs. Valcon. Tell them how you and your husband stole my money!”
Oh, bloody hell.
“Mr. Harlow,” I said, keeping my voice level. “This isn’t the place—”
“It’s exactly the place!” He took another step toward me, his stance swaying. Definitely drunk, then. “All these wealthy people should know what kind of thieves are among them!”
The murmuring around us intensified. I could practically hear Dotty’s tea shop gossip machine whirring into overdrive across the village.
“Victor,” I tried again, “you’re upset. Let’s discuss this privately—”
“Your two days are up!” he interrupted. “Where’s my money, Eve? The twenty-three million your husband stole from me!”
I felt the entire room shift.
Conversations stopped mid-sentence. Champagne glasses froze halfway to lips. Every eye in the ballroom fixed on me with varying degrees of shock, judgment, and—worst of all—prurient curiosity.
Out of the corner of my eye, I caught sight of Claudia slipping into the room, and the unmistakable gleam of satisfaction in her eyes. She was enjoying this—enjoying seeing me shredded before strangers.
“Twenty-three million pounds,” Victor repeated, making sure everyone heard the figure. He was speaking to the crowd now. “Her husband ran a Ponzi scheme that took everything from me. Everything!”
Oh, God. This wasn’t just embarrassing. This was complete public humiliation.
“And she helped him!” Victor continued, emboldened by the attention. “They were in it together. Now he’s dead, and she has my money!”
Someone whispered loudly enough for me to hear: “I knew she was hiding something.”
Another voice: “Always thought it was suspicious, her staying on after finding him dead...”
My cheeks burned, my chest tight with a toxic mix of shame and rage. The crowd seemed to press in, their stares almost physical in their intensity. I had the sudden, irrational urge to run from the room, to hide in my cabin and never emerge.
I felt a presence beside me and knew without looking that Gabriel had joined me, a solid, reassuring presence at my shoulder.
“Mr. Harlow,” Gabriel’s voice was cool steel wrapped in velvet. “You’re causing a scene at my establishment. I suggest you step outside to collect yourself.”
“Your establishment?” Victor laughed, a brittle sound with no humour. “Do you know who you’re harbouring, Warwick? This woman and her husband ran a Ponzi scheme that cost me everything. Everything!”
“These are serious accusations,” Gabriel replied, unmoved. “Now, either you compose yourself, or security will escort you out.”
Two large men in dark suits appeared at the edges of our little drama. Victor’s eyes flicked toward them, then back to me.
“This isn’t over,” he hissed. “I want what’s mine.”
“I don’t have your money, Victor,” I said firmly, my voice sounding steadier than I felt. “I had nothing to do with Alex’s business dealings.”
“Liar!” The word exploded from him, flecks of spittle flying. “You’re just as guilty as he was!”
“Security,” Gabriel’s voice cut through the tension. “Please escort Mr. Harlow to his room. He appears to be unwell.”
Victor struggled briefly as the security men took his arms, still hurling accusations. “You’re all blind! She’s fooling everyone! Her husband stole millions, and she knows where it is!”
The crowd parted as Victor was led away, whispers erupting in his wake. I became acutely aware of dozens of pairs of eyes on me, expressions ranging from curiosity to suspicion to outright hostility.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Gabriel announced smoothly, “please enjoy your evening. The live auction will begin in fifteen minutes.”
With that, he placed a gentle hand at the small of my back and steered me away from the centre of attention, toward a quieter corner.
The moment we were relatively alone, the unaffected host vanished, replaced by a man whose jaw was tight with barely leashed fury.
“You never told me about this,” he said, his voice low and taut. “You never mentioned Victor Harlow had threatened you, had demanded money.”
I blinked, taken aback by the intensity of his reaction. “I—”
“Two days,” he continued, cutting me off. “He gave you two days, and you didn’t think that was worth mentioning? Even after someone tried to kill you in your hot tub?”
“I didn’t want to involve you,” I said. “This isn’t your problem.”
“It became my problem when Victor Harlow threatened one of my guests in my resort,” he replied. “It became my problem when someone tampered with your hot tub. And it became my problem when you decided to keep me in the dark about the danger you’re in.”
His concern, wrapped in frustration, caught me off guard. “I’m handling it.”
“You’re not handling it,” he countered. “You’re stumbling around in the dark while people with far more experience in deception circle you like sharks.”
“Well, thank you for that vote of confidence,” I snapped, stung by his assessment.
Gabriel ran a hand through his hair, momentarily disturbing its angelic styling. “That’s not what I—” He took a breath, visibly composing himself. “Are you alright? After what just happened?”
The sudden shift from anger to concern was disorienting. “You mean after being publicly accused of fraud in front of half the Lake District’s elite?”
“Eve.” Just my name, but the way he said it—half exasperation, half something softer—made my defences waver.
“I’m fine,” I sighed. “Embarrassed, angry, slightly terrified, but fine.”
His hand came up, and we’ll never know what he was about to do with that hand because right then Merry interrupted, elegant as ever in a silver evening gown that matched her styled hair.
“Gabriel, the auctioneer needs a word before we begin,” she said, her violet eyes briefly assessing me. “And Eve, are you quite alright? That was quite a scene.”
“Nothing like a public accusation of fraud to add excitement to an evening.”
She pursed her lips. “Indeed. Well, if you need anything, do let me know.”
“I’ll be right back,” Gabriel promised, his gaze lingering on mine before he followed Merry toward the stage area.
Left alone, I took a steadying breath and surveyed the room. People were still watching me, though they pretended not to whenever I caught their eye. I’d need to develop thicker skin if I was going to survive this evening.
Across the room, I spotted Claudia, a champagne glass delicately balanced between her fingers as she chatted with an elderly couple. As if sensing my gaze, she looked up, meeting my eyes directly. The corner of her mouth lifted in a subtle smirk before she returned her attention to her conversation.
That’s when it hit me. Claudia had orchestrated that blasted scene to take the heat off herself. She’d probably been whispering in Victor’s ear, feeding his suspicions with outrageous lies, convincing him that I’d duped him and was laughing all the way to the bank—or, you know, to some country without extradition treaties.
If I was the villain, no one would look too closely at her.
Victor wouldn’t look at her or the Jorris men too closely.
Claudia excused herself from her conversation and slipped out through a side door.
I stormed after her, fury bubbling in my blood. The corridor outside was quieter, the sounds of the party muffled. I caught a glimpse of her turning a corner and quickened my pace.
I rounded the corner at full tilt and—
Nothing. No Claudia. Just an empty corridor and the faint echo of string quartet music from the ballroom.
Well, not quite empty. Harold Jorris stood examining a painting, his shoulders tense as a coiled spring. He didn’t turn around, but I knew he’d heard me. The slight tilt of his head gave him away.
My heart pounded against my ribs, blood still boiling from Victor’s public execution. “Where is she?”
Harold turned to me. “Where is who?”
“Claudia!” I hissed, advancing on him like a woman with nothing left to lose. (Which, let’s be honest, I pretty much was at this point.) “She came this way thirty seconds ago. What, did she melt into the wallpaper?”
“I’m afraid I haven’t seen her,” he lied, badly.
Have you ever reached that point where one more lie might make your head explode? Where your blood pressure spikes so high you can hear it whooshing in your ears?
Yeah. I was there.
“What’s going on between you two?” I took another step closer, close enough to see the tiny bead of sweat forming at his temple. “And Benjamin? What are you all hiding?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Harold replied, but his jaw tightened, a muscle twitching under the skin.
Don’t poke the bear. That’s what Olly would say if he were here, probably while dragging me backward by my dress.
But their game tonight had blown my last functioning fuse.
My husband had cheated on me, lied to me for God knows how long, put me in danger with his fraudulent schemes and criminal buddies, and then he’d gotten himself murdered in my bed!
I was a murder suspect, a nearly-boiled-alive victim, and now this—death by public humiliation.
I snapped.
“Claudia set me up tonight.” I jabbed a finger at Harold’s chest. “She’s a manipulative, lying bitch and I’ve had—”
“Hey, don’t talk about my—” He cut himself off abruptly.
The air between us crystallized. I could practically feel the atoms freezing in place as we both realized what had just happened.
“Don’t talk about my... what, Harold?” I pressed, watching him carefully. “What were you going to say?”
“Nothing,” he said quickly.
“Your wife?” That’s how that sentence usually went, didn’t it? Don’t talk about my wife like that.
Horror—no, disgust washed over his features. The same kind of “ugh” I’d seen on playgrounds when I was wee-high.
“Oh my God.” I stepped back. Well, she wasn’t his mother. “What is Claudia to you? Your sister?”
“That’s laughable,” he said stiffly.
What had Gabriel said? There were irregularities in Ms. Jones’s information. The kind that suggest she isn’t who she claims to be.
I took another step back from Harold. “Claudia Jones isn’t her real name. She’s a Jorris, isn’t she?”
“Now you’re just spewing rubbish,” Harold scoffed, but his face flushed, blooming red from collar to forehead. “Pure fiction. No one will believe you.”
Just then, a shadow fell across the corridor.
“What’s going on here?”
Benjamin Jorris stood blocking the corridor, his massive frame silhouetted against the glow of the ballroom at his back.
“Harold?” His jaw clenched as his gaze flicked between his son’s guilty face and my defiant one. “What have you done?”
“Nothing, I swear I—”
“Shut up.” Benjamin’s voice cut through the air. He pivoted toward me, eyes narrowing. “What did my idiot son tell you?”
“Only that Claudia isn’t who she claims to be,” I said, forcing steel into my voice. “Family business, is it?”
Benjamin stepped forward, transforming from wealthy businessman to predator mid-stride. “You know, Mrs. Valcon, curiosity kills.”
I backed up. “Is that a threat?”
“Consider it advice.” He advanced another step. “Some secrets deserve burial.”
Another step backward for me. This wasn’t looking good, alone in a deserted corridor, cut off from the ballroom by this menacing duo in tuxedos.
My heart hammered as I glanced over my shoulder at the darkened corridor. Two choices: attempt to push past Benjamin and Harold toward safety, or retreat into deserted territory.
Benjamin’s fists clenched.
Decision made.
“You’ll excuse me.” I turned and walked—didn’t run, walked—away, heels clicking while my instincts screamed run.
Behind me, footsteps echoed.
Once I’d turned the corner, I kicked off my shoes, hiked up my dress, and I bolted. Where was Officer Wells when I needed him? Bad, bad time to slip your protective detail, Eve.
The corridor branched. Left or right?
Left.
I burst through double doors into the darkened spa wing. Emergency exit signs cast their crimson glow across white walls.
I knew where I was. The spa reception was just up ahead, and if I kept going through the swing doors at the end, I could cut through to the main reception and circle back to populated areas.
A door clicked shut behind me. Too close.
I ducked into the nearest room, a small office, and eased the door closed. Darkness enveloped me. I flattened against the wall, muffling my breath with my palm.
Footsteps approached, slowed, continued past.
I waited until they faded before exhaling.
My heart thundered in my chest. I needed to find Officer Wells or Gabriel. I counted to thirty before cracking the door.
The corridor stretched empty in both directions.
Stepping out, I’d just turned toward the swing doors at the end when a figure stepped out from the spa reception doors.
“Hello, Eve,” Claudia said, her smile twisted and ugly. “Looking for me?”
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You know that moment when you realize you’ve made a series of increasingly bad decisions that have led you straight into the villain’s trap?
That was me, standing barefoot outside the spa reception, watching Claudia’s predatory smile spread across her face.
The emergency lights cast her in ghoulish blue, a thing of nightmares wrapped in a designer evening gown. Her blonde hair had begun to unravel. She looked like the ghost of a socialite, beautiful and terrible.
“Actually, yes,” I said, forcing steel into my voice. “We need to talk about that scene you orchestrated with Victor.”
She laughed, the sound bouncing off the walls of the deserted corridor. “Oh please. Victor doesn’t need any help making a fool of himself. The man’s been drowning his sorrows since he realized his millions were gone.”
“But you gave him a nudge tonight, didn’t you?” I took a step sideways, inching toward those swing doors. “Made sure he focused his rage on me rather than looking too closely at you and the Jorris boys.”
“The Jorris boys?” She clicked her tongue against her teeth. “How quaint.”
“Harold let it slip just now. You’re related.”
Her expression hardened. That’s when I noticed what she was fiddling with in her right hand—a small silver object catching the dim light. A Swiss Army knife. The corkscrew attachment was open and jutting out between her fingers.
Well, that wasn’t a subtle threat, was it?
“You really don’t know when to stop poking around.” she said, hips swaying as she sauntered closer, crowding me against the wall.
My mouth was desert-dry, but I kept talking. If she was talking, she wasn’t stabbing. Basic survival maths. “Sorry, I’m not good at sitting quietly when my freedom is on the line. How long were you and Alex together?”
“Together?” She barked out a laugh. “Alex was a means to an end.”
“And what end was that, exactly?” I backed away from her, my bare foot sliding on the cold tile. My abandoned shoes were somewhere in the corridor, casualties of flight over fashion.
“Money, Eve.” In the eerie blue light, her eyes looked almost black, bottomless. “It’s always about money.”
“That’s not what it looked like when I walked in on you at The Savoy.” The memory still burned my dignity.
“Yes, well, let’s call that motivation, shall we? A little something to keep Alex focussed.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Your husband was very good at convincing people to invest, and we needed investors for our schemes. It was a win-win.”
“Until it wasn’t.” My back hit the wall. There was nowhere left to go. “What happened? Did Alex threaten to expose you?”
“That wasn’t part of the plan.” Her face darkened, and her voice dropped. “No one was supposed to die.”
“What was the plan?”
“Get the money, get our new identities, disappear.” She gestured with the corkscrew tool. “Simple. Clean. But then Benjamin went rogue.”
“What do you mean, ‘went rogue’?”
Her lips twisted. “Daddy dearest decided Alex was an outsider. Couldn’t be trusted. And when we all ended up at the same resort as you, Benjamin saw his opportunity.”
“To kill Alex and frame me.” The pieces fell into place with sickening clarity.
“My father thought it was poetic justice.” She shook her head. “Using your anniversary present as the murder weapon.”
That was just plain cruel.
“The hot tub,” I said. “That was you too, wasn’t it?”
A flicker of pride crossed her face. “That was Harold, actually. Quite clever with technology, my brother.”
“You tried to boil me alive.” The words came out flat, disbelieving.
“Nothing so dramatic,” Claudia said, examining the corkscrew as if we were discussing wine pairings instead of attempted murder. “Just enough to scare you off. Make you run back to London with your tail between your legs.”
“How?” I demanded. “How did you do it?”
She smiled, that same self-satisfied smile I’d seen at the auction. “Harold hacked into the resort’s network. Did you know all the fancy amenities here run on a smart system? The hot tubs, the saunas, everything. Child’s play for someone with his skills.”
“You could have killed me!”
She rolled her eyes. “Oh please. We timed it. You’d have managed to get out eventually—bruised, burned, and bloody terrified. Enough to make you leave.” A casual flick of her wrist. “It was Benjamin who wanted to up the temperature even higher. I vetoed that.”
“How considerate.” The sarcasm dripped from my tongue.
“I’m not a monster, Eve.” Her expression hardened again. “I’m a businesswoman. You were just... an unexpected complication. The grieving widow who wouldn’t stop digging.”
An unexpected complication. That’s all I was to these people. A footnote in their grand scheme.
“What does that make you?” I asked, anger overriding sense. “The grieving mistress who wouldn’t go? What are you even still doing here, loitering about the spa?”
Her eyes narrowed. “Passports. New identities.”
“The mysterious package you’ve all been looking for.”
“Give the lady a prize.” Her fingers tightened around the Swiss Army knife, the corkscrew catching light as she twisted it idly. “Speaking of prizes, I should really thank you for your little spa retreat. Made for the ultimate diversion. Everyone so focused on poor betrayed Eve and her dead husband—” she mimicked a sad face “—they barely notice us at all.”
“Glad to be of service,” I said dryly. “So if Benjamin killed Alex, why are you threatening me with a Swiss Army knife? Seems a bit amateur hour compared to neurotoxin, doesn’t it?”
Her eyes flashed. “I’m not going to kill you, Eve. I just need you to stop asking questions.”
“A Swiss Army knife says otherwise.” I nodded toward her hand. “Nothing says ‘friendly chat’ like a corkscrew between the ribs.”
“This?” She glanced down at the corkscrew. “Force of habit. I always have it with me.”
That was even more disturbing. Who carries a Swiss Army knife as a casual accessory to a charity auction?
“If Benjamin wasn’t supposed to kill Alex, why are you protecting him?” I asked.
“I’m not protecting him,” she snapped. “I’m protecting myself. My brother. Our exit strategy.”
“By threatening me with a corkscrew in a darkened spa?”
“By shutting you up before you ruin everything!” There it was—the mask slipping. “We’ve worked years for this. Years!”
“All for nothing,” I said, letting a smirk touch my lips. “The money’s gone.”
Her smile spread like a cat who’d not only gotten the cream but had signed the ownership papers to the dairy. “Remember that Swiss account our lover opened?”
“My husband, your lover.” Just to be clear. “The money’s been sitting in Alex’s account all this time?”
“Of course not,” she said. “The police would have tracked that down by now. We transferred everything to a new account set up in my name. Alex was so trusting.”
“And now he’s dead.” That’s where trust gets you.
“You know, I almost feel sorry for you,” Claudia said, twirling the corkscrew between her fingers. “You had no idea who you were really married to, did you?”
“Apparently not.”
“Alex was good. One of the best we’ve ever worked with.” Her voice took on an admiring tone. “Most of the investment brokers we approach are either too ethical or too stupid to be useful. Alex was neither.”
Charming. “I’ll engrave that on his tombstone.”
The corridor door banged open, and Benjamin Jorris’s deep voice rolled down the hallway. “Did you find her?”
“She’s here,” Claudia called, not taking her eyes off me. “We’re having a lovely chat.”
Harold was a step behind his father. His eyes darted between me and his sister.
Well, this just kept getting better and better. Nothing like a family reunion of fraudsters to really make a girl appreciate being an only child.
As Benjamin and Harold advanced down the corridor, Claudia stepped back and I did the only thing I could think of. I ducked around her and pushed through the opposite door, tumbling into the spa reception.
My hip smacked against something solid and my hands flailed for support as my eyes struggled to adjust to the dimness.
A horseshoe-shaped desk dominated the space, its computer screen casting faint bluish light across appointment books and branded brochures. Clean, minimalist, tasteful. I darted across to the internal door that led through to the treatment rooms.
Locked.
Oh, brilliant move, Eve. Absolutely genius.
I’d just trapped myself in a stylish box.
Benjamin, Harold, and Claudia crowded into the doorway, blocking my only escape route.
“Mrs. Valcon,” Benjamin said, his voice eerily calm. “I believe we have a problem.”
“Really?” I backed up until I hit the reception desk. “I was just thinking how well this evening was going.”
Harold looked distinctly uncomfortable, shifting from foot to foot.
Benjamin, on the other hand, radiated menace. His massive frame filled the doorway, tuxedo stretched across shoulders. Not a hint of perspiration or uncertainty.
“You know too much,” he said simply.
The casual way he said that made my skin crawl.
“Not again.” Claudia lowered the Swiss Army knife. “Enough, Dad.”
His eyes never left mine. “She knows too much. This ends now.”
“No one was supposed to die,” Claudia said, her voice oddly strained. For a brief moment, she sounded almost like a non-maniac human.
“She’ll go to Shaddon with what she knows,” Benjamin said, his voice gravel. “We’ll lose everything.”
“What would she tell him?” Claudia shot back. “That I’m really a Jorris? It’s not a crime to change your name. That we’re the masterminds behind Alex’s Ponzi scheme and we’re about to disappear with the money? It’s her word against ours, and she has nothing concrete.”
“She’s right,” Harold added, wiping sweat from his upper lip. “We’ve been thorough. We checked every security camera in this place when we first arrived. Nothing in the spa or treatment rooms. No witnesses.”
“Think about it,” Claudia insisted, the voice of cold reason. “Another body? Who are you going to frame this time? They’ll lock down the entire resort. We’ll never get out.”
“This one will be a tragic accident,” Benjamin said. “The package was finally dropped off at the boat house this evening. We’ll be long gone before her body is discovered.”
“It’s a stupid risk,” Claudia argued. “We should—”
She was cut off by a sudden noise from somewhere in the spa. A door opening? Footsteps?
Benjamin went still, listening. “Harold, check it out.”
Harold hesitated, then disappeared into the corridor, leaving me alone with the two most dangerous members of this twisted family enterprise.
I seized the momentary distraction to grab the only potential weapon within reach, a heavy crystal award on the desk. The bottom was weighty, satisfyingly solid in my hand. The pointed top looked lethal enough to do damage if needed.
“Put it down,” Benjamin ordered, stepping closer, his eyes flicking to my makeshift weapon.
The door flew open and Gabriel burst through like an avenging angel in evening wear. For a surreal moment, the scene froze—Benjamin with his hand half-extended toward me, Claudia with her Swiss Army knife, and me clutching my crystal award like some deranged spa trophy bandit.
“Eve!” Gabriel’s eyes swept the room with lightning quickness. “Are you alright?”
“Just peachy,” I informed him. “Having a lovely chat about attempted murder and international fraud with my new friends.”
Benjamin turned toward Gabriel, his massive frame tensing. “Mr. Warwick. This is a private matter.”
“In my resort?” Gabriel’s voice dropped to a dangerous register I’d never heard before. “I think not.”
He stepped fully into the room. One hand was slipped inside his jacket, and something about his stance suggested he wasn’t reaching for his pocket square. “Step away from Mrs. Valcon.”
“This doesn’t concern you,” Benjamin muttered, though I noticed he did take a small step backward.
“Everything that happens at Luna Mare concerns me.” Gabriel’s eyes flicked to me. “Eve, come here.”
I didn’t need to be asked twice. I edged along the wall, crystal award still clutched in my white-knuckled grip, until I was standing just behind Gabriel’s shoulder.
“The police are on their way,” Gabriel continued, not taking his eyes off Benjamin. “Detective Inspector Shaddon should be here any moment.”
The sound of footsteps in the corridor sent a fresh surge of adrenaline through my system. Multiple footsteps. Heavy ones.
Benjamin lunged then, a desperate last move. He charged toward Gabriel like a bull, surprisingly fast for such a large man.
Without thinking, I swung my crystal award in an arc, and connected with the side of Benjamin’s head with a sickening crack. He staggered, eyes unfocused.
Gabriel stepped smoothly to the side and delivered a precise blow to Benjamin’s solar plexus that folded the man like origami.
A commotion erupted in the corridor. The sound of a scuffle, a grunt of pain, and then Harold was shoved back into the room, his nose bleeding, followed by Jack Shaddon and two uniformed officers—one of them was my very own Office Wells.
“Found this one lurking in the hallway,” Jack announced, his hand firmly gripping Harold’s shoulder.
“Nobody move!” Officer Wells barked, though it was rather unnecessary since Benjamin was out for the count, Harold looked about to faint and Claudia had gone utterly still, her Swiss Army knife now dangling uselessly from her fingertips.
Jack’s eyes widened when he saw me. “Eve? What the—”
“Long story,” I said weakly. “Involves Ponzi schemes, family drama, and attempted murder. You know, the usual spa weekend activities.”
Benjamin stirred with a low groan. Without missing a beat, Gabriel placed one polished Oxford on the man’s chest, pinning him down. The move was so effortlessly elegant, it looked like something he did every day between spa management meetings.
Jack shot Gabriel a narrowed look. “How exactly did you know to come here, Warwick?”
Gabriel smoothed his jacket. “Security cameras picked up Mrs. Valcon being pursued through the spa wing. I came immediately and called you.”
Jack nodded curtly. “We’ll need statements from both of you.”
“This is absurd!” Claudia’s voice rose to a pitch as the officers moved to handcuff her.
She tossed her blonde hair indignantly, managing to look affronted despite the Swiss Army knife still dangling from her fingers. “We weren’t doing anything wrong! We were simply having a conversation with Eve when Mr. Warwick burst in and assaulted my father!”
I made a noise that was half-laugh, half-choke. “Conversation? Is that what we’re calling death threats these days?”
“Death threats?” Jack’s eyes snapped to mine. “Eve, what happened?”
Where to even begin? The clandestine family fraud? The hot tub murder attempt? The discussion about how to dispose of my body?
I took a deep breath and delivered the condensed version.
“The short of it is that Claudia isn’t Claudia Jones at all. She’s a Jorris. They’re a family of con artists who ran a Ponzi scheme with my husband. Benjamin killed Alex with poison in his whiskey, deliberately using my anniversary gift flask and dropping him into my bed to frame me. Oh, and they were about to engineer a tragic accident for me. That’s why they trapped me here in the spa.”
Jack’s eyebrows climbed so high they threatened to join his hairline.
“That’s preposterous!” Claudia protested, her voice brittle. “She’s clearly delusional from the stress of her husband’s death. We were concerned about her erratic behaviour and followed her to make sure she was alright.”
“With a corkscrew?” Jack asked dryly, nodding toward the Swiss Army knife.
“I always carry it,” she said primly. “For wine emergencies.”
“She literally told me that Benjamin killed Alex and that they were planning to disappear with the money,” I said, frustration building. “She bragged about how they’d transferred everything to accounts in her name because Alex was so trusting. They were planning to leave the country with new identities once their ‘package’ arrived at the boathouse, which apparently just happened this evening.”
“Can you prove any of this, Eve?” Claudia’s smirk bared teeth. “It’s your word against ours.”
Gabriel, who’d been quietly observing this exchange, removed his foot from Benjamin’s chest as the officers moved to properly secure him.
“Actually,” he said, voice smooth as aged whisky, “it’s not just her word.”
He pulled out his phone, tapped the screen a few times, and turned it toward Claudia.
On it played a crystal-clear video of the corridor outside the spa reception—showing Claudia gesturing with the corkscrew while saying: “Get the money, get our new identities, disappear. Simple. Clean. But then Benjamin went rogue.”
Claudia’s face drained of all colour. “That’s impossible. We checked. There are no cameras in the spa area.”
“I had additional security measures installed after the hot tub incident,” Gabriel drawled. “Hidden cameras in all public areas. Very discreet.”
The realization that her entire confession had been recorded hit Claudia. She deflated, her shoulders slumping in defeat.
“You recorded all of that?” I asked Gabriel, stunned.
He met my eyes, something intense flickering in those green depths. “Everything from the moment you entered the spa corridor.”
“Including the part where Benjamin discussed making my death look like an accident?”
“I haven’t checked the footage, but it will all be there,” he assured me.
“It was never supposed to go this far,” Harold whined. “The plan was just money. No one was supposed to die.”
“Tell that to Alex,” I said, sharper than I intended.
The fight drained out of the Jorris family all at once. Benjamin, staring ahead in stony silence. Claudia’s posture crumpled. Harold just looked tired.
Then they were gone, and I was still clutching the crystal award in a death grip, my knuckles white around its base.
Gabriel gently prized my fingers open, taking the makeshift weapon and setting it on the desk. “You have remarkable reflexes with impromptu weapons.”
“Beginner’s luck,” I quipped. “Next time I’ll bring my own corkscrew to the fight.”
“Let’s hope there isn’t a next time.” He studied my face with those unfathomable green eyes. “How are you holding up?”
“Oh, you know,” I gestured vaguely, “just another day in paradise. Fancy party, attempted murder, found out my husband was involved with a family of con artists. Standard Thursday night fare.”
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I woke up alone.
No dead husband. No would-be murderers. No Swiss Army knives or crystal awards doubling as weapons.
Just me, in my bed, in my glass-walled cabin, sunlight streaming in at an ungodly hour.
I rolled over with a groan and checked my phone. 7:36 AM. Technically, I was allowed to declare this an unreasonable hour to be conscious, but my brain had other ideas. It kept replaying snippets of last night’s excitement.
“It’s always about money, Eve.”
“Benjamin went rogue.”
“We’ll be long gone before her body is discovered.”
I shoved back the covers and padded to the kitchen, desperate for coffee strong enough to scour away the lingering unpleasantness of those memories. My bare feet slapped against the wooden floors, the sound oddly reassuring in its mundanity. I was alive. I was safe. The bad guys were in custody.
So why did I feel so unsettled?
While the coffee machine hummed, I stood at the glass wall, staring out at the lake. In the distance, a lone rowing boat carved a path through the fog, its occupant nothing more than a shadow.
I wondered if it was Gabriel.
Jack had asked a good question last night: How had Gabriel known to come to the spa? Yes, hidden cameras explained how he’d seen me being pursued, but why was he monitoring them at that exact moment? During his own charity auction?
The coffee machine beeped. I poured the steaming liquid into a mug large enough to bathe a small rodent and took a scalding sip, embracing the burn as a distraction from my thoughts.
My phone buzzed. A text from Olly: Survive the night or did the ghosts of fraudsters past get you?
I texted back: Still breathing. No thanks to you abandoning me at the auction.
His response came instantly: Tactical retreat to fetch help. Saw you go after Claudia. Also saw Gabriel follow you. Figured you were in capable hands.
Me: Meaning you told Gabriel where I’d gone?
Olly: Maybe? Also, brunch. My kitchen. 11am. We’re celebrating your not-being-murdered-ness. No excuses.
I smiled despite myself. Trust Olly to turn nearly dying into a brunch opportunity.
Me: Fine. But there better be pastries.
Olly: Darling, I’m OFFENDED you even had to ask.
I set my phone down and let the coffee do its job of slowly reviving my brain cells. The events of last night were becoming clearer in the harsh light of morning. I’d been inches away from becoming another tragic resort statistic. If Gabriel hadn’t arrived when he did...
Gabriel Warwick. Resort owner. Alleged playboy. Intoxicating man with perfect timing and ninja moves and hidden security cameras.
After the police had taken the Jorris clan away, he’d insisted on walking me back to my cabin. We’d strolled in silence until reaching my door, where he’d finally spoken.
“You’re remarkably calm for someone who nearly died tonight.”
I’d shrugged, fatigue settling into my bones. “I think I’m out of adrenaline. Give me twelve hours and I’ll probably have a proper breakdown.”
His mouth had quirked in that not-quite-smile. “In that case, I’d better leave you to it.”
“Thank you,” I’d said. “For showing up when you did.”
“Right place, right time.”
“Does that happen a lot with you.”
His eyes had held mine for a long beat. “Get some rest, Eve.”
I finished my coffee and headed for the shower, hoping hot water might wash away some of the lingering unease. It didn’t. If anything, standing under the pounding spray just gave my brain more space to spin conspiracy theories about Gabriel Warwick.
Did resort owners typically install hidden cameras in spas? Did they typically know how to take down men twice their size with a single blow? Did they typically move through the shadows with the silent grace of a predator?
I was being ridiculous. The man owned a luxury resort. Of course he’d have security measures in place. Of course he’d be protective of his guests.
By the time 11 AM rolled around, I’d cycled through every possible theory about Gabriel Warwick, from international man of mystery to alien in human form (look, I was sleep-deprived, okay?). None of them felt quite right, but neither did the picture of “rich guy who runs a fancy spa.”
I dressed in comfort clothes, soft jeans and an oversized jumper, and shuffled toward the main building for breakfast. Officer Wells was gone from his post. No need for police protection when the criminals were behind bars, I supposed.
It felt strange walking alone, vulnerable in the open air. I kept glancing over my shoulder, half-expecting Harold to materialize from the shrubbery with murder in his eyes.
The restaurant fell silent when I entered.
Brilliant. I was the morning’s entertainment.
Olly spotted me and rushed over, sidestepping a woman in yoga gear with the dexterity of someone used to navigating crowded kitchens.
“Darling!” He caught me in a fierce hug that smelled of cinnamon and coffee. “Look at you! Still alive and everything!”
“Volume, Olly,” I murmured, painfully aware of the attention we were attracting.
“Sorry.” He didn’t lower his voice a single decibel. “Come, I’ve saved you a spot at the counter. Less gawking, better food.”
I followed him to the chef’s station, where he had indeed reserved a stool with a handwritten sign declaring it “Reserved for Actual Heroes.”
“Was that necessary?” I hissed, crumpling the sign and shoving it into my pocket.
“Absolutely.” He beamed, already preparing coffee. “You’re an honest-to-God legend now. The Woman Who Cracked the Case. The Widow Who Fought Back. The—”
“The Exhausted Person Who Just Wants Breakfast,” I interrupted.
“Coming right up.” He winked. “I’m making you my special restorative omelette. It contains eggs, of course, but also dignity, triumph, and just a hint of smugness.”
Despite everything, I laughed. Trust Olly to make light of nearly being murdered.
He slid a mug of coffee toward me. “Black as the Jorris family’s souls.”
I wrapped my hands around its warmth. “Has everyone heard already?”
“Oh honey.” He gave me an exasperated look. “It’s a small resort in an even smaller village. News travels faster than Fiona when someone uses the wrong essential oil in the diffusers.”
As if summoned by her name, Fiona entered the restaurant.
“You look terrible,” she announced, sliding onto the adjacent stool.
“Good morning to you too,” I muttered into my coffee.
“I brought you this.” She placed a small amber bottle on the counter. “For the bruising. And this—” a second, darker bottle appeared, “—for sleep.”
“Are these legal?” I eyed the bottles suspiciously.
She shrugged. “They’re effective.”
“She’s right about that,” Olly chimed in, flipping something in a pan with a flourish. “Her sleep tonic knocked me out for fourteen hours once. Woke up feeling like I’d been reborn.”
“Along with temporary amnesia,” Fiona added casually.
“Just the once!” Olly protested. “And only because I accidentally took a double dose.”
I decided to keep the bottles. Just in case.
“How are you holding up?” Fiona asked, her usual detachment softened by what might have been genuine concern.
“I’m fine,” I lied, then caught her raised eyebrow. “Okay, not fine. But I’m... processing.”
She nodded. “Your aura is chaotic today. Understandable, given the circumstances.”
“Eat,” Olly commanded, placing a plate before me. “Food first, feelings later.”
An omelette so fluffy it would probably float away if not anchored by the avocado slices artfully arranged around it.
“Words to live by,” I agreed, picking up my fork.
Fiona stood. “I have clients waiting. Use those tonics. The bruise one smells terrible but works wonders.” She gave my shoulder a brief squeeze before gliding away with silent grace.
I’d barely taken three bites when a hush fell over the restaurant again. This time, the cause wasn’t me, but Victor Harlow, standing awkwardly in the entrance.
His eyes scanned the room until they found me. My stomach clenched as he approached, his gait stiff and formal. The last time we’d been in the same room, he’d publicly accused me of stealing millions.
“Mrs. Valcon.” He stopped a respectful distance away, hands clasped before him. “Might I have a word?”
Olly moved closer to my side, suddenly looking less flamboyant chef and more protective guard dog.
“What do you want, Victor?” I asked, too tired for niceties.
He cleared his throat. “I’ve come to apologize.”
That was unexpected.
“The police contacted me last night,” he continued, his voice low enough that only our selective counter group could hear. “They explained everything—about the Jorris family, about their con.”
I felt a petty urge to let him stew, but exhaustion won out over spite. “Apology accepted.”
Relief washed over his features. “Thank you. I... I was desperate. When you lose that much money—”
“I understand,” I said, though I didn’t, not really. Alex and I had been comfortable, but never in the twenty-three-million-pound bracket of wealth.
“The inspector says there’s a good chance of recovering most of the funds.” Victor shifted uncomfortably. “Well, I just wanted to clear the air. I’ll be checking out later today.”
“Safe travels,” I said with pointed blandness.
As he walked away, Olly leaned close. “That was deliciously awkward. I could taste his humiliation from here.”
I returned to my omelette. “Has anyone seen Gabriel this morning?”
“Not since last night.” Olly squiggled an eyebrow at me. “Someone’s interested in our mysterious owner’s whereabouts. Anything to do with those smouldering looks he was giving you at the auction.”
“There were no smouldering looks.”
“Darling, he was looking at you like you were the last chocolate mousse at a dessert buffet, and he hadn’t eaten in days.”
I felt heat creeping into my cheeks. “You’re delusional.”
“I’m observant,” he corrected. “And speaking of observation, I’m organizing a small celebration tonight. Just the staff who’ve come to adore you despite your terrible habit of finding corpses.”
“I found one corpse,” I pointed out. “Singular.”
“That we know of,” he winked. “Anyway, private dining room, eight o’clock. Nothing fancy.”
Knowing Olly, “nothing fancy” probably meant only one ice sculpture and fewer than twelve courses.
“I don’t think I’m up for celebrating,” I admitted. “Everything still feels... raw.”
His expression softened. “All the more reason to surround yourself with friendly faces. Just dinner, good wine, and people who are genuinely glad you weren’t murdered. Say yes.”
Put that way, how could I refuse? “Fine. But I’m wearing jeans.”
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After Olly’s restorative omelette, I felt marginally more human. Still exhausted, still vaguely disoriented, like I’d just stepped off a particularly violent fairground ride, but at least now I could string coherent thoughts together without my brain threatening to pack its bags and leave.
I left Olly cheerfully terrorising his kitchen staff and as I wandered through the main reception area, Maddie spotted me.
“Mrs. Valcon!” She leapt from her chair. “I was hoping to see you! Ms. Atkins asked if you could pop by her office when convenient.”
“Thank you, Maddie.” I glanced toward the corridor that led to Merry’s office. “Is she in now?”
“Oh yes.” Maddie nodded enthusiastically. “She’s been in since sunrise.”
As I turned to leave, Maddie called after me, “Mrs. Valcon? I’m really glad you’re okay.”
“Thanks, Maddie. So am I.”
Merry’s office door stood slightly ajar, warm light spilling into the corridor. I knocked gently on the frame.
“Come in, Eve,” Merry’s voice floated out, as if she could see through doors.
I pushed the door open to find her seated behind her immaculate desk, pouring tea from a silver service into delicate porcelain cups. As always, her silver hair was styled in that intricate French twist, and her lavender cashmere jacket looked like it had never met a wrinkle in its life.
“Right on time,” she said, though I hadn’t been aware we had an appointment. “Do sit down. Milk? Sugar?”
“Just milk, please.” I sank into one of the visitor chairs, comfortable but not too comfortable, as if deliberately designed to keep guests alert.
She passed me a cup, the china so fine I could see the amber liquid through it. “How are you feeling this morning?”
“Like I’ve been hit by a freight train,” I admitted. “But I’ll live.”
“Yes, you will,” she stated, a command rather than an observation. “Gabriel tells me you handled yourself admirably last night.”
My ears perked up at the mention of Gabriel. “Is he around? I wanted to thank him for last night. He saved my life. “
“He’s been known to do that on occasion,” Merry said with a secret smile. “However, I’m afraid Gabriel has been called away on urgent business. He left at first light.”
“Oh.” I couldn’t quite keep the disappointment from my voice. Left without saying goodbye, had he? Well, okay then. “Did he say when he might return?”
“Gabriel’s schedule is unpredictable at best.” She paused, studying me with that penetrating gaze of hers. “He also instructed me to inform you that Luna Mare will, of course, handle all arrangements for your husband.”
I blinked. “Arrangements?”
“The funeral. Memorial service. Whatever you deem appropriate.” She said this with the same tone someone might use to discuss changing the dinner menu. “The resort will cover all expenses, naturally.”
“That’s—that’s too much,” I sputtered. “Alex wasn’t even a guest here, not officially. He was using an alias. And after everything that happened—”
“Gabriel was quite insistent.” Her tone made it clear this wasn’t up for debate. “He feels the resort bears some responsibility for what occurred on our grounds.”
“But—”
“I’ve already spoken with Detective Inspector Shaddon,” she continued smoothly. “The coroner will release your husband’s remains by the end of the week. The local funeral home is excellent, very discreet. Unless, of course, you’d prefer arrangements in London?”
My head spun. I set down my teacup before I could drop it. “I haven’t even thought about a funeral.”
I’d been so caught up in solving Alex’s murder that I’d completely forgotten about the actual business of burying him. What kind of wife does that make me?
A betrayed one, my inner voice whispered. One with priorities.
“There’s no rush to decide,” she said, her voice softening a fraction. “But when you’re ready, everything will be taken care of.”
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. The reality of Alex’s death, not just as a mystery to solve but as a life ended, crashed over me. He’d been unfaithful, yes. Involved in fraud, absolutely. But we’d shared seven years together. There had been good times before it all went wrong.
“The question remains,” she said, refilling my teacup without asking, “what do you plan to do now?”
“I honestly have no idea,” I admitted. “Go back to London, I suppose.”
“Your six month retreat is pre-paid on your husband’s credit card,” Merry said. “We’d be happy to issue a full refund, naturally, but do consider the benefits of staying. Luna Mare can be a place of healing, if you let it.”
“Even after everything that’s happened here?”
“Especially after everything that’s happened here.” She leaned forward. “You’ve faced your worst fears in this place, Eve. You’ve been betrayed, accused, threatened, and nearly killed. And yet here you sit, drinking tea and making plans. There’s power in that.”
Put that way, it sounded almost... empowering? Was that the right word for surviving a murderous conspiracy?
I identified the unsettled feeling that had been dogging me since I woke up this morning. I felt loose, untethered. The rational part of me had just assumed, unspoken and un-thought, that I’d be returning to London within the week.
London meant returning to a flat filled with Alex’s things and memories of our shared life. It meant fielding endless questions from well-meaning friends about my “tragic loss.” It meant slipping back into my marketing job where the biggest mystery was why people kept stealing my yogurt from the office fridge.
But here? At Luna Mare, I’d discovered something about myself I never knew existed. A stubborn streak wider than the lake itself. An ability to dodge death and financial fraudsters with equal amounts of panache.
Not to mention rare sightings of the enigmatic, infuriatingly handsome resort owner. The man moved like a shadow, fought like someone with an interesting CV, and looked at me with those green eyes that seemed to see right through my defences.
But that’s not why I decided to stay.
I decided to stay because, bloody hell, the universe owed me five and a half months (at the very least) of spa treatments without attempted murder.
 


 
** You'd think after solving one murder, I'd be entitled to some actual relaxation at Luna Mare. Apparently not.
Join me at Luna Mare for the next book in this series, Toxic Massage, where the only thing deeper than the tissue massage is the web of lies. **
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