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CHAPTER ONE – THE FALL
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Alistair Ashcroft set the revolver down on the table while he finished his glass of port slowly, his eyes fixed on the fire in the hearth.

It was his last glass. His last night. His last hours in this world, if he found the nerve for it.

Around him, the furniture still looked like it belonged to people with money: the good armchairs, the oil paintings darkened by years of lamp smoke, the rug his grandmother had shipped over from Callao before the war. A stranger walking through that door right now would never have guessed that a man like this — young, decent-looking — could decide to end it all on a wet winter night in Lima.

But Alistair had his reasons. He'd gone over them so many times they didn't even hurt anymore. They just sat there, like stones in a pocket.

The house was the last piece of the Ashcroft fortune that hadn't already been mortgaged away. He'd handed over the rest of it two years back, when he still believed a man could outrun bad luck just by playing a little longer, drinking a little later, moving a little faster, so the numbers couldn't catch him. The crash in New York had finished what the cards started. Half the English colony in Lima had lost something in '29. Alistair had lost everything, including, in the end, the ability to pretend otherwise.

Tomorrow the trucks would come for the furniture. The bank had already sent a boy round twice that week with envelopes Alistair hadn't bothered to open. There wouldn't be a third visit. Whatever was left in the house — the china, the silver, his mother's piano, the good English saddle nobody in this country had much use for — would go to men who'd shake their heads at the price and take it anyway, because it's easier to strip a ruined family than lend it money.

An Ashcroft, penniless. It was almost funny. His father would have made a joke of it, in that grim, tight-jawed way the old man made a joke out of nearly every disaster, right up until the day one of them killed him.

"I've come down pretty far," he said out loud, to no one, as the last log settled into the coals. "Pretty far indeed."

The wind answered in his place, working at the shutters with a low, stubborn patience, and a fine drizzle — not quite rain, not quite fog, the way it fell most winter nights in Lima — tapped against the glass like something asking politely to be let in.

He lit a cigarette and thought, not for the first time, about how a man ends up at a night like this one. He'd gone to war at twenty, one of the last English boys from the colony sent off to fight for a country he barely knew from two visits. He came home in 1919 to find out that heroism, it turned out, had a shelf life of about six weeks, after which people stopped asking about the trenches and started asking, gently, what he meant to do with his life. He hadn't had a good answer then. He didn't have one now either.

So he drank. He gambled. He kept company with women who got paid to help a man forget he'd watched his friends die face-down in the mud, and with men who got paid, one way or another, to help him lose money faster than he could make it. Three years of that, between Lima and London, and here he was: twenty-eight years old, hollowed out inside the way Dorian Gray's own portrait was, except he didn't even have a painting to hide the rot away in the attic. His face was still intact. That was the joke of it. His face had never once shown him the truth.

He looked at the envelope on the desk, already sealed, already addressed. To the coroner. Short and to the point. He'd never thought a farewell note needed to be any longer than that. What was there to explain that the account books didn't explain better?

The revolver had been his father's — an old Smith & Wesson, .38 caliber, carried through two colonial campaigns the old man used to talk about with a distant, reverent kind of pride, as though the Crown itself had thanked him personally. Funny, Alistair thought, turning it over in his hand, that it should end its career like this. Not defending an empire. Just finishing off the last of a family that wasn't worth defending anymore.

He raised it to his temple. His hand didn't shake, which surprised him a little. He wasn't glad to be doing this. But he wasn't afraid of it either, and that absence of fear felt, in its own grim way, like the one clean thing he had left.

The metal was cold against his skin. Round, dumb, patient.

His finger found the trigger and began to tighten.

The doorbell rang.

It rang the way a gunshot might have — sudden, ugly, wrong for the hour — except it kept ringing, insistent, someone leaning on the button like they meant to wake the dead. Alistair went rigid. He lowered the gun without deciding to. He looked at the clock on the mantel.

Half past eleven.

"Who the hell," he muttered, "is ringing my doorbell at this hour?"

The bell didn't stop. If anything it grew more urgent, more stubborn, as if whoever was out there had run out of patience with the whole world, and with this house in particular. Annoyed — grateful, if he was honest with himself, for any excuse to set the gun down — Alistair got up to answer it, already lining up a few unkind things to say to whichever drunk or lost soul had wandered up to his door.

He crossed the empty house. There was no staff left; he'd let the last of them go three weeks earlier, unable to look them in the eye while he did it. His footsteps sounded too loud on the wood floors, the way sound always does in a house that's stopped expecting company.

He reached the front door. The bell kept ringing.

He opened it.

Cold air came in first, thick with the drizzle Lima called garúa, and it hit him hard enough to knock him back a step. Beyond the porch, the street had dissolved into a soft gray nothing, the streetlamps each holding their own separate halo, like men who'd lost track of each other in the fog.

He stood there looking at the visitor with a kind of puzzled stare.

"Good evening, Mr. Ashcroft," the man said.

He didn't know what to say. The man was a complete stranger. And yet something about him settled into some corner behind Alistair's eyes and refused to leave.

"Good evening," he said. "What do you want, ringing like that?"

"To see you, Mr. Ashcroft. It's urgent," the stranger answered.

Alistair raised his eyebrows without taking his eyes off him. He was a tall man, thin in a way that made the dark overcoat hang off him like it belonged to someone bigger. The hat was black, the scarf a charcoal gray, both soaked through. What could be seen of his face between hat brim and scarf was a pale, elongated patch, all bone: an angular jaw, high cheekbones, a nose that came to a point like something built for cutting, and dark, motionless eyes, as if the weather outside simply didn't reach him.

"I'm afraid I can't receive visitors," Alistair said flatly. "I'm quite busy at the moment, sir. If you'd care to come back another day—"

"Another day wouldn't do." God, Alistair thought, without knowing how right that was. And the man added, firmly: "I need to speak with you tonight. My business won't wait, Mr. Ashcroft."

"I've said I'm sorry," the young man said, irritation rising. "I don't even know you, sir. I've no reason at all to change my plans tonight on your account."

"You're mistaken." The stranger's smile was odd. "You have every reason to receive me, Mr. Ashcroft. I've come to offer you ten thousand soles, in cash. Right now."

Ten thousand soles. The size of the number left him stunned. He looked at the man, starting to worry he was dealing with an eccentric, or worse. The other read exactly what was going through his head.

"Don't misunderstand me, Mr. Ashcroft," he added quickly. "I'm telling the truth. I'm carrying that sum on me. And it's yours immediately, if you'll let me in and we come to an arrangement."

"Ten thousand soles is a great deal of money," Alistair murmured, very slowly.

"Enough to settle every debt you have and leave you square, isn't it?"

"How do you know—" He stopped himself, annoyed. Of course the man knew. The Ashcrofts were still a name in this city, mortgage or no mortgage, and a name like that dragged its troubles out in plain sight, for anyone who cared to look. After a moment's hesitation, he stepped aside. "Come in, then. But I'm warning you — if this turns out to be some kind of con, I'll have you out on your ear before you finish explaining yourself. I don't even know your name."

"Does it matter?" the other man said, chuckling under his breath as he passed him toward the hall. "Call me Voss, if you like. The name of a man about to hand you ten thousand soles for very little in return shouldn't concern you much, Mr. Ashcroft."

There was a kind of logic to that Alistair couldn't argue with right away. He led him in silence to the study, careful to keep him from seeing, in the front room, the letter addressed to the coroner or the cocked revolver on the table.

"Sit down," he said, gesturing to a chair by the cold, dead fireplace. "I can't offer you much in the way of comfort, Mr. Voss. You seem to already know why."

"I do, in fact." Voss settled into the chair without taking off his coat, though he did remove his hat, revealing black hair combed flat, gray here and there. "You owe three thousand soles to your private creditors, twenty-five hundred to the downtown banks, another three thousand to the family whose engagement you broke off, and about twelve hundred more to the tax office — that last one alone would land you in jail by tomorrow noon. Nearly ten thousand soles altogether, if I've done the sum right."

"You're very well informed about my debts," Alistair said, coldly.

"Reasonably so, yes." Voss sighed, and from an inner coat pocket produced, with the unhurried care of a man handling something he respected, an alarmingly thick stack of bills, which he set down on the small table between them. Enough, at a glance, to make every one of those debts disappear.

Alistair stared at the neatly banded stack of high-denomination notes. There was no doubting it. Ten thousand soles, exactly as the man had said.

"How do you dare walk the streets at this hour carrying a sum like that?" Alistair asked, genuinely startled.

"As you can see, nothing's happened to me." Voss's smile carried no warmth at all. "And I should warn you — this won't be the last of it, if we come to terms and you accept my conditions, Mr. Ashcroft."

"You mean to offer me still more money?"

"Five thousand more, to be exact. So you can start a new life. What do you say to the deal?"

"Financially, I couldn't ask for better." His suspicion climbed a notch even as he said it; his eyes kept drifting back to the stack of bills, and he wet his lips without noticing. "But what's expected of me in return? Nobody pays that generously without wanting something considerable back, Mr. Voss."

"You'll find it's not much at all. I'm only asking for a few hours of your life in exchange for this money. You'll
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