
The Gardener’s Secret and Other Stories

––––––––
[image: ]


By

Charles D. Patton

2025

NOTICE
The Carvel Reynes Mysteries and Other Stories
© 2025 Applied Market Solutions, LLC
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the author or publisher.
This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, events, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is purely coincidental.

Some stories in this collection were originally published under the title Ear Bug. All have been significantly revised and re-edited for this edition.

Because these stories are primarily set in historical or earlier time periods, gender references and inclusive language reflect the context of those eras and may be limited by design.

Published by:
Short Mystery Press
Written for and sponsored by:
Applied Market Solutions, LLC
charlespattonbooks.com
Cover design: Book Design Company
Editor: Marsha Zinberg
Inspired by the works of Arthur Conan Doyle, Mark Twain, and Edgar Allan Poe.

Contents


The Gardener’s Secret

The Ivory Vengeance

The Shadow on Randolph Street

The Pigmy Poison Case

The Sepoy’s Revenge

The Pariahs

Driving Through Western Virginia

Billy Mathias

The Slow Fade

The Honor Killing

Shadow of the Pheasant

Assistant Deputy Sheriff of Currituck County

Ear Bug

Damariscove Island




	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​

[image: ]


The Gardener’s Secret

A Carvel Reynes Mystery

London—1915

It was a comfortable June afternoon. I sat at my garden table, savoring the calm and the faint warmth in the air, a glass of brandy in hand. Mr. Carvel Reynes, ever the detective and never quite off-duty, had once again turned our idle conversation toward my service with the Light Brigade.

I was contemplating a change of subject when the bell-pull at the garden gate rang sharply.

Reynes, whose reputation as a private detective was growing by the day, had occasionally enlisted me, his friend and former military man, as a companion in his more unusual cases. With clients now appearing unannounced, I feared this would not be a social call.

I rose and opened the gate. A thick-set man stood before me, dressed in rough grey working clothes. He looked me over, perhaps weighing my gentleman’s coat and ascot against his own miner’s build.

“I’ve come to see Mr. Reynes,” he said.

“Colonel Gordon Forster,” I replied, stepping aside. “And you are?”

“Not important,” he muttered, brushing past me into the garden.

Reynes stood to greet him. “A stout stannous worker from Cornwall, no doubt.”

The man narrowed his eyes. “How would you know that?”

“Your arms and hands speak to years underground,” Reynes said. “But more telling is the stannite dust, dark red and unmistakable, on your boots. Native only to Cornwall’s tin mines.”

“Lord Hughes, Earl of Devon, sent me,” the man replied. “He bids you come to Powderham Castle to investigate a disappearance.”

“A long way for a short message,” Reynes murmured. “Two hundred miles. It must be important.”

“That’s all I was told.” The man turned on his heel and left without another word.

Reynes glanced at me. “Well, Colonel, what say you? Shall we head to the land of cheese and tin?”

I took a final sip of brandy. “It’s a long journey. I’ll meet you at your doorstep at dawn.”

We traveled by brougham, drawn by fast horses, changing teams half a dozen times and pausing only briefly in Cheddar Village for a meal. As the miles passed, I took stock of my companion. A native Brit and stout of frame, Carvel Reynes bore the bumps of the road better than I. At six-foot-two and lean, I was built for cavalry, not carriages. Standing side-by-side, we must have looked like mismatched candlesticks.

As we jostled along the road, I offered what I’d learned about our host.

“Lord Hartley Hughes is the thirteenth Earl of Devon,” I said. “His family has occupied Powderham Castle since 1391. His father owned one of the largest tin mines in Devon. The current earl, recognizing the mines were failing, wisely shifted his investments into railroads.”

Reynes nodded. “A man who can spot a shifting current.”

We arrived at the castle that evening. Our telegram from Cheddar had preceded us, and the earl was there to greet us personally as we dismounted.

He was a man in his late fifties, dressed in a tweed jacket and worn Wellington boots. Red hair streaked with gray hung like tarnished copper, and mutton-chop sideburns curled along his jowls. His vest stretched taut across a thick middle.

“Welcome to Powderham,” he said. “I am Lord Hartley Hughes.”

He gestured to the assembled family on the front veranda: “My wife, Lady Edith Hughes; our daughter, Lady Elizabeth Conrad; and our grandson, the Honorable Charles Conrad.”

Lady Edith had the stern look of a schoolmistress, while her daughter, Elizabeth, was a pretty woman of thirty, with blond hair and hazel eyes. Young Charles, in a frilled shirt and velvet coat, looked ready to spring free from his outfit at any moment.

“Our son, William, the Viscount of Powderham, is currently unavailable,” Lady Edith added tersely.

As I bowed in greeting, I noticed the gardener trimming hedges nearby. He seemed more absorbed in plucking leaves than acknowledging our arrival, and I noticed him stagger slightly. From the corner of my eye, I saw Reynes observing him too.

“Allow me to show you to your rooms,” the earl said. “On the way, I’ll explain what brought you here.”

As we climbed the castle’s grand staircase, our footsteps echoed beneath carved archways and ancestral portraits. Lord Hughes began his tale without preamble.

“Roughly a month ago,” he said, “my grandson’s tutor, Dr. Chesterton, discovered a skeleton in a limestone cave near Cheddar Village. At first, we feared it might be our son, William, who vanished without a trace two years ago. But Chesterton quickly determined that the remains were far older, ancient, in fact. He believed it might be one of the oldest ever found in England.”

Reynes and I exchanged a glance. My military instincts tingled. Disappearances and buried bones rarely made comfortable bedfellows.

“I asked the constable to secure the site,” the earl continued. “But by the time he arrived, the skeleton, and several primitive stone tools discovered alongside it, had been stolen. Dr. Chesterton was devastated. I summoned you, Mr. Reynes, to find out who took it and why. The tutor’s grief is now interfering with his role here. My grandson must be prepared to inherit this estate, and Chesterton’s mind is elsewhere.”

Reynes nodded. “We’ll visit the cave at first light.”

“Thank you. You must be tired from your long ride. Dinner will be sent to your rooms, and I’ll have a lunch basket prepared for tomorrow.”

He left us at adjoining chambers, heavy with brocade and the scent of lavender soap. As I changed from travel clothes, I found myself already turning over the details in my mind. A vanished skeleton. A distracted tutor. And a family with a missing heir.

The next morning, we met Constable Fitzgerald in Cheddar Village. He was a compact, red-haired Irishman with the bearing of a man used to getting to the point.

“This way, gentlemen,” he said, leading us on foot toward the hillside.

A narrow gap in the rock face opened into a shallow cavern. We ducked inside, guided by the flicker of the constable’s torch. The space had been disturbed, evidence of recent digging, though now empty.

Fitzgerald crouched near a pile of loose stone. “Chesterton said the skeleton was curled in a fetal position, surrounded by half a dozen flint tools. He believed it was over ten thousand years old.”

“Who else knew of the discovery?” Reynes asked.

“Just Chesterton, his wife, and myself. I posted a guard the moment I could, but by then it was gone. I did spot a man leaving the area the day before I arrived, a thin fellow, about six foot tall, grey hair, moving quickly. I only saw him from behind.”

We thanked the constable and made the return journey in silence. Reynes was already piecing something together, I could see it in his eyes.

That evening, dressed for dinner, we joined the earl, and an array of guests gathered near the dining room.

“Ah, Mr. Reynes, Colonel Forster,” the earl said. “Allow me to introduce my financial advisor, Sir Willard Parsons.” Parsons was wiry, his suit draped like a loose skin on a scarecrow frame.

“And this couple is Dr. John Chesterton and his wife Beatrice,” the earl continued. “Dr. Chesterton, as you know, is my grandson’s tutor.”

Chesterton had the look of a worn cardigan, slumped posture, wrinkled suit, and sagging cheeks. His wife was prim, dressed in black with a lace shawl pinned by a pink pearl cameo.

Reynes extended his hand. “We visited the cave this morning. A curious site.”

“Yes,” Chesterton sighed. “That skeleton could’ve been the find of a lifetime. It would’ve restored everything, my work, my name...”

“You’re being too modest,” Beatrice said, patting his arm. “Willard was a professor at Oxford.”

The maid entered quietly. “Dinner is served.”

As we took our seats, Elizabeth and young Charles arrived, followed by a last-minute guest.

“Professor Roberts,” the butler announced.

A tall man with a hooked nose and greying hair entered, his sharp eyes scanning the table. When he spotted Chesterton, a visible jolt passed between them. The tension thickened.

“I met Professor Roberts last week at the Bays Farmhouse pub,” the earl said. “He’s quite knowledgeable on anthropology. I invited him to share a few insights about early Devon settlers, how timely it turned out to be.”

Two more introductions followed: Dr. Treacle, the family physician, and Mr. Pembroke, a young man in a crisp suit who positioned himself between Elizabeth and her son.

“Elizabeth’s fiancé,” the earl said. “He’s been a welcome addition to the household.”

The meal passed in pleasant enough conversation, Devon’s mining history, railway investments, and the young doctor’s ambitions, but beneath the surface, tensions simmered.

After dinner, the men moved to the study for brandy. The room was warm with polished wood, a suit of armor, and trophies of bygone hunts. Elizabeth soon joined us. The mood had only just begun to settle when young Charles burst in.

“Momma, come quick! Something’s wrong with Mr. McDougal, in the greenhouse!”

We rushed along the garden path behind young Charles, who led us to the greenhouse. The evening air had turned chill, but the greenhouse glowed with residual warmth from the day’s sun and smoldering heat from a nearby refuse pile.

Inside, we found Jack McDougal, shirtless, facedown between rows of orchids, limbs twisted unnaturally.

Reynes knelt and gently rolled the man over. Dr. Treacle was already beside him, checking for signs of life.

“Dead,” the physician said grimly. “No visible wounds, but his face shows pain, perhaps intense pain.”

He leaned in close, sniffed. “No almond odor. So, not cyanide, possibly arsenic. It’s a byproduct of tin mining.”

“I’ll run tests after the autopsy,” he added.

Reynes turned to a shelf of gardening supplies, inspecting each container. “Fertilizers, soil additives... nothing overtly suspicious,” he muttered. Then he picked up an empty glass from a nearby bench. “No fingerprints,” he noted, handing it to the doctor. “Best include this in your tests.”

He crossed to a rustic desk and rifled through drawers. In the back of one, hidden beneath a logbook, he found a thin stack of pound notes.

“Curious,” Reynes said, tucking the ledger beneath his arm.

Outside, the household stood huddled in silence, Lady Hughes pale, Elizabeth holding Charles close, the maid sniffling.

“Did anyone see anything unusual today?” Reynes asked.

There was a pause until the cook spoke up.

“I saw cherry pits in the kitchen dustbin. Odd. I’m the only one who usually discards there.”

Reynes nodded. “Indeed.”

He paused near a pile of still-warm ashes beside the greenhouse. He crouched, poking the embers with a stick. Something caught his eye. He fished out a scrap of scorched cloth and slipped it into his coat pocket.

The earl remained with Dr. Treacle, sending his butler to fetch the constable. Reynes and I returned to the study with Elizabeth, Charles, her fiancé, Professor Roberts, Dr. Chesterton, and his wife. The mood was thick with unease.

Soon, Charles was ushered off to bed by the maid, leaving us adults to sit in low, tense conversation.

Reynes turned to the professor. “Tell me, what brings you to this dusty corner of England?”

“I’m studying Cheddar Wood,” he replied. “Its dwarf-shrub heath is remarkable.”

“Ah, a botanist,” I said. “Any archaeological interest?”

The professor hesitated, glancing at the Chestertons. “Nothing to speak of.”

Beatrice stood abruptly. “Excuse me,” she said, and left. Her husband followed.

“Do you believe McDougal was murdered?” Pembroke asked.

“I do,” Reynes said plainly.

“But why?” he asked.

“That’s what we aim to discover.”

I held back the question on my mind, was the gardener’s death connected to the missing skeleton? The answer, I suspected, was yes.

Morning broke with a fog rolling low over the castle lawn. Reynes and I sat on the rear veranda, tea and toast before us, as a tired but determined Dr. Treacle approached.

“I worked through the night,” he said, dropping a folded report on the table. “You were right. The poison was cyanide, not arsenic. I don’t know why I couldn’t smell it, perhaps I’m one of those who can’t. This was my first poisoning.”

Reynes offered a polite nod. “Thank you, Doctor. Go get some rest.”

Treacle nodded and departed. Reynes skimmed the report, then turned back to the logbook.

“I deciphered it last night,” he said. “The entries are financial, dates, initials, and pound amounts.”

“Blackmail, then?” I asked.

“Almost certainly. Larger sums than a gardener could earn honestly. Debits from E.H., credits to J.L., and later, payments from W.P.”

“E.H. must be Elizabeth Hughes. W.P. is Willard Parsons. And J.L., the maid?”

“Possibly. Jenny Lowry. Let’s see what she knows.”

As if summoned, Jenny appeared to collect the breakfast dishes.

“Jenny,” Reynes said, “may we ask you a few questions?”

She blinked but nodded. We offered her a seat; she remained standing.

“Your last name?” he asked.

“Lowry.”

“You were receiving money from Jack McDougal. Was it blackmail?”

Her face flushed. “No, sir. He loved me. He gave me money to help with savings.”

“You may not have poisoned him,” I said, “but you’re withholding evidence. That makes you a suspect.”

Her shoulders slumped. “All right. It wasn’t my idea. Two years ago, I walked into the study and caught Miss Elizabeth altering numbers in Sir Parsons’ ledgers. She didn’t see me, but I saw the panic on her face.”

“You told Jack,” Reynes guessed.

She nodded. “I snuck him in later. He could read accounts better than I. He figured out she was embezzling. Thousands of pounds.”

“Why steal from her own father?” I asked.

“Her brother William was set to inherit everything. She knew if he did, she’d get nothing. So she helped herself while she could.”

“And when William disappeared?” I asked.

“She was ill that week, laid up in the infirmary,” she said quickly. “Couldn’t have done it.”

“She had no need to steal after that,” I said. “And she met Mr. Pembroke, who must have convinced her to stop.”

Reynes stepped into a shaft of light, pacing slowly.

“So Jack turned his sights on Parsons next,” he said. “Blamed him for not catching the fraud. That explains the later entries.”

We dismissed Jenny and waited until she was out of earshot.

“That clears her,” Reynes said. “And likely Elizabeth. But the timing of the murder is telling. All the men were together in the study.”

“So the poison must have been delivered by a woman,” I said.

Reynes nodded. “That leaves Lady Hughes or Mrs. Chesterton. And poison is often a woman’s weapon.”

The next morning dawned grey and damp, a light mist hanging over Powderham’s hedgerows. We took breakfast in silence, the weight of the previous night’s revelations still heavy in the air.

I finally broke the quiet. “How did the gardener find Professor Roberts to begin with?”

Reynes sipped his tea, then replied, “He sent a telegram to the university, seeking an anthropologist. By chance, the message reached Roberts. Likely intercepted and answered before anyone else saw it.”

“And McDougal, not knowing the professor’s history with the Chestertons, thought nothing of it.”

“Exactly. He was paid for the tip, then tried to sell the same information back to the Chestertons, thinking he could play both sides.”

“The wickedest kind of luck for them all,” I muttered. “And what of the missing heir, William?”

Reynes stood and looked out across the lawn, where Charles was playing with a small wooden sword beneath the watchful eye of the butler.

“We’ll begin that search when we’re back in London,” he said. “Something tells me the Earl hasn’t told us everything.”

I nodded slowly. “What a thing, for a single skeleton to unravel so many secrets.”

“History has a habit of doing that,” Reynes said. “Dig deep enough, and you don’t just find bones, you find motives, grudges, and truths people hoped would stay buried.”

As the countryside rolled by, I glanced at my companion, always calm, always observing.

“How did you know it wasn’t the professor who murdered the gardener?” I asked.

“I didn’t,” Reynes said. “Not at first. But the timing of the poisoning, the manner of death, it all pointed to someone close. And grief can turn to vengeance with frightening ease.”

The wheels of the carriage rattled louder as we reached a stone bridge.

I turned to the window and smiled faintly. “Where shall we go next, Reynes?”

He gave the smallest shrug. “Wherever the next bell-pull rings.”
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A Carvel Reynes Mystery

London—1916

I was about to knock on the apartment door of my friend, Mr. Carvel Reynes, when the door suddenly flew open.

“Colonel, Scotland Yard beckons,” Reynes said, locking the door behind him with haste. “Would you care to accompany me?”

His reputation as a private detective was fast ascending, ever since the London Times praised his uncanny knack for unraveling mysteries from the slimmest of clues. Through our friendship, and perhaps owing to my military discipline, Reynes sometimes invited me to assist him in his inquiries. Of course, I agreed at once. I followed him through the hall as nimbly as my damaged leg permitted. In minutes, we were down the stairs and into a Hansom cab, headed through the drizzle toward Scotland Yard.

At Number 4 Whitehall Place, we had no sooner crossed the threshold than a familiar voice called out: “Reynes! Colonel Forster!”

It was Inspector Warren Nelson, a long-past acquaintance from my military days and now a tenured fixture at the Yard. He looked much the same as he had during the Crimean campaign, though his potbelly now tugged at the buttons of his coat.

“Colonel,” he said, shaking my hand warmly, “by God, you’ve still got that cavalry spine. Still favoring the leg?”

“Glad to have what’s left of it,” I replied.

Carvel gave me a curious glance, my wounding at Balaclava had not come up between us before.

“Gentlemen,” Nelson said, ushering us into his cramped, dingy office, “we have a problem.”

“A series of murders,” he began. “Three titled men, all in the last three days. Each found dead in his bed, killed by a single upward thrust with a long, curved blade. Straight through the lower rib cage and into the heart.”

“Efficient and deliberate,” said Reynes. “What were their names?”

“Lord Chester of Shropshire. Sir Robert Latchford, Fourth Earl of Norfolk. And Arthur Wellman, Duke of Sherwood.”

“Three peers?” I said. “Surely they ran in the same social circles.”

“You’d think so,” said Nelson. “But we’ve found no links, none. Latchford was an eccentric farmer. The Duke dealt in lumber. Chester was a House peer. No correspondence, no shared ventures, not even a common club. No signs of forced entry, no valuables missing.”

Reynes began pacing. “Either they knew their killer... or the killer is unusually skilled at remaining unseen.”

“Exactly,” said Nelson. “And the Commissioner is feeling heat from Parliament. We could use your help, both of you.”

“You have it,” said Reynes. “We’ll start with the crime scenes.”

In the days that followed, Reynes and I toured all three estates. Each was remote, affluent, and, to my surprise, oddly solitary.

Lord Chester’s estate was a monument to big-game hunting: mounted African trophies, elephant-foot stools, chairs fashioned from tusks. French doors at the rear of the house were left unlatched. His Basenji dogs, prized for their quiet yodels rather than barks, had been kenneled some distance away. No witnesses, no signs of struggle.

Sir Robert Latchford’s farm was modest in scale but sprawling in passion, ribbons from livestock fairs adorned every wall. The house smelled of hay and lavender oil. We found a large Australian cattle dog, silenced with the same lethal precision as his master. His study held cages of hedgehogs and a curious collection of cowry shells. Odd. But again, no obvious leads.

The Duke of Sherwood lived adjacent to the legendary forest. His estate was rich with rare hardwood furnishings, ebony, teak, bubinga. He was a conservationist at heart, with no security animals. His murder, like the others, had left no trace.

At each home, we found nothing stolen, no evidence of a break-in, and no helpful observations from staff. The only commonality seemed to be solitude: all three were single, childless, and exceedingly wealthy.

Back in London, Reynes invited me to his apartment for tea and reflection.

“Well, Colonel?” he asked. “What binds these men together?”

“Beyond affluence and isolation... nothing.”

“Exactly,” he said, pouring tea. “Nothing we saw. Which means the link lies in what we haven’t seen. Their finances.”

“I’ll investigate their heirs,” I offered. “Perhaps we’ll find a common banker.”

“Do,” said Reynes. “While you do that, I shall consult Professor Weatherly at Oxford on a parallel matter.”

“On what matter?” I asked.

“You’ll know in due time.”

With that, he returned to his notes. His urgency was palpable.

The next morning, I returned to Baker Street with news.

“All three men banked with Parson-Beckman in Whitehall.”

Reynes smiled. “Excellent. Professor Weatherly, by the way, is an expert in Eastern Hemisphere trade. He provided an insight or two I’ll explain shortly. But first, let’s visit our banker.”

At Parson-Beckman, we were shown into the office of Gilbert Parson himself, a mousey, sharp-featured man in an elegant Savile Row suit, wearing arrogance like a cravat.

“Sir,” Reynes said smoothly, “we’re investigating the recent murders of three of your clients. Might they have been partners in any venture?”

“We do not discuss clients’ affairs,” Parson said with a sneer.

I bristled. “Scotland Yard may take a different view if delays in your cooperation lead to further deaths.”

Parson paled. “Very well. All I can say is this, there was a shipment. Ivory. Arrived last week from India. And something went missing.”

“Thank you,” said Reynes. “That’s all we need for now.”



We went to see Nelson at once.

“A cargo ship docked last week,” he confirmed. “Missing crates of carved ivory. Captain says it vanished during a storm, no other ships in the area. No suspects.”

“We need to speak with that captain,” Reynes said.

And off we went again.

We found The Star of Bombay docked near the Port of London. Its iron hull showed patches of rust, and the scent of salt and tar hung in the damp air. The captain, a wiry red-haired man in a tidy navy coat, greeted us at the gangway.

“Captain,” Reynes began, “I am Carvel Reynes, and this is Colonel Forster. We’re investigating a case that may involve your last cargo. Specifically, the missing ivory.”

The captain exhaled. “Yes, a strange matter. We were sailing near the Portuguese coast in heavy weather. I had personally inspected the lashings on the ivory before the worst of the storm. Upon arriving in London, we discovered the crates were empty. No signs of forced entry. No other vessels near us.”

“What else did you carry?” I asked.

“Bolts of printed silk, rough-cut sandalwood planks, and a small consignment of gold jewelry, secured and untouched. Only the sandalwood was disturbed, bindings snapped during the storm.”

“May we see the hold?” asked Reynes.

“Of course.”

Below deck, we found the sandalwood strewn about in messy piles. The empty ivory crates were stacked neatly along one wall.

“Your crew left those crates like that?” Reynes asked.

“No,” the captain replied. “That’s how we found them.”

“Interesting,” Reynes murmured.

The captain continued. “The ivory shipment was large, over six hundred carvings. Some entire tusks. All gone.”

“And yet your gold was untouched,” I said.

“Precisely.”

“And the crew?” Reynes asked.

“My first mate is Njenga, a Mijikenda man from Kenya. Formerly a tribal leader, I’ve heard. Brilliant sailor. The rest are a mix; Portuguese, Africans, and Taiwanese, hired across various ports. Njenga’s the linchpin, respected, multilingual, capable.”

“Would you mind if we looked around?” Reynes asked.

“Not at all.”

Reynes explored every corner of the hold, tapping bulkheads, checking ceiling joints, and inspecting containers. I followed him as best I could, my cane thudding on the boards.

“What do you think?” I asked. “Was it sabotage? Theft?”

“If it were profit-motivated,” he said, “they’d sell it. But what if the motive wasn’t profit?”

“Spite?”

“Possibly. Or something more personal.”

“What about balloons?” I asked. “Some say heavy items can be lifted and flown.”

“In storm winds?” he said, shaking his head. “No. But the sandalwood, something’s off.”

He turned back toward the hold and carefully examined the wood as crewmen restacked it.

“Why sandalwood?” I asked. “It’s so dense it barely floats.”

“Exactly,” said Reynes. He paused, bent down, and picked up a thin, splintered shard from beneath the wood. “This isn’t sandalwood. It’s pine.”

He tapped it against my palm. It was featherlight.

“If they packed the ivory atop pine pallets, then during the storm...”

“...they could float the crates out through a hatch,” I said, suddenly understanding. “Slip them into the sea and let the current carry them.”

“Brilliant,” he said. “Now, the question is: who did it, and why?”

We returned to the ship the next morning before it sailed. The dockhands were loading new cargo. At Reynes’s request, the captain assembled his crew.

“I believe I’ve solved your mystery,” Reynes began. “The ivory was set afloat, on pine pallets, beneath the sandalwood. It was deliberate.”

The crew murmured. Njenga stood
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