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“I swear, if I have to listen to that hunting story one more time, I will commit the murder I was accused of not so long ago.” Lewis Stanton sank a little lower into his side of the sofa.

Next to him, John Stanton forced himself not to laugh at his older brother’s remark. “You have to have mercy on him, Lewis ... it’s the only viable hunting story he has at his disposal.”

“What keeps him from going out and making a few new ones?” Lewis glared at their uncle. “I mean, even you could perhaps tell a better hunting story, if you actually went hunting.”

I could tell you a lot of hunting stories, but the prey usually was human. John shrugged. “I think he doesn’t want to risk it again.”

“What risk? He had a small bite. I’ve come off with worse when I had to chase our hunting dogs off a grouse or two. You’ve had worse after a tangle with the hunting dogs ... and you’re not even coming along for the hunt.”

“Well, you’re not Uncle Ambrose. Neither am I. But I don’t mind a scratch every now and then ... it’s what happens in life.”

“Well said, little brother.” Lewis’ smile grew a little pained.

John glanced over to their aunt Mabel, Ambrose’s wife. “I wonder why Aunt Mabel married him.”

“Love is a mysterious thing. Just look at Henry.”

“You do have a point there, Lewis.” John shot a quick glance at their oldest brother and his fiancé Laura. “It’s beyond my understanding why Laura should want to marry Henry ... or into our family.”

Lewis pouted. “You forget I’m a member of this family.”

“True. But so are Henry, Richard, and your dear twin Leonard. You’re not planning to steal Henry’s fiancé, though?”

“No. I don’t plan on marrying for at least a few more years.”

John grinned. “Don’t let father hear that.”

“Don’t worry, little brother, I won’t. What about you? Are you soon going to bring back a lucky lass?”

“Probably not. I still want to wait a little, too.” I’m not sure I could continue my work, once I’m married. As a bachelor, I can come and go as I wish, but a wife is bound to be more curious about her husband’s disappearances than a family about those of an adult family member.

“You’re still young, after all. So am I ... and neither of us needs a wife and an heir all that direly, so let’s not hurry too much with that.”

“Yes, let’s not hurry too much.”

Their father Edmund rose from his own seat, stepping into the middle of the room. At least Lord Edmund Stanton had a large treasure trove of hunting stories to draw on - unless weather or his health forbade it, he spent every day in the forest hunting or at the river fishing. Since Lord Edmund was and always had been of excellent health, only severe storms and high snow kept him from hunting and generally spending all the day outside. Even though John had heard all of the hunting stories his father told regularly several times as well, they were at least more entertaining and definitely less frequent.

He glanced around the sitting room, mustering the gathered group. Laura was sitting primly on a sofa, her skirts spread around her, but Henry sat in a chair by himself, nursing a whiskey and generally brooding. Henry did a lot more brooding than he probably should have done - despite being their father’s heir and next in line for the lordship. He surely shouldn’t be brooding while his fiancé was nearby, at any rate. Their mother Irene was talking to Aunt Mabel, both hardly paying attention to the tale about how Lord Edmund had once followed a stag through most of the forest. Uncle Ambrose was also nursing a whiskey and paying rapt attention to the hunting story. John couldn’t shake off the feeling that, perhaps, Ambrose told some of his brother-in-law’s stories as his own to other people - but, of course, not to the family who was well-acquainted with them. Lewis had relaxed again and lounged in his part of the sofa, every inch the perfect dandy, just as was to be expected. He had several years of experience with the lifestyle already, after all. John himself wasn’t drinking whiskey, even though he could easily have dealt with the alcohol. The old John, the one from before his trip to Italy, which had led him a lot further away than that, wouldn’t have been able to. As far as his family and most people who had known him before were concerned, he had never changed.

Lewis sighed. “At least this story isn’t as boring.”

“It’s not, no.” John put his sherry away for a moment. “And father definitely knows how to tell a story well.”

“He does.”

“...and then,” their father worked his way to the climax of his story, “the stag suddenly turned on the spot, lowered its head, and charged at me! I’d never seen one do that before. It ran towards me and I just managed to jump aside at the very last moment. Turning like the wind, I managed to shoot and hit its head from behind and it went down ... not only had I survived the confrontation which this marvellous beast, I also brought home a trophy and a lot of good meat for the whole household.”

Since the antlers of said stag took pride of place right above the fireplace in Lord Edmund’s study, it was safe to say that the beast would never be forgotten. Among other things, the stag had been one of the biggest and one of the first their father had gone for after taking the title and the manor.

John stretched himself a little and took his sherry from the side table. It was also safe to say that there would be more hunting stories coming up - the evening was still young.

* * *
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The next morning, John had retreated to the library, which was more his place than that of any other family member. For one thing, neither of his brothers had a big interest in books. The only one interested in learning apart from John was Leonard, Lewis’ twin brother, and Leonard was only interested in theology - a topic completely missing from the old family library. His father spent all of his time outside of the manor, if he could, and was unlikely to spend it with a book even on a bad day. His mother, on the other hand, had much more interest in plants and her large and well-filled winter garden than in books. So John was alone in the library on most days and could read to his heart’s delight. In exchange for this peace, he accepted being responsible for the family’s correspondence with friends, acquaintances, and family members who didn’t live at the manor themselves - such as Ambrose and Mabel, among others. John had written many long letters to his aunt whom he liked very much.

This morning, he hadn’t had any letters to write - there hadn’t been any letters in the mail, only two bills which Caruthers, the family butler, had already taken to the study of the manor lord, where either John’s father or his oldest brother would take care of them. Money wasn’t John’s duty, society was. Since there was no work to be done, John sat in a comfortable easy chair between the window and the room’s fireplace, where he had the sun behind his back for reading, and was immersed in a novel he’d brought back from one of his last trips to London. The same trip on which he’d made sure his brother wasn’t going to be sentenced for a murder which had never been committed. Given John himself had almost ended up in a river during the investigation and had been shot at as well, he’d decided that he deserved his raid of several bookstores afterwards. Since then, he’d been working his way through the four big cases of books he’d sent ahead, partially during the summer vacation, but mostly at home, since he’d promised Lewis not to spend all of his summer with his nose in a book.

A knock on the door pulled him out of the book, so he looked up. “Enter!”

To his surprise, it wasn’t Caruthers who was outside, neither was it his mother, the two most likely visitors he had in the library. It was his Uncle Ambrose. “Ah, there you are, John.”

“Yes, here I am.” John put a smile on his face and laid his book on a small table by the chair. “You were looking for me?”

“Yes.” Ambrose sighed and looked around the library. “I had no idea you have that many books here at the manor. What with your father and his father being such excellent hunters...”

“Some of the books predate my grandfather. And a lot of them come from me, I’m afraid. I took the liberty of buying books and filling shelves which had been empty for too long.”

“I see.”

“Why don’t you take a seat, Uncle Ambrose?”

His uncle did just that, taking the other easy chair beside the fireplace. For a moment, he mustered the coat of arms above it, then he turned his attention back to John. “You see, I’m a little worried.”

“About what?”

“About what to tell the family during evenings.” Ambrose sighed. “I know I’m not much of a hunter and I do lead a calm life for most of the time.”

“There’s nothing wrong about that ... I’m not a hunter myself.”

“I know you’re not. That’s why I’ve come looking for you. How do you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Not mind that you’re not a good hunter ... in your family, I mean, where everyone is basically born with a rifle in their hand and a pack of dogs at their feet?”

John shrugged. “I’ve never minded it ... I haven’t thought about it, either. I know I’m not interested in hunting and I’m not a good shot or a good rider. So I have found what I enjoy and do well ... reading and doing the correspondence. Since I’m not doing what everyone else likes, nobody minds me doing it. It saves them from having to do part of it ... the correspondence.”

“Really?”

“Yes. What do you like doing, Uncle Ambrose? We’ve never spoken about that and neither has Aunt Mabel mentioned anything.” Mabel does mention little about Ambrose, she usually spends a lot more time writing about gossip and about her two daughters’ excellent marriages.

“I do enjoy telling stories. Not necessarily hunting stories and not necessarily stories I’ve experienced myself. I have a lot of stories stored in my memory ... old legends and folktales, for instance.”

“As long as those folktales are about people hunting something, I see no reason why father and the rest of the family wouldn’t enjoy them.”

“So you think I should tell one of them this evening instead?”

“It wouldn’t hurt. We’ve all heard your lone hunting tale before. You simply can’t expect for it to be as interesting as the many father and my older brothers have at their disposal.” Perhaps not Leonard, but he can talk about anything related to his studies for hours. I’m not sure whether he’s born to be a priest, but he’s surely going to be a great professor one day. “We rarely hear folktales and the likes in this house, it would be a nice change.”

“It might be, yes. In all those years I’ve known your father ... before and after I’d married Mabel ... I’ve never heard anything else but a hunting story in the sitting room after dinner.”

“He does a lot of the telling and he’s an avid hunter, so his choice of story is clear. Why are you interested in folktales and legends, though? It’s not a usual interest for a man from our level of society.”

“It’s not, no, but I’ve grown up in an area full of those folktales. Every little hamlet had its own story about a ghost or an imp or something else which had once haunted it. Every noble family in the area had a story about a monster they’ve slain ... which is what they put up as an argument for ruling their area, too. They once saved their subjects, so they have the right to rule them.”

“So you study the stories, too?” That got John curious.

“In my own amateurish way I do so, yes. It started out as a mere collection of tales. I listened to people who told them, to old women at social gatherings, to old men in pubs. I started asking questions and it’s generally not hard to get people to tell you such a story. They’re hardly a secret and people love to spread them. The more stories I gathered and wrote down for my own enjoyment, the more I spotted the common themes and the things which set them apart. So I decided to write to a specialist who had a more professional understanding of them than I did. It became a mutual work ... several professors who study folktales and legends correspond with me. I provide them with new stories to work on and they teach me to see through the stories and understand their underlying parts. The hidden parts which not everyone sees.”

“That sounds fascinating.”

“It is. Mabel, God bless her, supports me and also asks people for their stories. When she spots something new, she makes sure they tell me the story as well.”

John could easily imagine his aunt, who liked socializing very much, doing that. For Mabel, getting people to talk was an easy task. She also was both persuasive and intelligent enough to get them to tell her husband the same story again afterwards. “I’m sure she finds it interesting, too.”

“She might, yes.”

“And you’ve written all of the stories down?”

“I have surely about a thousand now, more than I can commit to memory at all times.” Ambrose smiled softly. “Especially as my memory gets weaker as I get older. I have a host of stories which I can recall and recount at any given time, but for the less interesting and less unique ones, I need to consult my collection.”

“I’m sure whatever story you decide to tell us this evening will be very interesting and unique.”

“I’m sure it will be. There are quite some strange hunting stories and, of course, all the monster-slaying ones will suffice as well.”

“There are many of those?”

“Of course. It’s one thing to only tell of a monster which roams the woods or moors at night, John. That’s a good way to keep the children at home, too. But usually, people want to know that no monster can roam the area forever, so sooner or later, there’ll be a hero - often from a local noble house - who goes forth and slays it. So there’s a lot of monster-slaying tales around which I can tell.”

“I’m sure the family will like them. We do not hunt predators after all ... because the only predators around here are foxes and the Stanton family...”

“...never hunts foxes, I know. I appreciate that, because they are clever and they do little harm to the hunting grounds, too. They go for rabbits and mice most of the time, not exactly the kind of prey humans want to brag about.”

“You’re right, of course, Uncle Ambrose. And I’m looking forward to a new story from you tonight.” I really am ... better than all those hunting tales.
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A few days later, after a few enjoyable evenings with thrilling folktales and legends told far better than that one hunting story, Ambrose and Mabel left the manor again and things turned back to normal for the regular inhabitants. At least until the morning on which John had a short message from his own superior, asking for a chat as soon as possible.

First, John made sure nobody was in the library or by the windows, looking inside. Then he went to the large fireplace and ran his agile fingers down the left side until he found the one stone which functioned as a button. He pressed it and the base of the fireplace rose slowly up into the chimney. As soon as the opening was big enough for him to fit through - luckily, John was slim and not too tall -, he slipped through it and easily cleared the rungs underneath. He found two more buttons down there, one lightened the gas lamps and the other one closed the opening again. Once the light was up and the base plate was down, he walked down the narrow hallway barely taller than he was himself, and then swiftly down the stairs as well. He reached his own little office, secreted away in an old cave below the manor, and sat down at his desk. With experienced hands, he pulled a radio towards himself and readied it.

“Red Fox for Grey Owl, Red Fox for Grey Owl, coming Grey Owl,” he told the microphone.

“Here Grey Owl,” Clayton Harper, his superior, answered. “It’s a good thing you could call that quickly, John.”

“I saw the message early and you know I’m usually alone in the library.”

“Which is one of the reasons why we made it the entrance to your secret office, yes.”

“What do you have for me?”

“Something weird, to be honest. I want you to visit some people and hunt for a hellhound which has been seen in the area for a while now, roaming the forests and meadows at night.”

John frowned. “Do I have to call the Doyle estate and tell them that you are plagiarizing what I believe to be their best-selling book?”

“No, John ... although I have to admit that thought crossed my mind when I first heard about the case myself. I do not believe in monsters ... unless they are man-made, of course. Neither do the other members of the Bureau, as far as I know.”

“I most certainly don’t. Shall I come to London first for a briefing?”

“No, I’ve already arranged an invitation for you at the estate. It’s close to the Scottish border, you will surely enjoy the weather there.”

“Yes, I probably will. Sun is overrated, anyway. When am I to expect the invitation?”

“In a day or two. I can brief you right away ... but there’s a little problem.”

“What problem?”

Clayton sighed. “I want to send Fred out with you, but I can’t find a way to put him there. Nothing around where he can hide ... and if a beast, material or otherwise, is roaming the countryside, I don’t want him camping out there. So you will either have to tackle it alone ... which I don’t want you to do, the beast has attacked several people already ... or we need to find a way to seclude Fred in the area which is safe.”

John thought it through for a moment. “What if he comes along with me?”

“As a valet?”

“We’re rather notorious among nobility for not having valets, but I could bring along a footman, because I’ll have to switch trains and need help with all the luggage. That will get Fred in and make it believable that he and I talk regularly.”

“That would work. Fred would be hard-pressed to pretend to be a valet, but a simple footman will surely work for him.”

“Fred did a very good inspector a while ago. He could deal with being a valet ... especially as he wouldn’t have to provide the services of one in reality. What about weaponry? My small pistol isn’t going to do much to a hellhound. Dogs, at least the big and ferocious ones, are a lot harder to take out than humans from my experience.”

“From mine as well. Fred will bring along his precision rifle and do the actual shooting, once you know where and what that hound is. You will have to pretend the rifle case is yours, of course, but since it’s an invitation for a fortnight in the country with some hunting on the side, there’s no problem with that.”

“Until they want to see the rifle. I’ve seen Fred’s weapon, it’s an amazing piece of work, but surely not a hunting rifle.”

“You have a point there ... but Maria has shown me another rifle she finished recently. I thought of you immediately when I saw it, because I know you’d handle it well. It’s a regular hunting rifle in looks, but it can be taken apart and stored in much less space than a regular one. You take both rifles along, that will give you a little additional help in a tight situation. And if your host wants to see the rifle from the case...”

“...I show him the other one. Yes, that will work. But a hunting outing? A lot of people know I don’t hunt.”

“Not the family you’re going to stay with. They know about the hunting interests of your family, though, which was an easy way to get you in there.”

“I’ll have to pretend I’m a good hunter, then? That surely is a change from the regular.”

“You are a good hunter, John, there’s no pretending. You pretend not to be, normally.”

“Well, yes.” John smiled. “Now give me the details.”

“You can talk them through with Fred again, he’ll join you on the platform of the closest train station to your family’s manor. I’m sure he’ll dress accordingly, so everyone will believe he’s in your family’s employ. But, yes, let’s go over the case. Two months ago, it all started out in Dalemain. That’s an old manor, these days held by Lord Nelson Poindexter and his family. Dalemain is in the middle of a forest, you see, a large one. There are a few meadows not too far away, but most of the area is covered in trees. It’s easy enough for a dog to hide there, I imagine. There are hamlets, but most of them on the outskirts of the forest. Two months ago, something started hunting in those forests. Almost always at night and usually during full moon, people who were walking through the forest would see a large dog. Several people were also attacked and bitten, so we know there’s something more tangible than a ghost there. Severe bites, so the dog must be big, but that fits with the description of the hellhound: big, black, with glowing eyes and a line of fire running down its back.”

“I’m not aware of a race of dogs with that line down their back, but big and black shouldn’t be too hard ... and Doyle already had a recipe for glowing eyes.”

“The line might be painted on as well ... we don’t know. Maria thinks that it would be possible to use several different breeds or create a new one for this creature, but the question is why. There’s no old legend or curse on the family ... which is where we diverge from Doyle. There’s no apparent reason for the hellhound other than to scare people. But even so...”

“...without good reasons, why all the hard work?”

“Yes. We need eyes on this situation and both because of your social standing and because of your abilities, you are the best choice. And because of the dangers of the situation and the hunting, Fred is the best one to accompany you.”

“Not to mention Fred and I often work together and know we’ll be able to blindly rely on one another.”

“Not to mention that, indeed. You should get the invitation tomorrow and make the trip in three days. Give me a call when you know the train you’ll be taking, so I can tell Fred to meet you.”

“I will.” John reached out for the radio’s ‘off’ button. “Until then, Clayton.”

“Until then, John. And good luck with this mission ... it’s certainly not without dangers.”

* * *
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Four days later, John waved off the coachman and turned to the small train station which had so often been his starting point for an adventure already. He’d brought along a lot of things, mostly to be prepared for all eventualities, but also so it looked more likely he’d be needing the services of a footman. John was prepared to master the trip by himself, should he have to, but he knew that Fred Markham was a very reliable man, so he was sure he wouldn’t have to. As it turned out, he didn’t have to. Spotting him, Markham hurried over, his tall body easily clearing the way.

“You look sombre today, Fred,” John greeted him.

“Yes, sir.” Markham grinned for a moment. “I thought it would be more appropriate.”

“It surely is. You’ll fit right in with the other footmen, I’m sure.”

“It’s a new experience, if nothing else. I left my things over there.”

Together, they took John’s luggage over to the much more meagre one Markham had brought along. Most prominent weren’t the two simple travel bags, but the rifle case which was carefully put on top of them. Next to it lay a much smaller case.

“Those will be both rifles, I guess. The precision rifle which will officially be my hunting rifle and the real hunting rifle.”

“Yes.” Markham swiftly opened the smaller case, showing John a carefully stored assortment of rifle parts. The most notable was the barrel, which had been broken up into four parts. “Maria has been working on this for a while ... so you could even pack all pieces in different suitcases or have them in several people’s luggage. Best way to smuggle a rifle, but, of course, no solution for mine.”

“No. The spyglass would have to be readjusted, I imagine.”

“That’s the problem.”

John closed the small case and opened the smallest of his suitcases - the one he usually kept locked with the excuse that it held very personal effects. He had foregone his small pistol this time and, with a bit of rearranging, could fit the case into it. “There’s that, then. I will officially keep the case and the rifle with my luggage, too, but you’ll be the one using it. You’re much more of a marksman than I am.”

“You’re being modest. I am a marksman, but so are you. My greater experience might make me a little better, but experience isn’t unattainable for you, either.”

“And during the last year, I got more of that experience than I would have expected before.” John closed and locked the suitcase. “We should see about the train, it should be here any minute ... if the British Railway can be punctual for a change.”

Together, they balanced their luggage through the masses and put it where the first-class carriages would be. John had made sure to reserve a compartment which he would - against common behaviour, but well within the rules of society - share with his footman. When the train arrived, John climbed in first, taking the suitcases, other cases, and bags as Markham handed them up. Markham himself nimbly climbed into the train just as the signal for departure sounded. They stored the luggage John hadn’t put away already and fell into their seats.

Markham smirked. “Last time we travelled together by train, we had a lot less luggage.”

At that, John laughed. “Last time we travelled together by train, we were dressed as policemen ... I wearing a uniform and you pretending to be my superior.”

“Indeed, Lee.”

Remembering Sergeant Lee, the alias he had adopted as not to be recognized by the dandies he met in his regular life as well, John let out another chuckle. “Well, this time the roles are reversed.”

“Closer to our real lives, too,” Markham, who had grown up in the slums of London, pointed out.

“You know you’re not my servant, no matter what we pretend to be. You’re my colleague and my friend and I have a tremendous amount of respect for your abilities.”

“I’m aware of that.” Markham settled a little more comfortably. “And I would never think of you otherwise, even if you tried to order me around. Which, I know, you won’t.”

“I’m not suicidal. You’re the former assassin here.”

“I am. And I’m very glad Clayton didn’t lock me up and throw away the key, but offered me a good job instead.”

“Clayton is too good at recognizing and hiring talents to let you go to jail for the rest of your life. Besides ... most people you killed were part of the underworld, just like you. From what I’ve heard, being killed is a pretty normal way of dying in the underworld.”

“Dying of old age is probably rarer,” Markham agreed. “But then, few people in the slums reach old age, it’s not just the criminals.”

I should really consider myself lucky that I’ve been born into nobility. Too bad most of my peers will never talk to someone whose life is so different from theirs. “That is a shame.”

“It is. And things are slowly getting better ... the children get better education, there’s more healthcare... I dare say it could be getting better faster, though, if the politicians had more motivation.”

“It could be. What do you think about the case?”

Markham fell silent for a short moment. “It’s weird. Not so much that someone has trained a dog to attack people. I’ve seen that before, quite some of my targets had guard dogs. Useless against a good marksman, of course, but they were impressive. Especially the mutts, because you get all sorts that way and never know which of their many ancestors they’re going to take after. But what is there to guard?”

“You think the dog is guarding something and chasing people away from there?”

“I don’t see another logical explanation for what it does. Why should someone send out a dog to hunt random people? Chances are not that bad someone would kill the dog or people would just avoid the area. People avoiding the area is only good if you want to keep something hidden.”

“It is the most logical explanation,” John agreed. And in most cases I’ve had so far, the most logical explanation was also the solution. I don’t see why it should be different here. “A guard dog might be quite aggressive towards people who enter the area it’s guarding. I’ve had a few run-ins with our guard dogs when I was a kid and they weren’t nice ... although they didn’t leave any lasting damage.”

“Yes, guard dogs are generally trained to be more aggressive. People these days don’t want their hunting dogs to rip the prey apart, so they’re taught to hold back, but a guard dog is supposed to be dangerous.”

“True. Our hunting dogs sometimes get carried away, but our guard dogs would definitely rip an intruder apart, especially if two or more of them caught said intruder. So the dog is guarding something?”

“It has only been around for a short time. Whatever it’s guarding, it hasn’t been there for long, either.”

“Or nobody knew it was there before.” John paused. “That could be an explanation. We need to find out where that dog is seen most often and take a look around there.”

“That doesn’t sound like we’ll avoid the dog.”

“I don’t believe that’s in our job description.”

“I do believe you’re right there.” Markham sighed. “Perhaps I should have chosen prison instead of this job. Prison cells contain very few guard dogs.”

“That depends on the warden’s mood, I believe. And we will be careful ... I don’t care for dog bites myself.”
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They were picked up by a trap and a small wagon, which was also loaded with other supplies for the manor, and rode to Dalemain in peace. John realized quickly that he hadn’t been the only one to bring help along - it wasn’t all that unusual for guests to bring a trusted servant to a hunting outing. Officially taking the rifle case to his room, he made sure to keep the key for both it and his smallest suitcase on him when he went downstairs to meet up with the family for the first time. He’d never met a member of the Poindexter clan before, so he wasn’t bound by old memories or specific expectations.

Lord Nelson Poindexter, the current head of the family, greeted him in the entrance hall when he came back down from his guestroom. “Mr. Stanton, so nice to have you here for this fortnight. I have heard a lot about your father’s hunting skills ... and I’ve heard they are far-spread in the family, too.”

“It’s very nice to be here, too, such a nice area you’re living in. Well, we all grow up in the forest and with the hunting dogs around us.” This, at least, isn’t a lie. Even I, as the one Stanton who is not interested in hunting, am well acquainted with the forest and the dogs. “It’s much harder not to learn all about hunting at a young age this way, I imagine.”

“Yes, I imagine you’re right. All of my three children are good riders and good with a rifle, too. You brought a helper along?”

“Fred, a trusted footman who has served as a helper during hunts before. He also helped me manage my luggage during the train ride.”

“That can be a challenge,” Lord Nelson admitted. “You had a good trip, though?”

“Agreeable enough as they come.”

“That’s a relief. It’s not easy to come here by train ... we still do quite some travelling by coach, at least to the next city.”

“I found the trip as a such agreeable enough, the countryside here is very beautiful, but I could have done with a few less train changes.”

“You do like forests, then? Quite some guest who come here for the first time find the dark trees and the overshadowed pathways a little intimidating.”

“Well, I do come from an area with forests myself, so the effects of them on the landscape aren’t new to me. In addition, I can see many old, strong trees here, which I like where much. It gives a forest a feeling of age ... if you understand what I mean.”

“Yes, I do. Such a forest of old trees speaks of many centuries of growth.”

“It does, yes. We will be hunting in the forest, I presume?”

“We will do some hunting in the forest, yes. There will also be some hunting in the meadows around it ... hunting birds in the forest is not wise.”

“I see.” John nodded to himself. “There won’t be any fox hunts, I hope?”

“There will be one tomorrow, but a modern one.”

“What is the difference?”

Lord Nelson smiled. “The difference is that my older son Charles will be riding ahead, dragging a bundle of fur sprayed with a specific scent behind his horse. The pack will follow that scent and we will follow the pack. No real fox will be involved beyond the one who, more than a decade ago, gave the fur.” He paused for a moment. “I have heard that your family will not partake in fox hunts, but never the reason. So, please tell me, is this acceptable for you?”

“Yes, it is. We have a fox in the family coat of arms, that is the reason why we don’t hunt them. It’s an old tradition. But there’s no reason for me not to be on that fox hunt, if there’s no genuine fox involved. I’m sure a ride through the forest, following the pack, will be very entertaining.”

“I’m relieved to hear that. We will mostly go for rabbits and the occasional fowl. The fox hunt ... a second might be arranged, if the first is a success with our guests ... is the biggest thing we have planned.”

“I do not mind shooting rabbits or birds.” As a matter of fact, John had done quite some hunting for food while he’d been on the trail of a different prey. “And with the fox hunt you propose, I will most certainly take part.”

“Excellent. You will want to meet our other guests, so please follow me.”

John did that and found himself in a large, very comfortable sitting room with windows looking out over the garden behind the manor. The windows faced south, so the room was well-lit on the sunny, if cold day. Four men were already sitting on the comfortable furniture, but one seemed the odd one out. Three of the men even wore breeches and boots indoors, clearly dedicated to the art of hunting, sitting together on two sofas and chatting among themselves. The fourth was clad more leisurely and civilian, in a regular suit not too unlike the one John himself was wearing. He had his nose in a book, but was also the first to look up when Lord Nelson and John entered the room.

“Our final guest, Mr. Stanton.” Lord Nelson turned to the room at large and the three men sitting together looked up and mustered John curiously. “Mr. Ethan Tyrell,” he pointed to a still youngish man with dark hair and a sharp, angular face, “Mr. Vernon Granville,” the next man was a tall fellow about the same age with a thin scar on his left cheek, “Mr. Dominic Wright,” the third man looked a little older than the other two, a few silver stands already going through his light-brown hair, “and Mr. Maddox Emerson.” That clearly was aimed at the young man with the book. “Mr. Emerson is the fiancé of my daughter Briana.”

That explains why he was invited for the fortnight. If he’s going to be a family member, he’ll join the family as often as he can. Very much like Laura joins our family as often as is suitable. “Gentlemen,” John greeted them with a short bow.

The three hunters nodded back curtly, clearly reserving judgement until they’d seen him on a horse, wielding a rifle; Maddox Emerson smiled slightly. John decided to join him instead of the hunters, taking a free easy chair close to the windows, enjoying the warmth he felt through the glass. It wasn’t just the book which drew him to the other man, though. Almost being a household member, Maddox surely knew more about the ongoing situation than three men who, by the look of their clothes, came from several different areas further away. With gentlemen, it was still possible to pick their homes by paying attention to their wardrobes. The use of fabrics and how much they were behind London fashion could be quite telling to the trained eye. As an investigator mixing with nobility and high society, John had well-trained eyes for such details. Judging from Maddox Emerson’s clothing, he didn’t live too far from the manor normally, which explained how he and the daughter of the house could have grown close enough for her father
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