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The Last Guest at Blackmere House



Chapter 1: The House That Knew Her Name

The first thing Mara Voss saw was the body.
It lay at the foot of the grand staircase in Blackmere House as if it had been placed there with care, the way a child might arrange a toy on a rug and then step back to admire the result. Evelyn Blackmere’s dark dress had fanned around her like spilled ink. One slipper had come off. The other remained on, absurdly neat, its satin toe turned toward the library doors. Above her, the staircase rose in a severe sweep of polished wood, the banister gleaming under the chandelier’s trembling light.
No one in the entry hall moved. The silence had the quality of a held breath, though the house itself was not silent. Rain battered the windows. Somewhere deeper in the manor, pipes knocked with a tired metallic complaint. The sea, invisible beyond the black lawn, struck the cliff below with steady insistence, as though reminding everyone inside that the estate was an island until morning.
Mara stood just inside the threshold with a cardboard archive box pressed to her ribs, her gloves damp from the drive in. She had come expecting dust, ledgers, and the sort of old resentment rich families preserved with their silver. She had not expected Evelyn Blackmere on the floor, one hand curled against the runner as if she had tried to pull herself back up and failed.
Jonah Reed was the first to break. He crossed the hall in three long strides and stopped short of the body, as if an invisible line had been drawn before it. His face had gone pale beneath the rain sheen on his skin. He looked from Evelyn to Mara, then to the open front doors, where the storm pressed at the glass.
“No,” he said quietly. “No, no, no.”
Behind him, Iris Shaw clutched a brass serving tray to her chest. The housekeeper’s expression was composed in the manner of someone who had spent twenty years learning not to show the wrong thing in the wrong room. Even so, her eyes fixed on Evelyn with a sharpness that seemed less like shock than calculation.
Dr. Simon Vale came in from the corridor at the far end of the hall, his coat still buttoned, his hair damp at the temples. He took in the scene in one glance and immediately bent toward the body, then stopped himself, perhaps remembering that the dead had no need of his expertise and the living had no need of his theatrics.
“Has anyone touched her?” he asked.
“No,” said Iris.
“Of course not,” Jonah murmured, too quickly.
Mara set the archive box down on the parquet with care that felt almost obscene in the circumstances. Her pulse had begun to hammer in a way she recognized from old deadlines and old mistakes: the body before her was real, the kind of real that altered every room it entered. She had spent years learning how to look at things without flinching. That habit had not failed her now. What failed her was the memory that followed—another room, another body, another story she had reported before she understood what truth she was feeding to the world.
She forced that memory back.
“Who found her?” she asked.
“I did,” said a voice from the stair landing.
Lena Blackmere stood there in a wet black coat, her hair plastered to one cheek. She had the hard look of someone who had been crying and regretted it. In one hand she held a set of keys; in the other, a phone with the screen still lit. Her gaze landed on the body, and for a moment her face changed in a way Mara could not name—not grief, not only shock, but something closer to vindication spoiled by fear.
“I came in through the side passage,” Lena said. “The front door was locked.”
Jonah turned on her. “You were outside?”
“Yes. Is that surprising?”
“At this hour, in this weather, after—”
“After what?” Lena snapped. “After the family decided I wasn’t worth inviting to dinner? After my grandmother made sure I knew I’d been cut out of everything that mattered?”
Simon’s jaw tightened. “This is not the time.”
“When is?” Lena asked. “When she’s buried and you all pretend you never heard the cracks in the walls?”
There it was, Mara thought. Not the body. The fracture around it. The old family hatred, already reaching for a shape it could wear.
Jonah made a restrained motion toward the staircase. “I should call the police.”
“The landline is dead,” Iris said. “The storm took it half an hour ago.”
“Then use your mobile,” Mara said.
“No signal,” Jonah replied. “The ridge blocks it most nights. Worse in weather like this.”
Mara looked toward the front windows. Beyond them, the drive curved through dark cedars toward the gatehouse and the narrow causeway that connected Blackmere estate to the mainland. At high tide, the road vanished under water. She had been told that twice before she arrived, as if the fact might be charming if repeated often enough. Now it sounded like a threat.
Simon crouched beside Evelyn at last, careful not to disturb the skirt. “I need light.”
Iris set the tray down with a clink and moved to a wall switch. The chandelier brightened by degrees, and the hall seemed to sharpen around the body: the carved newel post, the damp footprints on the rug, the faint smear near Evelyn’s temple. Mara’s eyes caught on the smear and then on something else—a broken thing near the baseboard beneath the staircase. A small porcelain figurine, one arm snapped clean off.
She started toward it, then stopped when Jonah’s hand shot out across her path.
“Don’t,” he said.
It was not a command. It was a plea dressed as one.
Mara looked at him. He had the kind of face that invited trust: open eyes, a mouth built for reassurance, the slight roughness of a man who worked with his hands and knew how to make a problem seem temporary. Yet his fingers were shaking.
“Why?” she asked.
“Because if this becomes evidence, none of us gets to decide what it means.”
“That’s already true,” said Simon.
“Not if the police think they can walk in here and sort it out in an hour,” Jonah shot back. “They’ll take the obvious answer and leave the rest of us to clean up the mess.”
Mara heard the emphasis on us. It was subtle, but it landed. Jonah was not merely worried. He was implicated in the idea of the house, perhaps even in the habits of concealment that clung to it.
Simon adjusted Evelyn’s wrist. “She’s cold.”
“How cold?” Lena demanded, descending the stairs two steps at a time before stopping herself near the bottom. She would not touch the body, Mara noticed. She wanted to, perhaps, but some instinct held her back.
Simon gave her a look. “Enough.”
“That means nothing.”
“It means she’s been dead for a while.”
The words hung in the entry hall. Mara saw them strike each person differently. Jonah’s mouth tightened. Iris turned her face toward the windows. Lena’s expression emptied, then filled again with something dangerous. Only Simon remained controlled, though the muscle in his cheek twitched once.
Mara looked at the smear on Evelyn’s temple, the uneven angle of the head, the way one hand rested against the runner. “Was there an argument?”
No one answered immediately.
Then Iris said, “There was shouting upstairs earlier.”
“From whom?” Mara asked.
Iris’s gaze shifted to the library doors. “I did not go near enough to say.”
“You heard it,” Lena said. “You always hear everything.”
“Not everything,” Iris replied, and there was a thin edge in her voice now. “Only what the house allows.”
That answer, absurd as it was, unsettled Mara more than the body.
She was about to ask what that meant when a sound came from somewhere above them: a single, distinct thud. Not the house settling. Not the rain. Something dropped on a floor overhead.
Every head turned upward.
Jonah moved first. “Stay here.”
“You don’t get to tell me that,” Lena said.
“If someone is still in the house—”
“Then they’re not in the house,” Simon cut in. “The doors were locked. The windows on the west side are sealed.”
Mara’s attention snagged on that word. Sealed. Not locked. Sealed implied more than weatherproofing. It implied intention.
“Who else is here?” she asked.
Jonah hesitated. That hesitation answered more than words could have.
“Thomas is in the south wing,” Iris said. “He came down for dinner, then retired to the study.”
“And you didn’t mention him?” Mara asked Jonah.
“I didn’t think it mattered.”
“In a house with a dead owner, everything matters.”
He met her gaze, and something unreadable passed between them. It lasted only a second. Then he looked away first.
Simon rose from Evelyn’s side. “We need to secure the rooms. No one leaves. No one enters. If this was not an accident, we may have a killer in the house.”
“May?” Lena repeated. “You think someone tripped her down the stairs and left?”
“I think,” Simon said carefully, “that we do not yet know what happened.”
Mara glanced again at the broken figurine. Its painted surface was a pale blue, the glaze chipped where it had struck the floor. She bent at last, ignoring Jonah’s sharp intake of air, and picked it up by the base. One arm was missing. The remaining hand was lifted in a gesture that might once have been blessing, or warning. On the underside, where the dust had not reached, she saw a faint stamped mark: a maker’s seal, and beneath it a smear of something dark and dried.
Blood, she thought.
Or old paint.
She had just turned the figurine in her hand when the library doors behind Evelyn’s body began to open from the inside.
The room went still.
Jonah reached the doors first and pulled them wide. The library beyond was dim except for the green lamp on the desk. Papers lay scattered across the carpet. A chair had been knocked over. And in the center of the room, with one hand braced on the desk and the other pressed to his throat, stood Thomas Vale.
He looked at the hall, at the body, at the faces gathered there. Then he smiled, but too late and too thinly, as if he had arrived at the wrong expression after hearing the wrong news.
“What on earth,” he said, “has happened?”
Mara saw at once that he was lying about something. Not the murder, perhaps. Something smaller, and therefore more dangerous.
His cuff was torn. There was a fresh red mark across his knuckles.
And in the silence that followed, from somewhere deep in the house, a woman began to scream.
Mara’s hand tightened around the broken figurine.
Then she ran.
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