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​Chapter One - The People You Avoid at These Things
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Marcus arrived at Dunmore Hall at half past two on a Friday afternoon, which was forty minutes before check-in was officially permitted and two and a half hours before anyone else from the seminar was expected. This was not unusual. He had once arrived at a conference in Bristol so early that the cleaning staff had not yet unlocked the venue, and had stood in the car park for twenty minutes reviewing his notes without any particular distress. He had come to think of early arrival not as a habit but as a methodology: the room told you something different when it was still empty.

Dunmore Hall told him that it had been a farmhouse before it was a manor and a manor before it was a hotel, and that each of these transformations had been incomplete. The Victorian stonework sat uneasily on older foundations. The entrance hall was grand but low-ceilinged, and someone had installed recessed lighting that made the exposed oak beams look faintly apologetic. There were fresh flowers on the reception desk—white chrysanthemums, which Marcus associated with funerals, though he recognized this was a personal association rather than a universal one.

He checked in, carried his own bag, and found his room on the second floor: adequate, clean, with a window overlooking the east garden and a writing desk positioned directly in front of it so that anyone working there would face a view rather than a wall. He moved the desk ninety degrees without thinking about it, set his briefcase on the chair, and went back downstairs to find coffee.

The main conference room was off the east corridor, behind a pair of double doors that had been propped open for airing. Marcus looked in. Eight chairs around a rectangular table, a projector screen at the far end, a side table with a still-covered water service. He counted the chairs again. Eight participants, plus Marsh as the convening figure, which technically made nine, but Marsh had always resisted sitting—he circled rooms, he stood at windows, he used furniture the way other people used rhetorical questions. The chair assignment for the host position had always been a formality. They'd stopped putting out a chair for Marsh years ago and he'd never remarked on it.

Marcus moved two of the chairs so that one end of the table was less crowded. He stood back, considered, moved one of them back. He left the room.

In the hotel bar, which occupied a converted drawing room and smelled agreeably of old wood and recent polish, he ordered a black coffee and then said, automatically, "With milk, please," and then pushed the small ceramic jug to the far side of the saucer when it arrived. He had been doing this for eleven years. He had noticed at some point that he was still doing it and had decided, without fully examining the decision, that stopping would require more energy than continuing.

He sat in a chair by the window and watched the gravel forecourt.

Bram Oduya arrived at ten past four, which was forty minutes early, hauling an unnecessarily large suitcase that he appeared to be in active negotiation with as he crossed the gravel. He was thirty-nine, Nigerian-Dutch, with the look of a man who had dressed carefully for an occasion he was slightly unsure of: good jacket, open collar, briefcase that matched neither. He was a forensic accountant who had expanded into financial crime consulting over the last five years, and Marcus had encountered him twice before at professional events—once on a panel in Amsterdam, once at a certification conference in Leeds. Both times, Bram had been the person asking the most practically useful questions from the floor, and both times he had seemed faintly surprised when people responded to them.

He saw Marcus through the bar window and his face did the thing it always did, a kind of immediate, uncomplicated relief. He waved. Marcus raised the coffee cup slightly.

"You're always first," Bram said, coming through the door. He said it the way other people said it's good to see you, as a greeting, as a statement of warmth.

"I prefer it," Marcus said.

"I know you do." Bram collapsed into the chair across the table and signaled the barman with the particular optimistic energy of someone who had been in transit for several hours. "I took the wrong train out of Newcastle. There's a village called Dunmore and I got off there, which is—it's not near here, as it turns out." He looked around the room. "Nice place."

"It was a manor house."

"You can tell." Bram's drink arrived: a pint of something amber. He looked at it with the expression of a man reuniting with a relative. "Have you seen the guest list?"

"I have the standard attendee sheet."

"Luca Ferrante is coming."

Marcus looked at him.

"I know," Bram said.

Luca Ferrante was a forensic engineer and expert witness of some distinction who had, five years ago, lost a major government infrastructure contract to a recommendation from Elliot Marsh that Luca considered professionally indefensible and personally motivated. He had responded to this by becoming the kind of man who made speeches at professional dinners. He was not wrong that he had been wronged. He was, however, extraordinarily loud about it in rooms where the wrong person was likely to be present, and Elliot Marsh was very often in such rooms, because Elliot Marsh was very often in all the rooms.

"He won't do anything," Marcus said.

"He'll say things."

"He always says things. He's been saying things for five years."

"Yes, but this is a closed weekend." Bram set down his pint. "Eight people, one hotel, three days. That's different from a conference where you can go and look at the posters when Luca starts in."

Marcus considered this. "He'll be useful."

"How?"

"He makes everyone else look measured by comparison." He stood. "I'm going to go and see about dinner."

The other attendees arrived in the late afternoon, in the manner of people who had each, independently, decided that arriving exactly at check-in time was the correct balance of punctuality and self-respect.

Priya Thapar came in at four-thirty, exactly at the permitted hour, with the energy of someone who had spent the journey preparing for a sprint. She was a forensic psychologist of considerable reputation and more considerable impatience, and she moved through the entrance hall with the focused economy of someone who had already assessed the room and found it manageable. Marcus had read three of her papers. Two of them were excellent. The third was the kind of excellent that had once belonged to someone else, or so the field's persistent gossip held, and Marsh had been the person whose name that gossip most often attached to.

She saw Marcus in the corridor and gave him a look of professional acknowledgment, the sort that said I know who you are and I'm not currently interested in talking to you, which he found entirely reasonable.

Desmond Quirke arrived at twenty to five, in tweeds, smelling faintly of a flight that had involved a scotch or possibly several. He was fifty-seven, Irish, a forensic toxicologist who had been attending seminars since seminars had been invented and had developed, over thirty years, an exquisite immunity to professional drama. He was the only person Marcus had ever seen fall asleep during a keynote, wake up during the applause, and ask a genuinely relevant question before the room had finished clapping.

He clasped Marcus's shoulder warmly in the entrance hall. "Good hotel," he said. "Good bar?"

"Decent bar."

"That's what matters." He looked around. "Marsh here yet?"

"Not yet."

Desmond made a sound that was not quite an opinion and headed for his room.

Yael Strauss arrived at five with two pieces of matched luggage and the air of someone who had done the journey in a way that would not require discussion. She was forty-nine, Israeli, a forensic linguist who had spent the better part of a decade as Marsh's closest professional ally before some slow, quiet falling-out that the field had noticed and not discussed—the forensic community had excellent instincts for what not to ask. She was precise, unsentimental, and had the particular quality of someone who had arrived at their opinions through rigor rather than preference, which made disagreeing with her unusually tiring.

She and Marcus exchanged a nod of mutual professional respect. She asked about the conference room setup. He told her. She went up to change for dinner.

Tomás Reyes arrived at quarter past five, slightly out of breath, thirty-five years old and Argentine, carrying a laptop bag over one shoulder and looking at the hotel with the expression of someone calibrating an environment they have not been in before. He was a forensic data analyst—the youngest attendee by a margin, the only one without a documented history with Marsh, and, Marcus suspected, the only one who was genuinely uncertain what this weekend was going to require of him. He asked the receptionist a question in careful, precise English. She answered it. He thanked her with slightly excessive sincerity and went to find his room.

Sadia Mensah arrived at five-thirty, quietly, and stood in the entrance hall for a moment looking at the other attendees in the bar as though doing a professional assessment before committing to entry. She was thirty-one, Ghanaian-British, a forensic document analyst in the early part of what Marcus understood to be a careful and promising career. She had a second briefcase—smaller, tucked under the larger one—that she shifted to her left hand when she noticed him looking. He had the sudden, inexplicable impression of someone who had learned to carry things without making the carrying visible.

"Mr. Hale," she said.

"Ms. Mensah." He held the bar door open. "Coffee's good. Bar's decent."

She smiled briefly and went in.

Luca Ferrante arrived at ten to six with a taxi that appeared to have been paid an emotional amount. He was fifty-one, Italian, broad across the shoulders, and entered the hotel with the energy of a man who had been narrating the last six hours to the driver and now needed a larger audience. He embraced Marcus with the warmth of someone who had met him three times and remembered them all fondly, clasped Bram on the back, nodded to Priya with pointed civility, ignored Tomás entirely by accident, and then stood in the center of the entrance hall and looked around with the proprietary satisfaction of a man arriving at a battleground he had chosen himself.

"Good hotel," he announced, to no one in particular. "Marsh always picks good hotels. I'll give him that."

"He didn't pick it," Desmond said, appearing from the direction of the bar. "The Institute picks it. Has for fifteen years."

Luca waved this away. "His influence, though. Everything in this field is his influence." He said it with the tone he used for everything he considered both true and intolerable.

Elliot Marsh himself arrived at six, in the unhurried way of men who have never needed to rush because rooms reorganize themselves around their schedule. He was sixty-one, carrying the weight of the last decade in his face and shoulders but still projecting, still filling the entrance with a presence that was more architectural than personal. He had been brilliant—Marcus knew this because the work from the nineties was genuinely brilliant, the kind of thinking that had restructured the methodology of an entire field. He had been coasting since, more or less, but he coasted with enormous skill and nobody with a working career had yet found a way to say so in print.

He greeted the group in the bar with the ease of a host who considers the event already a success. He was warm with Yael, collegial with Desmond, briefly and precisely attentive to Sadia in a way that was technically gracious and somehow made her smaller. He offered Luca a handshake and received it with the perfect diplomatic composure of someone who was entirely aware of the theater and had decided to enjoy it. He did not, Marcus noticed, look at Priya directly.

Vera Cain arrived last.

She came in at six-fifteen, coat over one arm, leather notebook in her hand, and stood for a moment in the doorway of the bar assessing the room with a quietness that had nothing passive in it. She was fifty-three, silver-haired, white British, and dressed with the deliberate understatement of someone who had decided long ago that her clothes did not need to do any work. She was tall enough that the doorframe made a small picture of her for a moment. Then she moved into the room and everything rearranged itself slightly, in the way that rooms do when the last person arrives and the event becomes real.

Marsh said her name in greeting. She said his. Neither of them smiled, but neither of them had the stiff architecture of concealed hostility either. It was something more professional and more unsettling: two people who had agreed, without discussing it, on the terms of their interaction.

Marcus watched her the way you watch something that doesn't fit. Not because she was unusual—everything about her was, on the surface, entirely usual. It was the quality of her usual-ness. It was too complete.

She accepted a glass of water from the bar. She sat next to Bram, who began talking about his journey, and she listened to him with the full, unhurried attention of someone for whom listening was a discipline rather than a courtesy. She asked him one question. He talked for another seven minutes.

At seven they moved to dinner.

The dining room was long and narrow, converted from what had probably been a butler's pantry and several related rooms, with low windows that showed the darkening east garden. Eight of them, plus Marsh at the near end, where the table widened slightly around the fireplace. Marcus sat midway down, between Desmond and Yael. Across from him: Bram and, further down, Sadia, who was making careful notes in a small book that she kept slightly below the table's edge.

Marsh opened with a remarks that were pitched exactly at the register he used for everything: authoritative, slightly too warm, landing just on the right side of the boundary between keynote and conversation. He outlined the weekend—three days, four sessions, the usual format of presentations and open discussion, with Sunday's final session as his keynote. There was a kind of settled expectation in the room, the comfortable resignation of people who have attended enough of these to know that the keynote would be Marsh's, that the weekend would be organized around Marsh's preferences, that this was simply the topology of the field and had been for twenty years.

Priya asked a question about the session format that was technically about scheduling and actually about whether anyone else would have keynote-length time. Marsh answered the scheduling question. Yael made a very small noise that might have been amusement.

Luca waited until the second course.

He waited until the wine had gone around twice, which Marcus thought showed considerable restraint for Luca, and then he set his fork down and addressed the table in the tone of a man making a toast that had somehow become a prosecution.

"I want to say something," he said.

"Luca," Marsh said mildly.

"No, let me—I'm going to say this properly, and then it's said, and we can have a pleasant weekend." He looked down the table, and there was in his face a genuine, unperformed grievance alongside the theater, the way there always was with Luca. It was the combination that made him both easy to dismiss and difficult to fully ignore. "Five years ago, the Hadfield infrastructure tender. I don't want to relitigate it. I know we've all heard my position. But I want to say—and I mean this as a general principle, not a personal accusation—that when someone with institutional influence uses that influence to redirect professional work toward certain outcomes, that is not stewardship. That is control. And if something happened to that person this weekend, I want the record to show that I said that. In front of witnesses."

A silence.

Bram looked at his plate.

Desmond topped up his wine.

Marsh looked at Luca with an expression of composed, almost affectionate patience. "Noted," he said. "For the record."

Luca picked up his fork. He seemed slightly deflated, in the way that people are when a confrontation lands softer than they had prepared for. "It's a general principle," he said again, more quietly.

The table moved on. By dessert there was laughter at the far end, something Desmond had said about an expert witness case in Cork, and even Priya was smiling in the grudging way she had when something was genuinely funny. Sadia asked Tomás a quiet question about his work and received a careful, precise answer, and they fell into a conversation that appeared to surprise them both with its usefulness.

Vera said very little for most of the meal. When she spoke it was precise and without performance, and she listened to everything with the same complete attention she had given Bram in the bar. At one point Marsh said something—Marcus did not catch it clearly, a remark about a methodology paper, something comparative—and Vera turned her light grey eyes toward him and said, pleasantly, "I think you might be thinking of Adeyemi's work. The attribution's been debated." And then returned to her wine.

After dinner, Marsh asked if anyone wanted to volunteer for the administrative setup for the weekend: room assignments for the breakout sessions, the hospitality logistics for the evening sessions, the small organizational work that someone always had to do and no one particularly wanted.

"I'll do it," Vera said. She said it the way you say I'll get the bill or I'll drive: quietly, without making it a gesture.

"Wonderful," Marsh said. "I'll send you the hotel's contact."

No one paid particular attention.

Marcus, heading up to his room at ten-thirty, stood at the second-floor landing for a moment and listened to the building. The bar sounds were still going—Luca's voice somewhere in there, narrating, always narrating. The east garden through the corridor window was dark and still.

He thought about Luca's speech. He thought about Marsh's face while Luca gave it. He thought about the way Vera had looked at Marsh during that brief exchange about the methodology paper, not with hostility, not with warmth, but with the particular focused quality of someone confirming a thing they already knew.

He went to his room. He moved the desk back in front of the window, then moved it away again. He sat on the bed and opened his notebook and tapped the cover twice with two fingers.

He wrote nothing.

He closed it and went to sleep.
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