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The Shadow on Ravenswood Hall


Chapter One: The Invitation

The letter had no postmark.

Thomas Ashworth noticed this on the second look, which was characteristic of him: the first look told him what a thing appeared to be, and the second told him what it was. The envelope lay on the worn Turkey carpet of his chambers in Gray’s Inn, just inside the door, where the morning light from the single tall window could not quite reach it. It had been raining since before dawn — a thin, persistent London rain that turned the courts below into sheets of grey glass — and yet the paper was dry. Whoever had delivered it had done so in the small hours, before the weather turned, and had come up three flights of stairs to do it, past a porter who noticed everything, and had somehow contrived to be unnoticed.

He crouched and turned it over without picking it up. The wax seal caught his attention next — a raven in full flight, wings spread wide, not the stiff heraldic profile he remembered from Edmund’s old stationery. A new seal, then, or a private one. And the wax bore the deep impression of a thumb pressed hard and quickly, the ridges of the print visible at the edge where the wax had squeezed out thin. Someone in a hurry. Someone who had not waited for the wax to cool properly, because waiting had not seemed safe.

The letter had not come through the post at all. It had been placed under his door by a hand that did not wish to be remembered.

He would ordinarily have left it until after breakfast. Fifteen years of practice at the Bar had taught him a number of small disciplines, and one of them was that early-morning correspondence rarely brought anything pleasant; the world’s good news could always wait for a decent hour, and only trouble travelled by night. But his name — Thos. Ashworth, Esq. — was written in Edmund Ravenswood’s hand, with that unmistakable flourish on the capital letters, the T swept back on itself like a hawk checking in flight. It was a habit Edmund had picked up from some strict governess of his childhood, a Miss Prole or Proule, who had believed with religious conviction that to write carelessly was to show disrespect, and who had rapped his knuckles until the belief transferred. Edmund had laughed about her once, at Oxford, holding up an essay: She’s in every line I write, Ashworth. I shall never be rid of her.

Thomas had not heard from Edmund in three years. Not a letter, not a card at Christmas, not a message passed through the shrinking circle of men they both still knew. Three years of silence, and now this, under his door before dawn, sealed in haste.

He broke the seal.

My dear Ashworth, it read. I write to you in some urgency and, I confess, in no small measure of fear. I am to host a gathering of old acquaintances at Ravenswood Hall this weekend, and I find myself in desperate need of a man I can trust absolutely. You were always the most clear-headed fellow I knew. Come Friday on the five o’clock from Paddington. I will explain everything when you arrive. Tell no one where you are going. — R.

He carried it to the window and read it three times, standing quite still while the rain moved down the glass. He was aware of his own coffee going cold on the table behind him, of the clerk’s boy whistling somewhere in the stairwell, of the ordinary morning proceeding all around this extraordinary sheet of paper.

He paid close attention to two things.

The first was the word fear. In twelve years of acquaintance — Oxford, London, the long slow drift of two lives that touched and parted and touched again — Thomas had never once associated that word with Edmund Ravenswood. Edmund confessed to nothing. It was not vanity; it was constitution. Misfortune, in his understanding, was a temporary administrative error, certain to be corrected once the proper authorities were informed. For that man to write fear, and to write it plainly, without irony, without the protective wit that armoured everything else he said — that was not a change of mood. That was a change of world.

The second thing was the instruction: Tell no one where you are going. Thomas turned it over as he would have turned a witness’s phrase. It was either sensible caution — Edmund knowing precisely where the danger lay — or the first crack in an unravelling mind, the stage at which enemies begin to appear in the wallpaper. The letter itself argued for the former. The hand was steady. The sentences were complete. Fear, yes; but fear under discipline.

He looked at the rain a moment longer. Then he went to pack a bag.

He told his clerk he was going into the country on a private matter and would return Monday, which was true and told the man nothing, and he was at Paddington by half past four, standing under the great iron vault with his bag at his feet while the station roared and steamed around him. He bought his ticket to Little Merwick, in Wiltshire, from a booking-clerk who had plainly never heard of the place and had to consult a ledger to find it.

The train wound west through London’s grey outskirts, past the backs of houses and the blank ends of streets, the suburbs thinning and giving way at last to broad Wiltshire fields that darkened as the October evening came in. Thomas shared his compartment with a solicitor who fell asleep almost immediately, his head knocking gently against the window with each change of the rails, and an elderly woman knitting with such extraordinary ferocity that the garment might have wronged her personally. He left both of them alone. He watched the countryside slide past the window — hedgerows going black, a church tower, sheep standing motionless in the last of the light — and he thought about Edmund.

He had not actually seen him in five years. Not since the funeral of Arthur Renfield, a mutual friend from the old days, dead at forty of nothing anyone could name. Edmund at that graveside had been prosperous and certain of himself, broad through the chest in excellent black, filling even that sombre gathering without effort and without noticing that he did it. He had gripped Thomas’s arm afterwards and said something warm and slightly hurried about dining together soon, and they had both known they wouldn’t, and neither had minded much. That was how such friendships aged: not into estrangement, but into a comfortable dormancy, each man certain the other was out there, going on much as before.

Whatever trouble this letter spoke of had come since then. Five years was long enough for a great deal to change in a man’s life. Long enough for a fortune to turn, for a secret to surface, for an old debt to come due.

Long enough for someone to start being afraid.

The light failed altogether somewhere past Newbury. After that there was only his own reflection in the glass, and the occasional lamp of a farmhouse riding the darkness like a ship’s light at sea. The solicitor woke, looked confused, and slept again. The knitting went on without mercy.

The station at Little Merwick was barely more than a platform and a gas lamp — a lamp that hissed and shuddered and threw a circle of yellow light perhaps ten feet wide, beyond which Wiltshire was simply darkness in every direction. Thomas stepped out alone into a fine cold rain, finer than the London rain and somehow wetter, the kind that does not fall so much as hang in the air and wait for you to walk through it. The train breathed once and drew away, and the silence that came in behind it was absolute.

A carriage waited beyond the palings, with the Ravenswood crest on its door — the raven again, in profile here, the old stiff one — and a coachman who looked down at him without expression and said only, “Mr. Ashworth?”

“Yes.”

The man climbed down, took his bag, and did not speak again for the entire forty-minute drive. He did not ask if Thomas had eaten. He did not offer a rug against the cold, though there was one folded on the seat and the night was raw. He did not comment on the weather, which for an English coachman amounted almost to a breach of contract. He simply drove, in a concentrated silence that spoke of precise instructions: given, accepted, and now being executed to the letter for reasons of his own.

Thomas sat back in the dark of the carriage and added it to the list. A letter delivered by stealth. A seal pressed in haste. A servant instructed to say nothing. Individually, each was a small thing. He was beginning to suspect there would be no large things in this affair — only small ones, accumulating.

The road climbed, dipped, ran for a long time under dripping trees. Once, a fox crossed the lamplight in two unhurried strides and was gone.

Ravenswood Hall announced itself through the trees first: warm windows glowing in the darkness, scattered and high, like something signalling from a distance. Then gradually the shape of the building assembled itself around the lights — grey stone streaming with rain, high chimneys against a marginally paler sky, a front portico with columns built to impress. Even in the rain, even in October darkness, it succeeded. It was a house constructed by people who had wished to be permanent, and who had very nearly managed it.

The carriage drew up under the portico with a grind of gravel. A butler was already at the open door — an elderly, upright man with the face of a bishop and the eyes of a sentry — and he admitted Thomas into a hall of dark panelling and older portraits, took his coat with grave efficiency, and led him without preamble down a corridor towards a sound of voices and firelight.

“Mr. Thomas Ashworth,” the butler announced, at the door of a drawing room where four people were already arranged around a fire.

They turned. In the half-second before anyone spoke, Thomas did what he always did with a room: he read it. He recognised three of the faces — recognised them with varying degrees of pleasure, and filed that away too. The fourth, a young woman in a dark green dress, standing slightly apart from the others near the window, he had never seen before in his life. She was looking at him with a directness that no one had taught her to soften.

Edmund came forward immediately, hand out, and Thomas felt the wrongness of him before he could name it. The assurance was still there in the posture — the squared shoulders, the good tailoring, the practised ease of a man on his own ground. But something behind his eyes had not been there five years ago, at Renfield’s graveside. A tightness. A watchfulness. His glance touched the doorway behind Thomas, briefly, before it settled on Thomas himself — the look of a man who has recently learned to check every door before he passes through it.

“Thomas.” Edmund gripped his hand hard, harder than greeting required — less a welcome than a taking hold. “Thank God you came.”



Chapter Two: The Guests

The drawing room was a long, high-ceilinged space furnished to the taste of a previous generation — heavy burgundy curtains drawn against the night, portraits whose subjects had mattered in their time and had sat to the painter accordingly, a fireplace large enough for a man to stand inside. The gas had been lit in the wall brackets, but the room’s real light came from the fire, which was excellent, banked high against the October damp, throwing a moving amber glow over the furniture and leaving the corners of the room to fend for themselves.

The atmosphere was something else entirely.

Thomas felt it before he had crossed half the carpet: the silence that settles on people left sitting together too long and saying too little. Not the easy quiet of old friends. The other kind — the quiet of a waiting room, of people gathered for a purpose that has not yet been disclosed to them, each privately rehearsing what they will say when it is.

A footman materialised with a glass of brandy and vanished again with professional discretion; Thomas took it and let Edmund lead him around the room. Edmund’s hand rested briefly on his shoulder as they went, and Thomas noted that too: Edmund steering him, presenting him, wanting the others to see them together. A man I can trust absolutely, the letter had said. Edmund was showing his one trusted man to the room like a card he was not yet ready to play.

“You know Clement, of course,” Edmund said.

Clement Fairfax rose from his chair with the unhurried ease of a man who considers standing up an act of generosity. He was tall, sandy-haired, and possessed of good looks that had served him very well at twenty and had ripened now, at thirty-five or so, a shade past their best — fruit at the last good moment before it turns. The line of the jaw a fraction softer than it had been; the eyes a fraction more knowing. He had been Edmund’s closest friend at Oxford, inseparable from him for three years, the pair of them moving through the university like a natural phenomenon. Thomas had known them both then, from the outer edge of their circle, and had always found Clement charming in the way that a well-set trap is charming: beautiful in construction, dangerous in purpose. It was not that Clement lied, particularly. It was that everything he said had been selected.

“Ashworth.” Clement offered his hand — warm, firm, exactly the right duration. “It’s been an age. You look terribly sober. Is that deliberate?”

“It’s early yet,” Thomas said.

“Quite right.” Clement’s smile widened by a precise degree, acknowledging the return of serve, and he resumed his chair, having evidently extracted what he wanted from the exchange. What that was, Thomas could not have said. Possibly only the confirmation that Thomas was still Thomas — still watchful, still dry, still not to be drawn. Which was, now that he considered it, information of a kind.

Beside Clement sat Dorothea Vane — Edmund’s cousin, forty, sharp-featured, dressed with an elegance that takes real money and real effort — a toilette meant to look effortless, and announcing, to anyone who knew the cost of things, exactly how much effort it took. Her dark hair was dressed close; her hands were still in her lap; her eyes had been on Thomas since the butler said his name. She regarded his arrival with polite neutrality — the neutrality one extends to a potential threat — and he understood that she had already placed him — the friend summoned from London, the unknown quantity, the piece that had not been on the board this morning.

He recalled, from the gossip that circulated through London drawing rooms like weather, that Dorothea Vane had spent the better part of a decade positioning herself as the natural heir to Ravenswood and its fortune. Edmund had no wife and no children. Dorothea had made herself indispensable to him in the manner of intelligent relations everywhere — the letters, the visits, the management of small crises — and had done it so gracefully that it was possible, watching her, to believe she acted from affection. It was equally possible to believe otherwise. That was the artistry of it.

“Mr. Ashworth,” she said. “Edmund speaks of you often.”

“Does he?” Thomas said. “He has never mentioned you to me at all.”

There was a fractional pause — a stillness in her face, one heartbeat long, during which something behind the composure recalculated — before she smiled. It was, he had to concede, a very good smile.

“How refreshing. A man who says exactly what he thinks.”

“Not always,” Thomas said. “Only when it’s useful.”

“And was that useful?”

“I’ll know presently,” he said, and she laughed, once, a genuine sound that seemed to surprise her, and turned back towards the fire. He had learned two things: that she could be startled, and that she recovered from it faster than anyone he had met in some time.

Dr. Silas Pemberton stood slightly apart from the others, near the end of the mantelpiece, present at the gathering without quite belonging to it — a station he seemed to have occupied all his life. He was compact and precise, about fifty, grey at the temples, with the care of a career spent listening more than speaking — the family physician’s manner, cultivated at a thousand bedsides where the wrong word costs a guinea and the right silence earns one. He shook Thomas’s hand with a firm, dry grip, said, “A pleasure, Mr. Ashworth,” in a voice pitched for consulting rooms, and returned almost immediately to the whisky he had been cradling.

By Thomas’s estimate it was his third of the evening. Perhaps his fourth. The doctor drank the way some men pray — steadily, privately, with his eyes elsewhere.

Thomas knew of him slightly, in the way one knows of the fixtures in a friend’s life without ever examining them: Pemberton had attended the Ravenswood family for years, had seen the old lord out of the world and Edmund through whatever small maladies a robust man permits himself. A country practice, a comfortable dependence, a standing invitation to dine. Such men became part of the furniture of a great house, and like furniture were seldom looked at directly. Thomas looked at him directly now, because Edmund’s letter had told him to trust no one here, and found nothing to see: a neat, closed, professionally unremarkable man, watching the fire, drinking his whisky, waiting like everyone else for the explanation that kept not coming.

The fourth guest had remained by the window through all of this, half in and half out of the firelight, watching Thomas with an attention she made no effort to disguise. She had been watching him, he realised, since he entered the room; had watched the handshake with Clement, the exchange with Dorothea, and had weighed each much as he was now weighing her.

“And this,” Edmund said, with a note in his voice that Thomas couldn’t immediately identify — pride, or apology, or some braided thing made of both — “is Miss Clara Hartwell. Clara is — she is a guest of mine. She arrived yesterday.”

The hesitation sat in the middle of the sentence like a stone in a field. She is — and then the retreat to the safest possible word. Thomas saw Dorothea’s chin lift a fraction. Saw Clement examine the fire.

Clara Hartwell was perhaps twenty-five. Dark hair, simply dressed; a direct, appraising manner slightly at odds with the soft formality of her dress, as though the dress had been chosen for the occasion by someone constructing a version of her, and the eyes had declined to cooperate. She crossed the carpet and offered her hand before Thomas had extended his.

“Mr. Ashworth,” she said. “Edmund has been very anxious for you to arrive.”

Her grip was brief and firm. Not London manners; not county manners either. Something plainer and more serviceable.

“Has he told you why he wanted me here?”

“He has told me very little about anything,” she said. There was something in her tone — not quite bitterness, but the shadow of it, the place where bitterness would stand if she permitted it — that made Thomas look at her more carefully. A young woman summoned to a great house, given a fine room and fine dinners and no explanations, waiting among strangers on a rich man’s silence. However she had come to be here, she did not enjoy being kept in the dark, and she wanted him to know it.

“That appears to be the general condition,” Thomas said, “of everyone in this room.”

“Yes,” said Clara Hartwell. “I had noticed.”

Edmund had retreated to the fireplace during this and stood with one hand on the mantel, his back half-turned, in the attitude of a host warming himself. But his shoulders were wrong for it. When he turned back to face them all, the firelight caught his face from below, and that tightness Thomas had marked in the hall was sharper than before — drawn now, the skin close over the bones, the strain of a weight held at arm’s length while the arm begins to fail.

“I shall explain everything at dinner,” he said. “All of you. There are things you need to know.”

“Edmund.” Clement set down his glass on the small table at his elbow, unhurried, and the click of crystal on mahogany was loud in the room. “You said the same thing yesterday at tea. And this morning at breakfast. One begins to wonder whether the explanation is ever actually coming.”

It was said lightly — everything Clement said was said lightly — but there was an edge under the lightness, and Thomas watched the room receive it. Dorothea’s eyes moved from Clement to Edmund and back, quick as an abacus. Pemberton looked into his whisky. Clara did not move at all.

“Tonight,” Edmund said.

His voice had a quality Thomas hadn’t heard from him before — not quite desperation, not quite courage, but something hovering between the two, the tone in which a diver at the top of a cold sea-cliff tells himself that the only way is forward. He looked around the room slowly, at each face in turn, and Thomas would think of that later: Edmund looking at each of them, one after another, the way one takes a last inventory.

“I promise you all. Tonight I will tell you everything.”

No one answered him. There did not seem to be anything to say that would not make it worse. The fire settled in the grate with a soft collapse of coals; somewhere in the house a clock struck the half-hour; and a footman came to the door to announce that dinner would be served at eight.

The room loosened, gratefully, into the small business of the hour — glasses set down, dresses gathered, the ordinary machinery of an English evening resuming its motion. Thomas, crossing to set his own glass on the tray, found himself for a moment beside his host. Edmund looked at him, and in that look was the whole of the letter over again — the urgency, the fear, the man I can trust absolutely — compressed into a half-second between the fire and the door.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Edmund said, very low. “You cannot know how glad.”

“You’ll tell me why, I hope.”

“Tonight,” Edmund said, the word worn smooth now with repetition, and he smiled — briefly, and with real warmth, so that for a moment the man from Oxford looked out of the worn face — and turned away to offer Dorothea his arm.

He was found dead in his study at half past ten, still dressed for dinner, before he had told anyone a single thing.



Chapter Three: The Body in the Study

The scream was short — more shock than terror — and it cut off so abruptly that Thomas, who had been nursing a second brandy in the drawing room and half-listening to Dorothea describe a house in Belgravia he would never see, wondered for a moment whether he had imagined it. The room went still around him in the way rooms do when everyone has heard a thing and everyone is waiting for someone else to have heard it first.

He had not imagined it. The look on Clement Fairfax’s face confirmed it.

And Clement, Thomas noted — noted even then, in the first raw second, with the part of his mind that never stopped working and that he had sometimes wished he could dismiss for the evening — had gone white a full second before anyone else reacted. Before Dorothea’s hand rose to her throat. Before Pemberton set down his glass. Clement was already on his feet, already pale, already turned towards the door, as if the scream had told him something particular rather than something general.

Then they were all moving — through the hall, down the long corridor towards the east wing, their shadows swinging wildly along the panelling as they passed each gas bracket in turn. Thomas was aware of Clara somewhere behind him, of Dorothea’s skirts, of Pemberton’s quick short stride. The corridor seemed longer than it had any right to be.

They found the study door open.

A young maid stood in the doorway, still gripping the tea tray she had been carrying — the cup and its saucer trembling against each other with a thin ringing sound. She was staring into the room and making no sound of her own at all, which was somehow worse than the scream. Her lips moved slightly. Nothing came out. Thomas took the tray gently from her hands, set it on the hall table, and stepped past her.

Edmund Ravenswood was seated behind his desk in the posture of a man who had leaned back to think and simply stopped. His head rested against the high back of the chair, tilted a little towards the window. His eyes were open. In the low light they had a fixed, thoughtful quality, as if death had interrupted him midway through some demanding calculation and he was still, somewhere, working at it. His right hand had fallen to his side, past the arm of the chair, fingers loosely curled about the shape of something no longer there.

The desk in front of him held papers, an open ledger, an inkwell with its cap off, and a brandy glass lying on its side, the last of its contents bleeding slowly into the blotter in a spreading amber stain. The fire in the grate had burned low. The lamp on the desk still burned steadily, indifferent.

Two hours ago this man had gripped his hand and said Thank God you came. Thomas stood where he was and let the fact of it move through him and pass, because grief was a thing he could do later and observation was a thing he could only do now.

Dr. Pemberton came in behind him and moved to the body with brisk professional efficiency, the transformation instantaneous — the quiet guest with the whisky gone, the physician in his place. He checked the pulse at the throat, drew back an eyelid and examined the eyes, lifted one hand by the wrist and let it fall. He leaned close to the dead man’s lips for a moment. The whole process took less than two minutes, performed in silence, while the others crowded and hovered at the door.

“He’s dead,” Pemberton said. He straightened. “Within the last two hours.”

“Can you say how?”

Pemberton’s expression was impossible to read — a professional flatness that might have covered anything or nothing. “I can say what I observe — a man who appears to have died suddenly, without obvious external injury. I can’t say more without a proper examination.”

“But you suspect something.”

There was a small pause. Behind them, someone in the doorway drew a breath.

“I am a physician,” Pemberton said carefully, and each word arrived separately, laid down like instruments on a tray. “It is my professional habit to suspect everything until I can confirm it.”

It was not an answer, and both of them knew it was not an answer, and Thomas let it stand. There would be better moments to press than this one, with the body not yet cold and five witnesses at the door.

He turned from the desk and read the room instead.

He did it the way he prepared a brief: from the general to the particular, taking nothing on trust. The fire had burned low but evenly — no half-burned paper in the grate, nothing thrown hastily onto the coals. The window — a tall single casement overlooking the rear garden — was closed and latched from the inside; he could see the brass tongue of the latch seated fully home. The curtains hung undisturbed. No overturned furniture, no rucked carpet, no signs of a struggle of any kind. The room was orderly, warm, and quiet. On the face of it, a man had sat down at his desk after dinner and died there. A perfectly ordinary death, such as happens in comfortable rooms to men under strain.

Except for two things.

The papers on the desk had been disturbed — and not in the way papers are disturbed when a man is working through them. A working man’s papers have a current to them, an order of operations: the document in hand centred, the finished matter set aside, the pending matter squared at the corner. These lay wrong. They had the look papers get when someone has moved through them quickly, searching — lifted in batches and set down out of true, edges fanned, a sheaf half-pulled from under the ledger and left protruding. The ledger itself lay open at household accounts, columns of small domestic sums, innocuous as bread. But several of the other documents were clearly something else: close columns of figures in a different arrangement, what appeared to be correspondence in more than one hand, and at the bottom of one pile, showing only its edge, the ribboned corner of what looked like a legal document.

Thomas did not touch any of them. He committed the arrangement to memory instead — which sheet lay over which, where the ledger sat, the angle of the protruding sheaf — with a barrister’s exactness; years of practice had taught him that a case is won or lost on what one can swear to afterwards. And while he memorised, a question assembled itself alongside the inventory: when? Edmund had left the drawing room after dinner and the guests had scattered to their own devices — cards, letters, the piano briefly and badly. Someone had searched these papers either while Edmund lived, under his open eyes, which was impossible; or in some interval when the study stood empty; or after he was dead, in the quiet quarter-hour before the maid came in with her tray. None of those possibilities was comfortable. The last was the least comfortable of all.

The second thing was smaller. He almost walked past it.

On the floor beside the desk, just at the edge of the spilled brandy where the carpet had darkened, lay a small ivory button. The kind used on a gentleman’s evening coat — on the cuff, most likely, from the size of it. It sat in the shadow of the desk’s overhang, a pale coin of a thing, and the lamplight touched it only when Thomas moved and his own shadow released it.

It did not belong to Edmund. Edmund’s coat buttons — Thomas could see them from where he stood, a neat dark row down the dead man’s chest, two more at each cuff — were gold.

Thomas bent, ostensibly to adjust his shoe, and picked it up. He glanced behind him. Clement, Dorothea, and Clara were clustered in the doorway, none of them fully in the room, held at the threshold by the etiquette of catastrophe. Dorothea had her eyes on the body. Clara had her eyes on Dorothea. Pemberton was still beside the body, writing something in a small pocket notebook. No one was looking at the floor.

He put the button in his waistcoat pocket.

He was not entirely certain, in that moment, why he did it — why he did not hold it up to the room and ask whose it was. Later he would understand that some part of him had already concluded that the room contained a person who must not know what had been found, and that until he knew which person, the safest number of people who knew about the button was one.

In the doorway, the tableau had begun to move. Dorothea came two steps into the room, one hand pressed flat against her bodice, her face bloodless but ordered — grief, or the appearance of grief, marshalled with the same discipline as everything else about her. “Someone must send for the police,” she said, to no one in particular, and her voice was steady. “And Eleanor must be told tonight, not tomorrow. His sister must not hear this from a tradesman in the morning.” It was entirely correct, entirely practical, and delivered within four minutes of finding her cousin dead. Clara had not entered at all. She stood at the threshold with her arms wrapped tight about herself, not weeping, watching Edmund’s still face with an expression Thomas could not read — confronting, perhaps, a question that had just become permanently unanswerable.

Clement came to stand beside him. He had recovered some of his colour but none of his polish; his hands were not quite steady, and he had left his lightness at the door.

“Good God,” he said softly. He looked genuinely shaken — the most unguarded Thomas had ever seen him, in fifteen years of watching Clement Fairfax be guarded. “Heart, do you think? Edmund had complained of fatigue. He wrote to me about it, two months ago. Said he’d been sleeping poorly. Said he was worried about something, but wouldn’t say what.”

Thomas looked at his old acquaintance — at the pallor, at the unsteady hands, at the eyes that kept returning to the desk and sliding away again. Shock, certainly. But shock is not innocence; a man may be perfectly horrified by an event he caused, or foresaw, or profited by.

“And you didn’t ask him?”

“I thought,” Clement said, and there might have been real regret in it — it had the grain of real regret, though Thomas had known Clement to counterfeit better materials than that — “that he would tell me when he was ready.”

The maid was weeping now, somewhere down the corridor, in the arms of the housekeeper. The clock on the study mantel went on ticking with horrible composure. Pemberton closed his notebook.

Thomas looked back at Edmund — at the open unhurried eyes, at the papers rifled by hands that were not his, at the empty space on the floor where the ivory button had been — and felt something cold and certain settling in his chest, the way a verdict settles.

I will explain everything, Edmund had promised, twice — once in ink and once aloud, to the assembled room, three hours before he died. Someone had heard that promise and made sure of it.

“It is rather too late for that now,” he said quietly.



Chapter Four: The First Night

Inspector Gerald Hartley arrived from Trowbridge at half past midnight, shaking the rain from his hat in the front hall. His method declared itself within the first hour of his arrival: work steadily and deliberately through the most obvious explanation, and see where it leads. It was not, Thomas conceded to himself, an indefensible method. Most deaths are what they appear to be. Most locked rooms hold no mystery. A country inspector who chased shadows would waste his force’s time nine cases out of ten.

The trouble came on the tenth case.

Thomas spent the intervening time in the library, which shared a wall with the study and had a connecting door he found was not quite fully latched — an old door, its tongue worn, standing open the width of a finger. He did not open it further. He drew a chair to within a yard of the gap, took down a volume of county history he had no intention of reading, and sat where the lamplight from the study fell in a thin bright line across the library carpet.

Through the gap he could see enough. The papers on the desk were glanced at and left in place — Hartley lifted two or three sheets, turned them over — incuriously, efficiently, confirming to his own satisfaction that paper was paper — and set them down. The body was photographed, the flash powder flaring twice and leaving its bitter smell drifting through the gap in the door. The room was measured by a young constable with a folding rule and an expression of profound concentration, as though the mystery might yield to arithmetic. The brandy glass was noted where it lay. Nothing was sealed, nothing was catalogued, and nothing more of note was done. By a quarter past one the study was quiet again, and Edmund Ravenswood had been carried with rough gentleness to a cold room off the kitchen passage to await the surgeon.

When Hartley sat across from him in the library afterwards — a heavyset man with sandy whiskers going grey and small patient eyes, his notebook open on his knee — Thomas told the truth. He had arrived that evening on the five o’clock from Paddington; he had been met at Little Merwick and driven to the Hall; he had met the other guests in the drawing room; he had been in that drawing room, in company, when the scream came, and had gone immediately to the study with the others. All true. All verifiable. Hartley wrote it down in a slow round hand.

He did not mention the ivory button riding in his waistcoat pocket. He could not have given the whole of his reason, except that he had learned long ago, in courtrooms and in the corridors outside them, that there was a meaningful difference between sharing information and surrendering it. Shared information worked for you. Surrendered information went where it was taken, was handled by whoever received it, and came back — if it came back at all — worn smooth of its meaning. The button was, at present, the only thing in this house that only he knew. He intended to keep it that way a little longer.

“A tragedy,” Hartley said, closing his notebook with the finality of a man closing a case. “From what Dr. Pemberton tells me, it appears to be a cardiac event. The man was clearly under strain — his own physician among the guests says as much. We’ll wait for the full examination, naturally, but I don’t anticipate anything unexpected.”

“Of course,” Thomas said.

He had cross-examined too many confident men to argue with one who had not yet seen his own evidence. The examination would say what it said. Until then, contradiction would only teach the inspector to regard Thomas Ashworth as a difficulty — and Thomas suspected he would need Hartley’s tolerance before this was done.

Edmund’s sister Eleanor arrived from the village around one in the morning, in considerable distress, veiled and white-faced, having been fetched by a groom who had evidently told her everything on the drive. Thomas saw her only briefly, in the hall: a tall woman with Edmund’s brow and none of his ease, gripping the banister with one gloved hand while the butler spoke to her in a low voice. She did not weep — or had finished weeping in the carriage — and within a quarter of an hour she had taken charge of the stricken household with the automatic competence of grief that has duties to perform: rooms for the inspector, brandy for the maid who had found him, the door of the study locked and the key in her own keeping. It was she who offered Hartley the guest room, and Hartley who accepted it with alacrity, evidently seeing no reason that a cardiac event should cost a working policeman his night’s sleep.

After Hartley went up, the house subsided by degrees — footsteps, then fewer footsteps, then none. Thomas sat alone in the library with the lamp turned low and laid out what he knew.

He did it methodically, as he would have laid out a brief, item by item, each fact set down and made to stand on its own before he allowed it any neighbours.

Edmund had been afraid. Not vaguely troubled — afraid, and afraid enough to write the word to a man he had not addressed in three years.

He had invited Thomas specifically because he needed someone he could trust absolutely. Which meant — the inference was unavoidable, and Thomas made himself state it plainly — that he did not trust the people already here. His oldest friend. His cousin. His physician. The young woman he could not quite introduce. Edmund had assembled this particular party and then sent, secretly, for a witness.

He had promised to explain everything at dinner, had made the promise aloud to the assembled guests, and had been dead before dinner ended.

The papers on his desk had been searched by someone else’s hands, either shortly before his death or shortly after it — in a room that was never, so far as anyone had said, unattended for long.

And there was an ivory button on the floor of that room which belonged to nobody’s coat Thomas had yet examined.

Separate facts. He turned them over one at a time, declining to force them. But they would not stay separate. They were beginning to lean toward each other like trees in a wind — each one bending, slightly, in the same direction.

The fire in the library sank to a red glow. Somewhere above him the house creaked and settled, timbers easing after the day, and he found himself listening to each sound and cataloguing it: a door, a footstep, water in a pipe. A house full of mourners. A house full of suspects. The two lists, for the moment, identical.

He went upstairs a little after two. At the far end of the corridor, a thin line of candlelight showed under the door to Clara Hartwell’s room — steady, unmoving, the light of a candle set on a table rather than carried in a hand. She was awake at two in the morning, then, in a house where a man had just died before he could explain himself. Thomas stood for a moment in the dark hallway, thinking about that. Grief kept people awake. So did fear. So did calculation. From the corridor, the light under a door looked the same for all three.

He went to his own room. He did not sleep for a long time.

Three things happened in the morning.

The first: at breakfast — a muted, half-attended meal at which the covers were lifted and set down mostly untouched — Pemberton announced, to his plate, not to the table, not meeting anyone’s eyes, that he had conducted his own preliminary examination of the body, in his capacity as the deceased’s physician, and had found certain indications which he described, with elaborate clinical caution, as consistent with, though not conclusive of, poisoning. The word dropped into the room and lay there. Dorothea set down her cup without a sound. Clement said, “Good God,” for the second time in twelve hours, and this time it came out thin. Pemberton added that he intended to bring his observations to Inspector Hartley’s attention immediately, folded his napkin with excessive care, and left the table.

The second: Dorothea Vane found Thomas in the corridor outside the breakfast room not ten minutes later. She took his arm — actually took it, her
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