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CHAPTER ONE: THE BLACK SEAL
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The rain had not stopped in three days.

Inspector Elias Vale slid from the hackney coach, pulling his collar higher against the wind. Water ran down the gutters of Bow Lane in dirty ribbons, pooling around the cobblestones in front of the magistrate's house. A constable stood at the door, his hat soaked through, his face pale.

“Inspector Vale?” The constable swallowed. “Glad you have come. The men inside will not touch anything. They are frightened.”

“They should be,” Elias said. “Show me.”

He received the message at Bow Street an hour ago. Magistrate Silas Hume. Dead in his study. Locked from the inside. The report was brief, but two details caught Elias's attention: a black wax seal and a torn account page.

He worked enough cases to know when a murder was simple and when it was not. This one was not.

The constable led him through a narrow hallway lined with law books and framed writs. The house smelt of ink, pipe smoke, and something else – copper, old metal, the unmistakable scent of blood.

Two officers stood outside the study door. They parted when Elias approached.

“We have not moved the body, sir. The door was locked. We had to break the latch.”

“Who found him?”

“The housekeeper, Mrs Fenn. She brought his morning tea at seven and found the door bolted. When he did not answer, she called for help.”

Elias looked at the door. The brass bolt was forced. Splinters jutted from the frame. “Was the window open?”

“No, sir. Closed and latched. The curtains were drawn.”

“Fireplace?”

“Small. Too narrow for a man to climb through.”

Elias nodded. A locked room. He had seen it before. Locked rooms meant either the killer was clever or someone wished the death to look like suicide. But suicides did not place wax seals beneath their own tongues.

He stepped inside.

The study was modest for a man of Hume's position. A heavy oak desk. Two leather chairs. Shelves crammed with legal volumes. A single candle burnt on the desk, nearly spent, the wax pooled in a white ring on the wood. A cold fireplace. A bottle of port, half empty, beside a clean glass.

Silas Hume sat in his chair behind the desk.

His eyes were open. His mouth was slightly parted, as if he were been about to speak. He wore his magistrate's coat, buttoned to the throat, and his wig was still in place. He might have been sleeping if not for the colour of his face – grey, wrong.

Elias circled the desk slowly. He crouched beside the body and tilted Hume's chin with two fingers. The skin was cold. Rigor mortis had begun in the jaw and neck. He had been dead at least six hours.

“Help me open his mouth,” Elias said.

The constable hesitated, then shuffled forward. Together, they parted Hume's lips.

There it was.

A black wax seal, pressed flat, rested beneath the tongue. Elias drew it out with a handkerchief and held it near the candle. The seal bore an impression – not a crest, nor a family coat of arms, but a single symbol: a serpent coiled around a key.

Elias had never seen it.

He set the seal on the desk and turned to the magistrate's left hand. The palm was cut, not deeply, but precisely. A thin line ran from the base of the thumb to the wrist. The wound was clean, without ragged edges; a sharp blade, used with intention. Blood dried in a dark line across the skin and dripped onto the chair's arm.

“His hand,” Elias said. “Was it resting on the desk when they found him?”

The constable shook his head. “It was in his lap. The housekeeper moved it to check for a pulse. She said the cut looked fresh.”

Elias examined the desk surface. A torn page lay beside the port bottle. He picked it up carefully. The page came from a ledger: columns of figures, names, dates, amounts. The writing was small and precise, the ink still legible.

Three names were visible on the fragment.

The first was Lord Castellan. The second, Sir Edmund Bryce. The third was partially torn, but Elias could make out the letters ASH.

He read the figures beside each name: large sums, payments, dates stretching back two years. This was not a magistrate's personal account. This was a record of debts – political debts, financial obligations tied to men of influence.

Elias folded the page and placed it in his coat pocket.

He stood and surveyed the room again: the locked door, the closed window, the narrow fireplace. No weapon. No sign of forced entry apart from the broken bolt. No blood on the floor except what dripped from Hume's hand.

“Has anyone touched the body besides the housekeeper?”

“No, sir. She checked his pulse and inched back. She's in the kitchen now. Shaken.”

“I'll speak with her. Leave the room as it is. Send for the surgeon. I want the body examined before it is moved.”

Elias walked to the window and pulled back the curtain. The glass was latched from the inside. The frame was old but solid. No scratches on the sill. No marks on the latch. He checked the fireplace next. The flue was narrow. A cat might have fit; a man would not.

He knelt beside the door and examined the bolt. The brass was old, the mechanism simple. A thin blade could have lifted the bolt from outside, then slipped it back into place. He had seen it done in the rookeries. A skilled hand could lock a door from the corridor in seconds.

So the room had not been truly locked. It was made to appear locked.

That changed everything.

Elias stood and left the study. The hallway felt colder than before. He looked at the constable.

“Who else knew Hume was investigating private debts?”

The constable blinked. “I did not know he was, sir.”

“He was.” Elias touched the pocket where the torn page rested. “And someone killed him for it.”

Mrs Fenn sat in the kitchen with a cup of tea she had not touched. She was a stout woman in her fifties, her hands rough from years of work, her face drawn with shock. She looked up when Elias entered, wiping her eyes with a folded cloth.

“Mrs Fenn. I am Inspector Vale. I need to ask you some questions.”

“I have already told the officers everything.”

“Tell me again.”

She set down the cloth. “I brought his tea at seven, same as always. He liked it strong, with two sugars. When I knocked, he did not answer. I thought he had fallen asleep in his chair. He did that sometimes after drinking. I called the footman, and we broke the bolt.”

“Did you see the seal?”

“I saw something in his mouth. I did not touch it. I knew it was not right. I have seen dead men before. My husband was a sailor. But this...” She pressed her lips together. “This was something else.”

“Did you touch anything else in the room?”

“Only his hand. I checked his wrist for a pulse. There was blood on his palm. I did not notice it until I had already touched him.”

“What about the desk? The papers?”

“I did not look at the desk. I stepped back and called for help.”

Elias leaned forward. “Mrs Fenn, had Magistrate Hume been behaving differently in the days before his death?”

She hesitated. Her fingers tightened around the cup.

“He had been nervous. More than usual. He had been meeting people late at night. Gentlemen. Important ones. They came through the back entrance and left before midnight.”

“Do you know their names?”

“He never introduced them to me. But I recognised one. Lord Castellan. He came twice last week. They argued both times. I could hear them through the door.”

“What did they argue about?”

“Money. Debts. Lord Castellan said something about a ledger. He said if it were made public, it would ruin half of London.”

Elias felt the weight of the torn page in his pocket. “Did Hume mention anyone called the Ashcombe family? Or a woman named Beatrice?”

Mrs Fenn frowned. “Not to me. But he received letters. Several of them. He burnt most of them in the fireplace, but I saw the seals. Black wax. The same kind that was in his mouth.”

Elias went still. “How many letters?”

“Three. Perhaps four. Over the past two weeks.”

“Did you see who delivered them?”

“They came by private courier. Boys in dark coats. They did not speak. They would hand the letter to me and leave.”

“Was there a return address?”

“None. Just the black seal on the envelope.”

Elias stood, his mind working fast. Hume was investigating debts tied to powerful men. He had received threatening letters sealed with black wax; the same seal was placed in his mouth after death. The killer was not merely sending a message; the killer was claiming credit.

“Mrs Fenn, one more question. Did Hume have any enemies? Anyone who would want him dead?”

She let out a short, bitter laugh. “He was a magistrate, Inspector. Half of London wanted him dead. But the ones who feared him most were the ones with the most to lose.”

“The wealthy families.”

“Yes. He had been asking questions, calling on them, demanding to see their private accounts. They did not like it. He told me once that London's finest families were built on debts that could never be repaid.”

Elias thanked her and left the kitchen.

In the hallway, he found the surgeon arriving, a thin man named Grier who worked Bow Street's harder cases. Elias led him to the study and pointed to the body.

“I want to know the cause of death. I want to know what is on that seal. And I want to know if the cut on his hand was made before or after he died.”

Grier nodded and set down his bag.

Elias stepped into the corridor and pulled the torn page from his pocket. He read the names again: Castellan, Bryce, and the partial name, ASH.

Ashcombe.

He had heard the name before: Lady Beatrice Ashcombe, widowed Duchess of Kendal. Wealthy, respected, untouchable. She moved in the highest circles of society and was reputed for charity and virtue.

But Elias had also heard whispers: rumours that she ran a private lending operation, that she held debts over some of the most powerful men in England, that she was untouchable because she knew secrets that could destroy them all.

He folded the page and returned it to his pocket.

The partial name could mean nothing; it could be a coincidence. But Elias did not believe in coincidences. He believed in evidence, motive, and opportunity.

Hume was investigating hidden debts. He had been murdered. A page from a ledger was torn and left beside his body. The names on that page connected him to three powerful figures, one of whom might be Lady Beatrice Ashcombe.

Elias needed to see her. He needed to ask her directly.

But first, he needed to understand the seal.

He walked back into the study. Grier was examining the body, his fingers probing the wound on Hume's hand.

“Well?” Elias asked.

“The cut was made after death,” Grier said. “The blood pooled but did not clot. He was already gone when the blade touched his skin.”

“Why cut a dead man's hand?”

Grier looked up. “Symbolic, I would guess. In some old traditions, a cut palm marks a traitor. Someone who broke a vow.”

Elias turned the idea over. A traitor. Hume was part of something, and broken the rules. The seal in his mouth. The cut on his hand. The torn ledger page. All of it pointed to a system. A network. A group that punished those who threatened it.

'The seal,' Grier continued. 'I have seen wax seals before, but this one is unusual. The symbol is a serpent coiled around a key. I do not recognise it.'

'Neither do I,” Elias said. 'But someone will.'

He left Grier to his work and stepped out into the rain. The street was quiet. A few passers-by glanced at the house and hurried on. Word would spread fast. A murdered magistrate was news. A murdered magistrate with a black seal in his mouth was a scandal.

Elias pulled out a notebook and wrote down everything he observed. The locked room. The forced bolt. The closed window. The narrow fireplace. The half-empty port bottle. The single glass. The candle nearly spent. The torn ledger page. The three names. The black seal. The cut hand.

He underlined the name ASH.

Then he wrote a single line beneath it.

Visit Lady Beatrice Ashcombe. Tomorrow.

He closed the notebook and looked up at the magistrate's window. The curtain was still drawn. Behind it, a dead man sat in his chair with a secret in his mouth and blood on his hand.

It wasn't the first time Elias saw murder. He had seen it in the army, in the rookeries, in the courts. But this was different. The act was deliberate. This was planned with precision and patience. This was a warning.

And the warning was not for Hume.

It was for anyone who thought they could open the ledger and survive.

By the time Elias returned to Bow Street, the rain had thickened. He walked into his office, hung his wet coat on the hook by the door, and sat at his desk. The room was small and cluttered. Files stacked on every surface. A map of London pinned to the wall with coloured markers showing active cases. A cold cup of coffee from the morning.

He ignored all of it and opened his notebook.

The facts were clear. Hume was dead. He was killed in a locked room that was not truly locked. A black wax seal was placed beneath his tongue. His palm was cut post-mortem. A torn page from a ledger lay beside the body.

The ledger page listed debts tied to Lord Castellan, Sir Edmund Bryce, and a name beginning with ASH.

Hume's housekeeper confirmed the magistrate was meeting powerful men in secret. He had been asking questions about hidden debts. He had received threatening letters sealed with black wax.

The symbol on the seal was a serpent coiled around a key. Elias did not recognise it, but it meant something. Everything in this case meant something.

He pulled a sheet of paper toward him and began to write.

Report of Inspector Elias Vale, Bow Street Office.

Re: Death of Magistrate Silas Hume.

Preliminary findings:

	The deceased was found in his study at approximately seven o'clock on the morning of July the eleventh. The door was bolted from the inside. The housekeeper and a footman forced entry.

	The deceased shows signs of poisoning. No visible wounds apart from a post-mortem incision on the left palm. The cause of death awaits confirmation by Surgeon Grier.

	A black wax seal, bearing the image of a serpent coiled around a key, was found beneath the tongue of the deceased.

	A torn page from a financial ledger lay on the desk. The page lists debts connected to Lord Castellan, Sir Edmund Bryce, and a partially legible name beginning with the letters ASH.

	The housekeeper, Mrs Fenn, reports that the deceased was meeting wealthy individuals in secret during the weeks prior to his death. She confirms Lord Castellan visited twice and argued with the deceased about a ledger.

	The deceased received multiple letters sealed with black wax in the two weeks before his death. The sender is unknown.

	The room showed no signs of forced entry. The bolt could have been lifted from outside with a thin blade. The window was latched from the inside. The fireplace is too narrow for human passage.

	Preliminary assessment: The deceased was murdered by person or persons unknown. The method suggests a symbolic killing intended to send a message. The black seal and the cut palm indicate the involvement of an organised group.

	Next steps: Interview Lord Castellan and Sir Edmund Bryce. Visit Lady Beatrice Ashcombe regarding the partial name on the ledger page. Investigate the origin of the black seal and the symbol of the serpent and key.


Elias set down his pen and read the report. It was thorough. It was accurate. It was also incomplete.

He did not know what the Black Ledger was. He did not know who had sent the letters. He did not know what Hume had discovered or why it got him killed.

What he knew was this: powerful men were hiding debts. A magistrate was murdered for asking questions. A black seal marked the killer. And a woman named Ashcombe was connected to all of it.

He thought about Lady Beatrice. He had seen her once, two years ago, at a public hearing on debt reform. She sat in the gallery, dressed in black, her face calm and unreadable. She watched the proceedings with the attention of someone who understood more than she let on. When the hearing ended, she left without speaking to anyone.

Elias noticed her because she did not belong. The gallery was filled with clerks, reporters, and reformers. She was none of those. She was an aristocrat. A widow. A woman with no apparent reason to attend a hearing on debt law.

Now he wondered if that was the reason itself.

He stood and walked to the window. The rain was easing. The street below was empty, save for a single lamplighter making his rounds. The gaslight flickered, catching the wet cobblestones.

Elias pressed his forehead against the glass.

He took this case because it was his duty. Because a man lay dead and his killer must be found. But there was something else; something he did not wish to admit.

Hume investigated debts that powerful men wished hidden. He died for it. And those who killed him did so openly. They left a seal in his mouth. They cut his hand. They tore a page from a ledger and left it on his desk.

They wanted the murder to be discovered and were keen for the seal to be seen. They wished for someone to know that asking questions about the Black Ledger was a death sentence.

Elias spent his career asking questions. He spent his life chasing men who believed themselves above the law. He did so in the army, and he did so at Bow Street. He never backed down from a case because the suspects were powerful.

But this was different. This was not a corrupt merchant or a violent husband. This was a network. A system. Something that reached into the highest levels of London society and touched those who governed the country.

He thought about the war. About the informant who died because someone sold his name. He still did not know who betrayed that man. He still carried the guilt like a stone in his chest.

This case had the same feel. The same shadow. The sense that the enemy was not in front of him, but beside him. Watching. Waiting.

He turned from the window and picked up his coat. It was still damp, but he put it on anyway.

Tomorrow, he would visit Lady Beatrice Ashcombe. He would ask her about the ledger. He would ask her about the seal. He would ask her what she knew about the murder of Silas Hume.

And if she were guilty, he would arrest her himself.

If she was not, then someone else was. And that someone already killed a magistrate and left a calling card that said they were not finished.

Elias opened the door, and the rain enveloped him.

The black seal sat on his desk beside the torn ledger page. In the dim light of his office, the serpent coiled around the key seemed to move.

It was a trick of the shadows. Nothing more.

But Elias could not shake the feeling that the case already coiled around him.

And the key still waited to be found.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE DUCHESS OF DEBTS
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The townhouse on Grosvenor Square looked built to keep people out.

A white stone facade. Tall windows with iron railings. A door painted black, its brass fittings polished to a mirror finish. Two servants in matching livery stood at the entrance like sentries. Everything about the place spoke of money, restraint, and the kind of power that needed no announcement.

Elias climbed the steps at half past ten. He changed into a clean coat, but the rain found him again on the walk from the hackney stand. His boots were damp, his collar wrinkled. He looked exactly what he was: a Bow Street inspector who gave no damn about appearances.

The footman at the door studied him with the polite contempt servants reserved for men who did not belong.

“Inspector Vale to see Lady Ashcombe. On official business.”

The footman did not move. “Her ladyship is not receiving callers this morning.”

“She will receive me.”

“I am afraid that is not possible, sir. Her ladyship...”

“Tell her Inspector Vale is here regarding the death of Magistrate Hume. She will understand.”

The footman hesitated. Something shifted behind his eyes. He disappeared inside and closed the door.

Elias waited. The square was quiet. A woman in a green walking dress crossed the far side, followed by a maid. A carriage rolled past without stopping. The rain stopped, but the air was heavy and wet, pressing against the skin like a damp cloth.

The door opened again.

“Her ladyship will see you in the library, sir. Follow me.”

Elias stepped inside. The hallway was wide and cool. Marble floor. Dark wood panelling. A painting of a country estate hung above a table bearing a vase of white lilies. The house smelt of beeswax and something faintly floral. Lavender, perhaps. Or rosewater.

The footman led him down a corridor past two closed doors, then stopped at the third and knocked.

“Inspector Vale, my lady.”

A voice from inside. Low. Calm. Unhurried. “Show him in.”



The library was larger than Elias expected. Floor-to-ceiling shelves lined three walls. A fourth wall held tall windows draped in dark green silk. A fire burnt in the grate. Two leather armchairs sat facing each other across a low table. Books were stacked on every surface, some open, some marked with ribbons.

Lady Beatrice Ashcombe stood by the window.

She was tall, taller than he remembered from the hearing two years ago. She wore a dress of dark blue wool, simple in cut, fitted at the waist. Her hair was dark, pulled back from her face in a style that required no ornament. No jewels. No lace. No unnecessary detail.

She looked at him the way a surgeon looks at a wound: with assessment, with distance.

“Inspector Vale.” She did not smile. “I have been expecting you.”

“Have you, my lady?”

“Magistrate Hume is dead. You investigated cases before his court. You follow patterns, Inspector. It was only a matter of time before you arrived at my door.”

She gestured to the chair nearest the fire. “Please, sit.”

Elias did not sit. He stood in the centre of the room, his eyes moving across the shelves. Books on law, books on finance, books on history and philosophy. Nothing unusual, nothing incriminating. Yet the room was too clean, too ordered; like Hume's study, but better maintained. As if someone had prepared for inspection.

“I shall stand, if it is all the same to you.”

“As you wish.” She sat in the opposite chair and folded her hands in her lap. “Tell me why you have come.”

“You know why I have come.”

“I should like to hear you say it.”

Elias reached into his coat and produced the black wax seal. He held it between his thumb and forefinger, letting the firelight catch the impression: the serpent coiled around the key.

Beatrice looked at the seal.

For a fraction of a second, something moved behind her eyes. Not fear, not surprise, but recognition. She knew what it was; she had seen it before.

Then the expression vanished, replaced by the same calm mask she wore when he entered.

“Where did you find that?” she asked.

“Under the tongue of a dead man. Silas Hume, Magistrate of Bow Lane, murdered in his study two days ago. His hand was cut, and a page from a ledger was torn and left beside his body.”

He paused. “Your name may be on that page, Lady Ashcombe.”

“May be?”

“The page was torn. Three names were visible: Lord Castellan, Sir Edmund Bryce, and a partial name beginning with the letters ASH.”

“That is circumstantial, Inspector. ASH could refer to any number of people.”

“It could. But I do not believe in coincidence, and I do not believe you are ignorant of what that seal means.”

Beatrice tilted her head. The fire crackled between them. Outside, a carriage passed on the square, its wheels hissing on wet stone.

“You are suggesting I am connected to a murder,” she said.

“I am suggesting you know more than you are telling me. I am suggesting you have seen this seal before. And I am suggesting that whatever Magistrate Hume was investigating led to his death and touches you directly.”

“Those are serious accusations.”

“They are questions, my lady. Not accusations. Not yet.”

Elias stepped closer. “Let me tell you what I know about you, Lady Ashcombe.”

“I am sure you have been thorough.”

“You are a widow. Your husband, the Duke of Kendal, died three years ago. He left you a substantial fortune and no heirs. You have no family in London, no close relatives. You live alone in this house with a staff of nine. You attend church, you donate to charity, and you are regarded as one of the most respected women in society.”

“Flattering, but hardly relevant.”

“I'm not finished.” Elias set the seal on the table between them. “You also run a private lending operation. You provide money to women who cannot obtain loans through legal channels. Women trapped in abusive marriages. Women with debts they cannot pay. Women who need protection and have nowhere else to turn.”

Beatrice's expression did not change. “I am a charitable woman, Inspector. There is no law against helping those in need.”

“There is no law against it. But there are laws against extortion. Against operating an unlicensed financial network. Against holding leverage over people in exchange for payment.”

“And you believe I am doing that?”

“I believe you hold debts over some of the most powerful men in England. I believe you have records that could ruin them. And I believe Magistrate Hume discovered those records and was killed for it.”

Silence.

Beatrice looked at the seal on the table. The firelight caught the serpent and threw a thin shadow across the wood.

“You have a vivid imagination, Inspector.”

“Then correct me. Tell me what you know about the seal. Tell me what you know about Hume. Tell me why your name appears on a ledger page found beside a murdered man.”

“I cannot tell you what I do not know.”

“Then tell me what you do know.”

She stood. The movement was fluid, controlled. She walked to the window and looked out at the square. Her back was straight. Her hands rested on the sill.

“Magistrate Hume was a corrupt man,” she said quietly. “He used his position to prey on vulnerable people. Women, mostly. Women who had no one to protect them from creditors, from husbands, from men with power and no conscience.”

“You know this how?”

“Because I helped the women he preyed upon.”

“By lending them money.”

“By giving them a way out. Money. Legal assistance. Safe passage when they needed to disappear. Hume made his living by selling their names to the very creditors who hunted them. He took bribes to reveal their locations. He destroyed lives for profit.”

Elias watched her. Her voice was steady, but her hands tightened on the sill. “If you knew Hume was corrupt, why did you not report him?”

“To whom? He was a magistrate. The system protected him. Reporting him would have been a waste of ink and breath.”

“So you took matters into your own hands.”

“I helped people. That is all.”

“And the ledger? The debts? The names of Castellan and Bryce?”

She turned from the window. Her eyes met his. Dark. Direct. Unwavering.

“I keep records, Inspector. Every person I help. Every debt I settle. Every transaction. It is not a weapon. It is a ledger of accounts. Nothing more.”

“Hume had a page from that ledger.”

“Then someone gave it to him. Or took it from me. I did not provide it.”

“Someone tore a page from your records and placed it beside a dead man. You do not find that concerning?”

“I find murder concerning, Inspector. I find the fact that a corrupt magistrate was killed in his own study concerning. But I did not kill him. And I did not put that seal in his mouth.”

Elias picked up the seal from the table and held it out to her. “Then tell me what this is. Tell me you have never seen it before.”

Beatrice looked at the seal, her jaw tightening. The silence stretched between them like a wire pulled taut.

“I have seen it,” she said.

“When?”

“Two weeks ago. A letter arrived at this house. Sealed with black wax. Bearing that symbol.”

“What did the letter say?”

“It said I should surrender the Black Ledger. Or face the consequences.”

Elias felt the room shift. The air seemed to thicken. “You received a threatening letter. You did not report it.”

“To whom? The same magistrate who was investigating the very thing the letter demanded?”

“Hume was investigating the ledger?”

“Hume was investigating debts. My debts. The debts I hold over men who would rather see me dead than exposed. The letter warned me to hand over my records or suffer Hume's fate.”

“And you did nothing.”

“I did what I always do, Inspector. I protected my people.”

Elias studied her for a long moment. She stood by the window with the light behind her, her face half in shadow. She was calm, controlled. Every word measured, every gesture deliberate.

She was also lying. Not about everything. She had seen the seal. She had received the letter. She knew Hume was corrupt. But she held something back. Something important. Something that explained why a magistrate had been killed and a black seal left in his mouth.

“You said you keep records,” Elias said. “Ledgers. Accounts.”

“Yes.”

“I want to see them.”

“No.”

“That was not a request.”

“And that was not a concession. My records are private. They contain the names of women who trusted me with their safety. I will not hand them over to Bow Street.”

“Then I will come back with a warrant.”

“Then I will refuse to open the door. And when you break it down, I will have my solicitor file a complaint with the Home Office. I am a duchess, Inspector. I have rights you cannot override with a piece of paper.”

Elias stepped forward, his voice dropping. “A man is dead. He was poisoned in his own study. His hand was cut. A seal was placed in his mouth. Someone sent you a letter threatening the same fate. You are either a suspect or a target, Lady Ashcombe. Right now, I cannot tell which.”

“Then perhaps you should investigate further before making accusations.”

“Perhaps I should. But here is what I know. You run a secret lending network. You hold debts over powerful men. A magistrate was murdered while investigating those debts. A page from your ledger was found beside his body. And you received a threatening letter sealed with the same mark that was placed in his mouth.”

He paused. “If you are innocent, you need my help. If you are guilty, I shall find out. Either way, I am
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