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BLACKWOOD, STERLING & IVES

SOLICITORS ·ESTABLISHED 1887

Our Ref: BSI/EA/2024/ASHWORTH/047

Your Ref: N/A

Partner in charge: Edmund A. Ives

Ms. Violet Hartwell

c/o Sunset Manor Residential Home

Re: The Estate of the Late Lord Ashworth, Baron of Northumbria and Proprietor of Ashworth Manor

Dear Ms. Hartwell,

We are writing to you in a matter of some urgency and considerable delicacy.

Our client, Lord Albert Ashworth, passed away peacefully two weeks ago at the age of ninety-seven. A celebrated eccentric, inventor, and collector of arcane mysteries, his Lordship has left behind an estate of significant value and a last will and testament of singular peculiarity.

Lord Ashworth’s will stipulates that his considerable fortune, his estate, Ashworth Manor, and his entire collection of antiquities cannot be dispersed to his heirs until a final, personal mystery is resolved to the satisfaction of the estate’s executors.

In short, he has made the successful execution of his will contingent upon the solving of one last puzzle.

The puzzle, as outlined in a sealed addendum, pertains to a series of inexplicable events that occurred at Ashworth Manor in the winter of 1972. As the details are of a sensitive and, frankly, unbelievable nature, traditional investigative bodies have proven… unsuitable for the task.

We were therefore tasked by his Lordship to seek out a firm with a proven expertise in such matters. A recent, high-profile federal case brought your particular… community action group… to our attention.

We were referred to you by a federal liaison who was recently… impressed… by a certain group’s unorthodox but effective methodology. He suggested that if anyone could navigate a situation of singular peculiarity, it would be you.

We understand that unusual situations are something of a speciality. Please contact our offices at your earliest convenience to discuss the terms of engagement. We await your reply with great anticipation.

Yours sincerely,

Edmund A. Ives

Junior Partner

Blackwood, Sterling & Ives
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The letter sat in the center of the Mahjong table for exactly forty-seven minutes before anyone touched it again.

This was not from lack of interest. Quite the opposite. It was the kind of letter that demanded to be respected, the way one respects a sleeping cat that might, without warning, produce claws. It sat there in its expensive, cream-colored silence while the Sunset Manor Detective Agency regarded it from their respective chairs with the focused intensity of a group of people trying very hard to appear casual.

Agnes Pemberton had already filled three pages of her notebook and hadn’t looked up once. Ray Cromwell had reassembled his binoculars with surgical precision, placed them on the table, and then immediately disassembled them again. Dolores Martinez was on her second cup of fortified coffee. Frank Morrison had rolled The Interceptor in a slow, thoughtful circle around the Mahjong table twice, which was either a tactical perimeter check or the mobility scooter equivalent of pacing.

Viktor Kozlov, for his part, was watching all of them with the benevolent patience of a man who had once waited eleven years for a forged passport to surface in the right city. He said nothing. He simply smiled into his tea.

It was Violet Hartwell who finally reached out and unfolded the letter again.

“Right,” she said, her voice carrying the particular crispness of a woman who has made a decision and is now implementing it. “Let’s be sensible about this.”

“SENSIBILITY!” Frank announced. “MY LEAST FAVORITE STRATEGY!”

“The estate,” Violet continued, ignoring him with the ease of long practice, “belongs to a Lord Albert Ashworth, Baron of Northumbria, deceased, aged ninety-seven. A collector of — and I’m quoting directly — arcane mysteries.” She looked up. “That is not a phrase that appears in legitimate legal correspondence by accident. Solicitors are paid by the word to be precise. Someone chose arcane.”

“It implies the supernatural,” Agnes breathed, her pencil moving. “Ghosts. Cursed objects. A locked room with no explanation. Oh, I have chills.”

“It implies,” Ray countered, setting down a binocular lens with a soft click, “that whatever happened at that manor in 1972 defied conventional investigative classification. Which means either the events were genuinely inexplicable, or the people investigating them lacked the lateral thinking to find the explanation.” He paused. “I know which one I’d put money on.”

“You’d put money on us,” Dolores said, raising her cup in a small salute.

“I’d put money on the explanation existing,” Ray said firmly. “I don’t speculate beyond the evidence.”

“Darling,” Dolores replied, “you referred us to a dead lord’s solicitors by way of a federal agent who watched Frank ram a dessert trolley into an international art criminal. Speculation left the building some time ago.”

Ray had no answer to this. He picked up the binocular lens again.

Violet smoothed the letter on the table, tracing the embossed letterhead with one finger. Blackwood, Sterling & Ives. She had looked them up— thirty-eight years in practice, discreet clientele, an address in Lincoln’s Inn that suggested old money and older secrets. Not the sort of firm that chased ambulances. The sort of firm that quietly managed the affairs of people whose affairs required managing by someone who would never, under any circumstances, discuss them at a dinner party.

The crest on the wax seal caught the recreation room’s fluorescent light. A raven, wings folded, holding a key in its beak. She had stared at it for a long time this morning, turning the broken seal over in her fingers. It was not the Ashworth family crest — she had checked that too. The Ashworth coat of arms, according to Burke’s Peerage, featured a stag and a chevron, respectable and deeply uninteresting. This raven was something else entirely. Something personal. Something Lord Ashworth had chosen.

A man who sealed his final correspondence with a raven holding a key was a man who understood that some doors needed guarding.

“The winter of 1972,” she said aloud. “That’s fifty-three years ago. Whatever happened, it was old enough for Lord Ashworth to spend the rest of his very long life keeping quiet about it, and recent enough that he felt he couldn’t die without it being resolved.” She folded the letter once, precisely, along its original crease. “That’s not guilt. That’s obligation.”

“A DEBT!” Frank declared. “A FIFTY-THREE-YEAR-OLD DEBT! TO WHOM? FOR WHAT?”

“That,” Violet said, “is exactly the right question, Frank.”

Frank looked deeply gratified. He patted The Interceptor’s handlebar.

Viktor set down his teacup. “In my experience,” he said, his voice carrying the particular weight of a man whose experience covered approximately six decades of international affairs, “when a person of Lord Ashworth’s age and means chooses to hold their estate hostage to a mystery rather than simply letting it go, it is because the mystery involves someone who is still living. The dead do not require justice. They require only peace. It is the living who require answers.”

The room went quiet in a different way than it had before. Not the electric quiet of excitement, but the slower, more considered quiet of people recalibrating.

“Someone is still alive who was there in 1972,” Agnes said slowly. “Someone who knows what happened.”

“Or,” Ray said, “someone who was affected by what happened. A family member. A descendant.” He tapped his digital recorder. “The heirs can’t collect until this is solved. That means the heirs have an interest in seeing it resolved. And potentially,” his voice took on its familiar investigative flatness, “an interest in seeing it resolved in a particular way.”

“There it is,” Dolores said softly, setting down her cup. “There’s the complication. It’s never just a puzzle, is it? There’s always someone who’d prefer it stayed unsolved.”

Nurse Bradley appeared in the doorway at that precise moment, holding a clipboard and wearing the expression of a man who has overheard slightly too much. “I just want to be very clear,” he said, “that whatever this is, it does not involve anyone leaving the premises without signing out, acquiring unauthorized equipment, commandeering any facility vehicles, or constructing anything on the premises that could reasonably be described as a surveillance apparatus.” He looked at the yarn basket in the corner meaningfully. “We just got the carpet cleaned.”

“Bradley, honey,” Dolores said, “go get yourself a biscuit.”

“I’ve had four,” he said. “It’s not helping.”

Violet was already reaching for the small, cream-colored card that had been tucked beneath the letter — the contact card for one Mr. Edmund Ives, Junior Partner, Blackwood Sterling & Ives, with a London telephone number engraved beneath. She held it up, and the team understood without being told that a decision had been made.

She looked at each of them in turn: Ray, with his recorder and his thirty years of instinct. Frank, whose loyalty was as enormous and unstoppable as his voice. Agnes, whose eye for detail had broken better puzzles than this. Dolores, who understood the hidden architecture of human secrets the way other people understood weather. And Viktor, who had once hunted a stolen painting across two decades and three continents, and was now, improbably and perfectly, home.

“Ashworth Manor,” Violet said. “Northumbria. The winter of 1972.” She set the card down in the center of the table, beside the letter, beside the broken wax seal with its raven and its key.

“I suggest we find out what it’s keeping locked.”

The Interceptor’s horn gave a single, decisive beep.

The Sunset Manor Detective Agency’s second case had begun.
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The decision to go to England was followed by a silence of exactly eight seconds. It was the kind of anticipatory hush that precedes a starting gun, a champagne cork, or, in the case of Sunset Manor, unrestrained logistical mayhem.

The Day of Departure dawned not with quiet purpose but with cheerful chaos, which had taken up residence in the grand lobby and was currently making itself at home. It started, as chaos often did, with Frank Morrison and The Interceptor.

Violet Hartwell found him on the front portico. He had the scooter tipped on its side, a greasy rag spread on the pristine flagstones, and a set of socket wrenches laid out with the precision of a surgeon. The Interceptor’s undercarriage, a terrifying nest of wires, a repurposed car battery, and something that looked suspiciously like a blender motor, was open to the world.

“Frank,” Violet said, her voice dangerously calm. “What, precisely, are you doing?”

“OPERATION DECONSTRUCTION!” Frank boomed, not looking up from tightening a bolt. “THE AIRLINES HAVE WEIGHT AND SIZE RESTRICTIONS. I’M BREAKING HER DOWN INTO THREE CHECKABLE BAGS AND A CARRY-ON. THE HORN ASSEMBLY SHOULD FIT IN THE OVERHEAD.”

Violet took a slow, centering breath. “Frank, you cannot take a mobility scooter you’ve hot-wired with a car battery and an off-brand cappuccino frother onto a commercial airline.”

“NONSENSE,” Frank declared, wiping a smear of grease on his cheek. “I’VE GOT THE ORIGINAL MANUAL. AND A LAMINATED SCHEMATIC OF MY UPGRADES. IT’S TSA-COMPLIANT.”

“What part of a nine-hundred-pound vehicle with a top speed of twelve miles per hour strikes you as TSA-compliant?”

“THE PART WHERE I DECLARE IT!” he bellowed, brandishing a wrench. “IT’S AN ASSISTIVE DEVICE.”

“It’s a vehicular menace, Frank,” Violet said, her tone softening slightly. “It’s your masterpiece. And it is staying here, where it can continue to terrorize the mailman in its natural habitat.”

Frank looked genuinely crestfallen. He patted one of The Interceptor’s monster-truck tires. “BUT… THE COBBLESTONES. THE COUNTRY LANES. SHE WAS BUILT FOR IT, VIOLET.”

Violet put a hand on his shoulder. “I know. Which is why Viktor has already arranged for a rental to be waiting for us at Newcastle Airport.”

Frank’s eyes narrowed. “WHAT KIND OF RENTAL?”

“One,” she said, choosing her words with care, “of equivalent power.”

Frank pondered this. A slow grin spread across his face. “EQUIVALENT POWER,” he rumbled, the words themselves seeming to have horsepower. He put down his wrench. “I CAN WORK WITH THAT.”

Crisis one averted. Violet turned to face the lobby and walked directly into crisis two, which came in the form of Agnes Pemberton attempting to coax a very real, very fluffy, and very indignant Persian cat into a carrier emblazoned with the words ‘Emotional Support Panther.’

“Agnes,” Violet began.

“It’s a short flight, Violet,” Agnes whispered, her voice a conspiratorial hiss that carried across the entire marble-floored expanse. “Mr. Whiskers is an excellent traveler. He has his own passport photo and I’ve packed his favorite salmon pâté. He’ll be no bother at all.”

The cat, as if to dissent, let out a yowl that sounded like a rusty gate being forced open.

“He is the key witness to every case we’ve ever solved,” Agnes insisted, adjusting the tiny, clip-on bow tie fastened to the cat’s collar. “His powers of observation are preternatural. To leave him behind would be a tactical error.”

“He is a cat, Agnes. He cannot give testimony in a court of law, nor can he be checked as luggage simply because you’ve dressed him as a tiny gentleman.” Violet knelt down. “Mr. Whiskers must hold down the fort here. He’s our man on the inside.”

This reframing seemed to work. Agnes’s expression shifted from furtive to proud. “An embedded agent. Of course. Very clever, Violet.” She scooped up the disgruntled feline. “You heard her, Mr. Whiskers. You’re on watch.”

As a compromise, Agnes was permitted to pack seventeen pristine, spine-uncracked notebooks—one for each day of the potential investigation, plus reserves—and a framed eight-by-ten glamour shot of Mr. Whiskers, which she insisted be placed in an evidence bag for protection.

Crisis three was less a crisis and more of a monument to excess. Dolores Martinez stood beside a mountain of luggage that would have given a pharaoh pause. There were three matching leopard-print suitcases of increasing size, a hatbox that could have housed a small family, and a vintage steamer trunk with travel stickers from Vegas, Monaco, and a place called ‘Tony’s Tumble Dry’ in Reno.

“Packing light was never my strong suit, darling,” Dolores said, adjusting her sunglasses. “A girl needs options.”

“Dolores, we are going to a drafty manor in the north of England, not opening for Sinatra at the Sands,” Ray Cromwell pointed out, circling the luggage as if it were a crime scene. “You have enough baggage to qualify for your own postcode.”

“It’s mostly thermal wear and sensible shoes,” she lied, patting the steamer trunk. “And a few essentials.”

Ray’s detective instincts, honed by thirty years of spotting tells, flared. “And the carry-on?” he asked, pointing to a surprisingly modest, cheetah-print tote bag slung over her shoulder.

“Oh, just the bare necessities,” she said with a breezy wave.

Violet’s and Ray’s eyes met. An unspoken command was given. “Dolores,” Violet said gently, “may we see?”

With a sigh of performative exasperation, Dolores unzipped the bag. Tucked inside, nestled between a silk scarf and a travel-sized bottle of hairspray, was a bedazzled flask in the shape of a flamingo, a small leather roll that, when unfurled, revealed a gleaming set of lockpicks, and a Ziploc bag filled with multicolored, shimmering discs.

“Dolores…” Ray started, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“The flask is for medicinal purposes,” she stated. “The English countryside can be terribly bracing. The lockpicks are for… puzzles. Lord Ashworth was a puzzle-maker, wasn’t he? It’s thematic.”

“And the bag of… shiny things?” Violet asked, peering closer.

“Emergency sequins,” Dolores said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “Violet, you can’t imagine how many situations can be improved, or a distraction created, by a well-aimed handful of emergency sequins. It’s Investigation 101.”

Before Ray could file a formal objection, Viktor Kozlov glided into the lobby. His presence had its usual effect, lowering the ambient chaos by a solid twenty decibels. He himself was carrying a single, perfectly packed leather satchel and his mahogany chess set. While Frank had been wrestling with heavy machinery and Agnes had been negotiating feline transport, Viktor had, with the quiet efficiency of a man who has relocated embassies on forty-eight hours’ notice, simply solved the problem.

“The car is here,” he announced. It wasn’t a question. It was a statement of fact. Viktor did not deal in hypotheticals.

Outside, a gleaming black sedan, the sort favored by diplomats and people who do not wish to be noticed, idled at the curb. The driver, a man with a neck as thick as a telephone pole and an expression of profound boredom, did not get out.

As the luggage was being loaded—a process that required the driver’s reluctant assistance and several physics-defying maneuvers with Dolores’s trunk—Nurse Bradley appeared, clipboard in hand. His face wore the uniquely stressed expression of a man trying to apply institutional procedure to a force of nature.

“Ahem,” he began, holding up a thick sheaf of papers. “For your information and compliance. I have prepared a nine-page medical protocol document for your journey.”

He handed it to Violet. The first page was titled: ‘Cardiovascular Event Mitigation Strategies for Trans-Atlantic Air Travel in the Octogenarian Cohort.’

“It covers everything from compression sock schedules to approved snack options and a list of gentle in-seat stretches,” Bradley continued, warming to his topic. “There is a laminated flow-chart for identifying the differences between jet lag, general crankiness, and the onset of a major neurological episode. I expect you all to read it.”

He then produced a crisp, sealed envelope. “This is a personal letter to the National Health Service, to be opened in the event of an emergency. It outlines your collective medical histories, current prescriptions, and my professional opinion that any and all claims of being ‘undercover’ should be met with a calm but firm sedative.”

From a nearby corridor, Nurse Bradley’s colleague, a frazzled-looking young woman named Brenda, emerged, holding a binder that was easily four inches thick. “Bradley, are you sure about this?” she whispered, hefting the binder. “Your handover notes… they’re longer than War and Peace.”

“Just keep a close eye on the west wing, Brenda,” Bradley muttered back. “And if Mr. Henderson tries to start another ‘independent currency’ using bingo chips, call security. Do not engage.”

The team was finally assembled, ready to squeeze into Viktor’s sedan. As Ray Cromwell prepared to get in, Bradley intercepted him on the steps, away from the others. He looked around furtively before pressing a small, plastic-wrapped object into the retired detective’s hand. It was a brand-new, fully charged, prepaid burner phone.

“For emergencies,” Bradley said, his voice low. “Real emergencies. Not ‘we’ve accidentally adopted a stray sheep and need to know its quarantine status’ emergencies.”

Ray looked at the phone, then at Bradley’s earnest, worried face. For a moment, the professional mask slipped, and he was just a seventy-year-old man being cared for by a young man who, against his better judgment, was fond of him. He accepted the phone without comment, slipping it into the inner pocket of his sensible jacket. The gesture was its own acknowledgment, a silent pact between the man who made the rules and the man who was about to go break all of them.

“Driver’s ready,” Viktor called from the car.

Frank was arguing that he should ride shotgun for “NAVIGATIONAL SUPERIORITY.” Dolores was already reapplying her lipstick in the back seat. Agnes was doing a final check of her seventeen notebooks. Violet gave a last look at the familiar columns of Sunset Manor.

They piled in. The doors of the black sedan closed with a soft, expensive thud.

As the car pulled away from the curb and down the long, tree-lined drive, Bradley remained on the top step. He watched the sedan disappear, the thick binder of handover notes clutched in one hand, the other resting on the stone balustrade. He looked less like a nurse and more like a lone lighthouse keeper watching his most unpredictable, most cherished, and most troublesome ship sail out into a gathering storm. He stood there for a long time, the picture of a man already counting the days until their return. And the potential damages.








  
  
  Ashworth Manor

  
  




The journey north from Newcastle was a study in diminishing returns. The houses grew sparser, the roads narrower, and the sky a more determined, uncompromising shade of gray. The silver Bentley, so imposing in the city, seemed to shrink as it wound its way through the vast, rolling emptiness of the Northumbrian countryside. Heather, brown and brittle in the February chill, clung to the hills like old tweed.

“Looks like the back end of nowhere,” Ray Cromwell observed, his gaze methodically sweeping the landscape as if searching for sniper positions. “Good place to hide something. Or someone.”

“OR A VERY LARGE, DRAFTY HOUSE WITH QUESTIONABLE HEATING,” Frank Morrison added gloomily. He’d been sulking ever since the rental mobility scooter had been revealed. It was a sturdy, sensible model with a top speed of eight miles per hour and a pathetic little bell instead of a horn. He’d named it The Disappointment.

“Nonsense, darlings,” Dolores Martinez said, peering out the window. “This is atmosphere. It’s brooding. It’s romantic. Very Wuthering Heights. All it needs is a tortured hero with a dark secret galloping over the moors.”

“Or a working cell signal,” Agnes Pemberton muttered, staring at the single, flickering bar on her phone. “How am I supposed to cross-reference local parish records from 1972 without a 4G connection? It’s barbaric.”

It was Viktor Kozlov who spoke next, his quiet voice cutting through the chatter. “We are here.”

The car had turned through a set of immense, wrought-iron gates, the raven-and-key crest from the letter rendered in rusting metal. A long, gravel drive crunched under the tires, flanked by skeletal oak trees whose branches clawed at the sky. And then, Ashworth Manor came into view.

It didn’t so much appear as congeal out of the gray mist. It was a sprawling Jacobean giant of honey-colored stone, darkened by centuries of rain and secrets. Countless mullioned windows stared out like vacant eyes. Towers and turrets sprouted at odd, illogical angles, the result of generations of Ashworths adding wings and whimsies. It was magnificent, undeniably, but it was a magnificence that had seen better days. The whole estate seemed to be holding its breath, waiting for the cold to finally crack its stones and shatter its windows.

“Well,” Violet Hartwell said, breaking the impressed silence. “That’s… a lot of house.”

“IT’S A FIXER-UPPER,” Frank declared with professional certainty. “I CAN TELL FROM HERE. LOOK AT THE SAG ON THAT MAIN GUTTER. BET YOU A POUND THE DOWNSPOUTS ARE CLOGGED WITH A HUNDRED YEARS OF DEAD LEAVES AND ARISTOCRAT GUILT.”

As the car crunched to a halt before a massive oak door studded with iron bolts, the door swung open. Standing in the entrance was a woman as straight and unyielding as the house itself. She was thin, with iron-gray hair pulled into a severe bun, and wore a black dress so crisp it looked like it could stand up on its own. Her expression suggested she had just been informed of a particularly unpleasant smell and suspected them of being the source.

“That’ll be Mrs. Holt,” Agnes whispered, already reaching for her notebook. “The forty-year veteran.”

“She looks like she flosses with barbed wire,” Dolores murmured.

The driver, having deposited their luggage on the gravel with a series of thuds, got back in the car and drove away without a backward glance, as if fleeing a haunted house in the first five minutes of a horror movie.

“Ms. Hartwell and party, I presume,” the woman said. Her voice was low and carried no trace of a welcome. “I am Mrs. Holt, the housekeeper. His Lordship’s solicitor, Mr. Ives, will be along shortly. If you would follow me.”

She turned and marched into the gloom of the Great Hall, not waiting to see if they were, in fact, following. The team exchanged a look and scrambled after her, a gaggle of colorful coats and determined expressions trailing into the cavernous space.

The Great Hall was two stories high, with a vaulted ceiling from which hung a dusty chandelier that looked like a crystal spider. A vast, cold fireplace dominated one wall, large enough to roast an ox, or perhaps a team of meddling retirees. Tapestries depicting faded hunting scenes hung on the stone walls, and suits of armor stood sentinel in the corners.

Ray immediately clocked the exits: the main door they’d entered, a smaller door tucked behind a tapestry, and the grand staircase leading to the upper floors. He instinctively positioned himself to keep all three in his line of sight.

“Marvelous acoustics,” Agnes declared, her whisper echoing up into the rafters. She beamed at the housekeeper. “You must have been here for ages, Mrs. Holt. Forty years, the letter said? You must know this house better than anyone!”

“I know what I need to know,” Mrs. Holt replied, her back still to them.

Agnes, undeterred by this conversational brick wall, pressed on. “I was a telephone operator, you know. People are my specialty. We must have tea later. You can tell me everything.”

For the first time, Mrs. Holt stopped and turned. She regarded Agnes with a look of profound, almost geological stillness. “The staff do not fraternize with guests.”

“Oh, we’re not guests, dear,” Dolores chimed in, fluffing her hair. “We’re more like… temporary pest control.”

A strange sound escaped Frank’s throat—a low, gurgling groan. Violet shot him a look. “Frank, are you quite alright?”

He was staring at a damp, map-shaped stain high up on the wall near the ceiling. “GALVANIC CORROSION,” he muttered, his voice filled with a plumber’s horror. “I CAN HEAR IT FROM HERE. THAT’S A LEAD PIPE FUSED TO A COPPER JOINT SOMEWHERE IN THE WALL. THEY’RE EATING EACH OTHER ALIVE. THIS WHOLE WING IS PROBABLY ONE FLUSH AWAY FROM BECOMING A WATER FEATURE.”

Mrs. Holt’s eye twitched. “I will show you the public rooms before you are taken
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