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Hello. Thank you for taking the time to choose my book. In writing my books, I undertake careful research to use words and terminology that fit the period in which I'm writing. Because not all readers may be familiar with all the historical or specialized terms I include, I've placed a Glossary of Terms at the end of each book. As you read, you can reference it to fully understand what I'm trying to convey at any particular point in the story.

I'm grateful for your time and hope you enjoy the story! 

Please consider choosing my books for your future reading pleasure.

J E Blough
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CHAPTER ONE
The Cipher's Voice
[image: ]


London, they say, sounds like a thousand instruments played by drunkards, and on the night I discovered that Lord Ashcroft had been murdered, I was inclined to agree. The rain struck my window in groups of seven, four quick and three slow, like the opening bars of something I could not place and did not wish to. Below my rented rooms above Carrick Lane, the city performed its nightly erasure: gas lamps hissing their uneven B flats, carriage wheels grinding C sharps against the cobblestones, and somewhere three streets over a milk cart with an axle that sang a flattened E natural in a register that made my teeth ache.

I had stopped pretending I did not hear such things. My father, the composer Adam Thorne, had taught me young that the city sang, that every sound carried pitch and timbre and intention. The trick, he said, was knowing when a wrong note was simply a wrong note, and when it was a warning.

Tonight, all of London sounded like a warning.

I sat at my writing table with the gas lamp turned low to spare my eyes and Ashcroft's journal spread before me like an accusation. The leather binding was worn smooth by years of handling, the pages yellowed at their edges, and the ink faded in places where his hand had rested while he thought. I had found it three days prior while sorting through my father's effects. It was a task I had been avoiding for eight years with the particular cowardice of those who know that the dead keep secrets the living would rather not uncover.

The journal had been tucked inside a portfolio of my father's unfinished compositions, concealed between manuscript pages covered in his familiar, slanting hand. I might not have noticed it at all if the binding had not been a different color than the sheet music around it, dark rosewood against pale vellum, a wrongness that caught my eye the way a diminished fifth catches the ear in an otherwise consonant passage.

Lord Arthur Ashcroft, Secretary for Home Affairs, architect of the Factory Reform Act and the Public Health Amendment, had died four nights ago in his Belgravia townhouse. The Times had called it apoplexy brought on by parliamentary strain. The Morning Post had noted, with the delicacy common to obituaries of the powerful, that his lordship had been under considerable pressure regarding certain proposed legislation. Neither paper had mentioned murder.

But I knew murder when I heard it.

The journal's final entries were dated February 1873, written in the last week of Ashcroft's life. His handwriting deteriorated as the pages progressed, growing more cramped, more urgent, until the final entry was barely legible. But it was not the words that had captured my attention. It was the music.

Scattered throughout the text, woven between sentences like a second conversation held in code, were musical notations. Not the casual flourishes of a man who hummed while he wrote, but deliberate constructions: complete measures of music, each one numbered, each one marked with a symbol I had seen before in my father's private manuscripts. A serpent swallowing its own tail.

The Cadence, my father had called it. He had never explained what the name meant, and I, at twenty-eight and newly grieving, had not thought to ask.

Now, at thirty-six and alone in rooms that smelled of coal smoke and old piano keys, I wished I had pressed him for answers when he was alive to give them.

I traced one of the musical notations with my finger, and the notes, obligingly, sang themselves in my mind's ear. This was a habit I had tried, at seventeen, to break myself of, and had, by twenty-five, accepted as permanent. The melody Ashcroft had penned was in E-flat minor, which was my father's key for mourning, and the fact that I knew this without thinking made me pause with my finger hovering above the final bar where the melody did not so much end as stop, as if the composer had been interrupted mid-phrase.

The notation spelled a name. Not in any conventional cipher, nothing so crude as A equals the first note of the scale. Ashcroft had used intervals: the distance between one note and the next translating to position in the alphabet. A tritone meant six letters forward. A perfect fifth meant seven. It was elegant, wickedly difficult to decode without a key, and it relied on the decoder possessing both musical literacy and a particular kind of lateral thinking.

Ashcroft had assumed his reader would be a musician.

He had assumed, I thought with a chill that had nothing to do with the February cold seeping through my ill-fitted windows, that his reader would be someone very much like my father. Or like me.

The name spelled itself out in intervals: L-I-L-L-I-A-N B-E-A-U-F-O-R-T.

Lady Lillian Beaufort, the widow of the late Lord Beaufort, a woman whose beauty was matched only by her ruthlessness in matters of society, politics, and, if rumors were to be believed, considerably less savory pursuits. She moved through London's drawing rooms like a figure from mythology, cold and perfect and dangerous. I had seen her once at a Royal Philharmonic concert, draped in black silk that cost more than I earned in a year, watching the orchestra with the expression of someone cataloguing their failures for future use.

Ashcroft had written her name seventeen times in the journal's margins. Each time, the notation was followed by a single word in his cramped shorthand: Aether.

I did not know what Aether meant. I did not know why Ashcroft had hidden coded messages in musical notation, or why those messages had been preserved among my father's papers, or why the thought of Lady Beaufort's name appearing seventeen times in connection with a dead Secretary of State made the hair rise on the back of my neck. But I knew that the rain was still falling in groups of seven, and that somewhere in the city a clock was striking eleven in a key a quarter tone flat, and that Lord Ashcroft had not died of apoplexy any more than my father had died of pneumonia.

The parallels were too precise to be coincidence. Both men had been healthy, vigorous, engaged in their work. Both had died suddenly at home, alone, with no warning and no witnesses. Both had been attended in their final hours by physicians whose names I did not recognize, whose credentials I could not verify, whose signatures on the death certificates were cramped to the point of illegibility.

I had accepted my father's death certificate eight years ago because I had been paralyzed by grief, because Mrs. Ogilvie the housekeeper had assured me the physician was reputable, because I had wanted, desperately, for his death to be natural rather than the alternative. Now, with Ashcroft's journal open before me and the coded messages whispering their secrets in E-flat minor, I found myself remembering small inconsistencies I had filed away and refused to examine.

My father's study had been emptied of his recent work when I finally entered it a month after his death. He had been composing a requiem, had spoken of it with the single-minded intensity he brought to all his projects, had filled pages with sketches and revisions. All of it had vanished. Mrs. Ogilvie, when questioned, had claimed not to know where it had gone. She had resigned her position the following week and left London without a forwarding address.

The physician who signed the death certificate, a Dr. Cartwright of no fixed address according to the medical register, had not wished me to see my father's body. He had been very firm on this point. He had used words like dignity and unpleasant and unnecessary distress with the practiced fluency of someone who had used them before. I, grief-shocked and twenty-eight and alone, had accepted his authority.

I should not have accepted his authority.

I should have demanded to see the body, to question the diagnosis, to understand how a man could conduct a rehearsal on Monday and be dead by Friday. I should have kept the requiem's manuscript pages, should have marked which of his colleagues visited in those final days, should have done a hundred things that would have made me, in that moment, something other than a daughter drowning in loss.

But I had been taught to be obedient, to defer to male expertise, to keep my questions small and my voice smaller. My father had raised me with music and mathematics, had treated my mind as worthy of cultivation, but he had not raised me to challenge physicians or demand answers from housekeepers who looked at me with pity and impatience in equal measure. Society had done the rest, filing away my edges until I fit the shape expected of unmarried women with modest incomes and no family to speak for them.

Ashcroft's journal was teaching me to regret my obedience.

I copied the notation into my own commonplace book with the careful precision my father had taught me: stem direction, note value, every accidental marked. My hand was steady. My hands, in moments like these, were always steady. It was a curious habit of my body to give me steadiness when I had not asked for it, as if the act of transcribing music created a space in which ordinary terror could not reach.

By midnight, I had decoded eleven names from the journal's margins. Lady Beaufort appeared most frequently, but there were others: Lord Harrington, a peer known for his interests in mesmerism and Continental philosophy. Sir Charles Wickham, chairman of the East India Company. The Honorable Robert Ashford, whose connections to the opium trade were much whispered about and never proven. All of them linked by the word Aether and by musical notations that spelled out dates, times, locations.

A pattern was emerging. I had always been good with patterns. Music is pattern given voice, my father used to say, and mystery is pattern obscured. Find the repetition and you find the meaning.

The repetition here was The Obelisk, an Egyptian-themed public house near Trafalgar Square. Ashcroft had referenced it twelve times in the journal's final month, always in connection with Aether, always on Tuesday evenings, always in notation that carried an undertone of urgency. The final mention was dated two days before his death.

I sat back in my chair and listened to the rain. It had shifted rhythm while I worked, moving from seven-beat groups to an irregular pattern that my mind kept trying to organize into meter and failing. Somewhere below, in the rooms of my landlady Mrs. Pemberton, a clock struck half past midnight with a tone so pure and clear that I felt it in my sternum like a struck bell.

Half past midnight, and I was decoding messages from a dead man who had hidden them in music, and thinking about my father's unwitnessed death, and wondering how many of the names in Ashcroft's journal belonged to men who were already planning to kill him.

I should have felt afraid. I was a woman alone in cheap lodgings, investigating matters that had already cost two lives, holding evidence that suggested conspiracy at the highest levels of government. Fear would have been rational. Caution would have been wise.

What I felt instead was a cold, clarifying anger.

My father had taught me to hear the city's music. He had taught me to read the language of intervals and inversions, to find meaning in the spaces between notes. He had given me every tool I needed to decode Ashcroft's cipher. And then he had died suddenly, mysteriously, under circumstances that now seemed less like tragedy and more like elimination.

If my father had been part of whatever Ashcroft had been investigating, if he had died because of it, then the men who killed him had made a grave miscalculation. They had left behind his daughter. They had assumed that a woman with no fortune and no position would be no threat to their plans.

They had not considered that I could hear what they were doing.

Music does not lie, my father used to say. People lie with music, but the music itself is always honest. You only have to know how to listen.

I was listening now.

The rain had stopped, leaving behind a silence that felt heavy, expectant. I closed Ashcroft's journal, wrapped it in oilcloth, and placed it in the locked drawer where I kept my father's locket, the one piece of his I wore every day against my skin. The silver was warm from my body heat, its chain fine enough to be invisible beneath my collar. Inside was a photograph taken when I was seven, both of us seated at his piano, his hands guiding mine through a Chopin prelude I had been too young to play properly.

I touched the locket through the fabric of my dress, feeling its small, solid weight. Whatever happened next, I would need to be careful. I would need to be clever. I would need to be willing to do things that were not expected of women in my position.

I would need, I suspected, to find allies in unexpected places.

Outside, London settled into its uneasy sleep. Fog rolled in from the river to muffle the gaslight and blur the edges of the buildings until the city looked like something from a half-remembered dream. I stood at my window and watched it come. The fog that was not merely present but intimate, condensing on the glass, carrying the cold of the Thames into my rooms.

Somewhere out there was The Obelisk. Somewhere out there was Lady Beaufort, who appeared in Ashcroft's margins like a refrain. Somewhere out there was whatever conspiracy had been deadly enough to kill a Secretary of State.

And somewhere, I thought, pressing my hand flat against the cold glass, somewhere was the man who had killed my father.

The fog sighed against the window like something with lungs. The city below sang its discordant song, and I stood watching until the first grey light of dawn began to thin the darkness. I had work to do. Answers to find. A cipher to decode completely.

And if that cipher led me to my father's killer, then I would follow it to whatever end it demanded.

The city could keep its secrets as long as it liked. I was done being obedient. I was done accepting the authority of men who signed death certificates with illegible hands and disappeared into the London fog. I was done being the kind of woman society expected me to be.

I was a musician's daughter. I could hear the patterns beneath the noise. And I was going to make London listen.

The morning brought Mrs. Pemberton's knock and the smell of burnt toast. I had not slept, but had instead spent the remaining hours of darkness transcribing every notation from Ashcroft's journal into my commonplace book, and building a map of names and places and dates that spread across six pages in my cramped hand. When the knock came, I was staring at the pattern I had created, trying to see what Ashcroft had seen, what had frightened him enough to write in code.

"Miss Thorne?" Mrs. Pemberton's voice carried through the door with the sharp edge of a woman who suspected her tenant of impropriety and had not yet gathered sufficient evidence to act on it. "There's a gentleman caller."

I glanced at the clock on my mantel. Half past seven. No gentleman of proper society called at half past seven unless the matter was urgent or scandalous, and I doubted very much that I was interesting enough for scandal.

"His name?"

"Inspector Blackwood, miss. Of Scotland Yard."

My hand went to the locked drawer; an involuntary motion I stopped midway. "Tell him I shall be down directly."

I heard her retreating footsteps, heavy with disapproval, and set about making myself presentable. My grey walking dress was serviceable if unfashionable, my hair could be pinned well enough to pass in dim light, and my hands, I noted with detached interest, were trembling for the first time since I had opened Ashcroft's journal.

Scotland Yard. Ashcroft had been dead four days, and now Scotland Yard was calling at my door before the breakfast hour. This could mean one of two things: either they suspected me of involvement in Ashcroft's death, which seemed unlikely given that I had no connection to him beyond my father's possession of his journal, or they knew I had the journal and wanted it back.

Neither possibility suggested a pleasant interview.

I locked the drawer, pocketed the key, and descended to Mrs. Pemberton's parlor with the careful composure my mother had taught me before she died. A lady does not hurry, she had said, even when the house is burning. Especially then.

Inspector Blackwood stood with his back to the empty fireplace, a man in his late thirties with the build of someone who had once been a soldier and the face of someone who wished he still were. His coat was good wool but worn at the cuffs, his boots well-made but wanting polish, his cravat tied with the functional efficiency of a man who had no wife to tie it better. He looked like a man who worked for his bread and did not waste time pretending otherwise.

When I entered, he turned with the economical movement of someone accustomed to small rooms and large consequences, and his grey eyes took my measure in the span of a breath. I had the distinct impression of being catalogued: age, manner, social position, potential threat. It was not an unkind assessment, merely thorough, and I found myself oddly grateful for the lack of surprise in his expression when he saw I was neither young nor beautiful.

"Miss Thorne." He inclined his head in what might have been a bow had it been performed with less irony. "Inspector Julian Blackwood, Scotland Yard. I apologize for the hour, but the matter is pressing."

"Matters that bring Scotland Yard to one's door at dawn generally are." I gestured to the chairs Mrs. Pemberton kept arranged in a configuration that discouraged lingering. "Please, sit. I assume this concerns Lord Ashcroft?"

Something flickered in his expression, too quick to name. "You assume correctly. Though I confess I am curious how you arrived at that conclusion."

"It is the only conclusion that makes sense." I took the chair opposite him, folding my hands in my lap with the precision my mother had taught me. "Lord Ashcroft died four days ago. I am an unmarried woman of no particular consequence. The only connection between his death and my existence is my father, who died eight years ago, who was, I believe, acquainted with his lordship."

"Acquainted," Blackwood repeated, his tone suggesting the word was inadequate. "Miss Thorne, your father and Lord Ashcroft were collaborators. They met weekly for the better part of two years before your father's death. Ashcroft spoke at his funeral. He commissioned three works from him, two of which were performed at private gatherings attended by members of Parliament."

I had not known this. Or rather, I had known only fragments of it, isolated facts I had not thought to assemble into a pattern. My father had been in demand as a composer in the years before his death, had disappeared to meetings he did not discuss only to return home with the distracted air of a man whose mind was engaged elsewhere. I had attributed it to artistic temperament. I had not considered conspiracy.

"I was not privy to my father's professional affairs," I said carefully. "He did not discuss his commissions with me."

"No, I imagine he would not have." Blackwood leaned back in his chair, his posture relaxing by fractional degrees, as though he had decided I was not an immediate threat. "But he might have left behind correspondence. Documents. Journals."

There it was. He wanted the journal. The question was whether he knew I had it, or merely suspected.

I met his eyes and said, with perfect honesty, "My father left behind a great deal of sheet music. Compositions in various states of completion. I have been sorting through them slowly. It is not a task I find easy."

"I imagine not." His voice had gentled, carrying a note of something that might have been considered sympathy had it been offered by a less careful man. "Grief is an unreliable companion. It obscures as much as it reveals."

The words were too precise to be accidental. I found myself reassessing him, noting the way he held himself with the stillness of someone who knew what it was to lose. The faint shadows beneath his eyes spoke of insufficient sleep, the careful neutrality of his expression suggested long practice in concealing whatever lay beneath.

"Inspector," I said, "why are you here?"

"Because Lord Ashcroft's death was not natural, and because the investigation has encountered certain... obstacles." He chose the word with visible distaste. "There are men at the Yard who would prefer the matter was closed without further inquiry. Men who believe that a respected Secretary of State dying of apoplexy in his own home is a tragedy best left unexamined."

"But you do not believe it was apoplexy."

"I believe," he said slowly, "that men who die of apoplexy do not generally leave notes warning that 'The Cadence knows,' tucked beneath loose floorboards in their studies."

The name hung between us like a struck chord, reverberating in the silence of Mrs. Pemberton's shabby parlor. The Cadence. He knew about The Cadence. Which meant Ashcroft's note had survived his death, had been found by someone with enough wit to recognize its significance, had made its way to the one man at Scotland Yard who was willing to pursue it.

"Inspector Blackwood," I said carefully, "what exactly do you want from me?"

"I want," he said, meeting my eyes with a directness that was almost uncomfortable in its intensity, "to know what you know about The Cadence. I want to know if your father left anything behind that might illuminate what Ashcroft was investigating. And I want..." He paused, as though weighing whether to continue. "I want an ally, Miss Thorne. Someone who has a personal stake in uncovering the truth. Someone who cannot be bribed or threatened into silence."

"Because I am a woman with no position to lose."

"Because you are a woman whose father died under circumstances that, I suspect, bear examining." He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his voice dropping to just above a whisper. "Dr. Cartwright, who signed your father's death certificate, does not exist. There is no physician by that name registered in London. The signature on the certificate matches no handwriting sample in Scotland Yard's files. When I attempted to investigate further, I was told by my superior that the matter was closed, that resources were stretched too thin to chase phantoms, and that I should focus on cases that might actually be solved."

My breath had stopped somewhere in my chest. "You investigated my father's death?"

"I investigated Ashcroft's death," he corrected. "Your father's name appeared in his correspondence. The similarities between their deaths were... suggestive. So yes, I looked into the matter. Not officially. I have no authority to reopen a case eight years closed. But I looked."

"And you found?"

"I found the same pattern repeating. Sudden death, no witnesses, questionable medical authority, missing documents." He straightened, and the careful neutrality returned to his expression. "I found enough to convince me that someone is very good at making deaths look natural, and that they have been doing it for some time."

The room felt smaller than it had a moment before. The walls pressed in, and the morning
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