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THE SILENCE OF ASHFORD MANOR

BOOK ONE

One Manor. One Murder. Too Many Lies.

A Novel by

The Ashford Chronicles

"Every old house keeps its secrets buried in the walls. The trouble is, secrets have a habit of bleeding through."

— Lady Constance Ashford, 1902

CAST OF CHARACTERS

ELEANOR VOSS — Crime journalist, 34. Sharp-tongued, perceptive, haunted by a story she never finished. Arrives at Ashford Manor to cover what she believes is a society reunion. Leaves believing nothing she was told.

LORD REGINALD ASHFORD — Patriarch of the Ashford dynasty, 72. Silver-haired, commanding, hiding the weight of decades behind polished manners and a generous pour of scotch.

DOROTHY ASHFORD — His wife, 68. Smiles at everything and means nothing by any of it. Her warmth is deliberate — a curtain drawn across something cold.

FELIX ASHFORD — Their elder son, 44. Manages the family estate and the family reputation with equal ruthlessness. Dislikes journalists. Dislikes Eleanor specifically.

CAMILLE ASHFORD — Felix’s wife, 40. An architect by training, a tactician by nature. She sees floor plans and people as variations of the same puzzle.

THOMAS ASHFORD — Younger son, 38. The charming one. The beloved one. The one everyone agrees has never quite grown up — and the one found dead on the first morning.

IRIS VALE — Thomas’s former fiancée, 36. Disinvited from the Ashford world seven years ago. Nobody seems to know why she has been invited back now.

DOMINIC HALE — Thomas’s oldest friend and business partner, 41. His grief appears genuine. His alibi does not.

NORA FINCH — The manor’s housekeeper for thirty years. She has seen everything. She will not say what she has seen.

DETECTIVE INSPECTOR CLIVE MARSH — The detective assigned to the case. Patient, methodical, underestimated. He has learned that rich families lie in a particular register.

DR. AUGUSTUS VALE — Iris’s father, 64. A retired forensic pathologist. Present at the manor by what he calls coincidence. Eleanor does not believe in coincidence.
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PROLOGUE
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Ashford Manor — October 12th, 3:47 A.M.

The manor did not creak the way old houses do in stories. It breathed.

Eleanor Voss would think about that later — how the sound she heard in the dark was not mechanical, not architectural, but something disturbingly alive. A long, slow exhale from the walls themselves. Or perhaps it was the wind coming through the broken shutter on the east wing. Or perhaps it was something she did not yet have a name for.

She had come here for a story about legacy. About old money and older grudges. Her editor had called it a soft assignment — a long weekend at a countryside estate, three thousand words on the Ashford family’s centennial reunion, and a first-class train ticket back to London by Tuesday.

Nobody was supposed to die.

She lay in the dark of her guest room on the third floor, staring at the ceiling and listening to the breathing of the house. The dinner had been strange. The wine had been excellent. The conversation had moved in careful loops around subjects nobody wanted to reach. She had taken notes anyway, filling margins with observations the Ashfords could not have noticed: the way Dorothy smiled at her husband and looked slightly to the left of him, the way Felix watched his brother with something that was not quite love and not quite envy but lived in the narrow territory between them.

Thomas had laughed too loudly. He had refilled his glass too many times. He had said, just before the group retired for the night, something that Eleanor had written down and underlined:

201cAfter tomorrow, nothing in this house will be the way it was. I2019m sorry. I should have said this years ago.201d

Nobody had asked him what he meant. Politeness, Eleanor thought. Or fear.

She closed her eyes.

When she opened them again, it was because of the sound. Not the breathing of the house. Something sharper. Something that didn’t belong.

She checked the time. 3:47.

She told herself it was nothing. She lay still for six minutes. Then she reached for her notebook, clicked her pen, and wrote a single sentence at the top of a blank page:

Someone in this house is lying about something that already happened.

She did not know, yet, how much of an understatement that was.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Thirty-Six Hours Earlier

The train moved through the English countryside like something apologizing for itself — slow, deliberate, pausing at stations Eleanor had never heard of before resuming its uncertain journey north. She had a window seat, a cold coffee, and a folder on her lap marked ASHFORD — BACKGROUND, which she had been staring at for forty minutes without reading.

She knew the name, of course. Everyone in her profession did. The Ashfords were that rare class of family whose wealth was old enough to have become tasteful and whose scandals were old enough to have become history. Lord Reginald Ashford had expanded the family’s property holdings into something approaching an empire in the 1980s. His father had been a diplomat; his grandfather had been something murkier. The manor itself — a mid-Victorian monstrosity in the North Yorkshire hills — had been in the family since 1867 and had, according to Eleanor’s research, never once been offered for sale.

Some things, the family believed, were not for public consideration.

She finally opened the folder. Press clippings, mostly. A profile from Country Life in 2019, which described Lord Reginald as 'a man of formidable grace.' A business journal piece from 2021 about Felix Ashford’s successful consolidation of the estate’s land portfolio. A society column photograph from 2017: the family at some charity gala, everyone polished and slightly too far apart from each other.

Thomas Ashford was at the edge of the photograph, half-turned away, as if he had just thought of somewhere better to be.

There was a gap in the clippings from 2015 to 2017 that Eleanor had noted and not been able to fill. She had asked her researcher, Jamie, to dig further. Jamie had come back with nothing and an unusual expression — the one that meant he had found something but wasn’t sure how to say it.

"Just go," Jamie had told her at the office door. "Take the train. See what the house feels like. Some stories don’t start until you’re standing inside them."

She had rolled her eyes. Jamie read too much literary fiction.

But she had taken the train.

~ ~ ~
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THE CAR THAT MET HER at Harwick station was black and silent, driven by a man who introduced himself as Owen and did not speak again for the duration of the forty-minute drive. The roads narrowed progressively. The hedges thickened. The sky lowered itself toward the hills with the reluctant grey of a northern October afternoon.

Then the gates appeared.

Ashford Manor did not present itself gradually. The drive curved through a stand of ancient oaks, and then without warning the house was simply there — enormous, dark-stoned, bristling with chimneys and the kind of architectural confidence that belonged to an era when size was a moral statement. Every window seemed lit from within, which should have made it welcoming and somehow did not.

Eleanor felt, for just a moment, the particular unease of standing in front of something that has been waiting for you.

She clicked her pen.

Nora Finch opened the door before she knocked. The housekeeper was a compact, precise woman in her late sixties with white hair pulled back with the severity of long habit and eyes that catalogued Eleanor in approximately two seconds.


"Miss Voss. You’re the last to arrive. Dinner is at eight. Your room is on the third floor."


She was handed a key — an actual key, iron, heavy — and shown upstairs.

On the way, she passed an open door.

Thomas Ashford was inside, standing at a window, his back to her. He was not looking at the view. He was looking at something in his hand — a piece of paper, folded. He did not hear her pass. Or if he did, he gave no sign of it.

Eleanor kept walking. But she turned the image over in her mind: the set of his shoulders, which was not relaxed. The paper in his hand, which was creased with the folds of something read many times. The silence in the room, which was dense in the particular way of rooms where someone has been thinking about something very difficult for a very long time.

She reached her room. She set down her bag. She opened her notebook and wrote:

Thomas Ashford is afraid of something. Or someone.

She underlined it twice.
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