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[image: Images Missing]t was early September, the last of the hazy, sun-drenched days of summer still clinging on – and I was drowning in mysteries.

As I had recently opened an independent detective agency with my friend Oliver and my faithful doggy companion, Bones, you might think this was a good thing. In some ways, it was. Our clients were piling in on a regular basis, and business was booming. My father, whose undertaker’s shop I was appropriating, had even begun to show a little enthusiasm once he’d seen the tidy sum we were now earning.

The problem was that the mysteries on offer were too easy. 

Oliver, Bones and I had solved the cases of the Black Widow and the Grecian Theatre Phantom, both of which were fraught with deadly danger. I felt certain we were ready for anything. And yet all our clients seemed to have to offer us was trivial nonsense.

‘I’ve lost my mother’s best feather boa,’ one lady had complained. ‘It can’t be found anywhere!’ 

It took us all of five minutes to find it, fallen down the back of her wardrobe.

‘My poor dog Champion has gone missing,’ sniffed a burly man with the rough hands and scarred face of a boxer. ‘I hope he hasn’t been hit by a cart. He chases after ’em, barking.’ 

That one was solved within the hour by Bones’s nose. Champion had been at the back of the butcher’s, harassing them for scraps, when the gate had been closed, and he’d been shut in. 

One case kept us busy an entire week, but only because the client was so unhelpful. It concerned a young man who believed his pocket watch had been stolen, but couldn’t remember a thing about where or when it had happened. Eventually it turned out that he had simply left it at his local tavern, where it transpired that he was nicknamed Forgetful Frank.

‘Anything happen today?’ Oliver asked as I headed into the funeral parlour towards the end of the afternoon. He was measuring up a new coffin – after all, he was still my father’s apprentice for the part of his life that wasn’t occupied with detective work.

I sighed as I flipped through the pages of my notebook. ‘A Mrs Beesley with a missing parrot. A Mrs Jones who suspects her husband of being unfaithful. A Mister Siddhu who has had one of his paintings stolen from his studio.’

‘Oh, art theft? That could be interesting,’ Oliver said, pausing with the measuring tape.

‘Not in the least,’ I said miserably. ‘I went to investigate and overheard his rival at the studio boasting about his marvellous new artwork. He’d just painted over Mister Siddhu’s signature. People are simply idiots.’

Oliver exhaled and shrugged his shoulders before he went back to measuring. ‘The parrot, then? Or the husband? Anything juicy there?’

‘Afraid not.’ I picked at a loose thread in the linen of my new lightweight summer dress – anything to distract my brain from this utter mundanity. ‘The parrot thief was a twelve-year-old boy from down the street, and all his neighbours told me they’d heard the bird screeching about how it wanted a cracker. And the wayward husband was even easier.’

‘Really?’ Oliver asked.

‘Mm-hmm. I went to the post office by the Joneses’ house. Mrs Gregson who works there is a notorious gossip. She said Mister Jones has been in every day posting love letters to someone called Mirabel.’

‘Not a common name, that,’ Oliver said.

‘Indeed, and the wife knew who it was immediately. Apparently she teaches the Viennese waltz at the ballroom.’ 

‘Oh dear.’ My friend shook his head in disbelief. 

I sighed dramatically. ‘This is all so trivial, Oliver. Trifling trifles. Is it too much to ask for a little danger and excitement?’

He dropped the measuring tape on the table and stared back at me, his deep brown eyes wide. ‘Are you seriously wishing for more danger? After all we’ve been through?’

He did have a point. Both of us had nearly fallen victim to murderers and ne’er-do-wells. Yet, as often as I had vowed to stay away from trouble, I felt it drawing me towards it like a magnet. One could live a life without risk, but that would also be a life with no adventure.

I closed the notebook and tucked it away. ‘I don’t wish to end up in a ditch, of course, but just a little danger would be nice. A light sprinkling of peril, perhaps.’

Oliver rolled his eyes. ‘And would you like two sugars with that?’

‘Oh hush. You know what I mean.’

‘I do. You’re bored. Well, I’m run ragged.’ 

He wiped his brow and wandered over to the rickety wooden chair that had belonged to my grandfather. He plonked himself down on it. 

‘Not as ragged as you will be if you keep sitting on that old chair so hard,’ I pointed out. ‘I know, I know, you’re busy working for Father. At least you have something to keep your mind occupied.’

Oliver said nothing, simply shrugged and stretched out his legs.

I had hoped that our budding detective business would be the thing to take me away from household duties, from piano lessons and dressmaking, from sitting alone in my room with only an overly affectionate greyhound to talk to. I supposed that my time sitting alone had greatly reduced since meeting Oliver, but Mother still expected me to play my part around the house. And the detecting jobs we were being brought were currently doing very little to interest me. I still wanted more.

I started to think aloud while I paced the room. ‘Perhaps I need to go further afield. Start looking for bigger mysteries. I wonder if the police have any unsolved cases—’

I was interrupted by the sound of a cough.

I turned round slowly. ‘Did that … come from the coffin?’

Oliver frowned and stood up again. ‘They might be called coffins, but they don’t usually cough.’

We listened for a moment, and then Oliver walked over and whipped the drape up to reveal … 

‘Oops,’ came a small voice. 

‘Thomas!’ I yelled.

My younger brother had squeezed himself under the table. He was holding a notebook and a pencil, just like the ones Oliver and I used. 

He scrambled out. ‘Sorry, sorry,’ he said.

‘What were you doing under there?’ I demanded.

‘Spying?’ Oliver asked.

Thomas shrugged. ‘I was just taking notes.’ There was dust all over his school uniform.

‘On what, pray?’ I shot back, arms folded.

He refused to meet my eye and shuffled on the spot. ‘Your cases,’ he said eventually. ‘I like to know what’s going on. And you always come in here at the end of every day.’

I huffed. ‘This isn’t your business, Thomas. You’re too young.’

‘I’m seven,’ he said as if this helped his case at all.

‘Your ma will kill you if you get mixed up in this stuff,’ Oliver told him. ‘You know she ain’t a fan.’

‘She hasn’t killed Violet,’ Thomas pointed out.

‘Actually, she has,’ I said. ‘I’ve returned from the grave to EAT YOU!’ I chased him from the room while he shrieked. 

I came back to find Oliver laughing. 

‘That little scamp,’ I said. 

‘Has he really been in here every day?’

I shrugged, a little cross with myself for not having noticed a small boy hiding under the table. ‘Who knows. Anyway, where were we?’ 

‘Looking for mysteries,’ Oliver replied, straightening the cloth underneath the coffin. 

I squeezed my hands together. ‘Oh well. Tomorrow is another day. We shall just have to see what it brings.’

‘And if it brings danger?’ he asked.

‘Then we shall look it bravely in the face and hope that it doesn’t kill us.’

* * *

The new day dawned, bright and breezy, and I was ready. 

I was sitting at my tiny desk that had been hastily crammed in next to Father’s – it was an old school desk, complete with years of initials carved into the wood, but it was the only thing that would fit, and it was mine. I had my notebook and a cup of tea. Bones was curled up beside me, tail lazily swishing across the floor.

Ernesto, my father’s assistant, was hard at work putting in an order for more supplies. He was rather afraid of dogs, but had grown more used to Bones now. Not that he had much of a choice, given that I had installed myself next to him, and Bones followed me more or less everywhere.

‘No customers yet, Miss Violet?’ he asked me.

I shook my head. ‘None with anything of interest.’ I flipped through my little notebook. ‘There were a few people earlier this morning, but it was all dull. A missing shoe. A pickpocketing – no chance of solving that one; there’re millions every day in this city. And someone who thought this was a florist. It’s been quiet since then.’ 

With a sigh, I picked up the little nameplate that Oliver had carved for me out of a piece of spare wood – it read:
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He still wasn’t brilliant at spelling and I hadn’t the heart to correct him. Instead, I had just tried my best to turn the F into a T.

‘Maybe you will not get so many people now,’ Ernesto said gently, glancing up at me as he dipped his pen in the ink. ‘Business is not always booming.’

‘No, someone will be in soon,’ I said. ‘I’m sure of it.’ 

I stared at the door expectantly.

It was somehow still a surprise when, a few minutes later, a lady walked in.

‘Welcome to Edgar D. Veil and Sons, Undertakers, Ernesto at your service. How may we be of assistance?’ 

The woman had elaborate blonde curls with a hint of grey and was dressed in mourning, carrying a black handkerchief. She daintily stepped round Bones as he tried to sniff her ankles. ‘I’m here to arrange a funeral,’ she said.

‘I’m very sorry for your loss, madam,’ Ernesto said, his voice warm and soft. 

‘Thank you,’ she said, dabbing at her eyes. ‘It is for my great-uncle Herbert. I’m his last living relative, you see.’

‘Take a seat, please,’ Ernesto said, ‘and we shall do what we can for you.’

I leaned over as she sat down, pencil clasped in my hand. ‘I don’t suppose there were any … mysterious circumstances? Was his passing out of the ordinary? A big surprise, perhaps?’

The woman stared back at me blankly. ‘He was a hundred and four,’ she said. 

‘Ah.’ I put my pencil down. ‘Sorry.’

Ernesto stared at me, his raised eyebrows indicating very clearly what was expected of me. 

‘I’ll just be going now,’ I said, shuffling out of the chair and heading to the office at the back of the shop. 

Bones followed, his tail between his legs. 

‘Don’t you act all embarrassed,’ I hissed to him. ‘It’s my fault.’

* * *

I returned to the shop once the woman had gone and profusely apologised to Ernesto.

‘Maybe it’s better if you don’t ask people if their loved ones were murdered, Miss Violet,’ he said, trying to look stern.

‘It won’t happen again,’ I promised him. ‘I’m just chasing a little excitement, that’s all. I know Mother expects me to help her with the dusting and to practise my sewing this afternoon, and I was just hoping that I might get started on an investigation before I submit to a life of boredom.’

Ernesto suppressed a smile. ‘You will have a customer soon enough, I’m sure.’

I stared at the ticking clock on the wall and watched half an hour pass. The scratch of Ernesto’s pen across the rough paper was driving me up the wall. Bones had circled the room eight times and found it devoid of anything interesting to sniff.

And then the door opened again, and we all shot to attention.

‘Welcome to Edgar D. Veil and Sons, Undertakers—’ Ernesto began. 

He was interrupted by a large man with a very bushy beard and a top hat barging into the room, waving a business card. ‘Not you,’ he said rudely. ‘I’m after her.’ He slapped the card down on the desk in front of me. ‘Veil Investigations. You’re a detective, girl, are you not?’

I frowned, not best pleased at his disrespectful conduct, and stood up. Bones trotted to my side. ‘I am. What is this about?’

The man clapped his hands together and then looked around, seeming a little ill at ease. ‘I have a case for you. A big one. I need this matter taken care of right away.’

I glanced at Ernesto, who raised an eyebrow at me. Then I turned back to the man. ‘And what is this case?’

He leaned forward, his hands resting dramatically on my little desk. ‘The theft,’ he said, ‘of the Silvershell Diamond.’ 
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‘The what?’ I asked, blinking. 

The bearded man had said the Silvershell Diamond with such gravitas that it sounded like something important – famous, even. But I hadn’t the foggiest idea what he was talking about.

He straightened up again and cleared his throat. ‘The Silvershell Diamond?’ 

‘I … can’t say I’ve heard of it,’ I admitted.

He definitely seemed a little deflated by this admission, but carried on nonetheless. ‘The Silvershell Diamond is a family heirloom, passed down through generations.’

‘Are the police aware of this theft?’ I asked. ‘If the jewel is so important?’

‘I don’t have time to wait around for the police. I need a real detective.’ 

I felt a flush of pride. 

‘And you were the first one I came across.’ 

Oh. Now I was the one feeling deflated.

Nonetheless, this was something interesting. A diamond theft! Could this finally be a real and exciting case?

‘And you are?’ I asked the man, picking up my pencil and hovering it over my notepad.

‘I am Jeremiah Silvershell, of course!’ he said, his grey eyes flashing and his chest puffed up with self-importance. ‘My father was the brilliant Percival Silvershell, the railway tycoon.’

That last name did ring a bell, but not a particularly positive one. I had a feeling I’d been told that he was the one who’d flattened whole neighbourhoods to make way for his grand stations and bridges. 

Before I could ask any more questions, though, Mr Silvershell had launched into further explanation. ‘The diamond was of high value. Priceless, practically. And last night it was stolen from my home, right under our very noses while my nephew and staff were sleeping.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Nephew?’ That was rather specific. ‘Any other family?’

‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘Just myself and Geoffrey. His parents were killed in a stagecoach accident many years ago.’

Even Ernesto was curious now. ‘Did you have the diamond on display?’ he asked.

‘Oh no,’ the man replied. ‘Quite the opposite. It was hidden from sight, in a highly secure safe that I check every night before bed. My butler was the one to find it open this morning as the rug that concealed it was disturbed.’

‘Perhaps the safe was not that secure,’ I said as I scribbled down the timings, ‘given that somebody has stolen the diamond from it.’

There was redness rising on Jeremiah’s cheeks that I thought might be embarrassment, but soon realised was anger. This was not a man who appeared to feel much shame. 

‘They must have been a most devious villain to steal the Silvershell Diamond. It should have been impossible to find. And I never revealed the combination of the safe to another living soul.’

At that moment, Bones trotted to the back of the shop and I turned to find Oliver peering in. ‘Did someone say stolen diamond?’ he asked. 

‘Ah, boy,’ Mr Silvershell said, clapping his hands together. ‘Are you in charge of this detective business?’

‘He most certainly is not,’ I said, feeling a little angry myself. I tapped the business card. ‘That’s my name on the top there, sir.’ I stood up. ‘If you want us to investigate this matter, we shall need access to the scene of the crime.’

‘And they’ll take ten per cent of the payment in advance,’ Ernesto added.

Oliver and I looked at him questioningly, but he just gave an irreverent shrug. I suspected he did not like this man, either.

‘Um, yes,’ I added, trying to take the lead. ‘What he said.’

‘Fine, fine,’ Mr Silvershell said with a wave of his hand. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a wad of banknotes that he dropped unceremoniously on the desk. ‘It’s Silvershell Manor, just off Candlewick Street, near the church. Just before you leave Havisham.’

I nodded as I wrote the directions down. It wasn’t far from where we lived – it was a richer area on the edge of Seven Gates, past the Grecian Theatre and the vast buildings that occupied the middle of the city.

‘And you’ll tell everyone to expect us?’ Oliver asked. He seemed unusually interested.

‘Of course,’ Mr Silvershell said. ‘My butler, Tombs, will be there to let you in. I shall send my driver, Carlton, to pick you up within the hour. I have some errands to run first.’

‘Oh!’ I blinked. It was certainly unusual for our customers to offer us any form of transportation. But I supposed I ought not draw attention to that fact. ‘Yes, thank you. We’ll take the case, sir.’

He nodded briskly. ‘Naturally. And please –’ he paused – ‘take the utmost care. This diamond is immensely valuable and of great importance to our family. There are high stakes at play here. It could be dangerous.’

I tried to look serious and not start grinning like the Cheshire Cat.

‘Don’t worry, sir,’ said Oliver with surprising ease. ‘Veil Investigations is the best of the best.’ 

Bones whined at this, and I hoped he wasn’t disagreeing.

With that, Jeremiah Silvershell swept out of our shop, and for a moment we all stood in silence.

‘A diamond,’ said Oliver eventually. ‘Blimey.’

‘What a rude man,’ Ernesto added.

‘This is brilliant!’ I said. ‘Just what I’ve been waiting for.’ I turned to Oliver. ‘And you seem unusually enthusiastic. I thought you preferred to avoid peril.’

‘Oh well,’ he said, shuffling his feet and putting his hands in his pockets. ‘I’m squeamish about murder, but a diamond theft is different, ain’t it? That’s exciting. My old pal Sidney was a newspaper boy, and he used to read me the stories about daring thefts and bank robberies.’

‘So you’re on board?’ I asked.

‘Count me in as soon as I’ve finished cleaning the back room,’ Oliver said. ‘Uh, and asked your pa for permission, of course.’

Ernesto skirted round the desk, avoiding Bones as much as possible. ‘I was trying to help you there, but are you sure you want to take this case? That man seems unhinged. It sounds frightening.’ He fanned himself with his hand.

‘You’re scared of pincushions, Ernesto,’ I pointed out. ‘I think Father will be pleased that we have a big case. Especially when he sees this!’ 

I scooped up the pile of banknotes, cradling it in my arms like a baby. Bones lifted his nose up and sniffed it suspiciously.

‘I’ve never seen so much money in my life,’ said Oliver, his eyes wide. ‘And that gent just dropped it like it was nothing.’

I pondered this for a minute, looking down at the notes. A lot of them had the names of different banks on, and some were crinkled and yellowing. 

Our household had had money troubles until fairly recently. We had gone from being well-to-do with multiple servants to barely scraping by, with only our maid Maddy remaining at the house. My father had always been generous when it came to helping those struggling to afford funerals for their loved ones, but when business slowed, and our competitors like Flourish and Co. gained popularity, it had started to be a problem. He had taken out some questionable loans. The repayments on them grew and grew, and a vile villain had used this situation to blackmail him. Our house and shop began to get in a bad state and needed repair.

Things were now, thankfully, much better. With the villain out of the way, my father had managed to turn things round for the business, and had been paying off his debts – albeit slowly. The cash Mr Silvershell had just given us would be very welcome news for our family.

I had also realised, from my time with Oliver and some of our previous exploits, that our money troubles were nothing compared with what many people faced. The fact that we had a roof over our heads, let alone a servant, was something I had not learned to appreciate until more recently. It was only thanks to a miracle that Oliver was alive at all, and able to be my friend, rather than just another street orphan lying in a coffin. So many people had nothing.

And yet this Mr Silvershell had enough to throw banknotes at us as if it meant very little to him. It wasn’t fair. 

‘He’s either extremely rich or very bad with money,’ I surmised. ‘Or both. But nevertheless this will be a great help.’

‘I’m going to tell Mister Veil,’ said Ernesto, still wide-eyed as he turned and hurried out towards the funeral parlour.

‘Did someone mention money?’ called an impish voice from the corridor. 

I put the notes back on the counter while Oliver sat down and stared at them. ‘Thomas?’ I shouted back. ‘Were you eavesdropping again?’

My little brother appeared with a grin on his face. ‘Perhaps,’ he said.

‘Well, perhaps you should not. This is our detective business.’

He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked sullen. 

‘Oh, do leave us alone,’ I said, rolling my eyes. ‘We need to get ready. A carriage is coming to pick us up, so that we can investigate our case.’

‘Take me with you,’ he said, his expression suddenly bright again. ‘Please, please!’

‘Absolutely not,’ I said.

‘Not a chance,’ said Oliver.

Thomas responded with a noise that was rather like ‘owwwhh’ and rested his head on the wall. Bones trotted over and pressed his nose against my little brother’s leg in consolation.

‘Go and read a novel if you’re so desperate for a mystery,’ I told my brother. ‘You know Mother and Father would never let me hear the end of it if I got you into any sort of trouble.’

‘They don’t want you to get into trouble, either,’ he whined, correctly.

‘No, but I am bigger and older and people pay me. Now shoo!’ I waved him away.

Thomas turned and trudged back to the house. 

I looked at Oliver, grinned and rubbed my hands together. ‘Now to adventure! Our carriage awaits!’

‘He’s not back yet,’ said Oliver, peering out of the shop window.

‘A mere technicality.’ I picked up Father’s top hat that he had left on the desk and perched it jauntily atop my hair. ‘The Case of the Silvershell Diamond is ours to solve!’
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With Father’s approval easily bought with the pile of banknotes we had just received, we were ready to begin our work. But he did make me give his hat back. 

Oliver, Bones and I waited outside. I had, of course, given Thomas strict instructions not to follow us. But I could sense the twitching of the black velvet curtains behind me and knew he was staring at us.

I gasped as a brilliant red carriage came to a halt in front of the shop, led by two well-groomed but weary horses that stamped in the dusty road. One of them snorted, and I patted its nose gently. Bones hung back, looking deeply unsure: it was wise to avoid getting anywhere near the legs of something that much larger than him and prone to kicking.

I rarely got to travel in any sort of carriage that wasn’t a hearse. This beautiful, shiny bright red one was quite the novelty.

‘Good day,’ said the driver, a stocky man in uniform. ‘My name is Carlton. Mister Silvershell sent me to collect you.’ 

His voice was stilted and perhaps a little too formal. He opened the door for us and ushered me into the cab first. I took a seat on the plush bench, and Oliver climbed up after me.

‘And the dog?’ the driver asked.

‘He’s essential,’ I said, leaning over Oliver. ‘Come on up, boy.’

Bones quivered a little on the pavement before leaning back and springing up on to the footboard. 

‘It’s all right,’ I whispered to him, stroking behind his ears. It was a novelty for him too.

I heard a thud as Carlton hopped back into the driver’s seat, and soon we were off. The horses’ hooves clattered along our street and then turned the corner. I had to steady myself so as not to fall straight into Oliver.

‘Bumpy,’ Oliver observed, looking a little green around the gills. ‘It’s worse than the bus.’

But I was not really listening as I was staring from the carriage windows at the streets I knew rolling past. Brick houses, bright shopfronts, washerwomen throwing water into the drains. My city was beautiful – if you ignored the smell. And the mud. And the smog.

Soon we were in the fancy borough of Havisham, and I found myself looking at the Grecian Theatre, the site of a recent adventure. Bones put his paws on my lap and pressed his nose to the window, peering out. I caught a glimpse of a poster advertising the play our friend Eleni had written:
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I was flooded with a warm feeling at the knowledge that her dream of having one of her plays performed had come true.

Past the theatre and the shops and the pubs, the carriage headed in the direction of the river. Our surroundings became a quieter area of leafy green and red brick as we turned down a side street, the carriage rattling over the particularly bumpy cobbles. I grabbed Oliver’s hand to stop him shaking.

‘Rattle his bones over the stones …’ I said as I stared out of the window. ‘He’s only a pauper whom nobody owns …’

‘What?’ Oliver asked.

‘It’s a poem that Father likes,’ I explained. ‘The hearse driver says the deceased doesn’t matter because he’s poor. But at the end the narrator tells him: 

‘“Bear softly his bones over the stones,

Though a pauper, he’s one whom his Maker yet owns.”’

Oliver paused in thought. ‘Respect for the dead, no matter what. No wonder your pa likes that.’

‘Respect for the living too, while they’re still here, no matter whether they be rich or poor. That’s important. I’m not sure if Mister Silvershell feels the same way, though.’ The man was clearly richer than rich, with little thought for others. 

We passed an enormous wall on the tree-lined street and then came to a halt. I heard Carlton jumping down from his seat, and a heavy sound of clanking metal as he unlocked the gates. 

A brass plaque on the wall beside us boasted the name
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Below it, someone had added another sign that said:
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How delightfully friendly.

Carlton took up the reins again and turned the carriage into the driveway. A canopy of green leaves stretched round us. It was as though we had been transported to the countryside.

The horses whinnied as Carlton brought us to a stop. I heard his feet crunch on the gravel as he jumped down to open the carriage door. Bones immediately leaped down with relief and began running in circles. I followed, and Oliver was the last (and wobbliest) of us to exit. 

‘Thank you,’ I said to Carlton.

‘Cheers,’ said Oliver.

So there we were, in front of Silvershell Manor. It had a huge rectangular front, yet more red brick, but with neatly painted white windows and white columns flanking the deep blue door. The roof and tall chimneys were a burnt-red hue as well, and lined with a white balustrade that tried to conceal the servants’ bedroom windows at the top of the house.

I turned to ask Carlton if we ought to go in the front entrance, but – without a word – he had already taken up the reins again and was trotting the horses away, presumably to a coach house round the back.

‘We going in, then?’ Oliver said, rubbing the scar on the back of his head.

‘It would seem so.’ I dusted off my skirts and hopped up the steps to the front door. 

To my surprise, it swung open, and I was met with an expression of pure disdain painted on the face of a white-moustached man in a butler’s uniform. This must be Mr Tombs, as Mr Silvershell had mentioned. I wondered if he had used his moustache to paint the house.

‘Miss Veil, I presume?’ he asked with a sneer. ‘I was told there would be a detective.’

I cleared my throat. ‘Um, yes. Pleased to meet you.’

He looked me up and down. ‘Aren’t you a little young to be a detective?’

I nearly said, Aren’t you a little old to be a butler?, but I thought better of being horribly rude during a first interaction. ‘Well, we are an established business, sir. We were hired by Mister Silvershell personally.’

The butler raised a caterpillar-like eyebrow. ‘If you say so.’ He peered round me at Oliver and Bones. ‘The boy and the dog too?’

‘They are my partners,’ I said with an air of haughtiness that I hoped would pass for confidence. ‘And we are here to investigate. Would you please show us to the scene of the crime?’

The entrance hall was enormous, a great wooden staircase taking up most of the centre and sweeping off to either side. Bones padded in behind me across the elaborate tiled floor, his steps a little apprehensive. It was cooler inside within the old thick walls.

‘Cor,’ Oliver whispered behind me. 

Despite its size, the room was dark, clad with wood panels. It felt oppressive, as though the walls might push in on you at any moment. 

Instead, it was Mr Tombs that pushed past me. 

‘This way, then,’ he said, his nose in the air.

He led us through to an equally cavernous formal parlour. A grand stone fireplace dominated one wall, with cherubs that stared back at us. The other walls were covered with expensive-looking landscape paintings, while the room itself was filled with old but exquisite furniture. The air smelled dusty, as if this room didn’t welcome visitors often.

Bones had clearly picked up something else, though. He quickly pressed his nose to the wooden floor and ran to a rug in the middle of it.

Mr Tombs said nothing, but walked over to the rug and slowly crouched down before peeling it back to reveal what looked like a trapdoor. A fine layer of dust spiralled in the light.

‘This is where the diamond was taken from?’ I asked, stepping closer.

‘Yes,’ said the butler, not meeting my eye. He pulled up the trapdoor, which appeared to have a broken lock on it. He ignored Bones trying to shove his nose in the hole. ‘I discovered the theft only this morning, when I noticed that a corner of the rug was displaced. I alerted Mister Silvershell immediately.’

Oliver folded his arms and leaned on a chaise longue. ‘Who knew this was here, besides you and Mister Silvershell?’ he asked.

Mr Tombs stood up. ‘I can assure you,’ he said with a snooty manner, ‘that none of the rest of the family or staff knew of this location. I did not even know the safe was there until earlier today. And, in fact, our maidservants had all been given leave to visit their families and were not present at all. I will leave you to it.’

‘Wait, sir!’ I called after him, but he’d already marched his shiny shoes away into another room.

I turned back to Oliver, arms raised in exasperation.

Oliver shrugged. ‘Think someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning?’

‘Hmmph. Well, we have an opportunity to search the place before we ask more questions. Let’s take a look in here.’ I walked over to the square hole in the floor and peered in. I could make out a small safe with a dial, the door ajar.

‘Do you s’pose he was lying?’ Oliver asked. ‘You’d think someone else ought to know this was here. My friend Lissy is a maid in a big house like this, an’ she told me she had to beat all the rugs at least once a week.’

‘From the dust everywhere, I’m not sure that anyone was cleaning this one,’ I said. ‘And Mister Tombs says the maids weren’t even here. Besides, the trapdoor was locked.’

The black metal door of the safe was rusted at the edges, but it appeared to have been recently cleaned – the thief had presumably worn gloves and wiped the surface. I reached in and pulled the door fully open. It was lined with old yellowing paper that looked as if it hadn’t been touched for decades, and notably lacked any other contents. ‘Empty.’

Bones pushed round me and tried to dip his face into the safe, but I pulled him back gently.

‘What is it, boy?’ Oliver called. He came closer and knelt down on the floor next to me.

But then I spotted what Bones was going for. The old yellow paper was not, in fact, untouched. I gently picked up what I had thought was just another scrap, but once in my hand its shape was revealed to me.

I gasped.

‘What is that?’ Oliver asked, frowning. ‘A bird?’

‘I think so.’ 

I turned the paper shape in my hand. It was like the folded napkins I’d seen at the occasional fancy dinner party I had been forced, against my will, to attend. But it was a little sharper and more pointed. 

‘More importantly, I think it’s a clue.’
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