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CHAPTER ONE




[image: ]


'Need a holiday, Red?'

I recognized the voice of Roghly VonEv, my occasional employer, on the caller.

Being the majordomo of the mansion of my late grandmother, with a staff of three, counting myself, the honest answer was...

'No.'

'Oh, come now, Red. It's summer. Time to get away from the heat, dust, and crowds of the city. Ho! for the green countryside, the river, and cows! Lots of cows.'

'We don't have dust and crowds, but we do have two rivers here in the Rivers. Plus, I find the heat, such as it is, quite tolerable. Nor do I find myself missing cows. But out of curiosity, what do you have in mind?'

'A locked room mystery. Or rather, a locked country estate mystery. A plum assignment. The only hitch – if you call spending time in a large country estate on the River Fair a hitch – would be that you'd likely have to spend at least your nights there until you nabbed a midnight intruder. A week, maybe, or more. It depends on when, or if, the intruder returns to deliver more messages.'

'You're sparking my curiosity. A midnight messenger? What sort of messages? Death threats?'

'Here's the headline version: Admon Colmara, the primary owner of Colmara Industries, makers of a large variety of electric motors, compressors, and other such equipment, has been sent a petition to sign in support of an organization known as The Second Founding Movement. Quick research suggests that the petition is some sort of Humanist or Traditionalist manifesto meant to be presented to the leaders of the Commonwealth for adoption as public policy. I haven't read it myself, but my secretary, who I dispatched to pick up materials from its office, has, and she tells me that The Second Founding Movement wants to unite the Great Houses and big industrialists in one voice to force the government to make some specific policy changes going forward. And get this: Its backers include several Great House luminaries, including several Lorn family members in predominant positions. In short, a case right up your alley.'

'Ah. Still, a petition hardly calls for VonEv's services. You mentioned midnight intruders and messages.'

'True. What has Admon Colmara coming to see me is that it seems someone is entering his country estate on the Isle of Autumn at night to leave what I gather are notes urging him to sign the petition. These notes are signed by someone styling themselves as "Compliance Agent Nine of the Founders." I gather there have been four such notes seemingly personally delivered to his desk sometime during the night, when he assures me all the doors and windows were secured. He's become concerned, or at least annoyed enough, about this state of affairs to contact our firm to deal with the intruder.'

'Are these notes threatening?'

'I haven't read them. My impression is that they are not directly threatening at the moment. Nothing along the lines of sign or die. So far. But they do imply some sort of consequences. It's more the fact that this Agent Nine can deliver them, despite the doors and windows being secured, which concerns him.'

'Did you suggest better locks with chains and bolts?' I said, with a laugh. I knew from firsthand experience that the standard digital rod locks are not secure, at least when it comes to professional burglars. Or if you happen to have a grandfather like mine.

'I did suggest that. I offered to send one of my people down to assess the security of his house and to propose and install remedies, if needed.'

'But that didn't fly.'

'Nope. Mr Colmara made it clear that he's not content to keep Agent Nine out. He wants Agent Nine captured and charged with all the crimes a good lawyer can come up with. He wants to make an example of this method of persuasion.'

'So he's looking for a watchman then?'

'Not an ordinary one. He doesn't want some stranger stomping around the house all night, or worse yet, sleeping it away. He apparently doesn't have a high opinion of night watchmen. What he wants is a smart detective who will set a trap for this so-called compliance agent of the Founders, but who would also fit well into the life of a large household, since they may well be part of it for some time, as the notes do not appear every day.

'Now I've an agent or two who could play that part, but Red, you're a natural for it; born and bred in a great house, and smart to boot. Plus, you're an old hand at dealing with radical Humanists. Centi-to-donuts, the House of Lorn is likely involved not just in this Second Founding Movement, but, if past experience is any guide, they'll have some sort of hand in enforcing compliance as well. Interested?'

While I had undertaken several other assignments for Roghly since the Minister Trilae and the Founders' Tribunal affair, they had been tame research assignments, interesting, but not exciting. So I was indeed interested. With reservation.

'I'm far from certain that the House of Lorn is an inducement. I'd rather leave them alone... Still, I must admit that I'm curious.'

'Great. I've a meeting set with Admon Colmara tomorrow at ten. I'd like to introduce you to him. We can take a look at the evidence and formulate a plan of action. I'd expect that you'd have to be onsite, certainly during the night until you trap this so-called compliance agent, but it's only a twenty-some-kilometer drive south, so you could possibly commute should the assignment stretch on too long. No telling how often Agent Nine will feel the need to deliver a note, and thus, fall into your trap. Can I count you in for the meeting?'

'Ten tomorrow at your office?'

'Correct.'

'Right. I'll see you tomorrow.'
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I pulled to a stop along the sun-and-shade-speckled park-side kerb of Lark-on-the-Wing Crescent. Puddles from the early morning rain remained, but the mild mid-morning air held the promise of a warm, if not hot, day ahead. The VonEv Agency office, like the Janga and Pallie office, is discreetly located in the mix of offices and residences that make up New Founding Borough. I stepped around to open the gig's passenger door for Ellington, my big shaggy dog. He bounded out and proceeded to sniff the nearest tree before leaving a damp calling card.

'Right. Come along, let's meet Uncle Roghly,' I said as I clipped a leash on his collar. Ellington was part of my plan to deal with Agent Nine of the Founders, assuming I was offered, and accepted, the commission. I had no intention of spending all night awake guarding the Colmara country estate. That's what dogs are for. And given how he greets me with a growl every time I roll in late at night at home, he seemed to be a born watchdog. Though in my case I think it’s a standing joke with him.

'Well, who do we have here, Red?' asked Cellia, the VonEv office manager from behind her desk, as we pushed through the door into the small foyer.

'This is my canine partner, Ellington,' I said, keeping him close at my side. 'Technically, his owner is Foy, my retired groundskeeper, but Foy's off visiting his kids and grandkids this month, so I'm his in loco parentis. I brought him along because I think he might prove useful, if acceptable, for this Colmara case. Has our customer arrived yet?'

She shook her head. 'Not yet. Roghly's in conference room one....'

'Come on in Red,' Roghly called from the left doorway.

Conference room one was the old front parlor of the house. Shafts of sunlight slanted into the pale-yellow-painted room through the sheer curtains of the wide bow window facing the street. A large, age-darkened wooden table filled the center of the room, with eight chairs set around it. An equally old buffet with a large pitcher of ice water and glasses stood against the wall beside the door. Landscape paintings in carved gilded frames graced three of the walls, looking as if they might've come with the residence. A tall vase of cheerful white and blue irises at the far end of the table completed the décor. A cheerful room.

'Well, look who's here. If it isn't Ellington, the delinquent and exiled dog,' Roghly said, standing to greet me as I let the delinquent dog bound over to greet Roghly. 'Are you thinking of passing off this goofy mutt as some sort of watchdog?'

'I'm thinking of floating that idea, anyway,' I replied, taking a seat next to Roghly as we sat down again. 'Partially out of necessity. Foy's on holiday, so if I'm to go off to spend my time in the countryside, that would leave only Gran to look after him, and I don't care for that idea. I'll hire one of our old maids to move in to keep Gran company if I'm going to be gone for a week or more, but looking after Ellington might prove too demanding, as neither of the ladies is very young. We'll see what Mr Colmara thinks.'

'You'd think they'd have dogs on a country estate.'

'You would. But maybe not in the house. We'll find out.'

'Any Rivers insight into this Second Founding Movement, the petition, manifesto, or whatever it is? It has an office and puts out papers and pamphlets promoting its plan, so it sounds legitimate.'

I shrugged. 'I sampled Rivers' gossip last night but didn't come up with anything more than what you mentioned. It seems to have the support of some of the oldest and grandest of the Founding Families, of which the House of Lorn is a leading member. Other than that, my usual contacts in the Rivers didn't have anything more to add, since it's a rather dry subject for gossip. I'm thinking it's a direct response to Minister Trilae's promise to initiate reforms when handed a realistic program backed by a significant majority of the Great Houses and major new businesses.'

'And this mysterious "Founders" and their Compliance Agent Nine?' asked Roghly. 'Do you think it's directly connected to the public Second Founding Movement?'

'Connected, yes. But likely not directly, given the illegal nature of Agent Nine's activities. I doubt we'll find any hard links. Any link will likely be only people with blood or business ties to one or more of the leading Great Houses backing the movement.' I paused and added, 'Though, I suppose, we can't rule out an outside individual, or group, that strongly believes in the Second Founding's manifesto and who has taken up the cause all on their own. It is, after all, a concern of all the citizens of Lorria, some of whom, at least, must be paying attention to the issue.'

'So how far do you think this so-called compliance agent will be willing to go to convince Colmara to sign on to the manifesto?'

I shrugged. 'I'm wondering about that myself. The Great Houses are quite content to work outside of the law to settle disputes, so... Well, it probably depends on just who this agent is. If they're someone who is regularly, if secretly, employed as an operative of a Great House... Anything might go...'

'Especially if it's an operative of the House of Lorn, hey?' said Roghly with a grin.

'We mustn't jump to conclusions,' I replied. 'As tempting as it is to do so.'

At this point, we heard the front door open and stood to meet our customer.

Kellia greeted him, or rather them, since Mr Colmara was accompanied by his son. She directed them to the conference room as Roghly stepped around the table to greet them. The first to enter, Colmara senior, was a solid-built, rather grim-looking, grey-haired man. A decisive man. His son, who followed him in, was much younger, taller, and far more open and cheerful. He seemed amused, in stark contrast to his father's grimness. Still, the family resemblance was striking.

'Mr Colmara, Delighted to meet you,' said Roghly, extending his hand to the elder. 'I'm Rogh VonEv, and this is a colleague, Redinal Wine. He has brought along Ellington, his four-footed sidekick, as a possible watchdog.'

Colmara took Roghly, me, and Ellington in with a brisk, appraising look and a nod. 'Mr VonEv, Mr Wine. This is my son, Nevin Colmara.'

Roghly shook his son's hand, 'Mr Colmara, delighted as well.'

'Just call me Nevin,' he said. 'It will save us all some confusion.'

I stepped forward to shake their hands as well, keeping Ellington on a short leash and well in hand. 'I took the liberty of bringing my personal watchdog along to introduce him to you, should you decide that we can be of service. He's entirely harmless. However, I'm thinking he might prove useful, if you don't already have a dog in the house.'

Mr Colmara cast a doubtful look at both Ellington and me.

'We don't,' said Nevin, with a grin as he cheerfully greeted and petted Ellington. 'Bin, our gardener, has a dog, but they live in lodgings on the estate, not in the big house. We are guarded by six cats, who are, apparently, rubbish as watchcats. My mother is very fond of cats,' he added with a grin.

'Right,' said Mr Colmara, setting his briefcase on the table. 'Let's get down to business.'

After we settled into our chairs facing each other across the table, he continued, 'As I mentioned in my call, I desire to capture this so-called Compliance Agent Nine in the act of breaking into my house in order to get to the heart of this extortion scheme and prosecute the perpetrators. I want something more than a mere watchman, or a watchdog, just to scare them off. I want them apprehended to stand trial,' he said, giving me and Ellington, sitting beside me, a doubtful look.

'Exactly,' replied Roghly. 'Mr Wine is just the fellow you are looking for. He grew up in one of the Great Houses of the Rivers Borough and spent more than forty years as a lawyer at a prestigious law firm before he decided to take on a greater variety of cases, for me and others. Thus, not only is he quite familiar with the operation of a large house and its staff, but he is one of the sharpest gentlemen you're likely to come across. Which, I take it, is what you want.'

'Can he tackle this Agent Nine?'

'Red is quite fit, and he has gone through extensive physical and weapon training since joining our organization,' replied Roghly.

I could show him the bruises to prove it.

The elder Colmara gave me a second glance. Only slightly less doubtful, but Colmara the younger smiled and said, 'Excellent.'

Roghly nodded. 'I believe so. Now, I usually employ Mr Wine to conduct specialized legal and social research in some of our cases. However, I assure you, he is not only adept at bookwork. In a recent case involving senior members of several Great Houses, along with their hired hands, who were conducting an extra-legal scheme involving the kidnapping of a very important individual, Mr Wine was able to extract that individual, though greatly outnumbered. For that reason, I think that no matter what Agent Nine's intentions are, you will be well served by Mr Wine.' And with a smile, added, 'And I can also vouch for Ellington. In the case I mentioned, he stood his ground against two thugs, growling and showing his teeth like a good'un.'

'He does so mostly as a joke. He is the friendliest of dogs,' I hasten to add. 'But this Agent Nine is unlikely to know that. As for my qualifications for this assignment, well, as Mr VonEv said, I grew up in a great house, and I am intimately familiar with the inner workings of the staff of large houses. Given the circumstances, I believe that knowledge might come in handy.'

Mr Colmara gave me a dark look and shook his head. 'I trust my staff implicitly. All of them have been with me for many years, most for decades. I treat them like family. Agent Nine is someone from the outside.'

I smiled and shrugged. 'I would hopefully confirm your trust in your staff. Still, given my understanding of the circumstances, the house being securely locked, we must, at least, consider the possibility that someone on your staff may've been blackmailed into passing those notes on from someone on the outside. Should that be the case, I believe I might be able to get a whiff of that while on the premises. We cannot leave any possibility unexplored.'

He gave me a hard, doubtful look and shook his head.

I pressed on. 'Do you have a house in town, or do you commute from your Isle of Autumn home?'

'I have a house in town. I often stay there during the week in winter. Now, depending on work and meetings, I may spend the odd night in town. Why?'

I ignored his question. 'Have you received any of these notes in your townhouse?'

He shook his head. 'Not so far. So?'

'I've seen neither of your residences, but it strikes me that these notes might be more, shall we say, conveniently delivered to your residence in town rather than to a remote house in the countryside. Which is something to consider...'

Another dark look, but I continued on, 'But of course that depends on how challenging it would be for a professional burglar to enter each of the residences. That might account for it.'

'They are both secure,' he replied.

'Your country home does not seem to be. That is, if we are indeed, talking about an outsider getting in,' I replied. I wasn't sure why I was being so, shall we say, undiplomatic? Perhaps because I spent forty-some years working with people like him, and found they usually respect, if not like, people who are as blunt as they are.

I continued with a smile. 'However, if you are relying only on the usual digital rod locks to secure your residences, they are not truly secure against professional burglars. Especially if all the intruder has to do is slip in and place a note on a desk in your study and then out again. A minute in and out. Deadbolts and chain locks are far more secure. And there are, of course, windows...'

'Or maybe Agent Nine is really a ghost of a Founder themselves,' laughed Niven. 'Which happens to be my explanation.'

He was joking, of course. Still, I turned to him. 'Why so?' I asked.

'Well, you see, I took it upon myself to capture "Compliance Agent Nine" that has Pa so upset. The notes had been left on the desk in Pa's home office on both fifthday and sixthday mornings. There was no note monoday morning, so we headed into town. However, since more were promised, I've made a point to drive back down after work every evening, just to be around... A new note appeared twosday morning, promising more to come, so, given the previous pattern of two nights in a row, I decided to spend that night in the office, hidden away, to catch Agent Nine red-handed.

'It's a large room, with plenty of furniture to hide behind. So I set myself up behind a solid club chair, near the desk, with a view of the windows and the sliding door, but out of direct line of sight of anyone entering through the hallway door.

'Armed with sandwiches, a thermos of cafee and, lacking hand-to-hand combat training, a golf club, I settled onto a cushion I placed on the floor behind the club chair and eagerly waited in the dark for this Agent Nine, the compliance agent of the Founders, to appear.'

He grinned and shook his head. 'I never knew how slow time and life crawls along until I sat on the floor in the dark trying to stay awake for an entire night.'

'Apparently, he didn't stay awake all night, since there was a note on my desk the following morning,' grumbled Mr Colmara.

'Ah, well, yes... I suppose it is possible I may have dozed briefly and lightly,' agreed Nevin, cheerfully. 'But I don't remember doing so.'

'Still, there was the note, with a footnote referring to my son behind the chair,' added Colmara the elder, with a challenging glance to his son.

'I swear, I only dozed. No one could come through either of the doors or windows without awakening me. And thus, my conclusion that Agent Nine must be a ghost,' replied the younger Colmara, seemingly, only half in jest.

'The note identified Mr Nevin by name?' I asked, leaning forward.

'Not by name, but as my son,' Colmara said.

'I felt, shall we say, it inconsiderate of Nine to mention that I was asleep,' added Nevin. 'Still, to enter the room without, ah, alerting me by opening any windows, the sliding door, or the closed hall door, and then seeing me in the dark, hidden behind a chair in the corner, is, I'm going to maintain proof that Agent Nine is a ghost, or some other supernatural apparition.'

'My son chooses to make light of a serious affair,' said Mr Colmara. 'He works hard and no doubt sleeps very soundly. I believe that to be a convincing explanation.'

'Ghost or not, Nine seems not only to be familiar with your family but also with, shall we say, arrangements within the household in order to have known of Nevin's trap for them,' I pointed out.

Colmara scowled and shook his head. 'I tell you. It's not the staff. Nevin was likely sound asleep by midnight. Neither of us are not unknown in society. This Second Founding outfit certainly knows who we are, so finding Nevin asleep on the floor behind a chair takes no great feat of divination to identify who he was.'

'Aw, Pa!' exclaimed Nevin with a smile. 'You're not very romantic.'

'I'm not. And that's why we're here,' snapped his father. 'We need someone who will take these incidents as seriously as they should be taken. And someone who doesn't shrug off falling asleep as a ghost.' Turning to us, he added, 'Not that I don't appreciate my son's effort in this matter. I do. But clearly, we need someone who doesn't have a demanding job to attend to all day as well. Nevin is my chief engineer, and we're keeping him and his crew very busy designing electro-mechanical replacements for all the digital components we're finding increasingly impossible to source these days. He needs no excuse to have fallen asleep.'

He paused, opened the briefcase on the table beside him, and drew out a sheaf of documents. 'Right. Down to business. I've had a copy made of the petition I was sent to sign for you. Maybe there are some clues in it. I also copied the notes that have been delivered to me as well. These here, however, are the originals.' He passed the documents over the table to us.

I reached for the notes. 'Are they in order?'

He nodded. 'The first one is on top.'

I picked up the first note. The first thing I noticed was the paper. It was familiar. Turning around in my chair, I held it up against the light of the bow window. 'Baslli & Sons stationery,' I said, spying their watermark. 'From their Rivers stationery shop.'

'Nothing in that,' replied Colmara. 'That's where I purchase all my private stationery. The sheets could've come from my own desk drawer; I have a supply of them in the top drawer.'

'Ah, possible,' I said, 'but I would suggest unlikely, unless the sheets are taken before they are delivered.'

'Why?'

'Look at how neatly this and the other notes are written. I find it hard to believe that they could be written so neatly in the dark. And I'd think that entering a house, finding their way into the study, searching for paper, and then turning on some sort of light to write a note would be an unnecessarily risky proposition compared to slipping in with the note already written, dropping it off, and slipping out – a minute or two's work.'

'But you're forgetting that the final note mentioned my presence in the room,' Nevin pointed out brightly. 'It couldn't have been written before finding me there.'

I shuffled through the four notes to the last one and looked at it closely. 'Hmm, I see your point. Interesting. It looks to have been written in the same hand, with the same ink, as a postscript, but not a hasty one





























[image: ]








































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE ISLE
HOUSE
GHOST

C. LITKA






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





