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CHAPTER I — THE ARRIVAL AT BLACKWOOD MANOR
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The rain had begun just after four o’clock, a steady, insistent drizzle that blurred the contours of the Sussex downs and turned the narrow country lane into a ribbon of mud and scattered gravel. Inspector Arthur Sterling, retired now for three years though still carrying the habits of a lifetime in the precise set of his shoulders and the quiet economy of his movements, watched the landscape dissolve through the window of the hired motorcar. He did not mind the weather. In his experience, weather was merely another variable in the human equation, a force that hastened tempers, confined movements, and pressed people into closer proximity than they would otherwise choose. It was, he reflected, an excellent condition for observation.

Blackwood Manor emerged from the mist as a silhouette of grey stone and mullioned windows, its gables and chimneys softened by decades of ivy and neglect. It was not a house that welcomed; it endured. The drive curved past overgrown rhododendrons and a dry fountain before opening onto a gravel sweep where a single brass-bound carriage lamp flickered against the gloom. Sterling paid the driver, collected his modest valise, and stepped onto the damp stone. The air smelled of wet earth, woodsmoke, and something faintly metallic, like old keys left in a drawer.

The door opened before he could raise the knocker. A man in a perfectly pressed butler’s coat stood framed in the amber light of the hall. His face was narrow, his expression carefully neutral, though Sterling noted the slight tension at the corners of the mouth and the way his right hand rested too firmly against the doorframe.

“Mr. Sterling,” the man said, not as a question but as a statement of recorded fact. “We have been expecting you. I am Graves. Please, come in. The others are already in the drawing room.”

Sterling stepped across the threshold. The hall was high-ceilinged, lined with dark oak panelling and portraits whose subjects seemed to regard the present with varying degrees of disdain. A grandfather clock stood sentinel at the foot of the staircase, its pendulum swinging with a slow, metronomic certainty. The temperature was precisely what one would expect in a house maintained by habit rather than enthusiasm. Graves took his coat and valise with economical grace, his movements betraying years of training in households where discretion was currency.

“The bridge at Lower Crossing has been washed out,” Graves remarked as he led the way along a carpeted corridor. “The telephone lines are intermittent. We are, for the time being, rather self-contained.”

“I had noticed the condition of the roads,” Sterling replied evenly. “It is often the case that isolation clarifies matters that would otherwise remain obscured by distraction.”

Graves did not smile, but his eyes flickered with something that might have been recognition. He opened a pair of double doors and stepped aside.

The drawing room was long, heated by a low fire that crackled softly behind an iron grate. Heavy velvet drapes were drawn against the early dark, and several shaded lamps cast a warm, uneven glow over the furnishings. Seven individuals occupied the space, arranged in loose clusters that suggested both familiarity and careful distance. Sterling took them in with the quiet efficiency of a man accustomed to reading rooms before he read faces.

Near the fireplace stood the host, Mr. Alistair Croft. He was perhaps fifty-five, though the strain of recent months had carved deeper lines around his eyes and mouth than his years warranted. He wore a dinner jacket that fit well but seemed to hang slightly heavier on his frame than it ought. His smile, when it appeared, was immediate but did not quite reach his eyes. He held a crystal tumbler of whisky, untouched.

To his left, seated in a high-backed armchair, was Mrs. Eleanor Vance. A widow of some standing, she possessed the kind of elegance that comes from generations of knowing exactly how to hold one’s posture and modulate one’s voice. Her dark hair was swept back severely, revealing a face of sharp, intelligent angles. She wore a string of pearls that sat perfectly against her collarbone, and her fingers, gloved in black silk, rested lightly on the arm of the chair. Sterling noted the way her thumb traced the edge of a small silver locket at her throat, a nervous habit performed with such precision it might have been mistaken for contemplation.

Near the window stood Colonel Reginald Hayes, retired, though his bearing still carried the rigid discipline of parade ground and mess hall. His moustache was waxed, his jacket slightly too tight across the chest, and his laughter, when it came, was loud and abruptly cut short. He was speaking to Dr. Julian Finch, a man of quiet demeanour whose spectacles caught the lamplight as he nodded in measured agreement. Finch’s hands were steady, his coat impeccably brushed, but Sterling observed the slight pause in his breathing when the Colonel’s voice rose a fraction too sharply. Physicians, Sterling had learned, often carried the weight of other men’s confessions; it showed in the careful neutrality of their expressions.

On the sofa sat Miss Beatrice Lowell, a woman whose spinsterhood seemed less a circumstance than a chosen vantage point. Her grey hair was pinned severely, her dress modest but finely tailored, and her eyes missed nothing. She held a cup of tea that had long gone cold, her attention fixed on the room with the quiet intensity of a hawk watching a field. Beside her, perched on the edge of a footstool, was Mr. Sebastian Croft, the host’s nephew. He was perhaps twenty-eight, with the kind of handsome dissipation that suggests late nights, unpaid debts, and a charming disregard for consequence. His smile was easy, but his eyes darted toward the door whenever footsteps approached. He held a cigarette unlit, turning it slowly between his fingers.

Finally, near the escritoire by the far wall, stood Lady Margaret Ashworth. She was society’s darling, or had been until the recent whispers in Mayfair. Her gown was silk, her posture flawless, her conversation meticulously calibrated to offend no one and reveal nothing. She was examining a small porcelain figurine on the mantel, her expression one of polite interest that did not quite mask the tightness around her jaw.

“Arthur,” Croft said, stepping forward. His voice was warm, though Sterling detected the slight tremor beneath it. “I am glad you came. You know most of our guests, I believe, though perhaps not all under the circumstances we find ourselves in tonight.”

“I have crossed paths with several of you in one context or another,” Sterling replied, his tone courteous but measured. He moved into the room, acknowledging each with a slight nod. He did not take a seat immediately. In his experience, standing allowed one to observe the natural arrangement of a room before it was disturbed by the mechanics of conversation.

“The weather has been unkind,” Lady Margaret observed, her voice light but edged with something brittle. “I do hope the roads do not deteriorate further. I have a engagement in London on Thursday that simply cannot be postponed.”

“Thursday is some distance away, Margaret,” Miss Lowell said without looking up from her tea. “And I rather suspect the river will decide our schedules long before the calendar does.”

Colonel Hayes chuckled, though the sound lacked conviction. “Nonsense. Bridges are built to withstand a spot of rain. I’ve seen worse in the monsoons of ’43. A little water won’t keep us trapped.”

“It is not the water that concerns me,” Dr. Finch murmured, adjusting his spectacles. “It is the saturation of the soil. When the foundations give way, they do so without warning.”

Sterling registered the exchange. A physician speaking of foundations. A retired soldier dismissing structural risk. A society lady preoccupied with appointments. A spinster with a sharp tongue and sharper eyes. A nephew with restless hands. A widow with a locket she would not remove. And a host who had gathered them all under one roof on a night when the world outside was closing in.

Graves appeared in the doorway, bearing a silver tray of decanters and glasses. He moved with silent efficiency, refilling the Colonel’s tumbler, offering a sherry to Mrs. Vance, placing a fresh cup before Miss Lowell. As he set the tray down, his sleeve brushed against the edge of a small leather-bound journal resting on the side table. It slipped, catching on the fringe of the rug, and fell open to a page marked by a dried sprig of lavender. Sterling caught a glimpse of a single line of handwriting before Graves smoothly righted the book and closed it. The hand was cramped, hurried. The date at the top read October 14. Today’s date.

Croft cleared his throat. “I appreciate you all making the journey, despite the conditions. I know some of you had other engagements. But there are matters that require our collective attention, and I felt it best to address them in person, away from... distractions.”

“Distractions being the polite term for journalists and solicitors,” Sebastian Croft said lightly, though his smile did not reach his eyes. “I suppose we are all here because the alternative was facing them alone.”

Mrs. Vance’s gloved fingers stilled on her locket. “Some matters are best resolved privately, Mr. Croft. Though I confess I did not expect the gathering to be quite so... comprehensive.”

“It is necessary,” Croft said, his voice dropping a fraction. “What happened at Harrowgate cannot be swept aside. The inquest concluded, yes, but conclusions are not the same as truth. And truth, when left unexamined, has a way of surfacing at the most inconvenient moments.”

A silence settled over the room, thick and deliberate. The fire crackled. The clock in the hall struck six, its chimes resonating through the floorboards. Sterling watched the faces. Lady Margaret’s breath caught, just slightly. Dr. Finch’s pen, which he had unconsciously drawn from his pocket, stilled against his notebook. Colonel Hayes shifted his weight, his jaw tightening. Miss Lowell’s eyes narrowed. Sebastian’s unlit cigarette bent between his fingers. Mrs. Vance’s thumb resumed its tracing of the locket.

“Harrowgate,” Sterling said quietly. The word hung in the air like dust in lamplight. “The fire at the east wing. The loss of Mr. Croft’s former business partner, Mr. Alistair Vance.”

Mrs. Vance did not look up. “My husband,” she said, her
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