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         When the knock sounded, Constance Greene stopped playing the Flemish virginal and the library fell silent and tense. She glanced in the direction of Special Agent A. X. L. Pendergast, sitting by a dying fire, wearing thin white gloves, having gone quite still while leafing through an illuminated manuscript, a glass of Amontillado half-finished on the side table. Constance recalled the last time someone had knocked on the door of 891 Riverside Drive—the rarest of occurrences at the Pendergast mansion. The memory of that awful moment now hung in the room like a miasma.

         Proctor, Pendergast’s chauffeur, bodyguard, and general factotum, appeared. “Shall I answer the door, Mr. Pendergast?”

         “Please. But do not let the person in; get their name and business and report back.”

         Three minutes later, Proctor returned. “It is a man named Percival Lake, and he wishes to hire you for a private investigation.”

         Pendergast raised a palm, about to dismiss this out of hand. Then he paused. “Did he mention the nature of the crime?”

         “He declined to go into any details.”

         Pendergast seemed to fall into a reverie, his spidery fingers lightly tapping on the gilded spine of the manuscript. “Percival Lake… The name is familiar. Constance, would you be so good as to look that up on… What is that website? It was named after a large mathematical number.”

         “Google?”

         “Ah, yes. Google him for me, if you please.”

         Constance raised her fingers from the age-yellowed ivory keys, moved away from the instrument, opened a small cupboard, and slid out a laptop on a retracting table. She typed for a moment.

         “There’s a sculptor of that name who does monumental work in granite.”

         “I thought it rang a bell.” Pendergast plucked off the gloves and laid them aside. “Show him in.”

         As Proctor left, Constance turned to Pendergast with a frown. “Are our finances so sadly reduced that you must resort to moonlighting?”

         “Of course not. But the man’s work—though rather old-fashioned—is stimulating. As I recall, his figures emerge from the stone much like Michelangelo’s Slave Awakening. The least I can do is give him an audience.”

         Moments later Proctor returned. A striking man stood in the doorway behind him: perhaps sixty-five, with a great shock of white hair. The hair was the only thing that looked at all old about him; he was close to six and a half feet tall, with a craggy, handsome face bronzed by the sun, a trim, athletic bearing, wearing a blue blazer over a crisp white cotton shirt and tan slacks. He radiated good health and vigorous living. His hands were massive.

         “Inspector Pendergast?” He came striding over with his arm extended and enveloped Pendergast’s pale hand in his own gigantic paw, giving it such a shake that it almost knocked over Pendergast’s sherry.

         Inspector? Constance winced. It looked as if her guardian was going to get his stimulation.

         “Pray sit down, Mr. Lake,” said Pendergast.

         “Thank you!” Lake took a seat, threw one leg over the other, and leaned back.

         “Can I offer you anything to drink? Sherry?”

         “Don’t mind if I do.”

         Proctor silently poured him a small glass, placing it by his elbow. The sculptor took a sip. “Excellent stuff, thanks. And thank you for agreeing to see me.”

         Pendergast inclined his head. “Before you tell me your story, I’m afraid I can’t claim the title Inspector. That would be British. I am merely a special agent of the FBI.”

         “I guess I read too many murder mysteries.” The man shifted in his chair. “Let me get right to the point. I live in a little seaside town in northern Massachusetts called Exmouth. It’s a quiet place, off the tourist trail, and not well known even among the summer crowd. About thirty years ago, my wife and I bought the old lighthouse and keeper’s quarters on Walden Point, and I’ve been there ever since. It’s proven an excellent spot for my work. I’ve always been someone who appreciates fine wine—red, don’t bother with white—and the basement of the old house was a perfect place for my rather large collection, being dug into the ground with stone walls and floor, fifty-six degrees summer and winter. Anyway, a few weeks ago, I went away for a long weekend to Boston. When I returned, I found a rear window broken. Nothing had been taken in the house, but when we went to the basement, it was cleaned out. My wine cellar was gone!”

         “How terrible for you.”

         Constance thought she could just detect the faintest note of contemptuous amusement in Pendergast’s voice.

         “Tell me, Mr. Lake, are you still married?”

         “My wife died several years back. I now have a, well, lady friend who lives with me.”

         “And she was with you the weekend the cellar was stolen?”

         “Yes.”

         “Tell me about your wine.”

         “Where to start? I had a vertical collection of Chateau Léoville Poyferré going back to 1955, along with excellent collections of all the notable years of Chateau Latour, Pichon-Longueville, Petrus, Dufort-Viviens, Lascombes, Malescot-Saint-Exupéry, Chateau Palmer, Talbot—”

         Pendergast stemmed this flood with an upraised hand.

         “Sorry,” Lake said with a sheepish smile. “I tend to go overboard when it comes to wine.”

         “Only French Bordeaux?”

         “No. More recently I had been collecting some wonderful Italian wines as well, Brunellos, Amarones, and Barolos mostly. All gone.”

         “Did you go to the police?”

         “The Exmouth police chief is worthless. An ass, in fact. He came out of Boston, and he’s going through the motions, but it’s clear to me he isn’t taking it seriously. I suppose if it was a collection of Bud Light he might be more concerned. I need someone who’s going to find that wine before it gets dispersed or, God forbid, drunk up.”

         Pendergast nodded slowly. “So why come to me?”

         “I read those books about your work. The ones by Smithback. William Smithback, I believe.”

         A moment passed before Pendergast replied. “I fear those books grossly distorted the facts. In any case, to the degree that they are true, you must realize I focus my attention on human deviancy—not purloined wine. I’m sorry I cannot be of more assistance.”

         “Well, I hoped you might, since I understood from those books that you’re a bit of a connoisseur yourself.” Lake leaned forward in his chair. “Agent Pendergast, I’m a desperate man. My wife and I spent untold hours assembling that collection. Every bottle has a memory, a history, especially of my wonderful years with her. In some ways I feel like she’s died all over again. I’d pay you a very good fee.”

         “I’m indeed sorry I can’t help you in the matter. Mr. Proctor will show you out.”

         The sculptor rose. “Well, I knew it was a long shot. Thanks for listening.” His troubled look eased slightly. “All I can say is, thank God the thieves missed the Haut-Braquilanges!”

         The room fell silent.

         “Chateau Haut-Braquilanges?” Pendergast said faintly.

         “Yes, indeed. A full case of ’04. My prized possession. It was set aside, in one corner of the cellar, in the original wooden case. The damned idiots just overlooked it.”

         Proctor opened the door to the library, waiting.

         “How did you happen on a case of the ’04? I thought it was long gone.”

         “And so did everyone else. I’m always on the lookout for wine collections for sale, especially when the owner dies and his heirs want to turn it into cash. My wife and I found this case in an old wine collection in New Orleans.”

         Pendergast raised his eyebrows. “New Orleans?”

         “An ancient French family of means that fell onto hard times.”

         As Constance watched, a look of irritation crossed Pendergast’s face—or was it vexation?

         Lake turned toward the open door just as Pendergast rose from his chair. “On second thought, I will take on your little problem.”

         “Really?” Lake turned back, his face breaking into a smile. “Wonderful! As I said, whatever your fee is I will be glad—”

         “My fee is simple: a bottle of the Haut-Braquilanges.”

         Lake hesitated. “I was thinking more along the lines of a financial arrangement.”

         “The bottle is my fee.”

         “But to break up the case…” His voice trailed off and a long silence ensued. At last, Lake smiled. “Ah, well, why not? You obviously aren’t in need of ready funds. I should be glad to have your help. In fact, you can have your pick of the case!” Flushed with his own gesture of generosity, Lake extended his hand once again.

         Pendergast shook it. “Mr. Lake, please leave your address and contact information with Proctor. I will join you in Exmouth tomorrow.”

         “I’ll look forward to seeing you. I haven’t touched anything in the basement; I left it just as is. The police came through, of course, but they did precious little besides take a few photographs with a cell phone—if you can believe it.”

         “It would be helpful if you found an excuse to keep them out, should they return.”

         “Return? Little chance of that.”

         In a moment he had left, trailed by Proctor. Constance turned toward Pendergast. He returned her look with amused, silvery eyes.

         “May I ask what you’re doing?” she said.

         “Taking a private case.”

         “Stolen wine?”

         “My dear Constance, New York City has been depressingly free of serial murders these last few months. My plate, as they say, is empty. This is a perfect vacation opportunity: a week or two in a charming seaside town, in the off-season, with an amuse-bouche of a case to occupy one’s time. Not to mention a congenial client.”

         “Blustery and self-aggrandizing would be a more suitable characterization.”

         “You’re a worse misanthrope than I am. I for one could use the bracing, autumnal air of the seaside after the events of late.”

         She glanced at him privately. It was true—after the ordeal he’d endured over the summer, any diversion might be welcome. “But a bottle of wine as payment? Next you’ll be offering your services in exchange for a Shake Shack hamburger.”

         “Unlikely. That wine is the reason, the only reason, I took the case. In the nineteenth century, Chateau Haut-Braquilanges produced the finest wines in France. Their signature claret was the product of a single vineyard, of about two acres, planted in Cabernet Sauvignon, Cabernet Franc, and Merlot. It was situated on a hill near Fronsac. Unfortunately, that hill was violently contested in World War I, drenched with mustard gas and poisoned forever, and the chateau leveled. There are at most two dozen bottles left of the vintages from that chateau known to exist. But none from the greatest vintage of all—1904. It was believed extinct. Extraordinary that this fellow has a case of it. You saw how reluctant he was to part with even the one bottle.”

         Constance shrugged. “I hope you enjoy the vacation.”

         “I have no doubt it will be a most amiable holiday for us.”

         “Us? You want me to go with you?” She felt a creeping sensation of heat in her face.

         “Indeed. I think you’re ready for a vacation like this, away from familiar surroundings. In fact, I insist. You need a holiday as much as I do—and I’d welcome a chance to duck those letters from the Botanic Garden administration for a spell, wouldn’t you?”
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         Constance Greene could smell the sea air as soon as Pendergast turned their vintage Porsche roadster onto the Metacomet Bridge, a decaying pile of rusted trestles and struts that spanned a broad salt marsh. The mid-October sun momentarily glittered off the water as they sped along. On the far side of the marsh, the road plunged momentarily through a dark pine wood, then broke free again. There, lying along a curve where the marshlands met the ocean, lay the town of Exmouth, Massachusetts. To Constance, it looked as she imagined a typical New England town should: a cluster of shingled houses along a main street; several church steeples; a brick town hall. As they slowed and passed down the main street, she examined her surroundings with interest.

         The town had a faint air of benign neglect that only added to its charm: a seaside village with white clapboard buildings, seagulls wheeling overhead, uneven brick sidewalks and local shops. They passed a gas station, several old storefronts with plate-glass windows, a diner, a funeral parlor, a movie theater turned into a bookstore, and an eighteenth-century sea captain’s mansion, complete with widow’s walk. A sign out front identified it as the Exmouth Historical Society and Museum.

         The few townspeople strolling on the sidewalks stopped and stared at them as they passed by. Constance found herself surprised at her own curiosity. Although she’d never admit it, she knew that, despite her voluminous reading, she had seen so very little of the world that she felt like a Marco Polo in her own land.

         “Do you see any likely wine criminals?” Pendergast asked.

         “That elderly gentleman in the madras jacket with the purple bow tie looks suspicious.”

         Pendergast slowed and carelessly eased the roadster to the curb.

         “We’re stopping?”

         “We have a little time. Let us try what I understand to be a local delicacy: the lobster roll.” As they got out, the gentleman in the madras jacket passed with a nod and smile, and continued on.

         “Definitely suspicious,” murmured Constance.

         “He should be locked up on the strength of that bow tie alone.”

         They walked along the sidewalk and turned down a lane leading to the waterfront. A cluster of fishing shacks mingled with shops and a few restaurants, and a row of piers led into a bay at the mouth of the tidal marshes. Beyond, over the waving sea grasses, Constance could see a bright line of ocean. Could she live in a town like this? Absolutely not. But it was an interesting place to visit.

         Alongside the commercial pier stood a seafood shack, with a hand-painted sign of a lobster and a clam dancing to a row of mussels playing instruments.

         “Two lobster rolls, please,” said Pendergast as they stepped up to the shack.

         The food quickly arrived: massive chunks of lobster in a creamy sauce, overstuffed into a buttered, split-top hot dog roll and spilling out into their cardboard trays.

         “How does one eat it?” Constance said, eyeing hers.

         “I am at a loss.”

         A two-toned police squad car eased into the nearby parking lot and made a circuit. The car slowed and the driver, a large man with captain’s bars on his shoulder, eyed them for a moment, gave a knowing smile, then continued on.

         “The chief himself,” Pendergast said, tossing his uneaten lobster roll into a trash can.

         “Something seemed to have amused him.”

         “Yes, and I believe we shall soon discover why.”

         As they strolled back up the main street, Constance saw a ticket fluttering on the Porsche’s windscreen. Pendergast pulled it out and examined it. “It seems I parked straddling two spaces. How remiss of me.”

         Constance saw that Pendergast had indeed parked the car squarely across two painted parking-space lines. “But the entire street is practically free of parked cars.”

         “One must obey the law.”

         Pendergast tucked the ticket into his suit pocket and they got into the car. He started it up and eased back out into the main street. In a moment they had passed through town and were out the other side, the shop buildings already giving way to modest shingled houses. The road rose up through grassy meadows bordered by massive oaks before coming out on higher land overlooking the Atlantic. Ahead, toward the bluffs, Constance could see the Exmouth lighthouse—their destination. It was painted bone white with a black top and stood out against the blue sky. Next to it rose the keeper’s residence, austere as an Andrew Wyeth painting.

         As they approached, Constance also made out a scattering of sculptures in a meadow along the edges of the bluff—rough-cut granite forms with polished and somewhat sinister shapes emerging from the stone: faces, body forms, mythical sea creatures. It was a striking location for a sculpture garden.

         Pendergast brought the roadster to a halt in the graveled drive alongside the house. As they got out, Percival Lake appeared in the door, then strode onto the porch.

         “Welcome! Good Lord, you certainly travel in style. That’s a ’55 Spyder 550, if I’m not mistaken,” he said as he came down the steps.

         “A ’54, actually,” Pendergast replied. “It’s my late wife’s car. I prefer something more comfortable, but my associate, Miss Greene, insisted on it.”

         “I did not,” she interjected.

         “Your associate.” Constance did not like the way the man’s eyebrows rose in ironical amusement as he looked at her. “Pleased to see you again.”

         She shook his hand rather coldly.

         “Let us visit the scene of the crime,” said Pendergast.

         “You don’t waste any time.”

         “In a criminal investigation, there is an inverse relationship between the quality of evidence and the length of time it has been awaiting examination.”

         “Right.” Lake led them into the house. They passed through a front hall and parlor with sweeping views of the ocean. The old house had been immaculately kept up, airy and fresh, with the sea breeze swelling the lace curtains. In the kitchen, an attractive bleached blonde in her thirties, slender and fit, was dicing carrots.

         “This is my associate, Carole Hinterwasser,” Lake told them. “Please meet Agent Pendergast and Constance Greene. They are here to find my wine collection.”

         The woman turned with a smile, displaying white teeth, dried her hands on a cloth, and shook their hands in turn. “Excuse me, I’m just making a mirepoix. I’m so glad you could come! Perce is really devastated. Those wines meant a lot to him—way more than the value.”

         “Indeed,” said Pendergast. Constance could see his silvery eyes darting about.

         “This way,” said Lake.

         At the back of the kitchen stood a narrow door. Lake opened it, flicked on a light switch. It illuminated a set of steep, rickety stairs going down into darkness. A rich, cool smell of damp earth and stone rose up.

         “Take care,” he cautioned. “These stairs are steep.”

         They descended into a mazelike space, with stone walls covered in niter, and a stone floor. In one alcove was a furnace and water heater, in another a finished room with a collection of air tools, sandbags, protection suits, and equipment for polishing stone.

         They turned a corner and came into the largest room in the basement. One wall was covered, floor to ceiling, with empty wooden wine racks. Curling yellow labels were tacked to the wood or strewn about the floor, along with broken bottles and a heavy perfume of wine.

         Pendergast picked up a piece of a broken bottle, reading the label. “Chateau Latour, ’61. These burglars were singularly careless.”

         “They made a mess of the place, the cretins.”

         Pendergast knelt before the closest rack, examining it with a bright LED penlight. “Tell me about the weekend of the theft.”

         “Carole and I had gone away to Boston. We do that frequently, to dine, go to the symphony or a museum—recharge our batteries. We left Friday afternoon and returned Sunday evening.”

         The light probed here and there. “Who knew you were gone?”

         “Pretty much the whole village, I imagine. We have to drive through town on our way out, and as you can see Exmouth is a small place. Everyone knows we make frequent trips to Boston.”

         “You said they broke a window. I assume the house was locked?”

         “Yes.”

         “Is there an alarm system?”

         “No. I suppose in retrospect that seems stupid. But crime is almost nonexistent here. I can’t remember the last time there was a burglary in Exmouth.”

         Now a test tube and tweezers appeared from somewhere in Pendergast’s suit. Using the tweezers, he plucked something from the wine rack and put it in the tube.

         “What is the history of the house?” he asked.

         “It’s one of the oldest north of Salem. As I mentioned, it was the lighthouse keeper’s place, built in 1704, and added on to at various later dates. My wife and I bought it and took our time with the renovations. As a sculptor I can work anywhere, but we found this to be an idyllic location—quiet, off the beaten track yet close to Boston. Charming and undiscovered. And the local granite is splendid. There’s a quarry just on the far side of the salt marshes. Some of the pink granite used to build the Museum of Natural History in New York came out of that quarry. Lovely stuff.”

         “I should like a tour of your sculpture garden sometime.”

         “Absolutely! You’re staying at the Inn, I assume? I’ll be sure to arrange a viewing.”

         While Lake was praising the local granite, Constance watched as Pendergast moved about on his knees, getting his suit filthy, scrutinizing the cellar floor. “And the bottles of Braquilanges? I assume they are in that case in the far corner?”

         “Yes, and thank God they missed them!”

         Pendergast rose again. His pale face seemed troubled. He went over to the wine, which sat by itself in a wooden crate with the crest of the chateau stamped on it. The top was loose, and he lifted it up and peered inside. Ever so gently he reached in and removed a bottle, cradling it almost like a baby.

         “Who would have believed it?” he murmured.

         He put it back.

         Crossing the floor, feet crunching on glass, Pendergast returned to the empty wine racks. This time he examined the upper sections. He took a few more samples, shone his light along the ceiling, and then along the floor, where the racks were anchored. Suddenly, he grasped two wooden braces holding up the center part of the racks and gave a mighty pull. With a cracking and groaning of wood the rack came away, exposing the wall behind, laid with dressed stone.

         “What in the world—?” Lake began.

         But Pendergast ignored him, pulling more pieces of the wine rack away, until the entire central area of the mortared wall behind the rack was exposed. Now, taking out a small penknife, he inserted it between two of the stones and began to scrape and cut, wiggling free one stone and pulling it out. He laid it with care on the ground and shone his penlight through the hole he’d made. With surprise, Constance realized there was a space behind.

         “I’ll be damned,” said Lake, coming forward to look.

         “Step back,” said Pendergast sharply.

         He now removed a pair of latex gloves from a suit pocket and snapped them on. Then he took off his jacket and spread it on the grimy floor, placing the stone upon it. Working more rapidly, but still with great care, he removed another block of stone, and then another, arranging them faceup on his jacket. Constance winced; already the English bespoke suit looked beyond redemption.

         A shallow niche gradually became exposed. It was empty, save for chains set into the stone at the top and bottom of the back wall, from which dangled wrist and leg irons. Constance contemplated these with cool detachment; she had long ago discovered similar articles in the subbasement spaces of Pendergast’s own Riverside Drive mansion. The FBI agent himself, however, had grown even paler than usual.

         “I’m floored,” said Lake. “I had no idea—”

         “Silence, if you please,” Constance interrupted. “My guardian—that is, Mr. Pendergast—is occupied.”

         Pendergast continued removing stones until the entire niche was exposed. It was about six feet tall, three feet wide, and three feet deep. It was as ancient as the house, and had clearly been built to contain a person. The leg and wrist irons had rusted shut in the closed position, but contained no skeleton. The niche, she noticed, was inexplicably clean, not a speck of dust visible.

         Now Pendergast knelt within the niche and probed every little crack and fissure with a magnifying loupe and the small set of tweezers, test tube at the ready. Constance watched him work for ten minutes, before—finding very little—he transferred his attention to the floor immediately in front of the niche. Another lengthy period of probing and poking followed. Lake looked on, clearly having a difficult time remaining silent.

         “Ah!” Pendergast suddenly said. He rose, holding what appeared to be a tiny bone in the tweezers. He affixed the loupe to his eye and examined the bone at some length. Then he knelt again, and—almost genuflecting over the stones he’d removed—examined their rear faces with the light and the loupe.

         And then he glanced up, silvery eyes fixing on Constance.

         “What is it?” she asked.

         “The vacation is over.”

         “What do you mean?”

         “This is no mere theft of wine. This is far bigger—and far more dangerous. You can’t stay here. You must return to Riverside Drive.”
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         Constance stared at Pendergast’s dust-coated face. After a moment, she replied: “Too dangerous? For me? Aloysius, you forget whom you’re speaking to.”

         “I do not.”

         “Then perhaps you might explain.”

         “I shall.” He dropped the tiny bone into the glass test tube, stoppered it, and handed it to her. “Take this.”

         She took it, along with the loupe.

         “That is the distal phalanx of the left index finger of a human being. You will note the very tip of the bone is chipped, scraped, and fractured. That was done perimortem—at the time of death.”

         She handed it back. “I can see that.”

         “Now let us look at the building stones.” He pivoted with the penlight. “I’ve arranged them on my jacket as they were in situ, with the inside face towards us. Note the deep gouges, scratches, and those splatters of a dark substance.” She watched as he used the LED as a pointer. “What do they tell you?”

         Constance had seen this coming. “That someone, many years ago, was chained and walled up in that niche alive, and tried to claw his way out.”

         A mirthless smile gathered on Pendergast’s face. “Excellent.”

         “That’s awful,” Lake broke in, undisguised shock on his face. “Just awful. I had no idea! But…how did you know that niche was there?”

         “The thieves did not take the Braquilanges. That was my first clue. Anyone who goes to the trouble of stealing an entire wine cellar is going to know about such a legendary vintage. And they would not have been so clumsy as to break that magnum of ’61 Chateau Latour”—here, Pendergast indicated a mess on the floor—“which is worth at least fifteen thousand dollars. So I knew from the start that, though we were undoubtedly dealing with thieves, we were most certainly not dealing with wine thieves. No—they were here to get something far more valuable, at least to them. Naturally, this led me to look behind the wine racks, where I saw evidence of recent activity—which in turn led to the niche.”

         Lake peered a little gingerly into the space. “And you really think a person was walled up in there?”

         “Yes.”

         “And that this whole robbery was staged to…to remove the skeleton?”

         “Undoubtedly.” Pendergast tapped the test tube in Constance’s hand that contained the finger bone.

         “Good Lord.”

         “The walling-up was clearly an ancient crime. Yet the people who took the skeleton must have known about that crime, and either wished to cover it up or wanted to retrieve something in the niche, or both. They went to great lengths to hide their activity. Pity for them they missed this bone. It should prove most eloquent.”

         “And the danger?” asked Constance.

         “My dear Constance! This crime is the work of local people—or, at the very least, someone with a deep history in this town. I’m certain they also knew of something else walled up with the skeleton—presumably something of great value. Since they had to move the wine rack, and would be unable to disguise the disturbance, they staged a theft to cover it up.”

         “They?” asked Lake. “There was more than one?”

         “A presumption on my part. This took a significant amount of effort.”

         “You still have not addressed the element of danger,” said Constance.

         “The danger comes from the fact that I will now investigate. Whoever did this will not be happy. They will take steps to protect themselves.”

         “And you think I’m vulnerable?”

         The silence stretched on until Constance realized Pendergast was not going to answer the question.

         “The only real danger here,” she said in a low voice, “is what might happen to the criminals if they make the mistake of crossing swords with you. In that case, they will answer to me.”

         Pendergast shook his head. “That, frankly, is what I fear most.” He paused, considering. “If I allow you to remain here, you must keep yourself…under control.”

         Constance ignored the implication. “I’m confident you’ll find me a great help, particularly with the historical aspects—since obviously there’s a history here.”

         “A valid point: no doubt I could benefit from your assistance. But please—no freelancing. I had enough of that with Corrie.”

         “I am, thankfully, not Corrie Swanson.”

         A silence fell in the room. “Well,” Lake said at last. “Let’s get out of this dank basement, have a drink, watch the sun set, and talk about what comes next. I have to say I’m totally floored by this discovery. Rather macabre, but a fascinating diversion nonetheless.”

         “Fascinating, yes,” Pendergast told him. “Dangerous, even more so. Do not forget that, Mr. Lake.”

         
              

         

         They settled on the porch looking out over the sea while the sun set behind them, shooting purple, orange, and scarlet light into the clouds piled on the eastern horizon. Lake opened a bottle of Veuve Clicquot.

         Pendergast accepted a glass. “Mr. Lake, I have to ask you a few more questions, if you don’t mind.”

         “I don’t mind the questions, but I do mind the ‘Mr. Lake’ bit. Call me Perce.”

         “I am from the South. I would be obliged if I could be indulged and we address each other formally.”

         Lake rolled his eyes. “Fine, if that’s what you want.”

         “Thank you. You mentioned the unhelpfulness of the police several times. What have they done so far in the case?”

         “Not a damned thing! We’ve only got two cops in town, the chief of police and a young sergeant. They came over, poked around for about fifteen minutes, took some photos, and that was it. No fingerprinting, no nothing.”

         “Tell me about them.”

         “The chief, Mourdock, is a bully and dumber than a granite curbstone. He’s essentially been on vacation ever since coming up from the Boston PD. Lazy bastard, especially now that he’s six months from retirement.”

         “What about his deputy? The sergeant?”

         “Gavin? Not nearly as dumb as his boss. Seems a good fellow—just too much under the chief’s thumb.” Lake hesitated.

         Constance noticed the hesitation. “And the chief knows we’re here, does he not?”

         “The other day, I’m afraid I put my foot in it. I got a bit hot under the collar with Mourdock. I told him I was going to hire a private detective.”

         “And his reaction?” Pendergast asked.

         “Hot air. Threats.”

         “What kind of threats?”

         “Said if any private dick set foot in his town, he’d arrest him on the spot. I doubt he’d actually do it, of course. But he’s bound to cause trouble. I’m sorry—I should have kept my mouth shut.”

         “And from now on you will—particularly regarding the discovery made today.”

         “I promise.”

         Pendergast took a sip of champagne. “Moving on, how much do you know about the specific history of this house and its inhabitants?”

         “Not all that much. It was the lightkeeper’s house until the 1930s, when the light was automated. The house grew badly neglected. When I bought it, it was practically falling apart.”

         “And the lighthouse? Does it still operate?”

         “Oh, yes. It comes on at dusk. It’s no longer needed, of course, but all the lighthouses along the New England coast still run—for nostalgic reasons. I don’t actually own the lighthouse itself—it’s owned by the U.S. Coast Guard and licensed to the American Lighthouse Foundation, which keeps it up. It’s got a fourth-order Fresnel lens, flashing white, nine seconds character. The historical society should have a list of all the lighthouse keepers.”

         Pendergast glanced at Constance. “There’s your first assignment: find out who was keeper of the light when this atrocity occurred in the basement. I will have the finger bone analyzed and get you a date.”

         She nodded.

         He turned back to Lake. “And the town’s history? Anything that might shed light on the crypt downstairs?”

         Lake shook his head, ran a big, veined hand through his white hair. Constance noticed he had massive arms—probably a result of being a stone sculptor. “Exmouth is a very old fishing and whaling town, established in the early 1700s. I’m not sure what genius decided to situate it on these salt marshes, but it wasn’t a great idea. The whole area is plagued by greenheads. Although the fishing was lucrative for decades, it never took off as a summer resort, like Rockport or Marblehead.”

         “Greenheads?” Pendergast asked. “Is that some type of biting fly?”

         “The worst. Tabanus nigrovittatus. It’s the female of the species who bite and drink blood—naturally.”

         “Naturally,” said Constance dryly. “Only females do the real work.”

         Lake laughed. “Touché.”

         “Any dark history to the town? Tales, rumors, murders, intrigue?”

         Lake waved his hand. “Rumors.”

         “Such as?”

         “About what you’d expect, given that Salem is just south of here. Stories that a band of witches settled nearby, in the 1690s, trying to escape the trials. Rubbish, of course. Basically, we’re what’s left of an old New England fishing village. Although the west part of town—they call it Dill Town, but it was incorporated into Exmouth back in the ’40s—has its petty crimes now and then. The other side of the tracks, you might say.” He took a greedy sip of his champagne. “I must tell you, finding a torture chamber in my basement is quite a shock. I can hardly believe it. It’s like that gruesome story by Poe, ‘The Cask of Amontillado.’” He paused, looked at Pendergast. “You say there was something of value inside, too? Like a pirate treasure, maybe? The skeleton guarding the chest of gold?”

         “It’s too early to speculate.”

         Lake turned to Constance, a twinkle in his eye. “What do you think? Any speculations?”

         Constance gazed back at him. “No. But a certain phrase does come to mind.”

         “Which is?”

         “For the love of God, Montresor!”

         Pendergast looked at her sharply, then at Lake, whose startled face had momentarily gone pale. “You’ll have to excuse my associate,” Pendergast said. “She has a rather mordant sense of humor.”

         Constance smoothed down her dress with a prim gesture.
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         Pendergast pulled the Porsche roadster—its top down to greet the late-morning sunlight—into a parking space along Main Street.

         “Automobiles are still something of a novelty to me,” Constance said as she got out. “But even I can tell you’ve parked improperly. You’ve straddled the line again.”

         Pendergast merely smiled. “Let us go shopping.”

         “You can’t be serious.”

         “Constance, one of the first things you must learn when on a case with me is not to question every little thing. Now…I see some lovely Hawaiian shirts in that shop window—and they’re even on sale!”

         She followed him into the shop and pretended to look through a rack of tennis whites while Pendergast went through the Hawaiian shirts, selecting several of them, apparently at random. She heard him chatting up the clerk, asking her if they ever had problems with shoplifting and whether the security camera clearly visible in the front window was really necessary. She frowned as she heard the clerk ringing up his purchases. She assumed he was taking the measure of the town, but it seemed so random, so unfocused, given the fact there were many other pressing matters to investigate. For example, the list of lighthouse keepers, awaiting her in the Historical Society’s archives—and the carbon 14 dating of the finger bone.

         Soon they were back out on the street, Pendergast holding a shopping bag. He loitered in the doorway of the shop, checking his watch.

         “How many yards of execrable taste, exactly, did you buy?” Constance asked, eyeing the bag.

         “I didn’t notice. Let us linger here for a moment.”

         Constance peered at him. Perhaps it was her imagination, but he seemed to have a look of anticipation on his face.

         And then she saw, rolling down Main Street, the two-toned police car.

         Pendergast checked his watch again. “New Englanders are so wonderfully punctual.”

         The car slowed and pulled to the curb. A policeman got out; the chief they had seen the day before. Constance was not a great judge of twentieth-century masculinity, but this fellow looked like a 1950s college football star gone to seed: crew cut, thick neck, and square jaw, perched atop an enormous, lumpy frame. Hiking up his jangling belt, the man pulled out a thick ticket book and began writing a ticket for the roadster.

         Pendergast approached. “May I inquire as to the problem?”

         The policeman turned to him, rubbery lips distending into a smile. “Slow learner?”

         “What do you mean?”

         “Straddling the spaces again. I guess one citation wasn’t enough.”

         Pendergast pulled out the previous ticket. “You mean this?”

         “That’s right.”

         Pendergast neatly tore it in half and tucked the pieces back into his pocket.

         The chief frowned. “Cute.”

         Constance winced at the man’s heavy South Boston accent. Was there an accent in English more grating? Pendergast was being his provocative self, and she began to understand his look of anticipation. This might prove enjoyable. At the right moment, he would pull his FBI shield and put this verminous cop in his place.

         The man finished writing the ticket, slid it up under the windshield wipers. “There you go.” He grinned. “Another one for you to tear up.”

         “Don’t mind if I do.” Pendergast plucked it out, tore it in half, and pushed the pieces into his pocket, giving it a little pat with his hand.

         “You can tear them up all day, but that won’t make them go away.” The chief leaned forward. “Let me give you a little free advice. We don’t appreciate some wannabe private dick coming into our town and interfering with our investigation. So watch your step.”

         “I am acting as a private investigator, yes,” Pendergast said. “I do, however, take exception to the use of the term ‘dick.’”

         “My sincere apologies for using the term ‘dick.’”

         “Several hundred thousand dollars’ worth of wine were stolen,” Pendergast said, his voice taking on a pompous tone. “This is grand larceny at the highest level. Since the police seem unable, or unwilling, to make any progress on solving this case, I have been called in.”

         The chief frowned. Despite the autumnal warmth, beads of sweat began to appear on his greasy brow. “All right. You know what? I’m going to be watching everything you do. One step, one toe, over the line and I’ll run you out of this town so fast your head will spin. Is that clear?”

         “Certainly. And while I investigate grand larceny, you may continue to protect the town from the scourge of straddled parking.”

         “You’re quite the comedian.”

         “That was an observation, not a pleasantry.”

         “Well, observe this: next time you straddle a parking space, I’ll tow your vehicle.” He ran a pair of thick fingers along the side of the car. “Now, please move it into a legal parking place.”

         “You mean, right now?”

         The cop’s breath was coming harder. “Right now,” he said.

         Pendergast got in, started the car, and moved it back, but he stopped prematurely, leaving the rear bumper just on the line.

         He got out. “There.”

         The cop stared at him. “You’re still over the line.”

         Pendergast looked at the Porsche in an exaggerated fashion, scrutinizing the bumper and the painted line and frowning. “It’s on the line—not over. Besides, look at all the parking spaces on the street. Who’s going to care?”

         The cop’s breathing had become a wheeze. “You little prick, you think you’re funny?”

         “First you called me a ‘dick.’ Now you’ve called me a ‘prick.’ I commend you on your poesy. But you seem to forget that a lady is present. Perhaps your mother should have employed the soap treatment more frequently to your rather orotund mouth.”

         Constance had seen Pendergast deliberately provoke people before, but not quite so belligerently. She wondered why the first thing he’d done in this investigation was to go out of his way to make an enemy of the chief of police.

         The chief took a step closer. “Okay. I’m done. I want you out of this town. Now. Get back in your faggoty little vehicle and you and your girlfriend get your asses out.”

         “Or?”

         “Or I’ll take you in for loitering and disturbing the peace.”

         Most uncharacteristically, Pendergast laughed aloud. “No, thank you. I’m going to stay as long as I please. In fact, I’m looking forward to watching the baseball game at the Inn tonight—during which, no doubt, the New York Yankees will firmly insert the Red Sox back into the cesspit they’ve been trying to crawl out of during the American League championship.”

         A long, steaming silence. Then the cop, calmly and with deliberation, reached down to his belt and unhooked a pair of handcuffs. “Put your hands behind your back, sir, and turn around.”

         Pendergast instantly complied. The chief slapped on the cuffs.

         “Right this way, sir.” He gave Pendergast a gentle nudge toward the patrol car. Constance waited for Pendergast to say something, pull his shield. But he did nothing.

         “Just a minute,” she said to the cop’s retreating back, her voice low.

         He stopped and turned.

         Constance looked into the man’s face. “You do this, and you’ll be the sorriest man in the state of Massachusetts.”

         The chief’s eyes widened in mock fear. “Are you threatening me?”

         “Constance?” Pendergast asked, his voice managing to be pleasant while at the same time full of warning.

         Constance kept her attention on the chief. “I’m not threatening you,” she said. “I’m merely predicting a sad and humiliating future for you.”

         “And who’s going to do this, exactly—you?”

         “Constance?” Pendergast said, a little louder.

         She made a great effort to stifle her reply, to stem the furious flow of blood that suddenly thrummed in her ears.

         “Bitch.” The cop turned and continued to ease Pendergast toward the squad car, the FBI agent going willingly. The chief opened the back door and put his hand on Pendergast’s head to push him into the seat.

         “Bring the checkbook to the station,” Pendergast told Constance, reaching into his pocket with some difficulty and tossing her the car keys, “so you can make bail.”

         Constance stared as the squad car pulled away from the curb and went speeding down Main Street with a screech of rubber, slowing her breathing, waiting for the red mist to recede from her vision. It wasn’t until the car was out of sight that she remembered there was no one to drive their roadster.
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         The Exmouth police station was located in a quaint brick building at the opposite end of town.

         “Please take care to park within the lines,” said Constance to the young man she had recruited to drive the car the length of town. He’d been gawking at the car while she stood there, wondering what to do, and she had offered to let him drive it. He had leapt at the chance. Only once he was in the car had she noticed he smelled like fish.

         He pulled the car into the space and yanked the parking break.

         “Wow,” he said. “I can’t believe it. What a ride.” He looked at her. “Where’d you get this car?”

         “It isn’t mine. Thank you very much for being a gentleman. You may go now.”

         He hesitated and she had the sense he was noticing her for the first time, his eyes roving over her figure. He was a brawny, honest yeoman type, with a wedding ring on his left hand. “Say, if you’re free later—”

         “I’m not, and neither are you,” she said, plucking the keys from his hand. She exited the car and began walking toward the police station, leaving the man in the parking lot staring after her.

         She entered a surprisingly spotless waiting room, presided over by portraits of the governor and the lieutenant governor, with a large gold-fringed American flag in the corner and a wood-paneled wall covered with plaques and commendations. A tiny woman sat behind a desk, answering phones and trying to look busy. Beyond her, through the open door, Constance could hear a television, tuned to a game show of some kind.

         “May I help you?” the woman asked.

         “I’m here to—what is the term?—make bail for Mr. Pendergast.”

         The lady looked at her curiously. “He’s being processed. Please have a seat. May I have your name?”

         “Constance Greene.” She seated herself, smoothing her long dress.

         A young policeman emerged from the back rooms, then paused, staring at her. Constance returned the look. Was there something strange about this town, or was it she who was strange? He was dark and Italian-looking, with a brooding expression. He seemed to flush at her stare, turned away, gave the receptionist a piece of paper, spoke to her briefly, then turned back to Constance. “Are you here for Pendergast?”

         “Yes.”

         A hesitation. “It may be several hours.”

         Why on earth hasn’t he pulled rank by now? “I’ll wait.”

         He left. She found the lady behind the desk looking at her curiously as well. She seemed eager to talk, and Constance, who normally would have shut her out as one shuts a door, recalled that she was supposed to be investigating, and that this was an opportunity. She gave the lady what she hoped was a welcoming smile.

         “Where are you from?” the woman asked.

         “New York.”

         “I didn’t know there were Amish in New York.”

         Constance stared at her. “We’re not Amish.”

         “Oh, I’m so sorry! I just assumed, with the man in the black suit, and you with that dress…” Her voice trailed off. “I hope I didn’t offend.”

         “Not in the least.” Constance looked at the woman more closely. She was about fifty. The avid look on her face spoke of dull routine and a thirst for gossip. Here was someone who would know everything going on in the town. “We’re just old-fashioned,” she said, with another forced smile.

         “Are you here on vacation?”

         “No. We’ve investigating the burglary of Percival Lake’s wine cellar.”

         A silence. “The man in the black suit is a private investigator?”

         “In a manner of speaking. I’m his assistant.”

         The woman became nervous. “Well, well,” she said, cracking some papers on the desk and shuffling them about, suddenly busy.

         Perhaps she should not have been so quick to disclose their purpose in town. She would try a new tack. “How long have you worked here?” Constance asked.

         “Twenty-six years.”

         “Do you like it?”

         “It’s a nice town. Friendly.”

         “Do you have much crime here?”

         “Oh, no. Hardly any. The last murder we had here was in 1978.”

         “Other crimes?”

         “The usual. Mostly kids. Vandalism, shoplifting, underage drinking—that’s about it.”

         “So this is unusual? Arresting someone for loitering and disturbing the peace?”

         A nervous hand adjusted her hairdo. “I can’t say. Excuse me, I have work to take care of.” She went back to her paperwork.

         Constance felt chagrined. How on earth did Pendergast do it? She would have to pay more attention to his methods.

         
              

         

         It was late afternoon when the young policeman came back out and gave some papers to the lady behind the desk.

         “Miss Greene?” the lady asked.

         She rose.

         “Bail has been set. Five hundred dollars.”

         As Constance wrote out the check, the woman explained the terms and slid the paperwork toward her. She signed it.

         “It won’t be too much longer,” the woman promised.

         And it wasn’t: five minutes later, Pendergast appeared in the doorway in surprisingly good spirits. The bag with the Hawaiian shirts had vanished.

         “Excellent, most excellent,” he said. “Let us go.”

         Constance said nothing as they walked to the car.

         “How did you get the car here?” Pendergast asked, seeing it at the curb.

         She explained.

         Pendergast frowned. “I would have you keep in mind that there are dangerous characters buried in this little town.”

         “Trust me, he wasn’t one of them.”

         As they got into the car, Constance felt her irritation rising. He held his hand out for the keys, but she made no move to give them to him.

         “Aloysius.”

         “Yes?”

         “What in God’s name do you think you’re doing?”

         “What do you mean?”

         “You deliberately provoked the chief and got yourself arrested. Several hours ago. And I assume you didn’t tell him you’re an FBI agent.”

         “No.”

         “How, exactly, is this supposed to help our investigation?”

         Pendergast laid a hand on her shoulder. “I want to commend you for your restraint with the chief, by the way. He is a most unpleasant man. Now to answer your question: this will directly help our investigation.”

         “Would you care to explain?”

         “I would not. All shall become clear, I promise you.”

         “Your inscrutability is going to drive me mad.”

         “Patience! Now, shall we return to the Inn? I have an engagement with Percival Lake. Would you care to join us for some dinner, perhaps? You must be famished.”

         “I’ll have dinner in my room, thank you.”

         “Very well. Let us hope it proves less disappointing than this morning’s breakfast.”

         They were driving along a narrow lane between old New England stone walls. Now the trees parted, revealing the Captain Hull Inn: a large, rambling Victorian sea captain’s house, shingled in gray with white trim, standing by itself in a broad meadow, packed tightly around with Carolina rose bushes heavy with hips. It had a large wraparound porch with white pillars and a dozen rocking chairs looking out to sea, with a view of the Exmouth lighthouse about a half mile down the coast. The crushed-oyster-shell parking lot contained several cars. Constance had found her room, which she’d checked into the night before, pleasantly old-fashioned.

         “When is your trial?” Constance asked. “I understand that small towns such as this often believe in dispensing swift justice.”

         “There will be no trial.” Pendergast looked at her, evidently absorbing the expression on her face. “Constance, I’m not trying to be deliberately perverse. It is simply better for your education into my methods if you witness how events unfold naturally. Now, shall we?” And with that he put his hand on the frame of the roadster, got out, and opened the door for her.
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         Percival Lake paused in the doorway of the Chart Room restaurant, spotting Pendergast immediately among the knots of diners. The man stuck out like a sore thumb, all black and white among this crowd of New England folk in madras and seersucker. In Lake’s experience, even eccentric and unconventional people carefully curated their persona. Very few truly didn’t give a goddamn what others thought. Pendergast was one.

         Lake rather liked that.

         Pendergast was gazing at the chalkboard—the Chart Room of the Captain Hull Inn had no printed menus—with a frown. As Lake threaded his way through the tables, Pendergast glanced up, then rose. They shook hands.

         “I love this room,” said Lake as they sat down. “The old sawn pine planks on the floor, the nautical instruments, the stone fireplace. It’s very cozy, especially now, in the fall. When it gets chillier they’ll light the fire.”

         “I find it rather like a coffin,” said Pendergast.

         Lake laughed and glanced at the chalkboard. “The wine in here is rotgut, but the Inn has a nice selection of craft beers. There’s a local one I highly recommend—”

         “I am not a drinker of beer.”

         The waitress—a young woman with close-cropped hair almost as blond as Pendergast’s—came over to take their orders. “What can I get you gentlemen?” she asked perkily.

         A silence as Pendergast glanced over the bottles arrayed behind the bar. Then his pale eyebrows shot up. “I see you have absinthe.”

         “I think it’s sort of an experiment.”

         “I’ll have that, if you please. Make sure the water you bring with it is fresh springwater, not tap, and absolutely ice cold but without ice, along with a few sugar cubes. If you could manage a slotted spoon and a reservoir glass, that would be most appreciated.”

         “A reservoir glass.” The waitress scribbled everything down. “I’ll do my best.”

         “Shall we order dinner?” Lake asked. “The fried clams are a specialty.”

         Pendergast shot another glance at the chalkboard. “Perhaps later.”

         “A pint of the Riptide IPA for me, please.”

         The waitress went away and Lake turned to Pendergast. “Striking-looking girl. She’s new.”

         He could see Pendergast had so little interest he didn’t appear to have heard.

         Lake cleared his throat. “I hear you got yourself arrested today. It’s all over town, of course. You’ve made quite a splash.”

         “Indeed.”

         “I guess you had your reasons.”

         “Naturally.”

         The young waitress returned with their drinks, setting everything in front of Pendergast: glass; spoon—not slotted; a dish of sugar cubes; a small glass pitcher of water; and the absinthe in a tall glass. “I hope this is okay,” she said.

         “A credible effort,” said Pendergast. “Thank you.”

         “Looks like you’re about to conduct a chemistry experiment,” said Lake as Pendergast carefully arranged everything.

         “There is in fact some chemistry involved,” Pendergast said, placing a sugar cube in the spoon, balancing it over the absinthe glass, and carefully dribbling the water over it.

         Lake watched the green liquid turn cloudy. The scent of anise drifted across the small table and he shuddered.

         “There are certain oil-based herbal extracts in absinthe that dissolve in alcohol but have poor solubility with water,” Pendergast explained. “They come out of solution when you add the water, creating the opalescence, or louche.”

         “I’d try it if I didn’t hate licorice. Isn’t wormwood supposed to cause brain damage?”

         “The act of living causes brain damage.”

         Lake laughed and raised his glass. “In that case: to Exmouth and the mystery of the walled-up skeleton.”

         They clinked glasses. Pendergast sipped from his and set it down. “I’ve noticed a somewhat cavalier attitude in you,” he said.

         “How so?”

         “You’ve just lost a very valuable wine collection. Usually, burglaries leave people feeling unsettled, violated. Yet you appear to be in good spirits.”

         “And with you on the case, why not?” Lake sipped his beer. “I take life pretty easily, I guess. I learned to do that, growing up.”

         “And where did you grow up?”

         “Outpost, Minnesota. Quite a name, isn’t it? Just twenty miles south of International Falls. Population, one hundred and twenty. The winters were right out of Kafka. To cope, you either drank, went crazy, or learned to take life as it comes.” Lake chuckled. “Most of us chose the last option.” He took another sip of beer. “Had a quarry just outside of town. That’s how I got into working with stone. Plenty of time on my hands between November and April.”
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