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Chapter 1 - A View of the Castle at Dusk
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Chevenham Castle did not so much rise from the Somerset hillside as recline upon it, like an ageing countess who had once posed for society portraits and now settled for candlelight and soft focus. Its stones were dignified as old things often are—cracked, mossed over, and largely indifferent to the present century. Ivy crept up one flank like a persistent suitor, while a cluster of chimney pots leaned conspiratorially together, as though whispering about the state of the roof.

The sun was dipping behind the Mendip Hills in a well-behaved blaze of apricot, catching the castle’s western windows just enough to make them glow with theatrical warmth. It might have looked welcoming from a distance—if one ignored the flickering of the porch lantern, which appeared to be having a moral crisis, and the fountain cherub, who had lost both his nose and his dignity.

In the centre of the gravel drive, a peacock stood still, glaring at its reflection in the basin below. Its posture was deeply judgmental, as though the bird had just recalled an insult from three summers ago and wasn’t done being furious about it.

A white delivery van trundled down the drive, its tyres crunching on gravel with that smug finality only professional caterers can deliver. Somewhere within the castle, a final dinner was laid out with reverent fussing reserved for minor royalty or extremely fussy pensioners. The tail-lights flickered red as the van disappeared through the front gate, which creaked with theatrical reluctance.

Giles Denholm, the butler, and a man who could have made stonework look underdressed, emerged from the shadows beneath the portico. He moved with the solemn efficiency of someone who had read The Butler’s Manual in Latin and possibly annotated it. His trousers had been pressed to within an inch of their lives. His expression was carved from granite.

He paused at the gate with polite disdain, as though the evening had already disappointed him. One hand reached into his waistcoat pocket and produced a small brown glass bottle. He turned it once in his palm, considering its contents, then slipped it back out of sight with the subtlety that only comes from years of knowing exactly how much not to say.

Then he locked the gate. Not dramatically. Not even decisively. Just... precisely. The kind of lock that says: If you have business here, you are already late. If you don’t, you never did.

He took one last glance down the drive, jaw tight, eyes scanning the tree line as if expecting someone to appear—a guest not on the seating plan. Then, just as quickly, his face reset into its usual patrician blandness. Whatever he’d hoped—or feared—was not arriving tonight.

He checked his watch. Silver. Inscrutable. Ticked like judgment. Then Giles turned and vanished back inside, the heavy door closing behind him with a click as neat as a complete stop.

The peacock, still in place, gave an irritable squawk, fluffed its tail, and turned its back on the castle. Somewhere above, the turret weather vane spun half a turn in the wind, paused as if reconsidering, then resumed pointing nowhere.

The castle waited. And inside, so did the wine.
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Chapter 2 - Dinner is Served (With Menace and Mustard)
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The dining room at Chevenham Castle had once hosted dukes, diplomats, and at least one escaped tiger (though that was 1923 and everyone agreed never to speak of it again). These days, it served a more subdued purpose: it was where the Viscount Chevenham dined alone, beneath the disapproving gazes of his ancestors, all of whom appeared to have been painted mid-sneer.

The fire in the hearth crackled obligingly, more for effect than heat—an atmospheric flicker in a room otherwise defined by dark wood, heavy velvet, and the smell of old ambition. At the head of the mahogany table, Lord Chevenham sat bundled in a thick cardigan that cost more than most hatchbacks, scowling at a linen napkin as if it had committed a personal betrayal.

From the door came a soft shuffle and the unmistakable clink of crockery. Mrs. Voss, the cook, bustled in carrying a covered silver dish with all the reverence of a bomb disposal expert. Her apron read “Kiss the Cook” in peeling letters, though no one had dared test the instruction in thirty years. She set the dish down before the Viscount and muttered, “No nuts, no salt, no complaints, hopefully no death,” under her breath.

“What’s that, Mrs. Voss?” the Viscount asked, peering at her as though she were a distant mountain goat.

“Just saying it’s venison, m’lord,” she replied, straightening her back. “Slow-cooked. No salt. No fun.”

“Hmph,” he grunted, lifting the lid and regarding the casserole with the wariness of a man who had once been surprised by beetroot. “Looks wet.”

Mrs. Voss gave a shallow curtsy that was half courtesy, half knee trouble, and retreated to the kitchen muttering something about “flavour fascists.”

At that moment, Giles Denholm entered like a closing parenthesis—crisp, symmetrical, and entirely immune to feedback. He carried a bottle of wine in one gloved hand, the label facing outward with military precision.

“Your usual, my lord,” he intoned. “Château Léoville Barton. Decanted an hour ago.”  

The Viscount brightened a shade. “Finally, a friend,” he said, nodding toward the bottle as if greeting an old conspirator. “Pour generously, Giles. My joints are singing madrigals again, and my daughter’s put me on something called ‘zoodles.’”

“I believe that is a courgette in the shape of pasta, my lord.”

“It is an insult in the shape of dinner,” he said darkly.

Giles poured with the finesse of a man auditioning for a silent film. The wine caught the light long enough to whisper secrets before settling into the glass. He placed it before the Viscount with a slight bow, though his eyes lingered too long on the rim of the glass.

The Viscount lifted his fork and poked the casserole as if testing for resistance. “This had better be dead all the way through,” he muttered. “Last time I got a bite of something that winked at me.” He took a mouthful. Chewed. Paused. “Sweet,” he said. “Is this the rosemary again?”

“I believe so, my lord,” Giles replied smoothly.

“Not bad. Could use salt. But then so could the entire British electorate.”

He sipped his wine, smacked his lips, and leaned back slightly. The fire popped, the portraits glowered, and a faintly sweet aroma lingered in the air—floral, curious, almost pleasant. “You know, Giles,” the Viscount said, peering into his glass, “if I were a paranoid man, I’d say this vintage has a secret.”

“I wouldn’t know, my lord,” Giles said evenly, gripping the bottle just a little too tightly as he turned to go.

The room settled. The clock ticked. And somewhere in the corridor beyond, the peacock shrieked like it knew something the rest didn’t.
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Chapter 3 - An Interrupted Conversation with the Cook
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The castle kitchen was the warmest room in Chevenham by a country mile and possibly the only one that smelled of something other than money, mildew, or misjudged taxidermy. This evening was a blend of baked apples, thyme, and a dash of cook’s contempt for the upper classes. Copper pans hung above the Aga like smug medals. The prep bench was scattered with the wreckage of dinner prep: sprigs of rosemary, a forgotten spoon, and what looked suspiciously like the last honest tomato in Somerset.

Mrs. Voss was elbow-deep in soapy water, muttering darkly to a stack of plates. “Book club, she says,” she grumbled, scrubbing with extra force. “Less about Proust, more about prosecco—and a chance to parade those ridiculous velvet mules around like she’s the ghost of Noël Coward.”

The “she” in question was Lady Clarissa Chevenham, whose taste in shoes was second only to her talent for breezing into rooms and lowering the average IQ. Mrs. Voss had very little time for either.

The kitchen door creaked open, and in glided Giles Denholm, the butler who moved like a question mark and rarely answered anything. “That was... a well-executed casserole,” he said, in the tone of a man admitting to enjoying television after 9 p.m.

Mrs. Voss raised an eyebrow. “You all right, Giles? You sound dangerously close to a compliment.”

“I only mean it was... balanced. Warmth, depth. Subtle.”

She snorted. “That’s rosemary and a splash of red wine. You want subtle, try seasoning a parsnip with despair.”

Giles offered a thin smile and drifted into the kitchen, his eyes idly scanning the shelves and counters like a guest pretending not to snoop. He hovered near the larder door a beat too long.

“Looking for something?” Voss asked, not bothering to turn from her sink.

“Oh, just admiring your organisation.”

This was suspicious in itself. Giles's comments on kitchen organisation were like the moon critiquing tide charts.

“Uh-huh,” said Voss, eyes narrowing as she flicked water off her hands and turned to face him. “Funny, you usually hover when something’s gone missing.”

At that moment, Giles dropped something discreetly into the bin. A soft clink, like glass meeting glass, followed by the rustle of a liner being subtly rearranged.

“What was that?” she asked, too casually.

“Hmm?”

“You binned something.”

“Ah. The Viscount’s bottle. Empty.”

“You brought it down here to bin it?”

Giles blinked, the picture of composed deceit. “The study bin was full.”

Voss gave him a look that could salt soup. “Right.” A silence stretched between them like an overworked pastry. Then she moved toward the larder. “No dessert tonight,” she said. “Not that it matters—Lord Chevenham’s banned sugar this week. Something to do with a new physician and his daughter’s long war on joy.”

Giles cleared his throat delicately. “Actually... there was a dessert.”

“No, there wasn’t.”

“A small one. A palate cleanser.”

Voss folded her arms. “I didn’t make it.”

“Then perhaps Clarissa arranged something,” Giles offered, too quickly.

Voss’s brow furrowed. “Clarissa can barely arrange a chair cushion. No. No one else touches this kitchen.”

Giles gave her a bland smile that said, And yet here we are, before gliding back

toward the door.

As he left, Mrs. Voss turned sharply toward the bin, pulled out the liner with a wet slurp, and peered inside. Her eyes narrowed.

“Subtle, my foot,” she muttered. “If he’s been playing chef again, I’ll make him a nice little amuse-bouche out of boot polish and retribution.”

The kitchen hummed, the apples baked on, and somewhere in the cellar, a cork gave a guilty sigh.
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Chapter 4 - A Study in Scarlet Labels
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Lord Chevenham entered his study like a man crossing a sacred threshold—albeit with a slightly arthritic hip and a deep suspicion of his thermostat. He paused to loosen his tie, a silken affair of muted green that hadn’t been in fashion since Edward Heath, and hummed a few bars from an obscure 19th-century opera that no one had requested and fewer had survived.

The fire was burning low, but crackled on with the polite enthusiasm of a footman who knew he wasn’t about to be tipped. The six clocks ticked in a gentle chaos that made one feel either comforted or deranged, depending on the length of the visit. Books lined the walls—some first editions, others grand impostors hollowed out to conceal matchboxes, betting slips, or in one case, a complete tin of sardines.

“Casserole,” the Viscount muttered to himself, easing into his worn leather wingback chair, “needed salt. Or a resurrection. But the wine... the wine was a delight.” He glanced toward the silver tray on the sideboard, where a decanter of vintage port awaited him like an old flame: rich, complex, and slightly dangerous. He poured a generous measure into a cut-glass tumbler, which caught the firelight in a way that would have made even his creditors nostalgic.

“A ’63, if I’m not mistaken,” he said, eyeing the deep ruby hue. “Supposedly being saved for something... what was it? Oh yes, my deathbed.” He chuckled, sipped, and immediately nodded in appreciation. “Better than the casserole, certainly. And infinitely more forgiving than Clarissa’s herbal tea abominations.”

With the glass in one hand and a fountain pen in the other, he returned to his desk, flipping open a battered bottle ledger with the reverence of a man consulting a holy text. His eyes scanned the entries—meticulous, if now slightly smudged with age and the occasional port thumbprint.

“I know I had a ’63 and two ’78s... unless Clarissa sold them off for another shipment of yoga candles,” he grumbled. “Smelled like a druid’s laundrette, those things.”

He opened a folder marked Pike – Confidential and pulled out a half-drafted letter to his solicitor. The handwriting was sharp, confident, and underlined only where strictly necessary. He hesitated, then began to add a postscript: “Re: recent inconsistencies in the cellar inventory — I hesitate to accuse, but something is amiss. Bottles have shifted, and Denholm’s logs are evasive. I...”

He paused. His lips parted slightly. A tremor traced across his hand. The pen slipped, dragging a small, tragic ink line across the parchment. The glass tipped gently in his other hand, resting now on the arm of the chair. His breath caught—not dramatically, not cinematically—but like a man simply forgetting how to exhale.

His eyes flicked toward the fire, the decanter, and the door. He reached one hand out toward the desk but stopped short, fingers grasping air. No cry escaped. No grand collapse. Just... stillness. And the clocks ticked on. One chimed the quarter hour, slightly flat. Another followed half a beat late, as if offended to have been beaten to it. Somewhere outside, an owl gave a half-hearted hoot, then seemed to think better of it.

Lord Chevenham slumped slightly to one side, his tumbler resting on the chair’s arm like a guest who’d overstayed their welcome. The ink on the page glistened, unresolved.

The port, for what it was worth, was exquisite.
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Chapter 5 - The Morning After
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Chevenham Castle had always worn morning reluctantly, like a duchess forced into activewear. The light filtered through leaded glass in narrow slices, hitting polished wood and frayed velvet as if embarrassed to be involved. The corridor outside the study was hushed, the silence that wasn’t peaceful but anticipatory—the calm before a tray was dropped or a scandal uncovered.

Giles Denholm moved with his usual precision, balancing a silver tray that bore a soft-boiled egg, toast cut into obsequiously thin soldiers, and a pot of Earl Grey brewed for precisely four minutes. No more. No less. His expression, as always, suggested he was suppressing a thought. Possibly several.

As he neared the study, his brow furrowed. The door—normally closed at this hour—stood ajar by precisely three inches. He paused, adjusted his cuffs, and then knocked, a polite tap that could have woken a ghost but not, as it turned out, the occupant. “My lord?” he called, not loudly.

There was no reply. With the faintest sigh (possibly internal), Giles pushed the door open. The breakfast tray tilted, just slightly.

Lord Chevenham sat exactly as he had the night before—still in his cardigan and wingback chair, but now slumped sideways, one hand draped limply toward the floor, the other resting on his chest in a theatrical parody of rest. The cut-glass tumbler lay on its side, a spreading port stain bleeding into the Aubusson rug like a costly crime scene.

Giles set the tray down on the sideboard with both care and finality. His hands, usually the picture of restraint, trembled briefly before finding the edge of the desk. He gripped it hard enough to blanch his knuckles, then, after a pause, stood straighter. Collected. Professional.

He moved to the hall phone and dialled with the calm that suggested this was not the first unexpected death to darken the breakfast hour. “Yes. This is Giles Denholm, at Chevenham Castle. I’m afraid Lord Chevenham is... quite unwell. No, not breathing. Yes, I’ll inform Lady Clarissa. Thank you.”

He hung up. Then he began what butlers through the centuries have done in times of royal death, scandal, or unexpected vomiting in the parlour: he prepared the house. He checked sightlines, closed doors gently, lit one lamp, and turned off another—a subtle ballet of decency and discretion.

The local GP arrived first, slightly breathless and looking like he’d left toast in the car. After a brief examination and several awkward throat-clearings, he declared the Viscount very much dead. He signed a certificate with the solemnity of someone who rarely signs anything more exciting than prescriptions for gout cream.

Soon after came the police. Detective Sergeant Dawn Vickery stepped into the foyer with the cautious energy of someone not entirely convinced castles were real things that happened to people. She surveyed the room like it might be a trap set by the National Trust.

“DS Vickery,” she announced, flashing a badge with one hand and pushing a lock of hair behind her ear with the other. “We received a report—unattended death, male, titled. Cause unknown.”

“Indeed,” Giles said, already in position beside the body, a model of grief rendered in starch and polish. “This is Lord Chevenham.”

“You found him?”

“I did.”

She squinted at him. “And you’ve touched...?”

“Nothing, save the telephone.”

Vickery took out a small notebook. “You’re very composed.”

“I’m employed.”

Before she could respond, the soft patter of silk slippers approached. Lady Clarissa entered in a robe that whispered “I woke up like this”, but had been ironed. She held a coffee cup like a small, trembling hostage. “Is it very dreadful?” she asked, voice fragile as spun sugar.

“Lady Clarissa?” Vickery said gently. “Would you like to see him?”

“Oh, no,” she said, recoiling slightly. “I’d rather remember him... as he was. Upright.” And with that, she vanished upstairs, muttering about her solicitor.

DS Vickery scribbled a note, frowned at the body, then at the room, then—very faintly—at Giles. Something wasn’t right. But then, in Chevenham Castle, when was it?
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Chapter 6 - A Slightly Too Tidy Death Report

[image: ]




Detective Sergeant Dawn Vickery sat in her little office in Bridewell Station, staring at a crime scene report that was trying very hard not to be suspicious. The overhead light buzzed faintly, the vine plant on the filing cabinet was flourishing in defiance of logic and neglect, and her tea had entered its third stage of grief. The walls were peppered with case summaries and sticky notes bearing Vickery’s personal taxonomy of nonsense: “unlikely alibi,” “dodgy motive,” “suspiciously keen widow.” She tapped the page in front of her with a biro that had given up writing hours ago but still made her feel productive.

“Chevenham Castle,” she muttered, scanning the report. “Male, seventy-four. History of joint pain, cardiac murmurs, and expensive hobbies. Found in armchair. No sign of struggle. No one else present. No medical supervision. Official cause: ‘natural causes.’”

She snorted. Loudly. “People don’t die naturally with half a decanter of vintage port in their system unless they’re buried in it.”

She flicked to the witness list. The name “Giles Denholm” was underlined in neat, understated biro. She blinked. “Oh, him. The one who looked like a malevolent heron.” She remembered him now—he’d been at that police charity gala last spring, standing at the back like he was judging everyone’s posture and planning a coup. Dressed like a Victorian tax auditor. Slightly translucent. She’d clocked him immediately as someone who could recite the Geneva Convention but only in Latin.

She leaned back in her chair and glanced up at the case board. This one wasn’t even pinned up yet. That bothered her. It was all a little too neat. No mystery. No gaps. Just a titled gentleman slumped elegantly dead in a well-heated room, with no one around but a butler, a jug of expensive wine, and the faint smell of smugness. Her PCSO, Hal, had already dismissed it with a shrug and a mutter of, “Sounds like the good life to me.”

Vickery disagreed. Loudly. Often. She reread the part about the wine. “Port of unknown vintage, presumed part of decedent’s private collection.”

Presumed. She hated that word. Presumed was what you wrote when you didn’t want to get shouted at by someone with a title and a shooting weekend. She stood, grabbed her coat, and drained her tea out of sheer optimism. It tasted like defeat and plumbing. Her vine plant watched her with smug chlorophyll superiority.

“Protocol said we send someone,” she said aloud, because no one else was going to say anything useful. “Might as well be someone who notices when the cause of death reads like a PR release.”

She paused at the door, flicked off the light, then turned it back on again—just in case it changed anything. It didn’t. It rarely did. With one last glance at the report, she muttered, “Let’s go see how tidy the rich are when no one’s watching.”

And with that, DS Vickery headed back off to the countryside, where there were peacocks, velvet robes, and—she suspected—one hell of a lie hiding behind an antique port label.
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Chapter 7 - Meanwhile, at Harcourt & Hemlock

[image: ]




The morning sun angled through the tall windows of Harcourt & Hemlock with a lazy approval, illuminating dust motes and lending a celestial glow to the Pinot shelf, which Sybil Harcourt found mildly satisfying. The shop smelled, as always, of oak, cork, and minor regrets—a fragrance Sybil considered superior to most perfumes on the market.

She was restocking a row of stubbornly dusty Burgundies—wines with labels faded to the colour of old scandal—when the shop bell gave a nervous jangle. Phoebe Collins appeared in the doorway, slightly breathless. One hand gripped her phone like it had just insulted her. She wore the expression of someone trying to look casual and failing at every angle.  

Sybil, without turning, said, “If you’ve dropped it down the drain again, I’m not crawling in after it this time.”

Phoebe blinked. “What? No—no, I’ve had a message. From Rosie.”

Sybil slid a bottle into place and raised an eyebrow.

“Rosie Trowbridge,” Phoebe clarified. “From Bath. Well—Chevenham, technically. She—her father’s—” She held out the phone.

Sybil took it and read aloud, tone as dry as the Savagnin on the Jura shelf: “‘My father’s dead. Clarissa hasn’t cried. Everything smells like vinegar and money.” She handed the phone back. “How lyrical. A pity it isn’t a haiku.”

Phoebe gave her a look. “Sybil.”

“Yes, yes. Poor man. What was his name again—ah, Chevenham. The Viscount.” Sybil’s expression shifted into something between curiosity and appraisal. “Is he the one who outbid me on that ’82 Volnay at Sotheby’s by blinking expensively and smirking like a banker?”

“I... think so?” Phoebe offered, unsure whether to be sympathetic or impressed.

“Mm. Had the eyebrows of a criminal and the palate of a cardinal. I’d been watching that bottle for months. Pounced on it like a vulture in a silk cravat.”

Phoebe bit back a smile. “You’re not exactly mourning.”

“Oh, I’m mourning,” Sybil said, dusting off her hands. “But mainly for the Volnay.”

She crossed to the back wall and unlocked the tall cabinet that held the serious bottles with handwritten tags like “Pairs well with secrets and good alibis.” She slipped two Burgundies inside, clicked the lock shut, and turned back to Phoebe with a glint in her eye.

“You said Rosie’s the daughter?”

“Yes. We were close once. Well, briefly. School friends. Then she went full equestrian and I went full existential.”

“Ah. The classic fork in the adolescent road,” Sybil said, opening a drawer and pulling out a wax-sealed notepad. “And now she’s messaged you for...?”

Phoebe looked down. “I don’t know. Maybe just someone who isn’t covered in velvet and entitlement.”

“Well,” Sybil said, “that narrows it down to you, me, and the peacock.” She moved behind the counter and began scribbling something on a small tag—possibly a tasting note, a poem, or a to-do list involving revenge. “I suppose,” Sybil continued, “it’s only right that powerful men die surrounded by velvet and resentment. It’s practically the club motto.”

Phoebe gave her a look.

“I’m simply saying,” Sybil added, “it’s always the tidy deaths you must worry about. Messy ones tend to be honest.”

Phoebe nodded slowly, her eyes on the floor.

Sybil softened, just a fraction. “Stay in touch with Rosie,” she said. “And if she starts using phrases like ‘Clarissa’s aromatherapy bunker,’ do let me know.”

Phoebe smiled faintly.

“And Phoebe?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t drink anything unlabelled while you’re there. Not even water. Especially not water.”

Outside, the city carried on. Inside, the cellar breathed quietly beneath their feet. And above it all, Sybil’s unease hung in the air, faint, fragrant, and slightly oaked.
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Chapter 8 - A Widow and Her Solicitor
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The upstairs drawing room at Chevenham Castle had the faded grandeur that suggested a once-celebrated past now slightly embarrassed to be still hanging around. The velvet upholstery had long since gone from plush to plush-adjacent, and the dusty candelabra above the fireplace looked less like a lighting fixture and more like a threat from an 18th-century chandelier mafia. A baby grand piano rested in the corner like a debutante who’d been stood up for thirty years.

Lady Clarissa Chevenham was seated in the bay window alcove, legs elegantly crossed. Her pale silk robe caught the morning light in ways silk robes were specifically engineered to do. She sipped her espresso with the delicacy of someone either savouring the aroma or silently rehearsing her third-act monologue.

Across from her, perched uncomfortably on a brocade chair with the lumbar support of a brick, sat Edmund Pike, solicitor to the Chevenham estate and a man so dry he could have been filed under “Dehydrated, Legal.”

“I understand this must be a difficult time,” Pike began, his voice like unbuttered toast. “I wonder if we might—gently—review a few administration matters.”

Clarissa gave him a look and said she’d reviewed it far worse before breakfast. “Of course, Mr Pike. I’m quite prepared.”

He opened his briefcase with a sigh, as if steeling himself for battle but hoping the enemy might be polite. “You’ve already scheduled an appointment with an estate agent,” he noted, flipping through a folder.

“Yes,” Clarissa said brightly. They specialise in historic properties. And I’ve had the most divine idea about turning the south wing into a wellness retreat. Tasteful people with enormous wallets, detoxing their chakras and paying through the nose for it.”

Pike blinked. “A retreat,” he repeated.

“Mm. Something calming. Soft lighting. Monogrammed robes. No mobile signal.”

He adjusted his glasses, which managed to look sceptical despite having no facial features of their own. “Lady Clarissa, you know probate proceedings will likely take several months.”

She took another sip, unbothered. “The dead, Mr Pike, are rarely in a hurry.”

Pike made a sound that could have been a chuckle or indigestion. He tapped a page. “There is, of course, the matter of any potential contestation.”

Clarissa tilted her head, all wide eyes and casual danger. “Do you expect one?”

“Not unless someone finds a surprise in the wine cellar,” he replied, too dryly for it to be a joke, too vague for it not to be.

Clarissa’s smile flickered for half a second before resuming its scheduled programming. “I see,” she said. “Well. That would be... inconvenient.”

“Yes.”

A long pause. The kind that fills a room like damp, quiet and creeping. Clarissa smoothed the hem of her robe and looked toward the piano, wondering whether now was the time to summon a melancholy tune. She thought better of it.

“Edmund,” she said, softening her voice just enough to suggest a pivot, “how long have you been with the family?”

“Forty-three years.”

“Then you know the estate has been... underloved.”

“I might say ‘under-maintained.’”

She smiled sweetly. “Let’s compromise on ‘patina.’”

Pike gathered his papers with the solemnity of a man backing slowly away from a high-functioning volcano. “I’ll keep you informed. And I do recommend patience.”

Clarissa stood, her espresso cup now empty, though she still held it like a prop. “Patience is a virtue, Mr Pike. Fortunately, I was born with several others to compensate for the shortfall.”

He bowed slightly—whether from respect or a spine complaint was unclear—and took his leave.

Clarissa watched him go, her face the picture of elegant composure. Then she looked at the piano again. Still no music. But the notes were coming.
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Chapter 9 - DS Vickery Makes A Second Visit
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Chevenham Castle’s foyer had a chapel's acoustics and a crypt's warmth. Stone floors stretched in polished severity under soaring arches, with not so much as a single umbrella stand to soften the blow. Even the draughts seemed well-trained, strategically sweeping across the floor like minor royalty expecting applause.

Detective Sergeant Dawn Vickery stepped inside, taking it all in with the expression of someone who’d walked into a museum and immediately suspected the exhibits were lying. Behind her trailed Constable Harris, who was young, earnest, and already regretting his decision not to bring gloves. They were met by Giles Denholm, whose appearance was so precisely composed it bordered on performance art. He bowed—not deeply, but just enough to suggest a long-standing rivalry with gravity.

“Detective Sergeant,” he intoned, with the crispness of a maître d’ offering regrets that the soufflé had collapsed.

“Mr. Denholm,” Vickery replied, flashing her ID like a talisman. “Thank you for calling it in.”

“Of course. One tries to maintain order.” His tone suggested he found death most inconvenient, especially when it disrupted the linen schedule.

“Can we start with the study?” she asked.

“Certainly. But may I offer you a cup of tea first? Or perhaps slippers? The stone can be—unyielding.”

Vickery gave a tight smile. “I’ll take the cold floor. Keeps me sharp.”

A flicker passed across Giles’s face—disapproval, expertly suppressed. He turned with military grace and led them deeper into the castle, pausing only to nod at passing staff.

Vickery observed them as they went: a cleaner who looked startled by her existence, a maid who moved like she’d perfected the art of walking without footsteps, and Mrs. Voss, the cook, who glanced up just long enough to register Vickery before returning to her tray of mismatched spoons with the intensity of someone avoiding eye contact on purpose.

“Your staff are... efficient,” Vickery said, as they reached the study door.

“We take pride in discretion,” Giles replied.

She nodded slowly. “Yes. It’s noticeable.”

He reached for the doorknob, then paused—just half a second. But Vickery caught it—the faintest hesitation—a wrinkle in the otherwise perfectly starched narrative.

“Something the matter?” she asked, voice casual.

“Not at all,” Giles said smoothly, opening the door. “Do mind the rug. It’s original Aubusson.”

The study was much as the report had described: leather-bound books, ticking clocks, and the stale comfort of upper-class male solitude. The fire had burned down to a faint glow, and the air still held the ghost of last night’s port.

Vickery stepped inside, scanning the scene. Her gaze landed first on the cut-glass tumbler, resting neatly on the side table, not shattered or spilt, just placed. Too deliberately, she thought—a gesture trying to look unthinking.

She moved to the desk. Papers lay in careful disarray, but her eye caught a single page with a blot of ink and a trailing line. She bent closer. “Something was being written,” she murmured. “But not finished.”

Giles hovered behind her like a professionally disapproving shadow. “Lord Chevenham often drafted correspondence here in the evenings.”

“With wine?”

“He found it soothing.”

Vickery turned to him. “I find a glass of wine makes me honest. Dangerous habit in your line of work, though.” His expression didn’t move, but his hand tensed slightly on the back of the chair. She looked around one more time. Something about the room itched at her—the tidy sprawl, the perfect placement of everything. It was curated grief. A stage set. “Constable,” she said, without looking. “Let’s get some photos of the glassware and desk. I want to know exactly what was left... and what wasn’t.”
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