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​Chapter 1: The Uninvited Guest
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The fog in London didn’t just sit; it trespassed. It was a living, breathing creature of sulfur and coal smoke, a "pea-souper" so thick you could taste the industrial revolution on your tongue like the copper tang of a penny. It curled under doorframes, seeped through cracked windowpanes, and, in the case of Thomas Wickham, soaked right through the threadbare wool of his coat until his marrow felt like wet chalk.

It was February 1854. The winter had teeth, and tonight, it was chewing on the city.

Thomas stood shivering in the shadow of a gas lamp on Eaton Square. The light above sputtered, casting a sickly yellow pool on the cobblestones that did little to fight the encroaching gloom. He was sixteen years old, though the hollows under his eyes and the sharp set of his jaw suggested a man of thirty who had seen too much and liked very little of it.

He hugged his ribs, stamping his feet in a futile attempt to keep the blood moving. His boots, acquired third-hand from a cobbler in Whitechapel, had a hole in the left sole the size of a shilling. Every puddle was a personal insult.

"Right," Thomas muttered to himself, his breath blooming in a ragged white cloud. "Options."

He cataloged them mentally, a habit left over from his days in service.

Option One: The Workhouse. Pros: Roof. Cons: Fleas, gruel that tastes like wallpaper paste, and the crushing loss of dignity.

Option Two: The Bridge. Pros: None. Cons: Freezing to death before morning.

Option Three: Breaking the law.

He looked up at the house looming before him. Number 12, Eaton Square.

It was a monolith of Georgian brick, dark as a bruised eye, standing shoulder-to-shoulder with lit, happy homes where fires crackled and people presumably ate things that weren't stale bread. To the left, at Number 11, a dinner party was in full swing; Thomas could hear the muffled laughter and the clinking of crystal, sounds that made his empty stomach cramp with jealousy. To the right, at Number 13, a nanny was closing the nursery curtains.

But Number 12 was dead. It had been dead for years.

The iron railings were rusted, looking like jagged teeth snapping at the sky. The windows were blind, staring out with the blank apathy of the abandoned. The "To Let" sign in the front window was so covered in soot it was barely legible, a tombstone for a property no one wanted.

Thomas scanned the street. The fog was his ally here; visibility was less than five yards. A policeman’s heavy tread echoed somewhere down the block—clomp, clomp, clomp—rhythmic and threatening. The beat of the city’s watchdogs.

"Apologies to the owner," Thomas whispered, sliding his hands out of his armpits, "but I prefer prison to hypothermia. At least prison has walls."

He vaulted the low railing with a grace that betrayed his street life, landing silently in the submerged area leading to the servant’s entrance. It was darker down here, a pit of accumulated leaves and urban grime. He approached the tradesman's door. It was solid oak, swollen with damp, painted a peeling black.

He pulled a bent piece of wire from his pocket. It was a simple tool, unassuming, but in the right hands, it was a skeleton key to the city. His fingers were numb, stiff as frozen sausages, but muscle memory took over. He’d learned a lot of things as a footman before the incident—how to fold a napkin into a swan, how to decant a vintage port without disturbing the sediment, and, thanks to a shifty valet named Jem who had a gambling problem, how to bypass a standard tumbler lock.

He inserted the wire. He wiggled it. He waited for the resistance.

Click.

The sound was loud in the silence, like a bone snapping. Thomas froze, waiting for a shout, a dog bark, anything. But the house just swallowed the sound.

He pushed. The heavy door groaned inward, the hinges shrieking in protest. Thomas slipped inside quickly and pushed the door shut behind him, leaning his back against it to seal out the biting wind.

The silence hit him first.

It wasn’t the peaceful silence of a library or a church. It was a heavy, suffocating silence. The air inside was stale, smelling of old beeswax, dry rot, and the specific, dusty scent of a place that has held its breath for a very long time. It was colder inside than out, a damp chill that seemed to radiate from the stone floor.

"Hello?" he whispered.

The word hung in the air, unauthorized.

"Good," he said, though the hair on the back of his neck was doing a strange little dance. "Just for the night, old girl. I’ll be gone before the milkman."

He navigated the lower hallway by touch. This was the domain of the servants—the scullery, the kitchen, the pantry. He knew the layout of a house like this better than he knew the streets. Georgian townhouses were built on a hierarchy of architecture that never changed. The Master lived up in the light; the servants lived down in the dark.

He brushed his hand along the wall, finding the rough plaster. He passed the kitchen door. He paused. Hope, the cruelest emotion, flared in his chest. Maybe a tin of biscuits? A forgotten jar of preserves?

He pushed into the kitchen. It was vast, smelling of cold iron. He struck a lucifer match—one of only three he had—and the sudden flare of light revealed a desolate landscape. The great iron range was cold and rusted. The copper pans were gone. The shelves were bare, save for a thick, grey pelt of dust that covered everything like snow.

"Typical," Thomas muttered, the match burning down toward his fingertips. "Not even a crumb for the mice."

He shook the match out, plunging himself back into darkness. He didn't want to waste them. He needed to get upstairs. The lower floors were stone and tile—ice blocks. The upper floors would have rugs, curtains, wood. Insulation.

He found the service stairs, narrow and steep, and began to climb. The wood creaked under his boots, a sound that seemed to travel up the spine of the house.

Creak. Step. Creak.

On the ground floor landing—the "Green Baize Door" territory that separated the staff from the gentry—Thomas paused. He felt it then. A sensation of being watched.

It wasn't a malicious feeling, exactly. It felt... judgmental. It was the feeling one gets when walking into a high-end shop with muddy shoes, or entering a church with a hat on. A heavy, silent disapproval.

"Just the wind," Thomas rationalized. "Drafty old pile."

He pushed through the baize door and emerged into the Grand Entrance Hall.

Even in the gloom, it was impressive. The ceiling soared twenty feet up. A sweeping staircase curved upward like a polished ribcage. Everything was shrouded in white dust sheets. The furniture looked like a gathering of lumpy ghosts, huddled together for warmth. A grandfather clock stood in the corner, its pendulum still, its face obscured by cobwebs.

Thomas moved across the marble floor, his boots making a wet squelch that sounded obscenely loud. He headed for the stairs. He kept his hand on the banister, feeling the thick layer of grit under his palm.

"Dusting hasn't been done in a decade," he critiqued softly. "Disgraceful."

He reached the first floor—the Drawing Room level. He ignored it. Too open. Too many windows. He continued to the second floor. The Master Suite.

He tried the handle of the double doors. Unlocked.

He pushed them open and stepped inside.

The Master Bedroom was a cavern. It was designed to impress, and even in its decay, it succeeded. A massive four-poster bed dominated the center of the room, a galleon of mahogany adrift in a sea of dusty carpet. The velvet curtains around the bed were drawn tight, a fortress against the drafts.

"Jackpot," Thomas sighed.

He crossed the room, his fatigue suddenly hitting him like a physical blow. The adrenaline of the break-in was fading, leaving him shaking and weak. He didn't care about the dust. He didn't care about the eerie silence. He just wanted to be horizontal.

He reached the bed and parted the heavy curtains. The mattress was there—feather, by the feel of it. He climbed up. It was hard with age and smelled of lavender and something ancient, but it was dry.

He fumbled in his pocket for his prize possession: a single tallow candle stub, stolen from a church porch three days ago. He placed it on the bedside table, which was coated in a layer of dust so thick he could have written his memoirs in it.

He struck his second match. The sulfur hissed, and a small, yellow flame jumped to life. He lit the candle.

A tiny, wavering sphere of orange light pushed back the gloom of the bed's interior. It wasn't heat, but it was light, and that was a comfort.

"Luxury," Thomas whispered.

He didn't take his coat off. He didn't take his boots off. He simply curled into a ball, knees to chest, hugging himself to preserve warmth. He stared at the candle flame, mesmerizing himself with its dance.

Sleep, he commanded his brain. Forget the hunger. Forget the cold. Just sleep.

His eyelids drooped. The world began to soften.

Poof.

The candle went out.

Thomas frowned in the darkness. He hadn't felt a breeze. The curtains were heavy velvet; air didn't move through them easily.

"Drafts," he grumbled. "Always the way with these old places. Windows rattle like teeth."

He sat up, groping in the dark for his matchbox. He found it. He struck his third and final match. The flare was blinding in the pitch black. He relit the wick, shielding it with his cupped hand, waiting for the flame to eat into the tallow and stabilize.

"There," he said. "Stay."

He watched it for a moment. The flame burned straight and true, tapering up into a thin line of smoke. No draft.

Satisfied, Thomas lay back down. He punched the pillow—a solid, dusty brick of a thing—and settled his head.

Poof.

Thomas opened his eyes. The darkness was absolute again.

"Oh, come on," he groaned. "That's just physics taking the mickey, that is."

He sat up. The wick was still glowing red at the tip, releasing a thin ribbon of acrid smoke. He blew on it gently, hoping to coax it back, but it died. He had no more matches.

"Fine," he snapped at the room. "Darkness it is. I prefer the dark anyway. Less to look at."

He lay back down, determined to ignore the universe's attempt to annoy him. He pulled his collar up over his ears. He closed his eyes.

He felt a tug on his pillow.

It was gentle at first. A subtle slide, as if gravity had suddenly decided to pull sideways. Thomas shifted his weight, pinning it down with his shoulder.

Tug.

"Stop it," he mumbled, half-asleep.

YANK.

The pillow was ripped violently from under his head.

Thomas’s skull hit the mattress with a dull thump.

"Oi!"

He scrambled up, heart hammering against his ribs like a trapped bird. He flailed in the darkness, grabbing the bedpost for stability.

"Who’s there?" he shouted. He patted his pockets, looking for a weapon, and came up with a spoon handle he’d sharpened on a curbstone. He brandished it at the darkness. "I’m armed! I’ve got a... a knife! A big one!"

Silence. Just the ringing in his ears.

"Rats," Thomas reasoned, his voice trembling slightly. "Massive rats. Size of cats. Nesting in the mattress."

He groped around the bed until his hand found the pillow. It was at the foot of the bed, a good six feet away from where it had been. He snatched it back, dusting it off aggressively.

"Try that again, you vermin, and I'll turn you into a pie," he threatened the empty air.

He jammed the pillow back under his head, wrapping his arms around it this time. He lay on his stomach, burying his face in the musty fabric. Just ignore it. Just sleep. You’re hallucinating from hunger.

He lay still for two minutes. His heart rate began to slow.

Then, he felt the touching.

It was at his feet. A precise, tactile sensation. Something was manipulating his boots. Not a rat’s chaotic scratching, but a dexterous, deliberate movement. He felt his laces being pulled.

"Get off!" Thomas kicked out blindly.

The touching stopped. Then, with a speed that defied logic, his left foot was jerked across his right. The laces of his left boot whipped through the air, entangling with the right. He felt them tightening, looping, locking.

Thomas sat up, gasping. "What in the blazes..."

He swung his legs over the side of the bed to stand up.

It was a mistake.

His feet were bound together. As his weight hit the floor, his stride was checked instantly. He pitched forward, arms flailing, and face-planted onto the thick, dusty Axminster carpet.

Whump.

"Oof!" The wind was knocked out of him. He lay there for a second, tasting dust.

He scrambled to a kneeling position, reaching for his boots. His fingers traced the knot. It wasn't a tangle. It was tight, symmetrical, and horrifyingly familiar.

"A Sheepshank," Thomas whispered, recognizing the knot instantly from his days hauling luggage. "A double-looped Sheepshank. Rats don't tie knots."

He ripped at the laces, freeing his feet, and scrambled backward until his back hit the wardrobe.

"Alright!" he yelled, his voice cracking but loud. "That’s it! Show yourself!"

He stared into the gloom. "I know you're in here! Come out and face me! I’m a London lad, I ain't afraid of no tricksters!"

The temperature in the room plummeted.

It didn't just get cold; the air died. The stillness turned brittle. Frost began to bloom on the inside of the windowpanes with a sound like cracking eggshells. Thomas could see his breath now, thick and heavy.

In the corner of the room, near the heavy velvet drapes, the shadows began to detach themselves from the wall.

They swirled, knitting together like smoke in a bottle. First came the outline of a stiff, high collar. Then, the slope of narrow shoulders clad in a pristine tailcoat. Finally, a face—long, grey, and wearing an expression of such profound, withered disapproval that it felt heavier than a punch.

It was a man. Or rather, the memory of a man, sketched in moonlight and cigarette ash. He hovered three inches off the floorboards. He was translucent; Thomas could see the pattern of the wallpaper through the man's chest.

Thomas froze, one boot half-untied, the sharpened spoon handle drooping in his hand.

The ghost drifted closer. He moved without walking; he simply glided, like a chess piece being pushed across a board. He stopped four feet from Thomas. He raised a hand—grey and vaporous—and adjusted his spectral cuffs.

When he spoke, his voice didn't echo. It sounded dry and papery, like dead leaves skittering across pavement.

"You," the ghost intoned, "are soiling the upholstery."

Thomas blinked. His brain was trying to process the impossible and failing, so it latched onto the mundane. "What?"

"The counterpane," the ghost elaborated, pointing a long finger at the bed. His voice rose in pitch, vibrating with irritation. "It is damask. Imported. And you are... filthy. Have you no concept of hygiene? You look as though you have been rolled in a coal scuttle."

Thomas looked down at his coat. It was indeed covered in soot, mud, and the grime of the city. "I’m a bit dusty, yeah. It’s London. It’s foggy."

"It is unacceptable!" The ghost flared, glowing a faint, indignant blue. "This is the Master Bedroom! It is reserved for the Master! Not for vagrants who break in like common thieves and drag the gutter in with them."

"I am a common thief," Thomas corrected, finding his courage in the sheer absurdity of the situation. A ghost? He was being lectured on cleanliness by a ghost? "And I’m freezing. Look, mate, I don't want trouble. I just want to sleep."

The ghost recoiled as if slapped. "Mate?"

He drew himself up to his full height, expanding slightly so that he loomed over Thomas. "I am Mr. Hedges. The Butler of Blackwood Manor. I served this house for forty years. I maintained the Standards through three monarchs and a cholera epidemic. And I demand you vacate these premises immediately. You are disrupting the Order."

"I can't leave," Thomas argued, shivering violently as the ghost’s aura chilled the air further. "It's below freezing out there. I’ll die."

"If you die in here," Mr. Hedges said coldly, "you will leave a stain. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to remove rigor mortis from a feather mattress? And who do you suppose will have to clean that up? Me."

He gestured around the room with tragic flair. "And I have very limited interaction with physical matter, I assure you. It took me three hours to beat the rug last Tuesday. I had to wait for a draft to lift the beater."

Thomas stared at him. The fear was evaporating, replaced by a strange, bewildered fascination. "You’re worried about the cleaning? You’re dead. Can't you just... haunt people? Rattle chains? Moan?"

"Moaning is vulgar," Hedges sniffed. "And chains are terrible for the floorboards. I am worried about Order! Look at you!"

Hedges swooped down, hovering inches from Thomas’s face. Thomas could feel the cold radiating off him, smelling faintly of silver polish and old lavender.

"Shoelaces untied!" Hedges barked. "Posture slumped! And look at that—" Hedges pointed a trembling finger to a spot on the carpet near the door. "Mud. You have tracked mud onto the Axminster. That is a clay-based mud. It will set if not treated immediately."

Thomas looked at the ghost, then at the mud, then at the window where the frost was now an opaque curtain. He realized two things.

One: This ghost couldn't actually hurt him. He could tie knots and blow out candles, but he couldn't pick up a knife or throw a punch. He was, in essence, a poltergeist of mild inconvenience.

Two: Thomas knew this type of man. He had worked for men like this. He had been shouted at by men like this since he was twelve years old. This wasn't a monster; this was a Middle Manager.

Thomas sat up straighter. He wiped his nose on his sleeve—saw Hedges wince—and then corrected himself, pulling a ragged handkerchief from his pocket instead. He brushed a speck of dirt off his lapel.

He decided to gamble.

"My apologies, Mr. Hedges," Thomas said, adopting the clipped, neutral tone he had used for years when addressing his betters. "I was unaware the house was currently... staffed."

Hedges paused mid-rant. He blinked, his translucent eyelids fluttering. The sudden shift in tone seemed to short-circuit his rage. "I... beg your pardon?"

"I said," Thomas continued, standing up slowly. He kept his feet together, heels touching, toes out at a forty-five-degree angle. He clasped his hands behind his back. "I didn't realize the Standards were still being maintained. From the exterior, the property appeared dormant."

Hedges puffed out his chest, the blue glow softening to a pale white. "The Standards are always maintained. Whether the Master is in residence or not. That is the definition of Service."
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