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Chapter One



“You are absolutely not selling William Dobson, Rupert!” The dowager countess, Lady Edith Honeychurch, was furious. Even Mr. Chips, her tan-and-white Jack Russell, seemed to bristle with indignation.


Edith’s son looked pained. “Do we have to go through this again, Mother?”


For emphasis, Edith slapped her riding crop against the side of her leather boot. “As long as I am alive, this is still my house!”


“Mother,” Rupert hissed and gestured to where Mum and I were standing in the doorway. “Not in front of . . .”


“The servants?” Mum chimed in cheerfully. “Don’t mind us. We’re always arguing—aren’t we, Kat?”


I gave a polite smile, but Rupert looked even more uncomfortable.


“Why don’t we come back later?” I said and grabbed Mum’s arm but she stood her ground and pulled her secondhand mink coat even closer. It really was freezing cold.


“Who is William Dobson?” Mum asked. “Is he for hire? Maybe he can help Kat hang her bathroom cabinet?”


“I think Edith is referring to the seventeenth-century artist, William Dobson—”


“An artist who painted one of our ancestors who saved the Hall from being razed to the ground in the English Civil War,” Edith said angrily. “And now Rupert wants to sell it and he’s asked you, Katherine, to take it off for auction, so I hear!”


“No,” Rupert lied. “I just wanted to show Katherine and Iris the damaged ceiling.”


“Nonsense. You thought you could sneak them in through the Tudor courtyard without my knowing but you seem to forget that Cropper never misses a trick.”


Cropper, of course, was the old butler. Although he rarely spoke he seemed to have an uncanny gift of being everywhere at once.


The truth was, I’d also thought it odd that Rupert had arranged to meet us at the end of the half-mile-long pergola walk on the far southwest corner of the Hall. Covered in ancient wisteria with roots as big as my arm, I’d never noticed the old wooden gate that led to a narrow passageway. At the end, a pretty archway opened into a small cobbled courtyard. Mullioned casement windows took up three sides and on the fourth were two doors. It was there that Edith had been waiting.


Edith raised a quizzical eyebrow at me. “Why are you holding those padded blankets, Katherine? And what is in that canvas bag?”


I’d brought the padded blankets to wrap up the painting and my canvas bag was full of my tools.


Mum and I both looked to Rupert for the answer.


“Did he ask you to value the Dobson, Katherine?” Edith demanded.


Of course he had! Rupert had phoned that morning to say that something “catastrophic” had happened in the Tudor wing and that they needed to sell a painting.


I was only too happy to oblige. I was still trying to get my antiques business going. Despite having moved all my stock into the two gatehouses that flanked the main entrance, Kat’s Collectibles & Valuation Services was slow in getting off the ground.


“You’re right,” said Rupert defiantly. “I did. Katherine told me that the last Dobson sold for around three hundred and fifty thousand pounds. Luxton’s of Newton Abbot has a sale of old masters and British paintings coming up—”


“I knew it!” Edith exclaimed.


“Mother!” Rupert ran his fingers through his thinning hair, clearly exasperated. “We have to do something and unless you can think of a way to raise thousands and thousands of pounds at the drop of a hat, I’m all ears.”


“But surely it can’t be that bad,” said Mum.


“The plasterwork ceiling is Elizabethan and very rare,” Edith said. “There is only one other like it in Devon at Holcombe Rogus.”


“Presumably you’re going to apply for a grant?” I said to Rupert. “The Historic Houses Association runs all kinds of maintenance and restoration programs. I have a contact there.”


“Alfred is very good at decorating,” Mum said suddenly.


It was true. Mum’s stepbrother had helped paint the Carriage House.


“Repairing a plasterwork ceiling needs specific materials that can only be applied by skilled craftsmen,” I said gently.


“That wouldn’t faze my Alfred. He’s got a real gift for making a copy look like the real thing.” And of course, she was right. This so-called gift of Alfred’s had sent him to prison more times than I could count.


Edith smiled. “Very kind of you to offer, Iris. But I’m sure that Alfred is far too busy overseeing the horses.”


“Perhaps there is something else that might be worth selling?” I said, anxious to change the subject.


“I’m not sure if you remember, your ladyship,” said Mum, “but if there’s one person who knows what sells well it’s my Katherine. She was the TV host of Fakes & Treasures.”


“And I can assure you that there is nothing fake in this house,” Edith said frostily.


“Perhaps you could sell your snuff box collection?” said Rupert with a hint of malice. To be honest, the thought had crossed my mind as well. Edith had more snuff boxes than I could shake a stick at and many were extremely valuable.


“Never!” Edith declared. “I will decide what needs to be sold. And may I remind you, Rupert, you are not the one who makes the decisions around here.”


“I know!” said Rupert.


Mum started humming to herself. It was a peculiar habit she’d picked up when she was feeling embarrassed. I gave her a discreet nudge and she stopped.


“Really, we can come back another day,” I said.


“Repairs need to be started right away,” said Rupert. “Katherine says that this sale is one of the best in the country. But naturally, whatever you feel is best, Mother.”


“Very well.” Edith turned to me. “Rupert, take Katherine to the King’s Parlor. Show her the Hollar drawings of Honeychurch Hall. They might do—oh!” Suddenly, Edith switched her gaze onto my mother. “What on earth are you wearing, Iris?”


Mum reddened. “It’s a mink coat, m’lady.”


“I can see that.”


Ever since Mum had bought the old coat at the Chilling-ford Court sale, she’d worn it everywhere regardless of the occasion or whether we were inside or out. Apparently, it had been one of her dreams to own one and she hated to let it out of her sight. I teased her and called it Truly Scrumptious in honor of my mother’s fictional Pekinese dog that was splashed over her website. I still found it hard to believe that my mother was the international best-selling romance writer, Krystalle Storm.


Edith stepped closer. I got a whiff of horse and lavender water that always surrounded her like an atmosphere. “Turn around,” she commanded.


After a moment’s hesitation, Mum gave a twirl. Although I detested fur coats of any description, I had to admit this was quite magnificent despite the all-pervasive smell of mothballs.


“I thought so,” said Edith. “That coat belonged to my friend, Alice.”


Mum’s face lit up. “Yes! That’s right. Princess Alice, the Countess of Athlone. How did you know?”


“I recognized the red paint on the back of the collar,” said Edith.


“Oh.” Mum seemed annoyed. “I didn’t think anyone could see it.” Needless to say, I had pointed the stain out to her before the coat went under the hammer but Mum’s mind was made up. She had to have it.


“Activists, no doubt,” said Edith. “Rabbit fur is much safer. So extraordinary to want to wear someone’s castoffs.”


“It’s not that obvious,” I whispered to Mum who looked utterly crestfallen.


“But speaking of paint, Katherine, how are you getting on at Jane’s Cottage? I would have thought you would have moved in by now.”


“The painting is all done, and most of the curtains and blinds are up,” I said. “I just need a few mirrors hung and new shelves in the kitchen pantry . . .”


“She put an ad in the post office for someone to do a spot of D-I-Y,” Mum put in.


“The wood burner stove goes in next week.”


“Central heating? Whatever for?” Edith exclaimed. “Well, I’m sure that’s all very interesting. Rupert, show Katherine the Hollar drawings but I repeat, do not do anything without talking to me first.” And, with a snap of her fingers, she called Mr. Chips to heel and the pair headed off.


For a moment, Rupert just stood there. The fifteenth Earl of Grenville appeared years older than his fifty-two. Dark smudges lay beneath red-rimmed eyes and even his neat, military mustache had lost its crispness. Rupert wasn’t even wearing his customary tie, choosing a pair of uncharacteristically scruffy jeans and an old moth-eaten sweater. For the first time, I realized just how much pressure he was under to keep the Hall afloat. Edith may rule the roost but it fell to him to manage the day-to-day running of the estate and handle all the bills.


A blast of cold air and the slam of an outside door brought Rupert to his senses. Mum shivered and pulled her mink coat closer. “It’s like the arctic in here,” she said. “I’m so happy I’m wearing my mink.”


“As you gathered, Mother doesn’t believe in central heating. If she had, perhaps the pipes wouldn’t have burst and brought down the ceiling and we wouldn’t be having this problem. Please, after you.” Rupert ushered us ahead. “Down the passage and through the door at the end.”


“I remember when the whole house was open,” Mum said. “How many rooms are there, m’lord? One hundred? Two, perhaps?”


“I’ve never counted,” said Rupert.


“How did you find out about the burst pipes?” Mum asked.


“Fortunately Harry’s room shares a wall with the original house.” Rupert cracked his first smile. “He was convinced the Germans had dropped a bomb.”


Knowing Harry’s obsession with Squadron Leader James Bigglesworth, the famous World War I flying ace, it was just the sort of thing he’d say. “And I bet he told you which kind.”


“Yes.” Rupert grinned. “Harry said it was a minenwerfer.”


“A what?” Mum frowned.


“A high-power trench mortar shell that apparently makes no noise coming through the air.”


“So if Harry had been away at boarding school,” Mum said pointedly. “You would never have known.”


Rupert scowled. “I’d rather have burst pipes.”


“Thanks Mum,” I muttered. It was common knowledge that none of the Honeychurches had been happy about Harry breaking the family tradition and going to the local school— and it had been my idea.


Rupert threw open the end door and ushered us into a screens passage. We passed through the first of two archways and into the Great Hall.


“Oh!” Mum gasped. “I know exactly where we are. Good heavens! I haven’t been here for years!”





Chapter Two



“My father closed off this part of the house before I was born,” said Rupert.


“Yes, I remember it all,” said Mum. “My brothers and I loved to go exploring.”


I made a note to ask her about this so-called exploring. Mum was prone to change her version of events to suit the occasion. She’d often told me that “her kind” was never allowed inside the main house and that the closest she got was the servants’ quarters and kitchens.


Like many medieval houses, as years passed and architectural fashions changed, the spirit of the house evolved, too. I was reminded of Charles Ryder, in Evelyn Waugh’s novel Brideshead Revisited, who summed up my feelings perfectly by saying how much he “loved buildings that grew silently with the centuries, catching and keeping the best of each generation.”


It was exactly what made the destruction of such magnificent houses so tragic. Each loss was a loss to history. I couldn’t help wondering if Harry, as the future heir, would fight hard to keep the Hall going.


The Great Hall wasn’t large by the standard of other great houses in England. The long rectangular room was typical of its time with a spectacular hammer beam roof. On one side were floor to ceiling stained glass windows showing knights in battle. On the other, an enormous stone fireplace bore an elaborate overmantel decorated with the Grenville coat of arms and the family motto: ad perseverate est ad triumphum—”To Endure is to Triumph.”


Above the screens passage behind us was a minstrels’ gallery. At the far end was a long oak refectory table atop a dais that spanned the width of the room. Two beautiful paneled back chairs with scrolled cresting and earpieces stood behind.


Covering the stone walls that flanked the fireplace was an impressive collection of weapons dating from the English Civil War. There were a variety of polearms and halberds; muskets, vicious stiletto knives, rapiers and basket-hilted two-edged mortuary swords.


“Yes.” Mum nodded again. “I remember all this.”


“Wow,” I exclaimed. “What a collection! Have you ever considered . . . ?”


“These are not for sale,” said Rupert as if reading my mind. “As you know, most of the suits of armor were moved into the modern wing. That is, if you can call our nineteenth-century façade modern.”


“Have you ever thought about opening the Hall to the public?” I suggested. “It doesn’t have to be like the National Trust or British Heritage, but the Historic Houses Association conducts open houses to private homes.”


“Can you imagine my mother playing the gracious hostess?” said Rupert.


“Not really,” I admitted.


“Every summer there was a bit of a do on midsummer night for her ladyship’s birthday,” said Mum, who was clearly walking down memory lane. “Her brother—that would be your uncle, m’lord, the thirteenth Earl of Grenville—would host a costume ball. Beautiful costumes, they were. And the games! Lots of games! People running all over the house playing charades and squashed sardines.”


“What on earth are squashed sardines?” Rupert asked.


“It’s a form of hide-and-seek,” Mum enthused. “Only it’s the other way around. One person hides and the others must find him and hide with him and the last person to find them must pay a forfeit.”


“Oh, you mean Smee,” said Rupert. “That’s what we call it.”


I hated it when Rupert pulled his upper-class card. He seemed to deliberately want to put Mum in her place.


“Wasn’t there a ghost story called Smee?” I said.


“You know it?” Rupert sounded surprised. “It was written by A. M. Burrage. Nanny used to read it to me at night and frighten me half to death.”


“The hiding places get incredibly cramped and as you can imagine,” Mum went on, oblivious, “there was quite a lot of hanky-panky going on.” She turned to the minstrels’ gallery. “And a band played up there.”


“For someone who wasn’t invited to the ball,” I said, “you seem to know a lot of details.”


“Alfred, Billy and I used to sneak in,” Mum continued. “There was one of those peephole things where we could watch everything.” She laughed. “Oh, begging your pardon, m’lord.”


“I’m sure you did,” said Rupert dryly.


“What these walls must have seen,” said Mum. “How exciting to know your ancestors lived here, m’lord. To be able to trace your lineage all the way back to when Henry V created the first Earl of Grenville—that’s just wonderful.”


“Good heavens, you’ve been looking at all that?” Rupert exclaimed.


“I’m becoming quite an expert on your family history.”


Rupert gave a polite smile. “I can’t imagine why.”


I suppose for him, it was normal but Mum had really gotten involved in studying the family trees of both those who resided upstairs, and down. I felt a twinge of something that felt like inferiority! Maybe that was why the English aristocracy carried a sense of entitlement and assurance. They knew their roots. Portraits of their ancestors lined the walls of countless country estates. But for me, an only child, I’d never met my father’s parents—in fact, they were a bit of a mystery. Mum’s background was just plain murky. She claimed to have been adopted by a traveling fairground and spent her life on the road. Perhaps I did regard the “toffs” as Mum liked to call them, as different from us, after all.


It also brought up feelings about this new life I was embarking upon. Much as I disliked the fame that my celebrity status had brought me, it had given me a sense of identity. Even being the girlfriend of David Wynne, an international art investigator, had reinforced that. Now that I was starting over, I felt a little lost and unsure of myself.


“Why the long face?” said Mum, bringing me out of my thoughts.


“I was just thinking about the Dobson painting,” I lied. “Wasn’t he the principal painter to King Charles I after van Dyck died?”


“She’s a walking encyclopedia of knowledge, is my Katherine,” said Mum proudly.


“I’m sure she is.” Rupert turned us back into the screens passage and toward the open oak door at the end. “The King’s Parlor is through here.”


“Oh! I must write this down.” Mum withdrew a block of Post-it Notes from her mink coat pocket and a pen. “So King Charles actually stayed here? How thrilling!”


“One of my ancestors was commissioned under the great Seal of England to mint coins for King Charles. The Royalists needed the money to raise troops for the king.”


“They made coins here?” Mum said.


Rupert nodded. “Yes. The Honeychurch mint.”


“Fancy being able to make your own money,” said Mum. “Alfred would have been in his element.”


We entered the King’s Parlor and I couldn’t hide my dismay. “Harry was right when he said he thought someone had dropped a bomb.”


Water from the burst pipe above had brought down a quarter of the ornamental plasterwork ceiling. Chunks of plaster had been swept into the corner with a broom and an attempt had been made to save the Aubusson rug by pushing it away from the sludge that still covered half of the floor.


Although the rest of the ceiling was intact, the water had bled into the strapwork plasterwork leaving ugly brown rings. It was a huge restoration job and would take more than the sale of one or two paintings to cover the cost of the damage.


“You’re right,” said Mum. “I think Alfred would be a bit out of his league.”


Mum pointed to where a tarpaulin bulged from the gaping hole above. “What’s up there?”


“I have no idea,” said Rupert. “Another bedroom I suppose.”


“How long had the water been running?” I asked.


“Harry woke me the moment he heard the bang,” said Rupert. “I was up most of the night mopping up the damage.”


“What on earth are you going to do with that beautiful carpet?” Mum said.


“We’ll drag it out with a tractor.” Rupert pointed to a heavy velvet curtain. “Behind there is a door to another passage that opens into the Tudor courtyard. It was built so that the king could leave privately if he so wished.”


I dragged my attention back to the King’s Parlor. It was a pretty room and had all the features expected of its Tudor beginnings. The rich oak linenfold paneling was decorated with symbols of the Tudor rose, thistle and fleur-de-lis as was the fireplace and overmantel. Multipaned casement windows bore the Grenville coat of arms and motto. There were very few pieces of furniture—a gate-leg table, love seat, joint stool and a four-poster bed minus the mattress and hangings. Flanking the fireplace were the Hollar drawings on one side bearing little gold plaques, WENCESLAUS HOLLAR 1601–1677, and a series of miniatures on the other, but pride of place was the Dobson painting. It was beautiful and I could quite understand why Edith refused to sell it.


The painting depicted three men in cavalier dress seated at a gate-leg table. They were drinking a flagon of wine and had glasses raised in a toast. A white standard poodle sat obediently at one of the cavalier’s feet.


“That’s my ancestor with Prince Rupert of the Rhine and his brother, Prince Maurice.”


“The same Maurice who has the haunted chair at the Hare & Hounds pub?” Mum asked.


“So we’re led to believe,” said Rupert.


“And were you named after Prince Rupert of the Rhine?” I asked.


“Yes. As was my mother’s brother—the thirteenth earl.”


Mum shivered. “I feel as if someone has just walked over my grave. It reminds me of that headstone I saw once. Let me see, how does the verse go—


“Stop traveler and cast an eye,


As you are now so once was I,


Prepare in time make no delay


For youth and time will pass away!”


“That’s cheery,” I said.


Mum studied the painting. “Why the poodle?”


“That’s Boy,” said Rupert. “He belonged to Prince Rupert who took him everywhere. Even in battle. In fact, the Parliamentarians used to think he was Prince Rupert’s familiar.”


“I rather like that idea,” I said.


“They were a superstitious lot back in the seventeenth century,” Rupert went on. “Anyone could spread any rumor and be believed. We’ve got a few original pamphlets from that time in the Museum Room warning the locals that Cromwell’s New Model Army would be spiking babies on spits and turning mothers into serpents.”


Mum thought for a moment. “What happened to the dog?”


“Sadly, Boy was shot by a Roundhead,” said Rupert. “As I’m sure Harry has told you many times, the Royalists sought refuge here when they were retreating.”


“I’m surprised Cromwell’s army didn’t burn the Hall down when they came after them,” I said.


“We’re rather clever at switching sides,” said Rupert wryly. “Family legend has it that the Honeychurch fortunes and the Hall were saved by the quick thinking of the estate steward and the warrener. They hid anything and everything that hinted of Royalist sympathies—the minting tools and supposedly, the silver coins.”


“Wait!” said Mum who had been scribbling furiously on her Post-it Notes. “Do we know the names of the estate steward and the warrener?”


“I’ve no idea,” said Rupert.


“Don’t worry.” Mum beamed. “I’ll find out.”


“If you’re really interested,” Rupert went on, “you should talk to Lavinia’s brother Piers. He’s the president of the local English Civil War Society.”


“I might do just that,” said Mum. “Oh—I meant to ask, speaking about dogs. How is your English setter? I don’t see him around so much these days.”


At this, Rupert’s face softened. “Poor old Cromwell. He’s stone deaf now and riddled with arthritis. Spends all his time sleeping in front of the log fire in the library.” Rupert smiled. “Thank you for asking, Iris.”


Mum flushed with pleasure. “And how is Lady Lavinia?”


“I have no idea.”


“Really? You have no idea?” Mum shot me a knowing look and mouthed something unintelligible. I hadn’t a clue what she was trying to convey and promptly ignored her.


“May I take a look at the Hollar drawings?”


“Isn’t that why you’re here?” said Rupert.


Topographical drawings were not my strong point but I did know a little about them and found it fascinating how artists were commissioned to visually record land and properties hundreds of years before photography was invented.


The drawings were of a much earlier Honeychurch Hall and had been done in red, black and white chalk, and black ink. They showed two different views of the main house and surrounding parkland and looked nothing like the Hall we knew today. There was no Palladian front, Georgian wing or Victorian addition.


Set to the right of the Hall and on top of a knoll, was a semifortified, four square, two-story building with a walkway on top next to a huge oak tree. Beside it was a large mound peppered with burrows with rabbits scampering about. It was utterly charming.


Mum joined me. “What’s the funny little building on the hill behind the Hall? I don’t recognize that.”


“That was Warren Lodge,” said Rupert. “When Cromwell’s army came through, they burned that down. Only the oak tree remains. Jane’s Cottage was built on the original site in the 1800s as a summer house.”


“Jane’s Cottage!” Mum exclaimed. “I’d never have guessed.”


“And now it’s surrounded by trees,” I said. “I suspected the oak was hundreds of years old. The trunk is enormous.”


“So who was this Jane who had a cottage named in her honor?” Mum asked, brandishing a fresh Post-it.


“I really have no idea, Iris.” Rupert sounded exasperated. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave you to it—oh, and when you see Eric, perhaps you could give him some help moving that carpet.”


And with that, Rupert left the room.


“I think I annoyed his lordship with all my questions,” said Mum.


“I think it was the question about Lavinia that did it. What were you trying to tell me?”


“That it’s true!”


“What’s true?”


“It’s true about the upper-classes preferring their dogs to their wives,” she said. “Did you see how his expression went all squishy when he talked about Cromwell?”


“You’re incorrigible.” I laughed. “Come on, Mother. Here. Take these.” I gave her the padded blankets and directed Mum to the gate-leg table. Once I’d removed the drawings off the wall, we’d wrap them and I’d take them back to my new workshop.


I put my canvas tool bag on the floor and withdrew a pair of white cotton gloves.


I then turned my attention to the first Hollar drawing. It really was very pretty and I felt sad about sending it off to auction. I had been used to seeing this kind of thing—stately homeowners auctioning off their possessions to keep their homes afloat and it never used to bother me. But now it did.


When I first moved to Devon, I couldn’t wait to go back to London and civilization. But as the weeks turned into months, I found the six-hundred-year-old country estate had gotten under my skin. I felt fiercely protective of Honeychurch Hall and everything about it.


I grabbed the joint stool, set it up under the painting and took off my shoes.


“Mind you don’t slip in those socks,” said Mum. “You know how accident-prone you can be.”


I gently lifted the frame a fraction of an inch away from the wall to see the chain behind. It should have been easy to remove but for some reason the chain kept getting stuck.


“Mini Maglite, please,” I said.


Mum delved into my canvas bag. “Mini Maglite.”


Placing my cheek flat against the wall I held the frame in one hand and the flashlight in the other. Sure enough I could see a small nub sticking out of the linenfold paneling.


I gave Mum the flashlight back. “Screwdriver please.”


“Screwdriver, doctor.”


“I just need to see what this thing is.” Gently, I slid the screwdriver behind the frame and prodded the nub.


“How nice to be able to sell a painting for thousands of pounds—oh!” Mum gave a cry of surprise. “Oh! Kat, look!” On the left-hand side of the fireplace, part of the linenfold paneling had popped out of the wall. “The paneling! I bet it’s a secret cupboard or something.”


In a few quick strides she had opened the panel. “Yes! I’m right. It is! Come and see.”


Together we peered into a small, low recess that couldn’t have been more than five feet wide, four feet high and four feet deep. A raised lip ran along the bottom of the linenfold paneling. On the back wall were three bookshelves.


“Do you think it was one of those hidey-hole things for naughty priests?” Mum said.


“Catholic priests fleeing persecution, you mean?” I said. “I think you’re right. No one would ever be able to tell that it was here.”


“You’d have to be very short, curl up in a ball almost,” said Mum. “I wouldn’t fancy being stuck here for days on end. But why have the bookshelves?”


I pointed to a lone book that lay in the corner, splayed open with the spine up. It was covered in red shiny paper decorated with vegetables. Next to it was a grubby white mesh purse.


“How about . . . for books?”


Mum suddenly went very still. “Oh.”


“I hate it when books are left like that,” I said but as I stepped forward over the lip to pick it up, Mum sprang into action.


“Don’t!” she cried and roughly elbowed me aside. I lost my balance and thrust both hands out to save my fall but fell heavily onto the top shelf.


There was a whoosh of air and I felt myself falling, falling, a sharp pain, a deafening crash and then—darkness.





Chapter Three



It was pitch black and deathly quiet. The air felt thick and smelled stale.


I knew I’d fallen quite a few feet into some kind of cellar. I’d really hurt my shoulder and for a few moments just lay there trying to find my bearings.


I’d heard of double-hides, secret rooms behind secret rooms. Anne Frank’s house in Amsterdam had one very similar where a bookcase had a false back that swung up and away from the wall to reveal another room beyond.


Everything was going to be okay, I told myself. Mum knew where I was. In fact, I was certain that she had already gone for help. I had obviously triggered a catch to a priest hole and now I’d fallen into a second one. There was no point screaming for help. The walls were three feet thick. All I needed to do was wait.


Gingerly, I reached overhead to get some sense of the area I’d fallen into. My hands found nothing but air. I could stretch my left arm out but my right brushed rough brick that I assumed had to be the chimney breast. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom I realized that the area was quite spacious and began to edge slowly forward.


Suddenly, light flared behind and above me. I spun round to see Mum’s anxious face peering down. “Kat? Are you alive?”


“Just about.”


I had fallen about six or seven feet. Not far enough to break anything, but too far to be able to climb out without help.


“I had to find Eric,” said Mum.


Eric Pugsley’s face joined my mother’s. He seemed excited.


“Bloody hell! It’s another secret room!” he exclaimed. “Bloody hell! Does his lordship know?”


“I came straight to get you,” said Mum. “I thought Kat had fallen into a black hole.”


“Anything down there?” Eric demanded.


“No. Just me,” I said. “And I’d quite like to come out. My feet are cold. I’m only wearing socks.”


“It was most extraordinary,” Mum declared. “One moment you were there, and the next . . . this wooden flap shot out and you plunged in and then it crashed back into place again. Can you imagine what would have happened if I hadn’t been here to save you?”


Eric must have picked up my flashlight and turned it full into my face.


“Eric!” I exclaimed, shielding my eyes. “You’re blinding me. Go and get a ladder or something.”


There was a shriek from Mum. “Oh my God, oh my God!”


“Bloody hell!” Eric cried again.


“What?” My stomach gave a lurch. “What’s the matter?”


“Now don’t panic,” said Mum clearly panicking. “And don’t move!”


“Bloody hell,” said Eric yet again.


I began to get the chills. “What’s the matter? What have you seen?”


“Nothing, nothing at all,” Mum sang cheerfully. “Just stay there. Eric will get the ladder but whatever you do, don’t turn around!”


I turned around.


“Oh God!” I gasped.


There, in the flare of the flashlight, lying at the base of the chimney breast were the remains of a woman wrapped in a shroud of golden cloth. She was on her back with her arms splayed. It was utterly horrible.


“Is it a dead priest?” Mum exclaimed. “Did he starve?”


“No,” I whispered. “It’s a woman.”


“I bet she fell in there just like Kat did,” I heard Mum say to Eric. But I was too freaked out as the full horror of discovering a body hit me for the first time.


“I’m coming down!” Eric thrust the flashlight at Mum who promptly bungled the catch and dropped it. It fell into the chamber, struck the chimney breast and rolled across the floor casting strobes of eerie light.


The flashlight hit the body, illuminating a heart-shaped pendant around a broken neck. What little remained of her hair was packed closely to the skull in peculiar round whorls secured by bobby pins. Wasted arms lay on the floor encircled by heavy bangles. Behind her head lay strands of beads, threaded into an elaborate black wig.


I was so horrified I couldn’t move. Eric scrambled down and came to my side. I caught the usual stench of axle grease that clung to his clothes from his constant tinkering in the scrapyard behind Mum’s Carriage House.


“You okay?” he said gruffly but didn’t wait for my reply. He snatched up the flashlight giving me a glimpse of thick, bushy eyebrows that seemed particularly menacing this afternoon—and just stepped over the body.


“Where is he going?” called Mum from above as Eric moved deeper into the room.


I heard excited cries of, “Bloody hell!” and “Blimey!”


“Quickly!” Mum exclaimed. “I bet he’s found another body. Go and see!”


I must have still been in shock because I did as I was told.


Farther in, Eric had found a small oak chest set close to the outer brick wall. “Hold the flashlight. This is it! We’ve found it!”


The lid came up easily. “Hold the flashlight!” Eric said again.


“What is it?”


“Hang on.” Eric knelt down and leaned inside. Almost reverently, he brought out a shallow oval bowl that contained small punches and dies. He went back in and retrieved several pairs of shears, tongs and a hammer but then got up, clearly disappointed. “It’s not here. Damn. Damn. Damn!”


“What isn’t there?” I asked.


“What’s going on?” I heard Mum call out. “Is anyone back there? Anyone alive?”


“I’m certain that these are some of the tools that were used for the Honeychurch mint,” said Eric. “See these stamps? The lions? The fleur-de-lis? But where are the bloody coins?”


“Do you think someone got here before we did?” I asked.


“What do you mean?” said Eric. “Someone got here before we did?”


Was he dense? “There’s a dead woman down here.”


“How would I know?” Eric seemed angry.


“There’s no need to be rude,” I exclaimed as he pushed past me.


Mum was almost expiring with curiosity and had managed to squeeze the joint stool through the first chamber and was attempting to lower it into the second.


Eric took it from her, stepped up and clambered out. “I’ll get his lordship and call the police.”


“I see the age of chivalry is dead,” said Mum. “Let me help you out, Katherine, since Eric isn’t going to.”


“And don’t you go saying anything to anyone,” Eric said. “We’ll want to keep this quiet.”


“Quiet?” Mum exclaimed. “Are you mad?”


“The dowager countess doesn’t like scandal.” I caught a tinge of bitterness in Eric’s voice that was hardly surprising. Just a few months ago he’d been made a scapegoat for one of Lady Lavinia’s massive errors of judgment.


Mum hauled me up and out and I filled her in on what was down there. “That’s absolutely horrible!” she said with a shiver. “I wonder who on earth she was? I wonder what happened?”


“Me, too.”


“Do you think she was put there deliberately?”


“I think it’s more a question of who knew about the double-hide.”


Mum’s jaw dropped. “So you think the culprit must be connected to the Hall ? Someone who lived here?”


“I don’t know, Mum,” I said.


“We should study my family trees,” Mum declared. “You never know. They may give us a clue.”


One hour later, Detective Inspector Shawn Cropper stepped out of the double-hide. His hazel-flecked eyes were dancing with excitement. Even his drab trench coat that he insisted on wearing seemed crisp and unusually clean.


“A word, Eric?” He drew Eric aside whilst Mum and I watched the pair of them whispering animatedly. I caught the words, “Honeychurch mint” and “mechanical press.”


Rupert burst into the King’s Parlor. “Well?” he demanded. “Is it true?”


“Yes, sir,” said Shawn. “I’m afraid there is a body—”


“But no silver coins, m’lord,” Eric chipped in. “They’re gone.”


“Are you certain?” Rupert strode to the open panel. “Did you search everywhere?”


Shawn stepped in front of him. “That won’t be possible, m’lord.” He withdrew a roll of blue crime scene tape.


“Good heavens, Shawn,” said Mum. “Do you always keep that in your pocket?”


Shawn ignored her. “We’re taking every precaution not to contaminate the scene, m’lord.”


“Contaminate the scene? I don’t understand.” Rupert frowned. “What does it matter? The woman has been dead for years.”
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