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CHAPTER ONE

I FIND SOME NEW RELATIONS

The email had been sitting in my spam folder for three days.
I found it only because Marcus had texted me that morning asking
whether I had gotten anything from a Maryland law firm, and when
I said no and he told me to check my junk folder, and there it
was, sandwiched between a pitch for investment property coaching
and an auto-renewal notice from my gym.

The email was from a firm called Eldon & Crawford, LLC, of
Calverton, Maryland. The subject line read: Estate of Francis
Hildebrand Graeme—Beneficiary Notice—Time Sensitive. I read it

twice before it fully registered.

FROM: john.eldon@eldoncrawfordlaw.com

TO: h.hildebrandegmail.com

DATE: Monday, June 16, 2025

SUBJECT: Estate of Francis Hildebrand Graeme—Beneficiary

Notice—Time Sensitive

Dear Mr. Hildebrand,

Please be advised that Mr. Francis Hildebrand Graeme, of
Hildebrand Hundred, Kingswater County, Maryland, passed
away on June 14, 2025. Funeral services will be held at
Saint Saviour's Episcopal Church, Guildford Corners,

Maryland, on Thursday, June 19, 2025, at 3:00 p.m..
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As a named beneficiary under Mr. Graeme's will, we
respectfully encourage your attendance at both the
service and the subsequent reading of the testament,
which will take place at Hildebrand Hundred on Friday

morning, June 20.

Should you intend to make the journey, please reply to
this email or call our office at your earliest
convenience so that arrangements for accommodation may be

made.

We remain at your disposal.

Sincerely,

John Eldon, Esq.
Eldon & Crawford, LLC
14 Court Street

Calverton, MD 21650

Yes, all of that was perfectly plain. Francis Graeme, the
distant cousin I had met exactly once in my life, was dead. As a
family member and a named legatee I had an obligation to show up.
Yet there was something at least mildly strange about the whole
business.

The breach between the two main branches of the Hildebrand

family had not originated with anything so dramatic as war or
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political rupture. It had been money—specifically, a dispute over
the division of my great-grandfather's estate sometime in the
late 1960s, the particulars of which had never been explained to
me with any clarity. By the time I was old enough to ask useful
questions, the people who might have answered were either dead or
had settled into the strategy of saying nothing, which amounts to
the same thing. For two generations the Northern and Southern
lines of the family had maintained a mutual indifference that,
from this distance, felt very nearly cordial.

The late owner of the Hundred did not even bear the family
patronymic; his Hildebrand descent was through his mother's side.
I, for my part, am an only child and have been an orphan since my
mid-twenties. I had never expected to encounter any close bearers
of my name until one afternoon in March, three months ago, when
Francis Graeme appeared without warning in the lobby of my
apartment building in Philadelphia.

He had found me through a genealogy website. He was a trim,
composed man of about fifty, with the family's characteristic
dark coloring and a quality of alert, unhurried attention that I
found immediately appealing. We went for drinks; drinks became
dinner; dinner extended itself improbably to a second bar neither
of us had intended to be in at eleven o'clock at night. It was
the kind of evening that rewrites your sense of things without
announcement. I was twenty-seven, he was fifty-one, and the years
simply didn't matter once we were talking. We made plans. He
invited me to come down to Hildebrand Hundred for a proper visit

and I had said yes with genuine intention, and then the usual
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things had happened: a contract project ran long, he was
traveling through most of May, I told myself the summer would be
better. Now poor Graeme was dead, and the call I had kept putting
off would have to be paid as a debt.

I should explain that the household at the Hundred now
consisted of his daughter, Lysbeth Effingham Graeme—Beth to most
people, and Betty to old family friends—and her cousin Elise
Trevor. Graeme had spoken of both women with evident warmth, and
most especially of Beth, whom he called his one reliable person.
She was a few years younger than I was, and under any other
circumstances the prospect of an interesting new female cousin
might have been its own kind of reward. But the circumstances
were distinctly not any other, and I was going to a funeral.

I should, I suppose, give some account of myself, since I am
the narrator and the picture would otherwise be incomplete. My
name is Hugh Hildebrand. I am twenty-seven years old, a licensed
attorney in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania, and by any honest
measure a fairly marginal one. I work freelance, reviewing
commercial contracts for a handful of technology companies that
have neither the budget nor the ongoing need for in-house
counsel. I do this from my apartment in Rittenhouse Square, at a
pace I choose. I maintain a small shared office downtown, largely
for the reassurance of having an address that sounds like a
profession.

The income from my mother's estate—she died when I was
twenty-four, my father having preceded her by two years—is

sufficient for a modest and reasonably pleasant life. I have a
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good apartment, a sound car, a golf membership I use more than a
working attorney probably should, and a circle of friends most of
whom are doing considerably more with themselves than I am, a
fact that used to trouble me with greater urgency than it does
now. I did a year with an urban conservation nonprofit between
college and law school, which satisfied some vague sense of
obligation without quite becoming a calling. The quarterly income
arrived. The contracts came in. The handicap came down by half a
stroke. The days went by.

My friends from law school had, by this point, distributed
themselves across the usual landscape: corporate firms, public
interest work, one or two in academia, a handful in government.
Most of them were doing something that could be described in a
single sentence with a subject, a verb, and an object. I was
reviewing indemnification clauses for a software company in
Austin and a SaaS platform in Cambridge, which required two
sentences to explain and still left my interlocutors with the
mildly confused expression of people who are not sure whether
they are meant to be impressed.

The work itself was not without interest, if you had a taste
for the kind of legal logic that lives in the small print of
enterprise agreements—the subordinate clauses that can mean very
different things depending on the sequence in which events occur
and the jurisdiction in which they do. I had that taste, or had
cultivated it out of necessity. There are worse ways to spend an
afternoon than attempting to find the precise formulation that

protects both parties adequately while committing them to nothing
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they cannot control. It is, in the end, a form of honesty about
the fact that the future is uncertain, which most contracts try
to avoid acknowledging.

What the work lacked—and what I was aware of its lacking, in
the particular way you are aware of the absence of something you
have not quite named—was consequence. If I did my work well, the
software company avoided a certain category of liability
exposure. If I did it poorly, they incurred it. In neither case
did anything happen beyond the narrow circumference of the
engagement. The work had no reverberation; it produced no
permanent effect; it occupied the space between me and the screen
for a number of hours and then was finished and forgotten by both
parties, which was precisely the right outcome for a contract
review and the wrong outcome for a life.

I had understood this about myself for some time without
knowing what to do about it. The quarterly income arrived; the
contracts came in; the handicap declined by increments; and the
sense that somewhere in the arrangement there was a missing
component persisted as a low, steady hum in the background that I
had learned to tune to below audibility. I suppose what I was
waiting for was an occasion on which I would be required to bring
more than I had been asked to bring—some situation that demanded
a version of myself larger than the one the golf course and the
review queue required. The problem was that these situations are
not distributed at random to people who are waiting for them.
They arrive, if they arrive at all, at the moment chosen by

circumstances rather than by the person who needs them.
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The email in the spam folder was, as it turned out,
precisely that occasion. I did not know this at the time I
retrieved it. I saw a law firm letterhead and a dead man's name
and a bequest I expected to amount to a silver frame or a set of
cufflinks, and I drove south on a clear June morning with the
distinct and reasonable expectation of being back in Philadelphia
by Sunday.

I am not unaware that this is not quite the life I had in
mind. There are evenings when I feel the weight of it—the
comfortable purposelessness, the talent I cannot quite locate a
use for, the sense that somewhere between the golf course and the
review queue there was supposed to be a stronger argument for my
being here. I intend, at intervals, to produce one. But the
argument keeps getting postponed, and the days go on having a
pleasant enough quality in the meantime, and eventually it is ten
o'clock on a Wednesday morning and you have just found out that
the only person who had seemed to see you clearly is dead, and
you are going to his funeral.

The drive from Philadelphia to rural Kingswater County runs
to just over three and a half hours under ideal conditions—
conditions that do not, as a rule, apply to the I-95 corridor on
a Thursday morning in June. I left at eight and arrived at a gas
station with one pump and a hand-lettered sign advertising
fishing supplies at half past noon. The last bar of cell service
had flickered out some miles back. My navigation app was
displaying the rotating indicator of a system reconsidering its

assumptions.
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The change in the country came gradually and then suddenly,
in the way that such changes always come once you are south of
the line where the interstate logic finally exhausts itself. The
last Wawa was somewhere around Wilmington; after that it was
individual gas stations, smaller, some of them doing triple
service as bait shop and feed supply and county notary. I stopped
at one for coffee and got a cup from an urn that had been on the
burner since approximately the Eisenhower administration and was,
in its way, entirely the right thing.

The radio, which had been giving me traffic and weather with
the relentless optimism of the Philadelphia broadcast market,
faded out somewhere on the Eastern Shore. I found a country
station in the gap and listened to it through the water
crossings—the broad channels of the bay tributary and the
narrower ones, the marshes on either side of the road with the
red-wing blackbirds working the cattails—until it too went out,
and the last mile or two I drove in the complete quiet of a man
whose navigation app has gone off the air and whose instructions
consist of a receipt with a blue barn on it.

I had driven for three and a half hours and had arrived in a
county that had, by all evidence, made its peace with the
twentieth century and was not particularly interested in the
twenty-first. This was not a complaint. There is a quality of
landscape in the rural mid-Atlantic—the neatly kept farms, the
stone walls intact after a century of winter, the way the land
sits in relation to the water that is everywhere near but rarely

visible—that rewards the kind of attention it requires: slow,
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patient, focused on the particular rather than the general. The
general had been all interstate and box store and interchange.

The particular was here, in the gravel roads and the fields of

good wheat and the stone church tower above the fir trees.

It was the kind of country that did what it did without
advertising itself. I noticed this as I walked from my parked car
across the meadow on the right-of-way path, my jacket slung over
one arm and the afternoon warm and clear, and thought—briefly,
because the church bell began before I had fully developed the
thought—that I was going to find it more interesting than I had
expected.

I went inside and bought a bottle of water and asked for
directions to Saint Saviour's Church in Guildford Corners. The
man behind the counter was perhaps sixty, with the patient,
resigned quality of someone who had answered this question a
great many times at this exact location. He gave me directions
involving a water tower, a gravel fork, and a blue metal barn
roof he said I could not miss if I had not already passed it.

He paused, performing some brief internal calculation. "You
going to the Graeme funeral?"

I said that I was.

"Good man," he said. "Good neighbor to everyone around
here." He offered nothing further, which seemed to be its own
kind of verdict.

I drove on with his directions written on the back of a
receipt. The roads narrowed and changed character as I went west,

the pavement giving way to packed gravel, the gravel to something
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barely wide enough for two vehicles to negotiate with mutual
goodwill. The country out here had the particular beauty of land
that has been worked for a long time by people who understood it:
neatly fenced fields, stone walls intact after what looked like a
century or more, stands of oak and hickory throwing long shadows
across the road. The farms were well-kept, the houses solid. It
was good country, if you liked things quiet, and I have always
liked things quiet.

At a crossroads where four roads met with no great
conviction about any particular direction, I pulled alongside a
county sheriff's truck. A man in his forties with the unhurried
bearing of someone who had spent his whole life in this county
rolled down his window.

"Saint Saviour's. Sure." He pointed out the left fork and
mentioned the stone pillars. "You can also cut ten minutes off if
you take the path through the Thaneford property—there's a public
right-of-way through their land to the churchyard. Stile's on the
left, just before the stone pillars. Most local folks use it."

He introduced himself as Greenough, newly elected county
sheriff, and added that while Thaneford had contested the right-
of-way and the case was on appeal, the lower court had affirmed
the easement and the path was legal to use. He said this with the
precision of a man who had a personal stake in making sure it was
understood.

"Going to the Graeme funeral?" he asked, as I prepared to

go.

"Yes. He was a relative of mine."
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"Good man," said Greenough, with a finality that closed the
subject. "Good neighbor. Wish I could get over there, but I've
got business at the county seat." He gave me a brief, civil nod
and went back to his clipboard.

I left my car on the verge near the stile and took the path.
It ran first across a broad meadow and then through a stretch of
hardwood, rising gently to a low ridge with a southern aspect.
The afternoon was warm but not oppressive, the sky a pale,
cloudless blue. I had my jacket slung over one arm and my phone
still pocketed and useless, and I walked at a pace that would
reach the church in time if nothing went wrong.

The path brought me out of the trees to the edge of a broad,
uneven lawn, and there before me was the Thaneford house. It had
been, clearly, a very significant property once: a Georgian brick
mansion of considerable size, with a pillared entrance front and
wide flanking wings that spoke of ambition and an earlier
century's idea of what ambition ought to look like. The ambition
had evidently exhausted itself some time ago. Paint was gone from
most of the window frames. The boxwood hedges had grown to their
own logic. A greenhouse on the south side retained perhaps a
third of its original glass. The lawns had mostly become meadow.
The whole establishment had the air of a place that had decided,
at some point in the recent past, that upkeep was someone else's
problem.

I quickened my step to clear the lawn as inconspicuously as
possible. I had not taken ten strides when a figure came around

the corner of the greenhouse and planted himself in the path.
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He was perhaps thirty, solidly built, with a high, heavy
forehead and prominent cheekbones and a pair of dense dark brows
that drew down over his eyes in a permanent V. His expression
made it clear that finding a stranger on this path was the most
satisfying thing that had happened to him all day.

"This is private property," he said, in a tone that had no
room for ambiguity.

"There's a public right-of-way through here," I said. "The
court upheld it."

"The appeal is still pending," he said. "You have no
standing to be here."

I had reviewed enough contracts to know that pending and
resolved were different animals. I said so, adding that I had a
funeral to reach and very little time to discuss the procedural
posture of a property easement.

"You can turn around and go back the way you came."

I was not, in fact, going to do that. I was twenty yards
from the edge of the fir plantation that separated this property
from the churchyard, I could see the square tower of Saint
Saviour's above the tree line, and there was no chance I was
going to walk back through the woods to retrieve my car and drive
around to a church I could almost reach out and touch.

"I'm here for the Graeme funeral," I said. "I'm a relative.
Hugh Hildebrand, from Philadelphia."

Something shifted in his face. It was brief, and he had it

back in a moment, but I was watching and I caught it. My name had
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produced something—not surprise, exactly, but something a shade
more unsettled than surprise.

"I didn't know Graeme had any family in Philadelphia," he
said, after a pause that ran a beat too long.

"The connection is through the Hildebrand side," I said.
"The two branches haven't been in contact for a long time. That's
not particularly relevant to whether I have a right to use this
path."

He glowered at me for a moment with those flat dark eyes,
and then—in a manner that was plainly costing him something—
stepped to the side.

"I apologize," he said, in a tone that made the word sound
like an admission extracted under duress. "I get worn down with
people treating this easement as a public park." A pause. "John
Thaneford."

He fell into step beside me, which I had not expected. "My
mother was a sister of old Richard Hildebrand," he said. "That
makes me a second or third cousin of Francis Graeme—and of yours,
presumably, if you want to reckon it that way." He gave me a
sidelong look designed to determine whether this was news to me.
I murmured something unintelligible. "If it were a question of
direct descent," he went on, with the careful absence of emphasis
people use when they want something to register without appearing
to have said it, "either of us might have made a claim to the
Hundred."

"A small world," I said.
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"Smaller than I'd have preferred," he replied, without
warmth, "but there we are. Come and meet my father before you go
on—he'll want to know about you. The Hildebrands and the
Thanefords have been neighbors for seven generations, and he
takes an interest in these things."

I had no great desire to meet anyone's father, but I had no
graceful way to refuse, and the church tower was close enough
that I judged I could still make the service. I went with him.

We crossed the remnant of a formal garden—old geometric
shapes still just legible beneath the advancing grass—to a corner
of the south lawn where a very large white oak cast a wide oval
shadow over the ground. In the shade of the oak, in a high-backed
outdoor chair, sat the oldest man I had seen outside a hospital
or nursing home. Then I looked at him more carefully and revised
that thought, because oldest did not quite cover it.

What I noticed first was his skin, which had a smoothness
and a faint, even pinkness that seemed to belong to a newborn
rather than an old man. The effect was made more pronounced—made,
in its way, almost unbearable—by the total absence of hair of any
kind: no eyebrows, no lashes, not a trace on the scalp. The
large, well-formed head had the quality of something carved
rather than grown. I am not, generally, a man who goes in for
fanciful impressions, but the figure in that chair did not read
to me as simply a very old person. He read as something that had
decided, at some point, that the usual marks of humanity were an

unnecessary formality.
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When our footsteps reached him he turned, without any sign
of physical infirmity, and the eyes that found me were cold and
bright blue and perfectly, uncomfortably alert.

"Father," said John Thaneford, in a voice carrying more
warmth than it meant, "this is Hugh Hildebrand, from
Philadelphia. He's come for Cousin Francis's funeral."

I thought the still figure in the chair stiffened very
slightly at my name. He made no other movement. He simply looked
at me with those lashless eyes—which produced, in their total
absence of ordinary framing, an effect I could not immediately
name, something that watched from outside the expected range—and
said nothing at all.

What impression did he make? Not malevolence—nothing so
vigorous as that. Not coldness in the ordinary sense, which at
least implies some awareness of warmth. Something more
fundamental than either: the quality of a person who existed at
such a remove from ordinary human life that the conventions of an
introduction had simply become irrelevant to him. He was in the
world, evidently, but I had the strong and unreasonable sense
that he had long since stopped consulting it. And so Fielding
Thaneford and I looked at one another across a silence that
neither of us moved to fill, and the distance between us was
exactly as wide as it appeared.

And in that same moment the bell of Saint Saviour's began to
toll from beyond the fir trees.

I stood there a moment longer than I should have. The bell

was swinging, I could feel it in my sternum even at that
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distance, and the sound it made was not so much heard as
absorbed—a low iron vibration that passed through the skin and
settled somewhere behind the ribs. I had not thought, coming down
from Philadelphia, that a church bell would do anything to me. I
had not been inside a church in four years, and I had no
particular feeling about churches in the abstract. But the bell
of Saint Saviour was not abstract. It was immediate. It was the
sound of a man being put into the ground.

I had not known Francis Graeme. This was the fact I kept
returning to, the fact I could not make comfortable. He was kin
in some technical legal sense, the kind of kin that appears on
genealogical charts and nowhere else, and yet here I was at his
burial, and here was his lawyer’s letter in my jacket pocket, and
here was his house waiting at the end of a gravel drive I had
never traveled. I felt the particular embarrassment of a man who
has been given something he has not earned, and does not know yet
whether he deserves it or whether the question of deserving is
even the right one to ask.

I looked down the slope to the road below Thane Court.
Moving up the lane from the direction of Hildebrand Hundred came
the funeral procession: the hearse, two black sedans, a third,
moving with the deliberate gravity that no amount of modern
expedience has quite managed to strip from such occasions.

Fielding Thaneford had turned his eyes to the road the
moment the bell began. He watched the procession without
expression, and without anything that looked like feeling. With a

nod to John Thaneford—who returned it with a face I could not
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read—I made my way down the slope and followed the path around
the serpentine brick wall of the churchyard, a pattern I
recognized later as the style attributed to Thomas Jefferson,
still to be seen at the University of Virginia. The old Thaneford
gate in the wall was padlocked, the rust on the hasp deep enough
to suggest it had not been opened in years. I skirted the wall to
the open lawn facing the west door of Saint Saviour's, arriving
just as the hearse came to rest at the lych-gate and the people
from Hildebrand Hundred began, in twos and threes, to step into

the afternoon light.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE SETTING OF THE STAGE

Saint Saviour's, with its small steeple of distinctly Wren
influence and its portico of modest pretension, was a more
interesting building up close than it had appeared from the other
side of the churchyard wall. It was built of old brick laid in a
Flemish bond pattern that only revealed itself on close
inspection, and its side walls were covered in a dense, deep
growth of English ivy that had been climbing for what looked like
the better part of three centuries. The wooden shutters were
solid white, freshly painted—the one concession to recent
maintenance that the building appeared to have received. There
was no central entrance, which seemed wrong until I understood
it: two narrow doors opened from the portico at the extreme
sides, because the church had been built on a strict east-west
orientation, which required the whole interior to be reversed
from the conventional plan. The shallow chancel, pulpit, and
brass lectern occupied the wall facing the entrance, so that the
pews faced the doors. Anyone arriving after the service had begun
would find the full attention of the congregation turned upon
them. I thought this had probably been, in its day, a highly
effective social deterrent to unpunctuality.

The service was conducted by a young rector named Forsyth

who had not known Francis Graeme long but had evidently
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understood, quickly, what the man had meant to the county around
him. His homily was brief and specific—not the generalities of
pastoral accommodation but the accurate particulars of a man who
had paid attention and recorded what he found. He spoke of
Francis as someone who understood obligations: to the land, to
the people who worked it alongside him, to the idea that
continuity was itself a form of service. He mentioned, without
dwelling on it, that Francis had spent the last year of his life
doing something he had never been willing to describe precisely
but which several of the people present could no doubt have
illuminated—reaching out to family connections lost in the drift
of generations, trying to restore what time and distance and old
quarrel had severed.

I listened to this with the particular quality of attention
you pay to things said about someone you knew too briefly. The
picture Forsyth assembled in his ten minutes at the pulpit was
recognizable—I could see the man I had spent an evening with in
Philadelphia in the description of his patience and his
directness and his precise understanding of what various things
were worth—and yet enlarged. I had known Francis Graeme for one
evening and a piece of a morning, and here was the version his
county knew: a man of fifty-one who had been managing this land
for less than a year and had already made himself into someone
people missed.

Mrs. Eldon, who sat beside me in the family pew, produced a
small embroidered handkerchief at the appropriate moment and put

it away again with the composed efficiency of a woman who has
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attended a great many funerals and considers weeping a reasonable
and time-limited response that should not be allowed to interfere
with the subsequent requirements of the day.

A late arrival slid into the back pew as the first hymn
began. I glanced back and saw, with a slight internal adjustment,
that it was John Thaneford, alone, his back straight in the boxed
family pew as though he had been present from the start. He did
not look in my direction. He did not look in anyone’s direction
except the chancel, where the coffin lay on its catafalque in the
particular dignity that death confers regardless of the
circumstances of its arrival.

I turned back to the service. Outside the clear glass
windows the June afternoon continued with the indifference of
June afternoons everywhere, the light moving over the churchyard
and the old graves and the iron-grey stone of the serpentine
wall. The bell of Saint Saviour'’s, having announced the hour of
the funeral, was silent now, and the only sounds in the church
were the rector’s voice and the dry, patient breathing of the
congregation and the faint creak of the pews settling under the
weight of the living.

The interior was cool and dim and carried the particular
smell of very old churches—stone, wood oil, the faint residue of
candle wax absorbed into the fabric over generations until it had
become indistinguishable from the building itself. The windows on
the long walls were clear glass, not stained, and the light that
came through them had a quality of subdued clarity that seemed

appropriate for the occasion. The pews were high-backed and dark
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with age. A worn carpet ran the length of the aisle. I took my
place in the family pew and looked at the brass memorial plates
on the adjacent wall: a roll of Hildebrand names going back two
and a half centuries, the most recent addition—Richard
Hildebrand, died October 2024—still bright against the older
patina of the plate.

A few pickup trucks and an elderly SUV were in the gravel
lot outside. Through the narrow side windows I could see perhaps
fifteen or twenty people already seated—neighbors and small
farmers, people for whom Francis Graeme had been part of the
landscape of their lives for decades. I was still registering all
of this when John Thaneford brushed past me without
acknowledgment, went straight into the church, and settled
himself in a large enclosed pew that stood apart from the others—
a boxed family pew, carpeted, furnished with two upright chairs,
the Thaneford family's ancient claim upon the space. I watched
him situate himself with the ease of long habit and reminded
myself that whatever his faults, his presence here was perfectly
proper. He and Francis Graeme were kin, and his attendance was
simply the right thing to do. That he had not spoken to me was,
all things considered, a relief.

I positioned myself near the lych-gate as the procession
arrived: the hearse, and behind it two dark cars. From the second
car stepped two women in black, both heavily veiled. From the
third came an elderly couple I took immediately for the Eldons. I
moved forward.

"Mr. Eldon? I'm Hugh Hildebrand."
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He was a compact, round-faced man of seventy or so, with
sharp eyes behind rectangular glasses and the air of someone who
had been managing complicated situations for a very long time
without losing his composure in any of them. He shook my hand
briefly and warmly. "So glad you made it. This is my wife,
Ellen." Mrs. Eldon was a small woman of the same vintage, white-
haired, with a calm and practiced expression that suggested she
had attended a great many funerals and emerged intact from all of
them. "Come and walk with Miss Trevor and Betty," Mr. Eldon said
quietly. "I'll introduce you properly afterward."

And so I found myself following the coffin into the
stillness of a church I had never entered before, in a family pew
I had no prior claim on, with two women I had never met, for a
man I had known for one evening. It was among the stranger things
I had done in a fairly ordinary life, and I was aware, as the
service began, of a quality to the occasion that exceeded its
formal elements—something older and less accountable than
ceremony, a weight that settled on you whether you had earned it
or not.

The committal was said at the graveside in the Hildebrand
family plot, a walled enclosure set apart from the general
churchyard and entered through a lych-gate fashioned from ancient
black bog oak, dark and close-grained as ebony, polished by
generations of hands to a finish that seemed to contain its own
light. I noticed the gate with too much attention, in the way
that you notice peripheral things when you are trying not to

inhabit the center of what is happening. Then I heard the earth
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fall on the coffin 1lid, and the displacement failed, and I stood
in the full fact of the moment.

The grave was under a copper beech that had been there, by
the look of it, since before anyone present had been born. The
roots had displaced the surrounding ground slightly, so that the
earth was uneven beneath our feet, and I found myself watching
where I stepped in the way that you do at funerals, that odd
bodily mindfulness that grief—or its proxy, for I did not grieve
Francis Graeme, not truly—produces in the living. The copper
beech was in full summer leaf. Its shadow lay across the stone
markers around it like a consideration.

The minister was young and sincere and spoke about Francis
Graeme in the way that ministers speak about men they did not
know well: emphasizing virtues that were probably true, dwelling
on specifics that were probably borrowed from others, doing it
all with a careful warmth that was its own kind of kindness. I
listened without much retention. I was watching Beth, who stood
across the grave from me, her hands folded, her face controlled
in the way that faces are controlled when the feelings behind
them are genuine and private and not meant for public
consumption.

She had not cried in the church, that I had seen. She did
not cry now. There was something in this that I found, without
quite meaning to, admirable. Not the absence of feeling—I did not
think feeling was absent—but the privacy of it. The sense that
her grief was hers, and she was not offering it for general

inspection. There was a kind of dignity in this that I
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associated, perhaps unfairly, with an older generation, and yet
she was young, younger than I was, and she wore it naturally.

The woman on my right—the taller of the two, who I believed
to be Beth Graeme—swayed slightly and briefly against my
shoulder. I put out a hand and steadied her without thinking
about it, and she recovered herself, and the moment passed. But
something had shifted. The dead man was of my blood. The two
women beside me had loved him. The earth was receiving what
remained of him, and however peripheral my role in any of it, I
was connected to this in a way I had not anticipated when I got
in my car that morning. The feeling was not precisely grief,
since grief requires a longer acquaintance than I had managed. It
was something adjacent to grief—the recognition that a loss had
occurred that was real and not recoverable, and that it touched
something in my own life I would have to look at more squarely
later.

John Thaneford had not come to the graveside. After the
church service he had intercepted Mr. Eldon and spoken to him for
perhaps half a minute with a visible urgency that seemed at odds
with the solemnity of the occasion, and then had left in haste. I
watched him go and stored the observation away.

At the cars outside Mr. Eldon made the introductions with a
faint formality that I suspected was habitual rather than
performed. "Miss Graeme and Miss Trevor—Mr. Hildebrand."

Elise Trevor inclined her head with a polite reserve that
communicated, without unfriendliness, that she was withholding

judgment pending further evidence. She was perhaps thirty-five,



dark-haired and precise in the
watchful eyes that took you in
anything. I had the sense that

people quickly and very rarely
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way she held herself, with
thoroughly before returning
she was very good at assessing

wrong about what she found.

Beth Graeme did something quite different. She lifted her

veil, looked directly at me, and extended her hand. The smile
that accompanied it was frank and immediate—not the careful,
provisional warmth of a first meeting but the genuine article,
the smile of someone who has decided to trust you and is being
straightforward about the decision. Under the circumstances it
was one of the more surprising things I had encountered in a day
that had been reasonably full of them. I noticed the quality of
the handclasp: firm and warm and entirely without the self-
consciousness of strangers. My father's cousin had called her his
one reliable person, and in the first quarter of a minute of
meeting her I understood exactly what he had meant.

"Of course you're coming back to the house," she said,
barely framing it as a question. "Dad talked about you. He was
glad the two of you had found each other."

There was nothing I could say to that which would not have
been inadequate, so I said nothing at all, which she appeared to
accept as the right answer.

I rode with the Eldons in their car, a large, immaculate
dark Volvo that smelled of leather and old paperwork. As we
pulled out of the lot and followed the procession through the
church gates, I explained about the delayed email and my hurried

drive from Philadelphia. Mr. Eldon listened with the patient
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attention of a man who has heard a great many explanations and
finds them rarely as significant as their presenters believe.

"None of that matters," he said. "The important thing is
that you're here. I hope you're planning to stay at least through
the night. The reading of the will is this afternoon—it is the
way things have always been done at the Hundred, and I believe
Betty takes some comfort in the familiarity of it. Tomorrow
morning I can walk you through the specific terms of your
bequest."

"I really shouldn't impose," I said. "I've never met these
women before today, and this is not an occasion for guests."

"Betty expects it," said Mrs. Eldon, with a quiet certainty
that admitted no counterargument. "And it is generally more
straightforward to meet Betty's expectations than to explain why
you cannot." She said this without the least shade of criticism,
in the tone of someone passing along a reliable piece of
practical information about a natural phenomenon.

I said that I would stay.

A car came up behind us on the narrow road and drew steadily
ahead, moving at a pace our driver showed no inclination to
match. I recognized John Thaneford at the wheel; in the passenger
seat, the pale dome of Fielding Thaneford's hairless head was
visible through the rear window. Neither man acknowledged us as
they passed.

"Are they going to the Hundred?" I asked, keeping my voice

as neutral as I could manage.
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"They have a right to be present at the reading," said Mr.
Eldon, with the measured precision of someone selecting words
with care. "The Thanefords are blood relations, however
complicated the history. That gives them standing." He paused in
the way that very good lawyers pause when deciding how much
information is prudent to share and in what order. "Fielding
Thaneford has not missed a Hildebrand funeral in all the years I
have been attorney to this family. This is the second one in
under a year."

"Francis succeeded his great uncle, I understood."

"Richard Hildebrand. Died last October, at ninety-four,
after more than half a century at the Hundred. Fielding Thaneford
married Richard's much younger sister, Jocelyn, which placed
their son John rather closer in the line of natural inheritance
than Francis Graeme himself-Francis being one step further
removed on the distaff side. But there was no entail, and old
Richard could devise the property as he chose. He chose Francis."
Another pause. "The Thanefords have never made their peace with
that decision. I expect they are here today to see whether the
second drawing of the cards falls any differently for them."

"And will it?"

Mr. Eldon looked at the road ahead with an expression that
was not quite a smile and said nothing.

We turned off the main road at a pair of iron entrance
gates—ornate, well-maintained, a small surprise after the general
character of the surrounding countryside—and proceeded along an

avenue of lindens whose canopies met overhead and made of the
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approach a long green tunnel, cool and shadowed. A shallow
ornamental lake appeared on our right, and through the trees on
its far bank I saw Hildebrand Hundred for the first time.

I had been prepared, after Thane Court's eloquent
dilapidation, for something similarly defeated. What I found
instead was this: a house of yellow brick that held the late
afternoon light in a warm, almost amber register, composed and
solid, looking out over its ornamental water with the quiet
authority of something that had been built to last and had
proceeded to do exactly that. The entrance front was a
semicircular porch two stories in height, limestone columns, a
Palladian window above the door balanced on either side by tall
sashes. Wings extended the main block symmetrically on either
side, the symmetry managing not to feel mechanical. At the rear
of the structure, above the roofline, the shallow dome of the
library extension was just visible. The whole thing communicated,
with a clarity I found difficult to account for in purely
rational terms, that it was not merely standing but present—alive
to its own history in the way that buildings sometimes are when
enough of it has accumulated within them.

I followed Mrs. Eldon through the great doors into an
octagonal entrance hall paved in black and white marble squares,
its well open to the full height of the upper floor. Mahogany
folding doors gave into the dining room on the right; the drawing
room on the left. The principal staircase at the back of the hall
rose in two semicircular sweeps to a landing from which galleries

ran along either side. A tall man in a dark suit met us at the
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door, relieved us of our jackets with unhurried efficiency, and
attended to the house's requirements with the self-possession of
someone who had been doing this for a very long time and expected
to go on doing it. Mrs. Eldon asked me to wait in the library
while her husband gathered his papers; I followed the corridor
behind the staircase, past rows of glazed bookcases, and pushed
open the door at the far end of the house.

The library required a moment of stillness when I entered
it.

The room was some forty feet long and twenty-five wide, with
a ceiling height of at least sixteen feet rising to the shallow
dome, whose diameter I estimated at fourteen or fifteen feet. The
dome was painted with a scene I recognized, after a moment's
study, as Jason's quest for the Golden Fleece—figures in the
classical mode, well composed and richly colored. The polished
black oak floor was covered with Eastern rugs of evident quality,
and on the hearthstone lay the silver-tipped hide of what had
been a very large grizzly bear. The reading chairs and couches
were upholstered in dark green leather, substantial and worn to
the particular softness that good leather achieves only after
decades of actual use. Beneath the dome stood a massive flat-
topped desk of teakwood, its swivel chair bolted to the floor on
a bronze mounting and positioned so that whoever sat there had
the light coming correctly over the left shoulder.

Three of the four walls were floor-to-ceiling bookshelves,
upper tiers accessible by narrow iron balconies reached through

spiral staircases behind grilles in the darker corners near the
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entrance. The collection was clearly a working one—not decorative
sets acquired by the yard but the accumulated, idiosyncratic
purchases of several generations of serious readers, spines of
every size and era mixed in the manner of shelves that have been
used rather than composed.

The fourth wall was given over to four immense windows
flanking the fireplace, two on each side, filled with stained
glass of a quality I had not expected in any private house,
however grand. The colors were deep and saturated—those
particular reds and blues that English craftsmen have been
perfecting for centuries and that no amount of modern technical
knowledge has quite managed to replicate. The leading was heavy
and precise. The designs were 0ld Testament in subject.

The first window showed the young Joseph in his coat of many
colors, walking with the easy confidence of the favored toward
his brothers in the distance; in the compositional shadow of the
background, barely legible, the pit and the merchants.

The second depicted the rebellion of the sons of Korah: the
earth splitting, figures falling into the gap, a sky of
terrifying darkness crossed by a red zigzag of lightning that
seemed, in the quality of the glass, to vibrate with its own
energy even at rest.

The third showed the return of the Israelite spies from
Canaan, bearing the great grape clusters from the valley of
Eschol; in the far distance, Jericho's walls, and on them, if you
looked carefully enough, a small window hung with a cord of

scarlet.
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The fourth, at the extreme right, reproduced the contest on
Mount Carmel: Elijah at the altar, the fire descending, the
prophets of Baal in full flight, and in the upper corner a detail
I found myself returning to more than once—a cloud no larger than
a man's hand, just rising from the sea.

Of the four, this last was perhaps the finest in execution,
though all were excellent: the composition purposeful and clear,
the color uncompromised by age, the leading tight and absolutely
clean. I stood before each one in turn and spent more time than I
had intended.

Above the entrance door, on the one blank wall the room
afforded, hung a tapestry of considerable age and size. The
subject was Actaeon devoured by his own hounds, the goddess
watching from the far edge of the scene with an expression that
could only be described as composed. It was a violent subject
treated with full fidelity to the original myth, nothing softened
or made symbolic. It had been positioned so that whoever entered
the room would see it directly above the door they had just come
through, and I found myself wondering whether this was a
deliberate choice or simply the accident of available wall space,
and then found myself suspecting it was not an accident.

The fireplace was of Caen stone with the Hildebrand family
arms carved in the central panel: checkerboards and
conventionalized lilies in alternate quarterings, a mailed arm
holding a burning torch for the crest. Our Northern branch had
always used a battlemented tower with flames issuing from the

summit—a different image, the same fire. The motto common to both
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branches read: Hildebrande a moy. Hildebrand to me. I had never
known we had a motto.

I have described this room carefully because it was the
center of everything that followed, and every detail of it is
material. I did not know that at the time. I was simply a
stranger killing time in a library that did not belong to him, in
a house he had no claim on beyond an accident of blood. I
examined the windows. I read the nearest shelves—theology,
natural history, a complete Trollope in matching calfskin, an
unexpectedly extensive section on cryptography and codes that I
glanced at with mild curiosity before moving on. I sat in one of
the leather chairs, registered its quality, and stood up again.

The Thanefords were established near the fireplace, Fielding
in the chair closest to the hearth, John standing at his
shoulder. Neither had acknowledged my arrival, nor paid any
attention to my presence since. I returned the favor in kind.

The evening shadows had begun to lengthen, and the light
through the tall windows had shifted from gold to amber to
something approaching copper. In the library the colors of the
stained glass had deepened and intensified as the sun dropped,
the scenes in the windows pressing somehow forward in the failing
light, the figures in them acquiring a quality of presence that
they had not entirely possessed in the full brightness of the
afternoon. We waited.

CHAPTER THREE

HILDEBRAND OF THE HUNDRED
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It must have been close to an hour before Mr. Eldon rejoined
us in the library, his papers apparently having required more
organization than he had anticipated. By then the light through
the tall windows had gone fully copper, and the stained glass was
performing the particular evening transformation I had noticed
earlier—the colors deepening and intensifying until the figures
in the windows seemed almost to lean forward from their frames.

The assembled company, when it was finally complete, was not
large: the Thanefords near the fireplace; myself in one of the
green leather chairs; and then the door opened and the household
staff filed quietly in, seven or eight of them, and took up
positions along the wall nearest the entrance. A moment later
Elise Trevor appeared, still in black, and took a seat near the
window. And then Beth Graeme came in.

I had formed an impression of her at the church, however
limited an impression a face seen briefly above a veil can
supply. What I had not been prepared for was the quality she
brought with her into the room—not beauty exactly, though she was
certainly that, in the particular Irish manner: dark hair and
eyebrows and lashes, and the eyes themselves a clear, unexpected
blue of a shade that seemed to belong to a different palette from
the darkness framing them. All of that I registered and set
aside, because it was not what commanded attention. What
commanded attention was something harder to name—a quality of
completeness, of natural authority, as though she were fully at
home in her own existence in a way that most people manage only

intermittently. She entered the library and the room rearranged
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itself around her presence, not by any act of hers but simply by
the fact of it. I am aware this sounds excessive, and I note it
not as infatuation but as an accurate observation of what
occurred.

John Thaneford had come to his feet with visible reluctance,
executing the minimum that social form required and not one
fraction more. His gaze, when it settled on Beth Graeme, carried
something I disliked intensely—a kind of proprietary assessment,
as though she were a feature of the landscape that he considered
himself entitled to have an opinion about. I looked away from
him.

Beth gave me the briefest of smiles as she took her seat—
warm, private, the smile of a person who hasn't forgotten where
things stand—and then composed herself as Mr. Eldon unfolded his
papers. I experienced a brief and almost comical internal
reckoning: I was sitting in a dead man's library in a house I had
no prior claim on, having known his daughter for approximately
two hours, in the distinct early stages of making a considerable
fool of myself. I recognized this clearly and with some amusement
and suspected that recognizing it would not, in the event, prove
sufficient protection.

Mr. Eldon cleared his throat with the professional gravity
of a man about to deliver a verdict, and began to read.

The will of Francis Hildebrand Graeme was not a long
document. The preliminary clauses addressed themselves to debts
and funeral expenses in the standard way. Then came the specific

bequests: small sums to several of the longer-serving staff, a
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donation to Saint Saviour's parish, and then—Mr. Eldon's voice
maintaining its even, neutral register throughout—the principal
bequest to Lysbeth Effingham Graeme, his dearly beloved daughter
by adoption.

I glanced at Beth. She was looking at her hands, which were
folded quietly in her lap.

To her the will directed a bequest of five hundred thousand
dollars in investment accounts, the silver dinner service bearing
the Effingham coat of arms, the four portraits of the Graeme
family now hanging in the long gallery at Hildebrand Hundred, and
such articles of personal and sentimental value as she might
select from the contents of the house, excluding items
specifically enumerated in the attached inventory of Hildebrand
goods and chattels. The inheritance taxes to be discharged from
the residue of the personal estate.

From somewhere in the room there came a sound that was not
quite a breath and not quite a word—a half-suppressed exhalation,
the physical release of emotion held under tight rein. I looked
toward the fireplace. Fielding Thaneford had risen to his feet.
The extraordinary smooth pinkness of his complexion had shifted,
in the space of those few seconds, to a dull, threatening brick-
red. His mouth was open. Beside him, John Thaneford had placed
one hand on his father's arm and was applying what appeared to be
firm downward pressure. Mr. Eldon looked up from his papers,
registered the interruption, and indicated with a slight

elevation of his chin that he was about to continue. The old man
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yielded to his son's hand with visible effort and sank back into
the chair.

I supposed I must have heard the next paragraph with the
physical apparatus of hearing, but my mind was slow—very slow—in
bringing its meaning into focus. Then it landed, all at once,
with the force of something dropped from a height.

To dispense with the legal apparatus: the testator directed
that the undivided estate of Hildebrand Hundred, together with
the entirety of the remaining real and personal property, all
holdings, all land, all structures and contents thereof, should
pass in fee simple to his friend and kinsman, Hugh Hildebrand, of
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, to be held by him and his heirs
forever.

I sat with this for a full minute, possibly longer, without
moving.

I had expected, as I mentioned, the kind of bequest that
gets expressed in four figures and discharged in an afternoon—
perhaps a sum for a keepsake, perhaps a piece of furniture with
family significance, some token that acknowledged our brief
connection and then released me back into my ordinary life. What
I had not expected was this. A man I had met once, on a single
remarkable evening, had made me the principal heir to an estate
of several hundred acres and a house that I was already certain
had no equal in this county or perhaps several adjacent ones. I
was now, by the simple operation of a document, Hildebrand of the
Hundred. The phrase came to me fully formed, as though it had

always been waiting.
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I was still attempting to arrange my thoughts into some
useful order when Fielding Thaneford rose a second time.

He must, in his prime, have been a man of very considerable
physical presence; even now, at what I later learned was the age
of nearly ninety, he overtopped his stalwart son by two full
inches. He drew himself up with a deliberateness that made the
room hold its breath, and swept his gaze around it with the
authority of someone who has spent a long life being listened to
and has not yet adjusted to the possibility of being otherwise.
He opened his mouth. We inclined, involuntarily, to hear what he
would say.

What he said was nothing. The words gathered and then
failed, and Fielding Thaneford fell.

He went straight down, as a tree goes, without the
intervening stages that a stumble or a faint usually provides.
One moment he was standing with the full, terrible concentration
of a man who means to be heard; the next he was on the floor, his
face working strangely, his hands open at his sides. John
Thaneford was down beside him instantly, shouting for someone to
call a doctor. The staff moved quickly. I found I was standing,
though I had no memory of rising.

A paralytic stroke is a particular kind of shock to witness
precisely because of the contrast it enacts. The mind
understands, in the abstract, that the body is always a
provisional arrangement, always in the process of undoing itself;
but the sight of a man struck down in the middle of an intention—

not in illness, not in sleep, but in the full force of will—makes
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that abstraction suddenly and uncomfortably concrete. I had
disliked Fielding Thaneford from the first moment I saw him, and
I disliked him still, and the sight of him on the library floor
with his face twitching and his extraordinary eyes fixed on
something none of the rest of us could see affected me in spite
of all that, the way such things always affect you when you are
present to them.

Doctor Marcy arrived within twenty minutes—he had evidently
been expected, or at least not unexpected, at such an occasion.
He was a brisk, compact man in his sixties who moved through the
library with the self-possession of someone who had seen a great
deal and retained the ability to address the immediate item in
front of him without being distracted by the ones beside it. He
examined Fielding Thaneford, issued instructions to the staff,
and then came to find me.

"He shouldn't be moved any further than necessary tonight.
The safest thing is to put him to bed here."

"Of course," I said, before I had fully registered the
implication, and then registered it: I had just offered the
hospitality of a house that had been mine for approximately
fifteen minutes.

It was Beth who came to find me a few minutes later, while
the doctor was still upstairs directing the transfer of his
patient to one of the guest rooms. She had taken off her hat and
was carrying it by the brim, and she looked at me with an
expression that was direct and slightly apologetic and entirely

without sentiment.
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"You'll need to speak to John Thaneford," she said.
"Formally, I mean. He won't accept charity, but he'll accept an
offer made in the right way. He's in the upstairs hall."

I looked at her. "You're asking me to extend hospitality to
someone who believes he should be master of this house."

"Yes."

"In the house he believes should be his."

"It's difficult, I know. But his father is ill, and he can
hardly leave him here as an uninvited guest."

I went upstairs.

John Thaneford was standing in the corridor outside the room
where his father had been put to bed, his arms crossed, his
expression suggesting that he had been anticipating this
encounter and had prepared for it by making himself as
impenetrable as possible. I delivered the offer of hospitality as
clearly and without condescension as I could manage, which under
the circumstances required some effort.

He heard me out without moving. "We won't be here any longer
than necessary," he said, in a tone that managed to be
simultaneously a refusal and an acceptance. "As soon as my father
can be moved we'll go."

"Of course. There's no urgency. Please stay as long as you
need to."

Something flickered in the flat dark eyes—not gratitude, and
not quite hostility either; something more complicated than

either, as though I had done something he had expected and the
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expectation being met only confirmed a calculation he had already
made. He said nothing further. I went back downstairs.

Beth was waiting in the library. The staff had gone, and Mr.
Eldon had taken his wife and his papers and disappeared,
presumably to give us privacy. The last of the daylight had gone
from the tall windows, and the stained glass had become, in the
dark, a set of deep, almost opaque panels—the colors still
present but compressed, waiting.

"Sit down," she said. "There's something I want to say to
you first, before you say what you're going to say."

"Which is?"

"That you're going to decline the inheritance. That Dad
can't have meant it. That it's too much, or too strange, or I
should have it instead."

I had been, in fact, composing exactly this speech in my
head since the moment Mr. Eldon finished reading. I felt the mild
deflation of a man whose prepared remarks have been delivered for
him.

"You met my father once," she went on, "and you might
reasonably think that isn't enough to justify what he did. But
you knew him for an evening, and I've known him my entire life,
and I can tell you that he never did anything without
understanding exactly what he was doing and why. If he made you
his heir, it was because he'd decided you were the right person
to be here. He had a strong sense of what was right for this
place and for the family that built it. He would have explained

it to you eventually."
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"He didn't explain it to me," I said. "He didn't have the
chance."

"No. He didn't." Her voice didn't change, but something
moved behind her eyes for a moment. "Which is why I'm explaining
it now."

I said what I had intended to say: that the Hundred was her
home, that whatever her formal legal status it belonged to her in
every sense that mattered, that I was a stranger and an outsider
and the whole thing was absurd.

She shook her head. "Dad took me in when I was four years
old. He was the best person I have ever known, and he was devoted
to this house and to what it represents. But the will says what
it says: I am his daughter by adoption. There is no Hildebrand
blood in me, and there were never any pretensions to the
contrary. The estate was always going to go to a Hildebrand. The
question was only which one."

"Meaning me or John Thaneford."

"Yes."

I was quiet for a moment. Through the library door, faint
and then clearer, came the sound of Doctor Marcy's footsteps on
the floor above.

"How long have the Hildebrands been at the Hundred?" I
asked.

"Since the early sixteen hundreds. There was a Lawrence
Hildebrand who received a Crown patent. Something like four
hundred years of continuous habitation, if you count the gaps,

which I don't think you should."
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"My great-great-great-grandfather," I said, testing the
phrase. It felt about as real as claiming descent from a figure
in a stained glass window.

"Richard Hildebrand died last October. He'd been master here
for over half a century. Dad succeeded him, but he was never
Hildebrand by name—he always understood that he was a caretaker,
holding it for whoever came next. The will was dated May 20th of
this year. Just about a month ago. He'd been looking for you for
some time, I think, and when he finally found you and spent that
evening with you in Philadelphia, he knew what he wanted to do."

"He could have told me," I said. The inadequacy of the
observation was obvious the moment I said it.

"He intended to. He was going to invite you down and explain
everything properly. He was—" She stopped. "He was looking
forward to it, is all."

I let the silence run for a moment. "You said the
alternative was John Thaneford."

"If you decline, the estate goes to the next blood relation.
John Thaneford is that person. He is a Hildebrand on his mother's
side, which is exactly as valid a claim as yours. The only
difference is the directness of the line."

"And you think I shouldn't let that happen."

"I think," she said carefully, "that you should do what my
father wanted. Which is what I just told you he wanted. Beyond
that I don't have an opinion, or not one I intend to share with

someone I've known for three hours."
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This was so precisely the right thing to say that I found
myself, unexpectedly, smiling. She caught it and returned it,
briefly, and then was serious again.

"Can I ask you something?" I said. "Do you actually want to
go on living here? With the situation as it now stands?"

She considered this with a seriousness that I appreciated.
"This is my home," she said at last. "It has been since I was
four. Whatever the legal arrangement, that isn't going to change.
Dad understood that, and so—I assume—did you, when you offered to
stay the night without making conditions about it."

I accepted this. We sat in the library for a few minutes
more, in a silence that had become, without any particular
effort, a companionable one. Then Beth rose and said that dinner
would be at seven, that she and Elise would not come down, and
that I was welcome to eat alone or with John Thaneford as I
preferred.

"I'll take care of the dining room," I said. "It's the least
I can do."

She paused at the library door and held out her hand. "Good
night, Cousin Hugh."

I shook it, and noticed again the quality of the grip—firm
and unhesitating and not at all cousin-like, though that was
exactly what it was. I was aware, walking up the marble-paved
entrance hall behind Marcus, who had appeared from somewhere to
show me to my room, that I was in a situation that was going to

require from me a considerably more reliable version of myself
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than I had lately been in the habit of producing. The thought was
not unpleasant. That, at least, was something.

The red room was on the second floor at the south end of the
house, with windows that looked out over the ornamental water and
the linden avenue beyond it. It was furnished with the unhurried
solidity of rooms that have been furnished once and correctly and
have had no need of revision since. A fire had been laid in the
grate. The bed was an antique four-poster of dark walnut that
appeared to have been in this room since approximately the time
of the original Crown patent.

I sat on the edge of it in the near-dark and tried, with
indifferent success, to establish a reliable account of the day's
events. Early this morning I had been a freelance contracts
attorney in Philadelphia with no family connections, no
obligations beyond the immediate, and no particular reason to go
to Maryland. Now I was the owner of a four-hundred-year-old
estate with a paralyzed near-ninety-year-old houseguest and a
hostile houseguest's son sleeping somewhere in the upstairs
corridor, a meeting with a lawyer in the morning to discuss the
terms of a fortune I had not anticipated and was not certain I
deserved, and—this I acknowledged to myself with the candor that
empty rooms sometimes encourage—the clear knowledge that the
woman downstairs was someone I had met today and was already
absolutely certain I did not want to meet only once.

I pinched the back of my hand, which is a test I have always
found unreliable. Outside, the Maryland night had come fully down

over the Hundred, and the ornamental water caught what there was
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of starlight and held it steadily, as the house itself held
everything within it: all of it still, all of it present, all of
it waiting.

The Hundred at night was a different building from the one I
had arrived at in the afternoon. Not darker exactly—the entrance
hall was kept 1lit, and the landing above the staircase—but
differently inhabited. The daytime quality of a lived-in house,
with its sounds of movement and the ordinary traffic of staff and
household, had been replaced by something older: the sound of a
stone-and-timber building conducting its own small structural
conversations, contracting in the cooling air, the old boards and
the oak beams registering the change of temperature in their own
language.

I had grown up in city apartments and suburban houses, and
the quality of a very old building at night was something I had
not previously had to calibrate. It was not disturbing. It was,
if anything, the opposite: the specific presence of something
that had been here longer than any of the people who had ever
lived in it, and would continue to be here after the last of them
had gone. Four centuries of Hildebrands, the brass plates in
Saint Saviour’s had said. Richard Hildebrand, most recently.
Francis Graeme, caretaker. And now me.

I was aware of the absurdity of the situation even as I sat
in the near-dark of the red room with the Maryland night outside
the windows. A man who had been a freelance contracts attorney
yesterday morning was now—by the operation of a dead man’s

intention and the stroke of a lawyer’s pen—the owner of this
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house and this land and all the particular obligations they
carried. The income from my mother’s estate, which had always
felt like exactly sufficient, was going to look distinctly modest
against the maintenance requirements of a four-hundred-year-old
estate. My knowledge of agriculture was zero. My knowledge of the
county and its people was forty-eight hours old. My knowledge of
the woman downstairs was less than a day.

And yet. The four-poster was solid; the mattress was good;
the fire in the grate was producing exactly the right amount of
heat for a June night in Maryland, which is to say not much but
enough. The room had been furnished once, correctly, and had no
interest in being otherwise. Outside the windows the ornamental
water was still and dark and catching the first few stars.

I thought about Francis Graeme in the University Club on
Walnut Street, ordering a second round of drinks with the calm
authority of a man who has decided the evening is going to go a
certain way and is proceeding accordingly. The ease of him; the
particular quality of the conversation, which had been between
two people who had found each other’s company immediately and
completely natural. He had known, that evening, what he was
doing. He had been, in some sense I could not articulate but
could recognize, selecting me. And I, who had arrived at the
University Club with no particular intention beyond the pleasure
of a congenial evening, had allowed myself to be selected without
understanding what I was agreeing to.

I was, apparently, the kind of person who could agree to

four hundred years of obligation over drinks and dinner. This was
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not what I would have predicted about myself. I found it, on

reflection, not uninteresting.

CHAPTER FOUR

SOME HYPOTHETICAL QUESTIONS
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Dinner was not a particularly cheerful meal. Marcus had laid
three places in the dining room, and it fell to me, as Hildebrand
of the Hundred, to take the chair at the head of the table. I
would have preferred to sit anywhere else in the room, at any
other position relative to the remaining settings, but Marcus
arranged the covers with a quiet authority that made protest feel
both futile and graceless, and so I sat in the chair that had so
recently been my cousin's, and did what I could with the
situation.

The dining room was a handsome space, all dark wainscoting
and silver candlesticks on a table long enough to swallow our
small party without effort, which only intensified the peculiar
quality of the evening. To my right sat Doctor Marcy; across from
him, John Thaneford.

Doctor Marcy was a man of perhaps fifty-five, compact and
short-statured but built with a density that made him seem
considerably more substantial than his height suggested. He had
the kind of physical presence you sometimes encounter in men who
have spent time in demanding conditions—not bulk exactly, but a
quality of settled solidity, as though he occupied his space more
thoroughly than most people do. A scar ran down the left side of
his jaw and extended nearly to the chin, a significant one, pale
and old. I did not remark on it directly. He was a blunt, easy
talker, and when the conversation turned—as it does, in the
presence of scars, of unusual physical competence, of experiences
that don't quite fit the ordinary run—to the circumstances that

had formed him, he told us something of his history.
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He had done his medical training in Scotland, he said, at
Edinburgh, and afterward taken a position with an international
medical relief organization in Central Africa, where he had
remained for four years. "Best and worst time of my life," he
said, without elaboration. He had later served as a trauma
physician with the Army, two tours in the early 2000s, and had
come to Kingswater County when he married a woman whose family
had been here for generations. The scar was from the Africa
years; a patient with an acute psychotic episode had attacked him
in the supply room of a field hospital with the most readily
available heavy object, which had turned out to be a surgical
mallet. He described this incident without any emphasis of drama,
in the matter-of-fact tone of someone relating an event that has
been fully assimilated and no longer requires embellishment. What
I registered most clearly was that he had subdued the patient
himself, held him until help arrived, and then—as he mentioned
almost in passing—assisted at the man's surgery later the same
afternoon.

I liked him for this: for the lightness of it, the absence
of any invitation to be impressed.

John Thaneford ate in near-silence, drank several glasses of
whiskey, and smoked between courses with the resigned efficiency
of a man performing a function he has no interest in but intends
to complete. The atmosphere his silence generated was not merely
unpleasant but actively oppressive—the specific kind of
sullenness that makes everyone at the table aware that they are

using the air in common with someone who resents them for it.
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Doctor Marcy and I found conversational subjects and attended to
them with something approaching gratitude. When Thaneford
declined coffee and excused himself to return to his father's
room, both of us watched him go with the relief of men released
from a mild but persistent pressure.

Marcus cleared the table. The doctor and I moved to the
library, where coffee had been laid on a low table near the
fireplace. The room was dark now except for the circle of light
from the reading lamp and the low, banked glow of the fire Marcus
had built up in the grate. The stained glass was opaque, the
colors absorbed entirely by the night outside. I sat in one of
the green leather chairs. Doctor Marcy took the other, pulled a
cigar from his breast pocket, and 1lit it with the methodical
attention of a man who regards the operation as worthy of his
full concentration.

He looked at the fire for a moment. Then he looked at me.

"You're Hildebrand of the Hundred now," he said. It was not
quite a question.

"Apparently."

"Then there's something you ought to know. Something that
has been occupying me for the past week, and that I don't feel I
can hold back from you any longer. Has anyone given you to
understand that there was anything unusual about the
circumstances of your cousin's death?"

The quality of the evening shifted, in the space of that

sentence, in the way that evenings sometimes do when a door opens
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that cannot afterward be closed. "No," I said. "Nothing. He died
of a stroke, I was told."

"That is what my certificate says. A cerebral hemorrhage,
and there was indeed a brain lesion—I'll explain how I know that.
But I am not satisfied that the hemorrhage was the predisposing
cause. I am not satisfied, to be direct about it, that Francis
Graeme died a natural death."

He let this sit in the air between us for a moment, and I
let it sit, because it needed to.

"Tell me," I said.

Doctor Marcy settled back and crossed one knee over the
other. "On the morning of June fourteenth—a Saturday, the morning
he died—I came to the Hundred on what was essentially a routine
call. Francis had been thinking of increasing his life insurance,
and as I am the county examiner for the carrier in question he
had asked me to come over and examine him for the application. I
had been his physician for some years, since before he came to
the Hundred, and I knew his constitution as well as I know my
own."

"What was your assessment?"

"Excellent. I will say that absolutely and without
qualification. Heart, lungs, circulatory system—all in first-
class condition for a man of his age, which was fifty-one. There
was nothing to suggest any degenerative process, nothing that
would indicate any elevated risk. I told him so. He seemed
unsurprised—he had always kept himself in good shape—and made

some light remark about the reliability of genetics. We arranged
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to play golf that afternoon at the Lost River club. I left the
house at approximately ten o'clock."

"And?"

"And at half past two in the afternoon I received a call
from the Hundred asking me to come immediately. When I arrived, I
was taken to this room." He looked around it with an expression
that was fully controlled. "Francis Graeme was lying on the floor
alongside the library desk, partly concealed by the tall leather
screen that stands to the right of the desk as you enter from the
hall. Since his head was turned slightly to one side, the wound
was not visible until I knelt directly beside him."

"Wound?"

"A contusion on the right temple. Triangular in shape. Quite
sufficient, in itself, to have caused death—the temple being, as
you may know, one of the more vulnerable points on the skull. He
had been dead, by my estimate, for roughly two hours."

I said nothing. The fire settled in the grate.

"Now," the doctor continued, "a wound of that nature admits
two explanations. Either the man fell-struck by vertigo or some
sudden failure—and hit his head on something, or he was struck by
something in someone else's hand. I considered the first
possibility carefully. I knew Graeme to be entirely free of any
tendency to vertigo or fainting; he was in perfect health not
four hours before his death; he was wearing rubber-soled shoes,
well suited to the floor surface, so a slip was unlikely. More

significantly, there was no sharp corner near the position of the
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body against which such an injury could have been incurred. He
had fallen entirely clear of the desk."

"Which eliminates the accident."

"It substantially weakens it, at minimum. There is a
residual possibility—that something was present when he fell and
was afterward removed—but that requires its own set of
explanations."

"Removed by whom? And when?"

"That," said Marcy, "is precisely the question. The library
door was found locked when Marcus came to open it—Graeme
habitually engaged the spring-latch from inside when he wanted to
work undisturbed. There are no skylights or roof openings. The
four large windows are fixed—they are the stained glass panels,
leaded and immovable, as you can see. However." He set down his
coffee cup and rose from his chair. "Come over here."

He led me to the second window to the right of the
fireplace—the window depicting the return of the Israelite spies,
the one I had examined that afternoon. "Look at the lower section
of the central panel," he said. "You'll notice that the stained
glass in the main panels gives way, at the base of each window,
to a smaller subsidiary scene. In this one, a field of wheat with
poppies. This lower section is called a predella—it's hinged." He
pulled a small cord that I hadn't noticed before, and the panel
swung inward on a central pivot, admitting a breath of night air.
The opening was roughly twenty inches wide and perhaps ten inches

high."
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"On the morning Graeme died," he went on, returning the
predella to its closed position, "it was warm—a typical June day.
The predellas in all four windows were open for ventilation. They
were open when I found the body, and they were presumably open
throughout the morning."

"Someone could have come through."

"A boy, or a very slight adult. The bottom of the opening is
approximately five feet above the terrace outside, which means a
ladder or a step would be required to reach it. That, however, is
the lesser obstacle." He returned to his chair. "That portion of
the terrace and the adjacent lawn were being mowed that morning,
by two of the estate's groundskeepers. They were there from early
morning and did not break for lunch until after one o'clock;
Elise Trevor confirmed this, and I spoke with both men
separately. Neither one saw anyone approach the library windows."

"And they themselves—"

"Are not in any serious question. Both have been employed at
the Hundred for many years, both have entirely consistent
accounts, and their alibis are mutually corroborating. I have
satisfied myself on that point."

"Then how was the room entered?"

"That," said Doctor Marcy, "is what I cannot establish. The
door was locked from the inside. The windows were either fixed or
too small and too observed for practical use. By every rational
account, the room could not have been entered by any ordinary

means between the time I left it at ten o'clock and the time the
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body was found at two. And yet something happened to Francis
Graeme in the interval."

"You said the door was locked when it was opened. How was it
opened?"

"A master key. The house has a complete modern lock system—
Francis had it installed some months ago. Marcus carries the
standard house key. But there is a master key, kept separately,
in the butler's pantry. Marcus had it in reserve, behind the
clock on the pantry shelf-his own habit, separate from his
regular keys."

"Did anyone else know where it was kept?"

"Marcus says not. Whether that is entirely reliable I cannot
say with confidence. These things have a way of being less
private than their keepers believe."

"A clever person," I said, "wanting to know where a master
key was kept, would begin with the most obvious locations in the
pantry. The clock, the mantelpiece, the top shelf. People are
consistent in their habits."

"Yes," said the doctor, with the ghost of a smile. "They
are."

"Who else had access to the house that morning?"

"As far as I know, only the household. Beth was away—she had
gone into Calverton with a neighbor and didn't return until mid-
afternoon, by which time everything had already happened. Elise
Trevor was in the house throughout the morning. The regular

staff. And the groundskeepers outside."
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"And no one observed anything unusual? No one came or went
who shouldn't have?"

"No one that anyone will admit to having seen. Which is not,
of course, the same thing."

I turned this over. "You mentioned the coroner. You haven't
reported any of this to him."

"Not yet. I have been asking myself whether the
circumstances warrant it—whether there is enough substance to my
unease to justify opening a formal inquiry, with everything that
would mean for this household." He drew on the cigar and looked
at the ceiling for a moment. "I wanted first to form a clearer
picture for myself. And I wanted to wait until the proper master
of the Hundred was in place and could be informed directly. Both
conditions are now satisfied."

"You're saying the decision is mine."

"I am saying that the decision is yours to be part of. If I
go to the coroner it will be because I am professionally and
morally obligated to do so. But I thought you deserved to know
the ground before that step was taken."

I looked at the stained glass above the fireplace. In the
darkness the windows had become four rectangles of deep,
contained color—less windows than presences, less illuminated
than absorptive. Joseph in his coat, walking toward the pit. The
sons of Korah, the earth opening. The spies with their grapes,
Jericho's wall in the distance. Elijah on the mountain, the cloud

no larger than a man's hand.
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"Who would have done it?" I said. "If it was done. Who had a
reason?"

Doctor Marcy said nothing for a moment. His eyes moved,
briefly and without comment, toward the ceiling, in the direction
of the room where Fielding Thaneford lay motionless in his bed.

I took his meaning without difficulty.

"That is a hypothesis," said Marcy carefully, "not an
accusation. I want to be clear about that."

"Understood."

We were both silent. The fire had burned low. I was about to
say something further when I stopped.

From somewhere in the room—from the deep interior of it,
beyond the circle of lamplight, in the direction of the
bookshelves or perhaps the corner behind the desk—there came a
sound that might, if you were not attending, have been dismissed
as the settling of an old house. But I was attending, and the
house was stone and brick and had been settling for four hundred
years and did not settle like that.

It was the sound of a breath. A single, controlled
exhalation—not startled, not involuntary, but the sound of a
person who has been holding themselves very still and has
momentarily allowed the stillness to lapse.

Doctor Marcy had heard it too. I could tell by the quality
of the silence that replaced it.

Neither of us moved, or spoke, for a full ten seconds. Then
I rose from my chair, crossed to the reading lamp, and turned the

beam of it toward the far end of the room.
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The bookshelves stood exactly as they had stood all evening:
orderly, still, undisturbed. The iron spiral staircase in the
left corner was empty. The teakwood desk was as I had last seen
it, bare and precisely arranged. The leather screen to its right
showed nothing beyond its own dark surface.

Nothing was there, and everything was exactly as it should
have been, and this was, if anything, more unsettling than
finding someone.

"Old houses," said Doctor Marcy, in a tone that did not
quite convince either of us. He finished his coffee and set down
the cup with a steadiness that I found, under the circumstances,
admirable.

I said good night shortly afterward, and went upstairs to
the red room. I lay awake for some time with the lamp on,
listening to the particular silence of Hildebrand Hundred, which
was not, I had decided, a simple or a straightforward silence.

In the morning, I told myself, things would be clearer. In
my experience, things in the morning are rarely clearer; they are
simply more visible, which is a different quality entirely. But
it seemed a necessary thing to tell myself, and so I told it, and
eventually turned the lamp off and the darkness came in, and I

slept.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE MISSING LINK

I had returned to my chair. The lamp sat between us as
before, and the library had the quality of stillness that follows
a disturbance—the bookshelves exactly as they had stood, the desk
clear, the iron spiral staircase empty. Nothing had been there.
And yet the breath I had heard was not the breath of an empty
room.

Doctor Marcy seemed to have recovered his composure; he was
relighting his cigar with the deliberate attention he brought to
everything. He picked up the thread of the conversation as though
it had not been broken, speaking in a lower register now, his
eyes on the fire.

"I was going to say," he resumed, "that I have not reported
my suspicions to the coroner because I first wanted to establish
the missing link. The gap in the argument—the element I couldn't
account for—was the question of how a room locked from the inside
could have been entered at all. An assailant requires access.
Without access, the accident theory is all that remains, however
unsatisfactory."

"And have you found it?" I asked. "The missing link?"

"I think so. And it is in this room." He rose from his
chair, drew a small key from his breast pocket, and crossed to
the great flat-topped desk. The desk was constructed in the usual
manner—drawers and storage compartments on either side of a

central knee-well—and in the right-hand pedestal there was a
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shallow locked compartment at the top. Marcy opened it with the
key, reached inside, and drew out an object that he set on the
desktop between us.

It was an iron dispatch box—old, substantial, brass-bound at
the corners, of the kind that might have served a lawyer or a
land agent in the middle of the previous century. It measured
perhaps fifteen inches by ten by seven. The corners were sharp
and square and solid.

"Yes," I said. "That could certainly have done it."

Marcy nodded. "The box must have been standing on the floor
near the screen. Graeme rises, perhaps intending to pick it up,
perhaps for some unrelated reason. He suffers a sudden onset—a
vascular episode of some kind, brief vertigo—falls, and the right
temple strikes this corner." He indicated the nearest brass-bound
angle. "A severe blow to the temple can be instantaneously fatal.
The accident theory, you see, is not without a physical
mechanism. I simply hadn't found the mechanism until I came back
into this room for a second look."

There was a soft sound from the far end of the room—not the
ambiguous breath of before but the deliberate, purposeful
movement of someone who has decided to stop concealing
themselves. From behind the tall leather screen that stood to the
right of the desk, Beth Graeme came forward into the lamplight.

She had been there, I understood immediately, for some
considerable time. Long enough to have heard everything we had
said since I turned the lamp toward the bookshelves and found

nothing. Long enough to have heard the whole of Marcy's account
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of her father's death. Her face was composed with a steadiness
that cost something, but her voice was even.

"There is a problem with your theory, Doctor Marcy," she
said.

He had risen the moment she appeared. He was not, I thought,
entirely surprised. "I'm sorry, my girl," he said. "I didn't know
you were there. I'm sorry you had to hear any of that."

"I know you are. And I understand that you were trying to
protect me." She came around the end of the desk and stood facing
us both. "But since I've heard it, I want to hear the rest. And I
want to ask you something directly."

"Yes," said the doctor simply.

"Where was that dispatch box when you first came into this
room and found my father?"

The silence that followed was the kind that answers a
question before any words do. Marcy stood with the box in his
hands and looked at it. "I'll be honest with you," he said. "I
didn't notice it. Not on my first entry. I was focused on your
father—on establishing that he was gone, on not disturbing the
scene. I assumed afterward that it had been pushed out of sight
in the angle between the screen and the desk. It was just there
that I found it when I came back."

"On your second visit to the room."

"Yes."

"Tell me exactly what happened between your first visit and

your second."
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Marcy set the box carefully on the desktop. He pulled his
chair around and sat down with the deliberate gravity of a man
who has decided to give an account and intends to give it
completely. Beth took the third chair, the one closest to the
fire. I stayed where I was.

"When I had satisfied myself that Francis was dead," the
doctor said, "I went out to the hall. As I came through the
library door I looked up and saw a car coming up the avenue—
yours, Beth, as I realized when it stopped at the entrance. I
knew that someone would have to prepare you before you came
inside. I asked Elise—Miss Trevor—to do it, but she said she
couldn't manage it. So I left Marcus at the library door with
instructions to let no one in, and went down to the entrance to
meet you."

"And how long were you away?"

"Five minutes. Perhaps a little more."

"And when you came back to the library door?"

Marcy paused. He looked at me briefly, and then back at
Beth. "Marcus was gone," he said. "And Elise Trevor was standing
at the door in his place."

Beth received this without any visible change of expression.
"I see," she said.

"I want to be very careful about what I am and am not
saying," the doctor went on. "Elise's being at the door does not,
by itself, mean anything. She may have come to look for Marcus
when he wandered off. She may have been there for any number of

perfectly innocent reasons."
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"But it does mean," I said, "that there was an interval of
five minutes or more during which the library door was unguarded,
and during which Elise Trevor was unaccounted for."

"That follows, yes."

"And in five unobserved minutes," I continued carefully, "a
person who knew this room and knew what they were looking for
could have entered, searched for something, and left—taking or
replacing the dispatch box as needed."

"Could have, yes."

I was about to press further when Beth said: "I need to tell
you both something. About the will."

"The will has been read," I said. "Mr. Eldon read it this
afternoon."”

"I'm not referring to that will." She folded her hands in
her lap with the composure of someone choosing their words with
care. "There was an earlier one. My father told Elise and me
about it himself, about a week ago. He told us he had decided to
change it."

"Change it how?"

"The first will named John Thaneford as the residual heir.
When my father found you in Philadelphia and decided you were the
right person for the Hundred, he had a new will drawn. The one
Mr. Eldon read today." She paused. "The first will—the one naming
Thaneford—was kept in that box."

I looked at the iron dispatch box sitting on the desktop.
The implications arranged themselves with a clarity I found

unpleasant.
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"Someone who knew about the first will," I said slowly, "and
who didn't know—or wasn't certain—that a second will existed,
might have believed that destroying the contents of that box
would restore the original inheritance to Thaneford."

"Yes," said Beth.

"And someone who came into this room after your father died,
and took the box away, and found only the first will inside—
naming Thaneford—would have realized that the second will was
elsewhere. At which point the box would be worthless to them, and
returning it quietly would be the safest course."”

"Which is consistent with the box being in the angle behind
the screen when Marcy came back in," said Beth. "If it had been
there the first time, he would have seen it."

"Did Elise Trevor know where the second will was kept?" I
asked.

Beth considered this. "She knew it was with Mr. Eldon. My
father told us that Mr. Eldon was holding it in his safe. He said
it was safer there, being so recently executed."

"So she would have known the box was unlikely to contain
what she was looking for."

"Unless," said Marcy quietly, "she was not certain of that.
People's habits are not always consistent. And if there was any
chance the new will was in the box, the attempt would have been
worth making."

I turned this over for a moment. "Was Elise opposed to the

change? To Thaneford being replaced by me?"
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Beth's expression shifted in a way that was difficult to
read. "She had reservations," she said. "We both did, if I'm
being honest. You were a stranger. Dad had met you once. We
thought he was being hasty and said so. Elise said it more
strongly than I did."

"More strongly in what sense?"

"She pointed out more than once that John Thaneford had a
real claim on the property. That he believed himself entitled to
it. That my father had as much as promised it to him when he
first came to the Hundred. She felt quite strongly that the right
thing was to honor the original arrangement."

"And you?"

Beth looked at me directly. "I wanted to meet you first. I
had no opinion about the inheritance either way. I just thought
he should wait until you'd visited and we'd formed a judgment. He
wouldn't wait." A pause. "He was never wrong about people. That
was the extraordinary thing about him. He was the most accurate
reader of character I have ever known, and he was never wrong. I
told myself that, and I stopped arguing."

I accepted this in silence. Doctor Marcy appeared to be
examining the iron box with fresh attention.

"Let me be precise about one thing," I said. "The suggestion
here is not that Elise Trevor killed your father. It is that
someone else did, or that his death was a genuine accident, and
that Elise—knowing the situation with the will, and finding the
room unguarded—seized the opportunity to retrieve the box and

search it."



Gael / BLOODLINE / 67

"That is as far as the evidence goes," agreed Marcy. "Graeme
was dead before she could have entered that room. The question of
how he died is a separate question from the question of what
happened to the box."

"And the question of how the room was entered in the first
place," I said. "If the door was spring-latched from inside, and
the windows were impractical, and nobody came through either—then
we are back where we started. With a man who died in a locked
room with no one present and no obvious cause."

"Except the box," said Marcy.

"Which may or may not have been there when he fell."

We sat with this for a moment. The fire had burned low.
Outside, the Maryland night pressed against the dark stained
glass in the four tall windows, and the room had the quality of a
place that has heard a great deal and is waiting to hear more.

"There needs to be an inquest," I said. "And an autopsy, if
it isn't too late. I should think it isn't, given that the burial
was only today."

"I'll formally withdraw my certificate," said Marcy. "I
won't pretend I'm looking forward to it. It will generate a
certain amount of professional awkwardness. But there is nothing
else to be done."

"Who is the county coroner?" I asked.

"John Thaneford."

The silence this produced was of a different quality from
the others.

"You can't be serious," I said.
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"Entirely. He ran for it in the last county election. It's a
minor elected office, and the Democratic nomination had already
been spoken for on the more prominent positions; I imagine it was
offered to him as a concession of some kind. He took it. He was
elected by the usual margin."

"The man who stands to inherit the Hundred if I decline, and
whose father collapsed when he found out he wouldn't, is the
county coroner."

"Yes."

I thought about this for a moment. "He is sworn to do his
duty."

"He is," said Marcy, without any great confidence.

"Then we present what we have tomorrow morning, directly to
him. We can't go around him—the county medical examiner reports
to the coroner's office, and a formal inquest requires his
authorization. If he refuses it we can go to the state medical
examiner, but the procedural path leads through Thaneford first."

"It may be that he genuinely wants the truth," said Beth.
She had been very quiet for several minutes, and her voice was
slightly unsteady. "Whatever else he is, John Thaneford is not a
coward. He may actually call the inquest. If the investigation
clears him and his father entirely, he gains by it."

"And if it doesn't," I said, "we will have handed him the
opportunity to suppress it himself. That is the difficulty."

No one answered this, because there was no answer to it. We
had arrived at the practical wall of the situation: the mechanism

of inquiry ran directly through the person with the clearest
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motive to obstruct it. We could note this fact, we could hold it
in mind throughout whatever followed, and we could proceed
regardless. That appeared to be all we could do.

Beth had risen from her chair. She moved to the window and
stood with her back to us for a moment, her hand on the edge of
the dark stained glass. When she turned around her face was wet
and she made no effort to conceal it.

"He was a good man," she said. "He was a genuinely good man,
and whatever happened in this room, he did not deserve it. He
didn't deserve to die at fifty-one, and he didn't deserve to have
the manner of his dying turned into a question.”

Doctor Marcy went to her and put both hands over hers in the
way he had, large and warm and without any pretense that the
situation was better than it was. She let herself cry properly
for a few minutes, leaning against his solid shoulder, and
neither of us said anything because there was nothing to say that
would have been worth the air.

We parted for the night shortly after. Marcy was staying in
the anteroom off the sick chamber where Fielding Thaneford lay;
Beth said she would sleep in Elise's room, unable, I imagined, to
face her own. I went upstairs to the red room with the familiar
sound of the house settling around me—the old timber and stone
contracting in the cooling night, speaking in the language of
four centuries of occupation.

We sat in the library for a long time after that—the three
of us, in the deep quiet of a house that has processed a death

and is not yet sure what to do with the space it has left. The
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fire was low. The stained glass in the four windows was entirely
opaque, the night outside having absorbed whatever color the
glass had been holding.

I found myself thinking, in the intervals when the practical
discussion permitted, about what it meant to be in possession of
this particular information: that the man I had inherited this
house from might not have died of natural causes, that the people
most obviously positioned to have caused his death were either
dead, paralyzed, or present in the room, and that the official
record now said natural causes and was likely to continue saying
so. This was not a comfortable inventory.

Beth sat across the desk from us with her hands folded and
her face entirely composed, in the way she had of being fully
present to difficult information without either performing
difficulty or pretending the difficulty was not real. When she
had asked her question and received her answer and sat with it
for a moment, she had not cried again. She had simply been very
still for a measured interval and then brought her attention back
to the room.

"There is something else I should tell you," she said, after
the silence had run long enough to be productive rather than
merely heavy. "Something I noticed about Dad's state in the weeks
before he died."

"Tell me," I said.

"He was careful, at the end. More careful than he usually
was, and he was always careful. He insisted on locking the

library door whenever he worked there—he had always done this
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sometimes, but in the last month it was every time. He told me it
was habit. But he was more settled when he was elsewhere in the
house than when he was in the library." She looked at the desk.
"I don't think he knew exactly what the risk was. I think he had
a general sense of being watched, and the library was where he
felt it most acutely. Which might explain why he was at the desk
on the morning he died—if he had decided to face it directly, or
to work in spite of it."

"You think he knew he was being observed from Sugar Loaf,"
said Marcy.

"I think he suspected something. He was not a man who
alarmed easily, but the lock-the-door habit in the last month was
not habit. It was a response to something."

Marcy and I exchanged a glance. What she had just described—
a man aware of observation, aware of threat, and continuing to
work in the room where he felt it most—was either courage or
fatalism or both, and it was not inconsistent with the man I had
spent one evening with and then inherited a house from.

"Did he tell you what he was working on?" I asked.

"The estate accounts. There had been some irregularities in
the previous owner's management—Richard Hildebrand was old at the
end and things had been poorly tracked. Dad was going back
through years of records to establish where the property lines
were accurately documented." She paused. "He said someone had
been asking questions about the eastern boundary of the Thane
Court property that he wanted to be certain he could answer

definitively."
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"Thaneford," I said.

"That was my inference," she said. "Yes."

I did not sleep easily. The dispatch box sat in my mind with
the stubborn physical clarity of an object you have handled and
know the weight of. The two wills. The five unguarded minutes.
The breath in the library's dark corner. And below it all,
running like a current under ice, the question that the evening's
entire conversation had circled without quite touching: not who
had searched the room, and not even, precisely, how the room had
been entered. But the deeper question, the one that preceded all
the others.

Who had known to come.
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CHAPTER SIX

MADAME COLETTE MARINETTE

Doctor Marcy was the first person to join me in the
breakfast room the following morning. He told me that Fielding
Thaneford had passed a tolerable night. "Better is a relative
term," he added. "He has had a serious stroke. Right-side
paralysis, and his speech is entirely gone. He cannot recover,
but he may persist for some time. Weeks, possibly months."

"Not days?"

"Perhaps longer than you are hoping." He said this without
judgment, and I accepted it in the same spirit.

John Thaneford came in before Marcy had finished his coffee.
He acknowledged our presence with a short nod and a word aimed
somewhere between us and directed Marcus to bring a full pot of
coffee, strong, and to make it fast. I made the inquiries that my
role as host required. He answered in the minimum syllables
compatible with civility. I made allowances: the man had lost two
things simultaneously—his inheritance and his father's health—and
was eating a meal in a house that had briefly been scheduled to
be his. Whatever I thought of him, those were not small blows to

absorb.
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Doctor Marcy waited until Thaneford had pushed his plate
aside. Then he said, without preamble, "I want to request a
formal inquest on the death of Francis Graeme. I am withdrawing
my medical certificate on the ground that new evidence has come
to light."

Thaneford's dark brows came down hard. "What new evidence?"

"I'll put it before your jury."

The silence that followed had a particular quality—the
silence of a man doing a rapid calculation and not entirely
liking the result. For a moment I thought he was going to refuse.
Then something shifted in his expression, settling into a look I
couldn't quite name. "You don't seem to have much confidence in
your own opinions," he said. "But I have as much interest as
anyone in knowing the truth of this business. And perhaps," he
added, with a deliberateness that was not entirely comfortable to
hear, "we may also establish something about the making of that
remarkable will." He looked at me as he said it. I returned
nothing.

He took out his phone and went to make his calls.

The inquest was convened two days later in the library at
Hildebrand Hundred—a venue that seemed, under the circumstances,
either highly appropriate or deeply strange, depending on your
angle of view. Thaneford had assembled a panel of six. Two were
neighboring farmers I recognized from the funeral; two were
businessmen from Calverton I had not previously met. The fifth
was a man named Chalmers Warriner, whom Thaneford introduced as a

research chemist and the director of the analytical division of a



Gael / BLOODLINE / 75

materials science firm in Annapolis. He was perhaps fifty, lean,
with the kind of still, observant face that processes information
quietly and reserves its conclusions. I took an immediate and
favorable impression of him and suspected it was accurate.

The sixth juror, to my considerable surprise, was myself.
Thaneford ordered it with the expressionless authority of a man
who has a legal right to do something and is exercising it
without explanation. I could find no procedural ground to object,
and I suspected that was the point.

The body had been exhumed, at Thaneford's direction, and an
autopsy performed by a physician from the Johns Hopkins medical
faculty—a Dr. Clayton Williams, who was the first witness called.

Doctor Williams was precise, careful, and notably reluctant
to advance beyond what the physical evidence would support. The
wound on the temple, he testified, was of a character that might
have caused death, but he was not prepared to say definitively
that it had. The more significant finding was in the brain
itself: a lesion of unusual character, unlike anything he had
encountered in standard pathology.

Warriner leaned forward. "Not caused by the blow to the
temple?"

"I don't believe so, no."

"Then what caused it?"

Williams paused in the manner of an expert witness weighing
the distance between what he knew and what he could responsibly
state. "The degenerative pattern most closely resembles the kind

of damage induced by severe hyperthermia—extreme heat affecting
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the brain's cellular structure. But on a scale and with a
specificity I cannot account for through any ordinary mechanism.
There is also the possibility of some acute, previously
undiagnosed neurological condition progressing to a sudden
critical stage. I cannot rule that out."

"So it is possible," said Warriner, "that Mr. Graeme may
have suffered a sudden neurological event, fallen from his chair,
and struck his temple on the iron dispatch box placed in
evidence?"

"It is possible."

"And it is equally possible that the brain lesion was the
cause of death, with the external wound being incidental or even
posthumous?"

"Also possible."

"Or," said Warriner, with a quality of patience that I
recognized as something more than conversational, "that neither
the lesion nor the wound tells us how the man died, and that the
actual cause is not yet identified?"

"I cannot exclude that," said Williams carefully.

Thaneford intervened. "There is no suggestion of another
person involved in this matter."

Warriner looked at the coroner for a moment without
expression. "That," he said, "is what we are here to determine."

The house staff were called in sequence. Their testimony
added little to what Marcy and I already knew, but it placed
everything formally on record. The key exchange was with Marcus,

who confirmed that Elise Trevor had sent him upstairs for
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smelling salts and aromatic spirits during the five minutes when
Doctor Marcy was at the entrance meeting Beth's car. He had been
at the library door, as instructed; she had come along the
corridor, told him she needed the restoratives from her dressing
room immediately, and sent him to fetch them. When he returned
she was still at the door. He estimated his absence at seven or
eight minutes.

Marcy was recalled briefly and could add nothing to what he
had previously stated; he was compelled to acknowledge that he
could not positively confirm the dispatch box had been absent
from the room on his first entry, only that he had not observed
it.

Thaneford began, at this point, to move toward a verdict,
employing the particular administrative momentum of a man who has
decided which direction things should go and is providing the
current to carry them there. "I don't believe we can usefully
proceed further," he said. "The evidence is inconclusive and the
medical testimony contradicts itself. A non-committal verdict is
the only responsible course."

"There is one more area of inquiry," said Warriner, in the
pleasant, unhurried tone of a man who has been waiting for
precisely this moment. "I'd like to examine the room itself. I
haven't yet satisfied myself about the question of access."

Thaneford's expression darkened but he could not legally
refuse. Warriner rose from his chair and moved methodically
through the library, testing the window frames, confirming the

immovability of the leaded stained glass, measuring the predella
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apertures with a small folding rule he produced from his jacket
pocket and noting that the available opening—twenty inches by
ten, set five feet above the terrace—was impractical for any
adult of ordinary build.

He then turned his attention to the walls.

He went along the bookshelves, pressing at intervals with a
systematic patience that was almost meditative, tapping the
paneling, listening to the quality of the sound. We all watched
him with varying degrees of impatience and attention. When he
reached the section of paneling to the right of the great
fireplace he stopped, and pressed, and something gave.

A door swung inward.

It was just tall and wide enough for an ordinary person to
pass through without difficulty—perhaps two feet wide and six
feet high. The passage beyond turned immediately to the left,
behind the mass of the chimney breast, and we could see only a
yard or two of its length before it bent from view. At the far
end, barely visible, was a second door, iron-banded and solid.

The reaction in the room was, for a moment, entirely silent.

"Nothing very dramatic about it," said Elise Trevor.

I turned. She had entered the library without announcement
and was standing near the entrance. Her composure was, as always,
precise and self-contained. "It is simply a passage," she
continued. "A convenience—a way to reach the terrace and the
walled garden without crossing the entrance hall. Mr. Graeme
rarely used it. I don't believe the staff were aware of its

existence, except perhaps Marcus."
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"But you were aware of it," said Warriner.

"I have lived in this house for eight years," she said.
"Yes, I was aware of it."

"And the outer door," said Warriner. "Is it kept locked?"

A pause of one second—not two, not three, but one, which was
enough. "I believe so," she said.

Warriner stepped into the passage. Several of us followed,
crowding into the narrow space behind the chimney, through the
sharp left turn, to the iron-banded outer door. Warriner took
hold of the handle and pulled. The door swung open without
resistance, admitting the warm summer air and a curtain of
climbing vines that had been trained against the exterior wall.

"Unlocked, " observed Warriner, to no one in particular.

We filed out onto the terrace to examine the exterior. The
door, from outside, was nearly invisible: its wooden surface had
been veneered with stucco, scored and colored to simulate the
brick of the chimney stack, and the vines had been trained across
it with the patience of someone who had learned to treat time as
an ally. The deception was more than adequate to pass any casual
observation.

"Someone who knew the door was here," I said, "and knew
where the passage led, could have entered the library from this
direction at any time the outer door was unlocked."

"Yes," said Warriner. He was examining the frame of the
outer door with the focused attention he brought to everything.

"However." He paused, and bent closer. "Come and look at this."
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Fastened squarely across the line of the door's opening—
spanning the narrow gap between door frame and door edge, in a
position that made it impossible that the door could have been
opened without disturbing it—was the empty cocoon of a moth. It
was a large one, perfectly intact, the silk casing still holding
its shape though the occupant had long since departed. The
threads anchoring it to the wood were unbroken.

"That cocoon was fixed in position months ago," said
Warriner. "At minimum. The transformation from pupa to imago
takes four to six weeks in this climate; by the time we are
looking at it, it has been here considerably longer." He
straightened up and looked at the rest of us. "This door has not
been opened since well before the death of Francis Graeme."

The logical corollary of this was clear to everyone present:
the secret passage had not been used as an entry point to the
library on the day in question. Whatever access had occurred—if
any had—it had occurred by other means.

Warriner produced a small evidence bag from his jacket,
placed the cocoon inside with a delicacy that would have done
credit to a museum conservator, and sealed it. Thaneford observed
this with an expression that mixed frustration and relief in
approximately equal measure.

When we had reassembled in the library, Warriner asked for
the two groundskeepers to be called—the men who had been mowing
the south lawn on the morning of the fourteenth. They came in
separately, both straightforward in their accounts, both

confirming what Marcy had told me: they had been working on the
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terrace-adjacent lawn from mid-morning, they had broken for lunch
after one o'clock, and they had seen no one approach the library
windows in the relevant period.

The second man added, on Warriner's direct questioning, that
he had seen Elise Trevor pass along the terrace at approximately
one o'clock. She had come up from the direction of the walled
garden. He was certain of the time because the estate bell for
the grounds crew had just rung.

Warriner asked him where she had gone. He said she had gone
around the corner of the house, in the direction of the main
entrance.

"Thank you," said Warriner, and the man left.

Elise Trevor was recalled.

She stood before us with the same composed precision she had
maintained throughout. The pallor of her skin against the black
of her mourning clothes was extreme—not the pallor of illness but
the particular kind that belongs to people of very dark coloring
under emotional strain. She was entirely controlled, and her
answers were immediate and clear.

Yes, she had been on the terrace at approximately one
o'clock. She had gone to the walled garden to cut flowers for the
luncheon table, as she sometimes did. She had returned by the
terrace because it was the most direct route to the front
entrance. She had gone inside, arranged the flowers, and then
gone to her room.

"What kind of flowers did you cut?" asked Warriner.
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A pause—fractional, barely perceptible, but Warriner was
watching for it and so was I. "Yellow roses," she said. "The
variety is called Madame Colette Marinette."

Warriner thanked her and she retired.

The verdict was taken shortly afterward. It was unanimous:
Francis Hildebrand Graeme had died by the visitation of God. The
jury dispersed, driving out through the iron gates in their
various vehicles. Thaneford went upstairs to his father's room
without a word to me. Elise Trevor disappeared.

I stood on the porch with the afternoon lying around me and
lit a cigarette, which I had been wanting to do since
approximately ten that morning. After a few minutes Warriner came
out and stood beside me. He seemed in no hurry, and I was
grateful for that.

"Inconclusive," he said, with a characteristic shrug. "The
cocoon closes the passage. The windows are impractical. The door
was locked from inside. Medically the cause of death is
contested. On the evidence presented, there is nothing to be
done."

"That's not the same as nothing having been done," I said.

"No. It is not." He stood quietly for a moment. Then he
reached into the breast pocket of his jacket and produced a small
evidence bag—not the one containing the moth cocoon, but a second
one, which he had not shown to the jury.

Inside it was a rose. Or rather the withered remains of what

had recently been a rose—its petals collapsed and dry, its color
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faded from what had clearly been a clear, warm yellow, the stem
brittle. It might have been magnificent a week ago.

"Where did you find this?" I asked.

"In the passage," he said. "Behind the secret door, between
the inner entrance and the turn at the chimney. It was on the
floor, against the wall, as though it had been dropped and not
recovered."

"Or left."

"Or left." He held the bag up and turned it slightly in the
afternoon light. "I am not," he added, "a particularly
accomplished horticulturalist. But this variety happens to be one
I grow myself, which is a coincidence of the useful kind."

"And the variety is?"

He looked at me with the patient, almost amused expression
of a man who has waited all afternoon to deliver a single
observation and is finally doing so.

"Madame Colette Marinette," he said.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE WHISPERING GALLERY

The long afternoon went by, and we accomplished nothing more
than the consumption of a considerable amount of coffee and, on
Warriner's part, a pipe he relit four times without appearing to
notice when it went cold. We sat on the porch in the aftermath of
the inquest and took stock.

"Not convincing evidence," said Warriner finally, with a
characteristic shrug that seemed to encompass both the inadequacy
of what we had and the necessity of proceeding anyway. "The rose
is interesting. The moth cocoon is more interesting. But neither
proves anything that a good defense lawyer couldn't dismiss in
twenty minutes." He paused. "Still. They are worth keeping."

"What do you make of the verdict?"

"I make of it exactly what it is. Thaneford ran his inquest
the way he wanted it to run, and the result is what he wanted it
to be. Whether that is because he is protecting himself, or
protecting someone else, or is simply a man who prefers closed
questions to open ones, I cannot say yet. All three are
consistent with what we observed."

We sat for a while longer in a silence that had become
comfortable without either of us quite deciding to make it so.
Then I said what I had been working up to for the past half hour.

"I wonder whether you would consider staying on at the
Hundred for a few days. I am aware that I am asking a

considerable imposition of a man I met this morning, and I have
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no way of knowing what you have waiting for you in Annapolis. But
I would find it genuinely useful to have you here. And," I added,
with what I hoped was appropriate honesty, "I would find the
company useful as well."

He looked at me with the same still, appraising attention he
brought to everything, as though calibrating the sincerity of the
request. Then he smiled—the first full smile I had seen from him,
and a good one. "I have things on my desk that will keep until
Monday," he said. "My deputy is competent. And this is an
interesting problem." He stood and picked up his jacket from the
porch rail. "Let me drive into Calverton, check my messages, and
I'll be back by ten. Don't wait on my account for dinner."

We shook hands, and he got into his car and drove out
through the iron gates. I watched him go with a feeling of relief
that was disproportionate to our acquaintance. Doctor Marcy also
departed, satisfied that his patient was stable enough to leave
briefly in the care of the night nurse who had been arranged. I
was glad of Marcy's decency and his competence, but it was
Warriner's particular quality of mind I had found myself
depending on, and I was glad he was coming back.

Dinner that evening was, against all reasonable expectation,
entirely pleasant. John Thaneford had returned to Thane Court for
the night; Elise Trevor sent word that she had a headache and
would take tea in her room. The table therefore held only three—
myself, Beth Graeme, and a new arrival I had not known to expect.

Mrs. Anthony had been Beth's godmother since Beth's

christening and a close friend of the family for considerably
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longer. She had been unable to attend the funeral, having been
out of the country; she had come directly from the airport with
the purposeful energy of a woman who measures distance not in
miles but in the importance of the person at the other end of it.
She was perhaps seventy, with the upright carriage and quick,
precise movements of someone who had never seen any reason to
slow down, and eyes of a very dark brown that were alert and warm
and missing nothing. She kissed Beth on both cheeks, held her
hands and looked at her for a moment with the kind of thorough
attention that takes a full accounting, and then turned those
same eyes on me.

"So you are Hugh," she said. "Francis described you well."

"I hope the description was kind."

"It was accurate. Which is better." She accepted the chair
Marcus held for her with a graceful authority that suggested she
had been accepting chairs from attentive people for a great many
years and had learned to do so without either false modesty or
self-consciousness. "Now. Tell me what has been happening,
because whatever Beth and Francis's letters told me, I am quite
sure they did not tell me everything."

She said this with a directness that made it clear she
expected a full account and was prepared to evaluate it. I gave
her one, as concisely as I could. She listened without
interrupting, which I recognized as a form of respect. When I
finished she was quiet for a moment.

"You like Warriner," she said. It was not a question.

"I do. Very much."
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"Good. He is a man worth liking. He and Francis had a long
friendship. Francis trusted his mind." She looked at Beth. "I
believe Francis would have approved of the present arrangements."

Beth smiled at her with a warmth that told me more about the
relationship between them than anything either of them had said.
"He would have liked Hugh immediately," she said. "That's what I
keep thinking. He would have been so pleased that Hugh was here."

We spoke of Francis Graeme several times throughout the
dinner, and each time without the careful tiptoe quality that the
recently bereaved sometimes impose on such conversations, as
though the name itself might shatter something. The three of us
talked about him as a real person—his habits of mind, the
particular quality of his humor, the way he could read a room in
thirty seconds and never say anything about it, his unfounded but
persistent conviction that he was a better chess player than he
actually was. The feeling that emerged, gradually and without
announcement, was not grief so blunted but grief so inhabited
that it had room for other things alongside it. I found myself
mourning a man I had met once.

The ladies retired at half past nine. I went to the library
and opened my laptop with the resigned feeling of someone who has
been putting off an unpleasant but necessary task long enough
that it has developed a kind of gravity of its own.

There was a considerable backlog of correspondence to deal
with. My quasi-partner Marcus Anstruther in Philadelphia needed
to know that our shared office arrangement would have to be wound

down—I was going to be at the Hundred for the foreseeable future,
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possibly permanently, and it was not fair to him to leave the
situation ambiguous. Several technology companies that had been
sending me contract work needed polite notifications that I was
stepping back from active practice for an indefinite period. The
Larkins, who were close to family for me, needed a proper account
of what had happened and some assurance that I had not simply
disappeared without reason. There were a dozen smaller items.

I wrote for nearly three hours. It was odd, drafting each
email, to feel the accumulated weight of the life I was leaving
behind—not reluctantly, I noticed, which was itself a piece of
information. The Philadelphia apartment, the shared office, the
Monday dinners with the Larkins, the golf course in the western
suburbs: all of it perfectly good, all of it perfectly
comfortable, and none of it, I now understood with the clarity
that very full days sometimes produce, particularly essential.
There was a version of me who would have gone back to it without
hesitation if the inheritance had not been there to complicate
things. That version receded a little further with every email I
sent.

By the time I had closed the laptop it was well past
midnight. The library was dark except for the desk lamp, and the
stained glass had become four rectangles of dense, compressed
color, the scenes within them invisible but the quality of the
glass itself still present, still doing its work.

A few minutes later I heard Warriner's car on the gravel,
and then his step in the entrance hall, and then he was in the

library doorway with his jacket over his arm and the expression
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of a man who has been thinking during the drive and has not
finished yet.

"I won't disturb your work," he said.

"I'm finished. Sit down."

He came in and settled into one of the green leather chairs
with the ease of someone who had decided the room suited him and
intended to make use of it. I offered him the drinks tray, which
he declined, and the remaining coffee, which was cold, and which
he accepted on the grounds, he said, that cold coffee at midnight
was one of life's reliable consolations.

We talked for a while about nothing in particular—the
inquest, the drive, the quality of the coffee. Then, by mutual
and unspoken agreement, we let the conversation go quiet. There
is a kind of silence that is only available between people who
have arrived at a genuine ease with each other, and I was aware,
as we sat in the near-dark with the library around us, that we
had reached it with a rapidity that surprised me. I said as much.

"Some people arrive quickly," said Warriner. "Francis and I
knew each other for twenty years, but I knew within the first
hour that it would be twenty. You develop a recognition for it."
He crossed one ankle over his knee and looked at the ceiling. "He
spoke of you, you know. After he found you in Philadelphia. He
was very pleased with himself."

"He had no reason to be. He'd met me for one evening."

"He had thirty years of reading people behind that one
evening. Don't discount it." He was quiet for a moment. "The will

was right. That's what I think. Whatever the circumstances around
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his death, the will was right. The Hundred needs someone who
belongs here."

I turned the lamp off, as much to avoid having to respond to
this as for any other reason. The room went dark except for the
ambient light from the windows, which was not much.

We sat like that—not speaking, not quite thinking, in that
comfortable suspension that comes with very late hours and a long
day—for perhaps half an hour.

Then, from somewhere beyond the library walls, came a voice.

"There is nothing I can say or do. Understand?"

The voice was low but perfectly clear, with a flat,
controlled quality I recognized immediately as John Thaneford's.
I sat up in my chair. Warriner, I noticed, had gone very still.

The answer to Thaneford's statement came not in words but in
a sound: suppressed weeping, feminine in character, carefully
controlled but not controlled enough. My first instinct was to
stand, to move away from the wall, to give the speakers whatever
privacy an accidental auditor can offer. Warriner's hand came out
in the darkness and gripped my arm, and I stayed where I was.

The physics of it, I understood later, were straightforward
enough: the entrance hall's octagonal form created a natural
whispering gallery, concentrating and directing sound along its
curved walls. The corridor under the stairs transmitted it to the
library's rectangular surfaces, which carried it to anyone
sitting close enough to the wall. Warriner, who had been

examining the room's acoustic properties among everything else,
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had presumably identified the phenomenon already. He had been
waiting, I realized, for exactly this.

"You've made a mess of it," continued Thaneford, his voice
retaining its flat, effortful patience. "And I can't stop what's
in motion. That's simply the fact."

"You said you would keep your promise." The responding voice
was barely recognizable—not the composed, precise instrument
Elise Trevor presented to the world, but something underneath it:
low, unsteady, lit from within by a feeling she was working hard
to contain. "You said that whatever happened, you would—"

"I know what I said. Listen to me." A pause. "I am in
serious trouble at Thane Court. Do you understand what I mean by
serious? I was counting on the Hundred to clear it. That is gone
now. Give me room to find another way out, and I will do what I
said I would do. I am not trying to go back on it. I am telling
you that I need time."

"How much time?"

"I don't know."

Silence, except for the soft, suppressed sound of someone
refusing to cry properly.

"I spoke to Grimes today," Thaneford went on. The name,
offered flatly, had the quality of a card being placed on a
table. "He believes there is a reasonable case for challenging
the will. Non compos mentis—testamentary incapacity. Francis
Graeme met this man once, for two hours, and left him an estate
of this significance. Grimes thinks a jury might find that

persuasive."
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"It would cost—"

"I know what it would cost. And I know you haven't got it.
And neither, at the moment, have I." His voice had acquired a
tiredness underneath its flatness. "Just keep your eyes open.
Keep watching. There may be something in the documents, something
in the correspondence, that gives us ground. If the opportunity
comes, I need to know about it. That is all I am asking."

"That is not all you were asking before."

A silence of a different kind.

"Go to bed," said Thaneford. "You're tired. We're both
tired. This isn't the time."

There were footsteps—his, retreating, then hers, slower,
toward the staircase. A loose board on the third step announced
her ascent. Then the house was quiet again.

Warriner and I sat in the dark for another full minute
without speaking. Then he said, very quietly: "Elise Trevor."

"T wasn't certain of the voice," I admitted.

"She does not customarily use it at that register. What you
have heard, I think, is the version of her that exists beneath
the composed surface she maintains for ordinary use. The voice
she reserves for situations in which the surface is
insufficient." He was quiet for a moment. "She and Thaneford have
some kind of arrangement. The nature of it I won't guess at
tonight. But there is a prior claim there—he made her a promise
of some kind, contingent on the Hundred coming to him, and the

change in the will has disrupted it."
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"And she was the one nearest the library on the morning
Francis died."

"Yes."

"And she sent Marcus away from the library door for seven
minutes."

"Yes." He said nothing more, and I did not push him. The
territory we were approaching required more light than we
currently had, and Warriner was too careful a thinker to go there
by feel.

"We should give them a few minutes," he said at last, with
the practical consideration of a man who has eavesdropped on a
private conversation and draws the line at doing it deliberately.
"Then bed."

We sat in the dark and the silence for a while longer.
Outside, the ornamental water caught what remained of the night
sky and held it still. The library was exactly as it had been for
four hundred years—the books on their shelves, the glass in its
lead, the dome above us and the desk below it—and I was aware,
sitting in it, of the weight of that continuity and of my own
position within it: new to this place, new to this family, new to
the responsibilities that had come upon me with a speed that
precluded preparation. And underneath it all, the question that
Warriner had not quite articulated but that hung in the room with
us like the smell of old leather and cold coffee: what had really
happened to Francis Graeme in this room, in the chair I now
occupied, on a June morning when no one was watching?

My night's rest, again, was not a peaceful one.
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The conversation in the library after the inquest had a
quality of decompression that I associate with the aftermath of
sustained tension—the specific kind of ease that comes not from
resolution but from the permission to stop performing composure
for an audience. Warriner was good company in that kind of ease.
He did not require the conversation to be productive; he was
content to sit and let things come to him, and what came to him
he addressed without urgency.

"You are a good reader of people," I said, at some point in
the first hour. It was not a question.

"I am a better reader of objects," he said. "People have
intentions, which they frequently misread themselves. Objects
have properties, which are what they are regardless of
intention."

"Tonight you were reading people as much as objects."”

"Tonight I had the advantage of objects in the same room as
the people. The rose in the passage tells me more than anything
Elise Trevor said about where she was. The moth cocoon tells me
more about her planning than anything she would have admitted
under direct questioning." He refilled his glass. "The difficulty
with people is that they know they are being observed. Objects
don't adjust their testimony."

I thought about this. It was the right observation but it
implied a limitation I was not sure he meant to concede. "Elise
Trevor knew that someone would eventually find the cocoon," I
said. "She chose a specimen she thought would not be identified

as foreign. She was trying to make the object's testimony serve
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her account. She was treating the object as part of her
performance."

"Yes," said Warriner. "Which is why she made the error of a
person who knows what she is doing but doesn't quite know enough.
She knew to use a moth cocoon. She didn't know enough lepidoptery
to know which one to use. The objects got away from her." He
looked pleased, not with himself but with the principle. "They
usually do."

We talked for a while longer about the inquest—about
Thaneford's management of it, about the specific choices he had
made in calling witnesses and framing questions, about what the
choices implied about what he knew and what he was trying to keep
concealed. Warriner's analysis was careful and specific and I
found it useful; he was one of those people who can separate the
observable from the inferred with a precision that clarifies
rather than impoverishes the picture.

"He is protecting himself," Warriner said at last. "Whatever
else he is doing. His management of the inquest was the
management of a man who has things to protect. Whether those
things are criminal acts or simply knowledge of criminal acts I
cannot say yet. But the protection is real."

"And Elise Trevor is protecting him."

"Elise Trevor is protecting someone. Whether it is him or
herself or some arrangement between them that serves both, I
don't yet know."

He stayed until nearly two in the morning, and when he left

I walked him to his car in the dark. The ornamental water was
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silver-black and perfectly still, and the lindens were invisible
in the night, and the house behind us was a mass of darkness and
shape with only two windows showing light—the entrance hall and
the corridor above it where Marcus made his last round.

"Will you come back tomorrow?" I asked.

"I will come back when I have something worth bringing," he
said. He got in the car and I watched his tail-lights go through
the iron gates, and the night closed back around the Hundred in
the way it had been doing for four centuries, completely

indifferent to the current century's complications.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

ADVENTURING ON SUGAR LOAF

It was a glorious morning, the kind that Maryland produces
in mid-June with the particular authority of a place that knows
exactly what it is doing: a sky of deep, unequivocal blue, the
rolling fields of the Hundred lying fair and still under it, bees
audible in the kitchen garden below the library terrace, and
somewhere beyond the south hedge the slow, warm smell of cut hay
drifting in through the open door. Standing at the bottom of the
staircase I was aware, for the first time since I had arrived two
days ago with a half-formed plan of staying one night, that the
house was not merely beautiful but was operating normally. It had
not stopped, or held its breath, or contracted itself around the
fact of its most recent loss. It was simply continuing, as very
old things do, on the terms it had always kept.

I went into the library and found Warriner already there,
bent over a large glazed display case that stood in the far
corner of the room, near the iron staircase to the upper shelves.

The case held an entomological collection—rows of mounted
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insects, moths and butterflies and a variety of beetles, each
pinned and labeled with the small, precise hand of someone who
had spent years at this work.

"Good morning," he said, without looking up. "Richard
Hildebrand's collection. I believe it is considered one of the
finer private holdings in the mid-Atlantic region. There's a
Catocala specimen here I haven't seen outside a natural history
museum. "

I glanced at the rows of inanimate insects fixed in their
museum attitudes and made a sound of polite appreciation. My own
tastes do not run in this direction. "Breakfast," I said.

"An excellent idea," said Warriner, straightening up with
the reluctance of a man being called away from something he was
genuinely enjoying.

After breakfast we drifted back to the library, as the house
and the morning seemed to require. Warriner set his coffee cup
aside, produced from his jacket pocket a geologist's hammer and a
slender steel probe of the kind used in structural assessment,
and began a systematic examination of the room that lasted the
better part of an hour. He moved along the bookshelves, tapping
and listening; he probed the wainscoting at intervals; he tested
the floor near the desk and in the corners with a methodical
patience that I recognized as genuine rather than performed. He
did not give particular attention to the secret passage behind

the fireplace, which surprised me.
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"It has already told me what it had to tell," he said, when
I remarked on this. He offered nothing further, and I did not
ask. A man doing careful work ought to be left to do it.

When he had finished with the walls he asked me to sit in
the fixed revolving chair at the teakwood desk. I did so, with a
degree of reluctance I acknowledged inwardly and set aside. This
was the chair in which Francis Graeme had died, or from which he
had fallen; sitting in it was a form of taking possession that
felt premature, but Warriner needed a person in it and I was the
person available. I sat down and bent forward as though at work.

Warriner appeared from behind the tall leather screen that
stood between the desk and the hall door. I was aware of him
immediately—a peripheral motion that registered before I had
consciously processed it. I turned before he had taken a second
step.

"Difficult from that direction," he said, coming around to
the fireplace side. "A person entering through the hall door,
even concealing themselves behind the screen, would need to cross
open floor to reach the chair. The occupant of the desk faces
roughly toward the hall-he would catch the movement in his
peripheral vision." He stood for a moment at the fireplace,
looking back at the desk. "Now from the secret door, on the other
hand." He crossed to the paneling, touched the spring, and
stepped through. The passage swallowed him. A moment later he
came silently up behind me, and I felt rather than heard him—only

because I was listening for it.
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"The rug is thick," I said. "And a person entering from that
direction is behind the screen from the moment they step through
the passage. You would have to be looking directly at the
fireplace wall to see the door open."

"Or you would have to know it was there," said Warriner,
coming around to face me. "A man at work at this desk, with his
back to the windows, has a limited field of vision to his left
and rear. Which is precisely where that door opens."

He took the chair from me, sat down himself, and swiveled to
face the tall windows. He produced from his jacket a compact pair
of binoculars and spent several minutes in quiet observation,
making small adjustments as he looked through each of the
predella apertures in turn. Finally he beckoned me over.

"Look through the Korah window," he said, vacating the
chair. "Through the predella—the hinged panel at the base of the
central section. Take the glasses."

The Korah window was the second from the left: the earth
splitting, the guilty figures falling, the sky behind them a dark
architecture of storm and flame. Through the open predella, with
the binoculars, I could see across the meadow to where a hill
rose with a conical distinctness from the flat ground around it,
covered from base to crown with a dense growth of oak and beech.
Half a mile away, perhaps a little more.

"Sugar Loaf," said Warriner, from just behind my shoulder.
"Look at the treeline on the near face. About two-thirds of the

way up, slightly left of center."
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I found it: a break in the foliage, too regular to be
accidental. A shelf or ledge, with the brush and lower branches
cleared away in front of it, creating a rectangular opening in
the green wall that would be invisible from any angle except the
one I was presently using—looking directly through the small
square of the predella from exactly the position of the desk
chair.

"An observation post," I said.

"That was my thought. Shall we go and look at it?"

We set out across the lawn in the late morning warmth, Gyp—
the Hundred's resident Irish terrier, a compact and opinionated
animal who had attached himself to Warriner with the instant
certainty of a dog who recognizes a congenial temperament—
launching himself ahead of us and performing the usual small
dog's elaborate demonstrations of purpose and velocity. We
crossed a paddock and followed the bank of a narrow creek to a
stone bridge, continued along the track that branched left into
the woods, and began the climb through alternating shade and
sunlight.

The trees were good ones—old oaks, mostly, with some beech
and ash mixed in—and the path wound upward in a way that
suggested it had been used regularly for years, though it was not
maintained in any formal sense. Inside twenty minutes we were
high enough on the hillside that the library wing of the Hundred
was visible through the trees below: the shallow dome, the tall

windows, the terrace with its worn flagstones.
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Gyp found the trail first, pushing his nose into a tangle of
wild grapevine that proved, on examination, to mark the entrance
to a narrower path. We followed it around the shoulder of a
square-cut outcrop and down into a natural shelf in the rock
face: a level space perhaps ten feet by six, with an overhang of
stone above providing partial shelter, and the brush and foliage
cleared away in front to create the opening I had seen through
the glasses below. The view through it was precise and
purposeful: the Hundred's library terrace, the dome above the
windows, and—framed in the gap with a clarity that left nothing
to chance—the small square of the Korah predella, open in the
warm weather just as it had been open on the morning Francis
Graeme died.

"Warriner's Shelf," I said.

"It will do as a name." He was looking at something on a low
hazel branch near the opening. He detached it carefully: a folded
square of cloth. A handkerchief. He turned it over and held it up
so I could read the monogram embroidered in one corner.

"J.T.," I said.

"John Thaneford. A sharp eye, or a pair of glasses, could
pick up this cloth easily from the terrace below—particularly if
a hand were waving it as a signal." He set it on the branch again
and turned his attention to the center of the shelf.

What stood there was a framework of iron, painted green to
match the surrounding growth, that I had taken at first glance
for some kind of surveying equipment. On closer examination it

was a rest—a narrow trough of metal, the half-section of what



Gael / BLOODLINE / 103

might have been a four-inch pipe, about three feet in length,
mounted on tripods at either end and set solidly into the ground.
The whole assembly was oriented directly toward the house, and
Warriner, sitting on the flat stone beside it and sighting along
the trough with the binoculars, was quiet for a long moment.

"It aligns with the Korah predella," he said at last.
"Precisely. Set an appropriate instrument in this trough and you
have a fixed, calibrated line of sight directly into the library,
aimed at anyone occupying the desk chair."

"A rifle," I said.

"Perhaps. Or something else."

"The obvious objection," I said, "is the absence of any
bullet wound. Williams found nothing at the autopsy. There is no
evidence of a gunshot injury, and it is not the kind of thing
that gets missed."

"No," agreed Warriner. "It isn't." He looked at the trough
with the expression of a man who is assembling a picture from
pieces that don't quite fit yet but whose overall shape he can
already approximate. "All the same. The possibilities, as I said
last night, are interesting."

"For example?" said a voice behind us.

I turned. John Thaneford had come up the path from the Thane
Court side of the hill—the dividing line between the two
properties ran a few yards to our left, as Warriner had
mentioned—and was standing at the edge of the shelf with a large
collie at his heel. He was carrying a blackthorn walking stick

with a grip that was not entirely casual. The dog eyed Gyp with
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the dismissive contempt of a large animal that has decided a
smaller one is beneath formal hostility.

"You were speaking of interesting possibilities," Thaneford
said, looking from Warriner to me with a careful, measuring
attention. "Perhaps I can contribute something to the
discussion."

"You already have," said Warriner pleasantly, picking up the
handkerchief and handing it across. "Your initials, I believe."

Thaneford took it and pocketed it without any particular
display of discomfort. "Left here on a previous occasion. I come
up here sometimes—it's a good prospect." He said this with the
composed ease of a man who has decided that the best response to
a disadvantageous situation is to render it ordinary. "I will
point out that you are on Thaneford property."

"Unintentionally," I said. "The line wasn't marked."

"No great matter." He looked out through the cleared opening
at the Hundred below, and his expression was briefly unguarded—
something not quite anger and not quite grief, but containing
elements of both, crossing his features and being dismissed
before it had fully arrived. "I've been intending to tell you,"
he said, in a different tone, "that I'm going back to Thane Court
this evening. Permanently, for now."

"Your father is welcome to remain at the Hundred for as long
as necessary," I said. "And so are you, if you change your mind."

He looked at me with a flatness that was not hostility but
something more complicated—the expression of a man who has

prepared himself for condescension and received instead something
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that doesn't fit his preparation. "I'll come over to see him," he
said. "Most days."

"Of course. And I'll make sure you're called if there is any
change in his condition."

He nodded, once. "Down, Vixen," he said, as the collie made
a preliminary movement toward Gyp, and struck her lightly with
the stick. Then he turned and went back down the Thane Court side
of the hill without another word.

Warriner watched him go. "Nothing said, on either side,
about that iron rest," he observed.

"No. What was there to say?"

"Quite right." He was quiet for a moment. Then he said: "By
the way," and opened his hand.

In his palm lay a small disc of glass—curved, slightly
convex, perhaps an inch in diameter. I had not seen him pick it
up.

"A lens," I said.

"Yes. From a telescopic instrument of some kind—it was on
the ground near the near tripod of that rest. The coating is
unusual." He held it up to the light with the care of a man who
handles glass for a living. "I want to run a test on it in the
lab. Do you mind if I drive to Calverton after lunch?"

"Not at all. What do you expect to find?"

He looked at me with the same patient, almost amused
expression he had used with the yellow rose. "Tell you later," he

said, "if there is anything to tell."
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And not another word on the subject could I get from him as
we walked back down the hill to the Hundred.

Beth and Mrs. Anthony had gone to the cemetery that morning
and did not appear at lunch. Elise Trevor presided at the table
with a composure that was too precise to be comfortable—the
composure of someone who has recently been doing something that
required very careful management of their face and has not yet
been able to put the effort down. She looked, I thought,
genuinely careworn. How much of her unhappiness was guilt and how
much was the particular misery of someone trapped in a situation
not entirely of their choosing, I could not say. The knowledge I
carried from the whispering gallery the previous night made the
silence between us heavier than it would otherwise have been; I
was, involuntarily, the confidant of a private conversation I had
no right to have heard. But there was nothing I could do about
that, and so I attended to my lunch and she attended to hers, and
the meal passed in monosyllables.

After lunch Warriner drove to Calverton with the lens
carefully wrapped in a square of soft cloth. I had a horse
saddled—there were three in the stable, kept by the groom whose
family had worked the Hundred for two generations—and spent the
afternoon riding the estate.

I am not sure what I expected to feel, riding my own land
for the first time. What I found was something that took me by
surprise: a sensation less of acquisition than of recognition, as
though the fields and tree lines and the line of the creek and

the particular color of the sky over the wheat were things I had
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seen before, in some condition prior to memory. The Southern
branch of the Hildebrands had lived here for four centuries, and
whatever had passed between the Northern and Southern lines in
the interval since the split, the blood that ran through me had
come out of this ground as surely as the wheat did. It was not a
romantic feeling, or not only that. It was something more
structural, less optional. This was where my roots were, even
though I had needed Francis Graeme to show me the ground.

I rode for two hours, and returned with the particular
physical ease that comes from exercise and open air, and with
something less easy turning over in the back of my mind that I
was not yet ready to look at directly.

What I had been not quite ready to look at directly was
this: that I had arrived at Hildebrand Hundred two days ago with
the general intention of behaving well in a difficult situation
and then returning to my ordinary life, and that ordinary life
had, somewhere in the interval between the will reading and the
ride around the estate, become unavailable as a destination.

It was not any single thing. It was the accumulated evidence
of forty-eight hours: the house, which had received me with a
naturalness that made no sense and could not be argued with; the
land, which had produced, in the two hours I had spent riding it,
the visceral and unreasonable sensation of recognition; the
library with its stained glass and its books and the particular
quality of late afternoon light it generated; and Beth Graeme,
who was a reality I was going to have to think about carefully

before I thought about carelessly.
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The practical difficulty of staying was substantial. I had
an apartment in Philadelphia, a shared office, a network of
technology clients, and a life organized around the pleasures of
reasonable self-sufficiency. All of this could be reorganized;
people reorganized their lives every day for less interesting
reasons. The more significant difficulty was the question of what
I had to offer the place. A freelance contracts attorney with a
golf membership and a modest trust income was not, on the face of
it, the ideal steward for a four-hundred-year-old estate. What
the estate required was someone who understood the land, or would
learn to; someone with the patience and consistency that the
rhythm of agricultural life demands; someone willing to be rooted
in a way that most modern lives do not require.

I had never known whether I was that person. The life I had
built in Philadelphia had not required me to find out. The
Hundred, by its particular quality of expectation—not demanding,
not urgent, simply present and consequential and entirely sure of
itself—was going to require it.

I thought about Francis Graeme'’s phrase, the one Warriner
had relayed to me: he’d decided you were the right person to be
here. I was not sure how you decided such a thing on the basis of
one evening. But I had spent my entire adult life in the company
of people who made reasonable decisions based on available
information, and what Francis Graeme had done was something else—
some form of recognition that operated below the level where

information was the relevant input. He had looked at me across a
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table in a Philadelphia club and seen something I had not shown
him because I had not known it was there to show.

Or he had been wrong, and I was going to find that out too.

The horse knew the way back to the stable without any
direction from me. This was a fact I noted with appropriate
humility, and with gratitude for the quality of the estate’s
animal stock.

As I came up the back stair to change before tea I passed
the room where Fielding Thaneford lay. The door was not entirely
closed, and from within came the sound of voices—two of them, one
John Thaneford's, flat and effortful, and the other Elise
Trevor's, pitched low and tight with something I could not name
but recognized as dangerous. They were arguing. I went past
quickly; whatever was happening in that room was not my business,
and I had no appetite for more involuntary intelligence-
gathering.

But as I reached my own door one sentence from Elise Trevor
followed me down the corridor, clear enough to be impossible to
miss.

"As for Beth Graeme, there is no possibility there for what
you're thinking. I know that with certainty. I am a woman."

I went in and closed my door and stood for a moment with my
back against it. Whatever Thaneford had in mind where Beth was
concerned—some scheme to recoup through her what he had lost
through the will-I had apparently just heard Elise inform him it

would not work. Whether she was saying this in warning to him or
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in the service of some separate purpose of her own I could not
tell.

I changed, and on my way downstairs paused at Fielding
Thaneford's door again. It was open a little wider now, and there
was no sound of voices. I looked in.

The room was still. Fielding Thaneford lay in the old
canopied bed, his great bald head turned slightly on the pillow,
his eyes open and moving with the restless, searching quality of
a man who is trying to communicate and cannot find the mechanism.
The infantile pink and white of his complexion had gone darker
than usual—a congested, uncomfortable crimson.

Elise Trevor sat in a high-backed chair at the foot of the
bed.

She was not doing anything. She was simply sitting—still,
erect, her dark eyes fixed on the helpless man with an intensity
that went well past ordinary attention. It was the quality of the
look that stopped me in the doorway: not care, not even
calculation, but something rawer and older than either. I had
read about such looks in Victorian novels and put them down to
melodrama. Standing in that doorway I revised my opinion.

I knocked, and went in without waiting for a response. Elise
turned, and her expression normalized so completely and so
quickly that I would have doubted what I had seen if I had not
been watching for exactly the instant of transition.

"I was looking for Miss Davenport," I said.

"She's off duty until five. I said I would sit with him on

alternate afternoons.”" She rose. "I'll let you know when she's
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back." And she went out with the smooth, self-contained movement
of a person who has decided that leaving is the correct option
and is executing it without haste.

Miss Davenport arrived a few minutes later, took one look at
her patient, and produced the clinical thermometer with the
focused efficiency of someone who has learned to let the
instrument do the talking. The reading was two degrees above
where it had been that morning.

"He's flushed and unsettled," she said. "It happens
sometimes with visitors—they agitate the patient. Mr. John
Thaneford was in here earlier, and I won't pretend that helped.
If it's agreeable to you, I'd rather he not be in the room
without one of us present."

"Entirely agreeable. And perhaps," I said carefully, "the
afternoon relief might better be handled by myself and Miss
Graeme. Miss Trevor has been very willing, but I wonder if the
situation is—taxing for her."

Miss Davenport gave me the look of a person who has a very
clear private opinion and is too professional to voice it. "I'll
manage the schedule," she said simply.

I found Beth in the sitting room off the drawing room, where
she was writing notes of acknowledgment for the condolence
messages that had been arriving all week. I explained the
arrangement with the nurse. She listened carefully.

I had been in the library twice before that afternoon, but I
had not looked at it properly. There is a difference, I have

learned, between being in a room and seeing it. The first time I
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was too disoriented, too occupied with the facts of my
inheritance and the personality of Eldon to attend to the room
itself. The second time I was looking for something specific—the
letter, the cipher, the material things—and had moved through the
space with the narrowed attention of a man on an errand. Now I
stood in the doorway and simply looked.

It was a room that had been thought about. Not decorated,
exactly—it had none of the self-conscious quality of a decorated
room, none of the sense that someone had consulted a magazine or
employed a professional sensibility. It had instead the quality
of a room that had been lived in by someone who cared about
certain things and had arranged those things according to his own
priorities. The shelves ran floor to ceiling on three walls. The
books on them were a mixture: law, history, natural science, a
respectable shelf of literature, and then, on the lower shelves
to the left of the fireplace, something I had not noticed before.
A run of technical volumes, narrow spines, the kind of books that
announce their purpose without apology. Optics. Physics. The
properties of glass.

I crossed to them and crouched. The titles were what you
would expect from the university press editions of the 1940s and
50s: dense, specific, unapologetically technical. But between two
of them, shelved with the same casual authority as the others,
was a volume I did not recognize. It was thinner than the rest,
perhaps eighty pages, bound in cloth that had once been green and
had faded to the color of old paper. The spine read: “Selective

Transmission in Colored Silica Glass: With Notes on Focal
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Properties.” No author listed on the spine. No publisher. I
pulled it out.

The title page told me what the spine had not: the author
was listed simply as F. Thaneford, and the date was 1958. It had
been printed, not published—the production quality of a document
run off in a university department, staple-bound and trimmed, the
kind of thing produced in small numbers for a specific audience.
Someone—Francis Graeme, presumably, at some point after Fielding
Thaneford’s death—had had it bound properly, which was why it had
the cloth covers and the gilt lettering on the spine. As if it
deserved preservation.

I read the first twenty pages standing there, my back
against the shelves, the room quiet around me. It was not easy
reading. Thaneford wrote for an audience that already knew the
fundamentals of optical physics, and he did not condescend to
explanation. But the core argument was, once I had worked past
the technical vocabulary, surprisingly clear. He was interested
in the behavior of purple glass—what he called “violet silica”—
under conditions of concentrated solar exposure. Specifically,
its capacity to act as a partial lens when formed in a convex
bullseye configuration. The mathematics were beyond me, but the
conclusion was stated plainly in the closing pages: a properly
ground bullseye of violet silica, installed at the correct angle
and height in a south-facing window, would concentrate near-
ultraviolet solar radiation into a focal point approximately
forty-two inches from the glass. The intensity at that focal

point, over repeated daily exposures, would be sufficient to
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cause, and he used the clinical term, “cumulative actinic damage”
to biological tissue.

I closed the book and stood there for a moment. The library
was quiet. The afternoon light came in through the south window—
through the Grapes of Eschol window, through the bullseye at its
center—and fell in a long stripe across the desk. I looked at the
stripe. I looked at the chair behind the desk, the chair with the
worn place on the leather where a man’s lower back would rest
after years of sitting. I thought about Francis Graeme sitting
there. I thought about every man who had sat there.

I put the book in my jacket pocket. I told myself I was
borrowing it, that I would return it to the shelf when I had read
it properly. But I knew, walking out of the library and down the
hall toward the sitting room where Beth was writing her letters,
that I was not going to return it to the shelf. I was going to
show it to Warriner. And when I showed it to Warriner, something
that had been approximate was going to become exact. I was not
sure I was ready for things to become exact. But I did not see
that the timing was up to me.

Beth looked up when I came in. She read my face in the way
she had learned to read it over those months, the specific
attention she paid to what I was carrying, whether I was carrying
anything at all. “What did you find?” she asked. She did not ask
if T had found something. She already knew.

"I think you're right," she said, after a moment. "I don't
understand what's happening with Elise just now. She has always

been steady, and kind. But these last few days she seems like
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someone I don't entirely recognize. I don't know what to do about
it."

"Nothing, for now," I said. "Just keep the nursing shift as
I described."

She nodded, and looked at her hands, and then looked up.
"Cousin Hugh," she said, with the slight hesitation of someone
testing a phrase they are not sure they have the right to use,
and then using it anyway. "Thank you. For all of this."

I did not trust myself to answer that with the appropriate
brevity, so I said good evening and went back to the library.

Late that evening my phone showed a message from Warriner.
He had been called to Baltimore on a matter at his firm, he said,
and would be away for several days. On his return he would come
directly to the Hundred. There was, at present, nothing to
report.

I read this twice and then set the phone face-down on the
desk. Outside, the long Maryland dusk was finally giving way to
full dark, and the fields of the Hundred were going quiet under
it in the way they had gone quiet for four centuries, with or

without a Hildebrand to notice.
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CHAPTER NINE

1-4-2-4-8

A full fortnight went by and we seemed to be simply marking
time. Warriner was still in Baltimore, and the brief messages he
sent were uninformative—things were taking longer than expected,
he was making progress, he would return as soon as he could. I
had learned enough of his working methods to understand that the
absence of specifics was itself a kind of information: he had
something, and he was not ready to bring it forward yet.

I settled into the Hundred in the way that places settle
around you when you stop approaching them as temporary. The house
had a rhythm to it that asserted itself once you were quiet
enough to hear it: the morning sounds from the kitchen and the
yard, the particular quality of midday in the library when the
light came through the stained glass and lay on the floor in its
deep, shifting colors, the evening cool coming up from the
ornamental water. Marcus and the rest of the household staff
treated me with a deference that I was gradually learning to
accept without either returning it or resisting it. Miss
Davenport had the sick room in hand. Mrs. Anthony proved to be an

admirable and unobtrusive presence—a woman who knew exactly when
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to be in a room and when not to be, which is rarer than it
sounds.

The estate itself was a full three hundred and forty acres.
I learned this from Tillotson, the farm manager, who offered it
as the opening fact of what turned out to be a two-hour
introduction to the property that I had been quietly dreading and
found, to my genuine surprise, entirely absorbing.

We went on horseback. There was a bay mare in the stable
named Prospero who had been Francis Graeme’s preferred mount and
who regarded my first morning in the saddle with a polite
skepticism that resolved, over the following week, into a working
relationship of mutual tolerance. Tillotson rode a quarter horse
called Hector and navigated the property with the confident ease
of someone who has covered this ground on horseback twice a week
for fifteen years.

The south fields, which carried the hay, were the largest:
two hundred acres of tidewater bottomland that had been drained
and improved in stages over a century, rich and dark, producing
in good years more than the estate required and supplementing in
lean ones. The wheat was in the middle fields, well-drained, with
the particular quality of good wheat country: flat and even, with
the horizon visible over the standing grain from any elevation.
The kitchen garden and the orchard occupied the north side, close
to the house, tended by the Hennessy family who had been at the
Hundred in that capacity for three generations.

“Your cousin was a careful farmer,” Tillotson said, as we

came to the upper fence line and looked down the slope toward the
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ornamental water and the house. “He understood what the land
wanted and didn’t ask it for more. Some owners push. He didn’t
push.”

“What does the land want?“ I asked.

He looked at the fields below us for a moment, in the
patient way of someone who considers the question worth answering
properly. “Rest,” he said. “Rotation. Good drainage. Enough but
not too much.” He turned his horse toward the east fence. “Same
as most things.”

I took this with me as we completed the circuit, through the
hardwood grove on the east side where the right-of-way path ran
across to Saint Saviour’s, past the sugar maple stand that
Tillotson said had been providing syrup to the household since
before the Civil War, along the creek that formed the property’s
southern boundary and made a reliable contribution, in good
years, to the fishing.

We came back around by way of Sugar Loaf, the hill at the
western edge of the property. I had not been up it since the
morning after the inquest, when Warriner had been there with his
unusual telescope. From the top, with the morning sun at the
angle it had in late July, the view back toward the house and the
library was exactly as Warriner had described: comprehensive,
unobstructed, a perfect sightline that had been used for sixty
years for purposes that the building below could never have
anticipated.

I stood there for a moment and looked at the library window,

visible from this distance as a segment of the stone facade with
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its four tall panes of colored glass catching the morning light.
From here it was only a building. From here it was possible to
look at it without knowing what was in it and see only age and
beauty and the accumulated evidence of four centuries of
habitation.

I had not yet learned to do that. But I thought, standing on
the hill in the July morning, that I might eventually.

We rode down, and I thanked Tillotson for the education, and
he said there was a drainage issue in the lower field he wanted
me to look at when I had a moment, and I said I would be down
after lunch, and that was the beginning of my understanding of
what the Hundred required of the people who held it.

Fielding Thaneford's condition showed little apparent
change, but Miss Davenport told me privately that he was failing
in ways that did not always show on the surface. His eyes
remained alert, his responses to questions—the small hand
movements that had become our only channel of communication with
him—remained consistent, but the spaces between breaths were
lengthening, and the hours during which he seemed fully present
were growing shorter. Doctor Marcy confirmed this on his next
visit without, I thought, any particular surprise. We were
waiting, the household and I, with the particular patience that
very old people sometimes require of those around them at the
end.

John Thaneford called perhaps half a dozen times over the
fortnight. His visits to the sick room were brief and oddly

formal—he would stand at the foot of the bed for a few minutes,
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address some perfunctory remark to Miss Davenport, and leave
without having spoken directly to his father. Whether this was
because he found the communication barrier intolerable, or
because there was nothing left between them that he wanted to
say, I could not determine. The elder Thaneford, for his part,
would seem to register his son's presence without any visible
reaction—his eyes would track the figure in the doorway, and
then, as the door closed again, something in his expression would
settle that had been held slightly taut. Whatever passed between
them in those visits operated entirely below the surface of
observable behavior, as it apparently always had.

I had spoken to Elise Trevor about the nursing arrangement.
She received the change with a composure so perfectly managed
that it communicated nothing whatsoever about what lay beneath
it, which was itself a form of answer. She withdrew from the sick
room without argument and thereafter kept her own company for
much of the day, appearing at meals and conducting herself with
the composed, self-contained politeness of a person who has made
a decision about how much of themselves to show and is honoring
it rigorously.

We were not friends, she and I, and we were not precisely
enemies either. We occupied the same house in a condition of
watchful civility that suited neither of us but served the
purposes of the household. What I knew about her—the overheard
conversation with Thaneford, the rose, the five unguarded minutes
at the library door—I held as privately as I could manage, aware

that holding it was its own kind of awkward position. She knew
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that I knew something, I was reasonably certain; the specific
shape of what I knew she could not be sure of. This uncertainty
was probably what kept the civility functional. People are
careful around those who may be in possession of significant
information.

Once or twice I heard something in her voice when she was
speaking to Beth that produced in me a vague unease I could not
fully account for—a quality of calculation underneath the warmth,
like a second texture in cloth, only perceptible if you were
looking for it. Whether I was looking too hard, and finding what
I expected to find, I genuinely could not say. I tried to give
her the benefit of that uncertainty, because the alternative was
to live in a constant state of suspicion, and I did not think
that was good for either of us.

Beth herself seemed unaware of any tension, or aware of it
and unwilling to let it govern her behavior. She treated Elise
with the same uncomplicated kindness she brought to everything,
and if she felt the difference in the air she absorbed it without
visible adjustment. I came to understand, watching her over those
two weeks, that her quality of directness was not naivety; she
simply had a settled belief that the way to deal with complicated
people was to continue being straightforward with them and let
them sort themselves out. It was a belief she had evidently
tested thoroughly, since the world had not yet disabused her of
it.

It was Beth who first broke through to Fielding Thaneford.
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It required a certain kind of patience, the kind that I did
not naturally possess and that Beth had in excess. Fielding
Thaneford was still alive, but the man he had been before the
stroke was already beyond ordinary reach, and yet he was present
in the house in a way that the living sometimes are not: in the
journal, in the window, in the weight of what had happened to six
men in the chair by the south wall. To understand what he had
done you had to understand what he had been, and understanding
what he had been required more than the few facts that the county
records and Eldon’s files contained. It required someone who
would read everything and listen to everyone and assemble the
picture from fragments, the way you assemble a picture of a man
from the things he left behind rather than the things he said.

Beth was that person. She had grown up in this county. She
knew the families. She knew which of the older residents had
known Fielding Thaneford in his working years, when he was a
professor of applied physics at the state university and came
down to the Hundred on weekends and holidays to work on whatever
he worked on in the room he kept at Thaneford Hall. She spent
three weeks making calls and paying visits, doing it quietly,
doing it in the way of someone who is asking one question while
appearing to ask another. I watched her do this and thought about
the particular intelligence it required: not the intelligence of
the library, which I was more comfortable with, but the
intelligence of people, of knowing how to sit with someone and

make them feel that their memories were worth having.
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What she assembled, piece by piece, was a portrait of a man
who was brilliant and remote and deeply absorbed in his work, who
had few close relationships and did not appear to miss them, who
was regarded by his colleagues at the university with a mixture
of respect and wariness, who had taken early retirement in 1959
to pursue what his department chair remembered only as
“independent research of a private nature.” He had a son, John,
whom he treated with a correctness that several people described
using the same word without apparent coordination: adequate.
Adequate attention. Adequate provision. As if the boy were a
project that had been completed to specification and filed.

“He was interested in one thing,” Beth told me one evening,
reading from her notes at the kitchen table. “Glass.
Specifically, the way certain types of glass interact with light.
He published seven papers on it between 1948 and 1958. After
that, nothing. The people who knew him say he just stopped
publishing. Stopped attending conferences. One of his old
students told me he seemed, after about 1960, like a man who had
solved the problem he had been working on and had nothing left to
be curious about.”

We sat with that for a moment.

“1961,” I said. That was the year the window had been
installed. The Grapes of Eschol, with its bullseye panes, its
careful geometry, its focal point forty-two inches from the glass
at solar noon on the summer solstice.

Beth closed her notebook. “He solved it,” she said. “And

then he installed it. And then he waited to see what it would
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do.” She said it without drama, which was, I thought, the right
way to say it. Some facts are larger than any inflection you
could put on them.

I had been sitting with him one afternoon—taking my turn
with the patient rotation while Miss Davenport was off duty—and
had been reading, somewhat self-consciously, to the silent figure
in the bed. Beth came in halfway through the hour, sat with me
for a few minutes, and then looked at the old man with an
expression I recognized as the prelude to action.

"He understands everything we say," she said. "You can see
it if you watch his eyes. He just has no way to answer."

"That's what Marcy thinks."

"Then we should give him a way." She left the room and
returned a few minutes later with a large sheet of card on which
she had written out the alphabet in clear block letters, along
with the numerals zero through nine. She brought it to the
bedside and slid it gently under Fielding Thaneford's right hand—
the hand in which some small residual control remained.

"If you can move your finger to the letters," she said, "we
can understand you. There is no hurry. We will follow wherever
you go."

The hand lay still. The eyes—those cold, lashless, attentive
eyes—moved from the cardboard to Beth's face and rested there. It
was, I realized, the first time I had seen Fielding Thaneford
look at anyone as though they were actually present to him;
ordinarily his gaze passed through rather than at the person

before him, as though they occupied a position in space of no
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particular consequence. Looking at Beth, he looked as though she
were the only thing in the room.

Beth held his gaze with her own, warm and entirely patient.
"There is no hurry," she said again.

The finger did not move that day, or the next. On the third
day it moved to the letter B and rested there. Nothing further.
Beth withdrew the card without pressing the point, and said, with
perfect equanimity, that they would try again tomorrow. I
expressed some surprise at her patience. "He is ninety years old
and paralyzed," she said. "The least I can do is wait."

She was right, and I admired it, and I was also aware that
she was working a kind of minor miracle in that room—not through
any technique or strategy, but through the simple fact of being
entirely what she was, without qualification or performance, in
the presence of a man who had apparently encountered very little
of that quality in his long life.

The miracle, such as it was, was not to be completed. Doctor
Marcy came by one morning with a look that said, before he said
anything, that the situation had changed. "Another slight stroke
in the night," he told me quietly in the hall. "Not much left
now. Hours, probably, though these things are never precise."

Fielding rallied briefly at noon—enough to take a little
food—and Miss Davenport thought it unnecessary to alert John
Thaneford immediately, since his last two visits had been
unhelpful and his presence at the bedside could not improve
anything. Beth and I divided the afternoon watch between us. It

was a warm day, and the windows of the sick room stood open to a
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breeze that carried the smell of summer flowers in from the
garden.

I was sitting with a book I was not reading when Beth came
in at about three o'clock, took one look at the old man, and
quietly reached for the alphabet card.

"Something has changed," she said, very low. "Look at him."

I looked. The change she had registered was one of those
things that a person with a particular sensitivity notices before
anyone else does: a quality of urgency in the eyes, a focused
intention that had not been there before. The hand on the
coverlet was trembling slightly. The breathing had altered.

Beth slid the card under his hand with the same gentle
deliberateness she had used every time, and waited.

The finger moved.

It was slow and cost him enormously—you could see the effort
in the slight tightening of his jaw, the focused stillness of the
rest of his face—but it was unambiguous. He moved to 1. Then 4.
Then 2. Then 4. Then 8.

"1-4-2-4-8," Beth said quietly. "Is that right?"

The hand made the small motion we had learned to read as
assent.

She asked him: "Is it John?" The hand moved in the other
direction. No.

She held his hand then—both of hers around the single
nerveless one—with the instinctive, unhesitating warmth that was
entirely hers, and looked at him with an attention that was both

perfectly present and perfectly calm. Something passed between
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them in that posture that I was not equipped to translate. His
eyes, which had been focused and intent, seemed to find what they
had been looking for; the urgency went out of them, replaced by
something quieter. Beth bent close and said something I could not
hear.

The eyes answered her.

Then the thing that had animated Fielding Thaneford's face
for nearly ninety years went out of it, all at once and
completely, in the way that a lamp goes when the power fails—not
gradually, not by degrees, but simply gone.

Beth turned to me in silence, her eyes very bright.

I stayed with the room for a while after she went to find
Miss Davenport, and did what seemed necessary and right:
straightened the hands on the coverlet, closed the eyes of the
man who had never spoken a word to me and with whom I had shared,
from the moment of our first meeting, a mutual and instinctive
antipathy that I now found I could not fully recall. He had been
a difficult man, probably a dangerous one, possibly complicit in
things I had not yet been able to prove. He had also been a
father, and a husband, and a person who had lived almost a
century in this part of the world and had carried within him—
right up to the end, in that five-digit sequence—something he
needed to pass on. I had no idea whether I would ever know what
it meant.

Miss Davenport returned and took charge with her accustomed
efficiency. I offered to call John Thaneford, but Beth decided

the message should come from her. He drove over that evening,
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stayed in the room perhaps fifteen minutes, and left without
encountering any of the household. He had the grace, before
leaving, to ask Marcus to convey his thanks to Miss Graeme for
the white carnations she had arranged on the bedside table. It
was a small thing, and I noted it. People reveal themselves in
small things at the end of large ones.

Late that evening I was sitting on the library terrace with
the night around me and the ornamental water catching starlight
in its surface, when Beth came out and sat in the other chair. We
were quiet for a while, in the easy way that had developed
between us over the fortnight.

"He tried to give me something," she said eventually.

"I know. 1-4-2-4-8."

"I'm certain I have the sequence right. He confirmed it
clearly." She looked at the water. "It means something, Hugh. I
am as sure of that as I am of anything. The effort it cost him to
move those fingers—he would not have spent that on something
meaningless."

"I don't doubt you. The question is what."

I pulled out my phone and entered the sequence in my notes:
1-4-2-4-8. Stared at it for a moment. "The simplest approach is
alphabetical substitution—the old position cipher, where each
number corresponds to the letter's position in the alphabet. One
equals A, four equals D, and so on."

"Try it."

I did. "A-D-B-D-H," I said.

A silence.
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"Not a word," she said.

"Not an obvious one. No vowels to work with unless the
system uses a different key. It could be a proper name with
letters removed, or a reference to something specific—a room, a
file designation, a map reference. It could be a fragment of a
longer sequence that he didn't have time or strength to
complete." I looked at the numbers again. "Or the cipher is
something other than straight alphabetical position. There are
hundreds of possibilities."

"We will find it," said Beth. Not a declaration of optimism
so much as a simple statement of intent, the kind she made when
she had decided something was true and was not leaving room for
alternatives.

"Yes," I said. "I think we will."

I entered a note on my phone alongside the sequence: A dying
man communicates this to Beth at the moment of death, confirms
the sequence, denies it refers to John. Not a message of
forgiveness or farewell. Something he needed someone to know.

The night was fully established around us now, warm and
cricket-loud, the Maryland summer in full force. I thought about
Warriner in his Baltimore laboratory with a telescopic lens of
unusual coating, and about an iron rest aimed through a predella
window at a desk where a man had died in a locked room in a way
nobody could account for, and about a dispatch box that may or
may not have been present when the body was found, and about a

withered yellow rose on the floor of a secret passage.
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And now this: 1-4-2-4-8. A-D-B-D-H. The message of a man who
had been silent for nearly a month and had chosen these five
figures for his last act of communication.

I wrote the letters out in my notebook by the light of my
phone, and stared at them for a long time. They stared back

without elaborating.

CHAPTER TEN

I RECEIVE AN ULTIMATUM

Fielding Thaneford was buried three days later in the family
plot at Saint Saviour's, in the ground beside the two members of
our shared family who had preceded him there within the past
year. As distant relatives, Beth and I were present at both the

church service and the interment. It was an ordeal for her, the
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reopening of a wound that had not had time to close, and I could
feel the slight tremor in her arm as we stood at the graveside.
She maintained herself with the composure she brought to
everything difficult—not the composure of suppression but of
genuine steadiness, which is a different and rarer thing—and I
found myself thinking, not for the first time, that I had never
met anyone who faced hard things with quite her quality of
honest, unperformed courage.

As the funeral party moved away from the burial enclosure,
John Thaneford fell into step beside us with the air of a man who
has made a decision and intends to carry it through before the
opportunity evaporates.

"I'll be leaving Saturday," he said, directing this at Beth
rather than at me. "The Court will be closed up, probably for the
winter."

"I'm sorry," said Beth. She meant it; I could hear that she
meant it.

"There is something I need to say to you before I go. Not
now—when you're back at the house. Would you give me an hour
around five?"

She glanced at me briefly and I gave her nothing, which was
the right response. It was her appointment to make. "Come at
five," she said. He stood aside, and we passed on.

I had been down that afternoon to the lower field where a
crew was laying the groundwork for a drainage improvement I had
been planning since my first ride around the estate. I was

watching the work and thinking with one portion of my mind and
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not thinking with another when a figure came across the paddock
from the direction of the house, and I recognized the particular
quality of Warriner's walk—unhurried, deliberate, with the
contained energy of a man who always knows exactly where he is
going.

"Just back from Baltimore last night," he said, shaking my
hand with visible warmth. "I heard about old Thaneford. How are
you all holding up?"

We walked away from the crew and I told him about the
fortnight: Fielding's decline and death, the numbers Beth had
received, John Thaneford's visits, the situation with Elise. He
listened with the quality of attention that takes everything in
and puts it in order as it arrives. When I reached the numbers—1-
4-2-4-8—he paused.

"He wanted to pass something on," Warriner said. "And he
trusted Beth's intuition to make something of it that a different
person might not." He considered for a moment. "Whether the
alphabetical reading is the right approach I don't know. There
are other possibilities. But we'll come back to that." He had a
long, cloth-wrapped parcel under his arm, and he shifted it
slightly. "I want to show you what I found with the lens. Let's
stay out here—I want some distance."

He unwrapped the parcel. What emerged was a telescope of
unusual construction—about twenty inches long, noticeably
slender, mounted on a short collapsible bipod that allowed it to

be rested on a fence post or a flat surface with precise
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stability. It had the appearance of custom work, not of a
commercial instrument.

"I replaced the objective lens with the one from Sugar
Loaf," said Warriner. "The original objective was a standard
glass, good but unremarkable. This one is something else
entirely." He positioned it on a fence post, oriented toward the
great barn at the far edge of the south field—a distance, I
estimated, of roughly half a mile. He made several small
adjustments, then stepped back and invited me to look.

The effect was remarkable to the point of being
disorienting. It was as though the intervening distance had
simply ceased to exist. I could see through the open barn doors
with a clarity that belonged to a window rather than a lens—the
field foreman bent over a small tractor engine, a second worker
in the background attending to some equipment. The detail was
extraordinary. I could have read a notice pinned to the far wall.

"Telephoto range," said Warriner, when I straightened up.
"Which is impressive but not unprecedented. The thing that is
unprecedented is the light performance. I ran tests in my own lab
and then had a colleague at Johns Hopkins do an independent
check. This lens gathers light at a level I have never
encountered in a conventional optical instrument. You could use
it in conditions that would make an ordinary glass completely
useless—deep shade, heavy overcast, oblique interior light. For
most practical purposes it sees in the near-dark."

"Where does something like that come from?"



Gael / BLOODLINE / 134

"I believe it was made by Fielding Thaneford. In his active
years he had a serious reputation as an optical designer—not
widely known outside specialist circles, but genuine. He made
several improvements to long-range lens systems that are still in
use. This may have been his finest work." Warriner looked at the
instrument with an appreciation that I recognized as genuine.
"What it means for our purposes is this: set this telescope in
that iron trough on Sugar Loaf, aligned with the Korah predella
as we established it was, and you have a perfect, stable,
extremely high-resolution view directly into the library at
Hildebrand Hundred. Anyone sitting at the desk would be fully
visible. On a warm June day with the predella open, you could
watch everything that happened in that room from half a mile
away, concealed in the woods, with no possibility of being
observed in return."

"Thaneford was watching the library," I said.

"Thaneford was watching the library." He wrapped the
telescope back in its cloth. "The question of why we can address
later. There is something else I want to show you. Let's go back
to the house."

In the library he poured us both a glass from the decanter
Marcus had left on the tray and produced from his jacket a small
evidence bag—the one I remembered from the day of the inquest.
The moth cocoon.

"I took this back to the lab," he said. "The adhesive used
to fix it to the door frame is standard cellulose mucilage.

Office glue. The kind that comes in a bottle with a rubber cap."
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I looked at him. "Meaning it was stuck there deliberately."

"Meaning it was stuck there deliberately. By a person who
wanted to establish, to anyone examining that door, that it had
not been opened in months." He set the bag on the desk. "There is
a further point. This cocoon is not from a species native to
Maryland or to North America. It belongs to the Great Peacock
moth—Saturnia pyri, to be precise—which is found in southern
Europe and parts of western Asia. It is not an insect you would
encounter naturally in this climate."

He crossed to the display case of lepidoptera in the corner
and lifted the glass 1lid. I followed him. The collection was
systematic, each specimen pinned and labeled with precise Latin
identifications. He moved along the rows until he found the
mounted adult Great Peacock moth—an extraordinary specimen, its
eyespots vivid, its wingspan impressive even in preservation—and
indicated the space below it.

The space that should have held the cocoon was empty. A
small label read: Saturnia pyri, pupa. The mounting pins were
still in place, but the cocoon itself was gone.

Warriner held up his evidence bag and set it in the empty
space. It was an exact fit.

"Someone took it from the collection," I said.

"Someone with access to this room and knowledge of the
collection. Who needed a moth cocoon of apparently local origin
that could be fixed to the door to make it look undisturbed." He
closed the display case carefully. "And someone who, in the

urgency of what they were doing, took the nearest available
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specimen without realizing that anyone with knowledge of native
species would immediately recognize it as foreign."

I sat with this for a moment. "You want to talk to Marcus."

"I do."

Marcus came when called, moving with the even composure he
brought to everything. Warriner did not threaten or perform; he
simply laid out what he knew.

"We know that Miss Trevor sent you upstairs for the ammonia
on the afternoon Mr. Graeme died. We know she was at the library
door when you returned. We also know that the master key left the
pantry that day. I'd like you to tell me exactly what happened
when she stopped you in the corridor."

Marcus was quiet for a moment. He looked at me rather than
at Warriner, and what I read in his face was not the fear of
exposure but the calculation of a man deciding whether the truth
serves him better than continued silence. Whatever he found in
his calculation, it came down on the side of truth.

"She asked me for the master key," he said. "She said the
doctor might need to get into the library before I came back, and
that she would hold it. I gave it to her."

"And when you came back with the ammonia?"

"She handed it back to me. Said the doctor had already
gotten in on his own."

"Did she have anything with her—a bag, a shawl, anything she
was carrying?"

"A little black wrap on her arm when she stopped me. She had

it off when she gave back the key."
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Warriner thanked him and he left.

"The wrap concealed the dispatch box," said Warriner, when
the door had closed. "She had already been in and come out. She
used the secret passage—the outside door of which she had left
unlocked—to enter the library while Graeme was dead and the room
was unattended, took the box, and was on her way back through the
house when she encountered Marcus in the corridor. She needed the
master key to get back into the library by the hall door to
replace the box when the opportunity arose. Betty's arrival from
Calverton gave her that opportunity."

"And the cocoon."

"The cocoon. She needed to close the trail on the postern
door. She came to this room, took the first suitable specimen
from the collection, and on her way back through the passage she
fixed it with glue from the library desk. In her haste she
dropped one of the yellow roses she had cut from the garden." He
spread his hands. "That is my reconstruction."

"It hangs together," I said. "And the signal—the
handkerchief. She was on the terrace at one o'clock because she
was waiting for Thaneford to signal her that the room was clear."

"Yes. He had been watching the library from his vantage
point. When Graeme went down he waved the handkerchief, and she
moved."

"Then he knew before anyone in the house knew."

"He knew before anyone in the house knew," Warriner agreed.

We sat with the implication of this for a moment.

"Who killed Francis Graeme?" I said. "If it was a killing."
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"I don't believe it was Elise Trevor. She is not physically
capable of delivering a blow of that kind without a weapon, and
no weapon was found. More importantly, she entered the library in
response to a signal that the room was already clear. Which means
Graeme was already dead when she arrived."

"John Thaneford couldn't have reached the library unseen.
The groundskeepers were there all morning."

"Correct. A person coming around the corner of the house
would have been visible." He was quiet for a moment. "Which
brings us back to the uncomfortable question. The only other
means of entry is the secret passage, with the door coming from
outside through the garden. The door we found unlocked. And the
only way to establish how long it had been unlocked is the
cocoon, which was planted." He looked at me directly. "We don't
know when that door was last opened. Only when it was last
planted to appear unopened."

"Which means the passage could have been used before Elise
got there."

"That is the possibility I cannot rule out."

We were both quiet. The stained glass held its colors
against the afternoon light, the four scenes in their frames—the
pit, the earth splitting, the spies with their grapes, the cloud
rising from the sea. Fielding Thaneford had been an expert in
optics and had apparently built a remarkable lens. His son had
installed the lens on a purpose-built rest aimed at this room.

And Francis Graeme had died in this room with a brain lesion that
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the Johns Hopkins pathologist had likened to the damage caused by
extreme, focused heat.

I looked at Warriner.

"I know," he said simply. "I know."

The sound of a vehicle on the gravel announced a visitor,
and a few minutes later Marcus brought the news that John
Thaneford was at the door asking for Miss Graeme. I left Warriner
with the decanter and went to find something productive to do
with the next fifteen minutes in the garden.

I was examining the progress of the brick wall repair near
the old greenhouse when Thaneford came out the front door. His
expression was the same dark, flat surface it always was, but
there was a quality beneath it that I had not seen before—the
particular look of a man who has just been told something clearly
and is in the process of deciding what to do with the clarity.
Whatever Beth had said to him, she had not been ambiguous.

I would have given him a nod and let him pass. He didn't let
me.

"One thing to say to you, Cousin Hugh."

The address still carried its specific weight of contempt—
that slight emphasis on the family relationship, deployed as an
instrument rather than an acknowledgment. I waited.

"The girl or the Hundred," he said. "That's your choice. You
don't get both."

I looked at him steadily without speaking.

"I'm giving you the choice," he continued. "That's more than

you'd get from me otherwise."
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"I have nothing to say to you," I replied.

The V-shaped brows came down. "Have it your way. But you'll
remember that I played fair." He raised one hand, and for a
moment I thought he was going to strike me. Then he dropped it
and took a step back. "Good evening, Cousin Hugh," he said, with
the particular controlled ugliness of a man who is used to having
the last word. He turned and walked to his truck.

I stood where he had left me, in the half-light of the late
afternoon, and thought about the phrase.

The girl or the Hundred. It was not a new kind of threat, as
far as the history of property disputes went. Menace Beth, and I
might act irrationally; threaten the estate directly, and I would
act through counsel. He was indicating that he understood which
of these was more likely to work. I did not know yet what the
specific threat looked like in practice—whether it was financial
pressure on Beth’s assets, which were limited, or something more
personal and harder to predict—but the statement had been made
with the deliberateness of someone who has thought it through,
and I took it seriously.

What I could not take seriously—or rather, what I could not
accept as the primary logic of my situation—was the premise that
underlay it: that the Hundred and Beth were things in competition
for a single allocation of loyalty. Thaneford’s framing required
that you think of the house as a thing and the person as a thing,
and that you rank them. This was how he thought, I suspected,
because it was how his father had taught him to think: land is

the substance, people are the temporary inhabitants. But the
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Hundred was not the substance and Beth was not a variable. The
Hundred was where I had arrived at something, and Beth was who I
had arrived at it with, and the idea of separating those two
facts was structurally incoherent in a way that no amount of
legal threat could make otherwise.

I went inside and found Marcus, and asked him to arrange for
Doctor Marcy to come the following day for a routine review of
Mr. Thaneford senior’s condition. Then I went to the study and
drafted a letter to Mr. Eldon setting the appointment I had been
meaning to make since the week of the funeral. The will. My own.
The one that would establish, formally and legally, what the
Hundred was and who it went to, and would remove from the
equation the specific uncertainty that John Thaneford was
apparently planning to exploit.

The letter was short. I sealed it and left it on the hall
table for Marcus to post in the morning.

Then I went to find Beth.

She was in the small sitting room at the back of the house,
in the chair by the window that looked out over the kitchen
garden, with a book open in her lap and the expression that meant
she was present and thinking and not reading. The late afternoon
light came through the window at a warm angle and did something
specific and rather remarkable to her dark hair that I noted and
put away for later reference.

She looked up as I came in.

“Sit down,* she said. “What did he say?”
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I told her. She listened without interrupting, which was
what she always did, and when I finished she was quiet for a
moment.

“He’'s frightened,” she said.

I had not expected this framing. “What do you mean?”

“He's frightened of losing this place. Not the property—the
idea of it. His father built an entire mythology around the
Thanefords being the rightful heirs to the Hundred, and John grew
up inside that mythology, and it’s the only account of himself he
has. Without it he’s just a man in financial trouble who wasted
his inheritance on things that didn’t work out.” She looked at
the garden. “I’'m not asking you to feel sorry for him. I'm asking
you to understand that the threat has a specific shape, and the
shape is fear.”

“Fear doesn’t make it less dangerous,” I said.

“No,” she agreed. “It usually makes it more so.” She closed
her book. “What are you going to do?”

“Make a will. See Mr. Eldon. Make sure the legal structure
is as clear as it can be.” I paused. “And keep watching. We don’t
yet know what form the threat takes in practice.”

She nodded. “One more thing,* she said. “Whatever John
Thaneford does or doesn’t do—whatever pressure he applies or
doesn’t apply—I want you to understand that I am not negotiable.
I don’'t mean me personally. I mean the position. I will not be
used as the lever that dislodges you from this house, and I want
it understood between us that if he tries to make me that lever

the answer is no, regardless of what the pressure is.”
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She said this in the even, precise way she said things she
had thought through completely and was not going to revise under
ordinary conditions. I accepted it in the spirit it was offered.

“Good,* I said.

“Good,” she agreed, and opened her book again, and I went
upstairs and wrote the letter to Mr. Eldon.

I stood where I was until he had gone through the gates, and
then went back inside and did not give the conversation any
further attention in the immediate term. There would be time to
determine what "the girl or the Hundred" actually meant as a
threat, and to determine what, if anything, I was going to do
about it.

Warriner stayed to dinner. This was on one level entirely
welcome and on another level the source of a discomfort I
identified only slowly and without pride as jealousy. Beth called
him Chalmers. They talked about Francis with an ease and warmth
that came from a long friendship that predated me by years. They
laughed at the same things. I was, if I am being honest, not on
my best form for the remainder of the meal.

Warriner drove back to Calverton after ten. I was making my
peace with Beth in the library—-having offered a transparently
poor excuse about a headache that she received with a composure
that contained, I was fairly certain, a very well-managed degree
of amusement—when my phone buzzed.

A message from Warriner. Brief, in his characteristically

compressed style.
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It read: Just learned. A man named Dave Campion arrested
this evening, charged with the murder of Francis Graeme. Come to

Calverton first thing tomorrow.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE RIDER OF THE BLACK HORSE

I had said nothing to anyone about Warriner's message, yet
by breakfast time the house knew. This is a fact of domestic life
that I have never been able to account for satisfactorily—that
information of a sufficiently charged nature will propagate
through a household by some mechanism entirely separate from
ordinary communication. The staff were in small, quiet clusters
where they were not usually found. Elise Trevor was on her phone
in the front sitting room when I came down, her voice too low to
hear distinctly but her posture communicating an urgency she was

not quite managing to conceal.
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Beth asked me directly as I was pouring coffee. I told her
what Warriner had said: a man named Dave Campion had been
arrested the previous evening, charged with the murder of Francis
Graeme. She absorbed this with the stillness she brought to
unwelcome information—not suppression but genuine processing,
taking it in before responding to it.

"I know him," she said. "He comes through this part of the
county occasionally—or came through. Dad banned him from the
property about a month before he died."

"Why?"

"He was ostensibly selling small goods—cleaning products,
personal items, that sort of thing. But the actual business, Dad
believed, was pills. Opioids, probably; there is a good deal of
that in the county. He told Campion not to come back."

Warriner arrived before we had finished breakfast, with the
information that the preliminary hearing before the county
magistrate was set for three o'clock. He would be there; he
suggested I come as well, and that Beth stay at the house-—not
because her presence was formally required but because the
proceedings would be distressing and were unlikely to produce any
useful result.

"You think he'll be discharged," I said.

"I think there is more here than appears," said Warriner
carefully. "I don't want to close the question."

Elise Trevor appeared in the doorway as he said this,
composed and pale, her dark eyes carrying a quality of controlled

tension that I had come to recognize as her version of agitation.
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"There will not be enough evidence to hold him," she said flatly.
"The matchbox means nothing. He will have an explanation for it,
and the Court will have to accept it." She paused. "Ask Judge
Hendricks whether he reads the local news." Then she withdrew
without further explanation.

The three of us looked at the space she had left.

"She knows something," said Beth quietly.

"Yes," said Warriner. "The question is whether she has just
told us what she knows or whether she has told us exactly enough
to appear cooperative."

I invited her to come to Calverton with us. She declined
with a brevity that was almost rude. "I have no interest in
watching a foregone conclusion," she said, and that was the end
of it.

Beth drove. She had a car she clearly knew well and handled
with the easy confidence of someone who has been navigating these
roads since she was sixteen. We went south through the lindens
and out through the iron gates, and the morning had the quality
that good June mornings produce in this part of Maryland—the air
still cool from the night, the fields bright and settled under a
sky of deep, uncomplicated blue.

We talked about Campion on the way—what Beth knew of him,
what his presence at the Hundred on the day of the death might
mean. She was careful and precise in the way she always was,
giving facts as facts and inference as inference and not mixing
the two. She had seen him on the drive going toward the house at

around one o'clock, coming in from the road side rather than the
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formal entrance. She had thought nothing of it at the time; he
had been to the house before on his rounds, and she had no reason
to think her father's ban was known to everyone who came to the
place. Only afterward had she connected the sighting to the day's
events.

"Do you think he killed Dad?" she asked, with the directness
she brought to uncomfortable questions.

I considered this honestly. "I don't know," I said.
"Warriner doesn't think so. He thinks Campion was in the house at
approximately the right time, but that the circumstances don't
support him as the killer. The problem is that the circumstances
don't clearly support anyone."

"But someone killed him."

"Someone or something did. Yes."

She was quiet for a moment, her eyes on the road. "He was a
healthy man," she said. "He was fifty-one years old and he had
never been seriously ill in his life. Whatever Doctor Williams
found in the autopsy—whatever that lesion was—it was not a
natural death. I have been certain of that since the night you
and Doctor Marcy told me. I just needed to say it out loud to
someone."

"I know," I said. And then, because I did know and the
distance between us in that car felt suddenly very small: "We
will find out what happened to him. Whatever it takes."

She didn't answer, but her hand moved briefly to my arm and

then back to the wheel, and that was enough.
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We arrived in Calverton a little before three. Beth went off
toward the center of town with a list of errands and the name of
a friend at whose house she would wait, and I made my way to the
county courthouse—a brick building of mid-century construction
that had been renovated at some point and retained only its
bones—where Warriner was already waiting on the steps.

"Elise was right about the newspaper," he said quietly, as
we went in. "There was a notice in the Kingswater County Clarion
three weeks ago—a lost item announcement. Gold matchbox with a
turquoise stone, initials F.H.G., reward of fifty dollars for
return to Hildebrand Hundred. I checked it this morning."

"Which is exactly the story Campion will tell."

"Which is exactly the story Campion will tell," Warriner
confirmed. "The question is how he knew to have that newspaper
ready."

The magistrate's court was a plain, high-ceilinged room with
rows of wooden chairs and a judicial bench that had been built by
someone who took the function seriously. Judge Hendricks was a
compact, gray-haired man of perhaps sixty with the unhurried
authority of someone accustomed to sorting the significant from
the distracting. Sheriff Greenough—whom I recognized from our
first meeting at the crossroads—brought in the prisoner.

Dave Campion was perhaps thirty-five, lean and watchful,
with the particular quality of composure that belongs to people
who have dealt with official proceedings before and have learned
to treat them as a performance in which their role is to appear

cooperative without being informative. He was well-dressed for a
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man who had apparently spent the night in a cell. He had clearly
been thinking.

He acknowledged being at the Hundred on the morning of June
the fourteenth without hesitation. He had come, he said, to
return the matchbox and claim the reward. He had been admitted at
the kitchen entrance by Marcus, who had taken him to the butler's
pantry. He was told Mr. Graeme was working in the library and not
to be disturbed. He had waited, been left alone briefly when
Marcus was called to help with something in the dining room, gone
to the library door and knocked several times without response,
and then left the house by the kitchen entrance and went to the
south lawn, where he sold a quantity of goods to one of the
groundskeepers before leaving the property.

"What goods?" asked Judge Hendricks.

A pause of precisely the right length. "A bottle of whiskey,
sir. I'm aware that was illegal."

Warriner leaned slightly toward me. "The frank small
admission. The classic technique."

Campion produced the newspaper clipping when asked—the June
tenth Clarion, the advertisement heavily underlined in blue
pencil. The judge examined it, examined the matchbox, and set
both items on the bench.

"When did you find the matchbox?" he asked.

"About three weeks before Mr. Graeme died, sir. On the road
near Saint Saviour's Church. I recognized the initials and kept
it, intending to return it when I had a chance."

"And the reward was twenty dollars?"
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"Fifty, sir. I looked it up. I wanted to be certain before I
made the trip."

One of the groundskeepers confirmed, under questioning, that
Campion had indeed been on the south lawn around quarter past one
and had sold him a bottle of whiskey. He was visibly
uncomfortable about the admission. The judge noted this without
comment.

Marcus was called and confirmed the sequence of events in
the pantry: Campion admitted, Marcus called away briefly, Campion
gone on his return. He confirmed, when asked, that the master
key's location behind the pantry clock was not a closely held
secret—it had been known to various members of the household and
had been used before by people other than himself.

"Then there is a door from the pantry into the passage
leading to the library?" asked Judge Hendricks.

"Yes, sir."

"And during the five or so minutes when Campion was alone in
the pantry, the master key was accessible and the passage door
was within his reach?"

"Yes, sir."

Campion was recalled. He admitted the five-minute interval,
admitted knowing about the master key, and admitted having gone
to the library door and knocked. He had not entered the room. He
had received no reply and had not attempted to use the key, out
of a disinclination, he said, to intrude on a man who had

specifically told him to stay off the property.
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"You had sufficient nerve to trespass on the property," said
Judge Hendricks, "but not sufficient to knock on a door?"

"Knocking seemed respectful, sir. Walking in uninvited
seemed otherwise."

There was, I noticed, a quality of theatrical precision to
this answer. Warriner's hand on my arm confirmed that he had
noticed it too.

The judge reviewed his notes, examined the newspaper
clipping once more, and addressed the room. "In the absence of
direct evidence connecting the prisoner to any criminal act, and
given the presence of a documented explanation for his possession
of the identified property, I direct his discharge. The matchbox
is to be retained as part of the ongoing investigation into Mr.
Graeme's death." He looked at Campion over his glasses. "You are
free to go. I would suggest you conduct your future business
within the law."

"Yes, sir," said Campion. He left with the unhurried
composure with which he had arrived, and I watched him go with
the strong feeling that a man who had that newspaper clipping
ready, folded to exactly the right paragraph and blue-pencilled
for maximum legibility, had not been carrying it for three weeks
on the chance that someone might ask.

Warriner and I walked out into the afternoon together. He
was quiet for a block, which with him meant he was arranging
something.

"Here is a possibility," he said at last. "Campion is

Thaneford's instrument. He is instructed to be at the library



Gael / BLOODLINE / 152

door at a certain time. Thaneford, from his vantage point with
the glass, sees that Graeme is at his desk—perhaps dozing,
perhaps simply absorbed in work with his back to the window. He
signals Elise, who enters by the secret passage and admits
Campion through the inner door. The act is committed. Both leave
by the passage. Elise plants the cocoon on the outside of the
door to close the trail behind them."

I walked alongside him through the afternoon heat and
thought about this carefully. "The timing," I said. "For the
whole arrangement to work, Graeme has to be in the exact right
position at the exact right moment. If he is in the room but
facing the window, or up from the desk, or in a different
position entirely, the plan fails. Thaneford cannot signal until
conditions are right. Elise has to be waiting, close enough to
move quickly. Campion has to be in the house and at the library
door before the conditions change." I paused. "It is a great deal
of coordination to depend on."

"Yes," said Warriner. "It is." He took out his pipe and 1lit
it with the resigned deliberateness of a man reaching the edge of
what he currently knows. "And that is the difficulty with the
whole of it. The only theory that does not require elaborate
coordination is the accidental one—the one we keep rejecting but
cannot definitively disprove."

"Dead by the visitation of God."

"With a brain lesion that resembles extreme focused heat
damage, a custom telephoto lens aimed at the desk chair through

an open window, and a moth cocoon planted in mucilage to close
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the only other entry point." He let the pipe go cold again. "I
cannot make those facts add up to an accident. But I also cannot,
yet, put together a complete account of a murder. So here we
stand."

We parted at the courthouse steps. I collected Beth from her
friend's house, and we drove home in the long light of the early
evening, the road back familiar now in the way that routes become
familiar when they connect a place you have been to a place that
is yours.

The Calverton courthouse was a forty-minute drive from the
Hundred in good conditions. On the way back we went at a pace
that seemed to have something to do with the weight of what we
had just watched: the methodical, implausible performance of a
man who had shown up with a newspaper clipping folded to exactly
the right paragraph and a readiness to admit the lesser
illegality in order to obscure the larger one.

She drove through the iron gates and up the linden avenue
and stopped at the front entrance, and we sat for a moment in the
car with the engine off and the lindens doing their particular
June sound around us.

I want to go to the churchyard tomorrow, she said.

I understood without being told. She had buried her father
eighteen days ago. She had not, since then, been back to the
grave.

I will come with you, I said.

She nodded, and we went in.
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That evening I went back to the library. Not to work—nothing
that could be advanced by being there—but because I was drawn to
it in the way that you can be drawn to the location of an
unresolved question, as though proximity to the place will
produce the insight that distance cannot.

What I knew: Francis Graeme had died in this room on a June
morning in a locked room with no visible cause. John Thaneford
had been watching the room from a hill. Elise Trevor had entered
the room within minutes of the death. A dispatch box had been
moved and returned. A moth cocoon had been planted on the postern
door to suggest it had not been opened. An iron rest on Sugar
Loaf had been aimed at the desk.

What I did not know: who or what had actually killed Francis
Graeme.

The accident theory felt false in the way that incorrect
propositions feel false even before you can specify the error:
something in the internal structure did not hold. The room, the
locked door, the customized telescope, the planted evidence, the
signal from the hill—these were not the properties of an
accident. They were the properties of a situation that had been
managed.

By whom, and how, I still could not say.

I stayed in the library until well after midnight, in the
chair that had been Francis Graeme's, at the desk that had been
his, in the room that was now mine, and thought about what kind
of person constructs a situation like this—what patience it

requires, what technical knowledge, what access, what sustained
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attention over decades. I went to bed without having gotten any
closer to the answer, and slept, which was at least one kind of
progress.

We were turning in through the gates under the arching
lindens when Beth put a hand on my arm.

"Look," she said quietly.

Across the meadow, on the upper slope of Sugar Loaf where
the woodland road wound around the face of the escarpment, the
declining sun had found a gap in the trees and was throwing its
last horizontal light across the hill. In that gap, perfectly
still, stood a horse—very black, very large, and carrying its
rider with the immobility of something that has not moved for a
long time and does not intend to.

The rider was John Thaneford.

He had told Beth he was leaving today. For an indefinite
period, possibly for good. And here he was, on the hill above the
house, motionless, watching the entrance of Hildebrand Hundred
from the same vantage point from which his custom-built glass had
watched the library window on the morning Francis Graeme died.

"He said he was going," Beth said, very low, as though
speaking above a whisper might cause the figure to move.

"I know," I said.

We drove on. The shadow of Sugar Loaf was lengthening fast
across the meadow below it, the cool dark spreading over the pale
grass and the line of the creek with the inevitable quality of
something that does this every evening and intends to keep doing

it. I did not look back at the hill. But the image of the black
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horse and its rider stayed with me—still, watchful, positioned
exactly where it needed to be to see everything, belonging to the
darkening sky as though it had always been there and had no

intention of leaving.

CHAPTER TWELVE

SAFE FIND, SAFE BIND

Let me pass over some six months during which nothing of
direct consequence to the central mystery occurred, though those
months were, in every other sense, the most significant of my
life.

Through the summer and into the autumn I was in Philadelphia
more often than I was at the Hundred, engaged in what turned out
to be a more substantial unwinding of my previous life than I had
anticipated. The trust work I had been doing for a handful of
technology companies was not easily transferred; Marcus
Anstruther, my nominal partner, had to be fairly compensated for
taking it on; the apartment in Rittenhouse Square needed to be
vacated and its contents sorted with the ruthless attention that
a genuine change of life requires. I drove back and forth on the
interstate more times than I care to remember, each time finding
the southward leg more natural than the northward one, which was
its own kind of answer.

I had come to a full understanding with Beth before I made

the first of these trips. What had been building between us since
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the afternoon of the will reading—through the whispering gallery
and the inquest and the fortnight of Fielding's slow dying—had
settled into something that neither of us needed to name with
excessive ceremony. She was entirely herself about it, which
meant she was direct and warm and without false modesty about
what she felt, and I was grateful for this because it saved me
from a great deal of the awkward circling that these
conversations can involve when only one person is being honest.
We agreed that she would remain at the Hundred through my
absences—it was her home, and there was no reason to uproot her
from it—and that we would be married quietly at Saint Saviour's
in December, when the year had turned and some appropriate
interval had passed since the twin losses of June.

The decision about Elise Trevor was harder.

I turned it over for a long time before I spoke to her. The
facts, as I could establish them, were these: she had almost
certainly taken the dispatch box from the library on the day
Francis died, using the master key she had gotten from Marcus and
the secret passage through the garden. She had been on the
library terrace at one o'clock because Thaneford had signaled her
from Sugar Loaf that the room was unoccupied. She had returned
the box because it didn't contain what she was looking for, and
in the process of covering the trail she had planted the stolen
moth cocoon on the postern door. She had been in a conspiratorial
arrangement with John Thaneford that was financial, personal, or

both.
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What I could not establish, and what Warriner had also been
unable to establish, was whether she had been present when
Francis died, or whether she had arrived after the fact and
simply taken advantage of it. And whether Francis's death was
itself a murder, as opposed to some terrible and improbable
accident, was something no one had been able to prove.

Without proof, I could not send her away without explaining
to Beth why I was doing it, and the explanation would reopen
wounds that were only beginning to close. Elise was Beth's first
cousin by blood—Francis Graeme's niece, his older brother's
daughter, not formally adopted but raised alongside Beth from
early childhood. Whatever she had done, she was part of Beth's
life in a way that did not simplify easily. And she had nowhere
to go; she was, in the blunt way of it, penniless.

I could make her financially independent and ask her to
leave. But I could not do that without the conversation, and the
conversation would cost Beth something she had not yet recovered
sufficiently to afford.

So I asked Elise to stay on in her existing arrangement
until she found other work. She had applied for a teaching
position at a school in Annapolis, she told me; it would not be
available until the following autumn. In the meantime, she would
remain at the Hundred as she had been.

Warriner arrived twenty minutes before the inquest was
scheduled to begin, and in those twenty minutes he established,
for me, the quality of the mind I was going to be grateful for

over the next two years. He went through the library with a
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systematic attention that was less like a detective's search—that
movie-image of a man peering through a magnifying glass at
things—and more like a scientist's assessment: hypotheses
formulated before observation, observation conducted without
preconception, conclusions held lightly and revised when the
evidence required. He did not touch things unnecessarily. He
looked at a great deal and asked questions about what he was
looking at that I found I could sometimes answer and sometimes
not.

"The predella mechanism," he said, standing at the third
window. "Who knows about it?"

"The staff, presumably. Anyone who has worked in this room
over the years. Beth, certainly."

"And Elise Trevor."

"She has lived in this house for eight years. Yes."

He opened the predella, assessed the aperture, closed it
again. He went to the base of the other three windows and
confirmed the same mechanism. Then he spent five minutes at the
secret passage, neither entering it nor examining it closely, but
standing at its entrance and looking down its length with the
binoculars that had appeared from inside his jacket.

"Well proportioned," he said, which I took to be about the
whole room rather than the passage specifically.

"It belonged to Francis Graeme's great-uncle Richard
Hildebrand before him. It's been in the family since the colonial

period."
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"Yes. One can see that." He was looking at the stained glass
windows with the attention of someone who is reading rather than
merely looking. "The commission date on this glass is
approximately 1961," he said. "The lead work has the character of
mid-century installation rather than period glass. The artistic
style is earlier—late nineteenth, early twentieth century—but the
glass itself is not that old."

"How do you know that?"

"It's a professional interest." He turned away from the
window. "My firm does a certain amount of conservation assessment
for historic properties. You learn to read the glass. The earlier
windows would show differential aging across the panels,
weathering variation, lead oxidation. These are too consistent.
They were made and installed within the last seventy years." He
looked at me. "Whoever installed them had them made to a
historical design but they are not original to the house. Do you
know who commissioned them?"

"I don't. But I know who designed and built the library
extension—Fielding Thaneford."

Something passed across Warriner's expression that was too
fast to read completely. He turned back to the windows.
"Thaneford designed the library and then had the windows
installed."

"The timeline as I understand it, yes."

"Interesting," he said. And would say nothing more, not that

morning.
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The conversation in which I conveyed this took place in the
library, which was the room in the house where everything of
consequence seemed to happen. She listened in silence, with the
controlled, surface composure I had come to recognize as her
default state. When I finished she said, simply, that the
arrangement would suit her. Then she looked at me with those
dark, watchful eyes and said something that I found I could not
entirely categorize.

"I can promise you," she said, "that I will take care of
Beth. Whatever else you may think of me."

I wanted to ask what she meant by whatever else, and decided
against it. "That's all I'm asking," I said. I made a motion to
offer my hand; she didn't appear to notice it, and we parted. I
left the library with the nagging certainty that I had made a
decision that was not quite right but that I could not currently
improve upon.

The autumn brought Thane Court to public auction, as had
been anticipated. John Thaneford had not been seen or heard from
since the evening he had appeared on the hill above the Hundred
on his black horse—not since the ultimatum on the portico, not
since the rider on Sugar Loaf watching us come through the gates.
His financial affairs, Warriner told me, had been considerably
worse than anyone had known; there were creditors on multiple
fronts, and the net result was that Thane Court had to be sold
without reserve. I bought it. The property bordered the Hundred
directly to the west, and the land was good even if the years of

neglect had depleted it, and I had no appetite for an unknown



Gael / BLOODLINE / 162

neighbor in that particular location. I bid it in for a price
well under its real value, which was the only kind of transaction
the situation permitted, and thought briefly about what to do
with it.

The wedding was, as we had intended, a quiet affair. Beth
had been clear about this from the beginning and I had agreed
without persuasion, having no taste for ceremony on its own
account and a positive disinclination for the kind of spectacle
that a house like the Hundred can too easily become the excuse
for. We had Saint Saviour’s on a Thursday afternoon in the third
week of December, and the afternoon was one of those crystalline
December days that Maryland produces perhaps four times a winter—
hard, clear, cold as the inside of a bell, the light so specific
and direct that everything it touched had an edge to it.

The churchyard was very still. The graves of the Hildebrand
plot lay under their thin skin of frost as we arrived, the oldest
stones too weathered to be easily read, the newest—Richard
Hildebrand’s, Francis Graeme’s—still bearing that slightly raw
quality of recently worked stone. I stood for a moment in the
lych-gate before going in, looking at the family plot through the
ancient bog-oak frame, and felt the particular kind of weight
that attends the recognition of where you are in a long chain.
Four centuries of Hildebrands in this ground. The most recent two
lying there because a mechanism in a stained-glass window had
done what it was designed to do. And I was about to walk up the

aisle of their church and take on, formally, the obligations that
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Francis Graeme had placed in my hands on an afternoon I had spent
entirely not knowing they were coming.

Beth came up behind me and touched my arm. “Are you ready?”

I turned. She was in dark blue wool—she had been firm about
not wearing white, which she said was suited to occasions she had
not attended before, and which this, in the most relevant sense,
was not. She looked exactly as she always looked: clear-eyed,
entirely present, giving me her full and unperformed attention.
The ornament in her hair was a small sprig of dried Madame
Colette Marinette rose, which was either a piece of deliberate
dark humor or a gesture I did not have the right vocabulary to
translate, and I did not ask which.

“Yes,” I said.

We were seven inside the church: Beth and I, Mr. Eldon and
Mrs. Eldon, Marcy as my witness, and Bob Larkin, who had driven
down from Philadelphia and was conducting the ceremony with the
easy warmth of a man entirely at home in a church and equally at
home in the world outside it. Warriner was in the family pew with
Hilda Powers, who had materialized at my right hand after the
service at the reception and managed to be simultaneously
discreet and entirely at ease in a manner I associated with
people who have excellent instincts about other people’s
occasions.

The ceremony was short and the words were old and the
afternoon light through the clear glass windows of Saint

Saviour'’s was the specific December light that seems to compress
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itself, to hold everything it finds with unusual precision, as
though the year is trying to remember itself before it ends.

We drove back to the Hundred through the linden avenue and
through the iron gates, and Marcus had the entrance hall warm and
the drawing room ready, and there were flowers—late hothouse
roses, yellow, and I thought of the rose Warriner had found in
the secret passage and then let the thought go, because there are
thoughts that belong to one chapter and not another, and this was
not that chapter anymore.

The dinner was the best I had eaten in that house, which set
a high standard. The cellar produced three very good bottles. Bob
Larkin gave a toast that managed to be funny and true
simultaneously, which is rarer than it sounds. Hilda Powers
laughed at everything and meant all of it. Warriner said very
little, which was his form of full engagement, and Marcy said
what was required of a godfather at the christening of a
marriage: that the parties were suited to each other, that the
house deserved them, and that the wine was excellent.

When the guests had gone and Marcus had closed the house for
the night, Beth and I stood in the entrance hall for a moment in
the specific quiet that follows the end of an occasion well
conducted.

“Well,* said Beth.

“Well,” I agreed.

She held out her hand, and I took it, and we went upstairs.

Beth and I were married at Saint Saviour's in the third week

of December, in the same church where we had first stood together
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six months earlier at the funerals of two men now lying in the
family plot beyond the serpentine wall. Bob Larkin, who had been
my friend in Philadelphia and was the closest thing I had to a
family member in the traditional sense, came down to assist with
the ceremony. We had not wanted anything large, and we got
exactly what we wanted: the old church, a winter afternoon, a
handful of people who actually knew us. Mrs. Anthony, who had
been Beth's godmother and anchor through those difficult months,
wept with a happiness she made no attempt to disguise.

The year turned quietly. I had acquired the particular
knowledge of a place that comes only from living through its
seasons—the way the Hundred looked in a hard frost, the south
fields white and the creek locked, the ornamental water giving
off a faint mist in the early mornings that burned off by nine.
Marcus and the estate staff moved through the winter work with
the practiced self-sufficiency of people who have done this
through many winters and see no reason to make more of it than
necessary. I began, somewhere in February, to understand that I
was no longer simply the new owner of Hildebrand Hundred. I was
its master, which is a different thing—a thing that involves
obligations I had not previously reckoned with, and satisfactions
I had not previously known to expect.

The legal situation clarified over those winter months. Mr.
Eldon drew the new will I had been promising myself since the
autumn—a proper document at last, with young Hugh’s inheritance
arranged and the estate’s future secured against the kind of

ambiguity that had haunted the previous generation’s tenure. We
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sat in his office in Calverton on a February morning with sleet
against the windows and went through it paragraph by paragraph.
He had the patience and thoroughness of a man who has been making
these arrangements for forty years and considers them, at their
best, a form of care for people not yet born.

“You should name a successor trustee,” he said, when we were
nearly finished. “Someone who knows the property and the family.*

“Marcy,” I said, without hesitation.

He noted this without comment. Doctor Marcy had been at the
Hundred through the worst of what the year had produced—the two
funerals, the inquest, the weeks of Fielding Thaneford’s dying—
and his presence through it all had had the quality of a fixed
point in a shifting landscape. I trusted his judgment about the
Hundred more than I trusted my own, which seemed the correct
basis for a choice of that kind.

Beth came with me to sign, wearing the particular expression
she had when she considered a piece of practical business
properly concluded—a satisfaction that was not quite a smile but
contained all the warmth of one. On the drive back I asked her
what she was thinking.

“That Francis would have liked this afternoon,” she said.
“The paperwork being in order. He cared very much about things
being in order.”

“I know,” I said. “I’'m beginning to understand why.”

She looked at the road for a moment. “It is a very old
house,” she said. “And very old things require care. The kind of

care that doesn’t ask for credit.”
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I kept this remark, as I kept most of hers, in the part of
my mind reserved for things that prove more useful than they
appeared at the time of their making.

By March the estate had settled into its spring rhythms, and
I had settled into mine. The farm manager, a measured man named
Tillotson who had been at the Hundred through three of its
previous owners, had tolerated my winter education in the
workings of the property with the patient equanimity of someone
who has explained these things many times to people who arrived
knowing nothing and departed knowing somewhat more. I was not a
farmer and had no pretensions to becoming one, but I was learning
the difference between land that is worked with understanding and
land that is simply occupied, and the difference was not small.

Warriner came to dinner on a Saturday evening in March, the
first proper dinner we had hosted since the Christmas that Mrs.
Anthony had not lived to see. It was a different table from the
one I had imagined when I first arrived at the Hundred—smaller,
quieter, and without the formal overlay that the circumstances of
that first awful evening had imposed. We talked about nothing of
particular consequence: the county, the spring planting, a
conference Warriner had been to in Washington, a book Beth had
been reading about the history of the Chesapeake tidewater
country that she thought illuminated certain aspects of our own
land’s character. Doctor Marcy brought a bottle from his cellar
that he announced was far too good for the occasion, which was
his way of indicating that he considered the occasion to be good.

I found, as we sat there in the warm dining room with the silver
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candlesticks and the dark wainscoting and the quiet house around
us, that I was happy in a way that was not demanding or effortful
but simply there, like weather.

It was a small thing to note, and I note it without
ceremony. But it had been a long time since happy had been the
accurate word.

We had planned a brief honeymoon in Aiken—Beth had family
connections to South Carolina, and there were people she wanted
me to meet—but four days in we had a call from Marcus telling us
that Mrs. Anthony had been taken suddenly ill with pneumonia. We
drove back immediately. She died on the twenty-third of December,
three days after we arrived, in the room she had occupied since
the summer, with Beth and Elise beside her.

So the first Christmas at Hildebrand Hundred was a quiet
one. We put no decorations up; it would have felt wrong. Warriner
came for dinner, and Doctor Marcy, and the four of us sat in the
dining room and talked about the people the year had taken, and
about the people still present, and worked our way through a
bottle of something excellent from the cellar that I had been
saving for a better occasion and decided to spend on this one.

I did not spend much of the winter worrying about John
Thaneford. He had gone, and his property had followed him, and a
man who had made such elaborate preparations to watch a library
window from a hilltop and had afterward simply disappeared did
not seem to me like a man who would walk back into the situation
he had constructed. There was no word from him—not to his

creditors, not to any of the county connections who might have
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heard—and the prevailing assumption was that he had left the
state or the country. Warriner, who had more experience of human
behavior in extremity than I did, said simply that the ones who
run usually run all the way.

In March I was awakened before four in the morning by Beth's
hand on my shoulder. The room was faintly 1lit.

"There's a fire," she said. "To the west. I think it's Thane
Court."

It was. By the time I had gotten dressed, roused the
household, and crossed the fields to the property, the house was
entirely involved. There was nothing to be done; the structure
was old and dry and the winter wind was up, and the fire
apparatus from Calverton was twenty miles away on roads that had
been deteriorating all winter. We watched it burn from a distance
and kept the outbuildings wetted down to prevent the spread.

By morning it was rubble. The furniture and interior
fittings were gone entirely; the exterior walls had partially
survived but were irreparably damaged and would have to come
down. The only object that emerged from the ruins more or less
intact was a small safe that had stood in Fielding Thaneford's
former office on the ground floor. Being a proper fireproof safe
of reasonably modern manufacture, it had done its job.

We had it brought to the Hundred and set it under the
principal staircase, where it sat for several weeks while I
thought about how to approach it. I had no combination, and John
Thaneford was unlocatable. A safe technician from Baltimore could

open it, at a cost I was willing to pay, but I was not entirely
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certain of my legal position in forcing it without the owner's
consent. Warriner looked into the question and came back with the
opinion that given the circumstances—the abandonment of the
property, the auction, my legal ownership of everything on the
premises—I was on solid ground to have it opened. But by the time
he delivered this opinion we had not needed the technician.

It was Beth who had the thought, one evening in early April
when we were sitting in the library. We had fallen into the
habit, in those first weeks of marriage, of spending the evenings
there—it was the most comfortable room in the house, and the
stained glass had a quality in lamplight that was quite different
from its daylight character, the colors going deeper and
stranger, the figures in them pressing forward slightly in the
way I had noticed on the first night.

We had reached the stage of a problem where the outline is
clear and the solution is not, which is the most uncomfortable
stage. We knew that the window was the mechanism and that the
cipher was the record and that both had been constructed by the
same mind with the same deliberate, unhurried intentionality. We
knew the key was somewhere in the room, because Fielding
Thaneford had not been the kind of man who would hide a key where
it could not be found: the point was not concealment but
filtration, the exclusion of anyone who was not paying sufficient
attention. We had been paying insufficient attention, and we both
knew it.

Warriner had left after dinner. The house was quiet. The

fire had burned down to the kind of low, even heat that sustains
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itself without tending, and Beth was sitting on the floor with

71

her back against the sofa, the cipher pages spread around her in

a semicircle, a position she had taken to adopting when she
needed to think spatially rather than linearly. I was at the
desk. We had not spoken in perhaps forty minutes, which was not
unusual for us by then—we had learned each other’s silences and
what they required—and the room had the quality of concentrated
shared effort, two people working on the same thing from
different angles.

“He was a teacher,” Beth said. She said it in the way of
someone voicing a thought that has been forming for some time.
Not to me, quite, but not entirely to herself either.

I waited.

“He wrote a paper. He built a thing. He kept a journal.” S
was looking at the cipher pages. “A teacher leaves a syllabus.
wants you to follow the argument. He doesn’t want you to fail,
wants you to work.” She picked up one of the pages and turned i
“The key is in the journal itself. It has to be. He wouldn’t ha
put it anywhere else.”

“We’ve read the journal,” I said. “Three times.”

“We’'ve read the plaintext sections three times,” she said.
“We haven’t looked at the numbers.” She stood up, stepping
carefully over the pages, and came to the desk. “The section
headings. He numbered them. I thought it was just his
organizational habit, but what if it isn’t? What if the numbers

are the key?”

he

He

he

t.

ve
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I looked at the headings. I had looked at them many times
before without seeing them as anything other than sequence
markers. Section 1. Section 4. Section 2. Section 4. Section 8. I
read them again. One, four, two, four, eight.

“Won fort of orate,” I said. I was reading the numbers as
letters, the way a child reads a phone number as a word. One-
four-two-four-eight. W-o-n-f-o-r-t-o-f-o-r-a-t-e. And there it
was. Not hidden. Displayed. The key to the cipher was the title
of the oldest military victory in the county’s history, the
phrase carved into the lintel of Thaneford Hall, the phrase that
anyone who had ever driven up that gravel drive would have read
and possibly not retained. Won fort of orate. The conquest of the
place they called the speaker’s hill.

Beth was very still. Then she said, quietly: “He wanted us
to find it.”

“He wanted someone to find it,” I said. “Eventually. When
the time was right, or when the right person was paying
attention.” I thought about Francis Graeme, who had kept the
journal for decades without solving it, or perhaps without
needing to. “Get Warriner back tomorrow morning,” I said. “We
have work to do.”

"The numbers," she said, setting down her book.

"Which numbers?"

"The ones from Fielding Thaneford. 1-4-2-4-8." She was
looking at me with the particular expression she had when
something had arranged itself in her mind and she was not yet

certain whether to trust it. "He was dying. He had almost no
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control over his hand. And he spent the last of whatever
coordination he had on a series of five numbers that we couldn't
decode." She paused. "What if they were not a message about the
mystery? What if they were simply the combination to his safe?"

I looked at her.

"He would have known," she went on, "that Thane Court was to
be sold. He would have known there was something in that safe
that ought to be found. He couldn't speak, he couldn't write. But
he could move his finger to five numbers. And he knew I would
remember them."

We went into the entrance hall together. The safe sat under
the staircase where it had been for three weeks, solid and
cylindrical, the combination dial dull in the hall lamplight. I
knelt in front of it and took hold of the dial.

Beth stood just behind my shoulder. I could hear her
breathing.

"1," she said quietly. "4. 2. 4. 8."

I turned the dial through the sequence, counting the clicks,
reversing direction between each number as a combination lock
requires. There was a pause of perhaps two seconds after the last
number in which I was entirely certain it would not work, and
then the mechanism disengaged and the door swung open.

The interior of the safe was largely empty. A few papers,
folded, which appeared to be property documents. And, lying flat
on the bottom shelf, a leather-bound book of medium size—the kind

that might have served as a journal or a ledger, its cover
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slightly darkened at one corner from the heat of the fire but
otherwise intact.

I lifted it out and opened it.

The pages were covered in a close, precise hand—not large
text but not cramped either, written with the deliberate
confidence of someone accustomed to keeping careful records.
Every page, as far as I could tell, was covered in the same hand.

In cipher. Every word of it.

Beth leaned over my shoulder to look. The lines ran across
each page in what appeared to be continuous prose, but every word
was a sequence of letters that formed no recognizable word in any
language I could identify. The system was consistent—you could
see the rhythms of sentence structure—but the content was
entirely opaque.

"Well," she said, after a moment.

"Well," I agreed.

We looked at each other over the open book, and the
absurdity of it caught us both at the same moment, and we
laughed—the genuine, releasing kind of laughter that comes when
you have been working very hard toward a resolution and find,
instead, another locked door.

"Your predecessor," said Beth, when we had recovered, "was
evidently a man who took his privacy seriously."

"On all the available evidence," I said, carrying the book
back to the library, "he was a man who took everything

seriously." I set it on the desk—the teakwood desk, the desk at



Gael / BLOODLINE / 175

which Francis Graeme had died—and looked at its close,

indecipherable pages. "We are going to need Warriner."

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

LE CHIFFRE INDECHIFFRABLE

The cipher book sat on the library desk for the better part
of a week while we looked at it. Not in the sense of examining
it—we did that frequently—but in the sense of being aware of its
presence in the room, which was a different thing. It was not a
large object. It was not a menacing one. It was simply a small
leather-bound volume full of text that we could not read, and it
had the specific quality of unresolved questions, which is the
quality of occupying more space in a room than its physical
dimensions would suggest.

I had a general familiarity with cryptographic systems from
a course I had taken in college on the history of information
security—one of those electives that seems theoretical at the
time and retrospectively turns out to have been useful. Beth had
no background in it at all, but she was constitutionally

incapable of being in the presence of a puzzle without wanting to
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understand its structure, which meant that within two days of the
safe being opened she had read three articles on classical cipher
systems and was asking questions I had to think carefully about
before answering.

We summoned Warriner. He drove down on a Saturday and spent
the afternoon with the book, turning pages with the focused
attention of a man doing initial assessment, and then set it on
the desk and delivered his verdict.

"Vigenere variant," he said. "Almost certainly. The letter
distribution has the right signature—not flat enough for a simple
substitution, not random enough to be a one-time pad. There is
structure in it that a key-word system would produce." He turned
a few more pages. "He was consistent, too. Seventy or eighty
pages of this, all in the same hand, all in the same system.
Whatever is in here, he spent years putting it down."

"Can we break it?" I asked.

"Without the key, not easily. With modern computing we could
probably do frequency analysis and recover a short key-word in a
few hours. But Fielding Thaneford was an intelligent man, and if
he was using a key-sentence rather than a single word—which the
sophistication of everything else about him suggests—it becomes
considerably harder."

"Explain the system," said Beth, settling herself in the
leather chair nearest the desk with the expression of someone
prepared to take in information. "From the beginning, please."

Warriner looked at me. "You do it," he said. "I'll correct

any errors." He sat back and crossed his ankles. This was, I
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suspected, his assessment of how a married couple ought to spend
a Saturday afternoon: one explaining, one listening, one
evaluating.

"Cipher systems fall under four general heads," I began,
pulling my chair around to face Beth. "The first is what's called
a code book—where words or letter groups are given arbitrary
meanings. Send the word CATHEDRAL and it means 'shipment
delayed'; send MERIDIAN and it means 'proceed as planned.' The
value is compression—a single word conveys an entire sentence.
The weakness is that both parties need identical code books, and
if one is lost or stolen, the whole system is compromised."

"That's not what we have here," said Beth, looking at the
open pages. "There are no recognizable words at all."

"Correct. The second system uses a physical key—
historically, a grid or grille pierced with holes. You lay the
grid on paper, write your message through the holes, remove it,
and fill in the blank spaces with meaningless text. The receiver
applies an identical grid and reads only what shows through the
openings. Impractical for a long journal entry, and not what we
have here either."

"Third system," said Beth.

"Number or symbol substitution. Each letter replaced by a
number, a star, a dagger—whatever symbol you choose. Essentially
a dressed-up version of the same principle. Solvable by any
competent analyst in an afternoon, because the frequency
distribution of the symbols will mirror the frequency

distribution of letters in the original language. E is the most
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common letter in English; whatever symbol you use to replace it
will appear most often in the coded text. T, A, O, and I follow.
A few hours of counting and you have your substitution key."

"Which is not what we have," said Beth again, looking at the
pages. "The letter distribution looks relatively even to me."

"Precisely," said Warriner, from his chair. "Which is why
it's a Vigenere."

I turned to the blank page at the back of the book, borrowed
Beth's pen, and began drawing. "The fourth system, and the
relevant one, is letter transposition according to a variable
formula. The simplest version substitutes one fixed letter for
another throughout—X always means E, B always means T. Too easy
to crack. The Vigenere—which the French called Le Chiffre
Indechiffrable, the undecipherable cipher—does something more
sophisticated. The substitution changes with every letter,
according to a key-word that only the two correspondents know."

"Show me how it works."

"You construct what's called a Vigenere square. Write the
alphabet across the top of a grid. Then write it again on the
left side, one letter per row. Fill in each row by writing the
alphabet starting from that row's letter—so the A row starts A B
C D, the B row starts B C D E, the C row starts C D E F, and so
on, wrapping Z back to A. You end up with a twenty-six by twenty-
six table where every row is just the alphabet shifted one

position further. Like this, in abbreviated form:"

ABCDEVFGHTI
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A | BCDEFGHTIUJ
B| CDEFGHTIUJK
C| DEFGHTIUJKL

D| EFGHIJKLM

"Now. Choose a key-word. Let's use BLOOD, since it seems
appropriate. You write your message out, and above each letter
you write the corresponding letter of the key-word, repeating the
key-word as many times as necessary. Say the message is SAFE

FIND."

BLOODBTLO

SAFEFTIND

"To encode each letter, you go to the row identified by the
key letter, and find the column identified by the message letter.
The intersection gives you your cipher letter. So for the first
pair: row B, column S, gives you T. Row L, column A, gives you L.
Row O, column F, gives you T. And so on. The encoded message
looks like a random string of letters, and because the
substitution shifts with every character according to the key-
word, simple frequency analysis doesn't crack it."

Beth leaned forward. "Show me how to decode.”

"Reverse the process. Write out the cipher message, write
the key-word above it, go to the row for the key letter, find the

cipher letter in that row, and the column it sits in gives you
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the original message letter. It takes practice, but once you have
the diagram it's mechanical."

Beth pulled the blank page toward her and tried a few
letters. She had it in minutes—she had that kind of mind, which
takes in structural patterns quickly and needs to apply them
before they feel real.

"The weakness," said Warriner, from his chair, "is the key-
word. The encryption is only as strong as the key is long and
unpredictable. A single word—BLOOD, or any common word—can be
recovered by a skilled analyst using repeated-letter patterns. A
sentence is harder. A long, idiosyncratic sentence is much
harder. And if the key was never written down anywhere, and the
only person who knew it is dead, it may be unrecoverable without
significant computational effort."

"What kind of sentence would Fielding Thaneford have used?"
asked Beth.

The three of us were quiet with this for a moment. Warriner
refilled his coffee. Outside, the April evening was doing its
quiet work on the Hundred, the light going golden over the
fields.

"Something personal," I said. "Something he could remember
without writing it down. A name, perhaps, or a date with
significance. Something connected to whatever is in this
journal."

"It could be a property description," said Warriner. "A

survey boundary. He was a man who cared about land and ownership.
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It could be a formula—an optical equation, a lens specification.
Something from his professional life."

"It could be a line from the Bible," said Beth quietly.
"Given the stained glass windows in this room, and the fact that
he chose this particular house for his object of attention for
all those years."

We all looked, more or less simultaneously, at the four tall
windows. The Korah window, through whose open predella Thaneford
had watched the library. The spies with their grapes. The cloud
no larger than a man's hand. Joseph in his coat, walking toward
his brothers.

"Toward the pit," said Warriner thoughtfully.

"Or away from it," I said. "Depending on which moment of the
story you choose."

We tried several biblical phrases that evening—the motto of
the Hildebrand family, a few lines from Genesis that seemed
thematically connected—and none of them worked, which was not
surprising. We had the diagram; we had the method; we had the
book. What we did not have was the one word or sentence that
would turn the cipher into language, and without it the pages of
Fielding Thaneford's journal were as opaque as the stained glass
at night.

"There is a man at the NSA who owes me a favor," said
Warriner, as he was leaving. "He works in the historical
cryptology section. I'll ask him to look at a few pages."

We tried for an hour more that evening, working through

variations with the systematic patience that neither of us was
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entirely pretending. Warriner had the journal open to the first
page and was applying key-phrase fragments with the methodical
attention of a man who does not mind spending time on things that
don't work, because the inventory of things that don't work is
itself a form of knowledge.

"Tell me what we know about him," said Beth, from her chair.
She had the Vigenere square in her lap and was looking at it with
the focused attention she gave to anything she considered worth
solving. "Not what he did. What kind of person he was."

"Meticulous," I said. "Everything he built was precisely
engineered. The lens, the rest on Sugar Loaf, the arrangement
with Elise Trevor—each element was thought through completely. He
didn't improvise."

"Solitary," said Warriner. "The journal is the work of a man
who kept his own counsel. Decades of careful documentation in a
cipher that no one else could read—that's not the habit of
someone who shares things. He trusted his own mind more than any
other mind."

"Rigorous about language," said Beth. "He was a physicist.
Scientists are precise about words. The key-sentence will not be
vague or approximate. It will mean exactly what it means and
nothing adjacent."

"And personal," I said. "He encoded a private record of
private actions. The key would be something only he could

generate—something that existed inside his own experience."
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Beth looked at the journal. "He was in love once," she said.
"With the woman Yardley Hildebrand married. You told me about
her."

"Evelyn Mansfield," said Warriner. He tried it at once on
the first line of the journal, and we watched the decrypted
letters resolve into nothing recognizable.

We tried the date of Evelyn Mansfield's marriage to Yardley
Hildebrand—1953—in every format we could construct. We tried
optical terms: aperture, focal length, objective, refractive
index. We tried the address of Thane Court, the coordinates of
Sugar Loaf, the date Fielding Thaneford had graduated from his
physics program. None of them produced a readable first line.

"One of us will find it eventually," said Beth, when we had
exhausted the obvious approaches for the second time. She said it
with the quiet certainty she brought to such statements, which
was not optimism but the accurate assessment of a person who has
decided that a problem is solvable and that persistence is the
relevant tool.

Warriner stayed late and drove back through the night to
Calverton. Beth and I cleaned up the coffee service together in a
comfortable silence that I had become, by this point,
unreasonably attached to. It was the particular silence of two
people who have spent their evening working on the same problem
and have arrived at the same place and are not required to state
this out loud because it is simply present between them.

"Can you do that?"
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"The Vigenere is a nineteenth-century cipher," he said,
pulling on his jacket in the entrance hall. "The national
security implications are limited. He'll find it interesting."

After he had gone Beth and I sat for a while longer in the
library with the journal open on the desk between us. She had
drawn out the full Vigenere square on a large sheet of card—all
twenty-six rows, all twenty-six columns, executed in her clear
and unhurried hand—and propped it against the lamp where it could
be consulted easily.

"He kept this for years," she said. "Whatever is in here, he
was adding to it for years. That means it contains things he
considered important enough to protect indefinitely."

"Important to him. Or important about someone else."

"About my father," she said. Not a question.

"Possibly. Or about what happened to your father. Or about
why." I looked at the pages. "Or all three."

She closed the journal with the careful respect she always
gave to objects of significance. "The key exists somewhere," she
said. "He encoded this because he expected it to be read by
someone who knew it. Which means either the key is something
obvious to whoever that person was, or he communicated it somehow
and we have not yet identified the communication."

I thought about this. "Or he died before he could," I said.

"No," said Beth, with the quiet certainty that meant she had
thought about something thoroughly and was not going to revise
without equally thorough reason. "He communicated the safe

combination from his deathbed. With almost no control over his
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hand, in the last hours of his life. He was not a man who left
things undone." She stood, and picked up the journal, and set it
back on the shelf above the desk where she had put it that
afternoon. "The key is somewhere. We will find it."

I did not argue. She had a better record on this than I did.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

ANOTHER BREAK IN THE CIRCLE

It was the first of June and the loveliest time of year at
the Hundred. The farm was fully into its summer operation—hay in
the south fields, the wheat standing well, the kitchen garden
extravagant—and I had begun, sometime in the preceding months, to
understand something that I had not expected to understand about
myself: that I was, at some level below the one I had been
presenting to the world for twenty-seven years, a person who had
been waiting for exactly this. The land, the work, the rhythm of
it, the particular quality of early mornings here when the mist
was still on the ornamental water and the day had not yet
committed itself to anything. I had lived in Philadelphia for
years without noticing that I was marking time.

I am aware that this is the kind of statement that sounds
better in retrospect than at the moment of its formation, but I

have tried to be honest throughout this account, and the honest
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version is that I fell into the life of Hildebrand Hundred with a
completeness that surprised me. And that was before considering
Beth, who remained—as she had been since the afternoon of the
will reading—the most reliably good thing in my immediate
vicinity, and who had developed by June of our first year a
comprehensive understanding of exactly how much I needed to be
pushed before I became complacent. She pushed me at reliable
intervals. I benefited from it consistently.

The Hundred in spring was a different proposition from the
Hundred in summer or winter. Spring arrived in stages: first the
snowdrops along the terrace wall, then the daffodils in the
walled garden that Elise had been maintaining with a care that
persisted regardless of whatever else was happening around her,
then the forsythia on the kitchen side of the house and the first
green haze on the linden trees and the ornamental water suddenly
full of the particular light of a sky that has finally committed
to being warm.

I had been, by late May, through enough of the estate's
seasons to understand them in the body rather than only the mind.
I knew what the fields looked like in each month and what they
needed and why. I knew the creek's behavior in a wet spring and a
dry one. I knew the names of the county birds by sound as well as
sight—the wood thrush that set up its territories in the hardwood
grove, the kingfisher on the lower creek, the pair of great blue
herons that had claimed the ornamental water as their own and
regarded my comings and goings with the hauteur of proprietors

tolerating a guest.
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The daily work of the place had a structure that I was still
learning but had stopped finding foreign. There was the morning
ride around the estate and the meeting with Tillotson; there were
the accounts and correspondence that any property this size
generated in considerable quantity; there were the specific
problems that arose in any week—a fence that needed repair, a
drainage issue in the low field, a question about the hay
rotation that required a decision I was not yet qualified to make
but was expected to sanction. I sanctioned and queried and was
shown the reasoning, and filed the reasoning, and over months
became a person who could recognize a well-maintained farm from a
neglected one, which is where agricultural knowledge begins.

Beth and I ate dinner together nearly every evening. We had
developed a habit of the drawing room after dinner—the library
being off limits and the dining room too formal for two people in
an ordinary evening—and the conversations that accumulated in
those hours over the spring and early summer had the quality of
things that matter in retrospect more than you realize they
matter at the time. We talked about everything that the house
produced for discussion, which was a great deal: the history, the
farm, the cipher, the question of what Elise Trevor was doing in
her regular trips to Calverton, the question of John Thaneford
and his threat and what form it would actually take. We talked
about people we had each known and places we had each been and
books we had each found important, and about Francis Graeme,
whose name we could by now raise without the specific weight of

very recent grief, though the weight was still there.
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I did not talk to her about the letter, when I found it. I
should have, and I knew I should have. I told myself there was
nothing actionable to say and that the trip to Maine was imminent
and I would deal with it when I returned. These were the kinds of
reasons that seem adequate at the time and reveal themselves as
inadequate very quickly.

Elise Trevor was still living at the Hundred, and the
question of that arrangement had been allowed to remain in
suspension. I had developed, over the winter, a kind of resigned
acceptance of the situation that I recognized as intellectually
indefensible but practically stable. She effaced herself
thoroughly—days would pass when I barely saw her except at
dinner, the one formal occasion that gathered the household at a
single table. She never mentioned Thaneford. She was punctual,
quiet, and helpful to Beth in the ways that were asked of her.
Whether the stillness she maintained came from genuine
recalibration or from a discipline I could not see through, I
could not determine. I chose, for the sake of daily life, not to
press the question.

She drove into Calverton two or three times a week, always
alone, always returning within a couple of hours. Beth mentioned
these trips occasionally with a mild curiosity that never
resolved itself into a direct inquiry. It was not our business;
she had her own life to maintain; we had agreed to let the
arrangement run until September when the teaching post came

available. So it went.
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The incident that changed this calculus was small and
accidental and entirely typical of the way in which the important
developments in this story arrived.

I happened to be in the entrance hall on a Tuesday morning
when Elise returned from one of her Calverton trips. She came
through the front door, nodded at me briefly, and went upstairs.
I went out to look at some repair work being done to the front
portico steps, and as I came back in I saw a letter lying on the
threshold—apparently slipped from her bag or pocket as she went
through the door.

I picked it up. It was addressed to Miss Elise Trevor, PO
Box 31, Calverton, Maryland. The handwriting was a square,
deliberate script I had seen on the door of the Hundred when it
carried a different name in brass letters: Thaneford.

The postmark was from a town in Florida.

I set the letter on the hall table. When I came through the
hall an hour later it was gone.

I sat with what I knew—or thought I knew—for two days.
Thaneford was in Florida. He and Elise were in correspondence
through a post office box he had presumably known about before he
left. She was picking up his letters in Calverton and taking them
back to my house. Whatever arrangement existed between them had
not dissolved with his departure; it was continuing at a
geographical distance, through an intermediary channel she had
presumably maintained specifically so that I would not see it.

I called Mr. Eldon and made an appointment. Whatever the

letter contained, the situation clarified something I should have
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addressed months ago: I had no will. If I died without one, John
Thaneford had a plausible claim to the Hundred as next of kin.
This was a gap that had no excuse and needed immediate closing.

I never kept the appointment. The following morning a call
came from Portland, Maine, where my Aunt Livy Marston—my mother's
older sister, the closest thing I had to an immediate family
member—had been taken to the hospital with what was initially
described as a cardiac event and resolved, over the following
days, into something more complicated and considerably more
serious. I drove north the same afternoon.

I was in Maine for nearly three weeks. Aunt Livy, who had
been more than a mother to me since my parents died, fought with
the stubborn energy of a woman who has always considered dying an
imposition and intended to inconvenience it as much as possible.
By the third week the doctors were cautiously optimistic. By the
time I left she was sitting up, reading, and delivering her
opinions on the nursing staff with her characteristic precision.
I kissed her forehead and pointed the car south.

I drove straight through, stopping only once. I had spoken
to Beth every day but had not, until the final week, said
anything to her about the letter, since there was nothing
actionable to say and the conversation would have added to a
worry load that the distance between us had already made heavy
enough. On the last stretch of highway I called to say I was four

hours out.
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Beth answered quickly. Her voice had a quality I could not
identify from the first syllable, and my heart did something
unpleasant before she spoke again.

"Hugh. I need to tell you something before you get here."

"Are you all right?"

"I'm perfectly all right. Please listen." A pause. "Elise is
dead."

The highway unreeled in front of me in the early afternoon
light.

"Tell me," I said.

"Last Saturday—the twentieth. She had been in the library
since morning, working. The door was locked from inside. She
didn't come to lunch, and when Marcus knocked she didn't answer.
Doctor Marcy was here when we opened the door." Another pause.
"She was at the desk. In the chair."

I understood what she was not saying. "The same chair."

"Yes."

"How did she die?"

"Marcy says cerebral hemorrhage. There were no marks on her.
The room was in perfect order. The windows were all closed—I
checked the predellas myself, and Warriner confirmed it. The
postern door was locked." She was being careful and precise and I
was grateful for it. "There is nothing to suggest violence. But,
Hugh—"

"I know," I said. "I know."

The funeral had been that morning. Marcy had moved quickly,

for Beth's sake, and with no way to reach me the decision had
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been made. I drove the remaining four hours in a state of mind
that I will not attempt to describe with more precision than
this: that I had been wrong about Elise Trevor, in a way I could
not yet fully account for, and that being wrong carried a weight
I had not anticipated.

Beth was on the portico when I turned in through the iron
gates. I took her in my arms without saying anything, which was
the right response, and she let herself be held for a moment
before stepping back and looking at me with the clear, direct
appraisal she always gave me after an absence. Satisfied with
whatever she found, she led me inside.

Warriner was in the drawing room. I was aware of a slight,
unworthy flicker of something—annoyance, or the residue of the
old groundless jealousy—and stamped it out at once. He had been
here during the crisis, which was where a friend was supposed to
be. I shook his hand and was glad to see him.

Doctor Marcy had gone but would return in the evening. The
three of us settled in the drawing room—Beth had put a firm veto
on the library, and I did not argue—with coffee and the specific
quality of silence that comes after a death that has raised more
questions than it has answered.

"Tell me your version," I said to Warriner.

He told it carefully. Saturday morning, Elise had come down
early and asked Marcus to let her have the library to herself for
a few hours. She said she had writing to do. The door had been
locked by ten. By one she had not emerged. Marcus knocked; no

answer. Betty called; no answer. Warriner had arrived for their
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riding appointment—he was matter-of-fact about this and I
appreciated the matter-of-factness—found Beth in a state he
described as understandably alarmed, and summoned Marcy.
Together, using the master key, they had opened the door.

"I checked everything I could think of," he said. "All four
predellas closed and latched. The postern door locked from
outside—which means from the garden side, where it cannot be
opened without a key, and you and Beth have the only two." He
paused. "She was in the swivel chair. Head forward on the desk.
No external injury. The room was entirely undisturbed."

"She had been writing," I said. "Beth mentioned papers."

"A dozen or more sheets of notepaper, written in pencil.
Betty sealed them and kept them for you."

I looked at Beth.

"I haven't read them," she said. "I thought—I don't know. I
thought they should wait for you."

"You were right."

She went upstairs and came back with a sealed envelope. The
handwriting on the outside was Elise's—I recognized it from the
correspondence I had seen over the months.

"I have something to tell you both," I said. "Before we open
that." I told them about the letter I had found on the threshold
in May—the Thaneford postmark, the Florida town, the PO Box
address. I told them what I had concluded from it and what I had
not yet been able to act on.

Warriner was quiet for a moment. "So she was communicating

with him throughout."
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"It appears so."

"And then she shut herself in the library and died at the
same desk and in the same manner as Francis Graeme." He set down
his cup. "There is a pattern here. I don't know yet what it is,
but there is a pattern."

"Darker than ever," I said.

"Yes." He looked at the sealed envelope. "Let's see what she
wrote."

Beth picked it up, broke the seal, and drew out the pages—a
dozen or more sheets of notepaper covered on both sides in Elise
Trevor's close, slightly forward-slanting pencil hand.

"It's difficult to read quickly," she said, scanning the
first page. "But I know her writing better than either of you."
She looked up. "Shall I?"

Warriner and I settled back in our chairs. Outside, the June
evening was going warm and still over the Hundred, the fields
taking on their evening color, the ornamental water flat and
bright beneath the fading sky.

Beth smoothed the first page and began to read.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

ONE CORNER OF THE VEIL

The manuscript began without preamble or address, in Elise
Trevor's characteristic hand—precise, slightly forward-leaning,
the letters formed with the unhurried exactness of someone who
has been trained to write clearly and has never abandoned the

habit.

I am sitting in the library of Hildebrand Hundred—the
room in which five men have met their deaths—and while I am
waiting I shall set down certain data that should prove of
more than ordinary interest to anyone who has the
intelligence to perceive what lies beneath them.

The Hildebrands have been at the Hundred since the
original colonial settlement. The earlier generations were
unremarkable country gentry who lived and died in the

ordinary way and are resting now in Saint Saviour's
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churchyard, having nothing particularly to account for. Then
we come to something different. First, the list:

Yardley Hildebrand, elder son of Oliver Hildebrand.
Succeeded his father, 1962. Died, 1963. Aged fifty-five. No
issue.

Randall Hildebrand, younger son of Oliver. Succeeded
his brother, 1963. Died, 1964. Aged fifty-three. Left issue.

Horace Hildebrand, elder son of Randall. Succeeded his
father, 1964. Died, 1967. Aged thirty-five. No issue.

Richard Hildebrand, younger son of Randall. Succeeded
his brother, 1967. Died October 2024. Aged ninety-four. No
issue.

Francis Hildebrand Graeme, great-nephew of Richard.
Succeeded his great-uncle, 2024. Died June 2025. Aged fifty-
one. No issue.

When you arrange these dates and study the intervals
between them, certain patterns and contradictions present
themselves. Yardley, Randall, and Francis each had their
inheritance for one year or less. Horace had three years.
Richard had fifty-seven. All five, whatever the duration of
their tenancy, departed this room by the same unfrequented
road—and no one has been able to say with confidence what
drove them down it.

I dare say that you, Hugh Hildebrand, will be the one
to read this. You were given a choice, not long ago: Beth or

the Hundred. You could not have both.
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You have your wife. Take her and go. Stay, and you do
so at a peril that is entirely real and entirely patient. I
am giving you this warning not out of friendship, and I will
not pretend otherwise. You have been courteous to me, even
kind, in a situation that gave you every excuse to be
neither. I acknowledge that. But you are in the way of
something that preceded your arrival here by decades, and
which will not conclude because you choose to remain. Go of
your own volition, or you will be removed—at a time not of
your choosing. It may be in one year, or in three, or in
fifty-seven. On that point I cannot speak precisely. But
there was only one man in the list above who drew a long
straw. Remember that.

And to you, Beth Graeme: you have been kind to me in
every way that kindness could be shown, and the small
portion of human feeling I still possess was genuinely
yours. Believe me when I say that if your happiness depends
on your husband's life, there is only one course of
preserving it: persuade him to leave the Hundred to John
Thaneford, and take what Francis left you in the will and
go. Men are constitutionally resistant to this kind of
advice, as you know better than I do. But when the blow
falls, remember that I gave you fair warning.

This is not a confession. Francis Graeme came to his
death through violence, but I had no share in it, before or
after the fact. I say this knowing that I am waiting, as I

write, to follow him down the same road. That condition
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gives me a clear motive for truth and none whatsoever for
falsehood.

I will confirm what Chalmers Warriner worked out: I was
on the library terrace that noon, and I did receive a signal
from Sugar Loaf that the room was clear. I entered by the
postern passage—which I had left unlocked that morning—and
took the iron dispatch box. I intended to examine it in the
room itself, but I was alarmed by a knocking at the library
door—Dave Campion, attempting to announce himself. I left by
the passage, taking the box with me. I planted the cocoon
over the door crack as I went, precisely as Warriner
deduced. I was hasty and I was foolish, and I did not think
far enough ahead to verify that the specimen came from this
climate; that failure is on me.

In my room I searched the box and found only the
original will naming John Thaneford as heir. The new will—
the one in Hugh Hildebrand's favor—was not there, and I
concluded that it might not yet exist. I needed to get the
box back before anyone discovered it was missing. My
opportunity came when Effingham was left at the library door
while Doctor Marcy went to meet Betty's car. I sent him
upstairs, took the master key, re-entered the room, replaced
the box, and was at the door when Betty and the doctor
returned. This is the account that Warriner had largely
correct.

As to whether John Thaneford had any hand in Francis

Graeme's actual death: I say he did not, and I say it
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knowing that I owe him nothing and have every motive to say
otherwise if it were true. He knew, that day, that death was
coming to the Hundred. He had been told by his father that
it would come, and he was at his observation post to watch
for it. When it came he signaled me. But he did not cause
it. He was not in any position to cause it. I make this
statement on my own responsibility, for what little that is
worth.

I will be just to John Thaneford in one other
particular. He loved me, after his own fashion, and would
have married me had his father not worked against it. What I
gave to John Thaneford, I gave entirely and without
reservation. Fielding Thaneford used that fact as evidence
against me—proof, he told his son, of my unworthiness for
the position of his wife. The sacrifice was reframed as the
stain. Fielding Thaneford was, in the fullest sense of the
word, a devil. I say this without extravagance and as a
simple statement of what I observed over years of proximity.

You caught me once at his bedside, Hugh Hildebrand, and
I saw from your face that you understood something of what
you were looking at. I will tell you now what you did not
know then: he was conscious of my presence in that room in a
way that no one else was, and the knowledge of what I knew—
and of what I intended, when the time came—was a worse
torment to him than anything else I could have devised. I

was content to let that be my instrument.
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I said that Fielding Thaneford's secret died with him.
That is almost true. He never told John its full nature; he
told his son only that the Hundred would come to him, and
that patience was the required virtue, and that he had
foreseen the ends of Yardley, and Randall, and Horace, and
Richard Hildebrand, as he foresaw the end of Francis Graeme.
He said this not as a boast but as a simple statement of
competence. He did not explain the mechanism. He did not
need to; the results were their own evidence.

You have in your possession—or will have, if you look
carefully enough—one piece of information that Fielding
Thaneford did not intend to leave behind. He communicated
the safe combination from his deathbed because he believed
its contents would serve John Thaneford's interests. On that
point he was wrong; I had already extracted what mattered
from the journal years before he died, and what remains in
it will tell you more than he would have wished. But without
the key you cannot read it, and I will not give you the key.
I put my own intelligence to work and so was able to 1lift
one corner of the veil. That is why I sit here now, waiting
with confidence for what will surely come.

As to the nature of the Terror itself: I will not
speculate in ways that might lead you toward a solution
before the appointed time, because the solution would allow
you to address it and I will not have that. I will say only
this: think about what Fielding Thaneford was, as a

scientist, and think about what was found on Sugar Loaf, and
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think about the brain of Francis Graeme as Doctor Williams
described it. Then think about what has never been
successfully explained—why those five men died, each one
alone, in a locked room. When you have held those thoughts
together long enough, you will find that they resolve into a
single image. But you will not find a way around it.
Fielding Thaneford spent forty years making certain of that.
There is one more thing I could tell you—one thing that
would open the whole problem to daylight. I am choosing not
to tell it. If I did, you would seek to manage the
situation, and that I will not have. The Hundred goes to
John Thaneford, or to no one. That is my last act of service
to a man who earned nothing from me and received everything.
Take Beth and go, Hugh Hildebrand. That is the one door

I leave open for you. Take her while you can.

The handwriting ended there, mid-page. Beth set the last
sheet face-down on the stack and was quiet for a moment. Then she
put the pages carefully together and handed them to me.

Neither Warriner nor I said anything immediately. The
drawing room was warm and lit and entirely ordinary, and outside
the windows the Hundred's June evening was continuing on its
usual terms, indifferent to what had just been read aloud in this
room.

"She confirmed Warriner's reconstruction,"™ I said at last.

"Yes," said Warriner. "Down to the cocoon. I am gratified,

in a grim sort of way." He looked at his hands. "She also
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confirmed that Thaneford did not directly cause Graeme's death.
And that the mechanism of the deaths is connected to Fielding
Thaneford's optical work."

"She all but named it," I said. "Focused energy of some
kind, directed through the predella at whoever is in the chair.
The brain lesion that Williams couldn't assign a cause to. All
five deaths in the same room, in the same chair, over sixty
years."

"All six," said Beth quietly. We looked at her. "She died in
that chair." She paused. "Whatever it was, it was still operating
today. Which means it is either automatic, or it is being
operated by someone who is not Fielding Thaneford."

The room was very quiet after she said this.

"John Thaneford," I said.

"Or someone acting for him. He is in Florida. He has been in
contact with Elise throughout the spring. He knew she was going
to be in the library today." She said all of this in the even,
careful tone she used when working through an argument she did
not want to make an error in. "She said she was waiting
confidently for what would come. She knew what she was doing,
sitting in that chair. She chose to sit in it."

Warriner rose and walked to the window. The dark fields of
the Hundred lay out there in the last of the light, composed and
still. After a moment he turned back.

"There is a journal in a safe in your library," he said,
"written by Fielding Thaneford in cipher, that very probably

contains the complete account of what he built and how it works.
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Elise read enough of it to know she was in danger and decided,
for her own reasons, not to share that information. But she did
not know the full key. I am now fairly confident that there is a
key-sentence somewhere that she did not find, and that without it
she read only enough to understand the shape of the thing without
the specifics."

"The NSA contact," I said.

"I have been waiting for a good moment to push him harder,"
said Warriner. "I think this is it."

"I want that journal decoded," I said. "Whatever is in it."

He nodded. "So do I."

I looked at Beth. She was very pale but entirely composed,
in the way she had of facing the things that were difficult
without flinching from them and without performing the flinch. I
took her hand and held it, and she let me.

"I am not going to abandon this house," I said. "If anyone
is wondering."

"Nobody was wondering," said Beth.

We accompanied Warriner out to the porch and watched his car
go down the linden avenue and through the iron gates. When we
came back in the library door was visible at the far end of the
passage, exactly as it had always been, white in the hall
lamplight, closed.

"I know," I said, before Beth could speak.

"I cannot go back in there," she said. "Not tonight."

"Not tonight," I agreed. "We'll deal with it in the

morning."
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But we both knew, going upstairs in the old house with its
four centuries of occupation pressing quietly around us, that
tomorrow would not resolve this and that the morning after would
not either. The journal was on its shelf above the teakwood desk,
and the cipher square was in Beth's drawer, and somewhere in
Florida a man who had threatened the girl or the Hundred was in
communication with a device or a mechanism or a legacy of his
father's genius that had killed five people in this room and was
positioned to kill a sixth. And neither of us slept easily, that
long warm June night at Hildebrand Hundred.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

AD INTERIM

I did not send for Warriner the following morning, or the
morning after that. I told myself that the reasons were
practical: Elise's statement had confirmed his reconstruction and
added very little that was actionable; the coroner had returned
his verdict and the magistrate had released Campion; there was no
new legal ground on which to reopen the inquiry. All of this was
true, and none of it was the real reason.

The house settled differently after Elise’s death. Not into
silence exactly—a household the size of the Hundred is never
fully silent—but into a quality of suspension, as though the
rooms were holding their breath. The staff moved more quietly
than usual. Marcus, who was constitutionally precise in his
manner, became for a week or two almost spectral in his

efficiency, appearing and disappearing without sound, as though
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he had decided that the house required a period of reduced
footprint and was honoring it in the way he knew best.

Beth and I gave Elise a proper burial in the Hildebrand
family plot at Saint Saviour’s, because that was where she had
lived and where she belonged, whatever she had done and whoever
she had served. Warriner and Marcy came, and three or four of the
county neighbors who had known her from the years she had been at
the Hundred. The service was conducted by the new rector, a young
man named Forsyth who had not known her and kept carefully to the
liturgy, which was the right thing to do. I stood beside Beth and
watched the earth receive the third person we had buried here in
under a year, and thought about the accumulations of consequence—
how a series of decisions made by one person decades ago could
distribute themselves across so many lives, so many graves, SO
many mornings with a view of the serpentine brick wall and the
old bog-oak lych-gate.

Afterward we walked back across the meadow to where the cars
were parked, and Warriner fell into step beside me without any
particular announcement of his intention to do so.

“I want to come back Friday,” he said. “There is something
in the library I want to look at again.”

“The Grapes window.”

“The Grapes window,” he confirmed. “And the iron rest on
Sugar Loaf. I have a measurement I want to verify.”

I said yes, and he drove back to Calverton, and Beth and I

went home.
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The summer established itself around us with the patient
abundance it always brings to that part of Maryland. The hay came
in well-Tillotson was pleased, which was not a quality he
displayed promiscuously—and the lower fields that I had been
talking to him about draining produced their first improved crop.
I had, by June, developed a habit of early morning rides around
the property that had less to do with supervision than with a
need I had not previously identified: the need to know, in the
physical sense of the body, what the land felt like in different
weather and different light, what the long south field looked
like from the back edge at sunrise, what the creek sounded like
in a season when there had been sufficient rain. It was not a
rational activity, and I would not have been able to defend it in
any utilitarian terms. It was simply necessary, the way that
certain things are necessary to certain kinds of people, and I
had spent enough time not knowing what I was to be glad of
finding it out.

I came back one morning in early July to find Beth sitting
on the east porch with her coffee and a quality of stillness
about her that I had learned to distinguish from her ordinary
still, which was the stillness of someone attending to a thing,
not the stillness of someone waiting to speak.

She looked up as I dismounted and handed off the horse.

“Sit down,” she said. “There is something I want to tell
you. "

I sat down.
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“I am going to have a baby,” she said. “In October, I
believe. Marcy will confirm it this afternoon.”

I spent a moment with this.

“That’s excellent news,” I said, which was an inadequate
response to what I was feeling, but it was the one I had
available.

Beth regarded me with the direct, warm patience she brought
to moments when I was behind her on an emotional curve. “Yes,”
she said. “It is.” And then, with the particular candor that
always characterized her most important observations: “It does
change the geometry of certain arguments, of course.”

“The library,” I said.

“The library,” she agreed.

It did change the geometry. There is a difference between
declining to address a danger for one’s own sake and declining to
address it for the sake of a person not yet born who has done
nothing to deserve being adjacent to any of the history of
Hildebrand Hundred. The argument that the mechanism was patient
and could wait while we worked the problem had always been
somewhat thin on its own; with a child coming it became entirely
untenable.

I spent the better part of that week thinking about it. Not
in the frantic way of someone trying to solve a problem under
pressure, but in the settled, methodical way that actual problems
require: looking at what I knew, what I didn’t know, what I could
establish and what I could only infer. The Sigma ray—Warriner had

taken to using this term, having found it once in a letter from a
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physicist acquaintance who had done some speculative work in
near-ultraviolet optics—could only operate in full solstice
sunlight through a specific angle of incidence. Solstice was
behind us; the next opportunity was June of the following year.
That gave us the better part of twelve months.

Twelve months was enough to find the answer or enough to
leave, and Beth's preference was the latter. She said so in terms
that were characteristically direct and characteristically free
of ultimatum—she was not threatening to go without me, she was
simply making clear that she thought the sensible course was to
spend the remaining months at Stockbridge or somewhere similarly
removed, and that she hoped I would agree.

I did not agree. And I knew, even as I declined, that my
reasons were less rational than they should have been. The
Hundred was mine and I was not going to be driven from it by
something I had not yet identified, still less by a threat that
had been building in this place for sixty years before I arrived
and had not, in its long patience, managed to collect any of the
specific circumstances it required to act on me. I understood
this reasoning had holes in it. Beth, with characteristic
precision, identified exactly which holes.

“The mechanism does not need specific circumstances to act
on you,* she said. “It needs a clear day in June and you sitting
at the desk.”

“Then I won’'t sit at the desk,“ I said.

The silence with which she received this was the silence of

a woman deciding which category of answer this fell into: the
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kind that warranted further engagement, or the kind that
warranted letting the person arrive at their own correction in
their own time. She made her decision and let the silence speak
for her.

We compromised, as I have described. But the compromise was
established against the backdrop of that July morning
conversation, and the knowledge that there was a child coming
gave the sealed library door a weight it had not had before.

The real reason was that I was jealous of Chalmers Warriner,
and had been for some time, and the intensity of that feeling was
increasing in ways I recognized as neither rational nor
creditable. I am writing this down with full knowledge that it
does not reflect well on me, because the whole point of an honest
account is that it remains honest in the places where honesty is
uncomfortable.

Warriner had been present at the Hundred more than I had
during the weeks of my absence in Maine. He and Beth had a
friendship that predated me by years and had nothing wrong in it.
He was a good man, a brilliant one, and he had been genuinely
useful to us throughout the whole of the investigation that was
not officially an investigation. None of this prevented me from
watching the ease with which they moved around each other, the
shorthand of long familiarity, and feeling something small and
hot and unreasonable that I would have been ashamed to name out
loud.

I handled it badly. I did not forbid anything, or issue

ultimatums, or make the kind of declarations that a man in a
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worse century might have made; I am at least glad of that. What I
did was create distance through availability, through excuses,
through a general climate of not-quite-warmth whenever Warriner's
name came up, and Beth was too perceptive not to notice and too
patient to force the issue. Warriner himself, I think, noticed
fairly quickly and withdrew his informal presence at the Hundred
with a grace that made me feel, afterward, considerably worse
than his absence had made me feel at the time. So the situation
settled into a cool, unspoken arrangement that served no one's
interests except the pride that had generated it.

Warriner's contact at the NSA sent a preliminary response.
The cipher was indeed a Vigenére variant—he confirmed this with
professional certainty—but the key was not a single word and
would require more computational effort than his informal access
could supply. He offered to try some common approaches. We
waited.

The issues raised by Elise's statement were not so easily
set aside. Beth had read it, absorbed its implications, and
arrived at a position she maintained with the quiet, unshakeable
persistence that I had come to recognize as her form of absolute
conviction. She wanted to leave the Hundred.

Not permanently, necessarily—she was too honest about her
own attachment to the place for that. But she believed, at a
level that she described as below argument, that what Elise had
described was real: that something in the library, some mechanism
or device of Fielding Thaneford's construction, had killed six

people in that room over sixty years, and would kill a seventh if
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given the opportunity. She wanted us to take the baby—she was
pregnant by this point, and the fact of it had changed the
geometry of every argument—and go somewhere else until we
understood what we were dealing with.

I refused. I am not proud of the reasoning I offered at the
time, which consisted largely of assertions about the difference
between a genuine threat and the overheated speculation of a
woman who was dying and knew it. Beth did not argue with these
assertions, which was more effective than arguing would have
been. She simply continued to hold her position, quietly, and let
the time pass.

What I could not say to her, and what I knew was the actual
weight on my side of the scale, was the land itself. The Hundred
in summer, in early morning, with the mist on the water and the
hay standing and the long avenue of lindens making their tunnel
toward the gate. Four hundred years of Hildebrands in this soil,
the first of them a colonial settler who had looked at this
particular convergence of field and creek and decided this was
where his family would put its roots. That feeling of recognition
I had on my first ride around the property—of having come from
this place even though I had never been to it—had not diminished.
It had deepened with every month. I was rooted here in a way I
had never been rooted anywhere, and the thought of walking away
from it because a mechanism I could not identify and had not seen
might someday operate was something I was constitutionally unable

to do.
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We compromised. The library was to be sealed. Not
permanently walled up—Beth had proposed this and I had resisted
it, partly because destroying part of the house felt like a
defeat and partly, I admit, because I wanted to keep the option
of re-entering it. We locked the door. I kept both keys. I gave
Beth my word that I would not enter the room without telling her
first and, if she wished it, taking her with me. She accepted
this with the slightly-too-even expression of someone agreeing to
a compromise that does not fully satisfy them but is the best
currently available.

"At least we'll face it together," she said, and tried to
smile.

"Nothing is going to happen," I said, which was a statement
I did not quite believe but which seemed the right thing to say.

We moved the books and furnishings that mattered out of the
library over the following days—the working volumes, the desk
items, the Vigenére journal in its shelf above the desk. That
last I carried personally to my own study and locked in the
drawer there. The stained glass remained, and the tapestry, and
the teakwood desk with its bronze-mounted chair, and the iron
spiral staircase and the upper balconies with their remaining
books. The room was not stripped, only emptied of daily life. The
door at the end of the passage was locked, and the keys were in
my desk, and that was that.

In October our son was born. We named him Hugh—Beth's
insistence, and I did not argue since I was too occupied with

being a father to attend to anything else for some time. He was
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healthy and loud and demanding and entirely himself from
approximately his first hour, which was exactly what we had hoped
for. Doctor Marcy, who had attended the birth, emerged from the
room with the expression of a man who has done his best work and
is not unhappy about the result.

The birth, which Doctor Marcy had assured me throughout the
autumn would be straightforward, managed to be straightforward in
the way that thunderstorms are straightforward: the outcome is
the expected one, but the interval is of a character one does not
forget.

It began at two in the morning on a night in the second week
of October when the temperature had dropped sharply and a wind
had come up from the northwest carrying the first real cold of
the season. Beth woke me with the practical matter-of-factness
she brought to most things, and I called Marcy and the night
nurse who had been arranged for the purpose, and we assembled in
the manner that these occasions require.

Doctor Marcy arrived in thirty minutes and was thereafter
the most composed person in the room, which was some comfort. The
process took most of the remaining night. I was not, it turned
out, a man who handled the adjacent-to-helpless quality of such
occasions with any particular grace. I held Beth’s hand for as
long as she would let me hold it, which was not the entire time,
and I went to the kitchen at intervals to get things I had not
been asked to get and which were mostly not needed, because I
needed to be doing something with my body in the intervals when

there was nothing useful to do.
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At a quarter past six in the morning Marcy emerged from the
room where Beth was and announced, with the measured satisfaction
of a man who has done his best work and is not unhappy about it,
that I had a son.

I went in. Beth was holding him with the easy confidence of
someone who has just done something extremely difficult and is
applying its fruits to immediate practical use. He was red and
emphatic and demonstrably Hildebrand in the darkness of his hair
and the forthright quality of his expression, which from
approximately the first hour seemed to indicate a settled
awareness of his own presence and a complete absence of
diffidence about making it known.

“Hello,” I said, which was the most I could manage, and was
sufficient.

Beth looked up at me with the specific expression—warm,
direct, the particular light in it that I had been watching for a
year and a half and had still not entirely accounted for—and
said: “He looks like Francis.”

She meant the Hildebrand character rather than any specific
resemblance. But the observation settled into me in a way that
produced something unexpected: not grief, exactly, but a
complicated gratitude—for Francis Graeme'’s evening in
Philadelphia, for the email in the spam folder, for the whole
improbable chain of events that had brought me to this room in
this house with this woman and this child. It is a long way from

a golf membership in suburban Philadelphia to the four-poster in
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the red room at Hildebrand Hundred, and there are mornings when
you can see the whole distance at once.

I arranged myself in the chair beside the bed and held my
son for the first time, and he regarded me with an expression of
stern evaluation that I found entirely comprehensible, given the
circumstances.

“Hugh, “ Beth said.

“Hugh,” I agreed.

Marcy came in at seven, checked everything that required
checking, and stood for a moment in the morning light with the
expression of a man who has kept faith with his best skill and is
not dissatisfied. He said some things that I retained only
partially, being otherwise occupied. Then he left, declining my
offer of breakfast on the grounds that he had a full morning
ahead and required coffee in an amount the house could not
supply.

I did not sleep that day. I was not, for once, restless
about it.

Young Hugh was, for the first several weeks, primarily a
fact. I do not mean this unkindly. I mean that before he became a
person to me in any complete sense—before I could read him,
before the specific shape of his character had declared itself-he
was a phenomenon I was learning to accommodate. He was present in
the house in a way that nothing else had ever been present. He
was loud and then suddenly quiet and then loud again. He required
things at hours that had previously been empty. He smelled of

milk and of something underneath the milk that was purely
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himself, a warm animal smell that I had not expected to find as
comforting as I did.

Beth was extraordinary with him. I had thought she would be—
I had seen her competence in enough other registers to have no
doubt that she would be competent at this—but competence was not
the right word for what she was. She was easy with him. She moved
through the new demands of his existence with a naturalness that
I envied and studied. She did not seem, as I did, to be
performing the role of parent from a script she was reading for
the first time. She seemed to have always known how to do this,
as if some part of her had been waiting.

My own relationship with him was more gradual, and more
surprising. In the first weeks I was useful at the margins: I
carried, I fetched, I walked him in the small hours when Beth
needed sleep and he did not. The walking was its own education.
The house at three in the morning, with a seven-pound human being
against my shoulder, was a different house than the one I
inhabited in daylight. The rooms were quieter and more
fundamental. The dark outside the windows was complete—we were
far enough from the road that no light pollution reached us—and
the stars, on clear nights, were more stars than I had seen since
childhood. I walked him through the downstairs rooms and talked
to him in a low voice about whatever came to mind: the case I was
working on, the chapter of history I had been reading, the way
the old millhouse looked in moonlight. He could not understand a
word of it. But he seemed, in some unverifiable way, to prefer

the sound of a voice to silence.
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It was around the sixth week that something shifted. I was
sitting with him in the study—Beth was resting upstairs, the
house was quiet, the afternoon light was coming in at a low angle
through the west window—and he was lying on my forearm, which was
the position he preferred, face up, looking at the ceiling with
the concentrated unfocused gaze of new eyes still learning what
they are for. And then, without apparent cause, he looked at me
instead. Not past me, not through me, but at me. His gaze found
my face and rested there with what I can only describe as
interest.

It lasted perhaps four seconds. Then he looked away. But
those four seconds had a weight to them that I have thought about
many times since. He had looked at me and had found me,
specifically, and not something general. He had, in some
preliminary and unformulated way, recognized me. I was his
father. This was not a fact I had doubted, but it had been, until
that moment, an abstract fact—a fact held in the mind rather than
felt in the body. After that four seconds it was no longer
abstract. It was the realest thing I knew.

I went upstairs and told Beth. She was half-awake, her hair
loose against the pillow, and she listened to my account of the
four seconds with her eyes closed and a small smile that was, I
thought, equal parts amusement and understanding. “He’s been
doing that for a week with me,” she said. “I was waiting to see
when he’d get around to you.” She opened one eye. “He takes his
time. He’s going to be like you.” She closed the eye again. *“Go

put him down. He’'ll sleep now.”
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He did sleep. And I sat in the chair beside the crib in the
small room we had made for him—the room that had been a guest
room and was now his, with the white curtains Beth had chosen and
the mobile I had hung from the ceiling fitting, a thing of small
wooden planets that turned very slowly in whatever air moved
through the room—and I watched him sleep and thought about
Hildebrand Hundred passing to him in time, the house and the
fields and the mill and the slow deep life of the place, and I
thought that Francis Graeme, who had known none of this and could
have predicted none of it, had given us something whose full
dimensions neither Beth nor I had yet measured, and might not
measure for years. I stayed in the chair until the planets
stopped turning and the light outside the window went gold and
then gray, and then I went downstairs and started dinner.

The christening at Saint Saviour's was in November. I had
named Marcy as godfather, citing his long connection to the
family and my genuine affection for him, both of which were true.
The other reason—that I was not yet in a state to gracefully
invite Warriner—I kept to myself. Warriner attended anyway, with
the natural ease of a man who does not require formal invitations
to be present at important occasions for people he cares about,
and brought a silver mug of considerable magnificence that Marcy
regarded with the good humor of someone who had expected to be
outflanked in this particular respect.

The christening was on a Saturday in the third week of
November, when the county had settled into the gray and amber

quiet of late autumn and the leaves were mostly down from the
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lindens. Saint Saviour’s looked its best in this light: the old
brick and the ivy and the clear windows and the white shutters,
and the churchyard beyond the serpentine wall with its
generations of Hildebrands laid out under the pale sky.

Young Hugh was christened Hugh Francis Hildebrand. The
Francis was Beth’s insistence, and was offered without
explanation, which meant it required none.

Marcy stood at the font with the uncomplicated solidity of a
man who has agreed to accept a responsibility and means to honor
it. He had been to this font before, I imagined, in various
capacities over his years in the county. He held the baby with
the practiced ease of a man who has managed more alarming objects
than an infant and was not going to be disconcerted now.

“He is extremely opinionated,” Marcy observed, when young
Hugh registered his dissatisfaction with the water.

“He comes by it honestly,” said Beth, with a composure that
suggested she included me in this observation.

The reception at the Hundred afterward was the first genuine
household occasion I had presided over as master of the place, if
you did not count the wedding dinner, which was of a different
scale and character. Marcus had prepared the drawing room and the
dining room, and the neighbors who came—the Tillotson family, the
Powersworths, the Greenoughs—brought with them the casual warmth
of people who have been waiting for some time for the house to
feel inhabited again and were glad to find it so.

Hilda Powers was there. I had not known she and Warriner

were friendly in the particular way they were friendly; it was
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evident from the way they moved around the same table, the ease
of it, but I was occupied with other things and did not attend to
it as closely as I might have done.

Warriner appeared at my elbow at one point in the afternoon
and presented me with the silver mug—a remarkable object, of the
Georgian period, inscribed in a script so formal it suggested the
engraver had considered himself contributing to a permanent
record. I said something inadequate about the extravagance. He
declined to be embarrassed by it.

“There are four centuries of objects in this house,” he
said. “He should have at least one that arrived on the occasion
of his naming.”

I watched him cross the room to say something to Beth that
made her laugh in the unguarded way she had with people she was
genuinely glad to see. The feeling this produced I put down with
the specific effort it required and went to talk to Marcy about
the estate fence work.

By four o’clock the guests had dispersed in the pleasant,
gradual way that good occasions end, and the house settled back
into itself, and we went upstairs to deal with young Hugh’s
requirements, which had accumulated during the afternoon’s
relative neglect.

I remember that evening particularly-—not for anything that
happened, which was nothing of consequence, but for its quality:
the fire in the bedroom grate, Beth nursing the baby in the chair
by the window, the November dark outside the glass, the old house

quiet around us. The feeling of the evening was settlement, or
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something very close to it. The feeling of having arrived,
finally, at the correct location.

It was followed, with the regularity of accurate prediction,
by the months in which I conspired to disarrange it.

I watched Warriner with Beth at the reception afterward—the
ease between them, the shorthand of their conversation, the way
she laughed at something he said in the particular unguarded way
that she didn't always produce for company. The hot, unreasonable
thing stirred again, and I put it down with the specific effort
that it required, and went to talk to Mr. Eldon about the will I
still had not made.

December was the cipher.

I do not mean that nothing else happened in December. Young
Hugh was a demanding and articulate presence who organized the
household around his requirements with a thoroughness I had not
anticipated. The Christmas dinner with Marcy and Warriner was
good, and the conversation around the table touched everything
except the questions neither of us yet had answers to: the
journal, the key, the mechanism in the window that was patient as
a machine and would arrive again in June. We ate well and drank
well and parted late, and the Hundred in the small hours of
Christmas night was as still as a place can be while still being
fully inhabited.

But the cipher was what lived in December.

I had the Vigenére square propped on my study mantelpiece
and the journal in the locked drawer and a yellow legal pad on

the desk that I had divided into columns of attempts: key-words,
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variations, fragments. The NSA contact had sent back a longer
message than his first, confirming the Vigenére variant
hypothesis with more confidence and suggesting that the key was
longer than a single word—probably a phrase of seven to fifteen
characters. He had run standard dictionary approaches and found
no result. He thought the key was not in English, or was in
English but highly idiosyncratic—a private phrase, a name, a
technical term from an obscure specialty.

Optical physics. Mathematical notation. A Latin phrase. A
property description. A line of scripture.

I worked through December and into January with the patience
that very cold months encourage in people who are inside. I tried
the Hildebrand family motto—Hildebrande a moy—and its fragments.
I tried Thane Court and Fielding Thaneford and Saturnia pyri and
the name Evelyn Mansfield, which was the only proper name I could
associate with Fielding Thaneford’s past. I tried optical
equations in the notation I had found in three textbooks on
architectural physics that Warriner had sent me from a university
library. I tried variations of 1-4-2-4-8 in every direction—as
words, as Roman numerals, as a geographic reference.

None of them worked.

What I had after three months of this was a comprehensive
inventory of approaches that did not succeed, which is the
indispensable precondition for eventually arriving at the
approach that does. I understood this clearly and derived from it

approximately no consolation at all. The journal sat in its
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drawer with the same patient impenetrability that characterized
everything else Fielding Thaneford had left behind.

It was in the accumulation of these months, in the evenings
when I came up from the unsuccessful cipher work and found Beth
already asleep, and the mornings when Warriner drove up the
linden avenue and I watched him and Beth talk with the ease of
long familiarity—it was in these accumulations that the jealousy
began. I have described it in this chapter’s opening, the small
and unreasonable heat of it, the way it coexisted with my
knowledge of its irrationality without being made smaller by that
knowledge. I will not belabor it here. The facts speak adequately
for themselves.

By February I was regularly at the study desk past midnight.
By March I had added a whiteboard behind the door on which I
mapped the various approaches in a way that Warriner, on his one
visit to the study that winter, looked at for a long moment and
said nothing about, which I took as a form of diplomatic
acknowledgment that I had been spending time in ways that were
not going to produce results.

He was right. But I was not ready to say so.

Later that night, after Marcy had gone and Warriner had
driven back to Calverton and little Hugh had been settled by his
nurse into his first night as a named person in the world, I sat
in the study with the journal in the drawer and the cipher square
propped on the mantelpiece, and thought about what Elise Trevor

had written.
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She had said there was one more thing she could tell but
would not. She had said she had lifted one corner of the veil.
She had sat down in the chair at the teakwood desk, in the room
with the sealed predellas and the locked postern door, and she
had died in it. She had known she would die and she had done it
anyway, as a final act of service to John Thaneford.

There was something in the room that I did not understand.
Not something supernatural—-I was not capable of that kind of
thinking and never had been—but something physical, something
that Fielding Thaneford had built and maintained and that his son
apparently knew how to operate. Something that could kill a
person in a locked room with no marks of violence and leave a
brain lesion that a Johns Hopkins pathologist could not
categorize.

There was a quality to sitting in the library at midnight of
the first day that I find difficult to describe without
overstating it. The room had a completeness to it—the stained
glass and the books and the dome and the bearskin on the hearth—
that belongs to spaces that have been organized around a single
purpose for a very long time. This library had been organized
around thought, around the particular activity of a mind working
alone in good conditions, and the accumulated evidence of that
purpose was in every surface. The shelves were not decorative.
The light from the desk lamp was placed exactly right. The chair
had been worn to the precise shape of a person in sustained
intellectual engagement. It was a room that expected to be used

well.
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Marcy rose from his chair and moved to the window—the third
window, the one I would later learn to identify as the spies with
their grapes—and stood looking through the dark glass at nothing
visible. His broad back was toward me and his hands were behind
him, and there was something in his posture that I recognized as
the physical expression of a man who is about to say something he
has been deciding whether to say.

I waited.

He turned. The firelight was at his back and his face was in
shadow, and when he spoke it was in a lower register than he had
used all evening.

"I want to be honest with you about the limits of what I
know," he said. "I have told you what I observed and what I
cannot reconcile. I have not told you what I believe, because
what I believe is still forming, and a half-formed belief
expressed to a man who has inherited a house and a mystery on the
same afternoon is a liability I want to avoid."

"I appreciate the care," I said.

"I want to be useful to you. I have been useful to the
Hildebrands before, at intervals, over many years. I was useful
to Richard Hildebrand in his last decade. I was useful to Francis
Graeme in the two years he was here, in the ordinary ways of a
family physician, and in certain other ways that I may tell you
about in time. I intend to be useful to you." He said this
without any rhetorical inflation, in the flat declarative way he

said things he intended seriously. "That will require me, at some
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point, to tell you what I believe. When I am ready to be
responsible for that belief, I will."

"And until then?"

"Until then: keep watching. Keep note of what happens and
what doesn't. The situation is not, I believe, static. Whatever
has been set in motion here has been in motion for a long time,
and it will continue." He came back to his chair and looked at
the fire. "What is your instinct about John Thaneford?"

I thought about the man on the path, and the father in the
shade of the oak, and the flat dark eyes that had produced, at
the mention of my name, something a shade more unsettled than
surprise.

"He was in possession of information before I named myself,"
I said. "The reaction he showed when I said who I was—that was
not surprise. It was recognition of something he had been
informed of and was now encountering. He knew to expect a
Philadelphia Hildebrand before he met one."

"From his father," said Marcy. "Who has been watching this
situation, by whatever mechanism, for decades. Yes. That is my
instinct also." He was quiet for a moment. "Fielding Thaneford
has been very patient. Patient people, when their patience is
disturbed—when the object of their patience is given to someone
else—do not always respond in ways that are easy to predict."

"He had a stroke at the reading of the will," I said.

"He had a stroke while rising to say something he did not
get to say. I have been wondering, since it happened, what the

sentence was going to be."
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Neither of us could answer this. We sat with it until the
fire burned too low for comfort, and then I showed Marcy to his
room and went to my own.

The cipher journal had the answer. I was certain of it. And
the key that would open it was somewhere we had not yet looked.
I sat for a while longer in the study, thinking about
focused light and about glass, and about a man who had spent his
life refining optical instruments, and about five purple bullseye
lenses in the Grapes window that were, according to the workmen
who had put them there, as alike as peas in a pod. Then I turned
off the lamp, checked on little Hugh in the nursery across the

hall, and went to bed.

Warriner's contact at the NSA replied in August—a long
message, carefully hedged, confirming the Vigenere variant and
suggesting several approaches for testing key-word length. I
forwarded it to Warriner and heard nothing back for three weeks,
which I had learned meant he was working rather than waiting.

I spent August at the Hundred. The farm was in full swing;
Tillotson managed my education in the operation with the patience
of someone who has explained these things to many new owners and
has concluded that experience teaches more efficiently than
instruction. He was not teaching me farming. He was teaching me
the relationship between a person and a place, and he did it by
example and by giving me things to do.

Beth was a daily presence through those weeks in a way that
had settled, without announcement, from the appropriate distance

of a guest and hostess into something different. She included me
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in the household not because I was its legal owner but because I
was there and engaged, and the Hundred, she had once said, ran on
the principle that whoever was present and interested was part of
it. I was present and interested. I was more interested in more
things than I had been anywhere in my adult life.

I was also, quite carefully, not thinking about what this
meant about my feelings for her.

I was not thinking about it because I had not yet
established that the feelings were what I suspected them to be,
rather than some combination of gratitude and admiration and the
natural result of intensive proximity to someone of unusual
quality. I had been grateful to many people and admired many
people without those feelings becoming what they become when they
are something larger. I was being careful.

The jealousy, when it arrived, was instructive about the
quality of my care.

The Hundred was very quiet that night. Whatever was in the
locked room at the end of the passage was patient, as Elise had
said it was. Fifty-seven years it had waited between Richard and
Francis. It could wait longer.

I intended to find it before it had the chance.



Gael / BLOODLINE / 229

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

I BREAK A PROMISE

The winter and spring passed without serious incident, and
by June I had persuaded myself that the particular feeling I had
been carrying since the christening—that unreasonable,
indefensible heat—had subsided to a manageable level. On the
evidence of that conviction, I allowed us to accept Hilda Powers'
invitation to a midsummer dinner party at Powersthorp on a
Saturday evening in early August. Hilda was Beth's closest friend

in the county, a large, warm woman with good judgment about most
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things, and the evening was the kind of congenial gathering that
reminded you the social life of rural Maryland had genuine
pleasures.

Hilda Powers was the kind of hostess who made everyone in a
room feel that their presence had been specifically anticipated
and was specifically welcome, which is a technique only slightly
rarer than the ability to fly. Powersthorp was a Federal-period
house two miles east of the Hundred, smaller than ours but better
proportioned, and the drawing room where we had drinks before
dinner had the quality of a room that has been arranged once and
correctly and is confident in the arrangement.

There were twelve of us. I knew most of them—the Tillotsons,
Doctor Marcy, two couples from further into the county whose
names I consistently confused and whose good humor about this I
had come to rely on—and several I did not, including a woman from
Annapolis who wrote botanical illustration for a university press
and was interesting about it, and a retired judge named
Carmichael who had opinions about the county’s road maintenance
that required no encouragement.

Warriner came with Hilda. This I had known was likely. I had
told myself I was sufficiently adult to manage the evening.

The dinner itself was excellent. Hilda’s table was the table
of someone who considers food an expression of regard for her
guests and expresses regard in substantial quantities. The
conversation was general, ranging and comfortable, with the

quality of an evening that has not been organized around any
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particular agenda and is the better for it. I was, for most of
the meal, exactly as adult as I had predicted I would be.

Afterward, in the drawing room with coffee, I watched Beth
and Warriner fall into conversation at the far end of the room.
From where I was standing—near the fireplace, attending to a
remark Marcy was making about the county hospital’s new imaging
equipment—I could see them with the peripheral clarity that
anxiety provides. They were discussing something that involved
gestures, which with Warriner meant a technical or procedural
subject. Beth was listening with the specific attention she gave
to things that interested her, which was total and unreserved and
entirely unlike the politely directed attention she offered to
things that did not.

I heard her laugh. The particular laugh—the one she reserved
for people she was genuinely with rather than merely in the
company of.

Marcy said something else about the imaging equipment. I
made a sound that served as a response. The small hot
unreasonable thing, which I had been managing with some success
for the past six months, informed me that it had been
underestimated.

I did not do anything visible with this information. I
finished my coffee, said the appropriate things to the
appropriate people, and assisted Beth into the car at a
reasonable hour. We drove home through the dark county roads and
the linden avenue and through the iron gates, and I answered her

questions about the evening with the careful neutrality of a man



Gael / BLOODLINE / 232

who is attending to his own inner weather and hoping the forecast
will improve.

It did not improve that night. By the time we reached the
Hundred I had constructed, in the forty minutes of the drive, a
complete and internally consistent account of a situation that
did not exist, furnished with detail drawn from nothing more
substantial than the peripheral vision of an anxious man at a
dinner party. This is, I understand now, one of the less
admirable features of human cognition: its ability to build a
fully realized fiction out of nothing more than what the anxious
eye selects to see.

I said nothing. This was the right choice and I made it for
the wrong reasons.

Warriner was there. I had known there was a reasonable
chance of this and had decided I was sufficiently adult to manage
an evening in the same room with a man I trusted intellectually
and was jealous of personally. I was wrong about the second part.
I will not go into extensive detail about what happened because I
do not come out of it well and the specific exchanges are not to
my credit. What I will say is that I watched Warriner and Beth
talk with the ease they always had together, and the feeling I
had managed to contain all winter came back in a rush that made
everything else in the room temporarily irrelevant.

I behaved badly. Not in the spectacular sense of scenes or
accusations, but in the specific, cold, controlled way that is in
some respects worse: I shut down, withdrew the warmth from the

evening by degrees, and when Beth asked quietly in the car on the
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way home what was wrong I said nothing, which was not honest and
not kind and not fair to someone who deserved better from me.

The week that followed was what Beth later described as
structural silence, which was her precise way of naming the
difference between the ordinary quiet of two people living
together and the kind that has foundations in something
unresolved. I had constructed an elaborate inner argument about
what I had seen and what it meant, and its conclusion was that
saying anything about it would either confirm the argument by
Beth’s response or expose it as unfounded and require an apology
I was not yet prepared to make. So I said nothing, and the
silence had time to set.

Beth was patient in a way that confirmed both her character
and her understanding of mine. She did not ask what was wrong,
which would have required me either to lie or to say a true thing
I was not ready to say. She continued to be present and warm and
entirely herself, which is the most effective possible response
to a person who is behaving badly, because it provides no
purchase for the bad behavior to grip and escalate.

I recognized all of this clearly. I went on behaving badly
anyway, because the argument had not yet run its course, and
because the argument—however wrong it was—felt, in the specific
way that wrong things can feel, like a real injury.

On the Friday, Beth told me about going to Stockbridge. She
used the phrase some time, which was honest and exact, and the
condition she had named—the better version of myself-was one I

could not deny the existence of. It had been present recently
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only at intervals. She was not asking for it to perform on
demand. She was asking for the conditions that would let it
reestablish itself.

I knew what I should say and could not say it yet. She knew
that I couldn’t and accepted it without making more of it than
she had to, which was either kindness or accuracy about my
character, and with Beth these were frequently the same thing.

I watched the car go down the linden avenue with young Hugh
strapped in the back and the specific quality of a thing
departing that you have contributed to the departure of. The
ornamental water caught the morning light and held it with its
usual steadiness, and the house at my back was very quiet.

I went inside and sat at the study desk and looked at the
whiteboard with its inventory of failed cipher attempts, and
thought about what Fielding Thaneford would have used as a key-
sentence for a document he intended to be read by his son and not
by anyone else—a mnemonic, Beth had called it, something
deliberately absurd, easy to hold in the mind precisely because
it makes no ordinary sense.

Won fort of orate, I wrote on the legal pad, staring at it.

It still made no sense. I put it aside and answered a letter
from Aunt Livy, who was asking whether she should come for a
visit, and I said yes, come when you like, the house is large
enough for all of us, and set the letter aside to be sent. Then I
went back to the cipher and stayed with it until Marcus knocked
on the door at half past one to ask whether I was coming to

lunch.
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The conversation at home was not the screaming kind. It was
the kind where both people say things precisely and mean them,
and the precision is what makes it difficult to repair. I said
things I had no right to say. Beth said considerably fewer things
than she was entitled to say, which somehow made it worse. We
went to bed in silence and in the morning the silence had
acquired a quality that I recognized, with something like dread,
as structural.

It lasted a week. On the Friday following the dinner, Beth
told me she had been talking to Marcy about young Hugh—the summer
heat had been hard on the baby, she said, and he had recommended
a change to a Northern climate for August and September. She had
arranged to take him to her mother's old friend in Stockbridge,
Massachusetts, where they had spent two days last October and
which had been good for him.

"How long?" I asked.

"As long as it takes," she said. She was holding young Hugh
on her hip as she said it, and looking at me with the clear,
direct appraisal she had given me since the first day I met her.
"I am not ending our marriage. I am giving you some time to find
your way back to the version of yourself that I actually married.
He was considerably better than this one."

I did not say what I wanted to say, which was that I was
sorry and that the version she preferred would be present the
following morning. I did not say it because it would not have
been true yet, and she would have known it wasn't true, and we

had built too much honesty between us for me to spend it on a
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convenient lie. So instead I helped her pack, carried the luggage
out to the car, kissed her and the baby, and watched them drive
down the linden avenue and through the iron gates.

I was the unhappiest person I had ever personally
encountered, and the situation was entirely of my own
construction. These two facts coexisted in my mind with complete
clarity throughout the following months, which did not make the
months more comfortable but at least prevented me from wasting
any energy on self-justification.

The letters Beth and I wrote through those months were, I
think, among the better examples of what we were to each other
when we were being honest—which is to say that they were
accurate, and warm, and notable for the things they did not say
alongside the things they did. She wrote about young Hugh’s
development with the precision of an observer who finds genuine
interest in the subject and the warmth of a mother who would find
genuine interest in the subject regardless. She wrote about
Stockbridge with the appreciation of someone encountering a
landscape different from their own. She asked about the farm and
the cipher and whether I had made progress on either, which was
generous of her given that her departure had been at least partly
a consequence of my being unable to discuss the cipher without it
becoming something else.

I wrote about the farm. I wrote about the cipher. I wrote
about young Hugh’s correspondence being received and the
photograph from October, at the edge of the Berkshires in their

color, in which he appeared to be regarding the leaf-pile at his
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feet with the stern Hildebrand evaluation that was already
becoming characteristic. I did not write about what I was working
my way toward, which was an apology that needed to be finished
before it could be sent.

The apology, in its honest form, required admitting
something that was not comfortable to admit: that what I had been
jealous of was not Warriner specifically but the ease he had with
Beth—an ease that was the product of years of friendship and
therefore of the kind of knowledge that comes only from duration,
and that I, who had known her for less than two years, could not
yet claim. I had been jealous, in other words, of time. Which is
both the most understandable jealousy and, by a considerable
margin, the least productive one, since time is the one thing it
is entirely impossible to compete with.

I wrote the apology in early November and kept it in my desk
for a week before sending it. When it went, it was in the same
envelope as a photograph of the Hundred in its November colors—
the lindens stripped and the water flat and gray and the old
brick of the house doing that thing it did in gray light, going
dark gold rather than amber—and a short note from Marcy saying
that by his reckoning the roads between Stockbridge and Maryland
were entirely passable and the nursery at the Hundred was in
excellent order.

Beth wrote back in three days. Her letter contained, in the
first paragraph, the specific words I had needed to receive in
the specific order she placed them, and it proceeded from there

in the manner of a correspondence resumed rather than one
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beginning. We did not discuss whether the apology had been
necessary, because it had been necessary and we both knew it and
there was nothing productive to be added. We discussed young
Hugh’s new words, the quality of the December light in the
Berkshires, the Vigenére square on the Stockbridge desk, and the
antiquarian bookseller on Main Street who had an interesting
section on optical history.

She sent the optics books for Christmas.

I read them in the study over the holiday weeks, in the
evenings when the house was quiet and Marcus had brought his
efficient seasonal cheer to every room that allowed it, and young
Hugh was at the nursery stage of sleep that makes no concessions
to the social calendar. The books were old and specific and
technical in ways that required patience, and I read them with
the patience they required, and at intervals I came back to the
whiteboard and the legal pad and the question of what a man like
Fielding Thaneford would have kept in his memory as the key to
his deepest record.

Won fort of orate. I kept coming back to it. It was wrong,
and I knew it was wrong, and the wrongness was specific: the 0-0-
F that made no sense in that vocabulary. But the frame of it was
right—the numbers, the words, the structure of a mnemonic.
Something in the structure was pointing at something I was not
quite seeing.

I was still not seeing it by June. But in June the glazier

came, and the window came apart, and the bullseyes lay in their
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tray, and I stopped looking at the cipher and started looking at
glass.

We wrote every day. Beth's letters were warm, detailed, and
entirely absent of anything that touched directly on the reason
for the separation, which was her way of holding the door open
while also making clear she wasn't going to prop it for me. I
answered in kind. Young Hugh was apparently thriving in the
Berkshire air; I received photographs that I kept on my desk and
looked at more than I was willing to admit.

November came. Beth wrote that she was planning to spend the
winter in New York with friends, and then possibly back to
Stockbridge in the spring. I wrote back that this seemed
sensible. It did not seem sensible. It seemed like an arrangement
that a person of my specific character flaws was fully capable of
allowing to calcify into permanence through sheer stubborn pride,
and I knew it, and I was not yet ready to be the one to break it.

December was bad. Christmas was worse. I sent extravagant
presents; I received a pleasant note, a photograph of young Hugh
in a wool hat, and a set of high-quality books on optics and
lens-making that Beth had found at an antiquarian bookseller in
Manhattan and which she thought might be useful given everything.
This last detail I sat with for some time. She had been in an
antiquarian bookshop thinking about the cipher journal. She was
still working on the problem. So was I, across the distance she
had put between us, and that fact was its own kind of

communication.
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In May she wrote that she was going back to Stockbridge for
the summer. Hilda Powers would be there too.

I had, over the winter, developed the habit of checking in
periodically on the inn's booking site for that part of
Massachusetts—not because I expected to find anything of
significance, but because the compulsion of jealousy does not
require rational justification to sustain itself. On the morning
of June nineteenth I checked it as I was having coffee, in the
automatic way of a man who has stopped asking himself why he does
things, and found registered at the Red Lion Inn, Stockbridge: C.
Warriner, Calverton, MD.

I set down my coffee cup.

The jealous mind, once triggered, is not capable of
entertaining alternative explanations with any genuine openness.
I entertained them anyway, for the form of it, and discarded
them. Warriner was in Stockbridge. Beth was in Stockbridge. The
door I had been preventing myself from walking back through had
apparently acquired another person on the other side of it.

I sat with this for an hour. Then I ordered out the car with
the intention of driving to Calverton and getting on a train.
Then I cancelled the car. Then I ordered it again. This process
repeated itself twice more before I was interrupted by Marcus
knocking on the study door.

One of the groundskeepers, he told me, had noticed something
unusual about one of the library windows—an inward bow or bulge

in one of the panes, visible from the terrace. He thought the
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leading might have weakened. Given the value of the glass, an
examination seemed urgent.

I have tried, in the years since, to reconstruct whether I
remembered my promise to Beth at that moment, and the honest
answer is that I did not. What was in my mind was the window, and
the possibility of damage to irreplaceable glass, and the general
heightened state of agitation that Warriner's name on an inn
register had produced. I got the key from my desk drawer and went
to the library with Marcus.

The room had the specific quality of long absence: cool and
dim, with the stillness of a space that has not been moved
through in months. The books that remained on the upper shelves
were visible through the balcony railings, undisturbed. The
teakwood desk sat exactly as we had left it, the swivel chair in
its usual position. Dust had accumulated in the lamp fixtures and
along the base of the wainscoting, and cobwebs had found the
higher corners.

The affected window was the third from the left—the one
depicting the return of the Israelite spies from Canaan, bearing
the great grape clusters from the valley of Eschol. Looking at it
from inside, there was a distinct inward bow in the upper section
of the central panel, the portion depicting an arbor hung with
bunches of the unplucked fruit. The leading in that area had
clearly weakened. The glass was under tension.

I called a glazier in Calverton—a firm that specialized in
historic glass—and by noon two technicians were in the library

with the proper tools. They worked with the methodical efficiency
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of people who do this for a living and understand what they are
handling. They erected a small scaffold, examined the damaged
area, and began carefully removing the affected section.

The damaged portion included, in its lower half, a cluster
of small circular panels—bullseyes of deep purple glass, perhaps
twenty of them, each enclosed in its own leaden ring,
representing the individual grapes of the cluster in the painted
scene. They came out one by one, set carefully in a padded tray.

"These are all the same size?" I asked, watching the work.

"Near enough," said the senior technician—a compact, careful
man named Jem. "Near enough that there's no point numbering them.
They'll all go back in the same picture regardless of which way
around they sit."

His assistant gathered them without marking, tumbled them
gently together in the tray, and went on with the work.

I stood watching the twenty small circles of purple glass
lying in their padded tray, each one round and convex and
apparently identical to all the others, and something that had
been forming at the back of my mind for months came forward and
presented itself.

A lens has a particular curvature. The curvature determines
the focal length. Fielding Thaneford had spent a career making
lenses—precise, custom-ground, with optical properties he had
spent decades perfecting. The brain lesion in Francis Graeme and
the five other men had the character, by Dr. Williams'

description, of localized extreme heat damage. And Warriner had
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said, standing with his unusual telescope on a hill above the
house: the possibilities are interesting—perhaps infinitely so.

The senior technician finished the repair by six o'clock and
judged it solid. The remaining leading, he said, really ought to
be gone over—there were weak spots that a strong wind would test—
but he was committed in Baltimore in the morning. He could return
the first of the following week.

"The bullseyes," I said, as they were packing up. "When you
replace them—I'd like you to go slowly. I want to look at each
one before it goes back in."

Jem looked at me with the mild curiosity of a craftsman
encountering an unexplained client request. "Not in any
particular order, as I said. They're all the same."

"I know," I said. "Humor me."

He agreed, without enthusiasm, and they left the tray on the
library table and departed.

I stood alone in the room for a while after they had gone,
the tray of purple glass circles in front of me and the familiar
stained windows around me—Joseph walking toward the pit, the
earth splitting under Korah's people, the spies with their fruit,
the cloud on the horizon. The light through the damaged window
was wrong now, a gap in the grape arbor where the repair had not
yet restored the purple bullseyes to their places.

One of those twenty circles, or none of them, was not what
it appeared to be. I had no way to test which without Warriner
and his laboratory. The technicians had said they were all the

same. They were not wrong, most likely. But most likely was not
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the same as certainly, and one of the people who had died in this
room had done so in a manner that no pathologist could explain,
while someone with extraordinary optical skill had been watching
from half a mile away through a custom-built glass of
unprecedented low-light performance.

That night I wrote to Beth. I told her I had been in the
library—that a window had needed urgent attention and I had acted
without thinking of my promise and was sorry for it—and that I
had something I needed to show her when she came home. I did not
mention Warriner's name at the inn. I mentioned the tray of
purple bullseyes and asked her to bring Warriner with her when
she came, as quickly as she conveniently could.

Then I locked the library door, kept both keys, and went
upstairs to a sleep that, to my considerable surprise, was the

most peaceful I had managed in months.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

THE SEAT PERILOUS

Thursday, the twenty-first of June. I had been at my desk
all day with the farm accounts and had managed to keep the black
thoughts at bay for most of it. Beth's letter that morning had
mentioned Warriner three times in a way that was probably
entirely innocent and that I was entirely incapable of reading
innocently. I ate my solitary dinner without appetite and went

back to the accounts.
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I heard a vehicle on the gravel at around nine o'clock and
paid no attention; Marcus handled the door, and any late caller
was either someone I needed to see or someone I didn't, and
either way the accounts would keep. Then Marcus appeared in the
study doorway with an expression I couldn't read, and behind him,
filling the frame with the physical presence I had not seen in
two years, was John Thaneford.

I got to my feet. Whatever my feelings about this man—and
they were numerous and not warm—he was standing in my house and
the obligations of that fact are not negotiable, whatever the
history. I said something that served as a greeting. We did not
shake hands, but neither of us made anything of that.

He looked much as he always had—perhaps a little broader,
the V of his brows a little deeper carved, the controlled
stillness of his manner carrying the same quality of suppressed
force I had noted from the first day he stepped out from behind
the greenhouse at Thane Court. He was, I thought, entirely at
ease. He took the chair I indicated without asking for it.

"So," he said. "Cousin Hugh."

"Cousin John," I replied. "I hadn't expected to see you
again."

"No, I don't imagine you had." He looked around the study
with the unrushed appraisal he gave everything. "I heard in
Calverton that the library is closed."

"It's been locked for some time. Mrs. Hildebrand's
preference, after Miss Trevor's death."

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "Eunice is dead?"
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"Two years ago. I assumed you knew."

"Her letters stopped," he said. His voice had carried
nothing particular through the exchange until now, when something
else moved through it—not grief, exactly, but something adjacent
to it, the note of a person registering a loss they had not given
themselves permission to feel properly. "I thought she had simply
stopped writing."

"She died in the library. At the desk."

The silence had a different quality after that. He was
looking at his hands, or at the middle distance; I couldn't tell
which.

"I'd like to see the room," he said, finally. "If you don't
object."

My promise to Beth surfaced and was immediately overridden
by the practical fact that the covenant was already broken and
the further infraction could not materially change the situation.
I got the key and led him down the corridor.

The library in lamplight, stripped of most of its furniture
and books, had an emptiness that the darkness made ghostly. The
teakwood desk remained—it was bolted to the floor through its
bronze mounting and would have required effort to move. The
swivel chair remained with it, as fixed as the desk. The stained
glass in the tall windows caught the lamplight and held it with
that particular quality of deep, living color that glass of that
age achieves in artificial light.

I told him about the five deaths. I do not know entirely why

I did this—some impulse toward honesty, perhaps, or toward
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forcing the question into the open between us since it had been
hanging there since our first meeting on the path through his

father's property. He listened without interrupting. When I had
finished he was quiet for a moment, looking at the swivel chair.

"A seat perilous," he said, with a sardonic edge I
recognized as his substitute for other kinds of speech. "And you
don't choose to occupy it."

I don't know what moved me to cross the room and sit down in
it. Some combination of stubbornness and the particular
recklessness that comes from believing you have already lost the
thing you most care about. I sat in the chair and looked at him
from behind the desk.

He looked back at me for a moment. Then he went to the
drinks tray on the windowsill—Marcus had left it there from when
the room was in regular use and it had not been removed—and
poured two glasses of the Scotch that remained in the bottle. He
set one on the desk in front of me. Before he drank from his own
glass he set down the small bowl of salted nuts that Marcus had
also left.

"I'll drink with you," he said, "but I won't take your salt.
I want it understood: there is no truce between us. I reserve the
right to act as the situation requires, without ceremony."

This was not how a reasonable person in 2025 opened a
conversation, and I found that I respected it for that reason. At
least it was honest. "Understood," I said.

We drank. Not quickly, not in anger, but steadily, through

the long hours of the summer evening and into the night. We
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talked occasionally about inconsequential things—the estate, the
county, the fate of Thane Court—and occasionally about
consequential ones, including the fact that I had a son and the
fact that this changed certain calculations. Thaneford's
financial situation had apparently improved; he had made some
money in the intervening years, he said, without elaborating on
how. He was genuinely interested in the son. He was not, I
thought, a man without human feeling; he was simply a man in whom
human feeling occupied a subordinate position to other
priorities.

The night deepened and the whiskey diminished. I have never
been a man who drinks seriously, and the quantity I consumed that
night is an accurate measure of how far outside my ordinary self
I had traveled. The last thing I remember clearly is the clock
showing a little past two, and Thaneford refilling his glass with
the steady hand of a man who has not been touched.

Then nothing, until the morning light.

I came awake with the quality of awakening that tells you
immediately that something is badly wrong. My arms and legs were
constrained. My head felt as though it had been filled with wet
concrete and left to set. The morning light was coming through
the stained glass windows and lying in long colored bars across
the bare wooden floor, and the library, around me, had the
quality of having been present all night, watchful, waiting for
me to open my eyes.

Thaneford sat in the chair across the desk from me, smoking,

entirely composed. He had used rope—he had evidently come
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prepared—and the knots at my wrists and ankles were not
complicated but were sufficient. My shoulders were secured to the
back of the chair. I could move my head. That was all.

I looked at him.

"Good morning, Cousin Hugh," he said. "I imagine you have
some questions."

I said nothing, which was the right response. Whatever he
intended, he would tell me when he was ready, and anything I said
beforehand would simply cost me information about myself.

He rose and went to the door, knocked on it in the pattern
he had apparently established with Marcus, and took delivery of a
pot of coffee. He drank two cups without offering me any, which
was its own kind of communication. He did not eat anything from
the tray; I noticed that the scrambled eggs Marcus had prepared
went untouched.

"My father told me one thing clearly," he said, setting down
his cup. "He told me the time, and the date, and the seat. He
said if I were ever in this room at the appointed hour—in this
chair—I would not leave it alive. He said this was true every
year, reliably, from about the twentieth of June to the twenty-
fourth. The solstice period, when the sun is at its maximum
elevation." He looked at the windows. "He built it himself, over
years. He was a patient man in some respects."

"He also died without telling you exactly how," I said.

"Yes. He enjoyed his advantages." There was a quality in his
voice when he spoke of his father that was difficult to

characterize—not love, certainly, but not contempt either; the
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complicated residue of a lifelong proximity to someone you could
not admire and could not escape.
"You have been watching the library window from Sugar Loaf

for years," I said. "Watching for the moment when the beam comes

through.'

He looked at me steadily. "I know what you've worked out.
You and Warriner. Yes. The lenses in the window. I watched six
men sit in that chair over sixty years. I knew the mechanism
existed but not its details. My father did not share details." A
pause. "I signaled Eunice when Francis died. That part is as your
friend reconstructed it. I did not kill Francis Graeme. I did not
kill any of them. I watched."

"And waited for the Hundred to come to you."

"It should have come to me," he said, with a flatness that
was not quite anger. "By any reasonable reckoning. I am the blood
heir."

"And now?"

His phone, which was face-down on the desk, lit up with an
incoming message. He glanced at it, and the expression that
crossed his face was the most unguarded thing I had seen from him
in our entire acquaintance. For a moment I could read it clearly:
calculation overriding something else, something that might have
been regret.

He held the phone up so I could read the message. It was
from Beth.

It read: If you still care—do not go into the library again

for any reason. Coming now.
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"Your wife," said Thaneford, putting the phone in his
pocket. "She appears to understand the situation."

The morning went on. I could see, through the open predella
in the Grapes window—the glaziers had left it open when they
finished their work—a rectangle of blue summer sky and the hill
beyond it, Sugar Loaf, green and still in the morning light. The
sun was climbing.

I had understood, as I read Beth's message, that she and
Warriner were coming. They had received my letter about the
bullseyes, had worked out what I had only half-understood, and
were already on their way south. Beth had the key to the postern
door. She would not come to the front of the house; she was too
intelligent for that. She would go around through the garden.

What I needed was time.

"You're going to let the mechanism do what it does," I said.
"You're going to sit there and watch it happen and then walk away
and the Hundred is yours."

"The sixth master," he said. "Then the rightful heir."

"You told me years ago: the girl or the Hundred. You said I
couldn't have both. If something happens to me in this room, who
do you think Beth will believe? She'll go to the state medical
examiner. She'll have the window tested. She has Warriner."

"She might," he said. "Or she might take her son and leave."
He was watching the angle of the light through the Grapes window
with the focused attention of a man reading an instrument. "My
father calculated it carefully. It only operates within a narrow

window—around noon on the solstice days, when the sun achieves
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the specific angle that aligns the focal points. Outside that
window the beam disperses. Within it, the concentration is
sufficient." He paused. "Sufficient to damage the brain at the
cellular level. As though someone had applied extreme, localized
heat to a very precise area. The effect is instantaneous. There
is no pain."

I did not reply. Through the predella I could see the sky
brightening as the sun approached its noon position. The bars of
colored light on the floor were moving, swinging slowly from the
right toward the desk, as they had been swinging since morning.
The broad light from the Grapes window was shifting, its complex
pattern rotating with the sun's arc, the purple blotches from the
circular bullseye lenses moving with it.

The purple was deepening as the convergence approached.
Twenty lenses, ground to Fielding Thaneford's specification over
years, installed in a window that generations of Hildebrands had
looked at every day without understanding what was hanging above
them. The light they concentrated individually was nothing
remarkable. Collectively, at the specific solar angle that only
the solstice period produced, they converged.

Thaneford rose from his chair. His face had changed; the
calculation was gone from it, replaced by something more
immediate, the face of a man who has been waiting a long time for
a particular moment and is finally in it. He looked at his watch.
He looked at the angle of the light. His jaw was tight.

"T don't want to do this," he said. He sounded, for the

first time in our acquaintance, entirely honest.
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"Then don't," I said.

"The Hundred—"

"Is a house," I said. "It is a very old, very beautiful
house, and I love it, and you have a claim on it that has some
justice in it. But it is a house. And your father has been
killing people in it for sixty years with a weapon he built into
a window, and those are not two things that can coexist without
one of them ending."

He stared at me. I watched his face work through something.

Then he lunged.

Not at me—toward me, with the rope still on my wrists,
toward the desk and the chair, with the look of a man who has
made a final decision and is executing it before he can change
his mind. He came through the band of colored light from the
Grapes window with his hands reaching forward, and then the
purple deepened and focused and struck, and John Thaneford
dropped.

He went down exactly as the others must have gone: without a
sound, without a struggle, the whole structure of a person simply
ceasing in the space of an instant. He lay at the base of the
desk with his eyes open and his face already acquiring the
stillness of something finished.

The thunder arrived a half-second later—not the gradual
approach of a building storm but the close, immediate crack of a
strike within a hundred yards—and with it the darkness, as the
massing clouds that had been building on the south horizon all

morning arrived simultaneously with the solstice noon and
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swallowed the sun. The beam vanished. The colored light from the
Grapes window guttered and went out.

I heard the latch of the postern door, and then footsteps in
the passage, and then Beth was in the room with Warriner behind
her, and she had a small automatic pistol-her father's, I
recognized it—trained on the figure at my feet who did not
require it. She understood this within a moment of entering but
kept the gun in her hands, which I understood completely.

Warriner had a folding knife. He came around behind the
chair and cut the rope at my wrists and ankles with four quick
strokes, and then put his hands under my arms and hauled me
upright. My legs had no useful information to offer about weight-
bearing, but the wall was close enough to lean on.

Beth came to me and I held onto her with the specific
intensity of a man who has been alone with his own worst self for
a year and has finally, abruptly, been returned to the better
version. She held on back.

The crack of lightning that came thirty seconds later was
the loudest sound I have heard in my life. It struck the roof of
the library wing directly above us, and the building's response
was immediate and structural: a groaning from the old timbers, a
sound of something giving way above the ceiling, and then the
smell of smoke.

We went through the postern passage and out into the garden.
Behind us I could hear the fire taking hold of the roof with the
speed that very old, very dry timber achieves when lightning

finds it. The summer rain had begun as we emerged—hard and
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sudden, the downpour of a solstice storm—and we ran across the
wet garden to the open lawn and turned to look.

The library wing was burning through its own roof, and the
flames, caught between the driving rain above and the
acceleration of combustion within the old structure, had a
quality of terrible efficiency. Marcus was already at the fire
alarm before I reached it, and the household and the estate
workers arrived in the organized fashion of people who have a
plan for exactly this. The main house could be saved; the library
wing was beyond it. We kept the connection between them wetted
down and let the wing go.

By the time the fire department arrived from Calverton the
roof of the library had fallen in. The walls remained, and the
great stained glass windows, by some combination of the rain and
the angle of the collapse, had not been entirely destroyed. The
Grapes window, I saw from the lawn as the fire burned lower—the
Israelite spies and their great grape cluster and Rahab's cord of
scarlet—had lost its upper section in the collapse, but the lower
panels, including the purple bullseyes, were intact in the
surviving wall.

I found this, for reasons I could not immediately
articulate, important.

I had dinner alone that evening, which was the usual
condition of those months and one I had stopped finding
oppressive and started finding simply accurate. Marcus set the
table in the smaller dining room rather than the formal one,

which was his way of acknowledging the scale of the household
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without making a ceremony of it. I ate without paying much
attention to what I was eating.

The bullseyes were in their padded tray in the library,
twenty identical circles of purple glass lying in their bed of
foam with the indifference of objects that have no interest in
the significance attributed to them. Twenty circles. Each one
perhaps an inch and a quarter in diameter, each one slightly
convex, each one a deep purple that transmitted light with the
specific richness that very old glass achieves through the
impurities in its manufacture—the iron and the manganese and the
accidental chemistry of the seventeenth-century glasshouse that
had first melted sand and potash into these particular shades.

I had, over the winter and spring, read the optics books
Beth sent from Stockbridge with more attention than I had
initially given them. One of them—a technical history from the
1980s, written by a researcher at the Smithsonian Institution—had
a chapter on decorative glass lenses of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, specifically the bullseye discs used in
windows, lanterns, and display cases. Standard bullseyes, the
chapter explained, were pressed glass, formed in a mold and
allowed to cool without further working. They had a center point
where the glassblower’s rod had been attached—the characteristic
navel that gives them their other name, crown glass—and they
focused some light but not in any directed or controlled way. You
could use them to read a document placed behind them; you could

not use them to start a fire.
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A lens that could start a fire—or do something analogous to
it on a living brain-required grinding. The same process that
made spectacles, microscopes, camera objectives: controlled
removal of glass to produce a specific curvature, with a specific
focal length, designed for a specific purpose. The resulting
object, if you were sufficiently skilled, could be made to look
exactly like an ordinary bullseye. The center navel might be
slightly off; the surface curvature might be subtly different;
the way it handled backlighting might be marginally unusual. To a
glazier replacing a window, none of these differences would be
apparent. They would all just look like glass.

The twenty bullseyes in the tray had been in Fielding
Thaneford’s window since 1961 or 1963 or whenever exactly he had
completed the installation. He had been an optical physicist with
forty years of lens-making experience. He had, according to the
journal, spent years on the design.

One of those twenty circles was not what it appeared to be.

The question of which one had been moot while the window was
intact and the position of the lens was fixed by the leading
surrounding it. The glaziers who had replaced the bullseyes had
tumbled them into a tray and put them back in arbitrary order,
and in doing so had inadvertently solved the problem of the
weapon: a lens whose position relative to the solar angle was
wrong could not focus its beam on the target. Fielding Thaneford
had calculated everything with the precision of a man who
considers imprecision a form of incompetence. His calculation

assumed a fixed position. The position was no longer fixed.
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Which meant, I realized as I sat at the dinner table with my
attention somewhere else entirely, that the library was no longer
reliable as a weapon. And that whoever was operating it—John
Thaneford, presumably, from his vantage point on Sugar Loaf—would
not know that until he tried it and it failed. Or succeeded in
the wrong way.

I pushed back from the table and went to the study, and
wrote a very short letter to Beth in Stockbridge.

The storm was over by late afternoon. The sun came back over
the Hundred's wet fields and the ornamental water flashed and the
orioles made their noise in the lindens and the lawns sparkled.
It was a perfect June afternoon in a year that had been trying
very hard to be more complicated than that, and it had finally
given up.

I became aware that I was sitting on the grass of the east
lawn and that Warriner was beside me, and that Beth was somewhere
behind me with her hand on my shoulder, and that there was a cup
of something in my hands. I became aware that all of these things
were good.

"Warriner," I said.

"Yes."

"I owe you an apology."

He looked at me with the patient, slightly amused expression
of a man who has been waiting for this particular conversation
and is not in any hurry now that it has arrived. "You owe me a
cigarette," he said. "I quit six months ago but this seems like a

reasonable exception."
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I did not have a cigarette, but the spirit of the offer was
accepted, and we sat there on the wet grass of Hildebrand Hundred
while the smoke from the library wing drifted south in the last
of the afternoon wind, and nothing more was said for some time,

because nothing more needed to be.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

THE BLIND TERROR
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For three days I was only intermittently present. I knew in
a general way where I was—the red room, the four-poster, the
familiar ceiling—but the connection between knowing and being
there was unreliable, and what filled the intervals was a kind of
waking dream from which I could not quite disentangle myself. In
the dream I was always in the library, but the library was
outdoor and open, and the light was the deep purple of the Grapes
window at noon, and the spies from the valley of Eschol were
somewhere overhead carrying their enormous cluster, staggering
under the weight of it, and Rahab's scarlet cord was hanging from
the city wall far ahead of us, just visible, the one fixed point
in a scene that would not stop shifting. I understood, in the
dream, that I had to reach the cord before something else
happened, but my legs refused the usual cooperation, and the cord
remained where it was, exactly as far away as it had been at the
start.

On the fourth morning I opened my eyes and the ceiling was
just the ceiling. The cord was gone. Beth was sitting in the
chair by the window with her book open in her lap and not reading
it, which was how she sat when she was watching you without
wanting you to know she was watching you. I had missed this
particular quality of her attention considerably, and I lay still
for a moment and let myself simply register that she was there.

The recovery had the particular texture of recoveries that
follow things you have been only partially present for: the

account assembles itself out of other people’s memories, and the
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places where your own memory is absent acquire a slightly
mythological quality, events that happened to you rendered in the
second person.

Warriner told me, on the third evening, that the fire had
started in the library roof within fifteen minutes of John
Thaneford’s death. The lightning had found a weakness in the
original eighteenth-century slate, and the dry timber of the roof
structure had done what very old dry timber does when exposed to
a concentrated electrical discharge: it burned with a speed and
completeness that left the fire department from Calverton very
little to manage when they arrived. The library wing, which had
been the source of the mystery and the instrument of six deaths
over sixty years, was a shell by morning.

“And the window?” I asked.

“Partially destroyed,” said Warriner. “I’'ve been careful
about the rest.”

He described what he had done, in the methodical and
unembellished way he described everything he had done that he was
satisfied with. The debris from the library floor had been
sorted, the glass catalogued, all twenty purple bullseyes
accounted for and buried at a location he declined to specify.
This last I understood without requiring explanation: the problem
with the lens was the impossibility of distinguishing it from the
nineteen identical-looking ordinary bullseyes that surrounded it.
You could not identify it without testing it, and testing it
required aligning it with the sun, and aligning it with the sun

meant pointing it at something. Warriner had decided, with
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characteristic practicality, that the safest approach was to
ensure that no one would ever have a reason to try.

“One of them is the Sigma lens,” he said. “Probably nineteen
of them are ordinary glass. The probability of the dangerous one
being identified in isolation, without testing, approaches zero.
The probability of it doing harm if it remains buried approaches
the same.”

“You could have had it analyzed.”

“I could have,” he said. “And whoever analyzed it would then
know that a lens capable of focusing near-ultraviolet radiation
to lethal concentration was possible to manufacture, and that the
manufacturing technique was achievable by one person working
alone over several decades, and that the resulting object was
physically indistinguishable from decorative glass.” He looked at
me with the patient attention he brought to propositions he had
already thought through. “I decided that particular piece of
knowledge does not benefit from further circulation.”

I did not argue with this. Some information is more useful
buried.

The physical effects of the rope and the restricted
circulation had cleared mostly in the first week. The left hand
recovered more slowly than the right—Marcy said this was typical,
the dominant hand compensating—and for several weeks I was aware
of a numbness in the fingers when they had been idle for more
than an hour. It resolved itself by the second month, and after

that there was nothing to show for it except the memory.
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Doctor Marcy visited every other day, with the thoroughness
he brought to everything medical and the conversational
generosity of someone who considers the well-being of the whole
person relevant to the treatment of its parts. On his fourth
visit he sat on the edge of the chair beside the bed and looked
at me with the direct, assessing attention he had given me since
the first evening we met in the library.

“You’re all right,” he said.

“I believe so,” I agreed.

“Beth’s all right.”

“I know.“

“Young Hugh asked me yesterday whether you would be able to
go riding with him again before the summer ended.” He said this
in the perfectly flat tone he reserved for information he
considered materially important. “I told him it was a reasonable
expectation.”

I said nothing. But I registered it, and it was its own kind
of medicine.

"You're back," she said, without looking up from the book.

"So it appears."

She came to the bed and took my hand in both of hers, and we
were quiet for a while, which was enough.

John Thaneford had been buried at Saint Saviour's the day
after the fire, in the family plot beside his father and his
mother and the generations of Hildebrands who had preceded them
all. Doctor Marcy told me this on the second morning, when he

came by to check the circulation in my hands and feet, which had
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been badly compromised by the rope. Neither of us said anything
for a moment after he mentioned it. Enmity ends at the edge of
the grave; it ought to, anyway.

Hilda Powers was, as I had known from the county gatherings
and the christening, entirely herself at all times, which is a
quality you appreciate more the older you get and the more often
you encounter its absence. She came to dinner on the seventh day
after the fire, with Warriner, and spent approximately four
minutes in a state of conventional solicitude before concluding
that I was adequately recovered and that conventional solicitude
was no longer the relevant register.

"I owe you an apology," I told her, when we had a moment on
the porch alone.

She looked at me with a warmth that was entirely
unsentimental. "You owe me a good bottle of something from that
cellar and an honest account of yourself, which is not the same
thing."

"For the jealousy. For being an obstacle to your announcing
your engagement."

"I was in no hurry," she said. "Beth was in no hurry.
Chalmers was in no hurry. The only person in a hurry to feel bad
about it was you." She settled in her chair with the satisfied
ease of someone fully occupying the space she is in. "You were
not, as it happens, the reason we waited to announce. Eva's
engagement had been announced first and I did not want to crowd

her season. The timing was inconvenient and you made it more
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inconvenient by being difficult about it, and that is the full
extent of the harm."

"I was more than difficult."

"Yes, you were. And then you stopped." She looked at me with
the directness that was her characteristic mode. "The question of
whether you and Chalmers are actually friends, which you have
been circling around for a year and a half, is the more
interesting one. I would like you to settle it before I have him
to dinner again."

"We are friends," I said. "I have known it for some time. I
was being obstinate about it."

"Good. He has known it longer." She glanced toward the
doorway, where the sounds of Warriner and Beth in conversation
drifted from the drawing room. "He is a person who forgives
quickly and does not make a ceremony of it. You will find that he
was never waiting for anything."

I found, talking to Hilda Powers that evening, that she was
one of those people who make certain things clear by virtue of
their own clarity—not by instruction or advice but simply by
being, in their own person, an example of the thing you are
trying to understand. What she was an example of was the
straightforward proposition that you could be fully present in
your own life without requiring everything around you to be
resolved. She and Warriner had gotten engaged in February, had
waited until August to tell anyone except Beth, had watched an
entire household drama play itself out in the interim, and had

apparently been fine throughout. They had been fine not because
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the drama was irrelevant to them but because they were
fundamentally stable people who did not need external stability
as a precondition for internal ease.

Beth, I thought, had always had this quality. I was still
developing it. The summer and its crisis had advanced the
development considerably.

The recovery was slower than I would have preferred and
faster than Marcy thought it would be, which is the outcome I
generally aim for. Young Hugh was shy with me for the first two
days in a way that cost me something to see and then stopped
being shy all at once, as children do, and was afterward entirely
at home in my bed demanding things. By the end of the week I was
sitting up, and by the end of the next I was in a chair on the
east porch watching the Hundred operate under the summer sun with
the feeling of a man who has narrowly missed losing something he
did not previously know how to measure the value of.

Warriner came to dinner on the seventh day. He looked well;
he had the quality, in the aftermath of a crisis, of a person who
has done what they were supposed to do and has no particular
interest in discussing it. We sat on the porch after dinner, the
three of us, in the warm June evening, and I put the question
that had been forming since I woke up.

"What was it that killed John Thaneford?"

"The same thing that killed everyone in that room," said
Warriner. He pulled out his pipe and looked at it. "But let me

begin in a different place. There is something I have owed you an
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explanation about for the better part of two years, and the time
has come to offer it."

"Warriner," I said, with the feeling of a man about to
receive a well-deserved correction.

"You were jealous of me," he said, "which was both
flattering and incorrect. The reason for my presence in
Stockbridge, and for whatever understanding appeared to exist
between Betty and me—the reason it was secret, and the reason she
could not explain it to you—was that Hilda Powers and I had been
engaged since February of last year. Hilda wanted to delay the
announcement until after her sister Eva's wedding. Eva had been
engaged first and Hilda felt it would crowd her to announce at
the same time."

I sat with this.

"Betty had known since February," he went on. "She had been
Hilda's confidante in the matter and could not in good conscience
betray it, even to resolve a misunderstanding."

"Even to resolve her husband's jealousy."

"She thought the lesson might be useful." He paused. "She
was not wrong."

"No," I said. "She wasn't." I looked at my wife, who was
looking at the ornamental water with the composed expression of a
person who has decided to allow the conversation to proceed
without comment. "I am sorry," I said to Warriner. "I behaved
badly and I know it."

"You behaved the way a man behaves when he's frightened of

losing something he hasn't fully admitted he has," said Warriner,
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with the directness that was his characteristic mode. "It's not
admirable but it is comprehensible. I accepted your apology on
the lawn. It's done."

We were quiet for a moment. The nighttime sounds of the
Hundred came and went around us—crickets, an owl somewhere in the
lindens, the soft water-sound from the direction of the creek.

"Hilda and I were married in April," Warriner continued. "We
are back from our honeymoon. They are coming to dinner next week.
You will be well enough to be adequately apologetic."”

"I will be both well enough and very pleased to be so," I
said, and meant it.

"Good." He settled back in his chair. "Now. What killed John
Thaneford."

He explained it carefully, in the methodical sequence that
he brought to all complex things. The thing that had killed John
Thaneford was the same thing that had killed the five people
before him, and if he had not walked into the beam that day it
would have killed me instead—or tried to. Because there was the
crucial difference. When Jem and his assistant had repaired the
Grapes window and replaced the purple bullseye lenses without
numbering them, they had unknowingly scrambled the position of
the one lens among the twenty that was not an ordinary glass
bullseye. The glaziers had put it back somewhere in the cluster—
they could not know which position it had been in because they
had not paid attention, all the lenses being, as far as they
could tell, alike. It had ended up in a different position from

its original one. And that meant the beam it produced on solstice
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noon no longer fell on the desk chair. It fell, instead, on the
section of floor between the desk and the window.

"When I came into the room," said Warriner, "I knew the lens
had been moved but I did not know to where. I stayed against the
wall, out of direct sunlight, because I was not certain where the
beam was falling. John Thaneford was not aware that any change
had been made. He expected the room to behave as it always had."

"He walked through it," I said.

"He was coming for you," said Beth quietly. "Whether to
attack you or to release you—I believe he had changed his mind
about something at the last moment, and he was coming to act on
it. And he walked straight through the path of the beam."

"Was he in possession of the full secret?" I asked. "Did he
know what the mechanism was?"

"He knew enough," said Warriner. "He knew the dates. He knew
the room. He knew what happened to people who sat in the chair on
solstice noon. His father had built the mechanism and watched it
operate for sixty years, and had told his son enough to make him
useful—useful as an observer, useful as someone who could signal
a confederate when the room was clear. Whether he understood the
physics of it, I doubt. The journal suggests his father kept the
actual science to himself."

"The journal," I said. "You were able to read it."

"Betty read it," said Warriner. He looked at her with the
expression of a man giving credit where it unambiguously belongs.
"On the train from Stockbridge to New York, then from New York to

Maryland, when she finally had the correct key-sentence. By the
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time we arrived she knew exactly what was in that library and
exactly why it was dangerous."

"But not," said Beth, "exactly how the mechanism worked, or
which lens to avoid. We knew someone was likely to be in the
room. We knew it was June the twenty-first and noon was
approaching. We came through the garden as fast as we could."

I looked at my wife in the warm evening light. She had
solved a cipher in a moving car under some pressure, read the
decoded account of a sixty-year murder machine, and arrived at
the postern door with a loaded gun at approximately the right
moment. I found that I had run out of adequate things to say,
which she seemed to understand, and she shook her head slightly
in the way she had when she considered a thing to be self-evident
and not requiring further elaboration.

"The journal," I said. "I want to hear it. All of it."

"Tomorrow," said Warriner, knocking his pipe against the
porch rail. "Tonight I am going to Powersthorp. Hilda is waiting,
and the night is young, and I have been working hard."

He said his good nights, walked to his car in the dark, and
drove out through the iron gates with his tail-light winking
through the lindens. Beth took my hand, and we sat for a long
time on the porch in the quiet June night of Hildebrand Hundred,
not speaking, which was its own kind of conversation, and one we

had always been good at.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

A LOST CLUE

Warriner came back the following evening, and Hilda Powers

came with him. She was exactly as I remembered her from the
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county gatherings of our first summer at the Hundred—large, warm,
intelligent, possessed of a laugh that arrived without warning
and was entirely genuine. She kissed Beth on both cheeks and
shook my hand with the directness of someone who has decided she
likes you and is not shy about indicating it. Marriner sat beside
her with the quiet contentment of a man who has arrived, after
some time, at exactly the right place.

We had dinner first, and let the dinner be what it was—four
people at a table who had been through a complicated year and
were glad to be sitting down together—and it was only afterward,
over coffee on the porch in the cooling evening, that the story
resumed.

"Your turn," said Warriner, settling back in his chair and
directing this at Beth. "I'll supply the scientific annotations."

Beth had her portfolio on her knee—the one she had carried
to Stockbridge and back—and from it she drew out a folded sheet
of paper that I recognized as the Vigenere square she had made in
the library months ago, and another sheet covered in her clear,
careful hand. She looked at me.

"Tell me where you want me to begin," she said.

"With the cipher. With how you finally solved it."

"All right. But first—the dates." She smoothed out the
second sheet. "Chalmers looked up the birth and death records at
Saint Saviour's before he came to Stockbridge. He typed them out
so everything could be seen at once. I'll read them."

She read them in order: Yardley Hildebrand, died June 20,

1963. Randall Hildebrand, died June 22, 1964. Horace Hildebrand,
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died June 22, 1967. Richard Hildebrand, died June 20, 2024.
Francis Hildebrand Graeme, died June 14, 2025. Elise Trevor, died
June 20, 2026. John Thaneford, died June 22, 2026.

"Do you see it?" she asked.

I looked at the list. Then I saw it, and felt the particular
chill that comes when a pattern that has been hiding in plain
sight suddenly makes itself visible.

"Every single death falls between the twentieth and the
twenty-second of June," I said.

"The summer solstice," said Warriner. "The three-day period
around the twenty-first when the sun reaches its maximum
elevation in the northern hemisphere. The only period in the year
when its angle through the Grapes window was sufficient to send
the beam onto the desk chair."

"Which is why Richard survived for fifty-seven years," said
Beth. "Effingham told me—Richard Hildebrand detested the summer
heat and left the Hundred every year by the first of June without
exception. He would spend the summer months in the mountains and
return in September. He had done this since he was a young man,
and he simply continued the habit year after year, entirely
unaware of what he was avoiding. In 2024, his last year, he was
too unwell to travel. So he stayed, and he died on the twentieth
of June, and everyone assumed it was his age finally catching up
with him."

"And Horace survived three years," I said.

"Horace had bad luck from Fielding Thaneford's perspective,"

said Warriner. "The journal will explain it fully. The key
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element is that the mechanism only works when the solstice sun is
shining—cloud cover blocks the beam. In Horace's case, his first
two solstice periods were heavily overcast. In 1864, there was a
solar eclipse on June twenty-first that lasted through most of
the afternoon. By the time June 1965 came around, with clear
weather, the trap was finally able to operate.”

"So the mechanism had been in place since 1961," I said.
"And everyone who died in it died on a clear June day close to
the solstice."

"Every one," confirmed Beth. She set down the date sheet and
picked up the Vigenere square. "Now. The cipher. I want you to
understand how long this took, because the solution, when it
finally came, was so simple that I found it almost insulting."

She explained it methodically. She had been working on the
journal for months, convinced that the key-sentence was somehow
embedded in the numbers 1-4-2-4-8. The obvious first approach was
to write the numbers out as words: One-four-two-four-eight. Using
this as the key-sentence and applying it to the first lines of
the journal had produced an encouraging beginning: T-H-A-N-E-C-0O-
U—the start of 'Thane Court,' unmistakably. And then, at the
ninth letter, chaos. No decipherable word would come out of what
followed. She had tried dozens of variations without finding her
way back to a consistent reading.

"Tell him the moment of discovery," said Warriner, who had
clearly heard this account before and enjoyed it.

"It was the morning your letter arrived," she said. "The

letter about the window. June the twenty-first. I was sitting at
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the desk in Stockbridge with the key-sentence written out, for
what felt like the ten thousandth time."

She wrote it out now, on the margin of her sheet:

WONFORTOOFORATE

"I had been staring at those letters for so long that I had
stopped seeing them as a sequence of sounds and started seeing
them as shapes. And then, quite suddenly, I saw a word in the
last five letters."

"Orate," I said.

"Orate. And then, looking further, Fort in the middle. And
Won at the beginning." She marked the divisions: W-O-N, F-O-R-T,
0-O-F, O-R-A-T-E. "Every section was a word. Except the third
one. O-O-F."

"Which is," I said slowly, "a perfectly real word. Online
slang for distress or discomfort."

"Yes, but Fielding Thaneford was not a person who used
internet slang. He was an optical physicist born in 1934. O-O-F
made no sense in his vocabulary. Which meant the double-0 was
wrong."

"The number two," I said. "Two can be spelled T-W-O. But it
can also be spelled T-0."

"Exactly. I had written 'too'—two O's—when the intended word
was simply 'to'. The preposition." She redrew the division marks:
W-O-N, F-O-R-T, O-F, O-R-A-T-E. "Won. Fort. Of. Orate. It is not

a graceful sentence, but it is grammatically possible, and more
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importantly it is the kind of thing a man might remember—a
mnemonic phrase, deliberately absurd, easy to hold in the mind
precisely because it makes no ordinary sense."

"And it decoded the journal."

"Every word of it." She looked at her portfolio. "Chalmers
and I took turns working through it on the train. We had the
complete text by the time we reached the Maryland border. By
Baltimore we knew everything."

"Except whether the day would be clear," said Warriner. "The
death mechanism requires direct sunlight. On an overcast solstice
day it cannot operate. We were not certain of the weather until
we were well south of Washington and could see what the sky was
doing."

"It was clear," I said.

"It was a perfect June day," said Beth. There was nothing in
her voice as she said it, but I understood what the perfect June
day had meant from her side of it—the knowledge she was carrying,
the drive south, the postern key in her pocket, the question of
whether they would arrive in time. She had never said a word
about any of it since I woke up, and I knew her well enough to
understand that she would not say more now unless I asked, and
that asking was probably not the right thing to do.

"And so," I said, "what did the journal say? What was
Fielding Thaneford's secret?"

Warriner reached into his jacket and produced a sheaf of

printed pages—the decoded text, copied out during the train
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journey in Beth's clear hand and then typed up afterward. He
weighed it in his hand for a moment.

"There is a short preamble," he said. "And then the main
document, which is long. Betty and I read it together. I would
rather hear her read it aloud to you now. Some of it is
difficult."

Beth looked at me. I nodded.

She took the pages from Warriner, settled them in order in

her lap, and began to read.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

THE GRAPES OF WRATH

The porch was very quiet. Hilda sat with her hands in her

lap and her eyes on the distance. Warriner had his pipe but was
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not smoking it. I held Beth's hand without being aware of doing

it.

She read.

Thane Court, Maryland. August 3, 1995. Now that a son
has been born to me, Fielding Thaneford, and I am able to
set down these words with that fact established, I will
record in order the form and measure of my quarrel with the
Hildebrand family and with what has been done in the
furtherance of it. I am a precise man in most things and I
intend to be precise here. The facts require no
embellishment.

In 1952 I was twenty-two years old. Yardley Hildebrand
was approximately forty-six. We were friends in the way that
two men who share an interest in a technical subject
sometimes become friends across an age difference that would
otherwise prevent it—he was a chemist, I was a physicist
specializing in optics, and we found in each other an
interlocutor who could follow an argument. That is all the
friendship between us was, and I do not claim it was more.

Then Evelyn Mansfield came, and Yardley Hildebrand used
his money to take her away from me.

I will be exact about this too. Evelyn was not
mercenary. She was twenty-one years old, her family had
sustained serious financial losses, and Yardley Hildebrand
presented himself as a solution to a problem that had no

other good solution available. She knew I existed and she
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knew what I felt, and she married Yardley Hildebrand anyway,
in 1953, because the practical arithmetic of the situation
left her no real choice. I understood this at the time and I
understand it now. My quarrel is not with her.

They were married from June 1953 until Evelyn died in
the autumn of 1960. He was fifty-four and she was twenty-
nine. In the seven years of the marriage he broke two of her
ribs, fractured one of her cheekbones on a separate
occasion, and I believe caused the miscarriage of what would
have been their only child. None of this was known publicly
because in those years it was very rarely known publicly
when such things happened between a husband and his wife. I
knew because I maintained a careful proximity to the
situation and because Evelyn, toward the end, told me.

She died of a pulmonary embolism in October 1960. The
medical certificate was straightforward; there was no reason
to question it. At the viewing in the ballroom of the
Hundred I found the opportunity to push back the sleeve of
her dress, and saw the marks of his hands on her arm—old
marks, healed, but unmistakable to a person who knew what
they were looking for.

I made my decision standing beside her coffin.

Yardley Hildebrand had succeeded to the ownership of
the Hundred in 1962, after his father Oliver's death. He had
expressed a wish to build a proper library addition, and
since I had by that point moved from pure optics research

into the broader field of architectural physics—the study of
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light behavior in enclosed spaces—he asked me to oversee the
design. I accepted. I took the commission, and in the
process I designed something that was not in the plans I
showed him.

What I have to explain now requires some precision, and
I will provide it. Modern physics is well acquainted with
the electromagnetic spectrum and with the various ways in
which solar radiation interacts with living tissue. What is
less generally understood—and what I had been investigating,
at the margins of my formal research, for several years
before I built the Hundred's library—is that sunlight
contains a narrow-band component in the near-ultraviolet
range that exhibits unusual focusing properties under
specific conditions of atmospheric pressure and humidity.
Under ordinary circumstances this component is absorbed and
scattered before it reaches ground level in concentrated
form, but when filtered and optically focused it becomes
something quite different. I call it the Sigma ray, which is
simply a name I have always used for it in my own notes. I
do not expect this terminology to survive my death; the
phenomenon itself will certainly be rediscovered, and
whoever does so will assign it whatever designation they
prefer. I am not vain about the nomenclature.

What I am is precise about the effect. The Sigma ray,
when focused by a correctly ground lens of sufficient
aperture onto a small target area, delivers to that target

an energy concentration that is instantaneously lethal to
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neural tissue. The mechanism of death is a rapid local
thermal event in the brain—a brief, contained, and utterly
invisible burst of heat, inflicted from a distance of
several hundred feet, leaving no external mark and producing
a lesion indistinguishable to ordinary autopsy from the
worst recorded cases of heatstroke. There is no sound, no
instrument, no projectile. The subject falls. That is all.

I built the lens. It is formed to resemble a standard
purple glass bullseye of the kind used in decorative stained
glass windows. It is optically correct in every visible
respect—the same color, the same approximate curvature, the
same size as the twenty ordinary bullseyes surrounding it in
the Grapes of Eschol window on the right-hand side of the
library fireplace. The only significant difference is that
it focuses. The ordinary bullseyes do not.

I placed the lens in the third position of the upper
row of the largest grape cluster. I calculated, with
considerable care, the angle at which it must be set to
direct its focused beam onto the head of any person seated
in the fixed chair at the teakwood desk—the chair whose
mounting I had designed to be permanent and irremovable, for
exactly this purpose. The calculation is not simple because
it must account for the annual variation in the sun's
elevation. Only when the sun approaches its solstice
maximum—in the three or four days around the twenty-first of
June—does it achieve the precise angle required. For the

rest of the year the direct solar beam does not reach the
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upper section of the Grapes window, and the lens focuses
nothing.

The work was completed in the spring of 1961. I had not
intended to be present for the first operation of the
mechanism. But on the morning of June 20, 1961, I found
myself at my observation point on Sugar Loaf with my
telephoto glass, watching.

Yardley Hildebrand came into the library at
approximately eleven-forty and sat down at the desk. Through
the glass I could follow his movements precisely. He was
reading something; he did not look up. At eight minutes
before noon, what appeared through the lens as a thin stroke
of deep purple entered the room from the window and struck
the upper portion of his field of vision. He toppled to the
floor.

The apparatus had operated with complete accuracy.
Evelyn Mansfield had been avenged, as much as such things
can be.

Subsequently, I watched Randall Hildebrand die in the
same room on June 22 of the following year. He lasted a
single year in the Hundred's possession and I confess I
found him a poor subject for my patience. His brother Horace
gave me more trouble. The June periods of 1963 and 1964 were
overcast and rainy, and on the twenty-first of June 1964 a
solar eclipse eliminated any possibility of operation. On
June 22, 1965, however, the sky was clear, and Horace died

as the others had died, alone at the desk where the
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Hildebrands conduct the business of their lordship over the
Hundred, without any witness except the man with the glass
on the hill.

Richard Hildebrand then succeeded, and here my patience
has been tested in earnest. Richard is an old man's habit
disguised as a preference: he leaves the Hundred before the
first of June every year, without fail, for the mountains,
and returns only in September. He has done this since long
before my mechanism was in place, and he does it out of
nothing more consequential than a dislike of the summer
heat. He has escaped me for fifty-nine years for no more
reason than that.

August 3, 1995. Today my son John has been born. I am
setting this down because my purpose must outlast me, and
because John should understand, when he is old enough to
receive this account, what his inheritance is and what it
requires of him. The Hundred belongs to the Thaneford family
by every claim that matters: Richard's sister Jocelyn is
John's mother, which makes John the nearest blood heir.
Richard is old and has no children. When he dies, the
property should pass to John. If Richard sees reason and
makes proper provision in his will, I am prepared to leave
him in peace. If he does not, the Sigma ray will accomplish
what justice could not.

In the meantime I have offered Francis Graeme the same

terms. He accepted, and named John as the residual heir in
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his will. I accepted this arrangement. The Sigma ray
remained on guard.

This account is complete. If it is being read by
someone other than my son, then either John is dead or my
plans have miscarried in some other way, and what I have
built in the Grapes window continues to operate, waiting, as
it has always waited, with the patience of a mechanism that
does not tire and does not forget.

FIELDING THANEFORD

June 20, 2024. Richard Hildebrand died today. Francis

Graeme has succeeded to the Hundred.

July 10, 2024. I have offered Francis Graeme his
continued safety on the same terms I offered Richard. He has

agreed. John Thaneford remains the named heir.

Beth set the pages face down on her knee.

None of us spoke for a full minute. The evening sounds of
the Hundred continued around us—the crickets, the water, the
faint breeze in the lindens—entirely indifferent to what had just
been read on the porch.

"He changed his mind," said Hilda quietly. She had been
sitting perfectly still through the whole of it. "At the end.

When he was dying. He gave Beth the combination to the safe."
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"He gave her the key to the journal," said Warriner. "Yes."
He turned his pipe in his hands without lighting it. "He built
the thing as a weapon of personal revenge against a specific man,
and it outlived his original purpose by decades, and it killed
five people who had nothing to do with that revenge. And at the
end, apparently, he wanted it stopped."

"Too late for six of them," I said.

"Yes."

Beth had folded the pages and was holding them with both
hands in her lap. She was looking at the ornamental water, which
had gone dark now in the failing light, just catching the first
few stars.

"He said the lens was in the third position of the upper row
of the largest cluster," I said. "He built it in that position.
But when Jem's crew replaced the bullseyes without numbering
them—"

"The third position of the upper row could have been
anything," said Warriner. "They tumbled twenty identical-looking
lenses into a tray and put them back without any reference to
original position. The probability of the Sigma lens ending up in
the same location was one in twenty." He paused. "It did not."

"Where did it end up?"

"I don't know precisely, and I intend to keep it that way."
He finally lit his pipe, and the small flame illuminated his face
for a moment. "The window and everything in it is gone. I had

every fragment of glass from the library cleared and buried
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before the walls were secured. If any piece of it contains the
Sigma lens I want it under six feet of earth."

We sat for a while longer in the dark. There did not seem to
be anything adequate to add to what had been read, and we did not
try to add it.

After a time, Warriner and Hilda said their good nights and
drove through the iron gates and away under the lindens. Beth and
I remained on the porch in the specific quiet that comes after a
story has been told in full, and the story is a true one, and

there is nothing left to explain.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THE END OF THE COIL
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The walls of the library wing had taken less damage from the
fire than I had initially feared. Stone and old brick are more
durable than the timber they enclose, and once the roof had
fallen in the outward structure largely held. Within a week of
the fire, Warriner—who had taken a professional interest in the
question of what to do with the ruins—walked the perimeter and
delivered his opinion that a full rebuild was feasible and that
the original dimensions and proportions could be maintained. The
question was only what to put inside.

The stained glass windows were gone. All four of the tall
windows along the fourth wall had shattered or melted in the
heat, and the accumulated broken glass lay in the debris of the
library floor. This was perhaps the most delicate part of the
entire aftermath, and Warriner handled it personally. He had the
debris cleared systematically and sorted, and every fragment of
glass from those windows was collected, catalogued, and then
buried in a location that he declined to specify with any
precision. His reasoning was straightforward: we did not know
which of the twenty purple bullseyes had been the Sigma lens, and
since we could not identify it by sight, the only safe course was
to treat all of them as potentially dangerous.

"Any one of them could be the lens," he said, the morning
after he had finished. "Probably nineteen of them are ordinary
glass and one is something that should not exist. The problem is
that I cannot determine which is which without constructing a

test apparatus that I do not want to construct, because the
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process of testing would require pointing it at something. So
they are buried."

"Deeply?" I asked.

"Very." He was not going to tell me where, and I did not
press him. Some information is more useful unshared.

The teakwood desk was gone too, consumed with the rest of
the library's furnishings. The bronze-mounted swivel chair, being
metal, had survived the fire in a technical sense—its mechanical
components remained—but the leather and the fittings were
destroyed, and what remained was a twisted bronze base and a
steel axle bolted into the floor, recognizable as furniture only
if you already knew what it had been. I had a contractor remove
it entirely, cutting the bolts at the floor level. The floor was
repaired and refinished, and within a month there was no trace of
where it had stood.

This I found, unreasonably, to be a relief.

The rebuilding of the library wing occupied the better part
of the following year. I had decided from the start that the room
would be rebuilt to its original dimensions and that the
bookshelves, the dome, the iron galleries, and the general
character of the space would be restored. The teakwood desk was
replaced with a good writing table of similar proportions but
without the bronze mounting. The leather chairs were new, and the
Eastern rugs were new, and the Actaeon tapestry, which had been
removed before the fire when we cleared the library of its

moveable contents, was rehung above the entrance door in its
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original position. The silver-tipped grizzly bearskin was cleaned
and returned to the hearth.

The windows were the question that took longest to resolve.
For several months we discussed and deferred, and the spaces
where the four tall windows had stood were boarded over and
covered with temporary shutters that kept the weather out but
admitted no light. The room, during this period, was usable but
dim, and the specific quality that the stained glass had given
it—that deep, complex, living color—was absent in a way that the
whole room felt.

It was Beth who settled it, as she settled most of the
things that required both a practical decision and a clear sense
of what mattered.

"The 0ld Testament scenes were beautiful," she said one
evening. "They were also violent, and they were the frame around
the thing that was built into them. I don't want to reproduce
them. But I want windows of the same quality." She had been in
correspondence for some months with a stained glass studio in
Roanoke that specialized in historic restoration work. "There are
pastoral themes of the same period and tradition," she said.
"Green pastures and still water. The Parsifal meadows on Good
Friday morning, with the lilies and the new grass. The hills of
the everlasting country. I want beauty in those windows, not
wrath."

The new windows were installed in the spring. They were of
the same scale as the originals, of the same quality of glass,

made to the same leaded construction. The light they admitted was
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entirely different in character—softer, more various, without the
dark intensity that the 0ld Testament scenes had given the room.
The Korah window, through whose predella Thaneford had watched
the library for sixty years, was replaced by a meadow scene of
such quiet that it was difficult, standing before it, to imagine
anything violent having happened in the room they now
illuminated.

I have described the library throughout these memoirs as the
room where everything of consequence happened, the room that held
the mystery and the weight of the house. It still does, in some
sense—the teakwood desk replaced, the windows new, the terrible
swivel-chair gone, and yet the character of the space persisting,
that quality of presence I noticed on the first afternoon I
walked through the door. What has changed is what the presence
is. It was, for sixty years, a place where something was waiting.
Now it is simply a room in a very old house, and what it contains
is books, and light, and the comfortable evidence that people
live here and intend to go on doing so.

This is where I am sitting now, writing the last pages of
this account. The sun lies warm and even on the oak floor,
entirely without menace. The new windows are doing their quiet
work with the afternoon light. I can hear Beth's shears in the
garden below the terrace—she has been cultivating the rose bed
this week with the focused attention she brings to physical work,
which is the same focused attention she brings to everything—and

occasionally I can hear young Hugh's voice from the direction of
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the south lawn, where he is doing whatever four-year-olds do with
the serious autonomy they bring to the enterprise.

I owe, at this point, some account of the things I have not
yet addressed.

Ten years have passed since the morning in the library, and
the Hundred looks much as it always has looked—the yellow brick
warm in afternoon light, the linden avenue full and straight, the
ornamental water doing its steady reflective work through all
weathers. Richard Hildebrand's great-great-great-something had
looked at this view in the early seventeenth century and decided
it was where his family would be. I look at it from the library
window and understand, with a completeness that took me longer to
arrive at than it should have, why he made the decision he made.

Young Hugh is ten years old this November. He is a large,
serious, outdoors child who is happier on a horse than off one
and who has developed, this past year, a proprietary interest in
the creek's fishing that has produced, at intervals, a large
creel and a considerable personal confidence in his judgment
about water and weather. He has the dark Hildebrand coloring and
the jaw that Beth says is the Graeme set, and a quality of
focused attention that is entirely his own. Doctor Marcy, who
delivered him and has been his godfather every day since, says
that he will be formidable. I think he already is.

Marcy himself is sixty-eight and will not retire—he says he
will retire when there is someone in the county who understands
the work well enough to take it over properly, and since no such

person has yet materialized he considers himself contractually
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obligated to continue. He is at the Hundred for dinner at
intervals and at the Powersthorp equally often, and has been,
through all the years since the fire, the kind of presence that a
family requires: steady, honest, competent, and completely
without pretension about any of it.

Warriner and Hilda's daughter is nine, a month younger than
young Hugh, and the two of them have developed the specific
cousinly relationship that involves equal parts collaborative
enterprise and competitive pride that is the best possible
outcome for children in proximity. Hilda and Beth are at each
other's houses more than they are apart, which is a situation
that suits everyone involved. Warriner and I have the friendship
that Hilda told me, on the porch that first evening of my
recovery, was already present and waiting. She was right. It was
already there.

Thane Court is farmland now, productive and well-maintained.
The iron entrance gates were salvageable and I had them reused
for a gap in the east fence, where they work well and look right.
The ruins of the house were cleared and the foundation is covered
in cover crop that has been good for the soil. Whether we will
build there eventually is a question I have not decided. The land
is content to wait for the decision, which is its characteristic
quality.

The questions that I set down in this account—the ones that
took a year and a half to answer, and the ones that still do not
have quite the answers I would have chosen—have settled into the

specific condition of understood things. Not resolved exactly,
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because very few things are; but understood, with the particular
patience that the Hundred seems to ask of its inhabitants, which
is the patience of a place that has contained four centuries of

human action and expects to contain more.

Fielding Thaneford's decoded journal. We discussed its fate
at some length, Beth and Warriner and I, in the weeks after the
fire. There are arguments for preservation: it is a historical
document, evidence of a series of crimes that were never
officially investigated, and it may matter someday to have a
record of what was done and who did it. There are arguments for
destruction: the journal contains the full technical description
of the Sigma ray and the optical conditions required to isolate
it, and Warriner's position is that this information should not
outlast its discoverer any more than the lens should outlast its
setting.

We kept it. Beth argued for this with the quiet certainty
she brings to arguments she has already decided, and I agreed
with her. It is in the library safe, which is the small
combination safe that was brought from the Thane Court ruins and
which has sat under the staircase and then in the library through
all the events of this account. The combination is not 1-4-2-4-8.
I changed it.

Thane Court. The property is ours, as it has been since the
auction, and the land is being farmed as part of the Hundred
operation. The ruins of the house were cleared in the autumn, and
the site was seeded with cover crop. Whether we will eventually

build on it or leave it as farmland, I have not decided. The iron
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entrance gates were intact; I had them rehung on new stone piers.
They look well.

The question of Elise Trevor's death, and of the five
preceding deaths, was never formally reopened. John Thaneford
died of an apparent cardiac event—the same mechanism that killed
the others—in a room where I had been found the following
morning, disoriented, in the aftermath of the fire and the
physical stress of having been bound for several hours. Marcy's
certificate reflected this straightforwardly. I do not feel that
anything has been left unresolved that a formal inquiry would
have resolved better; the person responsible for the deaths was
Fielding Thaneford, and Fielding Thaneford died of a stroke
eighteen months ago, paralyzed and speechless, in the four-poster
bed of the red room at Hildebrand Hundred, with Beth holding his
hand.

I find that I am unable to be uncomplicated about this. He
was a difficult man who had done terrible things with the full
conviction of their justice, and who had, at the very end, tried
to give us the means to stop what he had set in motion. These are
not contradictory facts about a person, only simultaneous ones. I
closed his eyes and arranged his hands, and I have thought about
him periodically since, and I expect I will continue to.

Warriner and Hilda were here for dinner last week. Hilda is
expecting their first child in January, which pleases everyone.
Warriner has been, for the past year, working with a colleague at
Johns Hopkins on a paper about unusual optical phenomena in

historic architectural glass, written in sufficiently generalized
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terms that it will be published without connecting anything to
the specific events at Hildebrand Hundred. He finds this
professionally satisfying, which I understand. He is also,
incidentally, the best friend I have made in my adult life, and
the fact that it took me eighteen months of jealous stupidity to
recognize this is something I intend to go on being embarrassed
about for some years.

The Vigenere square is still in Beth's desk drawer, where
she put it the evening we first tried to decode the journal. I
looked at it recently when I was looking for something else. It
is a complete 26-by-26 grid in her clear, patient hand, every row
and column perfectly formed, executed with the same unhurried
care she brings to everything. Across the top of the page, in the
margin, she has written in pencil: Won fort of orate. And beneath
it, smaller: 1-4-2-4-8. And beneath that, still smaller, so that
I had to hold the page up to the light to read it: the safe
combination was the easy part.

Young Hugh is on the south lawn. I can see him from the
library window—a small, determined figure with the Hildebrand
dark coloring and the Graeme set of jaw, standing in the middle
of the grass with his legs planted wide and his gaze traveling
outward over the fields of the Hundred in the exact posture of a
person who is surveying something that belongs to them and
intends to be thoroughly familiar with it. He is four years old.
The Hundred will be his someday, and I believe he will be equal

to it.
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The roses Beth is cutting will be on the dinner table
tonight. The lindens are in their full summer leaf. The
ornamental water is still and bright, and the old brick of the
house is warm in the afternoon sun, and the library where I am
sitting is exactly what a library in a very old house ought to
be: full of books, and light, and the comfortable weight of four
hundred years of continuous habitation pressing gently against
the walls.

I started writing this account as a way of making sense of a
series of events that I did not fully understand while they were
happening. I am not certain I fully understand them now, but I
have learned several things in the writing of it, the most
important of which is this: I came to Hildebrand Hundred as a
stranger to my own family's history, and I was given, within the
space of a single day, an inheritance I had not expected and a
mystery I had not asked for. Both of them turned out to be much
larger than they first appeared. And the person who helped me
navigate both of them—who was clearer-eyed and more patient and
considerably braver than I was throughout—was sitting next to me
in the car when I arrived, though I did not yet know it.

There are things I have not described in full because they
were not mine to describe—the quality of Beth’s courage in those
last hours of the library fire, driving south from Stockbridge
with a gun in the car and the postern key in her pocket and the
decoded journal in her lap, not knowing whether she would be in
time. I know the facts of it because she told me, once, in the

deliberate way she told me things she had decided to tell: the
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weather changing south of Washington, the sky clearing, the
recognition that the day was going to be clear and what that
meant. The decision to come through the garden rather than the
front entrance. The sound of the fire taking hold overhead as
they came through the postern passage.

She has never told me what she felt in those minutes, and I
have never asked, because the posture she maintained when she
came into the room—the gun in her two-handed grip, the assessment
of the situation arriving in fractions of a second, the
steadiness afterward—told me everything I needed to know about
what she had been carrying and how she had been carrying it. She
held it the way she held everything difficult: completely, and
without performing the holding.

Warriner told me once that when he pulled up to the Hundred
that morning he found her in the garden with the gun already out,
walking fast toward the postern door. He said he had formed the
intention of suggesting a slower and more cautious approach, and
then had looked at her face and concluded that the suggestion
would not have been useful.

“She already knew what she was doing,” he said. “I was there
to be helpful, which I endeavored to be. But the operational
decision was hers.”

This is accurate. It has always been accurate.

The legal complications of that summer required the better
part of a year to resolve. John Thaneford’s estate was insolvent—
the financial difficulties that had driven the sale of Thane

Court had been more extensive than anyone knew—and the settlement
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of his affairs involved several creditors and two civil
proceedings that Mr. Eldon managed with the patience and
precision that were his characteristic instruments. The question
of what had occurred in the library on the morning of June the
twenty-first was answered, for legal purposes, by Marcy'’s
certificate: John Thaneford had suffered a sudden cardiac event
in the library of Hildebrand Hundred. The certificate was
factually supportable and no one chose to support anything else.
The truth of what had happened was in the journal, which was in
the safe, and the safe was in the library, and the only people
who knew the combination were the two of us and Warriner.
Sheriff Greenough came by one afternoon in late July—the
first time I had seen him since the crossroads on the day of
Francis Graeme'’s funeral, over a year before. He was cordial, and
he did not ask questions that would have required answers I had
not prepared. We talked about the damage to the library wing and
the proposed rebuilding, and he said he hoped the place would be
back to rights before the winter, and I said I expected it would
be, and he drove back through the iron gates and down the linden
avenue in the direction of the county seat, and that was that.
There are things I have thought about in the years since
that I have not reached a settled position on. Whether Elise
Trevor chose the library chair with full knowledge of what she
was doing—and the answer, based on what she wrote, is yes—and
whether that choice constitutes a form of honor or a form of
waste is a question I have turned over without arriving at a

conclusion I feel confident in. She was a woman who loved badly
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and served that love with a fidelity that did not, in the end,
serve her. Fielding Thaneford described her, in the journal, as
the most intelligent person he had encountered in thirty years of
proximity to this house, and dismissed her intelligence as
something that operated in the service of the wrong allegiances.
He was not wrong about the intelligence. He may have been the
cause of the wrong allegiance; I have not decided.

John Thaneford I think of less often than I expected to, and
differently. He was not a good man in most of the senses that
matter, but he was a consistent one, and consistency of a certain
kind is its own kind of integrity even when the thing being
consistently pursued is something you cannot approve of. He told
me the truth in the library on the last night—that he did not
want to do it—and I believe he was telling the truth, and I
believe that truth did not stop him from having prepared to do it
anyway, and I believe that both of these things are
simultaneously accurate, which is the kind of observation about
human beings that loses its shock value after you have seen
enough of them.

I closed his eyes. I think this was the right thing to do. I
am not certain I would know what to do with a version of events
in which I had not.

The new windows took longer to install than expected. The
studio in Roanoke was meticulous about the glass quality—Beth had
been clear that meticulous was the standard, and when Beth is
clear about a standard the people she has been clear to tend to

take it seriously—and the panels arrived in February of the
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following year in padded crates of a protective thoroughness that
suggested the studio considered their work deserving of it. The
installation took two weeks.

I was in the library on the morning the last panel went in.
The lead came together at the final corner and the windows were
complete, and the room changed. It is not too much to say that.
The character of a room that has been five months without its
windows is a different character from the room with them present—
darker, flatter, less itself—and the return of the light was the
return of the room. The new windows admitted a softer light than
the o0ld ones had: greens and golds and the clear blue of sky and
water, the pastoral tradition in its best expression, without the
dark weight of wrath and consequence that the 0ld Testament
scenes had carried for sixty years.

I stood for a while in the changed light, and thought about
the room I had walked into on the evening of the will reading—the
afternoon light through the stained glass, the library arranged
around the great flat-topped desk, the tapestry of Actaeon above
the entrance door. That room is not entirely gone. The tapestry
is back in its place. The iron balconies are back, and the spiral
stairs, and the dome above. The leather chairs are new but of the
same pattern. What is gone is the desk with its bronze mounting,
and the windows of wrath, and the memory of what waited in them
for sixty years.

What remains is the room itself. And the room, it turns out,
is enough.

I do now.
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The shears have stopped in the garden. A moment later I hear
the terrace door, and then Beth's step in the corridor, and then
she is in the library doorway with a basket of roses and the
outdoor light still in her eyes, looking at me with the direct,
warm, entirely unperformed attention that she has given me since
the afternoon of the will reading, the specific look of a person
who sees you clearly and has decided to stay anyway.

"Still writing?" she says.

"Just finishing."

She sets the basket on the window seat and comes to look
over my shoulder at the page. After a moment she says: "That will
do."

I think she is right. That will do.



