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	1 — Vale & Company After Hours

	Vale & Company did not sleep cleanly. It settled by degrees, like a shop that had learned to rest only after every tray had been counted, every lamp banked, every drawer locked, and every unfinished order left where morning hands could find it without swearing. The front windows were shuttered against the dark street, but low amber light still showed through the cracks around the workroom door, touching the brass nameplate outside with enough glow to make the engraved letters visible from the pavement. VALE & COMPANY. Practical Apparatus, Repairs, Fine Mechanisms, Crystal Fittings. Ned had read those words too often in the first month, half proud and half suspicious, as though the sign might admit a mistake if watched long enough.

	Inside, the shop smelled of warm brass, old oil, lamp glass, paper, beeswax, cooling solder, and the faint mineral bite of stored crystal. Labelled trays lined the side benches in strict rows because Mattie had threatened to nail Ned’s hands to the counter if he “improved” her filing system after supper again. Three customer orders waited beneath pinned cards: a carriage ward-latch that stuck in rain, six nursery-safe glow buttons for a Kensington household, and a cracked inspection gauge from a small boiler works that could not afford a Crown Mechanic but could afford Ned if he kept the price honest. Behind the locked inner door, patent drawers held folded drawings, stamped copies, Livia’s terrifying clauses, and early plates marked with Ned’s maker’s stamp.

	A half-assembled course runner stood beneath a covered lamp on the rear bench, no bigger than a terrier and mostly legs at this stage. It had a spring body, small crystal guide bead, brass hip joints, and one foot Tom had filed flatter after announcing that no self-respecting dock rat would trip over its own toes twice. Slip had painted a rude little face on a scrap washer and hidden it in the parts tray. Ned had found it, laughed despite himself, and left it there.

	Above the shop, in the narrow room he used as bedroom, office overflow, and last refuge from customers, Ned slept badly in his shirtsleeves with one hand still near the notebook open beside his pillow. The last line on the page read: runner balance fails when turning under load, test wider rear foot. Beneath that, in Mattie’s sharper hand, someone had added: test after breakfast, not at one in the morning, you idiot.

	Ned stirred at the sound of the shop bell below. Not the daytime bell, bright and ordinary above the front door. This was the back bell, the one Tom had rigged to the private yard gate, low, cautious, and wrong for the hour. Ned opened his eyes into darkness, already reaching for his robe before he was fully awake.

	By the time Ned reached the stair, the bell had sounded again, low through the wall and floorboards, not frantic, but patient in a way that made patience feel threatening. He shoved one arm into his robe, missed the sleeve, swore under his breath, then found it on the second attempt while his bare feet met the cold boards. Downstairs, a floor latch clicked, followed by the scrape of Tom’s boots crossing the back passage.

	“Who knocks at this hour?” Tom called, his voice rough with sleep and suspicion. “Shop’s closed. If it’s a boiler gauge, it can leak respectfully till morning.”

	Ned took the stairs too quickly and had to catch the rail halfway down. The workroom below had changed shape in the thin night light. Benches that seemed orderly by day now looked crowded with half-built creatures, brass limbs, clamps, glass jars, and folded drawings. Mattie appeared from the office doorway in a shawl over her nightdress, one hand holding a small lamp and the other already reaching for the accounts drawer, as if even danger ought to be checked against paper.

	“Don’t open blind,” Mattie said sharply. “Ask proper.”

	Tom had reached the back door but not unbolted it. He glanced over his shoulder as Ned came down. “Heard you, Mattie. I’m not new.”

	“You were new yesterday when you let Slip talk you into buying twelve cracked carriage bells because he said they had character,” Mattie said.

	“They did have character,” a muffled voice said from somewhere beneath the front counter, followed by a thump and Slip’s offended groan. “Mostly tragic character, but still.”

	Ned blinked at the counter. “Why are you under there?”

	“Inventory,” Slip said, emerging with dust in his hair and a screwdriver behind one ear. “Also possibly a nap with paperwork nearby, which is practically work.”

	The bell sounded a third time. Tom’s humour vanished. Ned felt the old dock part of himself wake fully beneath the robe and sleep-rumpled shirt. Too late, too measured, too sure of being answered. He crossed to the workbench, took his wand-focus from the leather tray, and nodded once.

	Tom slid the viewing plate aside.

	A woman stood beyond the yard gate in a dark cloak with white visible beneath it and gold catching lamplight at the throat. Even through iron bars and night glass, Justicier Voss looked as if the street had become official around her.

	Tom’s hand tightened on the bolt. “Mr Vale,” he said, very carefully, “it’s white and gold.”

	Ned’s stomach dropped before his mind caught up. “Open it.”

	Mattie stepped nearer, lamp held high. “Ned.”

	“I know,” Ned said, though he didn’t know anything except that the Crown had found his private door. “Open it, Tom.”

	The bolts came back one by one. Cold night air entered first, carrying wet stone, horse smoke, and distant gaslight. Then Voss stepped into Vale & Company as if midnight were ordinary business hours and every locked door in London had only been waiting for her patience. Her gaze moved across the benches, the labelled trays, Slip’s dust, Tom’s half-buttoned shirt, Mattie’s lamp, and finally Ned’s bare feet and crooked robe.

	“Mr Vale,” Voss said. “You are awake.”

	Ned looked down at himself, then back at her. “I’m vertical. That’s not the same thing.”

	Voss did not smile. She stepped far enough inside for Tom to shut the yard door behind her, but no farther than the edge of the workroom tiles, as if even her boots had been trained not to disturb evidence without permission. The shop’s banked lamps put gold along the white of her collar and the symbols at her cuffs. Ned had seen her in offices, corridors, docks, and formal rooms. Seeing her among his benches, with Slip still dusty from under the counter and Mattie holding a lamp in her nightdress, felt indecent in a way he could not immediately name.

	“Do you know Lord James Malvern?” Voss asked.

	Ned rubbed one hand over his face and tried to make his mind work past sleep. “No. Should I?”

	“Answer plainly, Mr Vale.”

	“No,” Ned said, and felt the old clean pull of Justicier truth take the word and strip the irritation from it. His shoulders tightened. “I don’t know Lord James Malvern.”

	Mattie’s eyes moved from Ned to Voss. She had seen Justicier questioning before, but never at the back door after midnight. “Is Lord Malvern a customer?”

	“That is one of my questions,” Voss said, without looking away from Ned. “Has Lord Malvern ever commissioned work from Vale & Company?”

	“No,” Ned said.

	“Has Lady Elizabeth Malvern?”

	“No.”

	“Edward Malvern?”

	Ned blinked. “No.”

	“Any member of the Malvern household, directly or through a servant, secretary, agent, club associate, tradesman, or intermediary?”

	Slip’s eyebrows climbed higher with every title. Tom went very still beside the door. Ned looked past Voss toward the shop shelves, trying to remember invoices, names, clipped notes, cards left by people who preferred not to say exactly who they served. He knew most of them because Mattie made him learn them before touching the work. He knew the fussy ones, the late payers, and the noble households that used servants as cushions between themselves and the bill.

	“No,” Ned said more slowly. “Not that I know. If someone used another name and didn’t say Malvern, I couldn’t swear beyond the books.”

	Voss gave the smallest nod. “Have you ever quarrelled with Lord Malvern?”

	Ned stared at her. “I just said I don’t know him.”

	“Answer the question.”

	“No.”

	“Has he ever refused you payment, blocked a patent, threatened your shop, interfered with your contracts, damaged your reputation, or caused you private grievance?”

	Mattie set the lamp down on the counter with care that was almost violent. “Justicier, what is this?”

	Ned felt the shape of it then. Not a visit. Not a warning. A net made of ordinary questions, each one dropped gently enough to look polite until the knots tightened. He looked at Voss’s calm face, then at the white and gold at her throat.

	“You’re not asking whether I can help,” Ned said. His voice came out rougher than he intended. “You’re checking whether I’m involved.”

	Voss watched him.

	Ned straightened inside the crooked robe, bare feet cold on his own shop floor. “Are you interrogating me?”

	“Yes,” Voss said.

	The word did not strike like accusation. That was almost worse. It settled into Vale & Company with the calm weight of a stamp on official paper, and every person in the shop seemed to adjust around it. Tom’s hand moved closer to the door bolt, not to open it, but to know where it was. Slip stopped brushing dust from his sleeve. Mattie’s mouth went thin, and Ned felt, absurdly, that he should have found socks before becoming a matter of Crown attention.

	“At my own back door?” Ned asked.

	“At your own back door,” Voss said. “Before I bring Crown authority farther into your life than it already stands.”

	Mattie stepped between the counter and Ned without quite stepping in front of him. “He answered you. He doesn’t know this lord, and neither does the shop.”

	“I believe him,” Voss said.

	Ned heard the difference at once. She did not mean she trusted him because she liked him, or because he had earned goodwill, or because old history softened the hour. She meant the truth had answered cleanly and left no useful hook behind. He should have been relieved. Instead, irritation kept him straight when sleep and bare feet would have made him look younger than he was.

	“If you believe me, why keep asking?” Ned said.

	“Because belief is not a record,” Voss said. “And because Lord James Malvern is dead.”

	No one spoke for several seconds. Beyond the shuttered windows, a cab wheel hissed over wet stone and went away. Inside, the little covered lamp above the course runner ticked as the shade warmed.

	Slip swallowed. “Dead as in old-man-in-bed dead, or dead as in white-and-gold-at-midnight dead?”

	Voss turned her head slightly. “The latter.”

	Tom muttered something under his breath that Ned chose not to hear clearly. Mattie did hear it and did not correct him, which said more than the words would have. Ned’s irritation thinned, replaced by a colder, sharper thing that had learned years ago that the Crown did not arrive at night because matters were tidy.

	“What happened?” Ned asked.

	“That is what I need you to help determine,” Voss said. She reached inside her cloak and withdrew a folded document sealed in red wax and gold thread. The paper was heavy, cream-coloured, and marked at the top with the Crown’s service crest. She held it out, but did not release it until Ned took the lower edge properly.

	The seal felt cold against his thumb. “What’s this?”

	Voss let go of the document. “Your warrant, Mr Vale. Welcome aboard.”

	***

	 


 

	2 — Justicier Technical Assistant

	The warrant did not unfold like ordinary paper. It resisted Ned’s sleepy fingers for half a second, then opened with a soft crackle as the red seal released into a neat line of gold light and faded without breaking. That offended him at once. A seal ought to tear or remain shut. Paper that decided when it was ready to be read felt too much like every other Crown thing that called itself helpful while choosing the terms.

	Mattie snatched her shawl tighter around her shoulders and leaned close enough for the lamp to shine over the page. “Hold it flat. If Her Majesty’s ink has dragged us out of bed, I want to see the teeth.”

	“It’s addressed to me,” Ned said, though he held it flatter.

	“It entered my shop,” Mattie said. “That gives me an interest.”

	Voss did not correct her. Ned noticed that and disliked how carefully he noticed it. He looked down instead, forcing his eyes past the crest, the formal invocation of Crown authority, and the first long sentence that seemed determined to prove ink could march. Halfway down the page, the words steadied into something sharp enough to cut through sleep: Edmund Vale, oath-sworn magical professional, licensed Inventor/Maker and recognised Crystal Tuner, is hereby warranted under Justicier authority as Justicier Technical Assistant for the Malvern investigation.

	Slip gave a low whistle from behind Ned’s shoulder. “That sounds grand. Does grand pay?”

	Mattie’s elbow found Slip’s ribs without looking. “Don’t be stupid. Grand bills first and pays when chased.”

	Tom had come closer too, though he kept one eye on the back door as if Lord Malvern’s murderer might follow the paperwork in. “Can they just do that? Name him assistant and take him?”

	Ned read the line again. Justicier Technical Assistant. Not consultant. Not invited specialist. Not Mr Vale of Vale & Company, whose time could be priced, refused, or scheduled after existing orders. The warrant had reached through his signboard, his locked door, his bed, and his name, then written him into service as if the oath he had sworn at graduation had been waiting under the floorboards for the right knock.

	“Travel expenses,” Mattie said, stabbing one finger at a lower clause. “Meals if required. Materials consumed under instruction. Damage to personal tools under lawful service. Medical treatment. Nothing here about lost shop time. Nothing about delayed orders. Nothing about wages if Tom and Slip spend tomorrow doing your work because white and gold carried you off at midnight.”

	Voss’s face remained calm. “Reasonable expenses will be honoured.”

	Mattie looked up. “Reasonable to whom?”

	Ned tightened his fingers on the warrant until the paper flexed. The murder mattered. A dead lord mattered. The Crown mattered. But so did the three pinned orders, the rent book, Tom’s wages, Slip’s appetite disguised as business development, and Mattie’s furious arithmetic keeping Vale & Company from becoming a pretty sign over an empty till.

	He looked at Voss. “Am I allowed to put on socks before I’m swallowed by the Empire?”

	“Yes,” Voss said. “But bring your tools.”

	Ned found socks beneath the chair where he had dropped them and a clean shirt folded on top of a stack of rejected gear sketches. He pulled both on with more haste than grace while Voss remained below, her voice carrying through the stairwell in even answers that somehow made Mattie angrier by refusing to rise. The floorboards were cold through the socks anyway. He shoved his arms into a waistcoat, buckled his tool belt with fingers that still felt half asleep, then opened the wall cabinet where his better instruments lived.

	“What sort of death needs a maker before dawn?” Mattie asked from below.

	“A politically inconvenient one,” Voss said.

	Ned paused with one hand on the small brass listening fork. He waited for more, but Voss had never been a woman who poured out words to make silence easier. He took the fork, a fine probe roll, two wrapped crystal testers, his compact measuring cord, and the narrow wand-focus he trusted for delicate work. The heavier workshop focus stayed in its rack. He looked at it for one breath, then left it there. If Voss had wanted force, she would not have come alone to the back door.

	By the time he returned to the workroom, Mattie had the warrant on the counter with a clean sheet beside it and was copying clause numbers by lamplight. Slip had found boots from somewhere and was standing near the front shelves with the solemn expression of a man trying very hard not to look thrilled by murder. Tom had put on his jacket and was checking the yard through the viewing plate again.

	Ned set his tool case on the counter. “Who found him?”

	“His valet raised the alarm after Lord Malvern failed to answer,” Voss said.

	“Failed to answer what?”

	“A morning call that should have been unnecessary. Lord Malvern was expected to leave early for a committee sitting.”

	Mattie looked up. “Parliament?”

	“Yes.”

	Ned shut the tool case, then snapped the latch because the first attempt didn’t catch. “So he matters because he’s a lord.”

	“He matters because he is dead,” Voss said. “He matters more because he was a lord, a committee obstruction, and a repeated opponent of the Strategic Apparatus Export Amendment Bill.”

	Slip mouthed the title silently, failed halfway through, and gave up.

	Ned did not. Apparatus meant parts. Export meant parts leaving Britain. Amendment meant someone had found a polite way to change a rule. “Did someone kill him for a vote?”

	“I don’t know,” Voss said.

	The clean truth of it made the room colder. Ned looked at her properly then, past the uniform and midnight authority. “You don’t know?”

	“I have questioned the wife, the heir, the valet, the attending doctor, and two servants,” Voss said. “No one admits killing him. No one admits arranging his death. No one has knowingly protected a murderer. Every answer held.”

	Tom frowned. “Then maybe no one murdered him.”

	Voss’s eyes moved to him. “Lord Malvern is dead in a locked study with no wound, no weapon, no poison trace yet found, no obvious curse residue, and no truthful witness who explains the event. Natural death remains possible. So does a very clever murder.”

	Ned felt the warrant in the room like a second bell still ringing. “And you want me because something in that study was made.”

	“I want you,” Voss said, “because if an object lied, you may notice how.”

	Ned carried the tool case himself, though Tom reached for it twice before Mattie slapped his hand away and told him not to help the Crown steal the master of the shop neatly. Voss waited by the yard door while Ned checked the latch on the inner patent room, touched the edge of the order board, and looked once at the half-built course runner under its covered lamp. It was foolish to feel guilty toward a machine with no finished legs, but the little thing sat there waiting for morning hands that would not be his.

	Mattie followed him to the threshold with the copied clause sheet folded in one fist. “You bring back receipts for anything they make you use. Cabs, food, broken tools, oil, crystal dust, everything.”

	“I’m going to a murder, Mattie,” Ned said.

	“And I’m going to a shop that opens at eight whether Parliament has corpses or not,” Mattie said. “Don’t let white and gold make you forget arithmetic.”

	Voss inclined her head by a fraction. “Miss Mattie is correct to keep account.”

	Mattie looked at her. “I know.”

	Slip opened his mouth, hesitated, and then pressed a wrapped heel of bread into Ned’s free hand. “For the road. Murder probably ruins breakfast.”

	Tom pulled the yard door open and peered out before Voss could step through. “Street’s clear.”

	“It was clear when I arrived,” Voss said.

	“Then it can be clear twice,” Tom said.

	Ned went out into the narrow yard with the warrant folded inside his coat and the bread warm from Slip’s hand. The night had thinned toward morning, but London still belonged to gas lamps, wet stone, coal carts, and the private noises of people who worked before respectable hours admitted they existed. A black cab waited at the alley mouth, its horse steaming faintly under a dark rug and its driver sitting too straight to be ordinary hire.

	Ned looked back once. Mattie stood framed by the yard door with the lamp behind her, Tom beside her shoulder and Slip already half lost in the shop’s shadows. Vale & Company looked small from outside. Not weak. Just small enough that the Crown could cover it with one midnight visit if no one kept account.

	Voss stepped beside him. “Mr Vale.”

	Ned turned from the door and walked toward the cab. The warrant seemed to press through his coat with every step, heavier than paper had any right to be. This was not Avalon, not a practical, not Harrow waiting with a correction, not Pike threatening him over unlabelled screws. No master would end the exercise if he misunderstood the room. No friend would pull him aside afterward and complain over supper. He had sworn the oath as an adult, and the oath had finally found the shop he had built to survive it.

	Voss opened the cab door. “Once we arrive, you will speak only when I permit it unless danger is immediate.”

	Ned climbed in with his tool case on his knees. “That sounds like school.”

	Voss settled opposite him as the door closed. “No, Mr Vale. School was mercy.”

	The cab moved before Ned had finished deciding whether to answer that. Iron-rimmed wheels found the wet stones with a steady clatter, and the horse took the turn out of the alley as if it knew Crown business did not wait for men to arrange their feelings. Ned held the tool case on his knees with one hand and Slip’s bread in the other, neither eating nor putting it away. Through the small window, London passed in lamp-lit slices: shuttered shops, early carts, men in caps sweeping doorsteps, a constable turning his head as the black cab went by.

	Voss sat opposite him, gloved hands resting on the head of her cane. “You are thinking too loudly.”

	“I’m thinking in my own head,” Ned said.

	“Yes.”

	He looked at her. “Can you hear that too?”

	“No,” Voss said. “But your face is less disciplined than your tools.”

	That was unfair enough to be useful, so Ned looked out of the window instead. The streets widened as they left his part of London. Brick gave way to pale stone, narrow yards to railed gardens, practical lamps to expensive ones, each flame protected behind glass worked with brass crowns and little ward marks. At this hour the houses looked less asleep than guarded.

	The cab slowed before a tall iron gate. Two constables stood outside it with capes damp at the shoulders. Beyond them, Malvern House rose behind black railings, broad-fronted, severe, and too bright in selected windows. Light burned in the entrance hall, the upper landing, and one curtained room to the east where shadows moved with careful restraint. A footman opened the cab door before Ned could reach for the latch, then stopped when he saw Voss.

	“Justicier,” the footman said, and the word seemed to pull his spine straighter while draining colour from his face.

	“Mr Vale is under my warrant,” Voss said as she stepped down. “He enters with me.”

	The footman’s eyes flicked to Ned’s tool case, his young face, and the wrapped bread still in his hand. For half a second, Ned saw the question before training buried it. Why him?

	Inside, Malvern House smelled of beeswax, extinguished candles, flowers, cold tea, and fear dressed for company. A maid stood by the stair with red eyes and folded hands. A grey-haired man in black held a tray no one had touched. Near the drawing room door, a young gentleman in shirtsleeves spoke in a hard whisper to a police inspector, while an older woman sat rigidly in a chair beneath a portrait, her grief held so tightly it looked like anger.

	Ned followed Voss across the marble floor, his boots sounding louder than they should. Conversations stopped as white and gold entered, then started again more quietly, worse for trying to hide.

	The police inspector approached at once. “Justicier Voss, you’ve returned quickly.”

	“I said I would,” Voss replied. “Has the study remained sealed?”

	“Yes. No one has crossed the line. Lady Malvern has objected twice, Lord Edward three times, and Dr Hale insists the matter is becoming grotesque.”

	“Good,” Voss said.

	Ned glanced at her. “Good?”

	“Objections tell me where pressure lives,” she said, then turned toward the eastern corridor. “Come, Mr Vale. Let us see what the room refuses to explain.”

	***

	 


 

	3 — The Malvern Study

	The eastern corridor narrowed as if Malvern House had decided grief should pass single file. Voss walked ahead without hurry, her white-and-gold coat catching each wall lamp in clean flashes, while Ned followed with his tool case held close enough that the handle pressed a line into his palm. Behind them, the entrance hall noise thinned into murmurs, then into the soft friction of servants pretending not to listen from doorways.

	A constable stood outside the study with his cap under one arm and his back too straight. Across the door and frame, an imperial seal hung in pale gold thread, its charm laid over wax, ribbon, and air so finely that Ned could feel the warning before he saw its edges. It was not loud magic. It was official magic, which was worse. It did not threaten. It simply assumed obedience.

	The constable stepped aside. “No one has crossed it, Justicier.”

	“I know,” Voss said, then lifted two fingers and touched the seal at the centre. Gold thread loosened from the air, drew itself back through the wax, and settled into her glove like a tame spark. “Mr Vale, observe before touching. Say nothing unless I ask or unless something is immediately dangerous.”

	Ned swallowed the reply that wanted to be rude and followed her in.

	Lord Malvern’s study was warm, expensive, and unpleasantly alive for a room belonging to a dead man. The fire had been banked low, leaving a red eye of coal beneath a brass guard. Heavy curtains shut out the paling morning, and the lamps had been trimmed to a careful yellow that made the leather chairs shine at the arms where hands had rested for years. Books rose from floor to ceiling on three walls, not decorative books arranged by colour, but used volumes with papers tucked between pages, slips marking chapters, and small ladders waiting on polished rails.

	The desk dominated the room. It was broad, dark, scarred beneath its polish, and crowded with the habits of work: a green blotter, correspondence trays, parliamentary papers tied in blue tape, a brass letter scale, folded committee notes, sealing wax, a small clock, two paper knives, a capped ink bottle, ordinary writing instruments, and a decanter set on a side tray with one glass turned mouth-down beside it. Maps lay pinned beneath glass on a standing frame near the window. A walking stick leaned against the chair. One cushion sat slightly compressed, as if anger or exhaustion had weight enough to remain.

	Ned stopped just inside the door and let the room come to him by use rather than grandeur. This was not a display room. Someone had worked here late, argued with paper here, drunk alone or pretended not to, and trusted the room’s ordinary objects enough to stop seeing them.

	Voss watched him take that in. “Begin with what belongs.”

	Ned looked first at the chair, because chairs told the truth of use more often than desks did. The leather was polished along one arm, duller along the other, with the cushion pressed toward the right as if Lord Malvern had sat slightly crooked when tired. The foot rug had a shallow drag mark beneath the desk. No struggle, not unless noblemen fought by rearranging dust with excellent manners. He glanced at Voss, then at the doorway where the constable waited.

	Voss followed his look without turning. “Bring Finch first.”

	The constable vanished. A minute later, a thin man in black entered with his hands held too still before him. Abel Finch had the look of a servant who knew every creak in the house and had spent the last hours being told that knowledge might condemn him. He stopped just inside the study and bowed to Voss, not to the room.

	“You are Abel Finch, valet to Lord Malvern?” Voss asked.

	“Yes, Justicier,” Finch said, his voice dry.

	“You entered this room this morning?”

	“I opened the door after his lordship failed to answer. I did not cross more than three steps. I saw him in the chair. I called for help.”

	“Did you kill Lord Malvern?”

	“No,” Finch said, and the word held under the pressure Ned felt gather in the room.

	“Did you poison him, curse him, strike him, shoot him, stab him, or knowingly admit anyone who meant him harm?”

	“No, Justicier.”

	Voss watched him for one breath longer. “Wait outside.”

	Finch left with relief held so tightly it looked painful. Next came the grey-haired man Ned had seen in the hall, Mr Price, the private secretary. His collar was correct, but one cuff had been buttoned wrong. Ned noticed because men like Price probably buttoned fear before they buttoned linen.

	“You heard no cry?” Voss asked.

	“No,” Price said. “I was in the small records room until near midnight. His lordship dismissed me at eleven. He intended to continue reading committee papers.”

	“Did anyone enter after you left?”

	“Not to my knowledge.”

	“Did you arrange his death?”

	Price flinched. “No.”

	“Did you see any weapon, vial, charm residue, or sign of violence when you entered later?”

	“No. Only Lord Malvern dead in his chair.”

	Dr Hale came last, offended already, carrying a leather medical case as if it proved he belonged. “This is excessive, Justicier.”

	“A man is dead,” Voss said. “Excess has already entered the house. Did you certify heart failure?”

	“I did.”

	“Did you see poison?”

	“No.”

	“A wound?”

	“No.”

	“A clear curse mark?”

	“No.”

	“Did you lie in your certificate?”

	Dr Hale’s mouth tightened. “No.”

	Ned stood by the desk, tool case still closed, and listened to truthful answers shut doors instead of opening them. No killer. No poison. No weapon. No curse anyone admitted seeing. The study remained warm, orderly, and full of ordinary things, all of them sitting quietly in their proper places as if death had arrived without touching the room at all.

	When Dr Hale was sent out, the study seemed to grow larger around the silence he left behind. Ned waited until Voss nodded before setting his tool case on the low side table. He opened it carefully, not because he wanted ceremony, but because every click sounded too loud in a room where a dead man had apparently made no noise at all.

	“Start with the room,” Voss said.

	Ned took the compact measuring cord, then stopped himself before touching the desk. “Permission to inspect surfaces, fittings, and floor?”

	“Granted. No disturbance beyond necessary handling. Tell me before you lift anything weighted or sealed.”

	That was not school, but the old lesson still lived in his fingers. Say the task. Name the limit. Make the adult own the permission. Ned crouched beside the chair first and ran his eyes along the legs without touching them. Dust gathered naturally at the rear feet. The front right castor had bitten deeper into the rug than the others, but the mark matched the slant of the cushion and the drag beneath the desk.

	“He sat crooked often,” Ned said. “Not just last night.”

	“Why?”

	“Chair tells on him. The wear’s old. No sudden shove here.”

	Voss said nothing, which meant continue.

	He moved to the window catches next. Brass, old, polished by servants, not forced. The latch seated properly, and the paint at the frame had not cracked. He used his little mirror to look along the lower sill, then checked the curtain hooks, cord cleat, and the narrow gap behind the heavy drapery where dust lay thick and undisturbed except for one servant’s old wipe mark that had missed the corner for months.

	“Window’s proud of itself,” Ned muttered.

	Voss’s eyebrow shifted. “Translate.”

	“No one came through it unless they were made of clean air and manners.”

	The wainscotting took longer. Ned followed seams with the mirror, tapped lightly with the back of his probe, and listened for hollow places that should not be hollow. One panel near the fireplace sounded different, but when he knelt and looked closer, he found an old heat warp from years of winter fires, the polish cracked along a line no murderer would have chosen for secrecy. The lamp stems were steady. The clockwork mantel piece ticked too loudly but evenly. The desk drawers stuck in the ordinary way of expensive furniture swollen by damp and age, not the careful way of hidden springs.

	He found dirt, but only the living sort. A torn paper corner under the map stand. Ash spilled beside the grate. A faint ring beneath the decanter where a glass had stood too long. Desk fittings worn by habit. A scratch on the brass letter scale that had already dulled at the edges.

	Ned straightened slowly, frustration tightening between his shoulders. “Everything belongs too well.”

	Voss watched the room, not him. “That troubles you.”

	“Yes,” Ned said. “A room with a dead man in it should have the decency to be less tidy.”

	Voss looked at the desk for a long moment, then at the doorway where the constable waited beyond the threshold. “Bring me the household key ledger and the names of everyone with routine access to this room.”

	The constable nodded and left. Ned closed his tool case one latch at a time, though his fingers wanted to keep working. The study had not answered him, and that sat badly under his ribs. He had found old wear, servant polish, ordinary neglect, paper habits, furniture pride, and a dead man’s shape left in leather and rug. He had not found a hidden blade, a spring trap, a drilled tube, a disturbed panel, a false latch, or any piece of machinery vain enough to confess.

	“You expected a trick,” Voss said.

	“I expected something,” Ned said. “A room doesn’t get to have a corpse and no cause.”

	“Rooms often have less shame than people.”

	“That sounds like something Justiciers say when they’re trying not to swear.”

	“It is.”

	Ned glanced at her and almost smiled despite the hour, the house, and the dead lord whose absence pressed from the chair. Then his eyes went back to the desk without settling on any one thing. The blotter had marks of hard writing. The tied parliamentary papers sat square. The clock ticked. The ink bottle remained capped. A gold-edged tray held small desk things arranged with servant neatness and owner habit. Everything belonged. That was the trouble. A wrong object would have been easier. A right object could hide forever if no one remembered to doubt it.

	The constable returned with a narrow ledger. Voss accepted it, opened it on the side table, and ran one gloved finger down the entries. “Finch. Price. Housekeeper. Lady Malvern. Lord Edward. Two maids for cleaning under supervision. No locksmith entry this week. No tradesman admitted here since the lamp repair ten days ago.”

	“Lamp’s not new,” Ned said. “Repair was ordinary. The stem’s been handled, but not opened fresh.”

	“I know,” Voss said.

	Ned looked at her. “Then why bring me?”

	“Because truth has told me who did not kill him. It has not told me how he died.” She closed the ledger. “And because when a room refuses to explain itself, I prefer a man who listens to objects before he trusts arrangements.”

	That should have pleased him. Instead it made the warrant in his pocket feel heavier.

	Voss stepped to the door and lifted her hand. “Stand clear.”

	Ned picked up his tool case and moved into the corridor. Voss drew a fresh strip of imperial ribbon from inside her coat, pressed it across the study door, then touched wax to the centre without flame. Gold light ran from frame to frame, thin and exact, sealing wood, lock, and air in one quiet command.

	The study sat behind the seal, warm, orderly, preserved, and still refusing. Ned looked at the door until the gold thread stopped moving. Somewhere inside, among objects that belonged too well, the answer had remained behind.
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	4 — The Man No One Killed

	Lady Elizabeth Malvern received them in the front drawing room as if grief had been invited to sit properly and mind its posture. She had not changed from the black gown Ned had seen beneath the portrait, but up close the dress looked less like mourning than armour made of silk, jet beads, and stubborn breeding. Her hair was pinned without a strand loose. Her hands rested together in her lap. Only the whitening pressure of one thumb against the other betrayed that stillness had a cost.

	Ned stopped beside the door because Voss did, and because every inch farther into the room felt like trespass. The drawing room smelled of cut flowers, cold tea, wax polish, and perfume sharp enough to fight the house’s fear. A maid stood near the sideboard with reddened eyes. Lord Edward, still in shirtsleeves under a hastily buttoned waistcoat, hovered near the hearth until Lady Elizabeth turned her head by a fraction.

	“Edward,” she said.

	The young man’s jaw tightened. “Mother.”

	“I said Edward.”

	He looked from her to Voss, then left the room with the stiff walk of a man dismissed from his own inheritance. Ned watched him go and decided Lady Elizabeth did not need a wand to make people move.

	Voss waited until the door closed. “Lady Malvern.”

	“Justicier Voss,” Lady Elizabeth said. Her voice was low, controlled, and edged where politeness had been sharpened too often. “You have sealed my husband’s study again.”

	“I have.”

	“You have questioned my servants before breakfast, set constables at my doors, spoken of my husband’s death as if it were a puzzle box, and now bring a tradesman with tools into my drawing room.” Her gaze touched Ned, not quite insult, not quite curiosity, but old habit deciding where a young man with a case belonged. “Is this what Crown mercy looks like when applied to a widow?”

	Ned felt the words hit before Voss answered. Tradesman was not wrong. That was the problem. It could be true and still be used like a glove laid down on a dirty bench.

	Voss remained standing. “Crown mercy has not yet been requested. Crown inquiry has begun.”

	“My husband is dead,” Lady Elizabeth said, and the first crack opened beneath the polish. “He is not evidence first. He is not scandal first. He is not a committee obstruction first. He is dead.”

	“Yes,” Voss said. “And until I know why, I will treat every comfortable explanation as premature.”

	Lady Elizabeth rose slowly, not because she needed height, but because sitting had become surrender. “Then ask your questions, Justicier. But do not pretend that stripping dignity from a dead man is the same thing as serving truth.”

	Voss inclined her head by the smallest measure, accepting the rebuke without yielding to it. “Then I will begin plainly. Did you kill Lord James Malvern?”

	Lady Elizabeth’s chin lifted. “No.”

	The answer moved through the room with that clean Justicier pressure Ned had never learned to like. It did not make Lady Elizabeth smaller. If anything, it seemed to harden the shape of her, as if truth had given her one solid stone to stand upon.

	“Did you arrange for another person to kill him?” Voss asked.

	“No.”

	“Did you knowingly admit anyone into this house for the purpose of harming him?”

	“No.”

	“Did you conceal a murderer after learning Lord Malvern was dead?”

	“No,” Lady Elizabeth said, and this time anger came with the word. “If you intend to ask whether I crept through my own house with poison, pistol, knife, curse, or paid assassin, ask it and be done.”

	“I intend to ask what serves the case,” Voss said. “Did you love your husband?”

	The room changed. Ned felt it before he understood it, the way he sometimes felt pressure shift in a boiler line before the gauge confessed. The maid near the sideboard looked down at once. Lady Elizabeth’s hands closed once, then opened, each finger returning to its proper place.

	“That is an indecent question.”

	“Yes,” Voss said.

	Lady Elizabeth stared at her. “You admit it?”

	“I do.”

	Ned watched the widow’s face and wished suddenly that he were back in the study with objects. Objects did not forgive, but they also did not bleed pride when touched. Lady Elizabeth looked not guilty, not frightened, but wounded in a place habit had taught her to protect.

	“I performed my duties as his wife,” Lady Elizabeth said.

	“That is not an answer.”

	“It is the answer women of my station are often permitted to have,” Lady Elizabeth said.

	Voss did not move. “Did you love him?”

	Lady Elizabeth looked toward the cold tea service, the untouched cups, and the maid who was trying very hard to be furniture. “Once, perhaps. Before disappointment became routine.”

	“Did you hate him?”

	“No,” Lady Elizabeth said, and the truth held, though her voice thinned around it. “Hatred is warmer than what remained.”

	Ned kept his eyes on the carpet because looking at her felt like theft. The room smelled too strongly of flowers now, as if someone had tried to cover grief before knowing what shape it would take.

	Voss asked, “Were you angry with him last night?”

	Lady Elizabeth’s mouth tightened. “I was often angry with James.”

	“For what reason?”

	“For making privacy necessary,” Lady Elizabeth said. “For making endurance respectable. For making me defend his dignity this morning when he did not always defend mine.”

	Lady Elizabeth’s last words stayed in the drawing room like smoke that had refused the chimney. Ned looked at the cold tea, the flowers, the maid’s lowered face, and the widow’s hands folded too neatly before her, and understood that Voss had not merely asked whether a woman had killed her husband. She had opened a cupboard where every polite sorrow in the house had been stored until the shelves bent under the weight.

	Voss’s voice remained even. “Did Lord Malvern strike you?”

	Lady Elizabeth’s eyes flashed. “No.”

	“Did he threaten you?”

	“No.”

	“Did he threaten your son?”

	“No,” Lady Elizabeth said, then paused in a way that made Ned look up. “Not as a violent man threatens. James did not need violence when inheritance, silence, and disappointment were sufficient tools.”

	Ned thought of levers that moved without noise because someone had greased them too well. He had always trusted obvious force more than quiet pressure. Quiet pressure let people insist nothing had happened because no one had shouted.

	Voss asked, “Did Lord Malvern intend to alter his will?”

	“I do not know.”

	The truth held. Voss waited.

	Lady Elizabeth’s mouth tightened. “He spoke of consequences. James often spoke of consequences when Edward displeased him. That is not the same as action.”

	“Did Edward displease him recently?”

	Lady Elizabeth looked toward the closed door through which her son had gone. “Edward displeased him by being Edward. That was an old argument, not a murder.”

	Ned heard the defence beneath the bitterness and disliked himself for having expected simplicity. A cold wife could still protect a foolish son. A humiliated widow could still defend the dead. Truth did not clean people. It only showed where the dirt ended and the wound began.

	Voss said, “You resent my questions.”

	“Yes.”

	“You resent that I am making private matters part of the record.”

	“Yes.”

	“You resent Lord Malvern for requiring that defence even after death.”

	Lady Elizabeth breathed in once, shallow and controlled. “Yes.”

	The maid near the sideboard made a tiny sound and covered it with a cough. Lady Elizabeth did not look at her. That, Ned thought, was its own mercy.

	Voss stepped half a pace closer. “Do you know who killed your husband?”

	“No.”

	“Do you suspect anyone?”

	Lady Elizabeth closed her eyes for one brief second. “In this house? No. In London? Half the men who smiled at him in public and cursed him in private, perhaps. James cultivated usefulness more carefully than affection.”

	Ned looked at her then, really looked, and saw not a murderer cleared by truth, but a woman trapped between anger and duty, forced to guard a man whose absence had not freed her from him. Voss’s gift had not made Lady Elizabeth simple. It had only proved she was innocent of one thing while leaving everything painful still standing.

	Voss let the silence remain until Lady Elizabeth’s breathing had settled back into something she could command. Then she turned slightly, not toward Ned, not toward the maid, but toward the room itself, as if asking the furniture to remember what its owners preferred forgotten. “Who cursed him in private?”

	Lady Elizabeth’s expression closed at once. “That is not a small list.”

	“Begin with the names that would embarrass this house.”

	The widow’s fingers tightened around one another. “You are relentless.”

	“Yes.”

	“You mistake relentlessness for virtue.”

	“No,” Voss said. “I mistake it for usefulness.”

	Ned had the uncomfortable sense that both women were correct, which made the room feel even smaller. Lady Elizabeth looked past Voss to the flowers on the side table, white roses arranged too densely in a silver bowl. One bloom had browned at the edge. Someone had placed it facing inward, hiding decay from guests who were too polite to look closely.

	“Clubs,” Lady Elizabeth said at last. “Cards. Debts, though James would deny that word if one of his enemies used it. Political men who wanted his vote. Apparatus men who wanted his silence. Reformers who called him obstructionist. Family who wanted him more agreeable. Women who wanted him kinder, or richer, or less bored after he had finished being charming.”

	The maid’s face went scarlet.

	Voss’s eyes did not move. “A mistress?”

	Lady Elizabeth’s head turned slowly. “You ask that in front of him?”

	Ned understood him meant Ned before the widow’s gaze reached him. He wanted, instantly and uselessly, to become a floorboard. Voss did not grant him that mercy.

	“Mr Vale is warranted to this investigation,” Voss said. “He will hear dirt before the day is out. Better he learn early that polished rooms produce it too.”

	Lady Elizabeth’s mouth curved without humour. “How democratic of murder.”

	“Her name,” Voss said.

	For the first time, Lady Elizabeth looked truly tired. Not old, not weak, but tired in the bone-deep way of someone who had spent years holding doors shut from the inside. “Clara Wetherby. She lives
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