

    
        
          The Truth That Lies

        

        
        
          Danielle McGregor

        

        
          Published by North Wind Press LTD, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE TRUTH THAT LIES

    

    
      First edition. June 15, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Danielle McGregor.

    

    
    
      Written by Danielle McGregor.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


The Truth That Lies
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The rain in Greywick never falls straight; it threads itself through hedges, gutters, and locked memories until even daylight feels staged. In a house of old stone and newer secrets, Mara receives a case file tied to a conservatory death that should have been simple - if truth hadn’t learned how to dress itself as evidence.

By the time the first minute of recorded tears is replayed and the first door refuses to stay shut, you’ll start to notice the pattern: every witness leaves something behind, and every lie arrives on time. This is The Truth That Lies, a story where language, timing, and small wrong details turn into a trap - one Mara must step into before the house decides she belongs to it.

Chapter 1
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The Body in the Conservatory
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The last thing Mara heard before the conservatory doors sealed was the soft, final click of the latch - like a tongue pressed against a tooth, polite and irreversible. The glasshouse at Greywick House had gone into a different kind of silence afterward: not empty, exactly, but muffled, as if the panes were thick enough to keep the world out. When she stepped closer, the air cooled around her wrists. Condensation beaded on the wrought-iron frame and slid down in slow threads, catching the security lamp’s pale light and smearing it.

A body had been found inside, arranged where it shouldn’t have been, in a space that - according to the way the staff spoke - was always closed, always watched, always safe from wandering hands. Now the police tape fluttered against the glass like a warning no one wanted to read. The chief, Broadwell, stood with his back to the panes, his posture too still for a man trying to look calm. He watched Mara the way people watch a match near paper.

“I need to see the floor,” she said, keeping her voice even. She’d done enough forensic interviews to know that calm was a weapon too. “The soil. The damp.”

Broadwell didn’t turn his head. “You’ll see what we show you.”

The conservatory’s damp earth smell - rich and sour - hit her the moment she got past the tape. It clung to her coat and to the soles of her boots, turning every step into a quiet negotiation with the ground. Somewhere inside, water dripped at a steady, patient pace from a leaded gutter, marking time for whoever had arranged the scene. Mara felt the sound in her molars.

She hadn’t come for spectacle. She’d come because the body had been discovered in a glasshouse that should have been locked, and because the first story offered by the first witness was clean in the way lies were clean. Someone wanted the events to line up like tiles. Mara wanted to see where the tile edges didn’t match.

Broadwell’s deputy - young, eager, red-faced from cold - hovered near the doorway with a key ring that looked too heavy for what it claimed to control. “No entry without clearance,” he said, and his eyes flicked to Mara’s hands, to whether she might carry a camera like a threat.

Mara glanced past him. Through the glass, she could see the outline of the conservatory’s central path, the beds of low greenery, the blackened scorch marks of an old heater that had been replaced years ago. Everything looked curated, even now: the plants trimmed to a deliberate neatness, the stakes and strings still taut in the raised beds as if the gardener had paused mid-season. The murder scene didn’t feel like chaos. It felt like staging.

She adjusted her bag on her shoulder. The soft thud of leather against her ribs steadied her. “You sealed it,” she said. “Good. Then we don’t have to pretend we didn’t have control. Let me in.”

Broadwell finally looked at her, and the expression he chose was almost sympathetic. “Psychologist,” he said, as if tasting the word. “Mara Voss. We’re not arguing about your credentials. We’re arguing about procedure.”

“I’m not arguing,” Mara said. “I’m observing. There’s a difference.”

The chief’s jaw tightened. He gestured with two fingers toward the conservatory. “One look. Then you stand back.”

“One look won’t be enough,” she said. She could already feel the old irritation in her chest, the reflex to push past containment. It wasn’t professional. It was personal. She didn’t like being treated like a liability, especially when the scene smelled like intent.

Broadwell leaned closer, lowering his voice so the deputy couldn’t hear. “We have a witness. She’s been through enough. Don’t turn this into... whatever it is you do.”

Mara’s mouth went dry. Whatever it is you do - words that carried an accusation: that she listened too hard, that she made people feel seen in ways they couldn’t survive. She’d built a career on the ugly truth that people lied best when they believed themselves. She didn’t need to advertise that skill. She needed access.

Inside, someone had already drawn chalk around the body’s position. The chalk lines were too white against the damp soil. They looked fresh. Mara crouched before she was allowed to, stopping just short of the boundary, her knees protesting in the cold. The soil near the chalk had the darker sheen of recent moisture, but there were impressions in it - fine, shallow depressions like something had been dragged or shifted across it. Not footprints. Not boot treads. Something narrower, heavier. Something placed carefully and then moved again.

The body itself was covered now, but Mara could still see the suggestion of it under the sheet - an angle that didn’t match the way a person fell. The spine should have turned the other way. The limbs would have splayed. Instead the arrangement held a kind of composure that made her skin tighten.

Broadwell’s deputy said, “Ma’am, don’t - ”

Mara held up a hand without standing, a small gesture that made the deputy stop, because people obeyed a tone more than a title. “How long after the seal?” she asked.

The deputy blinked. “What?”

“How long after the doors were locked,” Mara corrected, “did anyone find him?”

“Five minutes,” Broadwell said, answering too quickly. “Maybe less. We’re verifying details.”

Mara’s eyes flicked to the bench by the glass. A row of pots sat there, damp at the rims. One of the pots had a smear of dark earth on the outer ceramic, as if it had been set down and then slid a fraction across the bench surface. Soil that shouldn’t have traveled that way, not in a sealed room.

“Five minutes,” she repeated. “From what point?”

Broadwell’s attention snapped back to her. “From the time the conservatory was secured. From the time Mrs. Greywick - ”

“From the time the witness says the conservatory was secured,” Mara said, and her pulse was loud in her ears. “I’m asking you about the timeline implied by the locks.”

Broadwell’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve got questions. Ask them. Not here.”

The deputy shifted his boots, and the sound of leather on damp grit was sharp. Mara realized she’d been waiting for the moment the scene would fight back. Now it did - through sound, through the subtle friction of bodies protecting their own narrative.

A woman’s voice cut through the glasshouse like a blade, too thin for the cold. “They told me it was locked. They told me only one man had the key.”

Mrs. Greywick. Grief made people perform, but grief also made them stubborn. The widow stepped into the doorway, wrapped in a coat too fine for the weather and too heavy for the trembling in her hands. Her eyes were red-rimmed, her mouth held in place by force. She looked like someone who had practiced not collapsing.

Broadwell moved to intercept her, but she slid past him as if rules were for other people. “I want to see,” she said.

Mara rose slowly. She felt the eyes on her back, felt the conservatory’s damp cold press against her spine. “Mrs. Greywick,” Mara said. “You’re going to help me understand what you were told. Then you can decide what you want to do with it.”

The widow stared at Mara as if she’d been told to expect cruelty and found an unfamiliar shade of it. “I’m not a suspect,” she said. “I’m not - ”

“You’re not,” Mara agreed. It cost her something to sound kind. “But you’re a witness. And witnesses are often used.”

The widow’s throat worked. “Used.”

“Broadwell,” Mara said, turning her head slightly. “If the conservatory was locked, then the story about who could get in and out matters. The body being where it was - ”

“It was an accident,” the widow blurted, too fast. “He - my husband - he wouldn’t - He wouldn’t have - ”

Broadwell’s hand tightened around her elbow, a grip that looked gentle until Mara noticed how the widow’s coat fabric strained under the pressure. “You’ll speak with me,” Broadwell said. “Not with her.”

Mara looked at the widow’s elbow, at the way Broadwell positioned himself between her and the chalk marks. The chief didn’t want her witness’s attention on the soil. He wanted her attention on him.

“The lock mechanism,” Mara said quietly, more to herself than to anyone else. “Someone’s implied it. Someone’s made it sound inevitable.”

The widow’s gaze darted toward the center path, then away again as if the chalk had teeth. “They said the doors were bolted from the outside. That no one could have - ”

Mara’s mind snagged on a detail the witness couldn’t have known unless she’d been there when the doors were secured. “Outside,” Mara repeated. “You were told outside. Not inside.”

The widow’s lips parted. “What?”

Mara watched her face, searching for the micro-flinch that meant she’d been coached. “If the doors were bolted from the outside, then the bolt would leave a certain impression on the soil where it was set down. The damp here - ” She stopped herself before she could sound like she was teaching. She let the words stay implied, like a hand hovering near a bruise.

Broadwell snapped, “Enough.”

Mara didn’t flinch. She couldn’t afford it. “You’re stopping me from photographing,” she said, and she heard the edge in her voice, the way it made her feel less safe and more effective at once. “Why?”

Broadwell’s mouth tightened. “Because your interest isn’t neutral. Because you’ll take something out of context.”

Mara reached for her bag anyway. Not to take a picture yet. Just to show she wasn’t helpless. The deputy moved closer, hand hovering near her wrist. Mara could feel the temperature drop in the space between them, the tension turning physical.

“I want the evidence before it becomes a story,” Mara said. “That’s the only reason I’m here.”

“You’re here because Broadwell called you,” the widow said suddenly, and her voice cracked on the name, betrayal or anger choosing the same sharp shape. She looked at Mara as if Mara had been assigned a role. “He said you could... interpret. He said you’d help us understand what we’re facing.”

Broadwell’s grip loosened by a fraction. The widow’s eyes went bright with something worse than grief - suspicion, sharpened by desperation. “He didn’t say you’d question the timeline.”

Mara felt it then, like a thread tightening around her throat. The widow had been coached. Not by Broadwell alone. Not by the staff alone. Someone had given her lines to hold on to, as if the murder needed a script to survive.

Mara turned back to the conservatory floor. Under the sheet, the body’s position wasn’t the only thing that looked wrong. The soil right beside the chalk line had been disturbed, smoothed, and then dampened again. Fresh impressions lay shallow like they’d been covered deliberately before anyone arrived with their panic.

She pictured the locked doors. She pictured the key taken from wherever it lived. She pictured the witness being told the doors were sealed. Then she pictured the damp soil - how quickly it held impressions, how easily it accepted new ones if someone knew what they were doing.

Decision moved through her like a cold current. She couldn’t photograph key details without Broadwell’s permission, and she couldn’t argue him out of his stance in front of the widow without making the widow retreat into her rehearsed grief. But she could get what she needed from one conversation, one controlled exchange, before the narrative solidified.

Mara looked at Broadwell. “One interview,” she said. “With the widow. Now.”

Broadwell’s eyes flashed. “No.”

Mara’s gaze held. “Yes. Or you can keep blocking me and watch your witness’s story change in the next hour when someone else feeds her a new version.”

The deputy inhaled sharply, as if he couldn’t believe Mara said what she said. Broadwell’s face stayed unreadable, but Mara saw the calculation in the angle of his shoulders. He wanted control of the story. She wanted access to the cracks.

The widow’s hands clenched around her coat lapels. “I don’t want to be interrogated,” she whispered.

“You’re already being interrogated,” Mara said. She heard herself, and she didn’t like how close her tone was to cruelty, but she kept it anyway. “By whoever gave you that clean timeline.”

The widow looked at Broadwell for a long second, and Mara saw the moment the widow decided whether she could afford to trust anyone. Grief strained her features into something almost feral.

Broadwell sighed, a sound that carried fatigue and impatience. “Fine,” he said. “One interview. But no cameras. And no photographs. Not of the body. Not of the floor. Not of the locks.”

Mara nodded once. “Agreed.”

Broadwell turned toward the doorway, gesturing for the deputy to clear space. “Ten minutes,” he said. “Then you step back outside.”

Mara didn’t miss the way Broadwell positioned himself by the glass, close enough to see everything, far enough to pretend he wasn’t listening. The conservatory’s damp air wrapped around them like a wet cloth as the widow led Mara away from the chalked center path, toward a side bench where potted plants sat in neat rows.

The widow’s voice lowered. “They said my husband went to the conservatory to get away,” she began, and Mara could hear the practiced rhythm of someone repeating what she’d been told. “He said he needed air.”

“And then the conservatory was locked,” Mara said, watching her eyes rather than her words. “By who?”

The widow’s gaze slid past Mara’s shoulder, to the glass doors still sealed. “The staff. The man on duty. I don’t know his name.”

“You don’t know his name,” Mara echoed.

The widow’s lips tightened. “I didn’t ask. He was... he was already there. They told me he secured it.”

Mara leaned in slightly - not close enough to threaten, close enough to make lying harder. “You’ve seen him before.”

The widow’s breath hitched. “No.”

Mara’s fingers brushed the damp rim of a planter on the bench - just enough to feel the soil’s texture, cold and dark and alive. Under the dampness, there was a faint grit that didn’t match the rest of the soil. It had a different grain. Like it had been taken from another bed and placed here.

She turned her face toward the widow. “When did you last walk through this room?” she asked.

The widow hesitated. Her answer didn’t come as a blur. It came as a decision. “This morning,” she said. “Before they said it was locked.”

Mara felt the timeline tilt. If the widow had been inside after the alleged securing, then either the locks were staged, or the witness was lying, or the witness wasn’t the one being told the truth.

“Before,” Mara repeated softly. “Or after?”

The widow’s eyes widened, and for a second her grief looked like fear. “I - ”

A sound from behind them cut through the glasshouse: a quick, sharp crackle, like a camera flash suppressed in someone’s palm. Mara didn’t see who did it. She only felt the change in Broadwell’s posture when she heard it.

He was too still when he looked at Mara. Too controlled. But his gaze went not to the widow, not to the body, but to the bench beside the chalk line - toward the chalk’s edge, toward the soil that had been disturbed.

Mara’s heart kicked once, hard. The cost of getting an interview was that the scene didn’t stop moving. It was already being edited by someone with a patient hand.

Broadwell’s voice cut through the damp. “Your time’s up,” he said, and he reached for the widow’s elbow again, firmer this time. “Come with me. Both of you.”

Mara didn’t move immediately. She stared at the widow’s face, at the way her eyes darted toward the sealed conservatory door as if she expected it to open on command.

Then Mara understood what the crackle had been for. Not a photograph for evidence. A photograph for leverage.

Broadwell lifted his chin toward the deputy. “Check the cameras,” he ordered, and his tone made it sound like a housekeeping matter. “Find out who brought one in.”

Mara’s hands were empty. Her bag was zipped. Her throat tightened anyway.

She had been allowed to interview one person, and she had gotten a timeline that bent like wire. But now she was being treated like the problem - because someone needed the story to stay intact, and she had touched the soil where the story didn’t fit.

Chapter 2
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The Locked Door That Lied
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The conservatory door shut with a soft, controlled click that didn’t match the noise of the wind outside. Chief Broadwell’s deputy held it there with the flat of his palm, eyes fixed on Mara as if she might sprout tools out of her pockets.

Mara stood with damp soil under her nails that she couldn’t quite wash away, her fingers already aching from the attempt. The air inside the glass-and-iron room smelled like cold plants and old neglect - wet leaves, fertilizer long since gone rancid, and something metallic that never really left after a body had been found. She could feel the chalk lines on the memory of her skin, even though she wasn’t looking at them anymore. Fresh chalk outlining the body’s position on damp soil. That detail had lodged in her mind like a hook.

Broadwell didn’t need to tell her to back up. He was already doing it for her with his posture and the way he angled his body between her and the wall niche where the locking mechanism lived. His voice stayed level, the kind that didn’t invite argument.

“No close inspection,” he said. “No photographs.”

“It’s not a museum,” Mara replied, and hated how sharp it sounded, like she was fighting a leash instead of a man. Her throat tightened anyway. She’d been given access, then treated like a contaminant. Like the truth needed to stay clean.

Broadwell’s deputy shifted, the sound of his shoes on the conservatory tile sharp as a snapped twig. “It’s evidence.”

Mara let her gaze drift past them, because looking directly at the niche would make it feel like she was pleading. The wall held its secrets behind trimmed vines and decorative ironwork. She could see the outline of the niche from where she stood - where the lock had been tested, where the story wanted to harden into a single version. The doors had been locked from the inside. The body had been found within minutes of that locking. A neat little equation. Too neat.

She wanted the missing variables. How could someone die in there without anyone entering after the doors were secured? How could the lock be both the proof and the lie?

Broadwell’s attention flicked to her hands. “You get one interview. Keep it brief.”

Mara didn’t ask who. He’d already stated the rules like a verdict. She had time for one person’s story, one timeline, one set of words that might crack.

But the lock bothered her more than the interview did. It bothered her the way a false note in a song did - small, almost polite, until you couldn’t stop hearing it.

When Broadwell finally gestured toward the conservatory exit, Mara moved with the stiffness of a person who’d been told to stand down without being allowed to sit. The deputy escorted her back into the hallway where Greywick House breathed colder, older air. Portraits watched from dark frames; their painted eyes seemed to follow her, not because they moved, but because her mind wouldn’t stop.

Broadwell’s voice followed. “Mrs. Greywick’s housekeeper. Mrs. Greywick will be... sensitive.”

Mrs. Greywick. Grief with sharp edges. Mara had watched her once from across a room, the widow’s face composed like a mask that had learned to cut. The widow’s timeline had bent when Mara pressed it - like wire that wanted to return to its original shape, like it had been set that way.

Mrs. Greywick’s housekeeper was waiting near the kitchen entrance, hands folded so tightly her knuckles shone. She wore a dark apron that had been washed too often, as if cleanliness could overwrite what she’d witnessed. Her name was Mrs. Greywick’s housekeeper - no, Mara corrected herself. Mrs. Greywick’s housekeeper refused names the way some people refused prayers.

The woman’s eyes slid to Mara’s bag, to Mara’s throat, to the dampness at Mara’s sleeves. “They told me you were here,” she said, voice thin. “Journalists. Psychologists. It doesn’t matter what you call yourselves. You all come the same way.”

Mara kept her hands visible. It was harder to be convincing when she was aware of how the world interpreted her. “I’m here to understand the lock.”

The housekeeper’s mouth tightened. “Locks don’t lie.”

“People do,” Mara said softly. “Locks can be persuaded.”

The woman’s gaze snapped to Mara, sharp enough to sting. “The key ring stays with Mrs. Greywick. Always. I don’t touch it.”

Broadwell’s deputy hovered behind Mara like a shadow with a badge. He wanted this interview brief, wanted it clean. Mara could feel his impatience like heat at the back of her neck.

Mara leaned slightly, just enough to keep the housekeeper talking without giving her space to hide. “Then who secured the conservatory doors?”

The housekeeper’s answer came too quickly. “Mrs. Greywick did. Before she went to bed. She said she heard a sound earlier. She checked the latch herself, because she worries. Because she thinks things.”

“And you never saw the key ring?” Mara asked.

“I see it when she holds it.” The housekeeper swallowed. The movement was visible, deliberate. “I don’t take it. I don’t keep it. I don’t show it.”

“Show doesn’t mean touch,” Mara said.

“It isn’t mine,” the woman snapped, then seemed to regret the tone. Her eyes darted toward Broadwell. “Chief Broadwell told you what you can do.”

Broadwell cleared his throat as if he were the one being questioned. “Mrs. Voss is permitted to ask questions about the timeline.”

Mara let her gaze drift to the housekeeper’s hands again. No ring. No key ring. The woman’s palms were bare, but her fingertips were slightly darkened, as if she’d been handling something without admitting it - oil from metal, a faint chalky dust that didn’t belong in a kitchen.

Mara’s mind returned to the conservatory niche. The locking mechanism. The latch. The way it had looked wrong in a way she couldn’t name yet. If the doors had been locked from the inside, then the person who did it must have had access at the right moment. Or had access to something that could be made to look like inside access.

“Where is the key ring now?” Mara asked.

The housekeeper’s lips parted, then shut. She stared at Mara as if weighing whether Mara deserved the truth or just deserved consequences. “In the house,” she said finally. “With Mrs. Greywick.”

Mara watched her carefully. The woman’s refusal wasn’t just fear. It was ownership of a secret. A refusal could be a shield, or it could be a leash. Mara had seen both in therapy rooms and courtrooms alike. People didn’t always hide because they were guilty. Sometimes they hid because their guilt was the only currency they had left.

Broadwell’s deputy shifted again. “That’s enough.”

Mara let the interview end on the refusal rather than forcing it. She walked back into the conservatory with the restrained permission Broadwell had granted her - limited access, no photography, no close inspection. The rules were a corridor with no doors. She could move through it, but she couldn’t change the shape of the building.

The niche waited. Cold glass and iron seemed to lean toward it, listening.

Mara knelt near the wall niche, slow enough to look cooperative, fast enough to keep her from being stopped. Her knees pressed against tile that held the chill like a stored grudge. She didn’t reach for the lock immediately. First she touched the decorative ironwork surrounding the niche - cool, slightly damp, as if condensation collected there and nowhere else.

Then she looked at the latch mechanism.

It didn’t just look used. It looked handled with intention. The wear on the metal wasn’t uniform; it was concentrated where fingers would land if someone practiced. The scratch pattern on the inner edge of the latch suggested a grip that wasn’t accidental - a thumb placed with familiarity, a pull executed with patience. But the chalk lines - she’d seen them from a distance - had been placed with clean precision. Someone had wanted the scene to read a certain way.

Mara reached toward the latch, thumb hovering just above it. She kept her hand steady because the deputy was watching, and because steady hands lied better than nervous ones. The metal felt cold and smooth, but beneath that smoothness she detected something else: a faint resistance when she traced the edge. Not rust. Not age. A subtle obstruction that shouldn’t have been there unless something had been fitted and removed, or fitted and left behind.

She pulled her hand back when the deputy took a step forward. Broadwell’s voice came from behind her like a door locking. “You’re not to tamper.”

“I’m not tampering,” Mara said. She stood, slow. “I’m testing how it fails.”

Broadwell’s eyes narrowed. “You can test the mechanism without damaging it.”

Mara kept her face neutral. Neutral was a costume she could wear for short periods; it didn’t mean her thoughts were. “Then you won’t mind if I touch the latch.”

He didn’t answer. Silence from a man like Broadwell wasn’t agreement. It was a warning.

Mara lifted her hand again and pressed lightly on the latch’s edge. The motion was minimal, more like confirming a superstition than performing a procedure. The latch responded with a click that sounded slightly off, too crisp, like a sound engineered for a witness.

She let her fingers linger only long enough to feel it: a tiny shift where the latch should have met the wall niche seamlessly. A hairline gap. Not the kind that happened naturally. It was the kind that suggested something had been wedged into place - then removed, leaving evidence of the attempt behind.

Her stomach tightened. Deliberate misdirection. Not just a locked door. A locked door that had lied.

“Someone made it look like the doors were secured in one way,” Mara murmured, more to herself than to them. “But the latch... the latch says otherwise.”

Broadwell’s deputy frowned. “What does that mean?”

“It means the wear doesn’t match the story,” Mara said. “If the lock was checked once, it shouldn’t look like this.”

Broadwell’s mouth flattened. “You’re guessing.”

“Guessing is what people do when they don’t want to look too closely.” Mara turned her head slightly toward the niche wall. The decorative frame around it was ornate, almost too pretty for the practicality of a lock. She noticed what she hadn’t the first time: the frame wasn’t flush. It sat a fraction proud of the plaster, as if something had been inserted behind it and then covered.

Mara’s fingers moved toward the frame. She didn’t pull it off. She only pressed along the edge, feeling for give. The plaster felt firm where it should have, but the frame’s inner corner held a faint oily tack - like old fingerprints cleaned with purpose.

“Mrs. Greywick,” Mara said suddenly, and felt the words land like a stone. “Her housekeeper said she keeps the key ring. Always. But she also said she doesn’t show it.”

Broadwell’s gaze sharpened. “You’re not accusing anyone in here.”

“I’m not accusing,” Mara corrected. “I’m looking.”

The deputy stepped closer, his body angling to block Mara from the niche. “Chief Broadwell said you can observe.”

Mara looked up at Broadwell, and for a moment she saw the real reason for the restrictions. Not safety. Control. If she photographed, if she logged details, if she got proof outside the room, the story couldn’t be managed. It would have to stand on its own legs.

Mara lowered her head again and pressed harder at the frame’s inner edge. Something gave with a quiet, reluctant sound. Not a crash. Not a break. A concealed seam acknowledging pressure.

Her breath caught. For a fraction of a second, the air in the conservatory felt too thin, the temperature too sharp. There was a space behind the frame - an intentional cavity. And inside that cavity, something metal clicked faintly against metal as if it had been waiting for her touch.

A second key lay there, wrapped in cloth that had been folded too neatly, the fabric stained faintly with wax or oil. It was not the kind of hiding place a panicked person would choose. It was the kind of hiding place a patient person prepared.

Mara didn’t pull it out all the way. She slid her fingertip under the cloth and felt the teeth through it - cool, exact. She had an image in her mind already, a version of the timeline that wasn’t bent but engineered. A premeditated access point. Someone had planned for the door to be locked in a way that would look airtight to anyone who didn’t know where to look.

She turned her head, wanting to see Broadwell’s deputy’s reaction, wanting to catch the moment the control broke.

The deputy saw it first.

His hand shot out and seized Mara’s wrist - not hard enough to leave bruises, but enough to make the key feel farther away than it had a second ago. “Stop,” he said.

Broadwell’s voice cut in. “Put your hand down.”

Mara stared at the frame, at the seam she’d found, at the cloth she’d only just disturbed. “There’s a key.”

Broadwell’s eyes flicked to the niche, then away, as if looking at it would make him responsible for what it meant. “You shouldn’t have touched it.”

“I shouldn’t have touched it?” Mara’s voice rose despite her effort to keep it low. “You wouldn’t let me close-inspect the latch, and now you’re telling me not to look at what’s been concealed behind the decoration?”

His deputy tightened his grip. Mara could smell his breath - coffee and mint, too clean for this room. “The police will secure the evidence.”

Mara’s mind moved faster than her body. If they took it now, if they confiscated it before she could log it - before she could even hold it long enough to see how it fit the latch - that meant someone would decide what it became. It wouldn’t be proof. It would be a story.

“Who hid it?” Mara demanded. “Who put it behind the frame?”

The deputy’s grip didn’t loosen. “Enough.”

Broadwell stepped in, blocking her line of sight. His hand hovered near the niche but didn’t touch it. He didn’t want fingerprints. He didn’t want a record. He wanted the room to stay obedient.

Mara felt the key’s presence like a pulse. She could still sense the shape of it through the cloth. It was real. It was physical. It was the kind of thing that didn’t care about timelines or grief or rehearsed statements.

And then the deputy’s fingers moved, quick and efficient, and the cloth disappeared into his palm.

Mara watched the frame settle back into place with a soft, final stillness. Like the house was swallowing a secret.

The deputy turned the key over in his hand once, the metal catching conservatory light. He didn’t show it to Mara. He didn’t offer it to Broadwell. He just closed his fist around it and held it against his body as if warmth could erase meaning.

Mara’s throat tightened so hard it hurt. “You took it.”

“It’s evidence,” Broadwell repeated, and his voice carried a small note of satisfaction, like he’d regained control of the narrative by removing the only object that threatened it. “You’ve done enough.”

Mara wanted to argue. Wanted to reach for her bag, for her notebook, for a camera she wasn’t allowed to use. But her hands were useless now. The key wasn’t hers. The proof wasn’t hers. What she had was the sensation of having found something she wasn’t permitted to keep.

As if that weren’t enough, Broadwell’s deputy leaned close and murmured, so quietly it felt like it was meant only for Mara. “You’re not the only one who knows how doors can be made to lie.”

Mara froze, the words sliding under her skin. She stared at his mouth, at the slight curl at the corner, the confidence of someone who’d already rehearsed this moment. The conservatory air smelled sharper now - glass, damp earth, and the faint chemical tang of something freshly wiped.

Broadwell turned away as though the niche had never held anything at all. “Come on,” he said to Mara. “You’ve had your access.”

Mara didn’t move immediately. She looked at the wall niche one more time, at the decorative frame that concealed a cavity like a grin. A second key. Planned access. Premeditation.

And then, like a cruel punchline, she realized what she’d lost. The key she needed wasn’t just taken from her. It was now in the hands of the same men who’d already decided what she was allowed to see.

She forced herself upright. Her fingers ached from the restraint of not grabbing, not fighting. The deputy’s fist - still clenched around metal - felt like a closed door between her and the truth.

Outside the conservatory, the house settled into its usual quiet. But Mara could feel the disruption spreading under the silence, like cracks forming beneath paint.

She followed Broadwell and his deputy back into the hallway, and behind her the conservatory doors clicked shut again - this time not with the soft, controlled sound of a lock, but with the heavier finality of something being sealed for good.

Chapter 3
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Evelyn’s Tears, Recorded Twice
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Evelyn Hartwell didn’t cry the way Mara expected. There were tears, yes - wet tracks at the corners of her eyes, a sheen on her lower lashes that caught the weak light from the study like oil on glass - but the sound that came out of her was controlled. Measured. Almost tidy.

“I did what I could,” Evelyn said, hands folded over a handkerchief she kept turning between her fingers. The monitor on the wall - one of those neutral black screens police installed like they were making a record of weather - blinked with a red dot. “When he didn’t answer, I came down. I heard... I heard something, and then - ”

The room smelled of old paper and cold tea. The study’s curtains were half drawn, as if the house itself had decided darkness was safer than visibility. Somewhere in the hall, a clock ticked with a stubborn insistence that made Mara feel, irrationally, like she was being counted.

Mara watched Evelyn’s mouth as she spoke, not because she didn’t believe grief could be rehearsed, but because grief could be shaped. Evelyn’s lips pressed together between phrases as though she were holding words back from spilling too far. Her gaze flicked toward the corner of the room where a man stood with a folder clutched to his chest.

“That’s enough,” the lawyer said. His tone was soft enough to pass as concern. “You’ve given the police a statement. We’re not here to reopen - ”

Mara didn’t look at him yet. She let Evelyn keep talking, let the red dot keep blinking. “Just to be precise,” Mara said, keeping her voice even. “When you say you heard something, what did it sound like?”

Evelyn’s lashes lowered. A pause, too long to be natural, like someone waiting for permission from inside their own head. “It was... a door. A click. Like the latch on the conservatory.”

Mara felt the familiar tightening behind her ribs. The conservatory doors had been secured in a way that didn’t match the story Broadwell wanted to settle into place - inside versus outside, the discrepancy that had made Mara’s skin crawl. She had chalk lines in her mind now, damp soil and the body positioned like it had been arranged by someone with a sense of stagecraft.

She wanted Evelyn to say that again. She wanted to watch it happen. A person could be devastated and still speak honestly; they couldn’t fake every micro-shift of timing without leaving fingerprints somewhere. Mara’s job, her private obsession, was finding the fingerprints.

“Again,” Mara said, and nodded toward the recorder on the table. “From the beginning. Start at the moment you noticed he was gone.”

Evelyn exhaled through her nose, a fragile sound. The handkerchief trembled once, then stilled. “I was in the bedroom dressing,” she said, and her voice slid into the groove it had already carved. “I heard the house, the way it settles. Then I realized the conservatory light was - ” She stopped. Her eyes moved to the lawyer again, quick and pleading.

The lawyer’s mouth tightened. “We can skip that part.”

Mara leaned forward just slightly. The chair legs rasped against the carpet, a small, ugly noise in a room built for softness. “Why skip it?”

His eyes were pale and too calm. “Because it isn’t relevant. It’s details that invite speculation.”

Speculation was all Mara had. It was the only currency that mattered in a house full of lies.

Evelyn swallowed. “The conservatory light was off,” she continued, and the sentence landed smoother than the rest, as if it had been practiced to sound like certainty. “I went to the study first. Then I - ”

The lawyer lifted one hand, palm down, like he could press down the air itself. “No. Stop. Stop.” He turned to Mara, smile thin. “You’re pushing.”

Mara felt the heat of anger, but she kept it caged. “I’m asking for a timeline that matches what the police found.”

“That timeline is established.” His voice dipped. “Chief Broadwell has already concluded - ”

“He has concluded,” Mara repeated, and let the word sit between them like a tool left on a wound. “I’m assessing credibility. There’s a difference.”

Evelyn’s eyes gleamed. She looked at Mara with something that might have been gratitude if Mara had never learned how easily gratitude could be manufactured. “I don’t understand what you want from me.”

Mara wanted a split. She wanted a crack in the story that would widen under pressure. She wanted to see whether Evelyn would bleed the truth out differently the second time, whether her grief would remain consistent or shift like a reflection in moving water.

Her phone buzzed once in her pocket - an alert from Broadwell’s deputy, a message that said the conservatory recorder feed had been pulled and checked. It didn’t say what Mara needed it to say. It didn’t say whether anyone had caught a difference.

Mara didn’t look at the phone. She let Evelyn keep speaking, because the red dot kept blinking and the house kept its breath held, and sometimes the only way to get the truth was to let someone talk themselves into showing where they’d cut corners.

“From the moment the conservatory doors were locked,” Mara said, “tell me exactly what you did.”

Evelyn’s head tilted a fraction, as if she were trying to remember a dream. “Locked,” she echoed, and Mara saw the lawyer stiffen at the word. “I didn’t - I couldn’t - I didn’t see anyone. I only know that when I went downstairs, the doors were already - already shut.”

The lawyer’s lips pressed together. He reached for the folder, thumb rubbing the edge like a nervous habit. “That’s enough for today.”

Mara kept her eyes on Evelyn. “We’re not finished.”

Evelyn’s tears finally spilled a little harder, the first visible shift from controlled moisture to real wetness. Her throat worked. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Mara watched the apology, not the tears. When people wanted the room to close around them, they apologized. When they wanted to redirect the conversation, they apologized. When they wanted to be believed without being examined, they apologized.

The lawyer stepped closer to the table. “Mara,” he said, and the way he said her name sounded like a warning disguised as familiarity. “You’re not listening. The conservatory is a sensitive area. The Chief has already - ”

“The Chief has restrictions,” Mara cut in, and she hated how smooth her voice sounded. She heard herself the way she heard other people - too measured, too ready to cut. “I’m not asking to examine the doors. I’m asking about the recording of your testimony.”

His eyes flicked, quick. “There is no recording issue.”

Mara tapped the recorder’s casing. It was warm from use, as if the device had a pulse. “There was a duplicated segment,” she said, and watched Evelyn’s face tighten at the edges, watched the handkerchief stop turning. “Your lawyer reviewed the transcript. Now I want the original file.”

The air in the study seemed to thin. Evelyn’s mouth opened, then closed. The lawyer’s expression stayed calm, but the calm had a seam. Mara could see where it had been stitched.

“We don’t have time for this,” he said.

“Then we don’t have time for your version of events,” Mara replied.

Evelyn’s voice broke, but not in the direction grief usually broke. “Please,” she said, and the word landed hard. “Please don’t make this worse.”

Mara felt the pull of compassion - felt it like a rope tugging her toward a calmer story. She resisted it. Compassion could be manipulated too. She’d seen it in patients who leaned into suffering because pain was safer than blame.

“Let’s record again,” Mara said to Evelyn, and forced herself to keep her gaze steady. “Same question. Conservatory doors. Already shut. Tell me what you did next.”

Evelyn’s shoulders rose, then fell. “I called for him,” she said. “I didn’t know - I didn’t know if he was hurt.” She blinked rapidly, moisture gathering. “Then I went to the conservatory. The doors - ”

Mara lifted a hand, stopping her mid-sentence. “No,” she said quietly. “Not the doors. The moment you realized they were shut. What did you do with your phone? With the keys?”

Evelyn stared at her as if Mara had asked her to name a stranger. “I - I didn’t have the keys,” she said, and the lawyer inhaled sharply.

Mara leaned closer. The smell of cold tea intensified, metallic at the back of her tongue. “You’re sure?”

Evelyn’s gaze darted to the lawyer again. This time the lawyer didn’t look away. He looked at Mara like she was ruining something he had built.

“I’m sure,” Evelyn said, and her voice held steady, too steady.

Mara felt the decision come, not like a bolt but like a knife sliding into place. If Evelyn’s account was rehearsed, then pressure had to be applied to the seams, not the skin. She couldn’t force Evelyn to tell the truth. She could force the evidence to show when the truth had been tampered with.

She turned to the lawyer. “Stop the recording,” she said.

He blinked. “What?”

Mara didn’t raise her voice. She just let the authority sit in her tone the way it sat in Broadwell’s. “Stop it. We’re taking the file now.”

“You can’t,” he said, and now his calm cracked just enough for Mara to see the effort behind it.

“I can,” Mara said, and she reached for the recorder on the table. Her fingers brushed the plastic casing - slick with a thin film of sweat from earlier handling. “You can pretend the timeline is simple, but somebody edited it. Somebody duplicated a segment.”

Evelyn made a small sound, a protest muffled in her throat. “No. I didn’t - ”

“I’m not accusing you of editing,” Mara said, and the lie tasted bitter because she wasn’t sure what she believed anymore. “I’m saying the file isn’t clean.”

The lawyer stepped in front of her, too quick. His shoulder blocked the recorder from her hand. “You’re interfering.”

Mara’s heart kicked once. Danger wasn’t always a gun or a shove. Sometimes it was a man placing his body between you and the thing you needed. Her fingers curled into her palm.

Then the study monitor flickered.

Not like a screen going dark. Like a glitch trying to catch up with itself.

The red dot on the recorder’s status light kept blinking, but the monitor’s feed stuttered - one frame, two frames - then smoothed. Mara stared at it, the way you stared at a misbehaving patient when you didn’t know if it was symptoms or performance.

Evelyn’s eyes followed her stare. “What’s happening?” she asked, voice suddenly smaller.

Mara turned back to the lawyer. “That feed didn’t stutter on its own,” she said. “Someone pushed a change.”

The lawyer’s face went still, the way ice went still after it formed. “It’s a technical issue.”

“Then show me the original file,” Mara demanded. “Not the transcript. Not the version you’ve already rehearsed. The original.”

His jaw worked. He looked at Evelyn as if asking whether she would back him. Evelyn’s expression was blank grief, but Mara saw the smallest flicker there - fear, not of Mara, but of the consequences.

The deputy had told Mara earlier that Broadwell had “handled the logistics.” Logistics was a word that covered a multitude of sins. Mara suspected logistics was how you hid fingerprints.

The lawyer reached toward the laptop on the desk. “If you take it,” he said, “you’ll create a mess.”

“I’m already in it,” Mara said.

He opened the folder with a practiced motion. The screen reflected faintly in Evelyn’s wet eyes, making her look like she was watching herself drown. The file name appeared. Mara didn’t read it so much as feel it click into place with the shape she’d been chasing since the conservatory chalk lines and the locked doors that didn’t agree with the story.

She reached for the flash drive he offered.

The moment her fingers closed around it, the laptop fan whined, and the room’s temperature seemed to drop. Mara felt sweat cool at the back of her neck.

Evelyn whispered, “Please.”

Mara didn’t answer.

She copied the file to her own device while the lawyer watched too closely, his hands tight at his sides. The process felt slower than it should have, every second stretched by the sense that someone was waiting for her to make a mistake.

When it finished, Mara opened the audio in her headphones. The waveform displayed, a visual map of sound.

Evelyn’s voice filled the room through the tiny speakers, and for a moment Mara felt sick relief. It was exactly what Evelyn had said - until the duplicated segment arrived.

The audio repeated itself with a subtle difference, like a sentence spoken twice by the same mouth but with different intent behind the second delivery. Mara watched the waveform tighten and overlap, the duplicated portion thickening where it shouldn’t.

She rewound. Listened again. The words were there, but the timing was wrong. Not wrong in content - wrong in structure. The silence before the duplicated segment didn’t match the silence after, as if the edit had stitched together two pieces and left the seam exposed.

Mara pulled the file details up. She expected timestamps, at least for the duplication marker.

Instead, there was a gap. A missing timestamp that should have anchored the duplicated part to a specific moment.

The lawyer’s voice came from behind her like a calm blade. “See? It’s just poor formatting.”

Mara didn’t turn. Her fingers hovered above the screen, and she felt the urge to press harder, to confirm what her gut already knew. A technical anomaly could explain a stutter. It couldn’t explain a carefully duplicated segment without an accompanying timestamp.

Unless the timestamp had been removed on purpose.

Evelyn’s breath shuddered. “What does it mean?” she asked, and now her voice sounded less rehearsed than afraid.

Mara finally looked at her. Evelyn’s tears had stopped. Her face had gone pale in a way that didn’t match grief. It matched calculation failing.

Mara heard herself say, “It means someone wanted the duplication to be invisible.”

The lawyer’s eyes sharpened. “Or it means the system - ”

“It means the system doesn’t delete timestamps by accident,” Mara said, and the certainty in her voice surprised her. She hadn’t felt certain until the missing timestamp appeared like a missing tooth in a smile.

Evelyn stared at Mara’s hands, at the device, as if she could see the edit through the plastic.

Mara stood. “I’m taking this file to Broadwell,” she said, and watched the lawyer’s posture shift, watched the way his shoulders tensed as though he’d expected resistance but not possession.

“You can’t take it,” he snapped, finally losing the softness.

Mara met his eyes. “I already did.”

The study felt smaller, the air thicker. Somewhere downstairs, a door closed with a soft final sound, like the house sealing itself against what it didn’t want to hold.

Evelyn clutched her handkerchief so hard the fabric bunched. “Please,” she said again, but this time it wasn’t grief. It was a plea aimed at survival.

Mara slipped the recorder into her bag. Her hands were steady, but her mind wasn’t. The missing timestamp meant the duplicated testimony wasn’t just a glitch. It was a script with a removed cue, a performance with the backstage lights turned off.

As Mara stepped toward the study door, she heard the lawyer behind her say, almost conversational, “Chief Broadwell will decide what’s relevant.”

Mara paused with her hand on the handle. Cold metal pressed into her skin.

She turned her head just enough to look back at Evelyn.

Evelyn’s eyes met hers, and in them Mara saw something that didn’t belong to a widow who’d merely been traumatized. It belonged to someone who’d sat through the same moment twice and learned how to make the second version more believable than the first.

Mara opened the door.

The hallway light was brighter than it should have been, too white, too clean. Broadwell’s deputy stood there with a clipboard held like a shield. Behind him, Chief Broadwell’s voice carried from down the hall - low, controlled, already shaping the next version of events.

Mara’s phone buzzed again in her pocket, a new message from the deputy: the conservatory feed had been reassigned, “for review,” and access would be restricted immediately.

Mara looked at the deputy’s face. He didn’t meet her eyes.

She could feel the cost of what she’d gotten settling in her bones. She’d obtained the original file - proof that someone had edited testimony and stripped away an anchor - but in doing so she’d stepped into whatever machinery Broadwell and his people had set in motion.

The hallway seemed to tighten around her as she heard footsteps approaching, fast and purposeful.

Mara tightened her grip on her bag and walked forward anyway, because the missing timestamp wasn’t just evidence.

It was a warning that someone had planned for her to notice.

Chapter 4

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Butler’s Missing Hour
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The hallway outside the conservatory felt too clean for what had happened inside it. Mara walked with her bag zipped tight against her ribs, the fabric pressing into her skin as if it could keep something from slipping out. Chief Broadwell’s voice still hovered in her ear - controlled, impatient, final - about what she was allowed to see and what she wasn’t. She’d nodded anyway, because arguing with him would only make her look like the kind of person he’d already decided she was.

But she couldn’t stop thinking about that missing timestamp. A gap wasn’t just an absence; it was a choice. Someone had left it where her eyes would fall, like a loose thread meant to pull her away from the real stitch.

Now the police had started saying the murder was straightforward, the way they always did when a story could be filed and forgotten. Intruder. Misstep. Door secured. Body staged. The conservatory lock niche, the obstruction in the latch, the chalk lines on damp soil - everything could be arranged to fit a single narrative if you didn’t press hard enough. Mara pressed anyway.

Broadwell had granted her exactly one thing since she’d arrived: access to staff records, supervised, within the house. Not the crime scene. Not the lock. Not photographs. But logs. Ledgers. The small, boring paper trail that people trusted because it looked like it couldn’t lie.

The pantry smelled of cold wood and old flour. Greywick House kept its food storage too dark, as if light might spoil more than produce. Mara stepped into the pantry with the deputy behind her, a heavy presence in the doorway. He didn’t speak; he just watched her hands the way people watched knives.

On the far wall, half-hidden behind a row of stacked tins, a wooden shelf held the house’s logbook - spine-worn, corners softened by years of being pulled out and shoved back. The ledger sat in a narrow groove as though it belonged there permanently. Next to it lay a pencil tin and a cloth, folded with the kind of careful emptiness that made Mara’s molars ache.

Lionel Price arrived before the deputy could decide whether he needed to make introductions. The butler moved with the quiet precision of someone trained to enter a room already knowing where every sound would land. He wasn’t smiling. That was worse than a scowl. His face held the calm of a man who’d already rehearsed what he would say if questioned.

“Mara Voss,” he murmured, as if her name were a courtesy he could withdraw. His eyes flicked to her bag, then to the shelf. “You’re looking for the missing hour.”

Mara didn’t answer. She pulled her gaze away from his face and fixed it on the ledger’s cover. The wood looked dry, but her fingertips tingled with the memory of damp soil from the conservatory. The house kept secrets in places that didn’t announce themselves.

Price’s gloved hand came down on the ledger with a soft, final tap. “The logbook was updated,” he said. “By someone else.”

The deputy made a sound - half approval, half impatience. Mara watched Price’s fingers. The gloves were clean. No flour smudged them. No ink stains. The kind of cleanliness that didn’t come from habit so much as from control.

“By someone else,” Mara repeated, letting the words sit between them. “Who?”

Price’s eyes moved, just slightly, to the deputy, and then back to her. “I don’t speculate. The entries are clear. The ink used differs from earlier work.”

Mara slid the ledger out. It resisted, then gave, like it had been fitted too snugly to be accidental. When she opened it, the pages released a faint paper-dust smell, dry and stale. The handwriting was consistent - tight loops, careful slants - until she reached the section covering the evening of the murder.

The dates were neat. The times were precise. The entries were the house’s breath, recorded minute by minute: lamps lit, doors checked, rooms aired. Staff movements turned into a timeline that could be defended in court.

And then, in the middle of the missing hour, the ink changed.

Not dramatically. Not enough for a casual glance. But Mara had learned to notice what people hoped wouldn’t be noticed - the way a liar’s story stayed smooth where it should have snagged. The strokes she saw now looked newer. Slightly darker. The pen pressure heavier, the line edges a fraction too sharp.

“Your ink doesn’t look like the rest,” she said.

Price’s mouth tightened. “The logbook is maintained. Ink varies by supply. You’ll find differences if you’re looking for them.”

Mara turned to the preceding entries. Earlier writing had a pale sheen, as if it had absorbed into paper fibers over time. The new ink sat differently - more on top than in. When she ran her eyes across the margin, she saw something else: a faint ridge where the paper had been pressed, then disturbed. A seam that wasn’t supposed to exist.

The deputy shifted his weight. The pantry floorboards creaked, a complaint swallowed immediately. Mara kept her expression still. If Broadwell had taught her anything, it was that men like this didn’t need to be told they were being watched. They could feel it.

“The missing hour,” Mara said, “isn’t missing. It’s edited.”

Price’s gaze held hers. “Edited by whoever had reason.”

“Reason,” she echoed again, and this time it tasted like iron. “For tampering?”

Price didn’t blink. “For protection.”

Mara let her eyes travel down the page. She found a line that should have continued, should have threaded through time like the rest. Instead, the ink stopped mid-entry. The date and time were there, but the writing after it was incomplete - an abrupt fracture in the house’s record.

She turned the page carefully. The next sheet looked normal at first glance. Then she saw the edge.

A torn page - replaced. Reattached.

The seam was hard to see until the light hit it at an angle. It wasn’t a clean repair. Someone had used fresh glue, and the sheen of it caught Mara’s attention like saliva on a wound. The paper fibers didn’t match perfectly, the grain slightly off. The tear had been made deliberately and then stitched back into place with urgency, as if the person doing it had been afraid of being interrupted.

Mara’s stomach tightened. The conservatory had been staged - chalk lines on damp soil, doors secured in a way that didn’t add up, a body placed like a message. Now the logbook was doing the same thing. Not random damage. Not careless staff. Someone had gone out of their way to keep the timeline intact right up to the point where it could no longer be trusted.

She touched the seam with the side of her finger, not pressing, just feeling for the texture. The glue was slightly raised. It held warmth too, as if it hadn’t fully cured.

Fresh.

Price watched her hand. “The page was damaged. It happens.”

“Damage doesn’t look like this,” Mara said, and her voice came out quieter than she intended. “The glue is new. The tear is recent enough to still feel tacky.”

The deputy’s eyes narrowed. “You’re touching evidence without - ”

“Without what?” Mara cut in, not turning her head. She could feel him recoil from the sound of her certainty. “From the start, this has been controlled. This ledger was placed where someone wanted it found, and the missing hour was left for someone like me to chase.”

Price’s calm cracked, just at the corner of his eyes. “You’re making accusations.”

“I’m making observations,” Mara said. She flipped back to the incomplete line and stared at the stop in the ink. Someone had written up to a point, then stopped as if they’d been interrupted mid-thought. The handwriting around the break was slightly shakier, the loops uneven. Not fear. Annoyance. A hand forced to stop.

Mara leaned closer. The paper smelled faintly of something else beneath the glue - solvent, maybe, or the sharpness of adhesive that didn’t belong in a pantry. It mingled with flour-dust and made her think of plastic bags and heat.

She straightened slowly. “Who reattached the page?”

Price’s jaw worked once. “I told you. The logbook is maintained by the staff. I don’t do the writing. I ensure it’s kept.”

“That’s not an answer,” Mara said.

The deputy stepped closer, finally speaking in a voice meant to end arguments. “Chief Broadwell said you’d be shown what’s necessary.”

“Chief Broadwell said a lot of things.” Mara kept her eyes on Price. “But your ink doesn’t match earlier entries. Your ledger has a repaired tear in the missing hour. And the page isn’t just repaired - it’s reattached to cover a gap you want sealed.”

Price’s hands moved, slow and controlled, as if he were presenting something fragile to an audience. “If you’re so concerned with ink and glue, you should be concerned with the person who broke the page in the first place.”

Mara looked at him then, really looked. She’d seen his kind before - people who could turn their own guilt into a question mark. His gloved cleanliness. His calm. The way he’d arrived as if summoned. The slight emphasis on “someone else,” like a practiced phrase.

“Someone broke the page,” she said, letting it sound like she was agreeing, “and someone else repaired it. Two people. Or one person who wanted it both broken and fixed.”

Price’s eyes didn’t change. But his silence did. Silence was its own confession.

Mara glanced at the pencil tin beside the ledger. The pencils were sharpened to different lengths, the erasers intact. One pencil had fresh graphite smudged along its side - like it had been handled recently. She didn’t reach for it. She watched instead, letting her thoughts move faster than her hands.

The missing hour wasn’t just a gap in the record. It was a place where someone could insert a story, a place where a person could become invisible if enough paperwork was made to look continuous. If the timeline had been edited, it meant the murder hadn’t been allowed to happen without interference. It had been guided.

She heard the pantry door click behind her. A new sound - soft footsteps, fabric against wood. The deputy’s shoulders tightened before she could look away from Price.

Mrs. Greywick’s housekeeper appeared in the doorway, her face pale under the dim light. She held herself like a woman who’d spent years being told not to take up space. Her eyes moved to the ledger seam, then to Price’s hands.

Price didn’t turn his head. “You weren’t asked to come.”

The housekeeper’s voice was thin. “I heard - ”

“You heard nothing,” Price said, and the words were so gentle they felt like a threat. He looked at the deputy, then back at Mara. “This should have been handled privately.”

Mara’s throat tightened. The housekeeper had refused to disclose key details before. Refused in a way that felt like loyalty, or fear, or something more complicated. Now she’d shown up at the exact moment Mara found the repaired page.

Mara looked at her, forcing her voice to stay level. “You maintained this ledger.”

The housekeeper’s eyes flicked away. “I help.”

“Help,” Mara repeated, and she could hear the lie moving behind the word like something trapped under floorboards. “Who reattached the page?”

The housekeeper swallowed. The sound was loud in the small room. “I didn’t.”

Price’s gloved
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