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   “Scott and Griswold have set the bar for gaslamp fantasy to an all-time high with this riveting blend of Victorian magic, romance, and suspense. It should come with several warnings, though: you will not be able to put it down, and once you do, you may have trouble adjusting to everyday life again.”
 
   —Tiffany Trent, author ofThe Unnaturalists
 
    
 
   “Friends and lovers become partners as metaphysician Mathey and private detective Lynes are called onto a case that involves both enchantment and murder. Not only does this bring them into closer contact with each other, it also brings up painful memories of their school days and the classmate who abused them. They must balance young manhood between the regrets and misfortunes of the past, and the demands of their professions (not to mention their hearts). You’ll root for them to succeed in all arenas.”
 
   —L.A. Fields, author ofMy Dear Watson
 
    
 
   “What a wonderful book. The story is enthralling and superbly told, and the book effectively evokes the Victorian era and its sequestered queer society. It’s the kind of book that so pulls you in that you forget that you are reading and feel that you are experiencing a riveting adventure. Here’s hoping that Melissa Scott and Amy Griswold give us a sequel, so that we may pay another enchanting visit with Ned, Julian, and the delightful Miss Frost.”
 
   —W.H. Pugmire, author ofUncommon Places
 
    
 
   “This is not the Victorian London you think you know. InDeath by Silver, Scott and Griswold have created an eerily familiar world lit by magic of an eminently practical – and occasionally murderous – sort, and a story that gives equal weight to meticulous detection, twisty red herrings, thrilling adventure, and an unconventional, stiff-upper-lip romance. I love this book. Do yourself the favor of making the acquaintance of metaphysician Ned Mathey and private detective Julian Lynes…then beg Scott and Griswold (as I do) for a sequel.”
 
   —Alex Jeffers, author ofDeprivation and 
 
   You Will Meet a Stranger Far from Home
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   “Death by Silver is a fun, well written, and intriguing mystery. Metaphysician Ned Mathey and private detective Julian Lynes are a winning combination. They will leave you spellbound and wanting more.”
 
   —William Holden, author ofA Twist of GrimmandSecret Societies
 
    
 
   “I loved everything aboutDeath by Silver—the world-building and excellent atmosphere, the characters and their personal struggles, the twisty well-paced plot and the delicious romantic relationship-building elements, all the way to the great ending. I just hope that Scott and Griswold are planning a series because these characters and world are begging for one! Highly enjoyed and recommended.”
 
   —Impressions of a Reader blog
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   To Jo, in all her aliases.
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Table of Contents
 
   Title Page
 
   Advance Praise
 
   Table of Contents
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
   Acknowledgement
 
   About the Authors
 
   


  
 

CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
    
 
   Ned Mathey hung up his hat as he came back into his chambers from the square outside, and his clerk Miss Cordelia Frost looked up from her desk with an expression of mild curiosity. “Everything all right?”
 
   “Nothing very much the matter,” Ned said. “Just a metaphysical experiment gone a bit awry. Mr Simmons and Mr Connor set a tidy blaze in their dustbin, but it’s been extinguished without their setting half the Commons ablaze, so I suppose we should all count ourselves lucky.”
 
   The chambers and flats on the west side of the square were reserved for metaphysicians, who generally restricted themselves to applying approved methods, but the theoretical metaphysicists across the Commons were sometimes given to experimenting. Usually they confined themselves to writing monographs, which didn’t break windows or start fires, but rising smoke or the sound of shattering glass from the east side of the square wasn’t entirely unheard of.
 
   “The post came while you were out,” Miss Frost said, seemingly unconcerned now with the averted inferno. She’d attended classes in metaphysics herself, albeit at a women’s college that didn’t grant an actual degree, and took the more curious aspects of doing business at the Commons in stride. Ned found her indispensably useful, despite coming in for a certain amount of teasing from his friends about his presumed motives for hiring a typewriter girl rather than the traditional male clerk.
 
   “Anything interesting?”
 
   “Bills,” she said, and Ned made a face in what was only partially mock dismay.
 
   “Eternal but uninteresting. How about promisingly lucrative new clients?”
 
   “Not yet,” Miss Frost said, still rifling through the envelopes she’d already neatly slit. Her severely tailored jacket showed no ink smudges at the cuffs, despite being light blue rather than the black of his own frock coat; he always wondered if she glamored her cuffs to preserve them, but didn’t think he’d endear himself to her by asking. “Here’s Mr Clark about his garden gate again.”
 
   “It needs replacing, not to be patched up again.” Ned was starting to despair of Mr Clark’s garden gate, which had been badly enchanted to start with and had been repaired in the past by at least three different metaphysicians of varying skills. It now remained stubbornly latched for welcome visitors, swung open invitingly for random strangers, and had more than once swung shut of its own accord abruptly enough to knock Mr Clark’s long-suffering terrier off its feet.
 
   “How would you like me to put that in a reply?”
 
   “No, don’t, I’ll take another look at it,” Ned said. He hated feeling that a yard-square piece of ironmongery was defeating him, and besides, Mr Clark had paid promptly for his previous attempts to sort it out.
 
   “Here’s a new one, a Mr Edgar Nevett about his silver.” Miss Frost handed him the letter, and he took it with a frown.
 
   “I was in school with a Nevett,” he said. “More than one of them, but I don’t recall an Edgar.”
 
   Upon examining the letter, that minor mystery at least resolved itself.
 
   I understand you attended Sts Thomas’s with my son Mr Victor Nevett,the elder Nevett wrote.My inquiries find you satisfactorily recommended, with a more up-to-date approach to the profession than Mr Fitzgibbons.
 
   “Satisfactorily recommended,” Ned murmured under his breath. “That’s enthusiastic.” He waved Miss Frost off as she looked up from sorting out bills and the occasional more welcome cheque, and resumed reading.
 
   I therefore intend to retain you to investigate the matter of a curse upon certain pieces of silver long owned by the Nevett family. All other remedies have failed, and the assistance of a metaphysician has become obviously necessary.
 
   Ned hoped any other remedies applied had been entirely ineffective, rather than partially and unpredictably effective. An amateur could do more harm than good messing about with patent kits, their sigils already written out on printed magical squares and their accompanying directions promising guaranteed success. From the complaints of his clients who’d tried them, whatever was guaranteed, it wasn’t their money back.
 
   I await a reply at your earliest convenience, and have the honor to be –
 
   Edgar Nevett
 
   Ned drummed his fingers on his desk, wondering whether to charitably take the dash as implying “your humble and obedient servant” or not. The letter was peremptory in its tone even so, and he found himself tempted to toss it in the dustbin, despite how welcome another client would be. He’d bought the practice less than a year ago, and more than one of old Fitzgibbons’s clients had decided to go to a more established man rather than a new metaphysician just up from Oxford.
 
   He remembered Victor Nevett perfectly well, and the invocation of his name didn’t precisely recommend his father as a client. Still, business was business, and at this point he was in no position to refuse it out on account of schoolboy quarrels. “I’ll see Nevett about his silver,” Ned said. “Write and see if tomorrow afternoon is convenient for him.”
 
   “It’ll have to be Thursday,” Miss Frost said. “You were taking tomorrow afternoon as a holiday. Marylebone vs Yorkshire at Lord’s, I believe.” She looked a bit amused.
 
   He let out a resigned breath. “I was indeed, but I won’t. A new client takes precedence.”
 
   “Even over watching cricket?” She was definitely teasing, now, and he smiled in return, pleased that she’d apparently decided by now that his intentions toward her as an employer were honorable. As they were entirely so – by virtue of her sex alone, although he could hardly say so – he appreciated a warmer climate in his chambers.
 
   “Sadly so,” he said.
 
   “I’ll write and see,” Miss Frost said. She was setting up her pantograph for making out receipts, its upright pen enchanted to trace a perfect copy of her own writing. “You look forward to the opportunity, etc.?”
 
   “All that sort of thing, yes,” Ned said, and left it to her.
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   Nevett replied promptly by the first morning post, saying that an afternoon appointment would suit him, and after lunch Ned took himself off by cab to the man’s house. He tapped the knocker firmly against the door and then straightened his coat sleeves, trying to project the dignity expected of the profession.
 
   A scrubbed-looking little parlormaid answered the door, looking as if she couldn’t have been long in her situation herself, unless she’d started as an infant. He felt an amused pang of fellow-feeling.
 
   “My name is Mathey,” he said, presenting her with his card, on which was engravedMr Edward Mathey, MMA, The Commons. “Mr Nevett should be expecting me on a business matter.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” she said. “Take your hat and your bag, sir? You can wait in the parlor, sir, I’ll tell Mr Nevett you’re here.”
 
   He surrendered his hat but not his leather case, seeing little point in having to fetch it back again once he could get down to work. The parlor was cluttered with a variety of decorative objects, rather more of a variety than Ned thought strictly necessary; he wasn’t sure that a cage full of stuffed birds with baleful expressions really contributed to the appeal of a table already laden down with wax flowers and a crystal dish of lavender sweets.
 
   None of the ornaments visible in the parlor was silver, which he did note.
 
   “Mr Mathey, I presume?” Nevett said, appearing at the parlor door. He was ruddy-faced and solidly built in a way that suggested he had been athletic in his youth but had put on weight with age. Though his dark hair was thinning, Ned could see the resemblance to his sons; they’d all been cut from the same pattern, dark and sturdy.
 
   “Mr Nevett,” Ned said, and shook hands. “I understand you’ve been having trouble with your silver.”
 
   “It’s through here,” Nevett said without further ceremony, and led him across the hall to the dining room.
 
   An impressive array of silver platters, serving dishes, and boxes of cutlery were laid out on the long mahogany table, with an elaborate tea set that might have poured for an entire regiment having pride of place. A few heavy candlesticks, clocks, and curiosities of various sorts crowded in at the edges of the table, some precariously balanced.
 
   The proliferation of specialized but matching pieces suggested the silver was fairly new, although unquestionably of good quality. Ned opened a pair of ornamented tongs curiously, wondering precisely what they were intended for. The shape suggested asparagus, although he doubted it mattered, unless Nevett was suffering specifically asparagus-related misfortunes.
 
   “Tell me what first made you suspect a curse,” he said.
 
   “It’s an old family trouble,” Nevett said. Ned wondered if he was imagining the note of satisfaction in the man’s voice. “It’s always been said that it brings ill luck to have too much to do with our family’s silver. The story is that there was an ill-meant wedding gift to one of my ancestresses, from a jealous suitor. Of course there’s no telling for sure if it’s true or not, but I suppose you’ll be able to find out.”
 
   “I expect so,” Ned said. “Have there been any recent incidents?”
 
   “There’s definitely an unsettling feeling when you handle the stuff,” Nevett said, which wasn’t exactly an answer to the question. He ran his fingers along the rim of a chafing dish, leaving a smudge behind. “And one of the kitchen maids slipped and twisted her ankle the other week. Carelessness, but when you look at it a certain way, you could say it’s bad luck as well.”
 
   “You certainly could,” Ned said politely, although he was beginning to feel an annoyed suspicion rising that he wouldn’t find a thing wrong with the silver except its lack of an impressive history. He wasn’t entirely above being paid to be the equivalent of a physician dispensing colored-water tonics to ladies who liked to be thought delicate, but he preferred being actually useful. “I’ll need to make a proper examination. It’s not very entertaining to watch, I’m afraid.”
 
   “Quite all right,” Nevett said, but made no move to volunteer that he had other business he could attend to while Ned worked. Ned hoped Nevett didn’t seriously suspect him of intending to pocket the forks. Probably he just wanted a bit of theater for his money. Ned shook his head in what he hoped passed for serious consideration of the metaphysical problem before him, and set one of the smaller platters flat on the tablecloth in front of him.
 
   It was the ideal piece to work on, having a large, flat surface. He forbore from pointing out that it was probably the only piece that needed to have been brought out of the kitchen; if they were dealing with a true malediction, it would have long since spread to affect every piece of silver in the house. An ordinary curse would have remained centered on a single object, but it also would have likely produced results more dramatic than an atmospheric sense of unease.
 
   He made an effort to master his annoyance. He suspected much of it was actually that it still rankled that Nevett had described him as “having been at school with my son Mr Victor Nevett” as if that were what established his respectability. Reginald Nevett had been the one in Ned’s year at Sts Thomas’s, a good enough sort if generally found in the middle of a crowd following along like a genial sheep. He wouldn’t have minded if Reggie had put him up for the job – would have dropped him a note to thank him, probably.
 
   Victor was a different matter. He’d been a prefect at Toms’ when Ned was a New Man, and had exercised his authority enthusiastically and without any apparent sense of fair play. It was hardly reasonable to hold a grudge over schoolboy punishments, at least not on his own account – it had probably built character – but all the same he didn’t like the idea of being assumed to be Victor’s friend.
 
   He dismissed unprofitable thoughts and opened his case, which contained a well-worn copy of the second volume of theDe Occulta Philosophia, carried more out of lingering schoolboy habit than any likelihood that he’d need to refer to it, a memorandum-book with his own notes on recently coined vocabulary, and lead pencil and paper in case it was necessary to use any of the truly elaborate metaphysical squares. All he wanted to begin with was his wand, a plain one in the Oxford style with no decoration other than the sharp silver cap at each end.
 
   Best to begin with the standard series for curse detection, even if he suspected the result. The first sigil in that series was “light,” one of the simplest, but he made himself focus properly, envisioning the square of the sun superimposed on the flat silver face of the platter. The square of the sun was the alphabetic square, its thirty-six numbers standing for the thirty-six letters of the metaphysical alphabet; he’d memorized it at thirteen, through dint of effort he’d thought painful at the time.
 
   The metaphysical word for “light” was only two letters, the letter that itself meant “light” and the one that meant “end,” tacked on as shorthand to make single-letter words possible to draw on a square. Right to left across the bottom row of the square, then, a short horizontal line that acquired its particular meaning through concentration on the numbers that began and ended it. He sketched the line, his pulse quickening as he completed it; there was always that slight exciting element of danger, a chance that he was dealing with one of the rare enchantments that would react disastrously with the standard tests.
 
   Instead there was no reaction at all. The most common curses were laid down using some version of the word for “bring” in connection with some specified form of ill-luck. Adding “light” should have made at least a momentary flicker of light play across the surface of the platter. The next most common ones used “remove,” or “darken;” he carried lucifer matches in his case, but there was a convenient sunbeam slanting across the table, and he tilted the tray into the sun while sketching “light” once more.
 
   The light thrown off by the tray didn’t falter. The next of the standard tests switched tactics, testing for a limiting factor. A malediction was most usually limited to a particular set of objects, to things residing under a particular roof, or by family blood. “Silver,” in this case, which wasn’t particularly useful, or “house,” or “blood.”
 
   He glanced at Nevett, who could at least be a source of useful information if he insisted on hovering. “Did your wife bring any silver into the house when you married? Anything not bought as a wedding present, but perhaps part of a dowry, or a gift to her as a child?”
 
   “I expect so,” Nevett said. “I didn’t pay much attention.”
 
   Ned doubted that – the collection of silver in front of him hardly looked like one assembled by a man who didn’t know or cared what he owned – but there was no sense in arguing about it. “No reason to, I’m sure,” he said easily. “And what was her maiden name?”
 
   “Her people are Winchesters,” Nevett said. He frowned, looking genuinely troubled for the first time. “What are you implying?”
 
   “If there is a curse on the silver, it’s possible it came through a piece that was in Mrs Nevett’s family. It probably wouldn’t be anything she was aware of, perhaps not even something that was a problem while the silver was in its original home. Some things take badly to being moved.”
 
   “But it’s not that she’s done something to the silver herself.”
 
   “Certainly not,” Ned said. The last thing he needed was for Nevett to decide that he was insulting his wife.
 
   Nevett made a non-committal noise, but seemed mollified, and Ned returned to looking through the pieces for something with a lid. Thankfully, not many of the pieces seemed to have been enchanted at their manufacture, which would have confused the issue considerably. He found a salt cellar with a lid, set it deliberately ajar, and then sketched the fish-hook sigil for “close” without adding a specifier. If the enchantment had been build around “in this house” or “under this roof,” the combination would have formedclose all under this roof, which tended to show its effects even through a variety of cluttering prior sigils.
 
   The silver lid didn’t twitch. He added the sigil for “roof” himself, and watched the lid snap shut, feeling the light flutter of effort deep in his vitals, not strong enough to make him catch his breath, but definitely a perceptible expenditure of energy. That was all his own doing, not prompted by any residual energy in the salt cellar.
 
   The blood of the family might have been specified instead. The easiest test for that would have required piercing Nevett’s thumb, and Ned didn’t feel he’d ingratiate himself that way. There were some of his clients who were pleased by the hoariest traditional methods, the bloodier and more gruesome the better, but he doubted Nevett was one of them.
 
   Instead he ran through a number of sigils that should have reacted with “blood,” with no result. He tipped the platter up so that its reflected light played across the wall, and tried “yourself”; in combination with any enchantment relying on “name,” it should have reflected back the sigil “name” in response, at least as a momentary flicker of light.
 
   Say your name,he remembered the prefects demanding in school, to which the answer was properlyname, sir, not actually saying your name, unless you were asked “What are you called?” Julian had pointed out in scathing tones at one point that that particular piece of the Canon had clearly once been “Name yourself,” and that generations of Toms’ students apparently hadn’t been clever enough to repair someone’s long-ago slip of the tongue.
 
   As Ned recalled, he’d pointed it out in the presence of one of the school prefects, and been sorry for it afterwards, as much as Julian was ever sorry for such things. Ned had pointed out that generations of Toms’ students probably hadn’t felt it worth being beaten to contradict Senior Men about school tradition, but Julian hadn’t seemed satisfied with that answer.
 
   He brought himself back to the present with an effort, startled and annoyed by how easily distracted he was at the moment by memories of school days. He’d put away boyhood feuds long ago, or at least so he would have said, and it irritated him that having dealings with Victor Nevett even second-hand seemed to be putting his every nerve on edge.
 
   He ran through the rest of the standard tests for curses proper, and then set himself to the more tedious task of testing to see if any of the individual pieces were enchanted in any troublesome way. For that he did bring out pencil and paper, neatly and quickly constructing Agrippa’s squares through the square of the Moon, which was nine by nine and required careful penmanship to fit in its place on the page.
 
   It was a couple of hours of tedious work, and Nevett eventually grew bored enough to leave him to it, which was welcome. He reached the end of the tests for enchantments constructed by the Moon without a single speck of evidence that there was anything wrong with the silver in front of him at all. He’d found nothing more sinister than a couple of pieces glamored not to tarnish, a springless silver clock that relied on magic to tell the time, and one shoddy jam pot with a lid that snapped itself shut hard enough to pinch unwary fingers when the spoon was withdrawn.
 
   “There’s no sign of a curse as such,” he said the next time he looked up to see Nevett hovering in the doorway. As he suspected, the man looked a bit disappointed. A family curse on the silver was the sort of affliction suffered by the best families, and might have gone some distance to discourage burglars as well. “However, to be entirely certain that there aren’t any lingering malevolent influences, I think it’s best to perform a cleansing on the silver.”
 
   “Very well,” Nevett said, looking a little brighter. “None of that nonsense about burying it in the garden, though, with someone having to guard it night and day.”
 
   “No, that’s entirely unnecessary nowadays,” Ned said. It hadn’t been strictly necessary in his predecessor’s time either, but clients then had liked considerably more theater, and it had been a way of getting them to let their things alone while slow-working cleansings took effect. He took advantage of his pencil sketches to construct the cleansing that he intended to use on the square of the Moon, better and more effective for the purpose if more complex.
 
   He traced the sigils once he’d worked them out, a cleansing extending to all pieces of silver under the roof or owned by anyone who lived there,to remove metaphysical words– he’d botched that one asto remove words by metaphysics once at Oxford, scrambling the grammar and feeding it far too much nervous energy into the bargain, and had scoured the engraving from his tutor’s pocket watch. He’d felt wretched about it at the time, although in retrospect he felt that anyone letting undergraduate metaphysicists practice on his prized possessions deserved to get them back in multiple smoking pieces.
 
   All he was likely doing was removing the sigils he’d left through his own experimental work, lightly enough applied that they would fade soon enough anyway, but it was worth cleaning up the mess he’d made. He made a more theatrical production of it for Nevett’s sake, tracing the sigils with sweeping gestures and adding “light” in the proper grammatical place to make the final lines blaze briefly like trails of flame through the air before they faded away.
 
   “That should do it,” he said. “No cursework, enchantments, or malevolent energies will have survived that.” He’d also put a good shine on the pieces that needed polishing, which he hoped would lighten the spirits of the domestic staff entrusted with their care enough for them to declare that they felt a perceptible difference. “If you have any further trouble, don’t hesitate to call me in.”
 
   “I’ll do that,” Nevett said. “About your bill, now…”
 
   “I’ll have it sent round,” Ned said. He hoped he wouldn’t have to badger Nevett to pay it. There were too many of his clients who seemed to feel that a young man just starting out in the profession ought to be grateful for the experience, and it wouldn’t make him look any better to point out to them that he’d borrowed heavily to buy the practice and that the expenses of establishing it weren’t light.
 
   “I’ll let you know if I have any more trouble of this sort,” Nevett said.
 
   “I hope you will,” Ned said, because a client was a client, even one who wanted a metaphysician because consulting one was in fashion. He repacked his bag and reclaimed his hat in the hall from the scrubbed little parlormaid who’d let him in. He smiled thanks and escaped out into the street without asking them to call him a cab; despite every effort to banish his unsettled mood, he hadn’t felt like lingering.
 
   What he ought to do was go back to his consulting-room at the Commons, see if any other clients had presented themselves, and get Miss Frost to promptly send out a bill. What he wanted to do was go round to Julian’s for a late tea, or if Julian didn’t see the point in tea at this hour, for a drink and the chance to complain a bit about impossible clients.
 
   He whistled for a cab, using the patent cab-whistle he usually didn’t bother with, enchanted to make a tremendous amount of noise for its size; by the time one extricated itself from traffic and came rattling to a stop at the curb, he’d wrestled with temptation and decided to give into it. He gave the cabman the address and climbed into the cab.
 
   “The detective, or the dentist?” the cabman asked. Ned supposed that most people wanting to be taken to the boarding house where Julian lodged in the middle of the afternoon wanted one or the other, as Julian Lynes and an elderly dentist were the only lodgers who used their parlors as consulting-rooms.
 
   “The detective,” Ned said, and settled back as the cabman urged his horse back into traffic without another word.
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   Julian Lynes propped his feet unpardonably on his landlady’s recently polished fender, and reached for the last tea sandwich. Mrs Digby was saving with the butter, but the cheese was thickly sliced, and he felt he probably shouldn’t complain, considering how erratic his hours had been for the last week or so. He’d almost finished the tea as well, but at least he could make another pot if he wanted to go to the trouble. It was hot enough today, however, that he thought he might send young Digby to the local for a pitcher of beer instead.
 
   He stuffed the last of the sandwich into his mouth and folded back the pages of his afternoon paper to the agony column, scanning the advertisements for any items of interest. Booth and Burch were once again offering a selection of devices, metaphysical and electrical, guaranteed to improve virility and impede baldness; there was a second, smaller advertisement from the same firm offering relief from awkward congestion and other women’s troubles. Julian grinned in spite of himself, but it was highly unlikely that any of Burch’s products would result in business for himself. Though if it did – he shook the thought away. If it did, it would probably be blackmail rather than anything amusing.
 
   He skimmed down the rest of the page, noting the usual offers for Sibley’s Patent Squares, guaranteed to resolve most common metaphysical problems without the expense of consultation, and Johns’s Powders – which were going to bring him business one of these days, if old Mr Johns didn’t pay more attention to what young Mr Johns was doing to save money. Multiple appeals to strayed spouses, wives as usual outnumbering husbands; a mother in search of a missing son; the usual elderly gentlemen in need of gentle companions; and, more promisingly, four inserts that were little more than strings of numbers and letters. He poured himself the last of the tea, thick and stewed and tepid, and settled to work them out.
 
   They were all simple substitution ciphers, two from star-crossed lovers, one probably from a fence, and the fourth merely spelling outCorinthfollowed by the number5. He stared at that one, frowning slightly. The only thing that occurred to him was a biblical reference, but it didn’t seem worth the effort to look it up, at least not without more context. Instead, he refolded the paper and set it carefully on top of the other papers piled on the side table, and swallowed the rest of the bitter, lukewarm tea. He wondered if it was too late to tell Mrs Digby he’d be dining in his rooms
 
   Before he had decided, there was a knock at the door, and he glanced at the clock on the narrow mantel. It was a bit late for a client, surely – but he certainly wasn’t going to turn anyone away on those grounds. “Yes?”
 
   “Telegram, Mr Lynes.” That was young Digby’s familiar treble. “And the boy’s waiting.”
 
   Julian swung his feet off the fender. A telegram might actually mean employment, which was always a good thing. “Bring it in.”
 
   The door swung open, and young Digby stood aside to let an older boy in a messenger’s uniform into the parlor. Julian slit the envelope, excitement fading to resignation as he read the message.
 
   Confirm appointment for Friday next. Problem continues. Will explain on arrival. Wynchcombe.
 
   It really shouldn’t need much more explanation, Julian thought. Albert Wynchcombe had already sent a long letter laying out his worries about the possible theft of the design for his father-in-law’s latest automaton. Unless there was something Albert hadn’t wanted to put in writing, which seemed to be true of most of Julian’s clients, even when they were old friends from school.
 
   He pushed himself up out of his chair, and went across to his desk, pushing aside the usual litter to clear a space for the reply form. He unstoppered the inkwell, wrote “Appointment confirmed” in the space provided, and handed it back to the hovering messenger. The boy glanced quickly at the slip, and tucked it into his pocket. Julian reached into his own pocket, came up with sixpence and a couple of pennies for the tip and handed them over. The messenger pocketed them as well, touched his cap, and turned away. Young Digby started to follow, and Julian said, “Harry.”
 
   “Mr Lynes?” The younger boy turned in the doorway. One side of his face was definitely swollen, a knob protruding from his cheek as though he’d tucked a sweet there.
 
   “Mr Bailey is just upstairs,” Julian said. “Why don’t you have that tooth drawn?”
 
   Harry shifted from foot to foot. “Mother doesn’t want me to.”
 
   “Nonsense.”
 
   “Couldn’t you do something, Mr Lynes?” The boy touched his face and winced. “I mean, some hocus or something, so it wouldn’t hurt?”
 
   “It wouldn’t be any better than laudanum,” Julian answered. “ Have it pulled.”
 
   “Have you ever had a tooth pulled?”
 
   “Yes.” That had been at school, sent into the village under the escort of a bored prefect, who’d threatened him with a beating if he cried. The dentist had been old and neither he not his parlor had been very clean, but he’d sent him home with a vial of laudanum and that, at least, had saved him the beating.
 
   “Did it hurt?” Harry’s face crumpled in embarrassment and pain, and Julian sighed. He supposed he ought to lie, tell the boy that Bailey was a painless dentist or some such, but it didn’t seem right.
 
   “Fiercely. But it hurts you now and once the tooth was gone…”
 
   Harry didn’t look convinced.
 
   “See Mr Bailey,” Julian said again.
 
   Young Digby made a non-committal noise and let himself out.
 
   Julian swore under his breath. He’d forgotten to ask about supper, and it was almost certainly too late now. And that meant either an indifferent meal at the local or walking to Blanding’s by the Commons. It was a long walk, especially in this heat, but there was at least a decent chance he’d see Ned at the end of it. He probably oughtn’t allow that to brighten his day as much as it did, but there was no real help for it.
 
   He glanced around the familiar clutter, trying to decide it if was too early and, if so, what he should work on next. He really had no cases in hand at the moment, though his last had been lucrative enough that he didn’t need to worry about fees. Perhaps he should try to finish the most recent issue ofThe Metaphysicist, though the only thing in it of actual interest was an on-going debate about whether the use of irrational numbers in magic squares was non-conforming magic.
 
   The bell jangled at the front door, and he went to his window, peering out just as a cab pulled away from the curb. A client, then, either for him or Bailey, and he swept the most recentNewgate Calendar off the chair he kept for clients. There wasn’t time to start more tea, but it was a little late for that anyway. He heard footsteps on the stair, and then young Digby knocked at his door.
 
   “Mr Lynes, it’s Mr Mathey.”
 
   “Come in,” Julian called, and the door swung open, Ned looking at him with a faintly sheepish expression as he swept off his top hat.
 
   “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”
 
   “Not at all,” Julian said. He gestured vaguely to the various chairs. “Make yourself at home. Oh, Harry.” He reached into his pocket. “Run down to the General and bring us back a pitcher of ale.”
 
   “That’s the best offer I’ve had all day,” Ned said, and set his hat cautiously on top of the pile of newspapers.
 
   Julian pushed the front window further open, bringing in the smell of the street, dust and horse droppings and half a dozen kitchen stoves, as well as a breeze that promised a cooler night. He opened his bedroom door as well, hoping for a cross-draught, and turned back to Ned.
 
   “What would you think if someone said to you ‘Corinth five’?” he asked.
 
   Ned blinked. “Well, Corinthian’s running in the fifth at Cheltenham. Why?”
 
   “Oh.” Julian had hoped for something a bit more interesting than a message from a bookmaker. “Is he the favorite?”
 
   Ned’s voice took on the note of patience that meant he’d failed to notice some important piece of the sporting life. “Yes. Three to two is about the best you can get on him right now.”
 
   “Oh,” Julian said again, and shrugged. “I was working out a cipher in the agony column, but it’s probably just a bookmaker laying off some of his bets.”
 
   “Or else it’s one of those sporting lads who purport to sell you a secret tip, and post it to the paper in cipher to make it seem more important,” Ned said. “And by the time the punters have deciphered it, the lad in question is long gone.” He paused. “You really hadn’t heard of Corinthian?”
 
   Julian shook his head. “Why would I?”
 
   “Most people have,” Ned answered. “Even Miss Frost.”
 
   Julian sighed. “She’s probably secretly sporting-mad, you know. And – didn’t you say something about a match this afternoon?”
 
   “I had a client instead,” Ned said.
 
   And not a nice one, by the shift in tone. Julian glanced at the clock on his mantel – late enough that there was little chance of any clients of his own – and shrugged off his coat. “Make yourself at home,” he said, and Ned smiled.
 
   “I don’t mind if I do.” He hung his frock coat carefully on the tree by the door, and loosened his collar. “Victor Nevett’s father hired me to inspect his silver for a curse today.”
 
   Julian checked just for an instant at the name, then finished loosening his tie. He was pleased that his voice stayed light and controlled. “Don’t tell me Victor recommended you. He hated both of us.”
 
   “Damned if I know,” Ned said. “Nevett mentioned that I was at school with him, so – I’ve no idea. The only thing I can tell you for certain is that there’s no curse on the family silver.”
 
   “That surprises me,” Julian said. “I’d have thought people would be lining up to place curses on the Nevetts.”
 
   Ned grinned at that. “I think he felt he was important enough to have one, certainly. Apparently no one else agreed.”
 
   He went on with the story, and they were comfortably at liberty by the time young Digby returned with the ale, sitting in shirt sleeves with their feet up and a cooling breeze blowing in the window. Julian ignored Ned’s look of reproach and sent young Digby back out for a pie from Nickerson’s.
 
   “It’s that or Mrs Digby’s mutton,” he said, purposefully misunderstanding, and Ned shook his head.
 
   “You know that’s not what I meant. You might have told him to get that the first time.”
 
   “I didn’t think of it,” Julian said. “And besides, the ale would have gotten warm.”
 
   He poured a glass for each of them, resolving to tip Harry a little extra for what was admittedly a trouble, and propped his feet on the fender again.
 
   “It’s a week for old schoolmates,” he said. “I had a letter from Wynchcombe yesterday.”
 
   “Oh, yes?” Ned took a long drink of the ale and leaned back in his chair, his head thrown back to show the long line of his throat.
 
   Julian wrenched his gaze away. “He thinks someone’s stolen his father-in-law’s design for their latest automaton. He’s fired the clerk responsible, but he wanted to try to recover the design before it gets into general circulation, and wanted my help if he couldn’t catch the plans before they left Manchester. I got a telegram today saying he’d be in town Friday next, so it’s safe to assume he couldn’t.”
 
   “Jones and Wynchcombe is doing well,” Ned said, but his tone was more dubious than his words.
 
   “You can’t disapprove of Wynchcombe’s automata,” Julian said.
 
   “Well, no, they’re mostly reliable,” Ned said. “Except when they’re not. Isn’t that egg-cooker of yours a Jones and Wynchcombe piece?”
 
   “I bought it second hand,” Julian said. “Who knows what shoddy repair-work’s been done on it?”
 
   “You ought to be able to fix it,” Ned said. “Or – why don’t you ask Wynchcombe while he’s here?”
 
   “It works well enough,” Julian said, with a shrug. He was actually a bit embarrassed to admit to Albert that he couldn’t afford to buy a new piece.
 
   Ned snorted. “Oh, yes, if by ‘well enough’ you mean it hard-boils your eggs when you tell it soft-boiled, and cooks them until they burst if you tell it you want a hard-boiled egg.”
 
   “It only did that once,” Julian said.
 
   “Because you never asked for hard-boiled eggs again,” Ned retorted.
 
   “It’s a useful thing to have around,” Julian said.
 
   “I knew you didn’t risk it.”
 
   Julian ignored him. “Especially with the hours I keep.”
 
   “My landlady’s very obliging,” Ned said, and his smile was faintly smug.
 
   “Yes, because you’re such a nice boy,” Julian mimicked, and Ned’s smile widened.
 
   “It has its uses.”
 
   Harry arrived with the pie, breathless and red-faced, and Julian gave him an extra sixpence before closing the door behind him. After a moment’s hesitation, he locked it, too. He should know better, but – he’d never had any sense where Ned was concerned.
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   Julian woke from a fitful sleep into a purple twilight, wound around Ned like a vine around an oak. He hadn’t done that in a long time, fallen asleep against Ned’s shoulder, not since their first year at University, and even now that he was too old for it to be innocent comfort – and old enough, experienced enough, to know exactly what he did want – apparently in sleep he hadn’t forgotten old habits. He should disentangle himself, he knew, get up and dress and offer whiskey or coffee to ease the transition, but he lay still, his chin on Ned’s collarbones, breathing in sweat and sex and Ned’s cologne. The breeze was cool on his naked back, shiveringly erotic on the top of his hips where his clothes were still pushed down in disarray. He’d at least managed to get most of Ned’s clothes off him this time – he had discovered that nudity was one of the great luxuries, bared skin on skin – but then they’d been too far gone to wait.
 
   Ned shifted under him, stretching, and Julian loosened his hold. Ned reached for his watch, glamored so that it spilled light over the tumbled sheets, and grimaced at the time.
 
   “Have a drink before you go,” Julian said, and rolled over to begin putting himself to rights.
 
   He turned up the gaslights in the parlor, poured them each a whiskey and soda while Ned washed hands and face, and came out of the tiny closet knotting his tie. The air from the street was almost cold, and a carriage rattled past, wheels loud on the cobblestones. Ned was by no means beautiful, Julian thought, striving for objectivity; he was too large, too well-built for that, and his features were merely handsome enough, regular and attractive but not extraordinary.Amiable, Giles had said at University, with an expressive curl of the lip that relegated Ned to the rest of the hearties, and it was true that Ned was generally good-natured, easy-going and obliging, but there was an inner man possessed of unexpected steel. One meddled with that at one’s peril.
 
   They chatted while they drank, curses and silver and automata, but when Ned seemed inclined to linger, Julian pretended not to notice, and the other man soon took his leave. Julian closed the door behind him, leaning his weight against the heavy oak. The room seemed very quiet with him gone, and that was beyond unreasonable. Ned had made his feelings clear at University:don’t you think we’re a little old for this? he’d asked, even as they lay sprawled on Julian’s bed, sweating in spite of the November wind whistling through the gaps in the window frame, and had gone on to prove it by becoming a much sought-after escort for any number of young ladies. Julian took a long swallow of his whiskey. He had no idea why Ned had chosen to resume their friendship, or to allow his advances, or, indeed, make advances of his own, but – it needed to stop. Next time – next time he wouldn’t succumb.
 
   He had told himself that before, but he put that knowledge resolutely aside, poured a splash more whiskey. He didn’t envy Ned his latest job. Any dealing with the Nevetts was too much – Victor had been the worst, but neither Reggie nor Frederick had been any prize. Nevett Senior sounded as though he was what one would expect in Victor’s father – Julian shook himself, and reached resolutely for theNewgate Calendar. He would not think about the Nevetts. Nor Victor Nevett in particular.
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   Supper was always a trial at Toms’, the masters busy among themselves, leaving the house tables to the prefects. Julian had learned in the first week that New Men kept their heads down and ate their bread and butter as quickly as possible, not just because second helpings were only intermittently available, and only to the swift, but because it was the prefects’ privilege to end the meal, and no one cared whether the New Men were finished or not. Luckily, Ned Mathey, who was rapidly becoming his first true friend, had discovered a knack for slipping his first slice of bread into his pocket without being seen, and they’d found half a dozen quiet corners where they could share their spoils in peace.
 
   Today, however, there were jam tarts, and James Strachan, known even to his juniors as James the Less, had seen to it that the distribution was fair. One each for the New Men, one and a half for the Senior Men, two for the prefects, and the trays were bare. Julian closed his eyes to savor each bite, crumbling buttery crust and sweet sticky filing, and realized that he had no idea what had occasioned this bounty. And that could be disastrous: Sts Thomas was one of the oldest schools in England, with a maze of arcane customs and its own treacherous catechism, forgetfulness in which earned not damnation but six of the best from the nearest prefect. He had managed not to be beaten so far, though he’d suffered his share of kicks and pinches and had his ears boxed for asking the score in a house match between Beckett and Cranmer – he owed Ned for forbidding him to bring a book to the pitch – but by dint of a good memory and resentful application to the Canon Book he’d managed to avoid being caned. He nudged Ned.
 
   “Mathey. Why the treat?”
 
   Ned glanced quickly at the prefects’ end of the table, his own expression suddenly wary. “I don’t know. Is it a fas day?”
 
   Julian closed his eyes, conjuring up the table of school holidays – the fas days, though strictly speaking they ought to be nefas days, because regular work was altered, as on days of ill-omen. But, no, the next one was still four days away, and he shook his head.
 
   “I don’t think so. Did we win something?”
 
   Ned winced, and reached for the last slice of bread and butter. “No. There weren’t any matches.”
 
   “Oh. Then why – ?”
 
   “A gift of the gods?” Ned said, and Julian grinned.
 
   A gift of the gods and not to be questioned. That was possibly the only sensible or useful bit of the Canon, and made as much sense as anything. He slurped at his milky tea, glad that at least Beckett didn’t skimp on the sugar.
 
   “Lynes.”
 
   The voice came from the head of the table, a prefect’s cracking voice, and Julian looked up, realizing too late that it might have been better to keep his eyes on his plate. Victor Nevett stared back at him, smiling slightly, his dark forelock hanging damply on his forehead. Julian was aware that everyone was looking at him, some with undisguised glee, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ned’s hand close into a fist.
 
   “Pass the salt,” Victor said.
 
   There was a sudden silence, broken only by a nervous titter, quickly squelched. Beckett’s house master looked up from his plate at the unwonted quiet, saw nothing, and resumed his conversation. Julian sat frozen. He knew the answer perfectly well, it was one of the most memorable bits of the Canon, but it was also one of the trickiest, because the proper answer was “Aroint thee, worm.” Said to an equal or an inferior, it was a good joke; he’d giggled himself when another unwary New Man had asked for salt and been summarily arointed. Said to a prefect, it was six of the best. And if you didn’t answer, it was the same for forgetting the Canon. He’d put a great deal of effort into not being beaten so far, and he fiercely resented being trapped like this.
 
   And Victor knew it. It was clear in his smirk, in the grins of the other prefects. Even James the Less looked distinctly amused. Very well, there was no avoiding it, and, if so, he might as well get what satisfaction he could from the offense.
 
   “Aroint thee, worm,” he said, in a voice that carried, clear and firm, and passed the salt decorously down the table. The other boys handed it on scramblingly, as though it might contaminate them by touch, and Ned made a small sound like a groan. James the Less lifted an eyebrow.
 
   “See me later, Lynes,” Victor said, after a moment, and Julian nodded. Ned kicked him under the table, and he made himself say it.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Canings were administered after supper and before the evening study period, on the theory that the sight of the sufferers would deter further misbehavior. Ned walked with him as far as the stairs and clasped his hand at its foot.
 
   “I’ll wait for you,” he said.
 
   “I don’t want you to get in trouble,” Julian answered, because that was what you were supposed to say, but he hung on to Ned’s hand just a little longer, and thought that Ned understood.
 
   The prefects’ parlor was warm and shabby, the bookshelves crammed higgledy-piggledy with dictionaries and exam books and novels; there was a fire in the grate, and a tea set on the table, and two straight-backed chairs placed back to back in the center of the room. There was a faint smell of tobacco, as though the prefects smoked in there sometimes, even though that was strictly forbidden. They were all there, James the Less and Victor Nevett and Staniforth and Strange and Evelyn, all staring at him as he took off his hat.
 
   “Well?” James the Less said, and Julian stared back at him. “Who are you here to see?”
 
   “Mr Nevett. Sir.” The words were bitter in his mouth.
 
   “He’s all yours, Nevett.” James the Less turned away to pour himself a cup of tea.
 
   “Julian Lynes,” Victor said. “You are an extraordinarily poor specimen of a New Man and a disgrace to Martyr’s, but that’s not why I propose to beat you. I propose to beat you because you cheeked me at supper. Do you have anything to say for yourself?”
 
   Julian couldn’t stop himself. “It was the Canon answer. Sir.”
 
   “It’s still cheek,” Evelyn said.
 
   “There,” Victor said. “You hear that? It’s still cheek, and six of the best is the remedy.”
 
   There was nothing to say to that. Julian waited, not knowing what to do, and Staniforth pointed to the chairs. “Kneel on that, take your trousers down, and bend over the back.”
 
   Julian checked at that, unable to help himself, and Victor lifted an eyebrow.
 
   “Go on.”
 
   There wasn’t a choice. Julian did as he was told, reluctantly sliding trousers and drawers down to expose his buttocks, and bent forward, the narrow chair-backs digging into his stomach. He couldn’t see anything in that position except Staniforth’s shoes, and his whole body tightened in shameful fear. He could hear the prefects moving around, a soft mutter of conversation, as though this was nothing – which of course it was, something they did every day.
 
   The first blow struck home, square across his bared arse, and he yelped in spite of himself. The prefects burst out laughing.
 
   “A virgin, by God,” Strange said.
 
   “Nonsense.” That was Staniforth. “Where’d you go to grammar school, Lynes?”
 
   “I didn’t,” Julian said. “I had a tutor. At home.”
 
   There was more laughter, laced with contempt, and this time Julian managed not to make a sound when the cane landed. It hurt, it hurt shockingly much, and he squeezed his eyes shut, ducked his head between his arms, and managed to endure the next four strokes without a sound.
 
   “Right,” James the Less said. “Be off with you.”
 
   Julian pulled himself upright, eyes watering, dragged his clothes up again.
 
   “What do you say?” Victor asked.
 
   Julian had no idea what he meant, looked from him to the other prefects.
 
   “You have to thank him,” James the Less said.
 
   “No.” Julian hadn’t meant to say it, felt himself flush to the roots of his hair. But he’d said it, and he wasn’t going to take it back, no matter what they did. It was too late to take it back, anyway.
 
   “Cheek!” Victor said, with glee. “And, what’s more, refusing an order. Six more, Lynes, and count yourself lucky.”
 
   Somehow he got through the next six without making a sound, though the tears were rolling down his cheeks as he put himself to rights. He managed a sullen thank-you, and there was a terrifying moment before James the Less declared it acceptable.
 
   “You may go,” he said. “But mind your manners, Lynes. We’ve got our eye on you.”
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   Julian shoved himself out of his chair, sending theNewgate Calendar flying, and poured himself a second, stiffer drink. His hand was shaking, and he glared at it, forcing himself under control. He wasn’t twelve any more; Victor Nevett was someone else’s problem – not even Ned’s, Ned’s client was Victor’s father, and, anyway, it was nothing to do with Julian. He’d had the satisfaction of taking most of the scholarship prizes in his year, and at Oxford he’d heard that Victor had been sent down for gambling. It had been surprisingly satisfying to hear, and he and Ned had toasted the news over a celebratory meal. But – he still wanted to see Victor dead.
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CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   At the sound of the door to the hall opening, Ned hastily finished dressing, and emerged into his small parlor as his landlady was setting down the breakfast tray. He’d slept badly, which he wasn’t sure whether to attribute to too much reminiscing over school days or to his growing certainty that Julian was avoiding him. He wasn’t sure what he’d done to provoke that, either, and was trying to avoid the conclusion that he was simply incapable of holding Julian’s attention.
 
   “Good morning, Mrs Clewett,” he said. She and the single maid both scrambled up and down stairs in the morning delivering breakfasts, but Mrs Clewett brought Ned’s up herself more often than not, and made it one of the first served, which he took as a mark of favor. He tried not to look woeful, to fend off a benevolent interrogation about whether he was suffering the debilitating effect of overwork or had been unlucky in the pursuit of some entirely nonexistent young lady. The last was too close to the truth for comfort, anyway
 
   “I’ve brought you a nice egg,” she said. “And some more of the ham. It wouldn’t do you any harm to have a bit more meat on your bones.”
 
   “So you always say,” Ned said. He took up theChronicle that was propped on one side of the breakfast tray and poured the tea one-handed. It was still steaming, the spell on the pot keeping it warm but not hot enough for it to stew.
 
   “At least sit down and eat properly,” Mrs Clewett chided him, pulling out his chair and throwing open the windows, a stout figure in constant, brisk motion. Both sound and smell carried from the street outside, but it was going to be a warm enough day that the cool breeze was welcome. She shook her head at the sound of another lodger’s bell ringing a story below. “Always someone in a hurry, this time of morning, as if we weren’t all. Will you be in for supper?”
 
   “You needn’t bother,” Ned said. “I’ll stop at the Commons, or go to my club.”
 
   “You’ll ruin your good health that way, young man, mark my words,” Mrs Clewett said.
 
   “I think I’ll survive,” Ned said mildly as she bustled out. The Mercury Club laid a decent table, if tending toward chops and baked potatoes, but Mrs Clewett seemed to think it her mission to mother him until he could be safely delivered into the state of matrimony, at which point presumably his wife would see that he was properly fed and didn’t get run over by an omnibus by imprudently crossing the street.
 
   As Ned had no intention of matrimony at any time in the future, he appreciated Mrs Clewett for keeping a neat house and employing a reliable cook, and felt he didn’t entirely mind a certain amount of cosseting. Certainly his own mother had never been so inclined.
 
   He put that thought out of his mind as unprofitable, and unfolded the paper, propping it against the toast rack as he attacked his egg with the egg scissors. He’d ascertained early in his stay at Mrs Clewett’s that the toast racks were properly magicked to stay warm without burning fingers. And the eggs had been boiled in the kitchen, in the normal fashion, and wouldn’t explode without considerable outside assistance.
 
   If Julian didn’t bedevil his landlady to the point of providing sullen service and scanty provisions, he might not have to rely on camping out in his rooms as if he were still at Oxford, trying to find a way to roast eggs in a coal fire. Even then, there had been perfectly reasonable meals served in the dining room, requiring only the small effort of putting on a gown, but then it had seemed an adventure to try to cook in their rooms. Ned felt he’d reached an age where he didn’t need his domestic arrangements to be an adventure.
 
   It didn’t really make him feel better to remind himself of all Julian’s less desirable qualities, unfortunately. He’d known since they were twelve years old that Julian was relentlessly stubborn and uninterested in conventional domestic tranquility, and it had never made Ned a fraction less devoted. He’d believed in those days that his feelings were returned, but now…
 
   It had been different since Oxford, he thought unhappily, setting to his breakfast while he brooded over it. Julian had found friends of his own there for the first time, dramatic young men who were scathingly clever and made bantering references to poetry Ned hadn’t read and wore green carnations, or at least talked about wearing them. He made a few attempts to join them, but found himself more often the butt of their wit than in on the joke. They made it clear what they thought of men who were interested in sport rather than amateur theater – “dullards” was the best of it – and it had stung sharply when Julian didn’t speak up to the contrary.
 
   They’d never actually quarreled about it, but they’d seen less and less of each other in an effort not to quarrel, which Ned had tried to accept as for the best. It was one thing to indulge in schoolboy vices, but Ned hadn’t wanted to let that distract him from the business of finding a wife. There were a number of young ladies at Oxford, and he’d found that he thoroughly enjoyed squiring them about, going punting on the river in a party of friends and then picnicking on the banks, or playing cricket with a young lady in the stands to clap admiringly at the right moments.
 
   He’d been dismayed to discover that the young ladies in question were entertaining to talk to and generally pleasant company, but that the idea of undressing them or performing marital duties left him – and vital parts necessarily involved – entirely unmoved. He wasn’t even interested in stealing kisses, even when one or two of the young ladies took to tripping and falling so that he would have to catch them or swaying dramatically against him and complaining of a touch of the sun.
 
   Worse, he’d been unable to dismiss impure thoughts occasioned by seeing his cricket teammates undressed. He didn’t think any of them would be amenable to advances, but watching Harper pull his shirt off to change into cricket whites, the muscles of his shoulders working, Ned’s eye was drawn relentlessly down the plane of his back, and he had to turn abruptly away, his face heating.
 
   It wasn’t until his last year at Oxford that he took an omnibus to Piccadilly Circus for the first time, having heard rumors that he hadn’t been able to put out of his mind. It was late, and he walked aimlessly for a while, feeling silly and thinking that the best thing in the world would be to go home. Then a young man – not younger than some of the boys at Oxford, he told himself, his conscience prickling – leaned casually against a wall in front of him and smiled.
 
   “Would you fancy a drink with me?” Ned asked, surprised that he could find his voice at all.
 
   “Gladly, guv,” the boy said. “You look like the generous sort.”
 
   “I expect you know a place,” Ned said, and when the boy led the way with businesslike haste, Ned followed him with his heart pounding.
 
   Afterwards, back in his rooming-house and having endured a lecture from his landlady about students who came in at all hours smelling of drink, he had curled up on his bed in a tired and unhappy heap, wishing more than anything that he could talk to Julian about it. That was the last thing he could do, though, as he felt sure that whatever Julian was up to with his friends, he wouldn’t sink so low as to pay someone for what should surely be freely given. They’d talked a bit about the ancient Greeks and theirerastaianderômenoi, and he’d never felt further from that ideal of heroic love.
 
   What he couldn’t deny he felt was physically satisfied, in a way that he hadn’t been since the last year they were in school. He hadn’t been aware of how intense his frustration was until it was slaked, and now the idea of returning to it seemed hard to bear. And that was what marriage would be, unless he broke his vows in the most unspeakable of ways.
 
   Besides, he was starting to suspect that despite the advice of the most reputable medical authorities, most young women of his acquaintance actually did have some expectations in the marriage bed. He hadn’t noticed a complete lack of passion on the part of Oxford women, and while perhaps their unusual intellectual development led to overdevelopment in that area as well, he wasn’t sure any of them would take well to celibacy in marriage.
 
   It was surprisingly painful to give up the idea of ever having a settled home of his own, but the idea of a marriage full of painful scenes or bitter coldness was far worse. No, better to put that firmly away, face a life as a confirmed bachelor, and find what compensations there might be. If he couldn’t marry, he might at least find someone of similar tastes for company.
 
   He couldn’t think of anyone he knew except Julian, but as Julian was the one he wanted most, that hadn’t seemed to be a problem. He’d set about trying to rekindle their friendship, and had been rewarded gratifyingly soon by finding himself in Julian’s bed, being introduced to considerably more advanced vices than any they’d tried as schoolboys. Julian’s rooms smelled of dust and stale tea, and his bed smelled of him, and lying in it afterwards, sweaty and sated, felt like coming home.
 
   He liked the vices, too, and he found himself as passionately devoted to Julian as ever, and it all would have been ideal if he’d thought Julian felt the same way. He was beginning to suspect, though, that Julian found their relations convenient rather than important. Ned was nice-looking and willing and an old friend, but a rather dull one, who needed to be reminded sometimes that he wasn’t invited to spend the night, or to consider himself a lover rather than a friend with certain privileges casually extended.
 
   Ned tried not to let it make him miserable; it was the way it was, and casual encounters with an old friend were far better than extraordinarily dangerous encounters with a stranger. But being put off for two days, when he had no idea what he’d done wrong and no idea how he could make it up, was making him very close to miserable anyway. It would have been easy if Julian were a girl; he would have bought her flowers and taken her to tea and flattered her into a better mood. Flowers were out, and Julian was apparently avoiding all invitations to any meal, which left the flattery. He might work along those lines, possibly.
 
   The remains of his breakfast were stone cold, and he pushed them away in irritation, turning his attention to the newspaper. There wasn’t much of great interest, and he was about to fold it up again to tuck it in his pocket for his walk to the Commons when a small headline caught his eye:A Burglar’s Hand, or Silver’s Curse? Yard Baffled by Nevett Murder.
 
   He skimmed the story as quickly as he could. It was written with the paper’s usual mix of speculation and exaggeration where crime was concerned, but the facts seemed plain enough: two days after consulting a metaphysician with fears that the family silver carried a curse, Edgar Nevett was found dead in his study, felled by the heavy silver candlestick that lay bloody at his side.
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   Miss Frost was already at her desk when Ned arrived at his chambers, her own newspaper folded neatly on one corner of her desk. “It was dreadful what happened to poor Mr Nevett,” she said as he took off his hat.
 
   “Terribly.” Ned folded himself into his chair behind his desk, angled at the moment to catch the breeze through the single window. He aspired one day to acquire chambers that boasted more than one window, and ideally room for their two desks to be more than eight feet apart.
 
   “And a new client, too.”
 
   “Yes, that’s also a bit unfortunate.” Ned wrestled with his sense of propriety. “I suppose under the circumstances it would be best to wait a decent interval before presenting any reminder of the tragic events…”
 
   “I’ve already sent the bill,” Miss Frost said.
 
   “Well, then.” He shook his head. “At least I’m not mentioned by name.”
 
   “Maybe not in theChronicle,” she said. “TheTimes mentions you as ‘noted metaphysician Mr Mathey.’ ”
 
   The one disadvantage of having a female clerk was that he couldn’t give vent to his feelings in the first terms that came to mind. “This isn’t what I’d prefer to be noted for.”
 
   “It’s not your fault the poor man was murdered.”
 
   “No, I expect it was a burglary gone wrong, but you know how people are about curses. They’ll say it was a sign he was under some malevolent influence that attracted burglars.” Ned suspected Nevett had unwisely boasted about the quality of his “cursed” silver somewhere he could be overheard, but he didn’t think that was likely to satisfy the press. They already seemed determined to turn this into the sort of story that could be gruesomely illustrated in the picture papers.
 
   He tried to put the whole thing out of his mind, and not to take the lack of visitors that morning as a sign that scandal clung to him. His morning office hours were more optimistic than anything else, held in hopes that someone with a urgent problem would come in to hire him to deal with it, but most days were quiet until he began doing the rounds of his scheduled appointments after noon.
 
   He had nearly decided that he might as well knock off for lunch when there was a knock at the door. One of the Commons page-boys was waiting when he opened it, escorting a familiar but not – at least at the moment – entirely welcome visitor.
 
   “Inspector Hatton from the Yard,” the boy said, sounding sufficiently awed.
 
   “Thank you, Bob,” Ned said, and Hatton pressed a coin into the boy’s hand before he scrambled off. “Do come in,” Ned added to Hatton. “I suppose it’s about poor Nevett?”
 
   “I’m afraid so,” Hatton said, stepping in, hat in hand. Miss Frost relieved him of it and hung it up for him, looking to Ned for some hint as to whether he preferred that she stay or leave.
 
   “Miss Frost, why don’t you go ahead and have some lunch?”
 
   “Thank you, Mr Mathey,” she said, and gave him an encouraging little smile over her shoulder as she went out. He appreciated it, although he hoped he wasn’t about to need it.
 
   “Mr Mathey,” Hatton said cheerfully, prowling around the room as usual rather than sitting down at once. “Did I ever tell you we all appreciated your help with the Barton business? Well, except for old Carruthers in Yard metaphysics, but he’d have solved the case approximately never, so I can’t work up much regret about calling in an outsider.”
 
   “That was a simple enough matter,” Ned said, and it had been, once he’d identified the curse on the necklace worn by the unfortunate Mrs Barton the night she died. It had been an interesting little piece of work, but Ned had suspected it wasn’t entirely in an English system from the beginning, and had gotten one of the Indian students of metaphysics at Oxford to confirm that whoever had done the work had almost certainly lived in India. That had narrowed the investigation abruptly to Mrs Barton’s son, home on leave from the Army and – as was reported in the accounts of his trial – in desperate need of an immediate inheritance to settle gambling debts.
 
   “Simple once we got someone other than Carruthers into it.”
 
   “I don’t expect he’s had much experience with foreign enchantments,” Ned said diplomatically.
 
   “I don’t expect he has, but what good is that to us? We can’t do police work assuming that everyone’s English and has always lived in England.”
 
   “I take it you’re not here because you think I did away with Edgar Nevett?”
 
   Hatton stopped pacing and raised a bushy eyebrow. “Have any reason to?”
 
   “Every reason not to,” Ned said frankly. “I’d just acquired him as a client, or so I thought.”
 
   “Yes, tell me about that,” Hatton said, withdrawing a notebook from his coat and settling finally into the chair opposite Ned’s desk. “I take it he came to you about a curse?”
 
   “He complained of a curse on the family silver, with exceedingly vague effects,” Ned said. “I found nothing whatsoever wrong. In my professional opinion, he was making the whole business up.”
 
   “A nervous fancy?”
 
   “More deliberate than that, I’d say. More that all the best families have curses, and he intended to pay for the chance to say that his family had one, too. I expect he’d have been happier if I’d told him that a spectral beast would appear to stalk the footmen every full moon.”
 
   “And did you?”
 
   “I may not be above being paid to make a show of things, but I’m not a fraud,” Ned said. “I told him there was nothing wrong with his silver, which was the truth, but that I’d do a thorough cleansing of it to be sure. Which I did.”
 
   “You’d guarantee that the silver was free of any enchantment when you were finished?”
 
   “I would,” Ned said at once. “Nothing but a few domestic things. Lids magicked to shut themselves, that sort of thing.”
 
   “Not candlesticks cursed to fall on people’s heads.”
 
   “Certainly not. I saw nothing to suggest this isn’t a straightforward burglary.”
 
   “It’s a damn funny burglary if it’s that,” Hatton said. “Too little taken, and a professional would have wanted to get in and out without any fuss, not bash someone’s brains in and then throw down twenty pounds’ worth of silver at his feet.”
 
   “He was surprised in the act, I suppose.”
 
   “That’s the best line we’ve got at the moment,” Hatton said, but he sounded as if he weren’t entirely satisfied. “According to everyone we talked to, the body was found first thing in the morning by a parlormaid. Nevett sat up late in his study until after the servants went to bed, going over some papers. Not unusual for him, apparently. The girl went in to air the room before breakfast, found Nevett lying dead on the floor with his head bloodied, and screamed the house down. When everyone calmed down enough to take stock, they found silver missing from the butler’s pantry.”
 
   “You don’t look as if you like it.”
 
   “I don’t like it,” Hatton said. “It doesn’t feel right. For one thing, if the burglar surprised Nevett at his desk, would Nevett really have sat doing nothing while the man walked across the room and swung a candlestick at his head? Nevett wasn’t a young man, but he looked as if he could still put up a fair fight.”
 
   “He might have fallen asleep in his chair.”
 
   “He might have. Or he might have been the one to walk in on the burglar, and, whack, our burglar turns round and does for him before he has time to think. Only if the burglar was alone in the study to start with, you’d think there’d be more valuables missing, desk drawers turned out, all that kind of thing. Everything looked in order in there to me, except for the candlestick and the corpse.”
 
   “Interesting.”
 
   “Yes, isn’t it? But we’ve already got a simple explanation, and I can’t spend much more time looking for a complicated one without having something to go on.” Hatton closed his notebook. “I did want your statement about the silver being free of curses in your professional opinion, but mainly I’d like the murder weapon looked at by someone who knows what they’re about. We’ve got Carruthers puttering around with it right now, but I’d rather have you take a look.”
 
   Ned leaned back in his chair. “You don’t think that if I botched the job of testing the silver for curses in the first place, I might try to cover it up?”
 
   “No, I don’t,” Hatton said thoughtfully. “I don’t think you’re that sort. If you botched the job, I think you’ll stand up like a man and admit it. But at this point I don’t know what happened, only that it doesn’t feel right, and I’d feel easier about it if you’d take a look at that candlestick.”
 
   “I’d be happy to,” Ned said. “Should I come round to Scotland Yard?”
 
   “I can’t have you in right under Carruthers’s nose, or he’ll raise hell. It’ll be easiest if I bring the thing round to you – I can make off with it after Carruthers knocks off for the day, and he’ll be none the wiser. He never remembers where he left things lying anyway. And I’ll stand you dinner, if you want. Only fair if I’m taking up your evening.”
 
   Ned took that as a tactful way of saying that this wouldn’t be a paying job. He was starting to find it an interesting mystery, though, even if it might really be more in Julian’s line than his. And when he thought about it, it might go some considerable distance toward improving Julian’s temper to present him with a curious murder case and assure him that only his brilliance could possibly solve it.
 
   “I’ll meet you at Blanding’s, then, around seven? The coffee-house at the corner. You can tell me the rest of it, if there’s any more to tell, and I’ll take a look at your murder weapon.” Ned hesitated for a moment. “I’ve a friend I’d very much like to bring along, a private detective. Mr Julian Lynes.”
 
   “We generally try to do without the assistance of private detectives at the Yard,” Hatton said. “It’s felt that’s what they pay us for. And I’ve heard a bit about Lynes. He’s had some dodgy sorts of clients.”
 
   “He’s solved some extremely difficult cases.”
 
   “I’ve heard that, too.” Hatton sighed. “Bring him along, then. If you think he can keep this quiet. I don’t want any more ‘Yard Baffled’ on the front page.”
 
   “I assure you he’s entirely discreet,” Ned said.
 
   “He had better be,” Hatton said, and reclaimed his hat from the hat-stand on his way out.
 
   Miss Frost came back in so promptly that Ned suspected she’d been sitting on the outside steps waiting for Hatton to leave. He waited while she divested herself of hat and gloves. “Well?” she asked, clearly unable to repress curiosity any longer.
 
   “Inspector Hatton wants me to look over some of the evidence,” Ned said. He was writing as he spoke, a brief note:Lynes – Asked to consult in murder case, but suspect it will require your skills. Blanding’s seven o’clock to hear particulars? Mathey. A letter posted this early ought to reach Julian before dinnertime, but by then he might have made other plans, and Ned didn’t feel like taking chances. “And I’ve a telegram to send.”
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   Breakfast had been unsatisfying enough that Julian escaped to the British Museum before he’d read the morning’s papers. It was only a stone’s throw from his rooms on Coptic Street, and there was a teashop on the way where he could snatch a quick bite. He had intended to read the papers there, too, but he’d run into a friend from the Saxon Collections and gone to take a look at a recently excavated skull that showed a split that he agreed was definitely an axe-wound. From there he’d gone on to look at thewedjat-tablet now cautiously displayed in the Metaphysical Collection – it still reposed in a special case, the edges carved with sigils, though the curator of the Egyptian Collection claimed to have removed the curse. The curator had published a very interesting professional paper on the structure as well as a highly colored but entertaining description of the process for theIllustrated London News. Julian and Ned had spent a rainy Sunday afternoon doing dramatic readings from the article, with increasingly outrageous interpolations of their own, until they finally collapsed helpless into bed.
 
   He dragged his mind away from the memory, and tugged his watch from his pocket. Almost noon, and past time to be getting back to his lodgings, to read the morning mail and finally read the papers, and see if there were any potential clients. He hoped Mrs Digby had deigned to tell any callers that he would be back in the afternoon. He had told her that he would be out, after all.
 
   He had also told her he would find his own lunch, so he stopped at the Green Dragon for a quick half-pint and a pie to bring with him, and collected theTimesand theDaily Telegraph from the newsstand on Great Russell Street. He repressed the temptation to glance at the headlines as he walked, and climbed the stairs to his lodgings with the papers folded decorously under his arm. The maid had been moving things again, he noted with annoyance, as he let himself into the parlor. But Ned was right, she had to move things a little if she was to clean, and she hadn’t really disturbed anything of importance. He set the pie on the table, pushing aside Volume II of Stanley’sForensic Metaphysics to make room, and shed his coat with a relieved sigh. The traffic clamored outside the window, the rumble of wheels and the shouts of tradesmen and drivers, and he settled himself contentedly to read and eat.
 
   It had not been an eventful day, at least not in terms of interesting crimes, and he scanned the political headlines without much interest, seeing nothing likely to produce new employment. Not that he particularly enjoyed political work, though it tended to pay well; in general he preferred jobs like Wynchcombe’s stolen plans, ordinary people with unusual problems, rather than unusual people with ordinary difficulties.
 
   He glanced at the next page, seeing the headlineDeath During Burglary, and froze as he saw the dead man’s name. Edgar Nevett, found dead in his study, a bloodied silver candlestick by his side – a clear case of robbery, except for the fact that Nevett had consulted a metaphysician about a possible curse on his silver only two days before. Julian suppressed a groan. That was all Ned needed, to be linked to a murder that followed hard on the heels of his having assured the client that there was in fact no curse. He reached for theTelegraph, winced at the even more gaudy headline –Death by Silver: Curse Brings Burglar – of which, he noted, there was no actual evidence, and crossed to the bell. He had to ring a second time before young Digby appeared, and he could hear a shout of annoyance from someone belowstairs. Julian ignored it, handed him sixpence and told him to go buy the rest of the morning papers, and young Digby galloped off before anyone could find a more pressing errand. The swelling had diminished this morning: either he’d finally had the tooth pulled, or the matter had run its natural course.
 
   He could, of course, wander up to the Commons and see what Ned had to say about the matter, but he’d promised himself he wouldn’t do that, and this time he meant to keep the resolution. Besides, there was always a chance that he would have a client – whatever he did, he couldn’t go to the Commons before evening.
 
   The maid had left the mail on the tray where he’d asked, and he sorted quickly through it: bills, primarily; a translation of a German article on Jewish number squares, payment in kind for a job he’d done a month past; a card from Peter Lennox inviting him to a small but congenial party. He set that carefully aside to consider – it might be exactly what he needed right now – and stuffed the bills into their cubbyhole to be dealt with later.
 
   Young Digby returned with an armload of papers, and Julian dismissed him with a tip and a reminder that he’d want the evening papers as well. He cleared the remains of the pie, unfolded the papers, and began cutting out the relevant articles. When he had finished, he crumpled the rest of the papers into the grate, and stood looking down at the checkerboard of clippings. It wasn’t a scandal yet, that much was clear from the size of the type and the space devoted to it – though theChronicle was trying hard to make it one, with their “Yard baffled” – but even they hadn’t gotten very far. All the articles mentioned the curse, which probably meant that Nevett had complained, or boasted, about it for a week or so before he’d consulted Ned. TheTimes had a disparaging comment about youth and inexperience in metaphysicians, but that could be discounted as politics, and the other papers were careful not to criticize. Better still, not all of them mentioned Ned’s name.
 
   Julian shifted the clippings, laying them out in a new pattern, trying to guess how far the Yard had gotten on the question of a curse. Personally, of course, he was sure that if Ned said there wasn’t one, then there wasn’t, but it was always interesting to see what the professional investigators thought – except that the inspectors were playing their cards close enough that Julian suspected they hadn’t gotten any answer from their own metaphysician. He’d never met the man, but Ned had been fairly scathing the one time he’d mentioned him.
 
   Which made this most likely a burglary gone wrong, but if the reporters had gotten their facts right, it was a damned odd robbery. Julian had made the acquaintance of several burglars since he’d taken up his profession, and one thing they had in common was their aversion to violence. It simply didn’t pay: they’d all been adamant about that.No bit of plate is worth hanging for,Bolster had said,and that’s exactly what you’ll do if you’re fool enough to get into a fight with a householder and he up and dies on you. Better to run like hell, especially since most toffs won’t notice more than whether you’re a white man or a black, if they even notice that. But if a man were fool enough to use violence, Bolster had gone on to say, the only safe thing then was to grab everything he’d touched whether or not a fence would pay money for it, and plan to disappear for a year or two. And if you were the sort of fool who robbed a judge’s house when the judge was home, and biffed his son a good one when he surprised you – it had been the Wilcox case in King’s Lynn they’d been discussing – you should be damned sure you took everything that might connect you to the crime, and most especially any enchanted automata that might later identify you. There was no standard by which the actions of Nevett’s killer made any sense. Only an amateur would have left the candlestick behind, and only a professional would have been cool enough to take the rest of the plate after he’d killed a man.
 
   Of course, that was assuming that the plate was stolen after the murder, but all the newspapers agreed on it, so it was apparently the police conclusion. And certainly a man weighed down by a bag of heavy silver would have a harder time attacking anyone. It was an interesting problem, and Ned would certainly have an interesting perspective.
 
   Julian pulled himself up sharply. This was exactly what he’d been trying to avoid for the last few days, with decreasing success – and maybe he was taking the wrong approach entirely. Maybe he should stop avoiding Ned, and by the time they reached the inevitable falling-out, he would be ready for it. They’d both been glad enough to part after University. And he would definitely go to Lennox’s party, that could only help.
 
   There was a knock at the door, and Julian turned, frowning.
 
   “Telegram, sir.”
 
   Julian slit the envelope, unable to repress a certain sense of glee as he read the message. Blanding’s at seven: yes, he’d be there. Ned had paid for the return, and he scrawled his acceptance in the space provided and sent the messenger on his way. As he turned away from the door, his reflection in the mirror above the washstand caught his eye. He was looking a bit ragged, even by his own rather lax standards. Perhaps he would find the time for a shave and haircut before he walked up to the Commons.
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   Julian ran his thumb along his freshly shaved chin, reassuring himself that he looked presentable. He’d had his hair trimmed as well, with just the lightest touch of scented pomade, and had worn the neat suit that several friends had assured him made the most of an admittedly somewhat weedy figure. As he climbed out of the omnibus at the corner of Tottenham Court Road and Grafton Street, he caught a glimpse of himself in the plate-glass window of a wine merchant’s: tall, saturnine, a bit austere – there was nothing to be done about the size of his nose, but the rest was at least presentable. He allowed himself the faintest of smiles, and turned north onto Cleveland Street.
 
   Blanding’s was hot and dark and full of the smell of roasting meat. Julian paused just inside the doorway to let his eyes adjust. It was no more than usually crowded, men in suits and metaphysicians in their frock coats sitting by ones and twos at the long tables, the Commons’s clerks relegated by long tradition to the two tables on the Charlotte Street side of the dining room. Here and there a larger group surrounded one of Blanding’s famous Castles, a tall savory pastry rich with beef and sherry gravy. His mouth watered at the sight, and he wondered if he could persuade Ned to share one, even though they were intended to serve four men.
 
   The head waiter came bustling over, wiping his hands on his long apron. “A pleasure to see you again, Mr Lynes. Mr Mathey has one of the private rooms tonight. Jem will show you the way.”
 
   Julian murmured his thanks, and followed the younger waiter down the rows of tables. The private dining rooms lay along the back of the coffeehouse, where it met the Commons courtyard, and there were rumors of secret exits directly to the Commons buildings. Ned had one of the smaller rooms, with only a sliver of a window and a cold fireplace smelling powerfully of ash, and Julian checked abruptly, seeing the stranger at the table. He was a sunburnt redhead, nearly all freckles, short but hearty, in a ready-made gray suit no more than two years old.
 
   “Lynes,” Ned said. “I’m glad you were free. I’d like you to meet a friend of mine from the Yard – Inspector Charles Hatton, Mr Julian Lynes.”
 
   “Inspector.” Julian held out his hand. What he felt was most certainly not relief, merely interest at meeting a man who was one of the Yard’s rising stars.
 
   “Mr Lynes,” Hatton said, half rising, and they shook hands across the table.
 
   Julian hung his hat with the others’ and took his place at the table. “I’m assuming this is the Nevett case, then?” he asked, and Ned nodded. “If the papers are anything to go on, that’s a bit of a mess. Trust you to be in the middle of it, Mathey.”
 
   “Not by choice,” Ned said, and Julian thought Hatton relaxed just a little.
 
   “The papers made it sound – rather odd,” he said, and gave Hatton his best smile. “May I ask if that’s true?”
 
   “It depends on what you mean by odd,” Hatton said, warily.
 
   “One, that Nevett was killed at all,” Julian said. “Two, that the burglar didn’t take the candlestick.”
 
   Hatton sighed. “Yes, those two things don’t go well together. Our best guess is that it’s an amateur, and he panicked.”
 
   “And then calmly went and fetched the rest of the plate?” Julian shook his head.
 
   “He might have had the silver with him already,” Hatton answered.
 
   Julian opened his mouth to answer, realized abruptly that he was showing off, and paused to reconsider. The waiter chose that moment to appear, and they ordered their chops and a bottle of hock, Ned presiding gravely over the ritual.
 
   “You were saying?” Hatton asked, as the waiter left, his voice deceptively mild, and Julian rested his elbows on the table.
 
   “It seems unlikely that a burglar would take the bulk of the plate out of the pantry and then go looking for the smaller pieces. Or that he’d be in a position to seize a candlestick for a weapon while he was carrying a great bag of awkward swag, though I suppose that’s arguable. But it seems just as unlikely that someone cool enough to kill a man and then go fetch the family silver would feel squeamish about taking a candlestick even if it was the murder weapon.”
 
   “That’s what I thought, too,” Ned said.
 
   “But that’s going by what I read in the papers,” Julian said again.
 
   Hatton gave a slow smile, revealing a small gap between his front teeth. “No, they were right enough. And you’ve hit the crux of it, Mr Lynes. It doesn’t fit and right now I don’t see how to make it fit.”
 
   “There couldn’t have been a second man?” Julian said, and Hatton shook his head.
 
   “No signs of one. One set of footprints in the yard – size eights – and the marks of one man’s muddy shoes in the library.” He paused. “The back gate was open, which I’ll thank you not to repeat. The servants all claim it was locked the previous night as usual, but –” He shrugged. “It’s certain the man got out that way, however he got in.”
 
   “They’d say that regardless,” Julian said. “The servants. But if there was an accomplice, why wouldn’t she – or he – warn our burglar of the master’s unfortunate habit of sitting up late in the library?”
 
   “You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Hatton was relaxing a little, his face animated. “But there’s no evidence either way. Mind you, Mrs Nevett takes an interest in the poor, and she’s gotten some of her staff from the Reverend Mr Ellis’s Limehouse mission.”
 
   “I don’t know it,” Julian said.
 
   “But I do,” Ned said. “The Mission for the Education of the Employable Poor. It’s a mouthful, but it’s not bad, as such things go. Their mission is to teach the children their letters to make them fit for decent work, and then to find them that work so they don’t have to steal or starve. It has a decent reputation, and the people it places generally do well for themselves.”
 
   “We don’t see so many problems with Ellis’s graduates as with some,” Hatton said. “But there’s always the chance of a bad apple.”
 
   The waiter arrived then with their first course, and the conversation became more general. Julian made a mental note to ask Bolster what he knew about the reverend gentleman, and settled in to enjoy the food and what proved to be an excellent bottle of wine. He still wasn’t sure what Hatton wanted, or why Ned had invited him, but he was content for the moment to wait.
 
   It was Ned who brought it up, after the pudding had been brought and nibbled at. “Did Carruthers ever give you an answer, Hatton?”
 
   Hatton drained the last of his wine, and shook his head. “He’s putting me off, and mumbling about curses and the general inadequacies of any metaphysician trained up later than the court of Charles II.”
 
   “Oh, for God’s sake,” Julian said.
 
   Hatton grinned at him. “There I agree with you, Mr Lynes. And I don’t have the time to wait, either, which is why I’ve brought a…certain object…for Mathey to examine.”
 
   Julian smiled back, and Ned cracked his knuckles. “And I suppose that means it’s time I earned my supper,” he said.
 
   They trailed him back through the Commons courtyard, past the Specimen Garden where a pale flower was opening, its leaves rustling with more than wind. Something skittered past the base of the fountain, and Julian hoped it was only a mouse and not one of the more aggressive plants. They passed the statue of Cornelius Agrippa and climbed the stairs to the single narrow room that was Ned’s chambers. His clerk was gone, her desk bare, and Ned wormed his way around it to fling the one window open wide, letting in the evening breeze. He pulled a bottle of brandy from the cupboard, along with a trio of glasses, and set them on Miss Frost’s desk. Hatton lifted the carpet bag that had sat at his feet all evening, and set it on Ned’s desk. It landed with a distinctly metallic thump, and Ned smiled.
 
   “I do appreciate this, Hatton. I know I didn’t miss anything, but – I’m curious.”
 
   “And I’d like a reliable answer,” Hatton said. He opened the bag, and pulled out a bundle wrapped in coarse silk. Ned nodded approval – the silk would insulate it from any outside influences – and carefully unwound the wrapping. The candlestick was enormous, over a foot tall, and designed to look as though it had come from a medieval cathedral. It wasn’t that old, though, Julian thought, peering over Hatton’s shoulder. The design was one that had been popular ten years ago, the sort of thing that his great-uncle had grumbled about as muddying the waters for true antiquarians, all overdone crosses and a frieze of praying figures around the lower part of the shaft. The square foot was carved in acanthus leaves, and one corner was dulled and dirty. Ned picked it up, still using the silk, and grimaced as he took a closer look.
 
   “It’s certainly heavy enough,” he said.
 
   Hatton nodded. “If you were looking to bludgeon a man to death – well, it’s what I’d pick.”
 
   “Right.” Ned reached into the drawer of his desk, drew out his silver-tipped wand. “Might as well get on with it.”
 
   Julian took a few steps back, perched on the edge of Miss Frost’s desk. Hatton settled into the visitor’s chair, stretching out unexpectedly long legs, and Ned frowned thoughtfully at the candlestick. This was what Ned was really good at, Julian thought, this kind of analytical metaphysics. He himself was good at patterns, at the grammar of enchantment, but Ned had a gift for finding his way into the shape of an enchantment, without harming its structure or causing anything to blow up in his face. His wand moved, tracing sigils – no trails of fire, nothing to show off what he was doing, just solid brilliant work. Julian could guess at a couple of the symbols, the first a test to determine the verb, and then another seeking correspondences, but most moved past too quickly for him to follow. Once the metal chimed, a high sweet note, and once there was a flash like a spark, and finally Ned laid his wand aside and carefully pulled the silk back over the candlestick.
 
   “That’s very interesting,” he said, and Hatton straightened himself.
 
   “Definitely magic, then?”
 
   Ned nodded. “And rather neatly done.”
 
   Julian pushed himself off the desk and came to peer at Ned’s notes.
 
   “The curse compels the candlestick to strike someone – presumably Edgar Nevett – seated below it once the sun is down. I’m guessing this usually stood on a shelf above Nevett’s desk? Or his usual chair?”
 
   “His desk,” Hatton said. “Though it’s off to one side a bit. Not a natural way to fall.”
 
   “How is ‘strike’ signified?” Julian asked.
 
   “ ‘Go to’ with ‘forcefully,’ ” Ned answered.
 
   Julian nodded, unsurprised. It was a formulation common to both Universities, but then, it would have been too much to hope for some archaic signifier that would point straight to the murderer.
 
   “And, no, it wouldn’t be a natural trajectory,” Ned went on. “I don’t think it was meant to be, actually. I think it was meant to suggest murder all along.”
 
   “Interesting,” Hatton said.
 
   “I imagine Victor would have demanded some kind of investigation if a candlestick just happened to fall on his father,” Julian said.
 
   “I didn’t know you knew the family, Mr Lynes,” Hatton said.
 
   Julian swallowed a curse, kept his expression open and innocent. “I was at school with the sons.”
 
   “We both were,” Ned said. “It’s how I got the job in the first place. Sorry, Hatton, I thought I’d told you.”
 
   Hatton waved his hand. “It doesn’t matter. You said ‘presumably’ it was meant for Nevett?”
 
   Ned nodded. “The cursework is structured to point at someone, though technically it could function without that closing sign. I’d be willing to bet that there was one, though, and that it pointed to Nevett. But I couldn’t swear to it.”
 
   Hatton raised his eyebrows. “Because – ?”
 
   “Most identification is sealed with blood or hair.” Ned pointed to the stained base. “Unfortunately, there’s too much of both on it now to tell if that was done.”
 
   “Pity,” Hatton said. “So can I assume you’d have seen a spell like this if it had been there when you examined the silver?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Ned said. “That I will swear to. Nevett had every piece of silver he owned out and on display, this one included. If there’d been this sort of curse on anything, I’d have found it. I picked up a number of commercial enchantments. And this – would have been noticeable.”
 
   “That narrows it down considerably, then,” Hatton said. “Whoever did this has to have created the curse between when you left on Tuesday, and Thursday night. That’s useful.”
 
   “I hope so,” Ned said, but he was looking pleased with himself. As well he might, Julian thought. That narrow window should make the police’s job easier.
 
   “Oh, it will be,” Hatton answered, and tucked the silk-wrapped bundle back into his bag. “I appreciate your time, Mathey. And a pleasure meeting you, Mr Lynes.”
 
   Julian murmured a suitable answer, hung back as Ned showed Hatton to the door, resting his hips on Miss Frost’s desk again. The light had faded since they’d arrived, and Ned turned up the gas, blinking a little in the new light.
 
   “That was neatly done,” Julian said. Ned blinked again, this time from surprise, and gave an almost shy smile.
 
   “Thanks. I’m glad Hatton gave me the chance, I’d hate to think I’d missed something.”
 
   “You’d have had to be blind and deaf to miss that,” Julian answered. He didn’t really want to talk about Hatton – he wanted, in fact, to take Ned home with him, and that would be foolish beyond permission –
 
   “Well, yes. I know that now.” He came over to the desk, reaching for the bottle of brandy. Julian shifted slightly, so that he was far too close.
 
   “I have a better bottle at home,” he said.
 
   Ned gave him a wary look, but didn’t step away. Julian put his hand on Ned’s shoulder, feeling the curve of the muscle beneath the light padding. He was making a mistake, he knew, but it was probably better to force this to its natural conclusion, end it before he became too attached again. And right now he wanted it more than he was able to resist.
 
   “We could share,” he said, and stepped closer still, so that they were almost touching. He heard Ned’s breath catch, and put his hand up to pull him into a kiss.
 
   “Not here,” Ned said, and shook himself hard. “Wait –”
 
   Julian took a step back, waiting while Ned returned bottle and glasses to their place, and turned down the gas. “The omnibus –”
 
   Ned gave him a reproachful look, and Julian couldn’t help a grin.
 
   “All right. We’ll take a cab.”
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CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
    
 
   Ned came up the stairs to his chambers with two sizable books from the Commons library balanced in the crook of his arm, having endured the usual lecture from the librarian about not removing them from the Commons grounds. He intended to find some permanent solution to the problem of Mr Clark’s garden gate, and had unearthed both a manual on the care of all manner of doors and a more general treatise with a section on untangling enchantments muddled by too many previous hands.
 
   Both were out of date, but he felt it was time to consider something other than current best practices, since those were apparently failing. He opened the door about to say as much to Miss Frost, and checked on the threshold.
 
   Victor Nevett was sitting in the visitor’s chair, leaning back in the chair with his arms crossed in exactly the same attitude of impatience that he’d habitually displayed in classes and chapel. He looked up as Ned came in, and Ned was struck by how little he’d changed; he was a bit heavier than he had been in school, and he sported a neatly trimmed beard, but otherwise he could have stepped out of one of Ned’s more uneasy dreams about school.
 
   “I told Mr Nevett you’d be back directly, and he said he’d wait,” Miss Frost said, which broke the spell enough for Ned to step in and close the door.
 
   Victor pushed back his chair and stood, offering his hand. “Mathey,” he said, with the crushing handshake of the sort of man who would consider it womanish not to leave the other party’s fingers numb.
 
   It was surprisingly difficult not to answeryes, sir. “Mr Nevett,” Ned said pleasantly instead. “Please accept my condolences on your family’s great misfortune.” He set down the books on the corner of his desk, and sat down behind it, trying not to feel that he was putting it between the two of them as a shield.
 
   Victor nodded brusquely, and then said, “Actually, that’s what I came to see you about. We’ve had the police tramping through the house ever since it happened. They don’t think it was a simple case of burglary.”
 
   “I’m afraid they may be right,” Ned said. He hoped this wasn’t going where it seemed to be going. If Victor thought Ned could be induced in any way to keep quiet about the results of his tests on the murder weapon, he was in for an unpleasant surprise, and one that had been a long time coming. He wasn’t fourteen anymore.
 
   “I’m afraid so, too,” Victor said. “I want to retain you to sort it out.”
 
   “Sort it out?” He was going to make him say it, and he expected to take an unreasonable amount of pleasure in refusing.
 
   “Find out who really killed my father.”
 
   Ned hesitated for a moment as he tried to change gears abruptly. “That’s not generally part of a metaphysician’s work,” he said.
 
   “You sorted out that business about the cursed necklace, though,” Nevett said. “Read about it in the papers. Not bad, figuring out it was one of those heathen curses. Bought from some Thuggee strangler, I suppose.”
 
   Ned restrained the urge to point out that the necklace in question had been bought from Hunt & Roskell in Bond Street, and enchanted using a perfectly respectable system of metaphysics used by thousands of people in India who weren’t habitual stranglers. “I was glad to be of assistance to the police,” he said.
 
   “And besides, we were in Beckett’s together, back at Toms’.”
 
   “Good old Martyr’s.”
 
   “That’s right. You don’t know what it’s like, having the police in the house and the newspapers speculating about which one of us might have done it. The last thing I need is someone who’s going to dig up whatever dirt there is to dig and then sell the story to the picture papers.”
 
   “You can’t imagine I’d do that.”
 
   “Of course not, not a Sts Thomas’s man. There’s such a thing as the honor of the school. And I like to think I set you a good example.”
 
   “I’m sure you did,” Ned said, although he found it unexpectedly hard to say.
 
   “Well, then. I’d like to hire you to represent the family interests, and do whatever you can with metaphysics to find out the truth.”
 
   Ned hesitated for a moment. “I suppose you’re aware the two may not be entirely compatible?”
 
   “If there’s a murderer in the family, I think it’s in the family’s interests to find out about it,” Victor said. “I hate to be so frank about it, but there it is. You can’t just go around killing people, no matter how much you may want to.”
 
   “Did people want to?” Ned found himself asking. He hadn’t absolutely made up his mind to accept the offer, but it couldn’t hurt to ask the obvious question.
 
   “I wouldn’t have said so,” Victor said. “The old man wasn’t exactly on good terms with most of the family, but that’s not a reason to kill a man, is it?”
 
   “When you say he wasn’t on good terms with them…” Ned prompted.
 
   “He and my mother used to quarrel, but that’s life with a woman, isn’t it? And my little brother Freddie bedeviled him when he was up at Oxford. Wouldn’t apply himself, and fancies himself artistic. I understand he writes verses.”
 
   “I’ve heard of worse.”
 
   “He’s the youngest and spoiled, you know how that is. Should have been taught more manners as a pup.” Ned wondered if Victor actually recalled that Ned was the youngest of five himself. He expected not. “I suppose he’ll grow out of it.”
 
   “Most likely.”
 
   “And then you remember Reggie.”
 
   “Of course,” Ned said, although he had to admit that mostly what he remembered was a plump boy saying “yes” and “no” at the appropriate moments and rarely venturing any opinion of his own. Reggie hadn’t played cricket, and as a Senior Man Ned hadn’t paid much attention to anyone but the First Eleven and the boys who aspired to it, with Julian the perpetual exception.
 
   “Not much of a sportsman, but not a bad sort.” Victor hesitated for the first time. “But he didn’t get on with the old man. And before you ask, I don’t know why, only that Reggie’s barely set foot in the house all year. But it could be anything, really. The old man had a temper, let me tell you.”
 
   “And the servants?”
 
   “I don’t know much about them. The mater did all the hiring. I know the old man complained not long ago that the charity cases she let be foisted off on her couldn’t do the simplest things right, but that might just have been temper. It’s hard to know what’s important, when a thing like this has happened. But it’s got to be sorted out. It’s no good for the mater, and no good for my wife, and truth be told, it’s no good for me. There’s starting to be talk.” He said that last as though that were of more concern than the possible presence of a killer in the household, although Ned supposed from Victor’s point of view it might be.
 
   “I can’t make any promises,” Ned said. “But I can look into it.” He hesitated. If the client had been anyone else, he would have said immediately that Julian had to be brought into it, but he had the idea that Julian wasn’t going to like the idea of working with this particular client. For that matter, he wasn’t at all sure he liked it himself. There was some unexpected part of him that blindly rebelled at the thought.
 
   But murder was murder, and as much as he hated to put it that way, a client was a client. Ned didn’t have so many that he could afford to turn away a wealthy one who wanted to hire him to deal with what was likely to be a lengthy matter. He’d have taken it on whether Julian was interested or not, but best to lay the groundwork for involving Julian if he could persuade him to take it on.
 
   “I’ve a colleague I’d like to bring in on the case,” Ned said. “Another Old Toms’ man. Mr Julian Lynes.”
 
   He could see that it took Victor a moment to place Julian, but eventually recognition dawned. “Not little Lynes?”
 
   “The same.”
 
   Victor snorted. “It’s odd meeting old schoolmates, isn’t it? I remember him a mewling little brat, but I expect he’s entirely presentable now.”
 
   “I’ve always found him entirely reliable,” Ned said after only a brief pause. “He specializes in cases requiring delicate handling. Detective work, you understand, but not the common sort.”
 
   Victor shrugged. “If you think it’ll help. I suppose it’ll mean an extra fee. Never mind, though, it’s worth it if you can sort this out. Whatever the usual rates are, and of course your expenses to be paid.”
 
   “I’m going to have to bill by the hour,” Ned said. “I’m afraid I haven’t a set fee for murder investigations.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you would.” Victor stood, offered his hand again for another bone-crushing handshake, and handed over one of his cards. “I imagine you’ll want to come round and see the house.”
 
   “And talk to the household. I’m afraid so.”
 
   “The lesser of two evils,” Victor said. “You’re better than the police. Not that I expect we’ll get rid of them soon. Can you come this afternoon?”
 
   “It’s a bit short notice,” Ned said, although he knew full well there was nothing on his schedule.
 
   “We may be living with a murderer,” Victor said, and Ned had to admit that provided a certain sense of urgency. If nothing else, the longer he delayed, the less chance there was of anyone being able to tell him their story of the night of Nevett’s death without it being colored by long hours of gossip and speculation.
 
   “I’ll find out what I can for you,” Ned said, and Victor reclaimed his hat with an admiring glance at Miss Frost and went out.
 
   Ned turned the card over in his fingers, trying to settle his nerves. Miss Frost frowned at him. “Mr Mathey, are you feeling quite well?”
 
   “Perfectly,” he said, even more unsettled by the idea that he might not look completely at ease. “Why ever not?”
 
   “You just look a bit green,” she said. “And so many things are going off, in this weather. I bought a ham pie the other day that turned out not to be fit to eat. Even the cat wouldn’t touch it.”
 
   “I haven’t been eating ham pie, so I think I’m safe,” Ned said. “Mrs Clewett hasn’t poisoned me yet, although she will keep talking about fattening me up, as if I’m a sheep too scrawny to be turned into mutton.”
 
   “I expect that’s just as well for the sheep.”
 
   “Undoubtedly.” The room still felt too close, stifling despite the open window. “I’m going to go see what I can do about some of this,” he said, gathering up his working case and his hat. “If I’m not back by three, consider yourself at leisure for the day.”
 
   “Yes, Mr Mathey,” she said, and he made his escape out into the hallway.
 
   Out in the Commons square, the air smelled of lavender from the herb garden, which at the moment was merely bending in the warm breeze; the more mobile plants tended to be active at twilight and dawn. He took the long way through the garden toward the back gate by the omnibus stop, hoping to settle his nerves.
 
   It was unreasonable to hold schoolboy grudges, he knew, and yet the old sentiments still crept in; unreasonable or not, he found himself with the urge to once again punch Victor Nevett in the face.
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   It had been their second year at Toms’, which by all rights should have been easier than the first. It hadn’t seemed so, though. James the Less had gone up to Oxford, and he’d been the best of the prefects; Staniforth was in his place, and encouraged the others to punish the slightest infraction with a heavy hand. They hounded Julian particularly, far beyond what Ned thought was reasonable or fair, stealing his things or tripping him in the hallways, tipping ink over his books and getting in a dig with elbows or fists every chance they got.
 
   Victor Nevett was one of the worst of them, and Julian had pronounced himself baffled by Ned’s desire to attend cricket practices despite the fact that Victor would be in attendance. Practice for the younger students tended to consist of being sent to chase errant balls and occasionally used as targets for batting practice, but he didn’t particularly mind, and could catch most balls that came anywhere near him, even if they’d been aimed to bruise.
 
   He was starting to feel confident of making the House team in the summer term, and that day had even avoided being laden down with anything heavy to carry back from the pitch.
 
   “They don’t aim at you,” Smythe grumbled, having been awarded a heavy cricket-bag to carry for having failed to catch the ball that was already raising a bruise on his cheek, sending it wild and letting the other team get more runs than Nevett had liked. Nevett was hanging back to keep a baleful eye on the stragglers, but was far enough ahead that Ned didn’t think he could hear them.
 
   “Lay off,” Barton said. “They do, only he catches them.” Smythe was a New Man this year, and technically not worthy of tagging along with men in their second year. He’d been to grammar school with Ned, though, and Ned felt that in light of that, he couldn’t begrudge him the chance to take shelter in his wake. Ned was already a head taller than the smallest boys, and while he still steered clear of the prefects, no one else cared to try elbowing him in the ribs or snatching things out of his hands.
 
   “Only because he’s tall,” Smythe muttered.
 
   “You can blame the mater and pater for that, not me,” Ned said mildly. “It’s far worse for my sisters; no one wants girls to be giraffes.”
 
   “It’s lucky you didn’t turn out like your mother, my mum says,” Smythe said.
 
   Ned could feel the blood draining from his face. He tried desperately not to show it, but he wasn’t sure whether he was succeeding. “And what do you mean by that?” The words came out too sharply, and he wished a second later that he’d bitten his tongue.
 
   “I know she’s ill or something, my mum said,” Smythe said, his voice rising defensively. “And that she ought to be sent off to Ticehurst or some hospital like that because the place she was in before didn’t cure her. And I expect everyone thought you’d be sickly, only you’re the size of a horse, so –”
 
   “Will youshut up?” Barton said, elbowing Smythe hard enough in the ribs that Smythe yelped audibly. Ned was still trying to find the right words to pass it all off lightly, his stomach turning, when Nevett turned round with a look of triumph, and Ned knew in a moment that he’d not only heard but understood.
 
   He might still deny everything – a half-understood rumor, mangled in the telling, nothing more – but he could feel his face heating, his fists clenching unbidden.
 
   “Did the ‘place she was in before’ cure her, Mathey?”
 
   “She was taking the rest cure, that’s all. She was run down –”
 
   “Did it cure her, Mathey?”
 
   “She only went in for a rest.”
 
   “I expect that’s what all the lunatics say,” Nevett said.
 
   “She’s not a lunatic,” Ned said, realizing too late that the words had come out as a flat contradiction. “I mean I beg pardon, but you’re mistaken, sir,” he added stiffly.
 
   “Did you lie about Mathey’s mother, Smythe?” Victor turned his attention momentarily to the younger boy, who flushed under his gaze. Ned willed him to find the right words, to say that he must have misunderstood and that he was very sorry to have caused any trouble, and then maybe they could all get on with the afternoon without the bottom falling out of the world.
 
   “I didn’t,” Smythe said swiftly, his cheeks flaming. “My mum said she belonged in Ticehurst and that it was a very serious case and she’d been away before to take the cure, but she didn’t say it was a madhouse.”
 
   “Maybe you’re not a liar, then. Where was she before, Mathey?”
 
   “Only a spa, sir,” Ned said furiously. His father had promised him when his mother went away that it was only to a spa, although even then he hadn’t entirely believed it. She’d come back in six months, and the rest seemed to have done her good. Sometimes she seemed entirely well.
 
   Nevett smirked. “I certainly hope it doesn’t run in the family, Mathey. It won’t do to have a lunatic in Martyr’s.” His smile widened, as if he’d come up with a new idea. “Of course, if it’s that she’s acquired a certain disease –”
 
   It was the last straw, Ned drew back his fist, light-headed with rage, and punched Victor Nevett squarely in the jaw.
 
   It took Nevett by surprise, and he went sprawling, landing on his arse in the dirt with his legs splayed, for a moment comical until he scrambled up, his own face reddening with fury. “How dare you, Mathey!”
 
   Barton and Smythe both looked thunderstruck, as if the laws of nature had been reversed, and for a long, satisfied moment Ned hadn’t even regretted it.
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   Victor had made him pay for it, even more dearly than he’d expected, but there was no point in dwelling on that, he told himself firmly. He’d certainly asked for it, and it wasn’t the sort of thing a grown man ought to hold a grudge about. Victor himself certainly gave every evidence of having forgotten the whole affair.
 
   The question was only whether Julian would be able to put up with Victor. He’d been the one who’d really suffered at Victor’s hands, and Ned wasn’t entirely sure that even he forgave Victor for that. And Julian wasn’t particularly the forgiving sort.
 
   It wouldn’t hurt to try, though, and the lure of a mystery might be enough to induce Julian to put aside old grudges. Besides, he still felt unreasonably unsettled, and found himself craving a few moments’ respite in Julian’s familiar parlor before going on to face the Nevetts en masse. He quickened his step toward the omnibus stop.
 
   The first omnibus was already packed with inside riders, and Ned didn’t bother scaling the stairs to the upper level, squeezing himself into a corner of the conductor’s platform instead for the few blocks’ trip. At least the weather was fair; in the rain, the necessity to yield inside seats to ladies led to huddling like a wet rat on the open top of the bus, trying not to bludgeon anyone with one’s umbrella. “British Museum,” the conductor called out, and Ned scrambled down with alacrity. He walked the few blocks to the museum, avoiding little knots of tourists attempting to determine from their guidebooks whether they were lost or not. Julian’s rooming-house was in Coptic Street, in sight of the museum gates, and sported a still-shiny brass plate with “Julian Lynes, Investigations” below Mr Bailey’s more tarnished one.
 
   He knocked and waited, and was rewarded eventually by Mrs Digby appearing at the door, her apron damp and looking as usual put out at being summoned.
 
   “Good afternoon, Mrs Digby,” he said. “Is Mr Lynes free?”
 
   “He may well be, it’s not as if he tells me,” Mrs Digby said. “In and out at all hours, he is, and then fusses if I don’t tell his callers where he is, which I’d have to be a mind-reader to know.”
 
   “But he is here at the moment?” Ned prompted, undaunted.
 
   “I suppose,” Mrs Digby said. She led him up the stairs to the door of Julian’s lodgings and rapped hard on the door. “Mr Mathey!” She stomped off before waiting for Julian’s reply, but in a moment Julian opened the door. He looked cheerful to see Ned, or at least he didn’t look obviously put out, and Ned chose to take that as good cheer.
 
   “Come in, sit down,” Julian said. “I was just looking at the mail.” That was obvious from the envelopes strewn about his desk, most balancing on already-precarious stacks of books. “You should have said you were coming, I would have gotten in lunch of some sort. But you’re on your way to a job, aren’t you?”
 
   “In fact, I am,” Ned said. He had taken off his hat, but held onto it rather than trying to find an unoccupied place to set it down. “How did you know?” Julian always enjoyed showing off how his tricks were done, and anything to put him in the best possible mood for this request was worthwhile.
 
   “You’ve just been walking in the Commons garden,” Julian said, bending swiftly to pluck an ambitious tendril from Ned’s trouser leg. It twitched in Julian’s fingers, a sign that it hadn’t long been detached from the parent vine. Julian tossed it carelessly aside onto the sofa, where Ned hoped it wouldn’t manage to take root. “You came here from the Commons, but you didn’t send round first to see if I was free. I’m guessing because you couldn’t wait; you’re on your way to an appointment, but you wanted to stop by to ask me…what?”
 
   “I might have been overcome by carnal desire and come round to try my luck,” Ned said.
 
   Julian looked momentarily at a loss for words, and Ned thought there might actually be a hint of color on his cheeks. “You might, I suppose,” he conceded. “Were you?”
 
   “No, I’m afraid you were right,” Ned said, although he was sorry to have to say it. “Actually, I’ve been hired to look into the Nevett murder.”
 
   Julian looked a bit smug on Ned’s behalf. “Hatton’s finally given up hope of Carruthers suddenly becoming competent?”
 
   “I expect he has, but he can’t pay me. The Yard won’t stand for it when they’ve a metaphysician on staff. Whether he’s reliable or not, he’s their man,” he added, to forestall Julian’s imminent objection that Carruthers obviously wasn’t much good. “Victor Nevett hired me to find out who killed his father.”
 
   “You mean, assuming it wasn’t him?” Julian said, the words coming sharp and quick.
 
   “If it were, he’d hardly want me to investigate.”
 
   “Unless he expects you to cover it up.”
 
   “I’ve no incentive to do that.”
 
   “The obvious. He’s paying you.”
 
   “Give me some credit,” Ned said, stung.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Julian said after a moment, rather stiffly. “That was unfair.”
 
   “It was, a bit. I’ve been hired to find out the truth, and that’s what I mean to do. I thought you might want to go into it with me. You said yourself it’s an interesting problem.”
 
   “The murder method is unconventional. That’s true.”
 
   “I could use your help.”
 
   “Victor Nevett, though. I’m hardly inclined to do him any favors,” Julian said. The words dripped scorn, but it only made Ned remember with a pang a much younger Julian trying his best to put on an air of adult disdain when anyone was cruel to him.
 
   “Neither am I. It’s not as if I like the man, but Nevett senior was killed, and someone’s got to find out who did it. If Nevett’s willing to pay me to do it, I don’t see my way clear to refuse.”
 
   “He really doesn’t know who did?”
 
   “Not unless he’s a very convincing liar. Which he might be, and you’re better at catching out that sort of lie than I am. If he’s telling the truth, though, he hasn’t got a clue.”
 
   “That’s not a surprise.”
 
   “He was never particularly clever,” Ned said.
 
   “And now he wants us to sort it out for him. You’re not even the slightest bit tempted to tell him to go to hell?” Julian frowned at him.
 
   “Tempted, yes,” Ned admitted, although he felt he probably shouldn’t be. “But I’ll settle for making him pay me a generous sum to sort out his family problems for him.”
 
   “When you put it that way,” Julian said. “And I suppose he’d be in our debt, in a way. Not to mention a thorough investigation is bound to turn up things he won’t like our knowing.”
 
   “I told him you were entirely discreet,” Ned said, feeling a flicker of alarm. Julian had a strong sense of right and wrong, but it didn’t always follow established lines, and he wasn’t at all sure that Julian wouldn’t enjoy holding some secret vice over Victor Nevett’s head if he discovered one.
 
   “I am, yes,” Julian said, not particularly happily. “I wouldn’t get any clients if I weren’t. Still, it would be satisfying anyway, wouldn’t it?”
 
   Ned shook his head, unable to truthfully deny it but also not really wanting to encourage that line of thought. “And solving a case like this would do us both good in building our reputations, you have to admit.”
 
   “I expect it would,” Julian said, although he sounded as dubious about that line of reasoning as Ned was about his.
 
   “And I’ve already said I’d do it,” Ned said practically. “I could very much use your help, but if you really can’t see your way fit to work for Victor Nevett…”
 
   “If you’ll refrain from putting it that way, I’ll do it,” Julian said after a long enough pause that Ned expected him to refuse. “I’ll grant you that we should investigate the Nevett murder, especially since I’m not at all confident that anyone else is going to sort it out.”
 
   “Just try not to notice whose signature is on the cheque,” Ned said. He hesitated, and then added, “It’s been a long time.”
 
   “Your point being?”
 
   Ned considered several possible responses, discarded them as unlikely to make the next few hours more harmonious, and settled on, “All that’s behind us.”
 
   “Where are we going, then?” Julian asked, without giving any indication that he’d heard him.
 
   “The Nevett house. And before you ask what we’re doing, that’s one thing I came to ask you. Detection is really your business. I’d like to look over the room where it happened for any other enchantments that might bear, but beyond that, I’ll follow your lead.”
 
   Julian grasped for his hat and tugged sharply at his bell-pull. “Where is that woman?”
 
   “You’ve only just rang,” Ned pointed out, but under his breath.
 
   Mrs Digby opened the door after a long minute, frowning. “I suppose you want tea, at this time of day?”
 
   “A cab, if you please, Mrs Digby,” Ned said, before Julian could demand the same in a far more peremptory tone. The last thing he wanted was to be stuck listening to the two of them quarrel, if Julian took the opportunity to give vent to his nerves about facing Victor Nevett.
 
   She sighed but stomped off to summon the cab in question, and Ned turned back to Julian, who was rifling through a pile of what appeared to be identical memorandum-books in search of the one he wanted. “We’ll be done by teatime.”
 
   “Only for the afternoon,” Julian said grimly, thrusting the memorandum-book he’d finally settled in into his pocket. “I expect we’ll see a great deal of the Nevetts, unless one of them cares to make it easy for us all by confessing on the spot.”
 
   “You never know,” Ned said, but he didn’t have much hope of that.
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   They climbed into the waiting cab, Ned pausing long enough to give the address – a nice one, Julian noted, with a certain disdain that had nothing to do with envy. But then, he had known since school that the Nevett family was well-to-do. Something in the city, he thought, but before he could ask, Ned leaned forward.
 
   “So where should we start? I meant it when I said this wasn’t my usual line.”
 
   “I think your idea of checking the room – study, was it? – for any other enchantments is a good one,” Julian said. He was grateful for the distraction. “And then there’s, what, a two-day window in which someone could have tampered with the candlestick. So the first step will be to find out where everyone was and what they were doing in those two days.”
 
   “I’m sure everyone will appreciate that,” Ned muttered.
 
   “That’s what they’re hiring you for,” Julian answered, not without sympathy. “If they can’t stand it, well, they can pay us for our time and be done with it.” He paused, knowing how unlikely an outcome that really was. “We’ll need to ask the servants the same questions, too, which is the easiest way to check up on the Nevetts. Ask them what they were doing, and where the master and mistress were as well.”
 
   “Do you think they’ll tell you?” Ned asked.
 
   “Generally they do,” Julian said. “They’re usually not stupid. Unless they’re protecting someone, it’s easy to make the case that the truth will only help.”
 
   “I wish that were true,” Ned said, and ducked his head to peer out the cab’s window.
 
   Julian made a face, but couldn’t really deny it. “At least we don’t have to share everything with the police,” he said, rather pointedly, and lapsed into silence.
 
   The cab rumbled onward, stopping and starting in the increasing traffic. Julian wished he could blame that for the queasiness at the pit of his stomach, but he knew better. In the back of his mind was the litany of all the things he’d ever wanted to do to Victor Nevett, from the caning that had never been a possibility to the poison that he had meticulously planned through most of his second year to the simple desire to knock him down and kick him repeatedly. It wasn’t very helpful, but it was better than dwelling on what Victor had done to him, along with the other prefects, and the older boys who’d followed their lead. The only thing that had made at all bearable was Ned. He glanced sideways, but Ned was still looking out the window, apparently lost in thought. Only the muscle at the corner of his jaw betrayed him, taut with strain. Victor had treated him worse than anyone, in the end. It still amazed Julian that he’d chosen to take the job.
 
   But that was Ned for you. He believed in honor and justice and fair play, in helping others and bringing the truth to light, all the inconvenient virtues. And he would stand up for them with the same half-apologetic shrug he’d given when he was sixteen and had decided that some squeaking New Man had been mistreated enough. The same way he’d stood up for Julian, for reasons Julian had never quite been able to fathom. If Ned thought the Nevetts – even including Victor Nevett – weren’t going to get a fair hearing from the police, a fair chance to catch the person who’d murdered father and husband, then he’d step in, because he could, and someone should. The least Julian could do was stand up with him.
 
   And they weren’t twelve any more. Julian took a careful breath. They were grown men, professionals and Oxford graduates, and maybe Ned was right, it was a long time ago. But a part of him still wished he’d poisoned Victor Nevett.
 
   The cab moved on, tracking west and then north up the Edgeware Road. Ned glanced rather sadly down St. John’s Wood Road, no doubt wishing he were at Lords, but instead they turned left, coming at last into Randolph Crescent. The buildings were neat and expensive, bright brick outlined in blinding white stone, two dozen identical façades defining the curve of the street, each with its neatly fenced entranceway, two steps up to the brightly painted front doors, and a wrought-iron gate discreetly marking the steps down to the kitchen entrance. The only thing to distinguish Nevett’s house was the crepe still on the knocker. It was not on the better side of the crescent, but the address must have stood him in good stead in terms of business.
 
   They climbed down and Ned paid off the cab, and they stood for an instant on the sidewalk before Ned shook himself and started briskly up the steps. Julian wanted to say something, any number of things, but none of them seemed particularly useful, and he didn’t trust his voice, anyway. He touched Ned’s shoulder instead, and drew a glance, startled and then oddly grateful, before Ned pulled the bell.
 
   The door was opened by a diminutive maid, not much older than fifteen or sixteen by the look of her. She took Ned’s card and their hats and ushered them into the parlor, where the heavy curtains were drawn against the afternoon sun. The decoration was conventional rather than comfortable, with a spinet in one corner and chairs in fashionable dark-red damask flanking chinoiserie tables, and there was a silver bowl piled high with beadwork fruit beneath a cage of what he devoutly hoped were stuffed birds. Ned saw where he was looking, and lifted an eyebrow.
 
   “I suppose I did see all the silver, then. That wasn’t there before.”
 
   “You should probably ask anyway,” Julian said, and grimaced. “Sorry. Don’t let me tell you your business –”
 
   Victor Nevett chose that moment to make his appearance. He hadn’t changed nearly as much as Julian would have liked, down to the lank forelock that drooped toward his eyebrows. “Mathey,” he said, and held out his hand. Julian saw Ned brace himself, and guessed Victor had developed a bone-crushing grip. “And – by God, it is Lynes. You’ve changed.”
 
   “I do hope so,” Julian said, silkily, and accepted Victor’s hand. There was a trick to it – yes, a nerve, just there, and Victor twitched as though he’d been stung. Julian gave him a blank look, and Victor cleared his throat, rubbing his thumb against the leg of his trousers when he thought they couldn’t see.
 
   “Well,” he said. “Sit down, sit down. I do appreciate your finding the time to come today, Mathey. It’s not been pleasant, between the police running roughshod through the house, and half the staff threatening to quit. The mater’s been frantic.”
 
   “I’m sure,” Ned said. His voice was calm, a little remote: soothing, if you didn’t know him.
 
   “I made Reginald and Freddie stay home,” Victor went on, “so they’re here for you. And Mater said she’d see you, but wants Mr Ellis to sit with her.”
 
   “And he is – ?” Julian asked. Ned gave him a warning glance, but Victor just shrugged.
 
   “One of the mater’s charity projects, I think, though I suppose it doesn’t do to say so. He grew up in the same town she came from in Kent, and after he took the cloth he came up to London to run a mission in Limehouse. Mother’s hired some of his trainees, and they’re decent enough, I suppose.”
 
   The girl who answered the door, for one, Julian guessed. She had the pinched look of a mission child, not yet worn away by the security of her place.
 
   “A worthy cause,” Ned said.
 
   “My wife takes an interest, too,” Victor said. “Keeps Mother happy, anyway.”
 
   Julian couldn’t help looking at Ned, but Ned was better at hiding his surprise. But of course Victor would be married, he was certainly well of age, and forbiddingly normal in that regard.
 
   “The first thing I’d like to do is get an idea of how many people were in the house in the period when the enchantment had to be placed,” Ned said.
 
   Victor sighed. “The police have been asking us that for days. Can’t you get the list from them?”
 
   “I’d rather hear it from you,” Ned said, patiently. “Just in case something occurs to you.”
 
   Victor’s frown said how likely he thought that was, but he answered anyway. “The servants, of course. I don’t think any of them had a day off. Then Mother, of course, and myself and my wife. Reginald and Freddie, though now that I think of it, I’m not so sure about Reginald. He and Father quarreled, and I think he spent the night at his club.”
 
   “You and your brothers live at home?” Ned asked.
 
   There might have been a hint of color in Victor’s cheeks. “We do. Of course, in my case, it’s just until my wife and I can find a suitable house. We’ve only been married a year.”
 
   “So that’s everyone who lives in the house,” Ned said. “Visitors?”
 
   “God, I don’t remember. And I wouldn’t know who called on Mother, I was at Hoare’s all day – I’m a senior manager there, you know.” Victor paused. “No, I tell a lie. We did have guests to dinner that first night, the Reverend Mr Ellis and Mr and Mrs Boies. But Father stayed in Town that night.”
 
   “It probably doesn’t matter,” Ned said. “But it’s good to know.” He glanced at Julian, one eyebrow flicking up, and Julian shook his head minutely. No, he didn’t have any more questions.
 
   “I’m afraid we’ll have to go through this in detail again,” Ned said. “And then I’ll want to take a look at the study, to be sure there aren’t any small lingering enchantments.”
 
   “The police did that, too,” Victor said.
 
   “If you were content with the work of the police, you wouldn’t have hired me,” Ned said, and somehow contrived to keep his tone pleasant.
 
   Victor blew out his cheeks. “No, very true. All right. Where do you want to start?”
 
   “I’d rather not keep Mrs Nevett waiting,” Ned said. “And, Lynes – you’ll talk to the servants?”
 
   “Yes,” Julian said, gratefully.
 
   “I’ll ring for Larkin, then,” Victor said. “And if you’ll come with me, Mathey?”
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CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
   Larkin proved to be the butler, younger than Julian would have expected, with a precisely trimmed beard and a flat, expressionless face. The latter was a requirement for the position, of course, particularly since he was young for it, and Julian watched him carefully as he explained that he and Mr Mathey had been hired to supplement the police investigation, and that he required time and place to interview the rest of the staff. Larkin nodded gravely, only his eyes narrowing for a fraction of a second, and led Julian down the back stairs to the kitchen.
 
   “Miller is with Mrs Nevett, I believe,” he said, over his shoulder, “but I will send Sarah to fetch the others.”
 
   “Miller is Mrs Nevett’s maid?” Julian asked, and Larkin inclined his head.
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   They had reached the kitchen, enormous and cheerful, a stone-floored, low-ceilinged room that stretched the width of the house, from the entry on the crescent to the back garden. Heavy pillars divided the space, holding up the arches that supported the house, and the cook turned sharply from her range, her words dying unspoken as she saw the strangers. The kitchenmaid, who couldn’t have been more than twelve, yelped and dropped her paring knife, and the cook cuffed her gently.
 
   “Not more police, Mr Larkin.”
 
   She knew perfectly well he wasn’t police, Julian thought, from the cut of his suit if nothing else, and he felt a surge of renewed confidence. He had grown up in a house like this, had first learned to read secrets among his great-uncle’s staff. He knew far more about the ways of life belowstairs than they would expect, and he could use that to his advantage.
 
   “No, Mrs Rule.” Larkin’s voice was delicately reproving. “Mr Victor has hired Mr Lynes – and Mr Mathey, whom you have not met – to assist the police. He is wishful to speak with the staff.”
 
   “When I have tea to make, and then dinner?” Mrs Rule protested.
 
   “It shouldn’t take long,” Julian said. “Nor will I keep your helpers any longer than I have to.” He glanced over his shoulder. The back door opened into a narrow, stone-walled garden, not likely to be overlooked or, if voices were kept low, to be overheard. There would be a bench or a seat there, he knew, as well as the herb and flower beds. “Larkin, I’ll talk to your people outside, please, singly, in whatever order is most convenient for the house. And then if I might have a word with you – in your pantry?”
 
   Larkin nodded. “Very good, Mr Lynes. I believe – yes, I’ll send Sarah first. The underhousemaid. And then Miller and Jane Pugh should be free of their duties.”
 
   “Thank you,” Julian said, and stepped out into the garden. It was exactly as he had expected, a long paved area surrounded on three sides by solid brick walls – seven feet high and topped with broken glass, though he doubted there were many attempts at entry from the gardens to either side. The back gate looked solid, with a modern enchanted lock, and a heavy bar leaned against the wall beside it. The brackets were new, however, and he made a mental note to ask if it had been installed after the murder.
 
   As he’d expected, there were iron chairs and a bench toward the middle of the garden. He shifted one to a respectable distance, and looked up as Larkin appeared in the doorway.
 
   “This is Sarah, Mr Lynes.”
 
   It was the girl who had opened the door, her face carefully blank, her hands folded in front of her.
 
   “You’re to answer his questions, Sarah, just as if he were the police,” Larkin went on.
 
   “Yes, Mr Larkin,” she said.
 
   Larkin gave Julian a last look, not quite disapproving, and withdrew into the shadows of the kitchen. Sarah came forward reluctantly and bobbed a curtsey.
 
   “Mr Lynes,” she said.
 
   She was older than he’d thought at first sight, sixteen or so, a thin pale rabbit of a girl with dishwater blonde hair drawn ruthlessly back under a prim plain cap. “Sarah,” he said, his tone scrupulously neutral. “What’s your surname?”
 
   “Doyle, sir.”
 
   Julian jotted it down in his memorandum book. He’d learned that taking notes made people feel perversely more comfortable, as if he wouldn’t remember the things they said that he didn’t write down. “Thank you,” he said. “I know I’m going to be asking questions you’ve already answered, but I hope you’ll take your time with them. Anything you remember, no matter how small, may prove to be helpful.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” Her voice was as colorless as her hair.
 
   Julian took her through the events of the day of the murder, as much for what she thought was normal as to find anything that seemed odd to him. It had been entirely uneventful, just the usual round of visits and shopping, livened only by a dinner party of friends so familiar as to be almost part of the family. From everything she said, Ned’s visit had been the most excitement the household had seen in months.
 
   “And did you notice anything peculiar about the silver?” Julian asked.
 
   Sarah hesitated. “I can’t say I did,” she admitted. “Not that I have much to do with it. But Mogs – Margaret – she did twist her ankle coming in the kitchen door the first time she’d been set to help clean it. Swelled up like a melon, and Mrs Victor had the doctor come for fear she’d broken it. And Mr Larkin always says he comes over queer when he polishes it.”
 
   Possibly because it was new and in poor taste, Julian thought, or because the polish overwhelmed him. He hadn’t yet seen the size of the butler’s pantry, but it couldn’t be too large. Or, more likely, because Edgar Nevett had spread the story among his staff, and Larkin was astute enough to agree with his employer. Still, it would be interesting to see who first bruited the notion of a curse.
 
   Julian took her through the day’s routine again, but there seemed to be nothing out of the ordinary. The gentlemen had gone to their work, except for Mr Frederick, and the ladies had occupied themselves with visits and charity work. Sarah had waited at table during the dinner party, but she had noticed nothing unusual.
 
   “It was like a family party, really,” she said. “Mrs Nevett and Mrs Boies are old, dear friends, so Miller says, and they both sponsor Mr Ellis’s work.”
 
   “So it was Mr and Mrs Boies, and Mr Ellis,” Julian said.
 
   “And Mr and Mrs Victor,” Sarah said. “And Mr Frederick.”
 
   “Not Mr Nevett?” Julian refrained from looking up, though that was the first unusual thing he’d heard so far.
 
   She hesitated again. “I believe he had to go back to the City.”
 
   There was definitely more there, but Julian merely nodded. “And Mr Reginald?”
 
   “He left for his club before dinner.”
 
   Julian nodded again. “What did they quarrel about?”
 
   “I never said they quarreled,” she said sharply.
 
   “But they did.”
 
   Sarah looked at her feet. “Yes, sir. But I couldn’t hear what they said, not even with them shouting –” She stopped again, flinching. “They argued a lot, sir. It didn’t mean nothing.”
 
   “Mr Nevett was a quarrelsome man,” Julian said. He made it a statement, and after a moment, she nodded.
 
   “Well, not quarrelsome, exactly. Cross, I’d say. Always angry about something.”
 
   That reminded him far too much of Victor, and he glanced at his memorandum book again, as though he had the details of the case written there. “The police said a parlormaid found the body. Was that you?”
 
   What color she had drained slowly from her face, leaving it the color of skimmed milk. “Yes, sir.”
 
   “If you can tell me just once more,” Julian said, “I promise you I won’t ask you again.”
 
   She took a deep breath. “I went in to sweep and air the room, like I always do. And I was startled because the lamp was still lit. And then I saw him. He was lying on the carpet, just like someone had dropped him. His head was all bloody – it hit him right on the back of his head, and it was stove in like a broken basket, and that candlestick was lying there, and there was more blood on it and all on the carpet, too –” She stopped, swallowing hard.
 
   “Just this once,” Julian said. “Then you’re done. Was the window open?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Had he been smoking?”
 
   She looked up, frowning slightly. “I don’t know.”
 
   “Was there a smell of tobacco?”
 
   “No.” She drew the word out, doubtfully, then frowned more deeply. “No, there wasn’t, sir, and he hadn’t been smoking, either, because his cigar was still on the tray. He’d cut it, but he hadn’t lit it.”
 
   Julian nodded. “That’s helpful. Did he usually have a nightcap?”
 
   “Yes, sir, and he’d poured one, but he hadn’t drunk it. The glass was on the desk.”
 
   From the sound of it, then, Nevett had been struck by the candlestick as soon as he sat down at his desk, which made the burglary look even more peculiar. “One more thing. The police said the back gate was open that morning. That’s this gate, here in the garden?”
 
   Sarah looked at her shoes again. “Yes, sir. But it was locked that night, I’m sure of it.”
 
   “I daresay,” Julian murmured, though he didn’t believe her. Whether she was lying out of reflex or to protect someone was a matter for later. “When did they put up the bar?”
 
   “That very afternoon,” Sarah answered. “Miller and Mrs Rule both said they wouldn’t sleep another night in the house if they thought someone could come and go as they pleased. Mrs Nevett wasn’t pleased to have them to think about, but Mr Ellis managed it for her.”
 
   “That was kind of him,” Julian said.
 
   “He’s not a bad man.” Sarah squared her shoulders. “And you should know, sir, I was hired from his mission.”
 
   He’d known it already, of course, but he nodded. “Thank you for telling me.”
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   Mrs Nevett was holding court in the upstairs parlor and declined to descend, requesting that Mr Mathey come up to her instead; Victor looked a bit sheepish when he came back down to tell Ned so, as if he’d asked her to come down and been refused. For a moment, Ned almost felt sympathetic.
 
   “It’s no trouble,” he said. He followed Victor out into the hall. “Is Mr Nevett’s study on this floor?”
 
   “Just there, behind the stairs,” Victor said, pointing out the room behind the parlor. “Across the hall is the dining room.”
 
   “Nothing was taken from the dining room?”
 
   “No. There wasn’t much kept in there, though.”
 
   Ned supposed there was a butler’s pantry downstairs for cutlery and serving pieces, but Julian would find out about that. He was relieved to have Julian’s help on the case, however reluctant it might be.
 
   “If you want to see the study…”
 
   “Yes, I’d better.” Ned stood back as Victor unlocked the room.
 
   “We’ve had it shut up since the police were here.” Victor pocketed the simple skeleton key again. Ned expected everyone in the house had access to a copy; for that matter, Julian could have picked the lock within seconds using a pen nib, although not everyone had Julian’s particular complement of dubious skills.
 
   Ned stepped in, a little reluctantly, although there was nothing to show that anything untoward had happened in the room. It was a small study, lined with shelves of books, with a desk and chair against one wall and two small leather armchairs crowded up near the fireplace on the opposite wall.
 
   There was a strikingly bare spot on a high shelf of the bookcase above the desk. Ned crossed to look, not touching the shelf. “This is where the candlestick sat?”
 
   “Just there.”
 
   He withdrew his wand from his bag and traced a couple of experimental sigils over the polished walnut of the shelf, but it showed no sign of any previous enchantment. “He was sitting here, then?”
 
   “That’s where he always sat,” Victor said.
 
   “And he fell out of the chair when he was struck…this way?” He gestured to the right of the chair, where a rug that looked too small for its place was lying; it was a bright figured bottle green as well, when the rest of the room was in greens so dark as to be almost black.
 
   “As far as anyone can figure. That’s where he was lying when the girl found him. That’s not the carpet that was there. The police took that one off with them. It was…it wasn’t fit to be used, anyway.” He shook his head. “I suppose there’s no chance it could have been an accident?”
 
   “No chance, I’m afraid. That curse was deliberate.” There was nothing else on the shelves above the desk that could have fallen with enough force to kill a man, and while he felt he ought to check the books for any traces of enchantments, that would take some time. “Why don’t you show me up to your mother?”
 
   “No point in putting it off.” Victor led Ned out and up the stairs. On the first floor above, the door to the front parlor stood open, and Ned could hear the murmur of voices stop as the came up the stairs.
 
   “My mother has the back bedroom on this floor, and my father had the front one,” Victor said, nodding to the rooms across the hall. “The rest of us are upstairs.” It was a generously large house for town, but even so there couldn’t have been a spare bedroom in the place, unless there was one perched under the eaves with the servants’ quarters.
 
   Victor turned and stepped into the parlor, with Ned following at a polite distance. “Mother, here’s Mr Mathey, the metaphysician I told you about.”
 
   Mrs Nevett nodded without rising. She was too pale for her widow’s weeds to suit her, although her black dress was well-tailored and her figure under the layers of trailing crepe still slim; her white widow’s cap, trimmed with black ribbons, showed up the threads of gray in her pale hair. Her gray eyes were clear and observant, though, searching him as if taking his measure.
 
   “How do you do?” Ned said. He couldn’t help notice that although there was a black handkerchief folded on her lap, she didn’t look at all as if she’d been crying.
 
   Victor glanced at the man sitting primly on the other end of the sofa, disdain in Victor’s face. “The Reverend Mr Ellis, Mr Mathey.”
 
   “Mr Mathey,” Ellis said. He frowned over the metal rim of his spectacles, looking as forbidding as possible for a weedy little man with thinning hair and a clerical collar. “Is all this really necessary? I hate to see Mrs Nevett put through more harrowing questions at such a difficult time.”
 
   “I’ll try not to ask unnecessary ones,” Ned said, with his most conciliatory smile. He sat down in the nearest chair and extracted a memorandum-book and pencil from his working case, setting the book on his knee. “But the sooner we can sort this out, the less I’ll have to impose on your grief.”
 
   “I think it’s the best thing,” Victor said, still standing himself. “At least it’s not the police.”
 
   “Even so…” Ellis began, but Mrs Nevett put out one hand to still him.
 
   “If we must,” she said.
 
   “Tell me, if you would, what happened the day of the sad event. From breakfast on, if you would.”
 
   “We had breakfast at the usual hour,” Mrs Nevett said.
 
   “All of you were there, I take it?”
 
   “Freddie didn’t come down to breakfast,” Victor said.
 
   “Frederick has always been delicate,” Mrs Nevett said. “He found Oxford to be a great strain on his nerves. He’s still convalescing.”
 
   Victor made a noise that might have been either clearing his throat or snorting, but didn’t actually speak.
 
   “But the rest of you were there? Mr Nevett, Mr and Mrs Victor Nevett, Mr Reginald Nevett, and yourself?”
 
   “Reginald spent the night at his club, as he often does,” Mrs Nevett said, her lips tightening. “There were only the four of us at breakfast.”
 
   “And after breakfast?”
 
   “I left for Hoare’s,” Victor says. “And my father went out as well. He said he was going to his club, and then to his stockbroker’s. And to the estate agent. He was looking into properties in town he felt I should consider.” His tone suggested the help wasn’t necessarily appreciated.
 
   “Alice went out. Shopping, I believe,” Mrs Nevett said, sounding a bit disapproving. “I spend the morning reading an improving text.”
 
   “May I ask what it was?” Ned asked.
 
   Her gray eyes lifted to his. “An account of missionary work in India.”
 
   “You’ve a particular interest in the cause?”
 
   “In charitable works in general. There are so many unfortunates who ought to have something made of them.”
 
   “My own work is very much along those lines,” Ellis said. “Training children who’ve had no advantages for an honest life in service –”
 
   “Yes, it’s very commendable,” Victor said.
 
   “In the afternoon, Alice went to visit Mr Ellis’s mission in Limehouse. I was obliged myself to return a number of calls. Mrs Satterthwaite was at home, and I stopped there for tea. I came home in time to see that everything was properly prepared for dinner. We had dinner guests, and some of the girls haven’t been in service long.”
 
   “Of course they’ve had suitable training,” Ellis said. “But they’re not experienced when they leave us.”
 
   “I was here for dinner,” Victor said, “my mother and Mrs Nevett of course, Mr and Mrs Boies, and Mr Ellis. Freddie was here for dinner, but he went out afterwards. Said he had an engagement. And Reggie…” Victor trailed off at his mother’s frown.
 
   “It’s a pity when parents and children disagree,” Ellis added as the pause dragged out. He wiped his glasses on a handkerchief. “I had hoped to speak to Reginald, to see if I could provide him with some guidance in his relations with Mr Nevett, but we never found the occasion to talk.”
 
   “Funny, that,” Victor said. It was just short of mockery, but it seemed to go over Ellis’s head, or at least he gave the impression that it did. “He’ll have to hear about it, Mater. Reggie was here that afternoon, but he and my father had some words before dinner. The old man said…well, he wasn’t in the mood for dinner, and he took himself off to his club.”
 
   “Not that any of us would have intruded,” Ellis said, perching his glasses atop his long nose once more.. “But the downstairs parlor is adjacent to Mr Nevett’s study, you see. Not, of course, that we could hear anythingspecific.”
 
   “You were already here, then?”
 
   “The Reverend Mr Ellis was kind enough to escort Alice back from his establishment,” Mrs Nevett said. “It was nearly dinnertime when they came in. Mr Ellis sat with me in the parlor while we waited for Mr and Mrs Boies to arrive, and Alice went up to dress.”
 
   And a blazing row in Nevett’s study could certainly not have been missed by anyone sitting in the parlor. Ned considered his chances of getting someone to admit to having eavesdropped; it would have been barely possible not to, under the circumstances. Perhaps if he could get one of them alone later, he could draw them out enough to elicit at least the general topic of the quarrel.
 
   “Reggie didn’t stay for dinner either, he went out to his club directly after Father, and slept there,” Victor said. “The rest of us went to bed at a decent hour, so I don’t know when my father came in, or for that matter when Freddie did. He was here in the morning, anyway, when we found my father dead.”
 
   “Did you…” There was no tactful way to ask whether Mrs Nevett would have expected her husband to wake her for any reason when he came in. “On an ordinary night, would you have heard your husband coming upstairs?”
 
   “Certainly not,” Mrs Nevett said. “I am a sound sleeper.”
 
   “Thank you,” Ned said, as it became clear that no one had anything to add. “That’s very helpful.”
 
   Mrs Nevett looked for the first time as though she were repressing a smile. “I find that a bit surprising.”
 
   Ned considered her. “Mrs Nevett, forgive my boldness, but who do you believe killed your husband?”
 
   “I expect he brought it on himself,” she said, rather to Ned’s surprise. “The way he bragged about his silver and that ridiculous curse practically invited burglary.”
 
   “And the accursed candlestick?”
 
   “Probably smuggled into the house to ensure that Mr Nevett wouldn’t prevent the burglary. You’d be surprised, Mr Mathey, at the ingeniousness of the criminal classes.”
 
   There was everything in the world wrong with that explanation, but Mrs Nevett’s expression didn’t suggest she was willing to entertain any other ones.
 
   “The trick, if I may say so, or ‘catch,’ is of course to divert such misused talents into more wholesome pursuits,” Ellis said.
 
   “I expect you can tell Mr Mathey all about it sometime,” Victor said briskly, “but he’d better hear Reggie and Freddie before one of them loses patience. It’s been all I could do to keep them both here this long.”
 
   “I’m sure neither of them would dream of going out at such a time,” Mrs Nevett said, folding her black handkerchief over the back of one hand. “This is after all a house of mourning.”
 
   “And I’ve intruded long enough. Thank you, Mrs Nevett, Mr Ellis.”
 
   Ned rose, and followed Victor out into the hallway. Victor shut the door behind him, and the murmur of voices from the parlor became inaudible.
 
   “Never mind what the mater says, Freddie’s no more delicate than I am,” Victor said under his breath as he led Ned around the stairs to the back parlor door. “He just doesn’t like getting up before noon. Well, who does? But the rest of us can’t idle.”
 
   Ned was a cheerfully early riser by nature, but he made a noncommittal noise that he was sure Victor took for agreement.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Over the course of the afternoon, Julian worked his way through the rest of the staff without hearing much new. Miller, Mrs Nevett’s maid, sniffed at the idea of a curse – you’d expect something more dramatic than a kitchenmaid with a twisted ankle – but gave the details of Mrs Nevett’s social round without much prompting. She denied having heard Mr Nevett and Mr Reginald arguing, but admitted that such wasn’t uncommon, and certainly neither man had stayed to dinner. Though that wasn’t uncommon, either, as Mr Reginald spent most of his time at his club. It was hard on a young man to have to live at home, particularly when he was of an age to be setting up his household.
 
   On the other hand, Jane Pugh, the senior housemaid who also served as Mrs Victor’s maid, believed whole-heartedly in the curse, and was sure it must have had something to do with Nevett’s death.
 
   “Not that I don’t think Mr Mathey did his job,” she added hastily, “for I could feel the whole house lighter once he was done, but it’s hard to think it hadn’t drawn a burglar already.”
 
   “It’s possible,” Julian said – and it would have been, had there in fact been a curse – and took her through the events of the day.
 
   She, too, had seen nothing out of the ordinary. Even the break in her routine was familiar: Mrs Victor had spent part of the afternoon at Ellis’s mission, and he had brought them back again in his carriage.
 
   “Which I know Mrs Victor was grateful for,” Jane said, “and so was I, to be honest. It’s a fine place, as such things go, and the girls that come from there are honest and willing, but – I’m nervous every time we have to go there, and that’s a fact.”
 
   Mrs Rule, dragged reluctantly from her range, stood scowling, but recognized quickly enough that the best way to get back to work was to answer his questions. She’d been skeptical about the curse, but it was true that Mogs – Margaret – had hurt herself the very first time she’d been allowed to clean the forks, and in general she was a neat-footed girl, very handy. And Mr Nevett had looked thoughtful rather than angry, which to her mind meant he knew something they didn’t.
 
   Other than that, the day had been much like any other. She hadn’t had to make tea for the family, bar Mr Frederick, who took his tea in his room because he had the headache, but there had been guests to dinner, and even if they were almost family, she had her pride to consider.
 
   “Did Mr Nevett plan to stop to dinner?” Julian asked.
 
   Mrs Rule pursed her lips. “I’d thought so,” she said, carefully. “Mrs Nevett ordered lamb chops with peas the way he likes – liked – them, so I assumed he was. But then she told me he wouldn’t stay, nor Mr Reggie neither.”
 
   “Do you know what they quarreled about?” Julian asked again, and watched her bridle.
 
   “I do not.”
 
   “But you heard them at it,” he said.
 
   She nodded reluctantly. “They did raise their voices, yes. Though it’s nothing new, fathers and sons don’t always get along, the more so when the sons are grown.”
 
   “And it’s not easy having two mistresses in a house,” Julian said.
 
   “Easier than you’d think,” Mrs Rule retorted. “Mrs Victor’s a lady, and she knows her place. And Mrs Nevett is as gracious as may be.”
 
   And that summed up the household neatly enough, Julian thought. He was beginning to feel rather sorry for Victor’s wife.
 
   Margaret Jones the kitchenmaid – she looked more like a Mogs than a Margaret, a skinny active girl with a frizz of red-brown hair and freckles scattered across her nose and cheeks – admitted to having twisted her ankle the very day she’d been told off to help Larkin and Sarah clean the silver after another dinner party.
 
   “Mind you, I didn’t notice anything when I was polishing it,” she said scrupulously. “I rather liked it, actually. It’s pretty, all curlicues, and it’s not hard work to get it shining. Mr Larkin said I did a good job. But then I was running out the areaway, and I missed the step there where it’s cracked, and down I went. Mrs Victor sent for the doctor and there was a fuss, and I had to spend half a day in bed. And Mr Larkin said Mr Nevett said it was because of the silver.”
 
   So Nevett had suggested the curse. Julian nodded, and led her through the events of the day of the murder. She’d seen nothing out of the ordinary, either, and less than the others, being stuck in the kitchen for most of her work. But her room was in the attic, where she shared with Sarah and Jane Pugh, so she’d known nothing about the burglary until Sarah came downstairs screaming.
 
   “And well she might,” Mogs said. “I saw him myself when the police came. Cor, it was ugly, his head bashed in and blood everywhere. I saw a man get run over by a brewer’s dray, and he didn’t look no worse.”
 
   “Nasty for you,” Julian said, though she seemed to have coped well enough. “Tell me about the day before. Was there anything out of the ordinary?”
 
   Nothing, she said, and proved it by a quick rundown of her day’s work. She’d been in the kitchen most of the day, except when she was sent to the shops just before noon because the butter was off, and then there’d been nothing but washing and scraping and chopping things until Mr Reggie came storming down the stairs and out the garden gate.
 
   “He’d been fighting with Mr Nevett,” she said, and stopped abruptly. “Which, please, sir, you shouldn’t take notice of. They argued all the time, him and Mr Nevett. It didn’t mean nothing.”
 
   “But they neither one stayed to dinner?” Julian asked.
 
   Mogs shook her head. “No, sir.”
 
   “The police said that back gate was found open,” Julian said, without much hope, and she gave him a sharp glance.
 
   “It was. They said the burglar must have got out that way.”
 
   “Do you know if it was locked after Mr Reginald left?” he asked, and Mogs shrugged.
 
   “Mrs Rule locks it every evening, and she’s not one to forget.”
 
   That wasn’t exactly an answer, and he thought Mogs knew it, but before he could question her more closely, he saw a figure in the doorway. She took his glance as an invitation and came to join them, a neat and handsome figure in precisely calculated blacks.
 
   “That’ll be all for now, Margaret,” Julian said, and came to his feet. “Mrs Nevett?”
 
   “Mrs Victor Nevett,” she said, and held out her hand. “And you are Mr Lynes. Pugh said you’d been entirely reasonable, but I wanted be sure the staff didn’t feel bullied. You’ll forgive my being blunt, I’m sure.”
 
   “Of course,” Julian said. She was pretty enough, with pleasant features and an ivory complexion, but her looks were marred by a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles. From the look of them, she was only moderately near-sighted, could probably manage quite well without them, and it said something about her character that she preferred clear sight to fashion. He wondered why in the world she’d ever married Victor. “After having the police in the house, I’m sure everything is upset.”
 
   “A death is bad enough,” she said. “But this –” She stopped as though she couldn’t bring herself to call it murder. “My mother-in-law and I are particularly concerned about some of the younger members of the staff. They have been hired through Mr Ellis’s mission, and they already suffer a certain stigma on that account. I want to assure you that they are all honest girls, and very reliable. Mr Ellis would not have placed them with us had they been otherwise.”
 
   “And they’ve given good service?” Julian asked.
 
   She met his eyes squarely. “They most certainly have. It would do them no kindness to keep them on if they weren’t capable of doing the work.”
 
   “And yet Mr Nevett complained.” That was something of a shot in the dark, but Julian was certain he was right.
 
   “Mr Nevett was very exacting in his standards,” she answered. “Sometimes to a fault. But Mrs Nevett and I were satisfied.”
 
   There was nothing to say to that. Julian bowed slightly, and escorted her back inside. Larkin was waiting, and they stepped into the tiny pantry as Mrs Victor drifted up the stairs.
 
   “She’s very protective of her people,” Julian said.
 
   Larkin bowed. “She and Mrs Nevett are ladies.”
 
   There was no good answer to that, either. They retreated to the butler’s pantry, far too narrow for its purpose, and Larkin confirmed that, indeed, Nevett had been the first one to mention the curse.
 
   “And in front of the younger females,” he said, “which is never well. They were overexcited about the mere idea, and I believe Mr Nevett was wise to have the silver looked at.”
 
   He, too, proclaimed the day entirely ordinary, and was adamant that the quarrel between Nevett and his middle son was also nothing unusual. Young men who were trying to make their way in the world could be oversensitive, and Mr Nevett was perhaps not always tactful. But it was nothing more than that. He’d not noticed the silver missing first thing, but the burglar had closed the door of the pantry, and that had hidden it at first glance. It was only after Sarah had found Mr Nevett’s body that they’d thought to look for a robbery.
 
   Julian thanked him, feeling the familiar overstretched, overstuffed exhaustion that came at the end of a day of interviews. There wasn’t anything more to be asked, at least not until he’d had a chance to talk to Ned. He folded his memorandum book into his pocket, and allowed that he was ready to rejoin his compatriot.
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   Ned followed Victor into the smaller back parlor, a more masculine room, with leather chairs and a number of bookcases; maps lined the walls rather than elaborate still lifes, although a large portrait of a younger Edgar Nevett and his wife hung over the fireplace. Both looked stiffly posed, and neither was smiling, but he supposed that was fashion.
 
   The two younger Nevetts were sitting in armchairs with a decanter between them, both cradling glasses; Ned expected that if he were in their place, he’d want a stiff drink as well. Reggie had changed more than Victor, ruddier and even more plump than he’d been in school, with a curling mustache.
 
   “Mathey, old man,” Reggie said, actually looking a bit pleased to see him. “Victor said he was bringing you in, but I thought you might not want to take on such a mess.”
 
   “I’ll do what I can to sort it out, old boy,” Ned said.
 
   In the other armchair, Freddie shook his head and drained his glass before putting it down. His black frock coat looked stiff and new in a way that made Ned suspect he hadn’t possessed one before going into mourning. His hair curled too long over his collar in a way that would have been unremarkable at Oxford but was probably now meant to signify artistic temperament.
 
   “I won’t keep you long.” Ned settled into a chair himself. “And I think we’re all right here,” he said, glancing up at Victor. “I’m sure you’ll want to attend on your mother.”
 
   “I’ll do that,” Victor said rather sourly, and went out.
 
   “All right, then,” Ned said. He tried to shake the feeling that he ought to be in a Sts Thomas’s uniform with his books piled on the table rather than sitting here in a frock coat with his metaphysician’s case against his knee. “Just so that I can have it entirely straight, if you could tell me where you were the day Mr Nevett was killed?”
 
   “I went to work as usual,” Reggie said. “I’m at Seale’s. My bank, that is. I’ve a position there.”
 
   “You breakfasted here?”
 
   “No, I spent the night at my club. I came here from the office.”
 
   “Around what time would that have been?”
 
   “I couldn’t tell you exactly. Around six o’clock.” He frowned at Freddie. “I didn’t see you when I came in.”
 
   “I was upstairs,” Freddie said.
 
   “Doing what?” Ned asked.
 
   “I had to dress for dinner, didn’t I?”
 
   “That doesn’t take an hour,” Reggie said.
 
   “I didn’t particularly care to encounter the pater,” Freddie said. “I’d been sick with a headache that morning – a late night, you know – and he was never very patient with anyone being ill.”
 
   “And after you came in?”
 
   “I went up to dress for dinner myself.” Reggie shifted uncomfortably in his chair, turning his glass around in his hands. “And then I had a talk with my father. He wanted to discuss some business matters. He called me into his study, and I couldn’t very well – I mean, of course I went in to hear him out.”
 
   Ned made a note, and then frowned. “In his study? He was sitting at his desk?”
 
   “He was.”
 
   “And was the candlestick at that point in its accustomed place on the bookcase?”
 
   “I suppose it was. Oh, I don’t know.” Reggie looked visibly flustered. “I think it was. It must have been, mustn’t it?”
 
   Ned tended to agree, but only made a noncommittal noise. “What did you quarrel about?”
 
   “We didn’t quarrel,” Reggie said. Freddie raised his eyebrows, but said nothing. “We were just talking.”
 
   “What were you talking about?”
 
   “Business matters.”
 
   “What kind of business matters?”
 
   “Banking, if you must know,” Reggie said, with a red-faced defiant expression that Ned would have been more inclined to believe if he hadn’t seen it too many times at Toms’ accompanied by a squeakedI was paying attention, sir, really I was! “Father felt I should have tried to get a position at Hoare’s with Victor rather than going to Seale’s. The family has always used Hoare’s. He felt strongly on the matter.”
 
   “And that was the source of your quarrel?”
 
   “I told you it wasn’t a quarrel. Father had strong opinions. He felt we ought to do what he thought was right. You should hear him – should have heard him, that is, bedeviling Victor about houses he wanted him to buy.”
 
   “Your father wasn’t satisfied with his domestic arrangements?”
 
   “My father felt this was too many of us to bear under one roof, and he was probably right,” Freddie said.
 
   “He made himself clear, that’s all. I told him he probably knew best, but that now that I’d taken the position, I had to go on as I’d begun. It wouldn’t look right to chop and change when I was just starting out. You know how it is, Mathey. We junior men can’t do just as we please.”
 
   Ned’s first impulse was to answer in the same vein, putting them both on the same side, but he couldn’t afford to fall back into a sense of fellow-feeling with Reggie. Not when it was becoming increasingly clear that someone in this house had planned and carried out cold-blooded murder. “I understand Mr Nevett left the house before dinner,” he said instead.
 
   “It wasn’t a quarrel, though,” Freddie said. The words were right, but the tone made it sound less like agreement with his brother than subtle mockery of him. Ned was beginning to wonder if anyone in the family got along harmoniously.
 
   “He didn’t want to have dinner with that lot, that’s all,” Reggie said, motioning toward the front parlor, although he dropped his voice as he did. “He said he’d had enough of their good works to last a lifetime, and that he was going to his club where no one would bother him.”
 
   “I see,” Ned said noncommittally. “And then after dinner?”
 
   “I had an engagement,” Freddie said.
 
   “Which was?”
 
   “I went to the theater. With a party. Or, at least, I was going to meet them there, but then they didn’t end up going at the last minute. It was all very casual.”
 
   “What play?”
 
   “I don’t remember,” Freddie said. “Some new thing they wanted to see.Mrs Somebody, I think. OrLady Somebody’s Something.” He shrugged with elaborate carelessness, as if he couldn’t imagine it mattering to anyone.
 
   “Which theater?”
 
   “The Criterion,” Freddie said after a pause. Of course, the chances of anyone at the Criterion remembering one unremarkable young man in evening dress were practically nil.
 
   “I went to my club,” Reggie said, rather belligerently. “They’ll tell you I was there.”
 
   “I’m sure they will,” Ned said soothingly. “You often spent the night there?”
 
   “It’s more convenient to the bank,” Reggie said. “Nothing wrong with that, is there?” Ned waited, and as he’d suspected, Reggie couldn’t resist filling the silence. “Besides, it wasn’t exactly peaceful around here.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “He and my mother were always quarreling. He had a temper, and she kept doing things she knew he didn’t like, like getting in these girls from the mission for maids. The last one dropped things and couldn’t carry a message, and of course we couldn’t have that. She was in a temper herself when he turned the little girl off.”
 
   “These domestic upsets happen,” Ned said.
 
   “He used to frighten the poor little thing into fits,” Freddie said. “It’s no wonder she dropped things.”
 
   Reggie looked momentarily bemused, as if Freddie had suggested that the kitchen stove were unhappy, and then seemed to dismiss the idea from his mind. “The new one’s not as bad.”
 
   “You stayed at your club all night?”
 
   “I did. The Perseus. And I went straight on to the bank. Of course I wouldn’t have gone if I’d known.”
 
   “Somehow in all the confusion no one thought to send for you,” Freddie said.
 
   “And when did you come in?”
 
   “Heaven knows,” Freddie said. “After midnight, I’m sure.”
 
   “Was there any sign that anything was amiss?”
 
   “I suppose there was a great lot of silver missing from the kitchen, but I didn’t come through the kitchen, of course. There was a light on in the pater’s study when I came up, but I didn’t exactly want to have a chat about why I was coming in at that hour, so I just went straight up to bed like a good boy.”
 
   “Would he have been cross?”
 
   Freddie shrugged, perhaps a little too casually to be entirely natural. “I expect so, but I’m too old to get a thrashing, so I wasn’t particularly worried. I didn’t bash his head in because I was late getting back from the theater, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   “I didn’t want a scene in the middle of the night, that was all. He didn’t approve of late nights. He wanted me to go to work for a bank,” Freddie said, as if the idea were unthinkable. “Thankfully, when my great-aunt popped off, she left me a bit of a legacy. It’s not much, but then I live simply.”
 
   “Writing, and things like that,” Reggie said, in what sounded like an echo of Victor’s scornful tone. “While the rest of us have responsibilities.”
 
   “Such as?” Freddie asked.
 
   “To – to behave ourselves like grown men who have a position to uphold, who can’t just – who can’t do whatever they please every minute of the day,” Reggie sputtered. “If no one else cares about the family, I do.”
 
   “Which makes it curious that you’re never here.”
 
   “I’m sure it’s been a trying day,” Ned said, in an attempt to postpone further hostilities until he could make his escape. “Have another drink, both of you, and try to soldier on. I think I’ve got the general idea.”
 
   “You’re off already?”
 
   “I may have some more questions later, but I won’t keep you any further this afternoon.” He shut his notebook and tucked it away. “Tell me, though, just as a hunch, who do you think might have killed your father?”
 
   “There’s no telling,” Reggie said heatedly. “You can’t think I have any idea. It’s horrible.”
 
   “It must have been one of the servants,” Freddie said, shrugging. “Poor little wretches.”
 
   “Would any of them have had any particular cause?”
 
   “You mean did he get any of the girls in trouble?”
 
   “Certainly not,” Reggie said indignantly.
 
   “Probably not,” Freddie said. “Mother would have…” He looked abruptly taken aback and trailed off, as if realizing what the natural end to that remark would be.
 
   “I think that’s enough, Mathey,” Reggie said.
 
   “I’ll just go see how Lynes is getting on,” Ned said, and left them with each other and the decanter for company.
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   They took a cab back to Julian’s lodgings, and for once Ned made no objection when Julian asked for an inconvenient supper. Mrs Digby grumbled, but allowed that she could do a bit of cold joint and a dish of peas and maybe a salad. Julian deemed it acceptable, and sent young Digby for a couple of bottles of claret. That settled, he dropped into his usual chair, waving vaguely toward the rest of the furniture.
 
   “Make yourself at home.”
 
   Ned eyed the sofa warily, and chose the client’s chair. Julian slanted a glance in that direction, saw nothing but the piece of plant he’d tossed there earlier – surprisingly still fresh and green – and decided he could ignore whatever was bothering Ned at the moment.
 
   “There’s whiskey if you want it,” he said, and Ned gave him a look.
 
   “Yes, I do, rather, and I suppose you want me to pour you one, too?”
 
   “Please,” Julian said, and tried to dismiss the sharpness in Ned’s tone.
 
   Ned hesitated for just an instant, then poured two glasses and brought them across. Julian took his, and they clicked glasses.
 
   “Our first investigation,” Ned said, and slumped back into his chair. “I wish I thought I’d gotten somewhere.”
 
   “It’s early days,” Julian said. He took a long swallow of his whiskey. “I warned you we’d have to spend a lot of time with them.”
 
   “So you did.” Ned folded both hands around his glass, sinking even lower in his chair.
 
   Julian shook himself. Someone had to stay positive, after all. “We’ve made some progress.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   He couldn’t actually think of anything, except that Ned had been right about the curse, and he’d never doubted that. “We’ve narrowed down the time when someone could have placed the curse,” he said. At least, he’d managed to eliminate most of the daylight hours.
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   “The servants were in and out all day,” Julian said. “The second housemaid, Sarah, cleans in the morning, and then they don’t touch it because Nevett is usually in and out all day.”
 
   “More than that, he was in his study before dinner, so presumably the curse wasn’t in place then.”
 
   “Although it was still before sundown,” Julian began, and shook his head. “No, that doesn’t really matter, my earlier point applies. Was that when he was arguing with Reggie?”
 
   Ned nodded. “So everyone knew about that? Reggie tried to make it sound like it was just an ordinary discussion.”
 
   “Carried on at the top of their lungs,” Julian said. “And he ran out of the house by the kitchen door, which suggests he really didn’t want to meet any of the family.”
 
   “I can’t see Reggie killing his father,” Ned said. “He wasn’t…he was never the daring sort.”
 
   “You’d know better than I,” Julian said. “I never had much to do with him.”
 
   “Hopeless at cricket,” Ned said. “Could have been decent at football if he’d been able to stand having his shins kicked.”
 
   Julian refrained from saying he felt that was entirely reasonable. Reggie hadn’t won any prizes as a scholar, either. And it was probably time to stop thinking about school. “Be that as it may,” he said, “this means no one could have set the curse until after Nevett and Reggie were done shouting at each other.”
 
   “True.” Ned straightened. “Neither of them stayed to dinner – Nevett went to his club after, so, say, half past six. That means the candlestick had to be cursed between then and when Nevett got home, which seems to have been before midnight.”
 
   “Which makes it hard for it to have been one of the servants,” Julian said. “They’d be busy with dinner and then with the washing-up. Not entirely impossible, of course, but – I didn’t really get much sense of a motive there.”
 
   “Which leaves the family,” Ned said. “Which was pretty much what we expected all along.”
 
   Mrs Digby arrived then with the supper tray, to Julian’s relief, and he busied himself opening the claret while she fussed and made space at the table. It was a better meal than usual, complete with cheese and biscuits for after, but then, everyone had a soft spot for Ned. Julian did his best to keep the discussion cheerful – they had made progress, that much was clear, but Ned seemed determined to see things in the worst possible light. Julian’s own nerves were beginning to fray by the time Mrs Digby cleared the dishes, and he gave Ned a speculative glance as they moved back to the chairs by the fire. If he were alone, he’d visit one of his clubs for release; there were plenty of friends there who’d be willing to oblige him. His breath caught at the sudden image of Ned on his knees, of tangling his own fingers in Ned’s hair, demanding service… And maybe it was possible, or at least maybe it would be possible to take him to bed. If they were both relaxed.
 
   He turned to the sideboard, unlocked the right-hand compartment, and brought out the square morocco-leather case. Ned lifted an eyebrow as he brought it over to the table, but Julian pretended not to see as he fished the key from his watch-chain. The four sides of the case folded away from the interior, revealing the neat fittings: the spirit lamp in the center, the brass bowl, the five neat boxes that held ink tablets, the folded papers and the brass-handled pen with its engraved nib.
 
   “I have a proposition,” he said. He was afraid, so he made himself meet Ned’s gaze with a cool stare. “Join me in a little something to take the edge off – your choice, I’ve everything here – and then – I’d like to fuck you.”
 
   He knew the moment he spoke that it was a mistake. Ned’s eyes widened slightly, and Julian thought he saw a flash of hurt before Ned’s expression froze and he shook his head.
 
   “It’s getting late,” he said, “and I’m exhausted. Another time.”
 
   He rose to his feet, and Julian copied him. “Ned –” He stopped then, not knowing quite what to say. He had meant it, and he didn’t know why Ned was squeamish now, it wasn’t as though they hadn’t already done it. “I’m sorry?”
 
   Ned was already shrugging into his coat, but he managed a smile at that. “Don’t be, it’s just – I am really tired.”
 
   “I-I’ll see you in the morning, then?”
 
   “Oh, yes.” Ned’s smile was as wide and false as anything he’d used at school. “Absolutely.” He set his hat carefully on his head. “Good night, Lynes.”
 
   “Good night,” Julian said, and watched the door close behind him. If he had spoiled everything – but he wouldn’t think of that.
 
   He returned to his chair, moving with new purpose, and lit the tiny lamp. He knew exactly what he wanted, where he wanted the enchantment to take him, and the ritual steadied him, soothed his nerves. He took out a tablet of the violet ink, set it in the bowl to melt over the lamp, and tore off a slip of the thick soft paper. The symbols were familiar, the spell to bring sleep of oblivion, deep and sweet. He traced them in his mind and then, as the ink melted, dipped the pen and wrote them firmly, tracing them over and over until all the ink was gone. He blew out the lamp, leaving the rest to clean later, and went back to the sideboard, poured three fingers of neat gin into a wide-mouthed glass. Absinthe was traditional, the paper added with the water and sugar, but he didn’t have the patience for that tonight. Instead, he swirled the paper in the gin, washing the ink away, dissolving the paper into the alcohol, feeling the enchantment take hold. He drained the glass, the first tendrils of unnatural sleep already curling around him as he set it aside, and went on into the bedroom.
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   It was early enough that the omnibuses were still running, but Ned let them pass him by, hoping the cool evening air would clear his head. Most of the shops were closed, but there were still pubs open, their gas lamps glowing merrily against the darkness. It was momentarily tempting to take himself into one, but on second thought the last thing he wanted was noise and crowds.
 
   He wasn’t at all sure what he did want, but not what Julian had proposed. It was the tone that had gotten to him more than anything else, the implication that he was there for Julian’s convenience, like the whiskey and the writing-set, and could be set aside just as easily when Julian was done. He wouldn’t even have to be paid for his trouble.
 
   That wasn’t fair, but at the moment he felt tired of being fair. It wasn’t even that he objected to being fucked, on general principle; Julian had introduced him to that particular vice in recent months, playing the amused and knowing tutor and clearly enjoying it. He might have liked to try it the other way round, but he didn’t think Julian would stand for that, as much as Julian preferred to have the upper hand in bed.
 
   Julian had tried using his mouth on Ned exactly once, and had obviously liked it so little that Ned hadn’t asked again, though he suspected Julian would have done it if he’d asked. He was satisfied with being fucked, or relying on the friction of hands and bodies as if they were still schoolboys, and he was reluctant to push. Pushing Julian was rarely a good idea under any circumstances.
 
   He just wasn’t at all in the mood to be pushed himself. He was tired, and he ached from head to foot, and he didn’t want to be ordered about by anyone. All he really wanted was to crawl into bed between cool sheets, alone or in Julian’s undemanding company, and close his eyes on the world.
 
   It might still have been better to stay. If he’d managed to relax and get into the proper frame of mind – but Julian’s idea of the proper frame of mind was apparently being too enchantment-mazed to think straight. It was certainly one way of ensuring a tractable partner –
 
   And that was certainly unfair. The offer had been well-meant, or at least generously intended. Julian’s friends treated that sort of beguilement as casually as whiskey or gin, and Ned had to admit it wasn’t really any more dangerous in sensible hands. Julian wouldn’t come to any serious harm with it, and he wouldn’t deliberately let Ned come to harm with it either.
 
   But it still wasn’t at all what he wanted. He supposed he’d wished unreasonably for the kind of easy comfort they’d managed to be for each other at school, but they’d lost the knack of it somehow. He wasn’t sure anymore that Julian even cared what he felt, or for that matter cared much about anything; it was all an interesting intellectual puzzle that there was no sense in taking too much to heart.
 
   And that was a change he didn’t understand, and one he wasn’t sure he could manage to entirely accept. When they’d met, Julian had cared about a great many things passionately, with a burning intensity that had fascinated Ned even when he felt it was entirely misplaced.
 
   He still remembered the time early in their first year at Toms’ when Julian’s hat had disappeared from his cupboard. It had taken Ned some time to persuade Julian that he mustn’t complain to the masters about it, and that the masters would certainly not allow him to report its theft to the police.
 
   “Stealing things is a crime,” Julian had said, pacing, his sharp face lit up with indignation. “The police are supposed to solve crimes, that’s why we have them.”
 
   “It’s not a crime,” Ned said. “Not stealing hats at school. It’s not like breaking into a house or something.”
 
   “Isn’t it? You mean if I walked up to a man on the streets of town and snatched his hat off and he called for the police, they’d say it was perfectly all right?”
 
   “That’s different.”
 
   “How is it different?”
 
   Ned found himself at a loss for how to explain how. “It’s school tradition.”
 
   “Stealing hats?”
 
   “Taking things. You can’t complain, or it’ll make things worse. They’ll probably bring it back.”
 
   “If I walk on the grounds without a hat, I can be beaten for it. And I can’t very well never go out of doors.”
 
   “Well, yes,” Ned said. “I expect that’s why they did it.”
 
   “And you say I can’t report it to the police.” If it had been anyone else, he would have thought they were joking, but Julian looked genuinely betrayed, as if this offended his sense of how the world worked.
 
   “You’d be expelled in a moment,” Ned said. “Think of the scandal to the school.”
 
   “But it’s not a scandal for the school to be full of thieves.”
 
   “They’re not thieves.”
 
   “Despite stealing things.”
 
   “I think the idea is that it’s all in good fun.”
 
   Julian frowned at him. At twelve he could as easily have been ten, rail-thin and without the height he later grew into, but his expression was far older. “I don’t think it’s any fun at all, and I can’t believe no one intends to do anything about it.”
 
   There had been something strangely attractive in Julian’s outrage. It had made it possible to wonder why exactly it was that petty theft was tolerated at school, and how precisely it was that it built character. He’d been fascinated by Julian’s way of laying bare uncomfortable truths, and by Julian himself, who had been prickly enough that Ned had felt triumphant when he first won a genuine smile.
 
   There had been awkward but heartfelt emotion under that prickly exterior, in those days, something he’d at least taken for passionate and protective devotion. But then they’d both been very young, and he’d probably do better to remember that their school days were far behind them.
 
   The gas lamp of his own boarding-house was a welcome sight. He’d have a cup of tea, or maybe better yet soak in a steaming bath and read the last week’s cricket scores and try not to think very much about anything more taxing. That wouldn’t last forever, but it might carry him through until he was settled enough to sleep, and at the moment he couldn’t face thinking any farther ahead than the morning.
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CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
   The morning brought no word from Ned. Julian told himself he hadn’t expected anything, and, after only a momentary struggle with his conscience, melted a tablet of red ink and wrote himself a reviving enchantment. Chased with coffee – he had his own machine, a patent Napieric vacuum device – it revived him enough to clean his kit and stow it back in the sideboard before Mrs Digby brought his breakfast. Over cold toast and acceptable eggs, he admitted to himself that he’d behaved badly the night before – though Ned had said yes to the same proposal several times already. Julian should apologize, though, and as quickly as he could. The last thing he wanted was to hurt Ned, and that had hurt him. Perhaps he would send a note, he thought, and he wolfed the rest of his breakfast, graceful and winning phrases tumbling through his head.
 
   By the time Mrs Digby cleared the dishes, however, the first rush of the enchantment had worn off, and he sat for a while at his desk, the ink drying on his pen, trying to come up with something that would be adequate to the situation. Or safe to commit to paper. And maybe it was better to apologize in person anyway, assuming of course that Ned was still speaking to him.
 
   Before he could pursue that depressing thought, young Digby arrived with the mail, and Julian settled back at his desk, wincing as he recognized Albert Wynchcombe’s hand. He’d forgotten Albert was due today, unless he was writing to say that the matter had been resolved. But, no, the letter simply confirmed the appointment, and added that Albert would be arriving on the 9:05 to Paddington. Julian groaned. That meant Albert would be here within the hour, which left no time to find Ned – but a botched apology was worse than none at all, he told himself firmly, and went into the bedroom to finish dressing.
 
   He was more or less decent by the time Albert arrived, though he was conscious of a violet stain on his middle finger from the previous night’s ink. Albert didn’t seem to notice, however, and they clasped hands as young Digby closed the door behind him.
 
   “Lynes. It’s good to see you. And good of you to take on this problem of mine.” Albert’s handshake was as enthusiastic as ever, and for an instant, Julian was transported to Toms’ courtyard, and a short stocky boy who dared him to join his games.
 
   “It’s a pleasure to see you, too,” Julian said, and meant it. “Though I’m not sure exactly what it is you want me to do.”
 
   “It’s a little easier to explain now that my father-in-law isn’t breathing down my neck,” Albert said. He set his leather case on the floor beside his chair as Julian waved for him to be comfortable. “We have a line of specialty items that we don’t sell under the Jones and Wynchcombe name, but they’re nonetheless quite lucrative.”
 
   “And by ‘specialty items’ you mean…?” Julian let his voice trail off, and Albert grinned.
 
   “Pretty much what you’re thinking, Lynes. Though most of them are racy rather than outright indecent.”
 
   “So, not Ganymede and the Eagle,” Julian said, in spite of himself. Lennox had that one in his study, under lock and key except during certain special parties, and it was quite remarkably lifelike, demonstrably so since Lennox had brought the model in for comparison. The eagle’s wings flapped, and – other things – moved smoothly…
 
   Albert laughed. “I might have known you’d have seen that one. Actually, it is ours. Also Leda and the Swan, Pasiphaë and the Bull, and – eventually – Danaë and the Shower of Gold.”
 
   “How the devil are you going to do that?” Julian asked. He shook himself. “More to the point, how do you patent them?”
 
   “We don’t,” Albert said. “We can’t. Oh, I tried, under the argument that it was an inspiring classical illustration – that was Leda, by the way – but the Lord Chamberlain wouldn’t buy it.”
 
   “I can’t say I’m entirely surprised,” Julian said. “How does your father-in-law take it? I had the impression he was solidly Chapel.”
 
   “He’s been heard to say that if this is what a classical education does, he’s not sending his grandsons past grammar school,” Albert said. “But in general he finds it amusing. And an interesting technical problem, making all the little bits work right.”
 
   Julian snickered in spite of himself, and Albert gave him a limpid look.
 
   “The man’s a master craftsman, after all.” He shook himself. “But that’s not actually our problem, for once. The automaton in question is patented, and I’m concerned about infringement.”
 
   “You might be better off hiring a solicitor,” Julian said.
 
   “Well, except I’d need to know where to send him,” Albert said. “And that’s where you come in. I know who took the plans, but not where. Find out who’s got them, and I’ve got a commission from the old man to either buy them out or bring suit, whichever looks cheaper.”
 
   “That may be what they want, you know,” Julian said. “To make you pay, rather than having any real intention of manufacturing it themselves.”
 
   “Very possibly,” Albert said. “But if it’s cheaper – that’s what I’ll do.”
 
   “But it’s wrong,” Julian said. “And it encourages them to try it again.”
 
   “Same old Lynes.” Albert’s tone was affectionate rather than dismissive. “Lost any hats recently?”
 
   “Oddly enough, most adults don’t make a sport of theft,” Julian said. “What is this device of yours, anyway?”
 
   “Ah. That’s a little awkward. I’d better show you the design.” Albert opened his case and produced a roll of papers. He spread them on the table, and Julian shifted books to make room, unable to repress a snort.
 
   “Really, Wynchcombe?”
 
   “They’re very popular among the club set,” Albert said, defensively.
 
   “I daresay,” Julian murmured. The drawings showed a prettily dressed young woman – very tight-laced, for all her collar was high – being fitted for dancing slippers by a kneeling salesman.
 
   “They’re both fully articulated,” Albert said. “And they each have a full suit of clothes. When you set it working, the salesman picks up the slipper, she holds out her foot, and he slides it on.”
 
   Julian looked at the drawing again. “And her foot goes up, lifting her skirt, which implies that the clerk sees more than he ought? Not to mention that the viewer gets a look at her – mechanical – calf.”
 
   Albert had the grace to blush. “More or less.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “We get ten guineas apiece for them,” Albert said.
 
   That was enough money to matter, and Julian nodded. “And you want me to find out who has the plans?”
 
   “That’s right,” Albert said. “I can give you some names – I made a list of our competitors, though I don’t think they’d risk it, not an open theft, and then some of the workshops that supply the trade. That’s who I think would do it, but – you’d know better than I would about that.”
 
   “It’s a good place to start,” Julian said. “That’s very helpful.” He paused, running through the possibilities. He would definitely visit the workshops, but he could also contact the young man who had modeled for the Ganymede. That might save him some work, if Elisha could give a name to the shops that were likely to try a bit of extortion. And it would also give him a chance to arrange a meeting with Bolster, to see what the man knew about Ellis. “How long are you in town, Wynchcombe?”
 
   “Through Monday night,” Albert answered. “Violet and I took a room at the Savoy – she wanted to do some shopping, she hasn’t been in town in months. And I thought we might take in a show.”
 
   Julian smiled. Albert had married beneath himself, by most reckoning, the daughter of a Welsh inventor who’d managed to parlay a clever self-turning toasting fork into a manufacturing concern easily worth ten thousand a year. But anyone who’d seen them together had known they were ideally matched, and Julian had danced at their wedding. “A bit of a holiday, then?”
 
   “A bit. I have to steal them when I can, the Old Man keeps me busy.” There was pride rather than complaint in Albert’s voice.
 
   “Let me make some inquiries,” Julian said. “There are some people I can ask. The workshops will be closed tomorrow, but that shouldn’t matter. I’ll send a note or come round as soon as I have something, or I’ll be in touch on Monday.”
 
   “I can stay longer if I must,” Albert said.
 
   “Let me see what I can find,” Julian said.
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   A good breakfast and a Saturday morning spent idling over the weekly papers made Ned feel considerably more human, and restored his determination to get to the bottom of the Nevett problem. There was no point in meeting with Julian to hash over the same facts they’d already talked to death, he told himself, and never mind whether he knew what to say to Julian at all; what they needed were new facts.
 
   The most pressing question that seemed to need answering was what the actual cause of Reggie’s quarrel with his father had been. Ned found it hard to believe they had been reduced to shouting and storming out of the house because Reggie had chosen to work for a bank his father didn’t favor. Or, if so, it suggested a state of domestic warfare so intense that murder might well have begun to seem attractive.
 
   He set hisSporting Times down with a frown. That was part of what troubled him about the whole business; he didn’t particularly want to prove that Reggie was a murderer. They hadn’t been particular friends, but they’d been in school together, and that had to count for something.
 
   But he couldn’t very well let a murderer go free, either. The longer this business went on, the more difficult it would be for everyone else in the family to bear up under a cloud of suspicion. It would fall most heavily on the servants, who everyone already seemed eager to blame. And if there were another domestic quarrel, and the murderer resorted to proven methods to solve it –
 
   No, it wouldn’t do. And at best, he might be able to induce Reggie to confide in him if there were some embarrassing but unimportant explanation for the quarrel. It couldn’t be pleasant for a man his age to admit to being browbeaten by his father, but it would be better to know that they’d quarreled over Reggie’s tailor bills than perforce imagine some worse cause.
 
   There was nothing to do but find out. He’d have to get Reggie out of the house for that, and into some more congenial setting where it was possible to talk without assorted other Nevetts blundering through. He folded the papers and retrieved pencil and paper from his writing desk, writing out a quick telegram:
 
   Imperative we talk. Meet me at Mercury Club 2:00? Mathey.
 
   He expected it was more likely that Reggie would propose his own club instead, preferring to be on his own ground, but instead Mrs Clewett brought up a return telegram agreeing tersely to the meeting.
 
   “It’s a shame you have business on such a fine day,” Mrs Clewett said. “You ought to be at the seaside with a young lady on your arm.”
 
   “So I ought, but this won’t wait,” Ned said. “I’m afraid the depths of the sea will have to remain unplumbed, at least by me.”
 
   The Mercury was comfortable rather than fashionable, both in its membership and its furnishings. It was relentlessly apolitical, with any heated debate over matters other than sport likely to be met with urging to have another drink and find more congenial company. It boasted an excellent billiards table, organized excursions to cricket matches and horse races, and a library with a very few leather-bound editions of improving literature and a great many dog-eared novels and penny magazines.
 
   It was quieter than usual when Ned arrived, probably a result of the weather; the membership tended to spend fine days outdoors. Ayers and Parker were lingering over the remains of lunch in the dining room, debating the odds for races they didn’t appear to have any intention of attending, as they should have left by now if they did.
 
   “Hullo, Mathey,” Ayers said. “I’d have thought you’d be up at Lord’s today.”
 
   “Would that I were,” Ned said ruefully. “I’m meeting a client.”
 
   “Not much fun,” Parker said. “I’m supposed to take Miss Wetherill and her mother around the zoo. I’m hoping we can lose Mama somewhere.”
 
   “Perhaps she’ll be eaten by a lion,” Ned said. “There’s always hope.”
 
   “Come have a drink with us, there’s a bit of cheese left,” Ayers said, giving the board a shove in his direction. “Tell young Parker it won’t be Intrepid in the fourth, not unless the rest of the field lies down and dies.”
 
   “Duty calls, I’m afraid,” Ned said. “But I’d lay better odds on Sibley’s Folly.”
 
   He left the two of them debating it and passed through the smoking-room, its deep leather chairs battered into softness by long use, and up the stairs in the hall. The smaller upstairs parlors were often used for business, especially by members who were infrequently in London, and he found his choice of them free.
 
   “Whiskey and soda for two, if you please,” he said when young Dan appeared at the door, his hair slicked back very heavily with pomade and a nervous dignity in his bearing that suggested that he’d been appointed under-butler for the day. It wasn’t Boardman’s usual day off, but the man was fond of horse-racing himself, and had probably contrived to spend the day in the stands rather than presiding over a nearly empty club. “And show Mr Nevett up when he arrives.”
 
   “Of course,” Dan said, and disappeared off toward the kitchen. The drinks tray arrived before Reggie, and Ned had already poured himself a drink and had reached the point of looking at his watch by the time Reggie finally came in.
 
   Ned poured him a drink, and Reggie settled in the opposite chair, accepting the glass with a frown. “What’s all this about, Mathey?”
 
   “Just trying to get a few things straight in my mind,” Ned said. “Before dinner, your father called you into his study, is that right?”
 
   “He did,” Reggie said. “I don’t remember if the candlestick was there or not. You know how it is, Mathey, you see a thing every day…”
 
   “That’s all right,” Ned said easily. “I was actually wondering what it was you and he had words about.”
 
   “I told you that,” Reggie said, playing with his glass. Ned hoped he wasn’t in the habit of trying to bluff at cards. “He thought I should have tried to get a situation at Hoare’s.”
 
   “But you didn’t care to?”
 
   “There wasn’t a position available at once, and…well, truth to tell, I didn’t care to go on tagging along after Victor,” Reggie said. “Or to have him always ahead of me in line for every possible promotion.”
 
   “And your father thought differently.”
 
   “He had his views. He never hesitated to make them clear, let me tell you.”
 
   Ned tried a sympathetic smile. “A bit of a dragon, was he?”
 
   “He could be. But I told you, there wasn’t a quarrel.”
 
   “I’m afraid there was,” Ned said, as gently as he could. “No one could help overhearing at least that much. And then the both of you left the house with dinner guests already on their way.”
 
   “It was just temper,” Reggie said, setting down his glass abruptly. “I tell you, it wasn’t serious.”
 
   “I wondered if there might not be some other cause. Some little disagreement over your bills, or that kind of thing? It’s harmless enough if so.”
 
   “There wasn’t anything like that. He didn’t pay my bills, not since I was at Oxford. All I have is my salary. It’s not much, I can tell you, but I manage.”
 
   Ned put his own glass down. “Look here, you must see the position I’m in. I’m trying to find out who could have done this, and you’re the one heard having a violent quarrel with your father the night he died.”
 
   Reggie stood abruptly. “I didn’t come here to be insulted.”
 
   “I don’t mean to insult you, old man,” Ned said, rising as well and moving to cut off any easy escape through the parlor door. “But you’ve got to give me something to work from. What did you and your father really quarrel about?”
 
   “That’ll be enough, Mathey,” Reggie said, in a less effective imitation of Victor’s most intimidating tones. “No one asked you to come sniffing around –”
 
   “Your brother did.”
 
   “He had no right. I just want this over with.”
 
   “Then tell me what you really quarreled over. It won’t go any farther unless I think there’s cause for it to.” A possible reasonably innocent cause of Reggie’s stubbornness occurred to him. “If there’s some girl – or is it a young lady he doesn’t approve of?”
 
   “There’s nothing of the sort,” Reggie said defiantly, his face flushed. “Get out of my way, I want to go home. I don’t have to stand for that kind of cheek from you.” He really was a terrible card-player, Ned thought, sure that he was striking a nerve.
 
   Frankness seemed to be his best resort. “See here, old man, if it’s only that you’ve been spending your money on whores –”
 
   Reggie made a choked noise and swung for him, unexpectedly and wildly. It was startling but not a particularly effective effort, and Ned managed to step aside neatly enough that Reggie’s fist merely grazed his jaw. He was still left momentarily at a loss for words.
 
   “Go to the devil, you interfering…” Reggie sputtered, clearly out of words himself, and shouldered his way past Ned, stomping out through the smoking-room.
 
   After a minute, Ayers looked in from the hall. “I think you may have lost a client,” he said mildly.
 
   “Unfortunately not,” Ned said, rubbing the tender place on his cheek. “But I think I’ll come and have that drink, if you’re still free.”
 
   He wasn’t even sure he’d gotten to the bottom of the matter. If it had been his mother Reggie had quarreled with, Ned would have put his money at this point on fallen women being the cause. That sort of vice was common enough for unattached young men, to his own occasional shame. Not that women had been his temptation, but he could understand being desperate for some measure of satisfaction and seeing no other practical way to get it.
 
   And he didn’t think Mrs Nevett would be at all likely to shrug and say that boys would be boys, if confronted with the evidence that her son were out engaging in vice with the very girls whose moral degradation her pet cause was intended to prevent. On the other hand, Edgar Nevett hadn’t struck him as the pious sort. Ned wouldn’t have thought he’d have cared much what Reggie did on his nights out, as long as he wasn’t parading painted tarts through the parlor.
 
   So much for frankness, Ned thought, and with an unwilling flicker of amusement supposed that Julian might currently be telling himself the same thing.
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   After Albert had left, Julian dispatched a note to Peter Lennox, asking for a meeting later that afternoon, then changed into one of his oldest suits and caught an omnibus to Commercial Road. It was a neighborhood he’d come to know in his dealings with Bolster, but it wasn’t entirely safe, and he walked warily, keeping an eye on the people around him. He was marked, of course, an obvious stranger of better class, but he was neither threatening nor threatened, and everyone but the occasional homing beggar left him strictly alone.
 
   The Admiral’s Hand stood at the corner of Cable and Johnstone Streets, convenient to the Shadwell Basin where Bolster was at least nominally employed. Julian pushed through the main door, aware of the moment of attention that eased as he made his way toward the bar. Early on a Saturday afternoon, the pub was busy, men from the docks with a pint or three, clerks from the warehouses finishing their half-day with a longer dinner, a crowd at the bar and a couple of ragged boys with pint-pots bouncing from foot to foot as they waited to make their deliveries. Julian insinuated himself into the group at the bar, nodding to the barman. He ordered a pint of bitter and waited, nursing it, until the crush eased and the barman came over to wipe the spotted oak in front of him.
 
   “Another, sir?”
 
   Julian shook his head. “Is Bolster about?”
 
   “Who’s asking?”
 
   Julian couldn’t help lifting an eyebrow at that. Finn knew him perfectly well by now, as evidenced by the “sir,” but he supposed the game had to be played. He slid a shilling across the bar. “My name’s Lynes.”
 
   “Oh, yes.” The barman scooped the coin neatly into his pocket. “He’s not here right now.”
 
   He never was, of course. Julian said, “I’d like to talk with him tomorrow. If he can make himself available.”
 
   “A job, then?”
 
   Julian shook his head. “Not exactly. More – questions needing answers, for which I’m willing to pay.”
 
   “Ah.” Finn smiled, showing a missing front tooth. “I’ll pass the word, then, Mr Lynes.”
 
   “Tell him to send me a time,” Julian said, and pushed himself away from the bar.
 
   It was too late now to visit any of the workshops on Albert’s list – they’d be closed for the half-day already, and all day tomorrow – and that meant there was no reason to linger in Limehouse. Bolster would contact him, he was nothing if not reliable, and with any luck Lennox would have answered by the time he returned to his lodgings. He stopped at Blanding’s for a quick dinner, but there was no sign of Ned, and walked back home in a state of mild discontent.
 
   Lennox’s answer was waiting, the note in its pristine envelope stuck impatiently into the front of his desk. Julian slit the flap, sighing as he read the invitation –come to tea, and we can trade questions – but scrawled a suitable acceptance and sent young Digby for a messenger boy. He just had time to bathe and shave and change his clothes before he presented himself at Lennox’s house in Mayfair.
 
   It was small but elegant, a delicate jewel box of a house with a long bow window beside the front stairs, elaborate iron railings, and spotless brass. The parlormaid, handsome and severe, took his card and brought him eventually into Lennox’s study. It was surprisingly cool and pleasant, the curtains drawn against the afternoon sun, the air scented with leather and books and an enormous vase of peonies. Lennox himself was equally at liberty in a deep-burgundy dressing gown and an odd brimless smoking cap with a black silk tassel that fell almost to his shoulders. It helped hide his receding hairline, Julian knew, but it had a certain bravura grace as well. They clasped hands, a hold that lingered an instant too long, and Lennox waved him toward one of the brocade chairs.
 
   “Lynes, dear boy.” He was a big man, almost as tall as Ned, and fleshier, but his voice was lovely, mellow and resonant. “Where have you been keeping yourself?”
 
   “Business, I’m afraid,” Julian said, and seated himself. The unsmiling parlormaid brought in the tea cart and dispensed the first cups before Lennox waved her away.
 
   “Now we can be cozy,” he said. “And you can tell me all about him.”
 
   Julian felt himself flush. “There’s no one in particular, Lennox. You should know that.”
 
   “I find it hard to believe that you’ve had so much business the last three months that no one’s seen you anywhere,” Lennox said. He held up one finger. “But! I won’t press you, as long as you eventually introduce me to your paragon.”
 
   That was one thing to be said for Lennox, Julian thought. He at least knew when to let a subject go. “Speaking of paragons, whatever happened to Fitzjohn’s young scholar?”
 
   “Oh, that’s a pretty tale,” Lennox said, and proceeded to tell it with relish. Julian laughed at all the right places – and it was a farce, complete with slamming doors, shrieking discoveries, and even, if Lennox was to be believed, an escape out the bedroom window, with no real harm done to anyone – and by the time it was finished, he’d poured them each a second glass of sherry and felt somewhat more in charity with the world. He returned to his chair, and Lennox held up his glass, examining the amber liquid with a critical eye. It seemed to pass muster; he drank and leaned back in his chair.
 
   “Now, my dear,” he said. “It’s time to confide in your kindly Uncle Peter. Why are you here?”
 
   Julian smiled. “I need an introduction.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “The young man who was the model for Ganymede,” Julian said, and nodded toward the closed cabinet.
 
   “He’s a bit above your touch,” Lennox said, suddenly serious. “And not entirely a nice boy.”
 
   “I don’t want to sleep with him,” Julian began, and Lennox arched his eyebrows, so patently disbelieving that Julian had to laugh. “Well, put it that way, no, I certainly wouldn’t turn him down. But that’s not why I want to talk to him.”
 
   “One of your investigations?” Lennox asked, and Julian nodded.
 
   “And I can’t tell you any more than that, Lennox, I’m sorry.”
 
   Lennox mimed a pout that sat oddly on his broad, good-humored face. “Make something up, then.”
 
   “Maybe when it’s resolved,” Julian said. “But I really do need your help.”
 
   “Does your young man know about this?”
 
   “I don’t have a young man,” Julian said. And he had no idea what Ned would think. That thought was unexpectedly painful, and he set it firmly aside. “Will you do it, Lennox?”
 
   Lennox nodded. “And – as soon as possible, I imagine?”
 
   “That would be helpful.”
 
   Lennox tipped his head to one side, considering. “Are you free this evening?”
 
   “I can be.”
 
   “I have a box at the Opera,” Lennox said. “And I daresay we’ll find him there tonight. Or if not, at supper after.”
 
   Julian hid a groan – he wasn’t particularly musical, and Lennox knew it – but had to admit it was his best option. “Thank you. That would be helpful.” He paused. “What’s the opera, anyway?”
 
   “Does it matter?” Lennox retorted, and Julian shook his head.
 
   “Not particularly.”
 
   “Philistine.” Lennox reached for his sherry. “I’ll call for you, shall I?”
 
   Lennox was as good as his word. They made their way sedately through the lobby of the Italian Opera House, Lennox pausing frequently to chat with friends, bowing over the ladies’ hands and complimenting them on their dress, commenting knowledgeably about the new tenor with the gentlemen. Julian, who knew almost none of the people involved and even less about the music, smiled and bowed, hoping he looked reserved rather than ignorant. Not that it mattered, he supposed, but he hated feeling foolish.
 
   “Lynes!”
 
   The call startled him, and for an instant he didn’t recognize the speaker, fair and plump, with a striking young woman on his arm. And then he remembered: Challice, who had been a fixture at certain gaming houses until about a year ago, and with whom he’d had a brief but pleasant liaison.
 
   “Challice,” he said, and Challice grasped his hand like a drowning man.
 
   “How nice to see you. I don’t believe you’ve met my wife? My dear, this is Mr Julian Lynes, an old friend.”
 
   Julian bowed over her hand, murmuring a polite answer, unable to miss the faint unhappy lines that bracketed her mouth.
 
   “A bachelor evening, then?” Challice went on.
 
   “Afraid so,” Julian answered. “I came with Lennox – you remember Lennox.”
 
   “Oh, yes,” Challice said, politely enough, but a flicker of something like hunger crossed his face, wild and angry. His wife saw the change, though Julian hoped she didn’t fully understand. Her own frown deepened, and she tugged him gracefully away.
 
   Julian replaced his hat, turned back to Lennox, who’d caught the last of the exchange, and shook his head as they moved up the stairs toward Lennox’s box.
 
   “There’s a tragedy waiting to happen,” Lennox said, as they settled themselves in the fragile seats, and sent the usher for brandies.
 
   “Challice?”
 
   “No names, dear boy. But he will be loyal, come what may, and she wants a husband with more blood in him.” Lennox shook his head again. “It would be better if they didn’t care.”
 
   The usher arrived with their drinks on a tray, and Lennox scribbled a note to take to his friend Soames’s box, which the man accepted with another bow. “Because that’s where Elisha will be, if he’s here at all.”
 
   Julian rested his elbows on the edge of the box. This was what he liked best about any kind of theater, the chance to watch the crowd, to pick out the patterns in their movement. The pit was filling, the rumble of conversation rising like an almost solid thing; across the circle, the boxes were mostly full, the women in their best jewels, their escorts sleek in immaculate linen and neat dark wool. The older woman in emerald was starting at least a flirtation, and probably an affair, her friend stooping lower to murmur in her ear and follow the line of her pearls down the front of her bodice. Her husband was oblivious beside them, chatting to another couple and their daughter, tall and bored. In the next box, pair of gentlemen were attending to women clearly not their wives, and beyond them an older couple bent together over the score. He was very tall, and she was tiny, diamonds spangling her graying hair, and they seemed to be arguing happily over something in the music.
 
   Then, regrettably, the lights dimmed, and he leaned back with a sigh. “What is the opera?”
 
   “Incorrigible,” Lennox said. “Hero and Leander.”
 
   Julian would have preferred something called “incorrigible,” but then, he knew his tastes were plebeian. He’d rather see a solid melodrama with lots of action and effects, something he’d been able to share with Ned, over the last few months. It had been a relief to be able simply to enjoy the story, without always having to listen to the analysis of the artistic types.
 
   The curtain of the box parted, and he looked up to see a young man in evening dress slip into the chair behind him. Even fully clothed, he was unmistakably the boy who’d modeled for Ganymede, slim and fair, with wide eyes and a heavily sensuous mouth.
 
   “Mr Lynes? Mr Prescott said you wanted to talk to me?”
 
   Prescott would be his current protector. “By way of business,” Julian said, and changed his seat so that they were out of sight in the back of the box. “My business, not yours.”
 
   Elisha nodded. “So Mr Lennox said. Otherwise…”
 
   Otherwise Prescott wouldn’t have sent him here. “I’m looking to find out about the workshops that make automata like the Ganymede,” Julian said. “I was hoping you could tell me.”
 
   “There’s only two that handle that sort of business,” Elisha said. He seemed genuinely relieved at the question. “Murtaugh’s by King’s Cross, and Devinter in Greenwich.”
 
   Julian chose his words carefully. “And would one or the other be more likely to copy someone else’s work? If it were patented?”
 
   “They’d both – but if there really was a patent, Devinter probably wouldn’t,” Elisha said. “Murtaugh, he doesn’t give a damn for the law.”
 
   He sounded more admiring than not, and Julian nodded, accepting the warning. He asked a few more questions, but it quickly became clear that Elisha didn’t know anything more. He’d been in Prescott’s keeping for a month or so, hadn’t had to do any modeling since then – and, though he didn’t say so directly, fully intended to stay as long as Prescott would have him. Julian thanked him, and let him go, slipping back into his own seat as the curtain closed again. Tomorrow he would talk to Bolster, he thought, and see what he could find out about this Murtaugh. And then perhaps he’d have a reason to talk to Ned again.
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   Bolster’s answer had specified a familiar public house, the Bird and Bell in Bethnal Green. Julian made his way there a little past noon, shouldering gently through the crowd in the saloon bar, toward the line of booths at the back. Bolster was there, as promised, in the last but one on the left, and Julian hung up his hat and slid onto the bench opposite him.
 
   “Mr Lynes,” Bolster said, and lifted a pint pot in greeting.
 
   “Mr Bolster,” Julian answered. Bolster was, by his own account, retired from the trade, the trade in question being burglary, though Julian was scrupulous not to ask about any dealings in stolen goods. He had been arrested as the man behind a rather gaudy burglary in Pimlico, and hired Julian to prove his innocence. In the course of the case, they’d struck up an unlikely friendship: Bolster was willing to provide information, for a fee, and Julian was willing to take on certain cases, also for a fee. Or sometimes for payment in kind.
 
   “Have you seen Chubb’s latest?” Bolster asked, and raised his hand to signal to the waiter.
 
   Julian shook his head. The waiter arrived, grumbling, and Julian ordered his own pint and a kidney pie.
 
   “Eel pie for me,” Bolster said, and reached into his pocket as the water backed away. “Here you are, Mr Lynes. Only just on the market this Wednesday.”
 
   Julian took the heavy lock – a padlock, though he knew the basic mechanism could be installed in almost anything – and turned it carefully in its hands. It was enchanted, certainly, and he reached into his breast pocket, draw out the slim piece of ivory he used when a wand was too conspicuous. He leaned forward slightly, shielding it from sight, and quickly sketched a series of sigils. Light played across the surface, and he whistled softly. “Clever.”
 
   Bolster nodded. He wasn’t a tall man, running a little to fat in his retirement. His gray hair was cut in a close fringe across his forehead. “So they tell me.”
 
   “It’s a one-man lock, The key and the lock are sealed to the person – who first uses it? Or is there something more complicated?”
 
   “I believe you can buy it both ways,” Bolster said. “Either the first one who uses it, and that’s the man who pays the money in the shop, or when you have it installed, there’s a metaphysician’s clerk comes round and sets the last sigils. Go on.”
 
   Julian raised his eyebrows. “You’d need to get the key itself and make it a master – nullify the specific link to one person while keeping the affinity for the lock, because I’m sure Chubb has something like that in reserve in case the person who’s linked to it dies or disappears. Or of course there’s blood, you could probably do something with that. Or…” He paused, considering. It all depended on how the enchantment was cast, of course, but the lock was at least partly machine-made, and Chubb had to be able to seal them quickly and conveniently to the householder who wanted to use them. Which meant that the main body of the enchantment, the part the kept the key from engaging unless it was held in the correct hand, was more or less complete, with the modifier tacked on after. That meant that it might be possible to hook a second modifier into that place. And if this was based on a square of Saturn, the most logical correspondence… He reached into his pocket for his memorandum book, quickly sketched the table of Saturn. To gain access to the full magical alphabet, you had to imagine the table as existing in layers; each position was capable of holding four different symbols, depending on the plane chosen, and that meant…
 
   The answer was obvious, the weakness in the grammar clear. He lifted his ivory stick and quickly sketched the addendum, feeling the magic tug at his guts. A spark flashed in the keyhole, and he reached into his pocket for the lock picks he always carried.
 
   “Here,” Bolster said, and slid a larger array across the tabletop. “You’ll probably want the Iron Betty.”
 
   Julian knew better than to argue with Bolster’s professional opinion. He accepted the ring of wires, found the heaviest one with its flat notched end, and slipped it into the mechanism. For a moment, he thought he’d failed, that the enchantment was still effective, but then the hook caught, and he eased the first lever into place. The others followed, and the hasp slid loose.
 
   “You’d have made a devil of a cracksman,” Bolster said. “A square of Saturn, that was?”
 
   “Yes.” Julian hesitated, knowing perfectly well that whatever he told Bolster would be passed on to the fraternity of burglars – but it hadn’t been that hard to figure out, and there were plenty of metaphysicians who’d be willing to tell them the same thing, as well as write the sigil. And he did need to pay Bolster for his help. “There’s a hook for adding the owner’s identity, and the tag is general enough to take a second identifier.”
 
   “Very interesting indeed. To certain folks as are not retired.” Bolster grinned.
 
   Julian smiled back in spite of himself, and slid lock and tools back across the table. “They’ll fix the problem soon enough, you know. Someone’s bound to point out the weakness.”
 
   “Probably.” Bolster restored lock and picks to his various pockets, leaned back as the waiter brought their food and another round of drinks. “So, what did you want from me, Mr Lynes?”
 
   “I’ve had some questions come up,” Julian said, around a mouthful of his pie.
 
   “Oh, yes?”
 
   “First of all, I’m interested in what you know about a mission school in Limehouse,” Julian said. “Mission for the Education of the Employable Poor, it’s called. A Reverend Mr Ellis runs it. Second, I’m looking for a mechanic who would be likely to make copies of a patent automaton – one with a racy subject.”
 
   “That last would be Mick Murtaugh,” Bolster said. “For my money, anyway. He specializes in the sort of toys you wouldn’t want your children playing with, that’s for certain.”
 
   That confirmed what Elisha had said, and Murtaugh’s name had been on Albert’s list. “And is he likely to break my head if I suggest he might not want to violate a particular patent?”
 
   Bolster snorted. “Not if you offer him a few quid to lay off. He’s done that before.”
 
   “Right.” Julian sighed. That was what Albert had said, had expected, in fact, but it still seemed like giving in.
 
   Bolster had a similar look of disapproval on his face, but he shook his head. “Well, it’s his business, I suppose. What was the other thing?”
 
   “Ellis’s mission,” Julian said. “For the Education of the Employable Poor.”
 
   “The poor would all be employable,” Bolster said, “if there were jobs.”
 
   Julian took another bite of his pie, waiting, and Bolster shook his head.
 
   “But that’s neither here nor there, I suppose. It’s not bad of its kind – he’s not bad, for that matter, or so I’m told.”
 
   “What exactly does the mission do?” Julian asked.
 
   “It’s as advertised,” Bolster said. “He takes in kids, girls more than boys, teaches them to read and write a bit, and what they need to go into service. And he places them himself, with ladies that support the cause, so they’ve got a fair chance, that’s the best thing about it, to my mind. He’s got an older couple there to keep the school, both retired from service themselves, so I hear, and a man teacher for the boys and two or three young women graduates who stayed on to teach. Mind you, he only takes the ones that he thinks he can mold – ‘a broken and contrite heart, Lord, is thy sacrifice,’ that’s his motto. And if you give him cheek, or cause trouble, you’re out, first time. He loses half of the ones he takes in the first year. But the ones that stick it do all right for themselves.”
 
   Julian nodded, reading his own distaste for the idea in Bolster’s face. “Is it a day school?”
 
   “No.” Bolster reached for his pint. “They’ve got an old house, and part of what was a warehouse behind – looks like the workhouse, but I’m told it’s not bad inside, and they feed them proper. Only four kids to a room, and no sharing a bed after the first year.”
 
   It sounded depressingly like Toms’, only with manual labor. Julian took a long swallow of his own beer to drown the thought. “So if I were to ask you if a girl from that mission was likely to have helped with a burglary –”
 
   Bolster was already shaking his head. “Not bloody likely.” He paused. “Well, nothing’s ever impossible, but – Ellis has them so trained by the time they leave that they won’t hardly speak to their own mothers for fear of disappointing him.”
 
   “Sad,” Julian said, the word startled out of him, and Bolster nodded.
 
   “It’s better than what they had waiting, most of them, but – yeah. Sad.”
 
   They paid their shot, each scrupulously paying for his own meal, and parted with a handshake. Julian made his way to the omnibus stop, his hands in his pockets, frowning over what he’d learned. Albert’s business should be easy enough to resolve: they’d pay a visit to Murtaugh’s workshop, and that should take care of it. And he’d definitely found out something useful to Ned, if he could just figure out the best way to share it. Perhaps a note, except he couldn’t think how to ask for a meeting without apologizing, and that brought him back to his original difficulty. It would probably be better to stop in at Blanding’s, and see if he could run across him there.
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CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
    
 
   Mrs Clewett brought up Ned’s Sunday dinner with a note tucked under the side of the plate. “A boy came round with this for you,” she said as she took the covering plate off, filling the room with the welcome smell of gravy. “I can’t imagine who’s wanting you at this time of a Sunday.”
 
   Ned took up the note, his heart lifting despite himself. Julian didn’t observe Sunday as anything but a day when clients generally ceased to pester him. He turned over the envelope, feeling a stab of disappointment at the unfamiliar handwriting.
 
   “Not the young lady, then?” Mrs Clewett asked knowingly.
 
   “I’m afraid not,” Ned said. He slit the envelope and unfolded the note as she went out. With a sinking feeling he finally recognized the handwriting as Victor Nevett’s.
 
   Sarah Doyle, the second housemaid, had been found absent from the house that morning, Victor wrote. At his mother’s urging, they’d given her the morning to return –Mrs Nevett having some idea she might have taken herself to church without asking, Victor wrote, with perceptible skepticism – but she was still nowhere to be found, and further investigation had revealed that her clothes were gone as well.
 
   You’d better come take a look round before the police. We’ll have them in tomorrow morning, if I have anything to say about it.
 
   Ned took that last to mean that Victor and Mrs Nevett were quarreling about it. And he’d be expected to step into the middle of it and try to investigate. For a moment he was tempted to go round and try to collect Julian first, but he still wasn’t sure what to say to Julian, and besides, it was unreasonable to feel that he needed armor of any kind to make a simple call on a client.
 
   He turned back to his dinner, but found he’d lost his appetite for it. He managed to choke enough down roast beef to hopefully ward off a scolding from Mrs Clewett and then changed from the sack coat he’d hoped to wear all day into his frock coat and a better pair of trousers.
 
   At the Nevett house, the other housemaid, Jane, let Ned in and showed him directly into the downstairs parlor. Victor and Mrs Nevett were both there, along with Ellis, somewhat to Ned’s surprise; Ned would have thought him still occupied with a clergyman’s duties on a Sunday, or at best just sitting down to his own dinner.
 
   “Mathey,” Victor said at once. “I want you to take a look round the servants’ quarters for anything wrong.” He grasped Ned by the elbow, a bit roughly, and steered him out of the room before he could even greet Mrs Nevett.
 
   “What are you expecting me to find?” Ned asked, freeing his arm with an effort.
 
   “I wish I knew,” Victor said, frustration written in every line of his body. “The girl’s run off. She must be guilty of something, but Mother won’t see it that way. I wish she’d understand that if she did prove it wasn’t one of the servants…” He scowled and went on leading Ned up the stairs at a brisk pace.
 
   “You suspect Sarah Doyle.”
 
   “Well, hadn’t I better? She’s the one who found him, or says she did. And now she’s gone, and at this rate she’ll have a day’s head start before Mama will put up with having the police set on her. She could be in France tomorrow.”
 
   Ned very much doubted that the girl he’d seen would have either the means or the courage to flee the country, but he held his tongue. “She slept in the attic?”
 
   “With the other housemaid and the kitchenmaid.” Victor led him up the last flight of stairs to the attic door, and pushed it open for Ned to enter.
 
   The long garret room was typical of its type, the ceiling sloping sharply with the pitch of the roof, with only narrow windows at the ends of the house for light. There were three iron bedsteads made up with thin mattresses and gray blankets, a clothes-press and tall cabinet, a washstand, and three ladder-back chairs. The walls were whitewashed rather than papered, and with the dim light through the windows, the room looked entirely gray.
 
   “Was anything missing?”
 
   “Her clothes are gone, I understand,” Victor said, but he sounded as if he would have no idea if any of the room’s meager furnishings had gone with her.
 
   “I’ll take a look round. Would you send one of the other girls who sleeps here up? I’ll need to know which things belonged to Sarah in particular.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Victor said. “If you can prove she’s been doing cursework up here, we’ll have her for sure.”
 
   Ned prowled around a bit while he waited, but found himself reluctant to look under mattresses or rifle through drawers. It felt somehow indecent, although he was aware that he’d been granted the right. He waited, instead, until Jane arrived, opening the door with a nervous “Sir?”
 
   “Do come in,” Ned said gently. “I wanted to ask you a few questions, since you’re the one in the best position to know. The missing girl, Sarah, she slept here?”
 
   “With me and Mogs,” Jane said. “Margaret, that is, the kitchenmaid.”
 
   “And she went to bed here as usual last night?”
 
   “That she did. Mrs Nevett is in a temper that we didn’t hear her leave, sir, but we all sleep sound. There’s a bell to wake us if anything’s needed by the ladies or gentlemen, and if we lie in bed too long, Mrs Rule rings it to wake us in the morning. There’s a clock downstairs. But she doesn’t often have to do that.”
 
   “Did she ring the bell this morning?”
 
   “No, sir, Mogs and I both woke up in good time. We saw that Sarah was up already, but we didn’t think much of it except that she must have gone out quiet not to have woken us. She’d been sleeping poorly, and we thought she might have woken up early and been too nervous to get back to sleep.”
 
   “When was she actually discovered missing?”
 
   “A little after we got downstairs. Larkin told me to go and wake her, and I said, no, she wasn’t abed, and then it came out that she wasn’t in the house at all. Her clothes are gone – she kept her linen in the middle drawer of the press, sir, and it’s empty now, and you can see the hooks in the cabinet left bare.”
 
   He opened the press and the cabinet to see for himself. “Did she leave anything behind?”
 
   “No, sir. All her things are gone.”
 
   That would make it harder to track her through metaphysical means, not that most scrying methods were particularly effective to begin with. “Is anything else missing from the room?”
 
   “Oh, no, sir,” the girl said. “Sarah wouldn’t steal. And I looked, just to be certain.” She sounded a bit ashamed of that. “There’s nothing that didn’t belong to her missing.”
 
   “Not even a blanket to bundle her clothes in? I don’t suppose she had a trunk.”
 
   “Oh, no, sir, but she made up her bed before she went, and everything’s still here, you can see. I don’t expect she had so many clothes that she couldn’t have worn them all at once,” Jane said.
 
   It seemed a bleak little existence, although he supposed it was the common lot. “Which was her bed?”
 
   “The far one.”
 
   He drew out his wand, at which Jane shrank back against the wall in nervous respect, and traced a few experimental sigils over the pillow and then the washstand. There was no sign of any enchantment, not even the kind of pre-written enchantments to bring on sleep or improve the complexion that an uneducated girl might have tried.
 
   “Did you ever see her with any enchantment written out?” he asked. “Not necessarily in her own hand, but the sort of paper they sell in shops?”
 
   “No, sir,” Jane said. “I never did. And certainly not anything in her own hand. She knew her letters and could read a bit out of the Bible, but she wasn’t much for writing. Mogs did try one against freckles, once, but it didn’t work, and Mrs Rule said she shouldn’t ought to have wasted her pennies that way.”
 
   “Probably not,” Ned said. “Those commercial enchantments don’t work more often than not.” Which raised the question of whether there was any chance that Sarah could have managed the curse on the candlestick, even if it had been written out for her. He couldn’t rule it out; there were always a few people with the natural bent of mind to make the commercial enchantments work for them, even when they didn’t know what they were doing beyond tracing lines on paper. “Did she leave anything behind?”
 
   “You don’t suppose, with the curse, that she saw something? Something creeping towards, her, I mean, in the night –”
 
   “There wasn’t anything creeping,” Ned said.
 
   “As you say, sir.” She didn’t sound persuaded.
 
   “Where do you think she might have gone?”
 
   “I’d have said to the mission, sir, but the reverend gentleman says she hasn’t come there. She didn’t have followers. Mrs Nevett doesn’t stand for anything of that sort. She has a brother living, but she never went to him on her days out, because he’s in service himself.”
 
   “Do you know where?”
 
   “No, sir, I’m afraid not. Only that his name was Bill.” The bell hung on the wall rang loudly, the bell-rope jerking, and Jane jumped. “I’m sorry, sir –”
 
   “Go on,” Ned said. He took the opportunity to slip the pillowcase off Sarah’s pillow and tuck it into his pocket. It wouldn’t be as useful as something that had belonged to her particularly – he didn’t expect the same linens were put back on the same beds every washing day – but it was better than nothing. He made his own way downstairs, and was confronted by Victor waiting for him on the first floor landing.
 
   “Well?” Victor demanded.
 
   There was an uneasy knot in the pit of Ned’s stomach, which he preferred to blame on the roast beef rather than on Victor’s tone. “I’m afraid there’s no sign of any enchantment.”
 
   “That won’t do, Mathey.”
 
   “It’s nevertheless true,” Ned said firmly, trying not to feel that he’d earned himself six of the best by saying it. “You’ve hired me to exercise my professional competence. If that’s not satisfactory –”
 
   “Calm down, Mathey, don’t be so touchy,” Victor said. “I’m not insulting your work, I’m only saying that it’s damned inconvenient. Mother is sure that Ellis can do no wrong, and if he sent the girl, she can’t possibly be a murderess. And I would like to find some answer that doesn’t involve it being someone in the family.”
 
   Ned dropped his voice. “And if it was?”
 
   “Well, it doesn’t look likely now, does it?”
 
   Jane came out the upstairs parlor door, stopping when she saw the two of them. “Mrs Nevett would like to see you, Mr Victor.”
 
   “Of course she would,” Victor said, and muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously likethe old bat.
 
   “And Mr Ellis asks if you can come down to him, Mr Mathey.”
 
   “Certainly,” Ned said. He was glad for the opportunity to find out if Ellis had any idea where his former charge might have gone, although when Jane opened the parlor door for him, Ellis’s expression was anything but welcoming.
 
   “Mr Ellis,” he said.
 
   “Mr Mathey.” Ellis paced like a schoolmaster, his glasses folded in his hand and a stern gaze fixed on Ned.
 
   “I expect you know this is a bad business,” Ned said. “I don’t suppose Sarah Doyle has come to you?”
 
   “No, Mr Mathey, she has not. I’m very much afraid that all our hard work has been in vain with her.”
 
   “It’s far too early to be sure that she’s guilty,” Ned said.
 
   “I’m afraid you don’t take my meaning,” Ellis said. “I’m afraid that all my efforts to set her on the right path have been ruined by your bullying.”
 
   It was the last thing Ned had expected to be accused of, and it took him a moment before he could find the words to reply. “I’m sure that Mr Lynes did no such thing when he spoke to her.”
 
   “When he demanded answers from her after the police had done the same, forcing her to repeat a story that understandably horrified her. The girl is barely sixteen, Mr Mathey, and despite her background she’s unused to violent death. I wonder if Mr Lynes knew that, when he set out to frighten her into a confession.”
 
   “No one set out to frighten her.”
 
   “Whether you set out to it or not, that’s what you’ve achieved. She was an ignorant creature when we took her in, but I had hoped she would be one of our successes. There’s no hope that she’ll better herself now, not after she’s left her place.” He shook his head. “I’m sure you know, Mr Mathey, as a man of the world, where too many girls like her end.”
 
   “You must admit it looks suspicious for her to run.”
 
   Ellis fixed him with an exasperated expression. “The servant class are simple people, Mr Mathey, but you must credit them with some intelligence. If they’re treated as common criminals, they learn that’s what they’re believed to be. Don’t you think they know in the kitchen that Victor Nevett wants one of them blamed for the murder? And what do you imagine a child like that thinks she can do about it but run?”
 
   “All the more reason for me to find her,” Ned said. “She may have seen something that frightened her, or been talked into some minor act of wrongdoing that she’s afraid to admit. If she’s innocent –”
 
   “If she can be proven to be innocent, perhaps Mrs Nevett will allow her back into the house. Are you willing to tell the police that you are satisfied that Edgar Nevett was killed in the course of an ordinary burglary, and that no one within the house had anything to do with it? That would be helpful.”
 
   “I don’t believe that’s true,” Ned said.
 
   “Then I have no choice but to ask Mrs Nevett to forbid you the house. I won’t allow you to persecute and bully decent girls who are under my protection, Mr Mathey. Not even if Victor Nevett asks you to.”
 
   There was no possible reply to that last remark but to leave the room, and to prepare to make his departure entirely. Victor met him in the hall on his way out. “Well, Mathey?” he demanded again.
 
   “I believe Mr Ellis would like me out of this business,” Ned said.
 
   “Never mind him,” Victor said. “Find the girl, will you? Ideally before the police turn the house inside-out again.”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” Ned said shortly, and went out.
 
   It was a maddening case, he told himself, once safely ensconced in a cab. It was only that it was a maddening case, and that was undoubtedly what accounted for feeling that he’d spent the entire last hour trying not to clench his fists.
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   Julian rested his elbow on the scarred table, toying with the last of the cheese. He’d already stretched his meal to the limit, but luckily Blanding’s wasn’t terribly busy on a Sunday evening. Mostly the tables held the metaphysicians who lived in chambers, sitting alone or in groups or two or three, and he was beginning to think he might have misjudged the situation. If Ned didn’t dine at Blanding’s, then – at home, most likely, or possibly his club. Maybe it would be better to wander over to New Cavendish Street and see if Ned were home, though, again, that would involve leaving some sort of message if he wasn’t.
 
   The street door opened, and he looked up to see Ned’s familiar figure silhouetted against the last of the light. He was dressed for business, unusual on a Sunday, and Julian could see the tension in his shoulders even at a distance.
 
   “Mathey!”
 
   Ned turned, squinting in the relative darkness, then came to join him. “Lynes.”
 
   “Join me?” Julian gestured to the empty chair, wincing a little at the stiffness that cramped Ned’s normally fluid movements.
 
   “You’ve already eaten,” Ned said, but he took the chair, setting his hat aside.
 
   “I’ve no place I need to be,” Julian said. “I was going to order another glass of wine.” He lifted his hand for the waiter, who slouched over to take their orders. “And I’d be glad of the company.”
 
   Ned gave him a quick glance at that, but concentrated on his order. When the waiter was out of earshot, Julian said, “I want to apologize for the other evening. I overstepped, badly, and I’m sorry.”
 
   Ned blinked, then managed a smile. “Quite all right. Nothing to forgive.”
 
   That wasn’t exactly the answer Julian was looking for, but he let it go. “Working on a Sunday? For shame.”
 
   The waiter brought the wine, and Julian poured them each a substantial glass. Ned downed a third of his at a gulp, and managed a wry smile.
 
   “One of the Nevetts’ housemaids has gone missing,” he said. “Victor summoned me to see what I could find out, since he couldn’t persuade his mother to call the police. He seemed to think it was likely that she’d cursed the candlestick and fled – probably to France, for God’s sake. And somehow he’s sure that would be less of a scandal, never mind why a housemaid might kill her master.”
 
   “Which one?” Julian asked.
 
   “Sarah – Sarah Doyle.”
 
   “The one who found the body,” Julian said, and Ned nodded. “No, I don’t believe it.”
 
   “Nor I,” Ned said. “But I’m glad to hear you say it.”
 
   “They must have consulted the mission,” Julian said. “But would Ellis have told them if she were there?”
 
   “He’s furious at me for frightening her,” Ned said. “And wants me off the case. I don’t think he’s lying.”
 
   “Much as I hate to say it, it’s not his call,” Julian said. “Victor’s your client. And it’s me he should be angry with. I’m the one who talked to her.”
 
   “He blames us both,” Ned said. There was a note in his voice that Julian hadn’t heard since before University.
 
   “What does Nevett say?”
 
   “He wants me to prove she did it – killed his father, I mean.”
 
   “That’s nonsense.” Julian scowled, and reached for the bottle, topping up both their glasses.
 
   “Mrs Nevett – Mrs Nevett Senior – wants me to prove it was a random burglar. The criminal classes are ingenious, you know.”
 
   “Ingenious enough to smuggle in a candlestick – no, to curse a candlestick on the spot, so that it falls on the householder when he sits down at his desk, thus guaranteeing that the burglar would hang?” Julian shook his head. “She can’t be serious. Who’s she protecting, I wonder?”
 
   “Any of them,” Ned said. “All of them, I don’t know. Reggie took a swing at me for asking what they’d been fighting about.”
 
   “It’s a hazard of the profession,” Julian said, and was pleased to draw a smile.
 
   “Do you get hit often?”
 
   “I’m better at dodging than I used to be,” Julian answered.
 
   “That’s probably just as well.” Ned drained his glass and refilled it.
 
   “It’s useful.” Julian poked at the last of the cheese, watching Ned nibble at small cuts from his chop. It was Blanding’s usual fare, solid and hearty, but Ned seemed to have lost his appetite. “Hatton seems a decent sort. If you were to withdraw –”
 
   “I can’t do that.” Ned set his fork down hard. “It would be failing a client.”
 
   “It’s Victor Nevett, for God’s sake,” Julian said. “You don’t owe him anything.”
 
   “He’s still my client. He hired me to find out who killed his father. Yes, he was a bully at school but you can’t hold that against him forever.”
 
   “Oh, can’t I?”
 
   “Well, I can’t.” Ned took a determined bite of his chop.
 
   “He bullied anyone he thought he could get away with,” Julian said. “He knocked you about, beat you bloody –”
 
   “We were schoolboys. “ Ned didn’t look up from his plate. “It was years ago. Only a fool and a weakling would let it bother him now.”
 
   Julian sat back as though he’d been slapped. If that was what Ned believed –
 
   “If I withdraw – Hatton’s a good man, but he’s got other cases to worry about,” Ned went on, heedless. “And Carruthers won’t be the slightest bit of help. Victor wants it to be that poor mouse of a maid, and everyone else wants it to be a burglar, and no one seems to care that someone in that house is a murderer. And I’m damn sure that if I don’t find out who did it, it’s just a matter of time before he decides to solve another problem exactly the same way. And that death will be on my conscience.” He fixed Julian with a sudden fierce glare. “Tell me I’m wrong.”
 
   “I can’t,” Julian said, after a moment. “I think you’re right. And you know I’ll help you. Any way I can.”
 
   “Thank you.” Ned blinked hard at the remains of his meal.
 
   Julian took a careful breath. “I had a word with my friend Bolster today. I asked him about Ellis’s mission.”
 
   “Oh, yes?” Ned still didn’t look up, but his voice was steadier.
 
   “He gives it a good name, which I admit surprised me.” He went on for a bit, repeating Bolster’s information, and was pleased to see Ned relax enough to finish most of his dinner. He debated suggesting brandy, but Ned still looked a little gray. As if to prove it, he shook his head at the waiter’s offer of a pudding, and refused the cheese as well. They paid their bills in silence, collected their hats, and threaded their way through the tables to the door. If it had been a normal evening, Julian would have invited him home, but the shadow of their last meeting still hung over him.
 
   “I’ll walk back with you, shall I?” he said instead, and Ned nodded.
 
   “By all means. Have a brandy with me, if you’d like.”
 
   “Yes,” Julian said.
 
   It wasn’t far to Ned’s lodgings, a neat, well-kept house with the steps freshly washed and the trim newly painted and the curtains stiff and clean in every window. Ned let them into his parlor without attracting his landlady’s attention, and stripped off hat and coat before turning to the decanter. Julian took the offered glass, and, after a moment’s hesitation, joined Ned on the sofa, sitting scrupulously at the opposite end. Mrs Clewett had opened the window to catch the evening breeze, and the air was cool and pleasant.
 
   “Did Corinthian win?” Julian asked, not quite at random, and Ned looked up frowning.
 
   “What?”
 
   “The horse, the one in the agony column. Did it win?”
 
   Ned laughed softly. “Only you would refer to the 9-5 favorite in the Mayor’s Plate as ‘that horse in the agony column.’ Yes, he won. And I think you were right, it was someone laying off his bets. There was a rumor that Macgregor had gotten himself in trouble over bets he took before Corinthian won the ’Cap, but he paid out all right.”
 
   Julian sipped his brandy, drawing out the conversation, and Ned seemed glad to talk about horses and cricket, shifting on the cushions to sketch out various clever plays until they were sitting almost side by side. Their glasses were empty, too, and Julian rose to his feet without being asked, fetched the decanter to refill them. He settled closer to Ned this time, and put a cautious arm around his shoulders. For an instant, he thought Ned would pull away, but then he sighed, and rested his head against Julian’s shoulder.
 
   “God, it’s been a day.”
 
   Julian patted his shoulder, afraid of breaking the mood with the wrong word. Ned closed his eyes, sprawling comfortably, and Julian shifted again to take his weight. They sat that way for a bit, the light fading, and finally Ned said softly, “It wasn’t that bad, you know. It’s nothing to take account of now.”
 
   Julian closed his lips tightly over several things he might have said. Instead, he gave Ned’s shoulders a quick squeeze, and sat up. “You should go to bed.”
 
   Ned blinked at him. “I suppose I ought.”
 
   “And I should go home,” Julian said. “I’m meeting Wynchcombe in the morning to deal with his automaton.”
 
   “Ah. Yes.” Ned pushed himself to his feet. “I’ll let you out, then.”
 
   “Thanks.” Julian collected himself, shrugging on coat and hat, and followed Ned down the front stairs. In the dark of the hall, Ned fumbled for a moment with the latch, and Julian dared to touch his cheek. He wanted rather desperately to kiss him, but that was too great a risk.
 
   “Good night, Ned,” he said instead, and headed out into the street. The omnibuses were still running on the Tottenham Court Road; if he hurried, and didn’t look back, he’d be home in plenty of time.
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   “All right,” Ned said, putting his feet up on the visitor’s chair. It was just after nine, and most prospective clients weren’t energetic enough to begin the business day that early. “Let’s think this through.”
 
   The quickest way to be done with the Nevett case was to solve it, and that was what he was determined to do. The only way was to approach it like any other professional problem, to be untangled patiently and with as much of a will as he could manage. He was a grown man and a trained professional, although it was troubling how often lately he’d felt the need to reassure himself of both.
 
   Miss Frost at least seemed enthusiastic about talking the case through. He had been a bit concerned that she’d be squeamish about being involved with a murder investigation, but she seemed to find it more diverting than her usual tasks.
 
   “It must have been someone who was in the house at dinnertime,” he went on. “Of the people who were there – the servants, the family, and the dinner guests – we still don’t know which of them had reason to kill Nevett. I’m getting the impression that none of them were on very good terms with him, but presumably only one of them did it.”
 
   “Unless they were in it together,” Miss Frost said.
 
   “It’s hard to imagine any of them cooperating that long,” Ned said. “Victor and Mrs Victor, maybe. And Mrs Nevett seems fond of Freddie. But frankly right now it’s all guesswork.”
 
   “You don’t think it was the girl?”
 
   “It seems hard to credit, for any number of reasons.” Ned shook his head. “But it’s all murky. Let’s consider a different question. Whocould have done it? Either it was someone who knew enough metaphysics to work out how to do it and then perform the enchantment, or there’s a professional involved.”
 
   “There are kits and the like,” Miss Frost said doubtfully.
 
   “Not with handy curses for murdering your relations written out, or at least I hope not. I’ve seen traps for burglars, and I suppose you could do something with that, but to modify one to kill Nevett and only Nevett… no, it won’t do. You’d need to know as much metaphysics to turn a burglar-trap to your purposes as you would to simply enchant the thing yourself. More, possibly.”
 
   “Could any of them have done it on their own?”
 
   “I can’t imagine either Victor or Reggie coming up with it out of their heads,” Ned said. “We learned a bit at Toms’, but mostly theory – they didn’t want us experimenting on one another, strangely enough. And I doubt either of them touched the stuff once they went up to Oxford. They were out to pass, and that was all. Freddie took a third in something, I think, but it certainly wasn’t metaphysics.” He shook his head. “I can’t see any of them doing it without consulting a professional.”
 
   Her eyebrows went up. “Who provided them with an enchantment for murder?”
 
   “It might not have been that straightforward. Lessons, maybe, or maybe they got the pieces of it and managed to put it together – yes, that’s dicey, but there’s such a thing as beginner’s luck.” Ned shrugged. “But I don’t think we can rule it out entirely, can we? There are chemists who’ve sold poisons and solicitors who’ve forged wills.”
 
   “You don’t think it could have been one ofus,” Miss Frost said, and for the first time she looked a little taken aback. “Not a member of the Commons, or any of the clerks, surely?”
 
   “More likely some back-alley charlatan, but it’s worth ruling out,” Ned said. “I expect the pageboys might remember if any of the Nevetts have been seen about in recent weeks.”
 
   “They see a lot of clients.”
 
   “Yes, but they remember names; it’s their job to recognize our regulars. For those of us who have regulars. And they’d certainly remember a lady.”
 
   “I expect they would,” she said, although she still sounded a bit skeptical.
 
   It was, at least, a place to start. He went to track down the various pageboys who ran errands for the Commons, armed with a pocket full of pennies to jog their memories. By the end of the morning, though, he had to admit defeat.
 
   No one remembered seeing any of the Nevetts besides Victor, and the only occasion anyone could remember seeing Victor was when he’d come to consult Ned. The few ladies they’d seen in the week before the murder were regular clients or wives of Commons members, all well-known to the boys, with the exception of one white-haired old woman and one ginger-haired woman with a baby in arms
 
   “Do you want me to tell you if I do see any Nevetts, then?” Bob asked, one hand held out as if hoping another penny would materialize.
 
   “I do, actually,” Ned said, dispensing another penny on the off chance that it would be useful. “Or Mr Ellis. And you can run round and tell Miss Frost that I’m off to the Mission for the Education of the Employable Poor.”
 
   The place was as Julian had described it, an old brick house overshadowed by the warehouse behind it, with what looked like space for a narrow yard between, although it couldn’t get much sun. The neighborhood was a shabby one, and his clothes drew looks that might have been either hostile or speculative. It wasn’t one he’d care to linger in after dark, at least not dressed as he was.
 
   He knocked briskly at the front door, handing over his card to the maid who went to announce him and trying to gather his thoughts as he waited for her to return. The trick would be to persuade them that his intentions weren’t indecent, he thought, and wondered if it might not be better to start by asking after Sarah’s brother. He was still trying to figure out how to phrase his inquiries when the girl returned.
 
   “I’m afraid there’s no one who’s free to see you, Mr Mathey.”
 
   “I’m happy to wait,” Ned said.
 
   “I’m afraid you won’t find anyone free, sir,” the girl said, and shut the door firmly between them.
 
   Ned let out an exasperated breath. Ellis was there, then, or had been there before him and told the schoolmasters that Mr Mathey wasn’t to be admitted. He supposed it was to the man’s credit that he was protective of his charges, but under the circumstances it was also intensely frustrating.
 
   He considered the schoolyard, and his chances of speaking to a pupil, but there was no way in without passing through gates that were likely to be locked, and he’d be a sinister and conspicuous figure even if he scaled the wall. Not that it wouldn’t be conspicuous to start with to climb schoolyard walls in his frock coat and top hat.
 
   What he needed was someone who wouldn’t look as painfully out of place as he did. He took a cab back to the Commons, hoping that Victor Nevett did intend to pay his expenses as agreed, given the amount he was spending in cab fare, and hunted up Bob again.
 
   He found the boy in the cramped room belowstairs that the pageboys used as their retreat; it was cluttered with tin dinner pails and reading material of various kinds. Some dog-eared books on metaphysics had made their way down there, and the boys were encouraged to make use of their free time in improving reading, but he saw more picture papers in evidence, as well as the familiar pink sheets of theSporting Times.
 
   Bob scrambled up. “It’s my dinner break, sir,” he said, offering the slab of bread and butter in his hand as evidence. “Ollie and Frank ought to be upstairs.” He was a skinny boy, his hair curling in unruly directions despite being closely cropped.
 
   “I’m not scolding,” Ned said. “I’ve an errand that I need run, a bit out of the usual way. There’s a shilling in it for you, though, and another if you can find out what I need to know.”
 
   The boy’s eyes lit. “Is it about the murder, sir?”
 
   Ned supposed that it was common knowledge that he’d taken on a murder case, and was getting the impression that it made him something of a celebrity belowstairs. “In a roundabout way. I need you to go to the Mission for the Education of the Employable Poor, on Gill Street, at some time when you’re free. Go round to the kitchen door, and tell them you’ve a letter for Bill Doyle, who was a student there.”
 
   “Where’s the letter?”
 
   “There isn’t a letter. But see if you can find out an address for him. It’s likely he’s gone into service. If they say they don’t know, don’t let them fetch one of the teachers. Take your leave, and then see if you can hang round the schoolyard gate and ask one of the students instead.”
 
   “The other boys would be more likely to know to start with, wouldn’t they?”
 
   “Maybe, but you may find some of the students or former students working in the kitchen to start with. It’s the sort of school that trains you up for service. I’ll let you use your own judgment. Just get me an address if you can, and don’t say I sent you.”
 
   “I could say it was a mysterious stranger,” Bob said.
 
   Ned held up a restraining hand. “Better not to say at all. Just say that you’ve got a letter to deliver.”
 
   He left Bob looking thoroughly pleased with his mission, only hoping that the boy wouldn’t embroider his story too much. It wouldn’t help to make it sound like something out of a melodrama. There was nothing to be done about that, though, so he went to find a lunch of his own and hoped for the best.
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   Julian slept badly, and, on the whole, was relieved he couldn’t remember his dreams. He made himself finish his breakfast, hoping the kippers would make up for the lack of sleep, and sent a note to Albert asking him to meet at King’s Cross at noon. After only a moment’s hesitation, he prepared himself another enchantment, red ink on gold paper and the signs of Mars, all for energy, and dissolved it in the last of his coffee. He drank it down, feeling the heat in his belly spreading outward, driving the exhaustion from his limbs. He’d pay for it later, if he wasn’t careful, but if the job went well – and there was no reason to think it wouldn’t – he could make an early night of it. When he was sure the enchantment had taken hold, he put on his second-best suit, collected his lead-weighted walking stick, and walked north toward King’s Cross.
 
   It didn’t take him long to find Murtaugh’s workshop, housed on the first floor of a curio dealer’s not far from the station. He bought a newspaper, sat for a bit in the coffee shop across the street to read it, watching the building out of the corner of his eye. He picked out Murtaugh’s staff quickly enough, a pair of obvious mechanics, toolboxes in hand, a shabby clerk, another man who might have been either clerk or mechanic but was big enough to be trouble in a fight, a woman and a girl hurrying from the omnibus stop. He didn’t think any of them was Murtaugh himself, but he was beginning to suspect that Murtaugh lived above his workshop. The second and third floors would make a decent flat. When he was sure he’d seen the last of them go in, he folded his paper, considering. He didn’t think Murtaugh was likely to make a fight of it, given what Bolster had said, and the neighborhood was decent, likely to call for the constables if there was trouble. The stick would be protection enough.
 
   And that meant all that remained was to be sure the Murtaugh had the plans. He pondered a moment longer, shaking his head at the waiter when he came to ask if there was anything more, then paid his bill and strolled out of the coffee shop, feeling his gait change as he settled on his story.
 
   There were a few automata in the window of the curio shop – a pair of toasting forks, a trio of monkeys dressed as Italian street musicians, an egg-cooker similar to his own – and he glanced curiously at them, wondering if the egg-cooker actually worked. The door to Murtaugh’s shop was beyond, just a small brass-plated sign to declare its presence. Julian took a deep breath and started up the stairs.
 
   There was a single door on the landing, with a narrow pane of etched glass and Murtaugh’s name in peeling paint. Julian pushed it open, the bell clattering, and came into a narrow shop area with a tall counter and a door behind it that opened into the workroom. It was bright, with wide windows to catch as much sunlight as possible; by comparison, the windowless shop was dim, the gaslights burning low. There was a single automaton on a shelf, a ballet dancer in silk and spangles, and a thick ledger on the counter, presumably the order book.
 
   “May I help you, sir?” That was a clerk Julian had seen earlier, short and balding, steel-framed glasses perched on his nose.
 
   “I hope so,” Julian said. “I was recommended to Mr Murtaugh in particular as the source of certain – specialty items.”
 
   A faintly weary look crossed the clerk’s face. “Very good, sir. I’ll fetch him.”
 
   Julian rested his elbow on the counter, balancing the stick idly in his right hand. A moment later, an older man appeared in the doorway, in shirtsleeves and sleeve protectors, a jeweler’s loupe dangling from a chain around his neck.
 
   “You wanted to see me, Mr –”
 
   “Nevett,” Julian said, unable to resist. “Victor Nevett. You’re Murtaugh?”
 
   “That’s me.” He was handsome, with curly black hair and pale skin, his hands marked with mechanic’s calluses.
 
   “I was told you were a supplier of certain – novelty automata to gentlemen’s clubs,” Julian said. “I’m here to inquire about a particular model.”
 
   “We make quite a few items that match that description,” Murtaugh said. “Was there a particular item you had in mind?”
 
   “It’s not yet on the general market,” Julian said. “Or so I’m told. A shoe salesman with a lady customer.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   Julian had the sense that his income, his taste, and his sexual predilections had just been neatly docketed.
 
   “That’s a Jones and Wynchcombe piece,” Murtaugh went on. “I’m sorry, I can’t help you there.”
 
   “I know it’s a Jones and Wynchcombe,” Julian said, “and if the membership wanted to pay their prices, we would. I was told you offered the chance to – avoid that.”
 
   “That’s a very fine piece of machinery,” Murtaugh said. “And, as you say, it’s not on the general market yet. I don’t know that the price would be so very much less.”
 
   “But you can do it?” Julian asked. Murtaugh nodded slowly. “Then let’s discuss the price.”
 
   They haggled for a while, settling finally on six guineas complete and clothed, to be delivered three weeks from the day, and Julian signed Victor Nevett’s name to the order book with a certain sense of satisfaction. He let himself back down the staircase, careful to keep in character until he was out of sight of the workshop. Only then did he check his watch, and head for King’s Cross.
 
   Albert was already in the waiting room, tapping one foot nervously on the tiled floor, and started to his feet at Julian’s approach. “You’ve got him?”
 
   “I’ve found the man, and I have proof that he’s selling your device,” Julian answered. “There’s plenty there for a successful prosecution.”
 
   “Too much money and trouble,” Albert answered. “I want my plans back, and then – well, he’ll copy it in the end, no doubt, but by then we’ll have had the best of the market.”
 
   Julian shook his head, but he recognized that Albert had made up his mind. He led the way back through the dusty streets, dodging wagons and the scramble of workers on their lunch, nodded to the door with its tarnished plaque. Albert gave him a grin, and started up the stairs. Julian followed, the weighted stick ready in his hand.
 
   It took a moment longer for anyone to answer the bell this time, and it wasn’t the clerk, but the woman Julian had seen earlier.
 
   “Sir?” she said, warily, and Albert gave a rather unnerving smile.
 
   “I’d like to see Mr Murtaugh, please.”
 
   “Yes, sir. Who can I say – ?”
 
   “What is it, Annie?” Murtaugh came out behind her, wiping his hands on a rag. His eyes narrowed, seeing Albert, and then Julian, and Albert’s smile widened.
 
   “Mr Murtaugh. I’m Albert Wynchcombe.”
 
   “Hell and damnation.” Murtaugh looked from one to the other, shook his head slowly. “Serves me right for not checking references.” He saw the woman hovering, and waved her away. “Don’t worry, Annie, it’s all right. Get back to work.”
 
   She slipped silently past him, and Murtaugh shook his head. “But it’s not a prosecution, then, is it? You wouldn’t need to be here if it was.”
 
   “It ought to be,” Julian said, in spite of himself, and both Albert and Murtaugh gave him a look.
 
   “Not unless you force me to it, Mr Murtaugh,” Albert said. “But I do want my plans back, and an agreement that you won’t be making this particular model any more.”
 
   It took the better part of the afternoon, and some rather bad beer from the corner pub, to hammer out the agreement, but in the end Albert handed over a sheaf of banknotes and received in return his stolen plans. Albert was in an excellent temper as they hailed a cab and started back to the Strand and his hotel.
 
   “Because it’s less than I’d expected to pay, in the end,” he said, with satisfaction, “and I think he’ll keep his word, at least long enough for us to get ours onto the market first. And our name will make all the difference. You’ll join me, won’t you, for – well, early tea, I suppose it’ll be, now?”
 
   Julian agreed, and they were soon settled into one of the first-floor drawing rooms, the curtains drawn against the afternoon sun. Despite the hour, Albert ordered a pint of champagne, and they toasted each other over a plate of sandwiches and savories.
 
   “You’ll send me your bill directly,” Albert said. “Believe me, I appreciate your work.”
 
   “I still think you should have prosecuted,” Julian said, and Albert shook his head.
 
   “Same old Lynes.”
 
   The waiter brought another plate of toasted cheese, and Albert leaned back with a contented sigh.
 
   “He’ll try it again, you know,” Julian said.
 
   “Not without our plans,” Albert said. “There wasn’t anything in that shop that wasn’t a copy, and I’ve sorted that part out already.” He wiped a string of cheese from his neat beard. “Damn. You’d think we were back at school.”
 
   Julian was almost overwhelmed by the memory, chill days of fog and drizzle and toasted cheese for tea, all the boys of Martyr’s lined up neatly at their table, and Wynchcombe trying to get control of a strand of cheese before a prefect chose to notice.
 
   “Do you remember the Nevetts?” he asked.
 
   Albert looked up sharply. “I certainly remember Victor. And Reggie, of course. He wasn’t a bad sort.”
 
   “Not like Victor,” Julian said, in spite of himself. He winced inwardly, waiting for Albert to dismiss the words.
 
   “There was a bad apple.” Albert gave him a deprecating glance. “Do you know, when I heard he was at Hoare’s, I took my account to Seale’s. At least I don’t mind seeing Reggie on occasion.”
 
   “I didn’t really know him,” Julian said.
 
   “Well, you wouldn’t have,” Albert said. “He wasn’t clever, not like you were, and he wasn’t a sportsman. I always felt a bit sorry for him, having to deal with Victor at home as well as at school. Since I moved my banking to Seale’s, we’ve kept in touch – I stay at his club when I’m in town on my own.” He paused. “Didn’t I read that their father died recently?”
 
   “He was murdered,” Julian said. “Someone cursed a candlestick to fall on him in his own study – it’s not funny, Wynchcombe.”
 
   “Sorry.” Albert struggled to suppress his smile. “But when you put it like that – and then I was thinking how nice if it had been Victor.” He shook his head, the smile fading. “Poor Reggie. I hope this isn’t going to be too awkward for him.”
 
   “Mathey did some work for the dead man,” Julian said. “And now Victor’s hired him to find out who killed his father.” He gave a quick summary of the case, and Albert whistled softly.
 
   “That’s can’t be easy.”
 
   “Mathey says that it was all a long time ago and shouldn’t really matter,” Julian said.
 
   Albert snorted. “Well, he would, wouldn’t he?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “That’s Mathey all over, never going to admit that anything can outface him. But it can’t be very nice to have to work for the man.” Albert gave a shamefaced shrug. “I won’t even bank where Victor Nevett works, and he treated the pair of you far worse than he ever treated me. Although, I suppose he might have mellowed.”
 
   “Not that I could see,” Julian said. “Still the same bullying –”
 
   Albert shook his head, his face momentarily bleak. “I’d think twice now before I sent a son of mine away to school. It’s not something I’d want to put a boy through. But Mathey’s right, we’re not schoolboys any more, and we don’t have to crawl to Victor Nevett. Though it was Staniforth who really had it in for you, wasn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.” Julian’s mouth went dry, and he drained the last of his champagne. “But, as you say, it was a long time ago.”
 
   Albert nodded, accepting the rebuff. “You still see quite a bit of Mathey, then?”
 
   “Since he took chambers at the Commons – it’s nice to have an old friend in Town.”
 
   “Still as popular with the ladies?”
 
   Was there a warning in Albert’s voice? Or was it sympathy? “I don’t know that he’s had much time for that,” Julian said warily. “He had to borrow quite a bit to buy his practice, you know. He’s working hard.”
 
   “Ah, well, I daresay he’ll find someone someday. He chased them hard enough.”
 
   It was definitely sympathy, and Julian took a careful breath. “You don’t ask about me.”
 
   Albert paused. “I never thought you were the marrying kind.”
 
   “No.” Julian met his eyes squarely, and Albert gave a shrug and a half-smile.
 
   “No business of mine, old man.”
 
   “Well…”
 
   Albert looked past him, rising to his feet. “Violet, my dear. You remember Mr Lynes.”
 
   “I do,” she said. She was short and plump and lightly freckled, with hair the color of straw under a neat and flattering hat. Julian couldn’t help smiling as he rose to take her offered hand, but declined the invitation to join them for dinner. He had other work of his own, he said, and suspected they had other plans for their last night in London. Violet blushed charmingly at that, and admitted that they did have tickets to the Criterion. Julian wished them a pleasant evening and an easy journey home, and indulged himself in a cab back to Coptic Street.
 
   Mrs Digby had cleaned, more or less, though there was an indignant note on his desk about unfriendly plants, which perplexed him until he turned up the gas and saw that the tendril of foliage he’d retrieved from Ned’s trouser-leg had somehow managed to take root between the sofa cushions. It had put out a pair of spiky leaves and a somewhat optimistic bud, which gave him enough to identify it asUrtica mordax, biting nettle, and sent him looking for his winter gloves before he tried to deal with it. He freed it from the sofa with some difficulty, and settled it into an empty glass. Potter’sCare and Feeding proclaimed that it would nourish itself on small insects as long as it was gently watered, and also suggested slivered ham if insects were lacking. He fetched water from the bathroom and placed the glass on the table where it would have a chance to get at any flies, then poured himself a small glass of brandy and stretched out on the sofa. The morning’s enchantment had worn off long ago, and the busy day and the lack of sleep the night before was threatening to overcome him.
 
   It was a relief, though, that Albert wasn’t exactly sanguine about the Nevetts. At least he didn’t think Julian was weak for still being angry – and Albert had gone so far as to take his money out of the bank where Victor worked. It might not be reasonable, but he wasn’t alone. He set aside the brandy, rested one arm over his eyes. Yes, everyone said that their school was bad, but Toms’ – it had been different, especially the first two years.
 
   The memory came out of nowhere, the stink of snuffed candles and the hiss of the single gas jet, the worn carpet beneath his knees, his back and buttocks still stinging from the cane. And Staniforth with his trousers open, presenting his erection, Noyes and Larriby waiting their turns.Kiss the rod, Lynes…
 
   He jerked upright, the old feelings of shame and arousal warring in him, swore as he kicked the brandy over. He picked up the glass and found a rag to mop up the spilled liquor, then turned the lights up as high as they would go. For a moment, he thought about another enchantment, but refilled his brandy glass instead, and reached forCare and Feeding. He would read aboutUrtica mordax and not think of other things.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Ned collected Miss Frost on his way to the Commons dining room, wanting to talk out his next moves. “If you don’t feel it’s too improper,” he said.
 
   She smiled a bit wryly, if she felt he were being naïve. “It’s a crowded dining room,” she said. “And no one will think anything they don’t already.”
 
   “I’m sorry for that,” Ned said after a moment.
 
   She shrugged. “My mother tells me often enough that I should have been a clerk for a life-insurance company,” she said. “There’s a very nice one she’s heard of with a separate lunchroom for ladies, and everything arranged so that you never have to be alone with a man. I don’t expect you to do anything about her.”
 
   “Why didn’t you?”
 
   “I’m not interested in life insurance,” she said. “If you’re ready, Mr Mathey?”
 
   “I am, Miss Frost.”
 
   The dining room was busy, most of the tables occupied by the older members of the Commons who preferred it to the pub. Miss Frost attracted notice but not complaints; the membership had voted several years previously to allow women in the dining room at lunch, although not in the evenings as a general rule, except for ceremonial banquets at which wives were expected to make an appearance.
 
   The waiter settled them at a table against one wall, a rather cramped one far from any breath of fresh air, but all Ned could expect given his status. In the winter, he preferred to stick to Blandings, where it was possible to get a table reasonably near the fire, if only by bribery.
 
   The waiter fetched Ned’s knife, engraved with his initials, along with the menus, and Ned set it momentarily beside the rest of the cutlery, expecting to have to hand it over chivalrously to Miss Frost. Owing to an unfortunate curse that had at one point afflicted knives “belonging to the Commons,” members were required to provide their own, and Ned hadn’t put up more than the requisite one. That made having guests a bit awkward, and while Julian had seemed willing enough to dissect his dinner with a penknife on the one occasion he’d eaten there, he couldn’t expect that of a lady.
 
   Miss Frost unpacked a set of picnic cutlery from her reticule with cool aplomb, however, and Ned was grateful not to be forced to limit himself to courses that could be eaten with spoon and fork. He ordered the vermicelli soup, despite its tendency to be spiced at random, cold beef and blackberry tart, while she chose the soup and lobster salad.
 
   “Suppose you were hiring servants,” Ned said. “Where would you look for them?”
 
   “Word of mouth is best,” Miss Frost said.
 
   “But short of that. Assuming Miss Doyle is looking for a new place…”
 
   “A registry office, then.”
 
   The soup arrived in soup plates painted with moving snakes that slithered gracefully around the rims of the bowls in endless circles, biting their own tails; it didn’t particularly make up for the fact that the soup tasted perplexingly of cinnamon.
 
   “My theory is that they’re trying metaphysical correspondences in the kitchen,” Miss Frost said. “In five years, they’ll have created a soup that keeps itself warm at the small price of tasting like asafoetida and pickled onions.”
 
   “Spirit lamps might be more to the point,” Ned said. “Or might set the tables on fire. That’s better kept at Blandings. Any particular registry office?”
 
   “Whatever’s close to hand, I expect. Some are better than others. She’d have to give the address of the last place she worked and say they’d give her a good character to get on the books, though.”
 
   “That’s not likely, unless she gave the mission. Which I suppose she might have. It doesn’t seem from everything I’ve heard of her that she’s the type to forge a letter of reference, anyway, even if she can write well enough, which I don’t know.”
 
   “You’d be surprised at the number of young wives who can’t write a sensible letter,” Miss Frost said. “But she wouldn’t necessarily have to. She’s young enough that she could claim she was looking to go into service for the first time, as a maid-of-all-work, and the registries don’t always ask for references from them. They just let them sit on benches, all in a row, and you look them over and ask whatever questions you want of the one you want to hire.”
 
   “Can you tell much from that?”
 
   “Hardly,” she said. “They might well steal your tea and smash your dishes, but on the other hand, you might be a harridan who screams at them and never gives them an evening out, or worse, so it’s a bit of a gamble both ways. My mother used to do a bit for MABYS – the Metropolitan Association for Befriending Young Servants, that is. Benefit teas and that sort of thing…”
 
   She looked awkward for a moment. Ned had gotten the impression that she and her mother had come down in the world when her father died, although precisely why remained a mystery. He guessed that even if her mother brought in a bit of money through embroidery or playing social secretary she wouldn’t describe herself asworking, while Miss Frost was frank about the fact that she had to earn her own living.
 
   Miss Frost busied herself with her soup for a moment, possibly to pass off her expression as a result of the cooking, and then went on. “I suppose Miss Doyle might have gone to them, if she knew they existed. They’re really more for girls coming straight from the workhouse, but they’re a lot of soft touches, and if she played up how sad it all was, someone might have found her a place.”
 
   “I’m not sure she’s the type to play up anything.”
 
   “Probably not,” Miss Frost said. “But you don’t get far waiting timidly for someone to offer you a position.”
 
   She had, in fact, knocked at Ned’s door the afternoon he moved into chambers at the Commons, bearing both impeccable letters of reference from her university tutors and a typewriter in a mock-alligator case. He’d hired her largely on the strength of approving of audacity, but he suspected she was right that Sarah Doyle would stick to more established methods.
 
   The waiter replaced their soup bowls with plates. “You didn’t need the knife,” Ned pointed out as she poked exploratorily at her lobster salad with a fork.
 
   “No, but if I hadn’t brought mine, you’d have given me yours, and then I’d have gotten to watch you eat cold beef with a fork,” she said. “Which would have been entertaining, but probably unkind.”
 
   The beef would indeed not have yielded to a fork, and yielded only reluctantly to being sawn apart with a knife. “How many servants’ registry offices are there in the city?”
 
   “A couple of dozen?” she ventured, and then saw his expression. “There can’t be more than a handful near Limehouse, though.”
 
   Examination of the business directory in Ned’s chambers made it closer to a hundred employment registry offices than two dozen, although many were for trades and professions unrelated to domestic service.
 
   “Or we could try scrying,” he said. Miss Frost looked as dubious as he felt. It had never been a particular talent of his, and it was tricky in the best of circumstances. All the same, he laid the pillowcase out of his desk hopefully, unfolded a city map over it, and began constructing the enchantment.
 
   It took a few minutes to work out how best to specify that he was looking for the sleeper who’d last rested her head on the pillowcase, and he shook his head at the stilted grammar that resulted. He wasn’t getting marks for elegance, he told himself, and sketched the enchantment in the air.
 
   For a moment, nothing happened, and then a faint glow shimmered over a hands-width of the map. It included Limehouse, and a generous portion of the rest of the city as well.
 
   Miss Frost shook her head. “At least it narrows it down?”
 
   It did, at least. Ned made a note of the registry offices that were in that part of the city, and also took down the address of the largest MABYS branch from Miss Frost.
 
   “I expect she’d have gone to her brother, though,” she said.
 
   “And she might well have. She might be at Mr Ellis’s mission, for all we know, but suppose she isn’t and she didn’t? Or suppose she did run to her brother, but he’s in service and can’t do more for her than give her a few shillings and a shoulder to cry on? I expect she’ll be looking for work somewhere.” He shrugged. “Besides, I hate sitting around and waiting.”
 
   “I would never have guessed,” Miss Frost said.
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   After several hours spent and far too many shillings gone in cab fare, Ned began to suspect that waiting might have been the better option.
 
   “You’re sure you haven’t got a Sarah Doyle on your books?” he asked for what felt like the thousandth time that day. He was trying to give the impression of a hapless husband sent out to negotiate a process he barely understood, which under the circumstances was easy enough. “Mrs Mathey said she’d heard she was a reliable girl, and it’s so hard to know…”
 
   “No Sarah Doyle,” Mrs Vickers behind the desk said, closing her ledger with a snap. She was a faded-looking woman with clothes that were cheap but aggressively neatly ironed. “We’ve got several parlormaids on the registry, though, very reliable all of them.”
 
   “Any trained at the Mission for the Education of the Employable Poor? I think that’s where she got her training.”
 
   “I don’t believe so,” she said, opening the ledger again grudgingly and flipping pages. “You’ll find that references from the past employer are better to judge from, though. Some of those schools don’t teach the first practical thing. All sums and geography and Bible verses, and then the girls can’t make a bed or peel potatoes. But, no, there’s no one who put down that they got their training at that particular establishment.”
 
   “What about the girls in there?” He nodded toward the door to the back parlor.
 
   “Are you looking for a trained parlormaid, Mr Mathey, or a maid-of-all-work? Have you got a housemaid at all?”
 
   “Not at present,” he said. “We’re still living with her parents, you see, and I’ve promised her I’d arrange things…”
 
   Mrs Vickers shook her head, looking as if she pitied his fictitious wife. “You might send Mrs Mathey down herself,” she said. “She might have a better idea what you’re looking for.”
 
   “If I might just have a word with the girls…”
 
   “None of them said they were a Doyle,” Mrs Vickers said. “If you want to have a talk with them, it’s five shillings, and ten if you hire one. Mind you, I’ll be watching to see that your propositions are decent.”
 
   “Mrs Vickers. You wound me.”
 
   “You’d be surprised,” she said. “It’s not easy finding a place in this city, Mr Mathey, and when gentlemen come around offering high wages for little work, it’s not always their parlors they’re thinking need dusting. Yes, take offense if you like, but it’s me who has to sit behind this desk and hear it day after day.”
 
   “No offense taken,” Ned said. “If I might just look in and ask if any of them is Sarah Doyle, or knows of her? Surely that’s not five shillings of your time?”
 
   “You’ve already taken up at least a shilling’s worth,” she said.
 
   “So I have,” Ned said, and handed it over obligingly.
 
   Mrs Vickers snorted. “Very well, one question, and then off with you. This is no place for gentlemen, as your wife ought to know.”
 
   She opened the parlor door for him, and said in a brisk tone that suggested she was used to making under-servants step lively, “Mr Mathey here is looking for a Sarah Doyle. Do any of you know such a person? Speak up, now.”
 
   There was a general chorus of denial, although a couple of the youngest girls only shook their heads. The girls were sitting in two rows on benches, and while one of them had a magazine open on her lap and one had a basket of mending, most looked as if they planned on no other occupation than sitting there until someone might hire them.
 
   “There,” Mrs Vickers said, shutting the door firmly. “That’s done, then. If there’s anything else, Mr Mathey?”
 
   “I don’t suppose you’ve anyone on the books who knows anything about metaphysics?” he asked.
 
   Her eyebrows rose. “Not likely. What ever would you want that for?”
 
   “It seemed as if it might be useful. There was an article in one of the papers the other day about household metaphysics.” There had been, too, although he’d only skimmed it long enough to note that nearly all the uses it proposed for metaphysics in the home were imaginative at best and hazardous at worst. If householders really took to attempting to clean their chimneys by enchantment, there would be considerably more work for the fire department.
 
   “I’ve heard that some gentlemen who keepextensive staffs find it useful to have a butler or a housekeeper with some knowledge of household enchantments,” Mrs Vickers conceded, although her tone made it clear that she’d assessed his finances and stage in life and didn’t consider him possibly in the market for such a thing. “That’s above what we generally handle here, though.” She regarded him with considerable skepticism. “If that’s what you’re looking for, I might have the name of an agency…”
 
   “That wouldn’t be the sort of thing a housemaid would know, though?”
 
   Mrs Vickers shook her head. “Whatever good would it do them? Ladies and gentlemen don’t want their girls messing about with enchantments in their house, Mr Mathey. A girl who can sweep a floor properly doesn’t need hocus, and a girl who breaks things and tries to cover it up with magic would be found out and given the sack soon enough. I’ve had one or two through here that claimed some knowledge of that kind, but I told them soon enough it wouldn’t do them any good, any more than being able to play the piano, and I’ve heard them claim that, too, as if it were a useful skill. Ladies don’t want that sort of thing from a housemaid, Mr Mathey; they want a girl who knows her work and knows her place.”
 
   “The girls who claimed they knew something of metaphysics. Did any of them come by recently?”
 
   “No, the last was a year ago at least. I do recommend that you send Mrs Mathey to see us,” she said. “I think you’ll find she’ll be clearer in her mind about what’s needed, her being the one who’ll have the running of the house.”
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   He made his way back to the Commons feeling footsore and discouraged. It hadn’t helped to describe Sarah at any of the registry offices he’d visited, as the city was apparently full of slight fair girls seeking work as maidservants. He couldn’t find anyone who remembered Sarah Doyle, but if she’d presented herself under a false name, he might have just missed her anywhere he’d been.
 
   He hadn’t had any better luck at MABYS, which had been full of bustling and rather intimidating young women. He’d told a slightly more truthful story there, saying that he’d seen the girl turned off unfairly for breaking a dish at dinner when he’d seen plainly that the accident wasn’t her fault, and that he wanted to offer her a position to make up for it.
 
   That combined with introducing himself as a metaphysician had apparently persuaded the ladies of MABYS that he was a perfect target for their appeals, and he’d left with his case stuffed full of pamphlets on the scandalous condition of young women in domestic service, having promised to send them a donation as soon as he could consult his own ledgers to see what sum he could manage. They hadn’t heard any word of Sarah Doyle, though, although they did write down a list of local charities where she might have presented herself in search of a meal, a bed, or other humble necessities.
 
   “You look like you’ve been through the wars,” Miss Frost said when he returned to his office.
 
   “I’m afraid I’ve learned very little,” he said. “And I seem to have promised MABYS a contribution.”
 
   “They’re very good at twisting arms for subscriptions. They can smell fear.”
 
   He shook his head, dropping down heavily into a chair. “How does anyone ever hire household staff without some kind of disaster ensuing?”
 
   “They know what they’re doing?”
 
   “Point taken,” Ned said ruefully. “But it’s not as if there are instructional classes for men on how to keep up a house.”
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Miss Frost said. “I’m sure your future wife will take charge of all that.”
 
   “Assuming I didn’t wait for one?”
 
   “What would you need a house for, in that case? I’d be boarding somewhere myself, if it wouldn’t make my mother cry. Two rooms of your very own, and no cares in the world except the bill at the end of the month.” She looked wistful.
 
   It was true that he didn’t need a house of his own, and couldn’t afford one at the moment anyway, but he didn’t actually look forward to spending his life in lodgings. If he were to share a house, though, with someone congenial, surely managing the servants wouldn’t be an insurmountable obstacle.
 
   The vision of domestic tranquility threatened to resolve into a more particular improbable fantasy, one involving banning patent egg-cookers from the breakfast table, at least unless he was certain they wouldn’t decorate the ceiling with eggshell. He cut off any further thoughts in that direction as unwise to even consider.
 
   There was a knock at the door, and Bob opened it, his face flushed and his manner visibly excited. “I got an address, Mr Mathey. The cook at the mission said she thought Bill Doyle had gone into service as a footman, but one of the kitchen-maids said he’d left his place and was working as a waiter at Harley’s oyster-house, and that she knew because he’d come round and told her. And then the cook was going to have a row with her because she thought that…well, that the kitchen-maid was sweet on him, you know, and doing what she shouldn’t be, but I asked where Harley’s was, and she told me the street before the cook threw me out.” It was nearly all in one breath.
 
   “Well done,” Ned said sincerely, and pressed a shilling into the boy’s hand. “I’ll go round and see if I can speak to him.”
 
   “I already went, Mr Mathey, and asked where Bill the waiter lived, and said I had a letter for him from his dying grandmother as had to be put into his own hands,” the boy said. “And they told me where he lived, and I went there and knocked on the door of the room – there’s no one at the door there, not even a boy – and a girl answered, and I asked her if Bill Doyle lived there, and she said yes, and I said did he want his scissors repaired, and she said they didn’t have any scissors, so I went away again.”
 
   It took Ned a moment to take that all in. “A fair girl, not tall, maybe sixteen?”
 
   “She was,” the boy said, sounding immensely pleased with himself.
 
   “Why scissors?”
 
   “There was a story in the paper about men who come around asking to fix your scissors, only if you let them, they’ll put a curse on them so that they won’t open, and then charge you to take it off. And I couldn’t be selling matches or something, could I, without any matches to sell.”
 
   “Well done, again,” Ned said, and handed over another sixpence.
 
   “I’m not at all sure Miss Doyle is going to be very glad to see you,” Miss Frost said as Bob went out.
 
   “I’m certain that she won’t be,” Ned said, and hoped that he could persuade her that he had her best interests at heart.
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   There was not enough coffee in the world to erase the taste of the previous night’s dreams. Julian barricaded himself behind the newspapers while Mrs Digby cleared the breakfast dishes, trying to ignore her complaints, and wished he’d had the sense to indulge in an enchantment instead of the second brandy. His sleep still wouldn’t have brought real rest, cancelled out by the energy expended to write the enchantment, but at least there wouldn’t have been dreams of school. And Ned.
 
   “And I do not expect to be nipped at by a plant – a plant that is growing in the sofa cushions, mind you! That’s exactly why I don’t allow dogs in my house, and if my girl gives notice because of it, I’ll put the blame entirely on you, Mr Lynes.”
 
   Julian lowered the paper at that. Ned would simply smile and apologize and somehow all would be forgiven, but Julian had never had the knack of that. He said, “I’ve dealt with the plant, Mrs Digby. It’sUrtica mordax, biting nettle, and if you and Mina stay out of its reach, it won’t bother you.”
 
   She set the plates down with a clatter, put her hands on her hips “Mr Lynes. I do not permit pets in my house, particularly biting ones. I believe I made that very clear.”
 
   “It’s not a pet,” Julian said. “And it’s essentially harmless. The bite may sting a bit, but it can’t do you any real damage.”
 
   “I’ll not have it,” Mrs Digby said.
 
   Julian scowled. “It is a plant, Mrs Digby. It is a largely immobile species, and I have confined it to a glass, where I intend for it to stay. It eats flies and other vermin.”
 
   “Are you saying that my house is dirty?” Mrs Digby’s voice rose again.
 
   “Every house in London has flies,” Julian said. He paused, remembering Ned’s suggestion to compliment her now and then. “Yours is better than most.”
 
   Her eyebrows rose at that, though he couldn’t be entirely sure of her reaction.
 
   “In fact, when it’s larger, you might find a cutting useful in the kitchen,” he added, and to his surprise, she laughed.
 
   “And risk being bitten every time I walk past it? If I wanted that, Mr Lynes, I’d keep a cat.” She picked up the plates again. “Do you give me your word it isn’t going to go wandering around the house?”
 
   “I do, Mrs Digby.”
 
   “Very well. But if it bites anyone, out it goes.” With that parting shot, she sailed from the room. Embarrassingly, Julian felt better for the quarrel, and turned his attention to the agony column.
 
   He had no appointments scheduled for the day, and it was probably time he spent the day at home where potential clients could find him. He should also work out Albert’s bill and send that on its way, a necessary but vaguely unpleasant part of the business. In the meantime, there were the papers to finish.
 
   The knock at the door startled him out of his working-out of a slightly more complex cipher, and he looked up with a frown.
 
   “A person to see you, Mr Lynes,” Mrs Digby said.
 
   That meant a client, albeit a disreputable one, and Julian folded the paper hastily away. “Come in.”
 
   The door opened to admit a woman in rusty black, the bodice hastily dip-dyed to match the plain black skirt. Her gloves were black as well, and her black bonnet trailed a handful of equally black ribbons. Loss of a husband or parent, Julian thought, automatically, and realized that her face was familiar. She was the woman he’d seen at Murtaugh’s workshop, and he couldn’t help frowning in surprise.
 
   She stiffened slightly, and reached into her battered purse. “My name is Makins, Mr Lynes, Mrs Annie Makins. I’ve a letter of introduction from Mr Bolster.”
 
   Julian took the crumpled slip of paper, and gestured with his free hand to the client’s chair. “Please, do sit down, Mrs Makins.”
 
   She settled herself, gathering her skirts carefully around her, and Julian unfolded the note. On a quarter sheet, probably torn from the bottom of a bill, with a badly mended pen, Bolster had scrawled,Mrs Makins is a friend, and her husband was a colleague. Please give her the benefit of your advice. It was signed with his familiar complex monogram, and Julian set the note aside. “How may I help you, Mrs Makins?”
 
   “It’s my husband,” she said. “Joe. He dropped dead Sunday night and the doctor called it apoplexy, but I know that’s not right.”
 
   Julian hesitated. Several questions hovered on the tip of his tongue; he settled for the most innocuous. “Why did you come to me? You work for Mr Murtaugh – I wouldn’t have thought that would be a recommendation.”
 
   She met his gaze squarely. “You have a reputation, Mr Lynes, even Mick Murtaugh knows you. And Bolster says I can trust you.”
 
   “And what makes you think that your husband’s death wasn’t apoplexy?” He couldn’t think of any way to phrase the question that wouldn’t cause pain; better to be clear.
 
   “Two things.” She ticked them off on her fingers. “First, he was a remarkably healthy man. Never sick a day in his life, and he didn’t drink more than his due or smoke more than a pipe a day, and he never touched any of those paper drugs. That’s not the sort of man who drops dead on his own back doorstep. Second, he – he was a cracksman, Mr Lynes, same as Bolster, and he’d done a job that went sour somehow, that he was worried about.”
 
   “And you think someone involved with this job might have killed him?” Julian asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Mrs Makins said. “I found him, you see, crumpled up at our back door like he’d been knocked over the head. Cold he was by then, and stiff…” She shook herself. “But I know what a broken skull feels like, and his was whole. There wasn’t a mark on him, Mr Lynes. But I don’t believe it was an apoplexy.”
 
   “What did you say to the police?” Julian asked, though he suspected he knew the answer.
 
   She gave a fleeting grin. “What do you think? I told them he’d gone out for a pint and a smoke, and I hadn’t expected him back until late. But when I went out to the yard, there he was.”
 
   “Was it the police surgeon who called it apoplexy?”
 
   Mrs Makins nodded. “And who am I to argue with him? I couldn’t exactly tell him why.”
 
   “No,” Julian agreed. “Tell me about this job.”
 
   “I don’t know much,” she said. “Just that he was hired to crack a gentleman’s crib – the man who hired him wanted one particular thing, said Joe could keep anything else he could carry. Joe thought it sounded like a fair enough deal, but…” She shrugged. “Something didn’t go right, that’s all I know. Oh, he got the stuff, and fenced it easy, but – he wasn’t happy about it. And he wouldn’t tell me why.”
 
   “Did he usually confide in you?” Julian asked.
 
   “Some,” she said. “Not everything, of course, and I didn’t want to know everything. But I’d’ve expected him to tell me this.”
 
   “Did he say why he wouldn’t tell you?”
 
   She looked away. “He said there wasn’t anything wrong, and I should mind my own business.”
 
   “I see.” Julian laced his fingers together. It was always possible that she was mistaken, that there had been nothing wrong, and this was just grief and guilt at the loss of her husband, and there was the absence of any obvious injury to support that theory. Not that he particularly trusted the police surgeon, but Mrs Makins wouldn’t have missed anything. But there was something about her stance, the bleak anger lurking in her voice, that made him think she was probably right. And if she was – it was awkward, having to stand up against the police when Ned needed him to be conciliatory over the Nevett case. Of course, if he really wanted to break things off, this would be the perfect excuse… Except he didn’t want to. It was an inconvenient realization, and he was sure something showed on his face, because Mrs Makins’s chin lifted.
 
   “If you don’t want to take the job, Mr Lynes –”
 
   “Not at all,” he said. “I’m sorry, I was thinking how best to proceed. Forgive my bluntness, but – has the funeral been held?”
 
   She shook her head. “Not till Friday week. I get paid Saturday, and my brother’s promised to help with the rest.”
 
   Burial never came cheap. Julian nodded. “Where is the body?”
 
   Her mouth tightened, but she answered steadily enough. “At the cemetery. There’s a house there where they can keep the coffin until the burial. It’s sixpence a day, but we save the cost of bringing him from home. And Joe wouldn’t care. I doubt he’s been inside a church in ten years.” She rubbed her cheek. “I can swear there was no mark on him, Mr Lynes.”
 
   “I believe you,” Julian said. “No, my thought was to find out what did kill him, and specifically if there was enchantment involved, and to that end, I’d like to consult a colleague of mine. With your permission, of course.”
 
   “I can’t afford to double your fee,” she said. “Not on top of the funeral.”
 
   “Of course not,” Julian said. “Here’s what I propose. Mr Mathey and I will examine Mr Makins’s body, and see if we can find an unnatural cause of death, then I’ll report to you and we can determine the best course of action. I won’t expect to proceed unless we find something that we can act on.”
 
   “And your fee for that?” she asked.
 
   “Five shillings.” It would be a sizable piece of her week’s pay, Julian knew, but it would only make her suspicious of his motives to charge her any less.
 
   “Two now, and the rest when you tell me what you’ve found.”
 
   Julian nodded. “Agreed.”
 
   Mrs Makins reached into her purse again, and came out with the coins. Julian took them, wrote out a receipt, and she tucked it away. He wrote down her address as well, though she reminded him that she’d be easier to find at Murtaugh’s, and saw her to the door.
 
   He returned to his desk and pulled out a sheet of notepaper, wondering exactly how he’d managed to fall back into his old habits with Ned. It wasn’t as though he didn’t know better – Albert was right, Ned had always been popular with the ladies of the University, and as soon as he got on a better footing financially, he was bound to be in search of a wife. And if he did marry – there was no reason they couldn’t continue to work together, at the least, though Julian was fairly sure that Ned would end their relations as soon as he found a suitable young lady. Surely Julian could content himself with Platonic friendship – Platonic in the modern rather than the classical sense, and therein lay the problem. He wanted the entire banquet, not the crumbs of sexless friendship, especially when he would know all too well what he was missing. The entire thing was folly, and he should know better. And yet he couldn’t stop himself from smiling as he dipped his pen and wrote.My dear Mathey, I have a new job for us…
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   Another pageboy arrived with a handful of letters hard on the heels of Bob’s departure, damp from the first drops of what looked to become a steady rain. Miss Frost rifled through them quickly and handed over one of the letters as Ned gathered up his hat and case. “Here’s one from Mr Lynes,” she said.
 
   Ned ripped it open quickly and drew the letter out. “There’s a corpse Mr Lynes wants me to look at,” he said.
 
   “Another one?”
 
   “A Mr Makins, cause of death unknown.”
 
   “You do have an interesting practice,” she said as he refolded the letter and tucked it into his coat. He’d stop by and see Julian later, but he wasn’t about to let Sarah Doyle slip through his fingers if he could help it.
 
   “I don’t aspire to be a specialist in crime,” Ned said, although he couldn’t deny that he was beginning to feel like one.
 
   It was raining in earnest by the time Ned arrived at Harley’s oyster-house, which seemed crowded despite the weather, or possibly because of it. Ned lingered in the cab long enough to sketch a water-repelling glamor over his coat and hat, but still wished he’d had the foresight to bring an umbrella. By the time he’d taken a few steps, he wished he’d enchanted his shoes as well, but he splashed resolutely through the muck.
 
   He hoped the crowd at the oyster-house meant that Bill was occupied there for the moment and wouldn’t try to run him off out of brotherly protectiveness. He passed it by, ducking his head to shelter his face under the brim of his hat, and hunted for the house. Row after row of elderly houses loomed overhead, probably rented by the single room to the families that crowded into them.
 
   He nearly ran into the girl as she came down the steps of one of the houses, sheltered under a faded shawl. She drew it closer around her and shrank back from him as he recognized her.
 
   “Sarah Doyle,” he said. “Please, I need to talk to you.”
 
   “I don’t know nothing, sir,” she said breathlessly. “I didn’t have nothing to do with it.”
 
   “You must know it looks bad for you, running away like this. But you don’t have to be afraid. If you saw something that frightened you, or if someone’s threatening you…” He trailed off as a gust of wind drove rain against both of them. “May I come in, just for a minute?”
 
   “There’s nowhere for you to come in, sir,” she said. “There’s no parlor, only the one room, and it wouldn’t be right. I’m a good Christian girl, Mr Mathey.” Her voice nearly broke on the words, and he wished there were any way to avoid frightening her.
 
   “I know you are,” Ned said. “Believe me, I don’t have any intentions of that sort.” He stepped under the dubious shelter of the eaves, and after a moment she followed him, staying a cautious arm’s length away. The street was crowded, and a few passersby threw either hostile or wryly knowing glances in their direction; he supposed he must look like the worst sort of masher. “At least tell me why you left.”
 
   “I couldn’t stand to stay in that house a moment longer,” she said. “Not when there’d been a murder. I was too frightened to go on sleeping there another night.” The words managed to ring false even when she was obviously terrified; they seemed too clearly a lesson learned by rote.
 
   “So why didn’t you give your notice?”
 
   “I didn’t think, sir, I just…”
 
   “You ran. Because you saw something? Or know something?” She bit her lip, and he thought he might be close to the truth. “It doesn’t make you guilty if you were too afraid to tell what you know, not if you tell the truth now.”
 
   “I never would have killed anybody, sir, and I never thought –” She broke off abruptly, looking over Ned’s shoulder, and her eyes widened. “They’ll take me to prison,” she said, clutching her shawl under her chin as if it could save her.
 
   Ned looked round, and saw the bobby in his blue uniform. For a moment he thought it was simply coincidence, and then he saw Inspector Hatton beside the uniformed patrolman, both of them striding purposefully toward Sarah.
 
   “They aren’t here to hurt you. If you’ll only tell them the truth –”
 
   “You leave me be!” she cried, backing away, her eyes searching wildly for some avenue of escape. He hesitated to grab for her, afraid it would only frighten her more or inspire passersby to leap to her defense, and in his moment of hesitation, she darted away from him out into the street.
 
   A police whistle shrilled, but she only ran the faster, dodging between speeding carriages and carts. He saw it the moment her heel turned, saw her slip in the rushing mud and go down in the path of an oncoming trap. She had only managed to push herself up to hands and knees when the wheel struck her.
 
   The trap swerved, the horse shying in a panic, and there was an immediate tangle of traffic, with drivers swearing and trying to urge their horses out of the way. Ned shouldered between them, the rushing water soaking him to the ankles.
 
   Sarah was lying sprawled in the road like a rag doll left lying in the rain. Ned knelt beside her, dimly aware that Hatton was telling the bobby to sort out this traffic before someone else was killed. He touched her bloody forehead as if there were any hope it could be mended.
 
   “She’s gone,” Hatton said, not unkindly. “Get up, Mathey, you’re getting soaked. Someone get her out of the road,” he said to some of the men who’d crowded into to see what had happened. “It’s not like there’s any question how she died.”
 
   Ned let himself be drawn to his feet and steered firmly out of the street himself. “Now you can tell me what you’re doing here,” Hatton said, more sharply. “Or am I to believe this is one of your usual haunts?”
 
   “I was looking for Sarah Doyle,” he said, unable to think of anything better. He felt slow and stupid, and he knew he ought to gather his wits. “I wanted to get a statement from her on behalf of my client.”
 
   “You knew we were looking for her,” Hatton said. “And it never occurred to you to tell us where she might be found?”
 
   “You seem to have found her,” Ned said.
 
   “That’s not the point,” Hatton said. “The point is you’re interfering and covering up evidence. I brought you into this to help me, blast it. Now you’re down here having a private talk with a potential witness who then promptly dies.”
 
   “She saw your man coming. She thought you were here to arrest her.”
 
   “Well, so we were,” Hatton said, pressing his sodden hat more firmly down over his sodden hair. “Or at least bring her in to assist with our inquiries, and I expect she’d have said it was the same thing. I’m not saying it’s your fault what just happened, but it’s a damn bad business, and you must see that.”
 
   He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.
 
   “It’s going to be hard now to make a case that she didn’t do it.”
 
   “I tell you, she didn’t,” Ned said, finding his voice. “She may have seen who killed Edgar Nevett, but she didn’t do it herself.”
 
   “I don’t tend to think she did, but I’ve got little enough to go on. If you know something I don’t, I strongly suggest you speak up.”
 
   “Not much,” Ned said. “Reggie’s hiding something, whatever he quarreled with his father about. A girl, maybe. Mr Ellis warned me off trying to find Sarah, and said he thinks I’m persecuting the servants.”
 
   “That’s more than I knew five minutes ago,” Hatton said. He rubbed the back of his neck where rain was trickling down under his collar. “I know you’re trying to clear Victor Nevett, but you work with me, understand? Or I’ll have you down at the Yard for interfering with a police investigation.” He softened his tone a little. “Look, if you find out anything else, tell me, and I’ll tell you what I can that might bear. I can’t put much into the case, especially now that we’ve got a conveniently dead suspect. It’s not a bad thing to have another pair of hands working on it, but you can’t keep me in the dark.”
 
   “That’s fair enough,” Ned said.
 
   Hatton clapped him on the shoulder. “Get out of the rain and have a good stiff drink, then. We’ll clear up here.”
 
   He looked around for Sarah, but someone had apparently carried her into one of the houses nearby; at least she was out of the rain.
 
   Ned had to walk for a while to find a cab, and started to give the driver his address, but fishing in his pocket for cab fare revealed Julian’s letter, now very soggy but a reminder of Julian’s request. He couldn’t say he was enthusiastic about looking at another dead body that afternoon, but going back to his rooms alone didn’t sound much better. He gave the driver Julian’s address instead, and folded the soggy letter back into his pocket as neatly as he could.
 
   Mrs Digby admitted him with visible skepticism at the state of his clothes, and knocked sharply on Julian’s door by way of announcing him.
 
   Julian at least looked pleased to see him. “You did get my note,” he said. “It’s getting late, but if we go now we can probably still – what’s the matter?” His expression sharpened abruptly.
 
   “Sarah Doyle is dead.”
 
   “Come in and tell me about it,” Julian said, sounding for some reason like he felt the need to be carefully gentle. “Here, give me your hat.”
 
   Ned let Julian take his hat out of his hands and sat down heavily on the sofa. The plant on the end-table extended curious tendrils toward him, and then apparently dismissed him as uninteresting.
 
   “The police arrived just after I did,” he said. “She ran out into the road and was run over. Nothing unnatural about it.”
 
   “Just gruesome, I imagine,” Julian said. He pressed a glass of brandy into Ned’s hand, and Ned downed it gratefully.
 
   “It was, a bit,” Ned admitted as Julian refilled his glass. “The worst of it is, I think she did know something, but we’ll never know what now. Hatton says he’ll be pressured to close the case.”
 
   “That’s idiotic. The girl didn’t do it.”
 
   “I know,” Ned said. “None of it’s fair.”
 
   “We’ll figure this out,” Julian said after a momentary pause. “I promise. Whether Hatton helps or not. And you don’t have to look at Makins for me, I’ll get someone else –”
 
   “No, I want to,” Ned said firmly. “At least it’s something I can do for someone.”
 
   “In the morning, though,” Julian said. “I’ll send out for some dinner, it’s not too early for that.”
 
   “It is, rather.”
 
   “Call it tea, then. Unless you’ve another engagement?” Ned wondered if he was imagining a note of uncertainty there.
 
   “None at all,” Ned said.
 
   “In fact, you’re welcome to stay. Although I suppose you ought to go home and change your wet clothes.”
 
   “I can run home in the morning,” Ned said. He wished he had a better sense of whether Julian wanted him to stay or go, especially since at the moment he very much wanted to stay. He’d rarely felt as strong a desire not to go to bed alone. “But if you’ve early business to attend to…”
 
   “Only the matter of Makins’s corpse.”
 
   “That’s the first thing on my agenda as well,” Ned said.
 
   “You may as well stay here, then,” Julian said, as if it were a matter of pure practicality.
 
   “As long as I can have a bath later.”
 
   “I’d highly recommend it. There’s a penny in there for the geyser. One’s all you’ll need, it’ll give it back afterwards.”
 
   “Do I really want to use a bathtub with a gas boiler you’ve enchanted?”
 
   “It’s perfectly safe,” Julian said. “It’s just more economical. Gas is supposed to be included in the rent anyway, so that really ought to include hot water.”
 
   “If you don’t mind having Mrs Digby think you never bathe.”
 
   “I leave enough pennies in that she doesn’t notice,” Julian said, which Ned wasn’t at all sure was true. He felt a sense of unreasonable fondness, despite knowing he really ought to disapprove of petty larceny, even if it was cleverly done. It still went some distance toward settling his nerves to have Julian being so typically himself. “What?”
 
   “Nothing to worry about,” Ned said, and unfolded his handkerchief to begin trying to wring his sodden trouser cuffs dry.
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   Julian sprawled on his end of the sofa, regarding Ned with a wary eye. So far, he’d managed to get dinner into him, and half a pint of decent claret along with the brandy, and his color was looking better. That might be the bath, of course, and being warm, but at the moment, Ned looked almost normal, wrapped in Julian’s scarlet dressing gown over borrowed shirt and trousers. His own clothes were hung to dry over the backs of chairs, would probably be no more than damp in the morning, and Julian carefully stretched out one leg so that his foot was almost touching Ned’s thigh. Ned gave him a rather tired smile and Julian lifted his glass.
 
   “More brandy?”
 
   Ned pondered for a moment, then shook his head. “No, thanks. I’m almost asleep already.”
 
   Something plucked at Julian’s hair, and he brushed it away, only to receive a sharp nip from theUrtica mordax. He sat up, swearing, and stuck his finger in his mouth, sucking at the already reddening bite.
 
   Ned laughed. “Sorry. But why did you keep it?”
 
   Julian shrugged, examining the mark. “I’m not really sure. I suppose it seemed a shame to toss it out. Besides, who knows where it would have taken root? We don’t need another Highgate.”
 
   Less than a decade ago, someone had discarded a cane ofVepris durus, sleeping-beauty thorn, inside the fence at Highgate Cemetery, and the fast-growing bramble had taken root, overrunning almost a quarter of the area before a team of gardeners and metaphysicians had been able to beat it back. Stands still cropped up now and then, threatening mausoleums and slow-moving pets. Ned nodded. “Though at least biting thistle isn’t that – aggressive.”
 
   “Mercifully not,” Julian said. “Bed, then?”
 
   “Yes,” Ned said. “But – I’m dead on my feet –”
 
   “We can simply sleep,” Julian said, soothingly, and began turning down the gas.
 
   Once they were in bed, however, with the lights out and the window open to the night air, Ned reached for him with unexpected determination. Julian was happy to oblige, and afterward lay half across him, listening to their hearts slow. He was sure Ned would sleep then, but, though his breathing steadied, it did not ease toward sleep. Julian settled himself more comfortably, one arm still flung across Ned’s chest, and waited.
 
   “I should have stopped her,” Ned said at last, so softly that Julian almost didn’t hear.
 
   “How?”
 
   Ned shifted uneasily. “Grabbed her before she could run, I suppose. I don’t know.”
 
   “You said yourself that wouldn’t have worked,” Julian pointed out. “Someone would have stopped you, and she’d still have been killed.”
 
   “I should have tried.”
 
   “It wouldn’t have done any good,” Julian said. “If she hadn’t been killed, she’d have been arrested, and the best that could have happened then was that she’d spend weeks, months, maybe, in a cell. Even if she was released without being charged, she’d have the devil of a time finding a place. And you know and I know that she didn’t kill anyone, but we also know how simple it would make things if it was her.”
 
   “Hatton’s not like that,” Ned said.
 
   “No, but you know how much choice he’d have,” Julian answered.
 
   Ned turned his head away. “She wouldn’t let me inside,” he said, after a moment. “For her reputation’s sake. I frightened her, and if I hadn’t, she might still be alive.”
 
   Julian tightened his hold, but Ned said nothing more, his body taut and uneasy.You didn’t frighten her,Julian thought,or at least no more than any man would have. He propped himself on one elbow, wishing he could see more than Ned’s blurred shape in the darkness. “This is what’s wrong with respectability,” he said. “Sarah Doyle was willing to stand in a pelting rain rather let a strange gentleman into her room. It’s madness! What sensible person would rather die of pneumonia than be seen to be alone in a room with a man?”
 
   “Most young women,” Ned said, sounding sleepy again.
 
   “It’s foolish,” Julian said. “It’s utterly nonsensical. And how many of them suffer for it? That’s what killed poor Sarah, plain respectability, and I’ll wager it’s killed more women than her, and men, too. People who froze to death in a blizzard because they were too respectable to share body heat. Ladies who drowned because they wouldn’t shed their boots, never mind their petticoats and bustle. Or a coat and trousers, gentlemen aren’t blameless here, either. How many people have died of the heat, because they couldn’t bring themselves to work in their shirtsleeves, or to be seen in their shifts even in their own houses?”
 
   “Do you have an actual example of any of these?” Ned asked, shifting again so that they were facing each other, and Julian smiled in the dark.
 
   “It stands to reason,” he said, and Ned laughed softly.
 
   “Same old Lynes,” he said, and edged closer.
 
   Julian settled next to him, listening to Ned’s breathing lengthen, the wine and brandy and the events of the day finally overcoming him. They’d done this at school so many times, lain side by side in the dark when there was no other comfort to be had. At least now he had more than words to distract Ned, though in the end, the words still seemed to work best of all.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
   The next morning they were up and gone early enough to forestall any complaints from Mrs Digby. Ned insisted on buying them a quick breakfast at a coffeehouse on Goodge Street since they’d missed the chance to get breakfast at his rooms as well, and Julian accepted cheerfully. On their arrival at Ned’s rooms, however, Mrs Clewett was loud in her expressions of sympathy for the work that had kept him out all night, and insisted on serving them a second breakfast. “Just a bite,” she said, which turned out to include passable coffee and toast and slices of excellent ham, and Julian wolfed down a second meal while Ned changed clothes. He emerged from the bedroom looking almost unnaturally tidy, his hair sleeked back and his chin freshly shaven, and Julian repressed the desire to run his hand across the smooth planes. Instead, he pushed the coffee pot toward Ned, saying, “I don’t know how you managed to get this sort of coddling.”
 
   “Perhaps because I don’t scold?” Ned said, mildly, and picked up a piece of toast.
 
   “I don’t scold,” Julian said.
 
   “You do,” Ned answered. He poured cream into his coffee.
 
   “I may occasionally offer a justified reproof,” Julian said, with dignity. “But I do not scold.”
 
   Ned contented himself with a disbelieving grin, and ate another piece of toast.
 
   Julian speared a final bite of ham. “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked. “I can get someone else if you’d rather.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Ned said. “Unless you want someone else?”
 
   Julian shook his head. “There’s no one I’d rather have.”
 
   “Well, then,” Ned said, and reached for his hat.
 
   They took a cab north into the narrow streets of Islington, fetched up at last at St. Mary’s with its wide, high-walled cemetery surrounding the plain brick chapel with its austere steeple. Julian had been there before, and led the way through the arched gate, past the yews and a line of well-built vaults, to the sexton’s building at the rear of the yard. The doors and windows were marked with the symbols of a preservatory enchantment, and Julian felt its chill prickle down his spine as he pushed open the door.
 
   “Mr Jones?”
 
   There was a heavy silence, the air thickened by the enchantment’s effects, but then a man in a shabby suit emerged from the shadows. “Jones ain’t here,” he said. “He’s sick.”
 
   “I’m sorry to hear it,” Julian said. “My name’s Lynes. I have a letter to view a body.”
 
   “Oh, yes,” the man said. “I’m Shanley – the assistant. Mr Jones said you’d be coming.”
 
   “Good,” Julian said. “This is Mr Mathey, who’ll be doing the examination. If you could take us to Mr Makins?”
 
   “This way,” Shanley said.
 
   The space was as low-ceilinged as a crypt, so that Ned needed to remove his hat and duck his head beneath the beams. The air smelled clean enough, the spells recently renewed, but beneath the stillness, Julian could catch a whiff of something old and unpleasant, grave dust and mud and old bones. Shanley brought them to one of the three back cubicles, where more symbols warded the open doorway, and a plain pine coffin stood on trestles, a pall painted with more preserving symbols tossed over the boards.
 
   “Being as Mr Jones said you’d be coming, I didn’t screw him down tight,” Shanley said, tugging the cloth aside. “Just give me half a tick, and I’ll have him ready for you.”
 
   He pulled a screwdriver from his pocket as he spoke, and began undoing the lid. Julian glanced over his shoulder, but Ned seemed unmoved. He set his hat aside and opened his case, pulling out his wand and a first selection of tools. The lid slid off with a resounding crash, loud even in the damped atmosphere, and Julian jumped in spite of himself.
 
   “And there he is,” Shanley said. “He’s all yours, Mr Lynes.”
 
   “Thank you,” Julian said, handing him half a crown, and turned his attention to the corpse. The preserving enchantments had done their work. Joseph Makins looked surprisingly pink, with no obvious signs of decay. He’d been an ordinary-looking man – not tall, perhaps five feet six or seven inches, and lightly built, with thinning fair hair and an entirely unremarkable face. Ideal for a cracksman, Julian thought. Small and slight to get through unlikely windows, and not the sort of man you’d remember even if you saw him surveying his target. Annie Makins had dressed him in his best black suit, with a pinchbeck chain across his waistcoat, and freshly polished shoes. All in all, she was right, Julian thought. Joe didn’t look like the sort of man to drop dead of apoplexy.
 
   “Tell me again what we’re trying to find out,” Ned said, wand in hand.
 
   “Mrs Makins wants to know what he died of,” Julian answered. “The police surgeon called it an apoplexy, but Mrs Makins didn’t feel that was likely. She wanted to rule out any other causes.”
 
   Ned nodded thoughtfully, considering, then sketched a series of symbols along the length of the body. “We might as well rule out the obvious,” he said. “A blow to the head, some other injury that was somehow overlooked.”
 
   “Right,” Julian said. He knew these formulae himself, had done them when he had to, but it was easier to have someone else perform the enchantment, and leave him free to watch the results. Nothing happened, which was what he had expected, and Ned dismissed the symbols with a gesture.
 
   “Poison next, I suppose,” he said, and began the next series of symbols. Julian blinked, startled, as one flashed blue-white for an instant in the air above the body’s stomach, and Ned pulled back slightly.
 
   “Surely not,” he said. He traced the symbols again, slowly and with more care, and frowned as the flash was repeated.
 
   “Poison, certainly,” Julian said. His own frown deepened. “Prussic acid?”
 
   “Cyanide, anyway.” Ned rummaged in his case, pulled out a slim volume, and began flipping though the pages.
 
   “Squares of Mars and Saturn,” Julian began, and stopped himself. Ned knew the tables as well as he did, if not better. “I suppose that explains why he looks so pink.”
 
   “It would have left him ruddy enough to make a surgeon think of apoplexy.” Ned took out his notebook and rested it on the edge of the coffin to begin sketching a sigil. Julian edged close enough to look over his shoulder, but caught only the tag “show.” Ned pocketed the notebook, and lifted his wand again, tracing the new sigil over the center of the body. There was a pause, and then a quick shimmer of blue, gone almost as quickly as it had appeared.
 
   “Odd,” Julian said. The poison was there, and the enchantment found the traces of it, but it was almost as though something was inhibiting the display.
 
   “Definitely prussic acid,” Ned said. “Had he had dinner at home? It’s quick-acting.”
 
   Out of the corner of his eye, Julian saw Shanley in the doorway, but before he could say anything, the sexton’s assistant had slipped away. “I think so, but it’s hardly likely to have been his wife. Why would she come to me? The police already called it a natural death.”
 
   “Very true.” Ned traced another symbol, and then another. “Ah.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Ned reached into his bag again, came up with a leather case which he opened to reveal a domed display on four short brass legs: a seeking clock. He adjusted the gearing, and Julian nodded slowly.
 
   “You think someone…enchanted the poison.”
 
   “Delayed it, that’s my bet,” Ned answered. “As the means to hold it inert until either enough time had passed or some trigger was encountered…or until it just wore off.”
 
   Julian nodded again, watching as Ned set the device into the coffin beside the body. He stepped back, tracing a sigil, and there was a soft whirring as the device came to life. Then the sound stopped, the gears clicking into place one by one, and Ned lifted it out of the coffin, and held it out so that Julian could see the result.
 
   “That’s conclusive,” he said.
 
   “Indeed,” Ned said. “The poison was enchanted – exactly how I could work out, but it doesn’t seem relevant at the moment – to lie inert for between four and six hours. And then Makins died. But why kill him?”
 
   Julian glanced over his shoulder, but the sexton’s assistant was nowhere in sight. “Well, he was a cracksman, and Mrs Makins said he’d done a job that worried him. I’d assume that had something to do with it. He saw something, he said something – she said he was working for someone, so maybe that person felt threatened? I expect she’ll know when I tell her.” He’d had that happen before, clients who hired him to confirm something they already suspected, and who declined to either have him resolve the problem or to consult the authorities, but handled it themselves. He wondered if Annie Makins had friends who would even the score on her behalf. “I’d like to know how it was done,” he said thoughtfully. “The structure might tell us something useful. And I’d like to tell Mrs Makins as soon as possible. She may well know who did it, with this to go on.”
 
   “Go ahead,” Ned said. “I can work out the enchantment while you tell her, and then you’ll know what she wants to do.”
 
   “Thank you,” Julian said, and left him to it.
 
   There were no cabs to be found, so after a short walk he caught the omnibus instead, and made his way back to Murtaugh’s shop. The weary-looking clerk was still there, looking even more exhausted when he saw who it was, but shook his head when Julian asked for Mrs Makins.
 
   “She’s not here,” he said. “Her daughter was taken ill, she said, and she ran out without even collecting her pay.”
 
   Julian swallowed an oath, but thanked him, and made his way through the dirty streets to the address that Mrs Makins had given him. It was on the second floor of a ramshackle lodging house, up stairs that smelled of cabbage and washing, but the walls had been decently whitewashed and the woodwork was all in good repair. He knocked on the door of the back flat, but received no answer. He knocked louder, and this time he thought he heard someone moving on the other side of the door.
 
   “Mrs Makins?”
 
   For a long moment, there was no answer, and he debated knocking again. He didn’t want to sound like a bill collector, though, and so he waited. After a moment, the door opened a crack, and a girl peered out. She looked as though she were twelve or thirteen, and Julian’s attention sharpened. If she had a girl at home who was old enough to tend the other children, why had Mrs Makins left her pay behind?
 
   “Mum’s gone,” she said. “I don’t know where.”
 
   She started to close the door again, and Julian put his foot in it. “Wait a moment.”
 
   “I got nothing to say to anyone,” the girl said.
 
   “My name’s Lynes,” Julian said. “Your mother hired me to do a job. I need to tell her the result.”
 
   “She’s not here. And if you don’t go away, I’ll scream the place down. And I’ll tell my uncle Bolster.”
 
   “I’m a friend of Bolster’s.” Julian took his foot out of the door. “I need to talk to your mother –”
 
   The door closed, not gently, and he heard another door open on the floor above. She probably would scream if he tried to push the matter, and that was the last thing he needed. He swore under his breath, and started down the stairs. Something had frightened Annie Makins, that much was obvious – probably the same person who’d killed her husband, and that meant he needed to find her quickly. He’d send a note to Bolster, and to Murtaugh – no, he’d go round to Murtaugh’s in the morning, talk to him in person, but with any luck at all, Bolster would know where she’d gone, and would get word to her. But first he’d see if Ned had found anything.
 
   There was a cab at the corner of Park Street, and he whistled for it, paid his sixpence to get back to St. Mary’s as quickly as possible. There was still no one in the chapel, the doors closed tight and the windows dark, but Ned was standing in the doorway of the sexton’s building, frowning into the yard.
 
   “Did you see Shanley?” he called, and Julian shook his head.
 
   “No. Why?”
 
   “The blasted man’s disappeared.” Ned stepped back, and Julian followed him into the building, the enchantment closing around them like a blanket. “I’m done, so I wanted him to close up the coffin, but – I can’t find him.”
 
   “That’s odd,” Julian began, and then the pieces slotted together. “Oh, bloody hell.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “That’s how – Mrs Makins has run,” Julian said. “Left work without collecting her pay, said her daughter was sick, but I’m sure Shanley warned her. He was looking in the door just when we said it was poison. Damn and blast the man.”
 
   Ned nodded. “So what do we do now?”
 
   “Close up the coffin and lock the door behind us,” Julian said. “It’s a patent lock.”
 
   “Well, yes, but I meant about Makins.”
 
   Julian took off his hat, and ran his fingers through his hair as though it would help him think. “I’ll send a note to Bolster tonight, Mrs Makins will trust him. And I’ll talk to Murtaugh in the morning, and maybe Jones, too, see what I can find out about Shanley,”
 
   “Shouldn’t we tell the police?” Ned asked.
 
   Julian blinked. “What could they do?”
 
   “Arrest the culprit, for a start.”
 
   Julian grinned. “Well, yes, there’s that. But we haven’t got a culprit to give them.”
 
   “They’re also supposed to be good at finding murderers,” Ned said.
 
   “If we tell them Joe Makins was murdered, they’re just going to suspect his wife,” Julian said. “She cooked his dinner, she’s the one who in the normal course of things would have the most cause to kill him.”
 
   “But probably not the ability to enchant the poison. Or could she?”
 
   “Not that I know of,” Julian answered. “But the fact remains that she’s the logical suspect, and she can’t exactly say to them, I suspect so-and-so because my husband did a cracksman’s job for him.”
 
   “No.” Ned’s tone was doubtful, and Julian pressed his advantage.
 
   “I just want to talk to her first, before we say anything to the police. She may well know who did it, once I tell her there’s enchantment involved as well as poison.”
 
   “Is it really a good idea to let the criminal fraternity sort these matters out among themselves?” Ned asked, mildly enough, but his expression was troubled.
 
   “I think they’re more likely to get it right than the police,” Julian said.
 
   “And how can the police get it right if you don’t tell them what we found?”
 
   “I just want to talk to Mrs Makins first. I owe her that much.”
 
   Ned sighed. “All right. She’s your client.”
 
   “Thank you.” Julian went to the door again, scanned the empty churchyard. “Still no Shanley.”
 
   Ned grimaced. “I suppose that means it’s up to us.”
 
   They lifted the coffin lid back into place, though a quick search failed to produce a screwdriver to close it again properly. Julian contented himself with spreading the painted pall over coffin and trestles, and Ned sketched a quick sigil over it, reinforcing the existing spell. They left that door on the latch, and Julian used his picklocks to lock the main door behind them before leaving the churchyard. As they walked toward the omnibus stop, Ned shook his head again.
 
   “I still think we should tell the police. Hatton’s a good man.”
 
   It was true, but not entirely relevant. Julian’s first duty was to his client. “It’s better if I talk to her first,” he said, and hoped it was true.
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   Inspector Hatton’s note the next day asking if Ned could see him about the Nevett case wasn’t unexpected, but being asked to come to Scotland Yard for the meeting was. Ned threaded his way through the maze of buildings and hallways, trying to repress the feeling that Hatton must know all about the poisoned burglar. Most likely he didn’t, and wouldn’t, unless Ned let himself look visibly guilty. He’d learned that lesson long ago, and reminded himself of it firmly.
 
   Hatton’s office was little more than a closet, even smaller than Ned’s own. “I appreciate you coming by,” he said, rising to shake Ned’s hand cheerfully enough. “I can’t get away today, and I’ve something for you to look into, if you will.”
 
   “Whatever would help.” Ned stepped inside,careful not to dislodge any of the files crammed into pigeonholes and stacked on top of a clearly inadequate set of flat drawers. “They don’t give you much room, do they?”
 
   “Nobody’s got much room,” Hatton said. “At least I’m not in the stables. They keep saying they’re going to get us a new building, but you know how that goes.” He waved Ned into the visitor’s chair, which wobbled precariously as Ned sat. “I wanted to ask if you knew of any metaphysician Mrs Edgar Nevett might have used.”
 
   “Not at the Commons, at least not recently,” Ned said. “I’ve made inquiries about that already. Of course it’s possible she went unnoticed, but it’s unusual for us to get female clients, especially ones who come to us alone. I don’t think the pageboys would forget Mrs Nevett that easily.”
 
   “In my experience, boys forget all kinds of things when they’re paid to,” Hatton said. “But it wouldn’t have been recently. I’m wondering if there’s someone she’s used for years.”
 
   “I don’t know that they had a family metaphysician before me,” Ned said. “Of course I’m not privy to their finances, but I’m getting the impression that they’ve come up in the world since Mr Edgar Nevett was young.”
 
   “He’s the one that made the money, you’re right about that,” Hatton said. “He was living off his investments in recent years, but he was in business as a younger man. Mr Reginald Nevett has told us his father felt working for one’s own living built character.”
 
   “By which I take it he wasn’t willing to give Reggie much of an allowance.”
 
   “He doesn’t seem to have been a generous man,” Hatton said. “But it wouldn’t be his metaphysician she’d have used.”
 
   “What have you found out?”
 
   “Maybe nothing. But there’s an old rumor that Edgar only married Louisa in the first place because she used enchantment on him.”
 
   “That’s said often enough, and rarely true,” Ned said. It was easy enough for romantic rivals or disapproving family to blame a misalliance on enchantment, but more often than not, it was merely a case of plain bad judgment.
 
   “I’d say the same, but I’ve heard it more than once,” Hatton said. “There’s more than one old friend of Edgar’s convinced she enchanted him, and apparently the rumor went round the way things do, decades ago, but Edgar finally managed to hush it up.” He shrugged. “First of all, can it even be done, or is the whole business made up to sell sensational papers?”
 
   “You’re talking about a true love charm, not just one meant to make you look more beautiful? There are glamors for beauty that work, I understand, but their requirements…well, it’s all a bit ridiculous. The young ladies I knew at Oxford said it wasn’t worth the chances of fainting halfway through dinner.”
 
   “That much I know. What about the other kind?”
 
   “It can be done,” Ned said reluctantly. “I’ve never seen it myself, but I’ve read about several cases. It’s a tricky kind of enchantment, and it has to be consumed by the target in some way, generally written out and washed into some drink. And it fades quickly. A one-time glamor might inspire a hesitant suitor to propose, or a shy girl to accept, but carrying it on long enough to actually marry is a harder prospect.”
 
   “But it could be done?”
 
   “It could be done, yes. It’s been done before. I suppose if I were setting out to do it myself, I’d try to bribe one of the…” He stumbled over the words for a moment, not wanting to risk making his hypothetical beloved a gentleman, even if he’d only been putting himself in Louisa’s place. “One of the lady’s servants, to administer it in her meals every day.”
 
   “You wouldn’t have to be there?”
 
   “Not if the enchantment were connected to me in some way. Written out in my blood, say, or in ink mixed with my blood. It’s still a risk, because if she missed even a day, the lady might realize something’s wrong. But if not…” Ned shook his head. “The papers are right enough about one thing. It’s worse than seduction. No reputable practitioner would do it.”
 
   “It seems seduction would be easier than getting all the way to the wedding day. If a man induced a young woman to do things she ought not…”
 
   “So that she’d have to marry him or be ruined? I expect it happens. Metaphysics isn’t safe, Hatton. There are any number of dreadful things that can be done with it.”
 
   “You mean like bashing men’s heads in with candlesticks? I know. And men do all manner of things to entice decent young women to marry them, some that would curl your hair if I told you about them, which I won’t. But it’s a lady we’re talking about doing the enchantment, in this case.”
 
   “She might have induced the gentleman to take indecent liberties, and then insisted he salvage her honor by marrying her,” Ned said, feeling increasingly unsettled by the entire topic. He supposed that was what it was to be a policeman, though, to have to think about such things on a daily basis. “Or if she were clever enough, she might be able to keep up the enchantment until the wedding, I suppose.”
 
   “I’m inclined to think she must have,” Hatton said. “Because bewitching him to have his way with her would have been considerably more trouble than just claiming he’d done it. And I wouldn’t put it past Edgar to have said either way that he hadn’t done anything of the sort, and that she couldn’t prove he had, and that she could ruin her own reputation if she wanted to claim it.”
 
   “Her father might have threatened to shoot him.”
 
   “Her father might have done any number of things, but he’s been dead ten years, so we can’t ask him. And there may be nothing to any of this but jealousy in any event. But I’d like you to look into it. There must be practitioners who would do this kind of thing. If not at the Commons, then unlicensed men.”
 
   “I expect there are,” Ned said. It was against the law in modern times to style yourself a metaphysician without a degree from a reputable university, but there were still a few elderly men who’d learned their trade in a time when all that was necessary was a sharp mind and a gift for salesman’s patter, and who carried it on without a degree. There were younger ones, as well, who had picked up a bit out of books or as unlicensed apprentices, and who made their living selling dubious cures and household enchantments in back-alley shops.
 
   “There’s supposed to be an initiative one of these days to expose some of the unlicensed men, sending in undercover officers and all that. I expect that’ll happen about the time we get the new building. Most of them know better than to call themselves metaphysicians, anyway. If someone puts up a sign that says ‘rat-catching, knife-sharpening, and odd jobs done,’ that’s not unlawful, however he catches the rats or sharpens the knives.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can find out,” Ned said. “We do clean up a fair bit of work that’s been done by amateurs messing about. This couldn’t be a rank amateur, though, even if it’s someone without a license to practice. The magic’s a tricky piece of work, not something that a novice could draw out of a book.”
 
   Hatton drummed his fingers on his desk speculatively. “If she did bewitch him, and something went wrong with it after all these years –”
 
   “It’s not the kind of thing that could be carried on for years, though,” Ned said. “That does strain credibility. Most spells that work to dominate the will lose their potency over time. It might work for a few months, maybe a year at best.”
 
   “Long enough to be married.”
 
   “If they were quick about it. But it would have worn off decades ago, not recently.”
 
   Hatton shrugged. “So maybe I’m wrong. But it’s worth looking into. We’ve got few enough good leads.”
 
   “I’ll let you know whatever I find out,” Ned said. He very much wanted to addby the way, I had a look at a dead man who seems to have been murdered, as he suspected he might currently technically be an accessory to a crime. Instead he shook hands with Hatton again and went out, wondering exactly how law-abiding a man would have to be not to find leaving the Yard to be a considerable relief.
 
   More so than himself, he concluded, and headed back to his chambers, hoping he might get through the morning without committing any further crimes.
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   Julian bent over the notes Ned had given him on the structure of the enchantment that had rendered the poison inert. He had to acknowledge that it was a neat piece of work, prepared by someone with solid metaphysical training at either Oxford or Cambridge – or someone whose teachers had been to one of those universities – but beyond that, there wasn’t much to work with. It was simply written, the grammar terse but correct, and it had clearly been entirely effective. If he had to make a guess, he would have said the author was a Cambridge man, based on the placement of the limiting tag before the temporal statement, but it was hardly conclusive. The overall composition of the enchantment made it somewhat more logical to place it there rather than after.
 
   He pushed the paper aside, scowling, and dug his hand into his hair. Why the Devil had Shanley had to come creeping about just at the moment they’d discovered Makins had been poisoned? Because he’d been keeping an eye on them for Mrs Makins: the answer was obvious, and he scowled again at his own carelessness. At least Bolster would be able to reassure her, once Bolster answered his letter.
 
   Bolster’s response didn’t come until eleven, and then it was only a terse note, telling him that Bolster would see him at half past twelve, and naming another public house further into Limehouse. That was meant to intimidate, Julian knew; he acknowledged the note and went to change into his third-best suit, frowning thoughtfully.
 
   The Pillars of Hercules was a sagging two-story building off Ming Street, close enough to the West India Docks that the smell of mud and tar hung in the air, and Julian was glad he’d carried his weighted cane. He ducked into the badly lit public room, and to his relief saw Bolster already seated at a table in the far corner. The place was busy, the customers mostly watermen and workers from the docks, and Julian did his best to remain unobtrusive as he worked his way through he crowd. Even in his worst suit, he was conspicuous, though at least he could pass for an engineer or a marine architect, but he was glad to fetch up at last at Bolster’s table.
 
   “Mr Bolster.”
 
   “Mr Lynes.” Bolster looked at him unsmiling. “Hell’s teeth, what were you doing, to frighten Annie like that?”
 
   “I had no intention of frightening her. “ Julian knew better than to sit without being asked, but he could at least defend himself. “And in fact there’s no cause. Her husband was poisoned, right enough, but I can prove she had no hand in it. I would have told her so myself, if I’d been able to find her.”
 
   Bolster stared at him for a long moment, then kicked a chair away from the table. Julian took that as an invitation and seated himself.
 
   “What’s Shanley to her?” he asked, and the corner of Bolster’s mouth twitched in something like a smile.
 
   “Tom Shanley courted her before she married Joe, that’s true, and he’d like to try again now he’s dead. And before you ask me, yes, he’s the assistant sexton there at St. Mary’s, and made the arrangements for her.”
 
   Julian nodded, seeing the connections form a tidy pattern, very close to his expectations, and Bolster lifted a hand for the waiter. They each ordered a pint, and Bolster leaned his elbows on the table.
 
   “But that doesn’t change the fact that you frightened her badly, Mr Lynes.”
 
   “I didn’t frighten her,” Julian said. “Shanley did that.”
 
   “Poison’s a woman’s weapon,” Bolster said “You had to think she’d run.”
 
   “Joe Makins died of prussic acid,” Julian said. “Had she access to it?”
 
   “Of course she did,” Bolster answered, and Julian swore.
 
   “Murtaugh’s shop. Metal polish or electroplating?”
 
   “Both, I’m told.”
 
   “But that still doesn’t change the important thing,” Julian said. “The poison was enchanted, held inert until the enchantment wound down, and only then did it take effect. Not only does that mean the poison wasn’t in Makins’s dinner, it makes it very unlikely that Mrs Makins could have administered it.”
 
   “And how long did it take you to find that out?” Bolster leaned back as the waiter slammed their pint pots onto the table.
 
   “A good hour and more, though we knew from the start there was something wrong about it.”
 
   “And who’s ‘we’?” Bolster’s eyes narrowed over the rim of his pot.
 
   “I called in a colleague of mine,” Julian said. “A friend, Edward Mathey. He’s a metaphysician, and a damn good one. I trust him implicitly – and, what’s more, I told Mrs Makins I was bringing him in.”
 
   Bolster nodded, conceding the point, and Julian pressed his slight advantage.
 
   “Which brings me to a question for you, Mr Bolster. Does Mrs Makins know anything about metaphysics?”
 
   “Not that I know of.” Bolster said. “Nor her kin.”
 
   “What I wanted to ask Mrs Makins was whether she knew who might have done it,” Julian said. “Who’d have wanted to.”
 
   “I wouldn’t know anything about that,” Bolster said, without conviction.
 
   “The person who hired him for his job?” Julian asked.
 
   “I wouldn’t know,” Bolster said again. “And I wouldn’t ask too much about that if I were you, Mr Lynes. That’s outside both our businesses.”
 
   “If Mrs Makins knows, she could be in danger,” Julian said.
 
   “I’m sure she has that well in mind,” Bolster answered.
 
   There was a little pause, and then Julian nodded. “I’d still like to talk to her,” he said. “First, I owe her my report. Second, if she should choose to go to the authorities, I’d be able to give evidence of the poison. As would Mr Mathey.” And I’d also like to ask her where Joe was the afternoon he died, he thought, but knew better than to say that after he’d been warned off.
 
   “I’ll tell her so,” Bolster said. “But it’ll be up to her whether she wants to talk to you.”
 
   “Understood,” Julian said.
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   “There must besomething to do about Mr Clark’s gate,” Ned said, pushing away the last of his borrowed books. He’d found nothing in them that seemed at all advisable that he hadn’t already tried. He’d set out to tackle the problem first thing in the morning, in hopes that a practical success would restore his general morale, but instead it was leaving him increasingly disheartened.
 
   “Replace the gate?” Miss Frost offered.
 
   “We’ve tried that. The enchantment’s tied into the entire fence. He’d have to take down every inch of it to get rid of it, and he’s not willing to do that. Frankly, I’m not sure that would even do it, if he built the new fence in the same place. There’s so much badly done work under the most recent enchantments, and every effort to undo it all just leaves more scrambled fragments behind.”
 
   “Take it off layer by layer?”
 
   “That’s what someone should have done a decade ago. I’m not even sure where I’d start at this point; there’s not enough left of any of the previous enchantments to get a sense of the grammar, and they’re all in a tangle.”
 
   “There’s a way to separate out the layers,” she said, and then hesitated. “I hope you won’t think I’m trying to tell you your job.”
 
   “I’m beginning to feel that someone should,” Ned said. “If you’ve any suggestions…”
 
   “Well, then,” she said, reaching into her handbag and withdrawing her own wand. “I’ll need a tangle of some sort to show you.”
 
   Ned sketched out a square of Jupiter on a scrap piece of paper and set up one of the problems they’d been set at University, a botched attempt to remove ink stains, constructed as “ink, paper, separate” rather than “paper, separate, ink.” The first two sigils tangled, and the last one scattered and snarled them both. He could feel the twist in his belly as the enchantment went predictably awry, and when he touched his pen to the paper again, a blotch of ink spread out across the page, crazing wildly at the edges.
 
   He added the sigil for “reveal,” and a dim, ruddy snarl of lines appeared imposed above the written-out square.
 
   “We had this one in school,” he said. “You can’t undo it the usual way, but if you know the original sigils that were used and how the grammar went wrong, you can add layers on top to catch at the trailing ends, and then once you’ve got a coherent structure again, you can undo the lot.”
 
   “I know that one, too,” Miss Frost said. “But you can also do it this way, look.” She sketched a sigil that Ned didn’t immediately recognize, drawing the tip of her bone-white wand in crisp lines an inch above the paper. As he watched, the snarl of light began to separate itself into three distinct layers, each sigil lying neatly on its own plane. “Now you can clean it the usual way.”
 
   She nodded to him, and he sketched the sigils to remove each layer, easily now, and then did the stain-removing enchantment quickly and properly. When he rubbed at the paper with a bit of damp blotting paper, the ink came up easily, leaving only a faint smudge behind.
 
   “That’s well done,” Ned said appreciatively.
 
   She sketched it for him more slowly. “It’s based on ‘unravel,’ see?”
 
   “Why don’t I know that one?”
 
   “Do you actually want an answer to that?”
 
   “I do, actually,” he said. “That’s remarkably useful. Did they teach that at your college?”
 
   “Yes, they did,” Miss Frost said. “And the reason you don’t know it is that it’s originally based on a charm for unraveling knitting, which is not the kind of thing that reviewers for serious metaphysical journals can read with a straight face.”
 
   “It might go inThe Metaphysician.”
 
   “It might, yes, with a lot of little remarks added about how clever the ladies can be in their own domestic sphere, and what curious ideas they do come up with. But the London School of Metaphysics for Women gets its funding from London University, and strangely enough the backers don’t like for the instructors to publish articles that invite mockery.”
 
   “You might submit it yourself,” Ned said. “But I expect you’re right about how the article would read.”
 
   “I wouldn’t mind so much myself,” she said. “At least not too much.” She put her head to one side and looked at him curiously. “You’re not suggesting you write it up yourself. That’s rather refreshing.”
 
   “It would feel too much like stealing, I suppose,” Ned said, hardly certain himself what held him back from it. “I do try to be an honest man. Mind you, if you don’t write it up, I shall be sorely tempted. If we ever come to the end of this Nevett business, that is.”
 
   “Do you think there’s anything in those rumors about a love charm?”
 
   “I wish I knew. Mr Lynes is making some inquiries. I should make my own, although it’s hard to know where to start. It’s not as if unlicensed metaphysicians tend to stroll up to the College to advertise their services.”
 
   “You’re thinking some back-alley man,” Miss Frost said.
 
   “It seems more likely than someone at the College, surely.”
 
   “More likely that they’d agree to do it, yes, but…” The doubt in her tone was perceptible.
 
   “Let’s assume I don’t object to being told my job today,” he prompted. “Detection wasn’t part of my University coursework.”
 
   “It wasn’t part of mine, either, but I can tell you that nice young ladies don’t go wandering around back alleys without chaperones even now, and I imagine they did it even less twenty-five years ago. I wouldn’t be looking for an odd-jobs man. That’s not where nice young ladies go for their beauty charms and weather-proof hats.”
 
   “Where do they, then?” He’d gathered from the ladies he’d known at Oxford that feminine beauty generally involved at least some degree of artifice, but not the details of how it was achieved.
 
   “It’s not entirely legal,” Miss Frost said. “Not that it’s entirely unlawful either, most of them don’t advertise…”
 
   “I’m not concerned with the regulations on trade.”
 
   “Well, then. There are shops. Most of them are something else as well, something that makes a good excuse. Milliners, or lace shops, or maybe a perfumer’s. Most of what they handle is harmless, or near enough to harmless. Beauty charms may make you faint, but they’re no worse than tight-lacing.”
 
   “But there’s more to it?”
 
   “Not always. But some of the women are skilled, in their own way – not educated, mind you, but they’ve their own traditions handed down. If you find the right person, you can pay for all sorts of things.”
 
   “Love charms?”
 
   “And the reverse. There are plenty of married women who are more interested in getting their husbands to leave them alone. Or who feel they’ve had enough children. It’s a lucrative practice, I understand, if you’ve the temperament to deal with people’s very personal problems, and can be exceedingly discreet.”
 
   “I had no idea,” Ned said, a bit appalled. “I’ve always assumed that most of those sensational stories about love charms were made up to sell papers.”
 
   “They probably are,” Miss Frost said. “But I expect it happens more often than you think. Infatuation fades, after all, and if a man finds that he’s less in love with his wife than he was with his fiancée, isn’t that just how it goes?”
 
   Ned shook his head. “You are a bit of a cynic, aren’t you?”
 
   “Hardened by working in such a masculine profession, I expect.”
 
   He had no idea what to say to that, so he pressed on. “Her servants would certainly know which shops she patronizes. I should go round and find out…” He trailed off, shaking his head. “No, that’s stupid. You should go and find out yourself. Unless you mind being involved in a murder investigation?”
 
   “Not at all,” she said; if anything, she seemed pleased. “I wouldn’t ask her servants, though, they’ll tell her straight away. But I can probably find the shops she visits anyway, if you don’t mind my being out of the office for a while. I’ll have to tramp round claiming that I’m terribly envious of her fashion sense and want to know where she has her hats made. I only hope that’s remotely plausible.”
 
   “I’ve only seen her in a widow’s cap,” Ned said. “It was unremarkable.”
 
   “Well, it’s worth a try. And I promise I’ll take care not to be murdered myself.” Her voice lost its wry tone at his expression. “Do give me a bit of credit. I’m not going to say ‘by the way, I have a husband I’d like to bludgeon with a candlestick, can you help me with that?’ I can make a few discreet inquiries without standing out.”
 
   “It does make sense,” Ned said, although he couldn’t help feeling a stab of guilt at his lack of chivalry. “But do take care.”
 
   “I generally do, Mr Mathey,” she said, but he wasn’t entirely reassured.
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   Julian made his way down George Street in the familiar flicker of the gas lamps, heading for Jacobs’, where gentlemen of a certain taste gathered to play cards. He’d heard nothing from Bolster, told himself it had only been a day since Annie Makins had disappeared. In the meantime, he had promised Ned that he would help check out the rumors about Louisa Nevett’s marriage, and if anyone would have the story at his fingertips, it would be Lennox. And Lennox was likely to be found at Jacobs’ most nights of the week.
 
   He climbed the steps, flanked by heavily curtained bow windows, and tugged the polished bell-knob. The door opened instantly, the big man in dark maroon livery relaxing as he recognized the caller, and Julian stepped inside.
 
   “Good evening, Parker.”
 
   “Evening, Mr Lynes.” Parker latched the main door, then pulled back the baize-covered inner door.
 
   In the interior hall, Julian surrendered hat and cane, and made his way into the front parlor. It was early yet, by Jacobs’ standards, the restaurants not yet closed, the theaters still in the last act, and only a handful of men were gathered in the cream and dove-gray space. A trio were hanging about the hazard table, more intent on their conversation than on getting up a game, while the others were playing what looked to be a rather sedate game of whist, and Julian crossed to the bar to order himself a brandy before moving into the main card room. Here the light was mellow, the gas dimmed so that the players sat in pools of lamplight, cards and cuffs flashing against the baize of the tabletop. At the back of the room, Jesperson had set up a game of chemin de fer and was auctioning the bank; it stood at thirty pounds as Julian passed, and Trefethen raised his hand in greeting.
 
   “Lynes! Care to buy in?”
 
   Chemin de fer was not Julian’s favorite game – the stakes were too high, and usually only monetary, though it was easy enough to manipulate the outcome – and he shook his head. “Later, maybe. Have you seen Lennox, by any chance?”
 
   “Not I,” Trefethen said, and Summergate looked over his shoulder.
 
   “In the blue room, I think?”
 
   “Thanks,” Julian said, generally, and headed for the stairs.
 
   The second floor held the two smaller card rooms, where the serious players gathered, as well as a billiard room and the smoking lounge. There was no one in the billiard room yet, but in the pale-blue front room a game of lanterloo was in progress, Lennox frowning as they sorted out the pot. He was generally a poor player, and Julian hoped the stakes were reasonable. He paused in the doorway, not wanting to interrupt the play, but Lennox looked up at the movement, his face relaxing.
 
   “Lynes, dear boy.”
 
   “Hello, Lennox.”
 
   The dealer gathered the cards to shuffle again, and Lennox pushed back his chair. “I’m out, Tommy. I’d like a word with Lynes.”
 
   “Suit yourself,” the dealer answered, and Julian stepped back into the hall.
 
   “Always glad to oblige,” he said, with a smile, and Lennox rolled his eyes.
 
   “My dear, Tommy takes this sort of thing far too seriously. One can’t really enjoy oneself under the circumstances.”
 
   “I was looking for you,” Julian said. “If you have a moment.”
 
   “Did you bring your paragon?” Lennox patted his shoulder. “No, I can see you haven’t, more’s the pity. The same old set is, well, the same old set. What can I do for you?”
 
   “It’s about the Nevett case,” Julian said.
 
   “I didn’t know you were involved in that,” Lennox said, with a lifted eyebrow. “And I never kiss and tell.”
 
   Julian smiled, though his attention sharpened. Not Edgar or Victor, surely – Victor had never been that way inclined, even at school – but Reggie? Freddie? “I wouldn’t have thought he’d be to your taste,” he tried, and Lennox waved a finger.
 
   “An unpleasant creature, not worth the time to dissect him. And that’s my last word on the matter.”
 
   Julian recognized the warning in Lennox’s voice but tried to think of other men whose habits and connections overlapped with Lennox’s. “Not Lucy’s young man, surely?”
 
   “I meant it, Lynes. And it’s not entirely my story, in any case.”
 
   Julian nodded, accepting the rebuff. “It was actually Mrs Edgar Nevett I was curious about,” he said. “Louisa Winchester, I believe she was. I thought you might have known her.”
 
   “Louisa Winchester,” Lennox said. “If you want to know about her, my boy, you’ll need to fetch me another drink.”
 
   “But of course,” Julian murmured. The theaters were finishing up, and more men were drifting in; the steward had opened the first-floor supper room, and a few younger men in slightly crumpled evening dress had been filling plates at the buffet and talking loudly about the performers as Julian came back up the stairs. He collected a whiskey and soda for Lennox and another brandy for himself, and they settled into a corner of the smoking room.
 
   “What’s so scandalous about Louisa Winchester?” he asked, and Lennox took a sip of his drink, closing his eyes to savor it.
 
   “You wouldn’t think of scandal when you look at her now, would you?” he said.
 
   Julian shook his head.
 
   “She was striking, you know,” Lennox went on. “So very fair, with hair like gilt silver and ice-gray eyes. And a lovely figure, ripe but not overblown. Like a Viking queen, or a Valkyrie. I think that was part of the reason for the talk, you know. She was so unlike every other woman Edgar Nevett ever courted.”
 
   Julian paused. He’d only caught the barest glimpse of her when he’d been at the house, and then she’d been a shadow in mourning so severe it made her a grim silhouette at the top of the stairs. “I’ve heard a whisper that she bewitched him.”
 
   “That was the talk at the time,” Lennox answered. “And Nevett had been paying rather marked attention to Rosemary Archambault – she’s now Mrs Leander Borthwick, which to my mind is the better bargain. But at the time there were cutting things said between the girls. They’d been friends, you see. But of course the Winchesters had rather more money than the Archambaults ever did, even if old Oliver had been willing to make a decent settlement on any of his girls.”
 
   “That all sounds very vague,” Julian said. “And rather ordinary. What had the poor woman done to start so much gossip?”
 
   Lennox folded his hands around his glass. “I never really knew,” he said. “There was a story that she’d jilted some other young man, before she came to London, or perhaps when she set her cap at Nevett, but it was never very clear. I rather doubt it was true, myself. She wasn’t the sort to lead one on. She was intense and determined, but she wasn’t cold. She was whole-hearted, all or nothing, and she never went back on her word.”
 
   “You liked her,” Julian said.
 
   “I did.” Lennox nodded. “I truly did. In those days, anyway – she’s gone in for good works since, I hear.” He gave a wry smile. “We don’t move in the same circles any more.”
 
   “She’s involved with a mission that educates poor children for domestic service,” Julian said.
 
   “She always did care about such things.” Lennox shrugged. “But, clearly, our paths wouldn’t cross. She was a lovely dancer, though.”
 
   Julian tried to picture Louisa in the wide-sleeved, bell-skirted fashions of thirty years ago, Lennox her dapper escort. He could imagine Lennox well enough, younger, slimmer, his hair untouched with gray, his smile less cynical, framed in luxurious side whiskers, but he couldn’t bring that Louisa to life.
 
   Lennox smiled sadly, as if he’d guessed the thought. “If she did use enchantment – and I don’t say she did – she’s paid for it now.”
 
   That thought was depressing enough that Julian lingered at the club longer than he’d meant, hoping that another drink and a hand or three of écarté would raise his spirits. After an uninspiring couple of games, however, he pushed himself away from the table, shaking his head at the tall baritone who laughingly pleaded with him to stay. On another night, he might well have been tempted to accept both the game and the implicit invitation, but he wasn’t particularly in the mood. What he really wanted – He shied away from the thought, then made himself face it. What he really wanted was to go home to find Ned waiting, which was at best highly unlikely. Even if they had managed to make a habit of each other for long enough that Lennox thought he had a new lover, there was little chance it would last past the day Ned had saved enough money to think of marriage. But if it could… To share lodgings, the way they had that first year at University: yes, that was what he wanted, but for the life of him, he couldn’t see how it could be achieved.
 
   He ordered a final brandy, resting his elbows on the bar, turned his attention to the room at large. A game of hazard was in full swing now, the club’s croupier in charge of the table, and whist had given way to écarté and another chemin de fer bank, this one hilarious and presided over by a very red-faced young man with improbable golden curls.
 
   “– Nevett’s father’s funeral,” someone said at his elbow.
 
   He managed to keep from starting, turned his head as though he were only idly curious, to see a trio in very tailored evening wear collecting their whiskeys from the expressionless bartender.
 
   “I’ll warrant it’s an excuse,” the tallest of them said. “He’s a dreadful tease, my dear. I’m only telling you for your own good.”
 
   They moved away, heading for the supper room, and Julian took a final swallow of his brandy. He didn’t know any of the three, so there was no point in pursuing them: one could not ask questions without rousing suspicion, at least not without more information than he had in hand. But if either Reginald or Freddie – or even Victor, unlikely as that seemed – were habitués of certain clubs – well, that was as good a motive for murder as anything else they’d come across. He’d have more to tell Ned than just confirming the rumors of enchantment.
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CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
    
 
   The cab pulled up outside Julian’s lodgings, and Ned stepped out, handing a coin up to the driver to induce him to wait. It took a considerable amount of time after the landlady banged on Julian’s door for him to open it, long enough that Ned began to wonder if he hadn’t in fact spent the night there, or, even more unhappy thought, had spent it there but in other company.
 
   The door finally opened to reveal Julian still in his dressing gown. “What time is it?” he asked, squinting suspiciously at the sunlight filtering in through the drawn curtains.
 
   “Not yet nine-thirty,” Ned said. “I know it’s early, but Hatton says he wants us both down at the Yard immediately. There’s been an urgent development in the case.”
 
   Julian’s eyebrows rose, his interest clearly pricked. “Has he made an arrest?” He stepped back and waved Ned in, which at least suggested that he was alone.
 
   “I’ve told you all I know. But he was very emphatic that it was urgent.”
 
   “Right,” Julian said, running his hand through his disheveled hair. “Just give me a minute to dress. I suppose it’s too urgent for coffee?”
 
   “I’ve got a cab waiting. There’s cold tea,” Ned offered, nodding toward the tray of breakfast that lay untouched and stone-cold on the table.
 
   “It’ll do,” Julian said, and retreated to dress. Ned poured Julian a cup of tea and spread jam on a slice of toast, holding both out to him when he emerged having dressed and shaved with what Ned had to admit was admirable speed.
 
   Julian downed the tea in one draught, making a face at the taste, and waved the toast away. “I’ve news of my own,” he said. “I only wish I knew if it were Reggie or Freddie they meant, or even Victor, but… I’m fairly sure one of them is moving in the same circles as Lennox. If one of Nevett’s sons is that way inclined, and his father found out about it, he’d have an undeniable motive.”
 
   “Damn,” Ned said.
 
   Julian raised an eyebrow. “It’s a step closer to solving the case. At least, it might be.”
 
   “I know. It’s only… I’d rather have it be for a different reason, I suppose.” It felt uncomfortably close to home. Not that Ned’s father would threaten to expose him if he ever found out Ned’s predilections. It would simply be one more shameful secret for him to keep from the world, another burden for the family to bear.
 
   “Well, you may get your wish. Lennox says that he knew Louisa in her younger days, and that it might be true she beguiled Edgar. And that’s not a grudge; he liked her, he says.” Julian picked up his hat. “Let’s go find out what the Yard wants, and then we can try to sort through it all over breakfast. Or lunch. Or something.”
 
   Hatton was in his office at the Yard, and nodded as they entered.
 
   “I was wondering if we’d have to do this without you,” Hatton said. “He’s your client, though, and he asked that you be present when he gives his statement.” Ned could hear Julian’s momentary catch of breath just before Hatton said, “Victor Nevett has confessed to murdering his father.”
 
   “Impossible,” Ned said automatically.
 
   “I know you were in school with him. I expect it’s something of a blow.”
 
   Julian’s breath caught again, dangerously close to a laugh, and Ned gave him a sharp look. “It’s certainly a surprise,” Ned said.
 
   “I believe you,” Hatton said. “If I thought you’d been covering up for him, we’d be having a different kind of conversation. But I handed the murder weapon over to you myself, and you didn’t take the chance to spoil the evidence.” He shook his head. “I’ll take you to him. We’ll be sending him over to Holloway on remand, but he says he’s willing to make a statement, so I want to get that down first.”
 
   “Ask him why he did it,” Julian said.
 
   “Believe me, I will.” Hatton led them down a twisting hallway and into a room with two constables guarding the door. Inside, Victor was pacing the length of the long table that occupied the center of the room. “Sit down, Mr Nevett,” Hatton said.
 
   Victor sat, and looked up at Ned, his jaw set. “Mathey.”
 
   “I’m here, Nevett, but I expect your solicitor would do you more good,” Ned said, settling awkwardly into a chair. He found himself unsure what to do with his hands.
 
   “I haven’t got one,” Victor said. “Or only my father’s, and that won’t do, will it? Besides, you’re both old Toms’ men.” He swallowed hard, and Ned realized with an uncomfortable twist in his stomach that Victor felt safer with the two of them there. They were familiar, at least, and if he’d put their school days behind him, he probably expected them to have done the same.
 
   “So you killed your father,” Julian said, his eyes intent on Victor’s face. Whether Julian was searching it for signs that Victor might not be telling the truth, or merely savoring the moment, Ned wasn’t sure.
 
   “I’ll take charge here, Mr Lynes, if you please,” Hatton said mildly. “Mr Nevett, I understand you have a statement to make.” He tugged at a bell-pull behind him, and one of the constables came in at once. “Constable Gregg here will take notes.”
 
   “I killed my father,” Victor said. “I cursed the candlestick so that it fell and struck him. It was right after dinner, when we were going in to join the ladies in the drawing room. I went into his office for a minute and… And in the morning he was dead.”
 
   “What about the burglary?” Hatton said.
 
   “There wasn’t a burglary. I hid the rest of the silver. I threw it in the river, later. I should have gone back and taken the candlestick…” He faltered, and then went on. “I suppose I lost my nerve. I stayed upstairs until morning, and then the girl was screaming her head off, and by the time I got down there everyone had seen the candlestick. I couldn’t just take it away.”
 
   “It didn’t occur to you to substitute another similar one?” Julian asked.
 
   “No,” Victor said, shaking his head in what seemed like genuine surprise. He’d never had much imagination, Ned thought, or been particularly swift to think in a crisis. “No, I just hoped everyone would assume it was a burglary and not ask too many questions. Maybe they’d even think the curse was real.”
 
   “Why did you want to kill your father, Mr Nevett?” Hatton asked. His voice was even, as if he dealt with this sort of thing all the time. Hatton had seen worse than Victor Nevett, Ned realized, and tried to steady himself with the thought.
 
   “For the money,” Victor said. “My inheritance. It was the only way I was ever going to get out of that rotten little house. He promised me before I married he’d help me buy a house of my own. That’s what he said to start with. Then it was that he was going to buy a house and we could live in it, and he’d have that to hold over my head if I ever crossed him. And then he said he wasn’t sure I deserved anything at all.” There was real heat in his voice for the first time. “So I found the curse in a book, and I did it.”
 
   “Why confess?” Ned asked.
 
   “I couldn’t live with it. I killed my father. That’s wrong, and I’ve got to pay for it.” Victor raised his chin. “I’m no coward,” he said. “I did it and I’ve got to pay the price for it. I’m ready to take my punishment.”
 
   “They’re going tohang you,” Ned said. He wasn’t sure he could bear it if Victor went on talking as if they were back in school, with only a beating at stake.
 
   “That’s for the court to decide,” Hatton said. “But I want you to understand, Mr Nevett, that this is a very serious charge.”
 
   “I know it’s the drop for me. So let’s get on with it, all right? I’ve nothing more to say.”
 
   It was a straightforward enough confession, and Ned expected it would be enough to see Victor Nevett hanged. He might even have been satisfied at the prospect, if only he’d believed a word of it.
 
   He didn’t believe for a moment that Victor knew enough metaphysics to have taken this curse from a book. If he’d said he’d paid someone for it, then, maybe…but he’d never worked it out on his own. And Ned found it hard to imagine his old nemesis tormented by remorse. If Victorhad killed someone, he’d have first persuaded himself that his victim had it coming to him, and it wouldn’t have troubled him further.
 
   He tried to catch Julian’s eye, but Julian was watching Victor Nevett with an expression that suggested he felt that Victor was about to get what was coming to him, and that Julian very well might enjoy it.
 
   Hatton said nothing to either of them until the constables had taken Victor away. “Well, that’s that.”
 
   “I’ve known Victor Nevett a long time,” Ned said. “He couldn’t have done that enchantment. Not and had it work properly the first time. I doubt he could even have worked out how it should be done.”
 
   “They teach metaphysics at Sts Thomas’s, I understand.”
 
   “Grammar. The very basics. Not methods of murder. He never went on with it at Oxford.”
 
   “All the same,” Hatton said, and held up a hand when Ned would have interrupted him. “Let’s say for a moment that I believe you. I have no evidence but your word, and as you say, you’ve known him since you were in school. In fact, he came to you when we first suspected murder, and you’ve been looking for someone else to blame it on ever since. Do you see how it looks?”
 
   “If that’s what you believe –”
 
   “It’s not,” Hatton said. “But he’s confessed, he had the opportunity, and he’s had at least a bit of metaphysical training. I’ve got no proof he didn’t do it, and no evidence that anyone else did. And your word isn’t going to persuade a jury, not when you’re old schoolmates.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Mathey. But I can’t go on grasping at straws. If you have some actual proof that it was someone else who killed Nevett, bring it to me before the trial. If not…” He shook his head again.
 
   “If not, he’ll hang,” Julian said, and sounded as if that might not bother him at all.
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   On the sidewalk outside Scotland Yard, Julian jammed his hands into his pockets, trying to ignore the tangle of his feelings. Beside him, Ned looked pale and unhappy, as though it genuinely grieved him that Victor had confessed. More probably it was that he didn’t believe the confession, and that was something Julian was not yet prepared to consider. He checked his watch, and squinted into the sunlight that dazzled the busy street.
 
   “The Mitre should be serving by now and I’m starving.”
 
   “Yes,” Ned said, after the slightest of hesitations, and pulled out his whistle to summon a cab.
 
   It wasn’t a long ride to the Mitre, but they were both silent, Julian unable to rid himself of the thought of Victor Nevett in the dock, the bewildered bluster giving way to silence as the black-capped judge declared the sentence. It would ruin the family – well, Reggie or Freddie might salvage something, but the women would not, would lose their friends and their place in society and probably their house, and all because Victor was fool enough to kill his father. Ned was wrong, Victor could have picked up enough metaphysics at Oxford to create the enchantment, surely, or at least enough to make it up out of a book. And there were plenty of texts out there that offered methods of murder – proscribed, to be sure, and hard to come by, but available. Ned was simply wrong.
 
   At the Mitre, he paid off the cab, and led Ned into the narrow dining room. It was nearly empty, this early, and the waiter hovered. Julian took another look at Ned, still frowning and silent, and ordered a pint of claret as well as the day’s ordinary, and poured them each a generous glass as soon as it arrived.
 
   “Drink up,” he said.
 
   Ned pushed the glass away. “I’m not –”
 
   “It’s upsetting. One wouldn’t have thought it, even of Victor.”
 
   Ned gave him a sharp look. “You can’t seriously think he did it.”
 
   “He’s confessed –”
 
   “And he’ll hang for it,” Ned said.
 
   “Well, if he did it –”
 
   “You know as well as I do that Victor Nevett isn’t capable of writing a curse that would cause a hangnail, never mind something as sophisticated as this. He’d have brought the entire shelf down, or made all the silver fall over, not aimed one candlestick at a specific target.” Ned took a quick swallow of his wine. “He has to be protecting someone.”
 
   “Does he?” Julian took a bite of the shepherd’s pie. It was a specialty of the house, and a favorite, but somehow it tasted less delicious than usual. “Look, I’ll agree that he couldn’t have written the enchantment himself, but there are books out there that have all manner of questionable enchantments in them. And he certainly knew how to draw one efficiently.”
 
   “I’m not sure about that,” Ned said.
 
   “We all left Toms’ knowing that much,” Julian said, with more confidence than he felt. They had been taught the basics of metaphysics, as much as a gentleman needed to know to hold his own and supervise a professional, but they’d been strongly discouraged from anything practical, or from actual practice. Which at the time had seemed to be a wise decision, even if it had reduced him to sketching enchantments in the bathroom, using a peeled stick for a wand. The results had been largely disappointing, and he’d known a bit more about the matter than most. “And he could have learned more at University.”
 
   “He was sent down the term after we got there,” Ned said. “And he wasn’t studying metaphysics.”
 
   Julian scowled. “He knew enough to use amaledictor. You can’t argue that.”
 
   “I can, and I do,” Ned answered. “But, all right, I’ll grant you that. Let’s say he could use a handbook. And let’s say that there’s amaledictor out there that has enchantments as neat and clean as this one was, even though I’ve never seen one. Do you think Victor Nevett would know where to find one?”
 
   “I could find five,” Julian said. “Easily.”
 
   “You’re you.”
 
   Julian looked away. “You could get one, I’d wager.”
 
   “I’d know where to start looking, yes,” Ned said. “But do you think anyone would sell it to me?”
 
   “Probably not,” Julian admitted. And that meant the dealers in questionable texts probably wouldn’t have sold anything to Victor, either, or at least nothing more dangerous than French novels with curious illustrations.
 
   “He’s lying,” Ned said. “I know he’s lying. And I don’t think he realizes they’re really going to hang him.”
 
   “If he’s lying,” Julian said, reluctantly, “he’s protecting someone.”
 
   Ned nodded. “His mother or his brothers, would be my guess. Or I suppose his wife, though I don’t know that she’d have cause.”
 
   “The same cause any of them did,” Julian pointed out. “She and Victor would have had the same motive, to get a place of her own – and that I do believe, by the way.”
 
   “Yes, I think he was telling the truth about the house,” Ned said.
 
   “Which is the most solid motive we’ve heard so far,” Julian said.
 
   “Except for what you said you found out last night. I don’t like to think it, but men have killed for that.”
 
   “It does rule out the servants,” Julian said, after a moment. “I can’t see Victor protecting anyone who wasn’t family. For that matter, I can’t see Victor protecting anyone –”
 
   Ned glared at him. “For God’s sake, Lynes. Do you really want to see him dead?”
 
   Yes. Julian swallowed the answer, appalled to find that he did still mean it, that he did still want to see Victor twisting at the end of a rope.
 
   “He couldn’t have done what he said,” Ned went on. “You know that. And if you want to put the worst face on it – do you think Victor has ever felt guilty for anything he’s convinced himself he could get away with?”
 
   Julian flinched at that. It was true, Victor had never been the sort to admit guilt or feel remorse, and probably it wasn’t justice to hang a man for bullying, no matter how bad it had been, but even so… God, he did want it, and the shame of it burned through him. He shook his head slowly, not sure whether he was agreeing with Ned or rejecting the entire matter. “If he didn’t do it,” he said, “then he’s protecting someone. And of the people he could be protecting – he’s the worst of the lot, you know, and he knows their worth better than we do. Maybe we should let him do it.”
 
   “We can’t,” Ned said, sounding startled. “You know we can’t do that.”
 
   “Why not?” Julian laid out the pieces of his argument like a conjurer, slipping quickly past the dubious bits. “Look, if it was any of them – if it was Mrs Nevett, God knows she probably had cause. We don’t know how he mistreated her, all these years. Reggie and Freddie, whichever one of them is Lennox’s friend, you said yourself you didn’t want to see that come out. We could let Victor protect whoever it is – it would be the one decent thing he’s ever done in his life.”
 
   Ned opened his mouth, then closed it again. Julian could feel the color rising inexplicably in his cheeks, and quickly drained the last of his wine.
 
   “Murderers get a taste for it,” Ned said at last. “If it works once, it becomes an obvious solution, and to smaller and smaller problems. I can’t let that happen.”
 
   Julian looked at his plate. Ned wasn’t wrong, but he wasn’t entirely right, either, or at least something wasn’t right. Maybe it was just his own feelings, but everything was so tangled that he couldn’t find the words. He needed to get away, to go somewhere alone and work this out, and he managed a grimace like a smile as he pushed himself away from the table. “No. I suppose. Look, Mathey, I need to get back to my lodgings – I need to see if Bolster’s sent word about Mrs Makins.”
 
   “Of course,” Ned said, his expression troubled. Julian set a handful of coins on the table, and turned away before he could change his mind.
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   Miss Frost was still about her investigations when Ned returned to his chambers, which at least spared him having to tell her whether to continue them. He turned the pages of books without seeing them until it was late enough that he could justify leaving, and then stood indecisive on the front steps of the building. He should probably find dinner, but he didn’t have much appetite for it. Or go and find Julian, if only he could think of what to say.
 
   He couldn’t bring himself to believe that it would be better for everyone if Victor was hanged to spare the unfortunate murderer. Whatever his sins, Victor wasn’t the one who’d planned to kill in cold blood. And now someone had learned that killing was easy and profitable. If one of the other servants knew too much, like poor Sarah, or if a second husband proved as unpleasant as the first, or someone else threatened exposure, it would surely be easier the second time.
 
   More than that, it would be entirely unjust, and he had to believe that mattered. There had to be some measure of justice beyond who one liked or disliked, some rules that weren’t the arbitrary creations of schoolboys. And a rule against murder had to be one of them, or the streets of London would surely run with blood.
 
   After all, they’d come close enough to being murderers themselves.
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   It was sometime in their second year that Julian had started talking about it. Ned couldn’t remember now exactly what had prompted it, only that it had been a comforting fantasy at a time when they’d both been on the edge of despair.
 
   “We really could kill him,” Julian said. “It’s been done before, I expect. Look at all the chapel markers for students who died while they were at school.”
 
   “The school’s been here for hundreds of years,” Ned pointed out. “Some of them were bound to die of something.” He cupped his hands around the candle end that lit the tiny room, the heat scorching his palms. It was really the unfinished space between two attic rooms, which Julian had found a way into the year before; it was cramped and cold, but it gave them a place to sit and talk in private, and was becoming a magpie’s nest of books and small luxuries smuggled up from below.
 
   “Even so,” Julian said. “It would solve everything, don’t you think? Get him up on the roof and push him off –”
 
   “Why would Nevett follow you onto the roof?”
 
   “All right, no. Stab him in his sleep?”
 
   “Too messy,” Ned said, warming to the spirit of the game. “Pushing him down the stairs would be better.”
 
   “You’d be seen. And he might just break a leg or something.”
 
   “That would be an improvement,” Ned said. “For that matter, breaking your own might be. At least you’d be sent home.”
 
   “I don’t want to go home,” Julian said. “And suppose I wasn’t? Suppose I had to get around with a crutch, or was in bed in the infirmary and couldn’t even get up?” He looked grim enough at the thought that Ned reached for his hand, twining his fingers through Julian’s in a way that wasn’t exactly against the rules, but still was beginning to seem to him perhaps not entirely licit, either.
 
   “Also you might be killed,” Ned said. “And I suppose I really meant me, anyway. And it’s a stupid idea. Better to do away with Nevett.”
 
   “There’s always poison,” Julian said. “We could poison the lot of them.”
 
   “There’s a nice thought,” Ned said. “We’ll be rid of them eventually anyway when they leave school.” The prospect seemed so far away, though. Julian came back from every session in the prefects’ parlor hard-eyed and furious, even when he wasn’t much hurt, and Ned couldn’t help thinking that he’d do a great deal to have it all be over.
 
   Julian pressed his shoulder hard against Ned’s. “Eventually’s not soon enough,” he said. “We ought to kill them.”
 
   “There’s something nice to think about,” Ned said.
 
   It made a pleasantly macabre bedtime story to tell himself, in which the prefects died in a variety of improbable ways, killed by elaborate traps Julian and he had set or stabbed through the heart with a cursed toasting-fork, and Toms’ became very peaceful thereafter. Ned wasn’t sure how long he went on thinking of it that way, only that it ended the night that he found a small box wrapped in brown paper tucked into a corner of their attic retreat.
 
   “What’s this, then?” he said, sniffing at it.
 
   “Don’t do that,” Julian said, more sharply than usual. “It’s arsenic.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Arsenic. They sell it for poisoning rats. I got it easily enough.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “Because it’s the best thing. You can’t taste it, and it makes you sick at your stomach first. It would make it easy for people to believe they’d just eaten something that had turned, and gotten food poisoning from it. There might not even be an inquest, that way.”
 
   “You’re serious,” Ned said, a cold knot settling in his stomach.
 
   Julian frowned at him. “Of course I’m serious. What did you think?”
 
   “I didn’t think… Lynes, you can’t.”
 
   “Why not? The prefects keep their own tea and sugar in their parlor. All we’d have to do is sneak in –”
 
   “Oh, is that all.”
 
   “I can do it. Put the arsenic in their sugar, burn the package it came in, and wait for them to poison themselves. They all take sugar in their tea, you’ve seen them at breakfast a hundred times. It’ll work.”
 
   “You can’t.”
 
   “Why not?” Julian looked up at him, his dark eyes intent. “We’d be rid of them. So would everyone else. I expect more than one of the New Men would thank you.”
 
   “Yes, but…it would be murder.”
 
   “Self-defense,” Julian said, so quickly that Ned knew he was ready for the accusation. “You can’t tell me you’d really be sorry if Nevett died. Or Staniforth, or any of them.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be,” Ned admitted. “But murder won’t do. Non licit.”
 
   “I don’t care about the school rules.”
 
   “It’s against the law.”
 
   “The same law that says that you’re not allowed to steal people’s things? Or that says you’re not allowed to walk up to a man and trip him, or have him beaten for your own amusement? The law doesn’t apply to us, Mathey. This is school.”
 
   “It’s wrong,” Ned said.
 
   “It would make it stop.”
 
   “It’s still wrong. And we’d get caught. You’d get caught. What if someone remembers you buying the arsenic?”
 
   “I didn’t get it at the village shop,” Julian said.
 
   “Wherever you got it. Someone will remember.”
 
   “And get themselves into trouble by admitting they sold it to me, when I’m underage and didn’t sign a poisons register?”
 
   “Are you willing to risk it? What if someone catches you coming out of the prefects’ parlor – no, don’t say they wouldn’t. They might. We’re not the only ones who are ever up after lights out.”
 
   “They wouldn’t,” Julian said, but there was a note of doubt in his voice for the first time.
 
   “They might. And if they did, or someone remembered you buying the arsenic, then you’d probably be hanged. We both would, if I helped you.” Ned shook his head. “It’s not worth it. Nevett and Staniforth can’t kill us.”
 
   “They could,” Julian said. “They just probably won’t.”
 
   “They probably won’t,” Ned said. “And if you do this, you probably will get caught. And even if you don’t get caught, you’ll always know you’re a murderer.” He shook his head. “I can’t let you do it, old man.”
 
   He held out his hand, and after a moment’s hesitation, Julian handed over the box. He looked both disappointed and at least a little relieved, as if he weren’t entirely sorry for someone to stop him.
 
   “You’ll always know you could have done it, though,” Ned said.
 
   “There’s that,” Julian said, and looked as if he took at least some comfort in the thought.
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   He thought – at least, he hoped – that Julian was glad now that he hadn’t become a murderer at thirteen, and not only because he probably would have been caught. They’d both tried to be better than that. And were, he thought.
 
   Decided, he made for the back gates and the omnibus stop. He’d given Julian enough time to cool off; he might be ready to hear reason, now, as unwelcome as it might be. They weren’t going to let Victor Nevett hang for someone else’s crimes, although he thought it might still be some comfort to Julian to savor the thought that theycould have.
 
   He wasn’t planning to savor it himself, he told himself, and could almost make himself believe it.
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   Julian sprawled on the sofa, the morocco box open on the table in front of him. He was tempted to write himself another enchantment, one that would numb his feelings just a little longer. But he was exhausted already, the shock of Victor’s confession and the quarrel with Ned piled on top of the lack of sleep the night before, and expending more energy would only make thing worse. As it was, he was likely to want a reviving charm in the morning anyway. And that was a sure way to ruin his health, or at best require a long, restorative holiday.
 
   He pushed himself upright, avoiding theUrtica mordax, and went to the sideboard to light the spirit lamp under his coffee maker. It probably wasn’t all that much better for him than another enchantment, but he felt thick and stupid. The coffee would cure at least some of that. But mostly – if he was honest with himself, he was mostly ashamed. He had wanted to kill Victor Nevett before – Staniforth and Noyes and Larriby, for starters, and Victor had been on the list for Ned’s sake – but at least then it would have solved an immediate problem. This would be pure revenge, and that – was not acceptable. He filled the vacuum chamber, set it to heat while he prepared the grounds, then fitted the pieces together and tightened the delicate screws. He’d always told himself he’d chosen this profession to serve justice, not to subvert it.
 
   “Mr Lynes!” Mrs Digby’s voice was followed by her heavy knock. “Mr Mathey is here.”
 
   Julian glanced once around the chaos of his parlor, and went reluctantly to the door. “Come in.”
 
   Ned hung his hat on the tree by the door, and if his eyes lingered for a moment on the enchantment set, Julian could pretend he didn’t see.
 
   “Make yourself at home,” he said. “I’ve started some coffee.”
 
   “Maybe in a bit,” Ned said. He took a deep breath, and Julian glared at him.
 
   “Don’t say it.”
 
   “You don’t know what I was going to say,” Ned protested.
 
   “I do so.” Julian shoved his hands into his pockets, feeling as though he were thirteen again. “You were going to bring up Nevett.”
 
   “I was,” Ned said, after a moment. “And we have to talk about it sometime.”
 
   “Not necessarily.”
 
   “Yes, we do.” Ned paused. “What’s that hissing?”
 
   “Damn it!” Julian swung around just as the coffee machine’s safety valve released, sending up a spray of brown steam. He slapped at the off switch, and the steam died with a mournful sigh, leaving a fan of coffee-speckled damp across the wallpaper. The paper was already blistering in spots. “God damn it –” He turned, ready with a cutting answer if Ned showed any signs of amusement, but the other man merely looked concerned.
 
   “You didn’t burn yourself –”
 
   “No.” For a moment, his reaction hung in the balance, and then the sheer ridiculousness of it all overwhelmed him. It was bizarre and foolish and funny, and he shook his head, laughing. “Oh, dear God, Mrs Digby is going – is not going to be happy with me.”
 
   “Not at all.” Ned relaxed into laughter himself, and settled onto the sofa. “Has it occurred to you that there might be better ways to make coffee?”
 
   “It’s very scientific,” Julian answered. He poked cautiously at the device, decided that it was indeed safe, and began unscrewing the pieces. He could see what he’d done – forgotten to open the siphon once the pressure rose sufficiently – and looked over his shoulder. “I could make more?”
 
   “By no means!” Ned answered, with more fervor than courtesy, and Julian snickered again.
 
   “Perhaps not,” he agreed, and came to join Ned on the sofa. “I wonder if there’s a glamor for repairing wallpaper.”
 
   “Miss Frost might know one,” Ned answered. “She knows a shocking number of useful things.” He paused. “Lynes –”
 
   Julian sighed. “Yes, I know. You do realize that whoever Victor is protecting probably had a very good reason to kill Edgar Nevett.”
 
   “I know,” Ned said. “And, believe me, if what you heard is right, and it’s Reggie or Freddie – it’s damnably hard to condemn a man for one’s own vices. But it’s still murder.”
 
   Julian nodded. Ned had stretched one arm along the back of the sofa, and Julian leaned cautiously against his shoulder. Ned wrapped his arm around Julian’s chest in answer, and Julian relaxed into the embrace.
 
   “It has to be Mrs Nevett or one of the boys,” he said. “I can’t see Victor protecting anyone else.”
 
   “Nor I,” Ned answered. “And if Lennox has it right, that’s the best motive we’ve heard so far.”
 
   “I can’t really see that using enchantment to bring about a marriage would be that serious after, what, it must be nearly thirty years,” Julian said. “Though I suppose if Edgar had believed her innocent, he might have made her life sufficiently miserable.”
 
   “I imagine it could have made things difficult with Ellis,” Ned said. “He’s enough of a stickler that he might have banned her from the mission, and she really seems to care about that.”
 
   “Lennox said she always was interested in social questions.” Julian tipped his head back, grateful for Ned’s solid presence, and Ned leaned his cheek against Julian’s hair.
 
   “Interested enough to murder her husband for them?”
 
   “Well, we are talking about Edgar Nevett,” Julian answered. “But I grant you it seems unlikely.”
 
   “And that leaves Reggie or Freddie,” Ned said. He sounded distinctly unhappy at the idea, and Julian laced his fingers with the hand covering his chest.
 
   “Wynchcombe said he’s stayed in touch with Reggie,” he said. “I could write and ask what he knows.”
 
   “That’s a good idea.”
 
   “And I can keep asking among Lennox’s friends. I should be able to find out something more.”
 
   “That would be helpful.” Ned paused. “Have you heard anything from Mrs Makins?”
 
   “Not yet.” Julian sighed. “I sent Bolster a note, but – I haven’t gotten an answer. I’m afraid she’s going to try to deal with it on her own.”
 
   “Or your friend Bolster will manage it for her,” Ned said.
 
   “I’d feel better if I thought he would,” Julian answered. That was a subject better not pursued, and he said, “I still wonder about Louisa. It all depends on what Edgar knew, I suppose, and what he would have done about it. I could ask Lennox about that as well.”
 
   “And there are people I can ask, as well,” Ned said.
 
   Julian closed his eyes, concentrating on the warmth of Ned’s body against his back, the movement of his ribs and the tickle of his breath against Julian’s ear.
 
   “You’re falling asleep,” Ned said, after a while, and disengaged his fingers.
 
   “Not really.” Julian sat up. “And – don’t go.” He copied Ganymede’s most seductive smile. “I’ll make it worth your while.”
 
   Ned gave a snort of laughter. “You’ll probably fall asleep in the middle,” he said, but made no protest when Julian leaned close again.
 
   They spent a while in increasingly heated embraces on the sofa, ending only when theUrtica mordax, apparently distressed by their movements, tried to nip Ned’s ear. They retreated, snickering, to the bedroom, and Julian pushed Ned lightly toward the bed.
 
   “Take your clothes off.”
 
   “Take yours off, then,” Ned retorted, but began undoing buttons willingly enough. Julian copied him, deliberately slow, so that by the time Ned sprawled naked among the sheets, he was still half dressed. The contrast always thrilled him, his lover nude, himself still clothed, and he reached eagerly for Ned.
 
   When they were done, they lay panting for a long moment, until finally Ned shifted them to a more comfortable position.
 
   “I didn’t fall asleep,” Julian said, his voice muffled against Ned’s shoulder, and he felt as much as heard Ned’s rueful laugh.
 
   “And a damn good thing you didn’t, too. There might have been another murder.”
 
   Julian smiled sleepily, smugly, and let himself drift into oblivion.
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CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Miss Frost came in late the next morning, looking pleased with herself. “I’ve found her,” she said.
 
   “Louisa’s metaphysician?”
 
   “I’m not sure I’d call her that. Her name’s Mrs Landry. She has a little parlor above a milliner’s shop where she sees clients. All lace and little china dogs. After a while I got the feeling they were watching me.”
 
   “Well done,” Ned said. “I do hope you didn’t take any unnecessary risks.”
 
   “I didn’t bring up murder. But I did say that I’d heard that she was a great help to Louisa Winchester in matters of the heart. From my dear mother who was a great friend of Louisa’s at school and always admired her audacity.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have.”
 
   Miss Frost shrugged. “Probably not, but then what would I have learned? She danced round the point for a while, but she finally said that, yes, she had, and that Louisa wouldn’t ever have married Edgar Nevett if it weren’t for her. Mind you, she was careful about it. Not a word that couldn’t have referred to simply giving good advice, or at worst providing beauty charms. My impression is she knows perfectly well what she could be brought up on charges for, and she isn’t going to be caught in that trap.”
 
   “But you think she did it.”
 
   “I think she did. I made up a tale of an entirely fictitious suitor, and she made it clear there were ways of making him consider me in an entirely new light. I’m confident in my own mind of what she meant, but as I say, she was careful about it. She’d probably swear in court that she only meant that he’d think far better of me if I had a more fashionable hat.”
 
   Ned leaned back in his chair, considering the matter. “Suppose Edgar found out about it. What could he possibly do, after all this time?”
 
   “Make her life unpleasant? Divorce her? Certainly not take legal action against Mrs Landry. There’s no proof. For that matter, I can’t imagine what he could have found out to make him certain he’d been foxed. You said there were already rumors years ago.”
 
   “I suppose she might have admitted it.”
 
   “I wouldn’t,” Miss Frost said. “But it might happen, I suppose. Something said in the heat of an argument that confirmed his suspicions?”
 
   “Maybe. It’s not much to hang divorce proceedings on.”
 
   “A court might take his word against hers. Sometimes they do, when there’s enchantment alleged, no matter how unconvincing the facts are.”
 
   Ned frowned. “They might. I should find out who Edgar’s solicitor was. If he was sounding out the idea of proceedings, that’s suggestive.”
 
   “Surely that’s confidential?”
 
   “I’m sure, but that doesn’t mean no one knows about it. You know how it is.”
 
   “The eternal rumor mill.”
 
   “It’s part of the point of belonging to clubs.”
 
   “I wouldn’t know,” Miss Frost said. “Women’s clubs confine themselves to entirely frivolous activities.”
 
   “I’m never sure when you’re serious,” Ned said.
 
   “Would you prefer to think we’re secretly plotting the overthrow of society? It doesn’t involve Edgar Nevett’s solicitor, in any event.”
 
   A quick note to Hatton produced the welcome information by return post that afternoon that Edgar Nevett had used Weldon and Barnes. “Claude Barrow,” he said, folding Hatton’s letter. “I’m almost certain he’s a junior partner at Weldon and Barnes. I ought to be able to twist his arm a bit.”
 
   “And suppose Edgar wasn’t thinking anything of the sort?” Miss Frost asked.
 
   “Then we consider this whole thing a red herring. Which it may still be, whatever Edgar Nevett was contemplating. Either Reggie or Freddie may also have had good reason to want the old man dead.”
 
   “I’m still unclear as to what we think that reason was.”
 
   “An unsuitable romance,” Ned said, and took himself off before she could ask any more questions he didn’t want to answer.
 
   The Mercury Club was filling up by the time Ned arrived, the dining room busy and the smoking-room beyond it clearly in use from the smell of cigar smoke that filtered out into the hall. Ned evaded several offers for him to share a table before finding Barrow, who was fortunately eating alone.
 
   “Mind if I join you?” Ned asked, dropping into a chair without waiting for a response.
 
   “No, make yourself at home,” Barrow said. He was sandy-haired with an open, friendly manner that Ned thought must set his clients at ease, although combined with Barrow’s undeniable good looks, Ned found it more discomfiting. The Mercury was a haven for him, and he preferred to spend his time there with friends who didn’t inspire thoughts that had to be firmly concealed.
 
   Barrow flagged down a waiter, who took Ned’s order and whisked himself away; if the food at the Mercury wasn’t inspired, it was at least promptly served. “How are the conjuring tricks, then?”
 
   “Right now I’m trying to conjure up some answers about the Nevett case,” Ned said frankly. “Your firm handled Edgar Nevett’s affairs, didn’t they?”
 
   Barrow frowned. “We did, but if you’re acting for Victor Nevett, I don’t think we can take that on. Even if one of the other partners handled it, it wouldn’t be appropriate under the circumstances.”
 
   “I entirely understand,” Ned said. “I was only wondering if there’d been anything out of the ordinary in Nevett’s legal affairs before he died. Any changes to his will, or any idea of legal action of some sort.”
 
   Barrow looked interested. “You know something.”
 
   “I have some ideas,” Ned said. “I don’t think Victor Nevett’s guilty, if that’s what you’re wondering. But if Mrs Edgar Nevett is your client…”
 
   “I thought you might ask that,” Barrow said. “And, no, she’s not. Of course we’ll have some dealings with her in the process of settling the estate, but Edgar Nevett was our client, and it’s his interests we’re bound to represent.”
 
   “Are you still?” Ned asked, and let the question hang in the air between them for a minute.
 
   “What do you want to know?” Barrow asked finally. He held up a hand to stop Ned from answering as the soup was placed in front of him, and then motioned for him to go on once the waiter had retreated again.
 
   “Anything of the sort I asked about, but particularly pertaining to Mrs Nevett. I had the idea that Edgar might have been investigating the possibility of having grounds for divorce.”
 
   “More than that,” Barrow said after a moment’s hesitation. “He actually had us drawing up the papers for him to sue for divorce.”
 
   “On what grounds?”
 
   “I shouldn’t be telling you a word of this.”
 
   “If she made away with your client –”
 
   “Now, I don’t know anything about that. It was the usual story, old grudges turned bitter, and I understand that he was up in arms about the amount of his money she spent on her charities. ‘Beggaring me to please that milksop Ellis,’ Nevett said.” Barrow looked embarrassed. “Not that I listen at doors, but the man’s voice did carry when he was in a temper.”
 
   “Always awkward with clients like that.”
 
   “It is, rather. As for the actual cause, I believe he was planning to claim enchantment.”
 
   “He had some proof of it, then?”
 
   “I don’t know that he’d have needed it. I hate to break it to you, Mathey, but the grounds given for granting divorces aren’t always strictly accurate in the most factual of senses. If he’s determined to be rid of her, and she’d rather be rid of him as well, it’s easier sometimes to blame an enchantment purchased as a youthful folly than for one of them to admit to adultery or worse.”
 
   “But if she didn’t want the divorce?”
 
   “Then he’d have had to put forward some evidence. That can be messy, trying to dredge up people to swear to what a woman did when she was being courted decades ago. I imagine Mr Weldon would have tried to talk him out of it, under those circumstances, on account of the likely scandal. But clients aren’t always reasonable. I understand…at least, it was my impression that Mr Nevett had met a young woman whose moral scruples would trouble her less if he weren’t married.”
 
   “Not a young lady he intended to marry himself?”
 
   “He’d find that hard to achieve, I should think, after dragging his good name through the divorce courts. We do handle divorces for our clients, but we try to be honest about what it’ll mean for them. It’s worse for a woman, of course.”
 
   “Of course,” Ned murmured.
 
   “But, really, Mathey, I can’t tell you any more about it. I shouldn’t have said this much.”
 
   “Say no more about it.”
 
   “It’s only that you’re right that I’d like to see justice done. He wasn’t a particularly pleasant man, but he was a client, and that has to count for something, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Surely it does,” Ned said, and let Barrow turn the conversation firmly to the lamentable state of modern cricket as the waiter arrived to take his soup plate away.
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   The morning post brought no answer from Bolster. Julian hovered at his desk for a while, wondering if he should write again, but could think of nothing to say that he hadn’t already mentioned. And it was never good to prod Bolster. He’d made it clear that he intended to protect Annie Makins, and Julian was going to have to rely on him, however reluctant he was to do so. He drafted a letter to Wynchcombe, asking what he might know about Reggie’s quarrel with his father, and sent young Digby to post it, then leaned against the frame of his front window, staring out into the street. There ought to be more he could do, something else he could do – perhaps he should interview Mick Murtaugh, find out if Mrs Makins had been back for her pay. If he could convince Murtaugh that he wasn’t looking to arrest the woman. But that was better done on Saturday, when wages were paid. Today…
 
   He turned away from the window, hands in his pockets as he paced the length of the parlor, automatically avoiding the piles of books and papers on the floor. He wouldn’t mind talking to Victor’s wife again. She might be able to shed some light on why Victor had chosen to confess, and she might well know something about her mother-in-law. He flipped open his watch. Too early for formal visiting, but that just meant she was more likely to be at home. He collected his coat and hat, and headed out before he could change his mind.
 
   He took a cab to Randolph Crescent, dismissing it at the end of the street, and walked along the gentle curve, assessing the houses and keeping an eye out for unexpected loiterers. The street was quiet, a coach stopped at the far end while a footman assisted an elderly matron to alight. A kitchenmaid was sweeping her areaway, a grocer’s boy emerged from another with an empty basket, and a rag-and-bone man made his way mournfully along the curb, a small gray dog frisking at the wheels of his handcart. Julian gave him a sharp look, but at second glance recognized him as well-known local character. He was somewhat out of his usual range, though, and Julian gave him a second swift glance, looking for signs of drink or other marks of unexplained prosperity. If Hatton had been clever enough to hire old Jock to keep watch on the Nevetts, he was a more imaginative man than Julian had thought. But no, the men from the Gas Board, clustered at the base of the nearest streetlamp, were more likely to belong to the Yard. He glanced quickly at their shoes as he passed, and was not surprised to see inexpertly muddied police boots. He resisted the urge to tip his hat to them, and climbed the stairs to the Nevetts’ front door.
 
   It was the older housemaid, Jane Pugh, who opened the door, and she looked as though she hadn’t slept in a week. She probably hadn’t, Julian thought, as he offered his card and asked for Mrs Victor Nevett. Between the two deaths and Victor’s confession, it had to have been a very trying few days.
 
   “She’s not at home,” the girl said, without bothering to ask, and Julian nodded in understanding.
 
   “You wouldn’t know where she’s gone?” he asked. “It’s somewhat urgent that I speak with her.”
 
   She hesitated, and he could almost read the calculation. She knew perfectly well who he was, knew he was working for Victor, who was not only unpleasant but a self-confessed murderer. On the other hand, she was Victor’s wife’s maid, and that was her chance to better herself; she ought to help her mistress’s husband, even if she didn’t like one Nevett wife better than the other. He saw the moment the empathy trumped discretion, but to her credit she didn’t glance over her shoulder.
 
   “Please, sir, she’s gone to Whiteleys. She needed more trimmings for her blacks, she said.”
 
   Or needed to get out of the house, Julian thought, and away from Louisa. “Thank you,” he said, and she spoke before he could turn away.
 
   “Sir, is it true about Sarah?”
 
   “Is what true?”
 
   “Mr Ellis said she was wicked and a grave disappointment.”
 
   “I don’t know about that,” Julian said, a slow anger rising in him. “It’s hardly her fault that she was killed, and she certainly wasn’t doing anything wrong when it happened. She was frightened, that’s all.”
 
   “Mr Ellis said she must have done something, or she wouldn’t have run away,” Jane said. “He said it must have been her who left the back gate open.”
 
   “Do you think so?” Julian asked, and tried not to let his interest show. “You knew her better than he did.”
 
   Jane looked at her shoes. “She tried so hard,” she said. “Any of us could have done it, sir. We all had the chance.”
 
   “But you think she did,” Julian said. He kept his voice as gentle as he could.
 
   “Oh, no, sir,” she began, and Julian saw a movement in the hall behind her. She must have heard something, too, for her manner changed abruptly.
 
   “Mrs Victor is not at home, sir.”
 
   Julian controlled his frustration. “If you would tell her that I called,” he said, and she bobbed a curtsy as she began to close the door.
 
   He made his way sedately down the steps, his mind racing. There was nothing he could do now that would allow him to talk to Jane, not without causing her serious trouble, and after Sarah’s death that was a risk he wasn’t prepared to take. But if Jane was right, if Sarah had run away because she had opened the gate for – who? The murderer? Surely not. Everything pointed to the killer having been a member of the household. Someone coming in from outside would have found a less complicated way to kill Edgar Nevett than cursing his own candlestick. The burglar? Presumably Victor had lied about stealing the silver as well as about killing his father, so there was a burglar to think about. It felt far too coincidental that someone should choose to steal Nevett’s silver the same night that he was murdered, but for the life of him, he couldn’t see how it all fit together. In the meantime, though, he might never have a better chance to talk to Mrs Victor. He lengthened his stride, heading for the corner and the omnibus that would take him to Whiteleys.
 
   The long row of shop fronts that made up the Whiteleys empire was daunting, but Julian found his way to the notions department, and from there to the section that specialized in the trapping of mourning. He only hoped that Jane had been right, and Mrs Nevett had actually intended to purchase something for her blacks – though even if it were just an excuse, she would need to bring something home to show her mother-in-law. But there she was, a tall figure in unrelieved black, studying a tray of jet buttons held out by a pretty young sales assistant. Julian hesitated, not wanting to approach her while she was busy with someone else, but as he watched, she completed her purchase and turned away. He took a deep breath, and stepped into her path.
 
   “Mrs Nevett?”
 
   She looked up sharply, the gold rims of her glasses glinting in the store’s electric lights. Her mourning was decently expensive, and deep enough to be appropriate without suggesting a degree of grief that she likely didn’t feel, or drawing undue attention among the crowds of shoppers. Her dress was quite plain, dull black, with only a single ruffle at the hem and a close-fitting bodice that reached the top of her hips. Its only decorations were the dozens of buttons at the front and cuffs, and a plain jet brooch at her neck. She wore a small hat with a simple veil, enough for decorum, but not enough to hide the uneasy expression that crossed her face.
 
   “Mr Lynes?” she said.
 
   Julian doffed his hat. “I wonder if I might have a quiet word with you?”
 
   “It would be more appropriate of you to call at the house.”
 
   So she could claim to be not at home, Julian thought, not without sympathy. He said, “It might be, but I had hoped for the opportunity to speak frankly.”
 
   “At Whiteleys.” In spite of herself, a smile flashed across her face, and Julian pressed his advantage.
 
   “It’s more private than you might think.”
 
   She blinked once behind glasses and veil, and he thought she was suppressing a wider smile. “What is it that you want to speak to me about, Mr Lynes?”
 
   “Your husband, and your father-in-law’s death,” Julian said, bluntly, and thought she flinched.
 
   “I don’t see what I could possibly have to say on the matter.”
 
   “It all depends on whether or not you believe his ridiculous confession,” Julian said.
 
   “Really, Mr Lynes.”
 
   He waited, unabashed, and she shook her head.
 
   “Even Whiteleys isn’t that private.”
 
   “More private than your house, I’m afraid,” Julian said. “And I’d prefer to talk to you without your mother-in-law’s company.”
 
   Again, the ghost of a smile flickered across her face, but she said only, “Mama-in-law is very much distressed.”
 
   “As well she might be,” Julian said. Again he waited, and she gave him a measuring look.
 
   “You don’t believe my husband’s story.”
 
   “No.” Julian paused. “Unless you have some reason that I should?”
 
   She shook her head. “Only – he’s very stubborn, Mr Lynes.”
 
   Julian stopped himself from saying that he knew that all too well. “Perhaps I could treat you to a cup of tea, Mrs Nevett,” he said. “And we could discuss the matter.”
 
   She hesitated for a moment, then inclined her head. Julian offered her his arm, and they strolled slowly toward the store’s tea room. “The police are taking him very seriously,” she said, after a moment.
 
   “I don’t believe they have any choice in the matter,” Julian answered. “Not with no other suspects, or any obvious motive.”
 
   “That’s the tragedy of it,” she said, and he thought she’d chosen the word with due care for its full meaning. “If it wasn’t Victor, it was still someone in the family. I don’t see how this can have anything like a happy ending.”
 
   “All the more reason to lay the guilt on the right shoulders,” Julian answered. They had reached the tea room, and the hostess showed them at once to a table. They busied themselves with the menu, and Julian ordered tea and cakes and a plate of what he hoped would be more restorative sandwiches. When the neatly uniformed waitress had moved away, Mrs Nevett gave him another considering stare.
 
   “Why don’t you believe him?” she asked.
 
   Julian paused. That was not the question he’d been expecting, and he chose his answer carefully. “Victor never, so far as I know, had the slightest interest in metaphysics. Certainly he didn’t do more than the bare minimum at Toms’, and even if he’d changed his mind at Oxford, he was sent down before he could have learned much more. And the curse on the candlestick wasn’t something you could get out of the averagemaledictor. It was neatly made, and written just for this action and this action only. Most of the curses found in amaledictor are general-purpose, with a set structure that you plug specific objects and targets into.”
 
   She nodded. “That’s the argument Browning said we could make, and thought it would be quite convincing – he’s my father’s solicitor, I consulted him because, well, it didn’t seem right to use the family’s man. But Victor would have none of it. He just kept saying he’d done it, and he didn’t need to talk to Browning. Finally he forbade me to mention it at all.”
 
   The tea arrived, and Mrs Nevett busied herself with the pot. Julian accepted his cup and his dainty sandwich, waited until the first bustle had died down before he spoke again. “Do you have any idea who he’s protecting?”
 
   Her cup clattered on its saucer, but she didn’t deny it. “I don’t know. I’d made up my mind that if I did think of something, find out something, that I’d go to the police, no matter what Mama-in-law says. I can’t let Victor do this. But I don’t know anything.”
 
   “I understand,” Julian said. “Who do you think he’d be willing to protect like this? Not as an accusation, but just who Victor feels that careful of.”
 
   “The boys,” she said immediately. “Reggie and Frederick. Though I think the same argument applies to them, they’re neither one of them interested in metaphysics. Freddie spends practically every night at the theater, or going about with his band of poets – that’s what he calls them – and Reggie –” She shrugged. “He has his club and his friends there. And there’s the problem, Mr Lynes. Reggie certainly didn’t get along with Father-in-law, but his response was to take himself off to his club, not to curse a candlestick. I just don’t see who could have done it. I’m almost prepared to credit the idea that there was a curse on the silver after all.”
 
   “That won’t wash, I’m afraid,” Julian said. “Mathey doesn’t make that kind of mistake.” He’d spoken too warmly, and quickly changed the subject. “What about Mrs Nevett – his mother, I mean?”
 
   “He would sacrifice himself for her,” she said. “And for me, too, I think, though, again, I can’t see any cause.”
 
   “There’s no possibility that he might have misunderstood something?” Julian asked. “Some friendship, some purchase, some –” He became aware of her lifted eyebrow, and shrugged. “I admit, I’m grasping at straws.”
 
   “So I see,” she said, but she was smiling. The smile faded slightly. “There’s not much I can say about myself that won’t sound self-serving. But I didn’t study metaphysics in school, and I’ve never had cause to consult a metaphysician. And Mama-in-law – I think she must have had some unfortunate experience with metaphysics, Mr Lynes, because I’ve rarely met anyone so dead set against its use. She was very angry when Mr Nevett insisted on having the silver cleansed.”
 
   “Is it a religious scruple, do you think?” Julian asked. There were still a few Christian sects who held against metaphysics because of Biblical prohibitions on witchcraft, though most of them were small and confined to the laboring classes and to the depths of the country.
 
   “I wouldn’t think so,” Mrs Nevett answered. “Mr Ellis doesn’t disapprove, though of course he’s careful not to let any of the young people at the mission get any idea that it’s some sort of shortcut to bettering themselves. That can only come from hard work and diligence and so many of them only want an easy road.” A shadow crossed her face. “Poor Sarah was, I thought, one of our real successes. Did you have to frighten her so badly?”
 
   Julian said, “I don’t believe it was me she was frightened of. Or Mathey. I think she realized that she’d seen something or heard something, and that’s what frightened her into running away. And I’d advise you, Mrs Nevett, to be very careful who you discuss the matter with, and for the same reasons.”
 
   “Such as yourself?” She shook her head. “No, that was uncalled for. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Quite all right,” Julian said. “Though I do think it would be well to be careful.”
 
   “Yes.” Mrs Nevett sighed. “That’s what makes this so particularly dreadful. Someone in the house is a killer, and we’ve no idea who.”
 
   The tea had lost its appeal. Julian paid their bill and escorted her to the street, and, after some discussion, persuaded her to let him bring her home in a cab. He handed her out at her front door, intending to repeat his warning, but the door opened above them.
 
   “Mrs Victor!” Ellis’s voice held disapproval, and Julian saw the color rise in her face beneath the veil. “I had expected to find you at home.”
 
   “I had some necessary errands,” she answered. “And Mr Lynes was kind enough to bring me home.”
 
   “I cannot imagine what sort of errand could persuade you to venture into the public eye,” Ellis said. “I’m speaking only for your own good, Mrs Victor.”
 
   “My husband has only confessed to protect someone in this house,” Mrs Nevett said. “I have never been more certain of anything.”
 
   Ellis came the rest of the way down the steps, and took one of her hands in both of his. “My dear, you are overwrought. It is a dreadful burden you have been asked to bear, but I know that with prayer and guidance you will rise to meet it.”
 
   “Neither Mr Lynes nor Mr Mathey believe it, either,” she said defiantly.
 
   “Tut.” Ellis gave Julian a disapproving look. “Mr Lynes, surely you can see that it is unkind to raise false hopes.”
 
   “There are some grave discrepancies in Victor’s story,” Julian said.
 
   “He has confessed,” Ellis said. He looked down at Mrs Nevett. “Mrs Victor, I must insist you come inside. You are under a great deal of strain, and Mrs Nevett is depending on you.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” she said. She looked at Julian. “I appreciate your company, Mr Lynes, and your conversation.”
 
   “It was my pleasure,” Julian answered, and Ellis swept her away.
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   Julian spent the rest of the afternoon writing up the substance of his interview with Mrs Victor, and sent the packet off to Ned at the Commons by messenger boy. He didn’t really expect an answer, at least not immediately, but he couldn’t help feeling disappointed when the next morning’s post brought only a handful of bills. He told himself that it was more important that he hadn’t heard from Bolster yet, and wondered again if it wouldn’t make sense to try to talk to Murtaugh. Surely Annie Makins had been back to collect her pay by now, or at the very least had sent someone to collect it. There was nothing else he could usefully do here, and he picked up his hat and weighted cane and set out before he could change his mind.
 
   The streets around King’s Cross were busier than the last time he’d been there, people hurrying to get in the day’s last errands before shops closed for the half-day, or already free of work and heading for those businesses that wouldn’t close until evening. He made his way through the crowd, keeping an eye out for either Mrs Makins or the daughter, but reached the door of Murtaugh’s workshop without having seen any sign of her.
 
   It was Murtaugh himself who answered the bell, in shirtsleeves and heavy canvas apron, and he scowled as he recognized Julian.
 
   “What do you want? I’ve talked to Mr Wynchcombe already today.”
 
   “What?” Julian blinked. “Today?”
 
   Murtaugh’s frown deepened. “Yes, today. And he made his position very clear, thank you.”
 
   Wynchcombe was still in London, or possibly he’d never left. Julian put the thought aside for later, and said, “I’m not actually here on Mr Wynchcombe’s behalf. I’m looking for Annie Makins.”
 
   “She’s not here. And hasn’t been here since right after Joe died. And I don’t take kindly to your frightening off my best seamstress, Mr Lynes.”
 
   “She hired me,” Julian said.
 
   “To do what?”
 
   “That would be her business,” Julian said.
 
   “Well, it’s my business, too, now that she’s run out on me.” Murtaugh leaned on the counter as though that would keep him from doing something more drastic. “I won’t hold her place open – I can’t afford it, and the girl can’t do all the work. You tell her that, when you find her.”
 
   Julian nodded. “She hasn’t collected her pay, then?”
 
   “Just tell her that,” Murtaugh retorted. “I don’t have to answer to you.”
 
   “Which means she hasn’t,” Julian said, and smiled at Murtaugh’s glare. “But when I find her, I’ll definitely give her your message.”
 
   He turned without waiting for an answer, and headed down the stairs. Halfway down, the door swung open to admit a burly man in a workman’s rough coat and cap. Not Murtaugh’s usual run of customer, Julian thought, and something in the man’s movement made him stop on the stairs, shifting his grip slightly on his cane. In the tight space, it wasn’t much of a weapon, and retreat would only bring him to Murtaugh’s door, a doubtful refuge if ever there was one. In Murtaugh’s current mood, he was more likely to lock his door, or, worse, join in an attack.
 
   “Mr Lynes?”
 
   The big man’s voice was unexpectedly polite, but Julian didn’t move. “Sorry.”
 
   “Oh, I hope not,” the big man said. “I’ve a message for you.”
 
   There was no point in lying, then: he’d clearly been recognized. “Well?”
 
   The big man reached into his coat, and pulled out a folded piece of paper, held it out with a smirk. Julian shook his head.
 
   “Let’s do this outside. If you please.”
 
   For a moment, Julian thought the big man wasn’t going to agree, but then he laughed. “He said you were a downy one.”
 
   Who said? There was no point in asking. Julian forced a smile. “And not fool enough to be flattered, either.”
 
   The big man reached back and pulled the door open, hesitating just long enough that Julian murmured, “After you.”
 
   The other man grinned, and stepped out into the road. Julian followed, ready to catch the door if it was slammed on him, stick ready in his hand. But the big man stayed back, waiting until Julian had joined him on the sidewalk. He held out the folded paper again, and Julian snatched it, retreating quickly out of reach. He unfolded it awkwardly, glanced down to see Bolster’s familiar writing.
 
   Stay out of this, for Annie’s sake.
 
   Julian swore under his breath. The last thing he wanted was to put Mrs Makins in danger, but he wanted to know –  The big man was walking away, and Julian shouted after him. “Hey! Tell Bolster –”
 
   He stopped, knowing it was pointless. Bolster had delivered his message quite clearly, the messenger meant as a deterrent if concern for Mrs Makins wasn’t enough. And he couldn’t force Bolster to meet with him, at least not without losing the delicate relationship he’d worked so hard to build. But if she was in danger, and he believed she was – there had to be something he could do. Except Bolster said there wasn’t.
 
   He took a deep breath, controlling his thoughts with an effort. He would write Bolster again, ask for another meeting, and perhaps now that he’d let himself be warned off, Bolster would be willing to talk. In the meantime, though – in the meantime, he needed to tell Ned that Wynchcombe was still in London, which might spare him some trouble. Julian shifted his grip on the heavy cane, turning it into just another gentleman’s accessory, and started for the telegraph office at King’s Cross.
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   Ned announced himself at the front desk of Albert’s hotel and settled into a chair to wait. He wasn’t about to give Albert the chance to leave town again without talking to him, even if it meant devoting his Saturday evening to crime. Albert came down promptly, and pumped Ned’s hand when he offered it.
 
   “Good to see you, Mathey. Look at you, all turned out in your best. Or do your clients expect you to dress like you’re attending a funeral?”
 
   “I’m afraid they do,” Ned said. “Dignity of the profession, and all that. I hoped I’d catch you. Lynes said he’d heard you were still in town.”
 
   “It’s taken longer than I hoped to work everything out,” Albert said. “And I’ve got a man to see Monday morning about an order, so there wasn’t any point in going home between. I’ve packed Violet off home on the train, or I’d ask you to join us both for dinner. But come and have some dinner with me. Tell me what you’ve been up to.”
 
   “Just a drink, to start with,” Ned said. “I’ve an impertinent question to ask.”
 
   Albert’s eyebrows rose, but he nodded in the direction of the bar. “Come and tell me all about it.”
 
   Once they were settled, Ned took a sip of his whiskey and soda. “Lynes tells me that you’ve kept in touch with Reggie Nevett,” he said.
 
   “That’s right,” Albert said. “I’ve stayed at his club from time to time, and normally I’d take myself there now, but it doesn’t seem like the time to impose. The poor beggar’s got enough to worry about.”
 
   “He had a violent quarrel with his father the night of the murder,” Ned said frankly. “And he hasn’t been willing to tell me what it was about. I wondered if you knew.”
 
   Albert frowned. “If I did, it would be because he took me into confidence.”
 
   “I know that,” Ned said. “I know that makes it a hard call to make. But if it’s an unsuitable young woman, or something along those lines, I’d understand that. It wouldn’t have to come to testimony in court, if it’s…well, if it’s something he can’t possibly admit to in public.”
 
   “If it were, he’d have a fair motive, wouldn’t he?” Albert asked. As usual, he didn’t miss much, even when Ned might have preferred for him to.
 
   Ned turned up his hands in surrender. “He might. But he might also have an alibi, if he was in a lady’s company…or company of whatever sort…the night of the murder. I don’t think the candlestick was accursed before he left the house. The question is whether he came back. If there’s someone who could rule it out…”
 
   “There’s that,” Albert said. He let out a frustrated breath. “And it’s not what I’m getting the impression you’re thinking. But it’s breaking a man’s confidences, all the same.”
 
   “Do you believe he even could have done it? Did he know enough metaphysics?”
 
   “Not as far as I know. The little we all picked up in school, yes, but he didn’t keep it up at Oxford. He wasn’t much for the books. I helped him with his translations a few times. I don’t think he was hiding any particular talent.”
 
   “Then whatever you can tell me will only help to clear him. If he didn’t do it, the Yard can’t prove he did.”
 
   “It doesn’t always work out as neat and tidy as that,” Albert said. “You should know that well enough from school.”
 
   Ned shifted in his chair. “We’re not schoolboys anymore. And Hatton at the Yard isn’t a bad sort. Besides, now that Victor’s confessed, he’s going to need more than a hypothetical motive to consider someone else as a suspect.”
 
   “Has he now?” Albert asked, his expression sharpening.
 
   “He has. And he didn’t do it. And if Lynes and I don’t find out who did, he’ll most likely hang.”
 
   “You think Victor might have been protecting Reggie?”
 
   “I hope not,” Ned said. “But there’s this quarrel sitting in the middle of things, and it’s damned hard to ignore.”
 
   Albert set his drink down. “He met a girl by the name of Cora Prince. Worked in a tea shop, and they started a romance over the pastries. Absurd but true. Violet knew the girl, as it turned out. She comes from good decent people, but not his class, and no money to make up for it. He was head over heels for her, but he knew how his father would kick if he tried to marry her. And Reggie’s got no stomach for fighting.”
 
   “I suppose he didn’t tell his father he was going about with her?”
 
   “He didn’t tell his father that he married her last fall.”
 
   “You can’t be serious.”
 
   “Dead serious. They were married as quietly as they could, and rented a little place in the suburbs. As I understand it, he meant to tell his father right away, once they’d done it and it couldn’t be undone, but he kept losing the nerve.”
 
   “For the better part of a year?”
 
   “I know, it sounds mad. It is, a bit, but it’s the sort of thing a man’s driven to when he has a father like Reggie’s. If he were a brave man he’d have come right out with it, and if he were more of a coward he’d never have married her in the first place. Instead he’s made himself a mess.”
 
   “He said he’d been staying at his club most nights.”
 
   “Now and again. Most nights he goes home to his wife. Some of his friends at his club know, and cover for him. I’m surprised he managed to pull it off as long as he did.”
 
   “Could he have been with her the night of the murder?”
 
   “He could have been. It’s likely enough. But she can’t speak for him in court, not when they’re married.”
 
   “I’d still like to hear it from him,” Ned said. “Would you give me his address?”
 
   “I’d better take you to him,” Albert said. “Better to apologize myself right off. And, no, don’t apologize yourself. I see it’s the best thing. That still doesn’t make it sit well.”
 
   Ned paid for a cab rather than wrangling with train schedules, feeling it was the least he could do. It deposited them in a long terrace, the houses small but their little gardens neatly kept. Albert was leading him toward one of the houses, where a spray of clematis climbed halfway up the wall, when he stopped.
 
   “The train must just have gotten in,” he said. Ned followed his gaze to see Reggie walking down the street, carrying a brown paper parcel under one arm. He was nearly to his own walk before he saw them, and then stopped, betrayal plain on his face.
 
   “I told him the truth,” Albert said flat out. “I’m sorry to have done it, but it’s for the best.”
 
   “You still think I killed my father,” Reggie said.
 
   Ned looked him in the eye. “Did you?”
 
   “No!” Reggie swallowed hard. “I don’t expect you to understand how it was, Mathey.” He glanced nervously at the house.
 
   “Tell me, then,” Ned said.
 
   Reggie led them reluctantly inside and into a tiny parlor, clean but cheaply decorated, with pictures that might have been out of magazines pinned up to the walls. Ned was reminded suddenly and sharply of Reggie’s room at Toms’, where he’d tacked up pictures of sailing ships and tigers in India, a suggestion of some more colorful inner world. Ned folded himself onto the uncomfortable sofa.
 
   “What’s this, then?” a young woman said, appearing at the parlor door. She was fresh-faced more than beautiful, her cheeks brushed with freckles and her hair in a fringe with strongly set curls. She was wearing an apron over her day dress, with her sleeves rolled up. “Oh, Mr Wynchcombe, Reggie never said you were in town. You’ll stay for dinner, won’t you?” She shot Reggie the look of a wife who would have to scramble to manage any such thing, and would have appreciated warning.
 
   “We’re only here to talk to Reggie for a moment,” Albert said. “We’re engaged for dinner already, I’m afraid.”
 
   “That’s a shame. I’d better let you have your talk, then.” She retreated, shutting the door behind her.
 
   “So that’s Mrs Reggie Nevett?” Ned asked after her steps in the hall had retreated.
 
   “We’ve been married this seven months. I wasn’t thinking of marrying her at first – I just wanted to talk to her, and then to take her out and spend an evening with someone who smiled at me. And then it came to me that…well, that I loved her, and she loved me. But I knew if my father started in at me, I’d give in to him in the end. He was always stronger than any of us were. He got what he wanted, and if you crossed him, he’d make you sorry for it.”
 
   “So you went and did it before he knew anything about it,” Albert said, sounding like he approved. Ned found he did himself; he wouldn’t have credited Reggie with that much backbone.
 
   “We did. I was going to tell him the week after, but…we were so happy together, and I didn’t want to spoil it all, and I just…I kept putting it off. And then after a while I realized I’d waited too long, and he’d be furious at me for lying to him. So I had to go on lying. I didn’t know what to do.”
 
   “It might have been simpler just to tell him,” Ned said. “Although then I suppose he might have cut you off.”
 
   “It’s not as if he gave me an allowance,” Reggie said. “We’ll be all right now, with what he’s left me…” He flinched at his own words. “I know how that sounds. But I’d made up my mind that I’d manage if he wrote me out of his will. Cora was willing to have me without any expectations. I just hadn’t worked myself up to say it to his face.”
 
   “You could have gone away.”
 
   “With what? I can barely afford the rent on this place on my salary, and the bank’s in the City; if we went away I wouldn’t even have that. Cora makes do with just a girl to come in, but I know it’s hard on her. At least she hasn’t had to deal with the family yet, or with talk about how she’s not good enough and never will be. That’ll come, now, I suppose. I wish there were a way the two of us could get clean away, but there isn’t.”
 
   There probably wasn’t, for a man like Reggie, Ned thought. He might cherish daydreams of running off to South Africa or Australia, or at least of getting a job outside of London, but he wasn’t ever likely to do it. And he wouldn’t cut his friends even if they were cold to his wife. But he had married her, which suggested a streak of defiance Ned hadn’t known he possessed.
 
   “I expect the money won’t hurt,” Albert said.
 
   “No. But I didn’t kill him for it.”
 
   “What happened that night?” Ned asked, as gently as he could.
 
   “He asked where I’d been the evening before, and I said I’d been with a girl I met in a shop, a girl I liked. He…well, he made some indecent remarks about what I ought to do with a girl like that, and said it was time he found me someone to marry. I said that he couldn’t tell me who I’d marry, and he said he’d be…” He dropped his voice. “Be damned if he couldn’t.”
 
   “Not what you hoped.”
 
   “What I expected,” Reggie said, unexpectedly dryly. “But I had to get out of the house somehow. I had a dinner party to go to with Cora. I’d been meaning to make some excuse to leave, but I couldn’t think of one, and the guests were arriving, and it seemed that starting a quarrel was the only way to get out of there. I barely made the train as it was, and we were late to dinner.”
 
   Ned frowned. “Do you mean to say that you actually met friends for dinner, that very night?”
 
   “The Thwaites, next door,” Reggie said. “We haven’t been able to see anyone who knows my family, but it seemed safe enough to visit the neighbors, and Cora wanted so badly to get out for the evening. We were there until after midnight.”
 
   It was still remotely possible he’d come back into town in a cab late that night, Ned supposed, or that he was lying about seeing the candlestick still in its accustomed place before he left the house. But he simply couldn’t believe it of Reggie. If he’d ever contemplated murder, he would have gone on dreaming about it for years without screwing up his courage enough to do it. Ned wasn’t sure whether to consider that a fault or a virtue, under the circumstances.
 
   “Then you can’t very well have been sneaking around cursing a candlestick,” Albert said.
 
   Ned let it rest at that. “I don’t suppose you know whodid do it?”
 
   “Poor old Victor,” Reggie said. “I never thought he hated the pater the way Freddie and I did, but I suppose he must have. Only he had the nerve to do something about it.” He bit his lip, looking suddenly twelve years old again, and embarrassingly near tears. “It’s going to be awful, with the trial and the…well, afterwards. I don’t know how we’ll stand it.”
 
   Ned started to say there was hope, but stopped himself. If the murderer wasn’t Victor, at this rate it seemed likely it was someone else in the family, and that wouldn’t be any better.
 
   “You’ll get through,” Albert said, and that was probably all there was to say.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   After standing Albert to dinner at his club, Ned saw him into a cab and made his own way homeward on the omnibus, feeling a twinge of concern about the way his expenses on this case were mounting. If his client were convicted of a murder he didn’t commit, his own purse ought to be the least of his worries, but he couldn’t help being aware that he could ill afford not to be paid at all.
 
   The omnibus was crowded, and several couples out for the evening were squeezed into its lower deck, turning the bench seats into a crush of bright skirts. Whether the ladies were married to their companions or merely keeping company, he wasn’t sure, but their laughter and looks fondly exchanged with the gentlemen made him sharply aware that he was going back to his rooms alone.
 
   It might be worth dropping by Julian’s lodgings so that they could compare notes. It was really the responsible thing to do, he told himself, and began working his way out onto the omnibus platform, trying to tread on as few toes as possible in the process.
 
   The streets that bordered the British Museum were still populated even at this time of night, but it was quieter once he turned the corner into Coptic Street. He found himself aware of the sound of his own footsteps, and then, the back of his neck prickling, of a sound familiar from school but not since: someone was behind him, far too close, matching their footsteps to his.
 
   He turned in time to see the hard-faced stranger behind him swing something short and heavy at his head.
 
   Ned threw up a hand but couldn’t entirely ward off the blow. The thundering pain made him falter, and the man came at him hard, driving him back against a wall, his arm bruising Ned’s throat.
 
   He was wiry and strong, but not tall enough to hold Ned easily that way, and Ned took the opportunity to punch him hard in the side. The man staggered enough for Ned to throw him off, and Ned pressed his advantage, slamming the man against the wall and catching at the hand that held the short length of pipe. The man fought him fiercely, elbowing him in the ribs and kicking at him, and finally twisted free.
 
   The man swung for him again with the pipe, and Ned managed to dodge neatly enough out of the way, but he couldn’t keep that up forever. He wished for some weapon, even his metaphysician’s case. All he had was his wand in his coat pocket, and short of poking someone in the eye that was little use in a fight at close quarters.
 
   He grabbed at the man instead, bearing him down under his own weight. They went down on the paving stones, and Ned rolled him over, the tactics of schoolyard fights coming back to him as they grappled. They were fighting too close for the pipe to be much use, but there were deadlier equalizers, and the man was twisting in his grip, trying to get at something in his pocket. If he got a knife in his hand –
 
   Ned hit him in the face, and heard the crack of the man’s head hitting the paving stones. He rolled away and scrambled up. The man did have a knife in his hand, and Ned kicked it, sending it skittering across the pavement. The blade caught the light for a moment and then disappeared in shadow.
 
   The world pitched abruptly, and he staggered, bracing himself against the wall as the street spun around him. The man was dragging himself to his feet by the time the nauseating spinning stopped, and Ned braced himself for another fight. Instead the man turned and ran, and Ned didn’t trust his balance enough to follow.
 
   He leaned against the wall, his heart pounding. He touched his fingers to his forehead and drew them away unbloodied, which he felt was a good sign. The ground remained thankfully steady under his feet, but his head still throbbed, and he felt battered and scraped in every part.
 
   He should have shouted for help, he realized, but he’d never thought of it in the heat of the moment. There seemed little point in calling for the police now. He reached into his pocket and found his coins still there. His would-be robber had gotten nothing for his efforts. If he were a robber. There were surely easier targets, although Ned supposed his clothes implied he was carrying enough money to make a robbery worthwhile.
 
   This wasn’t the place to think about the implications, anyway. He was grateful Julian’s rooming house was so close, and made his way there, aching with each step. He knocked on the door and waited with minimal patience for Mrs Digby to open it.
 
   She stared at him, and he glanced down at himself, realizing his coat and the knees of his trousers were streaked with mud, his knuckles scraped bloody. “And what happened to you?”
 
   “I’ve met with a bit of an accident. If I could come in…”
 
   “I suppose you’re for Mr Lynes.” She ushered him inside then shut the door behind him. “I’ve known him to keep rough company, but I wouldn’t have thought it of a gentleman such as yourself.”
 
   Ned realized that she suspected he’d been in a drunken brawl, and wasn’t sure whether to be offended or inappropriately amused. If he had to take part in bare-knuckles bruising, he’d at least have liked to have a few drinks inside him first.
 
   Mrs Digby knocked peremptorily on Julian’s door and gave him a hard look as she stomped off. He suspected he’d lost whatever goodwill he’d managed to cultivate with her. It would have been better to explain, but that had seemed more trouble than it was worth.
 
   Julian opened the door. “Mathey, I hoped you might – what happened?”
 
   “Someone doesn’t like me. He was following me. Probably after money, although he didn’t get away with any. My head hurts like the devil.”
 
   “For God’s sake, sit down,” Julian said, and Ned let himself be steered inside; he wasn’t sure he needed Julian’s supporting arm, but he couldn’t say he minded it at the moment either.
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   Julian eased Ned down onto the sofa, frowning as he saw the bruise already darkening on Ned’s temple. “Look at me,” he said, and Ned peered up at him, wincing as though the light hurt his eyes. Both pupils were normal, however, and he ran his fingers gingerly over Ned’s scalp. The bone seemed solid, and he allowed himself a sigh of relief.
 
   “That hurts,” Ned muttered.
 
   Julian squeezed his shoulder. “All done, old man. No serious harm done.”
 
   He turned away without waiting for an answer, and unlocked the tantalus to pour Ned a stiff whiskey. He handed it over, glad to feel Ned’s solid grip on the glass, and waited while Ned tossed off half of it. From the look of him, he’d been rolled on the cobblestones – and the scraped knuckles proclaimed he’d given as good as he’d got, which was no surprise, either. He took the glass, topped it up, and gave it back to Ned.
 
   “Tell me what happened,” he said again.
 
   “Someone followed me down Coptic Street, and tried to bash me with a pipe,” Ned answered. His color was looking a fraction better, but Julian moved to the sideboard anyway, pulled out the morocco-leather case and lit the spirit-lamp. “I thought probably it was a robbery, but –”
 
   “I doubt it,” Julian said. He scanned his shelves, pulled down his copy of Harvey’sCommon Remedies and flipped to the index for “head injuries.” “If he’d meant to rob you, he’d either have finished the job, or run away as soon as he realized he hadn’t knocked you down.”
 
   “You can’t think it has anything to do with the Nevett case,” Ned said, but his tone was more doubtful than his words.
 
   “It seems the most likely reason,” Julian answered. He frowned at the book. Most of the remedies were for concussion of the brain, or a fractured skull: useful in their place, but mercifully more than was needed at the present moment. There was one, though, for bruises of the head and face as occasioned by fall or fistfight, and he turned to that page, studying the description carefully.
 
   “But why?” Ned asked. “It’s not like I’ve done anything useful –” He stopped abruptly. “Although I did find out what Reggie’s been hiding.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “He’s married.”
 
   “What?” Julian looked up sharply.
 
   “Seven months past, to a girl – a nice, ordinary girl he met in a teashop. Violet Wynchcombe knows her family, so Wynchcombe knew, and so did some of his friends at his club, they’ve been covering for him.” Ned broke off. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Writing a cantrip for your head,” Julian answered. “It’ll take away the pain.”
 
   “The drink’s helping already,” Ned said, but he didn’t offer any further argument.
 
   Which likely meant that it was still hurting like the devil, Julian thought, and turned his attention to theCommon Remedies. He didn’t have any of the specially compounded medicinal inks, of course, but he could make up a close approximation with what he had: half a tablet of medium blue, a few shavings of gold, and a generous quarter-tablet of red. He tipped the pieces into the bowl and set it on the burner, then unfolded a sheet of the thin paper, glancing again at the book. He took a deep breath, focusing his will, dipped his pen in the newly melted ink, and drew the first symbol. He finished the sentence, feeling the twist and tug as the cantrip locked into place, but went over it again, tracing and retracing the symbols until there was no more ink left in the bowl. He picked up the paper by its corner, and turned back to Ned.
 
   “Give me your glass.”
 
   “It’s a waste of good whiskey,” Ned said, but handed it over.
 
   Julian dropped the paper into the glass and poured another two fingers of whiskey over it, swirling it until paper and ink dissolved, then handed it back. Ned took it dubiously, but sipped at it.
 
   “Well, at least it’s tasteless,” he said.
 
   Julian ignored the complaint, and fetched a damp cloth from the washstand. “Give me your hand.”
 
   Ned grimaced, but held it out, and Julian dabbed at the scrapes. “And the other.”
 
   “Yes, Nurse,” Ned said, but did as he was told.
 
   “That’s clean, at least,” Julian said. “I’ve arnica for your knees, but that can wait until we get your clothes off. Go on, drink up.”
 
   Ned gave him a sleepy smile, and drained his glass. “Satisfied?”
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   Ned paused. “Better, I think.”
 
   He was looking better, his color stronger, and Julian nodded. “Bed for you, then. Let’s go.”
 
   He took Ned’s glass without waiting for an answer, and held out a hand to pull the other man to his feet. Ned followed him into the bedroom without protest, and submitted to being undressed and anointed with the sweet-smelling cream. Julian tucked him into bed, then hung the muddied suit over the back of a chair, hoping that a good brushing in the morning would restore it to something like respectability. Ned’s eyes were already closed, his breathing easing toward sleep, but Julian sat on the edge of the bed anyway, just to be sure, and rested a gentle hand on Ned’s back. In spite of himself, his stroking fingers traced lines that were no longer there, as though it were the last time he’d sat like this.
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   He came back from his much-hated compulsory sports to the news that Ned had punched Victor Nevett, and that the prefects had taken him to their parlor to discuss punishment. Smythe, the New Man from Ned’s grammar school, was practically in tears, and Barton and Wynchcombe both looked grim.
 
   “It’s all my fault,” Smythe said, for the dozenth time, and Julian refrained from hitting him only because Barton got there first.
 
   “Yes, it is, you little tick, and if he gets expelled, we’ll know who to blame.”
 
   They can’t expel him. Julian swallowed the words because of course they could, and said, cautiously, “If they haven’t taken him to the Headmaster, maybe they won’t.”
 
   “It’s Nevett,” Wynchcombe said.
 
   “Yes, but he’d have to say why,” Barton said. “And it wouldn’t look good for Nevett to go whining to Old Hookey – please, Headmaster, this second-year knocked me down and I want him expelled for it.”
 
   “I didn’t mean anything, truly I didn’t,” Smythe sniveled, and Julian slapped the back of his head, knocking his hat off. It didn’t make him feel any better, though, and he looked at Barton.
 
   “Mathey usually has more sense –”
 
   “Ask the tick,” Barton said. “It was something about his mother, I don’t know.”
 
   Julian swore, words that made even Wynchcombe blink. Ned had confided that his mother was ill, that it had affected her nerves, and he could only imagine what Victor would make of that. He hit Smythe again, because if Ned was expelled, there would be no bearing life at Toms’, and darted out of the second-year common room.
 
   He made his way to the prefect’s stair without seeing anyone, which he hoped was a good sign. Surely if Ned were going to be expelled, at least one of the masters would have been summoned, and there would be a good deal of fuss and bother. But the halls were empty, the gas already turned down for the evening, and the door of the prefects’ parlor was firmly shut. He held his breath, listening, but no sound came from above. After a moment, he melted into the shadows beside the stairs. At least when they let Ned go, he could be waiting.
 
   It seemed as though he stood there forever, hugging his arms to his chest in the dark, before at last the parlor door opened, and he heard slow footsteps on the stairs. Two sets, two people, and he shrank back against the wall.
 
   “Right.” That was Staniforth, not Nevett, thank God, but there was something odd about his voice. “Back to your room, then, and we’ll say no more about it.”
 
   Ned mumbled something, his voice too soft to hear, and Staniforth said, “Good man. But you can’t be insolent, you know.”
 
   “No. Sir.” There was something wrong with Ned’s voice, too. Julian controlled the desire to rush to him, waiting until he heard Staniforth reach the top of the stairs and close the door safely behind him.
 
   “Hsst! Mathey!”
 
   There was no answer, and he stepped out from under the stairs.
 
   “Mathey?”
 
   Ned turned, wobbling. He was pale even in the dimmed light, and the tail of his shirt dangled over his belt. He moved stiffly, as though his jacket hurt him, and Julian winced in sympathy. The prefects must have administered several dozen.
 
   “Lynes?” Ned’s voice was a harsh croak.
 
   “I’m here.” Julian started to put his arm around Ned’s shoulders, stopped as Ned flinched. “All right, I won’t touch. Come on, we need to get you out of here.”
 
   “I’m supposed to go back to my room,” Ned said.
 
   “Yes, in a bit,” Julian answered. “You don’t want to face everyone like this, not right away. Come on, we’ll just go upstairs.” He was babbling, he knew, but Ned’s silence, his stiff, awkward movements frightened him badly. Shock, that was what it had to be; he’d read about shock in books, and the remedy for it was brandy. He didn’t have any, of course, but he did know where the junior masters kept their sherry. He took Ned by the upper arms, shook him lightly. “Stay here,” he said. “Stay right here, just for a moment. Do you understand?”
 
   Ned nodded, and Julian darted away. The masters’ parlor was locked, but like all the other locks in the school, it was easily forced with a pocketknife. Julian let himself in, not daring to light the gas, and found the right cabinet by feel. It was locked, too, but another twist of the pocketknife sprang the latch, and he grabbed the first bottle that came to hand. There was nothing he could do about the cabinet, but the main door had an automatic lock; he pulled it shut, and hurried to rejoin Ned, half afraid he’d already started back to their rooms. But, no, he was right where Julian had left him, and Julian caught gently at his sleeve.
 
   “Come on, Ned. Come on.”
 
   Somehow, he got Ned up the stairs and into their attic hiding place. He dumped Ned onto the salvaged cushions that were their only furniture, and lit the candles, steadying his hands with an effort of will. The light blossomed, and he turned his attention to Ned, who was shivering visibly.
 
   “Easy now, gently, let’s get your jacket off and see –” He broke off as he pulled the jacket off Ned’s shoulders. The fabric of his shirt around the waist was streaked with blood, long stripes that looked as though they’d been laid on with a paintbrush.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” he said, and got the jacket the rest of the way off. “Mathey, unbutton your shirt, there’s a good chap.”
 
   For a moment, Ned didn’t move, but then he began to fumble with the buttons, and together they eased off shirt and undershirt. Julian’s breath caught in his chest. Instead of the welts of a caning, the neat parallel stripes in which the prefects took such pride, Ned’s lower back was a mess of thin cuts and ugly bruises, laid haphazard and without pattern across his skin. The marks extended below the waist of his trousers, and Julian flinched at the thought. For a moment, he sat helpless, not knowing what to do, but then made himself move. The cuts needed to be cleaned, he knew that much, and he fetched the bottle of sherry. He wet his handkerchief with it and dabbed carefully at the cuts, grimacing in sympathy as Ned winced under his touch.
 
   “I need to get at the rest of them,” he said, and after a long moment, Ned lowered his trousers to reveal a matching set of marks on his buttocks. There was nothing Julian could say, no comfort he could think of; he kept patting at the cuts until he thought the bleeding had stopped, and helped Ned back into his clothes. They had smuggled up blankets as well, and he draped both of them over Ned, then found their chipped cup and filled it with sherry.
 
   “Drink.”
 
   Ned took a sip, and turned his head away. “Ugh. I’ll be sick.”
 
   Alcohol was the best thing for shock, but Ned did look unwell, still pale and sweaty. “Later, then,” Julian said, and put the cup aside. He scooted back to sit beside Ned, and after a moment, Ned rested his head on Julian’s thigh. Julian put a careful hand on his head, stroking his hair, and realized to his horror that Ned was crying. He made no sound, but his whole body shook, and Julian wanted to cry himself. He’d done what he could, and it wasn’t nearly enough. He wanted to make promises, to swear that he’d protect him, make sure it would never happen again, but lies would be no comfort.
 
   “I’m here, Ned,” he whispered, and kept repeating it until the weeping stopped.
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   Julian sighed. Somehow the prefects had allowed the whole thing to pass off without further punishment, though in retrospect he suspected that it had frightened them as much as it had frightened him. But that had been the day he’d decided to kill Victor Nevett along with the rest of the prefects, and he still wasn’t entirely sure he was glad Ned had stopped him.At least you know you could have: that was what Ned had told him at the time, and Julian was a little embarrassed to take so much comfort in it, particularly when he was supposed to be helping prove Victor’s innocence. Perhaps this was what Toms’ chaplain had meant by “heaping coals of fire on their heads.”
 
   Ned was well and truly asleep now, and with luck the combination of the cantrip and the arnica would mean his bruises would ache less in the morning. And in the morning they would need to have a word with the police, just to put the attack on record, and then – if it wasn’t Reggie Lennox had meant, then it was most likely Freddie. Julian pushed himself to his feet, moving carefully to avoid waking Ned, and began to turn down the lights.
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   Ned looked better in the morning than Julian felt was entirely fair, shrugging off skinned knuckles and bruised knees and head with the comment that he’d gotten far worse on the cricket field. It was probably true, too, and Julian refrained from pointing out that this was the reason he had never particularly enjoyed sport. Mrs Digby brought them breakfast without audible comment, and Ned tucked into it without complaint.
 
   “That leaves Freddie, I suppose,” he said, after he’d inhaled most of a plate of indifferently cooked eggs.
 
   Julian nodded. “Unless they were talking about Victor, of course, but somehow that doesn’t seem likely.”
 
   “No.” Ned poured himself another cup of tea. “So what do we do now?”
 
   Julian hesitated. “There are people I could ask – we could ask, if you were willing to come along. Always bearing in mind that people would assume you were with me.”
 
   Ned gave an odd half-smile. “I wouldn’t mind.”
 
   “Very well,” Julian said, and told himself that the feeling of relief was because he would be able to keep an eye on Ned, in case of another attack. “I’ll call for you tonight, then – say, nine o’clock.”
 
   “Shall I dress?”
 
   “But of course,” Julian answered, with just the right amount of surprise, and Ned laughed aloud.
 
   Julian called as promised, the nearest church clock sounding nine as the cab pulled up, and Ned joined him. He was looking handsome, Julian thought – taller than usual, somehow, and unexpectedly elegant. He would break hearts by mere presence alone.
 
   They stopped at the Spanish School first, and then at the Admiral, but the company was sparse and mostly older and ostentatiously theatrical, not the sort of group that would have known Freddie. Julian got them away again as quickly as he could disengage, and on the sidewalk, Ned gave a little sigh of relief.
 
   “They can be a bit – tiresome,” Julian admitted.
 
   Ned made a noncommittal noise, and Julian gave him a wary look.
 
   “All right?”
 
   Ned forced a smile. “Not my crowd, really, that’s all.”
 
   “They never were,” Julian said. Ned had never done well with artistic types. “Jacobs’ is better.”
 
   They walked the handful of blocks to Jacobs’, Julian keeping a wary eye on the shadows, but there was no sign that anyone was following them. Maybe it had been robbery gone wrong, after all. He vouched for Ned at the door, and they stood blinking in the gaslit hall while Jamieson brought the book and Ned paid his three shillings for the membership. He signed himself John Smythe without hesitation, and Jamieson took the book away again with equal impassivity.
 
   “Drink?” Julian asked. They’d had several already, but if they were going to stand around not playing cards, they’d need some excuse.
 
   “Might as well.”
 
   The front parlor was beginning to fill up, the hazard table surrounded, a chemin de fer bank in full swing, more games, whist and lanterloo and écarté, at the scattered tables. Julian led the way to the bar, ordered whiskey sodas for them both, and allowed his gaze to sweep the room.
 
   “Do we know who we’re looking for?” Ned asked quietly. “It all seems a bit chancy.”
 
   “I’d know the men I saw before,” Julian said, “and there are one or two others I thought I could ask –”
 
   “Lynes!”
 
   Julian flinched in spite of himself, but managed to face Lennox with a smile.
 
   “Dear boy,” Lennox said. His eyes were on Ned, however, surveying him with definite appreciation. “You’ve brought your paragon at last. I’m Peter Lennox, my dear, since I’m sure Lynes won’t introduce me.”
 
   “Ned Mathey.” Ned held out his hand, and Lennox clasped it just a little too warmly.
 
   Julian could feel his cheeks heating. “It’s – it’s not quite like that, Lennox.”
 
   “If this isn’t what’s been keeping you so busy,” Lennox began, and Julian shook his head. Even though he’d warned him what would happen, he didn’t want to see Ned made uncomfortable.
 
   “No, really, it’s – we’re friends.” As soon as he’d spoken, he realized his mistake.
 
   Lennox’s smile widened. “Oh? In that case, Mr Mathey, I can only hope we’ll have a chance to know each other better.”
 
   “Honestly, Lennox,” Julian said, and Lennox raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Another time,” Ned said, with passable sangfroid, and Julian seized the moment.
 
   “I told you we were working on the Nevett matter,” he said. “And I know you know something about Freddie.”
 
   “And I told you that it’s not my story,” Lennox said. “I meant it, too.”
 
   “Whose, then?” Ned asked.
 
   “We don’t intend to cause anyone any trouble,” Julian said. “You should know me better than that. But the oldest brother has confessed to murdering his father, and we know he didn’t do it. He’s protecting someone, and my money’s on Freddie.”
 
   “If he’s protecting his brother, don’t you think he might know best?” Lennox shook his head.
 
   “I don’t think he does,” Julian said. “And in any case, I can’t see that it’s better for him to hang for it.”
 
   “It’ll come to that?” Lennox looked from one to the other.
 
   “Without a doubt,” Ned said.
 
   Lennox sighed. “I’ll see if he’ll talk to you. But that’s all I’ll do.” He found a slip of paper, and scribbled a note on it before dispatching it with a waiter. “I think he’s playing whist, so it may be a while.”
 
   Julian, who had managed to see only the request for a meeting, ordered another whiskey soda. It didn’t take long, however, before a familiar figure appeared in the doorway. Lennox lifted his hand, and the other man moved toward them. Ned’s eyes widened, and Julian said, “Yes, Geordie MacNab.”
 
   “The painter.”
 
   Julian blinked at that, and Ned sighed.
 
   “I do know there are arts other thanposes plastiques, you know.
 
   “Of course,” Julian said, but didn’t think he’d successfully hidden his surprise.
 
   Something complicated crossed Ned’s face, regret and curiosity about equally mixed, but there was no time to pursue the matter. MacNab came to join them, his expression frankly wary.
 
   “Lennox,” he said. “You wanted to talk with me?” His voice was lightly Scottish, like his sandy looks.
 
   “I think you know Lynes,” Lennox said, and MacNab nodded.
 
   “We’ve met.”
 
   “And this is his friend Mathey They’d like to talk to you about Freddie Nevett.”
 
   MacNab hesitated. “This is about his father, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes,” Julian said.
 
   MacNab’s mouth tightened. “He’s not – look, we can’t talk here.”
 
   Ned waved to the bartender, ordering another round of drinks. Julian said, “Upstairs?”
 
   “Yes.” MacNab nodded. “There’ll be a quiet corner somewhere.”
 
   There was an empty table at the back of the green card room, and after a moment’s hesitation, MacNab claimed it. Julian approved: as long as they kept their voices down, no one was likely to disturb them there. They arranged themselves around the baize-topped table, but MacNab fiddled with his drink as though he didn’t know how to begin.
 
   “So you’re friends with Freddie Nevett,” Ned said, after a moment.
 
   MacNab gave him a look of gratitude. “I was. Didn’t last long, and I made a bit of a fool of myself, but – I was.”
 
   “You know he’s suspected of killing his father,” Julian said, as gently as he could.
 
   “I thought the brother confessed,” MacNab said.
 
   “He did.” Julian considered how best to get a response without actually lying, and Ned looked up from his drink.
 
   “Victor is lying. We can prove that much. But we don’t know who he thinks he’s protecting, and I don’t want to cause more problems for innocent people. But I won’t see Victor hang for something he didn’t do.”
 
   “And will he?” MacNab closed his eyes. “No, of course he will.”
 
   “I’m afraid so,” Julian said.
 
   MacNab took a deep breath. “Freddie and I had an affair. I asked him to model for me a few months back, and one thing led to another. I suppose I’ll have to get rid of the painting now, I can’t possibly show it anywhere –” He shook himself back to his story. “In any case, he broke it off, and I – well, I didn’t want it to end. I tried to talk him back, and the night in question, I persuaded him to meet me here. We had drinks, and he let me talk – oh, yes, he let me make a proper fool of myself – but in the end he went off with someone else. It made his feelings very clear.”
 
   “He left the club?” Julian asked.
 
   MacNab’s color deepened. “No. He just – went off upstairs with someone else. I imagine Jamieson can tell you when he left, but I stayed until two, and he never came down. I expect he stayed the night.”
 
   “Back doors?” Ned said, to Julian, and Julian shook his head.
 
   “There’s a watch kept, in case of a raid. We can confirm that later.”
 
   “He’s not a nice boy,” Lennox said. “You’re well rid of him, Geordie. No matter how well set he was.”
 
   “But he was very gratifying.” MacNab managed a smile. “Perhaps I’ll use him for Mordred – I’ve got an Arthurian commission for Grocers’ Hall. It might suit.”
 
   “That’s giving him more credit than he deserves,” Ned said.
 
   Julian gave him a startled look, but had to nod in agreement. MacNab sighed.
 
   “Perhaps you’re right. But in any case, Freddie Nevett wasn’t cursing candlesticks that night. He was here proving that our relationship had ended.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Julian said. “And thank you.”
 
   “I don’t want anyone to hang,” MacNab said. He forced a smile. “If you really want to make amends, persuade your friend here to sit for me.”
 
   Julian felt the color rising in his cheeks. “That would be up to him.”
 
   “Indeed?” MacNab turned his smile on Ned. “You’re a member?”
 
   “I am.” Ned’s voice was perfectly calm.
 
   “Perhaps you’ll let me persuade you, then.”
 
   “I’d be delighted,” Ned answered. “Once all of this is done.”
 
   Julian swallowed the tart remark born of an entirely unexpected pang of jealousy – this was not the time to make clear to Ned what sitting for Geordie MacNab might entail, particularly when he suspected Ned knew full well – and pushed his chair back from the table. “Thank you,” he said again. “Mathey, we should have a word with Jamieson.”
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   By the time the cab delivered them back to Julian’s lodgings, it was well past three in the morning, and Ned was beginning to regret the amount they’d both drunk. He felt thoroughly foxed, and Julian was if anything in worse straits. Julian fumbled for his latch-key as Ned braced himself on the railing of the stairs, wishing he’d had the presence of mind to say he’d take the same cab home. In his present mood, it would probably have been for the best.
 
   Instead he followed Julian up to his rooms, where Julian shed his coat to drape precariously over the back of a chair, one arm trailing on the floor, and disposed of his hat by dropping it on the sofa, from which it promptly tumbled.
 
   “Your hat,” Ned couldn’t help saying.
 
   Julian blinked. “What about it?” His shirt was wrinkled under his waistcoat, and he smelled of whiskey and cigar smoke and other people’s overused scent; it was unfair for that to make him even more damnably attractive. The clubs they’d visited had been more respectable than Ned had expected, but the atmosphere had been intensely charged, with men engaging in open flirtation to the point of frankly indecent caresses. It had been startling but not at all uninteresting, and he’d reached the point of wondering whether Julian would mind Ned taking a few liberties with him when Julian had made the answer to that unpleasantly clear.
 
   “Nothing.” It would be absurd to begin quarreling about the hat.
 
   “What’s the matter?” Julian turned up the gas light and then turned to peer at him with searching eyes, as if the question were a great mystery. The unspoken words were a knot in Ned’s throat, and abruptly he could no longer swallow them.
 
   “Is he the one you’d rather have? Lennox?”
 
   “What?” Julian stared at him. “Lennox likes opera.”
 
   That was apparently intended as a definitive dismissal, but it didn’t help much. “You were certainly determined to make it clear to him that you were free.”
 
   “I am free, aren’t I?”
 
   “I see that you’d rather be.” Ned had his own hat still in his hand, and realized he was crushing it in his fist.
 
   Julian seemed at a loss for words, an unusual state for him, but not surprising considering the last few whiskeys. Which probably made it unsporting to demand explanations from him in his present state, but at the moment Ned didn’t care. Better to have it out and be done with it.
 
   “As opposed to what alternative?” Julian asked finally. “It’s not as if you’re serious.”
 
   “Aren’t I?”
 
   “Are you?” Julian looked as if this were the most unreasonable idea he’d ever heard. Ned found himself momentarily tempted to hit him.
 
   “I should think I’d done everything in my power to make that clear,” he managed instead.
 
   “You can’t be serious,” Julian said. “What about all those girls?”
 
   “What girls?”
 
   “At Oxford,” Julian exploded. “There were dozens of them. They followed you around.”
 
   “Well, yes. They were very pleasant company.”
 
   “Yes, I should think. I particularly remember Sophie.”
 
   “She was interested in bird-watching.”
 
   “She kept getting her clothes caught on things.”
 
   “Skirts must be a nuisance, yes.”
 
   “So that you would have to untangle them for her,” Julian said, his voice rising hotly on the words. “She was pursuing you, in case you somehow failed to notice! She wanted you to embrace her!”
 
   “Yes, that was the problem with the girls.”
 
   Julian let out a disbelieving breath. “Do you mean for me to believe that you didn’t encourage them?”
 
   “Not to embrace me.”
 
   “You went on picnics with them. You took them punting.”
 
   “I enjoyed their company, certainly – their conversation –”
 
   “And so you led them on?”
 
   “I did not,” Ned said, stung. “I never led any of them to believe my intentions were serious.”
 
   Julian smiled without pleasure. “They never are.”
 
   “They are at present.”
 
   “You said before you weren’t serious.”
 
   Ned frowned at him. “I never did.”
 
   “Youdid,” Julian said, the same desperately stubborn note rising in his voice as when he’d been expected to repeat falsehoods at school. “When we were at Oxford. You said we were too old for that sort of thing.”
 
   “I suppose I might have,” Ned said, feeling suddenly a bit ashamed of himself. He hadn’t thought Julian remembered that, although Julian had an unfortunate tendency to remember everything one ever said. “I was young, and stupid, and I suppose I thought that if I spent enough time in the company of young ladies, some kind of appropriate feelings might develop.”
 
   “You mean to say that all that time, you thought –”
 
   “And then they didn’t.”
 
   “You said we ought to give up schoolboy vices.”
 
   “I said I was sorry,” Ned said, and then realized he hadn’t exactly. “At least, I am sorry. I shouldn’t have said all that. And it didn’t work.”
 
   “I thought it did. You spent all that time playing cricket.”
 
   “I like cricket,” Ned said, very precisely.
 
   “But if…you could have come about with me. There were parties at Oxford, like-minded people…”
 
   “Oh, yes, I met your friends at Oxford,” Ned said, bitterness spilling over before he could decide whether to try to hold back the words. “They mocked me to my face, remember? Made it clear they thought sportsmen were dull fellows too lacking in intellect to be worth conversing with.”
 
   Julian looked startled. “I suppose they did, didn’t they.”
 
   “They most certainly did. And you didn’t say a word to stop them. You sat there looking amused.” It was surprising how fresh the hurt was. There had been a time before Oxford when he’d trusted that it would always be the two of them against the world.
 
   “I shouldn’t have let them do that,” Julian said after a moment. “I suppose it was just that they were very clever.”
 
   “For God’s sake.”
 
   “I know. I know. I am sorry,” Julian said, and sounded as if he meant it. “It was unfair, and I shouldn’t have let it go on.”
 
   “You know, cricket does involve watching athletic young gentlemen in cricket whites take exercise,” Ned said after a moment. “And undress, for that matter.”
 
   “I suppose it does,” Julian said, looking amused himself for the first time.
 
   “It can be very frustrating.”
 
   “I had no idea.”
 
   Ned shook his head and set his hat down, hoping that constituted some sort of gesture of good faith. Besides, he was mangling the brim. “You thought I was planning to break things off with you and marry,” he said, testing his understanding of the situation.
 
   “It was a logical conclusion.”
 
   “And so you’ve been trying to fend me off because you thought my intentions weren’t honorable?”
 
   “I certainly hope they’re not,” Julian said, in a tone that suggested he hadn’t quite taken Ned’s meaning.
 
   “I mean, you were planning to reject me preemptively before I could leave.”
 
   “Well…I suppose something like that.”
 
   Ned shook his head. That was believable enough of Julian, and yet – “Not because I’m not up to your friends’ standard?”
 
   “Never,” Julian said, his voice heated. “You can’t think that. You’re a brilliant metaphysician, for God’s sake. And I’m with you, aren’t I?”
 
   “Are you? When you were talking to Lennox –”
 
   “I didn’t think you’d like to be introduced as… Well, I thought you wouldn’t like it,” Julian said. “And I wanted to fend him off before he could make a play for you himself. You’re exactly his type. Not that you couldn’t do worse, but…”
 
   “Would you care if I did?”
 
   “I… Well, we’ve never said…” Julian looked so much at sea that Ned took pity on him.
 
   “I don’t suppose there’s some sort of etiquette manual for this situation? Some language of which I’m ignorant?”
 
   “Well, yes,” Julian said. “To a certain extent, yes.”
 
   “Is that what you were being tutored in at Oxford?” Ned said, unable to resist.
 
   “Among other things,” Julian said, and the corner of his mouth twitched in a smile. “You’ve had the benefit of that instruction, though.”
 
   “Might you enlighten me, then? Is there any way in this language that I might possibly convey the message that I’m interested in some sort of ongoing arrangement, and discover whether you’re interested in the same?”
 
   “I think we may have both just conveyed that,” Julian said.
 
   “I mean, without a confusing quarrel.”
 
   Julian’s mouth quirked again. “Possibly not. I wouldn’t really know. I’ve never really managed to get on for very long with anyone. Although I’ve never properly tried. And it probably doesn’t help that I…do insist on having my own way in things.”
 
   “Yes, I’ve noticed that,” Ned said. “I don’t think I’m likely to be easily ordered about.” Julian frowned as if that weren’t entirely what he meant. “And once again I feel that I need a translation. If you have that manual to hand…”
 
   “It might be useful,” Julian said, but didn’t volunteer anything further. Ned felt that whatever he meant, it couldn’t be important enough to attempt to extract it from him at the moment.
 
   “Perhaps we could agree that whatever your faults, they haven’t bothered me so far?”
 
   “That’s fair,” Julian said promptly.
 
   Ned shook his head. “You really thought I wasn’t interested? And you a detective?”
 
   “All those girls.”
 
   “It never worked with them.”
 
   Julian looked abruptly bitter. “And I’ll do as second-best?”
 
   “Never,” Ned said, trying to put all he meant to say into the word. “I was…tempted to take the coward’s way out and marry. I’m grateful I didn’t succumb. I’d far rather have you.”
 
   “I’m glad of that,” Julian said, the lines of tension in his face easing.
 
   “You’re the only one I’ve ever…” Ned began, but he was afraid the words would be too much, and shatter the fragile moment between them. “You’re the one I want.”
 
   “Come to bed, then,” Julian said, deep fondness and amusement mingled in his voice, and reached for Ned’s hand. For a moment their fingers tangled innocently, and then Ned caught Julian in a fevered embrace. There was nothing innocent at all about the way they kissed, or the way Julian clutched at Ned’s coat, crushing it in his fists.
 
   “Not to bed,” Ned said, sliding down to his knees before Julian could protest and working Julian’s trousers open. “Not yet.” He wondered if Julian let his friends do this in the back rooms of his clubs, and what it would be like to be on his knees by the card-table, the room in a haze of smoke and the sound of footsteps outside in the hall.
 
   “If you put it that way…”
 
   “And I do.”
 
   “Then I won’t argue,” Julian said, and tangled his hand in Ned’s hair, holding him tight as if he didn’t intend to let go.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
    
 
   Julian slept far better than he’d expected, woke to late morning sun and traffic noise, his feet still tangled with Ned’s, and one hand tucked under Ned’s ribs. The sheets smelled faintly of smoke and sex and Ned’s cologne, and he lay there for a long moment, smiling drowsily, until the clock struck ten and he dragged himself out from under the covers. He bathed and started the coffee machine – careful to open the siphon this time – then wrote a cantrip to banish the incipient headache. He had just dissolved the paper in a tumbler of water when Ned appeared at the bedroom door, looking sleepy and embarrassed.
 
   “What time –”
 
   “Half past ten,” Julian answered.
 
   “My watch stopped.” Ned looked even more embarrassed, and Julian couldn’t help a grin.
 
   “We had other things on our minds last night than winding it.” He held out the tumbler, and Ned gave him a wary look. “For headache.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   Ned took it, and Julian poured himself another glass, dissolved the second slip of paper in it. They touched glasses and drank, and Ned ran his hand through his hair.
 
   “Bloody hell, I’m late.”
 
   “Send your Miss Frost a note,” Julian said. “Tell her you’re delayed and she should just – carry on. You don’t have any appointments, do you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well, then.”
 
   “Yes. That’s a good plan.”
 
   He stood staring for a moment longer, though, to the point that Julian was considering giving him a push, but finally shook himself, and turned to the desk. He scribbled a note while Julian retrieved the breakfast tray, cold and unappetizing, then vanished into the bath while Julian shouted for young Digby. Young Digby arrived with the morning mail and the usual papers, and Julian sent him off to find a messenger boy, then turned his attention to the tray. The sausage and toast, at least, would survive and maybe benefit from reheating, as would the tomato; the eggs were more dubious, but he sketched the enchantment anyway, and was gratified to see steam curl slowly from the plate. He topped up his coffee, and spread jam on a piece of toast, was just starting on his half of the sausages when Ned reappeared, looking more alert.
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   “Good morning,” Julian said, and shoved the plate toward him. “I can’t recommend the eggs, but the rest is hot. And I sent your note.”
 
   “Thank you.” Ned poured himself a cup of coffee, and settled himself at the table, moving a stack of papers. Julian winced, but refrained from comment. He could always put them back later. “Any word from Bolster?”
 
   “No. And I’m starting to be concerned.”
 
   Ned looked up from his coffee. “I’m concerned that your friend is going to take matters into his own hands about this poisoning.”
 
   Julian shook his head. “I don’t think so. If he were going to do that, I think he’d warn me off more – definitely. He wouldn’t give me an excuse. No, I think he’s genuinely worried for Mrs Makins’s safety, and I don’t know if that means he doesn’t know where she is, or just that he doesn’t want me muddying the waters.”
 
   “Write him,” Ned suggested.
 
   “I’ve done that.”
 
   “Write him again?”
 
   “I suppose.” Julian frowned. “I mean, yes, of course I will, first thing. You realize that if we’ve eliminated Reggie and now Freddie, it almost has to be Mrs Nevett.”
 
   “Mrs Nevett or Mrs Victor Nevett?” Ned asked.
 
   Julian paused. He hadn’t seriously considered Victor’s wife as a suspect, and it took him a moment to tease out why. “Mrs Nevett,” he said. “When I’ve talked with Mrs Victor, she’s – she said she was sure Victor was protecting someone, and if it were her he was protecting, she’d never have brought it up.”
 
   “True enough,” Ned said. “So Victor is protecting his mother, then, or so it seems –”
 
   Julian nodded. “And there’s the strong possibility that she bewitched Edgar to get married in the first place, so in a sense she’s done it before. Except, damn, Mrs Victor said Mrs Nevett doesn’t approve of enchantment.”
 
   “It’s easy enough to say you don’t approve of something,” Ned said. “And still do it on the sly.”
 
   “Mrs Victor believes her,” Julian said. “But I’ll grant you that.”
 
   Ned tossed back the last of his coffee, and pushed himself away from the table. “I wonder if Mrs Nevett still uses that metaphysical milliner Miss Frost found, or if there’s another person she could have gone to.”
 
   “That’s the sticking point, isn’t it?” Julian said. “None of the Nevetts knows enough to have written that enchantment, most especially not on the fly. So it has to have been purchased somewhere.”
 
   “So let’s take Miss Frost to lunch and pick her brains,” Ned said. “I’ll need to go home and change –”
 
   Julian grinned. No, Ned couldn’t show up at the Commons in last night’s evening dress and smelling of cigars and whiskey. “You certainly do.”
 
   “And meet you at my chambers,” Ned finished, with dignity. He collected his hat, carefully straightening the brim. “Half-past twelve?”
 
   Julian nodded. “I’ll be there.”
 
   Once Ned had left, Julian poured himself the dregs of the coffee and moved to his desk to compose the note to Bolster. He finally settled on something telegraphic enough to be discreet, emphasizing that he could prove his client’s innocence, and sent young Digby off to post it. After that, he did his best to dally over the papers, and through the process of shaving and changing into a decent suit, but even so he arrived at the omnibus stop nearest the Commons just as the clocks were striking noon. He hesitated on the sidewalk, knowing that Ned wouldn’t be there yet, and oddly reluctant to face Miss Frost alone. He’d been doing his best not to notice her at all, but in retrospect it seemed that he hadn’t managed not to notice that she was just the sort of young woman who had always charmed Ned. He had the rather lowering suspicion that he had not been the most gracious of visitors, and now that matters had been – astonishingly! – settled in his favor, he was feeling more than a bit ashamed of himself. A cowardly part of him wanted to stop for another cup of coffee and avoid the issue entirely, but he made himself walk on. Perhaps it wasn’t too late to make amends.
 
   He made his way across the courtyard, noting that the bed ofUrtica mordax had been vigorously cut back, and made his way up the stairs to Ned’s chambers. The door was partly open; he took a deep breath, and pushed it all the way back. Miss Frost looked up sharply from her typewriter – silent, as it had been silent as he came down the hall – and then relaxed fractionally.
 
   “Oh, hello, Mr Lynes. Mr Mathey isn’t in yet. He said he’d be here soon, though.”
 
   “I was afraid I’d be here before him,” Julian said.
 
   “You’re welcome to wait, of course,” she said, and looked faintly surprised when he nodded.
 
   “Thank you.” Julian hung his hat on the tree and seated himself cautiously in the visitor’s chair.
 
   Miss Frost gave him a faintly dubious glance. “Could I fetch you a cup of tea, Mr Lynes?”
 
   “No, thank you, Miss Frost.” Again there was a faint look of surprise, and Julian guessed she hadn’t expected him to remember her name. Surprise was followed by a look of suspicion, and Julian felt his cheeks heat. “Actually, I’m here because we, Mathey and I, wanted to talk to you about Louisa Nevett’s female metaphysician, but I know I have to wait.”
 
   She looked for an instant as though she couldn’t decide whether she was annoyed or complimented. “I’m afraid so.”
 
   “Yes.” She was actually quite pretty, with dark eyes and wavy chestnut hair that her sober hat couldn’t quite subdue, any more than her severe corsetry and neat shirt-waist could completely disguise an elegant figure. And she was clever, too, a graduate of the London School of Metaphysics for Women: exactly the sort of young woman who’d always appealed to Ned. It was no wonder Julian had been jealous, even if he hadn’t admitted it to himself. And after last night, he felt distinctly foolish. So much for his deductive skills, if he’d so completely missed Ned’s intentions.
 
   He was in danger of staring Miss Frost out of countenance, however, and he nodded to the copy ofThe Metaphysician on her desk. “Have you been following the series on Turkish tablet magic?”
 
   “I have,” she said. “Professor Forster was one of our instructors.”
 
   “My sympathies,” Julian said.
 
   For a moment, it hung in the balance, and then she smiled. “Professor Forster holds very strong opinions on many things. Not all of them are wrong.”
 
   “No,” Julian admitted. “Although in this instance…”
 
   “Professor Markham does make a better case,” Miss Frost said. “Though I can’t think he’s entirely right about the grammar of the H tablet.”
 
   “The fishhook equivalent?” Julian asked, and she nodded. “I don’t agree. I think it needs to be exactly that.”
 
   “It has to be a conjunction of some sort, yes,” Miss Frost said. “But I don’t think it’s identical – or even very close – to the modern form.”
 
   “It clearly wants a hook,” Julian began. “But, all right, if not a hook, what, then?”
 
   “There are several Eastern styles of enchantment that use chained joining, a symbol linking the entire series rather than a specific conjunction,” she said. “By modern standards, it’s non-conforming, but that’s primarily because serial jointure conflicts with the later Latin style.”
 
   Julian reached for the journal, and flipped to the engraving of the tablet. “If that’s right,” he began, studying the symbols, “and if Markham’s right about the rest of it – look, it’s really very neat.” He spread it out on her desk. “Of course, this symbol has to be something very specific –”
 
   “Or very general,” Miss Frost said. “It could cover an entire class of items.”
 
   “True. The same result, and for a quite reasonable expenditure of energy.” Julian was tempted to reach for his wand, but thought better of it. Ancient metaphysics was best studied in the abstract, or at least under carefully controlled conditions. “You ought to send a letter.”
 
   Her smile dimmed. “Perhaps.”
 
   The door opened again, and Ned shouldered his way into the narrow space. He was looking awake and well-scrubbed, and Julian couldn’t help smiling.
 
   “Sorry I’m late,” Ned said. “Any word from Bolster?”
 
   “No, unfortunately,” Julian answered.
 
   Ned shrugged. “Did Lynes tell you what we needed, Miss Frost?”
 
   “He said you wanted to talk about Louisa Nevett and her metaphysician,” she answered.
 
   “That’s right,” Ned answered. “And I thought the least we could do was buy you a decent lunch in the process.”
 
   “To make the interrogation easier to swallow?” she asked, with a demure smile, and Julian grinned.
 
   “Something along those lines,” Ned answered. He looked at Julian. “I’d thought at Christie’s? We could probably get one of the rear tables, and that would be safely private.”
 
   And Christie’s served a nicer-than-usual lunch, suitable for ladies. Julian nodded in agreement, and Miss Frost looked pleased.
 
   “That would be lovely,” she said.
 
   “Mr Mathey?” One of the Commons’s pages was peering around the edge of the door. “Telegram, sir.”
 
   “Thank you.” Ned took it, frowning, and ripped open the envelope. “I’ll be damned. It’s from Hatton – he wants us to come down to the Yard and take a look at a man they pulled in last night.”
 
   “Us?” Julian asked, and Ned nodded.
 
   “He seems to think I’ll be able to turn you up faster than he would.”
 
   “Probably true,” Julian said. “Right away?”
 
   “Yes, of course.” Ned reached for the hat he’d discarded on entering. “Miss Frost, I’m sorry. We’ll have to put off Christie’s for another day.”
 
   “No trouble at all,” she said, cheerfully enough. “I’ll just get on with the billing.”
 
   “There’s little enough of that,” Ned said, not without bitterness. “I don’t know if I’ll be back – if I’m not, just close up as usual.”
 
   “Yes, Mr Mathey,” she said.
 
   Julian seized his own hat, and followed Ned down the stairs and across the courtyard. “Cab, I think,” he said, and Ned nodded.
 
   “Hatton seems to be in a hurry.”
 
   “I like your Miss Frost,” Julian said, and Ned gave him a look. He said nothing, however, merely reaching for his cab whistled, and a moment later they piled into a battered hansom.
 
   “Scotland Yard,” Ned said, and the cab jerked into motion.
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   Hatton was waiting for them in his office, surrounded by his usual clutter of files. He brandished one of them as they entered. “Jack Dixon,” he said without preamble. “One of our regulars – robbery, garrotting, disposing of stolen property, all in his line. We picked him up last night for opening another lad’s forehead with a bottle in a fight. Funny thing was, he had this still in his pocket.” He held out a card to Julian, who frowned at it without making a move to touch it.
 
   “I believe this is one of yours, Mr Lynes,” Hatton said.
 
   “So it is,” Julian said promptly. “But I don’t have a client by that name. He might have been given it by one of my other clients, though.”
 
   “No harm in that,” Hatton said. “Our business comes to us, but I expect a detective has to drum up his the same as a dentist. But given everything peculiar that the two of you have been mixed up with of late, you’ll excuse me if I’d like you to take a look at him and tell me yourselves whether you’re acquainted.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Julian said, defensiveness clearly warring with curiosity.
 
   Dixon was pacing the room where he was being held, a sturdy dark-haired man with a thatch of beard that didn’t quite hide a scar that twisted one cheek, wearing clothes that had once been well-made, although from their fit, probably not made for him. He started when he saw them, his dark eyes searching Ned’s face, and Ned was abruptly certain.
 
   “That’s the man who tried to rob me the other night.”
 
   “You’re mistaken, guv,” the man said, with a smile that bared yellowing teeth. “I weren’t anywhere near the place.”
 
   “What place would that be?” Julian asked at once.
 
   “Wherever a toff like yourself might have been on such a fine night. Whichever night it were.”
 
   “Save it for someone who cares,” Hatton said. “Are you sure this is the man?”
 
   “I’m certain of it,” Ned said. “I was on my way to see Lynes when he assaulted me. It seems he was on his way there as well.” Ned felt a surge of relief that the man hadn’t reached his destination. Not that Julian wasn’t capable of defending himself, he was sure, but he’d far rather face that sort of threat for himself.
 
   “Care to say who gave you this?” Hatton said, holding up Julian’s card.
 
   “I couldn’t say,” Dixon said, without more than glancing at it. “Must have picked it up on the street.”
 
   “Nonsense,” Julian said. “Did someone direct you to me? If you wanted to consult me, that can still be arranged.” Ned considered this an unlikely possibility, although he had to admit that some of Julian’s clients were scarcely more presentable. “You’d better start by being honest.”
 
   “Never heard of you,” Dixon said. “I picked up that piece of rubbish in the street, same as I said.”
 
   Hatton drew Ned and Julian aside, leaving Dixon under the bored eye of a uniformed policeman. “A great coincidence, isn’t it? Just as the two of you get yourselves mixed up in the Nevett case –”
 
   “I thought there officially was no more Nevett case,” Ned couldn’t help saying. “As you’d solved everything to your satisfaction.”
 
   “Don’t you start,” Hatton said in frustration. “You get mixed up in the case, you’re the witness to a death – which, yes, was accident, but a damned suspicious kind of accident – and then you’re set on in the street, and I’d bet any money our lad over there was paid to do it. My question is, who paid him? Not Victor Nevett, I’ll dare say. For one thing, he’s sitting in a prison cell, and for another, right now you’re the best friends he has.”
 
   Julian made a strangled noise, but managed to turn it into a cough as Hatton glanced his way.
 
   “I don’t believe it was either Reggie or Freddie Nevett,” Ned said. “Both of them have accounted satisfactorily for how they spent the remainder of the night in question.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “As you say, the Nevett case is closed,” Julian said. “We’re investigating for our own peace of mind. If you’d like to officially re-open the case –”
 
   “Be that way, then,” Hatton said. “I suppose I’d better take your word for it, since I’m not in a position to do anything else. You think it’s one of the ladies, then? I can’t see Mrs Edgar Nevett hiring this lad.”
 
   “One of her servants might have, though,” Julian said. “Or there’s the mission –”
 
   “I’m surprised at you,” Hatton said dryly. “You mean to say that you don’t think all those reformed souls stay reformed?”
 
   “I think it would be interesting to see if Mr Dixon is one of their alumni,” Julian said. “Or has been recently at the mission in search of charity of any sort. Not that I expect you’ll get an answer out of Ellis easily.”
 
   “More easily than I will,” Ned said. “He seems to have taken a dislike to me.”
 
   “I can’t imagine that,” Hatton said, but with more amusement than annoyance.
 
   “Here, Mr Inspector, are you planning to leave me standing about all day?” Dixon said. “I’m a sick man, I am, and I haven’t had no dinner.”
 
   “You’ll have a good supper in Holloway,” Hatton said. “And you look hale enough to me.”
 
   “They took my liver pills off me,” Dixon said. “I suffer something terrible without them.”
 
   Ned could see Julian’s attention sharpening, looking Dixon over from head to foot. He didn’t look ill to Ned, and certainly he’d shown no sign of weakness while trying to bash Ned’s head in.
 
   “You’re in luck,” Hatton said, drawing a tin from out of his pocket. “I always carry them myself. This line of work’s enough to do anyone’s digestion in.”
 
   Dixon took one of the pills grudgingly, but he swallowed it. “This is mistreatment,” he said. “I want my own things back.”
 
   “You can make your own arrangements at Holloway,” Hatton said. “Though whether they’ll feel inclined to give you credit, I can’t say.”
 
   “It’s a bleeding shame, I say. All the comforts of home, for those as can afford them.”
 
   “It’s the way of the world,” Hatton said. “Try and resign yourself.”
 
   Dixon rolled his eyes, and then abruptly staggered, one hand flailing toward Ned. Ned reached for him on instinct, but Hatton pushed him firmly back.
 
   “No games, Dixon,” he said. “Take a seat if you’re ill, and we’ll – oh, damn it.” Hatton caught Dixon as he crumpled, retching, getting him down to the floor with an effort. He looked up at the policeman sharply. “Don’t just stand there, go and get a doctor. No, you two stay back – if he’s faking –”
 
   “He’s not,” Julian said, going down on one knee despite Hatton’s instructions. He reached for Dixon’s shoulders, and then flinched back as the man began to convulse. “Mathey, do you know a remedy –”
 
   “For fits?” He’d never made a particular study of medicinal metaphysics, although he knew it relied heavily on the use of inks and other tools he didn’t have with him. He struggled to remember anything from the pages he’d merely flipped past at Oxford.
 
   “For poison.” There were running feet now in the hall outside. Dixon’s breath was coming in gasps, too far apart.
 
   “I’d have to know the poison, try to contain it – it might be done, but –”
 
   “Too late, damn it,” Hatton said.
 
   “He can’t be dead,” Ned said, but the man had stopped thrashing, and no matter how long Ned waited for him to draw a breath, no breath came.
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   “You’re sure you don’t want to wait for your own man to examine him?” Ned said. They’d laid Dixon out downstairs, in a room filled with assorted paraphernalia both medical and metaphysical; alarming objects preserved in jars shared the shelves with dusty ink bottles and a vast assortment of wands, most of which looked in danger of crumbling into pieces from woodworm or age. He wasn’t certain if the calipers were medical or metaphysical, and wasn’t certain he wanted to know.
 
   “It’s his day off,” Hatton said. “And probably just as well, not that it wouldn’t be educational to see if he could figure out why a man dropped dead in front of him. You’re here now, and I want answers.” Hatton’s voice was grim; he’d had the body moved and ordered the room cleaned up with the efficiency of long practice, but his whole body was tight with unhappiness. “Damn it, there was nothing in those pills to kill him.”
 
   “He might have taken something while we weren’t looking,” Ned said.
 
   “Not under Tomkins’s eye. He’s a steady man.”
 
   “Anyway, why should he?” Julian said. “You said yourself he’s a regular. Even if he were convicted of attempted robbery, it wouldn’t be anything new.”
 
   “The hazards of the trade,” Hatton said. “No reason to do himself in.”
 
   “Well, at the least I can tell you if there’s been any metaphysical influence – hullo.”
 
   “What’s that?” Julian leaned over the body, and Ned waved him back, sketching another quick series of symbols over the body.
 
   “There’s some kind of trigger – what’s in those pills of yours, Hatton?”
 
   “The usual herbal stuff. And a good dose of opium. Does wonders for the nerves when witnesses break down.”
 
   “It’s the opium, I think.” The metaphysical word for sleep was generally literally meant, but with an alternate ending to specify opiates rather than natural sleep – yes, that had to be how it was done. “Used as a trigger to end a prior enchantment –”
 
   “A delayed poison?” Julian murmured. He caught Ned’s eye, and Ned frowned. It would be worse than awkward to explain now where they’d seen that before. Julian shrugged a little, conceding the point, but clearly unable to think of a good explanation himself.
 
   “I think so,” Ned said. He sketched another series of sigils, letting them visibly play over the body, and their reaction to the prior enchantment looked decidedly familiar. The same sort of enchantment, and he’d be willing to bet a considerable sum it had been done by the same hand. “Cyanide, maybe – a doctor had better speak to that. But it’s not a time delay. It’s triggered particularly by taking any kind of opiate.”
 
   “Which I suspect was his habit,” Julian said. “So many of those patent medicines are laced with the stuff. Mother’s helpers and liver pills and who knows what else.” He looked a bit disapproving, which Ned felt was rich considering the uses to which Julian tended to put enchantment.
 
   “And I handed it to him,” Hatton said. “God damn it.”
 
   “You had no way of knowing,” Ned said.
 
   “Poor beggar,” Hatton said. He looked as if he meant it, somewhat to Ned’s surprise. “I can’t think of a good word to say for him, but all the same, you get used to the regulars. It’s their profession the same as catching them is ours, and after a while there’s a kind of sporting spirit about it.”
 
   “Someone set him on Mathey, or possibly on me,” Julian said. “And poisoned him so that he wouldn’t be around to talk about it afterwards. Only he didn’t take his medicine soon enough.”
 
   “And it wasn’t Victor Nevett who did it,” Hatton said, and drew the sheet back up to cover the corpse.
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   Back in his lodgings, Julian managed to persuade Mrs Digby to bring them a late tea, and poured for them when it arrived, on the theory that Ned was still a bit too shaken to be trusted with scalding liquids. He added extra sugar to both cups on the same principle, and shook his head when Ned grimaced.
 
   “Drink it down. It’s good for you.”
 
   “I’d rather have a whiskey,” Ned grumbled, but did as he was told.
 
   Julian nibbled at a slice of brown bread and butter, trying to marshal his thoughts. “It was the same enchantment,” he said, for the third time, and for the third time Ned shook his head.
 
   “Not identical – but yes, the same sort, and the same hand. I’d swear to that in court.”
 
   “Which means that the same person killed Makins and Dixon,” Julian said. “And, quite arguably, Edgar Nevett. Or, I suppose, the same metaphysician sold several different people the same type of killing formulation. But if that was the case, a metaphysician selling a really effective means of murder, I’d expect to have seen a few more deaths already.”
 
   Ned nodded. “Yes, I can see that.”
 
   “But how are they connected?” Julian scowled at the tea tray, where theUrtica mordax was straining for a sliver of ham that had fallen from a sandwich. Ned watched the tendril unfurl and recoil, and idly used the flat of his knife to push the ham into its reach.
 
   “They were both criminals for hire,” he said.
 
   “Yes, but Dixon was a thug, a footpad and garrotter,” Julian said. “Makins was a cracksman. He was in an entirely different class.”
 
   “But they were killed by the same person,” Ned said. “And by nearly identical means.” He paused. “I really think we should have told Hatton about Makins when it happened.”
 
   TheUrtica mordax had dragged the ham into its toothy bud, which was larger than it had been a few days ago. Julian stripped off another piece of the rind, and dangled it, watching as a tendril slowly coiled up and around it. “I know,” he said. “And, in retrospect – but I’d promised Mrs Makins to keep the police out of it.”
 
   “You promise all your clients that,” Ned said, with a crooked smile.
 
   “It’s part of the service,” Julian answered.
 
   “No wonder Hatton doesn’t trust you,” Ned said.
 
   “Yes, but Dixon wasn’t my client,” Julian said. “I wasn’t lying about that.”
 
   TheUrtica mordax gave the strip of ham rind a definite yank, and Julian released it. Ned grinned, but made no comment.
 
   “Someone gave Dixon my card,” Julian said. “Never mind how they got it in the first place, it wouldn’t be that hard. The interesting question is why – especially since you were attacked, not me.”
 
   “Well, we’re working together on the Nevett murder,” Ned said. “And, I agree, that’s the most likely reason for all this. Maybe he was on his way to find you, and happened to spot me?”
 
   “Or,” Julian said, lifting one finger as the idea solidified, “he had my card because it has my address on it. Yours just has your chambers.”
 
   “So it does. And I can’t think of a worse place to attack a man than the Commons.”
 
   “Too many people,” Julian said. “Too many eyes, and too many unpredictable metaphysicians wandering around at all hours, with wands in pockets and enchantments they’re just itching to try out. Not to mention that they’re well-trained to remember visual detail. No, Coptic Street’s much better.”
 
   “But why?” Ned asked again.
 
   “Not to be melodramatic,” Julian said, “but the killer needs to get rid of us. We’re getting too close.”
 
   “Except we’re not,” Ned said. “We’ve eliminated Reggie and Freddie – and Victor – and you say you’re sure it’s not Mrs Victor, but I can’t see Mrs Nevett knowing how to hire someone like Dixon. Or this kind of metaphysician. I’d think this would be out of Mrs Landry’s league.”
 
   “You might be surprised,” Julian said darkly. “But we are getting close. And I think this person’s made a bad mistake killing Dixon. Hatton is going to take it personally, and he’s definitely in a position to force information out of Ellis at the mission. If there’s a connection there, he’ll find it. And I think Bolster is going to take very ill to the notion that someone is killing people on his turf. I’ll write him in the morning, and I think this time he’ll have to answer. He’ll make Mrs Makins see me. And in the meantime, that leaves Victor for us. Hatton will arrange for us to see him, I’m sure.”
 
   Ned frowned. “I don’t see what good that would do. Odds are, he’s protecting his mother. She’s the one with the history of using illicit enchantment, and, assuming she knew Nevett was planning to divorce her, she had cause to want him dead. Nothing’s changed there.”
 
   “But suppose he was protecting Freddie or Reggie?” Julian asked. “We know they’re both innocent, and we can prove it. So if Victor was trying to protect one of them – well, we can tell him it’s no longer necessary. And maybe we’ll finally get something sensible out of him.”
 
   “Not bloody likely,” Ned said. “I think we should talk to Miss Frost, see what more she can tell us about Mrs Landry.”
 
   “Mrs Landry can wait,” Julian said. “You said yourself, you didn’t think this was in her league.”
 
   “And you said I might be surprised,” Ned pointed out. “Miss Frost would know more.”
 
   “We should talk to Victor first,” Julian said. “I want to be the one who gives him the news, not someone else.”
 
   “Or we should talk to Mrs Nevett,” Ned said. “Or Mrs Victor, for that matter. They’re actual suspects.”
 
   Julian frowned. “And if we talk to Victor, we might well eliminate one of them. I’m no more eager than you are to see Victor again – particularly in the so-salubrious environs of Holloway – but he may have the answers we need.”
 
   “I doubt it.” Ned slid another piece of ham to theUrtica mordax. “And anyway, he probably won’t tell us if he does.”
 
   “It’s not as if we can’t tell when Victor is lying,” Julian said. “He never was any good at it.” He gave Ned a sidelong glance. And that was the real problem, he realized suddenly. Not that Ned thought they’d learn more elsewhere, but that Ned simply didn’t want to deal with Victor. “You don’t have to see him,” he said, tentatively. “I could go.”
 
   “That’s not the problem at all,” Ned snapped. “I simply think we could be better employed.”
 
   Julian narrowed his eyes. “Then why don’t you just let me go?”
 
   “Because there is absolutely no reason for it,” Ned answered.
 
   “Humor me.”
 
   “I am – there’s absolutely no reason for me to be at all bothered by seeing him,” Ned said. “So I’m not.”
 
   “Mathey –” Julian just stopped himself from sayingyou are so, said instead, as mildly as he could, “I’d say we both had reason.”
 
   “It was a long time ago,” Ned said. The expression on his face was suddenly familiar, frustration warring with misery, the look he’d worn for too much of their school years, and Julian’s fists clenched in spite of himself. “And, anyway, it wasn’t that bad.”
 
   “For God’s sake,” Julian said. “It was exactly that bad, and worse, and Victor Nevett was very nearly the worst of the lot.”
 
   “We’re grown men,” Ned said, doggedly.
 
   “Yes, and?” Julian tried to keep a grip on his temper, and knew he wasn’t succeeding. “Damn it, Ned, it was bad enough that Wynchcombe won’t send his boys away to school for fear the same might happen to them. You wouldn’t call him either a fool or a weakling. Most schoolboys aren’t handed over to a cabal of prefects who take great pleasure in beating them bloody while the masters do absolutely nothing. Most boys don’t go to the sports fields expecting to get things hit at them, or knowing they’ll get a caning if they don’t play up to par. Most boys don’t have to memorize complete nonsense and spout it back on command – and get beaten whether they know it or not, because the prefect said so, because it pleases them and makes them feel manly. Most canings don’t draw blood –” He checked, afraid he’d gone too far, and there was a moment of silence.
 
   Ned said, “I should haven’t said that, about fools and weaklings. I meant me, not you. You’re not weak, and you’ve never been a fool. But I’m not going.”
 
   It felt as though a door had been slammed in his face. Julian considered half a dozen answers, but none of them seemed adequate to the situation. He hadn’t had the words then, either. Ned pushed himself back from the table, paced to the window and leaned against the frame, looking down into the street.
 
   “You were the strongest of us all,” Julian said, and knew the words fell on deaf ears.
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   They’d made him wait, sending him up to his dormitory where he sat on the edge of the bed, grateful at least that he didn’t have to face anyone else. Ned wondered what actually happened when you were expelled, whether they sent you away that minute or wrote to your parents, and what they did with you in the meantime while they were waiting for your parents to arrive. It might be possible to speak to Julian before –
 
   “You’re wanted in the prefect’s parlor,” one of the New Men said, hovering uncertainly in the doorway. He looked pale, and Ned guessed he’d been threatened with dire consequences if he didn’t fetch Ned along promptly. As Ned was nearly a head taller than he was, that would have been difficult if Ned had chosen to make it difficult, but that wouldn’t help him.
 
   “I’m coming,” Ned said.
 
   They were all in the parlor, not just Victor Nevett but Staniforth and Evelyn and Noyes and Larriby. It was safest to keep one’s eyes appropriately downcast at such times, but Ned risked a glance at Victor. His face was visibly bruised, and so stormy that Ned looked quickly away.
 
   “There you are, Mathey,” Staniforth said. He sounded more entertained than angry himself, as if anticipating some treat. “I hear that you struck Nevett.”
 
   “Sir, yes, sir.”
 
   “You ought to be expelled, you little bastard,” Victor said.
 
   Ned was momentarily taken aback by his language – normally the prefects made a point of affecting the manners of gentlemen – but it wasn’t an excuse to argue. “Yes, sir, I ought.”
 
   “What have you to say for yourself?” Staniforth said.
 
   That was always a dangerous question. Generally it was best to say nothing, as any attempt at explanation was put down to cheek. And what was he to say? That he was defending his mother’s honor, but Victor would certainly say he was lying.
 
   “No excuse, sir,” he said. “I shouldn’t have done it.”
 
   “Beg Nevett’s pardon,” Staniforth said.
 
   He felt a surge of relief so intense it nearly made him dizzy. If they meant to expel him, they’d be summoning the masters now, surely. Which meant it was only a matter of taking his punishment.
 
   Ned raised his eyes to Victor’s. “Please, sir, I’m sorry I struck you.”
 
   “Try again,” Victor said. “I don’t believe you.”
 
   “Please, sir,” Ned said, letting his voice break deliberately on the words. It was worth it to stay in school. “I’m sorry I struck you.”
 
   “The usual punishment for striking a fellow student is caning,” Staniforth said. His eyes were alight with unexplained anticipation. “However, that doesn’t seem suitable punishment for being quite this much of a disgrace to the school.” Staniforth drew a bundle of thin switches from the bucket they’d been soaking in and drew it through his hands experimentally before handing it to Nevett. “The Canon does still allow for the use of the birch in particularly egregious cases, and Nevett has requested the privilege. Drop your trousers, Mathey.”
 
   He did so without tremendous reluctance. The bundle of switches didn’t look as though it could hurt much worse than being caned, even if the prefects intended to entertain themselves by reviving antique punishments. It would all be over in a quarter of an hour.
 
   “Take your jacket off as well,” Staniforth said. He waited until Ned was bent over the chair back, and then tugged Ned’s trousers and breeches sharply down, pulling his shirt-tails up to bare his lower back. He handed over the birch to Nevett. “He’s all yours, Nevett. Your discretion as to the number of strokes. Make it educational.”
 
   It hurt, but not nearly as much as a smack with the cane. At six strokes he thought he’d gotten off easily. At twelve he was beginning to doubt. It stung, a bright rising burn. At twenty he couldn’t help flinching, his hands opening on the rungs of the chair.
 
   “Little coward,” Victor said, his breath coming hard. “Stay still and take your punishment. You asked for it.”
 
   Ned gripped the rungs of the chair harder, because it would be unbearable if they had to hold him still, if he wasn’t man enough to bear it. And he had asked for it, he’d struck a prefect, but it didn’t feel fair. He gritted his teeth, swallowing against the knot in his throat.
 
   “You bastard,” Victor said. He sounded strangely as if he was on the verge of tears himself. “Think you can hit me. You won’t do it again. You won’t.”
 
   He couldn’t hold still against the pain every time Victor dragged the birch across his skin as he drew it back. He clenched his hands around the chair rails and tried not to flinch. He could feel sweat trickling down the backs of his legs, a maddening itch perversely not drowned out by pain.
 
   “Nevett,” Evelyn said, sounding for some reason troubled. “He’s had enough, don’t you think?”
 
   He’d lost track of the number of strokes. He felt a brightening panic at that, because sometimes they’d ask you how many you’d had and you were expected to be able to say, but he couldn’t gather his thoughts enough to even guess.
 
   “You bastard,” Victor said. “You bastard.” His breath was coming in harsh gasps. The birch fell again and again.
 
   “Stop it. He’s had enough.” That was Staniforth, close behind him. Ned flinched in anticipation of the next blow, but it didn’t land, and after a long moment he managed to shift enough on the chair to ease cramped muscles.
 
   “Take your hands off me,” Victor said.
 
   “Control yourself, Nevett. You’re acting like a child.”
 
   “Christ,” Evelyn said. “Look at him.”
 
   “Well, so?” Larriby’s voice.
 
   “Shut up, the lot of you,” Staniforth said, his voice crisp and stern. “Get up, Mathey. Get dressed.”
 
   “It’s in the Canon,” Victor said, his voice rising defiantly. “I didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   “Didn’t I just tell you to shut your mouth?” There was sharp warning in Staniforth’s voice.
 
   Ned got himself down off the chair, his hands shaking as he pulled up his trousers and fumbled with the buttons. His legs were cramped so badly it was hard to stand squarely on his feet, and he felt alarmingly lightheaded. He mustn’t faint, he told himself, and steadied himself on the chair back, hoping they wouldn’t notice. He knew he should thank Nevett, but he couldn’t make himself shape the words.
 
   “Mathey, you’re to go straight back to your room, do you understand me?” Staniforth said. “The masters needn’t know about this. If they hear about it, you’ll most likely be expelled.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Straight back to your room, then, and we’ll say no more about it,” Staniforth said, and took him firmly by the shoulder to steer him out into the hall.
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   They’d been frightened, he knew now, although he hadn’t understood at the time. If he’d gone to the masters bloodied from back to thighs, there would have been trouble. An investigation, at least, and perhaps the curtailing of the prefects’ privileges. Trouble worth avoiding, and he’d been willing enough to avoid the risk of being expelled that he’d kept their secrets for them.
 
   He felt his stomach turn at the memory, and braced himself on the window sill. Julian had been waiting for him, and had tended his wounds as best he could, but a few faint scars still remained, still perceptible to his fingertips. And a few scars weren’t much, but all the same, it hadn’t been fair. It hadn’t been right.
 
   He’d cried afterwards, shamefully, curled up with his head on Julian’s knee like a child. But he’d only been fourteen, and not really a man yet. Perhaps he might at least be forgiven for that.
 
   “It wasn’t right,” he said, making himself turn away from the window.
 
   Julian looked at him as if that should be obvious. “Of course it wasn’t right.”
 
   “The masters let it go on.”
 
   “The masters didn’t care as long as they weren’t bothered.”
 
   “I thought everyone else bore it better than me.”
 
   “No one bore it better than you,” Julian said. He reached tentatively for Ned’s arm, and Ned let Julian hook it through his own, half-embracing him. “You needn’t see the bloody man. I can go.”
 
   “I’ll go,” Ned said. He clasped Julian’s arm for a moment, and then disentangled himself. “I’d rather face him than be a coward.”
 
   “Never that,” Julian said. “But I do wish sometimes you’d let me kill him.”
 
   “Just now, so do I,” Ned said. “Let’s go try to save the wretched man’s neck.”
 
   “If we must.”
 
   “I’m afraid we must.” He hesitated. “But I’ll admit don’t much like it.”
 
   “That’s because you’re a reasonable man,” Julian said, and Ned had to admit he found a certain comfort in the words.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   It was too late to arrange a visit to Holloway that afternoon. Julian left that to Ned on the theory that Hatton was more likely to oblige him, and spent the next morning drafting another note to Bolster, this one asking for a meeting. When Ned’s note finally arrived with the time of their appointment – mid-afternoon, toward the end of regular visiting hours; Hatton was doing them no favor there – he changed into his most respectable suit and took a cab to the Commons. Ned balked at the expense, and gave in only when Julian pointed out that their standing with the warders would be much improved by their arriving by cab. Only the lowest sort of counsel arrived by omnibus. They argued the point amiably for a bit, but as they drew closer to the prison, Ned fell silent. Julian didn’t try to draw him out, sat dumb himself as they drew closer to the brick towers. It looked a bit like the sort of castle a child would build, assuming he’d managed to steal his brothers’ and cousins’ boxes of brick-blocks to supplement his own, with an arched central gate like a gaping mouth between the crenellated towers that angled out to either side. There were four more wings around the central building, spread out like the spokes of a wheel, one each for female and child offenders, and the rest for men, both convicted criminals and those on remand. He paid off the cab at the end of the drive, and saw Ned look dubiously up at the brick walls and narrow windows. He was still staring upward as the cabbie clucked to his horse, and Julian touched his sleeve.
 
   “You don’t have to,” he said, softly.
 
   Ned looked back at him, and forced a smile. “No, I’m fine. Truly.”
 
   “It’s an ugly place,” Julian said, and let him take it however he pleased.
 
   Hatton’s letter got them an escort to the Governor’s office, and a raised eyebrow from the Chief Warder, who was taking the Governor’s place.
 
   “Not your usual sort of client, Mr Lynes.” The Chief Warder shook his head. “I don’t hold with murder.”
 
   “No more do I, Mr Collins,” Julian answered promptly, and tried to ignore the twitch at the corner of Ned’s mouth. “But we – Mr Mathey and I – have reason to believe a mistake is being made.”
 
   “The man confessed, Mr Lynes.” Collins shook his head. “It’s not like your cracksmen and forgers, he can’t argue mistaken identity or some slip of the pen.”
 
   “We think he’s trying to protect someone,” Ned said quietly, and Collins gave him a curious look.
 
   “Be that as it may,” he said, his tone faintly conciliatory, “he does say he did it. We can’t just turn him loose.”
 
   “Of course not,” Ned murmured.
 
   “But we do need to talk to him,” Julian said.
 
   Collins lifted a bell that stood at the corner of his desk and rang it twice. The door opened promptly to admit a warder Julian had seen before. He nodded in recognition, and the man gave him a cheerful leer as he pulled off his cap.
 
   “Yes, Mr Collins?”
 
   “Thank you, Thomas. Mr Lynes and Mr Mathey are here to see Number 133,” Collins said.
 
   The warder lifted his eyebrows at that, but made no comment. “Yes, sir,” he said. “Right this way, gentlemen.”
 
   Julian followed him through the maze of hallways, Ned at his shoulder. There was a noise in the distance, a dull murmur like the sound of a crowd before the play begins, and Ned checked briefly. Julian looked over his shoulder.
 
   “Brace yourself,” he said, quietly, and Thomas flung open the doors to the visiting area. It was an enormous low-roofed room, crossed by a row of narrow booths with half-doors across their backs. About half of them were occupied, women and men and children crammed into the narrow spaces, their voices filling the air.
 
   “This way,” Thomas said, and pointed to a stall on the end. He unlocked the door, and motioned them in. Julian stepped inside, Ned following reluctantly, his nose wrinkling at the smell of old sweat and street filth. The other side of the booth was open, too, and faced an identical chamber across an open gap perhaps a yard across.
 
   “I’ll bring Number 133 right up,” Thomas said. “But I’ll remind you gents that there’s no contact with the prisoner, nor anything to be passed across the gap.”
 
   Ned nodded, speechless, and Julian said, “I know the rules, Thomas.”
 
   Thomas seemed not to have heard. “And there’s no metaphysics to be used, either.”
 
   “Of course not,” Julian said.
 
   “If there’s anything you need,” Thomas went on, “or if there’s any trouble from him, just sing out, and I’ll come running. I’ll just lock you in now, and be back straightaway with your man.”
 
   “Thank you,” Julian said, and Thomas disappeared.
 
   “Was he actually hinting for a tip?” Ned said, after a moment.
 
   “He was,” Julian said. He rummaged in his pocket, and came up with his wand. “And I’ll give him one, too.”
 
   “Damn it.”
 
   “I need to stay on good terms with the warders, for my clients’ sake,” Julian said. He took a deep breath, centering himself.
 
   “I wonder if we should have brought Victor something,” Ned said. “It didn’t even occur to me.”
 
   “No, we should not,” Julian said. “It’s quite enough that we’re here at all –” He broke off, shaking his head. “Give me a minute, will you?”
 
   He lifted his wand, sketching a series of sigils, first to define the space, and then to enclose it, and then to keep anyone outside from hearing what was said within. He left the last sign hanging, wand poised but concealed by his turned shoulder.
 
   Ned said, “Lynes?”
 
   “We need to talk privately,” Julian said.
 
   “Number 133,” Thomas announced, from across the alleyway, and Victor Nevett appeared in the booth directly opposite theirs. He was still in his own coat and trousers, and his hands were free of shackles, but his collar was missing, and a tag dangled from the top button of his coat, marking him as No. 133. “You have visitors, and I’ll remind you that you’re expected to behave according to regulations. Any breach of conduct will result in loss of privileges.”
 
   “Yes, all right.” Victor’s voice was weary.
 
   “He’s all yours, gents,” Thomas said, and backed away, closing the door behind him. The key scraped in the lock, and Victor looked from one to the other in sullen confusion.
 
   “What the devil are you doing here?”
 
   Prison hadn’t mellowed him as much as one might hope, Julian thought. He lifted his hand for silence, completed the last sigil, and said, “We’ve come to give you some news.” The noise around them faded, and his own voice was oddly damped: the enchantment was working.
 
   Victor shook his head. “There’s nothing to say, and if Alice sent you –”
 
   “Your wife, though I believe she’s deeply concerned about you, is nothing to do with us.” A familiar cold settled over Julian, honing his words to a razor’s edge. “We are here because we know you’re lying, and we can prove it. But Mathey here was curious as to what might make a man commit suicide in such a particularly elaborate way, and I guessed you were protecting someone.”
 
   Victor shook his head again. “No –”
 
   Julian went on as though he hadn’t spoken. “Which I find to be rather ironic, as I can also prove that neither of your brothers could possibly have killed your father.”
 
   “What?” Victor froze, and Julian heard Ned give a soft, almost soundless sigh.
 
   “You thought it was one of them,” Julian said. “And you were wrong. Perhaps you’d like to reconsider your confession?”
 
   “I…” Victor wavered, bracing himself against the wall, then pulled himself upright. “You’re sure about this? You give me your word you’re sure?”
 
   “Yes,” Ned said, and Julian nodded.
 
   “I thought – I was certain –” Victor stopped again. “Father was threatening to have Freddie sent away for a cure. I thought he’d picked up some enchantment from one of his friends, it’s the sort of thing they’d know how to do. He’s around all day and out all night, I thought he’d have had the chance.”
 
   “It wasn’t him,” Julian said. “And it wasn’t Reggie, either.”
 
   “I don’t know what to say.” Victor buried his face in his hands.
 
   “Don’t say anything yet,” Ned said.
 
   Julian looked warily at him. “Mathey?”
 
   “He needs to know,” Ned said.
 
   You’ll spoil everything. Julian bit back the words, knowing that Ned was right, and still hating to lose their chance to get at the truth.
 
   “If it wasn’t your brothers,” Ned said, “what about Mrs Nevett?”
 
   “Mater?” Victor’s face was blank as he looked up.
 
   “For God’s sake,” Julian said.
 
   Ned said, his voice still gentle, “She’s used enchantment before to get what she wants. And your father was planning to divorce her over it. He’d gone so far as to ask his solicitors to begin drawing up the papers. She’s the only person with a reason to kill your father.”
 
   Victor was smiling, incredulous, like a man who’s won on an impossible long shot at Cheltenham. “But she didn’t,” he said. “She didn’t have a reason – she didn’t know, Mathey. I made sure she didn’t. Ellis promised me he’d keep it from her, and, thank God, I managed to talk him out of tackling Father on the subject. I thought it would all simmer down once he’d had a bit more time with his typewriter girl, and realized what he was getting himself into – and I know old Barnes was hell-bent to talk him out of it, too. Mother never did use enchantment, she hates the very idea. It was just old gossip, and I think Father knew it. And that means it must have been a burglar after all.”
 
   Julian swore. Ned said, “I really don’t think so.”
 
   “But there’s no one else,” Victor said. “It wasn’t me, and it wasn’t Reggie or Freddie, and it certainly wasn’t Mother. It has to have been a burglar.”
 
   Julian bit back another curse, but before he could say anything more, a bell sounded overhead, marking the end of visiting hours. “Will you recant?”
 
   Victor hesitated, then shook his head. “Find the burglar,” he said. “That’ll do it. I don’t want anyone poking around at my brothers, or bothering Mother.”
 
   “Don’t be an ass,” Ned exploded, but the door swung open behind Victor. Julian made a swift gesture, and the enchantment dissolved, the noise swelling around them again.
 
   “Time, gentlemen,” Thomas said. “Number 133, come with me.”
 
   “Oh, for God’s sake, reconsider,” Ned said, but Victor shook his head.
 
   “I can stick it a little longer,” he said, and Thomas led him away.
 
   Ned was fuming as they tipped the warders and paid their respects to Collins, but managed not to say anything until they’d reached the long drive.
 
   “What the devil is wrong with the man? Does he liked being locked up?”
 
   “He knows about Freddie.” Julian shook his head. Nevett was the last man he’d expect to sacrifice even his comfort for a degenerate brother, and yet… “He’s afraid people will find out, and it will ruin him.”
 
   “Or cause problems for the rest of the family. Damn and blast Victor Nevett, anyway.” Ned reached into his pocket for his cab whistle, economy forgotten. “And where does this leave us, anyway? If he’s right about his mother – and he’s telling the truth there, I’m sure of it – he’s right, we’ve cleared everyone. Because I don’t believe it was a murderous burglar, or one of the servants.”
 
   “No.” Julian frowned. They’d gotten it wrong, somehow – except, no, there was nothing wrong with the facts, it was just how they were putting them together. Not Victor, not Freddie, not Reggie, not Mrs Nevett: who else would benefit from Edgar’s death? He caught his breath. No, that was the wrong question. Who would be harmed if one of the four were cut out of the family? That was the threat, that Victor and Reggie would lose what little financial help their father gave them, while Freddie would be ruined if his tastes became public knowledge, and Mrs Nevett would be destroyed both socially and financially. “We’re going at it backwards,” he said aloud. “We’re looking for someone who’d be injured if any of them were ruined.”
 
   Ned frowned. “You said you didn’t believe it was Mrs Victor.”
 
   “I don’t. She doesn’t know metaphysics, any more than Reggie’s wife does. And I doubt either of them knows any doubtful metaphysicians, any more than Freddie’s crowd does – they’d be more likely to come to me with the problem. But there’s one person who’s been profiting by the Nevett’s wealth who is also likely to know a good deal about metaphysics. Reverend Clement Wilfrid Ellis.”
 
   Ned was nodding before he’d finished speaking. “We don’t know he’s a metaphysician.”
 
   “Half the clergymen in England have MMAs, and the other half are hobbyists,” Julian said. He waved at the cab that was just rounding the corner from Wheelwright Street. “But I know where we can find out.”
 
   The cab pulled to a stop, and the driver leaned down as they climbed aboard. “Where to, gentlemen?”
 
   “Coptic Street, by the British Museum,” Julian answered. “As fast as you can.”
 
   “Double fare if you make it under half an hour,” Ned said.
 
   The cabbie touched his hat. “Good as done, sir.”
 
   The cabbie was as good as his word, and they hurried up the stairs to Julian’s rooms. Julian didn’t bother to discard either hat or coat, but went to his bookshelf and dragged down the Churchman’s Encyclopedia. He flipped to the E’s, Ned leaning over his shoulder, and ran his finger down the listings.
 
   “Ellis, Clement Wilfrid, DD, MMA, King’s College, Cambridge.” He took a breath. “Well, at least he’s not an Oxford man.”
 
   “Ellis,” Ned said, slowly. “God, it makes sense. If Edgar Nevett divorced Louisa, not only would his money have dried up, but the scandal would have affected him, too.”
 
   Julian put the book down, and tossed his hat onto the sofa. He crossed to the sideboard, reaching into his pocket for the key to the tantalus, and poured them each a stiff whiskey. “Ellis,” he said.
 
   Ned nodded. “But how the hell do we prove it?”
 
   “We’ll find a way,” Julian said.
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   By morning, though, some of Julian’s utter clarity had faded. There was still so much to prove, so many loose ends to tie up or cut away, and he couldn’t think with Mrs Digby complaining about providing extra breakfasts and muttering that she ought to start charging extra rent.
 
   “He’s working with me on a case,” Julian said.
 
   “That’s as may be,” Mrs Digby retorted. “But it doesn’t put food in my cupboards to feed him.”
 
   “I’m willing to pay some reasonable amount,” Julian began, and Ned laid a heavy hand on his shoulder. Julian looked up, startled, and Ned gave Mrs Digby his most winning smile.
 
   “I realize that this has been an inconvenience,” he said, “for which I do apologize. I know Mr Lynes would be more than happy to make some accommodation.”
 
   I would not. Julian bit back the words, said, as moderately as he could manage, “Yes, of course.”
 
   “Five shillings, Mr Lynes, if you please,” Mrs Digby said. “And I’d be glad to work out a more regular rate if this is likely to continue.”
 
   Julian hoped his face wasn’t red, and out of the corner of his eye saw that Ned seemed to be studying the wallpaper. But he did hope it would continue, and, anyway, there was nothing suspect about entertaining a colleague from time to time. He reached into his pocket, withdrew his purse, and handed the coins across. “That would probably be an excellent idea.”
 
   “Very good, sir,” Mrs Digby said, stowing the shillings in her pocket beneath her apron. “There’s coffee there, and rashers, which I would be willing to make more of under the new arrangement.”
 
   “No need right now,” Ned said, “but thank you.”
 
   She let herself out again, and Julian applied himself to the tray. After a moment, Ned came to join him, stirring extra milk into his coffee.
 
   “It probably wouldn’t hurt matters if you were to give her a healthy tip now and again,” he said.
 
   Julian sighed. “You’re probably right. I do put her to a great deal of trouble.”
 
   Ned stirred his coffee. “And you might stop cheating her over the geyser.”
 
   “It’s not cheating,” Julian said. “The gas is supposed to be included in the rent.”
 
   Ned started to say something, then shook his head. “If she’s going to charge you extra, let me know what I owe you.”
 
   “No need.”
 
   “I’m quite serious.”
 
   Ned scowled. Julian raised a hand. “All right, I’ll let you know. We’ll settle up later.”
 
   “All right.” Ned paused. “What do we do now?”
 
   “We don’t have a shred of proof, that’s the trouble, or even a convincing motive. I’m morally certain it’s Ellis, but – that cuts no ice with the police.” Julian paused, considering the problem. “I think we need to eliminate Mrs Nevett entirely, if we can – maybe you and Miss Frost could see what you can do there? And I – now I really need to talk to Bolster, damn it. He’ll definitely know if there’s anyone out there who might have sold this sort of enchantment to one of the Nevetts. And, failing that, which I think he will, he might be able to tell me who has connections with the mission, and I might be able to put some pressure on them.”
 
   “Elllis does have a motive,” Ned began, and Julian shook his head.
 
   “If Louisa Nevett’s husband divorced her, it would taint Ellis and the mission for a while, yes, and he’d lose whatever money Louisa has been funneling his way. But all he’d have to do was draw his skirts aside with the rest of society – metaphorical skirts, Mathey – and allow that he, too, had been sadly deceived. There’s no real reason for murder there.”
 
   “I do see that,” Ned said, with regret. He swallowed his last bite of toast and rose to his feet. “And that means I should be on my way. I’ll see what more Miss Frost can tell us, and I’ll wire you if I find out anything important.”
 
   “Yes, do that,” Julian said, and Ned let himself out.
 
   A telegram was a good idea. He composed one to Bolster, warning of dubious metaphysicians committing unspecified crimes, and begging for a meeting, and sent it to the chandler that Bolster used as his emergency contact. And then there was nothing to do but wait for an answer. For want of anything better to do, he pulled down the clerical directory again, and turned to Ellis’s entry to see if there was anything he had missed. A minor public school, suggestive of family poverty more than anything; then Cambridge and the MMA with honors before the DD: well, he’d said the enchantment was likely to have been written by a University man, and he’d even named Cambridge as more likely, but that was hardly news. Nor any closer to proof. He shook his head and returned the book to its place. If only Bolster would answer quickly.
 
   The reply came by return, though it seemed as though it had taken days. It was short and to the point –meet me at the Bell soonest, no reply unless not coming – and Julian handed over the tip and dismissed the messenger. He was carelessly dressed enough to pass in Bethnal Green, and he seized his stick and hurried out, almost upsetting the telegraph boy on the stairs.
 
   He knew better than to make himself conspicuous by taking a cab to the Bird and Bell, but it took all his self-control to sit quietly in the omnibus and not swear at each delay. But at last he was back in the saloon bar, weaving through the crowd, and finally allowed himself a sigh of relief as he saw Bolster at his usual back table.
 
   “Mr Bolster.”
 
   “Mr Lynes.” Bolster waved to the chair opposite. “What the devil is all this about murderous metaphysicians?”
 
   “I didn’t say murder,” Julian pointed out.
 
   “You didn’t exactly need to, considering the sort of case you’ve been meddling with.” Bolster waved for the nearest waiter, who brought them each a pint without waiting for an order.
 
   “Joe Makins was killed by a suspended enchantment,” Julian said. “I told you that before. And now a man named Jack Dixon dropped dead at Scotland Yard of a similarly delayed enchantment, and by what I very much doubt is a coincidence, he’d tried to bash my colleague Mathey with a pipe not two days before. You wouldn’t know anyone who could write up such an enchantment, Mr Bolster, would you?”
 
   “I try not to meddle with hocus,” Bolster said. “You know that, Mr Lynes.”
 
   “But plenty of other people do.”
 
   “So they do.” Bolster nodded. “Jack Dixon’s dead?”
 
   “Yes. I don’t know how the original poison was given him, but it was triggered by the opium in his liver pills.”
 
   “It’s a bad business,” Bolster said.
 
   “It is. What’s more, Mathey and I are fairly sure the same hand wrote the enchantment that killed Edgar Nevett. And if that’s the case, I’m worried about Mrs Makins.” Julian blinked, an idea slotting into place, arranging the puzzle pieces into a new pattern. They’d been discounting the burglary, assuming that it was a blind, or had never happened at all, but if it had, if Joe Makins were the burglar… No, that wasn’t quite it, it didn’t explain enough, why Makins had chosen that house and that night, but it definitely needed to be held for further review.
 
   “I’m worried about her, too,” Bolster said, and Julian’s attention snapped back to him. “Yesterday I sent her to stay with a friend of mine, someplace a bit more comfortable, only she never arrived. I thought she’d gone off on her own, but now –”
 
   “If you know what she’s hiding, for God’s sake, tell me.”
 
   “I don’t.” Bolster pushed back his chair, leaving his beer untouched on the table. “She didn’t confide in me, either, Mr Lynes.”
 
   “We need to find her,” Julian said, standing, but Bolster shook his head.
 
   “Sit down, man. You’re the metaphysician, can’t you wave a wand and find her?”
 
   Julian glared at him. “No. First, I don’t have anything of hers to work from –”
 
   “– I do,” Bolster said.
 
   “It won’t do any good. This is London. We could dowse for her for hours, or scry with mirrors for a week, and learn little other than she’s in Limehouse. We need to find her by ordinary means.”
 
   “I need to find her, then,” Bolster said. “If she’s just run, I think I know where, and she’ll trust me more than she’ll trust you.”
 
   “And if not?”
 
   Bolster’s face was grim. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Go back to your lodgings, Mr Lynes. I can find you there fastest if I need you.” He turned away without waiting for an answer, and strode away through the crowd that parted for him like ripples in a stream.
 
   “God damn it to hell.” Julian dropped a handful of coins on the table, and made his way back to the omnibus stop.
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   “Tell me, Miss Frost.” Ned said, pausing at her desk. He’d tried not to pace, and then given up and abandoned his chair for the moment. “Do you think it’s possible Mrs Landry sold Mrs Edgar Nevett an enchantment for murdering her husband?”
 
   “I thought you suspected Ellis,” Miss Frost said.
 
   “I do. But I’d like to be certain. Victor says she didn’t know her husband intended to divorce her, but she might have suspected. For that matter, she might have known and wanted to spare her sons from knowing.”
 
   “Or pretended not to know while she went in search of an enchantment for doing away with him?”
 
   “That’s what I’d like to rule out.”
 
   “I’m not sure I can rule it out. But…” She shook her head. “I’d believe that Mrs Landry offered her some enchantment to persuade her husband to give up the idea of divorce.”
 
   “A tricky thing to manage.”
 
   “I wouldn’t like to try it, but I’m not a specialist in ladies’ problems,” Miss Frost said. “Mrs Landry is, and if the question were whether she’d exerted unlawful influence over Edgar, I wouldn’t doubt it. But it would be hard to prove, and I think she relies on that. I doubt she’d risk selling something as dangerous to her as a curse designed to kill, and certainly not for whatever sums Mrs Nevett could divert without her husband noticing.”
 
   “She might have called it a donation to the mission,” Ned said.
 
   “That would be sensible. But, still, how much could it have been?”
 
   “How much does it cost to buy poison?”
 
   “Practically nothing, if the poison’s legal to sell, or can’t be traced. But if an unlicensed metaphysician were selling murderous curses of her own design, and husbands began to drop dead all over the city, it would be traced back to her sooner or later. I think she’s sensible enough to know it.”
 
   “That’s fair enough.”
 
   “Besides, I don’t think she’d do it this way. From what I saw, her stock in trade is written conjurations to be washed into unsuspecting husbands’ tea. Or into one’s own, depending on the sort of enchantment we’re talking about. If she were going to design a means of killing, I’d lay money that it would be similar – a poison, or even better a cantrip to amplify the effect of some drug that would otherwise be harmless. If he took laudanum, for instance, or medicinal doses of strychnine…”
 
   “There’s no evidence that he did.”
 
   “Well, no, and he didn’t die of poisoning, either. But that’s what I’d do. Ensure that a reasonable dose acted like an overdose. Much tidier than bashing someone’s head in, and far more likely to be accepted as an accident. And most men late in life take remedies of some sort.”
 
   “You alarm me,” Ned said.
 
   She smiled a little. “I promise, I’ve no intention of slipping hocus into your morning tea.”
 
   “Still, if I needed a reason to avoid patent medicines…”
 
   There was a knock on the door, and Ned turned. It was early for Julian to have found out anything from Bolster, but not out of the question.
 
   Instead Bob stuck his head in. “Mr Nevett to see you, Mr Mathey.” Ned winced, not feeling at all prepared to deal with Reggie’s insecurities at the moment, and then blinked as Freddie Nevett stopped in the doorway.
 
   “Thank you, Bob,” Ned said. “Mr Nevett.”
 
   “Hullo, Mathey,” Freddie said. He bit his lip, in a way that might have been intended to be coy under other circumstances, but that instead made him look like the weedy little schoolboy Ned remembered. “I thought I’d better come and see you.”
 
   “About what?” Ned prompted after a moment, waving him to a seat.
 
   “It’s about Victor,” Freddie said. “I don’t believe he killed Pater after all.”
 
   Ned refrained from saying they’d come to the same conclusion days before. “What makes you say so?”
 
   “He was the one with the least reason to,” Freddie said. “They actually got on, at least most of the time. Victor never made trouble.”
 
   “I should think Reggie was the one who didn’t make waves.”
 
   “Do you think so?” Freddie looked amused. “Reggie told the pater whatever he wanted to hear, and then went sneaking around behind his back. He went from stealing sugar as an infant to keeping a girl out in the suburbs somewhere – he is, you know.”
 
   “I’m aware of that,” Ned said. Reggie would have to work up the courage to come out with the rest of the story himself.
 
   “Maybe there’s something to this jack detective business after all,” Freddie said, in an arch tone that grated on Ned’s nerves.
 
   “Was there something in particular you came here to tell me?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Freddie said after a moment’s pause. “This is coming out all wrong. I only meant that Reggie is a bit of a sneak, and I’ve never cared much what my father thought of me, at least not after I was old enough that he thought it beneath his dignity to try to beat me. But Victor never set a foot out of line in any way that mattered. He actually admired the old man.”
 
   “He has confessed,” Ned pointed out.
 
   “Yes, that’s the thing that…I’m, well, I’m afraid that he…” Freddie swallowed hard, as bracing himself to say something unpleasant for him and finding it an unaccustomed effort. “I’m afraid he thinks I did it.”
 
   For a moment Ned considered saying that he knew all about it; if Freddie were at all inquisitive, he’d probably find out eventually that they’d been making inquiries about him in his usual haunts. He wasn’t certain Freddie was that inquisitive, though, and when it came down to it he simply couldn’t bring himself yet to deliberately place his own reputation in the hands of Freddie Nevett.
 
   “I’d wondered,” he said instead. “Were relations between you and your father that bad?”
 
   “Fairly terrible,” Freddie said. “But the thing was, I didn’t care. Not the way Victor thought anyone would. He’d be broken up if Pater thought he was a poor excuse for a man, but I’d frankly rather not live up to my father’s expectations.”
 
   Ned found that he couldn’t entirely blame him. “Was there some particular point of contention?” He was acutely aware of Miss Frost’s presence in the room, and Freddie’s eyes slid sideways to her for a moment as well.
 
   “The usual threats. He’d cut me off or have me locked up so I couldn’t go on disgracing the family by having interests other than banking. If it had come to anything dire, I’d have gone to friends – I’ve enough friends who’d put me up for a while if I were hard up.”
 
   Ned bit his tongue not to say that he imagined so. It wasn’t Freddie’s fault that he reminded Ned sharply of some of Julian’s less tolerable friends at Oxford.
 
   “I’ve a little money of my own,” Freddie said. “Left to me by my dear old aunt, who was a fraction less horrid than the rest of the family. I can’t say that I’d have been happy to be disinherited, if it had come to a complete break, but Victor and Reggie would have made over some fair portion to me. Mater would have made sure of that.”
 
   “For what it’s worth, I believe you,” Ned said. “But I can’t make Victor recant his confession, and he’s determined not to as long as the case remains unsolved.”
 
   “Stubborn old ass.” Freddie hesitated. “I know you have every reason to detest him. Yes, I do know that – I kept my eyes open in school, for my health. But he kept me from being battered about too much, and more than once at home he took the blame for something I’d done, and took the beating, too. I looked up to him, heaven help me.” He shrugged, an affected careless gesture that wasn’t entirely convincing. “We’re not exactly friendly anymore. But he’s not all bad.”
 
   “I hope not,” Ned said, and was surprised to find that he meant it. “I’ll do what I can to find evidence enough to persuade him to recant. It can’t be easy for the family having him in Holloway.”
 
   “I should think not. Although Alice is being surprisingly sensible about it all. She’s a better woman than he deserves. And at least Mater has Ellis to rely on, for what he’s worth. I imagine they’ll be married as soon as she’s out of mourning.”
 
   Further reassuring platitudes evaporated from Ned’s mind abruptly. “Your mother and Mr Ellis?”
 
   “I can’t fathom her taste, but apparently he pursued her when they were both young, as many aeons ago as that must have been. To no effect, but he’s been hanging about her for years. It used to drive the pater wild, but of course there couldn’t be any harm in it, not with Ellis being a man of the cloth. All perfectly respectable.”
 
   “Perfectly,” Ned said, his thoughts racing. “I’m afraid I have an appointment in a few minutes, Mr Nevett. But I promise you I’ll do what I can.”
 
   “I suppose I ought to go and see him,” Freddie said. “Is it very awful though? I’ve never been in a prison.”
 
   “It’s a bit grim. But it would be the decent thing to do.”
 
   “I suppose,” Freddie said, although Ned wasn’t sure whether he’d bring himself to do it or not. “I appreciate it, Mathey.”
 
   “If you have another client this morning, it’s news to me,” Miss Frost said when Freddie had gone.
 
   “And to me,” Ned said. “I’m going to talk to Lynes.”
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   Julian paced his sitting room, the dinner tray picked over and discarded on the table, where theUrtica mordax slowly extended tendrils in its direction. Bolster had lost Annie Makins, and just when it was beginning to look as though there was some connection between her husband’s murder and Nevett’s. If in fact there had been a burglary, what would be its purpose? Presumably to distract the police from seeing the enchantment, and to put the blame on a burglar surprised at his work. And it would have worked, too, if the candlestick hadn’t remained by the body. If the burglar had taken it along with the rest of the silver, there wouldn’t have been much to show that curse had been used – the police surgeon would have needed to be far more astute than Carruthers had ever been even to think to look, and any traces would have faded as rigor set in. And that meant someone in the house had indeed left the back gate open – Sarah Doyle, almost certainly, and that must have been what frightened her into running away. Whether or not anyone had actually threatened her, she had known she was implicated in Nevett’s death. But how had she been persuaded to help in the first place? Bolster said the mission’s inmates were all thoroughly cowed, afraid to put a foot wrong for fear of disappointing Mr Ellis. But of course that was it: if Ellis had told her to leave the gate open, she would have done it without question, and only later seen what she’d done.
 
   “Damn the man,” he said aloud, and leaned against the window frame. Ellis hadn’t killed Sarah Doyle, not directly, but he’d been as responsible for her death as though he’d pushed her in front of the horses himself. And Annie Makins was somewhere in the East End, on her own and vulnerable. “Damn and blast him to hell.”
 
   The post had arrived half a dozen times already, but there had been nothing for him. Even so, he saw the postman approaching from the end of the street, and his breath caught. Surely there would be something from Bolster by now, or maybe from Ned, if he’d been able to get the information they needed from Miss Frost. He couldn’t shake the feeling that time was slipping away, that he was missing some important chance, but he couldn’t for the life of him figure out what it was.
 
   He heard the postman arrive, Mina’s voice faint in the hall as she accepted the letters. He listened for her footsteps on the stairs, snatched the door open as soon as she knocked. She gave a little gasp of surprise, but handed over the bundle of letters. He sorted through them immediately, not bothering to close the door, and his shoulders slumped as he saw what he had. Bills, his usual professional correspondence, but nothing from Bolster, or even from Ned. “Damn the man,” he muttered again, and Mina blinked nervously.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   Julian forced a smile. “Never mind, Mina, I wasn’t – I’m expecting a letter today, but it isn’t here.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll keep an eye out, sir.”
 
   “Thank you.” Julian shut the door and tossed the bundle of letters onto his desk, starting to pace again. Part of him wanted to head out into the streets himself, but he knew perfectly well that Bolster would do a better job. Perhaps there was something he could do metaphysically – dowse for Mrs Makins, or use some other scrying technique, but even as the idea formed, he rejected it. He had nothing with which to create a correspondence, no link beyond the two shillings she had paid him, and those had been handled by so many people that they were next to useless. He swore again, glaring blindly at the window, and there was a knock at the door.
 
   He leaped to open it, to find Mina with her hand raised to knock again.
 
   “Oh, sir, you startled me!”
 
   Julian controlled himself, seeing the folded paper in her hand. “I’m sorry, Mina. Is that for me?”
 
   “Yes, sir.” She held out the paper, a sheet from a cheap tablet, the sort used in poorer schools, folded in quarters and soft with much handling. “A boy came to the kitchen door with this, said it was for you.”
 
   “Is he still there?”
 
   Mina shook her head. “No, sir. That’s what’s really odd. He didn’t even stay to earn a penny.”
 
   Bolster, Julian thought. He said, “If he comes back, give him this from me.” He fished in his pocket, came up with a pair of sixpences. “And keep the other for yourself.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” she said, and bobbed a curtsy.
 
   Julian closed the door and hastily unfolded the note. Not Bolster, definitely not his handwriting, and not writing that Julian recognized. The words were printed with a blunt pencil, the lines thick and clumsy, the hand of a man who didn’t write often. Or a woman.
 
   Mr Lynes I am in terrible trouble. Please meet me at No. 4 Josiah Street by the Gas Works. I am staying there under the name Shanley. Come alone and for God’s sake don’t tell Bolster. Annie Makins.
 
   Julian stared at it for a long moment, then cleared a space on the table and pinned the corners with an inkwell and the salt shaker. He reached into his desk for his wand, and sketched a sigil, looking for underlying enchantments. There was no response, but he worked his way through the full series, curbing his impatience, until he was satisfied that the note carried no hidden curse. He drew a second series of signs, a sigil intended to reveal whether the writer had signed her own name, and the response flickered blue around the letters of Mrs Makins’s name: she had written it, all right.
 
   But not, he thought, of her own free will. There were no good ways of testing that by enchantment, at least not without the sort of physical correspondences that he still lacked, but it really wasn’t necessary. Annie Makins would never have contacted him first, and she would never have told him not to contact Bolster.
 
   A trap, then – and he could guess who’d set it – but not something that could be ignored. If Mrs Makins was the bait in a trap, and the trap was never sprung, the bait would simply be discarded. He couldn’t let that happen.
 
   He went to his desk, scratched out a note to Ned, telling him that Mrs Makins was found and to come at once, then shouted down the stairs for young Digby. If he was home, he would get the message to Ned at the Commons even faster than a telegram would reach him. He held his breath, listening for an answer, allowed himself a sigh of relief as he heard young Digby scrambling toward him.
 
   “Take this to Mr Mathey at the Commons,” he said, and held out the note and sixpence. “Tell him it’s urgent. There’s a florin in it for you if he’d here within the hour.”
 
   “I’ll fetch him, sir,” young Digby said, and hurried down the stairs, overleaping the last three treads entirely. Julian bit back the impulse to tell him not to break his neck, and closed his door again. Now there was nothing to do but wait, and he hated waiting.
 
   He pulled out his set of London insurance maps, turned to the pages that showed the gas works, and found Josiah Street after a brief search. It was a cul-de-sac that ran along the northern edge of the gas works; the map showed no connection to the filthy waters of the Grand Union Canal, but he was willing to bet that there was unmarked access, ideal for disposing of a body. The houses were shown as wooden tenements, labeled as rental property, except for a brick building on the corner of Harford Street that was the local pub: a typical and not very salubrious neighborhood. They could probably count on no one interfering in a fight, but by the same token, no one was going to call the police, either. For a moment, he considered warning Bolster, but rejected the idea. There was too much chance that Ellis would have people watching him as well.
 
   There was a knock at the door, and he looked up sharply at young Digby’s voice. “Please, Mr Lynes, it’s Mr Mathey.”
 
   Julian shot to his feet, and hauled the door open, relief filling him. “Mathey. Thank God.” He fished in his pocket, tossed a florin to young Digby. “Well done.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” young Digby said, and Julian shut the door behind Ned, who frowned at him.
 
   “I was coming to you with news, but – what is it?”
 
   “Annie Makins is in trouble,” Julian said, and pointed to the note still spread out on the table.
 
   Ned shed his hat and went to read it, straightened shaking his head. “Without a doubt it’s a trap.”
 
   “Of course it is,” Julian said. “But she did write the note, and therefore she really is in terrible trouble.”
 
   “Unless they’ve disposed of her already,” Ned said, unhappily.
 
   Julian winced. “I don’t think they will have,” he said. “They’ll need her to lure me into striking distance – they have to assume I’m going to be too cautious to come in without seeing she’s there.”
 
   “That does make sense,” Ned said. “So what do we do?”
 
   “We go after her,” Julian answered. He stopped. “What was your news?”
 
   “Ellis wants to marry Louisa Nevett,” Ned said. “Freddie Nevett showed up at the Commons to tell me Victor was protecting him –”
 
   “Yes, we knew that,” Julian said.
 
   “Freddie didn’t know it,” Ned pointed out. “And in the course of the conversation, he said he expected they’d marry as soon as his mother was out of blacks. Which puts rather a different face on things, I thought.”
 
   “It does,” Julian said. If Ellis wanted to marry Louisa – and if she reciprocated the feeling, which seemed likely enough, given the clergyman’s constant presence – a divorce would have destroyed that possibility completely. “Do you think they’re having an affair already?”
 
   Ned shrugged. “Freddie says not, but he based that on Ellis being too respectable.”
 
   Julian grinned in spite of himself. “I can’t say I find that conclusive. But that can wait. We need to deal with Mrs Makins now.”
 
   “What did you have in mind?” Ned asked.
 
   Julian looked back at the fire map, trying to imagine the streets around the gas works. “We have to go,” he said. “But I’m damned if I see what to do once we get there.”
 
   “I need to change clothes,” Ned said. “I can’t go into Stepney looking like this. And then – we’ll figure it out.”
 
   “Yes,” Julian said, unaccountably relieved. He reached into his desk for the revolver he kept there, checked the cylinder, and lowered the hammer again on the empty chamber. Ned nodded approval, and Julian caught up his weighted stick. “Let’s go.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Ned changed clothes as quickly as he could while Julian paced Ned’s bedroom. “Once we get into the house, it’ll be easy for them to get the better of us,” Ned said, shrugging on his oldest coat and trading his top hat for a sporting cap.
 
   “They won’t let her come out into the street. I do have the pistol, at least.”
 
   “That’s a help. Only…” Ned hesitated, and then decided that at the moment realism was more important than tact. “Do you actually know how to shoot?”
 
   “I’ve practiced. A bit. Shooting at a target.”
 
   “Did you hit the target?”
 
   “Some of the time. I don’t keep it to shoot at people.”
 
   Ned had to ask. “Whatever do you keep it for, then?”
 
   “For threatening people with,” Julian said, as if that should be obvious. “That’s all I’ve ever needed to do.”
 
   “Well, suppose we go in and you threaten them with it.”
 
   “It lacks the element of surprise,” Julian said.
 
   In the adventure novels they’d both read as boys, the heroes would have kicked the door down, stormed in with pistols in hand, and tied up the cowering villains at once, winning a kiss from the pretty girl rescued from deadly peril. It was possible real life wouldn’t play out quite as neatly. “Suppose I sneak in the back while you go in the front,” Ned said. “Ellis can’t have sent an entire army. Probably just one or two men. I’ll jump one of them by way of creating a distraction, and then you can threaten them with your pistol.”
 
   “That ought to work,” Julian said, with more confidence than Ned felt.
 
   The cul-de-sac was patched with mud, its ramshackle houses overshadowed by the looming bulk of the gas works. The odor that hung in the air was nauseating, enough so that Ned felt it a wonder anyone could eat their meals in the surrounding houses, but he supposed it made rooms there cheap to rent. The pub was crowded despite the oppressive stench, and the street busy enough that no one paid them any attention as they stood at the corner, eying the house Annie’s note had named. There was nothing to distinguish it from any of the other in the row.
 
   “You go around the back, then,” Julian said. “I’ll give you two minutes to get in before I go.”
 
   “Generous of you,” Ned said. “Suppose the servants’ entrance is locked?”
 
   “Why should it be?”
 
   “Because there’s a woman being kept prisoner inside the house?”
 
   “Pick the lock, then.”
 
   “How would I do that?”
 
   Julian shook his head. “We really must further your education. All right, we’ll both go round to the back, I’ll make sure you can get in, and then I’ll come around to the front.”
 
   It seemed risky, but better than being left unable to open the door while Julian walked into a trap. “Let’s go.”
 
   There was a narrow walk between the back of the row and the curved tower of the gas holder, not so much an alley as a path. They had to pass a gas works watchman at his post, but he paid them no mind, apparently used to the residents taking the short cut behind the row. Ned held up a hand to stop Julian, and sketched an enchantment in the air, deepening the shadows behind Number 4.
 
   Julian nodded appreciation and followed him through the shadows to the back door of the row house. He could still move silently as a cat, Ned noted, one more of the skills they’d learned at Toms’ coming in handy for them both now. Ned glanced up at the windows above, and then stealthily reached out and tried the door.
 
   He turned to Julian, frowning.Locked, he mouthed.
 
   Julian crouched, looking at the lock with focused concentration. He was fishing in his pocket when movement at the window above, a man’s form silhouetted against patched curtains, caught Ned’s eye. He caught Julian’s arm and pointed upward.
 
   Julian made a face. He pointed at Ned’s wand questioningly, and Ned shook his head. The enchantment threw them into artificially deep shadow, but it didn’t confer invisibility. If they stayed here fiddling with the door, they’d surely be seen.
 
   More than that, there were too many figures moving behind the windows; with the alley darkened, the lights within showed at least half a dozen people behind the drawn curtains, maybe more. Too many to easily overpower. He gestured that they should retreat, and after a moment’s reluctance Julian followed him back to the corner.
 
   “Too many,” Ned said. “Damn it, has Ellis got that many villains working for him?”
 
   “More likely one of his men has friends here,” Julian said. “But you’re right, it’s too many. We need some kind of distraction.” He looked up at the gas holder with an alarming speculative gleam in his eye.
 
   “What kind of distraction?”
 
   “Well, we probably can’t set fire to the gasworks.”
 
   “Nor would that be desirable,” Ned said carefully.
 
   “No. But everyone in the neighborhood must live in fear of fire. Suppose there were an alarm?”
 
   “There’s probably a fire alarm box somewhere on the gas works grounds, but there’s probably also a guard stationed at it.”
 
   “Better for the guards to give the alarm,” Julian said. “If there were a small fire…”
 
   “The illusion of fire, maybe,” Ned said. “I think smoke pouring out from under the nearest doors would do the trick.”
 
   “I’ll bow to your professional expertise.”
 
   They found a vantage point from which Ned could see without being directly in the guard’s line of sight. It was a tricky enchantment, one Ned would have hoped to avoid being set in exams at Oxford, and he took a moment to gather his thoughts.
 
   “Can you do it?” Julian asked.
 
   “If I’m not interrupted,” Ned said, and began sketching the enchantment. It helped that the air was filthy already, heavy with coal smoke. To make the smoke seen, then, with an intensifier to bring what would have normally been invisible into light, but only in a few places, where it would seem to have escaped the doors…
 
   For a moment he was afraid he’d botched it, and then curls of remarkably realistic smoke began curling up in front of the nearest doors of the towering brick building. For good measure, he added the play of light about the windows, the glass lighting and dimming satisfyingly in answer to the enchantment.
 
   The watchman was still leaning against a wall, and it took an agonizingly long time for him to look round. The enchantment wouldn’t last forever, and coaxing it to continue was starting to be a decided strain. Finally the man looked round and swore, scrabbling at his pocket. He pulled out a whistle and blew it shrilly, and then yelled “Fire!”
 
   There was the sound of an answering whistle, and then another, and then the clamor of a fire-alarm bell. That brought doors slamming open, men and women running out into the street and children shrieking.
 
   “Now,” Julian said calmly, and Ned followed him through the chaos toward Number 4 Josiah Street.
 
   The front door was flung open, and as they watched, several men ran out, shoving their way past the milling crowd in an effort to distance themselves from the gasworks. A number of people were pushing and shoving to do the same, and Ned hoped no one would be hurt in the crush, but there was nothing to be done for it now. The fire-alarm bell was still shrieking.
 
   They were nearly to the door when someone slammed it, and when Ned tried it, it proved to be locked. There was no question of lock picks now, not in this milling crowd.
 
   “To hell with it,” Ned said, and slammed his shoulder into the door. It was cheaply made, and splintered, but didn’t give. He slammed his shoulder into the door again, and then drew back and kicked it, putting all of his pent-up frustration into it. The lock splintered free, and the door banged open, smashing back against the wall inside.
 
   He was already moving, Julian at his shoulder. The house had been cut up into single rooms to rent, and the front rooms were filled with meager possessions but empty of people. The door of one of the back rooms opened as he watched, though, a man stepping half-out into the hallway, and Julian stepped forward with his pistol in his hand.
 
   “Put your hands up,” he said. “I’ll shoot.”
 
   “We’re here for Annie Makins,” Ned said.
 
   “Never heard of her,” the man said. He was a bulky man, one Ned wouldn’t like to try facing in a fight, but he looked torn with uncertainty, glancing nervously down the hall toward the gas works.
 
   “Can’t you hear the alarm?” Julian said. “Not to concern you, but if the gas works catches I expect this place will be blown to hell.”
 
   “Hey, get your arse out here,” the man called, and another, weedier man stuck his head out the door. “We were just going.”
 
   The smaller man stared at Julian’s pistol, and then jerked his head back toward the doorway. “What about –”
 
   “None of our concern, right? Now get moving, or stay here to be blown up if you like,” the large man said. “I’m not. Nothing’s worth that.”
 
   “That’s right,” Ned said. “Out you go.” He ducked out of the way to let them go, their footsteps pounding down the hall. Julian was already heading for the room they’d vacated, and Ned followed him.
 
   Inside, a shabby bedstead shared a single room with a table laden with empty bottles and the remains of some long-ago dinner. Annie Makins was tied to the bedstead, tugging at the rope knotted around her wrist. “Mr Lynes!” she exclaimed. “Mr Lynes, I didn’t want to write what they said, but they said if I wouldn’t do it they’d kill me right on the spot. They said it like they would.”
 
   Ned drew out a penknife and freed her arm. “I don’t doubt that they would have,” he said. “You did just the right thing.”
 
   She threw a frantic look at the window. “There’s a fire, and we’ll all be exploded –”
 
   “There’s no fire,” Julian said. “That was merely a distraction to help us make our entrance.” He threw a satisfied glance at Ned, looking momentarily very much like one of the heroes of an adventure novel. Ned felt rather like one himself, and wished there were any chance of Julian putting his arms around him in an admiring way on the spot.
 
   Instead he took Mrs Makins firmly by the arm. “Let’s go before anyone figures out there’s not really a fire.”
 
   Two fire engines were pulling up outside as they went out, the horses stamping and their crews shouting as they readied the steam pumps. Ned’s enchantment would have long since worn off, but it seemed likely to take some time to establish that it had been a false alarm.
 
   Julian had Mrs Makins’s other arm, steadying her and keeping up a brisk pace as they walked away from the gas works. They attracted no attention there – people were still streaming away from it, shouting to one another and clutching at struggling children – and after several blocks, the crowd thinned enough that it was possible to catch an omnibus.
 
   Ned could feel Mrs Makins shaking as she sat between them on the omnibus, her mouth pressed tight as if fighting to hold back tears, and he put his hand over hers to steady her. “Easy now,” he said. “You’ll be safe with us. We’ll go back to – it had better be my place, hadn’t it?” It was safest, given that Ellis knew Julian’s address. “And then you’d better tell us all about it.”
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   The evening wasn’t all that cold, but Ned busied himself with the fire anyway, building it up to a decent blaze, and Julian drew an armchair close to the hearth and settled Mrs Makins in it. Mrs Clewett brought a tea tray, clucking over Mrs Makins as Ned explained that she was a client who had just escaped from terrible danger and needed to be hidden overnight. She provided slippers and dry stockings as well, and a heavy shawl, and Mrs Makins huddled under it, sipping her tea, until the color came back to her pinched face. Julian held out a glass of whiskey, and she took it with a sigh.
 
   “Thank you. For all of this.”
 
   “Can you tell us what happened?” Julian asked. He mixed a whiskey and soda, handed it to Ned, and made another for himself. Under the circumstances, alcohol seemed to be the best prescription.
 
   Mrs Makins gulped down a mouthful of the whiskey, grimacing slightly, and nodded. “I was stupid,” she said. “That’s all. Bolster told me I should stay put, not go out, but – there were things I needed, and I didn’t like to ask, and, well, I went, that’s all. And Summers was waiting – that was the man you saw there, the big one. He grabbed me and put me in a cab – not a hansom, one of those old growlers, that weedy friend of his owns it. And they took me off to that house by the gas works, and said they’d cut out my tongue if I screamed, and break my fingers if I made any trouble. And then they said they’d kill me if I didn’t write what they told me. So I did.”
 
   “And you didn’t tell them that they’d betrayed their own trap by making it sound as though you were afraid of Bolster,” Julian said. “That was well done.”
 
   There was definite color in her face now, though whether it was from the whiskey or the praise he couldn’t be sure. “Thank you,” she said again, and Ned turned away from the tea tray, holding out the plate of little sandwiches. Mrs Makins shook her head, and he put them aside, came to sit on the end of the couch.
 
   “Why did they kidnap you?” he asked. “What did they want?”
 
   “It was because of Joe,” she said. “The job he’d been hired for, the one he was so worried about. And once Bolster told me there was a cantrip on the poison, I knew where he’d gotten it. It didn’t make any sense, but it had to have been there.”
 
   “Where?” Ned asked, gently, when she seemed indisposed to continue.
 
   “At the Mission,” she said. “Mr Ellis’s mission.”
 
   Julian allowed himself a little sigh, leaning back against the cushions. Of course it would come back to Ellis in the end. “Why don’t you start at the beginning?” he said, trying to match Ned’s tone, and she nodded.
 
   “Joe had a job,” she said. “Not through Bolster, not like usual, but through Summers. He said there was a gentleman wanted a particular piece of antique silver – a collector, like – and he’d pay Joe five quid to get it for him, and he could keep all the rest of the silver for himself. The back gate would be left open one night, and then the rest would be up to him.” She shrugged. “Well, that was too good to pass up, so Joe said he’d do it, and sure enough he gets a letter back a few days later saying the gate would be open that night. And he went along, and the gate was open, so he lets himself in the kitchen door and heads for the study where Summers told him the object would be. The house was all quiet, everybody snug in their beds, and he was thinking it was going to be an easy, comfortable job, when he pushes back the study door and there’s a man lying dead on the carpet with a bloody great silver candlestick on the carpet beside him. ‘Bloody’s the right word, too,’ he said to me. ‘Gave me a turn, seeing it there practically winking at me, just begging me to take it, and no sign of the object I was sent to get.’ So he looked around very quick, and found it after all, some little silver box Joe said didn’t look all that nice at all. But he’d got it, and there was a dead man to worry about, so he grabs up his dark lantern and heads back down to the butler’s pantry and empties the shelves of everything he could carry and gets out quick and quiet as he can. He gave Summers the box the next morning, the man gave him his five quid, and Joe fenced the rest of the stuff. And that should have been the end of it, except for the dead man.”
 
   Her glass was empty. Ned refilled it, and she gave a grateful nod. “He thought at first he was being set up to take the fall. I told him he ought to have a word with Bolster, then, but he said he didn’t want to talk to him just yet, since he’d taken the job for someone else. And then it looked as though the police were looking elsewhere, so he let it go. But it was weighing on him, especially once he read about it in the papers and heard that the family was being suspected. And finally he said he was going to talk it over with Mr Ellis.”
 
   “Why Ellis?” Julian asked.
 
   “He’s been good to us,” she said, and her voice broke on the words. “That’s why – I don’t understand, Mr Lynes. When our boy died two years ago, he saw him buried properly, and he said he’d take Polly, that’s our eldest, into the Mission if we wanted, help her better herself. She said she didn’t want to go, wanted a job in a shop if she could get it, and then she found one, so that was that. But it was good of him to offer. And he was kind – even the ones who failed, who couldn’t stick the Mission – and he was strict, no question, but he had to be, to make them keep the jobs –”
 
   She broke off, shaking her head again, tears bright in her eyes. Ned patted her hand gently, and offered more whiskey, but she shook her head.
 
   “No, I’ll be drunk.” She took a deep breath, drew herself up again. “Summers was one of them, you see, one of the Mission boys who didn’t make it, and he always said you could talk to him about anything, Ellis, I mean. So Joe thought he could talk to him, ask him what he ought to do, safe-like. Only the reverend gent poisoned him. And I don’t know why.”
 
   She did cry then, harsh, painful sobs that shook her entire body. Ned embraced her, awkward around the arm of the chair, and she rested her head on his shoulder.
 
   “Easy,” he said, and stroked her hair. “Easy, now.” He glanced up at Julian, a worried look, but Julian ignored him.
 
   “Ellis thought Makins was trying to blackmail him,” he said. “That has to be it. From his point of view, here’s the burglar he hired to rob the house to misdirect the police showing up on his doorstep saying how worried he is about a dead man – of course he’s going to take it that way. Only Makins had no idea that Ellis was the man behind it all.”
 
   “Ellis hired Joe?” Mrs Makins straightened slowly, wiping her face on her sleeve. Ned handed her his handkerchief and she took it gratefully. “I don’t –”
 
   “Ellis was Summers’s principal,” Julian said. “And he killed Edgar Nevett.” He steepled his hands, pressing his forefingers against his lips as the pieces sorted themselves out into a coherent pattern. “Ellis found out that Edgar was planning to divorce Louisa, which would have upset a very nice and indeed lucrative arrangement – an arrangement that might well become even nicer and more lucrative if Edgar were dead and Louisa finally agreed to marry her faithful follower. So Ellis came up with the idea of making murder look like a different kind of killing, murder committed in the course of a robbery. He got Summers to hire a burglar to collect a piece of silver with the promise that he could have anything else he took –”
 
   “And I expect he planted that piece in Nevett’s study,” Ned said. “Because he couldn’t otherwise be sure Makins would go there.”
 
   “I expect you’re right,” Julian said. “And at the same time, he curses the candlestick – that must have been between when Reggie ran out and the family sat down to dinner.”
 
   “There was time,” Ned said. “And Ellis was definitely there.”
 
   “Only nobody was paying any attention to him,” Julian said, “because he was always around underfoot. They all have dinner together, Nevett goes to his study afterwards, and the enchantment is triggered as soon as he sits down at his desk. Only with the door closed, no one hears, and no one is going to disturb him if they can possibly avoid it, not after what seems to have been an awkward evening all around.”
 
   “And Sarah Doyle leaves the back gate open,” Ned said. “Because Ellis told her to?”
 
   Julian nodded. “I’d guess so. I don’t know what excuse he gave her – possibly for Reggie’s sake, so he could get in without getting into more trouble? – but it doesn’t matter. She’d have done it without question.”
 
   “The poor girl,” Ned said.
 
   “Yes.” Julian narrowed his eyes. “He needs the back gate open – why?”
 
   “Because you can’t stand in the mews and pick a lock,” Mrs Makins said. “Not a good lock, anyway. They take too long, and someone would notice.”
 
   “Of course,” Julian said. “But once Makins is inside, in the garden, it doesn’t matter because he can’t be seen from outside, and all the household is in bed. So he has plenty of time to pick the lock on the kitchen door, and slip inside. And from there, it’s what Mrs Makins said. Makins goes up to the study to find the silver box, and finds Nevett dead on the floor.”
 
   “And that’s where the plan goes wrong,” Ned said. “Ellis thought he’d take the candlestick.”
 
   “Except Makins had more sense than that,” Julian said. “He was a professional, he wasn’t going to have anything to do with someone else’s murder. In fact, I imagine that if he hadn’t been commissioned to get the box, he wouldn’t have touched anything. Am I right, Mrs Makins?”
 
   She nodded. “He’d’ve got out in a hurry. He never held with violence. But it was five quid for the box, and once he’d gone that far, he thought he might as well take the rest of the silver. But he wasn’t about to touch that candlestick.”
 
   “And so Makins gets away with the silver,” Julian said, “and the next morning Sarah Doyle finds Nevett dead. If the candlestick hadn’t been there, the police probably would have written it off as a burglary gone wrong, but Hatton had the sense to see there was something not right. And the whole thing starts to unravel.”
 
   “You eliminated the servants,” Ned said, “and Victor thought it had to be one of the boys because he knew they had secrets of their own.”
 
   “And Sarah Doyle knew that Ellis had asked her to leave the gate open, and was probably worried about whether or not she should tell someone,” Julian said. “She might even have asked him what to do, but, in any case, she was frightened enough to run away.”
 
   Ned’s face was grim. “I know he didn’t kill her, but he’s responsible for her death all the same.”
 
   “Yes.” Julian touched his shoulder, all he dared offer in the way of comfort. “And Victor would have hanged, if he’d gone to court with that confession.”
 
   “So what do we do now?”
 
   “The police, I suppose,” Julian said.
 
   “I’ll testify,” Mrs Makins said. “Joe’s dead, it’s no harm to me. And I want that bastard dead.”
 
   “Thank you,” Ned said, but he looked unhappy. “It’ll ruin Mrs Nevett. Whether or not she was having an affair, everyone will think she was. And Freddie – if anyone finds out –”
 
   “But we have to do something.” Julian shook himself like a wet dog. “We should talk about it in the morning.”
 
   “Yes.” Ned eased himself to his feet. “Mrs Makins, you’re welcome to the bed. I’ll sleep out here –”
 
   “And I’ll head home,” Julian began, and Ned shook his head.
 
   “I don’t think that’s sensible. Ellis has your address. Stay here tonight – you can even have the sofa.”
 
   “We’ll see,” Julian said, but he couldn’t help feeling a certain relief.
 
   They got Mrs Makins settled, and Ned collected spare quilts and a sofa pillow to make up a sort of bed by the fire. Julian poured them each a last whiskey and came to sit cross-legged on the floor beside him.
 
   “I left you the sofa,” Ned said, and took his glass.
 
   “I don’t fit on it much better than you do.” Julian took a careful sip of his drink, the whiskey warm and smoky on his tongue. “That’s what happened. It has to be.”
 
   “Yes,” Ned said again. He clicked his glass against Julian’s. “Well done, Lynes.”
 
   “And well done, you,” Julian answered. “I doubt I could have kicked that door in.”
 
   Ned grinned. “Sometimes it’s handy being a sportsman.”
 
   Julian glanced over his shoulder, saw the bedroom door firmly closed, the narrow gap beneath it dark. He leaned forward, cupped Ned’s cheek, rough now with the evening’s stubble. “Very,” he said, and kissed him thoroughly.
 
   Ned responded with gratifying eagerness, but finally broke away with a gasp. “Lynes, we can’t.”
 
   “I’ll keep you quiet,” Julian said, and bore him down onto the quilts.
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   In the morning, Ned and Julian picked themselves up from their nest on the floor and settled by silent mutual agreement at opposite ends of the sofa. Mrs Makins was still asleep, and the house was quiet, too early for the usual morning clamor of doors opening and feet tramping up and down steps.
 
   The satisfaction Ned had felt the night before at the successful rescue was fading into the bleak light of very early morning; he felt stiff and cramped from sleeping on the floor, and not at all prepared to make an uncomfortable choice. He’d hoped to put it off until after breakfast, or at least after tea, but he was afraid even making tea over the fire would wake the sleeping woman in the other room.
 
   “We have to do something,” Julian said finally.
 
   “We do,” Ned said, bracing himself to face it. “We can’t let Ellis go on trying to eliminate witnesses.”
 
   “Or us, for that matter.”
 
   “That, too. But if we go straight to Hatton, we’ll bring down the house around the Nevetts’ ears. Reggie will be all right eventually – he hasn’t done anything wrong when it comes down to it, only foolish. And Victor will be cleared. But there’s Freddie to consider, and Louisa. Whether or not she’s really been having an affair with Ellis, everyone will say she was, and that’ll ruin her.”
 
   “She’s inherited a decent living, I should think. At least she’ll have that.”
 
   “Still.”
 
   “I know. But what else is there to do, when it comes to it? We can’t kill him – don’t look at me like that, I said we couldn’t. We can’t let him go on like this. We’ll have to go to the police.”
 
   “It’ll hurt Louisa worst,” Ned said, an idea beginning to form. “Do you suppose Ellis really cares for her?”
 
   Julian looked as if he’d never considered the matter. “He might, I suppose.”
 
   “In which case he might care enough not to let her name be dragged through the courts. If we confront him with what we know, and give him the chance to write a confession and then take the honorable way out –”
 
   “Suicide, or merely keeping his mouth shut about his motives?”
 
   “I suppose I was thinking of suicide. Which sounds ghoulish, but if the alternative is being hanged and ruining the woman he loves –”
 
   “Assuming that he does love her.”
 
   “She’s not a pretty young lady anymore, and he’s still pursuing her. That speaks to a certain constancy of attachment, surely.”
 
   “Possibly to her bankbook.”
 
   “We can’t know,” Ned said patiently. “But I do think we have to try.”
 
   After a moment, Julian let out a breath. “All right. I see that we do. How do you suggest we arrange a meeting, preferably free of Ellis’s thugs?”
 
   “That’s the catch. I don’t suggest we walk into Ellis’s mission. Probably not very good for our health.”
 
   “Send him a note asking him to meet us at a neutral location? I doubt he would. If he’s hanging about the Nevett house, we might run into him there.”
 
   “We can’t hang about the Nevett house ourselves, though.” From below, Ned could hear the first stirrings in the kitchen, the distant sound of the fire being stoked and kettles being put on to heat. “What about Mrs Victor? If we sent her a telegram saying it was imperative we know when Ellis comes to call, and she sent one back by return –”
 
   “That should work,” Julian said. “She’d do it, I think. She wants her husband cleared. And we could be there within the hour. Surely if he’s paying court to Louisa he won’t be cutting his visits short.”
 
   “You write the telegram, you’ve spoken to her before,” Ned said, pushing paper and pencil into Julian’s reach. “There’s no point in sending it until it’s a decent hour. And then you’d better go home and change while I wait for a reply.” Julian looked down at his clothes, clearly about to argue that they’d do for the Nevetts, and Ned cut him off before he could begin. “Because if Ellis won’t do the decent thing, we’ll have to go straight to the Yard.”
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   Julian made his way back to his lodgings in time to wolf down his breakfast before it got too cold. He bathed and changed, knowing that Ned was right and that they would need to look respectable if they had to go to the Yard, then tried to settle to the morning papers while he waited. They had to try to minimize the damage, though he suspected it wouldn’t work as neatly as Ned hoped. But they couldn’t just kill Ellis, tempting though the idea was – though Bolster would probably be able and willing to help, after Ellis had kidnapped Annie Makins. It wouldn’t be all that hard, and there would be a certain poetic justice in using one of Ellis’s own enchantments. He shook the thought away. This was what the police were for, if it came to that, and maybe, just maybe, Ellis had loved Louisa Winchester enough to protect her. Lennox had been deeply fond of her, in his way.
 
   He was standing by the window when the cab pulled to a stop outside and Ned climbed out. Julian rapped on the window, but failed to catch his attention, and rattled down the stairs in time to catch him in the hall.
 
   “Is he there?”
 
   Ned nodded. “Mrs Victor says she’ll wait for us, and show us up herself.”
 
   “That’s good,” Julian said, and clambered into the cab beside him. There was a knot in his stomach again, something between fear and anger that tightened every muscle until it ached. Ned’s fists were clenched, his jaw taut, and Julian wanted to clutch his hand, though he couldn’t have said which of them it would have comforted more.
 
   The cab drew up in front of the Nevetts’ house, the horse slithering to an awkward stop, and Julian paid the fare while Ned rang the bell. The housemaid opened the door with a wary look that turned to a smile. “Oh, yes, sirs, Mrs Victor said you’d call. This way, if you please.”
 
   She led them into the front parlor – full circle, Julian thought – and Mrs Victor rose hastily from her chair by the window. Black did not become her, but the dress was cut to flatter.
 
   “Thank you, Pugh, that will be all.” She took a deep breath. “You said you needed to talk to Mr Ellis to clear Victor. Is – does the reverend gentleman have something to do with all of this?”
 
   “We think so,” Ned said, gently. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Poor Mama-in-law. She thought she might be happy, if only we could clear Victor.” She shook her head. “But you said the matter was urgent. He’s with Mama-in-law in the upstairs parlor.”
 
   “Thank you,” Ned said, and they followed her up the stairs. Julian saw her take a deep breath at the door, and no wonder. If she destroyed her mother-in-law’s happiness, there would be years and years for the older woman to take her revenge. A lesser woman would have sent the maid to announce them.
 
   “Mama-in-law,” Mrs Victor said, as she pushed open the door. “Mr Mathey and Mr Lynes are here to have a word with Mr Ellis.”
 
   They had been sitting on either side of the unlit fire like an old married couple, Julian saw, Mrs Nevett with a book on her lap, Ellis with a sheaf of papers and a pencil, his glasses pushed down on his nose. They looked up as one, Mrs Nevett frowning, Ellis’s expression as yet untroubled, and Ellis set his papers aside.
 
   “With me? Whatever for?”
 
   “It’s about Mr Victor Nevett’s confession,” Julian said. “It’s false.”
 
   Ellis shook his head. “Mr Lynes, I fear you raise unwonted hopes.”
 
   “Not at all,” Julian answered. “We can prove it. And we know who did kill Mr Nevett.”
 
   “That’s excellent news, if it’s true,” Ellis said, and for an instant, Julian felt a pang of doubt. Suppose they did have it wrong? But, no, Mrs Makins’s testimony proved without a doubt that Ellis was the man.
 
   “We’d like a word with you,” Ned said.
 
   Ellis waved at the sofa and chairs. “By all means, Mr Mathey.”
 
   “It would probably be better to speak with you privately,” Julian said. “But if you’d prefer Mrs Nevett to hear what I have to say…” He let his voice trail off, and Mrs Nevett looked up sharply.
 
   “And why wouldn’t I want to hear? Wilfrid, what’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing, my dear,” Ellis said. “I suspect these gentlemen have things backwards or sideways.”
 
   Mrs Nevett smiled at that, as he had clearly meant, and he fixed them with a stare.
 
   “Still, there’s no need to trouble Mrs Nevett. Perhaps if we were to retire to the back parlor?”
 
   “Of course you’re welcome to use it, Mr Ellis,” Mrs Nevett said, with chill dignity that didn’t quite conceal the worry in her eyes. As the door closed behind them, Julian heard her say, “Alice…?”
 
   Ellis led them down the plain-carpeted hall, looking more like their host than seemed entirely fitting. Walking behind him, Ned looked threatening, a dangerous bully looking over a meek and defenseless man. And that was at least part of how he’d gotten away with it for so long, Julian thought. He seemed so entirely harmless, insignificant, no threat at all, not even to a marriage. A man with milk in his veins, not blood.
 
   Ellis closed the parlor door gently behind them, and turned up the gas, fussing with the adjustments and clucking disparagingly at invisible dust, before he turned to face them. “I trust you will excuse me if I don’t ring for refreshment,” he said, “but I see no point in pretending this is an ordinary social call.”
 
   “Hardly that,” Julian murmured, and Ned frowned.
 
   “I think you know why we’re here,” he said.
 
   “I assure you, I do not,” Ellis answered. “I only know that you are causing Mrs Nevett considerable distress.”
 
   “Very well,” Ned said, stiffly. “If that’s how you want to play it –”
 
   “I ‘play’ nothing,” Ellis interjected.
 
   Julian’s eyes narrowed. “Then let me be blunt. We know, and can prove, to the satisfaction of any court of law, that you are the person who killed Edgar Nevett, Joe Makins, and Jack Dixon. You’re also morally responsible for the death of Sarah Doyle, but I think those three are enough to hang you.”
 
   “If you truly believe that,” Ellis said, “your business is surely with the police.”
 
   “So it would be,” Ned answered, “except that it seems unfair to Mrs Nevett. You’ve been devoted to her interests for years, surely you would want to spare her as much pain as possible. If you hang for Edgar Nevett’s murder, public opinion will brand her an adulteress; she will be banned from society, and her sons’ prospects will be blighted. You could spare her that through your confession, and if you were to avoid a trial –”
 
   “You cannot seriously be suggesting that a man of the cloth should commit an act which is against all Christian principles.” Ellis’s eyebrows rose above the rims of his glasses.
 
   “Rather like murder?” Julian asked.
 
   “I do not admit to any such thing,” Ellis answered. “And self-murder is a sin.”
 
   “As Mr Lynes said, so’s murder,” Ned said. “And murder is a capital crime. I assure you, we have solid evidence – we know about your arrangement with Summers, how you hired Makins, and we can prove that you cursed the candlestick that killed Edgar Nevett. This is your only chance to keep Mrs Nevett from social ruin.”
 
   There was a long silence, broken only by the hiss of gas in the fixtures. Faintly, Julian heard the sound of a door closing – the kitchen door, he thought – and the distant jingle of a bell. Ned started to say something more, then thought better of it.
 
   “I am surrounded by schoolboys,” Ellis said softly. “Schoolboys whose only knowledge of the world was gained between the covers of a penny dreadful, where justice is always served, and the villain obligingly blows his brains out to spare the feelings of the innocent.” He shook his head. “This is not the way of the world.”
 
   There were two spots of color high on Ned’s cheeks. Julian caught his breath, but managed to keep from speaking.
 
   “I will not deny that I have held Mrs Nevett in great regard ever since she was a girl,” Ellis said. “I was even able to forgive – indeed, excuse – her decision to marry Edgar Nevett, even though he was far from her most worthy suitor. It is to be expected that a young woman will be dazzled by wealth and a handsome face, and it is understandable that, when he did not return her feelings, she so far forgot propriety as to use the Lord’s great gift to influence him to marry her. We have discussed it many times since, she and I, and she is truly repentant. She has done much to atone for her sin over the years.”
 
   “You blackmailed and bullied her, you mean,” Ned said. He bit his lip, as though he was afraid he’d broken the spell, but Ellis went on, oblivious.
 
   “She has been a worthy helpmeet, and I would certainly have wed her, were it not for the current scandal. But my work is far too important to allow any question of impropriety to taint it.”
 
   “Your work sends children into a service that’s not much better than slavery,” Julian said.
 
   “Tut.” Ellis gave him a disapproving stare. “You sound like a Socialist, Mr Lynes.”
 
   Julian bit back a profane response, shook his head at Ned to keep him silent.
 
   “The world cannot be left to schoolboys and socialists,” Ellis said, “idealists who would spare the rod at every turn. The work of redemption must continue, at whatever cost, and so, no, I will not – how would you put it? Take the honorable way out. Nor will I hold my tongue. Should I be arrested, I assure you that many unpleasant and inconvenient facts will come to light. Louisa’s frailties are already suspected; your friends, too, are not without guilty secrets of their own. Frederick in particular – but let that pass. Victor has chosen to be an honorable fool, but if you wish, I will undertake to persuade him to recant his confession. The police will then blame young Sarah, who is safely dead. Your friends will be spared further scandal, and that will put an end to the whole distasteful business.”
 
   Ned opened his mouth and closed it again, his fists clenched tight. Julian swallowed his fury, groping for the words that might still goad Ellis into action. “I owe you a debt of gratitude, Mr Ellis. Your explanation clarifies things considerably, though you’ve been laboring under a misapprehension. You see, neither Mathey nor I are particularly fond of any of the Nevetts – in fact, I owe them several bad turns – so I have no compunction about turning you over to the police. I’d much rather see Victor and his family disgraced than see him hanged. And I’ll have the satisfaction of knowing that the guilty man is dead.”
 
   Ellis’s mouth fell open, his eye bulging behind his glasses. “But –”
 
   Julian turned on his heel. “Come on, Mathey, let’s go.”
 
   “Wait –”
 
   “Good morning, Mr Ellis,” Ned said, and Julian smiled over his shoulder.
 
   “We’ll see you in hell.”
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   There was no question of omnibuses this time. Ned whistled for a cab, and swung aboard as soon as it slowed. “Scotland Yard, as quick as you can,” he said.
 
   “He’s still got time to make his escape,” Julian said.
 
   “If he ran out of the Nevett house with the clothes on his back and the cash in his pocket, he does. But I can’t see him doing it, can you?”
 
   “No,” Julian said after a moment. “No, he’ll stay and make some explanation that makes him sound ill-used and us like villains, and then he’ll go back to the mission and either settle in to brazen it out, or start packing. The Yard’s closer than Limehouse – there’s time for them to catch him.”
 
   The cab was making breakneck speed, but all the same Ned’s heart was pounding in his chest as they scrambled down at the Yard. He refrained from stopping at the desk to give his business, hoping they looked respectable enough to be assumed to be invited visitors, and took the stairs to Hatton’s office at a run.
 
   Ned flung open the door without knocking, and Hatton looked up with a frown. “What in the name –”
 
   “Mr Ellis killed Edgar Nevett,” Ned said. “I can prove it, and I will, but for the love of God don’t let him get away. We left him at the Nevett house.”
 
   Hatton gave him a searching look. “He knows you know?” Ned nodded, and Hatton tugged at the bell-pull behind him, seemed to have second thoughts about waiting for an answer, and pushed past them out into the hallway. He returned after a minute. “I’ve sent men round to the Nevett house and the mission to bring Ellis in for questioning. And now you’d better give me good reason to have done it.”
 
   “There’s good reason,” Julian said, and Hatton waved for them to sit down.
 
   Ned let Julian lay it out for Hatton, only breaking in occasionally with further explanations. They both avoided mentioning breaking down doors and giving a false alarm of fire at the gas works, mentioning only that Mrs Makins had sent for them, which Ned felt was wise.
 
   It was impossible to avoid mentioning Makins’s death, but it also seemed wise not to say they’d concealed a murder for several days. “I made a brief examination of the body,” Ned said. “I can’t be certain it was murder…”
 
   Hatton raised his eyebrows. “Can’t you?”
 
   “But surely your metaphysician at the Yard can do better. Or I can make a more thorough examination, if you’d like.”
 
   “We’ll see,” Hatton said. “There’s enough here to convince a jury, I think, or will be once we look into the mission. We should be able to prove Dixon was an alumnus.”
 
   “And when you compare the curse on the candlestick to the one that did in Dixon – and Makins, I should think –”
 
   “Oh, you should, should you?”
 
   “They’ll show they were done by the same hand. I’m certain there are household enchantments at the mission done by Ellis’s own hand. They’ll match as well. And he would have had to work out the method on paper before he did the enchantment.”
 
   “A sensible man would have burned any notes,” Julian said. “I’m not sure Ellis is that sensible. He never believed he’d be suspected.”
 
   “It’s my job to suspect everybody,” Hatton said. “But I hope you’re right. We’ll see what we can find in his papers.”
 
   Ned hesitated, and then decided it was worth laying some defensive groundwork. “Young Freddie didn’t want to come forward with his alibi because his friends and he were at a party that had gotten a bit wild. Young women of dubious virtue, and a great deal of drink. Not that unusual for a young man with no settled profession, but I imagine Ellis intends to make it out as Sodom and Gomorrah, purely out of spite.”
 
   “Well, he wouldn’t be expected to approve, would he, him being a clergyman?” Hatton said. “Young Nevett’s mother won’t like it – mothers never do – but I don’t care if he spent the night raving drunk in Covent Garden, as long as he didn’t spend it bashing his father’s head in.”
 
   There was a tapping on the door, and then a messenger boy stuck his head in with a telegram. Hatton glanced at it. “They’ve got him,” he said. “Still sitting in the Nevett’s parlor, and swearing he’s got no idea what we want with him.”
 
   “I imagine he will,” Julian said. “But he’s still guilty.”
 
   “I believe you’re right,” Hatton said. “We’ll get enough for a jury by the time we’re done. And we’ve got enough now to release Victor Nevett, if he’ll finally recant that damned confession of his. I expect you’re relieved by that.”
 
   “I’m relieved this business is over,” Ned said, that being unequivocally true.
 
   “Don’t hesitate to call if you have any other unsolved murders,” Julian said, apparently possessed by some devil.
 
   “Why, are you likely to know something about them?” Hatton asked dryly.
 
   “No, but I charge reasonable rates.”
 
   “We’re always glad to assist the Yard,” Ned said firmly.
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” Hatton said. “But for now, I think you’ve done enough.”
 
   Outside in the courtyard, Ned hung back as Julian tried to steer him toward a cab. He felt bone-tired, but that probably wasn’t an excuse to shirk their responsibilities. “Shouldn’t we go round and tell Victor?”
 
   “Why?” Julian said. “Hatton will let him out eventually. Maybe even tomorrow.”
 
   If it had been anyone else, Ned would have argued that they ought to go at once and relieve him from the belief that he was still facing death by hanging. As it was, though, he didn’t actually feel inclined to spare Victor Nevett a few more hours worry and care.
 
   “You know, you’re right,” Ned said. “Let’s go home.”
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   Julian rested his feet on the fender, and folded theEvening Standard into a more manageable shape. It was not his usual paper, but it had spent a fair amount of ink on the Nevett case, and seemed determined to support Ellis to the bitter end. It was a losing battle, though, and the judge’s summation was definitely against Ellis. The jury had retired but there had been no verdict when the paper went to press.
 
   “Anything more?” Ned asked. He was sitting at the table by the nearly emptied tea-tray, dangling a last piece of ham rind over theUrtica mordax. It had put out quite a few shiny, spiky leaves, and a ring of false mouths now surrounded the central feeding bud. It extended a tendril, moving faster than ever, and coiled rapidly up the slip of ham. Ned let go just before it touched his finger and the ham vanished into its mouth.
 
   “The judge summed up in favor of the prosecution,” Julian said. “No verdict at press time.”
 
   “I’ll be glad when it’s over,” Ned said.
 
   Julian gave him a thoughtful look, and set the paper aside. “Are you still worried about the Nevetts?”
 
   “A bit.”
 
   “Victor and Reggie came off very well,” Julian said. “And Freddie – I think the worst that anyone thinks is that he’s a bit of a gay dog, but he’ll weather that. Though Lennox says his membership at Jacob’s has been revoked for calling too much attention to the place.”
 
   “Reggie says he’s going to Paris for a few months,” Ned said.
 
   “Best thing for them,” Julian answered.
 
   Ned fiddled with the knife, then seemed to realize what he was doing and cut himself another slice of seed cake. “Mrs Nevett did not come off well,” he said, indistinctly.
 
   “No.” This was a bit of a sore point between them, and Julian sighed. “I do think she knew, or at the very least suspected. And she let her son take the blame. She brought this on herself.”
 
   “She was in love with the man,” Ned said. “She was blind to his faults, and she certainly didn’t want to know that he’d killed her husband, even if it was to protect her.”
 
   “I’m not blind to your faults,” Julian said, and stopped abruptly.
 
   Ned looked up sharply, then grinned. “Was that a declaration, Lynes?”
 
   Julian could feel his cheeks burning, and looked uneasily around his sitting room. Evidence of Ned’s frequent presence was all too apparent: the sporting papers stacked at one end of the sofa, the second tumbler and tea cup on the sideboard, the seed cake that was Ned’s particular favorite taking pride of place on the tea tray. Mrs Digby had made an accommodation, at another four shillings per, for breakfast or tea, and he had no desire to change any of it. And yet the words were almost impossible to say.
 
   “I certainly don’t want to change anything,” he said.
 
   Ned shook his head, refusing to be distracted. “Honestly, Julian.”
 
   What more do you want? Julian thought, though he knew perfectly well. “I suppose it was,” he said stiffly. “Of intent, anyway.” He paused. “I do want this to continue. Surely you know that.”
 
   “I do now,” Ned said.
 
   “Well, then.” Julian leaned his hip against Ned’s chair and shoulder. “You should bring over a change of clothes, it’s a waste of time for you to be going home every morning.”
 
   “I’ll do that,” Ned said, and put his arm around Julian’s waist.
 
   A newsboy shouted from the street, the cry of “Conviction!” resolving into “Nevett case.” Julian froze, felt the new tension in Ned as the words registered. Julian swore under his breath and headed for the door, but as he opened it, he heard young Digby clattering toward him.
 
   “Here you are, Mr Lynes,” he said. “Just like you asked.”
 
   “Thank you,” Julian said, and handed him a couple of pennies. The headline was clear, the ink fresh and black:Clergyman Convicted of Murder. He closed the door gently, and turned the lock.
 
   “Well?” Ned asked.
 
   Julian held up the paper, and heard him sigh.
 
   “He’ll hang, then.”
 
   Julian was already scanning the story, picking out the details. There was no talk of an appeal, only the general sense that justice was served and the police had done their job. “Yes.”
 
   “Doesn’t it bother you?” Ned asked. “Even a little?”
 
   Julian considered the question. If he thought too much about it, if he imagined the condemned cell, the long wait and the useless chaplain, the noose and the drop – yes, of course it bothered him. But that was neither kind nor useful at this moment. “He had to be stopped,” he said. “Otherwise he’d have gone on killing people. Look at Mrs Makins.”
 
   “Or us,” Ned said, with a twist of a smile, and Julian nodded. The smile faded. “Better him than Victor, I suppose.”
 
   A substantial bill had been submitted, Julian knew, and Victor had paid with unexpected promptness, but the note of thanks that came with the cheque had been signed by his wife. Julian still didn’t know whether to take that as unexpected tact or typical carelessness. “Victor didn’t do it,” he said. “Not that I’d grieve overmuch to see him hang, but – not for something he didn’t do.”
 
   “No.” Ned looked more cheerful at the thought.
 
   We should celebrate, Julian thought. We survived, we brought down a killer, we saw Victor Nevett get – not what he deserved, maybe, but a decent ration of it, some payment for what he put us through. Looking at Ned’s face, thought, he wasn’t sure those would be the right words. He turned instead to the sideboard and poured them each two fingers of neat whiskey. He handed one glass to Ned, who took it, looking slightly puzzled.
 
   “To us,” Julian said, and let that stand for everything.
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