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​Chapter One - Forty-Two Tiles
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The entrance hall of Ashvere House had forty-two floor tiles.

Simon counted them before he removed his coat.

This was not the kind of thing he would have explained to anyone who asked, because it was the kind of thing that, once explained, had a way of becoming the most interesting fact about him in the room—which was its own problem. But he had learned, over the course of thirty-two years, that he thought better when he had established the basic arithmetic of a place. The tiles were black-and-white marble in a broken diagonal pattern, old enough that the white had gone slightly amber at the grout lines. The entrance hall itself was approximately nine metres by six. The ceiling was high. The chandelier above him held twenty-three candles, of which sixteen were lit. The single window to the left of the front door was hung with curtains of a grey-green that had once been something more decided and had faded into something almost beautiful.

He was counting the window panes when the housekeeper appeared.

"Mr. Alcott," she said. It was not a question.

"Yes." He reached for his card, then stopped—she had already turned away, which suggested she did not require confirmation. He put the card back in his breast pocket and picked up his bag.

The housekeeper was a woman of perhaps sixty, with the posture of someone who had decided, decades ago, that the world would simply have to accommodate her spine. She moved through the entrance hall without looking at it, which told him she had moved through it so many times that it had stopped registering as a thing that needed looking at. She wore black without any particular ceremony, and her hair was pinned with the precision of something done correctly so long it no longer required thought.

"Mrs. Peck," she said, without looking back at him. "I manage the household. Lord Vael's correspondence specified your working hours, your requirements regarding natural light, and your preference for working without interruption. These have been noted. Your room is on the second floor, east wing. The records room is on the ground floor, third door on the left past the landing stairs."

Simon followed her across the forty-two tiles.

"Lord Vael—" he began.

"Keeps irregular hours," she said. "He will receive you when it is convenient for him to do so. He asked that you proceed with the audit in the meantime. Everything you require is in the records room." She paused at the foot of the staircase to look at him directly for the first time. Her eyes were grey and specific, the eyes of someone who had long since stopped giving people the benefit of the doubt and was simply assessing. "The three previous actuaries," she said, "found the records room adequately supplied."

"What happened to the three previous actuaries?"

A small pause. "Lord Vael's correspondence addresses the matter."

"It says only that the audit was not completed. It does not say why."

"No," said Mrs. Peck. "It does not." She turned back toward the stairs. "Tea at four, unless you'd prefer otherwise. Supper at seven. Breakfast at seven-thirty, or whenever you require it—the kitchen will accommodate."

Simon noted, with the part of his mind that was always notating, that this was not a standard offer.

"Seven-thirty is fine," he said.

She showed him his room first—small, adequate, with a desk positioned to take advantage of the east-facing window and a bookshelf that was empty except for two volumes left by a previous occupant, one of which appeared to be a surveying manual in French. Then the records room.

He stopped in the doorway.

It was a large room, perhaps double the size he had expected, with shelves running floor to ceiling on three walls and a long worktable down the centre that could comfortably seat six. The shelves held boxes—uniform dark-brown cardboard, each labeled in a small, precise hand in ink that had not faded uniformly, which told him they had been added over a long span of time rather than organized retroactively. The boxes were in date order. He could see the sequence from the door: 1791 in the upper left corner, working forward in what appeared to be annual or near-annual intervals across three walls. There were approximately eighty boxes. Perhaps more. He would count them properly before he began.

The organization was extraordinary.

Not just competent—extraordinary. He moved into the room and pulled the nearest box from its shelf, 1812, and opened it. The ledgers inside were wrapped in cloth and separated by thin card dividers. The cloth was uniform in weight and age. The card dividers were labeled. The ledgers themselves were in a consistent format, the same hand throughout that decade, and when he opened the first one the columns were—he stood there for a moment simply looking at them, the way he might stand in front of something that was doing precisely what it was built to do and doing it beautifully.

Someone who was not merely competent had organized these records.

He put the box back. He counted the boxes: eighty-three. He found the gap immediately—there was no box for 1799. Where it should have been, between 1798 and 1800, there was a half-inch of empty shelf space, and no label, and no box. He pulled 1798 and checked: it ended cleanly in December, in the same careful hand as the rest. He pulled 1800: it began in January, a different hand, and the numbers for the year's beginning were entered as if continuing from an established baseline, referencing figures he could not locate in the 1800 ledger itself. They would have been in 1799.

He stood looking at the empty space on the shelf for a moment.

Then he took out his notebook, wrote 1799—single blank page? Verify, and went back to the beginning.

He worked through the early evening, stopping only when the light from the west-facing window became insufficient. He lit the lamps on the worktable—there were three, and they were all in good order, which was not always the case in old houses—and kept going. By eight o'clock he had completed a preliminary inventory: eighty-three boxes, each containing between two and six ledgers, representing one hundred years of accounts for an estate of considerable size. He had identified six probable areas of complexity and one definite anomaly.

The definite anomaly was the 1799 gap.

He pulled 1798 again and flipped to the very last page of the final ledger. The December accounts were complete. There was nothing in the margins. Nothing written on the inside cover. He turned to the last page of usable content and then to the blank pages that followed and found—there, on what would have been the first blank page after the final entry—a single sheet of white paper folded and tucked between the pages. Not an accounting document. A plain sheet. It was blank. He turned it over. Blank on both sides.

He filed it as a notation—blank page, purpose uncertain, inserted rather than bound—and did not speculate further.

At nine-thirty he went to his room by candlelight, because the lamp at the end of the east corridor was not functioning, and nobody had apparently arranged for it to be repaired. He noticed this the way he noticed everything: catalogued it, filed it, did not comment on it. The candle was adequate.

He sat at his desk and wrote to Phineas.

Okafor—

I have arrived at Ashvere House and completed a preliminary inventory of the records. One hundred years of accounts. The organization is exceptional—beyond exceptional. Whoever structured these records had a very good mind and a great deal of time. I intend to find out why three previous actuaries were unable to complete the audit, though the housekeeper declined to elaborate and I expect Lord Vael will be similarly reticent until he decides I am worth talking to.

The numbers are interesting. I intend to stay long enough to find out why.

—S.A.

He sealed the letter, set it by the door for the morning post, and went to bed.

He did not sleep immediately. Through the window, the grounds of Ashvere House were dark—there were no gas lamps along the paths, he had noted, though the iron brackets for them were present, which meant there had been at one point and they had been removed or simply allowed to fall into disuse. The grounds were dark and quiet and very still.

Then they were not entirely still.

He lay and listened to it: something moving in the grounds below his window. Not quickly. Not erratically. A slow, deliberate circuit of the building—he tracked it by sound, or thought he did, the faint suggestion of displacement that might have been footsteps on grass and might have been nothing at all. It was not an animal. Animals moved with purpose and variation, toward or away from something. This moved as though it were simply maintaining a perimeter.

It completed its circuit and then was silent.

Simon lay in the dark and counted the window panes he had not finished counting in the entrance hall until he fell asleep.
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​Chapter Two - The Man Who Does Not Sleep
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Lord Caelum Vael came to the records room at eleven o'clock at night.

Simon knew it was eleven because he had looked at his pocket watch at ten fifty-three and decided to finish the column he was cross-referencing before he stopped for the evening, and he had been in the middle of the third entry when he became aware that he was no longer alone in the room.

He did not hear the door open. He was reasonably certain he would have heard the door open, because it was an old door in an old house and old doors in old houses had opinions about being opened. What he heard, or perhaps only became aware of—the distinction felt important later, though he could not explain why—was simply a change in the quality of the room. A difference in weight. The lamps burned at exactly the same rate. The cold was no greater. But the room was different, and when he looked up, there was a man standing near the shelves at the far end of the table.

He was reading a document.

The document, Simon would identify later that week, was a property assessment from 1763 in medieval Flemish.

Simon put down his pen.

The man at the far end of the table was tall—very tall, or perhaps only seemed so because the room was proportioned to make things seem either very large or very small, and he was one of the former. He was pale in the way of someone who had been indoors a great deal, or perhaps simply the way of a certain kind of person, and his hair was dark and worn longer than was fashionable, and at his temples it had gone grey. He was dressed for an evening in rather than an evening out, which was consistent with "keeps irregular hours" as a description if you took it seriously enough. His coat was good. His hands, holding the document, were very still.

He had not looked up.

Simon waited.

After approximately forty seconds—he counted—the man set the document on the table with the particular care of someone who had handled a great many documents over a great many years and knew what happened when you did not. Then he looked up.

His eyes were an unusual color. Simon's first pass catalogued them as grey, but that was not quite right. They were the color that water went in very low light, when it had some depth to it.

"Mr. Alcott," he said. His voice was what you would get if you took something that was meant to carry a great deal of freight and learned to carry it very quietly. "I apologize for the lateness of the hour."

Simon thought: he does not look like a man who apologizes for things.

"Lord Vael," Simon said. He did not stand—he was halfway through a column and he had been trained, by long professional habit, not to lose his place. "Not at all."

Vael looked at the open ledger in front of him, and then at the three notebooks Simon had open beside it, and at the stack of cross-referenced documents he had been building through the afternoon. His expression did not change. This was notable, because expressions tended to change when people looked at Simon's working process for the first time. They either looked impressed, which was a kind of performance, or they looked at him as though something had been confirmed about him that they had suspected and found slightly exhausting.

Vael looked, with complete neutrality, at the evidence of Simon's methodology and then looked up.

"You have begun with the cross-referencing," he said.

"A preliminary structure. To understand the architecture of the records before I commit to a method." Simon paused. "Your filing system is exceptional."

"Thank you."

"I mean that as a professional observation. I have audited twelve estates. The standard of organization here is not comparable to any of them."

Vael's gaze was difficult to characterize. It was very direct, but it did not press—it simply settled, the way heavy things settled, completely and without effort. "What would you say went wrong with the previous actuaries?"

Simon considered this. It was the most interesting question anyone had asked him in approximately three months. "I do not yet have enough information to say with confidence. I have one hypothesis, which I will not share until I have more evidence. I have a secondary hypothesis about the 1799 records gap which I expect will be more difficult to verify."

A pause. "You found it this evening?"

"Yes. I can document it properly in the morning." He looked at Vael. "Mrs. Peck suggested the correspondence addressed the previous actuaries' departures."

"It did not," said Vael. "I had intended to, and then did not."

Simon found this an unusual thing for a client to say. "Will you address it now?"

"No," said Vael. "Not tonight." He said it without apology and without evasion—simply as a fact, as though there were a reasonable explanation for it that he was choosing not to provide. Simon had the unexpected experience of finding this satisfying rather than frustrating. It was, at minimum, direct.

"All right," Simon said, and picked up his pen.

This appeared to have been the right response, because Vael pulled out the chair at the far end of the table—the one furthest from where Simon was working, at the other end of the long worktable, a distance of roughly two and a half metres—and sat down. He retrieved the Flemish document and continued reading it.

Simon continued the column.

For seven minutes they worked in silence. Simon finished his cross-reference and moved to the next document and was three entries in before it occurred to him that he had simply accepted this arrangement—that a man he had never met had sat down in the room where he was working, at eleven o'clock at night, and they were both simply working, and this had not required any discussion or negotiation or social management. It had simply happened.

He noted this in the part of his mind that was always noting things, and then he kept working.

At five minutes past eleven, Vael said: "Do you use a double-entry system or single?"

"Double," Simon said, without looking up. "Always. It is the only methodology that catches its own errors."

"The original records are single-entry through 1843."

"I noticed. I am reconstructing the double-entry structure as I go. It slows the early sections considerably but the accuracy improvement justifies the additional time."

"The second actuary suggested the same approach," Vael said. "He did not continue long enough to implement it."

"How long did he stay?"

"Eleven weeks."

Simon looked up then. Vael was watching him with that particular quality of attention—direct, settled, not pressing. "And the others?"

"Eight weeks. Four months." A pause. "Four months was the longest."

Simon looked at his column. Looked at the eighty-three boxes. Did the arithmetic, approximately. "I will need closer to a year," he said. "If that is a problem I should know now."

"It is not a problem," Vael said.

Simon nodded and returned to the column.

At eleven forty, Vael rose and collected the Flemish document and said: "I will not disturb your work further this evening. The kitchen can be used at any hour—Mrs. Peck keeps it stocked for late working." He picked up a candle from the table by the door and moved toward it.

Simon looked up. "Lord Vael."

Vael stopped.

"When I shook your hand earlier—" Simon paused. He was aware this was an unusual thing to say. He said it anyway, because it was imprecise not to and he disliked imprecision. "You will forgive me—your hands were very cold."

The pause before Vael responded was approximately two seconds. "The house is cold," he said. "I have been indoors all day."

"Yes," said Simon. He picked up his pen. "Good night, Lord Vael."

"Good night, Mr. Alcott."

The door opened quietly and closed quietly and Simon was alone.

He sat for twenty minutes without writing anything. This was not characteristic of him. He was reconstructing the conversation with the particular precision he brought to auditing a ledger—checking for errors, for gaps, for entries that were present but did not account for what they appeared to account for. Vael's hands had been cold as marble, not as a cold room. A cold room gave you a surface cold, the cold of ambient temperature equalized through contact. This had been deep cold. A cold that did not belong to a room or an evening. He wrote nothing about this in his audit notebook.

He noted, also, that across the forty-minute encounter, Vael had blinked approximately six times.

He wrote this in his personal notebook, under the heading Professional Observations, and then sat looking at the heading for a moment.

Then he crossed out Professional and wrote Miscellaneous and went to bed.
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​Chapter Three - Notes in the Margin
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Three weeks in, Simon found the handwriting.

He had been working through the 1840s—a decade of particular administrative complexity, three changes of estate secretary in ten years and a corresponding shift in column headers that required careful reconciliation—when he turned a page in the 1844 ledger and found a note in the margin that was not in the estate secretary's hand, was not in Vael's hand, and had no business being there at all.

It was small and very neat, written in a dark ink that had faded to brown at the edges. The hand was economical, almost architectural in its precision. The note read: Cross-reference page 114. Someone has been extremely careful here.

Simon turned to page 114.

The entry there was a property transfer, 1844, listed under estate income, for a figure that was unremarkable on its face. He cross-referenced it against the external property records he had been compiling in his secondary notebook. Then he cross-referenced those against the parish records from the borough in question that he had requested from the city registry in his first week. Then he sat back.

Someone had indeed been extremely careful there.

The property transfer was legitimate. The amount was accurate. The date was correct. But the name on the receiving end of the transfer—a name that appeared in the estate records as a private individual, a tenant, nothing more—that name appeared in two other places in the records over the following decade, under two entirely different categories, each time in connection with a sum that was quietly, exactly correct for a specific purpose that the records themselves never named. The figure on page 114 was the first instance of a pattern. Whoever had written the margin note had seen it.

Simon wrote E.H.—cross-ref p.114 confirmed—who? in his own notebook and went looking.

It took him the better part of the afternoon. The handwriting appeared six more times in the 1840s ledgers, always in the margins, always in the same small precise hand, always directing him to something that rewarded the direction. He found it twice more in the 1850s. Once in the 1860s, in a notation so brief it was almost a sigil: cf. the widow. He found the widow three hours later, in an 1863 lease agreement that told a very particular story if you were reading carefully enough, which he was.

He put the initials together with the timeline. E.H. Someone who had been in these records. Someone who had come here, as Simon had come here, and worked through these ledgers and left their marks in the margins before stopping.

He pulled the household administrative file that Mrs. Peck had shown him in his first week—the professional records, the correspondence with the firm—and he found the names of the previous actuaries. The third, most recent, was listed only by surname and first initial.

E. Hale.

He sat with this for a while.

Edmund Hale, from the Edinburgh office, auditor, had been here. He had worked through these same ledgers, turned these same pages, and he had—not just worked, but noticed. He had noticed the same things Simon was noticing, and he had left a trail of it, and then he had stopped.

Simon went looking for where the trail stopped.

It stopped in 1877, in the middle of the decade's second ledger, without warning. There were nine annotations in 1877 and then none. The handwriting did not get worse before it stopped. There was no final note. There was simply an annotated margin on one page and a clean margin on the next, and then clean margins all the way to the last entry Simon had yet verified.

He wrote Hale's annotations cease: 1877. No final note. Audit of 1877 accounts 60% complete at that point—he did not finish. He looked at this for a moment and then added: Cross-reference: Hale's departure date.

He would find out, in due course, that the departure date was also 1877.

For now he closed his notebook and became aware, with the mild surprise of someone who had been very absorbed in something, that it was after six in the evening and that Tessaly Bright had been standing in the doorway for an indeterminate amount of time holding a teacup.

Tessaly Bright was the junior housemaid, who was nineteen and Welsh and had, as far as Simon could determine, a complete constitutional inability to be daunted by anything. She had been bringing him tea since his third day, always approximately when he needed it and never exactly when he would have asked for it, which would have been too early, because he had not yet learned to ask for tea at the right time in this house. He was beginning to suspect she had learned the right time without being told.

"Mr. Alcott," she said, coming in and setting the cup on the corner of the worktable where there was space between his notebooks. "You've got that look you get when something's gone interesting."

Simon looked at her. "I was not aware I had a look."

"Oh, everyone's got a look. Yours is when the numbers say something you weren't expecting." She glanced at the open ledger with cheerful, unselfconscious curiosity. "Good something or bad something?"

"Interesting something," Simon said.

She nodded, as though this were a fully satisfactory answer, which he was reasonably sure it was not meant to be. She was collecting the previous cup and saucer and showed no particular inclination to leave immediately. "Mrs. Peck wanted me to check if you'd be needing a lamp this evening. The one in the corridor's still out."

"I have candles."

"She thought so." Tessaly set the old cup on her tray. "I'm not saying it's strange, Mr. Alcott. I'm saying that in eight months I have never once had to tell Mrs. Peck what your tea order is, and she's never asked me, and I thought you might find that interesting. For your work. With the numbers."

Simon blinked.


















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
VoidAndVelvet

T





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





