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​Chapter One - What the Light Does to Old Paper
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The third question was the worst kind: the kind that revealed the asker had not read the abstract.

Cai waited for it to finish. He had learned, over years of standing at podiums in rooms like this one, that the question always finished eventually, even when it looped back on itself mid-sentence to add qualifications that undermined the premise. He kept his expression attentive. He had also learned that. In the back of the room, someone's laptop screen was open to a football results page. Cai did not look at it again after he had clocked it, but he was aware of it the way he was aware of most things in his peripheral field: completely, and without wanting to be.

"The issue you're raising," he said, when the question arrived at its conclusion, "is addressed in the paper's second methodology note. The dating methodology accounts for regional variation in the use of Bath stone in border-county contexts specifically. It's footnote fourteen."

A pause. The asker nodded with the careful expression of someone who intended to read footnote fourteen later and probably would not.

"Any other questions."

He said it without the upward inflection. This was, he had been told, off-putting. He found the framing curious. The sentence was a question; the inflection was a performance; he had stopped seeing the use of the performance some years ago.

Two more questions came, both reasonable, both from people who had read the abstract. He answered them. He thanked the room. He gathered his notes with the efficiency of someone who had never once left a presentation document behind, which he had not.

The applause was warm enough. It always was. He had never given a presentation that received anything less than warm applause, which he understood to be a function of his methodology rather than his charisma, and which suited him exactly.

In the corridor afterwards, the catering was the cheap kind: beige pastries arranged on a paper tablecloth, coffee from an urn that would be bitter by now. He took a cup and did not drink it. The room had been too bright — the particular overhead fluorescence that flickered at a frequency most people did not consciously register but which Cai registered completely, a low hum behind everything, a tax on his attention he paid without acknowledgement because the alternative was to acknowledge it, and he had learned that acknowledging it in professional contexts created more problems than it solved.

He was aware of this calculation. He made it so often it had become structural.

Three colleagues stopped him. He was professionally pleasant to all three. One of them was a woman called Miriam whose work on Victorian civic architecture he found genuinely interesting and said so; she looked pleased, and they spoke for four minutes about corbelling as a regional signifier, which was the best four minutes of the afternoon. Then her phone rang and she was absorbed back into the room, and Cai was alone in the corridor with a cup of coffee he didn't want.

The fire exit sign was crooked.

He noticed it the way he noticed most things: first, and without being able to not notice it. He looked at it for a moment. He looked back at the room, where the applause had fully dissolved into the murmur of networking and the sound of someone spilling something near the urn. He looked back at the sign.

He straightened it.

It was a small adjustment. Three degrees, approximately. He stood back. The sign was now level with the wall fitting, as it was designed to be, as it would have been when it was first installed.

He stood there for a moment longer than was strictly necessary.

The corridor was empty. The carpet was a shade of blue that had been institutional in 1987 and had committed fully to the identity. A water stain on the ceiling tile above him described a rough ellipse. The fire exit sign cast a faint red glow on the wall, steady now.

He was aware, in the particular way he was always aware of things he could not footnote, that he did not know what he was waiting for. The conference was good work. The paper was good work. Three people had asked him questions, one of them badly, and he had answered them all correctly, and the room had applauded, and he had a speaking fee coming that would cover two months of archive access fees.

It was fine.

He checked his phone. Four emails: two administrative, one from his department head about the autumn teaching schedule, one from a solicitor's office he didn't recognise.

He opened the solicitor's email on the basis that it was the most anomalous.

The email was from an Imelda Voss, Senior Solicitor, acting on behalf of the Aldermoor Estate Trust. It was formally written to the point of archaism, three paragraphs long, and contained the following information: there was a property. The property was a late Georgian manor on the Welsh borderlands, currently the subject of a disputed inheritance claim. The estate's Trust required independent authentication of the property's structural and archival provenance. His name had been provided as one of two potential lead historians whose expertise in the relevant period made him suitable for the commission. Would he be available to attend a preliminary meeting in Cardiff on the fourteenth?

Cai read it twice.

Georgian manor. Welsh borderlands. Disputed provenance. The solicitor's name meant nothing to him; the estate name was not one he recognised, which meant it was either very obscure or very well-managed, and either possibility was interesting. Authentication work was not glamorous. It was specific, painstaking, and occasionally decisive in ways that only became visible in a courtroom or a conservation board meeting years later, which suited him. He had never needed the glamour. He had always needed the precision.

He typed his reply in the corridor, standing under the fire exit sign he had straightened, while the conference continued without him through the door.

The reply was three sentences. He read it back once. He sent it.

He looked at the sign again. Still level. Still casting its steady red light.

He put his phone in his pocket and went back into the room to find the coffee urn and the remaining reasonable people.

The corridor was empty behind him, the sign straight on the wall.

He did not look back.
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​Chapter Two - Professional Courtesy
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The meeting room on the fourteenth floor of the Cardiff solicitor's offices had a view of the bay that Cai registered and then set aside, because the view was not the point. The point was the table, which was glass, which meant it reflected the overhead lights in a way that would be mildly distracting for the duration of the meeting, and the chairs, which were the ergonomic kind that looked correct and felt approximate, and the woman already seated at the head of the table, who looked up when he entered with the expression of someone who had been punctual all her professional life and had opinions about those who weren't.

Cai was seven minutes early. She still had the expression.

"Dr. Wen-Solís." Not a question. She gestured to the chair across from her with the economy of someone who had determined that pleasantries were a resource to be deployed strategically rather than by default. "Imelda Voss. We've corresponded."

"Yes." He sat. He set his notebook on the table — paper, because he thought better on paper for preliminary meetings and had stopped apologising for this. "The other lead historian hasn't arrived."

"He's been delayed." A pause that contained no discernible feeling about this. "Traffic, apparently. He'll be here."

Cai opened his notebook. He had reviewed what was publicly known about the Aldermoor Estate before coming: the property's listed building status, the name Harriet Aldermoor in connection with the inheritance proceedings, a brief mention of the estate in a 2009 regional architectural survey that he'd pulled from the archive database last night. Not much. The kind of deliberate obscurity that sometimes indicated careful management and sometimes indicated neglect. He intended to ask Imelda Voss which.

The door opened.

Declan Ferris was six feet and one inch tall, which Cai knew only because height was the kind of detail that registered before he'd decided to register it, and because the door was a standard internal commercial height, and the calculation was automatic. Dark auburn hair, going silver at the temples. Broad-shouldered in the way of someone who worked at tables and carried boxes and had never been particularly concerned with the impression this created. He was wearing a dark green wax jacket that had been good quality once and was now good quality and well-used, and he was carrying a document tube and a coffee cup and the slightly compressed expression of a man who had found a car park.

He looked up, and he saw Cai, and something in his face did a very small, very controlled thing that Cai noted and could not immediately classify.

"Declan Ferris." He set the document tube against the wall with the ease of someone who had been putting things down in meeting rooms for twenty years and knew how to do it without disturbing the room. He crossed to Cai and extended his hand. "Cai Wen-Solís. I've read your work."

"As I've read yours." Cai shook the hand. The grip was firm without demonstration. Cai's own grip was precise. They were in contact for approximately two seconds and then they were not, and the room settled back into its professional configuration, and Imelda Voss looked between them with the expression of someone running a calibration she had run before and found useful.

Declan Ferris had published, eight years ago, a paper on provenance methodology in disputed estate authentication. It had been well-received. Cai had cited it twice in the subsequent five years, once substantively and once in a footnote that was essentially a polite disagreement. More relevantly: Declan Ferris had, in the same year, published a response to Cai's first major paper on decorative periodisation in Georgian interiors. The response had been careful, specific, and entirely correct about the weakness in Cai's footnote structure. It had not been unkind. It had been worse than unkind: it had been accurate, and professionally generous about the accuracy, which meant Cai couldn't be angry about it and had instead spent six months rebuilding his methodology from the point of failure and producing better work as a result, which he supposed was the intended outcome.

He had sent a three-line email of acknowledgement. Declan Ferris had replied: Thank you for taking it seriously.

Cai had read those four words eight times before archiving the email in a folder he had not named out loud.

He had, since then, cited Declan Ferris nine more times across various papers and conference proceedings. He was not going to mention this. It was not the sort of thing one mentioned.

The door opened again. A young man came in four minutes late with excellent reasons visible in his slightly windswept hair and the way he was already producing his notebook before he'd fully sat down.

"Sorry, sorry. Tomás Reyes, junior researcher, I was here I was just in the wrong building initially which I don't think counts as late in the proper sense." He looked around the table, registered Cai, registered Declan, registered Imelda Voss, and had the good instinct to stop talking and open his notebook.

"Now that we're assembled," Imelda said, with the timing of someone who had managed her last interruption seventeen years ago, "I'll outline the project."

She was precise. Cai appreciated precision. The Aldermoor Estate, she explained, was a late Georgian manor situated on the Welsh borderlands, approximately twelve miles from the Herefordshire border. The property had been in the Aldermoor family since its construction in the 1780s, with a building record that was, she said, "incomplete in ways that may be relevant." The current claimant to the estate, Harriet Aldermoor, was the great-niece of the last formal owner, who had died intestate four years ago. The inheritance was disputed. The Trust required an independent authentication of the property's structural and archival provenance in order to establish a historical timeline that could be presented to the relevant legal bodies.

"The timeline is twelve weeks," Imelda said. "The commission is joint. Both lead historians will be expected to contribute to and sign off on the final report."

Cai wrote: joint commission in his notebook and looked at Declan, who was looking at the window. His coffee cup was on the table in front of him, still capped, and he had not touched it since sitting down, which Cai found mildly interesting.

"The disagreement in the published literature," Cai said, "regarding decorative periodisation in late Georgian border-county properties — particularly the question of regional versus metropolitan influence on interior modification timelines — means that Dr. Ferris and I may not always reach the same conclusions from the same evidence."

Declan turned from the window and looked at him with grey-green eyes that were, Cai thought, the colour of old glass or the inside of a bottle found in the back of a demolished wall. "That's an accurate assessment," he said. His voice was measured in a way that was not slow but deliberate, as though each sentence had been reviewed before release. "Though I'd argue the disagreement is narrower than the published exchange suggests. Your revised methodology — the 2019 paper — addressed most of the structural issue."

Cai had not expected him to know the 2019 paper.

He did not show that he had not expected it. "The regional variant question remains open."

"It does. That's probably useful for this kind of work, rather than a problem."

Imelda Voss looked at them both. "I'm glad we understand each other," she said, in the tone of someone who had in fact already understood this and had been waiting for them to catch up.

Tomás was writing very quickly and had underlined something twice.

The meeting ran for another forty minutes. Cai asked seven questions, all of which were substantive. Declan asked four, which were also substantive, and which covered different ground than Cai's in a way that suggested he had prepared differently and completely. Tomás asked two questions, both of which were sharper than his lateness had suggested he was capable of. Harriet Aldermoor's name appeared twice in the documentation; both times, something in Imelda Voss's posture became fractionally more correct, which Cai logged as data.

At the end of the meeting, they gathered their things. Cai capped his pen. Declan picked up the document tube.

In the corridor, waiting for the lift, there was a moment of the particular silence that exists between two people who have just been professionally courteous at each other for forty minutes and are not yet sure what the next register is. The lift was slow. Cai could hear Tomás asking Imelda something in the meeting room behind them, his voice bright with genuine interest.

"The 1791 Aldermoor survey," Declan said, to the lift doors. "Do you know it?"

"I know of it. It was cited in the 2009 regional study. I haven't accessed the primary."

"It's in the county records. I pulled it last month." A pause. "I think the dating in the 2009 study may be wrong."

Cai considered this. "Wrong how."

"The survey describes a structural modification to the east wing that would place the work earlier than the listed building record suggests. If the modification date is wrong, the provenance timeline is wrong."

The lift arrived. They got in. The doors closed.

"That's significant," Cai said.

"It is."

Neither of them said anything else. The lift descended. On the ground floor, Declan held the door for him with the automatic courtesy of someone who had been doing it so long it was no longer a gesture, and Cai walked through, and they parted in the lobby with a nod that communicated a complete sentence by containing almost no words at all.

Cai walked to his car. He sat in it for a moment before starting the engine.

He had cited Declan Ferris eleven times. He had not been going to mention this.

He was still not going to mention it.

He started the car and drove home, and that night he pulled the 1791 Aldermoor survey from the county records database, and he read it twice, and Declan Ferris was right about the dating.

He made a note. He did not email about it. Not yet.

He went to bed, and he did not lie there thinking about grey-green eyes or document tubes or the particular quality of four measured words in an email he had read eight times.

He did not do that at all.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Three - The Man Who Changes Light Bulbs

[image: ]


The drive to Aldermoor was an hour and twenty minutes from Cardiff, longer from his flat in Roath if he didn't take the A48 connector, which he didn't, because the A48 connector at that hour was a study in other people's poor decision-making and he had a document to think about.

He was thinking about the brief.

This was, Declan told himself, the reason he was driving in the outside lane at a careful seventy miles per hour with the radio on low and no particular awareness of what was playing. The brief was genuinely interesting. The estate was the kind of project that came along perhaps three times in a career of this length: a property with genuine archival depth, a disputed provenance, a timeline with real teeth. The kind of work you could point to. He had been wanting this kind of work for longer than he'd admitted.

He was also thinking, without deciding to, about Cai Wen-Solís.

He had read the 2017 paper before the meeting. He had also, if he was honest with himself, read the 2019 revision, the 2021 survey article in the Journal of Architectural History, and a conference paper from 2022 that had been uploaded as a preprint and was, in his view, the best thing Wen-Solís had written — tightly argued, with a footnote structure that had been rebuilt so completely from the 2017 version that you could trace the evolution of a methodology in the gap between them. He had not cited this observation anywhere, for the obvious reason that citing it would require explaining how closely he had been reading, and the explanation was not one he had a professional framework for.

He had put the 2022 paper in a folder on his desktop labelled REFERENCE/BORDERS and had not examined the label very hard.

In the meeting, Wen-Solís had been exactly what the papers suggested he would be: precise, economical, asking questions that exposed exactly what he needed to know and nothing additional. He had a stillness to him, the kind that wasn't absence but the opposite of absence — a full, attentive quality, as though he was processing significantly more than was visible. And when Declan had mentioned the 1791 survey and said the dating was wrong, Wen-Solís had said wrong how, and the question had been the best kind: direct, specific, interested. Not performing interest. Actually interested.

Declan had been in enough rooms to know the difference.

He took the turn off the A road onto the lane that the sat-nav, with unearned confidence, described as a B road. The hedges closed in on both sides. The sky was the flat, particular grey of a Welsh borderlands November that had committed to the aesthetic. Aldermoor was another three miles, according to the last sign.

He had arrived early by design. He wanted to see the estate before the full team, before the project parameters crystallised into a shared vocabulary, before the work became collaborative. He needed to see it himself first.

This was a habit from the Aubrey years that he hadn't managed to unlearn, and he was aware of that, and he set the awareness aside.

Aubrey had called on Thursday, three days after the commissioning letter came through. The call had been warm, expansive, the particular warmth of a man who occupied rooms without thinking about it. He'd said he was glad Declan had landed the Aldermoor commission. Said it was exactly the sort of project that benefited from Declan's particular skills. He'd asked if Wen-Solís was difficult to work with.

Declan had said he didn't know yet.

Aubrey had said: "Well. You've always been good at managing people. That'll be useful."

Declan had agreed, and thanked him, and ended the call, and sat in his kitchen with the particular scraped-out feeling that conversations with Aubrey sometimes produced, which he was not going to examine now either. He was going to look at an estate.

He parked in the lay-by before the gate and walked the rest of the approach, which was perhaps two hundred yards of gravel lane between ancient oaks that had grown into each other overhead, making a tunnel of bare winter branches. The manor came into view at the end of it: three storeys, late Georgian lines with the regional variations that made borderlands architecture interesting, a facade that was symmetrical in its intentions if not quite its execution. The east wing showed the shadow of an older roofline in the stonework. He could see, even from here, the suggestion of what the 1791 survey might be indicating.

He wanted to get into the archive.

The estate manager, a quiet man called Bryn who had been given his instructions by Imelda Voss and appeared to regard the whole commission with the patient neutrality of someone who had lived with the property's complications long enough to have no strong feelings about their resolution, let him in and showed him the rooms. The main ground floor. The library, currently draped. The east wing corridor, flagged for structural assessment. The archive room on the second floor.

Declan stood in the doorway of the archive room for a moment.

It smelled of damp cedar and old ink, which was the specific combination that meant real documents rather than reproductions, and which did something to his chest that he would have described, if pressed, as recognition. Shelving units along three walls, a central table with the patina of a surface that had been worked at for generations, two north-facing windows that gave good natural light when the sky wasn't a flat November grey. A wall of box files, labelled in at least three different hands across what looked like several decades. A filing cabinet in the corner that was not original to the room and was probably from the 1970s. An overhead light.

He looked at the overhead light.

It was the old fluorescent kind, the long tube type, mounted in a fitting that had been adequate in 1992 and was now flickering slightly at one end. The flicker was almost subliminal. Most people would not have noticed it, or would have noticed it and decided it was not worth addressing.

He thought of Cai Wen-Solís in the meeting room, under the overhead lights. It had been a fraction of a moment, barely visible: a small, involuntary tightening around the eyes, an almost imperceptible adjustment of focus, and then the recovery, smooth and practised, the kind of recovery that came from long experience of performing the recovery. He had been under fluorescent lighting and it had cost him something, and he had paid the cost without drawing attention to it, because he always did.

Declan had not analysed this at the time. He had simply noticed it, the way he noticed most things about people, automatically, as a form of attention that had never felt like effort.

He went back downstairs and asked Bryn if there were spare bulbs.

Bryn showed him to a utility room. Declan found a warm LED tube, 3000K, which was what you'd want for document work: warm enough to reduce eye strain, colour-accurate enough not to distort the ink tones in older papers. He brought it back upstairs. He changed the bulb. The new light came on steadily, no flicker, the warm gold of a room that was meant to be worked in.

He stood under it for a moment and looked at the shelves.

Then he went back to his car, retrieved his document case
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