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Chapter 1: The Safe Side of Fire
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The fire commander’s red line ran through a sheet of black water.

It crossed the courtyard from the open gate to the stone arcade, a strip of reflective tape no one entered without his permission. Beyond it, smoke drifted out of the House of the Three Keys in slow gray folds. Firelight pulsed once behind the annex windows, then vanished under another hard burst of water. The runoff came back through the doorway carrying ash, fragments of pasteboard, and the sweet-sour smell of scorched animal glue.

Above the roofs, the first gray seam of morning had not yet become daylight.

Amina Rahal watched the water reach the drain and did not cross the line.

“Names first,” she said.

The archive director held a damp incident-personnel roster beneath the command awning. His hand shook badly enough to blur the ink. Amina took the clipboard, not because it belonged to her, but because it was slipping in his unsteady grip.

“Deputy keeper?”

“At the ambulance. Conscious. Smoke exposure.”

She marked the name in the accounted-for column. “Night porter?”

“Here.” A man wrapped in a foil blanket raised one hand from the bench beside the gate.

“Dr. Marin?”

The director looked toward the arcade.

Dr. Elena Marin, Meridian’s director of conservation and emergency stabilization, stood at the temporary salvage tables, rain shining on the shoulders of her protective jacket as she arranged rigid boards, spun-polyester sheets, blotter, and numbered cards. She lifted two gloved fingers without leaving the wet register in front of her.

“Here,” Amina said, and marked Elena herself.

One blank remained.

The archive director stared at it. “The reading-room assistant went back for her phone. I told the commander.”

Fear moved through Amina with the clean, cold efficiency of a blade. She turned it into a question. “When was she last seen?”

“Before the second alarm. East stair.”

Amina relayed the location to the fire commander. She did not tell him how to search his building. He repeated the detail into his radio, checked the route board, and kept the red line closed.

The object Amina had come to Bruges to examine was still inside. So were six rooms of manuscripts, bindings, paper files, photographs, and the ordinary evidence of lives no catalogue description could contain. None of them ranked above the missing woman.

A firefighter appeared beneath the arcade with one arm around the reading-room assistant. She was coughing, soaked, and furious about having lost one shoe.

The archive director made a broken sound. Amina was already moving before the commander put up a flat palm.

“Stay behind the line.”

She stopped. The firefighter brought the woman through. Paramedics took her weight, seated her, fitted oxygen, and began their questions. Only when the woman had answered clearly did Amina add the final mark.

All accounted for.

The relief was almost pain. Amina pressed the roster back into the director’s hands and turned toward the salvage tables before anyone could see either.

The director started toward the reading-room assistant with a question about the west corridor. Amina caught his sleeve.

“Not now.”

“She may have seen—”

“She has inhaled smoke. Let the paramedics decide what she can do.”

The woman was trying to explain where she had dropped her phone between breaths from the oxygen mask. Amina crouched on the safe side of the paramedic’s case and asked only whether she had pain, whether anyone else had gone back with her, and whether there was a family contact the archive should call. When the paramedic said they were transporting her for observation, Amina assigned an administrator to go with her and made the director write the hospital beside her name.

Work gave fear edges she could label.

The archive director had activated the House’s emergency-collections agreement with Meridian as soon as the evacuation was complete. That made Amina the senior conservation adviser on the safe side of the line. It did not make her a firefighter, a police officer, or the owner of anything being carried out.

Her phone vibrated with the alert for the first return train she had planned after the archive’s pre-opening verification session. She silenced it without looking away from the receiving line.

The distinction mattered most when she wanted to ignore it.

Two responders emerged with a shallow archival tray held between them. Water trembled over a stack of parchment deeds. The top membrane had contracted into ivory ridges; the lower edges were translucent with saturation.

“Level,” Amina called, pitching her voice to reach without startling them. “Keep the tray level. Do not separate the leaves.”

The commander glanced at her. She waited for his nod before stepping to the receiving mark.

Wet wool, cold rain, and burned glue thickened the air. Amina crouched without touching the tray. Soot lay loose over the upper surfaces, but a dark tide line crossed the bottom third. Suppression water had risen through the stack before the heat tightened the exposed parchment. One careless lift would turn a distorted group into several torn objects.

“Table two,” she told Elena. “Rigid support under the entire tray. No weights. Record the received order.”

Elena had already placed the support.

Amina checked its edges anyway.

The small tightening around Elena’s mouth told her she had noticed. She said nothing, only wrote the time on the condition card while Amina moved to the next object.

An administrative register arrived swollen inside limp leather boards. Iron-gall writing showed through the wet paper in bruised brown shadows. Amina stopped an archive employee from opening it to identify the year.

“The title can wait. The ink cannot survive being peeled apart. Photograph the exterior, give it one number, and keep it horizontal.”

Next came a fused block of glassine-sleeved photographs. Elena assigned it to a clean tray away from the warming lamps and noted that separation would wait for a photographic conservator. Amina started to ask about standing water, saw the dry absorbent edge Elena had already placed beneath the sleeves, and closed her mouth.

“DDS MS 17 is in the west room,” the archive director said behind her. “If they can reach the cradle—”

“They will reach what the commander releases.”

“It is the most valuable manuscript in the House.”

Amina looked at the wet register. A line of writing had already transferred faintly onto the facing leaf. “This is the object losing information now. Value does not change the treatment clock.”

The director closed his mouth. To his credit, he nodded.

She sent him to retrieve the prefire location list and then caught herself checking Elena’s placement of the register, the parchment tray, the spare camera batteries, and the witness cards in one sweep. She had assigned each task. She still counted them as if delegation were only another way to keep every object in her own hands.

Elena met her gaze. “I have this bay.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

It was not the moment to answer honestly. Amina handed her the triage pencil. “Call me if the iron-gall media begins to feather at the fore edge. No forced opening.”

“That was already my plan.”

Amina moved away before she could check it again.

At the courtyard gate, a woman in a dark raincoat showed identification to a uniformed officer and then to the fire commander. She was compact, perhaps Amina’s age, with black hair threaded cleanly with silver and an expression that missed very little.

“Inspector Noor Claes,” she said when the commander brought her beneath the awning. She did not offer Amina a hand over wet gloves. “Politie Brugge. For now, the fire service controls the site. I will control any criminal scene if one is identified.”

“Amina Rahal. Meridian. Conservation only.”

Claes looked at the tables, the numbered cards, and the incident-personnel roster. “Good. Keep telling me when conservation requires a change. Do not make the change before the person with authority agrees.”

The words were not a rebuke. Amina felt them like one because they touched the part of her already leaning toward the smoke.

At 06:27, the commander came to the route board at last and moved the west-annex bar from red to amber. “West annex corridor to the manuscript-room threshold is released,” he said. “The marked route only. Helmets, respirators, lights. You withdraw on the alarm tone or on my order. No exceptions.”

“How many?” Amina asked.

“You and one assistant. Fire escort. Five minutes for the first assessment.”

The archive director began, “I should—”

“Elena,” Amina said.

She had chosen the trained conservator before the custodian could turn institutional rank into safe access. The director swallowed his objection.

Claes held out an evidence log. “Names, entry time, equipment. Photograph before movement where conditions allow. If you see anything that suggests more than accidental fire damage, stop and call me.”

“And if material is actively failing?”

“Tell me exactly what cannot wait.”

Amina signed. The form established the limits in writing.

Inside the respirator, every breath sounded borrowed.

The released corridor was colder than the courtyard and bright with portable work lights. Water ran over blackened flagstones in narrow, gleaming currents. The old stone walls held the odor of smoke; the newer shelving gave off the harsher smell of heated coating and wet insulation. A firefighter walked ahead, testing the route and naming hazards. Amina placed each boot where he had placed his.

At the entrance to the manuscript room, the famous cradle stood beneath a bent extraction hood. Something black and blue lay inside it.

Elena’s light shifted toward the cradle.

“Not yet,” Amina said.

On the floor beside the door, a collapsed transit box leaked brown water. Three paper quires had slid against one another, their exposed edges already drying into fans. They were not DDS MS 17. They were also recoverable only if no one lifted them by their corners.

Amina used the first two minutes directing their support. Elena photographed the box in place with the numbered slate. Together, under the firefighter’s eye, they slid a rigid sheet beneath the whole mass without changing the order. Amina resisted the urge to take Elena’s side when the sheet caught against a warped flap. Elena changed the angle, freed it, and completed the lift cleanly.

“Good,” Amina said.

Elena’s eyes above her respirator were dry. “I know.”

The alarm did not sound. The firefighter checked his watch and gave them three minutes.

Only then did Amina turn to the cradle.

The Hours of the Blue Ship had been celebrated for a miniature no larger than a woman’s palm: a cobalt vessel on a silver-green sea, its sail crowded with stars. Now a blue hull seemed to float in a pool of black firefighting runoff. Charred parchment curled around it like a burned horizon. The image was damaged enough to be tragic and clear enough to be instantly recognizable.

It was the perfect picture of a masterpiece destroyed.

Amina’s pulse steadied.

Pictures persuaded. Structures testified.

“Overall views first,” she told Elena. “Cradle, floor, runoff path, hood, adjacent shelf. No touch.”

Elena began the sequence. Amina placed a scale outside the cradle and opened the treatment file on her protected tablet. She had reviewed those images in the pre-opening workroom less than an hour before the alarm, preparing for the archive-authorized verification the evacuation had interrupted: the 1472 parchment textblock in its 1951 oak binding, its familiar distortions and repairs rendered ordinary by careful light.

The black water in the cradle shifted as another stream found the doorway. A loose corner of parchment trembled but did not detach. Amina wanted a barrier at the cradle lip and an inert support beneath the fragment. Either might be necessary. Neither was hers to improvise before the received condition had been recorded. She told Elena to add the moving water and the unsupported corner to the image sequence, then told the firefighter what would become urgent if the level rose. He relayed it to command. The answer came back: observe now, withdraw on time, return under a specific handling plan.

It cost her several seconds to accept the correct decision.

The remains in front of her were too narrow.

Heat could contract parchment savagely. Water could swell it, buckle it, make the original dimensions a dishonest certainty. She set size aside and looked for relationships fire could damage but not invent.

At the exposed spine, three sewing stations survived as paired holes beneath a protected strip of parchment. DDS MS 17 had five. The outer station in the remains occupied a place where the treatment diagram showed uninterrupted fold. A pale contact shadow ran along the first surviving leaf, but it was shallow and straight; the genuine oak boards had left a broader, irregular pattern around the old fore-edge repairs.

She magnified Elena’s image instead of leaning closer.

One folio number survived near a lower corner. It belonged to a sequence that should have met a different quire at that opening. Fire could erase a number. It could not move it into another gathering.

Then the blue caught her eye again.

Not the ship. A filament at the spine, bright beneath the soot. Its end had melted into a tiny glossy bead. Beside it, the sea in the miniature stopped at a ruler-straight crop edge; beyond it, the leaf continued under blistered black.

Amina photographed both details and said nothing about what they meant. Neither detail was an origin story.

The firefighter touched her shoulder and pointed toward the corridor. Time.

She obeyed before the wanting in her could become an argument.

Outside, Claes met them at the receiving line. Amina kept her report narrow while Elena transferred the image card from camera to log.

“The remains in the west-room cradle do not conform to the treatment record for DDS MS 17,” Amina said. “There are incompatible dimensions, sewing stations, quire relationships, and binding-contact patterns. I also observed a cropped image edge and a blue filament. I have not identified either.”

The archive director went colorless. “You are saying it was replaced.”

“I am saying the material is not the catalogued manuscript. Substitution is a hypothesis. I have not examined timing, access, or intent.”

Claes turned to the commander. “No further handling of the cradle remains until my scene photographer records them. Can the released route stay open?”

“For fire personnel. Not for general entry.”

The director said, “I authorize Meridian to remove the remains for treatment.”

“You cannot override the command line or a police hold,” Amina said, before urgency could make him try. “I can advise on immediate risk. I cannot take custody because you ask me to.”

Claes’s gaze rested on her for one assessing second, then she opened a fresh page in the access log.

Another man waited beyond the awning while a uniformed officer checked his documents. He was tall in a rain-darkened overcoat, gray at his temples, tired, and entirely willing to remain where he had been told.

Only after the archive director confirmed the insurer’s role, Claes verified his identification, and the commander approved access to the receiving area did the officer lift the tape.

“Thomas Grey,” the man said. “Rare-book claims investigation.”

He addressed Claes first, then the archive director, and finally Amina. He glanced at the wet objects but did not ask first about the famous manuscript still inside.

“I will need condition photographs,” he said. “Would taking them interfere with stabilization?”

The courtesy of the question registered first. Then the voice: low, precise, British, controlled enough not to compete with radios or rain.

Most insurers asked how much had been lost. He had asked what could still be harmed.

The flicker of physical notice was inconvenient and therefore easy to resent.

“For the objects on these tables, yes, unless you work from the archive sequence,” she said. “For the cradle remains, Inspector Claes has imposed a hold.”

Thomas accepted both limits without the small performance of being agreeable. “Then I will wait for the authorized images.”

His gaze shifted to the treatment file on her tablet, then stopped short of reading over her shoulder. “Inspector, may I ask Dr. Rahal one question for the initial loss record?”

Claes nodded.

Thomas looked at Amina. He did not ask for a culprit, a cause, or a conclusion the material could not support. He left her no reason to defend a claim she had not made.

“What does the material support?”

Behind him, black water crossed the courtyard carrying flakes of someone else’s history toward the drain.

Amina held his gaze. “The Hours of the Blue Ship did not burn here.”
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Thomas did not believe impossible statements merely because they were delivered with conviction. He believed disciplined ones.

Dr. Amina Rahal had not said the manuscript had been stolen. She had not said the thing in the cradle was a decoy, or named the hand that had put it there. Under pressure from smoke, rain, and an archive director who needed certainty before breakfast, she had reduced her conclusion to the single fact the material could bear.

The Hours of the Blue Ship did not burn here.

The sentence changed the shape of the courtyard.

The archive director looked beyond the fire line as if the missing codex might now be visible through stone. “Then where is it?”

“That is not the next question,” Inspector Claes said.

She drew them farther beneath the command awning without admitting anyone across the red line. The fire commander still owned the unsafe building. Claes owned the decisions around potential criminal evidence once it emerged. Thomas, whose temporary badge had gone soft at the edges in the rain, owned very little beyond his notebook and the right to ask for things other people could refuse.

He preferred the arrangement stated plainly.

On a folding table, a paper cup of coffee cooled beside the access log. Thomas laid out his insurer identification, assignment notice, and the policy schedule in a dry strip beneath the awning. He showed Claes the archive director’s written consent for claim review, then signed his arrival time without trying to improve it to the minute he had reached the gate.

“Your remit,” Claes said.

“I may review policy and claim records I am authorized to see. I can follow custody, financial motive, salvage-market routes, and voluntary interviews. I can preserve records held by my employer and request records from the insured.” He met the archive director’s anxious gaze. “A request is not a demand. I cannot search, seize, compel an answer, direct salvage, or act as police. I do not touch the remains unless the person controlling them asks for something within my competence, which in this case is unlikely.”

“Scene access?”

“Whatever the commander and you log. No more.”

Claes wrote his name in one box and left the next three blank. “Then you remain here.”

The archive director rubbed both hands over his wet sleeves. “The trustees will ask whether the claim is valid. Staff are waiting to know whether they can continue the salvage. We cannot leave the annex suspended around one conclusion.”

“You won’t,” Claes said. “The commander will release what is safe. I will isolate what may be evidence. Dr. Rahal will tell us what will be damaged by waiting. Those are separate decisions.”

Amina had taken off the respirator, but a faint pressure mark remained along one cheek. She was already reviewing the image sequence Elena had made inside. Not hunting for support, Thomas thought. Looking for the place her conclusion might fail.

He had noticed the pressure mark first. Now he noticed the discipline that made her search for weakness in her own conclusion. The combination held his attention.

His phone vibrated. RAFAEL DORNE.

Thomas showed the screen to Claes before answering. “My investigations director.”

She nodded once.

“Grey,” Dorne said. Twenty years earlier, the same dry voice had taught Thomas never to let a client’s urgency choose his verbs. “Are you on site?”

“At the command post. Fire service retains safety control. Inspector Claes has held the cradle remains.”

“And the loss?”

“Unverified. The material specialist says the remains are not consistent with the scheduled manuscript.”

A pause, brief enough to be thought rather than surprise. “The claims desk has opened DDS MS 17 as a total loss under the current schedule. Treat that as preliminary. Preserve the file and report only what you can support.”

“I am changing the object status to identity disputed.”

“If that is your supported position. Don’t let a conservation finding become a coverage conclusion in either direction. The rider materially increased exposure.”

“I know.”

“I approved it. You’ll find the papers in the schedule history. Call when you have a documented chronology.”

The line ended.

There was nothing improper in the instruction. Dorne was Thomas’s director. He had recruited him, trained him, and retained legitimate access to every note Thomas entered in the insurer’s system. An investigations director approving a valuation amendment was not remarkable. Neither was a claims desk opening a reserve under the most serious available category after a fire.

Thomas set the phone down and let the instruction stand without defending it.

From the doorway, Elena called that the water level at the cradle lip had risen.

Amina turned at once. “We need the police overall views, the structural details already identified, and then a support beneath the loose corner. The runoff must be diverted away from the cradle.”

Thomas heard support and saw, in his mind, the argument a hostile lawyer would make about altered relationships. “Before the insurer has an independent image sequence?”

Her gaze came to him, cool and exact. “Before the wet parchment changes shape again.”

He could have defended the request. Instead he asked, “Which intervention cannot wait?”

Something in her expression shifted—not warmth, but a recalculation.

“The loose corner is moving in the runoff. Repeated movement will widen the tear and may change its relation to the surviving sewing holes. I need an inert support slid beneath it without lifting or separating the leaves. The water can be blocked at the cradle edge without touching the remains. Both actions are reversible and can be photographed continuously.” She indicated four images on the tablet. “The police need an overall, the runoff path, the three surviving stations, the binding-contact shadow, the crop edge, and the blue filament first. Four minutes if the route stays released. Not an insurer’s duplicate sequence while the material moves.”

She had not asked him to sacrifice evidence to care. She had defined the least change that might preserve both.

“Agreed,” Thomas said. “I will work from authorized police images and the treatment sequence, provided the originals and their source details are retained. My photography does not delay stabilization.”

He changed his position publicly. Amina regarded him for a moment longer than the answer required, then turned to Claes.

The inspector pulled a clean form onto the table and ruled five columns with a pen. “Object. Verb. Name. Authority. Receiver. We decide one line at a time. The commander admits the police photographer if the route remains safe. Police photograph first. Dr. Rahal and Dr. Marin may apply the named support under continuous photography. No cleaning, separation, or sampling. My evidence custodian packages and receives.”

“The House remains custodian,” the archive director said.

“Of its collection. Not of an exhibit during a police hold. Your ownership records travel with it; your staff do not carry it away.”

“And my examination?” Thomas asked.

“Authorized copies here. Any later inspection is arranged through me and the evidence custodian. Your interviews are voluntary, coordinated so you do not damage mine.”

Amina tapped the empty field beside support removed or added. “That needs its own record. So do the treatment notes.”

“And the insurer needs to know whether your intervention affects identification,” Thomas said.

“It will be written. What I need to know is whether your company will use the word alteration as if we had changed the object before it was documented.”

There it was: not hostility, exactly. A question held back until it had sharpened enough to cut.

Claes kept writing. “Trust is not the absence of questions. It is telling the other person which question could change their choice.”

She pointed her pen at Thomas. “Does she need to know one?”

He had intended to inspect the file before involving anyone outside the insurer. A working concern disclosed too early could contaminate recollection, alert the wrong person, and leave an innocent colleague defending against smoke. Those were sound reasons. He had collected sound reasons all his life, until silence could pass for rigor.

“Yes,” he said. “I need to know why my file described DDS MS 17 as a total loss before anyone qualified had identified the material in the cradle. If the baseline support is not documented now, that phrase may be used to flatten the distinction Dr. Rahal has made.”

Amina’s eyes held his. “Then it changes my choice. The support goes in only after each incompatible feature has a scale image, and my note will say what the intervention can and cannot alter.”

“It changes mine as well. I do not need a second sequence before treatment. I need the first sequence preserved.”

“Good,” Claes said, and initialed both changes.

Amina placed a secure call to The Hague and turned the screen so everyone under the awning could see Mateo Alvarez’s face. Thomas knew the name from Meridian transfer sheets: senior evidence registrar and collections-custody manager, meticulous enough that a missing signature acquired physical weight in his presence.

“Fields, not findings,” Mateo said after Claes described the limit of his role. “Your evidence custodian assigns the exhibit number. I will give Dr. Rahal a cross-reference structure.”

He separated the cradle material from every record made about it: in-place photographs and original file identifiers; any authorized derivative copies; supports removed or added; condition and treatment notes; witnesses; packaging; police receipt. Each received its own line joined to the others, not one convenient bundle called the codex.

“Leave the receiving box blank until the actual receiver signs,” Mateo said. “Meridian does not own it because Meridian designed a form.”

The empty white rectangle on Amina’s screen looked almost indecently honest.

“Police evidence custody,” Claes said, and entered the name of the officer she had assigned.

The commander approved a four-minute return. Claes’s photographer and the two conservators signed the access log before crossing the line; no one else did. Thomas remained beneath the awning. Four minutes later they returned. Rain jeweled Amina’s sleeves; in the final frame, the inert support lay beneath the loose corner without obscuring a sewing hole. The photographer loaded authorized review copies onto the protected police screen.

Amina enlarged the treatment image from before the fire beside Elena’s new photograph. “Size is unsafe as a sole comparison. Heat and water distort parchment. But the genuine textblock had five sewing stations. This has three, in different structural positions. The oak boards protected an irregular area around this fore-edge repair. The pale contact line here is straight and shallow. And this folio number belongs to a gathering that did not meet the opening shown in the cradle.”

“So: decoy,” the archive director said.

“So: not DDS MS 17,” Amina replied. “Decoy asserts purpose. I have not examined purpose.”

Thomas watched her preserve the boundary even when a stronger word would have made her sound more decisive. His work was full of people who mistook confidence for clarity. He trusted the limit more than he would have trusted a bolder label.

He opened the insurer’s secured claim file.

The headline appeared before the attachments: DDS MS 17—TOTAL LOSS FOLLOWING ANNEX FIRE.

For an instant he saw another fire file, years old and beautifully complete. Photographs, witness statements, char analyses, a settlement he had approved because every document agreed. Then one manuscript had appeared in a Geneva catalogue under a new ownership history. The second had surfaced six months later. His signature had not stolen either one. It had helped turn their absence into a finished fact.

Since then, he had learned to distrust conclusions that arrived with all their edges sanded smooth. He had also learned how quickly that distrust could make every conversation feel like an examination no one had agreed to sit.

He selected identity disputed—loss extent unverified. The change would be visible to Dorne at once. Then he placed an internal preservation request on the native claim entry and its version history. It was not a seizure or a freeze. It was the limited act his employment allowed, and it left a record of his own.

The preliminary notice had been entered after the alarm but before fire command had released the west route. No conservator, fire investigator, or police photographer had seen the cradle then. Its source field named an imported first-notice summary, not a person.

The schedule history held the rider Dorne had mentioned. It had been approved late on the last working day before the fire, raising the insured exposure for DDS MS 17 and incorporating a new valuation packet. Dorne’s name appeared in the ordinary approval field.

Late amendments happened. Valuable books were revalued. Directors approved them. Overnight staff used catastrophic shorthand while buildings burned.

One fact did not convict another.

But the rider had increased the potential payout before the fire, and the file had declared that loss before responsible identification after it.

Thomas rotated the screen toward Claes and Amina. “I am authorized to show you the status and approval history. Formal copies will need an insurer release or lawful process.”

Claes read without touching the tablet. “The time of the first-notice language?”

He gave it.

Amina checked Elena’s signed entry record. “Our first material identification is later. Before that, the route was closed.”

“And the rider?” Claes asked.

“Prefire. Approved by Dorne in his proper role. The timing requires explanation; it does not prove intent.”

He did not add that Dorne had recruited him. The name made Thomas question whether he was reading the file or reacting to it. That concern was not yet evidence. He told himself withholding it protected the inquiry from his history.

Amina looked from the confident insurer headline to Mateo’s grid, where the receiving signature remained blank.

“I can prove the material is wrong,” she said. “I cannot tell you who needed it to be wrong.”

“I can prove the loss story arrived too early,” Thomas said. “I cannot tell you what actually burned.”

Claes entered both their names on the inquiry line, each beneath a different authority. “You compare the records. I control where the comparison goes next.”

On Thomas’s screen, someone had written the codex’s ending before anyone could lawfully name what lay in its cradle.
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By early afternoon, the fire had acquired forms.

The thing removed from the cradle lay beneath a loose protective cover in the House of the Three Keys’ quarantine room, its police seal intact and its black runoff contained within a rigid tray. Its lift from the cradle, threshold packaging, numbered seal application, escorted movement, and receipt into the locked quarantine room had been photographed continuously and witnessed against the commander’s release and Claes’s evidence log. It no longer looked like a ruined masterpiece. Under flat white light, it looked smaller, meaner, and more vulnerable: three scorched gatherings, one loose leaf lifted into hard wet ridges, and a blue ship surviving with almost insulting brightness among the soot.

Amina preferred it that way. Wonder was dangerous when structure was available.

She adjusted the particulate respirator over the pressure marks it had already left on her face. The room’s filtered air was clean enough for staff movement, but not for leaning over wet, fire-exposed material. Her throat still held a trace of the annex smoke, and the muscles between her shoulders had begun their quiet complaint. Neither condition improved because she refused to name it.

Inspector Claes stood beside the police evidence custodian while the archive collections photographer recorded the seal, the clock, the tray, and every person present. Thomas remained beyond the marked examination boundary with his notebook closed. Elena was at the neighboring triage tables, where the less famous casualties of the annex fire waited in gray ranks.

The deputy keeper and facilities manager stood together near the records trolley without looking like allies. One had brought training-stock registers. The other had brought work orders thick enough to injure someone if dropped.

Claes read from the authorization she had arranged. “One purpose: compare the cradle material with authenticated archive records and identify any necessary stabilization. No destructive testing. No cleaning. No separation except what Dr. Rahal identifies in advance and I approve. Fire origin is not part of this examination.”

“And the object remains in police control,” Amina said.

“Yes. The House remains custodian of its treatment images, training records, and maintenance files. Mr. Grey may observe and review copies his insurer is authorized to receive. He does not direct treatment and he does not take the exhibit.”

Thomas gave no sign that the last sentence offended him. “I would like the record to show that I agree.”

The photographer lowered her camera. “It will.”

Claes watched the custodian cut the seal, then signed beside the time. Only after the tray had been photographed in its received position did Amina step inside the boundary.

The temporary support beneath the loose corner had held, but the upper leaf had tightened elsewhere during transport despite the rigid base. Wet parchment remembered an animal’s skin more readily than a book’s page. As it dried unevenly, its margins pulled inward and its soot-laden high points carried more of their own weight. One ridge had risen above the support far enough that the next small vibration might split a heat-weakened edge.

“That leaf first,” Amina said. “Ordinary and raking-light views before movement. Then a second, shaped inert support beneath the rising ridge, following the distortion. Leave the first support in place. No flattening, no pressure, no attempt to expose what is underneath.”

Thomas looked at the photographer’s planned sequence, then at the leaf. “How many frames do you require before the risk is reduced?”

“Overall, four edges, both damaged ridges, the attachment points, the blue thread, and the leaf’s relation to the gathering.”

He moved the blank description sheet from the photographer’s working surface to a clean clipboard outside the boundary. “Could the witness call the frame descriptions while she works and complete the prose afterward from the sequence?”

The photographer nodded. “Without losing the original file order.”

Claes approved the adjustment. Thomas wrote nothing himself until the first camera shutter sounded.

Amina felt the change between them before she wanted to. In the courtyard, his concern for documentation had seemed like another institution placing its future comfort above an object’s present survival. Here he had made the record move at the speed of care without asking anyone to weaken it.

She did not trust him yet. Disliking him had become harder.

The photographer completed the views. With Elena witnessing from the clean side of the table, Amina slid the shallow, profiled support beneath the unsupported ridge on a layer of inert webbing. She did not press the cockling out. She gave it somewhere to be misshapen without tearing itself further. The custodian logged the added support as a separate component, and the photographer recorded the new relationship before anyone changed the light.

At the next table, a timer chimed.

Elena turned toward a flat file of damp photographic reference prints and two boxes of wet administrative ledgers. “The gelatin surfaces are beginning to block. I am taking the photographs first. The ledgers stay supported and cool until I can interleave them.”

It was the correct priority. Amina said, “You own that bay,” and watched Elena assign two archive assistants to prepare drying screens.

Then Amina crossed the room, checked the tack at the edge of the first print, examined the ledgers’ moisture line, and tested whether the support board beneath the lower box had bowed.

Elena waited until she had finished. “Has water changed its chemistry since you delegated?”

“Not in the last forty seconds.”

“Reassuring.”

The answer drew the smallest sound from Thomas—not quite laughter, carefully suppressed. He did not look amused by Amina. If anything, he looked as if he understood why a person might verify a sound decision after granting it to someone else.

The awareness followed her back to the evidence table.

“Elena’s priority stands,” Amina told Claes. If she was going to repeat anything, it could be the conclusion in public rather than the examination in private.

The collections photographer brought up the authenticated treatment sequence for DDS MS 17. She had made the images herself nine months earlier, during the condition review that preceded the proposed valuation increase. On the archive’s controlled screen she identified the original capture files, the color target, the scale, the session log, and the managed repository into which the files had been ingested.

“No edits beyond the derivatives marked for publication,” she said. “These are the retained originals. The file sequence and metadata correspond to my signed treatment-session record.”

Thomas asked, “Were any images made after that session but before the fire?”

“Only reading-room reference views. They show the binding closed and the volume in its cradle. They do not replace these.”

He turned to Claes rather than asking for access himself. “The distinction matters to the insurer chronology. May I request authorized review copies of both sets, with their source records?”

Claes looked to the deputy keeper, who consented for the archive; the photographer confirmed that she could prepare the copies and authenticate their source. “Copies, not the repository originals. Each set identified separately.”

On the screen, the genuine codex opened into a landscape of use: five sewing stations, the unequal pull of old thread, a fore-edge repair worn darker where generations of fingers had turned past it. The oak boards had imposed their own irregular protection. The genuine blue-ship miniature sat inside a leaf that continued beyond the painted sea, with no hard crop and no glossy filament at its fold.

Amina lowered the raking light over the object from the cradle.

Its shortcuts rose into view.

The three gatherings were not merely fewer than the genuine collation. Their folds had been assembled from parchment offcuts, each cut to nearly the same convenient rectangle. The sewing passed through three stations in a simple pattern that imitated age from a distance but did not answer the strain of a functioning binding. The bright synthetic thread ended a full station before the outermost position shown on the genuine treatment diagram. The miniature had been reproduced, cropped, and adhered to one offcut before the leaf was folded.

“Not a counterfeit made to survive examination,” Thomas said.

Amina looked at him. “A visual substitute made to survive a glance. That is different.”

“And cheaper.”

“And faster. Neither tells us who placed it there.”

The deputy keeper shifted beside the records trolley. “We made something like that.”

Claes did not fill the silence for him.

“For disaster exercises,” he continued. “Staff need to practice lifting distorted parchment without risking collection material. We used clean scraps from the teaching stock and reproductions of familiar pages, so people could recognize priorities under pressure. There was a Blue Ship practice book.”

“Where is it kept?” Claes asked.

He glanced toward a bank of shallow drawers along the inner wall. “There. It should be there.”

Claes authorized the archive photographer to record the closed cabinet and the deputy keeper unlocking it. No one treated his key as proof of exclusive access. The lock controlled casual entry, not every copied key, service visit, or occasion when the room had stood open during training.

The drawer label read DISASTER EXERCISE—ILLUMINATED PARCHMENT.

Inside, gray foam had been cut to the dimensions of a small bound volume. The recess was empty. A shallow compression line preserved the shape of something that had rested there for a long time.

Absence had acquired an outline.

The photographer documented the drawer before the deputy keeper removed the stock card from its clear sleeve. It described parchment offcuts, a reproduced blue-ship miniature, and synthetic blue sewing thread. The listed dimensions sat within millimeters of the cradle material. The latest signed return followed a staff exercise four months earlier.

“No later withdrawal,” Claes said.

“Not in that register.”

“Is there another?”

The deputy keeper’s face tightened. “During the east-stack leak in February, I drafted an abbreviated destination correction on the emergency worksheet before the second witness arrived. Water was crossing the threshold. When a conservation technician came, I transferred the correction to two tags; she witnessed both moves, and I completed the proper movement sheet afterward.”

Thomas offered Claes a proposed question rather than putting it to the deputy keeper himself. Claes established only that the shortcut used a handwritten destination correction, that the technician witnessed the actual moves, and that the original tags, photographs, and later movement sheet remained in the archive operations file. Precise comparison could wait until those records were produced.

“I was trying to stop water reaching the collection,” he said. “I did not steal a practice book.”

“Those are separate questions,” Amina said.

He looked at her as if the separation offered less comfort than she intended.

The facilities manager set his work-order binders on the clean records table. “Then keep these questions separate too. The roof channel above the west annex has leaked three times in eighteen months. Two compartment doors failed their last closure test. Storage-rack service was deferred twice while procurement argued the contract. I reported all of it. I also agreed to the deferrals.”

No one in the room mistook candor for absolution.

He opened the first binder at a red tab. One door had received a temporary adjustment after it failed to latch during a drill. The permanent compartmentation work had then moved behind a public-gallery renovation in the capital-work schedule. A roof-channel repair had been approved, rescheduled around access scaffolding, and left unfinished when the autumn rain began. Every delay had a name, a meeting, and a reason respectable enough to survive by itself.

Together, they had left people working beside known weaknesses. The reading-room assistant was still under smoke observation. Elena’s team had more wet material than the safe room could process at once. Firefighters had crossed a route that should have offered them better separation from the annex smoke.

Thomas did not ask the facilities manager whether those failures had caused the fire. He asked which dates were original, which had been revised, and who could authenticate the service correspondence. It was an investigator’s distinction, and Amina felt herself register it with an attention that was becoming less reluctant.

Amina read the dates while Thomas built a chronology from copies Claes allowed him to review. Water ingress. Incomplete compartmentation. A suppression-zone inspection postponed after a parts delay. A mobile-storage service visit moved into the next quarter. The failures could have widened damage, prolonged exposure, and increased the volume of salvage moving through too few hands. They had already put staff and collections at risk.

The binder also held an electrician’s prefire callout for two intermittent trips at the west-annex fitting.

“That is where it began,” the facilities manager said.

Claes logged the statement as a proposed explanation and requested the circuit, fitting, and origin records from the fire investigator. The callout proved a reported fault, not an ignition source.

They did not explain why a practice object occupied the oak-bound codex’s cradle.

“The official fire investigator will determine what these conditions did and did not contribute,” Claes said. “No one here will turn a maintenance record into an origin finding.”

The facilities manager’s mouth hardened. “And if we repair all of it?”

“You should,” Amina said. “Repair is not erasure. Correcting a failed door does not erase the period when it failed, and the failure does not explain a substituted object. Both facts remain.”

Across the table, Thomas looked up from the chronology. He did not reward the sentence or soften it. He simply placed the maintenance records on a separate line from the cradle evidence, where they belonged.

Amina’s throat tightened without warning. She turned away to drink water, telling herself the pause served the respirator and not the exhaustion behind her eyes. When she returned, Thomas had added a second witness field to the work-order review sheet and left her place in the material sequence untouched.

He had noticed she was carrying too many decisions. He had not tried to take one from her. He had made one easier to share.

The photographer projected the practice-book stock image beside the raking-light view of the cradle material. Crop edge against crop edge. Three stations against three. The same convenient offcut dimensions. The same blue synthetic thread ending before the place where a fifth station would have made the illusion structurally persuasive.

An innocent misfiling could explain an empty drawer. A hurried leak response could explain an incomplete movement note. Deferred work could explain why smoke and water had traveled farther than they should.

None could make the practice book open itself to its blue ship, place itself in the specific cradle of DDS MS 17, and present its most recognizable image to the first person admitted after the fire.

Thomas spoke from outside the examination boundary. “Could these shortcuts have occurred independently?”

“One, perhaps.” Amina looked from the authenticated treatment image to the scorched thing in the tray. “Not this arrangement. The object in the cradle reproduces the practice book’s choices.”

Behind them, the empty foam recess held the shape of the missing practice book. The cradle object was no accident of damage or misfiling.

It had been chosen.
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