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This is a work of fiction. All characters, events, and places depicted in this book are the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

The views and opinions expressed in this book are solely those of the characters and do not necessarily reflect the views of the author, publisher, or any other entity associated with the publication of this work.

While every effort has been made to ensure accuracy, this book should not be used as a reference for legal, medical, or any other professional advice.
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Chapter One: Fixer
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The chemical smell arrived before the light did.

Sienna Vale crouched in the basement of the flat on Harbour Wall Lane and breathed it in the way other people breathed sea air — with intention, with something close to relief. Stop bath. Fixer. The faint metallic ghost of developer underneath it all, already soaked into the stone walls from whoever had used this room before her, decades ago, someone she'd never know. She liked that. She liked inheriting a space that had already kept secrets.

The storage room was four metres by three. Low ceiling, bare brick on two walls, the third covered in cork board left by the previous tenant. A single overhead bulb on a pull cord, currently off. A folding table she'd dragged down the stairs herself on Tuesday because Cal had been in court and she hadn't wanted to wait. Her enlarger sat on it — a Durst M605, black column, cold-light head — bought secondhand from a retired schoolteacher in Redland who'd looked at her the way people looked at her now: carefully, without recognition, waiting for the name to settle. It hadn't. She'd paid cash, loaded the enlarger into the back of the Golf, and driven home along the Floating Harbour with the radio off.

She was threading the safelight cable through the gap between the table leg and the wall when she heard Cal's footsteps above her. The flat was old enough that every crossing of the kitchen floor registered down here as a soft complaint of timber. She counted his steps without meaning to. Seven to the kettle. Pause. Four to the window. He'd be looking at the water now, tie loosened, jacket over the chair back. He had a particular way of standing at that window — one hand flat on the glass, not leaning, just touching — that she had always thought meant he was deciding something.

She went back to the cable.

The safelight was a Thomas Duplex, fifteen watts, fitted with a Wratten OC filter: deep amber-red, cut-off above five-eighty nanometres. She'd read the spec sheet three times before buying it — old habit, checking before trusting — and she'd tested it herself with a strip of Ilford RC paper, left exposed for three minutes under the light at working distance, processed normally. No fog. The paper came up clean. Only then had she allowed herself to call it a darkroom.

Upstairs, the kettle clicked off.

She screwed the safelight bracket into the wall stud she'd located with a magnet, ran the cable to the power strip velcroed to the table leg, and turned it on.

The room went red.

Not the red of emergency, not the red of warning. Something older than that. Something that had always meant wait and watch and not yet. She stood in it for a moment with her arms at her sides and felt the particular quality of silence a sealed room produces — not quiet, exactly, but insulated. The pipes knocked somewhere in the wall. The harbour was three streets away but she thought she could hear it, or perhaps she only thought she could because she wanted to.

She wanted to believe this room was separate from everything above it.

Cal was at the kitchen island when she came upstairs, her hands still smelling of the fixer she'd spilled testing the drain. He had changed out of his court clothes into the dark-green jumper she'd bought him in Edinburgh two years ago, before any of it. He was reading something on his phone and did not look up immediately, and she noticed — she always noticed — the brief calculation in the pause before he did.

"Working?" he said.

"Setting up. Almost there."

"You should eat." He nodded at the container on the counter — something from Waitrose, pasta, the kind you heated in three minutes and ate without tasting.

"I'm not hungry."

"Sienna."

She ran the cold tap and worked the soap between her fingers. "I've got two rolls to proof tonight. Landscape stuff, the Avon Gorge series. I want to see what the HP5 does at box speed before I push anything."

"It's ten past nine."

"I know what time it is."

He set the phone down. She could feel him composing his response — he was good at that, the composed response, the measured offering. Twelve years at the criminal bar had given him a face that could hold anything still while he decided what to do with it.

"The Whitmore brief is in tomorrow," he said. "I'll be early. If you want me to pick anything up on the way back—"

"I'm fine."

"I didn't say you weren't."

She dried her hands on the tea towel and turned around. He was watching her with the careful, slightly distant attention she'd been receiving from everyone for eleven months now — friends, her sister, the woman at the chemist who'd known her since before. The look that meant: I am being kind. Please don't make that difficult.

"The darkroom's ready," she said. "I'm going to start printing tonight."

Something moved across his face. Not objection — he was too careful for that. More like the controlled exhale of a man who'd already decided where his objections would not be useful.

"Good," he said. "That's good."

She believed him, mostly.

The thing about analogue photography that people always misunderstood was the waiting.

Digital gave you everything immediately — the image appeared on the screen before you'd taken your eye from the viewfinder, before the moment was even past, and it gave you nothing because it gave you everything. You could look and discard and look again, and the looking cost nothing, and so nothing was ever really seen.

In the darkroom, you waited. You agitated the developer gently, you watched the timer, you counted under your breath. And then — under the red light, in the chemical dark, in the absolute privacy of a room no network could reach — the image came up out of nowhere. Out of silver. Out of light that had hit something real and been recorded by chemistry, not by code. No metadata that could be challenged, no EXIF data to be interrogated in court, no processing history dragged out under cross-examination by a silk in a grey wig asking, in that tone, whether she had adjusted the levels.

Whether she had adjusted the levels.

She set the developer tray on the left, the stop bath in the middle, the fixer on the right. She tested the temperatures — eighteen degrees Celsius, close enough, she'd adjust the time. She cut the Ilford paper under the safelight, four-by-five test strips, loaded the first negative into the carrier, swung the red filter under the lens.

The red room.

That was what she called it in her head, just to herself: the red room. A private joke that had stopped being funny somewhere around the fifth week of the tribunal, when her case officer had read her name into the record and she'd understood that she was the story now, not the evidence. That she was what people were looking at.

She'd learned photography at sixteen, in a school darkroom that smelled exactly like this one — stop bath and ambition and the low-grade anxiety of a room where nothing could be undone quickly. She'd gone to art school, switched to forensics, joined the Avon and Somerset constabulary's imaging unit at twenty-six and spent the next eight years shooting things she could not describe at dinner parties. Crime scenes. Post-mortem examinations. The careful archaeology of violence. She had been good at it because she was methodical and because she did not need the work to be beautiful.

Then the Hadley trial. Then the allegation of enhancement misconduct. Then the expert witness who'd pulled up her processed images on a courtroom screen and asked the jury to notice the shadows.

She'd been looking at those shadows ever since.

She exposed the first test strip in five-second intervals, slipped it into the developer, started the timer. Under the red light her hands looked like someone else's.

She was on her fourth print — the gorge series, the November light going flat across the limestone, exactly what she'd wanted — when she heard it.

Not footsteps. Not Cal. Something lower — a soft, papery sound, the particular friction of something being pushed along a hard floor. She thought: post. She thought: too late for post. She thought: junk, a takeaway menu, the pizza place on Princess Victoria Street still hadn't taken her off their rounds.

She stood the print in the fixer and waited.

Nothing else. No footsteps retreating. No door.

She counted to sixty — a darkroom habit, you did not rush the fixer — and then she turned the overhead bulb on, blinked in the white light, and opened the basement door.

The hallway outside her flat was empty. The communal hall light, which worked on a timer, had already gone off. She could see the foot of the stairs, the letterboxes on the wall to the left, the front door at the end of the corridor. Closed. Still.

On the floor directly outside her basement door, as though it had been fed through not the letterbox but the narrow gap between the door's base and the stone flags — lay a white envelope.

No stamp. No postmark. No address.

Her name was not on it.

Nothing was on it.

She looked up the hallway again. The light sensor blinked red above the front door — motion detection, always active. She thought about that. She thought about the angle of the corridor and the fact that her basement door was not visible from the main entrance; that to push something through this particular gap, you had to come down the hallway, past the letterboxes, past the two ground-floor flats, to the very end.

You had to mean to.

She picked the envelope up. The paper was heavy — not office weight, something better. It had a sealed flap and it was not fully flat: something was inside it with thickness, with mass. She turned it over twice. White on both sides. Her thumb ran along the seal and she thought, briefly, of evidence bags. Of the way you documented before you touched.

She did not have a camera up here.

She opened it.

The film roll slid into her palm — a standard thirty-five millimetre canister, grey plastic, black cap. No box. No manufacturer's label. In its place, someone had wound a strip of white tape around the canister body, and on the tape, in black marker, in a hand that was measured and small:

RED ROOM
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Chapter Two: Silver and Grain
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She stood in the hallway for a long time.

Not frozen — she was never frozen, that was one of the things her supervisor at the imaging unit had said about her in the early years, before everything: Vale doesn't freeze. She calculates. What she was doing now was calculating. The film canister sat in her open palm and she held it the way you hold something you've found at a scene — loosely, conscious of the contact surface, already thinking about what she was contaminating and what that would cost her later.

The hallway light had given up entirely. She was standing in the dark with a roll of film someone had fed under her door and the only thing she could see clearly was the faint red seep coming from the gap at the bottom of the basement door behind her, the safelight still burning, the fixer tray cooling on the folding table, her four prints lifting gently at the corners in their wash bath.

She thought about going upstairs. She thought about Cal's voice — Sienna — the way he said her name when he was being patient. The controlled exhale.

She did not go upstairs.

She went back into the darkroom.

The first thing she did was the thing her training had made automatic: she documented.

She didn't have a camera down here — she'd brought the film gear but not the digital body, hadn't wanted it, had told herself she was starting clean — so she used her phone. Turned the overhead white light on, held the canister against the stone floor, shot it from four angles. The tape label sharp in the flash, the handwriting clear. RED ROOM. She photographed the envelope too — both sides, the open flap, the inside surface. She got down low and photographed the gap under the door from the inside, showed the sightline, showed the angle. She was thorough the way a person is thorough when they know they might need it.

Then she stood up and asked herself what she was actually dealing with.

Option one: a prank. Someone who knew her history and the specific flavour of cruelty that knowledge offered. There had been people like that in the last eleven months — comments online, a message to her professional email that HR had forwarded with a note saying we are monitoring this, a printout slipped under the door of her sister's shop in Clifton that had caused her sister to call her in tears. People who found a woman's public disgrace and made themselves at home in it.

Option two: something from a neighbour. A film roll left by mistake at the wrong door. But the wrong door was at the wrong end of the hallway, past two other flats, unreachable without intention.

Option three.

She picked up the canister and turned it in the light. Standard thirty-five millimetre. The end caps seated properly — it hadn't been opened and reloaded, or if it had, it had been done with care. The tape was evenly applied, no overlap, no air bubbles. The handwriting was not hurried.

Someone had prepared this. Someone had meant it.

She turned off the white light.

Under the red, she cracked the canister open.

The film was Kodak T-MAX 400 — she could tell by the backing paper and the feel of the base, slightly thicker than Ilford. Black and white. She'd been shooting colour for the gorge series but she had D-76 in the cupboard under the table, stock solution, mixed last week, and T-MAX was forgiving in D-76 at twenty degrees. She checked the temperature. Nineteen point five. Close enough. She'd give it six and a half minutes, one inversion every thirty seconds.

She loaded the film onto the developing reel in the dark, feeling the edges engage the track, feeding it with both hands the way she had ten thousand times. Her hands did not shake. This was the thing about having done something ten thousand times — the body continued even when the mind was somewhere else entirely, and her mind was currently occupied by the question of why the film canister was entirely unmarked except for the tape. No DX coding on the canister body. No rim text on the film leader. She had not noticed that outside, in the dark. She noticed it now.

Someone had put this film into a blank canister. Had rolled it in from a bulk loader, maybe, or had transferred it from a commercial roll. Either way: deliberate. Either way: they had thought about the absence of identifying marks.

The tank sealed. She started the timer.

She stood in the red room with her hands on the development tank and her mind running evidence protocol the way it ran whether she wanted it to or not — first observation, second documentation, third analysis, no action prior to documentation — and she thought about the word that was on that tape.

Red room.

She'd heard the term in two contexts. The first was this room, her room, the darkroom with its red safelight and its chemical dark and its particular quality of sealed silence. The second was the internet mythology: the red room as a hoax-adjacent concept, the idea of a private, inaccessible online space where terrible things happened to real people in real time, watched by anonymous audiences who had paid to be present. She'd come across it during the tribunal, of all places — some peripheral social media posting about her case had used the phrase, had drawn a comparison she hadn't understood at the time and had been too exhausted to pursue.

She had not thought about it since.

She thought about it now.

Thirty seconds. She inverted the tank four times, gently, tapped it on the bench to dislodge any air bubbles. Set it down. Watched the timer.

Upstairs, Cal walked to the bathroom. She heard the pipes complain.

She counted inversions until the six minutes were done.

She stopped the development, fixed, washed, added a drop of PhotoFlo to the final rinse. She unspooled the film onto the clip above the sink she'd rigged from a length of cord strung between two nails in the brick, and she used the squeegee to strip the excess water, and then she stood back with her arms folded and let it drip dry in the red light, and she did not look at it directly. She looked at the floor. She looked at the contact between the cord and the first clip. She thought about the word patience, which was what this job was, which was what she had always had in surplus, which had been the first thing the tribunal had taken from her and the last thing she was trying to build back.

Seven minutes for the film to dry enough to read.

She timed it on her phone.

Then she turned on the white light, took the film down from the cord, and laid the first section across the lightbox.

She had a loupe in the drawer — a ten-power Schneider, scratched on the outside from years of field use, pristine on the lens. She set it on the first frame and leaned in.

The image was interior. A room. She took a moment to identify it, which was the moment that changed everything.

Her kitchen. Shot from above and to the right, from the direction of the high corner shelf where she kept the cookbooks she never used. The framing included the island, the window, the harbour light coming through the glass and going grey on the tile. And at the island, back to camera, the dark-green jumper, the coffee cup, the particular set of shoulders of a man deciding something at a window.

Cal. Standing at his window in his green jumper. Shot from inside their kitchen.

She moved the loupe to the next frame.

Herself. The living room. Sitting on the floor with her back against the sofa, laptop open, a glass of wine on the rug beside her. She was wearing the old university sweatshirt she only wore when Cal was in court, the one with the cracked print across the chest, and she was reading something on the screen with her chin on her knee and her hair loose. She looked, from above and to the left — from the direction of the bookshelf, from the gap between the top shelf and the ceiling — she looked entirely unaware.

She looked like a woman alone in her home.

The loupe felt heavy in her hand. She kept it there.

Frame three: the hallway, the bathroom door ajar, steam visible. Shot from the upper corner of the hallway, the angle suggesting something close to the ceiling, pointing down. She was in the doorway in a towel, reaching for the light pull.

Frame four: the bedroom.

She took the loupe away from that one. Put it flat on the lightbox and looked at the strip with her naked eye and the frames were small enough that she could not make out detail without the loupe, and she made a choice, a precise and considered choice, to keep the detail small for now. The way you did at a scene, sometimes. The way you put the overall first and worked inward when you were ready. When you had to be.

She counted frames. Thirty-six exposure roll. She was at frame four.

She needed a contact sheet.

She worked for an hour. Methodical. The paper went in the developer, came up under the red light, the ghost images resolving out of silver the way they always did — gradually, then all at once, like a decision. She watched the faces of the images appear and she kept her breathing even, which took effort, and she timed the development correctly, which also took effort, because part of her wanted to snatch the paper out early, while things were still indistinct.

She put the contact sheet in the fixer.

She washed it for three minutes in the tray.

Then she turned on the white light and she sat down on the folding chair she'd brought from upstairs for long printing sessions, and she put the contact sheet on the lightbox, and she put the loupe to her eye.

Thirty-six frames.

She recognised all of them. Not immediately, not in the linear way you recognised something familiar — more the way recognition worked at the edge of sleep, where knowledge arrived before understanding, and the understanding came second and worse.

Her home. She was looking at her home.

Frame by frame: kitchen, living room, hallway, bedroom, bedroom again, Cal's study, the window, the bedroom, the hallway at night with the motion light off, the kitchen at two in the morning with her standing at the open fridge in the dark, the living room, the sofa, the—

She stopped at frame twenty-two.

The basement stairs.

Taken from below. From the bottom of the stairs, pointing up toward the door to the hallway. And in the frame, at the top of the stairs with her hand on the rail, Sienna herself: in the grey hoodie she'd worn on Tuesday when she'd dragged the folding table down, her hair up, the table's leg visible over her shoulder. Tuesday. Four days ago.

Four days ago, this camera had been operational.

She did not move for a long time.

The pipes knocked in the wall. The fixer was beginning to smell the way it smelled when it was spent — slightly sulfurous, slightly sweet — and she noted that automatically, the way her brain noted everything it had been trained to note, and then she moved the loupe to frame twenty-three.

Frame twenty-three was the darkroom.

Her darkroom. This room. This specific room, with the folding table and the Durst enlarger and the safelight bracket she had screwed into the wall stud. Taken from behind the enlarger and to the left, from the direction of the Durst's column — from somewhere between the table surface and the cold-light head — and in the frame, with her back to the camera, standing at the developer tray with the timer in her hand: Sienna.

Taken tonight.

She was looking at an image of herself, in this room, taken within the last three hours, developed from a roll of film that had been pushed under her door while she was standing six feet from the camera that had taken it.

She set the loupe down on the contact sheet, very carefully, as though speed would make something worse.

The enlarger stood at the end of the table, its column vertical, its cold-light head at maximum height for an eight-by-ten negative carrier. She had checked the optics when she'd bought it, had cleaned the lens, had tested the head for light leak. She had not looked inside the housing. She had not thought to look inside the housing, because it had not occurred to her that the housing of a forty-year-old photographic enlarger was something you needed to look inside.

She stood up.

She crossed to the enlarger in five steps and she did not touch it — another forensic reflex, the body's memory of first observe — and she looked at the cold-light head housing from three inches away in the white light. The housing was black-painted metal, the old type, cast rather than pressed, with a seam running along the upper edge where the two halves of the casing met. The seam was standard. The screw heads were standard. Except for one, at the rear corner of the housing, which was not standard, which was a slightly different head — a Torx T6 where the others were Phillips — and which caught the light in a way that told her it had been seated recently. No oxidation on the shoulder. No grime in the slot.

New.

She did not touch it.

She stepped back from the enlarger and she thought about what it meant that a camera had been inside her darkroom long enough to capture her on her first night of printing, which meant it had been there before Tuesday, which meant it had been there before she moved the table, which meant whoever had placed it had known the darkroom would be used, had known she was coming, had known before she began.

Her breath was steady. Her hands were steady. This was the part that would alarm Cal, she knew, if he were here to see it — not the fear she wasn't showing but the stillness, the professional stillness that she had always confused for coldness and that he had always confused for distance and that was in fact neither. It was the thing that allowed her to stand in a room where something terrible had happened and see it clearly. It was the thing the tribunal had said made her seem unfeeling when she testified about the Hadley images.

It was the thing that was going to save her.

She picked up her phone. She scrolled to Cal's number. She held it for three seconds, his name on the screen, and then she locked the phone and put it in her pocket.

Not yet.

Because if she told Cal, she would lose control of the sequence. He was a barrister — his instinct was to manage, to advise, to place himself between her and the oncoming thing, which was what she had loved about him and what had suffocated her by degrees. If she told Cal, this became something they handled together. His hands on her evidence. His voice in the room.

She looked at the contact sheet on the lightbox. Thirty-six frames. She had stopped at twenty-three.

She had thirteen frames she hadn't looked at yet.

She picked up the loupe.

Frames twenty-four through thirty-five were more of the same — the flat, the rooms, the quiet ordinariness of her life laid out in silver gelatin. Her at the bathroom mirror. Cal reading in the armchair. The two of them at the kitchen island, backs to each other, the particular geometry of two people not quite touching in the same room.

She noted the dates, where she could estimate them from clothing and context. The series went back at least three weeks. Possibly more.

Frame thirty-six was different.

Frame thirty-six was not the flat.

It was an exterior shot. Daytime. She recognised the waterfront — the arched iron walkway at the edge of the floating harbour, the warehouses converted to flats visible across the water, a December sky the colour of old pewter. In the foreground, at the corner of the walkway, a woman with a camera bag over one shoulder looking at her phone. Dark coat. Hair loose.

Sienna.

She was looking at herself from across the street. She was looking at herself from a distance that would have required a lens of at least three hundred millimetres to achieve this frame size on thirty-five mil — a telephoto, a hunting lens, the kind that saw without being seen.

She had been followed.

She had been photographed in her home and in the street and on her own film and the film had been hand-delivered to her door, and the last frame — the final image in the sequence — was the one that said: I am not finished. I can see you anywhere.

Somewhere above her, Cal's chair scraped back.

She heard him cross to the kitchen, heard the tap, heard the familiar compliance of the pipes.

She looked at the contact sheet one more time — thirty-six frames of her own life, arranged and curated and presented like an argument, like evidence, like a verdict that had already been reached about her before she'd known there was a trial.

She thought about the word on the canister.

Red room.

She thought about what got sold in rooms like that.

And then frame thirty-six blurred slightly at the edges and she understood, with the cold precision of a woman who had spent eight years photographing crime scenes, that she was afraid — properly, fundamentally afraid — for the first time since the tribunal had stripped her of everything she'd thought made her safe.
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Chapter Three: The Managed Response
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She stayed in the darkroom for another forty minutes.

Not because she needed to. The contact sheet was dry, the prints were in their wash bath going cold, the fixer was definitely spent now — she could smell the sulfur turning to something flatter, something used up. She stayed because she was arranging things. Not the room. The room was already arranged, everything in its proper tray in its proper order, her whole physical world down here organised on the principle that procedure was what held you upright when instinct wanted to put you on the floor.

She was arranging what she was going to say.

She slid the contact sheet into a clear plastic sleeve — she had a box of archival sleeves in the supply shelf, of course she did — and she put the negative strips beside it in a second sleeve, and she put both sleeves inside a manila envelope she'd brought down for the gorge series negatives and not yet used. She sealed it. She wrote nothing on the outside.

Then she looked at the envelope and thought about what it meant to walk upstairs with it.

The tribunal had lasted nine days. On the third day, a barrister named Orson Gale — grey wig, small hands, a habit of pulling his left cuff before a question he already knew the answer to — had stood up and said the following: The witness is only as good as their credibility, and we will demonstrate that the credibility of this witness, in the specific domain of image authenticity, has been comprehensively compromised. He had said it pleasantly, the way you'd say something was a nice day. And the panel had nodded, and her union rep had looked at the table, and Sienna had felt something inside her chest do what a rib does under pressure — not snap, exactly, but give. The structural integrity failing quietly, invisibly, while the surface still looked intact.

She had not been in a room since where she'd asked to be believed.

Cal was in bed when she came upstairs, but the lamp was still on and the book on his chest was open at the same page she'd seen it on for four days, which meant he was not reading. He heard her on the stairs and by the time she reached the bedroom doorway he was sitting up, the book set aside, his face arranging itself with the particular soft readiness of a man who has been waiting and trying not to look like it.

"You were down there a long time," he said.

"I know."

She was still in her darkroom clothes — old jeans, the Ilford t-shirt that smelled of fixer, her feet in the rubber-soled slip-ons she kept by the basement door. She was holding the manila envelope against her chest, flat, one arm across it, and she made herself lower the arm because the gesture was too obviously protective and she did not want to be read before she spoke.

"Something happened," she said.

He waited. This was one of the things about Cal — he had a quality of waiting that did not push. Twelve years at the bar had given him the patience of a man who knew that silence, correctly held, was the question that got answered.

She crossed to her side of the bed and sat on the edge of it, the envelope on her lap, and she told him. Methodically. The sound under the door, the hallway, the canister. The blank casing, the transferred film, the label. She told him about the development, about the contact sheet, about what she'd seen in the frames, and she watched his face while she talked the way she always watched faces — not for the obvious things, the flinch or the recoil or the colour change, but for the small involuntary revisions. The micro-corrections. The practiced adjustments that happened before the conscious face took over.

His face did what she expected a face to do. He went still, the way people go still when the ground shifts under them and they're checking whether it's going to keep moving. His eyes tracked her steadily. He did not interrupt.

When she finished, he held out his hand for the envelope.

She gave it to him.

He sat with the contact sheet on the duvet, the bedside lamp making a warm circle around it, and he put his reading glasses on and he looked. She watched him look. She had her arms around her own knees now, sitting sideways on the bed, and she thought about what a forensic image of this room would capture — the lamplight, the two of them, the document between them, the particular quality of a scene in which something has already happened and nobody is using the word yet.

Cal moved the contact sheet slowly. He was not rushing. She would have liked him to rush slightly; the steadiness had a quality to it that she couldn't name and didn't like.

"These are all the flat?" he said.

"Yes."

"And this one—" He tapped frame thirty-six. "—this is the waterfront. That's you."

"From across the street. Three hundred millimetres minimum."

He took his glasses off and held them loosely in his left hand. He looked at the ceiling for a moment, the thing he did when he was structuring an argument.

"You need to go to the police," he said.

The flatness of it surprised her. She'd expected qualification. She'd expected the managed version — I think we should consider, I think the first step might be — the careful scaffolding of advice that protected him as much as it helped her. Not this.

"I can't go to the police," she said.

"Sienna—"

"Cal." She said it the way he said hers — a single note, a signal. "Walk me through what that looks like. I show up at Bridewell. I am a woman who has been publicly disgraced in a case involving disputed photographic evidence. I produce a contact sheet of surveillance photographs that I have personally developed, in my own darkroom, from a film I received anonymously, with no witnesses to the delivery, with my own hands all over the chain of custody, and I ask them to take it seriously. Walk me through that conversation."

He put the contact sheet down on the duvet.

"It would be different if—"

"It wouldn't," she said. "It isn't. You know it isn't."

The lamp made a small sound — the bulb contracting in the cold from the window she'd left open a crack. Cal looked at the contact sheet again, and she looked at him looking at it, and she thought about the nine days of the tribunal and how he had been there every day, in the gallery, in the dark suit, with the coffee he brought her that she didn't drink. How he had been the thing she looked at when Orson Gale pulled his left cuff. How she had thought: he is steady. He is the steady thing.

"How many frames?" he said.

"Thirty-six."

"And the one in the darkroom — that's from tonight? You're certain it's from tonight?"

"My clothing. The timer position. The enlarger's at full column height — I raised it tonight for the gorge series negatives."

He nodded. Slow. Still structured.

"The housing," she said. "On the cold-light head. There's a Torx screw that doesn't match the others. It's been opened recently."

"You didn't touch it."

"No."

"Good." He folded his glasses and set them on the nightstand. "Don't touch it until we decide—"

"Until I decide," she said.

He looked at her. The lamp sat between them.

"Until you decide," he said. The correction landed without resistance, which was its own form of resistance.

She pulled her knees tighter. "I need to know when it was put there. The camera, if that's what's in the housing. The darkroom was the landlord's storage room until three weeks ago. I had a locksmith change the barrel when we moved in — I told you that."

"I remember."

"So it was either placed before the lock change, or—"

"Someone had a key cut before you changed it."

"Or after." She watched him. "Someone with access since then."

The word access sat in the room for a moment. She felt the weight of what it implied and she thought Cal felt it too — the narrowing of the circle. The way access meant known. The way known was almost always worse than stranger.

"I'll call Marcus in the morning," Cal said. "He has a contact at—"

"No." The word was out before she'd decided on it. "No one else yet. Not yet."

"Sienna, you can't manage this alone."

"I'm not managing it alone. I'm managing the sequence." She reached out and took the contact sheet from the duvet, slid it back into the plastic sleeve, back into the envelope. "I need to know what's in that housing before anything else. Once I know what the device is, I know how long it's been operational. Once I know that, I know the scope. Once I know the scope—"

"You know how much you've been seen," he said.

The sentence landed with a precision that stopped her. Not the content — the content was what she'd been thinking — but the timing of it. The fact that he had arrived at that sentence — how much you've been seen — with a specificity that matched her own interior logic almost exactly.

She put the envelope on the nightstand.

"Yes," she said.

He looked at her. She looked at him. The lamp between them held its small circle of warmth.

"I'm going to try to sleep," she said.

"Okay."

"I'm going to go back down in the morning and look at the housing properly."

"I'll come with you."

"You've got the Whitmore brief."

"After," he said. "I'll come after."

She nodded and she leaned over and turned off the lamp and the room went dark with the harbour light coming pale through the curtains and she lay on her back in the dark and listened to Cal's breathing settle into the long, even rhythm it always found quickly, the barrister's breath, the sleeper who knew how to set down the day's weight at the door.

She did not sleep.

She lay in the dark for two hours.

At some point after one in the morning she heard rain begin — the particular Bristol rain that came sideways off the water and hit the window in gusts rather than a steady fall. She listened to it and ran the contact sheet through her mind in sequence, frame by frame, the way she had learned to run a crime scene — start at the perimeter, work in, establish relationship between elements before you drew a line between cause and effect.

Thirty-six frames over an estimated three weeks. The earliest she could date from context was the shot of Cal in the green jumper — Edinburgh, two years ago, she'd bought it the weekend of the literature festival. He'd worn it, she thought, for the first time sometime in October. October meant the camera had been operational for at least ten weeks.

Ten weeks.

She had moved into this flat fourteen weeks ago. Cal had been here twelve — he'd come two weeks later, after the Whitmore case had settled into its pre-trial phase and he'd been able to arrange chambers coverage. Which meant there had been a two-week window when she was in the flat alone.

She ran that calculation twice.

Then she thought about something else. The darkroom had been locked since she'd changed the barrel. Three weeks ago, as she'd told Cal. But the landlord — a man named Derek Fell, pleasant, fifties, gave her a tin of shortbread at Christmas and seemed to regard her homemade darkroom with the tolerant bewilderment of the non-visual — Derek Fell had a building key that predated her barrel change. He'd told her, explicitly, that his building key gave him access to all communal areas and storage, and that the storage room was technically communal space even under her tenancy agreement, and she had thought nothing of it because she had been thinking about the enlarger and the safelight and the smell of old chemicals in the stone walls.

She had not thought about what access meant.

At two forty-three she got up, dressed in the dark without turning on a light, and went downstairs.

She did not go into the darkroom. She stood in the hallway outside the basement door, in the dark, and she looked at the gap at the bottom of the door. Fifteen, twenty millimetres. The stone floor outside was cold; she could feel the chill coming under the door and around her feet. She crouched down and looked at the gap from the hallway side.

From here, you could see the faint red halo of the safelight still burning. She'd left it on. She hadn't meant to, but she'd left it on, which meant anyone standing here in the dark hallway would know the room was in use before they pushed anything under the door.

They knew I was in there when they delivered it.

The thought arrived without drama. She did not move from her crouch.

Someone had stood here, in this hallway, with the film canister in their hand, with the light visible under the door, knowing she was six feet away in the red room, and had pushed it through. Had wanted her to receive it immediately. Had wanted the time between delivery and development to be minimal. Had wanted the image of herself at the developer tray — tonight's image, frame twenty-three — to still be warm when she saw it.

The timing was the message.

She straightened up and stood in the dark hallway and thought about performance. About an audience. About the word auction, which had appeared, once, in a peripheral internet post she'd half-read during the tribunal and not retained and not thought about since. About what it would mean if the performance had an audience. If the timing mattered because someone else was watching the clock.

If the film had not just been sent to her.

If it had been developed — printed — sold — before it arrived at her door.

If she was not the first audience for these images.

If she was the last.

She put her hand flat against the basement door. The wood was cold. The red light bled under it. She stood like that for a long time — the way Cal stood at the window, she thought, with one hand flat on the glass — except that she was not deciding anything. She already knew.

She was going to have to find the Red Room.

Not report it. Find it. Because reporting it meant surrendering the evidence to an institution that had already decided what her evidence was worth. It meant watching the contact sheet bagged and numbered by someone who'd run her name on the system before they'd even looked at the photographs. It meant being managed, assessed, the witness evaluated before the testimony.

She was not that kind of witness anymore.

She went back to bed in the dark and this time she was asleep within minutes, the precise, closed sleep of a person who has made a decision.

In the morning, Cal was in his suit and had left coffee in the press for her. The Whitmore brief was in a soft leather case on the hall table, ready. He came out of the bathroom with his tie half-knotted and found her at the kitchen island with her hands around a mug and he finished the knot, checked his watch, looked at her.

"Tonight," he said. "I'll be back by seven. We'll look at the housing together."

She nodded.

He picked up the case. At the front door he paused, and she thought he was going to say something careful, something structured, something that would require her to respond in the equally careful register they had been using with each other for eleven months.

Instead he said: "Did you look at all thirty-six frames last night?"

She had told him thirty-six frames. She had told him she'd moved the loupe from frame to frame. She had described them — kitchen, living room, hallway, bedroom, darkroom, waterfront. She had not, at any point, specified which frame number corresponded to which room.

She had not mentioned the basement stairs shot.

She had not said: frame twenty-two is the stairs.

She had not given him a frame count by location. She had given him a location list.

"Yes," she said. "All thirty-six."

He nodded. He opened the door. The harbour light came in grey and cold.

"Good," he said, and left.

She held the coffee mug in both hands and listened to his footsteps on the communal stairs, and she thought about the question. The specific geometry of it. Did you look at all thirty-six frames. Not was there anything else in the frames. Not what were the last few frames. Not any of the natural questions that branched from what she'd told him.

Did you look at all thirty-six frames.

As though the number mattered.

As though he needed to know if she'd seen everything.

The front door of the building opened and closed. His footsteps on the wet pavement outside faded toward the harbour road and she counted them without meaning to, and they disappeared into the rain.

She put the mug down on the island. Her hands were steady.

The coffee was very good and she didn't taste it at all.
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Chapter Four: Chain of Custody
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She gave herself until noon.

That was the deal she made with herself standing at the kitchen island with Cal's good coffee going cold in the press and the grey Bristol morning pressing itself against the window like something that wanted in. Noon. Four hours. In four hours she would know what was in the enlarger housing, she would know as much as the internet could tell her about what Red Room meant as an operational term rather than a mythology, and she would have a chain of evidence documented well enough that she could decide — with actual information rather than the sick, free-falling speculation of three in the morning — what to do next.

She was good at deadlines. Deadlines were the thing that had kept her functional for the past eleven months when the open-endedness of disgrace — its refusal to conclude, to deliver a verdict and move on — had threatened to turn every day into a version of the same day. A deadline meant an endpoint. An endpoint meant a next step existed.

She washed the coffee mug. She dried it. She put it back in the cupboard.

Then she went downstairs.

The darkroom in the morning was a different room from the darkroom at night. The safelight she'd left burning had done nothing to the chemical smell, which had deepened overnight into something more concentrated, the fixer breaking down in the spent tray, the developer oxidising at its surface to a thin brown skin. She turned on the white overhead bulb and stood in the doorway and looked at the enlarger the way she'd been trained to look at a scene before entry: full stop, full observation, establish before you touch.

The Durst M605 stood at the end of the folding table with the particular inert authority of a piece of precision engineering. Black column, cold-light head at full extension, the red filter swung aside from last night. She had bought it from a retired schoolteacher in Redland who had looked at her carefully and not placed the name. She had driven it home in the Golf and carried it down the stairs herself and spent forty minutes aligning the negative carrier and testing the enlarging lens and she had not once — not once — thought to look inside the housing, because why would you look inside the housing of a forty-year-old darkroom enlarger?

Because someone had been counting on that. On the category error. On the assumption that old analogue equipment existed outside the digital threat landscape, outside the network, outside the reach of whoever was building the Red Room. She had brought the enlarger into her safe space because it was analogue. Because analogue could not be hacked.

The irony of it had a physical weight. She could feel it in her sternum.

She photographed the housing before she touched it. All four sides, the top, the seam line, the mismatched screw. She got the shot she'd have wanted at a scene — sharp enough to show the shoulder of the Torx screw, the absence of grime in the slot, the fresh-seated quality of it against the aged oxidation of the three Phillips heads beside it.

Then she got the screwdriver.

She kept a small toolkit in the supply shelf — bought it for the darkroom installation, picture hooks and brackets and the rawl plugs she'd needed for the safelight bracket. She had a Torx T6 bit, as it turned out. She noted the coincidence of that, filed it.

She seated the bit and turned the screw.

The cold-light head housing came apart cleanly at the seam — two halves, hinged at the back, designed to be opened for bulb replacement. The inside of the housing was what it should have been: the diffusion panel, the cold-cathode fluorescent tube, the wiring routed along the channel in the left casing. All original. All exactly as the Durst documentation described.

Except for the rear right corner.

In the rear right corner of the housing, behind the tube mounting bracket and fixed to the inside of the casing with a thin pad of acoustic foam and two small bolts whose holes had been drilled post-manufacture — she could see the clean bite of fresh metal in old paint — sat a device approximately the size of a box of matches.

She did not touch it.

She photographed it from five angles, adjusting the white light to eliminate shadow on the components. The device was a circuit board in a black ABS shell, sealed with what looked like clear epoxy around the lens aperture. The lens itself was tiny — she estimated three to four millimetres, a pinhole-adjacent optic, the kind engineered specifically for concealment. The aperture faced forward through a gap in the cold-light diffusion panel that had been cut — carefully, precisely, with something fine-bladed — to give the lens a clear sightline through the front of the housing.

A sightline that pointed directly toward the developer tray. Toward the spot where she stood when she was printing.

There was a small battery pack beside the circuit board, and beside that, a component she recognised from the tribunal's peripheral discovery documents — a miniaturised Wi-Fi transmission module, the kind used in commercial security cameras. But this was not commercial. The board was custom. The lens mounting was custom. Whoever had built this had built it for this specific housing, for this specific purpose, which meant they had known the dimensions of the Durst M605 cold-light head before they'd begun.

They had known she owned this enlarger.

She sat back on her heels on the cold stone floor and breathed.
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