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C H A P T E R  O N E

What Del Found
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The canal was doing its October thing — flat and dark in the early grey, holding the colour of the sky before the sky had decided what colour it was going to be. Margot watched it from the window with her coffee and waited for the city to begin.

This was, she had found, the useful hour: before eight, before the case files demanded the particular quality of attention that meant breakfast was going to be a pastry at her desk and the day was going to be a series of decisions about other people's worst moments. The canal had its own schedule. She was learning it.

The Italian place espresso was the kind of coffee that didn't apologise for itself. She had memorised the order at some point — or rather she had memorised it in the way she memorised things, which was to simply know it without the intervening step of consciously deciding to learn it. The way she knew the canal's particular shade at seven in the morning and the particular frequency of the second stair's creak and the fact that Okafor's locs, when loose, were exactly the length that meant they fell forward when she was reading.

From the bathroom: the specific sounds of someone completing the morning at a particular pace. Not her pace. Okafor's pace, which was unhurried in the way of a person who had decided that hurrying was a choice she reserved for occasions that actually required it.

Margot drank her coffee. Outside, a canal boat was moving through at the careful, considerate speed of someone who knew they were in a residential stretch. She noted this and filed it in the category of things the city did that she had not expected to find endearing, which was a category that had grown considerably since she'd stopped updating the other list.
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The bags were unpacked. All of them. She had not announced this. It seemed like the kind of thing that didn't require announcement — the fact of it was already complete, had been complete for some weeks, and the completeness was its own statement. A bag unpacked and its contents distributed to drawers and the top shelf of the wardrobe and the hook beside the door was not a speech. It was a condition.

Okafor knew. She had said nothing about it either, which was the correct response.


"There's a van blocking the cycle path," Okafor said from the doorway.



She had her coffee and was looking at the canal. She wore the quality of early morning the way she wore most things — without apparent effort, the result of considerable internal organisation. Her locs were pinned for work, not yet with the elegant knot she'd settle on before they left, still loose enough to fall forward if she tilted her head. She was not tilting her head. She was looking at the van.


"It's been there since Tuesday," she added.



"Maintenance." Margot knew the van. She had noted it on Tuesday for the same reason she noted most things in the canal vicinity, which was that she was learning the canal's schedule and the van was an irregularity. "They're working on the towpath surface. Should be gone by Thursday."

Okafor looked at her over the rim of the cup. She had several distinct looks and this one was the one that meant she had noted something and was deciding what to do with the notation.


"You've been watching the maintenance schedule."



"The towpath floods if the surface degrades. I wanted to know how long the irregularity was going to last."

"Right," Okafor said. She looked back at the canal. Her mouth was doing the thing it did when she was amused and was choosing not to deploy the amusement fully. "The towpath flooding. Of course."


"It's a practical concern."

"Yes," Okafor said. "That's what it is."



The canal boat had cleared the residential stretch. The city was getting on with its morning. Margot watched Okafor watch the water and thought — in the particular technical register she used for things she wasn't going to say aloud — that she had lived
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in four cities in nine years and had never once, in any of them, learned the flood risk of a local footpath. This felt relevant. She filed it.

* * *
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THE PRECINCT AT THIS hour had the particular quality of a building between shifts — the night desk winding down, the day crew not yet assembled, the institutional machinery of paperwork and coffee and territorial desk arrangements in temporary abeyance. Margot liked it. There was a quality of space in it that the rest of the working day didn't have.

She had three cases in active rotation. The south district ward irregularity: expanding, three weeks old, currently presenting as a low-level anomaly in the threshold network that didn't quite resolve under examination. The Aldermere follow-up documentation: ongoing since the spring equinox, the kind of case that generated paperwork in perpetuity. And the Maren property dispute, which was not technically a paranormal crimes matter but had become one when the property in question turned out to be built on a ward junction, which Szymanski had noted in a two-line memo as legally interesting and returned with initials and a date and no further commentary.

She was reading the south district anomaly report for the fourth time — it had the quality of something that was pointing at something she hadn't identified yet, the specific texture of a pattern that was almost-but-not-quite legible from the current angle

— when her phone rang.


Del Morrow's name on the screen. Half past eight exactly.



Del called at half past eight when he had found something. He called at other times for other reasons, but half past eight with the particular interval between the rings that meant he had been deciding whether to call for approximately forty seconds before dialling — that was the finding-something call. She had filed this in November, cross- referenced it twice since, confirmed it on three occasions. It held.


She answered.



"I found a gap," Del said. No preamble. He was already at the archive — she could hear the specific acoustic of the reading room in the way the sound moved around him, the particular silence of a space maintained at constant temperature for the preservation of old paper. "Not accidental."
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Margot set the south district report aside. "Tell me."



"I'm in the Victorian boundary documentation. I've been cross-referencing the threshold records for the south district work — you asked me to pull anything relevant to the north canal ward network, which touches the south district at the Garvey junction." A pause. The pause was the forty-second pause compressed into three seconds: Del doing his assessment, deciding how much to give at once and in what order. "There's a section that's been systematically trimmed. Forty documents covering approximately thirty years. All referencing the same threshold site. All referencing the same maintenance practitioner." He stopped. "Except they're not. Referencing her, I mean. Someone has removed the name. Every instance. Across forty documents. Very carefully."


Margot was quiet for a moment.



An anomaly this consistent was not an anomaly. She knew the texture of that — had dealt with it often enough in records, in sites, in witness accounts — to know when a gap had the shape of a choice. This gap had the shape of a decision that had been made once and then carried out, without urgency but also without hesitation, across forty separate documents. Someone had looked at forty records and known what to do with each of them.


"How long ago?" she said.



"The trimming? Within the last decade. The physical documents have two distinct sets of handling wear — the original and a more recent set I can date relative to the Council's archival handling update in 2016." Another pause. "Someone has been editing this record. Systematically is the word I would use. Accidentally is the word I would not."


"When did you find it?"



"Forty-five minutes ago. I called you first — your number was already in my hand from the south district cross-referencing."


"Have you documented what you've found?"



"I have been documenting it since I found it. I am documenting it now. I am, in fact, continuing to document it while I talk to you, because I thought you might want contemporaneous records of the archive's state before anyone else accesses this section this morning."
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"Good. Don't let anyone else access it this morning." "I had reached that conclusion independently, yes."

She was already reaching for her bag. "I'll be there in twenty minutes."



"I'll put the kettle on," Del said. Then: "I'm joking. There's no kettle in the reading room. There's a very strong institutional prohibition against liquids near the primary documents, which I endorse fully, and I will direct you to the machine in the corridor when you arrive."


"Thank you, Del."

"It's extremely bad coffee," he said, "but it is technically a liquid."



She ended the call. She looked at the south district report for a moment — at the anomaly in the Garvey junction section specifically, the low-level instability that hadn't quite made sense from any of the angles she'd tried — and then she put it in the relevant folder and stood up.

* * *
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THE ARCHIVE WAS IN the east wing of the Council administrative building, which had been constructed in the 1890s with considerable civic confidence and extended in three subsequent decades by people who did not share the original architect's values. The result was a building that argued with itself from the outside and was surprisingly functional within, which was not the worst possible outcome for a building.

Del met her in the corridor. Ink stain on the cuff — there was always an ink stain somewhere — and his reading glasses pushed up on his forehead and the specific expression of someone who had found something he'd have preferred not to find.

"The section runs from 1887 to 1921," he said. He handed her a printed index without preamble; he had been busy. "Twice-yearly sessions, consistent across the entire period. No gaps, no irregularities in the maintenance record itself — whoever maintained the site attended reliably and did detailed work. The site condition notes are exceptional for the period. Someone was here a long time and knew the site well." He paused. "Except for the fact that the person doing the work doesn't appear to have a name."


Margot looked at the index.
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Forty-one entries. Thirty-four years. Each entry noting site condition, ward assessment, anomalies requiring follow-up, the quality of the threshold boundary at the time of the session. Each entry referencing, in the space where a name would appear, the same phrase: the practitioner.


"Two sessions a year," she said.



"Spring and autumn. Standard maintenance rhythm for northern district threshold sites — the equinox shifts affect the boundary layer in ways that—"

"Sixty-eight sessions." The calculation was automatic. "Sixty-eight records. Each one edited."

"Sixty-eight," Del confirmed. "I haven't assessed the final few entries in full — I've been careful with the original documents. But the pattern holds across the complete section." He looked at her. "Someone sat with forty original documents and removed a name from each of them. Not the content. Not the site condition assessments. Just the name. Every time."

She thought about the texture of that — the decision made once, then carried out across sixty-eight records with the patience of someone who was certain it was worth doing. That certainty had a quality to it. She filed it.


"The Garvey junction," she said. "What's the site's current status?"



"Active threshold site, current custodian. I checked the registry before you arrived." He took a breath. "The north district anomaly assessments from the last six months flag a low-level instability at the Garvey site specifically that hasn't been accounted for. The assessments describe it as — " he consulted his notes " — 'inconsistent response to standard maintenance protocols. Site behaving as if the current approach is incomplete.'"

Margot looked at the index again. She looked at the phrase site behaving as if the current approach is incomplete and held what Del was not quite saying, the shape of it. "The current custodian has been maintaining the site without the full record of how it was maintained before."

"The historical maintenance documentation has been corrupted. If the site developed particular requirements over thirty-four years of a specific paired practice — requirements that were never carried forward because the record of what it needed was removed—"
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"The site is failing because its history was taken from it." She said it simply, because it was simple. "That makes it a paranormal crimes matter."

"That was my assessment also," Del said. He had the quality now of someone who had been holding a door open and was watching the person he'd been holding it for step through. "Yes."

She stood with it for a moment. The corridor was quiet around them. The archive's environmental systems hummed with the particular frequency of spaces that had to maintain exact temperature and humidity for old paper.

"I need to read the site before anything else," she said. "Before I have more information. Before the case details tell me what to expect."

Del nodded. He had expected this. He had been waiting for her to say it, she thought — in the way Del waited for things, which was with the quality of someone who had already noted the inevitable conclusion and was simply giving it time to arrive.

"I'll hold the reading room until five," he said. "No one else is scheduled for this section today. I'll be here." He looked at her. "I'll send you the site address. It came from the registry — 4 Garvey Place, north district. Current custodian is listed as an M. Okonkwo." A pause. "The location is about twelve minutes from the archive if you walk the canal route."


"I know the canal route," Margot said. "Yes," Del said. "I thought you might."



She was about to go. Then he said the thing — in the way he said things, without performance, with the complete casualness of someone for whom the true statement was simply the appropriate next sentence:


"Someone decided what the record should look like. Then they made it look like



that."


He adjusted his glasses. His voice had the quality of a person reading a fact from



a document.

"The trouble is the record outlasts the decision. It always does. Someone puts a thing in the record and it's in the record. Someone takes it out — they think it's gone. But the gap is in the record too. The gap is its own kind of evidence." He looked at the index in her hand. "Everything that was ever there leaves a shape of where it was."


Margot looked at the index.
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The gap was its own kind of evidence. She was already thinking about the site.



* * *
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SHE STOOD ON THE PAVEMENT outside 4 Garvey Place and looked at it.

A threshold site: she knew this the way she knew all threshold sites, which was through a quality in the air at the boundary — not dramatic, not visible, just the particular awareness of the membrane between the ordinary layer and the other one. The way you registered a change in air pressure before rain. The site was present. It had the quality of a place that had been carefully attended to.

But underneath that quality, in the layer where the long accumulation sat — the texture of all the returning and the recording and the careful tending — there was something else.

She stood with it. Let the texture come to her rather than reaching for it. This was the practice: wait, attend, allow the site to tell you what it held rather than arriving with questions already formed.


The site felt like itself. And underneath that:



The site felt like it was missing something it had always had. Had had for thirty- four years and then lost. And had been maintained on partial information ever since — the current approach incomplete, the current methodology the right methodology for a site like this but not the right methodology for this site, because this site had been shaped by something specific that was no longer in the record and so was no longer available to be known.

She thought about sixty-eight sessions. Twice a year. Spring and autumn for thirty-four years.


She thought about the phrase the practitioner, in the space where a name would



be.


Her phone vibrated. Okafor.

"Del sent me the archive index," Okafor said. No preamble — they had both been



working with Del long enough to know that when his name appeared in the sender field
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before nine in the morning, preamble was not the appropriate response. "I'm finishing the Aldermere documentation. I can be there in forty minutes."


"Take your time," Margot said. "The site isn't going anywhere."

A pause. The specific quality of Okafor registering something in what Margot had
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said.

––––––––
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"YOU'RE ALREADY THERE."

"I wanted to read it before—" She considered how to complete the sentence.

"Before the case details told me what to expect."


"Before the case details interfered with what you'd actually feel." That was exactly it. "Yes."



"Right." She could hear Okafor moving, the sounds of the Aldermere documentation being set aside with the efficient economy of someone who had decided something. "Thirty minutes."


The line ended. Margot looked at the site.



The October morning was doing what October mornings did here — flat light, canal smell on the air even this far from the water, the city at the particular density of an hour when most people had started their days and the morning's ordinary accumulation hadn't yet reached its full weight. She had learned this hour in four cities and this was the first one she had learned it in while intending to stay.

Somewhere in the site's foundational layer — underneath the current custodian's six months of incomplete maintenance, underneath the long neutral decades before the editing had begun — there were thirty-four years of two people returning to this exact place and knowing it and knowing each other in it. The record might have been trimmed. The residue was not trimmed. Residue didn't work that way. What was left in a place, left.

She would read it carefully. She would give it the full quality of attention it had been denied.

The record outlasted the decision, Del had said. The gap was its own kind of evidence. Everything that was ever there left a shape of where it was.


She intended to find the shape.



She had thirty minutes before Okafor arrived, and the city on both sides, and the particular quality of an October morning that was hers now — its maintenance schedule
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and its canal routes and the way it held a thing in its foundational layer longer than anything that had tried to remove it. She had, without particularly deciding to, learned the schedule.


She put her phone away. She went to the door.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

The Trimmer's Work
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Okafor arrived at eleven minutes to eleven, which was within three minutes of what she had said and also characteristic. She came down the Garvey Place pavement at the unhurried pace she brought to everything that didn't require a different pace, which was most things, and stopped beside Margot without comment and looked at the site.

Margot waited. This was the practice they had arrived at without discussing it — the preliminary read conducted separately, their two approaches given space to work before they compared notes. Okafor's warding read was structural: she assessed the boundary layer's technical state, the geometry of the ward, the way the threshold was holding. What Margot felt was different. Texture, not geometry. The accumulated character of a site rather than its current maintenance status. They had learned, in the course of twelve months and fourteen cases, that the comparison was useful — that the two readings together produced something neither produced alone.


She watched Okafor watch the site.



The read was visible, if you knew what to watch for: a particular quality of stillness, the hands not quite at rest — the warding attention, Margot understood, was partly physical, the sensitivity in the hands that had been trained by Okafor's grandmother and her grandmother before her, the line of practice running back through specific family transmission. She had asked about it once, early in the partnership.

Okafor had said: it's like feeling for a seam in fabric. You learn what the fabric should feel like and then you can tell when the seam is wrong. She had said it without performance. That was the way Okafor said most things.


Three minutes. Four. Then:
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"The ward is technically functional," Okafor said. Not taking her eyes off the site. "Current custodian's maintenance is adequate — the boundary is holding, the threshold layer isn't degrading in any way that's immediately dangerous. But it's—"


She stopped. Margot waited.



"It's maintaining a ward that doesn't quite match the site," Okafor said. "The custodian is doing the right work. But the site has a particular structure — a specific pattern in the boundary layer that's been developed over time, I think, through sustained practice — and the current maintenance isn't addressing that structure. It's like." She paused again. A longer one. "Like tuning an instrument to the standard pitch when the instrument has been specifically calibrated to something else. The notes are correct. But the resonance is wrong."


Margot looked at the site.

"What kind of specific calibration?" she said.



"Two-practitioner system," Okafor said. "The boundary layer has been structured for paired maintenance — two distinct approaches working together, each addressing what the other doesn't. The ward work and something else. An additional input at each session that the current custodian isn't providing, either because they don't have it or because—" she turned to Margot, and her expression was the particular expression of someone completing a calculation they already knew the answer to "—because the documentation of what the site needs doesn't include it."


"Because the documentation has been trimmed," Margot said. "Yes."



They stood with it. A cyclist went past on the pavement behind them. The ordinary October morning carried on around the site as if the site were simply a building, which from the outside it was.


"What was the additional input?" Margot said. "Can you tell from the structure?" "Empathic documentation." Okafor said it carefully, the way she said things she



wanted to be precise about. "The boundary layer responds to being read accurately — there's a residue of that responsiveness in the structure, over time. A site that has been empathically documented consistently, with genuine attention, develops a specific quality in its texture." She looked at Margot. Not with any particular emphasis. Simply with the full quality of her looking. "You would know it better than I would."
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Margot had already known it. She had been standing with it since before Okafor arrived — the texture of a place that had been read carefully and often, that had accommodated being read carefully and often, that had shaped itself, over decades, around the expectation of being known at that depth. The site had grown accustomed to someone who arrived and attended to what it actually held rather than what a site in its category was expected to hold.

"Someone was here a long time," Margot said. The phrase Del had used this morning. It was still the accurate one. "Two someones. Thirty-four years."


"And then they weren't."

"And then they weren't. And the site has been maintained on partial information



since."


Okafor looked at the door. 4 Garvey Place, north district. An ordinary door to a



building that was mostly offices now, the threshold site occupying the back half of the ground floor in the way threshold sites tended to occupy spaces — present, attended to, not advertised.


"We should talk to Del," she said.



"He's been waiting." Margot was already reaching for her phone. "I said we'd be back before noon."


"He'll have more by noon." "Yes," Margot said. "He will."



* * *
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DEL HAD MORE BY NOON. He had considerably more by noon. He had, Margot assessed on entering the reading room, spent the two hours of her absence in the particular focused state that meant he had stopped thinking about anything that wasn't the problem directly in front of him, which was when he was most useful and also when he was least likely to have eaten anything.

The reading table had been reorganised since her morning visit. The forty-one original documents were arranged in a sequence that was not chronological but was clearly meaningful — grouped by some quality Margot hadn't yet identified, with Del's own notes at intervals between the groups, and three printed documents she didn't
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recognise at the end of the sequence. He was standing at the far end of the table with a pencil in his hand and his reading glasses on, actually on his face rather than pushed to his forehead, which meant he had found something that required sustained attention.


He looked up when they came in.



"Coffee from the corridor machine is on the table," he said to Okafor. He did not look at Margot when he said this, which meant he had already made her the coffee from the corridor machine and it was wherever she'd expect it to be, which it was. She picked it up. It was, as advertised, very bad. "I've been grouping the documents by method," he continued, "rather than date. You'll see why in a moment."

They came to the table. Okafor stood at the near end and looked down the sequence. Margot stood beside Del and looked at the groupings.


"Tell me the method," she said.



"It's not one method. It's three." He moved to the first group — seven documents, 1887 through to 1893. "The earliest alteration is the simplest. The name was removed from the top of each session record — the administrative header, where the practitioners' details would have been listed. Cut cleanly. The paper has been re-edged. If you're looking at these in isolation and you're not a conservator, you'd miss it. The document looks complete. The header looks complete. There's simply a line of text missing from it." He moved to the second group. "The middle period — 1894 to 1910 approximately — is more involved. The name appears within the body of the records in several of these. She had a particular documentation habit: she included her own observations in the first person in the site assessments. I read the site as, in my assessment, that sort of thing. Those passages have been removed in their entirety.

Sometimes just a phrase. Sometimes several lines." He stopped at the third group, the final section. "The last period is different again. From 1911 onwards, the records were originally typed — submitted in a more formal format, part of a Council-wide administrative standardisation in that era. The name has been removed digitally, from a scanned copy, and the document reprinted on period-appropriate paper stock and re- filed in the archive."

Margot looked at the final group. The reprinted documents. "They had access to the original documents."
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"To remove the typed name digitally, yes. They would have needed to handle the originals, scan them, edit the scan, and produce a replacement on matching paper. This is—" Del chose his words with the care of someone who had strong feelings about archival practice and was managing them professionally "—considerable effort. The paper matching is good. If you didn't know to look for it, you wouldn't find it."


"But you found it."



"I found it because I was cross-referencing the south district records, which include comparative assessments across the north district threshold sites from the 1920s." He picked up one of the three documents at the end of the table — not an original, a printed reference. "The Garvey site appears in a 1924 comparative review. The review was conducted by a different body — a ward survey commission that operated independently of the Council administration for about fifteen years, early twentieth century. The commission's records are held separately. They weren't in the archive section the trimmer was working in."


He set the document down where both of them could see it.



The 1924 comparative review. A survey of six north district threshold sites, their maintenance histories, their current state. The Garvey site: two paragraphs. The site had been maintained with unusual consistency across the preceding thirty-five years by a paired stewardship — two practitioners working in formal partnership, the review noted, whose combined approach has produced site conditions that are, in the assessment of this commission, exemplary. The commission recommended the paired stewardship model as a reference case for other north district sites.

No names in the commission review. But a footnote: See: Garvey threshold maintenance record, compiled 1887–1921, archived under Veil Council boundary documentation, Victorian series, north district.

"The commission records weren't edited," Del said. "The trimmer didn't know they existed, or didn't have access to them, or assumed they weren't detailed enough to be a problem. They aren't, on their own. But they confirm that the Garvey maintenance record — the one sitting in that archive section — originally contained names and first- person accounts and a great deal more than what's there now." He looked at them both. "They confirm that there was something to trim."
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Okafor was reading the review. She had the quality she had when she was reading something that required the full quality of her attention, which was a particular stillness

— the hands at rest, the slight almost-smile not there, the face simply attending. Margot knew this state. She had catalogued it in November and confirmed the catalogue many times since.

"The paired stewardship," Okafor said. She was still reading. "The commission describes it as — " she found the line " — the ward work and the empathic documentation operating in sustained coordination, each session producing a two- voiced record of the site's state that is without parallel in this commission's survey. Two voices." She looked up. Not at Margot. At Del. "Every session."

"Twice yearly. Thirty-four years," Del said. "The site record, as it originally stood, would have contained a complete dual-perspective account of every maintenance session from 1887 to 1921." He picked up his pencil. Put it down. "Sixty-eight sessions. Two voices each. A hundred and thirty-six individual accounts of that site. What's in the archive now is the ward assessments only, with the name and the empathic documentation removed from each one." He was quiet for a moment. "The site record as it currently exists is half a record. The remaining half — the documentation that understood what the site was holding rather than only what the boundary layer was doing — doesn't exist in the archive anymore."


Margot held this.



The site had been maintained on the half that remained. The current custodian — working from the surviving records, doing adequate work with the documentation available — had been providing the ward maintenance that the record described. The record described only half of what the site required.

"The site is failing," she said. "Gradually. The ward is technically intact but the site isn't receiving the complete maintenance it was calibrated for."

"Yes," Del said. "The low-level instability in the north district anomaly assessments. Six months of it. Consistent with a site that has been maintained incorrectly for a sustained period — not through negligence, but through incomplete information." He said the next part carefully. "The current custodian has been doing the right work. They've simply been doing the wrong half of it. Because the documentation of the other half has been removed."
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Okafor set the commission review down. She didn't say anything immediately.



This was also in the catalogue: when Okafor was quiet, she was working something through. You gave it the space it required.


Then: "How many other sites?" Del looked at her.



"This isn't the first time they've done this," she said. It was not a question. "You said three distinct methods across the Garvey records. Three different techniques for the same job. That's not someone who developed a method in the course of one project.

That's someone who has been refining a method across multiple—"

"I don't know yet," Del said. "That's what I'm going to spend this afternoon establishing." He looked at the documents on the table. "I have a working hypothesis. But I'd rather have evidence before I give it to you."


"Give me the hypothesis," Margot said.



He considered. She could see him weighing the procedural objection — I prefer to confirm before I present — against the practical one, which was that Margot asking directly was not something he had successfully deflected in approximately eight months.

"I think this is a method that has been applied to more than one archive record," he said. "I think the Garvey site is one of several. I think if I look at the broader Victorian boundary documentation — the full north district series, not just the Garvey section — I'll find other gaps. Other practitioner names removed. Other records that currently describe the practitioner in the space where a person would be." He picked up his pencil again, turned it over. "I think someone has been curating the city's paranormal history. Very carefully. Over a long time. And that the curation has a pattern to it — that the records being revised share something in common beyond the fact of being revised."


"What do they share?"

"That's what I need the afternoon to establish."



She looked at him. He looked back with the expression of a man who had given what he was prepared to give at this point in the investigation and was not going to be moved from that position by sustained eye contact, which was, she had learned, accurate.


"All right," she said.
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* * *
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THEY WORKED THE AFTERNOON at two tables in the reading room — Del on the broader Victorian series, building his case methodically and in silence except for the occasional sound of a document being placed or a pencil notation made; Margot and Okafor on the Garvey records themselves, building the reconstruction of what the record had originally contained.

The reconstruction was, by necessity, partial. What survived in the archive gave them the structure of each session — the ward assessment, the boundary condition, the site's technical state — but the empathic documentation was gone from all but three of the early records, where the trimmer's first method had been applied and the removal had been less complete than intended. In those three, phrases remained: a clause in a sentence that had been cut above and below it, a parenthetical that had been left when the surrounding text was removed. Fragments. But fragments that had a quality to them.


Margot read them and noted what they held.



––––––––
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...the site in good condition; the texture of it is patient today, which is its usual quality in early spring before the equinox shift...

...the ward work completed to specification; I read the boundary layer as content with the attention. The site responds consistently to our approach now, which I attribute to the sustained nature of our practice here...

...autumn session completed. Site holding well. I find, in the texture of it, something I can only describe as familiar — the site knowing us, I think, or at least knowing the quality of our attention, which amounts to the same thing...




[image: ][image: ]

MARGOT READ THEM AND said nothing. Okafor, across the table, was noting the ward condition data from the same records into a case document. At some point she stopped writing and looked at the table between them, which was where the fragments were.


She didn't say anything either.



The reading room kept its temperature with the specific constancy of a space maintained for old paper. Outside, the afternoon was doing something with light that Margot could see in the quality of it through the high windows — the October angle, long and flat. She had been learning the October angle. It was, she had found, different from the June angle in ways she hadn't anticipated.


"Del," Okafor said.



He looked up from the far end of the table. His reading glasses were in his hand now, which meant he had reached a conclusion.


"Tell us," she said.

He set his glasses down. He looked at his notes, then at them.



"Seven," he said. "I've found six additional sites with the same signature — the trimming pattern, the same three methods applied across different time periods. Seven sites in total, including Garvey. All north district or adjacent. All late Victorian through early twentieth century. All documenting threshold maintenance by a practitioner whose name has been removed." He paused. "In three of the additional six, the same phrase appears in the records: the practitioner. In the others, the record has been altered more thoroughly and the placeholder phrase doesn't appear — there's simply a gap where the name should be."


"Seven sites," Margot said.



"At minimum. I've looked at the north district Victorian series. There's an east district equivalent I haven't accessed yet. There may be more."


"One person?" Okafor said. "One practitioner's name removed across all seven?" "I don't know yet. The records are too partial to tell me definitively whether I'm



looking at one person or several. The Garvey site is the only one with the two- practitioner signature — the commission reference establishes that clearly. The others could be solo practitioners or incomplete records of partnerships." He picked up his glasses again, set them down again. The habit of a man in the middle of thinking. "What I can tell you is that whatever is being removed shares a quality. The records that have
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been trimmed are all in the same category. Across seven sites, across approximately thirty-five years of Victorian and Edwardian threshold practice."
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