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            THE ARRIVAL

          

        

      

    

    
      The flight came in at seven-forty, twenty minutes late. It gave Immie time to read the emotional history of the arrivals barrier through her gloves and then regret it.

      She pulled her hands back and put them in her pockets and watched the doors instead. Perth Airport in early March had a particular quality that no airport should technically possess — the light coming through the terminal glass already doing what Perth light did, which was arrive without apology and make everywhere else seem provisional by comparison. She had been in Edinburgh in November and Dublin in January. She had forgotten, briefly, what this light was like. She had not forgotten for long.

      The arrivals board updated. Baggage in hall.

      Immie had been to the international terminal twice before — once to collect her grandmother off a flight from Auckland that had been delayed four hours, during which her grandmother had read two novels and considered it time well spent, and once to see her father off on a conference trip to Singapore that he had described, afterwards, as 'three days of people saying things they could have emailed.' Both times she had been on the wrong side of the barrier. Both times she had wanted to touch things and hadn't.

      She kept her hands in her pockets and watched the doors.

      The first passengers came through in the way first passengers always did — the ones who had been ready since somewhere over the Indian Ocean, carry-on luggage moving at a pace that suggested they had won something. Then families. Then couples. Then the unhurried middle section of any arrival hall, which was the part that always took longest and contained, in Immie's experience, the most information about how a journey had actually gone.

      Rosamund came through in the unhurried section.

      She had a larger bag than Edinburgh and shorter hair and the look of someone who had spent four months in Bristol being considerably more herself than the previous seventeen years had permitted. She was scanning the arrivals hall with the particular efficiency of someone who had spent four years memorising rooms for exits, and she found Immie in approximately two seconds, and something in her expression settled.

      'The emails were better than I expected,' she said, when she reached the barrier.

      'The last one was forty-three paragraphs,' Immie said.

      A beat.

      'I had things to say.'

      'You did,' Immie said. 'All forty-three of them.'

      Rosamund looked at her for a moment with the dry, assessing quality that Immie had first encountered on an Edinburgh train in November and had since come to understand was not unfriendliness but precision — the look of someone checking that the version of a thing in their head matches the version in front of them.

      Apparently it did.

      'You're wearing gloves,' Rosamund said.

      'The barrier,' Immie said. 'I've already read it once this morning.'

      'How was it?'

      'Informative and entirely unnecessary.' She pushed off the barrier. ‘Mum is waiting in the carpark. Doran sends his regards by way of not being here, which is his preferred form of regards.'

      Rosamund picked up her bag. She had, Immie noticed, a notebook in the outer pocket — not the Protocol notebook, something new, dark green cover, no clasp. She had not mentioned it in the emails.

      She did not mention it now.

      They walked out through the terminal doors, and the light came at them in the way Perth light did — direct, unambiguous, entirely unconcerned with what you had expected it to do — and Rosamund stopped walking for just a moment, her face turned toward it.

      'I forgot,' she said.

      'Everyone does,' Immie said. 'Then they come back and they forget that they forgot.'

      Rosamund considered this. 'Is that something Doran said?'

      'It's something I worked out at the airport in January. It's not the same light anywhere else. I've checked.'

      Rosamund looked at the sky one more moment. Then she picked up her bag and followed.
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            THE HARTLEY HOUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      The removal van arrived at eight-fifteen on a Wednesday morning, which was when Immie was eating breakfast and not yet prepared to observe anything.

      She observed it anyway.

      It was a large van, white, with an interstate company name on the side — a Brisbane firm, which was unusual for a Northbridge terrace rental, though not impossible. Two men in grey work shirts were already moving boxes from the back with the practised efficiency of people who had done this before breakfast more times than they could count.

      A woman stood on the pavement directing them with the calm authority of someone who had the layout of the new house already memorised and was simply confirming that the furniture agreed. Two children — a boy of about eight and a girl slightly younger — were sitting on the front step of number forty-one with the philosophical acceptance of children who have learned that moving days belong to adults and are best endured with quiet.

      A dog of no identifiable breed sat beside them, also philosophical.

      Three doors down.

      Immie put down her toast.

      Doran was in the garden. He was frequently in the garden. He had a particular patch of morning light that he favoured — not the brightest patch, which would have been against the east-facing fence, but the one slightly to the left of it, where the angle was shallower and the shadows longer. He was standing in it now with the stillness he brought to mornings, and the willie wagtail that had taken to treating his shoulder as a reasonable perch was making a point about something, and he was, as usual, not responding.

      He was also watching the removal van.

      ‘Doran,’ Immie said, from the back step.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘The Hartley House.’

      ‘Yes.’

      She waited. Doran said things in his own time, which was not always the same time as other people’s time, and pressing him produced nothing useful. She had learned this in September of last year and had been applying it since with moderate success.

      ‘Note the postal subscriptions,’ he said, after a moment.

      ‘When we can.’

      ‘Yes.’ He looked at the van for another moment. The willie wagtail abandoned his shoulder for the fence, apparently satisfied. ‘The children are real. The dog is real. The furniture is real. Note the postal subscriptions.’

      ‘You said that.’

      ‘It bears repeating.’

      He went back to his patch of light, which meant he was done. Immie ate her toast standing on the back step and watched the woman on the pavement direct a sofa through the front door of number forty-one with the unhurried certainty of someone who had, in fact, measured everything in advance.

      The children watched too. The dog went to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Rosamund had been in Perth for six days.

      She had the spare room at the end of the hall, which Amelia had prepared with the quiet efficiency that characterised Amelia’s approach to most things: clean sheets, a lamp on the desk, a small plant on the windowsill because, as Amelia said, ‘rooms need something alive in them.’ Rosamund had looked at the plant for a moment when she first saw the room and then said ‘thank you’ in a way that was not just about the plant, and Amelia had said ‘you’re not a guest’ in a way that was not just about the room, and that had been that.

      She had adapted to the household with a speed that Immie found interesting and Priya found instructive and Monika had simply accepted, because Monika’s acceptance of things did not require them to earn it first. By day three, Rosamund knew where the tea was. By day four, she was making it without being asked. By day five, she had identified the second shelf from the top of the kitchen cupboard — the one with the biscuit tin — and had not touched it, and had not asked about it, and Immie had noticed both things.

      On day six, Priya arrived at half past nine with her protocol notebook and a box and the particular expression she wore when she had a plan that was already underway.

      ‘We should do Rosamund’s Protocol intake,’ Priya said, setting the box on the kitchen table.

      ‘Good morning,’ Immie said.

      ‘Good morning. We should do Rosamund’s Protocol intake.’

      Rosamund, who was eating toast and had been watching this exchange with the assessing quality that Immie had come to understand was simply how Rosamund paid attention to things, said: ‘What does Protocol intake involve?’

      ‘Objects of known history. Timed readings. Logged results. We’re establishing what your amplification gift does in controlled conditions with a new subject.’ Priya opened the notebook to a fresh page. At the top, in her precise hand:

      
        
        ROSAMUND VASS — PROTOCOL INTAKE — DAY 1. I’ve been looking forward to this.

      

      

      ‘Have you.’

      ‘Your gift operates differently from object-reading. You amplify other gifts. We haven’t had the opportunity to test what that looks like under repeatable conditions. The Protocol doesn’t have a field for it yet.’ She uncapped her pen. ‘It will after today.’

      Rosamund looked at Immie.

      ‘She’s always like this,’ Immie said.

      ‘I find it quite restful, actually,’ Rosamund said. ‘My previous experience of people with plans was that they didn’t write them down.’

      ‘I write everything down,’ Priya said. ‘Shall we start?’
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        * * *

      

      They started with a button — Priya’s great-aunt’s, already in the protocol record, known history confirmed. Immie held it. The button gave her what it had always given her: the warmth of the same hands over a long time, the particular quality of fingers that had trouble with small things near the end but managed them anyway.

      ‘Same as before,’ Immie said. Priya noted it.

      ‘Now,’ Priya said to Rosamund, ‘hold Immie’s other hand and amplify. As you did in Edinburgh — the Edinburgh level, not deeper. Just the standard application.’

      Rosamund set down her tea. She looked at Immie’s offered hand for a moment in the way she looked at most things: assessing, precise, not hesitant but unhurried.

      She took it.

      The button, in Immie’s other hand, came alive.

      Not differently — the same hands, the same warmth — but larger. The single quality of the same-hands-over-time expanded to contain the specific texture of individual days: Tuesday mornings, always, the particular anxiety of Tuesday mornings which was a different thing from the general anxiety of mornings, something about a telephone call that came on Tuesdays, something about a voice on the other end of the call that the hands had been waiting for every week for eleven years and had sometimes received and sometimes not.

      Immie put the button down carefully.

      ‘That’s more depth than Edinburgh,’ she said.

      ‘Is it?’ Rosamund withdrew her hand. Something in her expression was attentive in a different way — not checking, but noting.

      ‘Edinburgh was louder. This was deeper. The difference between — ’ She tried to find it. ‘Volume versus distance. Edinburgh was closer to the surface but stronger. This went further in.’

      Priya was writing rapidly. ‘Interesting. Can you reproduce that intentionally?’ she asked Rosamund.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Rosamund said. ‘I wasn’t doing anything different from Edinburgh. I was just — receiving what was there to receive.’

      ‘The amplification calibrates to what’s available,’ Priya said, and wrote it down before anyone had agreed to it, which was how Priya worked.

      ‘Possibly,’ Rosamund said.

      ‘Probably,’ said Priya.

      Doran came in from the garden. He accepted a biscuit from the tin — using the tongs, as was understood — and stood in the doorway looking at Priya’s notebook with the expression of someone confirming that a thing they already knew was being correctly recorded.

      ‘The stone,’ he said.

      He produced, from his jacket pocket, a stone the size of a fifty-cent piece — grey-green, smooth, with a quality of having been handled over a very long time. He set it on the table in front of Rosamund without ceremony.

      ‘Connemara,’ he said. ‘I’d like to know what she gets from it.’

      Rosamund looked at the stone. Then at Doran. Doran ate his biscuit.

      ‘This is a test of the amplification gift or of the stone?’

      ‘Both,’ Doran said. ‘Mostly the stone.’

      Immie picked it up.

      Something old. Definitely attended to — the quality of deliberate, sustained attention held in the surface of the thing, layer upon layer of it, different hands over a very long time. Not anxious attention or grieving attention but purposeful attention, the quality of a thing being regularly checked and found present. The directional sensation came last, unexpected: not a history but a direction, pointing west and also — confusingly, persistently — east.

      ‘West,’ she said. ‘And east. Simultaneously. That doesn’t make sense.’

      Doran had the expression that was not quite a smile. ‘No,’ he agreed. ‘It doesn’t.’

      Priya wrote:

      
        
        Directional evidence: west and east simultaneously. New field proposed.

      

      

      She underlined NEW FIELD.

      ‘Add the amplification,’ Doran said to Rosamund.

      Rosamund took Immie’s free hand.

      The west resolved immediately — a coastline, the particular quality of a west-facing Atlantic shore, a place that had been attended to so long it had become something the attending had changed. The east took longer and arrived differently: not a place but a line, a direction running east from the coast across a continent and more, a length of something taut and purposeful.

      ‘It’s a rope,’ Immie said. ‘Something at each end. The stone is from one end.’

      Doran ate the last of his biscuit. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Where’s the other end?’

      He looked at her for a moment. Then at the garden. Then back.

      ‘You’ve walked past it,’ he said.

      Priya’s pen stopped moving. Immie put the stone down carefully on the table. Rosamund let go of her hand.

      Doran went back to his patch of light.
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        * * *

      

      Later, Priya was writing up the protocol session and Monika had arrived quietly to sit at the table and read, which she did sometimes in the afternoons when the house had the right quality of occupied stillness. Rosamund was in the garden — not with Doran, who had moved to a different patch of light, but sitting on the back step with her green notebook open on her knee. She was writing in it with the focused attention of someone working through something rather than recording something already resolved.

      Immie was at the kitchen counter making tea and watching all of this and not watching any of it.

      ‘The biscuit tin,’ Monika said, without looking up from her book.

      ‘What about it?’

      ‘Rosamund nearly touched it this morning.’

      Immie considered this. ‘I know.’

      ‘She stopped herself.’

      ‘I know that too.’

      Monika turned a page. ‘She has good instincts.’

      Immie made the tea and looked at the second shelf from the top and thought about forty years of family in a dented tin and thought about Rosamund, who had been raised inside an institution that took things from people, stopping herself without being asked.

      Through the kitchen window, she could see Rosamund writing in the green notebook. She could see the back of Doran’s head. She could see the Hartley House fence at the back of the garden — number forty-one, just visible over the top — and, if she looked carefully, the upper storey windows.

      She looked carefully.

      Nothing.

      ‘Note the postal subscriptions,’ she said to herself, quietly.

      She brought the tea to the table and sat down and thought about ropes with two ends.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            SLOANE'S WEDNESDAY CALL

          

        

      

    

    
      The call came at nine-twenty, which was not Tuesday.

      Immie was at the kitchen table with the The Síle Protocols notebook open to the new directional-evidence field, writing up the session from yesterday in the manner Priya had specified: date, object, reading, amplification notes, anomalies. She had got as far as *anomalies* when the phone rang.

      She looked at the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sloane

      

      

      

      

      

      Wednesday.

      She picked up.

      ‘Two things,’ Sloane said, without preamble. Traffic sounds. She was in her car. ‘Edinburgh first. The company’s heritage consultant has filed his initial report on the building sale. Name’s Hennessy. Conrad Hennessy. He’s cooperative, detailed, completely unremarkable. The paperwork is in good order.’

      ‘But,’ Immie said.

      ‘He’s too cooperative. It feels procedural. Like someone performing cooperation rather than doing it.’ A pause. Traffic. ‘I notice that sort of thing.’

      ‘I know you do.’

      ‘Nothing actionable. Just — noted. The second thing: there’s a heritage building in East Perth. Federation Free Classical, 1895. It’s been under appeal but the demolition has been approved subject to the appeal failing. The appeal is failing. Eleven days, probably less.’

      Immie said nothing for a moment.

      ‘Why are you telling me?’

      ‘Because the building appears in the Collector financial records from 1897 and I’d like to know if it means anything to you.’ The traffic changed quality — she was moving faster. ‘Does it?’

      ‘It might,’ Immie said carefully.

      ‘Right.’ A beat. ‘Tuesday, then.’

      ‘Tuesday,’ Immie agreed.

      Sloane rang off.

      Priya was sitting across the table. She had been there for the entire call. She had three index cards arranged in front of her, which she had clearly prepared before she arrived this morning, which meant she had known about the demolition before Sloane had called, which was not surprising but was, Immie thought, worth noting.

      ‘You already found it,’ Immie said.

      ‘Two days ago.’ Priya slid the first card across the table. ‘East Perth, East Parade, red brick, Federation Free Classical. Currently vacant. 1897 renovation by a company called Trevithick and Sons, which was dissolved in 1901 and whose registered directors included three names that appear in the Collector records Sloane gave us in November.’ She slid the second card. ‘Heritage appeal lodged by the Perth Built Heritage Society, president Professor Adaeze Obi, retired UWA. Three council submissions, two letters to the West Australian, one radio interview. The appeal is losing.’ The third card. ‘Demolition approved, pending final appeal outcome. Current projection: eleven days.’

      ‘You had three index cards ready,’ Immie said.

      ‘I had four. I used one last night when I was checking the 1897 company registration.’

      Immie looked at the cards. Then at the Protocol notebook. Then at the garden, where Doran was in his morning patch of light.

      ‘Eleven days,’ she said.

      ‘Probably ten now.’
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        * * *

      

      Rosamund was in the doorway.

      She had the green notebook in her hand, closed, and the expression of someone who had heard a call they weren’t trying to overhear and had registered one word in it.

      ‘Hennessy,’ she said.

      ‘You know him,’ Priya said. It was not a question.

      ‘I know of him. From a list I memorised at twelve.’ Rosamund came to the table and sat down. ‘Collector administrative personnel. Mid-level. He processes things — registrations, filings, property transfers. He’s been moving between Edinburgh, London, and Perth in the last six months. I didn’t know the Perth part until just now.’

      Priya had her pen out. ‘What list?’

      ‘One I was asked to memorise as part of my training.’ A beat. ‘I memorised everything I was asked to memorise. It seemed useful to have it, even then. I was twelve.’

      Priya wrote without comment for a moment. Then: ‘How much do you have?’

      ‘Personnel: forty-three names. Financial structures: two, possibly three — the third was partially disclosed and I’m not certain of its shape. Building holdings I know of: six. Protocols and procedures: most of what was operational in the Edinburgh office.’ She said it the way she might have said I take my tea without milk — factual, no weight attached, the weight having been dealt with elsewhere. ‘I’ve been writing it up since Bristol. That’s partly what the notebook is.’

      Priya looked at the green notebook. Then at Rosamund. Then she wrote:

      
        
        Rosamund Vass: institutional memory of Collector personnel and operations. Extensive. New Protocol resource.

      

      

      She underlined *New Protocol resource* once.

      ‘The notebook,’ she said.

      ‘When it’s ready,’ Rosamund said. ‘Some of it is — structured. Some of it is still working itself out.’

      Priya nodded once and went back to her index card.
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        * * *

      

      Doran came in from the garden at eleven. He accepted the tea Rosamund had made — he had been watching the household calibrate to her presence over six days with the unhurried attention of someone confirming a thing they already knew — and sat in the chair by the window and looked at Priya’s three index cards on the table.

      ‘Hennessy is not here for the building,’ he said.

      Priya’s pen stopped.

      ‘He’s here for Rosamund,’ Doran continued. ‘He believes she is still pointed at the circle in the Collector sense. He believes you are a threat to be monitored rather than a person who has changed direction.’ He was looking at Rosamund when he said this, and his expression was a shade less blank than usual. ‘He is wrong about what you are now. He is not wrong about what you can do.’

      Rosamund held her tea with both hands and said nothing. This was not discomfort — Immie had learned to read the difference. It was the particular stillness of someone receiving information they had suspected and are now confirming.

      ‘He’s staying in Northbridge,’ Doran said. ‘I know which hotel. He watches the terrace from the end of the street in the mornings. He’s thorough and patient and he is, from the Collectors’ perspective, entirely expendable.’

      ‘So they’ve given him a secondary brief,’ Priya said. ‘Watch Rosamund while the real operation — the demolition — runs on schedule.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And the demolition is the thing that matters.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So we ignore him.’

      ‘For now,’ Doran said. ‘I’ll make sure he remains occupied.’

      No one asked how.

      Immie looked at Rosamund. Rosamund was looking at the table. After a moment she said, without particular heat: ‘They sent someone to watch me.’

      ‘They sent someone to watch what they thought you still were,’ Immie said.

      Rosamund considered this. ‘That’s a meaningful distinction.’

      ‘Yes.’

      A beat. Rosamund picked up her tea.

      ‘Right,’ she said. ‘So. The demolition.’
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        * * *

      

      They were still at the kitchen table at two o’clock when a knock came at the front door.

      Immie went. On the doorstep was a girl of about seven, with the grave self-possession of a child who has decided to do something and is not going to be put off by the mechanics of doing it. She was holding a drawing on a folded piece of paper in both hands, and she held it out without preface.

      ‘I made this,’ she said. ‘It’s for you. It’s the building.’

      Immie took the drawing and unfolded it.

      It was a red-brick building, rendered in red crayon with a child’s earnest accuracy — three storeys, arched windows, a front door slightly off-centre. In the foreground, at an angle that suggested the artist had not been standing directly in front of it, a pavement, and beyond the pavement a street. Below the building, in careful letters:

      
        
        THE SAD BUILDING

      

      

      ‘Why is it sad?’ Immie asked.

      The girl thought about this seriously. ‘Because it’s going to stop,’ she said. ‘And it doesn’t want to. You can tell.’

      She turned and walked back down the path with the businesslike air of someone who has delivered a thing and considers her responsibility discharged. At the gate she paused.

      ‘I live on the next street,’ she said. ‘My name is Nadia.’

      She left.

      Immie stood in the doorway with the drawing for a moment. Then she went back to the kitchen.

      Priya looked up from the index card she was annotating. She looked at the drawing. She set down her pen.

      ‘How old?’

      ‘Seven, approximately. She said her name was Nadia. She lives on the next street.’

      Priya picked up her pen again and wrote at the bottom of the page, in smaller letters than usual:

      
        
        Nadia (surname unknown). Age approx. 7. Forward evidence, unsolicited. Drawing: heritage building, accurate detail, affect correctly identified. Circle expanding

      

      

      She underlined *Circle expanding* once, and then, after a moment, once more.

      Rosamund was looking at the drawing. ‘She got the windows right,’ she said. ‘The arched ones. How would she know what the arched windows look like?’

      ‘She probably doesn’t,’ Monika said, from the doorway, where she had appeared at some point in the last few minutes without announcement. She came to the table and sat. ‘Some things don’t need to be seen first.’

      Doran, still in his chair by the window, said nothing. He was looking at the drawing with an expression that was not quite the expression he wore when confirming things he already knew. It was something adjacent to that — and quieter.

      Immie pinned the drawing to the corkboard above the kitchen counter, between the Protocol schedule and the demolition timeline.

      Ten days.
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