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            WHAT THE MAP SAYS

          

        

      

    

    
      PERTH, LATE JULY

      The index cards were Priya’s. There were seven of them, which felt exactly right for the size of what they were about to do.

      Three for Sydney. Four for London.

      They lay across the kitchen table in two precise rows, annotated in three colours on both sides, cross-referenced in a system only Priya fully understood — though the rest of the circle had learned to read it well enough to function. Four months of work, condensed onto fourteen sides of card, held in place by the particular Perth winter light coming through the kitchen window: low, blue-edged, serious without being theatrical.

      Robert was at the table.

      This was normal now. Robert with his coffee. Robert with his notepad. His files cross-referenced with Priya’s. His opened gift contributing something none of them had had the language for until Priya gave it one: a Protocol field, new, still forming — directional readings, spatial impressions from a man who had been hearing the fabric of things for forty years and was only now learning to say what he heard.

      He looked at the Sydney cards the way he looked at things when the gift was engaged — not quite at their surface. At something behind them.

      Immie watched from the doorway.

      Four months since Connemara. Four months since her father standing in the Atlantic wind with his hands open and the look on his face of a man hearing something clearly for the first time in forty years. She had been watching him calibrate ever since — the gift opening, finding its range, the way a voice returns after long disuse.

      It was not like hers. Not like Priya’s. Not like Monika’s.

      It was spatial. Directional. A sense of where things were and what ran between them.

      Unexpectedly, it made him the most useful person in the circle for the work they were about to do.

      She sat down.

      ‘Sydney first,’ Priya said.

      She was already presenting. Which meant she had been ready for some time, and had been waiting — with the contained energy she brought to the beginning of things.

      ‘Heritage warehouse, Newtown, inner west. Federation brick, iron lacework on the upper windows, heritage-listed 1987. The Collector entity holding the lease is registered as a private conservation trust with a twelve-year relationship with a local heritage conservancy campaign.’

      She turned the second card.

      ‘Node operational since 1934. Ninety years of compression.’ A pause. ‘Robert.’

      Robert pushed his notepad toward her. She read what he had written and added it to the back of the third card.

      ‘Three lines running south-southwest from the building’s north wall. One running east. The east line reads differently — younger, more deliberate. We’ll need to understand that before entry.’

      She squared the three Sydney cards and set them aside.

      ‘London.’

      Four cards. Denser.

      ‘Southwark. Georgian, three storeys, unremarkable frontage. The Collectors have held it under nominal tenants since 1896.’

      She looked at Doran.

      He was in the garden through the open back door, coat on against the July morning, sitting with that particular stillness that was not rest and not sleep but something older than either.

      He did not turn around.

      ‘I know the building,’ he said. ‘I have been avoiding it for forty years.’

      Priya waited.

      ‘Why?’

      A pause. The Thomas Street garden continuing its ordinary winter work — a bird somewhere in the bare jacarandas, waiting for spring.

      ‘Because I knew eventually I would have to go in.’

      He stood, came inside, and looked at the London cards.

      ‘It is the oldest of what remains. Considerably older than Perth or Sydney. Whatever is in the foundation stones has been compressed for a very long time.’

      He sat.

      ‘Sydney first is correct.’

      Priya turned the fourth London card.

      ‘The digital Ledger. Current assumption is that it’s held in the Southwark building — a mirror of the Edinburgh Ledger, maintained as insurance. Location to be confirmed on the ground.’

      She looked around the table.

      ‘We have six weeks before the Sydney window narrows. Strand’s conservancy campaign has a committee review in late August. After that, access becomes considerably harder.’

      She stacked the cards.

      ‘Questions before Sloane calls?’

      There were none.

      Priya had been thorough. They had learned to trust her thoroughness enough not to test it unnecessarily. The efficiency of people who knew each other well enough not to repeat themselves.

      Sloane called at eleven.

      Tuesday, as always. The legal thread running through everything the circle did.

      She did not sound alarmed. She sounded controlled.

      ‘The counterattack has begun,’ she said. ‘A solicitor named Alderton — James Alderton, Gray’s Inn Road — has filed a challenge on behalf of a cultural heritage trust. The argument is that your actions in Dublin constituted criminal interference with a protected document.’

      A pause.

      ‘It won’t succeed. The legal position is clear. But it will slow things. Possibly three months.’

      ‘Alderton,’ Priya said, writing it down.

      ‘James Alderton. Gray’s Inn Road.’ Sloane’s voice remained even. ‘The filing is competent work. Someone briefed him thoroughly. He knows more about the Dublin operation than public records account for.’

      A second pause.

      ‘I mention this so you can factor it into your operational decisions.’

      The call ended.

      Priya looked at the name.

      ‘He’ll come up again,’ she said.

      Not a question.

      Rosamund, at the end of the table, nodded once.

      She knew this kind of Collector work — the patient construction of paper structures designed to outlast the people who built them.

      

      That evening, Immie sat across from Doran at the kitchen table while Amelia’s chicken finished in the oven.

      ‘The flights,’ she said. ‘Sydney and London. Hotels for a week each. Food. It’s⁠—‘

      ‘Covered,’ Doran said.

      He was doing the crossword.

      ‘Covered how?’

      He filled in four across.

      ‘I have resources.’

      Amelia looked up. Robert looked up. Immie did not look away.

      ‘What kind of resources?’ Robert said.

      Doran set down his pen.

      He considered the question.

      ‘The kind that accumulate,’ he said, ‘over a very long time.’

      A pause.

      ‘When you have been alive as long as I have, compound interest becomes — significant.’

      He picked up the pen again.

      ‘Also certain other arrangements. Land. Objects that acquired value. A small portfolio in the 1920s that has done reasonably well.’

      He returned to the crossword.

      ‘There is no practical constraint on the operational budget. Book what you need.’

      Amelia set down her spoon.

      ‘You’ve been funding this from the beginning.’

      ‘The Perth work, yes. Edinburgh, Dublin. Connemara.’ A pause. ‘I had been setting resources aside for some time. Since before Archibald.’

      Immie looked at her father.

      He was looking at Doran with something she did not try to name.

      ‘Doran,’ she said.

      ‘Mm.’

      ‘Is there actually a pot of gold?’

      Doran looked at her.

      The near-smile. Brief. Precise.

      ‘The leprechaun mythology,’ he said, ‘is considerably more literal than people generally assume.’

      Silence.

      ‘Though in my experience the rainbow is the difficult part. The gold is simply a question of patience.’

      Robert made a sound that might have been a laugh.

      Amelia went back to the chicken.

      Doran returned to the crossword.

      Immie looked at Doran’s crossword.

      Seven down was filled in. He had returned to it with the quality of a man who had said what needed saying and was doing the next thing, which was always the crossword, which was what he did every evening and which was — she had realised recently — a form of patience practice. He did not need to do the crossword. He had been doing it for years because it was the thing that filled the space between dinner and whatever came next in a way that looked like leisure without requiring it.

      The near-smile. It had been there for perhaps a second before the pen went back to seven down.

      She had catalogued it across the years — the particular circumstances, the quality of it, what distinguished it from the range of neutral expressions Doran maintained with great precision. It appeared when something confirmed what he already knew about the world, and what it confirmed was almost always something generous. Robert’s laugh, just now. A small, private sound from a man who had been afraid of his own gift for forty years and was, incrementally, learning to find it funny.

      Doran had been present for all of it. The first reading in the Perth kitchen, the clifftop in Connemara, the forty years before that which Robert had described to her once — hearing the fabric of things and not understanding, carrying a weight without a name for it. Doran had been at that edge of the story too, she understood, in ways she hadn’t fully been told.

      He was there for her grandfather. He was there for her father. He was there for her.

      He stayed for the laughs at the kitchen table. That was what the near-smile said.

      She ate her dinner and did not say any of this because he would find it sentimental and she would be slightly embarrassed and Amelia’s chicken was very good and some things were better held than said.

      
        
        ———

      

      

      After dinner, the Protocol check. Laptops out, the evening settled into its particular shape. Rosamund opened her email at the end of the table.

      Immie watched her read something.

      She watched her go still — not the natural stillness of finishing a thought, but the controlled, deliberate stillness of someone managing a response before they’d decided whether to show it. Rosamund’s hands went flat on the table. She closed the laptop. She asked Robert if there was more bread, and he cut her a piece, and she ate it with total concentration, as though the bread required her full attention and was getting it.

      Her hands stayed flat on the table.

      The laptop stayed closed.

      Immie noted it. She did not ask.

      Not yet.
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            THE EMAIL

          

        

      

    

    
      THOMAS STREET

      Rosamund came downstairs at seven-fifteen with the laptop under her arm and the look of someone who had made a decision overnight by the simple method of lying awake until the decision was the only thing left in the room.

      She put the laptop on the kitchen table. She sat down. She looked at Immie, who was the only person there — Priya not yet down, Monika making tea at the bench, the sound of Robert’s radio somewhere upstairs.

      ‘I need to tell you something,’ she said. ‘And then the circle.’

      Immie put down her toast.

      Rosamund opened the laptop. The email had been on her screen long enough that the page hadn’t refreshed overnight — she’d been looking at it, on and off, since whatever hour she’d first read it. ‘Her name is Nadia Cheyney. She was my handler in the Sydney branch for six months when I was fourteen. She left the Collectors — I don’t know exactly when, sometime in the last two years. She’s been trying to reach me through an old secure channel for two weeks.’ She paused. ‘She has information. She’ll only give it to me.’

      Immie read the email. Twelve words. No subject line. Brief in the particular way of messages written by people who weren’t sure they’d be received.

      ‘What kind of information?’

      ‘She doesn’t say. Not in writing.’ Rosamund looked at the laptop. ‘She was twenty-two when she was my handler. She taught me to direct the amplification without activating it involuntarily. She explained things rather than simply instructing.’ She looked up. ‘Nobody in that organisation was obliged to explain things. She chose to.’

      ‘You should have told us when it started.’

      ‘Yes.’ Rosamund closed the laptop. ‘I know.’

      The thing she didn't say: Immie could feel its shape in the room. Not the operational calculation. Something older than that. She filed it. She didn't press.

      
        
        ———

      

      

      By eight they were all at the table.

      Priya had read the email twice. Monika had read it once and was now attending to something beyond the words — the particular quality of Monika’s listening that happened not in the words but underneath them.

      ‘Unknown quantity,’ Priya said. ‘Potential plant. We don’t engage.’

      ‘She sounds frightened,’ Monika said.

      ‘She may be. That doesn’t tell us who she’s frightened of.’

      ‘I’m not saying it does.’ Monika was perfectly calm. ‘I’m saying fear is data. Real fear in a message this brief and this controlled took effort. That’s worth noting.’

      Priya looked at her. The particular Priya pause that meant she was filing rather than dismissing. ‘Noted.’

      Everyone looked at Doran.

      He had gone still — not his ordinary stillness,  more a responding stillness, the kind that happened when something landed and required proper consideration before he spoke. He sat with it for a long moment.

      Then: ‘I know the name. She was not a bad person when I last had cause to assess her.’

      Priya’s pen was already moving. ‘When was that?’

      ‘Eleven years ago.’

      Priya wrote. She turned the notepad. Nadia Cheyney. Doran assessment: not bad. 11 years ago. Reliability of current assessment: unknown. She underlined unknown twice. She looked at the page. She did not underline it a third time, though her pen hovered for a moment that everyone noticed and nobody mentioned.

      Rosamund said: ‘She taught me to use something that could have been used against me. She directed it carefully, the first time, and she showed me how to close it down. She didn’t have to do that. The organisation’s interest was in amplifiers who couldn’t switch off.’ A pause. ‘She owed me nothing. She chose to be careful anyway.’

      The table was quiet.

      Immie said: ‘We listen to what she has to say. Priya runs the Protocol on everything she’s touched. Monika sits with her. Nobody acts on anything she tells us without full circle discussion first.’

      Rosamund: ‘Yes.’ She looked relieved. She also looked frightened. These two things were sitting in her face simultaneously without either one displacing the other, which Immie had noticed was what happened to people when they were being entirely honest.

      Priya opened a new index card. She wrote Nadia Cheyney at the top and left the rest blank. There was something about the blankness of it — the deliberate withholding of conclusions — that was very Priya.
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            CALVIN'S LETTER

          

        

      

    

    
      THOMAS STREET, LATE JULY

      The letter was paper. Actual paper, handwritten, stamp, the careful cursive of someone who had grown up before keyboards and hadn’t entirely forgiven them. Calvin had been in the Galway County Archives for three days, which he mentioned in the opening line with the understated enthusiasm of a person who found archives genuinely exciting and had learned to modulate this in company.

      Immie read it at the kitchen table in the particular July afternoon light that came through at a low angle and made the kitchen feel like the inside of something valuable.

      Calvin had found a property transaction from 1893. A lease, not a purchase — twenty-one years, a parcel of land east of Oughterard in County Galway, the Whitfield family name on the document alongside two witnesses neither of them recognised. He had found two corroborating references in separate collections. After 1914, the property disappeared from the records entirely, which Calvin noted was itself interesting — leases expired and were not renewed all the time, but properties with two corroborating references in the county archives did not typically vanish.

      The 1890s timing, he wrote, is what caught my attention. I know you said the Perth node encoding was 1890s work. I want to be careful about speculating beyond what the documents actually support. But I thought you should have this.

      He did not speculate further. This was one of the things Immie valued about Calvin — the discipline of the distinction between what the evidence said and what the evidence suggested. She wrote back three questions, no elaboration, and gave the letter to Priya.

      
        
        ———

      

      

      Priya read it standing up, which was how she read things she was going to act on immediately.

      She was at her laptop in four minutes. Immie looked over her shoulder at the databases Priya was already inside. Archaeological survey maps. Irish land valuation records. A specialist in nineteenth-century field systems.

      'This is what you do in your actual degree,' Immie said.

      'Yes,' Priya said. She did not look up. 'One of the databases is from my supervisor's research group. He'll want a citation.'

      'Will he get one?'

      Priya turned a card. 'He'll get an acknowledgement.' A pause. 'When the time is appropriate.'

      What followed was two days of the particular Priya mode the circle had learned to recognise as serious: systematic, silent, the Protocol notebook open beside the laptop, cross-referencing without announcing what she was cross-referencing. The Galway land registry. The 1890s Griffith’s Valuation supplements. The National Archives of Ireland catalogue. Three genealogical databases accessed through channels Immie didn’t ask about. A specialist in nineteenth-century Irish land transactions at University College Dublin whom Priya emailed at eleven-thirty on a Tuesday night and who, inexplicably, replied within the hour.

      Robert sat with her on the second afternoon. He looked at what she’d assembled — the timeline, the property boundaries, the family name appearing and disappearing — and said nothing for a while, which was how Robert was now with things that required attention. He attended to them, and then he spoke.

      ‘The 1890s,’ he said. ‘Both places.’

      ‘Yes,’ Priya said.

      ‘The same person, or different people from the same family?’

      ‘I can’t determine that from here.’ She turned a page. ‘What I can determine is that the property existed, the family held it for twenty-one years, and then it stopped existing in the records. What I cannot determine is what it was used for. It could be a sixth node. It could be a family house that someone simply stopped paying attention to. It could be something else entirely.’ She looked at the screen. ‘Without visiting the location and reading it, impossible to determine.’

      The kitchen was quiet. The winter afternoon light, low and blue-edged. Outside, the Thomas Street garden did its midwinter things — bare, patient, the jacarandas waiting.

      Robert looked at the map Priya had printed. The Galway property marked in pencil. The coast to the west. The land running east.

      ‘I could go,’ he said.

      Everyone looked at him.

      He was entirely calm. Not proposing it theatrically — stating it as a practical option that had occurred to him and seemed worth raising. ‘I have the gift now. I could go to Galway and read the place. Tell you what’s there.’ A pause. ‘I’m not suggesting I go alone.’

      Amelia, from the doorway: ‘Obviously not.’

      She had a tea towel over her shoulder and the expression of someone who had been listening from the hall for longer than she was acknowledging. Robert looked at her. Something passed between them — a small, warm, entirely private thing that Immie noted and filed.

      ‘After Sydney and London,’ Immie said.

      Priya was already writing. She opened a new section at the back of the Protocol notebook. She wrote GALWAY in capitals and stopped. She’d been about to write PRELIMINARY and had caught herself — the word implied a category she wasn’t ready to assign yet. She wrote PENDING instead.

      She underlined it once. She looked at it. She underlined it again.

      Immie looked at Priya across the table.

      At the two underlinings, and the pen resting, and the particular set of Priya’s shoulders when she had just done something that satisfied her. The completed section. The notebook closed.

      After years of watching Priya work. What Priya had was fit. The unique quality of a person doing the exact thing they were made to do, and knowing it, and not requiring anyone to comment on it.

      GALWAY PENDING, underlined twice. She had been watching Priya work for years. She still didn't have the right word for it. Not ambition. Something more complete than that. Priya building things because building them was itself the point — the Protocol notebook not a tool but a form of attention.

      She didn't say any of this. Priya knew. That was the point.

      The most Priya thing in the world was that her primary gift expressed itself through a camera — through the act of recording what was there, precisely, so that nothing was lost.

      Immie had never told Priya any of this. She wouldn’t. Priya didn’t need to be told — she needed to be given problems of sufficient complexity and trusted to work, which was what they were doing, and what they would keep doing, and what Priya would still be doing when the circle had expanded and the Protocol had forty new fields and Nadia’s gift was in it and others beside.

      Immie looked at GALWAY PENDING and thought: good. We are nowhere near the end of what is worth your full attention.

      She did not say it. Priya knew. That was the point.

      

      Monika, watching from across the table, said nothing. She was holding her tea with both hands and she had the look of someone who found the scene in front of her quietly good, which on Monika’s face was almost indistinguishable from neutral attention but wasn’t, if you knew her. Monika held that moment of respect.
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