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            AFTER THE ROCKET
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      The biscuit tin had been on the second shelf from the top since before she was born. She knew this because she'd touched it once, reaching past it for something, and six weeks of touch had made her cautious about what she reached for. The tin held forty years of family in its dented sides. She didn't pick it up without gloves now.

      It was October, and Perth was doing what October did: the sky a clean and slightly reckless blue, the jacaranda at the back of the garden not yet in flower but thinking about it. Immie stood at the kitchen counter in her socks and made toast and tried not to touch anything.

      Six weeks since the skyrocket. Six weeks since she'd turned sixteen. Six weeks since everything had stopped being one thing and started being something larger and less manageable.

      The gift was not the same as it had been.

      Leaks, she called them, for want of a better word. It had started three days after the equinox, small enough to dismiss: she'd picked up a pen from the kitchen table and felt a fraction of something — a hand that wasn't hers, the texture of a thought that wasn't hers — before she put the pen down again and stood very still in the afternoon light until it passed. She'd told no one. This was her default setting: manage it, keep it quiet, don't alarm anyone. It was the approach that had worked for fifteen years, more or less. She was revising her opinion of it.

      The leaks came faster after that. She touched Robert's coffee cup one morning while loading the dishwasher and got every worried morning he'd ever sat with it — not one at a time but layered, simultaneous, a palimpsest of small anxieties rendered in sensation. She put the cup down carefully on the counter and turned back to the sink and breathed. Priya noticed, from across the kitchen. Priya noticed everything.

      'You should tell Doran,' Priya had said.

      'I'm aware of that,' Immie said.

      'You haven't.'

      'Also aware.'

      Priya had looked at her for a moment with the particular expression she used when she was not going to say what she was thinking. Then she'd put the kettle on and produced a notebook from her bag and written something down, and that had been that.

      Doran was in the garden. He was frequently in the garden. He had the habit, in the mornings, of standing in whatever patch of light was available and going very still, and the birds treated him as furniture, which she found interesting. He had not explained it. She had not asked, because there were only so many explanations you could absorb in any given fortnight.

      
        
        ✦

      

      

      The Tuesday call came at nine-fifteen. DI Sloane, from her car, traffic sounds behind her voice.

      'Two of them,' Sloane said, without preamble. This was her style: she delivered information the way someone else might put keys on a hook — functional, habitual, no announcement. 'Released without charge this morning. Both of them. The legal advice they've had is — well. It's thorough. It's expensive. And it's working.'

      Immie sat down at the kitchen table with her toast. She kept her hands flat on the table surface for a moment, then thought better of it and moved them to her lap.

      'Released,' she said.

      'The evidence as it stands doesn't support charges that hold up against the kind of counsel they've retained. I'm building something that will, but it takes time. The Collectors have been doing this for seven hundred years. They've had a lot of practice not being charged with anything.'

      'Right.'

      'I wanted you to hear it from me first. Before you read something somewhere and made a face about it.'

      'I don't make faces.'

      A brief silence that was approximately the sound of Sloane not arguing with this. 'The case continues. The Tuesday calls continue. I'll have something more substantial for you within the month.'

      After she rang off, Immie ate her toast and looked at the garden. Doran was still in his patch of light. A willie wagtail had landed on his shoulder and appeared to be making a point about something.

      She picked up Calvin's letter from the stack of post she'd left on the counter six days ago and did not open it.

      
        
        ✦

      

      

      The letter had arrived the previous Wednesday. Calvin's handwriting was very small and very neat, which she hadn't expected — she'd imagined it as larger, somehow, given that he was in every other way extremely present. He wrote on cream paper. He'd found her address through Doran, which she hadn't asked about.

      She didn't know why she hadn't answered it. She knew, if she pressed on the question, that she did know, which was different.

      She put it back on the stack and went to wash her hands.

      
        
        ✦

      

      

      Priya arrived at half past ten with her protocol notebook and a box of objects she'd assembled with the systematic approach she brought to things that needed systematising, which was everything.

      'Thirteen items,' she said, setting the box on the kitchen table. 'All of known history. I've written up what I know about each one so we can cross-reference your impressions. Doran's confirmed he'll observe but not assist. Monika's on her way.'

      Immie looked at the box. 'Good morning to you too.'

      'Good morning. Are you ready to start?'

      This was Priya's gift, or one of them: she was not unkind but she was efficient, and she had identified that the leaks were both a problem and an opportunity, and that treating them as a problem only was a waste of what the opportunity offered. She had been right about this. It remained somewhat irritating.

      'I need to know what I'm working with,' Priya said, pulling out a chair. 'You need to know too. The Collectors aren't done. If they were done, Sloane's people would still have them, which they don't. So: what can you do, how reliably, and what are the limits. Yes?'

      'Yes,' Immie said.

      Priya opened her notebook and uncapped a pen. 'The Protocol,' she said, which was what she had decided to call it. 'Object one.'

      Immie sat down and put her hands in her lap and looked at the first object on the table — a small wooden button, brown, very old, that Priya had said belonged to her great-aunt.

      She picked it up.

      The button had a quality of being held by the same hands over a long time. Warmth. A particular angle. Fingers that had trouble with small things near the end but managed them anyway. She put it down after about four seconds.

      'A woman,' she said. 'Older woman. She held it a lot. Worried about something she couldn't change and kept her hands busy instead.'

      Priya wrote. 'Accurate. That's my grandmother's mother. She had a difficult son.'

      'It's not a deep reading,' Immie said. 'I can go deeper deliberately, but casually touching something just gives surface. The emotional texture of the most repeated thing.'

      'That's useful.'

      'It's also rather a lot to get from someone's button without permission.'

      Priya looked up. 'We'll add that to the protocol. No incidental reading of items belonging to people who haven't consented.'

      'I already assumed that.'

      'Good. I wanted it written down.'

      This was the difference between them, neatly illustrated: Immie operated on values, Priya operated on documented systems that supported values. Both approaches were correct. They complemented each other so well it sometimes felt like a design.

      
        
        ✦

      

      

      Monika arrived quietly, as Monika did, halfway through object seven. She let herself in with the key Robert had given her in September, sat down at the table without ceremony, and put a small brooch in front of Priya's notebook.

      'You can add this to the list,' she said. 'If you want.'

      Priya looked at it. 'What is it?'

      'My grandmother's. She died before I was born. My mum found it in a box of things her mum had kept and sent it to me last month.'

      She said this without particular weight. Immie heard the particular weight anyway.

      They worked through the remaining test objects. Immie was beginning to understand the difference between a deliberate reading and an incidental one: the deliberate required something like leaning in, a quality of willingness, an orientation toward the thing. The incidental just happened if she wasn't careful. Casual touch gave surface. Sustained attention gave depth. There appeared to be no middle ground.

      'Off-switch,' Priya said, writing it down. 'Confirmed. You can choose not to receive.'

      'Yes. That's — yes. As long as I pay attention to the choosing.'

      'Good. That's the most important thing I've written so far.'

      It was. Immie hadn't quite put it into words before now: she could choose not to read. The skill was in the choosing. This was not nothing.

      She reached for the next item on Priya's list. Her hand passed the brooch.

      She didn't mean to. She was not paying attention to the choosing. She touched the clasp for half a second, which was long enough.

      The brooch flooded her.

      She put it down. Her hand was shaking slightly. She looked at the table surface for a moment and breathed.

      She said, very quietly: 'Your grandmother was funny. Genuinely funny. Quick.'

      Monika looked at her.

      The silence lasted long enough to contain several things. Monika's expression was not quite the thing you'd expect when someone had touched an object belonging to your dead grandmother without asking. It was more careful than that. It held something private.

      'She was,' Monika said, finally. 'Her name was Renata.'

      Priya had her pen hovering over the notebook and did not write anything. She understood, correctly, that some moments had better uses than documentation.

      
        
        ✦

      

      

      Priya proposed, over late sandwiches, that they set up a formal protocol structure with regular sessions, logged results, and an evidence record that would be useful going forward. Immie agreed. It was, as Priya said, the most sensible approach to a magical problem imaginable.

      Doran came in from the garden at the end of this conversation, accepted a sandwich, and listened to the summary with his head tilted slightly, which was his version of looking impressed.

      'Good,' he said.

      'Any additions?' Priya asked.

      'Don't read things that belong to people who aren't expecting it.'

      'Already on the list.'

      'Then you have everything you need,' he said, and went back to the garden.

      Immie carried her plate to the sink and stood at the window and watched the jacaranda not flowering yet. She thought about the two Collectors who were no longer in custody. She thought about the letter from Calvin, unopened on the counter. She thought about the iron certainty in Doran's statement, that they had everything they needed.

      She wasn't sure she agreed with him. But she thought she might, eventually. This was new.

      That evening, she answered Calvin's letter. Three sentences. It took her forty minutes.
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            THE PROTOCOL
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      Priya's kitchen table on a Saturday morning was a different object than any kitchen table Immie had encountered elsewhere. It had the quality of a workbench run by someone who had decided that workbenches should be clean, level, and emotionally accountable. The thirteen test objects from the previous session had been joined by four more, each labelled in Priya's handwriting in a script so precise it was nearly printed.

      The stopwatch was on the right side of the table, next to the protocol notebook, which was itself next to a backup notebook in case the primary one ran out, which Immie had counted as the most Priya thing she'd observed in six weeks of fairly Priya-dense behaviour.

      'We're starting with the objects you've already read,' Priya said, pulling out her chair with the movement of someone who had considered which chair to use and made a decision. 'To establish a baseline. Same objects, same conditions, you tell me what you get, I compare to last week's record. If the reading is consistent, we've confirmed repeatability.'

      'And if it isn't?'

      'Then we know something interesting about how the gift works across time.'

      Immie sat. She had eaten breakfast and drunk enough water and had eight hours of sleep, all of which Priya had specified in a text the previous evening that read like a gentle preparatory briefing. She had complied with it because, firstly, Priya was right, and secondly, she was tired of managing things alone and this was what collaboration looked like when Priya was doing it.

      
        
        ✦

      

      

      They worked through seventeen objects in two hours. Priya noted the time, the reading, the comparison to last week's results, and two additional fields she'd added since: emotional register (the quality of what Immie received) and attention depth (her sense of how far in she'd gone). The last field was her own terminology. Immie had not corrected it.

      What emerged, mapped across the protocol: she could read any object she touched. The depth depended on attention, not on the object itself — a casual touch gave surface, a sustained deliberate reading gave everything available. The oldest objects had the most layered histories, but this didn't make them harder to read; it made them richer.

      'And the off-switch,' Priya said.

      'Still there. I didn't access anything I didn't choose to access today, except object twelve.'

      Priya made a note. Object twelve was a key ring, old, with three keys on it. Immie had picked it up to move it to the left side and received, briefly, a quality of loss so clear and direct she'd had to set it down.

      'What did you do?'

      'Put it down. Breathed. Moved on.'

      'Good. The off-switch failing under incidental contact is different from it failing generally. We should note that the incidental fail correlates with objects that have strong emotional imprint.'

      'You're saying the stronger the history, the more it pushes through before I can choose not to read.'

      'I'm saying the data suggests that. Three incidental reads in three weeks, all high-emotional-imprint items. It's not definitive, but it's a pattern.'

      Immie looked at the protocol notebook. It was already thirty-four pages. She had a brief and involuntary feeling of appreciation for Priya that she did not express because Priya would make it practical and efficient, and sometimes appreciation needed to just exist for a moment.

      
        
        ✦

      

      

      Monika arrived at eleven-fifteen with the brooch — she'd brought it deliberately this time, setting it on the table in front of Immie and sitting across from her.

      'You can read it properly,' she said. 'If you want.'

      Immie looked at the brooch. It was small, silver, shaped like a bird of some kind — too worn to identify the species with certainty. The clasp had been repaired at some point, neatly.

      'I don't have to,' Immie said.

      'I know. I want you to.'

      She picked it up with full attention, the deliberate orientation she'd been practising all morning: present, chosen, the willingness turned toward the object rather than held carefully back from it.

      Renata came through clearly.

      She was quick, as Immie had said, and funny in the particular way that laughed at the thing before it arrived, which is the fastest kind. She had been afraid of hospitals and fond of bread and had spent a long period of her life worrying that she hadn't given her daughter enough, which was untrue. The brooch had been a gift from someone whose name Immie couldn't quite catch — a man, the quality of the relationship warm, embracing. She'd worn it to the interview for the job she got and not worn it after that because she wanted to keep it separate from ordinary days.

      Immie put it down.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      'She wore it to something important,' she said. 'An interview, I think. She got the job. She was afraid she wouldn't.'

      Monika was quiet for a moment. Then: 'She was a nurse. She requalified after my mum was born. She worried for years she'd forgotten her skills and wasn't safe anymore.'

      'She hadn't.'

      'No.'

      A pause. Something passed between them that Priya's protocol notebook was not designed to capture, which did not mean it wasn't real. Priya was writing something. She was looking at the paper, not at them.

      'Can I ask something?' Monika said.

      'Yes.'

      'When you read an object — do you get the person as they were, or as they felt while they were holding it?'

      Immie considered this. It was a better question than it looked. 'Both. Or — neither, exactly. I get the quality of their attention while they were in contact with it. Which is their emotional truth in that moment, not necessarily the larger truth. Your grandmother worried she'd got worse. But the thing the brooch carries is — she was afraid, but she did it anyway. That's what it has in it.'

      Monika looked at the brooch for a moment. 'Good,' she said.

      Priya wrote: 'Reading captures emotional truth of sustained contact, not biographical truth. Person-as-they-felt, not person-as-they-were. Distinction matters.'

      Immie read this over her shoulder. 'That's very good.'

      'Thank you,' Priya said. 'I thought so.'

      
        
        ✦

      

      

      The protocol ran until two in the afternoon. By the end of it, they had: a confirmation of repeatability, a documented off-switch with its one noted vulnerability, a working theory of depth-by-attention, and the beginning of what Priya called a calibration framework, which she acknowledged was possibly a bit clinical for magic.

      'Not a bit,' Immie said.

      'Extremely, then. Does it work?'

      'Yes.'

      'Then I'll keep the word.'

      Monika walked home with the brooch in her pocket. At the door she turned and said: 'Thank you.'

      Immie was aware this was for more than the session. 'She was a good person,' she said. 'Renata.'

      Monika nodded and went down the path. The afternoon was warm and smelled of cut grass from someone's back garden, and Perth in October did what it always did: insisted, lightly, that everything was going to be fine. Immie stood in the doorway and didn't quite believe it, but she was more ready than she'd been that morning.

      She went back inside and helped Priya label the protocol notebooks in alphabetical order. This was, she understood, what the next thing looked like: ordered, evidenced, shared. It was not the shape she would have chosen alone. It was a better shape.
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            THE SCHOOL TRIP

          

        

      

    

    
      The assembly hall smelled of floor polish and someone's lunch. Ms Kenworth was at the podium with the expression she used for announcements she found enjoyable, which was different from her usual expression by a degree of warmth that was impossible to specify but immediately legible.

      Immie was in the third row between Priya and Monika. Priya had her hands in her lap. She had a stillness about her this morning that Immie had learned to identify as the stillness of someone who already knew the shape of something.

      'The biennial Scotland and United Kingdom cultural programme,' Ms Kenworth said. 'Twelve students, ten days, Edinburgh and surrounds. Applications close Friday. Please see the office for —'

      'I put us down already,' Priya said, at approximately normal volume.

      The student to her left turned and stared.

      'Sorry,' Priya said, not sounding particularly sorry. 'I meant: I've already submitted our applications.'

      Immie turned to look at her. 'When?'

      'Monday.'

      'The announcement is today.'

      'Yes.'

      'Priya.'

      'The school secretary told me the budget had been approved three weeks ago. I've been watching the budget line since Year Nine. It was always going to happen in Year Eleven, it runs on a two-year cycle, and the approval was confirmed on the Thursday. I thought it was reasonable to submit.'

      The assembly continued. Immie processed this.

      'How do you know the secretary?'

      'Mrs Okafor handles the cultural programme budget requests. We had a very pleasant conversation about the Edinburgh festival two years ago and she mentioned the cycle. I stayed in touch.'

      Monika, on the other side, had the expression she used when Priya did something that was technically admirable and also slightly alarming. It was a subtle expression. Immie had learned to read it.

      'Right,' Immie said. 'Edinburgh.'

      She thought about what Edinburgh meant: a city she had never been to, which was ancient and cold and full of stone and history. She thought about what the gift would do with that. She thought about the off-switch, and whether it was strong enough.

      She thought: I have six weeks before the trip. That's time enough to make it stronger.

      
        
        ✦
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      They told Doran that evening. He was in the garden, which was where conversations happened in the Whitfield house: the kitchen for practical things, the garden for the things that needed more air.

      He was still for a longer time than usual when they said the word Edinburgh.

      Then he said: 'There is a building in Edinburgh. An ordinary-looking office building. It has been there for a very long time. I have wondered, for several years, what is inside it.'

      The garden held this sentence for a moment.

      Priya said: 'What kind of building?'

      'The kind that keeps records.'

      'Collector records?'

      'The oldest kind. Yes.'

      He said it with the particular economy he used for things he had known for a while and had not had occasion to act on. Several years, he'd said. Immie wondered what that meant for a man who had been alive before written records existed, and decided it probably meant slightly longer than it sounded.

      'You've never gone in,' Immie said.

      'No. There are buildings you don't go into alone.'

      He said this without drama, which made it land harder than drama would have. Doran did not go into buildings alone by choice. He went into buildings alone when he chose to. The distinction mattered.

      Immie looked at Priya. Priya looked at Immie. Something that had been preliminary became definitive.

      'Will you come to Edinburgh?' Immie asked.

      Doran picked up his mug. 'Yes.'

      'How will you —'

      'I've been getting places since before there were planes.'

      'I was going to ask how you'll manage the school group.'

      'You weren't.'

      'No,' she admitted. 'I wasn't.'

      Priya had already produced her notebook. She opened it to a fresh section and wrote, in her cleanest script: EDINBURGH OPERATION — PRELIMINARY.

      Below it: Building. Records. Doran — inside (confirm). Our approach (to determine). Timing (to determine).

      She underlined PRELIMINARY twice, which, for Priya, was the equivalent of anyone else circling something in red.

      Doran ate his sandwich and did not explain how he planned to get to Edinburgh. When asked directly, he said: 'I've been getting places since before there were planes.' He said this as though he had already said it, which he had, and as though that should be sufficient, which it was.
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            DI SLOANE'S FILE

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Inspector Sloane's living room had the look of a space in which function had entirely won the argument with comfort: boxes of file folders on the dining table, a corkboard on the wall with photographs and printed documents connected by string in what Immie privately considered a very on-the-nose investigative aesthetic, and a takeaway container cooling on the window sill because there had clearly not been time to eat before they arrived.

      'Fourteen deaths,' Sloane said, without preamble. She had not offered tea, which was consistent with every other conversation they had had. 'Over forty years. Each one individually explicable. Collectively: an argument for something systemic.'

      She opened the first box. She handed Priya a stack of property records.

      'I want you to look through those. Not the deaths — the company registrations. There's something in there I couldn't connect to anything actionable.'

      Priya looked at the stack the way she looked at stacks that interested her: as though it were a problem that had been waiting just for her. She turned to the first page and was silent.

      Sloane showed Immie the deaths file. Fourteen cases across four decades, each folder slim, each cause of death mundane on paper. A fall. A heart attack. An accident. The connection was not in the manner of dying but in the circumstances before it: each person had been, in the weeks prior to their death, in contact with a company or individual that appeared, from three different angles, nowhere in the public record.

      'Collectors,' Immie said.

      'Almost certainly. But almost certainly isn't a charge.'

      'No.'

      'The lawyers they've retained are,' Sloane paused to find the right word, 'thorough. They've done this before. Every piece of evidence I've assembled has a counter-narrative that isn't definitively wrong. I need more. I need something that connects the incidents to a single organisation with a documented structure.'

      'Found it,' Priya said.

      Both of them looked at her.

      'Incorporated Edinburgh 1887,' Priya said, still looking at the page. 'Operating continuously since. Registered address is a commercial property in the New Town. Accounts filed annually — modest, unremarkable, exactly the kind of accounts you file when you want someone to look at them and stop looking. No listed directors.'

      She looked up.

      'No listed directors,' she repeated. 'In a company incorporated 1887. That's not a clerical oversight. That's designed.'

      Sloane looked at the record Priya was holding. 'I noticed it. I couldn't connect it to a named individual.'

      'We can,' Immie said.

      DI Sloane looked at her.

      'We have sources. If the building is what I think it is.'

      'What do you think it is?'

      Immie looked at the box of physical evidence Sloane had retrieved from the Hartley house. It was sitting on the floor beside the corkboard. Eight items in evidence bags, each labelled, each documented.

      'May I?'

      'Those are evidence. You — wait.'

      Priya, without looking up from the property records, said: 'Immie, gloves.'

      She produced a pair of surgical gloves from her coat pocket. This was Priya's instruction from three weeks ago: 'You shouldn't accidentally read evidence. Put gloves in your coat.'

      She put the gloves on. She went through the evidence bags by sight. A photograph. A document in an evidence sleeve. Two keys. A small book, cover damaged. A fragment of something ceramic. A watch, stopped at half past two.

      And a small iron key. Different from the other two. Older. It was not a door key, something more particular. A case key, or a box key. Very old and very certain.
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      She did not pick it up with gloves.

      She took the gloves off.

      DI Sloane said: 'What are you —'

      She picked up the key.

      
        
        ✦

      

      

      She had a seven second window before she put it down. She had, in those seven seconds, seen a room.

      The room was long and low-ceilinged, with windows that were either shuttered or faced a wall. There was a table running most of the length of it. At the table, a man she could not quite see clearly — he was the quality of someone utterly certain of what they were doing — was writing in lamplight. The lamp was oil, not electric, which told her something about when.

      The book in front of him was enormous. Leather-bound, dark red, very old already in the moment she was seeing it. The man opened to a fresh page and wrote: a name, a date, a description of what had been taken. She could not read the name from the angle she was receiving. She could read the quality of the writing: methodical, institutional, the hand of someone who believed in the importance of the record absolutely.

      She put the key down on the table.

      Sloane was very still. Priya had looked up from the property records.

      'A room,' Immie said. 'Long table. Lamplight. A man writing in a very large book. The book was leather, very old, red or dark brown. He was making an entry: a name, a date, what was taken.'

      She looked up.

      'It's a ledger,' she said. 'A record book. He was —' she thought about the quality of it, the institutional certainty in those hands '— it was a practice. It wasn't unusual for him. He'd done it many times before.'

      Sloane said: 'Where was the room?'

      'I don't know the location. But the building it was in —' she looked at Priya '— it felt old. Very old. Stone walls.'

      Priya held up the property record. 'The Edinburgh building. Georgian. Stone construction. New Town. The timeline fits.'

      DI Sloane closed her file. She set it aside with the deliberate movement of someone changing their approach.

      'A ledger,' she said. 'Of collected — of taken —'

      'Power. Gifts. Magic, Souls, I think. Names, dates, what was taken. It's their institutional record. Seven hundred years of it.'

      Priya was already drawing a diagram from the description, which she had not asked for permission to do and didn't need to.

      Sloane said: 'I'll need a warrant for the Edinburgh building. That'll take three weeks.'

      Immie said: 'We'll be in Edinburgh in three weeks.'

      Sloane looked at her. Something moved in her expression that was not quite what you could call enthusiasm, but was adjacent to it: the recognition of a case that was going to do things cases weren't supposed to do, and that was going to be useful in ways that weren't classifiable.

      'Three weeks,' she said. 'Don't do anything before I have the warrant.'

      'No,' Immie agreed.

      She did not mention that three weeks was exactly how long they had.
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