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ONE

The Most Honest Frame
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The book had been lying to her for three hours.

Not in any way Naomi Palmer could yet prove; that was the problem. The provenance chain was clean on paper: a private collection in Antwerp, the estate of a Belgian industrialist who had died in 1987, before him a Geneva dealer whose records were meticulous and whose reputation had survived two generations of scrutiny. The book itself was a first edition of Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, 1859, John Murray, London, bound in the original olive-green cloth with the blind-stamped border intact. The title page bore a presentation inscription in faded brown ink: For my dear friend, with warmest regards, C.D., November 1859. The handwriting was confident, looping, consistent with authenticated Darwin exemplars she had examined at the Natural History Museum in 2019.

But something in the weighting of the ink was wrong.

She set down the loupe and pressed her fingers to her eyes. It was 2:41 AM. The fog outside her Inner Richmond apartment had descended so far that the streetlights on Clement Street were directionless halos; not illuminating anything, indicating only that illumination existed somewhere. She had brewed tea at midnight and forgotten to drink it. The mug sat at the edge of her desk, cool to the touch now, casting a pale ring on the paper she had laid to protect the surface.

She picked up the loupe again.

The inscription was the problem, or rather the vehicle for the problem, because the ink distribution in the ‘d’ of ‘dear’ was too uniform. Not dramatically so; whoever had done this was skilled, possibly excellent, drawing on period-appropriate iron gall at a consistency Darwin himself might have used. But the capillary spread in the paper’s laid lines was marginally too even, which happened with modern fine-tipped reproduction nibs in ways it did not happen with the steel dip pens of the 1850s. A human hand, a real pen, real variance. That was what she was looking for and what was absent. The inscription was a very good copy of Darwin’s handwriting, produced by someone who had studied it carefully and at length. She had found the lie by looking at something most people would never think to look at.

The work satisfied her in a way she rarely articulated, even to herself. Not the exposure of fraud, though there was a clean professional pleasure in that, the pleasure of a proof resolving correctly. The work satisfied her because of the quality of attention it demanded. The loupe was an instrument of pure focus; behind it, the world contracted to a square centimeter of paper and nothing outside that square had any claim on her. She had been doing this for eleven years at Adderton & Cower, and the aperture of the loupe remained the most honest frame she knew.

She made a note in her working file and chose her words with the care she used for everything: ink distribution in inscription inconsistent with period steel-nib variability; further testing recommended before authentication. Then she closed the file. The woman in Antwerp who had commissioned the assessment would not want to hear this, and the conversation was a problem for morning.

Her phone rang.

The sound was so unexpected in the deep quiet of the apartment that she held still before reaching for it. It was a call, not a notification. A number with a San Francisco area code she did not recognize. She answered because she always answered.

“Ms. Palmer?” The voice was a woman’s, careful and professional, with an accent that placed her English somewhere other than America. “Ms. Naomi Palmer?”

“Speaking.”

“My name is Yuki Tanaka. I’m calling on behalf of the Japanese Consulate General in San Francisco. I’m a translator assisting Officer Watanabe of the Hokkaido Prefectural Police.” A brief pause. A second voice in the background, male, low and patient, Japanese. “Officer Watanabe needs to speak with the next of kin for a Ms. Amelia Palmer, Australian national, registered resident at an address on the northern cape of Hokkaido. Is that your mother, Ms. Palmer?”

The room was very quiet.

“Yes,” Naomi said. “That’s my mother.”

The translator conveyed this. A brief exchange. Then: “Ms. Palmer, I’m very sorry to tell you that there has been a fire at your mother’s studio. The structure was a total loss. Your mother did not survive.” 

The fog pressed against the window glass. The halos of the streetlights were perfect. She held the phone. She did not put it down. 

“When did this happen?” Naomi said.

The translator relayed the question. “This night. Local time in Hokkaido. The fire response team was on site early this morning.”

“How was she identified?”

Another relay. The answer took longer. “The local authorities were familiar with your mother as a resident. The identification was confirmed by Officer Watanabe and a colleague at the scene.”

Naomi looked at her notepad. Her pen was already in her hand; she had no memory of picking it up. “Is Officer Watanabe certain? Is there any question of the identification?”

The question was relayed. A short exchange. “He is certain, Ms. Palmer. He knew your mother personally. He says”—the translator paused, and when she continued her voice had shifted, carrying something she was translating faithfully but not without its weight—“he says she was a remarkable woman and he is deeply sorry.”

Naomi wrote down: Watanabe, Hokkaido Pref. Police. Fire last night, local. ID confirmed. “I’ll need the officer’s contact information and a reference number for the report.”

These were provided. She wrote them down. She confirmed the consulate’s callback line. She thanked Yuki Tanaka, whose manner throughout had been exactly as Naomi would have wanted it: measured, clear, without the cloying softness some people applied to difficult information as though it helped.

She hung up.

The Darwin sat open on her desk. The forged inscription looked up at her: For my dear friend, with warmest regards.

She set the phone down beside it and looked at the room.

Six years in this apartment. The desk brought from the Inner Sunset place before it, a wide oak surface she’d bought for cash from an estate sale in the Avenues and spent a weekend refinishing alone, which had turned out to be more difficult than she’d anticipated and which she’d finished anyway. The bookshelves held the technical library assembled over a career: paper science, binding history, ink chemistry, the authentication handbooks from the Getty and the British Library and the Smithsonian whose spines had cracked from use. Between them, a run of monographs in English, French, Dutch, and German on specific periods and materials: Flemish manuscript illumination, Japanese woodblock printing, the pathologies of iron-gall ink on medieval vellum. A life arranged for one person, arranged well, requiring no adjustment.

The print above the shelves was a nineteenth-century cartographic survey of the California coastline, bought years ago because she liked its precision, not because it reminded her of anything.

There was no photograph of her mother anywhere in the apartment. In early 2020 she had put the last one in a drawer, and she had not taken it out.

She pulled her laptop across the desk and opened the Adderton & Cower travel portal. SFO departures to Tokyo: the first available flight left at 11:10 AM, connecting at Narita. With a slight pause as she took in the fare estimate, she booked the flight. She added a note in the coordinator’s field, marked it family emergency, indeterminate duration, and opened her email to write four lines to her colleague Diane in London: the Darwin first edition needed to go to Douglas for follow-up, there were concerns about the inscription, she would be reachable but unavailable for the foreseeable future. She sent it before she could reconsider the word foreseeable, a word that implied more than she knew.

Then she went to her bedroom and took the suitcase from the closet and set it open on the bed, and began.

She worked systematically, as she did everything: travel documents first, then laptop and chargers, then the portable UV light source and the travel loupe she took on every authentication trip. Both of those she packed now without quite deciding to. Clothes for a cold autumn, layered. Formal options because she was not sure what a daughter wore in Japan to collect her mother’s effects, and she had no one to ask, certainly not at 3 AM, and she was not certain she would have asked in any case.

She went to get her suitcase’s combination lock from the kitchen junk drawer and stopped in the doorway because her hands were shaking. Not much. Not so much that she could not have managed the combination had she been holding it. But they were shaking, and she stood in the doorway and looked at them with something close to professional detachment, as though the tremor were a datum to be noted rather than a fact about herself.

Then she got the lock and went on packing.

She was at the closet for her coat when the thought arrived, not dramatically but with the quiet insistence of something that had been waiting: the last thing her mother had ever said to her. A voice message from January 2020, fourteen months before the silence became permanent by geography rather than choice. She had not listened to it since the first weeks of the lockdowns. She took out her phone and found it in her archived messages and pressed play.

Naomi, I hope you’re well. The voice was Amelia’s, still Australian after fifty years of living elsewhere, warm in a register that had always contained more than it expressed. I’m sending you something in the post; it may take a while to arrive, I’m using surface mail. When it gets there, open it. You’ll understand when you see the whole map.

The sound of wind somewhere on the northern cape. Then the recording had ended.

She had typed a reply three times across the weeks that followed and deleted it each time because each version was either too cold or too much. Then the pandemic had closed the borders and made the silence geographic rather than chosen, and she had told herself she would respond later, when later was possible. Later had taken on the properties of a word in a foreign language she had studied but never mastered: she understood it in the abstract, and it never arrived when expected.

She put the phone in her bag. The coat went over her arm. She did one circuit of the apartment to check the windows and turn off the desk lamp, and the Darwin, in its clamshell box, watched her from the desk with its forged inscription still face-up, still patient, still waiting to be told what it was.

She left it.
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The taxi to SFO moved through a city that was barely there. The fog had taken the Bay; not a light crossed the water, and the bridge pylons dissolved into it at twenty feet, the road appearing to end and then continuing, appearing to end and then continuing. The driver had the radio on very low, something instrumental, and did not speak. Naomi sat with her bag on her lap. The fog accepted the city piece by piece.

She had three hours before her flight. She spent two of them in the terminal with coffee she didn’t taste, sitting in a molded plastic chair near her gate while travelers resolved and dissolved around her in the pre-dawn purposelessness of early departures. 

Beside her, a couple rolled their matching hardshell luggage to a stop as they balanced their coffee cups while they sat. Naomi was aware that she should feel something more than she did, but she matched up the green of the couple’s bags with the olive green bindings of the Darwin and held it longer than she meant to.

The gate agent called boarding.
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She slept for two hours somewhere over the Pacific, woke into the cabin’s recirculated dark, and could not sleep again.

Eleven hours of ocean below. No land until Japan. She tilted her window shade up a fraction and pressed her forehead against the cold plastic. There was nothing to see: no stars, no lights from shipping lanes, only the absolute dark of mid-Pacific at altitude, the loneliest darkness she knew, and she had been crossing it since childhood, Melbourne to San Francisco and back, the enormous water underneath that took no notice of either shore.

She had grown up in both directions. Her mother Australian, her father American, and the Pacific in between not quite belonging to either. She had learned early to carry her bearings internally, to know where she was by the contents of her own mind rather than the landscape outside. It was good preparation for a career in objects whose authenticity was never visible on the surface; it was less good preparation for relationships, which required local knowledge she had never quite acquired.

Amelia Palmer had been the opposite. She oriented by the world around her with an almost geographical precision, the way a navigator reads current and wind, and she had spent her life moving toward whatever called her attention most: Melbourne, then London, then San Francisco for the years of Naomi’s childhood, then Tokyo for a decade, then finally the northern cape of Hokkaido, where she had built the studio and stayed for twenty years and where she had, last night, died in a fire whose cause was under investigation.

You’ll understand when you see the whole map.

Amelia had spent her career drawing maps of places that did not exist: imaginary continents and archipelagos, the fantasy geographies of bestselling novels and award-winning games, hand-drawn originals that collectors paid thousands to possess and hang on walls. The phrase had always seemed of a piece with that work: the whole picture, see it from a distance, an invitation Amelia extended to her art and expected Naomi to accept. Naomi had long ago stopped trying to decode these invitations. She had filed them under the general heading of her mother, a category that contained many things she had chosen not to examine too closely.

But thirty-five thousand feet over the Pacific the phrase would not stay filed.

What map?

Amelia had never sent her originals; they were too valuable, too irreplaceable. The commercial pieces were handled through galleries and dealers who knew their worth. A private map, then: something made for Naomi specifically, the way Amelia had occasionally made things for people she cared about, objects that carried more intention than she was willing to say aloud. Naomi turned this over the way she turned objects in her hands: slowly, systematically, looking for the seam.

A memory surfaced that she had not thought about in years. She could not have been more than eight or nine. A trip to Japan, to a part of Hokkaido she barely remembered: cold in a way that surprised her, the air sharp and salted, the beach beneath the cliffs made of volcanic rock so black it seemed to absorb the grey light rather than reflect it. She had walked along the shore filling the pockets of her jacket with sea glass, green and amber and occasionally the rare cobalt blue, while her mother moved ahead along the path above the beach. At some point she had looked up and seen her mother stop, take out her notebook, write something slowly, with the focused attention of a person recording something precise. Then she had crouched and touched the rock face with her fingertips. Then she had walked on.

Naomi had not thought to ask about it. It had seemed like Amelia did: attending to the world with a focus that was sometimes difficult to distinguish from absence.

Thirty-five thousand feet over the Pacific, she was left with the image of her mother’s back, moving north along the cliff path, growing smaller.
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The terminal at Narita was bright and vast and smelled of industrial cleaners and the sweetness of convenience-store coffee that she associated with Japanese airports, with being between one country and another, with her whole life spent in transit. Late afternoon of the seventh, local time. She had crossed the date line and lost a day she would not get back.

She cleared customs and found a seat near the departure board, noting the pattern on the carpet. She took out the notes she had made during the phone call, because sitting still without a task felt like something she could not afford.

Watanabe, Hokkaido Pref. Police

Fire last night, local.

ID confirmed

Ref: TPC-2022-110605

The notes were what they were. Orderly, complete, recording what had been said. She read them again because she was a person who read things again when they contained information that mattered, and because she had the instinct, professional and ineradicable, that something in the transcript of the call was not quite sitting level.

It surfaced on the third reading.

Watanabe had described the fire’s origin as the studio’s upper floor, where Amelia kept her working desk and her current commissions. Structural fire, likely electrical, under investigation. The response team had arrived at the scene and secured the perimeter within twenty minutes of the alarm. All of this was procedurally ordinary.

What was not ordinary was the detail delivered almost as an aside, matter-of-fact in the translator’s careful English: the cellar vault beneath the studio had been found already secured when responders arrived.

Already secured. Not damaged. Not sealed by heat or structural collapse. Locked. The vault was beneath the ground floor, beneath the place where her mother had died. Someone had locked it before the fire response team arrived. Before, meaning—she held the logic still and examined it—before the alarm had been called in, or during the fire itself, or in the minutes just prior. The vault was underground; it would not have been threatened by an upper-floor fire, not yet. Whoever had locked it had done so deliberately, under circumstances that had not included calling for help.

She folded the notes into her jacket pocket.

Outside the terminal windows the Kantō Plain spread in every direction: towers and elevated motorways and rice paddies sitting in the strange, total adjacency that Japan had perfected, civilization packed so densely that the seams between its categories disappeared. She had a shinkansen connection to make. The train north would take most of what remained of the evening.

She had never been inside her mother’s studio. She had no idea what was in the vault.

She had a flight to catch. She was going north.

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

TWO

The Shape of the Absence
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The connecting flight from Sapporo took forty minutes and landed at an airport that was barely that: a single terminal building in brown prefabricated concrete, a windsock on a steel pole, a runway long enough for the twin-propeller aircraft and not much else. Outside the terminal windows, the landscape ran flat and treeless to a horizon that was larger than it had any right to be. This was the northernmost point of Hokkaido, the northernmost island of Japan, and everything Naomi had understood the word Japan to mean—the density, the layered civilization, the sense of a country folded many times into itself—was several hours south of here and belonged to a different idea of the place entirely.

The sky was pale and enormous. The wind came off the sea with a directness that felt personal.

Ishikawa Kenji was waiting at the gate. He was forty-something, in a dark wool coat, and he had positioned himself with his back to a structural pillar in a way that let him see the door before anyone coming through it could see him. He crossed the arrivals hall toward her while she was still reading his face, a face that had made a decision somewhere in its past to give very little away and had kept that decision.

“Ms. Palmer.” His English was careful, each word chosen and placed. “I am Detective Ishikawa Kenji. Thank you for coming.”

She shook his hand. “Thank you for meeting me.”

They walked to his car without speaking. The silence was not uncomfortable. It had the texture of two people who understood that small talk was a social contract neither of them was currently capable of honoring.
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The drive south along the Okhotsk coast took an hour on a road that ran between cliff and sea with no concession to anything in between. The landscape bore no resemblance to the Japan of travel posters or the Japan Naomi had moved through in transit: no temples, no manicured gardens, no urban density pressing in from every direction. She read it instead the way she read unfamiliar material: surface first, then composition, then what the composition implied about the conditions that had produced it. Black basalt cliffs, ancient and fractured, the geology of a coastline that had been broken repeatedly and had not smoothed. The water below was pewter in the flat October light, moving with the indifference of cold water that had a long way to go. The clifftop grasses beaten low by the prevailing wind, the scrub salt-pruned into submission, everything shaped by the same persistent force into the same direction. A landscape with a single grammar.

The landscape unsettled her in a way she could not immediately name. Not recognition: her conscious mind found nothing to match it against. But her body responded to the curves of the road and the salt smell through the ventilation with a familiarity that preceded thought, the way a hand reaches for a banister in a house it has not visited in thirty years.

Ishikawa drove with both hands on the wheel. After a few minutes he said, without preamble: “The fire was reported at 13.47. A worker from the fishing cooperative, three kilometers north. He saw smoke from the road.”

“Was anyone else at the studio?”

“Not that we know.” A pause. “Your mother—she was private. Some people in Wakkanai knew her. The market, the post office. They say she was friendly, easy to speak with. But the studio. She did not invite people there.” He reached for his phone, made a brief call, a sentence of Japanese, then set it down. “The investigating officer uses the word hermit. But a specific kind.”

“What kind?”

“One who sent many packages. Registered mail, insured. Several times a year, over many years. Always to different addresses.”

Naomi looked at the sea. Sakhalin was out there; Russian territory, forty kilometers across the Sōya Strait, though the sky today was low enough that the horizon was just horizon, sea and cloud merging into a single grey indistinction.

“She sent me something,” Naomi said. “January 2020. Surface mail, she said. It never arrived.”

Ishikawa said nothing. The road ran straight along the clifftop. “You did not follow up with her about it?”

“No.”

He accepted this without comment, which she appreciated. He made another call, brief, one exchange, and said: “The post office in Wakkanai will have records of what she sent, going back some years. I can request them.”

“Please.”

“Was there a reason you didn’t follow up?” He asked it the way he seemed to ask everything: not as pressure, simply as a question that wanted an answer if one was available.

A section of basalt cliff dropped away below the road, the rock sheering in clean black plates into the water far below. “We hadn’t spoken in some time. It seemed something that could wait.”

Ishikawa nodded once, his eyes on the road. He did not say that it couldn’t, or offer any observation about what waiting had cost. He filed it, the way she suspected he filed most things: for later.

“How was she identified?” Naomi said. “After the fire.”

“Her dentist in Wakkanai. Fifteen years.” He said it plainly, because that was how he said things. “The recovery was difficult. The fire was very hot in the upper space.”

She kept her eyes on the water. The road curved around a headland and the sea disappeared behind the cliff, and there was only the black rock and the copper grass and the enormous pale sky pressing down over all of it.
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The studio was a ruin.

She had understood this intellectually before she arrived, but intellectual understanding and the thing itself were different categories. What remained was the stone foundation along the clifftop, the cellar access set into the rock below grade, two sections of exterior wall standing to shoulder height with the window openings burned empty, and the chimney, intact, standing alone above the collapsed roof like a declaration that had outlasted everything it had been attached to. The smell of wet ash had settled into the site and into the surrounding scrub; it would be there, she thought, for a long time.

Incident tape ran along the cliff edge where the ground had become unstable near the fire. Two police vehicles were parked on the coastal road. A younger officer in uniform nodded to Ishikawa and handed him a key on a steel ring without being asked.

Naomi stood at the edge of what had been the entrance and took inventory.

The studio had been built into the cliff in the way of a structure designed to last: the foundation was deep, the walls where they remained were thick, and the cellar door was steel set into reinforced concrete that had been poured specifically for the purpose and not as an afterthought. The vault had two points of access: an interior stair from the studio floor above, now buried under the collapse, and the separate seaward stair cut into the cliff face on the building’s ocean side. 

Amelia had done this deliberately. The upper floor had been built around a central stone pier that carried the chimney and braced the drawing-table alcove; the ceiling between the working space and the roof was concrete slab, not timber. Amelia had designed a building with a vault beneath it and a stone core above, at the end of a coastal road in the northernmost inhabited part of Japan, and she had lived in it for twenty years, and she had sent registered, insured packages from it several times a year, and she had rewired it eighteen months ago, and then she had died in it.

Ishikawa walked the perimeter with her without commentary. When she stopped, he stopped. When she moved, he moved. He had the patience of terrain; he was there, the way the cliff was there. She had begun her assessment without explaining what she was doing. At some point it became apparent that he was reading the assessment as it happened: the order in which she moved, the surfaces she paused over, what she did not look at. He was not following her work. He was learning it. 

When she glanced up, he was already looking somewhere else, and the looking-somewhere-else was as deliberate as the previous attention had been. At the corner of the upper working space she crouched to look at the burn pattern on what remained of the wall. The char was deepest here, the stone most severely heat-spalled. She looked at it for a long time.

“The investigator says here,” Ishikawa said, pointing to the electrical panel housing, a blackened steel box still attached to the standing section of wall. “The origin. Where the fire began.”

“The wiring was new.”

“Eighteen months. Yes.” He was quiet. Then he made another brief call, and this time the exchange was longer, and the word she was listening for, denki, electricity, several times before he hung up. “The investigating officer says: there is no evidence of an electrical fault before the fire. No tripped breakers. No prior reports of problems. And the burn spread was faster than—” another call, shorter, a single exchange, “than the amount of material in the room would explain.” He put the phone away. “He does not say arson. He says the investigation continues.”

She stood up and looked at the electrical panel. It had been a hot fire. Very hot. The heat had consumed what it needed to consume.

“The vault,” she said.

He took her to it.
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The access was a concrete stair cut into the rock on the seaward side of the foundation, sheltered from the fire by the mass of the cliff itself. The steel door at the bottom was a vault door in everything but name: two inches thick, combination lock, flush-mounted hinges, the edges sealed with a rubber gasket that had been replaced recently enough that it still held. Ishikawa worked the combination from a paper he took from his breast pocket. The notary in Wakkanai, he said, had it on file at Amelia’s instruction. The lock disengaged with a solid, engineered sound unlike anything that had happened to the building above.

The door swung open. The air inside was cold and still, the stillness of a sealed space held at a consistent temperature for a long time, and it carried the mineral scent of the volcanic rock surrounding it on three sides.

The overhead fluorescents came on without drama.

The vault was approximately five meters by four meters. Along the walls, a system of flat-file drawers in steel-and-oak construction, archivally sound, built to a specialist’s specification. Between them, wall-mounted map boards where work could be pinned for study. A central examination table, waist-height, with a standing loupe at one end and a set of archival tweezers in a glass holder. On a lower shelf, acid-free folders in a range of sizes, labeled in Amelia’s hand. A small dehumidifier running quietly in the far corner, its pilot light a steady green. Everything organized. Everything considered.

A life’s work, stored with the care you gave to things you intended to last.

Naomi put on the cotton examination gloves she had brought in her bag. Her hands had moved toward them automatically, reaching for the professional protocol that organized everything else. She opened the first flat-file drawer.

The map inside was extraordinary. It stopped her moving for a full three seconds. This did not happen often. She had handled Amelia’s commercial work before: the endpaper maps for the Sallowmere fantasy series, the cartographic casewraps for three of the bestselling The Stonewalker Histories novels, and the original hand-drawn board for the Wyrmline game that had sold at auction three years ago for forty-two thousand dollars. She knew what her mother could do. But the piece in this drawer was different from those in the way that a person’s private notebooks are different from their published work: more searching, denser with intention, the corrections in pencil still visible beneath the inked final lines, the whole surface built up in layers that the commercial originals, polished and deliberate, never showed.

The place depicted was not on any atlas. The coastline was intricate and geologically plausible; the river system drained from a mountain range whose topography obeyed the physics of real terrain. But the names were in cipher: a substitution system, systematic and consistent, lettering in an alphabet she recognized without recognizing the words it spelled. The scale bar used units she had no frame of reference for.

She worked through the drawers methodically. There were sixty-two maps. She counted them, opening each drawer in sequence, lifting the edge of each piece far enough to assess paper, ink weight, and stylistic period without disturbing the archive’s order. The collection spanned, by her estimate, approximately five decades: the earliest pieces on heavyweight paper that had developed the warm discoloration of genuine age, the ink faded from black toward sepia; the most recent on paper that was still bright, the ink still full-depth, the work of the past decade.

Sixty-two maps. Private, uncatalogued, never exhibited, never sold. The ultimate passion project of the world’s most celebrated fantasy cartographer.

The professional explanation assembled itself without effort. Amelia had spent her career building other people’s imaginary worlds; this was her own. Fifty years of private geography, a world known only to its maker, rendered with the full force of a master’s skill and none of the commercial constraints that shaped the work she sent into the world. It was the thing Naomi had seen before in the archives of significant artists: the body of work behind the body of work, the real art conducted in private while the celebrated art paid the bills. She had authenticated collections of this nature. She knew what they looked like.

This collection would be significant. The art world would need time to absorb it.

She stood in the clean fluorescent light of the vault and let the professional frame settle and hold, and it held, and it was almost a relief to stand inside it.

At the bottom of the final drawer, beneath the oldest map in the collection, lay an envelope.

Cream paper, heavier stock than correspondence weight. The wax seal on the back was red, pressed with a compass rose whose eighth point was elongated, pointing in a direction that compasses did not usually indicate. The address on the front was in Amelia’s hand; the letters formed with the same deliberateness her mother brought to everything she put on paper: For Naomi.

The date in the upper right corner was October 2021. A year ago. A year before the fire. She had written this, sealed it, and placed it here, at the bottom of the archive, beneath the oldest piece in the collection.

Not a last word. A prepared one.

Naomi held the envelope for a long moment. Ishikawa was somewhere above; the faint sound of his footsteps on the stone, steady and unhurried. The dehumidifier ran its quiet cycle in the corner.

She put the envelope in the inside pocket of her jacket, against her chest, where it sat with a weight that had nothing to do with paper and wax.

She closed the final drawer. She did not take out her phone. The vault was cold and dry and built to last; the originals had survived twenty years in here and they would survive another night. But the building above them was a ruin, and the investigation had not yet classified the fire, and she was not going to document irreplaceable work under fluorescent light on a phone camera in a compromised structure the afternoon her mother was identified by a dentist in Wakkanai. The work required equipment she did not have and conditions she could not provide. The work would wait until she could do it properly.

She went up the concrete stair to find Ishikawa.
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Back at the surface, the afternoon light had gone sideways and low, the shadows from the standing walls stretching long across the ash. Ishikawa was at the cliff edge, far enough back from the incident tape, and he was not looking at the sea. He was looking at something in his hands.

She stood beside him. He held the object out without preamble: a single sheet of cartographic paper, roughly A2, folded once by the wind rather than by a hand. One edge was scorched to a brown crescent, the burn line uneven, the edge that a sheet acquired when heat passed near it without consuming it. The rest was intact.

She took it by the unburned edge and held it level. The paper was damp from the night on the cliff grass, and the scorched edge was still faintly brittle under her fingers, but the surface was legible: a section of coastline in her mother’s hand, the cliff path and the headland and the cove to the south. The paper stock was the same Japanese-manufacture cartographic paper as the collection below; she knew the weight and the surface sizing before she had consciously made the comparison. The ink was identical. The draftsmanship was Amelia’s mature style, the same hand that had produced every piece in the vault below.

There were sixty-two maps in the vault. She was holding the sixty-third.

In the lower portion of the sheet, the outline of a structure above a vertical line in blue ink, small and unambiguous. The southern section of the cove simply stopped, the line ending mid-stroke, the paper continuing empty beyond it. Unfinished.

She slid it into the flat document wallet in her bag.

“Where did you find it?” she said.

“The cliff grass. Fifteen meters north of the foundation.” He paused. “It was there when we arrived this morning.” A brief interval, the interval of a man who had been thinking about something while she was below. “Was your mother a mapmaker?”

“Yes,” Naomi said. “That’s one of hers.”

He accepted this with a single nod, the nod of a man filing a piece of information that had confirmed what the object in his hands had already suggested. He looked back at the sea.

“The investigation,” she said. “How long?”

“Some weeks. Perhaps longer. It depends what is found.” He paused. “I will tell you when there is something to tell.”

She looked at the horizon where Sakhalin was not visible. The strait between here and there was forty kilometers of open, very cold water. There were days, Ishikawa had told her on the drive down, when you could stand on this cliff and see the Russian shore clearly enough to pick out individual structures. Today was not one of those days. But it was there. The other country, just out of sight, present in the shape of the absence.

“She was not ordinary,” Ishikawa said. It was the same observation he had made earlier, and he was not elaborating, restating it with the tone of someone who had considered it and arrived back at the same place. “Twenty years in this location. The vault. The packages. And now you are here.”

He did not finish the question. She understood that he already had his answer.
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On the coastal road, walking back toward the vehicles, she said: “The vault is secure. But the collection shouldn’t stay there while the investigation is open.” Ishikawa was quiet. The gravel sounded under their feet, and the wind off the strait moved the dry grass at the road’s edge. 

“What is it?” he said. “What is in the vault?” 

“Sixty-two maps. Fifty years of work. The hand is unmistakably hers.” 

“Maps of what?” 

She thought about how to answer that. Ishikawa was a detective; the question was not idle. She gave him the answer that was true. 

“Fantasy cartography. Imaginary places. My mother spent her career drawing maps for novels and games—coastlines that did not exist, continents she invented. The vault collection is more of the same, only private. The thing artists like her keep for themselves, the body of work behind the body of work. I’ve seen it before, in other estates. It is a recognizable phenomenon.” 

He walked a few steps without speaking. “You are certain of this,” he said. It was not quite a question. 

“I have authenticated her hand a dozen times. The paper, the pigment, the line. It is her work. Anything else the maps may contain is a question for later, after they are catalogued and stabilized.” 

“And the sixty-third map,” he said. “On the cliff grass.” She had not stopped thinking about it. The document wallet in her bag carried it now, the scorched edge folded once, the cove that simply stopped mid-stroke. 

“An accident of the fire. A working sheet she had with her on the cliff for some reason. The vault is what matters.” 

He accepted this in the way she had already learned he accepted things—by not contradicting, by filing. The grass moved at the road’s edge.

“There is a bank in Wakkanai,” he said. “The manager is a man I have known for some years. He has secure document storage in the basement. Climate-controlled, archival standard. He is a careful person and he does not discuss the affairs of his clients.” He paused. “I can call him tonight, if that is useful.”

“It is.”

He made the call while she waited by his car. The conversation was brief, conducted with the economy of two people who understood each other’s professional vocabulary and did not need to build toward a request from first principles. When he hung up, he said: “Tomorrow morning. He will meet us at nine.”

She nodded. There was one other thing.

“The documentation,” she said. “I’ll need a portable copy stand and good overhead lighting. And a morning free of interruption.”

He considered this. “The bank has a private room. I will ask.”

“Thank you.”

He accepted this without gesture. They walked the last section of road to the vehicles, and the sea was loud on the rocks below, and the wind came off the strait with the directness she had already begun to associate with this coast, and the ruin at the end of the road was behind them now, its chimney standing against the sky in a way that would take a long time to stop seeing.
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Naomi’s hotel in Wakkanai was clean and functional and smelled of fresh-air coldness of buildings that stand close to open water. Naomi ate alone in the dining room: grilled fish, rice, miso, a small bowl of pickled vegetables. The food was good and she tasted almost none of it.

In her room, she opened her laptop and called Phoebe Marchetti.

Phoebe picked up on the third ring from what looked like a gallery office in Tokyo, clean white walls and the edge of a framed piece visible behind her left shoulder. She was fifty-one, silver-haired since her forties by choice, with the considered elegance that operated as professional armor in the art world. When Naomi appeared on screen Phoebe’s expression shifted from business to something warmer and more careful.

“Naomi. I’m so sorry about your mother.”

“Thank you.” Naomi had said these two words enough times in the past four days that they had worn smooth. “I’m calling because I’ve found something in the estate that you need to know about. Not for condolences. For work.”

“All right.” Phoebe adjusted; the shift was visible, the professional eye coming up cleanly. 

“There’s a collection in the studio’s vault. Private work, never shown, never catalogued. Sixty-two originals spanning approximately fifty years.” A beat. “The quality is extraordinary. Above the commercial archive. Significantly above.” 

Phoebe was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, she chose her words with the care of someone doing quick arithmetic about many things at once. “Tell me what they look like.”

“Fantasy cartography, consistent with her known work. A single, continuous world, built over decades. Private cipher for the place names.” Naomi paused, hearing herself describe it and noting how plausible it sounded, how well it fit. “The art world has never seen anything like this from her. No one knew it existed.”

“Where are you now?”

“Wakkanai. I’m heading back to San Francisco in two days. I’ll have photographs.”

“I want to see them.” Phoebe’s voice had taken on the quality it got when she was genuinely moved rather than professionally engaged; Naomi had heard it twice before, both times in front of significant work. “Naomi. This is going to matter.”

“I know.” Naomi thought of the sixty-two drawers, the fifty years of work, the vault built to hold it all. “That’s why I’m calling you.”

They arranged a video call for the following week. Phoebe mentioned a condition survey before any longer-term arrangement; Naomi agreed without hesitation. A gallerist’s assessment of the collection’s physical state was standard practice in advance of transport or exhibition planning, and Phoebe was the most qualified person to do it. She would come to Wakkanai the week after Naomi returned to San Francisco; the bank manager already had her professional credentials on file, and Naomi would authorize the access by phone before her own return flight. Phoebe asked once more about Amelia, briefly and with genuine feeling, and Naomi answered briefly, and then they said goodnight.

Naomi closed the laptop and looked at the room: the clean, functional walls, the window where the Wakkanai harbor lights made small reflections in the glass, the jacket hanging on the back of the door with the sealed envelope in its inside pocket.

She was not ready to open the letter. She understood this as a fact about herself rather than a decision.

She opened her working notes instead: the assessment she had made in the vault, drawer by drawer, the shorthand she used in the field when instruments were unavailable and memory was the only tool. Paper, ink weight, stylistic period, estimated date. Sixty-two entries, the collection’s skeleton. Enough to confirm authenticity; not enough to do the work the collection required.

Tomorrow she would have the documentation session. Copy stand, overhead lighting, the private room Ishikawa would arrange. It was the right sequence: secure the originals, then document them. She had spent eleven years at Adderton & Cower learning not to invert that order.

She went back through the assessment notes to the entry for the first drawer. The oldest piece. She had written: paper warm, genuine aging, foxing distributed. And then, in the lower right corner of the map, in the margin she had examined last before closing the drawer, she had noted: anomaly, lower right margin. Foxing slightly retarded over small area. Post-original addition? Confirm under magnification.

She stared at the entry. The professional reflex that had logged the anomaly in transit, without pausing to resolve it, the way she logged anything that wanted more time than the present moment offered.

She would see it again tomorrow. Under proper lighting, with a loupe, with the time to look at it properly.

Outside, the Sōya Strait moved in the dark. Forty kilometers of open water, the Russian shore invisible but documented on every chart she had ever seen of this coast, present in the coordinates whether or not the light allowed it. The absence of something was not the same as the absence of evidence. She turned off the light.

​
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THREE

What the Sky No Longer Remembered
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The ink was bleeding.

Not badly, not in any way that would compromise the survey, the only thing that mattered. But the monsoon air was so saturated that if Amelia worked too slowly the lines softened at their edges, acquiring a faint aureole of pigment that made the contours look uncertain. She had spent the past six days learning to work faster: quicker strokes, the pen held at a shallower angle, the paper kept close to the lamp even in daylight because the electric warmth helped drive moisture from the surface before it could wick. She had adapted the way she adapted to everything: by working the problem until its conditions were legible.

Outside the canvas shelter, the lowland paddies of Bình Định Province stretched flat to the tree line under a sky that had not been properly blue in eleven days. The clouds built and rebuilt, enormous formations that came in off the South China Sea and stalled against the mountains, darkening by afternoon to the green-grey that preceded rain. The rain came most evenings now, a solid curtain of it that hammered the canvas and turned the camp’s central path to ankle-deep red mud and made the generator exhaust steam in small theatrical bursts. By morning the mud had firmed enough to walk without too much difficulty, and the cycle resumed. This was October in the coastal lowlands. Geoff Mathers had told her to expect it. She had expected it and been wrong about almost everything except the scale.

She was twenty-two years old, and her hands were ink-stained to the second knuckle, and she had never in her life been so perfectly absorbed by work.

The form on Mathers’s desk said Commonwealth Development Survey Unit at the top and Agricultural Terrain Assessment Programme at the bottom and somewhere in between listed the aid organization that technically employed them, and Amelia had stopped trying to keep the names straight after the third week. What the paperwork meant, in the end, was this: six surveyors, a set of theodolites and plane tables, and a mandate to map the coastal lowlands for wells and drainage and crop planning. The maps were for irrigation engineers. The paperwork said so clearly.

She had believed this absolutely when she left Melbourne three months ago.

Mathers ran the team with the practical efficiency of a man who considered the organizational complexity above his pay grade; he drew what they were contracted to draw and did not ask where the copies went after they left his hands. Sanders, Webb, Kowalski, Lee, and the phlegmatic Donnelly—officially their radio operator, unofficially the person most likely to know where anything was—were practical men engaged in practical work, and the war was an inconvenience of backdrop, not a fact they spent much time examining.

But every map of terrain in a war zone was a military document. This was not a thought she had arrived at through any particular insight; it had accumulated the way water accumulated in a depression in the ground, following the terrain’s logic until it arrived, without drama, at the lowest point. You mapped a river crossing, and you understood immediately that someone would want to know whether it could bear the weight of a vehicle. You mapped a village, and you understood that the sightlines you were recording were not only useful to irrigation planners.

She set the pen down, rolled her shoulders, and looked at what she had done.

The survey spread across three sheets of cartographic paper pinned to the drafting board, a seamless join she was proud of even though no one but her would ever see the original. The river junction at the center, the drainage channels running east and west, the paddies in their carefully mapped gradients, the village at the point where the irrigation canal met the river road. Every structure. Every pathway. The temple at the eastern edge with its tile roof and the old banyan tree in the forecourt that she had rendered in plan view as a careful circle of trunk with the radiating lines of the surface roots. The market area, a rough square of packed earth with permanent stalls on two sides. The houses, built close together the way houses in hot climates were built close together, sharing shade.

She had spent three days in that village. It sat approximately fifteen kilometers inland from the coast, close enough to the survey corridor to fall within their remit, and Mathers had assigned it to her because she worked alone more efficiently than any of the others and the village was small enough that a solo surveyor was less disruptive than a team. She had carried the theodolite and the plane table in on a requisitioned bicycle and set up in the village square and been regarded with a frank, unself-conscious curiosity that she preferred enormously by the third day to the English-Australian habit of looking anywhere but directly.

The woman who brought her tea had a name she could not pronounce correctly, though she tried each time and the woman corrected her each time with a patience that seemed genuine. The tea came in a small ceramic cup that was always too hot to hold and always, inexplicably, at the exact moment Amelia had put down her pen and straightened, thirsty. She had never worked out how this was timed. The children had followed her transit equipment from the first day; she had let two of them look through the theodolite on the second, and the laughter when the image resolved required no translation. The old man at the edge of the market who corrected her Vietnamese had a way of repeating her mispronunciation back to her at exactly the pitch and rhythm of her error, teaching her what she was doing wrong. It was the most useful instruction she had ever received from anyone who didn’t share a language with her.

She wrote the completion date in the margin of the central sheet: 14 October 1965.

Mathers came into the survey tent late in the afternoon, looked at the pinned sheets for a long moment without speaking, and said: “That’s the best fieldwork I’ve seen from anyone on this team. Including myself.” He said it the way he said most things: without inflection, as though it were a weather observation. Then he went back to his own work.

Amelia noted the compliment the way she noted a reliable landmark: position fixed, something she could navigate by when the terrain required it.
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Three days after she pinned the map to the board, the sound changed.

She was at the drafting table, transferring field notes to a clean copy of a drainage survey from two weeks back, when the sound changed beneath her hand. Not a new sound; she had grown accustomed to helicopter traffic in the way the whole camp had grown accustomed to it, a background condition like the generator and the distant artillery that had marked the nights since September. But the formation was different. These were coming from the south, lower than the usual routes, multiple aircraft, and she knew—not because anyone had taught her to read this, but because three months of listening had worked the sound into the body the way terrain worked into the feet of someone who walked the same ground daily—that they were troop carriers.

Mathers was on the radio. He switched it off when she came to the tent entrance and stood with one hand still on the set, looking at the middle distance with the expression she had seen him use when he had made a decision and was not going to discuss it.

“Get your gear inside,” he said. “Keep clear of the perimeter.”

She went back to the drafting tent and sat down, and the helicopters passed overhead close enough that the canvas shuddered, and then continued north and west, in the direction of the village she had mapped. The village fifteen kilometers inland, at the river junction, with the temple and the banyan tree and the woman who brought tea timed to the exact moment of need. 

The term in the radio traffic was “clearing.” She had heard it from Donnelly’s set in the evenings and in the conversations he did not quite have quietly enough afterward. A military word, administrative, designed to carry its meaning without weight: the sweep of areas suspected of Viet Cong presence, an action conducted upon people who were frequently not Viet Cong. The survey team’s maps had been requested by MACV through a chain of official channels that the aid organization could not refuse without losing its operating permissions. She set her pen down on the blank survey sheet in front of her and looked at it. The nib had left a small blot at the point of contact, ink spreading into the paper’s grain. She did not pick the pen back up.

Somewhere to the west, the smoke began to rise.

She did not go to look. She stayed at the drafting table and did not draw anything and looked at the smoke column through the gap in the tent canvas, grey-black against the building afternoon cloud, bending to the east under the monsoon wind that had come up in the last hour. The sound carried across the paddies intermittently; the low sustained roar of it, and under that the rotors, and once a series of sharp percussive sounds she did not identify and did not need to.

By late afternoon the smoke had thickened. By evening, when the light was going and the rain had not yet come, the first of them arrived at the perimeter.

Women, mostly. Children. Old men. They came along the irrigation canal path in ones and twos and small clusters, carrying what they carried: blankets, children, a cooking pot, whatever had been within reach when the reaching was possible. They came to the camp perimeter because the camp was there and was lit and was something, and because what was behind them was not.

Mathers handled it with the competence of someone who had seen this before and could not prevent it and was therefore going to do everything that could be done. He had the water containers brought out. He had the med kit located. He gave instructions to Sanders and Webb in a voice that was not quiet and was not loud and carried exactly the authority required. Amelia worked the perimeter without being asked, moving among the people who had come out of the dark, distributing blankets from the stack Donnelly had produced from some reserve she had not known the camp possessed.

The rain came at dusk, warm and immediate, and she worked in it, and none of the people at the perimeter moved to leave the rain because the rain was not the worst thing that had happened today.

One detail lodged. A woman at the far edge of the perimeter, standing slightly apart from the others. She was carrying a child on one hip and a rolled sleeping mat under her other arm, and she had stopped walking and turned back to look at the smoke and the orange glow that had replaced it where the light was still visible behind the mountains. She stood very still for a long time. Long enough that Amelia stopped moving and stood still too, a few meters away, not approaching because approach did not seem like the right action. Then the woman turned away from the smoke. Her face did not hold anything visible; she had put it somewhere Amelia could not see. She walked into the camp and did not look back again.

Amelia would carry her the rest of her life. She would never know her name.
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The young men were absent, which meant some of them were VC and some of them were farmers and the difference between those categories had become, in the administrative logic of the sweep, irrelevant. This was what Amelia understood as she worked through the evening, and the understanding was cold and complete and did not leave her room for anything else.

Among the people at the perimeter was a family she recognized.

The woman who brought her tea. Her two children, a boy of perhaps seven and a girl of four or five, the girl asleep against her mother’s shoulder with the untroubled heaviness of someone too young to remain afraid. The mother-in-law, a small woman in her sixties whose composure had survived a great deal and carried that survival visibly. The woman’s husband was missing. She did not say dead. She said missing, in the fragmented common English she had used with Amelia across three days of tea and mispronunciation correction, and Amelia heard the difference between the words and understood that the difference was being maintained deliberately, because maintaining it was what was possible, and what was possible was what you did.

The family could not stay at the camp. Mathers had not said this to Amelia; he had said it in the undertone of the conversation with Donnelly that had happened after the radio traffic, which she had heard enough of to understand: the area was designated, the sweep would come through tomorrow, and the ARVN troops doing the sweep were not making distinctions. Designated meant cleared. Cleared meant everyone.

She had mapped this country for six weeks. Not this specific ground; the survey work moved in corridors, and she had not been everywhere. But the drainage system was continuous, and she had surveyed four sections of it, and she had walked every meter she surveyed in the way that a cartographer walked terrain: with her full attention, noting gradient and cover and the places where the land shifted in ways that the plan view could not quite capture. She knew where the channels ran. She knew which ones connected and how, and at what points the connections held even in monsoon conditions. She knew that the river, three kilometers south of the camp, met a tributary that flowed east toward a district the sweep had not reached.

She did not construct a plan. There was no moment of deciding. There was only the information she possessed and the situation that was, and the two resolved into action with the directness of a line drawn between two known points.

After dark, she went to find the family.

The drainage channel behind the camp ran west to east at this point, knee-deep in monsoon runoff that moved faster than it looked and smelled of turned earth and something mineral, the heavy smell of water that had been moving through agricultural land. The children did not cry. She had not told them not to; she had said very little, because very little was the right amount, and they seemed to understand this. The mother-in-law moved with a determination that made her age a fact rather than a limitation. The younger woman carried the sleeping girl against one shoulder, keeping her dry in a way that could not quite be managed in that depth of water but that she accomplished anyway.

Amelia led them by the route she had in her mind: not as a map, exactly, but as a spatial fact, the way a room you know well is spatial fact even in darkness, the dimensions and angles and obstacles present as knowledge without requiring retrieval. She had memorized this drainage system the way she memorized all terrain she surveyed, automatically, without intending to, because her mind held space in this way the way other minds held faces or music. The channel branched twice. She took the correct branches without hesitation, reading the water’s current and the angle of the bank and the sound the flow made where the gradient changed. The jungle on either side was very dark and very close and very loud; the insects were continuous, a wall of sound that absorbed smaller sounds and simplified navigation by making silence impossible to mistake.

The second branch deepened where it met the main drainage run, mid-thigh on Amelia and chest-height on the older children. She went first at the crossing points, finding the footing, then reached back for the children. The older woman crossed independently, her face expressionless and completely focused.

At two hours, they reached the tributary. The river sound changed quality before it was visible, opening up from the tight acoustics of the drainage channel into something wider and more variable. A fishing boat was moored at the small landing where the irrigation survey had noted a crossing point. The boatman was there, as boats tended to be moored at landings; he looked at Amelia and at the family behind her and asked no questions and said nothing until she pressed her father’s watch into his hand.

She had been given the watch on her twenty-first birthday. She remembered the wrapping: brown paper, the fold imprecise in the way of a man who rarely wrapped things, the tape applied with the carefulness of someone who had decided to do this properly and was not quite managing. Her father had cleaned it first; she could tell because the back of the case still smelled faintly of the metal polish he kept in the garage, which smelled like nothing else in the world. She pressed it into the boatman’s palm and his fingers closed over it and that was that.

The boat left the landing and moved south into the dark.

She walked back through the drainage channels alone, navigating by the same spatial memory in reverse, and the return was faster and quieter and very different in quality from the journey out. She was back in her cot an hour before dawn, in the dark, listening to the rain on the canvas. Her hands were shaking. Not dramatically; a fine tremor, steady, the kind that meant something had moved through the body and had not yet finished moving.

She did not know who she had become tonight. She knew only that she was no longer who she had been when the day began, and that the distance between those two people was the length of a drainage channel in the dark, three kilometers south, a boat on a tributary, and a geography teacher’s watch on a fisherman’s wrist.
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Two days later, the camp was packing to relocate.

Mathers had made the decision with the bureaucratic pragmatism that was his primary mode of operation: the survey area was no longer suitable for civilian operations, which was the accurate and official way of describing what had happened, and the team would move north to Đà Nẵng, where there was a larger Australian military presence and somewhat better access to communications. He had put this in the paperwork in language that would satisfy the aid organization and had told the team in language that did not require anyone to say what they all knew.

Amelia was packing her equipment—the plane table folded and strapped, the theodolite in its case, the waterproof canisters that held the completed surveys—when a civilian jeep came through the camp entrance. American. The man who stepped out of it was in his mid-forties, wearing clothing that was clean and unremarkable in a way that required intention: khaki trousers, a light cotton shirt, boots that had seen use but were not military issue. He was neither hurried nor performing unhurriedness; he moved through the camp with the ease of someone who had been in many camps and found them broadly similar and therefore required no particular adjustment.

He spoke to Mathers for perhaps four minutes. Whatever they discussed, Mathers received it with the expression he used for information that confirmed something he had already suspected, then pointed toward the survey tent.

The man came to find her.

“Miss Bartlett.” Not a question; he had been given the name. “Frank Ashburn. I’m with a regional development office.” He said this with the faint precision of someone giving the accurate version of something that could also be described in other terms. “Do you have a few minutes?”

She had stopped sorting the drafting supplies. She was not sure when she had stopped. “I’m packing,” she said. “But yes.”

He sat on the equipment crate opposite her drafting table with the comfort of someone who sat on whatever was available and considered seating a solved problem. He looked at the survey sheets she had not yet packed, the maps of the drainage system and the agricultural corridors and the terrain to the east. He looked at them with the attention of someone reading something rather than seeing something.

“You’ve been with the programme three months,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Where before this?”

“University of Melbourne. Cartography. I graduated in June.” She paused. “Then six weeks in Canberra for the programme orientation, then here.”

He nodded, still looking at the maps. “You did the Phú Lộc survey.”

“Yes.”

There was a silence. It was not uncomfortable; he did not seem to use silence uncomfortably. Then he said: “The drainage system. Your notes from the third and fourth sections.” He tapped the relevant sheet without touching it, a gesture just short of contact. “Why did you map the tributary connections? The primary flow is all the irrigation brief asked for.”

She looked at where his finger had nearly landed. “Because the tributaries determine how the primary flow behaves in high water. You can’t predict the main channel in monsoon conditions without knowing where the runoff enters. The brief was incomplete.”

He looked up from the maps. Something in his expression shifted, very slightly, in the way of someone whose hypothesis has just been confirmed. “The engineers who received these,” he said. “Did any of them ask why you’d included it?”

“No.”

“No,” he said. “They wouldn’t.”

He looked at her directly. “You see routes,” he said. Not loudly. The way a man notes the weather. “Where other people look and see terrain, you see ways through it.”

The camp outside was continuing its ordinary morning activity. Sanders walked past the tent entrance carrying a cable drum. The generator ran. Somewhere to the north, at a distance that had become unremarkable, a helicopter moved along the coast.

“That’s very rare,” he said.

He reached into the breast pocket of his shirt and produced a card. Plain white, no agency name or logo. A name, a post office box in Saigon, a telephone number. He held it out and she took it.

“If you ever want to do something with that talent beyond drawing maps for irrigation projects,” he said, “call that number.” He stood, unhurried. “I’m not asking for a commitment. Only a conversation.”

He left the tent and went back to his jeep and drove out of the camp, and Amelia stood with the card in her hand, looking at the name printed on it in clean sans-serif type.

She put it in the breast pocket of her field shirt.

She would not call for three years. She would not throw it away.
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That evening, when the packing was done and the camp was settling into its final night before the convoy north, Amelia took a blank sheet of cartographic paper from the reserve she kept for personal use. The paper was heavy, cream-colored, 200 gsm, with a surface texture that held fine-point ink without spreading. She used it perhaps once a month, for drawings that were not surveys and that she did not show to anyone.

She uncapped her finest pen. The blank sheet was in front of her. Then she began to draw.

She drew Phú Lộc.

Not the survey. Not the document pinned to the board for three days before Mathers had filed it in the waterproof cases with the other completed work, now presumably in a MACV records room in Saigon doing whatever maps did in records rooms. She drew the same topography, the same river junction, the same drainage channels and paddies and the temple at the eastern edge. But differently. The pathways in this version led somewhere; they resolved, each one, into a route that continued past the edge of what she had surveyed, into terrain she had not mapped but could extrapolate from the drainage patterns and the lie of the land. The sightlines in this version were cover rather than exposure. The temple was standing. The market was full. The banyan tree in the forecourt threw its shade across a square where people sat.

She did not use the official survey notation. She used something she invented as she worked: the place names replaced by syllables from a lullaby her mother had sung to her as a small child in the house in Brunswick, a Melbourne lullaby with no name that she had never heard anywhere else, the words of which were English and slightly nonsensical in the way of old children’s songs whose sense had worn away over generations of transmission. She could not have explained why she chose this. It was available, it was private, and it was hers in a way that nothing else she had used today was hers. The scale bar used units she derived from her own body: the length of her stride, the measurement she used when she paced out distance without
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