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Chapter 1 — The Job Ticket
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The job ticket had been in the queue since just after midnight. It was the one that would end the life he had built to be quiet, and he opened it the way he opened everything, without knowing yet.

Andreas saw it at six fifty-three on a Tuesday morning, sitting at the small desk in the Spitalfields office before the building's other tenants had come in. The shared stairwell still smelled of last evening's takeaway and the cleaner's lavender solution. He had let himself in with the side-door key, set the kettle on the floor by the radiator because the floor by the radiator was warmer than the counter, and opened the office door with the second key on the same ring. The office was a single converted room above a print shop. Two desks, a small safe in the corner under a stack of recycled-paper boxes the cleaner did not move, a long working table along the side wall with the bench fan and the spare monitor and the legal pad he kept for the work that had to leave the computer. The window faced east at a steep angle and gave him forty minutes of morning sun in November if he set the desk against the wall the way he had set it on the day he signed the lease three years ago. He had set it that way again every time the cleaner had moved it.

He put his bag on the second desk, which was empty because his junior had given notice in October and the replacement was not arriving until the following Monday. He hung his jacket on the hook by the door. He went back out to the stairwell, picked up the kettle, brought it in, filled it at the small sink along the back wall, set it on the base. Tea would happen after the queue.

The queue was three items.

Two were standing work, an offline-recovery audit for a small accountancy in Hatton Garden that he had been running for nine months on a quarterly cycle, and a follow-up note from a Berlin client who had finally agreed to the multi-signature wallet structure Andreas had recommended seven weeks ago. He marked them seen and moved on. The third was a single file from Katerina. The note attached was four words in Greek. Den anoigei. Mporeis. It does not open. Can you.

He looked at the timestamp. The upload had finished at six minutes past midnight London time, which was eight minutes past two in Limassol. Katerina was not in the habit of being awake at two in the morning. The shorter the note from Katerina, the longer she had thought about whether to send it. He had observed this without ever saying so to her. He had observed many things about Katerina without ever saying so to her. The economy was something they shared without naming.

It was a strange thing for her to send him at all. Andreas did not advertise. He had no website past a single page with a contact form and a public key, and the page did not say what he did in any terms a person who did not already know would understand. The clients came by referral and by the kind of referral that arrived without a name attached, a forwarded address, a one-line note. He recovered things. Wallets whose owners had died and left a seed phrase in a place no one could find. Drives that had been dropped, soaked, demagnetized, partially overwritten by a person who had not meant to overwrite them and had then understood what they had done. Archives a family could not open because the man who had built the archive had built it to be opened by no one but himself and had then died, which was the most common version of the work, and the version Andreas had come to think of as the true shape of the trade. People did not call him to recover money. They called him to recover the thing the money had been made into before it was money: a father's silence, a marriage's secret account, a brother who had set a password and meant the password to be the last word he ever had. The money was the easy part. The money came out of the math. The rest of it stayed in the room with whoever had paid him to find it, and Andreas had learned, in the seventh and eighth years, to leave the room as soon as the math was done.

That Katerina had a file at all meant someone in the family had died, or someone had decided something, and either way it meant the silence that had held since 2017 had been spent on something she had decided was worth spending it on.

He opened a working terminal and copied the file out of the inbound queue into the staging directory. The file was a single image. The metadata header named it as a scan from a flatbed unit, jpeg encoding, resolution consistent with a desktop archive scan rather than a phone photograph. The file size was unremarkable. The corruption flag the upload protocol had attached to the file was the standard wrapper warning the protocol attached to anything that failed integrity check at intake.

He ran the first recovery pass. The pass tested the file's container envelope without touching the image data. The container failed. The corruption was in the envelope, not in the payload, which was what the upload protocol's flag should have told him already. Standard. He ran the second recovery pass against the payload. The payload opened cleanly. The corruption was a wrapper, not real damage. He noted the result on the legal pad in two characters and a tick.

He ran the third recovery pass because the routine called for three.

The kettle clicked off. He poured water into the small enameled mug he had bought from a stall on Brick Lane the first month of the lease, two pinches of black tea from the tin on the working table, a half-spoon of sugar, no milk. He held the mug by the handle and the base both, the way his mother had always held a cup of tea, with the four fingers around the handle and the thumb flat against the curve below the rim, balanced rather than gripped. He did not know when he had started doing it that way. He had noticed in his twenties that he was doing it. He had not changed it.

He sat down at the desk and looked at the recovered image.

It was a page from a Limassol notary's archive dated 2011. A witnessed transfer of title for a piece of agricultural land north of the city, the kind of routine document a notary's office produced a hundred times a week. Stamps in the right margin. A signature in blue ballpoint at the foot of the page. A faint watermark across the body of the document showing the notary's insignia, the standard pattern with the bordering geometric scroll. Unremarkable on its face.

He set the mug down on the wooden coaster he kept on the desk because the desk was a found piece of cabinetmaker's pine that the previous tenant had left behind and the grain marked easily under heat.

The image noise was wrong.

He noticed it without consciously looking for it, in the same way he noticed the bench fan's speed control had begun to click again at the second-from-lowest setting, which meant the contact in the speed switch was fouled with dust and he would have to take the casing off and clean it. The fan was at the second-from-lowest setting now. He had set it before he sat down because the office held warmth above sixteen degrees and the print shop downstairs ran the heaters from five. The fan clicked once and held. The image noise on the scan, when he zoomed it to one-to-one and looked at the high-frequency content along the white space at the top of the page, was patterned.

Not noise. Pattern that read as noise.

He drank some of the tea. He set the mug down. He opened the analysis terminal and ran a discrete cosine transform on the relevant region of the image. The DCT decomposition surfaced the frequency content the visible image had been hiding. There was data in the watermark layer. Not artifact. Not the standard scan noise that a flatbed unit added at the resolution this file had been captured at. Information, encoded into the high-frequency component of the watermark, structured.

He ran the decomposition across the full image. The same pattern surfaced in every region of the watermark, distributed evenly through the document the way a steganographer would distribute payload to survive cropping and recompression and a fifteen-year sequence of file copies.

He sat with the result for a long minute. The bench fan clicked once, ran clean again.

The deliberate construction of the encoding registered first as a procedural observation. The encoding had been built to survive. Whoever had embedded the data had assumed the file would be copied, recompressed, transmitted across networks of varying integrity, opened on hardware that no longer existed by the time the data was needed. The encoding was a payload designed for a long road. He had built systems with that property in his second year out of university and had spent the years since refining them in the same direction. The recognition was professional. The thing he was looking at was the work of someone competent.

The second observation took longer to register. He noticed it the way he noticed cold air at the back of a room before he was certain a window had been left open. The encoding had not survived as artifact. It had been put there. By someone. Some specific person had sat at a desk with a tool that did this kind of work and had embedded a payload inside a Limassol notary's archive scan from 2011 and had then waited fifteen years or more before the file moved through enough hands to land overnight at an office in Spitalfields, where the man at the desk had the particular combination of training that would allow him to see what was there without being told to look for it.

He looked at the bottom of the working window. The DCT analysis tool had finished its second pass and was waiting for an instruction.

He did not extract.

He drank the rest of the tea instead. He set the mug down on the coaster. He looked at the window. The east light had risen above the brick of the building opposite, which it did at this date and this hour, and was crossing the front edge of the desk in the narrow band the angle permitted. He had been watching the same band of light cross the same edge of the same desk for three Novembers. He could not remember whether he had ever watched it without work in front of him. He thought that he would not be watching it tomorrow.

He picked up his phone. He scrolled to Katerina's contact. He held the phone for a moment without dialing.

She would not be awake. It was two minutes to seven in London. It would be just before nine in Limassol, which meant she might be up; Katerina had been up at five-thirty every morning Andreas had visited the apartment, which had been a small number of visits over the years and not recently. Not since 2017. He had told himself for some time that it had been more recent than 2017. He had checked once, after Christmas the year before last, and it had been 2017. He had not told her he had checked.

He dialed. The line connected on the second ring.

It rang seven times and then her voicemail picked up. Her voice on the recording was the voice Andreas remembered from the kitchen on the morning his grandmother had been buried, which was the only time he had heard her speak Greek at any length without softening for him. Then she had said in Greek that she could not come to the phone, and in English that please he should leave a message, and in Greek again that she would call back when she could. He had not understood until his twenties that she had recorded the voicemail in the order of the languages the people who called her would prefer.

He did not leave a message.

He set the phone down on the desk. He looked at the analysis tool. He looked at the file. He closed the file. The closing was procedural. He had a habit, which had hardened in the seventh and eighth years of the work, of not handling material he could not yet interpret. The interpretation had to come first. The handling came after.

He left the office at eight forty.

He bought a small bread from the bakery two doors down, the long-handled tray bakery that opened at six-thirty, and he ate the bread walking up Commercial Street toward Liverpool Street station because he had not eaten yet that morning and would not until evening. He was not hungry. The bread was for the discipline. He had observed in his late twenties that he did not eat when he was working and that he had to eat to work and that the easiest way to make himself eat was to buy bread on the walk and not arrive at any place without having finished it. He had been doing it since. He had not changed it.

The Hatton Garden audit was the kind of task that had made the life possible. A small accountancy, a quarterly recovery cycle, an offline archive he checked against its own integrity hashes and signed off on in a two-page note. It paid steadily and asked nothing of him but care, and care was the one thing he had in surplus. He had built the practice out of tasks like it, a dozen quiet retainers that came due on a calendar and a few larger jobs a year that did not, and the arithmetic of it had been settled for three years: enough to keep the office and the flat, not so much that anyone took an interest. He had wanted exactly that. A trade that needed no employees past the one junior, no premises a client ever visited, no name on a door. He had a name on no door. The print shop downstairs had a sign. He did not.

He worked through the day on the two standing items in the queue. He did not open the Limassol scan again. He did not run the extraction. He left the analysis tool open in the background on the second monitor and let it sit. At intervals through the morning and the afternoon he looked at it and looked away. Twice he caught himself holding the mug the way his mother had held a cup, with the thumb flat against the curve. Twice he set the mug down without drinking.

The thing about the Limassol scan that he did not let himself examine yet was that it was not a job. A job came with a client and a brief and a fee and an end. The Limassol scan had come with a four-word note from his aunt and no brief at all, and he understood, the way he understood the fouled contact in the bench fan's speed switch before he had taken the casing off, that whatever it asked of him it would not be the kind of thing that ended with a two-page note. He had spent three years arranging his life so that nothing in it could ask him for more than care. The file in the staging directory was going to ask him for more than care. He had known it since the discrete cosine transform surfaced the pattern at seven that morning. He had not yet decided what to do with knowing it.

At six in the evening he called Katerina again. She did not answer. He did not leave a message. He locked the side door of the building behind him and walked through Spitalfields toward the Liverpool Street station. The air had thickened with the November cold. He kept his hands in his pockets. The print-shop owner downstairs, the older Bengali man who had taken Andreas's lease application three years ago without asking a second question, was rolling down the metal shutters at the front of the shop and nodded as Andreas passed. Andreas nodded back. They had nodded at each other every working evening for three years. They had not, in three years, exchanged ten sentences. Andreas did not know the man's children's names. He suspected the man knew his.

He had built the quiet on purpose. He understood that about himself. He had come to London at four with his mother and had grown up in the rented flat above the dry cleaner's in Palmers Green where the other Greek-Cypriot families had grown up, the Saturday school on Bounds Green Road, the church on the corner he had stopped going to at sixteen, the names of all of them carried in his mother's address book in her hand and then carried nowhere when she died. He had spent his twenties getting clear of all of it. Not against it. Clear of it. He had wanted a life that did not arrive with a hundred people already inside it, a life he could keep at the size of a single converted room above a print shop, and he had built that life, and the building had taken work, and the work had held until six fifty-three on a Tuesday morning when a four-word note in Greek had come up in the queue with his aunt's name on it.

The Underground was full. He stood. He read nothing. He got off at Wood Green and walked north into Bounds Green with his coat collar up and the cold at the back of his neck.

The flat was on the second floor of a small Edwardian terrace converted into four units. The flat had been his since the first year of the work and would have to be sold at some point because the freeholder was raising the lease costs again, but he had not begun that conversation with himself yet. The hallway smelled of the downstairs neighbor's cooking, cumin and something else he had never identified, which he had smelled almost every evening for six years.

He let himself in.

He did not turn on the overhead light. He put his bag on the chair by the door, hung his coat on the hook above the chair, and walked through to the kitchen. He set the kettle on. He took the small bowl from the drainer and ate standing at the counter, the same way he had eaten standing at the counter on every evening he could remember in this flat, the same way his father ate when his mother was not at the table to insist otherwise.

The shelf above the cooker held one item, which was a small enameled cup his mother had given him when he had moved out at twenty-two. He had observed in the first year that he never used the cup. He had observed in the second year that he had moved it twice to better positions on the shelf without consciously deciding to. The cup was not Cyprus. It was a Stoke-on-Trent enamel cup of the kind sold in Greek-Cypriot grocers along Green Lanes in the late 1990s. His mother had given him a Greek-Cypriot London object when he moved out, not a Greek-Cypriot Cyprus object. He had been the right age, then, not to recognize what the choice was. He recognized it now without using the recognition for anything. The cup sat on the shelf.

He opened the laptop on the kitchen table.

He looked at the analysis tool. He looked at the file. He opened the file. The image came up on the kitchen screen the way it had come up on the office screen, a page from a Limassol notary's archive dated 2011, witnessed transfer of agricultural title, blue ballpoint signature, faint watermark, unremarkable on its face. The high-frequency content waited inside the watermark, structured, patient, deliberately placed.

He did not extract.

He closed the file. He closed the laptop. The flat was quiet in the way the flat had always been quiet in the evenings; the downstairs neighbor's cumin was still in the hallway air through the gap under the door. He filled the kettle a second time without drinking the first cup. He stood at the kitchen window with his hands flat on the counter and looked at the small garden behind the terrace, which had been let go for two years by the freeholder and which the neighbors had stopped attending to in response. The fox that lived behind the back fence was out, working along the edge of the brick wall, lit briefly by the security light when it crossed the sensor.

His phone rang.

He looked at the screen. It was not Katerina. It was an unknown London number, the kind of number that meant a call he did not want. He did not answer. The phone rang the full ten rings and went to voicemail. The voicemail notification did not appear. He set the phone face down on the counter.

His phone rang again. The same unknown number. He let it ring out.

The third time it rang he answered. He did not speak first.

The voice on the other end was a man's voice. Calm, articulate, English. The vowels were neither London nor anywhere in particular. He gave his name without preamble. The name was one Andreas had not heard before in any context. The voice said he was sorry to be calling at this hour. He said he expected Andreas would want to hear from him within the next day or two. He said he had something Andreas was about to need.

He said he would be in touch tomorrow morning and rang off before Andreas could decide to speak.

Andreas held the phone for a long moment.

He set the phone down on the counter face up.

He went to the kitchen table. He opened the laptop. He looked at the file. He picked up the phone again and pressed Katerina's contact. The call connected on the second ring. The voicemail did not pick up this time. The line was answered by a small breath at the other end of the line and then by Katerina's voice, low, slow, awake. She had been awake. He could hear it.

"Andreas," she said.

"It is me."

"Did it open."

"It opened. There is something in the image."

Katerina was quiet for a moment. The quiet was the quiet he remembered from the kitchen in Limassol after his grandmother's funeral, which had been the quiet of a woman who was about to say a thing in the order she had decided to say it, in the language she had decided to say it in.

"Andreas," she said in Greek. "Come to Limassol."

"Tell me what is in it."

"Not on this line. Not on a video link. Not in writing. Come to Limassol."

He did not answer. He looked at the small garden through the window and at the fox along the wall, which was sitting now and watching the kitchen.

"There is a flight in the morning," Katerina said. "Take it. I will meet you at the apartment."

He thought that he had not been to Limassol since 2017, that the man on the unknown London number had said he had something Andreas was about to need, and that the data in the watermark had been put there by someone who had assumed it would survive being copied and recompressed and transmitted across networks of varying integrity for fifteen years until it arrived at an office in Spitalfields where the person who could see it would also be the person it was meant for.

"All right," he said.

"Andreas."

"Yes."

She said one sentence then in Greek, a sentence she had not said to him in the years he could remember and that he had not heard from anyone in twenty years, in the cadence of his grandmother and of his grandmother's sister and of the small group of older Limassol women he had watched at a long-ago kitchen table without listening to what they had been saying. The sentence was four words. Na to teleiosoume, Andreas.

Let us finish this.

He did not respond. The fox along the wall stood up and moved out of the security light into the dark.

"All right," he said.

He rang off. He set the phone face down on the counter. The kettle had clicked off a second time and he had not poured. He stood at the window for a long moment with his hands flat on the counter and looked at the garden where the fox had been. The kitchen window held his reflection at the same angle the office window held the morning sun. He noticed the angle without thinking about why he had noticed it.

He went back to the laptop.

He did not extract.

He booked the morning flight to Larnaca. He closed the laptop. He turned off the kitchen light. He did not sleep.

* * *
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Chapter 2 — The Partial
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He cancelled the morning flight at five.

He did it from the kitchen table in Bounds Green, on the laptop, with the kettle off and the overhead light still off, and he marked the rebooking provisional because he did not yet know what day in the week the trip would be made. The airline's confirmation came back at four minutes past five. He read it without taking the cup off the shelf. He had not slept.

He walked to the office before the buses started.

The streets along Bounds Green at five-forty in November were the streets of the small set of people who began work before anyone could see them at it, the cleaners at the dry-cleaner's two doors down, the woman with the chip shop's keys, the young man on the bicycle who delivered milk to the cafe at the corner. He nodded at the young man as he passed; the young man nodded back. He had been nodding at the young man for eight months. He did not know the young man's name.

The Underground was thin at that hour. He stood. He read nothing. He got off at Liverpool Street and walked through Spitalfields in the grey, and let himself into the building with the side-door key, and was at the office desk with the bench fan running at the second-from-lowest setting by six twelve.

The fan still clicked at the speed control.

He left it. He would clean the contact when this was over. He did not know when this would be over.

The kettle went on. The terminal came up. He copied the recovered image out of the staging directory into a second working directory he had named with a string of random characters because the work was not something he wanted indexed in any of his standard project folders. He opened the analysis tool. The DCT decomposition from the previous morning was still loaded; he had left the tool running when he left the office at eight forty and the kitchen analysis pass at the flat had reconfirmed the result without producing new data. He looked at the high-frequency content in the watermark layer once more, at one-to-one, the way he had looked at it the morning before, and then he ran the extraction.

The extraction took eleven seconds.

The output was a string of bytes. He set the bytes against three encodings in parallel: ASCII, UTF-8, and a bit-packed encoding he had used twice in his own work for pointer-table data that needed to survive recompression. The ASCII rendering was noise. The UTF-8 rendering was noise. The bit-packed rendering, when he ran the decoder he had written four years ago for an unrelated job and never thrown away, surfaced as structure.

He noted the result on the legal pad. He had picked the legal pad up off the table when he sat down because the legal pad was where the work that had to leave the computer was kept and the work was now at the stage of having to leave the computer.

The structure was a pointer index.

Seven entries. Each entry was a fixed-length record: a position field, a role field, a sequence-key bit, a checksum byte. The position field encoded a numeric index from one to seven. The role field encoded a small enumeration he did not yet recognize the alphabet of. The sequence-key bit was binary; four of the seven were set, three were not. The checksum byte at the end of each record matched the modular-arithmetic checksum convention of the BIP-39 wordlist standard, which was the convention used in any properly constructed twelve-word or twenty-four-word seed phrase to verify that the words had been entered without transposition.

He sat with the structure for a moment.

The kettle clicked off.

He poured. Two pinches of black tea from the tin. A half-spoon of sugar. No milk. He held the mug by the handle and the base both, with the four fingers around the handle and the thumb flat against the curve below the rim, the way his mother had always held a cup, and he had stopped trying to decide in his twenties why he had started doing it that way.

He set the mug down on the wooden coaster on the desk.

The pointer index was not the seed phrase. The pointer index was a map to seven things, each at a position, each in a role, each carrying a sequence-key bit, each verifiable by the standard BIP-39 checksum rule. The seven things were not on the page. The seven things were elsewhere. The pointer index referred outward.

He worked through the role-field alphabet for forty minutes.

The enumeration resolved against a small number of plausible labels: a custodial role, a verification role, a redundancy role, a decoy role. Four labels across seven positions. The distribution had the shape of a threshold structure, the kind he had built for clients who wanted no single trustee able to move the money alone. He did not yet have the threshold value. He had the shape of one.

He noted the threshold question on the pad in three characters.

He drank some of the tea. He set the mug down. The bench fan clicked once at the speed control and held.

The heating pipe in the corner of the office, the pipe that ran up from the print shop downstairs and along the inside of the wall behind the second desk, knocked once at seven on the hour. It would knock once an hour through the working day. He had been hearing the knock for three years. He had once written down the times of the knocks for an afternoon and had concluded that the pipe expanded against a bracket twice in the course of each heating cycle and that the print shop's cycle was on a sixty-minute timer. He had not done anything with the conclusion. The pipe knocked. He noted the time without writing it.

He returned to the pointer index.

The sequence-key bits were the second problem. Four of the seven were set, three were not. The bits did not, on their face, encode an ordering. The right ordering was one of many, and the wrong ones would not announce themselves; a Shamir-style reconstruction across the wrong order would produce a valid-looking but wrong output. He had built protocols that worked this way before. He had not built protocols that had been left to lie unread for fifteen years and then surfaced through a corrupted scan from a Limassol notary's archive.

The protocol's intelligence registered first as a procedural observation. The encoding had been built to refuse anyone who could not understand it. The architecture refused improvisation. There was no path through the structure for a single reader; the structure required a coordinated reading by everyone who held the seven outward-pointed things. He noted the observation without expanding it.

The second observation took longer to register. He noticed it the way he had noticed the morning before that the encoding had been put there by someone. The structure was not only refusing improvisation. It was refusing arrival. The seven outward-pointed things would not, by their own arrangement, produce the final output unless the reader holding them had also been entrusted with the sequence-key permutation, which was not encoded in the pointer index itself, which was not encoded in any of the seven outward-pointed things on their own, and which therefore had to be carried by someone outside the seven, by someone who had stood apart from the custody and held the key as a separate inheritance. He held the recognition for a moment. He set the mug down. The kettle had not gone on a second time.

He did not yet know who held the sequence key.

He returned to the threshold question and worked it. The structure resolved, after a second pass, as a five-of-seven threshold with one of the seven positions designated as a redundancy hinge. The hinge meant the protocol's designer had assumed at least one of the seven holders would refuse, or would be unreachable, or would be dead, and had built a path through that absence. He noted the redundancy hinge on the pad in two characters and a tick.

He confirmed the checksum implementation against the BIP-39 standard. The seven were built to assemble into a single twenty-four-word seed phrase, each contributing a determinate slice, no contributor able to substitute a fake slice and reach a valid output. The discipline was the discipline of an engineer who had asked all the right questions and had answered them.

He set the pad down.

He sat for a long minute.

The bench fan ran clean. The pipe was not yet at eight. The east window had its band of morning sun across the front edge of the desk at the angle the November light gave it for these forty minutes. He did not look at the band of sun directly. He had thought about it the morning before in a register he had concluded, sometime in the night while the kettle had gone on a second time at the flat without being poured, was not the register he wanted to be working in. He drank the rest of the tea.

He went through the queue.

The Hatton Garden accountancy's quarterly audit had a small flagged anomaly that wanted twenty minutes; he gave it twenty minutes and resolved it. The Berlin client had emailed back overnight with two scheduling questions; he answered both in three sentences each. He closed the queue. He kept the analysis tool open on the second monitor. The pointer index sat on the screen in its bit-packed rendering. The seven entries were patient. They had been patient for fifteen years. They did not require him today.

He looked at the clock on the wall above the door. It was twelve minutes to one.

The motorcycle was in the street at one minute to one.

He heard it through the office floor before he saw it from the window. The print shop downstairs had a particular hollow note when a motorcycle pulled up to the kerb outside the front of the shop, because the shop's front display window vibrated against its sash at the lower frequency of an idling engine and because Andreas's office was directly above the shop's front. He looked down through the slit between the window-frame edge and the radiator stack and saw a courier in a wet jacket and a wet helmet kicking down the stand. He looked at the legal pad. He looked at the pointer index. He waited.

The buzzer rang at the door downstairs.

The Bengali print-shop owner, who had been at the shop since seven and had spent the morning running an offset job Andreas could hear through the floor, answered the buzzer and opened the side door for the courier and called up the stairwell in his small voice the single word Andreas. Andreas got up from the desk and went down the half-flight to the landing where the courier was holding out a small unmarked manila envelope with a clipboard.

The clipboard's job sheet was empty of any sender field. The destination read A. Charalambou, the building's address, no company name. He signed the sheet. The courier nodded. The courier went back to the motorcycle. The wet helmet went on. The motorcycle pulled away with the same hollow note.

He returned upstairs with the envelope.

The print-shop owner, who had not asked who the courier was for, returned to the offset press. The press resumed its rhythm. The heating pipe in the corner of the office knocked once at one on the hour. Andreas set the envelope on the desk.

He did not open it immediately.

He sat with it for a moment. He looked at it the way he had looked at the corrupted scan the morning before. He had not asked himself yet why he was being careful with the envelope. He was being careful. He set the envelope down on the legal pad, which was the only flat surface in the office on which he had been working at the level of attention the envelope wanted. He took the small bowl-edged paperknife from the second desk's drawer and slit the top of the envelope along the inside of the gummed flap.

Inside was a single sheet of folded paper.

He unfolded it on the desk.

There were twelve words in monospaced font, centered, each on its own line, in a small font the laser printer had rendered cleanly without ink shadow. There was a London telephone number in blue ballpoint pen at the bottom of the sheet, in a hand that did not slope and did not hurry. There was no signature. There was no other text.

He read the twelve words.

Each word was a valid BIP-39 wordlist entry. He confirmed the validity by visual recognition against the wordlist he had memorized as a working discipline in his second year of independent work, when he had built the discipline because he had decided that he did not want to be the engineer who relied on a lookup table at moments when he could not afford to. He had not used the discipline in three months. The twelve words were valid wordlist entries.

He went to the desk.

He opened the validator he had written for the BIP-39 standard. He typed in the twelve words in the order they were printed. The validator ran the checksum protocol against the words and returned a single value. The value was valid. The twelve words, in the order printed, satisfied the standard's modular checksum rule. The twelve words constituted a checksum-valid twelve-word seed phrase, or a checksum-valid first half of a twenty-four-word seed phrase, and the validator was not capable of telling the difference because the difference was not encoded in the words.

He sat with the result.

The protocol's structure said the seed phrase was twenty-four words. The protocol's structure said the seven outward-pointed things contributed determinate slices. The twelve words on the sheet in front of him were a slice. The slice was a checksum-valid twelve-word block. The slice's order alone was not enough to reconstruct a seed phrase from the others, because the sequence-key permutation was not encoded in the slice itself. The slice was real. The slice was a proof of possession. Whoever had sent the slice had wanted Andreas to know that the slice was real, and had not given Andreas any path to use the slice without also coming back to the sender.

He looked at the telephone number.

It was a London number. The exchange digits were a central London exchange he had seen on the cards of three of his clients in two years. The handwriting was not a hand he recognized. The pen was a standard blue ballpoint, the kind a man might keep on a desk for the small number of paper tasks his work still required.

He picked up the office phone.

He did not use his mobile. He set the mobile face down on the desk, the way he had set it face down on the kitchen counter at the flat the night before, and he dialled the London number on the office landline. He had not used the landline in eight months. The dial tone was clean.

The line connected on the third ring.

The voice was the voice from the unknown London number the night before. Calm, articulate, English. The vowels did not place him. The voice did not greet Andreas first; the voice waited, in the same way Andreas had waited on the third ring at the flat. The waiting was deliberate.

"Andreas," the voice said.

"Yes."

"My name is Damon Vryonis. I was expecting your call within the hour. I am glad it was the hour."

Andreas did not respond.

"You have validated the partial," Damon said. "You will have established that the words are real, that the order alone is not sufficient to use them, and that the sender is therefore not asking you to do anything you could do without him. You will have wanted to call. Thank you for calling."

Andreas held the phone. He looked at the sheet of paper on the desk. He looked at the legal pad. He looked at the bench fan, which clicked once and held.

"I have one of the plates," Damon said. "I am not going to tell you, this morning, which one. You will know which one when the time comes for you to know. The wallet is real. The protocol is real. You are reading the same architecture I am holding. I have been holding it for some time."

Andreas said nothing.

"I am not asking you for anything yet," Damon said. "I want to say that part now, while it is true. There may come a point in the next two or three weeks where I will be asking you for something. We will both be more comfortable on that day if we agree this morning that I have not yet asked. I am telling you what I have. I am telling you that I know what you have. I am leaving the conversation where you can find me, on this number, at any reasonable hour."

He let the line rest for a moment.

"I will let you decide for yourself how long you have," he said. "You will find it is less time than you would choose. That is not a thing I am doing to you. It is only the shape of the thing. You did not make it that shape and neither did I."

The line stayed quiet for a moment. Andreas did not break it.

"You are not going to commit to anything on this call," Damon said. "I would have lost respect for you if you had. Please consider this an introduction. I will be in touch when there is something to be in touch about. Good day to you, Andreas."

The line clicked off.

Andreas set the phone down in its cradle.

He sat for a long minute.

The bench fan ran. The east window's band of sun was off the front edge of the desk now and lay along the inside of the wall above the second desk where the courier's wet helmet had not been left. The heating pipe was not yet at two. The Hatton Garden audit was complete. The Berlin client's questions were answered. The pointer index sat in its bit-packed rendering on the screen.

He did not reach for the legal pad.

He looked at the sheet of paper with the twelve words on it, and at the telephone number at the bottom, and at the bench fan, and at the small enameled mug on the desk that he had bought from a stall on Brick Lane the first month of the lease, and he held still the way a man held still when he had been told a thing he was not yet permitted to do anything with.

He thought, in the half-sentence economy that had begun the morning before and that he had decided in the night to keep at half-sentence scale, that the partial was real.

He stood up.

He took the sheet of paper to the safe in the corner under the stack of recycled-paper boxes. He moved the boxes. He opened the safe. He laid the sheet of paper inside, flat, with no other paper above it. He closed the safe. He moved the boxes back. He returned to the desk.

He sat down.

He picked up the legal pad. He noted the time of the call. He noted the name. He noted the words *one of the plates, will not say which, not yet asking.* He set the pad down.

He looked at the pointer index on the screen. He looked at the role-field alphabet. He looked at the sequence-key bits. He looked at the redundancy-hinge position. He saw, in a way he had not seen for the first three hours of the morning's work, that the protocol's refusal of improvisation was an instruction to the seven holders. The instruction was to find one another.

He did not yet know how many of the seven were findable.

He picked up the office phone again. He dialled Katerina's number. The call connected on the second ring.

"Andreas."

"I am not coming today."

A pause.

"All right."

"I have been sent a partial seed phrase by courier this morning. The partial is real. The man who sent it has named himself. He is named Damon Vryonis."

Katerina was quiet for what Andreas recognized as a longer quiet than she had given him the night before. The quiet was not the quiet of someone deciding what to say. It was the quiet of someone deciding which of two things she had already decided to say.

"Come on Friday," she said. "Not before."

"I will come on Friday."

"Andreas."

"Yes."

"Do not call Damon Vryonis again on a number he gave you. He will have given the number to no one else and the number is therefore his to listen to. Wait for him to call."

She rang off.

Andreas set the phone in its cradle.

The heating pipe knocked once at two.

He looked at the pointer index. He drank the last of the tea. He took the mug to the small sink along the back wall and washed it and set it upside down on the drying rack and returned to the desk. He closed the analysis tool. He locked the screen. He took his jacket off the hook by the door. He left the office for the day at two fourteen and walked through Spitalfields toward the Underground with his hands in his pockets and the cold at the back of his neck.

The print-shop owner downstairs was at the front counter with a customer when Andreas passed the shop window from the street. The owner did not look up. Andreas did not look in. He kept walking.

* * *
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Chapter 3 — The Admission
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The call was at half past nine on Wednesday evening, London time, which was half past eleven in Limassol.

Andreas had spent the day at the office. He had arrived at six twelve again, the way he had arrived the morning before, and had cleaned the bench fan's speed-control contact at seven because the routine of the work that did not require his attention was the routine that would let the work that did require it sit untouched until evening. He had taken the fan apart on the working table on a sheet of newspaper. The dust on the contact had been a soft brown felt that came away cleanly under a soft brush, and the contact had been pitted at the second-from-lowest position in the way he had expected. He had filed the pit. He had reassembled the fan. He had set it back on the bench. The clicking had stopped.

He had run a sequence-key permutation simulation through the morning and into the early afternoon. The simulation had not solved the permutation problem; it had not been designed to. It had mapped the space the problem lived in, and the space stayed large. He had run it against three candidate derivations. None had brought the answer within reach. The key was not on the page. It was somewhere else, held by someone else.

He had stopped at three. He had not opened the safe.

He had eaten the bread from the long-handled tray bakery at six in the evening, walking back through Spitalfields toward Liverpool Street, and had taken the Underground home in the cold. The Bengali print-shop owner had been at the front counter. Andreas had nodded. The owner had nodded back.

He had been at the kitchen table in Bounds Green since seven thirty. The kettle had gone on twice. The Stoke-on-Trent enameled cup was on the shelf above the cooker where it had been on the shelf above the cooker for eight years.

At nine twenty-eight he picked up the phone.

He scrolled to Katerina's contact. He held the phone for a moment.

The call connected on the second ring. She had been awake.

"Andreas."

"It is me."

"You have not called since yesterday."

"You said wait for him."

"I said do not call him. I did not say do not call me."

There was a small pause. Andreas heard the small breath she had taken before she said the second sentence and the way the second sentence had been one she had decided to say while she had been waiting for the phone to ring.

"Tell me what the scan is," he said.

She did not answer immediately.

He sat at the kitchen table with the phone at his ear and looked at the small garden through the window. The security light had gone off an hour before; he could not see the fox. The downstairs neighbor's cumin was in the hallway air through the gap under the door, the way it was on every evening of every week.

"Andreas," Katerina said. "Are you alone."

"Yes."

"Is the laptop closed."

"Yes."

"Close anything you have not closed."

He looked at the laptop. The laptop was closed. He told her so.

"All right," she said. "I am going to tell you what it is. I am going to tell you in the order I have been telling it to myself, which is not the order you will want me to tell it. You will let me tell it."

"All right."

"It is a pointer."

"I have the pointer index."

"I know you have the pointer index. The pointer index points at seven steel plates. Each plate carries a piece of a seed phrase for a wallet. The wallet is a cryptocurrency holding. The wallet has been held by the network since 2009, when the elders made the decision to put it in cryptocurrency, and it has not been opened since 2019, when the procedure for opening it was last exercised. The procedure required the consent of all seven custodian families. The seven custodian families are the seven I have begun to write down for you on a piece of paper that I will not send and that I will read to you tomorrow if you ask. I am one of the seven. Your line is one of the seven. The plate that has lived in this kitchen since 2009 is one of the seven. You will be flying on Friday to collect it. I will not be asking you what you decide to do with it. The decision is not mine. The decision is yours and the others' together."

She stopped.

He held the phone.

The kettle had clicked off again at some point in the previous minute. He had not noticed when. He listened to the small flat silence at her end of the line and the way her breath sat inside it. Old-Limassol cadence in the spacing of the clauses. Composed. The kind of composure that came of having decided the sentences a long time before saying them.

"How many words," he said.

"Twenty-four."

"How many words per plate."

"It is not that even. The plates carry the words in pieces. Each plate carries a portion. The portion is not the same on every plate. Some plates carry more. Some plates carry less. The protocol is built so that no single plate can be read for the wallet on its own and so that no single subset of plates can be read for the wallet without the others' agreement to be read with them. The man who built the protocol believed in this very much. He has been dead seven years. His name does not matter to you tonight."

"Five-of-seven."

"Yes."

"Shamir."

"Yes."

"With one of the seven as a redundancy hinge."

"Yes."

She was quiet for a moment.

"You read the structure already," she said.

"I read the structure this morning."

"All right," she said. "Then I do not have to tell you the structure. I only have to tell you what the structure carries."

"Yes."

"It carries the savings of seven families across a half-century of refusing to put the savings anywhere a state could take them."

He did not respond.

He looked at the laptop, which was closed, and at the cup on the shelf above the cooker, which had been on the shelf above the cooker for eight years, and at the kettle, which had clicked off, and at the small garden through the window. The fox was not at the wall. The wall was just brick in the dark.

"Andreas," Katerina said.

"Yes."

"I am going to use a word and I am going to ask you to let me use it once and then I will not use it again. The word is wallet. The elders called it the wallet from the beginning because they did not want a more important word for it. The word is mean. The thing is large. The word is what we used."

"The wallet," he said.

"Yes."

"How large is it."

"I am not going to put a number on it tonight. I will tell you that the four hundred euros each family put in at the beginning has grown into a thing the elders stopped saying numbers about in 2014 and that I, when I have to think about it, think about as being a thing that would put the great-grandchildren of all seven families through any university any of them could be admitted to, with a quiet margin left over for the maintenance of the small institutions the families care about. That is the scale. The number is what the number is on a given day. I do not look."

"All right."

"You are not asking me whether the rest of what I am telling you is true."

"I am working through it in the order you are giving it."

"Yes," she said. "All right. I have been telling it for a long time to myself in this order. You may ask any question you want when I have stopped."

"I will."

"The pointer index was made in 2011 by the man who built the protocol. He did not trust the seven of us to remember where the plates lived after he died. He hid the pointer index in a scan of a notary's document because the document was the kind of document that would survive being copied across small offices for fifteen years and because the steganography he had built would survive being copied with it. He gave the scan to the seven custodian families and he asked each family to hold the scan in a place where the next steward would find it. I have held the scan since I held the plate. I did not look at it until the corruption flag came up at the back-up archive last week. I did not know what the corruption flag was. I have not known how to open a corrupted scan since the desktop computers I used in the nineties stopped being made. I knew who would know. I sent it to you. I did not know it was the pointer index until you called me last night and said there was something in the image. I am sorry I sent it to you without warning."

He thought about saying that she had not sent it to him without warning. The four-word Greek note attached to the file had been a warning to anyone who could read it. He did not say that.

"It is all right," he said.

"It is not," she said. "But it is what I had."

She was quiet again.

He heard a small clinking sound at her end of the line and recognized it as a spoon set against the rim of a cup on a saucer. She had been making tea while she had been telling him.

"Why now," he said.

"Lysandra Kallistos is dying."

He held the phone. He had met Lysandra Kallistos once at fourteen at a north London Cypriot benefit. He remembered her standing in the corner near a small lectern with her hand on the back of a chair and the way she had said his name. He had not seen her since.

"How long," he said.

"The doctors have said weeks. She is at her flat in Athens. She has been the convener of any meeting that required all seven families to be at one table. There is no one who can convene the meeting after her. The procedure requires the consent of all seven. The procedure requires Lysandra. The procedure is failing because Lysandra is failing. The elders did not plan for this. The elders are not in a position to plan for anything any longer; most of them are dead. The next generation is being asked to convene because the only person who could still convene the previous one is too ill to do it again. Lysandra has agreed to convene us once more. She has asked for the meeting within five weeks. She will ask you to come to Athens. You will come."

"Yes."

"You are not asking me what we are convening to decide."

"I am letting you tell me."

"Yes," she said. "All right. We are convening to decide whether the wallet is opened, whether the wallet is divided, whether the wallet is moved into a thing that is not the wallet any longer, whether the network continues, whether the network ends, whether the silence the network has lived inside is handed to your generation or whether it ends when ours does. The decision is yours and the others' to make. I am one of the others. I have been waiting since 2009 to know which decision your generation will make. I have not asked anyone in your generation what they thought. I have not been entitled to ask. I am telling you tonight what the question is so that you have the four days between now and the meeting to know what you are deciding. I do not want anyone of your generation to walk into the room not knowing."

"Who is the others."

"Marina Selene. Eleni Argyros. Sami Kouris. Nicolette Pappas. They have been told. They will speak to you in the order you call them. Lysandra will give you the numbers."

"I have the names. Not the numbers."

"You will have the numbers tomorrow."

He listened to her breath in the small flat silence at her end of the line.

"Petros," he said.

"Yes."

"He has one of the plates."

"He does."

"He will refuse."

"He will refuse."

"You know."

"I have known since 1997," she said. "Petros's father told mine in 1997 that the line would refuse if it was ever asked. The line has not been asked since. The line will be asked now. The line will refuse. The protocol allows for it. Five-of-seven."

"Yes."

She set the spoon down. He heard the small clink of the spoon against the saucer.

"Andreas," she said.

"Yes."

"There is a piece I am about to say that I have not said to anyone in this kitchen, including to myself in this kitchen when I have been alone. I am going to say it once and then I will not say it again on this line. You will let me say it."

"Yes."

"The four hundred euros each family put in at the beginning was not a savings decision. It was a refusal decision. The elders had spent forty years watching what states did to the things people kept inside states. They had watched the things that happened in 1922 to the families they had come from. They had watched the things that happened in 1955 in Cyprus and in 1974 in Cyprus and in the years after 1974 in the houses the families could not go back to. They had watched what happened to the savings the families had left inside banks that had been on the wrong side of borders, and they had watched the savings vanish in ways the law had agreed were lawful. They did not put four hundred euros into bitcoin in 2009 because they thought bitcoin was a clever investment. They put four hundred euros into bitcoin because bitcoin was the first thing they had been offered in their lifetimes that a state could not take. The wallet is not a fortune. The wallet is a refusal."

She stopped.

He did not respond.

He looked at the cup on the shelf above the cooker. The cup was a Stoke-on-Trent enamel cup that his mother had given him when he had moved out at twenty-two. It had been on the shelf above the cooker for eight years. He had been moving it to better positions on the shelf in the first two years and then had stopped moving it. The cup was where the cup had been since the second year of the flat. He looked at it.

"All right," he said.

"I am not asking you to vote one way," Katerina said. "I am not asking you to vote the other. I am telling you what the thing is so that you know what you are voting on. The elders thought the protocol would do the voting for them. The protocol cannot do voting. The protocol can only refuse to be used unless the holders agree to use it. The agreement is what your generation has been given. I am sorry it is the thing you have been given."

"It is what I have."

"Yes."

She was quiet.

"On Friday," she said.

"On Friday."

"Come in the morning. The road from Larnaca is the road. Come to the apartment. I will have the plate on the table. I will have a small velvet box for it. The icon will be on the bookshelf where the icon has been on the bookshelf for as long as you have been coming. I will not handle the icon. I will not ask you to handle the icon. You will see it. You will see the plate. You will leave with the plate and not with the icon."

"All right."

"There is one other thing."

"Yes."

"The seven custodian families. I will tell you all seven names on Friday. I have been writing them down on a piece of paper I will not send. I will read them to you across the table. You will write them down on a piece of paper that you will carry in your inside jacket pocket with the plate when you come back. I will not put the names in a message. I will not put the names in a recording. I will not say the names to anyone other than you across that table. The names are not a piece of the protocol. The names are the network. The names have not been written down anywhere outside the elders' heads since 1981."

"All right."

"You will not write them down a second time. You will hold them in your head from the moment you have read them off your own piece of paper, and you will burn the piece of paper, and you will tell no one. The others will be told by their custodian relatives separately. The custodian relatives will tell them separately and at separate hours and from separate kitchens. The seven names are the only piece of the network that the elders never put on paper. Lysandra knows them. I know them. The five of you will know them after this week. No one else will."

"All right."

"You are not asking me what to do with the names."

"I am letting you tell me."

"Yes. All right. The names are not for you to use. The names are for you to hold. The decision about the wallet is the decision about whether you also decide to make the names not be a secret any longer. That is not the same decision. You may dissolve the wallet and keep the names. You may dissolve the names and keep the wallet. You may dissolve both. You may dissolve neither. The decision is in five parts and you and the others will work the parts out at the table in Athens. I am giving you the names so that you have the parts in your head when you walk into the room. I am not giving you the names so that you have a different burden."

"Yes."

"Andreas."

"Yes."

"This is the last sentence I am going to say on this line tonight. I am going to say it and then I am going to put the phone down and I am going to go to bed."

"All right."

"The man on the unknown London number who called you last night is one of the people I have been waiting to hear from for ten years. He is not one of the seven custodian families. He is from a line that was put outside the seven a long time before any of us were born. He is not wrong to ask. He is wrong in his method. The protocol does not have a path for him. I do not know whether you will choose to build a path. I am telling you so that when he calls you again, you know that he is asking for something the elders refused him and that the refusal was not entirely just. He has one of the plates. He stole it. He stole it because the line had no plate of its own and because he could not be inside the seven any other way. He has done what he has done out of a real grievance. I am telling you this so that you do not decide he is small before you have decided he is wrong. He is both. The smallness is the method. The wrongness is the asking. He has done both. He has the right to one part. He does not have the right to the other. You will work this out. I will not work it out for you."

She stopped.

He listened to the small flat silence at her end of the line and to the small clink of the spoon against the saucer when she set the cup down for the last time.

"Andreas."

"Yes."

"Friday morning."

"Friday morning."

"Sleep."

"All right."

"I am going to sleep now."

"All right."

She rang off.

He held the phone for a long moment.

He set it down on the kitchen table face up.

The kettle had been clicked off for some time. He did not pour. He sat at the table with his hands flat on the wood and looked at the small garden through the window. The fox was not at the wall. The wall was brick in the dark. The downstairs neighbor's cumin was in the hallway through the gap under the door. He could hear the small refrigerator hum in the kitchen and the small tick of the radiator at the wall behind the table and nothing else.

He thought about the threshold subset structure. He thought about a five-of-seven Shamir reconstruction with one of the seven slots designed as a redundancy hinge for the failure of any single holder. He thought about the man who had built the protocol assuming a holder would refuse. He thought about Petros, who would. He thought about the dead custodian whose plate was lost, whose existence Katerina had not named yet and whom he had inferred from the architecture before she had named him. He thought about the man on the unknown London number whose method was the wrongness and whose asking had been refused for reasons that were not entirely just. He thought about the seven names that had not been written down outside the elders' heads since 1981 and that he would hold in his head from Friday onward until he no longer needed to. He thought about the four hundred euros that had been a refusal decision and not a savings decision and about what a refusal decision became when it grew into a thing the elders had stopped saying numbers about.

He thought that the wallet was a refusal.

He stood up.

He took the cup down off the shelf above the cooker for the first time in six years.

He looked at it.

He did not pour into it. He held it in his hand the way his mother had held a cup, with the four fingers around
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