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Chapter 1: The Impossible Grammar

The telegram arrived at Meridian Hall at nine minutes past eight, when the rain was still polishing the bronze lions on the front steps and the first lecture audience had not yet begun to climb beneath the suspended globe.

Mrs. Agnes Rill carried it through the public corridors without haste. She passed the Great Rotunda, where two porters were setting gilt chairs in straight ranks for Colonel Phineas Strick’s address on heroic endurance; crossed the Instrument Gallery, where a brass sextant designed by a woman bore the name of the man who had patented it; and descended by the narrow stair beside the Engraving Floor. The presses had already begun their morning thunder. Metal struck paper in a rhythm like distant cannon, and the smell of oil, ink, wet wool, and coal smoke thickened as she approached the rooms the Society preferred not to show its visitors.

Agnes entered the Office of Revisions with rain on her shoulders and an expression of such studied indifference that every woman inside looked up at once.

Miss Eleni Arakelian had been translating a seventeenth-century land grant from Greek into English. Her pen stopped above the word she had been considering. Across the central table, Corisande Peverell lowered a magnifying lens from a map of the Orsene watershed. Verity Loxley’s fingers remained poised over a page of astronomical figures. Jessamy Tregarth, who was separating pressed leaves from a packet of expedition notes, did not move at all, though the green-black leaf between her forceps trembled.

Lady Hester Calderwyn stood at the iron stove, one gloved hand resting on the mantel. Her stillness did not resemble surprise. It resembled a door being locked.

“Whose death have they put into twelve words?” she asked.

Agnes placed the folded telegram on the table before Eleni. “No death yet, my lady. Not officially. Mr. Mowbray says Mr. Rivington has missed three scheduled communications, and Sir Roderic says the matter is to be handled quietly. Professor Quenell says nothing at all, which is generally the loudest sound he makes.”

Eleni looked at the name written across the form.

MISS E. ARAKELIAN, CROWN MERIDIAN SOCIETY, LONDON.

For one irrational instant she noticed only that the clerk had omitted the second syllable of her surname and corrected it in a cramped hand above the line. Then the room contracted until there was nothing in it but the brown paper, Agnes’s broad red fingers, and a pulse beating beneath Eleni’s tongue.

“From whom?” Hester asked, although the answer lay visible before them.

“Thaddeus Rivington,” Agnes said. “Sent from Vezra three days ago. It went first to the Office of Expeditions, then to Publications, then to Sir Roderic, and finally to Mr. Mowbray’s locked drawer. He left his keys in the door while he went to complain that the morning tea tasted of envelopes.”

“And naturally you did not listen,” Corisande said.

“Naturally.” Agnes’s face remained solemn. “I merely prevented the telegram from being lonely.”

Eleni touched the edge of the paper. She had received letters from Thaddeus in rain, in summer heat, during fever, after public triumphs, after private humiliations he could confess only to a correspondent he imagined as an elderly man. His handwriting had crossed deserts and seas to reach her. His words had entered her father’s old study, her narrow lodgings, the copying room at Meridian Hall. They had arrived smelling of cedar chests, salt, dust, damp leather, and occasionally smoke. This message had none of those things. It had been hammered into wire by strangers and printed by a machine.

She unfolded it.

ARRIVED VEZRA. RECORDS PROVE LESS ANCIENT THEN CLAIMED. WEATHER FAVOURABLE. OWEN RECOVERING. EXPECT RETURN AFTER NEXT MOON. YOUR LAST ARGUMENT WAS INGENIOUS BUT MISTAKEN. DO NOT TROUBLE TO ANSWER.

She read it once.

Then she read it again.

Corisande watched her face. “Is it his style?”

“No.” Eleni heard the answer come from a great distance. “Yes. Almost.”

“That is not a useful distinction,” Verity said, though her voice was gentler than her words. “Almost can mean fatigue, coercion, injury, haste, or a clerk’s interference. It can also mean that we are frightened and wish to find a design where none exists.”

“There is a design.” Eleni’s gaze remained on the telegram. “There are three errors.”

Jessamy leaned closer. “Spelling?”

“Grammar. He has written less ancient than claimed. It should be less ancient than was claimed, or not so ancient as claimed. He has written after next moon, where he would write after the next new moon. And he has called my argument mistaken.”

Corisande’s brow lifted. “Perhaps he has finally acquired sense.”

Eleni looked up. “He would say unsound.”

The other women waited.

It was one of the peculiar mercies of the Office of Revisions that no one rushed to fill silence merely because a truth might emerge from it. They spent their working lives discovering what had been omitted from men’s reports. They knew absence could be evidence.

Eleni flattened the paper. “Four years ago, Mr. Rivington wrote to ask how a person might signal that a letter had been composed under observation. He was crossing a province where correspondence was routinely opened. I told him that false sentiment was too easy to imitate, and obvious code too easy to discover. Deliberate grammatical errors would be better, provided the correspondent knew which errors the writer would never make by accident.”

Hester came away from the stove. “Did you agree on a method?”

“We agreed that three impossible errors would indicate coercion. Their positions would supply the key.”

Verity drew the telegram toward herself without touching the written lines. “Positions counted by words, characters, or clauses?”

“We debated that for six pages.”

“And decided?”

“Words. He said a man deprived of his books should not also be deprived of arithmetic.”

The edge of Hester’s mouth moved, not quite a smile. “Count them.”

Eleni did not need to. The telegram had already divided itself in her mind. She saw its words as numbered stones.

“Six,” she said. “Twenty-three. Thirty-seven.”

Verity counted independently, tapping the table with a pencil. “Assuming the heading and signature are excluded, yes. Six, twenty-three, thirty-seven.”

“What do they mean?” Jessamy asked.

“Nothing by themselves.” Eleni folded her hands because she had begun to feel their shaking. “They refer to a text known to both correspondents. Usually volume, page, line.”

Corisande’s eyes sharpened. “Which text?”

“That is the problem. We discussed too many.”

Lady Hester read the telegram. “He addressed it to you rather than to North.”

The name, spoken without initials, seemed indecently intimate in the workroom.

Eleni raised her head. “He does not know I am North.”

“No,” Hester said. “But he knows Eleni Arakelian works here. He has attended your translations during Society lectures. He has borrowed notes from Publications that passed through your hands. If he could not write to North directly, he may have chosen the one person at Meridian Hall whose scholarship he associates with the same subjects.”

“Or someone chose for him,” Corisande said.

“That possibility,” Hester replied, “is why we shall not decide too quickly that the telegram is genuine merely because it frightens us.”

Agnes moved to the door. “Sir Roderic is on his way down. He has Professor Quenell and Mr. Mowbray with him, and he has the expression he wears when he intends to protect everyone from information.”

Hester returned the telegram to Eleni. “Put it inside your dictionary.”

Eleni slid it between the pages of a Turkish legal lexicon just as the door opened.

Sir Roderic Halberd entered without knocking. He was followed by Professor Barnaby Quenell, whose shoulders carried the permanent stoop of a man bent by maps and compromise, and Crispin Mowbray, Secretary of Publications, who looked personally offended by the room’s poor heating.

Sir Roderic’s silver hair was immaculate despite the rain. He wore a dove-grey morning coat and carried his gloves in one hand. Publicly, he was celebrated for remembering the names of junior clerks and the widows of dead explorers. Privately, Eleni had watched him forget a woman’s authorship before she had finished speaking.

“Ladies,” he said. “I regret that an administrative communication has been misdirected.”

“No communication is misdirected when it reaches the person named upon it,” Hester said.

“It was addressed to Miss Arakelian by a gentleman whose movements are subject to diplomatic sensitivity. Mr. Rivington is in good health, as his message makes plain, but he has altered his itinerary. There is no cause for alarm, speculation, or amateur intervention.”

Eleni rose. “May I see the original?”

Mowbray blinked. “You have not seen it?”

Agnes looked wounded. “How could she? You placed it in a locked drawer.”

Mowbray’s gaze moved from Agnes to the dictionary beside Eleni’s hand. Suspicion struggled with his unwillingness to accuse Lady Hester’s custodian of theft. Suspicion lost.

Sir Roderic held out his hand to Mowbray, who produced a second sheet. “A copy was made for the files. You may read it here.”

He placed the copy on the table.

It contained the same words, but the three errors had been corrected.

Eleni kept her face still.

Corisande did not. “How conscientious.”

“Telegraph clerks are not celebrated for grammar,” Mowbray said. “I regularized the wording for the expedition record. It is standard practice.”

“Standard practice,” Eleni said, “has destroyed evidence before.”

Sir Roderic’s expression remained paternal. “Miss Arakelian, I appreciate your attachment to precision. In this case, precision requires us to distinguish between a hurried message and a matter of public consequence. Mr. Rivington is a seasoned traveller. He has not asked for assistance.”

“He has asked for assistance in a form intended not to be recognized by the person watching him.”

For the first time, Quenell looked directly at her. “You are certain?”

Eleni drew the original telegram from the dictionary.

Mowbray made a sound like paper being torn.

Sir Roderic did not turn toward Agnes. His composure was too disciplined for such obvious anger. “That document belongs to the Society.”

“It bears my name,” Eleni said. “And the Society’s copy no longer preserves what was sent.”

She laid both versions side by side. “There are three grammatical errors Mr. Rivington would not make. Four years ago, he established a distress convention with a private correspondent. Three impossible errors indicate that the message was written under observation. Their word positions form a reference: six, twenty-three, thirty-seven.”

Mowbray’s eyes narrowed. “What private correspondent?”

Hester answered before Eleni could. “One whose identity is irrelevant to you.”

Sir Roderic studied the telegrams. “Even if this interpretation is correct, it proves only that Mr. Rivington wished to communicate discreetly. His expedition concerns antiquities in a region where local officials are understandably cautious. A traveller may be watched without being in danger.”

“He wrote do not trouble to answer,” Eleni said. “He has never used that construction with me.”

“You correspond with him?” Mowbray asked.

“I have translated materials used in his work.”

“That was not my question.”

“No,” Eleni said. “It was not.”

A brief, dangerous satisfaction passed through Corisande’s dark eyes.

Quenell took off his spectacles and polished them with a square of linen. He had the habit of removing them when a decision became morally visible. “Rivington was due to telegraph from Vezra, then proceed west to Smyrna. He missed the second communication and did not board the reserved steamer. Owen Clasp sent no independent report.”

Sir Roderic’s voice cooled. “Those details were not intended for general circulation.”

“Nothing in this room circulates generally,” Hester said. “That is why the Society has depended upon it for twenty years.”

Sir Roderic looked at her. The silence between them carried old bargains, buried evidence, and the knowledge that neither had yet chosen the confrontation that would destroy all pretence of alliance.

“Mr. Rivington was investigating a private collection,” he said at last. “The owner is connected to diplomatic negotiations. An official search would invite questions that cannot be answered without harm to British interests.”

Eleni heard the phrase as clearly as if he had confessed. “Whose interests?”

“Not every map can satisfy every village, Miss Arakelian.”

“A village is not a blemish to be removed for the convenience of a border.”

“No,” Sir Roderic said with grave patience. “It is a population whose safety may depend upon agreements negotiated by men with responsibilities larger than any single archive, inscription, or scholarly claim.”

“Then the archive exists.”

He had not meant to confirm it. His eyes showed no alarm, but the room seemed to register the change.

Quenell replaced his spectacles. “What text might six, twenty-three, thirty-seven indicate?”

Sir Roderic turned. “Professor.”

“If the signal is genuine, we should know what it says before deciding how best to misunderstand it.”

Mowbray stared at him. Agnes lowered her head to hide approval.

Eleni considered the question. Thaddeus and North had discussed Homer, Herodotus, Armenian chronicles, Ottoman legal compilations, French memoirs, guidebooks, auction catalogues, medieval itineraries, and a ludicrously inaccurate English atlas whose author had placed a monastery in the sea. Any of them might supply volume six, page twenty-three, line thirty-seven, but most had no sixth volume or fewer than thirty-seven lines to a page.

“There is a book he knew I could reach here,” she said slowly. “Something in Meridian Hall. Otherwise he would risk sending a key I could not use.”

Corisande looked toward the ceiling, as though the Society’s collections lay visible through stone. “Atlas, gazetteer, expedition series, or catalogue.”

“Volume six,” Verity said. “Page twenty-three. Line thirty-seven. A line may indicate printed text, latitude, engraved border, or ruled index.”

Jessamy touched the telegram’s seal. “May I?”

Eleni nodded.

Jessamy lifted the paper and brought it close to her face. She had a broad, calm countenance that often caused people to underestimate the speed of her thought. “The gum smells of mastic and smoke. Not the ordinary telegraph office paste. There is also a resin dust along the fold.”

“From a chest?” Hester asked.

“Possibly. Or a book binding. The dust is pale gold. Sandarac, I think, used in varnish and some Eastern bindings. He may have folded the telegram against an object recently handled.”

Sir Roderic put on his gloves. “This discussion has ceased to be useful. Professor Quenell, you will provide me with a list of volumes matching the proposed reference and have them examined by authorized staff. Miss Arakelian will return the original telegram. No one in this room will communicate with the press or attempt independent travel.”

Dorothea Quillan was not in the room, but the prohibition seemed to summon her spirit so distinctly that Hester’s eyes almost warmed.

Eleni folded the telegram once. “I will return it when I have finished reading the message addressed to me.”

Sir Roderic’s gaze rested on her. “Your work here is protected by my tolerance of arrangements previous presidents found convenient. Do not mistake tolerance for incapacity.”

The threat was delivered quietly. That made it more accurate.

Eleni’s pulse slowed. Fear, once named, became a fact that could be translated.

“My work here is protected,” she said, “by the fact that half the Society’s celebrated publications would collapse under examination without it. You may dismiss me. You cannot retroactively make the coordinates correct.”

Mowbray inhaled. Quenell closed his eyes briefly.

Sir Roderic inclined his head. “Lady Hester, I trust you will remind your staff that courage and recklessness are not synonyms.”

“I have spent years reminding the Society of the same distinction,” Hester replied.

He left. Mowbray hurried after him, clutching the corrected copy. Quenell remained one moment longer.

“Volume six of the Royal Atlas is in the Chart Vault,” he said, not looking at Eleni. “The revised eastern sheets were moved yesterday for authentication. Mrs. Rill knows when the vault corridors are washed.”

Then he followed the others.

Agnes waited until the door shut. “Half past eleven. The west corridor will be wet, and the guard will complain about his boots for seven minutes. I know because he has complained for seven minutes every Thursday since his wife gave him those boots.”

Hester picked up the original telegram. “The Royal Atlas may be too obvious.”

“That is why Thaddeus would choose it,” Eleni said. “He once wrote that the safest secret in Meridian Hall was the truth printed under Sir Roderic’s portrait, because no one expected to find one there.”

Corisande rolled up her watershed map. “Volume six concerns the eastern Mediterranean and inland provinces. Page twenty-three is likely a plate rather than text. If the line means an engraved line, Tabitha must see it.”

“Tabitha is on the Engraving Floor,” Agnes said. “Effie is with her, taking apart a lock she claims is a defective barometer.”

Hester’s gaze settled on Eleni. “You have not told us everything.”

The other women became busy in the transparent manner of friends granting privacy while remaining close enough to intervene.

Eleni looked down at the message. “He has used my name before.”

“In letters to North?”

“Yes. He once described a lecture at which I corrected his rendering of a dedicatory inscription. He called me severe, elegant, and intolerant of applause given for bad scholarship.”

“That sounds observant.”

“He also wrote that Miss Arakelian had the unnerving habit of making a man suspect she knew his argument before he did.”

“Also observant.”

“He did not recognize the similarity.”

Hester’s expression was not amused. “And you allowed him to continue believing North was a man.”

“An elderly man.”

“That is a refinement, not an answer.”

Eleni turned toward the rain-blurred window. The Office looked into a narrow service court where coal was delivered and broken crates accumulated beneath an iron stair. There were no vistas here, no heroic horizons. Yet more of the world had been understood in this badly heated room than in the Society’s marble Rotunda.

“My first letter corrected a transcription,” she said. “He replied through my father’s bookseller and addressed me as sir. I should have corrected him. Instead I discovered that he answered the argument without softening it, praising it, or asking whether my father had helped me. He wrote as he would write to a scholar. By the second letter, correcting him required admitting that I had accepted the mistake. By the tenth, I had begun to value the freedom of it. By the fiftieth, North had become the room in which he told the truth.”

“And the room in which you did not.”

Eleni accepted the sentence. Hester never used kindness to make truth smaller.

“I told him truths I have told no one else.”

“Not your name.”

“No.”

“Not your sex.”

“No.”

“Not that he quoted your analysis in public.”

Eleni’s fingers tightened around the telegram. “He cited North in private notes. In lectures he said, ‘My reading suggests.’ He persuaded himself that a correspondent’s contribution had become part of his own thought.”

Hester’s grey eyes did not leave her. “And you continued writing.”

“I continued correcting him.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No.” Eleni looked at the word mistaken. He had chosen it because it was wrong between them. He knew she would notice the insult because he had never offered it. “I continued because the man in the letters was ashamed of the man on the platform, and I believed shame might become change. I continued because he asked questions no one else asked me. I continued because every time I decided to end it, another letter arrived.”

“And because you loved him.”

The sentence entered the room with no dramatic force. It was simply placed where evasion could no longer pass around it.

Eleni drew breath. “I have never met the man I love.”

“You have met him repeatedly. You have merely met him in pieces.”

Corisande spoke from the map cabinet. “Pieces are often more dangerous than the whole. A fragment invites the mind to draw the missing country according to desire.”

Verity glanced at her. “That is uncharacteristically poetic.”

“It is cartographic.”

Hester handed the telegram back to Eleni. “Then we shall find what country remains when the missing pieces are restored. But first we find the atlas.”

At eleven twenty-three, Agnes announced that the west corridor had been washed.

The Office moved with the disciplined disorder of people accustomed to accomplishing forbidden work under administrative observation. Jessamy wrapped the telegram in clean paper to preserve the resin. Verity copied the word positions into a notebook of astronomical calculations. Corisande selected a brass divider and two sharpened pencils. Hester remained in the Office, where her absence would have been more conspicuous than her presence, and began composing three separate invitations to luncheon for people who would provide alibis without knowing they had done so.

Eleni followed Agnes through a service passage behind the Engraving Floor.

The noise struck first. Presses descended with a heavy iron concussion. Rollers hissed. Men shouted over machinery. Copperplates flashed beneath hanging lamps. Wet sheets of the Royal Atlas hung from lines like captured flags.

Tabitha Crayle stood at a workbench beneath the windows, her iron-grey hair twisted under a black net. She was examining a plate through a lens while Effie Wrenlock crouched beside a locked instrument case with three small tools between her teeth.

Tabitha did not look up. “If this is about the contour shading on the Bessian sheet, the hill is wrong because the survey is wrong, and no amount of engraving can make a lie improve with depth.”

“It is about Volume Six,” Corisande said.

That made Tabitha look up.

Effie removed the tools from her mouth. “The locked one?”

Agnes sniffed. “There are many locked things in this building.”

“Not to Effie,” Tabitha said. “What has happened?”

Eleni showed them the telegram and explained the code.

Effie rose so quickly that the defective barometer opened behind her with a soft click. “Volume six, page twenty-three, line thirty-seven. That is almost disappointingly respectable. I had hoped for a clockwork reliquary or a message under the President’s chair.”

“Mr. Rivington is missing,” Tabitha said. “Try to contain your delight.”

Effie’s face sobered. “I am not delighted he is missing. I am delighted he had the sense to write to Miss Arakelian instead of the gentlemen upstairs.”

“He did not know he was writing to me,” Eleni said.

Effie blinked. Tabitha, who had engraved secrets into ornamental borders for thirty years, understood at once.

“Ah,” the widow said. “One of those catastrophes.”

Corisande glanced toward the foreman. “Can you reach the Chart Vault without passing the main desk?”

Tabitha wiped ink from her fingers. “The old plate lift rises into the cataloguing room beside it. It has been declared unsafe since 1874, which means only that no director has used it since 1874.”

“I repaired it in March,” Effie said. “Not officially.”

“Of course not.”

“The difficulty is the vault lock. It is a Chubb detector with a double key and an alarm bell.”

Agnes produced a ring of keys from beneath her apron. “The difficulty is reduced.”

Effie stared at the ring with reverence. “Mrs. Rill, I hope one day to deserve your confidence.”

“You do not. But you may borrow it.”

The plate lift was a narrow iron platform enclosed by wooden slats. Its rope smelled of dust and old hemp. Five women crowded onto it while Tabitha worked the lever. The platform shuddered, sank half an inch, then began to rise through a shaft blackened by decades of grease.

Eleni stood between Corisande and the wall, listening to the presses diminish below. Her mind returned again and again to the telegram. Owen recovering. Had Owen been injured? Weather favourable. A meaningless assurance, or another instruction? Expect return after next moon. A date? A reference to the moon engraved on a map? Your last argument was ingenious but mistaken. The deliberate insult might mark more than a word position. It might warn her that an interpretation had been falsified.

The lift stopped with a jolt.

Effie pushed open the upper gate. Beyond it lay a dim cataloguing room lined with shelves and smelling of leather, paste, and cold stone. Agnes led them to a side door. Through its frosted pane came the shadow of a guard shifting his weight and the muffled beginning of a complaint about waterproofing.

“Seven minutes,” Agnes whispered.

Effie knelt before the inner lock. Agnes inserted one key, Corisande another. Effie manipulated a concealed slide with a strip of tempered steel.

The bell wire trembled.

They all froze.

From the corridor, the guard said, “These boots were sold as impervious.”

A second man answered, “Nothing is impervious, Mr. Pell.”

“That is what merchants say after they have your money.”

The wire settled.

Effie breathed out through her nose. “The detector has been reset.”

“Can you open it?” Eleni asked.

Effie’s offended glance suggested she had been asked whether rain could fall. “Yes. The question is whether I can open it before Mr. Pell reaches the part about his left stocking.”

She turned the steel strip. Something clicked inside the lock. Agnes rotated her key, then Corisande hers.

The door opened.

Cold, dry air touched Eleni’s face.

The Chart Vault extended farther than the public dimensions of Meridian Hall should have allowed. Iron cabinets stood in orderly rows beneath caged lamps. Rolled surveys filled pigeonholes from floor to ceiling. Flat cases contained charts sealed with government ribbons. At the far end, behind a mesh partition, rested the original volumes of the Royal Atlas—immense books bound in dark blue leather, their spines stamped with gold continents.

Volume Six had been removed from its shelf.

The empty space seemed to shine.

Corisande crossed to it. “Yesterday, Quenell said.”

Tabitha examined the dust. “Removed recently. Not returned.”

Effie looked through the mesh. “There is a card.”

Agnes unlocked the partition. Eleni took the borrowing card from its brass clip.

AUTHORIZED FOR AUTHENTICATION. C. RABY.

The name was written in a narrow, exact hand.

She knew Clement Raby by reputation: diplomatic antiquarian, adviser to committees that preferred ancient documents to agree with modern ambitions, a man praised for making difficult histories useful.

“He is in Vezra,” Eleni said.

“Or was,” Corisande replied. “Why would a diplomatic antiquarian remove an atlas from London while Rivington investigates an archive abroad?”

Tabitha turned the card over. On the reverse, in pencil, was a catalogue number.

Effie read it. “Basement transfer ledger.”

Agnes’s lips thinned. “Then Volume Six has not left Meridian Hall. Someone wished the shelf to say it had.”

The guard’s voice came nearer. “And the left stocking is worse because the seam sits directly beneath the arch.”

“We have reached the stocking,” Effie whispered.

Corisande replaced the card. “Where in the basement?”

Agnes took the catalogue number and closed her fist over it. “A deaccessioned storage room behind the obsolete press.”

The Copperplate Register lay beneath an obsolete press.

Every woman in the vault understood the danger at once.

The guard’s key entered the outer door.

Tabitha pushed them toward the plate lift. “Go.”

They moved quickly, but Eleni paused one heartbeat before stepping onto the platform. On the lowest shelf of the mesh cabinet, partly hidden behind Volume Five, lay a narrow strip of pale gold dust.

Sandarac resin.

She touched it with the corner of her handkerchief.

The outer door opened.

“Who is there?” Mr. Pell called.

Effie pulled Eleni onto the lift. Tabitha released the brake.

The platform dropped.

For a sickening second it fell too fast, ropes screaming through the pulley. Corisande seized the rail. Agnes struck the emergency lever with her palm. The mechanism caught, and the lift descended in shuddering jerks through darkness while Mr. Pell’s alarm bell began to ring above them.

Eleni closed her fingers around the resin-stained handkerchief and thought of six, twenty-three, thirty-seven.

The message had not merely led them to a book.

It had led them to the place where someone inside Meridian Hall had hidden it.

 


Chapter 2: The Atlas Under Glass

The plate lift struck the lower stop hard enough to extinguish Effie’s lamp.

Darkness closed around them. Above, the alarm bell continued its bright, officious clamor, each stroke insisting that a rule had been broken and therefore the building itself had been injured.

“Everyone intact?” Corisande asked.

“I have acquired Tabitha’s elbow,” Agnes said. “It is sharper than it appears.”

“You may return it when we are out,” Tabitha replied.

Effie found the lamp chimney by touch. A sulfur match scratched, flared, and revealed five pale faces behind the lift’s wooden slats. The platform had stopped between floors. The Engraving Floor lay perhaps six feet below, visible through a gap where light and the pounding motion of the presses entered the shaft.

“The emergency pawl has caught,” Effie said. “If I release it, the platform may descend properly. It may also decide it has fulfilled its obligations and fall.”

“Can we climb down?” Eleni asked.

“Certainly. The phrase you require is not can but without breaking an ankle.”

Corisande examined the gap. “The crossbeam beneath us is broad enough. Tabitha first, then Agnes. Effie can remain to control the brake.”

Tabitha opened the lower gate and swung herself onto the greasy timber with the confidence of a woman who had spent thirty years among machinery more temperamental than most men. Agnes followed, skirts gathered in one hand and key ring clenched between her teeth. Eleni lowered herself after them. The beam trembled beneath the press strokes. Below, engraved sheets moved through rollers while workers looked toward the alarm stair, leaving the rear of the floor briefly unobserved.

Corisande descended beside Eleni. “Do not look down.”

“I was not.”

“You were translating the distance into consequences.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“It is worse.”

Effie released the lift gate and lowered herself last. They edged along the beam to an iron maintenance ladder. Tabitha reached the floor first and pulled each of them behind a rack of drying maps just as two guards entered through the main doors.

Mr. Pell’s voice carried over the presses. “Someone has opened the Chart Vault. I heard the detector myself.”

The foreman raised both hands, ink to his wrists. “Then search the Chart Vault. My people have been here since seven.”

“Search this floor as well,” said a second voice.

Eleni recognized it. Crispin Mowbray had recovered from the loss of his telegram.

Through the hanging sheets, she saw him descend the iron stair with his coat held away from the machinery. He was accompanied by two private watchmen wearing the Society’s dark green armbands. Mowbray had no authority to arrest anyone, but Meridian Hall possessed a long tradition of making private authority look official until those subjected to it ceased asking questions.

Tabitha leaned close. “The rear passage is beyond the blue coastal sheets. Do not touch the paper. It will take your fingerprints and give them back in ink.”

They moved between the drying racks. Newly printed coastlines swayed around them—black headlands, pale seas, islands suspended on cords. Eleni had the uneasy impression of walking through a world not yet dry enough to be believed.

Mowbray stopped near the lift shaft. “Mrs. Crayle?”

Tabitha glanced at Agnes, then stepped openly from behind the rack.

“Mr. Mowbray,” she called. “Have you come to explain why the corrected proofs for Volume Nine still describe a river flowing uphill?”

He turned. “Where have you been?”

“At work. I appreciate that the activity is unfamiliar from the Publications office, but you may observe it safely from a distance.”

Several engravers lowered their heads to conceal smiles.

Mowbray’s face reddened. “The Chart Vault alarm has sounded. The plate lift appears to have been used.”

“Then the plate lift has had a more eventful morning than you.”

While Tabitha held his attention, Effie led Eleni, Corisande, and Agnes through the blue coastal sheets. A watchman began walking toward them.

Effie drew a small brass object from her pocket, twisted its cap, and set it beneath the nearest press.

A whistle shrieked from the machine.

The pressman swore and struck the stop lever. The sudden halt made the next roller throw a fan of black ink across the floor. Workers shouted. One of the watchmen slipped, caught a hanging rack, and sent twelve maps of the western Indian Ocean revolving like cards in a conjurer’s hand.

Effie looked pleased. “Pressure whistle. I designed it to warn of overheated bearings.”

“Was the bearing overheated?” Agnes asked.

“It was about to become socially uncomfortable.”

They reached the rear passage and slipped through the narrow door used to carry old plates downstairs. Tabitha joined them moments later, breathing hard but smiling.

“Mowbray has ordered the Engraving Floor sealed,” she said. “The men have informed him that the presses cannot be sealed without delaying Colonel Strick’s lecture illustrations. He is now deciding which disaster he fears more.”

“The basement storage room,” Corisande said. “How do we reach it without passing the archive stairs?”

Agnes took the lead. “Through the coal corridor, the specimen washroom, and a cupboard that officially contains obsolete brooms. It actually contains obsolete members’ busts. No one has opened it willingly in years.”

They descended into the lower reaches of Meridian Hall.

The building changed below ground. The public floors had marble, bronze, and painted ceilings; the basement had sweating brick, exposed pipes, crates whose labels had rotted, and doors painted with numbers no current catalogue recognized. Here lay the material remainder of exploration after the lectures had ended: broken sled runners, specimen jars clouded with age, tents stiff with old mildew, cracked transit cases, rusted cooking tins, and the plaster fragments of monuments removed from places no Society member could now locate accurately.

Agnes unlocked the broom cupboard. A row of white marble faces stared from the gloom. Past presidents had been stacked nose to ear beneath moth-eaten dust sheets.

Effie stopped before one bust. “Is that Sir Roderic?”

“His predecessor,” Agnes said. “Sir Roderic’s likeness is still upstairs, where it can hear applause.”

Behind the busts, a low door opened into the coal corridor. They passed single file, shoulders brushing blackened walls. Eleni kept one hand on the packet containing the telegram and the other closed around the resin-stained handkerchief.

She had spent years reading accounts of ancient cities concealed beneath modern streets. Meridian Hall was such a city in miniature. Its official rooms had been built over older corridors, hidden stores, discarded evidence, and labor no public plan acknowledged. The building did not merely house falsified maps. It had learned to resemble one.

Agnes stopped at a junction marked B-17. “The transfer number points to the old lithography store. It has not been used since the wall began admitting water.”

“Who holds the key?” Corisande asked.

“I do.”

“Who is authorized to hold the key?”

Agnes considered. “A man who died in 1879.”

She unlocked the door.

The room beyond was long and low, its brick ceiling supported by iron columns. Broken frames leaned against one wall. Wooden crates stood beneath canvas. At the far end, an obsolete printing press rose from the floor, black and massive, its flywheel furred with rust.

Eleni knew that press.

Beneath its false base lay the Copperplate Register.

Lady Hester had chosen the hiding place because the machine was too heavy to move and too unfashionable to interest anyone. Signed maps, original translations, botanical plates, letters, route calculations, and testimonies rested inside




































































































































































































































































