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Chapter 1: The Seventh Year

The rain had been too fine to hear against the windows and too persistent to ignore. It hung over Edinburgh like sifted ash, silvering the gutters of Nicolson Street, softening the black seams between the paving stones, and giving every carriage wheel that passed the Rooke workshop a wet, deliberate hiss. By half past eight the gas had been lit in the front room although morning had never properly arrived. Octavia stood at the long bench beneath the north window with her sleeves pinned above her wrists, a pair of narrow forceps in one hand and an unfinished clamp in the other, considering a hinge that offended her. The instrument had been commissioned by a surgeon who wanted a stronger bite without an increase in weight. Her father had called the request contradictory. Octavia had called it merely expensive. She had spent the better part of two days altering the curvature of the shanks by fractions so small that no customer would notice them until, under strain, the steel behaved differently from the old pattern.

She set the forceps down, flexed her right hand, and found a smear of graphite across the side of her thumb. It had followed her from Mara's rooms that morning. She had woken before six with Mara's arm heavy across her waist, extricated herself badly enough to earn a wordless protest, dressed by the light of a single candle, and spent twenty minutes at Mara's table redrawing the hinge she had dreamed about. Bram Nock had been moving furniture below them before dawn, which meant either a sale or one of his periodic convictions that a chair could be improved by being carried from one side of the shop to the other. Mara had slept through it. Octavia had not. She had left a note beside the teapot saying only that she would return before supper if Sedge did not detain her, then had crossed half the city with the peculiar sensation that she was leaving one home for another and belonged completely to neither.

The workshop door opened. Her father called from the front counter, "Octavia, Dr. Sedge has sent a boy for you. He says it concerns a drawing and that if you make him wait he will become dramatic. I told the boy this was not a threat because Wilfred was already dramatic when I met him in 1819."

Octavia wiped her fingers on a cloth. "Did the message say what drawing?"

"No. Only that he requires your eye and not mine, which is the sort of distinction he might have made less loudly in my own establishment. The boy has been given tea. If you mean to go, go before your mother sends something for him to eat and we acquire an apprentice by accident."

She found the messenger in the front room, thin, wet-haired, and determined not to look at the rows of surgical blades in their baize-lined cases. He carried Sedge's folded card under his cap to protect it from the rain. The message was brief enough to irritate her.

Come if you can. A paper has arrived which should not exist. Bring your spectacles. W.S.

"How long ago did he send you?" Octavia asked.

"Twenty-two minutes, miss. Maybe twenty-three. I ran the hill."

"Then you have done enough violence to chronology for one morning. Tell him I am coming."

Her father looked over his spectacles as she reached for her coat. "A paper which should not exist?"

"So he says."

"Medical men are forever astonished by paper. They spend their lives writing on it. One would imagine familiarity would dull the wonder."

"That has not been my experience of medical men."

He smiled, but his eyes moved to the clamp on the bench and back to her face. "Will you be here after dinner?"

"Probably."

"Probably is not an inventory term."

"Nor is fatherly interrogation."

"You see how badly the business has declined since you began improving it."

She kissed his cheek before he could turn the exchange into a contest, pulled on her gloves, and stepped into the rain.

Dr. Wilfred Sedge received her not at the university but in a smaller consultation room he used near the infirmary, a high-ceilinged chamber that smelled of coal, wet wool, and the faint preserving spirit that seemed permanently lodged in the seams of his coat. There were three men in the room when Octavia entered. Sedge stood by the grate, grey-haired and untidy, with his waistcoat buttoned incorrectly. Beside the window waited a broad man in a dark coat whose cuffs were too clean for hospital work. At the table sat another gentleman, perhaps forty-five, lean and carefully dressed, with the strained composure of someone attempting to appear patient in a room where patience was not natural to him.

Sedge shut the door behind her. "Miss Rooke. At last."

"Your messenger left my father's shop less than half an hour ago. If you expected temporal displacement, you should have sent a physicist."

The broad man laughed. The seated gentleman did not.

"This is Mr. Edmund Harcourt," Sedge said, indicating the seated man. "Publisher. The cheerful fellow at the window is Dr. Nathaniel Wray, attached in various capacities to the Cowgate Dispensary and, when they are desperate enough, to half the charitable beds south of the High Street. Wray, Miss Octavia Rooke. Do not patronize her. She will detect it before you have finished the first sentence and then I shall have to listen to both of you."

Wray bowed. He was younger than Octavia had first thought, perhaps thirty-five, with a pleasant, open face made more memorable by very pale eyes. "I was warned in advance, Miss Rooke, which feels unfair. I have been deprived of the opportunity to make an original mistake."

"There are many remaining."

"Good. I dislike arriving after all useful errors have been committed."

Harcourt rose. "Dr. Sedge tells me your discretion is equal to your technical judgment."

"Dr. Sedge says many things before breakfast."

"This was after."

"Then there is some hope for it."

Sedge grunted and gestured at the table. "Look."

A folio lay on green baize beneath two glass weights. Harcourt had evidently brought it protected from the weather: the outer sheets were dry, cream-coloured, and faintly cockled at one edge. Octavia removed her gloves. The manuscript was written in a dense brown-black hand with broad descending strokes and a tendency to crowd the right margin. Several passages had been crossed through and rewritten. In the upper corner of the first page, in another hand, were the words Case Observations, Vol. IV.

She looked at Sedge. "Whose?"

"Tell me."

Octavia lowered her face closer to the paper. The first paragraph concerned a woman of thirty-six who had suffered progressive weakness of the left hand, tremor under exertion, numbness of the smallest fingers, and intermittent pain extending toward the elbow. The writer described the patient's occupation, posture, habits of work, previous injury, and response to pressure at specific points along the forearm. There was no name. The style was severe and exact, occasionally self-important but not careless.

At the third page she stopped.

Not because of the medicine.

Because of a drawing.

It showed a woman's right hand from above, the third finger slightly flexed, the thumb abducted, the index marked by an old angular scar running from the first joint toward the base. The scar had been drawn with unnecessary accuracy, including a small fork at its lower end. Beside it, a note described reduced sensation along the ulnar side, weakness increasing after repetitive fine work, and an involuntary contraction observed when the wrist was extended against resistance.

Octavia did not touch the sheet.

"Where did this come from?"

Harcourt answered. "My office. More precisely, it arrived there six days ago in a packet sent from Leith."

"From whom?"

"There was no letter of explanation. The packet bore my firm's direction and the phrase From the remaining papers of A.B."

Octavia looked again at the hand. "Who is A.B.?"

No one spoke for a moment.

Sedge finally said, "Alastair Bellenden."

The name altered the room. Bellenden had been dead seven years, but Octavia had grown up hearing surgeons argue over his descriptions of nervous disease, muscular wasting, chronic pain, and obscure effects of injury. He had not been a fashionable operator or a public lecturer of the theatrical sort. His reputation had been made in observation: cases recorded over weeks, sometimes months, with a precision that younger physicians admired and older ones claimed they had always practiced themselves. After his death, several sets of notes had been edited and published by his former assistant, Matthew Calder. There had been disputes about sequence and nomenclature, nothing more scandalous than the usual posthumous quarrels by which living men improved their own reputations while praising the dead.

"Bellenden died in forty-eight," Octavia said.

"November," Sedge replied. "After a fever that carried him off faster than his friends expected and slower than his enemies hoped."

"And this is supposed to be his?"

Harcourt leaned forward. "The hand is consistent with examples in our possession. So are several of the private abbreviations. Dr. Calder has authenticated portions of it provisionally, though he has not yet seen the entire folio."

"Provisionally authenticated is a phrase designed to protect everybody from the future."

"Publishers find the future litigious."

Octavia turned another page. The observations continued. The same unnamed woman appeared on four separate dates. Her hand worsened. A treatment was altered. The writer noted a faint tremor in the other wrist. Then came the sentence that made Octavia feel, abruptly and unpleasantly, as if the floor had shifted half an inch beneath her boots.

The scar at the base of the index, received at twelve years of age from broken glazing while assisting her mother's work, remains unchanged and is of no present consequence.

She read it twice.

Wray had stopped smiling.

Sedge said, "You know her."

"I have seen her."

Harcourt's fingers tightened on the back of the chair. "When?"

"Three weeks ago. Perhaps four."

"That is not possible."

"No," Octavia said. "It is not."

The woman had come into Rooke & Daughter—though the sign outside still stubbornly omitted the second half—carrying a pair of embroidery scissors whose pivot had loosened. She had apologized for bringing so trivial an object to a surgical-instrument maker, but the scissors had belonged to her mother and she had been told that the Rookes could mend mechanisms no ordinary cutler would touch. Octavia remembered the hands because hands were often more informative than faces. The right was work-roughened at the thumb and middle finger. The left showed a newer tenderness at the wrist. The scar on the right index had caught the graphite from Octavia's bench when the woman steadied herself. When Octavia had remarked that the hand appeared painful, the woman laughed and said she had spent fifteen years sewing other people's finery and had earned the right to resent every finger individually.

"Her name is Eliza Fane," Octavia said. "A seamstress. She works, or worked, for a mantua-maker named Mrs. Barrow near South Bridge. She brought me scissors for repair."

Wray crossed the room. "Fane? Eliza Fane?"

Octavia turned to him. "You know her too."

His surprise looked genuine. That did not mean it was.

"She attended the Cowgate Dispensary," he said. "Not regularly. Twice, perhaps three times. She complained of numbness and weakness. I saw her once myself. I thought it likely related to repetitive work and an old injury."

"When?"

"Late September."

Harcourt sat again very slowly. "Bellenden has been dead since 1848."

"Yes," Octavia said.

"Then someone has forged this."

"Someone has certainly made it impossible. That is not yet the same statement."

Sedge's mouth twitched. "There she is."

Harcourt looked from him to Octavia. "You think the manuscript may be genuine?"

"I think certainty should not be manufactured merely because it is convenient. Some of these sheets may be old and some new. The handwriting may have been copied. The observations may have been inserted into an older text. A genuine Bellenden manuscript may have been altered after his death. Or the entire thing may be a modern fabrication performed by somebody with access to his papers. There are several possibilities before we reach resurrection."

Wray said, "And the woman?"

Octavia looked down at the drawing again. "The woman is the part I believe."

Sedge poured brandy into a glass although it was not yet noon. He did not offer any to the others. "Harcourt came to me because he intended to publish a selection before Christmas. The Bellenden name still sells. Particularly now, when every young physician in the city imagines he will solve the mysteries of the nerves if permitted enough ink."

"I came to you," Harcourt said, "because if I publish a fraudulent manuscript under the name of a dead physician, I will be sued by his widow, denounced by Calder, mocked by every competing house, and possibly hanged in pamphlet form by men whose own catalogues are half stolen."

"There is your publisher's conscience," Sedge said.

"A conscience that understands invoices survives longer."

Octavia ignored them. She read the pages again, not as medical argument but as material. The ink varied slightly. Not enough to prove age. The paper bore different watermarks in two gatherings. One margin had been trimmed more recently than the rest, or at least by a sharper blade. There were pinpricks where sheets had once been fastened. One correction appeared darker than the sentence surrounding it. The hand was consistent but not perfectly so. That meant almost nothing; no one wrote exactly alike across years, illnesses, different pens, different tables.

She lifted the first sheet against the window.

"May I take measurements?"

Harcourt hesitated. "Without damaging it."

"If I wished to damage it, I would not ask."

Wray moved nearer. "What are you looking for?"

"Evidence that the paper has lived one life rather than another."

"Paper has biography now?"

"Everything has biography. Most objects are simply less vain about it than people."

She used a small rule from her case to compare chain lines, then examined the edge under magnification. Harcourt watched her with the pained attention of a man seeing his property approached by instruments. Sedge watched Harcourt. Wray watched Octavia.

"You said you saw Fane once," Octavia said without looking up.

"Yes."

"Who saw her the other times?"

"Possibly Kerr, possibly one of the visiting men. I would have to check."

"Was she treated?"

"Liniment, rest if she could obtain it, perhaps a splint at night. Nothing exotic."

"Did anyone draw her hand?"

"Not that I remember."

"Did anyone take notes this detailed?"

Wray paused. "The dispensary records symptoms. Not usually with this degree of literary ambition."

"Where are those records kept?"

"In the office."

"Who can see them?"

"Physicians. Assistants. The clerk. Depending upon the day, rather too many students."

Mara would ask who had keys. Octavia heard the question in her head so distinctly that for an instant she almost turned, expecting to find her by the door. Instead she found only Wray's pale eyes and Harcourt's anxious hands.

"I want to see Eliza Fane," Octavia said.

Harcourt frowned. "Why?"

"Because a living woman can answer questions paper cannot."

"And if she confirms the observations?"

"Then somebody has been observing her recently and placing those observations under the name of a dead man."

"Which proves forgery."

"It proves recent authorship of recent material. Do not simplify the question before it has had the courtesy to become simple."

Sedge gave a satisfied grunt. "Take the folio."

Harcourt stood. "Absolutely not."

"Then sit here while she examines it for six hours."

"I have a business."

"So does she."

"Mine publishes books."

"Hers makes the tools that keep my colleagues from killing quite so many people. On balance, I favor hers."

Octavia replaced the sheet. "I do not need the original yet. I need a copy of the passages concerning Fane, and I need permission to show them to one person."

Harcourt looked alarmed. "Who?"

"Mara Venn."

That name meant nothing to him. Wray's expression changed only slightly, but Octavia saw recognition.

"You know Miss Venn?" she asked.

"By reputation."

"Whose?"

"Several. They contradict one another."

"That is usually a sign of accuracy."

Harcourt looked at Sedge. "Is this necessary?"

Sedge said, "If Miss Fane has decided not to be found, Octavia will require someone who understands the difference between absence and disappearance."

Octavia put on her gloves. "And if she has not decided anything at all, I would like to know that quickly."

The rain had thickened when she left. She did not return to the workshop at once. Instead she walked west and north through streets where the day had finally become visible without becoming bright, past wet shopfronts and boys carrying parcels beneath their coats, past two medical students arguing about an amputation as if the patient had been an inconvenient piece of timber. She bought a meat pie from a woman near the bridge and ate half of it standing beneath an awning, then wrapped the rest because Mara would complain if she learned Octavia had forgotten luncheon and would complain differently if she learned Octavia had eaten without bringing anything back.

Bram Nock's shop occupied the ground floor of a narrow building whose windows displayed an inventory too eccentric to be persuasive: three dining chairs, a cracked barometer, a child's iron bedstead, two mourning frames, a brass warming pan, a box of cabinet handles, a portrait of an unknown naval officer, and one beautifully made coffin fitting presented beside a chipped blue vase. The bell over the door had not rung properly in six months. It produced a disgruntled click when Octavia entered.

Bram looked up from behind the counter. "She's upstairs."

"Good afternoon to you too."

"It is raining. That removes the good."

"You've moved the walnut chair again."

"It was sulking by the clock."

"Furniture does not sulk."

"That is because you've never sold any."

She took the stairs two at a time. Mara's door was unlocked but latched. Octavia knocked once, waited for the answering scrape, and entered.

Mara sat at the table in shirtsleeves with a ledger open before her, a heel of bread in one hand, and a man's hat balanced upside down on the chair beside her. Her dark-blond hair was braided close, though several strands had escaped near her temple. She looked up, saw Octavia's face, and set down the bread.

"That's not your hinge face."

Octavia shut the door. "I have a hinge face?"

"You've at least seven. The one for a bad screw is practically bereavement. This is different." Mara's gaze dropped to the wrapped pie in Octavia's hand. "You brought tribute. Whatever you've done, I forgive half of it."

Octavia put the parcel down. "A dead physician has written a case history about a woman I met three weeks ago."

Mara was silent.

Then she drew the pie toward herself and said, "Start again, because that sentence has ambitions."

Octavia did.

She told her about Harcourt, the packet from Leith, Bellenden, the manuscript, the hand, the scar, Wray, the dispensary, and Eliza Fane. Mara ate while listening, which Octavia had long ago learned was not a sign of inattention. She asked no questions until Octavia described the phrase about broken glazing and the woman's mother.

"That's not a physician's observation," Mara said.

"It can be."

"It can be written by a physician. That isn't the same thing. Why does a case note care that she was helping her mother?"

"Context of injury."

"Then why mention the mother instead of merely broken glass at twelve? Somebody asked how it happened and somebody remembered the answer because it sounded like a life rather than a hand."

Octavia sat opposite her. "You think the writer knew her personally."

"I think somebody talked to her long enough to hear things nobody needed for a diagnosis. That doesn't tell us who wrote it. Where does she lodge?"

"I don't know."

"Employer?"

"Mrs. Barrow, near South Bridge."

"Family?"

"Not known."

"Who introduced her at your shop?"

"No one. She came with scissors."

"Who told her you mend things normal cutlers refuse?"

Octavia frowned. "She said she had been told."

"By whom?"

"I did not ask."

Mara gave her a look.

"It was not relevant."

"Everything has biography," Mara said solemnly.

Octavia stared.

Mara smiled around a bite of pie. "I can hear you even when I'm not there. Terrible affliction."

"You are intolerable."

"And yet you've left your spare stockings in my drawer."

The observation struck more accurately than Mara could have intended, or perhaps exactly as accurately. Octavia glanced toward the narrow chest beside the bed. Two pairs of stockings, a clean collar, several hairpins, and a folded nightdress had accumulated there without discussion. Her toothbrush stood in a cup near Mara's. Three of her books had migrated to the shelf. These facts had seemed trivial individually. Together they possessed the alarming coherence of evidence.

Mara closed the ledger. "We'll find Eliza Fane."

"You say that as though she has agreed to be found."

"No. I say it as though we'll discover whether she can be. Different proposition. First the employer. Then the lodging if Barrow knows it. Then the dispensary. And before we ask anybody whether they remember her, we ask what they expect us to want. People answer the question they think you've asked long before they answer the one you actually did."

"Sedge said something similar. Less elegantly."

"Sedge has the soul of a cupboard. Useful, old, and always in the way when you want the wall."

Octavia took out her notebook. "Harcourt wants discretion."

"Publishers always do when the thing they want printed might lose them money."

"He may be innocent."

"Of murder? Perhaps. Of publishing? Never."

"There has not yet been a murder."

Mara's expression changed. Not dramatically. Her humor simply folded itself away.

"No," she said. "There hasn't. So let's try to keep it that way."

They left within twenty minutes.

Mrs. Barrow's establishment occupied two rooms above a milliner's shop and employed nine women, four of whom were present when Octavia and Mara arrived. The air smelled of hot irons, chalk, wool, damp hems, and the sourness of too many bodies working close together. Mrs. Barrow herself was a narrow woman with a handsome black dress, spectacles hanging from a chain, and the managerial expression of someone who considered every interruption a theft.

"Eliza Fane no longer works here," she said after Mara introduced them as acquaintances trying to return property. "If she has sent you for wages, she is owed none."

"We haven't mentioned wages," Mara said.

Mrs. Barrow's mouth tightened. "Women who leave without notice often remember money afterward."

Octavia watched the workers. One young seamstress had stopped sewing. Another kept her eyes down but moved her needle more slowly.

"When did she leave?" Octavia asked.

"The twenty-sixth."

"Of September?"

"Last month."

"Why?"

"Because I dismissed her. Her hand had become unreliable. I make garments for customers who notice crooked seams. Charity is admirable in sermons and ruinous in fitting rooms."

There was cruelty in it, but not necessarily falsehood. Octavia looked at the long tables, the bundles of cloth, the women bent over work that punished neck, wrist, sight, and lungs by increments too small to be called violence.

Mara said, "Did she say where she was going?"

"No."

"Did anybody come asking after her?"

"People are always asking after girls."

"Men?"

Mrs. Barrow looked at her more directly. "Sometimes."

"Doctors?"

That produced a pause.

Octavia felt it before she saw it.

Mrs. Barrow adjusted her spectacles. "A gentleman from the dispensary came once. He said he wished to know whether she was resting the hand. I told him rest was no concern of mine once she ceased to work here."

"Which gentleman?" Octavia asked.

"I don't recall."

Mara smiled without warmth. "You recall whether a hem is half an inch wrong on a gown you delivered last winter, Mrs. Barrow. I expect you recall a gentleman climbing your stairs to ask after a seamstress."

Mrs. Barrow's eyes narrowed. "And who are you?"

"Someone returning property."

"What property?"

Mara tapped Octavia's notebook. "At present? A question."

One of the seamstresses made a sound suspiciously like a swallowed laugh. Mrs. Barrow glanced at her and the room became industrious again.

"Tall," Mrs. Barrow said finally. "Brown coat. Fairer than dark. Well spoken. Not old. Not young enough to be one of those students who think a woman cannot tell where they are looking."

Wray fit that description. So did half the medical men in Edinburgh.

"Did Eliza leave an address?" Octavia asked.

"She lodged in Blackfriars Wynd. Number twelve, I think. With a Mrs. Coates."

"Thank you."

"If you find her, tell her I kept the blue shawl she forgot. She can have it if she comes herself."

The sentence surprised Octavia enough that she looked back.

Mrs. Barrow had already bent over a length of grey silk.

Outside, Mara said, "There's your villain disposed of."

"She dismissed a woman for becoming ill."

"Yes. And kept her shawl instead of selling it or letting one of the others take it. People are inconvenient that way."

"You approve of her?"

"I didn't say that. I said she isn't simple enough for you to finish her in one sentence."

Blackfriars Wynd was darker than the afternoon deserved. Water moved in the gutter with scraps of straw and soot. Number twelve had a narrow stair polished by generations of shoes, a smell of cabbage from below, and a landlady named Coates who opened the door only as wide as the chain allowed.

"Eliza's gone," she said.

"Gone where?" Mara asked.

"If I knew, she wouldn't be gone."

"When?"

"Six days ago."

Octavia and Mara exchanged a glance.

"Did she take her things?" Octavia asked.

Mrs. Coates looked from one to the other. "Most."

"Most?"

"Her good dress. Boots. Comb. Little box. Left two shifts, a cracked cup, and a book with no cover. That's either leaving in a hurry or leaving what isn't worth carrying. I've seen both."

"Did she owe rent?" Mara asked.

"Four days."

"Would she usually owe you?"

Mrs. Coates's face hardened. "You think because a woman works with a needle she must be always behind? She paid Thursday, every Thursday, unless work was short. Then Friday. Never four days and no word."

That was the first fact that felt like a door opening.

Mara's voice softened. "Who came to see her?"

"No gentleman visitors, if that's what you're implying."

"I wasn't."

"People always are."

"Then let's disappoint them. Doctors?"

Mrs. Coates stared.

Octavia knew the answer before she gave it.

"One," the landlady said. "A week before she left. Maybe eight days. He said she had missed an appointment. I didn't let him upstairs."

"Why not?"

"Because he didn't know which room was hers."

Mara's eyes sharpened.

Mrs. Coates continued, "If you've come from a dispensary, you know where your patients live or you ask politely. He talked as if he had a right to go hunting through my house. I don't care if a man has six letters after his name. He doesn't get my stairs because he likes the sound of his own boots."

"What did he look like?" Octavia asked.

The description again was broad enough to be nearly useless: medium height, fair hair, brown coat, clean gloves, educated speech. But Mrs. Coates remembered one thing Mrs. Barrow had not.

"He had a mark here," she said, touching the side of her own left thumb. "Ink, I thought. Blue-black. Like he'd wiped a pen and missed."

Octavia pictured Wray's hands in Sedge's room.

Clean.

That proved nothing.

"Can we see Eliza's room?" Mara asked.

Mrs. Coates hesitated, then removed the chain. "If you're truly trying to find her, yes. If you're trying to prove something shameful about her, get out now and save us both the stairs."

The room was under the roof and barely wide enough for the bed, washstand, chair, and a wooden box that had served as a table. The mattress had been stripped. A nail above the washstand held a single length of brown ribbon. There were scratches on the floor where the box had been moved repeatedly. Octavia opened the window and looked down into a narrow court. No useful exit except the stair unless one wished to break both legs.

Mara crouched near the hearth.

"She burned papers."

"Everyone burns papers."

"Not like this."

Among the grey ash lay several twisted fragments only partly consumed. Mara used the fire tongs to lift one. Octavia knelt beside her. Three words remained legible.

...return Thursday... weakness... after...

Another fragment bore part of an address.

...Dispens...

Octavia sat back on her heels.

"She was corresponding with the clinic."

"Or keeping their notes."

"Why burn them?"

"Because she was frightened. Or angry. Or cold."

"You dislike conclusions almost as much as I do."

"No. I adore conclusions. I simply prefer mine after dinner."

Mrs. Coates, standing in the doorway, said, "She was frightened."

Mara looked up.

The landlady folded her arms. "Last two nights she slept badly. I heard her walking. Asked if she was sick. She said the doctor had told her the hand might worsen before it improved. Then she asked whether anybody could make a person ill without meaning to. I told her doctors manage it every day. She didn't laugh."

Octavia felt the room become very still.

"Which doctor?"

"She didn't say."

"Did she take medicine?"

"Bottle in the washstand. Gone now."

"Did she say where she was going?"

"No. But the night before she left, somebody put a note under the door. She read it, tore it up, and burned it."

"Did you see who brought it?"

"Boy. Twelve, thirteen. One of the runners."

Mara stood. "Can you describe him?"

Mrs. Coates shrugged. "A boy in Edinburgh? Thin, wet, hungry. Find me one that isn't and I'll remember him forever."

They left as the light began to fail.

At the mouth of the wynd, Octavia stopped beneath the eaves of a closed shop. "We have a recent manuscript describing her symptoms. A doctor asked after her at work. Another, possibly the same, tried to find her room. She burns clinic papers, receives a message, and disappears owing rent she normally pays."

Mara watched the street rather than Octavia. "And she took the good boots."

"You think she left voluntarily."

"I think she expected to walk. That matters."

"People can be forced to pack."

"Yes."

"Or persuaded."

"Yes."

"Or frightened into leaving."

"Also yes."

Octavia exhaled. "You are being deliberately unhelpful."

"No, I'm keeping you from turning possibilities into furniture. Once you put them down, you hate moving them."

"I move furniture constantly when reconstructing rooms."

"Exactly. And you glare at anyone else who touches it."

A carriage passed, throwing dirty water against the curb. Mara caught Octavia by the elbow and pulled her closer to the wall before the splash reached her skirt. The gesture was quick, practiced, nearly thoughtless. Her hand remained there an instant longer than necessary.

"Cowgate Dispensary," Mara said. "Tomorrow morning. Not tonight. Tonight we eat something with vegetables, because pie does not become a balanced meal merely because it contains an onion. Then you show me everything you copied from Bellenden."

"I did not copy everything."

"Of course not. You respected Harcourt's nerves."

"His property."

"Same thing, to a publisher."

They walked back toward Bram's through the wet dark. Octavia listened to Mara describe three ways a messenger boy could be found without asking every boy in Edinburgh whether he had delivered a note to Eliza Fane. She should have been thinking only about the manuscript. Instead, with distracting persistence, she thought about the spare stockings in Mara's drawer.

The evidence was accumulating in more than one matter.

At the corner of the street, Mara stopped beneath a lamp and took Octavia's hand as if the gesture required no announcement. In public it could pass for assistance over the slick stones, a practical touch between women who had spent too much time in bad weather. Octavia knew better. Mara's thumb moved once across the seam of her glove, then withdrew before anyone approaching could attach meaning to it. The restraint made the gesture more intimate, not less.

"You are thinking too loudly," Mara said.

"That is not possible."

"With you it is. Your whole face becomes a lecture hall."

"And what am I lecturing on?"

Mara considered her. "Dead doctors, missing seamstresses, and whether leaving a nightdress in someone's room constitutes a legal claim."

Octavia nearly missed her footing. Mara caught her elbow, laughing softly.

"I was not thinking the last thing."

"Then I was."

The admission remained between them for several steps, too lightly spoken to demand an answer and too deliberate to be dismissed. Octavia looked ahead at the wet lamps and black stone, aware that the case had acquired one impossible document while her private life had acquired several ordinary objects whose meaning she was increasingly unable to call accidental.

She did not yet know what either set of evidence proved.




Chapter 2: A Patient Who Is Not Missing

Mara woke to the sound of Octavia turning a page.

It was not a dramatic sound. That was why it woke her. Rain, carts, Bram coughing below, somebody shouting in the street, the slow complaint of the bedstead when one of them moved—those belonged to the room and could be ignored. Octavia reading after midnight had a different rhythm. She turned pages as though each had personally disappointed her. There would be a pause, a faint movement of pencil, another pause, then the small dry accusation of paper against paper.

Mara opened one eye.

Octavia sat at the table wearing her nightdress beneath Mara's old woollen wrapper, spectacles low on her nose, hair loose enough to make her look younger and more dangerous. Copies of the Bellenden passages lay beside her notebook. A candle had burned down almost to the brass socket.

"If the dead doctor starts writing while I'm asleep," Mara said, "wake me. I don't want to miss the useful part."

Octavia looked over. "You were asleep."

"That's how waking works."

"I thought you were tired."

"I was. Then you began arguing with paper."

"I was not arguing."

"You made the face."

"You invent faces for me because you enjoy categorization when it can be used offensively."

Mara pushed herself upright. "What has Bellenden done now?"

Octavia hesitated, which meant the answer was not simple. "Nothing. That may be the problem."

Mara swung her feet to the floor. The boards were cold. She crossed to the table, bent over Octavia's shoulder, and found the pages covered in notes so precise that only Octavia could have made them while claiming not to be anxious. Dates. Symptoms. Phrases copied exactly. Questions in the margins. On a separate sheet she had drawn Eliza Fane's hand twice, once from memory and once from Bellenden's manuscript.

"You remembered all that?" Mara asked.

"The scar was distinctive."

"The scar, yes. You also remembered the angle of her thumb."

"It was relevant."

"To mending scissors?"

Octavia removed her spectacles. "No."

There it was: not embarrassment, exactly, but the discomfort she felt whenever somebody pointed out that her mind retained things she had never consciously decided to keep. Mara had learned not to praise it too directly. Praise made Octavia suspicious; accuracy she could tolerate.

"What do the dates say?"

"The first observation in the manuscript corresponds closely to Wray's account of her visit in late September. The second must be later because it notes worsening symptoms. The third includes a treatment change. The fourth describes weakness in the opposite wrist. If genuine observations, they were made over at least ten days, probably more."

"And she vanished six days ago."

"Yes."

"Which means somebody had time to watch her, write about her, get those pages into Harcourt's packet, and still send a doctor hunting after her."

"Assuming the doctor Mrs. Coates saw is connected to the manuscript."

"Assuming rain is wet, yes."

Octavia gave her a flat look.

Mara kissed the top of her head. "Go to bed."

"I am not tired."

"You are wearing my wrapper."

"That is not diagnostic."

"It is on you."

"You said I could use it."

"I did. I'm delighted. I'm also taking possession of the candle before you burn Bram's roof off and force us to buy the building from him out of guilt."

Something flickered across Octavia's face.

Mara noticed because she noticed doors, keys, debts, and the half-second in which somebody reacted before deciding what reaction to show.

"What?" she asked.

"Nothing."

"That's a poor lie."

"It was not a lie. It was an incomplete answer."

"That's a lie wearing spectacles."

Octavia stood. "We should sleep."

Mara let her go.

There were questions one could force and questions that became useless if forced. She had survived long enough to know the difference. Still, as Octavia crossed to the bed and set the wrapper over the chair, Mara looked at the small domestic evidence accumulating around the room: Octavia's books, Octavia's comb, a pair of gloves drying beside hers, a jar of graphite pencils Bram complained about because one had rolled under a cabinet downstairs. She had been meaning for three weeks to speak to Bram about the building and for three weeks had found reasons not to. Octavia's reaction to the word buy lodged somewhere inconvenient.

By eight the next morning they were walking toward the Cowgate through a city washed clean only in the places rain could reach. The sky had cleared to a hard pale grey. Smoke hung low between roofs. Apprentices were opening shutters; carts crowded the approaches; women with baskets moved faster than gentlemen with umbrellas because necessity generally had a better sense of direction than leisure.

Mara had dressed in a dark brown gown plain enough for respectability and durable enough for stairs. The hat was one Octavia disliked.

"It makes you look as though you intend to sell somebody a horse you do not own," Octavia had said while fastening her cuffs.

"That's because it inspires confidence."

"It inspires calculation."

"Same thing in business."

Now Octavia glanced at the hat again as they descended the slope.

"If you say anything," Mara warned, "I'm leaving you to question physicians alone."

"I said nothing."

"Your eyebrows did."

"You invent faces and now eyebrows. Soon I will be entirely unnecessary to our conversations."

"Never. I need somebody to disagree with me in full sentences."

The Cowgate Dispensary occupied rooms in a building that seemed too narrow for the number of people attempting to enter it. The front passage held a mother with a coughing child, an elderly man wrapped in a military coat, two labourers, a young woman pressing a cloth to her jaw, and a clerk attempting to preserve order by repeating names louder each time. The smell was human in the broadest sense: damp clothes, coal smoke, old wood, medicines, sweat, sickness, soap where soap had been available, and the metallic trace of instruments stored too near the waiting room.

Mara watched




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































