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Chapter 1: The Instrument on Paper
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The British Museum had many doors, but only a few of them admitted that they were doors.

Lady Cecily Ashford stood before one such entrance with a catalogue box under her arm and a folded paper in her hand. The door was narrow, the paint was the colour of old tea, and the brass plate beside it had been polished so often that the institution’s name had nearly worn away. She had worked in the museum long enough to know that the most consequential things were often kept behind doors that looked as though they led to a broom cupboard.

She turned the paper over. On its outer face someone had written CARTOGRAPHER’S ROSE in a firm, impatient hand.

The name sounded like a flower chosen by a man who had never been forced to carry one through a sandstorm. The object itself, if it existed, was less romantic: a small navigation instrument, described in old papers as brass, circular, and marked with a rose of directional points. No surviving specimen had been seen by anyone currently employed at the museum. No reliable drawing showed the whole thing. The name had appeared in catalogues, in a trader’s account, and in the kind of correspondence that grew more confident each time it was copied.

Cecily glanced at the paper again, then at the door.

“Miss Ashford,” said a voice behind her. “You are considering the matter?”

“I am considering whether the door is locked.”

“It is not.”

“Then my doubts have been unnecessary.”

The museum administrator, Mr. Aldous Pritchard, stood behind her in the passage. He was a tall, narrow man with a neat moustache and a habit of speaking as if he were giving an account to a committee even when the only listener was a hatstand. The committee, in this case, was invisible, but Cecily had met several of its members and knew them to be no improvement.

“You have the catalogue box?”

“I have it.”

“And the sketch?”

“I have the copy.”

“Good. We can speak in my office.”

“I thought we were speaking in the records room.”

“We can speak there, too. But I should like to hear your opinion before you begin.”

Cecily opened the door. “Then you have arranged matters efficiently. I shall be able to tell you that I have not yet formed one.”

Pritchard gave a small, resigned smile. He had heard that sort of answer from her before. It was not the answer he wanted, which did not mean it was not the correct one.

They crossed the room to the long table beneath the high windows. Outside, London had settled into the damp grey of autumn. The glass was clouded with old rain and newer dust; beyond it, the museum courtyard was being crossed by a boy with a crate and a man carrying a ladder, both of whom appeared to have reached an agreement that the other was in the way. Somewhere in the building, a porter wheeled a trolley over a threshold with the stubborn rhythm of a small cannonade.

Cecily set down the box and removed her gloves. The air in the room held the familiar scents of paper, wood polish, and the dry, faintly peppery smell of old cloth bindings. Here the museum seemed less like a palace of public knowledge and more like a warehouse in which knowledge had been stored in careful piles and trusted not to move.

Pritchard placed a folder beside the box.

“Before we begin,” he said, “I should explain the interest.”

“You have explained it twice.”

“I have explained the request. The interest is different. The trustees have been approached by a gentleman who believes he may have encountered a reference to the Rose in the papers of an expedition that passed through Alexandria some years ago. He is not an archaeologist, and he is not a dealer.”

“Those are different things.”

“He is a correspondent of a member of the committee.”

“That is not the same thing as not being a dealer.”

“No.” Pritchard paused. “It is not.”

Cecily looked at him. Pritchard did not enjoy being caught in the act of understatement, but he had the good grace to acknowledge it.

“The gentleman wishes to know whether the instrument is sufficiently well attested to justify a search,” he continued. “The museum has already received several inquiries from people who believe they have heard of it. One is a collector. One is a bookseller. One appears to be both, which is perhaps an economy of effort.”

“And the committee would like us to decide whether the Rose is real.”

“The committee would like you to decide whether there is enough evidence to make an inquiry worthwhile.”

“That is a more modest request.”

“It is also the actual one.”

Cecily drew the chair out from beneath the table. “Then we may proceed with modesty.”

She opened the box. Inside were three catalogue slips, a transcription of two letters, a thin account book in a faded cover, and a paper sleeve holding a photograph. The sleeve was labelled in pencil with a brief description and a reference number. She took the items out one by one, set them in a row, and compared the reference numbers against the list on the lid.

The box had been assembled from existing museum material. Nothing in it was new; no witness had been interviewed, no source had been contacted, no document had arrived by post that morning with a convenient answer concealed in its folds. The contents had simply been brought together because the name Cartographer’s Rose had begun to be spoken aloud by people who wanted it to mean something.

Cecily examined the first catalogue slip. It was an old handwritten entry, copied into a later register and copied again onto the card in front of her. Each copying had sharpened the wording. The original seemed to have described an instrument “of brass, with a many-pointed mark, used in the northern route.” The next version rendered this as “a brass compass, rose-marked, carried upon the northern desert track.” By the time the card had reached the present century, a pencilled note had made it “the celebrated Cartographer’s Rose, guide to the lost way.”

“Celebrated by whom?” Cecily asked.

Pritchard sat opposite her. “That is one of the matters you are being asked to consider.”

“I see. It has been celebrated entirely in our absence.”

“It has been discussed.”

“Among people with pens.”

“That is a beginning.”

“It is often where the difficulty begins.”

She laid the card aside and opened the transcription of the first letter. The handwriting had belonged to an officer whose name appeared in the catalogue but whose papers were scattered across more than one collection. Cecily knew a little of the man’s career from museum records; not enough to reconstruct his journey, and not enough to infer the circumstances of the note from a single line.

The transcription read:

A brass instrument was reported at the station beyond the second well. The keeper called it the Rose and said it had been kept by a map-maker who passed eastward. I did not see it.

Cecily reread the final sentence.

“He did not see it.”

“No.”

“The report came from the keeper?”

“Apparently.”

“Or from someone who said that a keeper had said it.”

Pritchard glanced down at the transcription. “The original paper is not in this box. The catalogue cites it as a letter in a private collection, copied for the museum’s files.”

“Then we have a copy of a note that reports a conversation. We have not the letter, we have not the speaker, and we have not the object.”

“But we have the reference to the station.”

“We have a reference to a station.”

“Does that not amount to something?”

“It amounts to something. That is why I am reading it.”

She reached for the next item. The second letter had been written several years later by a traveller whose route overlapped, perhaps, with the first. Its relevant passage was brief:

At the place known among the guides as Rakhmet’s Rest, an old keeper spoke of a rose of brass, left by a map-maker who had travelled on. He said it was an instrument, though I cannot tell whether he had seen it or only knew the tale.

“Rakhmet’s Rest,” said Pritchard. “That seems plain enough.”

“Plainness is not the same as identity.” Cecily placed the two transcriptions side by side. “The first says ‘the station beyond the second well.’ The second gives us a name that may refer to a station. Neither supplies a map, a date we can rely upon for the route, or an account of how the information passed from one traveller to the other.”

“But the same object?”

“Perhaps. ‘Rose’ may refer to the instrument. It may refer to a mark on it. It may be a name given to the story after the fact. It may be a translation, or a trader’s shorthand, or a misunderstanding.”

“You are not inclined to make it easy.”

“I am inclined to distinguish what the papers say from what we wish them to say.”

Pritchard folded his hands. “That is precisely why I asked for you.”

Cecily could not decide whether the compliment was sincere or an administrative way of ensuring she was responsible for the result. It was likely both.

She pulled the photograph sleeve toward her and removed the print. It showed a sheet of paper on a table, its edges uneven, a darkened crease crossing the middle. The photograph was not particularly clear. A route had been sketched in a soft line, partly obscured by smudges and the folds of the original. A few marks had been copied in darker ink to make them legible. Near the lower edge, a small symbol resembled a many-pointed star or perhaps a wheel.

The note on the back described it as “a sketch of the approach to the station, copied from a traveller’s paper.”

“Copied by whom?” Cecily asked.

“The name is not recorded.”

“From what original?”

“Also not recorded.”

“Where is the original?”

“Unknown.”

Cecily placed the photograph beneath the desk lamp and leaned over it. The line began at a mark resembling a crescent, ran past a short pair of strokes, and angled across the page toward a cluster of dots. The darker marks might have been wells, shelters, or merely points someone had chosen to emphasize. The copy did not include a scale. There was no north arrow. There were no reliable distances. The paper’s lower margin had been cropped, and the crease divided one of the lines.

“Do we know whether this is the same sketch referred to in the first letter?”

“No,” said Pritchard. “The catalogue notes only that it was associated with the Rose papers.”

“Associated how?”

“It was placed in the same envelope when the papers were acquired.”

“Which papers?”

“The envelope was acquired as part of a collection assembled by a man who bought travel journals and loose documents.”

“Did he acquire the sketch from the person who drew it?”

“We do not know.”

“Did he acquire it with the journal that refers to the station?”

“We do not know.”

“Did he ever label it himself?”

“Not that I can establish.”

Cecily looked again at the photograph. It was a picture of a copy of a sketch, which had been placed beside documents whose connection to one another was not demonstrated. The arrangement of the museum box made them seem like parts of a single record. The catalogue history did not.

“Do you have the original sheet?” she asked.

“No.”

“Any other copy?”

“Not in the file.”

“Any measurements, annotations, paper description?”

“No.”

“A transcription of whatever is written along the edge?”

“There is no transcription.”

“Then this is not a route plan. It is a possible fragment of a possible route plan, separated from the place where it began.”

Pritchard lifted the photograph to inspect it, as if the missing detail might become visible from his side.

“That sounds severe,” he said.

“It sounds accurate.”

“Would you certify that the instrument was kept at the station?”

“No.”

“Would you certify that this sketch leads to it?”

“No.”

“Would you say that the whole matter is a fantasy?”

“No.”

Pritchard lowered the photograph.

“Then what would you say?”

Cecily set the print down. “The records repeat a report of a brass instrument called the Rose, associated with a route station. One source places the report beyond a second well, another gives a name that might refer to a stopping place. A sketch has been preserved among papers connected with the account, but we cannot establish its origin, completeness, or connection to the report. That is what I can say.”

“And what would you recommend?”

“That depends on what you mean by recommend.”

“Whether the museum should investigate.”

“If the question is whether the Rose is at the point marked on this paper, I recommend that we do not say so. If the question is whether there is enough here to justify checking the records in Alexandria, then perhaps.”

Pritchard’s eyes sharpened slightly. “Perhaps?”

“Perhaps, because the two accounts repeat a reference to a stopping place on a route. If that repetition is independent, it is worth checking. We do not know that it is independent.”

He looked from her to the catalogue slips. “What was the name in the first account?”

“There was no name. It says ‘the station beyond the second well.’”

“And in the second?”

“Rakhmet’s Rest.”

“Could that be the same place?”

“It could.”

“Could it be another place?”

“It could.”

“Could it be a name acquired by translation?”

“Certainly.”

“Could the sketch identify it?”

“Not by itself.”

“Could it help us if we had the other half?”

Cecily did not answer immediately.

The drawing seemed to pull the eye toward its unfinished edge. The crease, the crop, the pale line disappearing under the darkened fold: all of it gave the impression of a document caught halfway through an explanation. Yet an impression was not an explanation. Cecily had learned this early in her work. People gave too much weight to the shape that missing evidence left behind. A gap could look like a clue merely because a mind disliked emptiness.

“An intact drawing might help,” she said. “If it were connected to the same journey, and if its marks could be interpreted by someone who knew the route or the conventions used. But the present copy cannot tell us where the Rose is.”

“You will not sign an opinion that it is at the station.”

“I will sign an opinion that the records make a station worth checking.”

Pritchard nodded slowly. “That is less useful to a committee than a yes or a no.”

“Committees are accustomed to being disappointed.”

“They pay you to help them avoid it.”

“I had thought they paid me to prevent them from making expensive mistakes.”

“That, too.”

Cecily turned back to the transcription. The first letter’s phrase, the station beyond the second well, had a spare, practical sound. The writer had not been trying to tell a legend. He had recorded a report in passing, then added that he had not seen the object. The second account named Rakhmet’s Rest but questioned the speaker’s knowledge. These could be two versions of the same story, repeated by the same chain of travellers. They could also be unrelated reports, joined later by the word Rose.

The route station was the only point on which the material converged.

Not a location, she reminded herself. A category of place. A repeated suggestion.

“What would you want to do?” Pritchard asked.

“Examine the catalogue history more closely. Find out when the sketch was copied and who assembled the envelope. Then see what survives in Alexandria concerning the station and the route. A local archive, if one exists. Records kept by the people who know the place. Not an expedition marching into the desert because a photograph looks persuasive.”

Pritchard gave her a careful look. “You would go?”

“I did not say that.”

“You said someone should check the records in Alexandria.”

“Someone should.”

“Would that someone be you?”

Cecily glanced at the photograph. She had not yet considered herself in the sentence. It was an omission of a kind, and not an entirely innocent one. She knew what it meant to leave the museum’s controlled rooms: missing papers, uncertain transport, unreliable guides, heat, dust, and the daily humiliation of discovering that one’s careful plans had failed to persuade the weather.

She also knew that she had spent years telling others what an object might mean from a distance.

“That depends on the assignment,” she said.

Pritchard leaned back. “The museum has no established expedition in the field. There is no approved search fund, no authority to collect anything, and no claim of ownership. I can make a case for one specialist to inspect the records and report. The committee will expect you to state what is known, what is not, and whether further work is warranted. They will not expect you to bring back a brass object.”

“How reassuring.”

“It is not a rescue party.”

“I had not mistaken it for one.”

“Would you accept the assignment, if it were offered?”

Cecily glanced down at the copy of the route sketch. There were many reasons to decline. The first was the obvious one: the evidence was incomplete. The second was that the museum’s interest had been triggered by people outside the museum, some of whom might have motives that had little to do with knowledge. The third was that a search for a lost instrument could easily become a search for the person who had last claimed to know where it was, and then a search for the story that person had been paid to tell.

The fourth reason was more private. A field assignment meant leaving a life arranged to keep surprises at a distance.

“I would accept an assignment to inspect the Alexandria end of the record,” she said. “Not to certify the location of the Rose.”

“I can put that in writing.”

“Please do.”

“And the budget?”

“Include travel, lodging, access to records, and enough time to speak to people who are not employed by the museum.”

“You want money for conversation?”

“I would like the institution to recognize that useful knowledge is not always delivered on museum letterhead.”

Pritchard gave a brief, dry laugh. “I shall attempt to persuade the accounts department.”

“Tell them it is cheaper than sending someone who cannot speak to anyone.”

“Can you speak to everyone?”

“No.”

“I thought as much.”

“I can find out whom I ought to ask.”

He picked up the paper bearing the name CARTOGRAPHER’S ROSE, then set it down again. “This is what the trustees will want answered. Does the instrument exist, and should we pursue it?”

“Then tell them the evidence does not permit the first answer and a provisional yes for the second.”

“Provisional.”

“Unless they would prefer a confident mistake.”

“I will not promise they will like it.”

“I should be sorry to deprive them of their habits.”

Pritchard gathered the papers into a tidy stack. Cecily stopped him before he could return them to the box.

“I need these in the records room.”

“Of course.”

“The catalogue cards, the transcriptions, and the sketch copy. Not only the photograph.”

“I had not intended to take them away.”

“I did not think you had. I wanted to be certain they remained together until I had examined the references.”

“You will have them.”

He rose. “I will speak to the committee. You may have an answer before the week is out.”

“An answer to what?”

“To whether the assignment is approved.”

“Then I shall wait for that answer.”

“And form no opinion in the meantime?”

“I have already formed several. They are not all ready for public use.”

“Your discretion is admirable.”

“My hesitation is less admirable. They are not the same thing.”

Pritchard watched her for a moment, then gave a slight nod. “I will see what can be arranged.”

When he had gone, the room resumed its quiet. Cecily sat at the table with the papers before her. She took up a pencil, but did not write in the margins. The records were not hers to amend, and the sketch was not improved by a more forceful line.

She began a list on a separate sheet: the catalogue references, the differences between the two descriptions, the absence of an original, and the repeated mention of a stopping place. At the bottom she wrote, in larger letters, NOT ENOUGH TO LOCATE THE OBJECT.

The words looked severe. She underlined them once.

Then she placed the sheet with the box and carried everything to the records room.

The room was cooler than the passage and less forgiving than Pritchard’s office. Tall cabinets lined the walls. Their numbered drawers held cards that recorded the museum’s attempts to remember what it had acquired, what it had been told, and what it had once thought it knew. The records room was not a place where certainty was manufactured. It was where certainty went to be questioned.

Cecily signed for the box and set it on a worktable. She opened the relevant catalogue drawers and found the entries cited on the slips. One referred to an “instrument called the Rose” in a traveller’s letter. Another, copied much later, described “the map-maker’s compass from the eastern road.” A third had no direct mention of the instrument at all; it listed a packet of notes “concerning the station and the brass rose.”

She copied the wording into her notebook, keeping each line separate from her interpretation. She recorded the references exactly, preserving punctuation where it appeared to matter and making a note where it had been added by a later hand. She did not smooth the different names into one phrase, even though doing so would have made the pattern seem cleaner.

The packet of notes troubled her. It might have been the source from which the other references had been copied. It might have contained the sketch. It might have been a description created by the collector who assembled the envelope, not a title used by anyone who had seen the papers in their original setting.

She checked the register of acquisitions for the envelope’s number. The entry was brief. It listed a group of travel papers, purchased as a lot from a private collector. Several pages had been separated before the museum received them. The clerk who recorded the purchase had written “route notes, unidentified” beside the bundle. There was no mention of the Rose until a later cataloguer had added the name in the margin.

Cecily made a note.

The order of the files offered no assurance of the order in which they had first existed. There was nothing unusual in this. Papers lost their order when they changed hands. A collector separated one sheet from another because he wanted to sell it, or because he thought the one was more important. An old envelope was replaced by a new one. A clerk copied a description from a label and mistook the label for a title. With every transfer, the arrangement looked a little more intentional.

She returned to the photograph of the sketch. The marks nearest the upper edge were clearer in the copy than those near the fold, but not clear enough to name. One could imagine the dark strokes as a well, a road, or a star. They did not form a familiar cartographic system to her eye. That was not surprising. She was trained to read the evidence she could recognize, not to pretend she recognized every convention that crossed a page.

There were other uncertainties she could not resolve from the sheet. The route might have been drawn from a traveller’s memory. It might have been a copy of a copy. The original might have been marked in a language she could not read or in a local system whose meaning depended on the person who drew it. Its apparent distance between two marks might have represented a day’s travel, a change in direction, or a space left blank because the copyist had not understood the original.

She could not tell whether the paper had been folded before it was photographed or whether the crease belonged to the copy. The description said “sketch of the approach,” but that phrase might be a later interpretation of the drawing’s purpose. The mark at the lower edge was suggestive, not definitive. Nothing on the copy established that the line ended at the station, and nothing established that the station was the place named in the second letter.

Cecily wrote all of this down in her private working notebook. She headed the page with the catalogue number and the word PROVISIONAL. These were not findings to send to anyone. They were observations meant to remind her, later, which parts of the problem had been in the documents and which parts had been supplied by her own habits of mind.

At the foot of the page she wrote:

Common element: reference to a route station. Names vary. Connection between accounts unproven. Sketch incomplete and of uncertain provenance. No reliable chain of custody for instrument. It may be only one part of a larger record.

She put the pencil down.

The thought had come to her slowly, though it was obvious now that she had written it. The museum copy might not be a full map. It might be a portion of one, or a tracing that had lost the notes around its edge. The missing counterpart, if there had been one, could have contained a scale, a direction, a list of place names, or nothing at all. The part they held might be the least useful part of the original. Or the most useful, with the rest lost to time.

She had no basis to choose among these possibilities.

Cecily returned the catalogue cards to their drawers and checked that the references matched the notebook. Then she checked them again. It was not a superstition. A misplaced number could send an entire line of reasoning into the wrong collection, and the museum had a number of ways to make a mistake look official.

She noticed one card had been filed under “Rose, Cartographer’s” while the others were under “Compass, alleged.” She lifted it out and compared the handwriting. The card had been written by a later cataloguer, and the phrase “Cartographer’s Rose” did not appear in the original note. Someone had adopted it as the title and then indexed the title as evidence for the title.

Cecily made another private note. The loop was small and familiar: a label generated from a report, then treated as independent confirmation of the report.

She was not satisfied. Satisfaction was not the point. She was trying to see how much of the story had been carried from one source to another, and how much had been added by people who wished to make the object more definite than the records allowed.

For an hour she followed the catalogue trail through the cards. It led to a set of old correspondence references, then to a bound register, then back to the description of the private collection. Each turn brought her another fragment and no complete account.

The papers had not been gathered by someone who intended to preserve a record of the Rose. They had been grouped because they concerned a route, or a traveller, or a station. The instrument had become the organizing idea later. It might still be real. Many real things were poorly recorded; many false things had excellent paperwork.

The distinction could not be settled at a table in London.

She thought of the two letters. In the first, the traveller had not seen the object. In the second, the witness may have known it only as a story. A careful scholar would not join the accounts without marking the join. Yet both referred to a station, a place where a route could be checked, a place whose records might tell them more than either traveller’s retelling.

Worth checking, she had said.

Not worth believing.

The difference mattered.

Near midday she closed the notebook and carried the copy of the sketch back to her office. The room was small, with a desk, two bookcases, a filing cabinet, and a window that looked onto a service court. The window was open only a finger’s width. The autumn air found its way through anyway and lifted one corner of a paper on the desk.

Cecily shut it.

Her desk had the orderly disorder of a person who knew where things were and preferred not to be asked to prove it. A stack of object reports occupied one side. A folder of correspondence sat on the other. A small paperweight shaped like a seated cat held down a set of notes. The cat had a chipped ear and an expression of untroubled judgment.

Cecily placed the sketch beside the paperweight.

On the wall above her desk hung a map of the Mediterranean and its surrounding countries. It was there for reference, not decoration. The map was marked with faint pencil lines from earlier work, all of which had been erased as carefully as possible. The coast of Egypt ran in a familiar curve across the lower part of it. Alexandria was a point at the sea’s edge, not the end of the matter. Beyond it lay the route inland, and beyond that a region whose distances could not be measured by the neatness of the line on the paper.

She had worked in museums long enough to know that the map on a wall was a promise made by a person who did not have to travel across it.

Cecily pulled out a clean sheet and began drafting a short memorandum for Pritchard. She wrote that the museum material established no secure identification of the instrument, no reliable location, and no continuous chain of custody. She recorded the repeated association with a route station and recommended an examination of relevant records in Alexandria before any claim was made about the object’s whereabouts.

She considered adding the names from the two letters. Then she decided against it. The names belonged in the report, but not in a sentence that might be quoted alone and transformed into proof. She would set out the wording and the uncertainty together.

On the second page she described the sketch as a copy of unknown origin, incomplete at the margin and lacking scale, orientation, or confirmed relationship to the reports. She recommended that it be treated as a prompt for inquiry, not as a guide.

It took time to write what she could not say without making the absence sound like an answer.

By the time she had finished, the memorandum was measured and unexciting. She read it twice, cut a phrase that made the possibility sound more likely than it was, and replaced “the instrument was known at the station” with “the instrument was reported to have been known there.” She changed “the sketch marks the route” to “the sketch may show part of a route.” Then she placed the pages in an internal folder.

She did not send them.

Pritchard had said he would speak to the committee and return with an answer. Until then, the memorandum was a draft. The notes in her working book were hers, the comparison of the records hers, the provisional judgment hers. There was no reason to make an external inquiry before the museum had agreed to the assignment and no reason to ask anyone in Alexandria a question that she could not yet frame.

Cecily set the folder beneath a stack of routine reports.

The museum went on around her. A bell rang somewhere in the public galleries. A door opened and shut. The boy with the crate came back through the courtyard empty-handed and walked as if the crate had been personally offensive.

She looked at the desk clock, then turned away from it.

For the rest of the afternoon she worked on a group of small bronzes whose catalogue descriptions were more certain than their histories. One had been labelled a votive figure. Another, a trade weight. A third was evidently neither, though its original use remained unknown. Cecily found a piece of old packing straw caught beneath the base of the second object and recorded it, because an old packing fragment could reveal something about when an object had been moved. It could not reveal why the person who packed it had done so, or whether the fragment had travelled with the object all along.

At the end of the day she locked her office and carried the working folder to Pritchard’s room.

His secretary was gone. The corridor smelled of wet coats and coal smoke. Pritchard was sitting at his desk with a stack of letters open before him.

“I have a preliminary memorandum,” Cecily said.

“Already?”

“It has been waiting here for some time.”

“I thought you were still examining the references.”

“I have examined the references. I have not learned what they do not contain.”

He looked up. “And the conclusion?”

“The same as before. The repeated mention of a route station is worth checking. Nothing in the museum papers allows us to certify that the Rose is there.”

“Would you go?”

“I would inspect the record in Alexandria.”

“That was not what I asked.”

“I know.”

“Would you travel?”

Cecily placed the folder on the desk. “If the museum assigns me to do so.”

Pritchard opened the first page and read. His lips moved slightly at the sentence about the uncertain chain of custody.

“You have made it very difficult to advertise the object.”

“I was not aware that advertising it was required.”

“It is not.”

“Good.”

He turned the page. “You would be willing to look into the station records, but you will not promise to find the instrument.”

“I cannot promise that I will find an object whose existence is not established.”

“You do not even promise that it is an object.”

“I promise to find out what the records can tell us.”

“That is a promise I can put before the committee.”

“It is also the only one I can make honestly.”

Pritchard placed the memorandum down. “I expect there will be a decision soon.”

“Then I shall wait.”

He studied her. “You are not obliged to go, you know.”

“I know.”

“An inspection of records could be delegated.”

“To whom?”

“I am sure we could find someone.”

“Someone who knows how to separate a catalogue entry from the evidence behind it?”

“I had hoped you might say that.”

“I did not say I was the only person who could do it.”

“No. You merely looked as if you had already begun packing.”

Cecily glanced toward the corner, where her travelling case stood beneath a coat. It had been there since the last time she had returned from a museum visit outside London. It was empty, save for a paper tag and a pair of gloves.

“I have not begun packing.”

“An excellent distinction.”

“Do you need me to leave it in the corridor?”

“I need you to tell me whether you want the assignment.”

Cecily’s first answer was no. It arrived as readily as a polished stone. It had weight, a smooth surface, and no sharp corners. She could return to her desk, complete the bronze catalogue, and leave the uncertain report to someone else. The museum would continue to exist. The Rose might remain a name on a card. If it was real, someone else might find it. If it was not, no one would have had to explain why they had gone looking.

The answer of no was perfectly defensible.

So was yes.

“Yes,” she said.

Pritchard leaned back. “Good.”

“I am not agreeing to a field search.”

“No.”

“Or to a claim of ownership.”

“No.”

“Or to a promise that the records will lead to the object.”

“No.”

“Then we understand one another.”

“Better than most committees.”

“I shall endeavour not to ruin your reputation.”

“You may travel under the museum’s authority and make inquiries concerning the records. Your instructions will state that you are not empowered to acquire the Rose, if it is found, or to make any commitment on its behalf.”

“That is sensible.”

“The committee may ask for a fuller report once you have seen what exists in Alexandria.”

“Then I shall send one.”

“You will have a reasonable budget. Passage, lodging, access fees where appropriate, and expenses for local assistance.”

“Local assistance is essential.”

“I suspected you would say so.”

“I cannot read a landscape from a paper any more than I can identify a route station from a name that may not belong to it.”

Pritchard made a note. “You will leave your desk?”

“I shall make a brave attempt.”

“And your other work?”

“I can finish what is urgent and arrange for the rest to wait.”

“Can it wait?”

“Most things can. They simply prefer not to.”

Pritchard signed the top page of the memorandum. He did not yet send it to the committee. The signature marked only that he had read it and intended to present the recommendation. Cecily was careful about such distinctions. Institutions had many ways of making a preliminary decision look like a final one.

“When do you expect to hear?” she asked.

“I will have the authority confirmed in the morning. Passage may take longer to arrange, but not much. There is a steamer from Southampton that should put you in Alexandria after several days. The connection from here is straightforward.”

“Straightforward is a generous word for a journey involving both a train and a ship.”

“You prefer complications?”

“I prefer knowing where they are.”

Pritchard closed the folder. “You can leave the packing to yourself.”

“I had planned to.”

“Then I shall not detain you.”

Cecily returned to her office, took the travelling case from beneath the coat, and set it on the chair. She opened the lid. Inside were a pair of spare boots, an old notebook, a leather document wallet, and nothing else. She had not packed them for this journey. They were relics of the last one, preserved out of habit.

She took out the boots and inspected their soles. The leather was sound, though the left heel needed attention. She wrote “cobbler” on a scrap of paper and placed it beside the case.

Then she emptied the notebook of old train tickets and folded scraps. One ticket had been kept because it bore a stain shaped like a continent. The continent was not one she could identify. She put it in the wastebasket.

At home, she selected clothing for a journey that might involve a city, an archive, a hotel room, and a great deal of waiting. Practical garments, not expedition costume. She packed one small medical case, a folding ruler, pencils, a magnifying glass, a compass she knew how to use without pretending it was infallible, and a field notebook with waterproof covers. She took a broad-brimmed hat from the top shelf and set it aside. The hat had survived one coastal expedition and was therefore, in her opinion, qualified to travel again.

The following morning, Pritchard sent word that the assignment had been approved. His note was brief: the museum would pay for her passage and expenses, and she was to report only on the evidence she could establish. No authority had been given to collect or purchase the instrument. No expectation had been made that she would find it.

Cecily read the note twice. It was the most sensible set of instructions she had received in years.

She went to Pritchard’s office after lunch to confirm the arrangements. He had secured a place on the steamer from Southampton and reserved a railway berth for the journey there. A hotel in Alexandria had been suggested by a correspondent, but no booking had been made; Cecily would decide after arrival, when she had learned what suited the assignment. Pritchard had included an allowance for local transport and interpreters.

“Do you know anyone in Alexandria?” he asked.

“Not personally.”

“Do you have recommendations?”

“Only the name of the hotel and an address in the museum’s old correspondence. Neither is an endorsement.”

“Fair.”

“I will ask locally for the appropriate records and for people qualified to explain them.”

“Be careful whom you ask.”

“I intend to be.”

“I mean that some people may have a commercial interest in the Rose.”

“I assume they already do.”

“Do you?”

“The name has reached collectors and booksellers. It would be naïve to think every person who offers help will be interested only in the truth.”

Pritchard’s expression became more serious. “You will be travelling alone.”

“Yes.”

“There are other members of staff who could accompany you.”

“Could they?”

“If we can obtain funds.”

“Would they know what to look for?”

“Possibly.”

“Would they be of use in the records room?”

“Possibly.”

“Then the committee can consider that if the inquiry becomes more than a records inspection.”

“I hope it does not.”

“So do I.”

He rose and crossed to the window, where the pale afternoon light had found a narrow gap in the curtains. “I am not trying to dissuade you. I merely want you to understand that the museum cannot supervise you from London.”

“I understand.”

“You cannot expect the papers to behave as they do here.”

“I have never yet met a paper that behaved.”

“Or the people who keep them.”

“I would not expect them to.”

He turned back. “You are very certain about what you are not certain of.”

“That is often the only sort of certainty available.”

Pritchard gave a small shrug. “Then we will proceed on that basis.”

Cecily held out her hand for the travel papers. He placed them in a folder along with the committee’s authorization. The pages named her as the museum’s representative, gave the purpose of the visit, and stated the limits of her authority. The wording did not mention a search for the Rose. It referred to the examination of records concerning an alleged navigation instrument and a route station in the eastern desert.

Cecily approved.

“The word ‘alleged’ may irritate some people,” Pritchard said.

“It may also discourage others from presenting a rumour as an acquisition.”

“Your faith in words remains impressive.”

“My faith in words is conditional.”

She signed the receipt for the papers.

The days that followed were occupied by work made urgent by the knowledge that she was leaving. Cecily completed the notes on the bronzes, answered two letters, and arranged for another specialist to take over a set of catalogues that would otherwise have sat on her desk until her return. She left a written account of what she had done and what remained uncertain. The work did not disappear merely because she was going away. It became someone else’s responsibility, which was not the same thing as being abandoned.

The route-sketch file remained in the museum records room. Cecily did not take the photograph with her. It was the institution’s copy, and her task was not to carry uncertain evidence from one place to another as though proximity might improve it. She made a careful note of its catalogue number and of the fact that she had not examined the original. Her own notebook held only descriptions, references, and the reservations she had already recorded.

She did not write to anyone in Alexandria.

There was no proper question to send. She did not know which record office held the relevant material, whether the station’s name had been used locally, or who would have the right to speak about its history. An inquiry written in London and sent blindly across the sea would have been a performance of diligence, not diligence itself. She would ask in person, and she would begin by finding out who had reason to know.

On the morning of her departure, Cecily stood at the foot of the stairs in her house and checked her document wallet. Passage papers, authorization, money, notebook, pencil, letter of introduction to the hotel, and a small card listing the museum references. She checked them in that order and again in reverse. No answer had arrived from Alexandria because no one there had been asked a question. No new document had appeared. The evidence remained the evidence she had already seen.

Her case stood by the door.

A cab took her through the damp streets to the railway station. London went past in a succession of brick walls, shop fronts, wet paving stones, and people who were all in a hurry to arrive somewhere else. Cecily held the case upright between her knees and kept one hand on the document wallet. She had packed the objects she expected to need and the clothes she expected to wear. She had not packed a conclusion.

At the station, a porter lifted her luggage onto a trolley and asked whether the large case contained books.

“Not enough to justify the weight,” Cecily said.

“Then it must be the brass.”

“There is no brass.”

“Pity.”

He wheeled the case toward the carriage, showing no disappointment at all. Cecily followed him along the platform. A locomotive breathed steam into the autumn air, and the sound of it carried a promise of motion without any promise of convenience.

She had taken the assignment. That was the fact.

The Rose might exist. It might not. The station might be the same place under different names, or it might be a point assembled from separate reports. The sketch might be part of a larger record; it might be no more than a copy of a copy whose marks had already begun to fade. There was nothing on paper that could make its incompleteness harmless.

The railway carriage door stood open.

Cecily placed one foot on the step, paused long enough to look back at the platform, and then climbed inside. The documents were in her case, the records were still in London, and the route ahead began at Southampton. She had accepted the museum’s authority to ask questions. She had not accepted the paper’s authority to answer them.

That distinction, she thought, would have to travel with her.
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Chapter 2: Two Labels, One Port
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The room Josephine Quinn had rented near Alexandria’s port possessed a bed, a washstand, a chair with a doubtful leg, and a view of a wall that had seen better days. It also possessed a door that did not quite shut unless one lifted the handle as one turned the key. Jo had learned the trick on her first evening and considered it the most useful thing the room had yet taught her.

She lifted the handle now, turned the key, and listened to the lock catch. Then she tested it with her shoulder.

“Good,” she said. “We have reached an understanding.”

The room did not answer. It had probably heard better offers.

Jo set a battered brown leather case on the bed and laid a thin folder on the chair. The case was hers—or at least had been hers for the duration of her stay. The folder was not. It belonged, in the complicated way of business, to Harlan Pike, who had received it from Lionel Vane and entrusted it to Jo with instructions that were precise about payment and vague about everything else.

Jo had been in Alexandria long enough to learn which porters would try to charge a traveler for carrying the same bag twice, which cafés served coffee strong enough to take an interest in one’s plans, and which lodging-house stairs made a person regret having packed books. She had not been in town long enough to learn why Pike wanted the folder delivered and assessed before she went farther inland.

That was not an oversight on her part. She had asked.

Pike had supplied three answers. The first was that Vane was “an interested party.” The second was that the folder contained a route sketch which might be useful to people familiar with the region. The third was that Jo’s fee would be paid regardless of whether the sketch proved useful.

The third answer had been the clearest.

Jo sat on the bed and examined the case. It was scuffed, sound at the hinges, and marked with a luggage label that had been rubbed pale by travel. She had chosen it because it was plain enough not to invite attention and sturdy enough to survive a porter’s interpretation of “handle with care.” Inside were clothes, a small field kit, a spare belt, a tin of needles and thread, and a canvas pouch of tools she had collected through years of finding that the right tool was nearly always the one she had not brought.

The folder had stayed out of the case. Jo kept it close when she traveled, whether the client’s papers were valuable or merely private. A folder was easier to lose than a locked box, and a person who wanted to retrieve it could make a great deal of trouble without ever needing to break a lock.

She had met Pike in a hotel sitting room where the curtains were heavy and the tea was weak. He had been a neat man with clean cuffs, a mild voice, and the particular stillness of someone who liked to let other people fill silences for him. Jo had let him wait. It was a small pleasure and required no expense.

“Mr. Vane is looking for a station,” Pike had said at last.

“Stations are not difficult to find,” Jo had replied. “The trouble is usually deciding which one.”

“That is why he needs you.”

“Does he?”

“He understands that you have experience in the field.”

“People say many things about my experience.”

Pike had looked at her with measured interest. “And you are willing to take this assignment?”

“Depends what it is.”

He had placed the folder on the table. Its cover was plain, its edges worn, and its fastening strap mended with a length of narrow leather. It looked like the kind of thing that would contain receipts or a tedious memorandum, which was one reason Jo had not trusted it.

“You will carry this to a contact in Alexandria,” he had said. “He will show you the route materials. You will tell him whether they seem to describe a real route and whether the directions are sufficient for a practical approach to the station.”

“Which station?”

“That is what the papers concern.”

“Where is it?”

“Beyond the city.”

Jo had looked at him.

Pike had spread his hands. “The exact location has not been established.”

“Then the first useful thing we’ve established is that your instructions are incomplete.”

“You are being paid to assess them.”

“Am I being paid to carry a folder, or to solve a puzzle?”

“To deliver the folder and report on the materials.”

“That is not quite the same thing.”

“No,” Pike had said. “It is not.”

The fee was respectable. Not extravagant. Respectable was sometimes more suspicious than extravagant, since it suggested a person had calculated carefully. Jo had asked who was paying. Pike had said that Vane was paying him, and that he would pay Jo. She had asked what Vane wanted from the station. Pike had said Vane was interested in acquiring information about a reported brass instrument.

“Acquiring the information,” Jo had said, “or acquiring the instrument?”

“I cannot speak to Mr. Vane’s ultimate intentions.”

A familiar sentence. She had heard it from men who wanted to put distance between their motives and the work they commissioned. Jo had used a version of it herself, once or twice, before learning that distance did not amount to innocence.

“Then you can speak to what you’re asking me to do,” she had replied. “I’ll carry the folder, inspect the route material, and tell you what I can establish. I won’t promise to find a thing I haven’t seen.”

“That is fair.”

“And if the instructions lead through private land or a guarded site, I won’t force entry.”

“Quite.”

“And I’ll keep the folder with me.”

Pike had blinked once. “Of course.”

That had not been the answer he expected. Jo took it as a reason to keep the folder closer.

She had accepted the job because she needed the money, because she knew something about route work, and because she wanted to know what kind of man paid for a search while declining to explain its purpose. Those reasons were not equally respectable, but they were all hers. She had not told herself that a good motive would make the questions unnecessary. It would have been a familiar lie.

Now, in the lodging-house room, she unfastened the folder.

A few folded sheets rested inside, along with a typed note, two pieces of tracing paper, and a small envelope containing a narrow strip of brittle paper. The note was brief and chiefly concerned with what Jo was expected to deliver, where, and for how much. It instructed her to consult a contact whose name was given as “Mr. D.” It gave no address, only a café by the harbor and a description so general it might have fitted a third of the English-speaking men in town.

Jo read it twice.

“Mr. D,” she said to the room. “A model of precision.”

She examined the papers without removing them from their order. The first sheet was a rough route sketch, drawn in dark ink on paper that had been folded and flattened again. Its line ran from a small crescent-shaped mark past two short strokes, then angled toward a cluster of dots. Several marks had been added in a firmer hand. The sketch had no north arrow, no scale, and no names Jo could read with confidence. A note in the corner referred to a “station beyond the second well.” Another fragment of writing seemed to mention a keeper’s rest, though the words were clipped by a crease.

Jo knew enough to be wary of sketches that looked simple. A straight line could represent a road, a sequence of bearings, a traveller’s memory, or a wish. Two dots could be wells or places where the copyist’s pen had touched down. The paper did not say what it was, and the hand that had drawn it had not provided a legend.

One of the tracing sheets carried a faint version of the same route, but it was incomplete. A section had been smudged. Someone had copied only part of the original, perhaps because the rest was damaged or because the person copying it had considered the rest unimportant. That was the trouble with other people’s priorities: they rarely labeled themselves.

The typed note described the sketch as “a guide to the eastern station, on the old route.” Jo turned the page over. Nothing. She checked the envelope and found only the thin strip of paper, a few lines in faded ink, and a torn edge. It might have been part of a letter. It might have been a label. It might have been the remnant of a note that had outlived its explanation.

She had heard of a brass instrument called the Cartographer’s Rose. Not from anyone she would trust to cite a source. The name had floated through port talk and collector gossip: a compass, perhaps, or a device used by a mapmaker on a desert route. One man had said it was in a station archive. Another had said it had been taken away years ago. A third had told Jo it had never existed and then asked whether she knew where to buy one.

Jo had learned not to treat repetition as confirmation. Rumors traveled cheaply and arrived with their edges polished.

She leaned over the route sketch. The first crescent might be the harbor, though it could as easily be a bend in a road or a mark to indicate a starting point. The two short lines could mean wells. If so, the station beyond the second well would lie somewhere inland, but there were too many possible routes and too little information to choose among them. She could not tell whether the sketch was old, whether its directions were complete, or whether the various sheets had begun together.

It was enough to understand that the folder was more consequential than Pike’s mild description suggested. It was not enough to know what it proved.

Jo shut the folder and rested one hand over it.

The room’s window looked down onto a narrow lane where a cart was trying to pass a stack of crates and a man who had decided the cart could wait. Beyond the lane lay the noise of the harbor: bells, shouted prices, gulls, the wheeze of a steam winch. The port made its own weather out of smoke and salt and the hurry of people who had arrived from somewhere else.

She could hand the folder to a courier. It would save her the inconvenience of carrying it to the café and give Pike an opportunity to blame someone else if it disappeared. It would also give a stranger the chance to read it, alter it, misplace it, or decide that the route sketch was worth more than the fee Jo had been offered.

She put the folder inside her jacket.

The field kit went into her case. She checked each pocket, fastened the straps, then checked the case latch. Her small notebook remained in her coat. The folder remained there too.

The room had taught her another useful thing: the door would not lock unless lifted by the handle. Jo lifted it, turned the key, and tested it twice.

“Still reliable,” she said.

She went downstairs.

The lodging-house keeper was at the desk, examining a ledger through spectacles that made her eyes look larger and her patience smaller. She was a compact woman with silver in her hair and a brass key ring on her belt.

“Out for the day?” she asked.

“Only the afternoon.”

“That is often how the day begins.”

“I shall try not to inconvenience it.”

The keeper gave Jo a look that suggested the day had been inconvenienced by better people. “There is a letter for you.”

Jo paused. “From whom?”

“No name.”

“Then I shall admire it from a distance.”

The keeper slid the envelope across the desk. It was thin, addressed in a hand Jo did not recognize, and sealed with no mark. She did not open it at the desk. She slipped it into her notebook pocket and tucked the notebook beside the folder.

“Will someone come asking for me?” Jo said.

“Someone always comes asking for someone.”

“Do you know who?”

“No.”

“Excellent. I prefer my problems well sorted.”

The keeper resumed her ledger. Jo went out into the sun.

The café near the harbor was called the Blue Sail, though the sign above its door showed a green boat. Jo had been told the paint had faded. She suspected the boat had never been blue. Inside, ceiling fans turned with a dignified reluctance, pushing warm air from one table to another. The place smelled of coffee, grilled fish, tobacco, and damp rope from the quay outside.

Jo chose a table with a clear view of the entrance and the street. She had not arranged to meet Mr. D yet; the note said only that she should ask for him. She ordered coffee and bread, then kept the folder on her lap rather than setting it on the table.

A waiter brought the coffee in a glass too hot to hold. Jo waited, watched the entrance, and read the unsigned letter in her pocket without opening it. The paper had the weight of nothing. That was not evidence of anything, but she had become suspicious of blankness.

She unfolded the folder again.

The sketch was more legible in the café’s side light. Its crease caught the illumination and threw a narrow shadow across one of the lines. Jo angled the page until the marks settled into view. The ink varied: the main route was faded brown, while several corrections were darker and more recent-looking. She could not judge dates from color alone. Ink changed with storage, exposure, and the paper beneath it. A dark correction might have been added later, or might simply have been laid down with a heavier hand.

The marks seemed to describe a route with stages rather than distances. A crescent, two paired strokes, a set of dots, and then a short angular line. She could not tell whether each sign marked a place or a change in direction. The phrase “beyond the second well” might belong to the sketch, or might have been written on the sheet at another time. A word near the bottom edge was cut off by the paper’s tear.

She traced the route in the air above the page, careful not to touch the ink.

A man at a neighboring table was arguing with a newspaper. He folded it, unfolded it, and shook it as if news might fall
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