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Chapter 1: The Dead Man’s Corrections

The Crown Meridian Society announced Commander Lucan Merrivale’s death at eleven minutes past ten on a wet Tuesday morning, between a dispute over the color of the Upper Voln tributaries and the arrival of three crates of antelope skulls from Mombasa.

Miss Corisande Peverell learned of it because the great bell beneath Meridian Hall’s suspended globe began to toll.

It was not a bell employed for ordinary deaths. Ordinary deaths received a black-edged notice in the vestibule, a paragraph in the Society circular, and perhaps a glass of inferior sherry after the next lecture. The great bell was reserved for men whose names had been engraved upon brass, men who had crossed white spaces on maps and returned with those spaces colored, measured, and claimed. Its voice descended through the building in solemn iron waves, passing the marble explorers in the Great Rotunda, the glass cases of confiscated idols and catalogued bones, the locked doors of the Chart Vault, and finally the narrow corridor in which the Office of Revisions had been hidden as carefully as an embarrassing relation.

At the first stroke, Corisande’s pen stopped over the proof before her.

At the second, Miss Jessamy Tregarth looked up from a tray of pressed leaves and said, “That is not the quarter hour. The quarter hour has never sounded as though it disapproves of us personally, though I admit the clock has reason.”

At the third, Verity Loxley removed her spectacles.

By the fourth, Lady Hester Calderwyn had risen from the chair beside the cold grate.

No one spoke again until the bell had completed twelve strokes.

Rain whispered against the high, dirty panes. The Office of Revisions smelled of damp wool, lamp smoke, ink, drying gum, and the bitter green of Jessamy’s specimens. On the other side of the wall, the Engraving Floor continued its iron clatter for several seconds before the presses were stopped one by one. The sudden silence left the women with the sound of their own breathing.

Mrs. Agnes Rill appeared in the doorway. She carried a coal scuttle in one hand and a folded sheet in the other. Her broad, practical face had been arranged into the expression she wore when somebody important had made a mess and expected a less important person to remove it.

“They have posted the notice,” she said. “Commander Merrivale. Lost in the Orsene range. Presumed dead with two members of his field party.”

Jessamy’s fingers tightened around the stem of a dried orchid until it snapped.

Verity put her spectacles on again, though there was nothing before her that required reading. “Presumed is an interesting word to toll a bell over. It lacks the finality for which bells are generally chosen.”

Agnes glanced toward Corisande.

Everyone did, eventually.

Corisande looked down at the proof on her desk. The page showed a river system in a territory she had never visited and could have drawn in darkness. Three of its bends were wrong. The expedition surveyor had measured distance according to the speed of his canoe while neglecting a six-day headwind recorded in his own journal. Corisande had corrected the scale in blue pencil. Beside the third bend, the engraver had restored the original error in black.

“Who signed the notice?” she asked.

Her voice sounded like her own. That was something.

Agnes unfolded the sheet. “Professor Quenell for the Office of Expeditions. Sir Roderic Halberd beneath him. Major Aldous Hest supplied the field report.”

At the name Hest, Hester’s gaze sharpened.

“Where was Commander Merrivale last seen?” she asked.

“North of Karska, proceeding toward an abandoned observatory in the central Orsene chain. His camp was found six weeks ago. One tent burned, provisions scattered, blood on a saddlecloth, no bodies. Major Hest says the snow made further search impossible.”

“Six weeks,” Corisande repeated.

The word emerged before she could stop it.

Agnes nodded once. “The Society received the report nine days ago.”

“And waited until today.”

“They waited until Sir Roderic returned from Lord Penrith’s shooting party.” Agnes’s mouth flattened. “A death of sufficient distinction cannot be announced without the proper man standing beneath the proper globe.”

Jessamy pushed back her chair. “I am going upstairs.”

“You are not,” Hester said. “Not yet. The Rotunda will be crowded with men eager to display grief in proportions suitable for publication. We shall learn more by waiting until they have finished arranging their faces.”

Jessamy turned on her. “Lucan may be dead.”

“Yes,” Hester replied, and the single syllable carried neither evasion nor comfort. “He may. Corisande does not require us to pretend otherwise, and she does not require a public scene made on her behalf.”

Corisande placed her pen precisely across the top of the proof.

She had imagined Lucan’s death before. In the years when they had loved one another, his work had offered death in a dozen practical forms: fever, rockfall, mutiny, flood, a horse’s broken leg three days from water, a badly stored rifle discharging in camp. After she left him, she had imagined it less often and with greater cruelty. Some nights she had pictured a clean grave beneath a cairn. On others, she had pictured him returning old and decorated, his betrayal transformed by time into a footnote beneath a lifetime of honors.

She had never imagined a bell.

“Show me the notice,” she said.

Agnes gave it to her.

The paper was thick, cream, and bordered in black. The Crown Meridian seal occupied more space than the account of the disappearance. Lucan’s name appeared in large type: COMMANDER LUCIAN MERRIVALE, R.N., FELLOW OF THE CROWN MERIDIAN SOCIETY. The printer had added the extra i to his Christian name, an error Lucan had detested since childhood and corrected on every formal document placed before him.

Corisande read the brief account twice.

Last dispatch received January twenty-third. Camp discovered January twenty-seventh by a military survey party under Major Aldous Hest. Evidence of attack. Severe weather. Search suspended. Death now presumed.

“His last dispatch,” she said. “Where is it?”

Professor Barnaby Quenell answered from the corridor.

“In the Office of Expeditions, Miss Peverell, where field reports customarily reside.”

He entered without removing his hat, noticed Hester, and removed it at once. Quenell was a compact man in his late fifties, with intelligent eyes and the stooped shoulders of someone who had spent his life leaning over other men’s maps. His waistcoat was buttoned incorrectly. A black band had already been fixed around his sleeve.

“My lady,” he said. “I had not realized you were belowstairs.”

“I find the lower rooms contain the greater part of the intelligence in this building,” Hester replied. “It is an efficient arrangement, if not an honorable one.”

Quenell’s glance moved again to Corisande. He knew enough of the past to be uncomfortable and not enough to be useful.

“I came to ask Mrs. Rill to close the office for the remainder of the morning,” he said. “Sir Roderic will speak in the Rotunda. Commander Merrivale served the Society with distinction. Attendance would be appropriate.”

“Would accuracy be appropriate?” Corisande asked.

Quenell sighed through his nose. “Not today.”

“Then you will not miss me.”

His expression tightened. “Miss Peverell, I understand that this news may cause you particular distress.”

“No, Professor. You understand that other people expect it to cause me particular distress, and you are afraid I may display it in a manner inconvenient to the Society.”

Jessamy looked down quickly. Verity did not.

Quenell had the grace to color. “The dispatch has been reviewed. Major Hest is an experienced surveyor and an officer of excellent reputation. He believed Commander Merrivale could not have survived the storm conditions following the attack.”

“Then Major Hest should have written that Commander Merrivale could not have survived. Instead he wrote that his death was presumed. Men choose the weaker word when the stronger one cannot be proved.”

“There was blood.”

“Whose?”

“A saddlecloth was found.”

“Which saddle?”

“The camp had been burned.”

“One tent, according to your notice.”

Quenell’s mouth opened and closed.

Corisande rose. She was not tall, but the severity of her dark gown and the rigid line of her spine made the room seem to rearrange itself around her. She slipped the notice into one of her hidden pockets.

“I should like to see the last dispatch.”

“It is being prepared for the memorial display.”

“Lucan wrote it for operational use, not decoration.”

“Commander Merrivale wrote it to the Society.” Quenell’s tone acquired the weary patience men used when explaining property to women. “Its disposition is not yours to decide.”

“No. Sir Roderic has already demonstrated that disposition is his particular talent.”

“Corisande,” Hester said quietly.

It was not a rebuke. It was a warning that rage, however justified, could be turned into evidence against the person who expressed it.

Corisande lifted her chin. “Professor, his reports contain route calculations prepared in this office. If the Society intends to publish an account of his final journey, the Office of Revisions must verify the coordinates.”

Quenell hesitated.

There. The smallest change in his eyes. Not refusal. Fear.

“Has the dispatch already been revised?” Corisande asked.

“No.”

The answer came too quickly.

“Then bring it.”

“I cannot.”

“Cannot, or have been instructed not to?”

Quenell looked toward the door as though Sir Roderic might have materialized in the corridor. “The document is sealed pending review by the Office of Expeditions and the military authorities.”

Hester spoke before Corisande could. “Barnaby, you entered this room to order attendance at a ceremony. Instead you have informed five specialists that the final report of a missing expedition leader is being withheld from the very office charged with checking it. You may return upstairs and decide whether you prefer to bring us the dispatch quietly or explain to Lord and Lady Charnock why the Society has declared their friend dead while concealing his last words.”

Quenell stared at her.

Hester smiled without warmth. “Millicent is in the Rotunda. She wore lilac. It becomes her remarkably, especially when she is furious.”

Quenell replaced his hat, took it off again, and left carrying it in his hand.

For several seconds, the room remained silent.

Jessamy exhaled. “Will Lady Millicent truly make a disturbance?”

“She will ask three perfectly courteous questions in the hearing of a journalist,” Hester said. “It is generally more destructive.”

Corisande returned to her desk, though she did not sit. “Six weeks between disappearance and declaration. Nine days between receipt and announcement. The report sealed from revisions. Hest’s conclusions accepted without coordinates.”

Verity tapped one finger against the arm of her chair. “And the notice gives January twenty-third as the last dispatch, but January twenty-seventh as the discovery of the camp. Four days is not long enough for a military survey party to receive a missing-man alert, organize a search, and reach the central range from Karska in winter.”

“They may already have been near him,” Jessamy said.

“They may,” Corisande replied. “Or they may have known where to look.”

The bell began again, one slow stroke summoning members to the Rotunda.

Hester watched Corisande. “Will you attend?”

“No.”

“Good.”

“I will go to the Copperplate Register.”

That altered the room more effectively than the bell.

Agnes closed the door. Jessamy moved the tray of specimens away from the central worktable. Verity turned the key in the inner lock. Hester crossed to the obsolete printing press that occupied the darkest corner, an iron relic so old that its wooden bed had split and its screws had frozen with rust. The Society had never removed it because no committee could agree which department ought to bear the expense.

Mrs. Tabitha Crayle entered from the Engraving Floor as Hester knelt beside the press.

Tabitha was a spare widow with silvering brown hair, ink permanently embedded around her nails, and a mouth fashioned for disapproval. She carried a roller under one arm.

“Quenell has sent the printers upstairs,” she said. “Sir Roderic is about to praise Merrivale’s courage in a voice he reserves for men who cannot contradict him. Why are we opening the cabinet?”

“Because selected papers have disappeared,” Hester said.

Tabitha’s expression did not change, but her hand tightened on the roller.

Corisande looked at Hester. “How many?”

“I discovered the first absence three days ago. I intended to tell all of you tonight, after determining whether it was theft or misfiling.”

“Nothing in the Register is misfiled.”

“I am aware.”

“Which papers?”

“Let us see whether the answer has changed.”

Hester pressed two fingers beneath the lip of the press bed. Agnes inserted a narrow iron key into what appeared to be a worm-eaten knot. Tabitha pulled the roller bracket sideways. A panel beneath the press released with a soft wooden click.

The hidden cabinet was no larger than a traveling trunk. It contained shallow drawers lined in linen, each marked by a symbol rather than a name. A crescent for botanical work. A divided circle for astronomical calculations. A compass rose for maps. A stylized eye for translations and testimonies. The symbols had been chosen because any male official discovering the cabinet would likely assume them decorative and therefore female.

Corisande drew out the compass drawer.

The Register had begun as Hester’s memorial to a dead survey artist. It had become, over twelve years, a parallel history of the Society: preliminary maps signed by women, calculations in their own hands, proof plates bearing names later scraped away, sealed statements describing coercion, correspondence showing the path by which discovery became reputation and reputation became money.

Corisande’s own evidence lay beneath a sheet of tissue: a route map of the Eastern Karthen tablelands, drawn seven years earlier in black and umber ink. At its lower edge she had written, Corisande Anne Peverell, Office of Revisions, December 1875. Lucan’s expedition had followed it the next spring. The published version bore his name alone.

She did not touch it.

Instead she counted.

Each contribution had a place determined by discipline, date, and expedition number. To another eye the gaps would have appeared incidental. To Corisande they shone.

“One map is missing from the Voln survey,” she said. “The preliminary watershed sheet prepared by Miss Ardleigh.”

Tabitha leaned over her shoulder. “That plate was corrected after Colonel Strick claimed the eastern branch reached the salt road.”

“It does not reach the salt road. Miss Ardleigh proved the branch turned north toward the copper district.” Corisande moved two tissue sheets. “A proof is missing from the Selen border atlas. And the signed route calculation from the Brenner desert crossing.”

Hester opened the astronomical drawer. “The longitude table supplied by Mrs. Kelm has gone.”

Verity came to her side. “That table corrected a twelve-mile error in the Society’s coastal chart.”

Jessamy checked the botanical drawer and went still. “My father’s seed-location sheet.”

Hester’s head came up.

Jessamy’s face had lost its color. “The one showing where he intended to search after leaving Araz. It is gone.”

No one offered comfort. In that room, comfort without evidence was considered a form of disrespect.

Corisande examined the empty places again. “These are not random examples of stolen authorship. Every missing document corrects a location with commercial or political value. Copper. A border road. A navigable coast. A desert water route. A rare plant region.”

“Then whoever took them knew what they meant,” Verity said. “A common thief would choose signatures of famous men or documents that looked impressive.”

“And whoever took them knew how to open the cabinet,” Agnes added.

Tabitha set down the roller. “Only seven people know.”

“Eight,” Hester said. “Barnaby Quenell discovered enough to suspect the Register exists, though I do not believe he knows its location.”

“Belief is not a lock,” Corisande said.

“No. It is not.” Hester accepted the rebuke without defense. “I have changed the access sequence twice this year. There was no damage to the panel.”

Corisande studied the drawer edges. No splintering. No fresh scrape on the wood. A fine dust of dried ink lay in the lower groove. It had been disturbed at the right corner, then smoothed badly by a finger.

“Recently opened,” she said. “Within days. The ink dust would have settled evenly otherwise.”

Jessamy looked at her father’s empty place. “Does Lucan’s journey connect to any of these?”

Corisande’s gaze moved to her own map.

The Eastern Karthen tablelands lay west of the Orsene chain. Lucan’s current expedition had begun as a re-examination of mountain routes that fed into those old surveys. He had written once, in the year after their separation, asking for access to the original calculations. She had returned the letter unopened. Later, she had learned the request had been granted through Quenell.

“Possibly,” she said. “His first map established the approach routes used in every later survey north of Karska. If the Orsene observations disprove the Society’s coordinates, they may disprove more than one border.”

A murmur of voices swelled in the corridor as employees went upstairs. Through the ceiling came the muffled scrape of chairs in the Rotunda.

Hester closed the astronomical drawer. “We must assume the Register is compromised. Agnes, no one enters this office alone. Tabitha, prepare facsimiles of the remaining proof plates. Verity, begin a list of every official chart dependent upon the missing calculations. Jessamy—”

“I know what to do,” Jessamy said. “I shall reconstruct my father’s seed route from his journals.”

Hester turned to Corisande. “And you?”

“I shall read Lucan’s last dispatch.”

Footsteps approached at speed.

Quenell entered carrying a leather folio chained to his wrist.

Behind him came Sir Roderic Halberd.

The President of the Crown Meridian Society had the kind of face sculptors preferred: handsome in a smooth, impersonal fashion, with silver hair, a high brow, and deep-set eyes that conveyed concern without ever surrendering control. He wore mourning black as though he had commissioned it for the occasion.

His gaze took in the gathered women, the open drawers, and the hidden cabinet beneath the press.

No surprise appeared on his face.

That was worse than surprise.

“My dear Lady Calderwyn,” he said, “I had hoped this unhappy morning might encourage unity rather than clandestine theatrics.”

Hester rose slowly. “You have known about the Register.”

“I know Meridian Hall contains many private collections, unofficial notes, personal copies, and sentimental archives. I have generally preferred not to embarrass their custodians by insisting upon institutional ownership.”

“Ownership,” Jessamy repeated.

Sir Roderic looked at her empty drawer. “Miss Tregarth, grief often makes ordinary administrative movements appear sinister. Papers are borrowed. Records are consolidated. Duplicates are removed.”

“No duplicate bore my father’s signature.”

“Then I am sure it will be found.”

Corisande stepped between him and the cabinet. “You came for the Register or for the dispatch?”

“For neither. I came because Professor Quenell informed me that private distress was obstructing the work of the Society.” His eyes rested upon her with polished sympathy. “Miss Peverell, Commander Merrivale’s death must be especially painful. Whatever the nature of your former acquaintance, I hope you will not allow old feelings to persuade you that uncertainty is evidence.”

The room seemed to narrow.

Corisande had been twenty-five when Sir Roderic first spoke to her about discretion. He had called her gifted. He had called Lucan promising. He had explained that the world destroyed women far more efficiently than it punished men, and that the omission of a name from a map was a modest sacrifice compared with a public scandal. He had made cowardice sound like shelter.

She had not known then that he was speaking to Lucan separately.

She knew now that polished concern was simply the velvet lining of a box.

“You have declared a man dead without a body,” she said. “You have sealed his last dispatch from technical review. You have delayed the announcement nine days. And documents connected to altered maps have vanished from a cabinet you claim not to know exists. I am not confusing uncertainty with evidence, Sir Roderic. I am arranging uncertainties until they disclose a pattern.”

A faint change passed over his features. Respect, perhaps. Or irritation that an instrument had acquired a voice.

“The dispatch,” he told Quenell.

Quenell unlocked the chain and placed the folio on the central table.

“You may inspect it here,” Sir Roderic said. “It does not leave this room. Professor Quenell will remain. Lady Calderwyn may remain. The rest of you will return to your proper work.”

“No,” Hester said.

The word was quiet enough to require attention.

Sir Roderic’s brows lifted.

“The Office of Revisions functions collectively,” Hester continued. “You cannot invoke its expertise while dismissing its experts. Every woman present has corrected expedition records you later signed. They remain.”

“You mistake patronage for authority.”

“And you mistake secrecy for obedience.”

For one dangerous second, neither moved.

Then Sir Roderic smiled. “Very well. We shall all indulge Miss Peverell.”

Corisande hated the word indulge nearly as much as she hated his certainty that the document would tell her nothing.

Quenell opened the folio.

Lucan’s report consisted of six pages written in pencil on thin field paper, the edges stained by damp. His hand was compressed and angular, every line economical. Corisande knew the pressure of it. She knew how the letters changed when his injured right hand stiffened in cold, how his r became narrower when he wrote on horseback, how he marked a doubtful figure with a dot rather than a cross because a cross could be mistaken for a coordinate symbol.

The sight of his handwriting struck more brutally than the bell.

She did not touch the paper at first.

The report described a northward journey from Karska, delayed by washed-out roads and an early snow. Lucan noted discrepancies between local travel times and the official map. He requested access to older astronomical observations associated with an abandoned observatory. He warned that the military survey markers in the central pass did not correspond to their recorded positions.

The final page contained a list of compass corrections.

North by east, four degrees.

East-northeast, two degrees.

South by west, seven degrees.

The sequence continued for twenty-seven lines.

Verity bent closer. “Magnetic deviation?”

“No,” Corisande said.

Sir Roderic clasped his hands behind his back. “Commander Merrivale’s instruments may have been affected by local mineral deposits. Major Hest suggested as much.”

“Then the corrections would vary according to position and instrument. These repeat at intervals.”

Quenell looked over the page. “A transcription error?”

“Lucan did not make this kind of error.”

The use of his Christian name changed the air. Corisande felt it and refused to retreat from it.

She lifted the page. The pencil marks were dark, made with a sharpened hard lead. At the bottom Lucan had drawn a small eight-point compass rose. Its western point was doubled.

Memory opened with vicious clarity.

A winter room seven years earlier. Lucan’s coat drying before a fire. Her map spread across the floor because the table was too small. They had invented a private shorthand to correct one another’s work without letting Quenell see how often Lucan consulted her. A doubled compass point meant Begin with the error, not the direction. Degrees became letters according to a route grid. Repeated bearings separated words.

Later, in bed, he had traced the same compass rose on the inside of her wrist and told her there was nowhere on earth he could be lost while she held the map.

She set the page down.

“Leave me the dividers,” she said.

Effie Wrenlock, who had slipped into the room unnoticed during Sir Roderic’s arrival, produced a compact pair from her sleeve. “These are calibrated to half a degree. I improved the hinge last Thursday, though Mr. Vale says improvement is impertinence when performed by an apprentice.”

“Mr. Vale is often useful as an example of error,” Corisande said.

Effie’s grin vanished when she saw Corisande’s face.

Corisande placed the divider point on the compass rose, measured each correction, and converted the sequence according to the old grid. The first four letters formed T-H-E-P.

Her pulse changed.

She began again to ensure she had not forced the result.

The same letters appeared.

“Paper,” she said.

Tabitha put a proof sheet beside her. Corisande wrote the converted characters in a narrow line.

THEPUBLISHEDROUTEISFALSE

No one spoke.

She continued.

TRUSTNOMAPBEARINGHALBERDSSEAL

The final letters were followed by three figures that did not belong to the cipher: 14, 6, 3.

Corisande stared at them.

Sir Roderic moved first. “An extraordinary interpretation.”

“An exact one.”

“Based upon a private game devised years ago between two people whose judgment was compromised by intimacy.”

Corisande looked up. “You recognized the compass rose.”

His silence lasted less than a second.

It was enough.

Hester stepped nearer the table. “Roderic, did you know they used a cipher?”

“I knew Commander Merrivale occasionally concealed revisions from the Office of Expeditions. Young men in love are frequently foolish.”

“And older men in power?” Corisande asked.

“They learn not to mistake accusations for proof.” Sir Roderic placed one gloved finger beside the decoded message. “Even if this reading is correct, it may reflect confusion, illness, fear, or resentment. Commander Merrivale was isolated in severe conditions. We cannot overturn official surveys because a missing man distrusted a seal.”

“You can declare him dead because another man found blood on a saddlecloth.”

“Major Hest returned. Commander Merrivale did not.”

Not grief. Not anger. A fact placed like a weight upon a scale.

Corisande looked again at Lucan’s final figures.

Fourteen, six, three.

Page, line, word? Latitude, elevation, distance? A reference to a chart series? Lucan knew she would receive the report only if something had gone wrong. He would expect the Society to inspect every obvious code. The compass corrections were meant for her, but the numbers might be meant for something hidden elsewhere.

The published route is false.

Lucan’s original route map from 1875 lay in the Chart Vault. Corisande had drawn it. The Society had engraved a revised plate before the expedition account appeared. If he had discovered a false route in the Orsene mountains, he might have marked the original with a clue years later when he requested access.

She folded the decoded sheet once.

Sir Roderic held out his hand. “That paper belongs with the dispatch.”

“No.”

“You have made a transcription from Society property while acting as a Society employee.”

“I made a translation from a private cipher created by me.”

“Do not be childish.”

“I am thirty-one. You will need another method of making me small.”

Quenell closed his eyes briefly.

Hester’s mouth almost curved.

Sir Roderic lowered his hand. “The report returns to the Office of Expeditions. No copy is to be made. No account of this supposed message is to leave Meridian Hall. We shall consult Major Hest when he arrives in London.”

“When?” Corisande asked.

“Tomorrow afternoon.”

The official rescue leader had crossed half a continent and reached London before the Society declared Lucan dead. The notice had omitted that.

“Major Hest is already in England,” she said.

Sir Roderic did not answer.

The great bell ceased above them. Chairs scraped in the Rotunda. The memorial speech had ended.

Corisande slipped the decoded sheet into the pocket beside the black-edged notice.

“Miss Peverell,” Sir Roderic said, “you will surrender that paper.”

She met his eyes. “You taught me seven years ago that institutions take what they require and call the taking necessary. I listened more carefully than you intended.”

Then she turned and walked out of the Office of Revisions while the men upstairs were still applauding Lucan Merrivale’s courage.

She did not go toward the stairs.

She went deeper into the basement, counting doors.

Fourteen.

At the sixth door she stopped.

Three words had been scratched into the paint beneath the brass room label, so faintly that another person might have taken them for wear.

ORIGINAL ROUTE BOOKS.

Corisande touched the final word with one gloved finger.

Lucan’s numbers were not coordinates.

They were directions.

And somewhere behind the locked door, unless Sir Roderic had reached it first, lay the map that had made Lucan famous and erased her name.

 


Chapter 2: The Chart Vault

At half past midnight, Meridian Hall belonged to the dead, the dust, and Mrs. Agnes Rill.

The marble explorers in the Great Rotunda stood pale beneath the gas jets, each of them fixed forever in the posture of a man discovering something that had been known locally for centuries. Their stone boots rested upon carved rivers. Their stone hands gripped flags, sextants, rifles, journals, and one unfortunate palm tree. Above them, the enormous globe hung in darkness, its painted continents divided by fine gold borders that had changed three times since the globe was commissioned and would change again before anyone admitted the paint had ever lied.

Corisande crossed beneath it without looking up.

Her charcoal traveling gown had been chosen for movement rather than mourning. Beneath its skirts she wore narrow leather boots. Her hair was pinned more securely than fashion required. A pencil, folded paper, chalk, string, compass, dividers, and a utility knife occupied the hidden pockets sewn into her bodice and overskirt. She carried no lamp.

Agnes moved ahead of her with the noiseless authority of a woman who had spent twenty-two years entering rooms where gentlemen assumed she could not hear them. The custodian’s ring of keys had been wrapped in flannel. She paused beside the western colonnade and raised one finger.

Footsteps sounded from the upper gallery.

A night watchman passed between two cases of ceremonial weapons, holding his lantern high. Corisande and Agnes stood inside the shadow of an immense relief map of India. The watchman’s light traveled over mountain chains molded in plaster, lingered upon a brass plaque naming four male surveyors, and moved on.

When his footsteps faded, Agnes breathed, “He takes seven minutes to circle the Rotunda, nine if he stops to warm himself in the porter’s room, and twelve if Mr. Mott has left any brandy in the photographic cupboard.”

“How often does Mr. Mott leave brandy there?” Corisande whispered.

“Only on nights when he wishes the watchman elsewhere.”

“Is tonight one of those nights?”

Agnes’s face remained solemn. “Mr. Mott is a nervous man. His courage improves when organized by Lady Hester.”

They reached the door leading to the administrative wing. Agnes selected a key without looking at the ring.

Corisande caught her wrist. “If we are discovered, you will say I stole the key.”

“No.”

“You have a position here.”

“So do you.”

“Mine has been threatened so often it has become a seasonal custom.”

Agnes’s eyes narrowed. “Miss Peverell, I have carried coal into rooms where men altered maps that sent other men into deserts without water. I have emptied grates after they burned letters from women whose names they had removed. I have been considered furniture for longer than you have been alive, and furniture, as it happens, is present for everything. Do not insult me by imagining I am risking myself because you failed to understand the danger.”

She turned the key.

The administrative corridor smelled of beeswax and old paper. Portraits of past presidents watched them pass, each painted with an expression suggesting the world had been created in order to require his signature. At the far end, a pair of iron doors sealed the Chart Vault.

Effie Wrenlock crouched beside the lock.

She had discarded her fashionable hat and covered her bright hair with a dark scarf. A leather tool roll lay open at her knees. Beside it rested a compact instrument made of brass arms, a tiny mirror, and three tension wires.

“You are late,” she whispered.

“We are early by the watchman and late by your impatience,” Agnes replied. “Has anyone passed?”

“Professor Quenell left at eleven. Mr. Mowbray left twelve minutes later carrying a ledger beneath his coat. Sir Roderic remains in his private office. His carriage is in the courtyard, and I saw light under the door.”

Corisande looked back along the corridor. “Why is he still here?”

“Because guilty men sleep badly,” Effie said. “Or innocent men have paperwork. I am not certain which principle applies, but the lock is much more interesting than either.”

She inserted two thin picks into the lower keyway.

“The outer mechanism is Chubb,” she continued in a murmur. “The inner is a custom warded lock installed after Colonel Strick misplaced the only copy of a Himalayan route book in a gaming room. There is also a contact bell above the lintel. It is supposed to ring in the porter’s lodge when the door opens after ten.”

“Supposed to?” Corisande asked.

Effie pointed to the brass instrument. “It now rings inside a folded blanket in the Instrument Gallery.”

Agnes stared at her.

“What?” Effie said. “I did not damage it. I merely persuaded the wire to communicate with a more sympathetic location.”

The lock gave a small click.

Effie’s face lit with professional joy. “There.”

Agnes caught the iron handle before she could pull it. “You will remain outside.”

“I opened it.”

“And you are twenty.”

“That is an age, not an infirmity.”

“It is an age at which an arrest would delight your uncle, who already believes Meridian Hall has corrupted you.”

“My uncle believes reading labels corrupts women.”

“Then spare him the triumph of a cell.” Agnes looked at Corisande. “Ten minutes. The watchman begins his eastern circuit at twelve forty-two.”

Corisande removed her gloves. “If I do not return in ten, close the door and leave.”

Neither woman agreed.

Effie eased the iron door inward.

Cold air breathed from the vault.

Rows of map cases extended into darkness beneath a low barrel ceiling. The walls were brick, the floor stone, and every cabinet faced with iron. A central worktable stood beneath a hooded gas lamp. The room contained no windows and only one entrance. Fire could not easily reach it. Neither could help.

Corisande entered alone.

Effie lit the hooded lamp to its lowest flame and closed the door until only a finger’s width remained. The narrow line of corridor light disappeared.

The Chart Vault had once been the place Corisande most desired to enter. At twenty-four, when she first came to the Office of Revisions, she had imagined its cabinets as a treasury of honest knowledge: original coastlines, first measurements, field drawings made before committees polished uncertainty into authority. She had believed that if she worked accurately enough, some man would eventually recognize that accuracy required access.

By twenty-six she understood that the vault did not preserve truth. It preserved whichever version of truth had been granted an accession number.

She crossed to the catalogue lectern.

Fourteen, six, three.

The fourteenth basement door had led to the original route-book antechamber. The sixth cabinet stood against the northern wall. The third drawer was labeled K-17 TO K-29, EASTERN KARTHEN AND ORSENE APPROACHES.

Its lock had already been opened.

Corisande held still.

A hairline of fresh brass showed around the keyhole. Someone had turned a key carelessly and scraped the plate.

She drew the drawer outward.

Inside lay twelve rolled maps wrapped in gray cloth, each tied with tape and marked by expedition number. K-21 was Lucan’s 1876 survey. The cloth wrapper had been replaced incorrectly, its folded edge facing inward rather than out. Corisande had established the wrapping method herself because inward folds caught dust against the map surface.

Someone had examined it after the staff left.

She placed the roll on the table and untied it.

The first sheet was not her map.

It was a military tracing of the Orsene foothills dated three months earlier, prepared under the authority of Major Aldous Hest. A red line showed Lucan’s reported route north from Karska. Black crosses marked his final camp and the supposed search area. In the lower corner appeared Sir Roderic Halberd’s seal.

Trust no map bearing Halberd’s seal.

Corisande spread the tracing flat.

The route climbed from Karska to the central range in four days.

Impossible.

Even in summer, a mounted party with pack animals required six days to reach the first high pass, eight if carrying survey equipment. In January, with snow recorded in Lucan’s dispatch, the ascent required at least ten. Hest claimed to have found the camp on January twenty-seventh, four days after Lucan’s final message. Yet the tracing placed Hest’s own survey station eighty-seven miles south on January twenty-third.

Unless he had abandoned equipment, changed horses twice, and traveled without sleep, he could not have reached the camp when he claimed.

Corisande took out a pencil and copied the scale, station marks, and date notations onto her paper.

Behind Hest’s tracing lay a second map: the engraved publication plate of Lucan’s celebrated Eastern Karthen expedition. His name occupied the title cartouche in ornate capitals. The route crossed the tablelands, turned east through the Selver Pass, and ended at the foot of the Orsene chain.

The rivers were hers. The contour hachures were hers. Even the small hooked mark indicating a seasonal spring was hers, though the engraver had converted her restrained notation into a decorative flourish.

She had seen published copies many times. She had never held the proof from which they were printed.

The sight did not wound her as it once had. Wounds either healed or became structures. This one had become a wall she carried within herself.

She lifted the plate proof.

Beneath it lay the original.

Her map.

The paper had yellowed slightly at the edges. Black ink defined the route; umber wash marked elevation; pale blue traced water. In the lower right corner, beneath the Society accession stamp, her signature remained: Corisande Anne Peverell, Office of Revisions, December 1875.

Lucan’s later field annotations appeared in pencil along the margins. Camp moved north due to flooding. Local guide reports western spring dry after midsummer. Ridge visible at dawn, not noon. Each note confirmed that he had used her map as a working instrument rather than a decorative plan.

Her fingers hovered above his writing.

Seven years earlier, he had returned from that journey thinner, sun-darkened, and radiant with the fierce exhilaration that followed survival. He had come to her rooms before presenting himself at the Admiralty. He had unrolled the map across her bed, placed his hand over her signature, and said, We did it.

Three months later, the Society published it as his alone.

Corisande forced memory aside and searched the margins.

Fourteen, six, three.

Page fourteen, line six, word three had led her to the basement room. But perhaps the sequence







































































































































































































































































































































