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Chapter 1: The Globe Above Them

Lady Hester Calderwyn had arranged the anniversary gala so that every man in Meridian Hall would believe the evening existed for his pleasure.

The illusion required two hundred and forty candles, three military bands distributed at calculated distances, seven hundred yards of burgundy silk, a French chef who had threatened resignation twice before noon, and a seating plan that placed every dangerous man close enough to be observed but not close enough to cooperate. Hester had spent three weeks constructing it. The flowers had been selected for political meaning, the wines for vanity, and the order of speeches for the precise duration of Sir Roderic Halberd’s patience.

None of those details appeared on the engraved programme.

The programme announced the fiftieth anniversary of the Crown Meridian Society, an institution devoted, in its own description, to the conquest of ignorance and the enlargement of civilized knowledge. Its cover showed a laurel wreath encircling the Society’s compass rose. Beneath that emblem, in smaller letters, appeared the names of twenty-six celebrated explorers, fourteen patrons, nine ministers, and one deceased prince.

No woman’s name appeared anywhere.

Hester stood beneath the suspended globe in the Great Rotunda and watched gentlemen praise the progress of the world.

The globe hung three storeys above the marble floor, immense enough that its brass meridians cast curved shadows across the upper galleries. Continents had been painted in rich pigments, seas in enamelled blue, unexplored territories in flattering white. A mechanical arrangement hidden above the ceiling turned the sphere so slowly that one could watch Africa drift toward the eastern gallery while the Pacific appeared behind the musicians. Tonight, garlands of gaslight circled its equator. The effect was magnificent, theatrical, and faintly absurd.

Hester had always admired objects that revealed more than their makers intended.

“Your expression suggests you are considering murder,” Lady Millicent Charnock murmured beside her. “Do wait until after the third course. Wilfred has ordered a pudding in the shape of Mount Ararat, and I refuse to have it wasted on account of homicide.”

Hester turned just enough to show amusement. Millicent wore silver-grey satin, diamonds at her throat, and the innocent expression of a woman who had spent the afternoon persuading three cabinet ministers to attend a dinner they had meant to avoid. “I am considering the programme.”

“That is worse. Programmes cannot defend themselves, and their relatives are tiresome.” Millicent raised her fan to conceal the direction of her gaze. “Halberd has spoken to General Fane twice in twelve minutes. Professor Quenell is pretending not to notice. Your stepson has refused champagne, which means he is anxious. Dorothea has concealed a notebook inside her evening bag. Effie is somewhere she was expressly forbidden to be.”

“Then the evening proceeds exactly as planned.”

“It never reassures me when you say that.”

Across the rotunda, Sir Roderic Halberd received a line of guests beneath his own portrait. He was a handsome man in the manner of a state building: balanced, polished, expensive, and designed to make resistance appear vulgar. His white hair shone under the chandeliers. The ribbon of an order crossed his black evening coat. He inclined his head to a duchess, offered two paternal sentences to a young naval lieutenant, and moved without apparent effort toward General Emmeric Fane.

Fane had the breadth of a cavalry officer and the stillness of a man who regarded rooms as territories. His uniform carried more gold than practical fabric. A pale seam crossed his right temple and vanished beneath close-cropped hair. He had arrived without the aide named on his invitation and had spent the first hour measuring doors, galleries, and staircases with glances too disciplined to be casual.

Hester had placed him beneath a portrait of an expedition that had never reached the river it claimed to discover.

“Lady Calderwyn.”

Miles approached from her right. At thirty-two, the present Earl of Calderwyn had his father’s brown eyes and his mother’s restlessness, though he possessed neither man’s talent for disguise. His formal coat sat perfectly across his shoulders. His mouth did not.

“You are frowning at a bishop,” Hester said. “At least choose someone whose ruin would improve the evening.”

“I am not frowning at the bishop. I am attempting to determine why a magistrate from the Frontier Commission has been seated beside Mr. Mowbray. Roane was not on the list yesterday. He claims Halberd invited him this morning.”

“Magistrate Cuthbert Roane has spent twenty years discovering which conclusion the most important person in a room desires. His presence means someone expects law to become useful before midnight.”

Miles lowered his voice. “That is precisely the sort of sentence you deliver as though it ought to calm me. It does not. I have seen the revised border prospectus, and Calderwyn holdings are named among the underwriting interests.”

Hester’s attention sharpened, though her posture did not alter. “Your father refused that consortium.”

“I know. The prospectus implies he supported the original survey settlement. It cites a memorandum from his private papers.” Miles looked toward Halberd and Fane. “If the document is genuine, I have never seen it. If it is false, somebody means to shelter the new alteration behind Father’s reputation.”

For one brief, treacherous instant, Hester felt the brass compass beneath her bodice as though it had become hot against her skin.

The disputed frontier had not been named in the gala programme. It had not been named in conversation with Miles, in correspondence with Quenell, or in any official notice that had crossed her desk during the past month. Yet it had begun appearing everywhere else: in a mineral syndicate prospectus, in military budget notes, in corrected railway surveys, and in the inexplicable transfer of two copperplates from the Chart Vault to a government printing office.

A border could be murdered politely. One changed contour, one substituted river branch, one translated village name declared obsolete, and the crime would resemble administration.

“Bring me the prospectus tomorrow,” she said.

“You already have it.”

“I have a copy obtained by Dorothea from a compositor who believes she is writing about railway dividends. I would like the copy sent to you as Earl of Calderwyn. Differences between supposedly identical documents are often instructive.”

Miles regarded her with the exasperated affection of a man who had learned, too late, that his stepmother’s silences contained entire campaigns. “You might occasionally tell me before involving my name in a covert inquiry.”

“I did not involve it. General Fane did. I am merely refusing to let him choose its meaning.”

His expression changed. “Hester, if this touches Father—”

“It already does.” She placed two fingers against his sleeve, a gesture too small to attract notice. “Your father knew what kind of woman he married. He did not ask me to become less dangerous for the convenience of his memory. Do not ask it on his behalf.”

Miles absorbed the rebuke without flinching. “I would never ask that. I am asking you to remember that truth has victims even when it is necessary.”

“I have never forgotten.”

A bell rang from the musicians’ gallery. The first movement ended, and the guests shifted toward the central dais. At the far side of the rotunda, Lord Wilfred Charnock mounted three steps, discovered that the written speech in his pocket had become entangled with a supper menu, and announced that civilization would have to await the correct waistcoat.

Laughter moved through the hall.

Hester used it to look toward the west arch.

Corisande Peverell stood there in charcoal silk, apparently studying a vast relief map of the eastern ranges. Commander Lucan Merrivale remained half a pace behind her, his injured right hand folded loosely against his coat. Neither looked toward Hester. Corisande instead touched the edge of the relief with one gloved finger and then pointed, very slightly, toward the upper gallery.

Three men had entered since the music stopped.

They wore the sober evening clothes of clerks attached to important guests. Their coats were well cut but wrong for their shoulders. One had rain darkening his left cuff though the evening had been dry for two hours. Another carried his right arm too close to his body. The third looked at the globe’s support chains rather than at the famous names painted across its surface.

Lucan shifted his weight. Corisande did not.

On the opposite side of the room, Jessamy Tregarth bent over a display of alpine specimens arranged in glass. Dr. Keir Whitcombe stood beside her, his severe profile directed toward Colonel Phineas Strick’s boastful account of a mountain fever. Jessamy lifted a sprig of preserved gentian, sniffed it, and set it down with the stem pointing north.

A warning agreed upon years before. Unknown chemicals or smoke.

Near the dais, Verity Loxley held a champagne glass beneath the light and watched its reflection rather than the wine. Captain Ivar Sedgewick leaned against a column with deceptive indolence. When Verity rotated the glass, the reflected upper gallery moved across its curved surface. Ivar’s smile vanished.

Eleni Arakelian was speaking to Thaddeus Rivington near a case of inscribed tablets. Thaddeus had attracted an audience merely by standing still, but tonight his public charm appeared carefully overbright. Eleni’s gaze moved over the guests while her lips continued a discussion of funerary grammar. She corrected one word. Thaddeus answered with another. Their exchange sounded scholarly and meaningless.

Hester understood the code.

West stair. Armed. At least four.

Millicent’s fan closed. “Shall I begin the evacuation?”

“Not yet. A crowd that believes it is escaping becomes more dangerous than the danger.” Hester looked toward the orchestra conductor. “Have the musicians play the processional. Then announce that supper will be served through the east galleries rather than the north.”

“And Halberd?”

“Keep him in the rotunda.”

Millicent smiled without pleasure. “At last, a social instruction suited to my gifts.”

She moved away, intercepting a cabinet minister with an exclamation concerning precedence. Lord Wilfred, seeing his wife’s expression across the room, abandoned the search for his speech and began loudly proposing a toast before anyone had invited him to do so.

Hester crossed toward Corisande.

She did not hurry. Hurrying would have drawn the eyes of the armed men, and powerful rooms often survived their first moments of danger because nobody wished to appear impolite. Guests shifted to allow her passage. Men bowed. Women smiled. Hester returned every courtesy while counting doors.

The Great Rotunda had six public exits, two servants’ passages, one narrow stair to the Instrument Gallery, and a maintenance door concealed behind a painted panel of the Cape Meridian. Mrs. Agnes Rill possessed keys to all of them. Effie Wrenlock could open the rest.

Professor Barnaby Quenell reached Hester before she reached Corisande.

He looked exactly as he always did when concealing a catastrophe: spectacles immaculate, beard combed, evening coat buttoned too high. “Lady Calderwyn, Sir Roderic asks that you join him on the dais. He intends to acknowledge your generous support of the Office of Revisions.”

“Does he?”

“It is meant kindly.”

“Kindness announced without warning is usually an ambush.” Hester kept walking, forcing him to accompany her. “Who authorized the transfer of plates eighty-seven and ninety-one from the Chart Vault?”

Quenell’s step broke by half an inch. “This is not the occasion.”

“It became the occasion when General Fane entered the hall.”

“I cannot discuss sealed government surveys at a public gala.”

“You can tell me whether your signature was used.”

His silence answered.

Hester stopped beneath the shadow of the western gallery. Around them, guests began turning toward Wilfred’s improvised toast. “Barnaby, three armed men are standing above us, two more are dressed as footmen near the north doors, and someone has brought a volatile compound into the botanical display. You have perhaps thirty seconds to decide whether your first loyalty is to the Society as Halberd imagines it or to the human beings presently inside its walls.”

Quenell’s face lost colour. “How can you know—”

“Because the women you call assistants are doing the work you call impossible.”

His eyes moved upward despite himself.

That was when the west doors opened.

A man entered alone.

He wore a black travelling coat over evening clothes, as though he had come directly from a railway platform and regarded the distinction between arrival and attendance as unimportant. He was tall, though age and an old injury had drawn one shoulder fractionally lower than the other. His iron-grey hair was damp with fog. A narrow scar marked the line of his jaw. In his left hand he carried a leather dispatch case bound with two straps.

Sir Evander Sloane had once crossed a mountain river with Hester tied to him by the same rope.

He had once slept with his hand spread over her ribs as though counting proof that she remained alive.

He had once looked at her across a government hearing and allowed silence to become accusation.

Twenty-three years had passed since she had heard his voice.

The years did not arrive one by one. They struck together.

His face had altered more than she had allowed it to in memory. The severe planes had thinned. Lines bracketed his mouth. The man she had loved had moved with the absolute balance of a surveyor accustomed to precipices; this man paused after the threshold as if pain had travelled up his back. Yet his eyes remained dark, direct, and intolerably familiar.

They found her at once.

For a moment, the rotunda ceased to possess sound.

Evander’s expression did not soften. It became stiller, which was worse. His hand tightened around the dispatch case. Hester felt the shape of the compass beneath her gown and hated herself for remembering that he had repaired its hinge beside a frontier fire.

He crossed the floor toward her.

Every instinct she had refined through two decades of patronage, widowhood, negotiation, and covert resistance instructed her to meet him with elegant indifference. She would acknowledge his return, ask after his health, and leave him uncertain whether he had ever held enough power to wound her.

Instead she said, “You are late.”

One corner of his mouth moved, not quite a smile. “By approximately twenty-three years.”

Quenell looked between them. “Sir Evander, your arrival was not expected until—”

“Tomorrow. The night train from Dover was delayed, the telegraph office at Charing Cross had misplaced your message, and two men attempted to take this case before I reached the Strand.” Evander’s gaze remained on Hester. “I concluded punctuality had become less important than survival.”

“What is in the case?” she asked.

“The reason General Fane has spent the evening examining your doors.”

Quenell whispered, “You cannot discuss it here.”

Evander looked at him for the first time. “Then you should have selected a safer institution.”

A crack sounded above them.

Not a gunshot. Metal under strain.

Corisande moved first. She seized Hester’s arm and pulled her backward as one of the globe’s equatorial lamps burst. Glass fell in a glittering sheet. Guests screamed. The orchestra stopped on a ragged chord.

The man at the upper rail drew a pistol.

Lucan was already climbing the west stair.

“East galleries!” Hester called, her voice carrying across the rotunda with the authority she ordinarily reserved for ministers and frightened horses. “The lamp mechanism has failed. Proceed to supper through the east galleries. Do not run.”

The command gave the crowd an explanation it could accept. For three seconds, perhaps four, people obeyed the fiction.

Then the north doors slammed shut.

The two false footmen dropped the brass bars into place. One overturned a candelabrum into the botanical display. Blue-white flame ran across the arrangement with unnatural speed.

Jessamy swept a tablecloth over the first burst and shouted, “Phosphorus mixture. Do not use water.”

Keir seized a display case by its wooden base and smashed it onto the burning table, starving part of the flame. “Clear the air around her. Wet cloths over mouths, but keep the water from the fire.”

The armed man fired.

The shot struck the great globe above the Indian Ocean. Enamel and plaster erupted outward. The sphere lurched. A second crack travelled along one of the support chains.

Panic broke the room.

Guests surged toward the east arch. Millicent climbed onto a chair and began directing precedence with such ferocity that two peers obeyed her before realizing they had been insulted. Wilfred tore down a length of burgundy drapery and flung it over a spreading line of fire. Colonel Strick drew a ceremonial sabre from a wall display, discovered it had been riveted into its scabbard, and used the entire object as a club.

Hester watched the attack divide into purposes.

Two men controlled exits. One fired at the globe, not the crowd. Another descended toward the Office of Revisions corridor. The man with the rain-darkened cuff moved toward Evander.

The case.

“Give it to me,” Hester said.

Evander’s answer came without hesitation. “No.”

“This building answers to my arrangements. You answer to an injury that has already slowed you twice since entering it. Give me the case.”

“You have not changed.”

“I have changed sufficiently to know when nostalgia is obstructing an evacuation.”

The attacker reached them.

Evander swung the dispatch case into the man’s wrist. Bone struck brass. The pistol discharged into the marble floor, and the ricochet screamed away beneath the globe. Hester caught the attacker’s coat at the shoulder, used his forward momentum, and drove him into the plinth of a bronze explorer. He recovered quickly, backhanding her hard enough that light flashed across her vision.

Evander’s expression altered.

It was not youthful fury. It was something colder, disciplined by years, and therefore more dangerous.

He struck the man once beneath the ear. When the attacker folded, Evander caught him rather than letting the body fall and searched his coat with swift efficiency. He found a garrotte, two cartridges, and a folded strip of paper marked with a sequence of numbers.

Hester took the paper. “Those are cabinet references.”

“To what?”

“The Copperplate Register.”

The upper gallery rail exploded inward as Lucan drove one assailant through it. Both men struck the floor of the musicians’ gallery, not the rotunda below. Corisande appeared at the stairhead, snatched the fallen pistol, and looked over the rail.

“Five entered through the west service court,” she called. “At least three more came through the roof passage. Their retreat is toward the Engraving Floor.”

“Why the roof?” Quenell demanded.

“Because somebody provided them with the maintenance plan,” Corisande said. “The public plan omits the roof passage.”

Quenell flinched as if she had struck him.

Another lamp burst. Flame climbed the painted draperies near the Office of Revisions.

Agnes Rill emerged from the smoke carrying a ring of keys and dragging Crispin Mowbray by the sleeve. “The west corridor is blocked, my lady. Somebody chained the inner door before the gala began. The Office has taken fire from both ends.”

“Tabitha?” Hester asked.

“In the Engraving Floor with Effie. Miss Wrenlock said she required three minutes and language unsuitable for a Society anniversary.”

“She may have both.” Hester turned to Quenell. “Open the Chart Vault.”

He stared at her. “The seals—”

“Open it.”

“If fire reaches the government surveys, I will be held responsible for violating statutory custody.”

“If fire reaches them while you protect the seals, you will be responsible for ashes. Choose the charge you prefer.”

Quenell looked toward Halberd.

The Society president stood near the dais with General Fane and Magistrate Roane, protected by three men Hester did not recognize. Halberd’s face showed grave concern, beautifully proportioned. He was speaking to Roane while pointing not toward the fire but toward Evander’s case.

Quenell saw it too.

His mouth tightened. “Agnes has the inner key. I have the seal key.”

“Then for once your institutional devotion has produced something useful.”

A second shot sounded from the north doors. Ivar seized the edge of a banquet table and overturned it, creating a barricade as guests fled behind him. Verity crouched at his side, calculating the sway of the globe.

“The southern chain is failing,” she said. “When it goes, the sphere will swing toward the east arch.”

“How long?” Ivar asked.

“Less than two minutes if they keep firing. Perhaps thirty seconds if the upper gear has been cut.”

“That is an offensively imprecise answer from you.”

“It is an offensively damaged mechanism.”

Ivar grinned once. “There you are.” Then he raised his voice. “Lucan, clear the east arch. The world is about to fall on it.”

Lucan did not ask how Verity knew. He vaulted the last four steps, seized a silver serving whistle from a stunned footman, and blew three sharp notes. “Move south. Leave the east arch. South corridor, now.”

The crowd changed direction with the terrible slowness of mass. Millicent struck a duke’s hand with her fan when he tried to retrieve his cloak. Wilfred, still carrying the useless sabre, lifted a child over the overturned table and passed her to Keir.

Hester looked toward the Office of Revisions.

Smoke rolled from the hidden corridor behind the printing archive. The narrow rooms beyond contained twenty-six years of work, thousands of corrections, translations, route calculations, and original drawings that had never borne the names of their makers. The Copperplate Register lay beneath the obsolete press at the far end, inside a cabinet known to Hester, Tabitha, Agnes, and—if the coded paper was accurate—someone else.

Evander followed her gaze. “What is the Register?”

“A collection of truths the Society preferred not to own.”

“You built an archive inside the institution you believed destroyed our work.”

“I built it because the institution destroyed our work.”

The bitterness between them arrived whole, requiring no introduction.

His jaw hardened. “And you never thought to write to me.”

“I wrote until your answer made further humiliation unnecessary.”

“I answered no letter from you.”

The words struck more deeply than the blow to her face.

A portion of the ceiling collapsed near the north doors. Sparks rolled across marble. Hester refused the demand of memory.

“This is not the place.”

“No,” Evander said, looking toward the burning corridor. “It appears we have already ruined one frontier by choosing the wrong place for truth.”

Before she could answer, Effie burst from the smoke.

Her pale evening gown had become grey at the hem. Her dark curls had escaped every pin. A leather tool roll crossed her body like a bandolier, and she carried one copperplate under each arm.

“Those are not the Register,” Hester said.

“No. They are decoys, and someone knew it.” Effie coughed into her sleeve. “The false cabinet was open when we reached it. The lower tray is gone. Mrs. Crayle remained behind because she says she can tell which plates were taken by the pressure marks in the felt.”

“Where is the Register?”

“I had hoped you might know.”

Hester’s calm narrowed into something sharp enough to cut. “Agnes, take Effie to Keir. Corisande, the thieves’ retreat?”

Corisande had reached the rotunda floor. A line of blood marked her left glove, though whether it belonged to her was unclear. “They are not retreating. They are moving through the Engraving Floor toward the coal lift. The lift descends to the basement loading passage and exits in the west service court.”

“Can they reach the river?”

“By carriage in six minutes. By the underground goods conduit in twelve, if they know it exists.”

“The public plans omit that too,” Quenell said faintly.

Corisande gave him a level look. “Your omissions have become remarkably crowded.”

Thaddeus reached them with Eleni, both carrying soaked napkins over their mouths. “The south corridor is open,” he said. “Most guests are moving. Halberd insists the attack is the work of foreign anarchists.”

Eleni’s expression was colder than the smoke. “He announced that conclusion before anyone had questioned an attacker. His wording was prepared. He used the phrase ‘assault upon British knowledge’ three times, each in identical order.”

“Dorothea?” Hester asked.

“Listening,” Eleni said. “Writing, unfortunately, remains difficult while being trampled by baronets.”

A deep mechanical groan rolled through the rotunda.

Verity looked up. “Now.”

The southern support chain snapped.

The globe dropped six feet and swung.

Its gaslit equator swept toward the east arch where the last guests were still escaping. Lucan and Ivar threw themselves against a banquet table, driving it into the path of three people who had frozen. The table struck their knees and carried them sideways. Keir pulled Millicent clear by the waist. Jessamy seized a fallen child.

The globe smashed into the arch.

Stone fractured. Brass screamed. Painted continents split along old seams. The mechanical world rotated once, violently, scattering flame and plaster, then tore free of a second support.

It came down between Hester and the corridor to the Office of Revisions.

Evander caught her around the ribs and dragged her backward. They struck the marble together. The globe’s lower hemisphere hit the floor with a concussion that extinguished half the candles and sent a wave of dust through the room.

For a moment Hester could not breathe.

Evander’s body shielded hers. His left forearm braced beside her head. His face was inches away, older and harsher than memory, his breath uneven with pain. Beneath the smoke she recognized the faint scent of rain, leather, and the bitter soap he had once carried on survey routes because he disliked floral perfume.

His hand had found her waist exactly where it had known to find it twenty-three years ago.

They stared at one another.

Then he flinched, and the old injury broke the moment.

Hester pushed herself upright. “Your back.”

“Continues to exist.”

“That was not an answer.”

“It is the answer most injuries provide.” He rose carefully and offered his hand.

She ignored it and stood by herself.

The ruined globe had divided the hall. Africa lay broken beneath the west gallery. The Pacific curved upward like a blue wall. A jagged opening between Asia and the brass axis offered the only passage toward the Office of Revisions.

Hester looked through it.

A figure moved in the smoke beyond, carrying a long wrapped bundle over one shoulder.

The lower tray of the Register.

“Stop him!” she shouted.

Evander was already moving.

He forced himself through the broken globe. Hester followed, lifting her skirts over torn brass. Corisande and Lucan came behind. Heat pressed against them from the corridor. The concealed office door hung open, its panels blackening.

The thief reached the Engraving Floor.

Rows of presses stood beneath the high windows, their iron arms throwing monstrous shadows through smoke. Ink rollers, drying racks, and copper sheets crowded the tables. Fire ran along spilled solvent. At the far end, the coal lift descended with a clatter.

Tabitha Crayle stood beside the obsolete press, one hand pressed to her temple. Blood darkened her silver hair. The false cabinet beneath the press gaped empty.

“Tabitha.” Hester knelt beside her.

“Do not use that tone,” the engraver said. “I have been struck before, though usually by critics and never so efficiently.” Her eyes found Evander. “That had better not be the man.”

“It is not the moment.”

“That confirms it.” Tabitha caught Hester’s wrist. “They took the signed plates, the sealed letters, and the frontier surveys. Not all of it. I moved the proof impressions last month after your warning.”

“Where?”

“Somewhere Sir Roderic cannot reach merely by burning his own building.”

A pistol fired from the coal lift.

Lucan pulled Corisande behind a press as the ball struck iron. Evander seized Hester and Tabitha together, dragging them behind the obsolete press. The lift continued downward.

Corisande looked toward the wheel mechanism. “The counterweight is exposed.”

Lucan understood. He climbed onto the press, ignoring the stiffness in his right hand, and swung across to the lift housing. The cable shuddered beneath him.

“Lucan,” Corisande said.

He glanced down.

“Three feet left of the visible wheel. The plan was altered after the 1869 renovation.”

He shifted without question, drove his heel into a narrow lever hidden by smoke, and released the emergency brake.

The coal lift stopped between floors with a violent jolt.

A man cursed below.

“Basement stairs,” Hester said.

Evander’s attention remained on the lift. “They will abandon the bundle if they cannot descend.”

“No. The numbers on their orders specify the Register. They were sent for the evidence, not merely to burn the office. The basement conduit gives them another route.”

“You know the building better than they do?”

“I know what the building conceals. They know what someone has chosen to tell them.”

A door slammed in the smoke.

Corisande tilted her head, listening. “North service stair.”

Hester looked at Lucan. “Take Corisande and cut them off at the basement loading passage. Do not pursue beyond the west court unless Inspector Kaye has men there.”

Lucan nodded once.

Corisande did not move. “You are not coming through the burning archive.”

“I am.”

“You have already been struck, nearly crushed, and inhaled enough smoke to compromise judgment.”

“I have not compromised judgment. I have merely reached one you dislike.”

“Hester.” Corisande’s controlled voice carried more force than a shout. “The Register exists because you refused to let dead women’s work disappear. Do not make us preserve yours in the same manner.”

For one second, no one spoke.

Then Hester inclined her head. “Lucan, Corisande, take the basement. Evander and I will use the north service stair. Tabitha goes back to Keir.”

Tabitha attempted to rise. “Tabitha does no such thing.”

Evander lifted her before she could complete the objection. The motion cost him; Hester saw it in the sudden grey around his mouth. Tabitha saw it too and became still, though her dignity made stillness resemble command.

“You are Sir Evander Sloane,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You have caused a great deal of unnecessary work.”

“So I have recently begun to suspect.”

They reached the doorway as fire consumed the first shelf of correction ledgers.

Hester looked back once.

The Office of Revisions had never been beautiful. Its walls were stained by coal smoke; its windows admitted little light; its desks had been assembled from discarded furniture. Yet every room contained the private architecture of women’s minds. Corisande’s contour studies. Jessamy’s specimen paintings. Verity’s columns of figures. Eleni’s translations, written in several alphabets across cheap paper. Tabitha’s proofs. Effie’s instrument designs. Hester’s own survey drawings, copied and hidden, annotated with the names official publication had removed.

Flame took the nearest map from its lower edge. The paper curled inward, blackening a coastline that had never been correct.

Hester felt grief rise.

She closed the door on it.

There would be time to mourn after survival. There would be no time to survive after mourning.

The north service stair descended through thick smoke. Evander set Tabitha into the arms of two fleeing porters and ordered them toward Keir with the authority of a man who had once delivered intelligence through wars nobody publicly acknowledged. Then he turned back to Hester.

“You are going to the west court.”

“So are you.”

“No. You are responsible for the people still inside.”

“And you are carrying the only object in this building that Halberd’s men attempted to seize before the attack began.” Hester touched the dispatch case. “We remain together until I know what it contains.”

His eyes narrowed. “You have spent twenty-three years believing me a traitor, and within three minutes of my arrival you have decided to trust my evidence.”

“I trust the men who tried to kill you. They displayed admirable clarity concerning its value.”

Despite smoke, blood, and the collapsing building, he almost smiled.

The expression vanished at another explosion below.

They ran.

 


Chapter 2: A Carriage Through Fog

The basement loading passage had been designed to move crates of maps without exposing them to rain or public curiosity. It had never been designed to move two wounded thieves, one stolen archive, four pursuing cartographers, and the greater portion of a gala’s dessert silver through smoke at the same time.

Hester reached the lower landing as a porter came backward through the door carrying half of Mount Ararat.

The pudding struck the wall, lost its sugar summit, and slid onto the floor between them.

“Leave it,” Hester said.

“My lady, Lord Charnock said—”

“His grief will be profound but survivable.”

The porter abandoned the mountain.

Evander stepped over it with no sign that the scene surprised him. He had always possessed an unfair ability to treat absurdity as merely another species of terrain. His dispatch case remained strapped to his left hand. With the other, he steadied himself against the wall during the final steps, believing the movement hidden by smoke.

Hester noticed.

She noticed everything concerning him, which was one reason she had preferred him on another continent.

The loading passage extended west beneath Meridian Hall, its brick walls interrupted by storage chambers and coal doors. Gas lamps burned at long intervals, blurred by smoke. Ahead, boots struck stone. Someone shouted for the outer gate.

Corisande emerged from a side passage with Lucan behind her.

“They divided,” she said. “Two men took the wrapped tray toward the river conduit. One is making for the carriage court with a smaller packet. Inspector Kaye has reached the outer gate, but his constables are positioned on the street rather than below.”

“Because Halberd told him the attack was above ground,” Hester said.

Lucan wiped blood from his broken nose with the back of his wrist. “I can take the river conduit.”

“No.” Corisande pointed to the soot-dark arch behind them. “The conduit plan is false after the third junction. Water mains were added in 1874 and never entered on the public survey. You will lose them or be trapped.”

“Then you take it.”

“I did not say I would lose them.”

Lucan’s mouth tightened. “Cora—”

“Hester needs the packet going to the carriage court. The men with the tray have a longer, slower route. I can mark ours and leave signs for Kaye. You can catch us after you place constables at the outlet.”

He looked at her for one hard second. Years earlier he might have transformed fear into an order. Now he removed the narrow rope from beneath his evening coat and placed it in her hands. “The second junction slopes more steeply than it appears. If the runoff has entered, test every step.”

“I will.”

“Do not pretend certainty where you have none.”

“I have no intention of imitating your profession.”

The answer was dry enough to be affection. Lucan touched her gloved fingers once and turned toward the outer gate.

Corisande looked at Hester. “The carriage packet may identify who ordered them. Take it. I will recover what I can of the tray.”

“You will not risk your life for copper and paper.”

“No,” Corisande said. “I will risk it for names.”

She disappeared into the conduit.

Hester watched the darkness close behind her. The temptation to follow was immediate and impractical. Leadership often consisted of accepting that other competent people possessed the right to choose dangers one would rather prevent.

Evander was already moving toward the carriage court.

“You might occasionally wait for agreement,” Hester said, following.

“I waited twenty-three years. The method has disappointed me.”

The passage narrowed around a bend. A man appeared ahead, half carrying another whose trouser leg was dark with blood. The wounded attacker clutched a flat leather packet against his chest.

Evander raised the pistol taken in the rotunda. “Put it down.”

The standing man fired instead.

Hester saw the movement before the muzzle flash. She struck Evander’s elbow upward. The shot tore brick from the wall behind her. Evander’s pistol discharged into the ceiling. Dust rained down.

“You might occasionally trust that I know where I am aiming,” he said.

“You were aiming through the packet.”

The attackers fled through the final door.

Hester and Evander pursued them into the west carriage court.

Fog had thickened between the walls, turning gas lamps into floating yellow discs. Horses screamed at the smell of smoke. Carriages stood abandoned at angles, doors open, traces tangled. Coachmen shouted over one another. Guests in evening clothes crowded beneath the colonnade while servants attempted to reunite titles with vehicles.

The smaller packet vanished into confusion.

Hester climbed onto the step of a landau and surveyed the court.

One cab moved against the flow rather than with it. Its lamps were hooded. The driver wore no livery. The right rear wheel carried pale dust despite the wet stones—plaster from the rotunda or engraving floor. A man leaned from the door, reaching toward the wounded attacker.

“There,” she said.

Evander followed her line of sight. “Too far.”

“Only if we intend to walk.”

A black brougham stood ten yards away with its driver’s box empty. One shaft had split near the tip; the near horse fought the traces. The Calderwyn crest showed on the door.

Miles reached it from the opposite side. “The driver went inside to help. The wheel is sound, but the shaft will not hold at speed.”

“It will hold long enough.” Hester gathered her skirts.

Miles caught her arm. “No. The building is burning, men are shooting in the court, and you have blood on your face. You are not pursuing armed thieves in a damaged carriage.”

“Your summary is accurate but irrelevant.”

“I am the head of this family.”

“In matters of inheritance, ceremonial precedence, and the breeding of Calderwyn sheep, certainly.” She took his gloved hand from her arm. “In this matter, you are a man whose name has been attached to a false border. Find Dorothea. Secure both copies of the prospectus and prevent Magistrate Roane from removing witnesses before Inspector Kaye questions them.”

Miles looked toward Evander. Recognition came late and unpleasantly. “You.”

Evander’s face closed. “Lord Calderwyn.”

“My father considered you the only man he had ever defeated merely by remaining alive.”

Hester stared at Miles. “That observation was made in confidence.”

“Father made most of his best observations in confidence and repeated them after port.” Miles turned back to Evander. “If she is injured because you have returned—”

“She has already been injured because your Society president employs poor marksmen,” Evander said. “If we continue this discussion, the men responsible will be halfway to the river.”

“My Society president?”

“Miles.” Hester’s voice ended the exchange. “Dorothea. The prospectus. Now.”

He obeyed with visible reluctance.

Evander examined the brougham. “The near shaft will split at the first sharp turn.”

“Then we shall avoid sharp turns.”

“The cab entered the Strand. Avoiding turns would require London to become a different city.”

“London has been threatening to do so for years.” Hester pulled open the door. “Can you drive?”

His look was nearly insulting.

“An injury changes capabilities,” she said. “It does not diminish character to admit it.”

“No, but the lecture becomes tiresome when delivered by a woman preparing to climb onto a damaged carriage after being struck in the head.” He removed his travelling coat and wrapped it around the split shaft. “I can drive. You will remain inside.”

“I know every service lane between here and Blackfriars.”

“So do I.”




















































































































































































































































































































































































