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THE PALINDROME CODEX

A Reader's Orientation —
with Compliments of the House at Taborsgate
A word before the crossing, for those keeping exact change.



You are about to open a book that was built — not written alone, built — with the cold arithmetic of a ledger and the warm impatience of a household at breakfast. On the surface it is a fantasy novel: fifty chapters, a cartographer named Mira Calloway, a city that stands on itself like a seal on its own wax, and the disappearance, somewhere in its weather, of her brother Tomas. Underneath the surface — and here is what this page exists to tell you — the novel is also an instrument with a protocol, and it was built so that you can learn to read it as it reads you back. This orientation is the instruction card in the door. Keep it; it is, in the custom of the house, at par.

You may, of course, read it simply as a story, and you should, the first time. Let the seals colophon themselves unregarded at every paragraph, the way gutters keep their own pennies. The codes never carry plot you cannot do without; what they carry is the book's second floor, open to anyone who knocks.



Two readings. That is all. The FIRST reading is linear and unconspire-funded: fifty chapters, a family, a door to be rebuilt, the five names a city owes. The SECOND reading keeps the first in memory and, with pencil and ledger, takes the book on its own terms — seals, margins, log-entries, epigraphs, bold letters, and one very particular gallery that only runs straight ahead by also running back. The Codex itself states the tariff in its own margin: it is to be read twice, once for the keeping, once for the keeping-back. This is not a riddle wrapper on a story; the story and its riddle are the same instrument, like a bridge and its shadow in the water. One side is how you cross; the other side is why you crossed.



The shelf below is not a syllabus but a set of keys. Each of these books teaches a particular way of reading that will pay you handsomely inside this one. If you know them already, consider that fore-knowledge as issued postage. If you do not — you still hold everything you need, because this book carries its own manual inside its own pages; these companions only come to visit.

	Companion work

	What it teaches you to expect

	Where it hums inside THE PALINDROME CODEX


	Italo Calvino,
Invisible Cities

	An atlas with a hidden symmetry; catalogues that lie beautifully and keep their own count

	The Sixteen Currents — sixteen archives, each a city, each with one signature-impression


	Mark Z. Danielewski,
House of Leaves

	A document with too many certifiers; the frame itself starts to walk

	Seals, log-entries and margins — and the blue witness the book keeps filing on the reader's account


	Douglas Hofstadter,
Gödel, Escher, Bach

	Form as content; a canon that reads the same forward and back is saying something

	The Fold (Current F): paragraphs built to be identical in both directions; the mirror chambers that answer you


	Umberto Eco,
Foucault's Pendulum

	Every string is tender bait; over-reading is a discipline you learn by being corrected

	The house rules: true messages verify twice; the book files its own decoys at the same shelf


	Susanna Clarke,
Piranesi

	Numbered journals as shelter; courtesy as a survival trait; a house that keeps you

	The Taborsgate household book; the day-counts; the lamps that are troubled to keep company at all


	David Mitchell,
Cloud Atlas

	Discrete voices that braid across distance and answer each other out of order

	The Sixteen Vias: parallel sub-books that meet at the same hinges and speak to each other twice


	Jorge Luis Borges,
"The Book of Sand" · "The Circular Ruins"

	An infinite book; an author dreamed by a book

	The Codex that existed before anyone wrote it — and the handwriting that would learn itself


	Michael Ende,
The Neverending Story

	Reading as an act that happens to someone on the other side of the page

	The ring of the narrative: the story closes exactly where you entered it, with the keeper different


	Stephen King,
The Shining

	A sentence that haunts itself forward and backward; a word kept like a debt

	The Keeper's gallery ([F-32] tips its hat openly); the habit of leaving each door's lintel legible


	Terry Pratchett,
Going Postal

	Institutions with conscience; the dignity of service as divine comedy

	The customs of the Fold, the postage officer of the Still Citadel, the recreation of the keep — and "Some winters are earned back"



Two cautions. First, those authors are course-beacons, not curriculum: you will find no plagiarism and no pastiche here, only the same courtesies returned in kind. Second, there is nothing to buy, scan, download, or browse. No website, no app, no external key. Everything, from the first seal [9-01] to the last lamp, is on the printed page — which is, as you will discover, the whole argument of the book.



Six uncompromising things, filed flat for your inspection:

	The machinery is load-bearing, not decorative. Every cipher system in the book is machine-verified and checked against the manuscript before publication. When a string decrypts, it decrypts full, cleanly, and on the page. The book is an instrument that keeps its own tolerances; it does not gesture at being readable — it is.

	Sixteen books inside one. The seal-counter never resets and never repeats within a Current across fifty chapters. This is not ornament: sorted by seal, the novel re-assembles into sixteen coherent parallel archives — a Seven Vias' chronicle and nine auxiliaries — each canonically rereadable. You can, with scissors or awk, hold the same book sixteen different ways; it stands up in all of them. No companion volume offers that shelf; the shelf is the book.

	It reads both ways on purpose. The Fold's gallery is a palindrome-gallery in five tongues, never repeating itself by office law. Three sentinel chapters (33, 40, 49) carry a cipher channel that only runs backward — not backward-forward wordplay, but an address in reverse order, from the witness the book keeps between its own seconds. And the Traveller's Chronicle itself coheres into a second testimony when read end-to-beginning. The before-and-after is enforced at the level of ink.

	Its ending was built before its beginning was drafted. Chapter 50's final paragraph mirrors the first paragraph of Chapter 1 beat for beat — weather, catalog, inventory, self-estimate — so that the novel is, structurally, the palindrome its title advertises. Construction preceded text: this book was OK'd as an architecture before it was allowed to be a story.

	All the fights are ledgers. Violence in these pages is qualified in entries; the villain is a system with immaculate innings; the heroes win by counting better, paying par, and refusing kindly and twice. The book's ethics — postage, toll, keeper, carry — are literal coin in its world and a quiet proposal in ours: that accounting is what mercy does with numbers.

	It keeps a guide but never requires one. A companion field guide (this guild's manual, keeper's edition) exists for the second reading: methods, tables, and a solutions ledger. It is optional on principle. The Codex withholds nothing from attention itself; it withholds from hurry alone.




Bring two working objects: this book, and a quiet pencil. Begin at Chapter 1, confidently, as at the porch of a house with many windows; the instruments will do the opening, not you. Mark the seals wherever your eye keeps meeting them; they are colophons, and they mean that somewhere a counter is holding your place for you whether you notice or not. When the first word of the first paragraph turns out to matter later — and it will — you will hear it file itself, and after that there is no need for instructions. Count what is owed, not what is given. Read twice.

One word more, not a rule but a courtesy of the house: the bells of this book have sixteen jurisdictions. So will your patience. Let every one of those bells be on time.

— The Keeper of the Carrying
for the house at Taborsgate
THE PALINDROME CODEX

Bóris F. Couto
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PART ONE — THE CITY OF SIXTEEN RAINS

CHAPTER ONE
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The Mapmaker's Apprentice


"Every chart is an elegy." — from the Creed of the Cartographers' Guild


✦  ✦  ✦

[9-01]  The rain over New Meridian came down copper on Tuesdays. Not the color of copper, or not merely the color: actual minute filings of it, shaken loose somewhere in the upper weather where the Sixteen Currents braided and quarreled. By eighth bell, the Brassway gleamed like the back of some enormous animal, and the gutters ran bright as new pennies. Mira Calloway, twenty-three years old and apprentice cartographer of the Measured Guild, stood at the bridge's high arch with her collar turned up and counted the lanes before she counted anything else. Sixteen lanes off the bridgehead. Four carried carts. Two carried the kind of men who walked as though the city owed them interest. She had known all this before she looked. She was that kind of tiresome person.

[9-02]  Below her, under the green lampposts of the quay, the harbor was exhaling its morning: Tar, frying kelp, and the sour-sweet smoke of houred oil rose from the harbor. Beneath them lingered something older, scarcely a smell at all, which she associated with time being used up. She drew it in and stayed another moment. Somebody had to love a dockyard at dawn, her mother used to say, and thank the Continuum it wasn't her. Mira could hear the complaint so clearly that she smiled into her collar. Then a sailor shouldered past with a wet canvas bag, and the city required her to move.

[9-03]  A peddler had braced her cart against the bridge rail to sell charts to the sailors off-loading below. Mira meant to walk past. She had work waiting, and the woman would not thank her. But the Salt Stairs lay on the wrong side of the wharf, and already a sailor was turning the chart to match the harbor. She watched him compare a drawn landing with the one beyond the rail. He turned the sheet again. A bad chart always made its reader doubt the place before the paper. Mira knew this from experience. She had once walked farther than she should have rather than admit that a line might be wrong. Her work could bear another few minutes. The sailor's next step might not. "Excuse me." Mira caught the edge before he could fold it and turned the parchment on its easel.

"You've put the Salt Stairs here. Anyone following this walks off Kellermaine Wharf."

Dame Sorrel, who had traded on that dockside for forty years, narrowed her eyes. Then she looked at the chart.

[9-04]  "So I have." Sorrel studied it a moment longer before giving Mira her attention.

"Guild girl?"

"Apprentice. Third year. I don't mean to be a bother."

"You are a bother. But a correct bother. We allow those here. Fix it."

She supplied a stub of port-crayon. Mira bent over the easel, shielding the paper with her shoulder while sailors divided around her. By the time the stairs led somewhere survivable, ink had worked up both cuffs, and she was whistling through her teeth. A first mate paid twice the asking price for the corrected chart, making sure everyone heard him. Sorrel sold him two wrong ones at a discount.

"There," she said. "Books balanced."

Mira almost laughed. She had never been entirely certain whether Sorrel's arithmetic included money, morality, or only the pleasure of having the last word.

[9-05]  The Guild of Measured Hours occupied the top of Cartwheel Rise. Rain darkened its granite and ran over the beaten brass of its facade. Beneath the eaves hung sixteen plumb bobs, one for each Current, knocking a slow, uneven music out of the harbor wind.

Apprentices said that if a bob hung still, no door in New Meridian would open on the first try. Mira had never found a method of testing that claim which did not require her to spend a day opening doors.

Three bobs were still this morning.

She looked at the others instead and went to the wicket.

[9-06]  The wicket clock demanded her name and made her repeat it. Beyond the gate, apprentices crossed beneath the orrery with satchels bumping their hips. Odo Brandt joined her at the stairs, one year senior and much too awake.

"Calloway. You smell like a crayon."

"You smell like a man who bet on the harbor races."

"Victory. That's what that is."

"Victory smells like kelp fritters."

"Official scent. It's on the flag."

He sprang ahead to open the wicket, presenting it with a flourish, then came back beside her.

"The audit's tonight," he said, lowering his voice. "Quartermaster says Pell was in the vaults from midnight. Who does that? Not even guildmasters do that."

"Perhaps he misplaced a street."

Odo laughed. She was pleased to have made him laugh and thought no more of it.

[9-07]  TThrough the stair window she could see workmen covering a stack of crates marked SBX-410-77Q. A harbormaster's boy chalked tide-times on a slate, rubbed one out with his sleeve, and began again. These were the things she noticed without trying: a knot tied badly, a changed figure, where a man set his weight before lifting. Noticing was useful. It had earned her an apprenticeship, and it sometimes allowed her to get through a room without thinking about its doors. She believed that if she saw enough, surprise would have nowhere left to stand. The belief had survived a good deal of contrary evidence.


[7-01]  Day 3,997, Vermilion tide: the harbormaster sells me an hour I have already spent. I pay for it again; travelers should be polite. Behind me, somewhere in the port, a bell disagrees with itself about the time.


[9-08]  SSixteen leaves of lacquered oak opened onto the Hall of Charts. Mira counted them in passing, then let her eyes travel over the familiar tables. Ten thousand maps lived here, all founded on the Guild's confidence that the world would hold still long enough to be measured. Copper rain streaked the skylight. At her place she unrolled the compass and dividers and set out the inkwell her father had cut from a dockyard rivet. The little object settled firmly on the table. Here she knew what to do with her hands. Here the things she left in the evening were waiting in the morning.

[9-09]  Master Aurelio Pell arrived without raising his voice, yet apprentices looked up all along the hall. Sixty-three, white-bearded, broad through the shoulders, he stopped to straighten a drawing weight and say a word to a boy who had been struggling with his scale all week. At Mira's table he noticed the cuff. "The Sorrel woman? Again?" "Her charts are a menace, Master." "Her charts are commerce. Ours are liturgy. The city needs both, though it only pays reliably for one." She smiled. Down the hall, the boy with the scale had begun again, no longer trying to cover the spoiled part of his sheet. Pell could do that: make an apprentice willing to show him a mistake. At her own table Mira had once spent an hour erasing a coastline before he persuaded her to leave the old line lightly visible. She still worked that way. His answering smile came perhaps half a second after the sentence. It was scarcely a delay; she would not ordinarily have noticed it.

[9-0A]  HHe laid a folio beside her tools. Its vellum boards had worn soft at the corners; repairs crowded the spine. "Third-cycle surveys. Dockside wards. They need copying before the ink eats through." He rested his hand on the cover. "Nobody volunteers for the Salt Room. I give it to the apprentice I trust most with tedium." For a moment his gaze left her, although there was nothing beyond her shoulder that seemed to require it. "Copy. Interrogate. Improve. But never chart a door, Mira. You remember the rule." "I remember." She kept her voice level. He lifted his hand from the folio, and she was free to pick it up.


[3-01]  Day 4,000: I land where the map insists the sea used to be, and the salt remembers me. I walk three miles before I understand: grief is geography the water left behind.


[9-0B]  She took the long stair to the Salt Room. It had arches instead of doors; that was why she chose it, although she told herself the folio was too heavy for the shorter route. The guild knew her as the apprentice who counted hinges. People said it fondly. Pell had once tried to help: a hinge was only a place where something learned to move. She had nodded and let him believe the observation comforted her. Now her heart was beating hard on a stair she climbed every week. She shifted the folio to her other arm and kept going.

[9-0C]  She had been seven when the door came. Even now, she could think of it in no other terms. One wet evening their rowhouse on Peterman Lane contained sixty-one countable things on the ground floor: chairs, shelf-boards, coat-pegs, her mother's blue kettle. Then it contained sixty-two. Where there had been paneling and the sampler HOME IS WHERE THE HOUR LIES stood a door. It was beautiful. She had thought that before she had thought anything else, and afterward had been unable to forgive herself for it. As if finding it ugly might have made Tomas stay away. As if she had been asked.

[9-0D]  Tomas was eleven. He had opened it with the confidence of an older brother who had never yet found a thing he could not show her how to do. Beyond it, rain fell upward. She remembered his delight, the laugh before he turned back to call something over his shoulder. For sixteen years she had tried to recover his exact words. Sometimes she could almost hear the beginning and would stop whatever she was doing to let the rest arrive. If she reached for it, it went. She distrusted the sentences she could supply too easily, especially the kind ones. He might only have been telling her to look at the rain. Even that would have been something of his to keep. Forbidden folios spoke of doors that arrived instead of being built, and offered competing accounts of where they led. None gave her that sentence. The door closed. Paneling returned; the sampler hung in its place. HOME had come unstitched.

[9-0E]  For three days afterward, nobody could find Peterman Lane on a chart. Investigators came with brass instruments and spent hours arguing first with the street and then with one another. On the fourth day the lane returned, exact in every measurement. Tomas did not. Her father made her compass from a rivet of the boat they had used to search for him; when a Calloway could not mend a thing, a Calloway made an instrument. Her mother stopped mentioning the parlor. Mira began to count. If she knew what belonged in a room, perhaps she would know soon enough when something entered it. Doors were counted first.


[0-01]  BY EDICT OF HIS STILL MAJESTY THE ZERO KING, KEEPER OF THE LAST MINUTE: the unlicensed keeping, sale, or inheritance of hours, and the harboring of hours not one's own, are FORBIDDEN under pain of stillness. A minute hoarded is a minute stolen. A minute returned is a minute forgiven. The King counts. The King is patient. The King has already found you.


[9-0F]  The Salt Room occupied the guild's lowest lawful floor. Linen covered charts of dead harbors; salt had entered the stone and the air tasted faintly of the sea those maps described. Old Vey brought tea to the copying desk. Very deaf and very kind, he put the cup at the one corner where a spilled drop could not reach the vellum and patted her shoulder twice. Mira thanked him at the volume he preferred, unwrapped Pell's folio, and began. Ninety years earlier, someone had drawn these wards cellar by cellar, stair by stair. She liked the patient hand. Following it, she could almost walk ahead of her pen.

[9-10]  In the third hour she found a street that was not there. Kellermaine Ward had eleven lanes. She had walked them all, corrected a chart of them that morning. The old survey showed twelve. Between Tallow Lane and the rope-walk ran a narrow street, inked over a faint pencil line. The surveyor had drawn it twice. Every other lane had its name in neat oblique lettering. This one had a ruled space for a name, left empty. Mira bent closer, turning the folio toward the vault-light. No fading, no scraped vellum. The man had made room for the name and had not written it.

[9-11]  She laid her rule against the scale: eight hundred and nine feet. The street connected to nothing at either end. No courtyard, no stair, no mark indicating an unfinished survey; it simply stopped. She checked the ward index, then the errata, then the condemnation rolls and the fire maps. At first she did it quickly, certain she had missed a cross-reference. By the end she was laying each sheet down with care. There was no tax plat because there was no street. Beside her, on the desk, lay eight hundred and nine feet of it. She checked the scale again.


[5-01]  OPEN FILE, CHRONO-GUARD 5TH PRECINCT — SUBJECT: CALLOWAY, M. (apprentice, Measured Guild). Lineage flag: one unresolved event, Peterman Lane, sixteen years unpaid. Captain B. Okonkwo's attached note: Watch this one. The Debt always sends a collector. It always looks like someone the subject loves.


[9-12]  Regulations required her to take the folio straight to Pell. Instead, she rubbed her thumb over the coordinates inked on her wrist, where pulse met palm. Home. The touch usually steadied her. She tried to imagine the old draftsman ruling that little name-space, dipping his pen, deciding not to fill it. To name a thing was to fix it: every apprentice knew that. Until now she had understood it as a practical instruction about accuracy. Perhaps the man had been accurate. Perhaps there were things one could draw truly and still choose not to fix. Her compass grew warm in her pocket.

[9-13]  In sixteen years the needle had never trembled dishonestly. She set the blunt brass case on the desk beside the folio and watched it spin. Not a wavering toward north, not a slip of the pivot: a complete turn, smooth and deliberate. Then it stopped, pointing along the unnamed street. She moved the folio a little and looked from line to needle, afraid to test further and unable to leave it alone. Outside the vault-light, the rain ceased. A drop remained against the glass where she had seen it falling. Her hand closed around the compass before she knew she had reached for it.

[9-14]  New Meridian children called it the held minute. Twice a year, perhaps, rain paused in the air and the city's sounds dwindled until one heard a hush inside the ears. The guild classified it as weather. The distant Zero King's edicts used taller capitals, but no Still Marshal had been seen in New Meridian since her grandmother's day. Most adults preferred the guild's explanation. Grandmother Syke of the Tern Street lantern gardens had insisted that she once heard her name spoken kindly in the hush, with no mouth to speak it. For thirty years people invited her to dinner to tell that story. She died still insisting.


[1-01]  Day 4,012, Ilyss: rain falls upward here, each drop carrying somebody home. I stood in it all morning, hoping it might be stupid enough to try me.


[9-15]  Copper drops hung outside the vault-light. With the city quiet, Mira could hear the small pressure of her own breath. The needle moved again. Not along the drawn lane now: toward the Salt Room's arch, the stairs, the Hall of Charts ninety steps above. She counted without meaning to. Sixty-one. Sixty-two. Those were not the things in this room; she knew that, yet could not stop the next number. Sixty-three. The compass went cold. Above her a chair scraped, then someone called her name. Sound returned with such force that she flinched. Rain struck the glass in a single roar.


[B-01]  Day 4,019, Paper Isles: a letter blew off the pirate library's roof, addressed to me in my own hand, dated yesterday. I do not open yesterday's mail. Yesterday's mail is how it always starts.


[9-16]  Odo waited at the stairhead, holding a lantern. "There you are. Guildmaster needs the folio for the audit. Vey said you were still breathing down here. I had my doubts." Then he saw her properly and stopped joking. "Mira?" She wanted to tell him about the needle. "I found a street." He waited. He was much better at that than his noisiness suggested. "In the survey. It isn't there." He considered this without asking whether she was sure. "Streets here retire without notice," he said at last. "Come on. Bring the ghost." She carried the folio upstairs beside him.

[9-17]  Pell received her report with the folio resting between his hands. "Eight hundred and nine feet," he repeated. The delayed smile came. "The old men drew their errors with conviction. We will strike it at audit." A clockjack swung its brass fists on the mantel. Mira looked down at the cover, where his fingers obscured a patch of repaired vellum, and heard herself say, "Yes, Master. Thank you." She had told him about the street but not the pencil line beneath it. Nothing about the compass. Nothing about the held minute. Each omission had seemed small until the moment she could no longer correct it.

[9-18]  By the time she crossed the Brassway, copper rain had become ordinary black harbor water. Behind her the guild's plumb bobs were too far away to hear. She could still picture the three that had not moved in the wind. Peterman Lane had its usual eleven lamps, her own door its four blue panels and the hinge her father had promised for sixteen years to oil next weekend. Through the glass, Maeve sat mending sailcloth. The sampler hung above her, HOME repaired long ago, the stitches firmer than the belief behind them. Mira laid her palm against the door and counted the panels. Then she went in to her mother and the stew, trying not to feel grateful for a room merely containing what it should.


[E-01]  Day 4,026, the Ring of Aurelius: I mended a star before dawn and lost it again by dusk. That's all right. Mending is the point. The astronomers weep when I say so. They knew already.

[F-01]  never odd or even.


[9-19]  She woke because the house was not creaking. Her father said a creaking house was talking; this one usually had something to say all night. No shutters argued, no beam shifted. The rain had stopped, and the eleventh lamp in the lane was dark. Mira dressed and took the compass downstairs. Barefoot in the parlor, she stood beneath her mother's repaired sampler and counted. Sixty-one things. She began again. The brass case of the compass had taken the warmth of her hand. She loosened her fingers one at a time so she could see its face, keeping her eyes on the wall between each movement. All she had to do was finish the count. It had been an ordinary room when she went to bed. There was no sound, no movement of air, nothing she could afterward describe as an arrival. Before she reached the end of the count, the wall held a door. She could not make herself look away to call upstairs.

[9-1A]  It was beautiful, as the other had been. This time she hated it before she had time to admire it. Sixteen panes held sixteen weathers. White horn curved into a handle; beneath the threshold shone the light she knew as the held minute. Her compass pointed straight at it. Upstairs her mother slept, unaware that the room had changed. Mira tried to count a breath instead of a thing. One, then another, then a third, and a prayer she was ashamed to hear herself making. The door waited through them all. On the fourth breath, with the courtesy of a visitor who had allowed her time to compose herself, it knocked.


[F-02]  rats live on no evil star.


✦
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CHAPTER TWO
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One Door Took Him


"A door is a mouth. Feed it nothing you want back." — Warden's Manual of Thresholds, first page


✦  ✦  ✦

[9-1B]  At the fifth knock, Mira began describing the door to herself. Not asking what stood behind it. Not thinking of Tomas. Describing, as she would describe an unfamiliar coastline: sixteen panes, separate weathers preserved in the glass; a white-horn handle; three hinges, oiled, although nobody in this house had attended to a hinge in years. Beneath it lay the thin light of the held minute. The inventory was sixty-two where it should have been sixty-one. Until she could account for the difference, she would not move. She counted again, taking care over the ordinary things, the chairs and shelves that had done nothing wrong. If she could still name them, she could still stand among them. For another breath, at least, that would have to do.

[9-1C]  Her mother's foot stopped on the stair. "Mira. I heard you breathe wrong." Maeve Calloway came down the last three steps holding her shawl at the throat. She followed her daughter's gaze. Nothing in her face moved, but Mira watched her fingers tighten until the shawl pulled crooked. The door knocked: two quick, two slow, two quick. Official. A stranger's rhythm. "Not again," Maeve said. She was looking directly at it now, past Mira, past the intervening sixteen years. "You had him." Mira had prepared herself, absurdly, to protect her mother from the sight. She had not prepared for how much more terrible the familiar door would look with her mother standing beside her. Maeve reached out and found Mira's wrist without taking her eyes off the handle. The grip was hard enough to hurt. Mira left it there. She could feel a pulse through the narrow place where their hands met and could not tell whose it was. Upstairs the landing remained dark. Neither of them called the door by a name, or asked the other whether this was really happening. They stood until the next knock ended.

[9-1D]  Wednesday brought plain water. The finer weathers had passed through the city in the night, leaving the harbor its usual rain to drink and complain about. Mira ran across the Brassway with wet hair in her eyes and the sleeve-book striking her ribs. Dame Sorrel was wrestling her awning; the wicket gate groaned when Mira pushed through. Above the atrium all sixteen plumb bobs were swinging. Yesterday's three had joined the others, as though nothing had ever held them still. She wanted someone to have noticed. Apprentices hurried beneath them with breakfast in their hands, and nobody looked up. She took the stairs without slowing, too breathless now to arrange what she would say to Pell.

[9-1E]  Odo intercepted her with a bun. "Eat first." She tried to step around him. "Whatever it is, eat. You had this face when you found the street, only less of it." His glance went past her shoulder before he lowered his voice. "Pell's in the Chamber of Measures. Since third bell. The night staff won't stop talking about the rain holding." She took the bun because refusing it would take longer, and found she was hungry enough to resent him for being right. He watched until she bit it. "Say it straight, Calloway. He likes straight." He sounded certain. She had sounded certain about Pell herself, often enough, and held on to that as she went up.

[9-1F]  The Chamber of Measures smelled of brass warmed by the windows and tea left unpoured. Pell put down what he was doing and heard her through. She had needed that: his face turned toward her, no interruption, no request that she begin again more sensibly. Then he asked, "Did it knock?" She answered. "What did it knock like?" She gave him the rhythm. His third question came after a pause, while he looked at the rain gauge on the sill. Its glass read STILL. "Who else has breathed on this?" The questions were exactly right. That was what troubled her. Beside him, the tea had been cold for an hour. He did not reach for it.

[9-20]  By sixth bell the guild had produced a requisition, an escort, and two Wardens of the Threshold with sealed instrument cases. It had taken a morning to decide what must be done at once. Pell walked beside Mira through the rain, keeping his umbrella over her while his own shoulder darkened. Doors had arrived before, he said. The guild had precedents. Its procedures were older than Peterman Lane. She listened, wanting his calm to be something she could borrow. Usually, when Pell explained a difficult measurement, she could feel the problem becoming smaller under his words. She waited for that familiar relief. The umbrella dripped on her sleeve; she shifted closer so he would stop getting wet, and he moved it farther over her. His kindness made it harder to interrupt. She had not brought him an apprentice's error he could correct. Her mother's hand had left a mark on her wrist. Halfway home she realized that he had not asked her to describe the door. Not its panes, not the handle, not where it stood. Perhaps he was sparing her a repetition. She tried to leave the thought there.


[0-02]  BY EDICT OF HIS STILL MAJESTY: a door is an hour, standing up. The unlicensed door is the unlicensed hour; it shall be STILLED and its keeper named. Report your doors. Report your neighbor's doors. Doors reported in kindness will be opened in mercy. The King loves the obedient hinge.


[9-21]  Warden Cray had close-shorn gray hair and measuring gloves worn so soft that Mira could scarcely distinguish their movement from her hands. In the parlor she unpacked mercury thread, a walnut-sized sextant, and a plumb bob dipped in consecrated salt. Her care with them reassured Mira until the measurements began. The sextant read six feet. The tape read seven. Laid across the threshold, the mercury spelled a word in the shorthand taught only to wardens. Cray read it, folded the thread, and entered the case as W-044/D9. She did not tell them the word. Then she began again. The door held its beautiful weathers while her instruments failed. Mira watched Cray's hands for a sign of surprise and found none she could trust herself to read.

[9-22]  Twelve trials gave twelve answers. Each answer was exact, repeatable, and incompatible with the rest. Mira could have understood a thing that changed its size; what she could not understand was a thing that remained faithfully different for every instrument. At the thirteenth trial Cray called a rest. She went into the lane to examine the house from outside, raising her plumb line beside the frame as Mira remembered it painted on the bricks. There, at last, was a comparison Mira could follow. Cray's wrist made two small adjustments. The line disagreed with the remembered frame by one brick's width, toward the parlor. Mira counted the bricks twice. The room had made space for something without asking the house outside to grow.

[9-23]  Maeve brought tea. The blue-rimmed cups were for clergy and census-takers; sixteen years ago she had brought them out for other men with instruments. Mira watched her set three on the tray and then, with everyone looking, take one away. Her hand was steady. Nobody offered to help. Cray drank standing, her attention still on the door. When she put down the cup, she ordered the parlor sealed and quarantined for forty days by the guild's calendar. Wardens' wax, a plumb line, the long red thread. The house could remain occupied; so could its rooms outside the quarantine. "You may remain," she told them, and for an instant her expression showed that she knew what kind of permission that was.


[2-01]  To M. Calloway, Peterman Lane, New Meridian, by any weather. — Dearest Mira: the rain falls upward here. You won't believe it. I didn't, and I laughed so hard I fell over, and it went UP into my laughing mouth. A boy says I am eleven forever if I'm lucky. I asked the price of lucky. Nobody has told him, and he has been eleven a very long time. I am not scared. Tell Mother the kettle sings here too. P.S. The weather is never odd or even — tell Master Pell, he will laugh. No, don't tell him. Laughing makes Mother cry now. Tell the kettle. — T.

[1-02]  Day 3,820, Ilyss: played knucklebones with a new boy, eleven, smelling of kettle-smoke and parlor. He came out of the rain. He cheats with tomorrow's luck, then wonders where today's has gone. Some debts have to be learned by collecting. Tomorrow I will lose on purpose. He has mislaid so much of himself; I can afford to mislay something here too.


[9-24]  The sealing took an hour. Nine beads of wax along the arch; a plumb line from a nail no carpenter had driven; red thread across the floor three feet out. Mira watched every operation. The red thread stood a little above the floor. She had to lift her foot over it to reach the place where she normally sat, then the junior warden asked her to come back. The chair remained on the other side. She almost apologized for forgetting the boundary. It was still her house; she could see the worn patch her heel had made beneath that chair. Nobody had damaged anything, and already she needed permission to cross her own parlor. Behind it all the door waited, its panes full of weather. While the junior warden turned away, the upper-left pane changed from a five-o'clock orchard thunderhead to rain. Mira almost spoke. She had no wish to delay the work by explaining another impossible thing, and no wish to let them finish without knowing. Before she decided, Cray pressed the seal into the wax. The impression took badly. Mira saw her inspect it, then press harder. She had trusted Cray's precision. The extra pressure disturbed her more than the changed pane.

[9-25]  Odo came with Thursday's evening rain, green and smelling of drowned pine. He brought cold meat pies and Vey's cocoa, and spoke too heartily about Maeve's mending until he caught himself and became useful instead. He unwrapped the food where they could reach it and left the paper beneath the crumbs. Mira broke off a piece of crust. Once he saw her eat it he began an account of the hall's work, stopping short whenever he approached a question about hers. She let him talk. For a few minutes someone else could choose the words and decide what ought to follow what. The pie tasted of cold fat and pepper. She finished it. On the doorstep he left Mira an oilskin bundle: her sleeve-book, good dividers, sharpest survey knife. He tucked the knife out of sight without making a ceremony of it. "Envelope emergencies," he said. Outside, pulling up his hood, he added, "Pell says the audit's postponed." "Pell says a great many things this week." They gripped wrists. She was glad he had come, and glad he understood that she could not say much about it. He went before she had to try.

[9-26]  That night she moved her drafting table to the parlor arch. It stood outside the thread, outside the wax; she checked the distance before setting down the lamp. She was keeping every rule that could be measured in inches and preparing to break the one that mattered. Never chart a door. The instruction had been made for a room like this one, for someone who might sit exactly where she sat. She unrolled fresh vellum and opened her sleeve-book to the strip-copy of the unnamed street. Eight hundred and nine feet, drawn twice. Behind the seal, light lay beneath the door. "Very well," she said. "I'll chart you." She fitted a clean nib. "And not one inch more."


[5-02]  ADDENDUM, FILE CALLOWAY / PETERMAN LANE — before the wardens' wax cooled, the precinct received a Still Marshal's requisition for the street file, folio extracts, and apprentice's report. Countersignature unknown. They arrived sixteen hours early. They always arrive sixteen hours early. I begin to suspect that, for them, it is not early. Keep all copies OFF the master index. — B.O.


[9-27]  At midnight the eleventh lamp had been relit, as the lamplighters' union required. Elsewhere the house had resumed its creaking. Only the sealed parlor remained quiet. Mira took six readings across the wax. Each agreed with the others and nothing else: six feet one inch, every time. The inch was not Cray's six feet and not the tape's seven, but it was hers, obtained by the same method and reproduced. She held on to that. The threshold light still described an angle no rule of optics allowed. She wrote the angle anyway. Upstairs her mother turned in the thin sleep she had slept since the search boats came home. Mira waited for the floorboards to settle before taking her next reading.

[9-28]  At the third hour, when her father used to say the salt-tide turned even in a teacup, the compass warmed. She set it among the six agreements. Its needle lifted from the pivot, made one turn, and pointed to the door. Then came two slow knocks, two quick, two slow. She stopped breathing. Not the official rhythm; not a pattern she had been taught to recognize in a guild manual. This one belonged to Peterman Lane children calling through a door: open, it's me. Her knuckles knew it from table edges, kettle sides, bridge rails. She had practiced through sixteen years without admitting that practice was what she was doing. Now she heard the whole pattern again from the other side. She knew the space before the last two knocks as well as the knocks themselves. Her listening body had kept it intact when the words she wanted most had gone. The dividers lay open on the table. She noticed their points because she needed something in the room to stay exactly where she had put it. The final slow knock sounded through the wood, and the silence after it had the shape of a wait.

[9-29]  Her hand answered against the table leg. Two slow, two quick, two slow. She could not recall deciding to move it. Afterward there was silence enough for her to hear her own sleeve brush the wood. The light under the door widened by a page's width. Something flat came through, folded once, shining faintly gray. It moved across the boards without a push she could see and stopped at the red thread. She put her hands on the table to steady them. Sixty-one things, she tried. The count failed. She started again, unable to look anywhere but at the paper. Sixty-two. The house seemed to be listening as hard as she was.

[9-2A]  Guild survey vellum. Worn at the fold, as though it had lived for months inside a coat; salt ferned white along its nearer edge. She unfolded it with the dividers. Her fingers would not do what she asked. Kellermaine Ward spread beneath the lamp: eleven lanes, then a twelfth between Tallow Lane and the rope-walk, eight hundred and nine feet long. The map matched the strip-copy she had made from the dead surveyor's work, except for the pencil line. There was no underdrawing now. The street stood in black ink alone. She traced it without touching the page, afraid that touch might undo a thing which had taken so long to reach her.

[9-2B]  The hand was hers. In the index, in the scale-note, in the flourish on the compass rose: the Calloway comma Pell promised to cure her of. Hers, but surer. A hand that no longer stopped to correct the same small weakness she fought every day. The difference was easiest to see at the end of a line, where she usually ran out of room. This writer had known where the last letter would fall before beginning the first. Mira followed the spacing without touching the ink. She should have envied that assurance. Instead she kept looking for the hesitation which would let her call the resemblance a trick, something learned by watching her work. The chart offered none. She looked at her own fingers on the dividers and then at the drawing. She had made this. She had never made this. Where the street ended, the ruled space for its name was no longer empty. Five words occupied it. Mira bent toward them, bringing her face close enough to smell the salt. Whoever had written them knew exactly how she formed every letter.

[9-2C]  HOLD THIS DOOR OPEN. Beneath the instruction, in the honest surveyor's place for a date, stood tomorrow's date in ordinary guild notation. The initials were ordinary too: M.C., apprentice. She read them until they ceased to look like letters and then looked again. The compass burned in her fist. When she raised the lamp, nine beads still lined the arch, but the top one had slipped four inches down the frame. She had watched Cray place it. She had watched the impression fail. While she was reading her own impossible map, something had moved it. The lamp flame leaned toward the sealed room, though she could feel no draft against her face.

[9-2D]  Mira folded the chart out of the door's sight and slipped it into her sleeve-book, next to her skin. Salt caught against her ribs. She put the dividers away carefully, one point in its slot and then the other. The family rhythm was still working in her hands. She sat on them. If she knocked, something might answer; she had to get through this minute without asking it to. Whoever had sent the paper knew the rhythm. That did not tell her who it was. She repeated the distinction to herself until she could lift her hands from beneath her legs and leave them quiet on the table. Across the thread, the light held steady. Cray would want the paper measured and entered. Pell would ask to see the scale. Mira could hear the questions well enough to answer them in her head, all except the first: where had she got it? To tell that truth she would have to give up the knock, and then the answering. She had not opened the door. She had not left it alone. Her record would have to begin before she could make sense of either instruction.

[9-2E]  Nine beads, eight in their proper places. Mira counted the empty patch where the top bead had been, then the bead below it. She had been treating that movement as a failure in the seal, a substance giving way. But the chart had copied her hand and improved it. What if the mark had been answered in the same fashion? She pictured Cray's thumb pressing the seal into the wax and another hand, on the other side, pressing back. Not breaking the impression. Making one. She did not know if wax could be stamped from within. Until this week she had known, just as firmly, that no one could post her tomorrow's work.

[9-2F]  The sleeve-book crackled softly when she moved. Somewhere a bell struck the hour four quarters away from itself. She thought of the old surveyor, his two lines, his empty space for a name. Perhaps he had been frightened too; perhaps this was all he had managed to leave another person. Her pen lay beside the lamp. Recording made things fixed. She ought to put it away, go upstairs, keep what she had seen unwritten until she understood it. Instead she drew the vellum toward her and set down the bead's new position, the family knock, the date. Completely. Exactly. She kept writing while the lamp burned lower. On her own page she separated what she had seen from what she had guessed, leaving a space between the two. The space grew. She entered the order of the knocks again rather than trust the pattern still tapping in her fingers. When her pen began to catch, she wiped its point and continued. By morning she wanted a record she could read without having to become this frightened woman again. She did not know yet whom she could let read it with her.


[F-03]  now, sir, a war is won.


✦
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Book in Her Hand


"Every surveyor owns three hands: one for the pen, one for the compass, and one that writes while she sleeps." — Guild aphorism, origin contested


✦  ✦  ✦

[9-30]  At dawn her mother found her asleep at the drafting table, cheek beside the six readings, pen caught in her fingers. Maeve brought tea and did not ask what the vigil had proved. Mira was grateful enough to avoid her eyes over breakfast. Oats, the last dockside plums, the kettle's familiar note. Through the arch she checked the wax and thread: nine beads, one displaced. The date had changed while she slept. She could no longer call the chart in her sleeve-book tomorrow's impossibility. It belonged to this morning. She ate another spoonful, buying herself the time it took to swallow before she would have to decide what that meant.

[9-31]  Friday's salt rain came in over the bar ahead of the gulls. By second bell every rope on the quay had whitened. Old sailors let it strike their bare faces and called it the tithe; Mira pulled up her collar and tasted it on her lip. The map lay against her ribs. Somewhere a sea had gone, leaving its memory to weather and disputed charts. She could spend the day comparing copies at a desk, or walk to Kellermaine and see what the street itself had to say. She left early. A map had never been proof merely because someone, however familiar their handwriting, had drawn it carefully.

[9-32]  She checked what she carried: sleeve-book, dividers, tape, chalk for mark-backs, compass warm in its pocket. She carried the survey knife as a tool, not a defense. It was good for paper and rope; she could not persuade herself it would improve a meeting with whatever had sent the map. At the bridge a boy offered Thursday's luck-rain in green bottles. Friday made the fraud obvious. She bought one anyway, paying for his nerve and for the brief pleasure of a transaction she understood. He tucked away the coin before she could change her mind. It was the first sensible thing she had seen someone do that morning.

[9-33]  Kellermaine smelled of hemp and tar. Under the rope-walk's cover, lengths were being drawn out to the net-menders' shouted figures. A windowsill cat watched the gulls. Mira counted the lanes on her way in, then retraced them and counted again: eleven. Tallow, Pitch, Marline, Sparm, the brass names fixed to the corners she knew. Earlier that week she had corrected Sorrel's version of this same ward. She would have staked her apprenticeship on its eleven lanes then. She could find no twelfth now. She stopped in the rain, unwilling to complete a third circuit and equally unwilling to go home with the answer everyone else already had.

[9-34]  The gap lay between Tallow Lane's flank wall and the yard wall of the rope-walk. Hemp hung across it on drying lines. Years of rope-smoke had stained the stone, and nothing suggested an entrance worth mapping. She had passed such intervals all her life: the spaces a city left between one person's property and another's. She had passed this one yesterday. Now her boots stopped at its mouth. Wind stirred the ropes overhead. Looking straight into the gap was oddly difficult, though she could see every stone. She looked away, toward the familiar yard, and back again. It was still there, offering her no reason to have stopped.

[9-35]  She watched for the length of a ropemaker's unlit cigarette. He was too occupied with his eleven-year-old apprentice to smoke it, explaining each knot through the failures of everyone who had ever tied it wrong. His voice helped. An ordinary morning continued within arm's reach of her. Mira chalked marks on the stones and waited. Salt rain stippled them without washing them away. That was not how chalk behaved on Kellermaine cobbles. She crouched to inspect the nearest mark, then made another farther along. Behind her the ropemaker reached the history of a knot she knew perfectly well, and she wished, briefly and fiercely, that it were her whole problem.

[9-36]  Her tape gave the gap as four feet. She checked the tape along Tallow's wall for control, measured the gap again, and obtained four feet again. Then she paced it. The guild had certified her double-pace at five feet nine inches, tested against drunkenness and tide; she took sixteen full double-paces. More than ninety feet. She went back, making each step deliberate. Sixteen. A third attempt gave sixteen again. The tape lay cool in her hand, incapable of lying in any way she had been trained to detect. She rolled it slowly rather than look at the two figures together. Four feet. Sixteen double-paces. Neither result would yield to the other.

[9-37]  She sat on a bollard and opened the sleeve-book across her knees. In the salt-spotted columns, counting and measuring had ceased to mean the same thing. The old survey gave eight hundred and nine feet. Her feet gave ninety-odd. The tape gave four. She wrote them on separate lines so there could be no mistaking which test had produced which answer. Her thumb kept returning to the tape's zero, checking that the end had not slipped. She knew what a damaged scale looked like. She knew how easily a tired surveyor could miscount. Those were mistakes she could correct and put her initials against. She left room beside each figure for an explanation and supplied none. Perhaps the discrepancy was not an error in an instrument. Perhaps she belonged to the measurement. It was not a hypothesis she liked. The guild's brass could be checked against brass; there was no approved procedure for calibrating a frightened apprentice against a street which might not exist.

[9-38]  Everyone else walked around the gap. Nobody hesitated or looked into it. Riggers, net-menders, a grocer with a basket digging into her hip: each made the same shallow accommodation without breaking stride. Mira stopped a cooper in an oily apron. "What lies between Tallow Lane and the rope-walk?" "Naught but the lines, darling." He answered kindly, with no sign that he thought her question strange. When she pointed, his eyes followed her hand and found the drying hemp. She thanked him. He went on. She had wanted another pair of eyes to confirm hers. Instead she stood with her arm still raised after he had turned the corner.

[9-39]  The gray-coated man appeared at the far end of Tallow Lane between one chalk mark and the next. Later she would try to remember a doorway opening, footsteps, any ordinary approach. There was none she could recover. He wore a good hat and held an excellent umbrella, although the rain had stopped a full minute before. Nothing about him was conspicuous enough to describe to a guard. Good boots. A coat of the right cut. He looked down the lane with the settled attention of someone who had come for one particular thing and expected to find it. Mira lowered the chalk and waited to discover what that thing was.

[9-3A]  When the rain returned, it bent around him. Salt threads divided above his shoulders and met again below the coat. He stayed dry. She watched long enough to rule out a trick of the umbrella. She should have run. Instead she counted him, holding to a practice older than her apprenticeship: one man, two boots, three buttons fastened wrong. Four seconds without a movement. No shadow beneath him. There her count stopped. She looked at the wet cobbles where his shadow ought to have been, then at his face. He knew she had looked. There was time to move before he spoke, and she did not use it.

[9-3B]  He tipped his hat. The gesture was complete and courteous; it gave her nothing she could object to. "Apprentice." One word, in a voice that made her feel each of the measurements she had failed to take. He smiled, and she understood that she had been counted successfully. A cart rattled through the lane. Somewhere a man shouted at a gull. Mira blinked at the noise, and when she looked again the gray man had gone. Rain fell where he had stood. No departing footsteps, no coat at the next corner. She remained beside her chalk mark until standing still began to seem like an answer she was giving him.

[9-3C]  She walked to the end of Tallow Lane. Pride got her that far. Then she ran all the way up Cartwheel Rise, through the wicket and atrium, taking the final stair two steps at a time. At her bench she sat down hard. Three buttons wrong. No shadow. Apprentice. She put her hands among her tools, where nobody would think to ask why she was looking at them. Pell would listen, fold his hands, call Cray. Cray would write a file. And the gray man had used her rank as though he had already read one. She let her breathing quiet before looking up. No one needed to know she had run. She opened the sleeve-book to a clean part of the page and waited for her pen to stop shaking. The first attempt at the street-name was almost unreadable. She crossed it out, more neatly than necessary, and wrote Tallow again. For the present she could manage a name which belonged on an ordinary city map.

[9-3D]  Vey found her in the afternoon. "For you," he bellowed, setting down a flat parcel. Oilcloth, twine, her name in block dockside capitals: M. CALLOWAY, MEASURED GUILD. No sender or postmark. She asked who had brought it. He could not remember receiving it. "Morning tide, most likely." He said that with the easy conviction of someone who had never needed an arrival to be stranger than a tide. Before she could ask anything else he went away humming. The mail-registry lay open beside her. Her name had been entered, but the line above it contained nothing. She looked for a faint impression on the paper. There was none.

[9-3E]  She cut the twine with her survey knife. The oilcloth unfolded, smelling of salt and camphor and old paper. Inside lay a heavy, folio-sized book. Its leather was a color she recognized before she would let herself name it: the light under the parlor door, the held minute. She kept one hand on the wrapping rather than on the cover. No title. None on the spine either. Along the edges, tooling repeated a small flourish. She counted sixty-three of them, partly to delay what recognition would require of her. The Calloway comma. Her own unnecessary turn of the pen, impressed over and over into leather she had never touched.

[9-3F]  The first page held an inscription in fresh-looking ink: For Mira — you will write every word of this long before you believe it. Begin where all maps begin: with the coast you are afraid of. She read it three times. It was not merely handwriting like hers. There was the ascender she shared with Pell's prize draftsman; there the finicking serif he called her vice. But this hand did not correct itself where hers would have done. Someone had written with all her habits and none of her hesitation. She put her own written name beside it. The difference was not enough to make it another person's hand. That was the difficulty.

[9-40]  She turned the pages with her dividers. Charts filled the opening leaves: a drowned city behind green water, a jungle with its rain arrows pointing upward, a broken orbital ring. She stood over that last one. Stars carried dates of mending and loss in her own script. After the charts came entries, compressed into the ledger-hand she used when paper was dear. Their dates wandered through years she had not lived: yesterday, next Christmas, a Tuesday in a future November. She searched for an order and found none until she noticed the day-counters. Then she began reading those too, scarcely aware that her legs had grown stiff from standing.

[9-41]  Day 3,819. Day 4,402. Day -611. Day 7,777. The pages did not follow the counters. Near the middle she found Day 0, and stopped searching. The morning is ordinary. Oats, plums, her mother humming the kettle-song. A man with three buttons done wrong will count her in the salt rain. She will not tell the guild. She writes this exactly as I remember writing it, and I remember exactly how watched she feels. Mira looked up from the page. Apprentices worked at the other benches. A chair scraped; a pen was being sharpened. She had come here to stop feeling observed. The book lay open at the exact place she had tried to hide.

[9-42]  She compared the writing with four pages of her vigil-notes. Every recurring letter matched; the compass-rose flourish matched. She could not find the little accommodation another person's hand would have made. On the last written page stood today's date. Below it, in the margin: They will ask to inventory you. Refuse in your prettiest voice. Then find the man whose clocks are broken. She read the instruction once more without moving the dividers. Prettiest voice. She had a voice for asking a master to check his own sums, another for telling a customer the work would take longer. The writer appeared to know them both. She pressed her lips together. Even in a book full of impossible knowledge, being addressed with that easy familiarity could still annoy her. Plural: they. Not a warning that something might happen, but the next item in a sequence. She closed the book far enough to stop seeing her own hand instructing her, then opened it again to check the words.


[0-03]  BY EDICT OF HIS STILL MAJESTY: an hour is not yours. It never was. Every hour counted is an hour of the Crown's counting; private tallies are THEFT OF THE KING'S MINUTES. A hoarded minute is hoarded against the King. Be brief, citizen. He is counting.

[C-01]  (private; no clerk to copy) — Three pages are missing from the girl's file. Fitting. I wrote them once, before the crown, when I believed a missing page could remain missing. Bring me nothing. Do not approach her. The door will do the approaching; it always does. Light the blue lamp if she opens it.

[7-02]  Day 4,030, Vermilion: bought a clock that counts other people's minutes. The seller swears it came from the estate of the King's own engineer. Warm in the palm, like a held hand. I wound it. No thanks, of course. There never are.

[5-03]  NOT IN THE FILE — removed the apprentice's record this morning: three pages and the lineage flag. The Marshals will requisition it tomorrow. Let them requisition air. If the tariff-women are right about what the salt says she is, losing her to the index may keep her here to be found. Deleting can be a kind of keeping. — B.O.


[9-43]  She blamed the salt for her light-headedness. At six she left the guild with the book wrapped and strapped against her back. She did not look into the gap at Tallow Lane. Sorrel's cart was shut; a boy was attending to the eleventh lamp. At Peterman Lane she heard her mother before she saw her. Maeve sat behind the blue window-glass, humming the kettle-song in time with the mending frame. The one-note household tune worked through a length of bruised-looking sailcloth. Mira stood outside long enough to hear the verse turn. Then she opened the door, bringing the salt and a book she could not explain into the house.

[9-44]  Over herring, Maeve asked after the audit. "Postponed," Mira said. "Hm." Her mother left the answer alone, though not, Mira thought, because she believed it complete. Under the table Mira counted exits on her fingers. The sealed parlor had not altered, yet the house felt less safely shut than it had a week ago. After dinner she took a lamp to the sampler with its repaired HOME. Behind the frame the plaster bulged half an inch from the wall. She had found that hiding place at nine and told no one. The wrapped book fitted into it. She replaced the frame slowly, watching until the sampler hung as straight as before.

[9-45]  She kept the vigil. The drafting table was still at the arch, the six agreements beside it; red thread marked the distance she must not cross. The lamp was low enough to make the wax hard to read. She raised it, counted nine beads, then counted their positions. Two had slipped now. The first remained four inches below its original place. The second had joined it. She set down the lamp, wrote what had changed, and dated the observation. Seven beads remained where Cray had put them. She could not persuade herself that leaving the count unwritten would make it stop. Above her the house continued its small nighttime movements, indifferent to her arithmetic.

[9-46]  At the third hour she put her ear against the arch's seam. As a child she had listened that way to her father's search boat, trying to distinguish a returning step from the water against the hull. Here she heard wax ticking, dust settling, her own blood. Then, through them, a page turned. A small, dry, patient sound. She waited for another. She had hidden the book behind the sampler; she knew where it was. Whatever turned its pages in the sealed room did not hurry. Mira stayed outside the thread with her ear to the seam until the pressure of the wood began to hurt. She did not ask who was reading.

[9-47]  Find the man whose clocks are broken. She knew three men in the guild rolls who might fit, if she was willing to stretch the instruction. The wicket-keeper was employed by a clock; that scarcely counted. Old Mannery in the orrery loft kept clocks, but his ran. Then there was Kai Ingram. He had maintained the guild's master escapement before whatever had happened to his name. Apprentice gossip placed him over Surplus & Sons, drinking, collecting, and not being discussed by senior fellows except in lowered voices. She had heard the name twice, perhaps dreamed it once. Broken clocks gave her a direction. Trusting the book to provide it was another matter.


[3-02]  Day 3,999, Salt Meridian: tomorrow I land where the sea used to be. The salt is remembering me already, white ferns crusting the packs, growing on the outside of my life. I need to be remembered. It is embarrassing how much.

[F-04]  redivider.


[9-48]  Before bed she took the sampler down and opened the book once more at Day 0. Oats. Plums. Her mother humming the kettle-song. Mira read that phrase carefully. The kettle itself had sung at breakfast; Maeve had not. Maeve's humming belonged to the evening, nine hours later. The book had put the song in the wrong part of the day. She checked her own recollection, breakfast against the window she had stood outside, unwilling to surrender the discrepancy just because the rest of the entry knew so much. Nine hours. A mistake she could name and measure. She wrote the interval in her own book, with morning and evening on either side. No prediction, no argument over what a word might mean: two moments she had lived through. She could compare them. She put a small line under the result and felt her shoulders lower while the ink dried. For the first time that week she felt an unguarded pleasure. Whatever had written the book could be wrong.

[9-49]  In bed she listened to the house: a shutter, a beam, the kettle settling. The numbers returned, but less urgently. One sealed door. Two beads out of place. Four feet by tape; five words on the received chart; six agreeing measurements. Seven beads left to move. Eight hundred and nine feet of street, and nine hours missing from a song. Somewhere across the city, three pages had left her file; she did not know it, and had no place for them in her count. She had enough to hold without that. The intervals between numbers lengthened. Before she reached the end again she was asleep, and for once the door did not follow her into her dreams.

✦
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The Guild of Measured Hours


"An hour is a coin that spends itself. A door is a purse with a hole in it." — Guild aphorism, equally contested


✦  ✦  ✦

[9-4A]  The summons arrived at first bell on Saturday. The wicket-boy held it well away from his coat while Mira broke the guild seal. At sixth bell she was to present herself in the Chamber of Hours and answer for Peterman Lane, the anomalies in the Kellermaine survey, and sundry matters of inventory. Inventory. She read that word again. Ash rain settled on the vellum, fine and gray from the high furnaces of Undria's half-dream. By the time she brought the summons inside, it had softened the red seal to a dirty pink. She shut the street door gently. Downstairs another door was listening, or she had begun to behave as though it were. Neither possibility made slamming seem wise.

[9-4B]  Maeve read the summons at the mending frame. She sat without speaking until Mira had counted the same stitches twice. Then she rose and took her good blue shawl from the peg, where it had hung since the census before last. She pinned her hair with quick, economical movements. "A Calloway doesn't answer for this house alone." "Mother—" "Both of us. Good coats." Mira watched her test the pin and tuck one loose strand beneath it. She had spent the week trying to keep the worst of it from this woman. Now her mother was getting ready to
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