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Chapter 1: The Burned Specimens

By half past eleven on a wet March night, Miss Jessamy Tregarth had learned three things about Harbury and Pell’s riverside warehouse.

The first was that its night watchman could be persuaded to abandon his post for six minutes by the promise of hot kidneys at the Blue Compass tavern. The second was that rain found every crack in the roof except the one directly above the office stove. The third was that somebody had lied about where fourteen crates of botanical specimens had been collected.

The first two discoveries were useful. The third could alter the geography of an entire country.

Jessamy crouched between towers of tea chests with the hem of her brown wool skirt pinned above her boots. Damp curls had escaped the scarf tied around her head, and the little brass lamp at her elbow gave her round, freckled face a conspiratorial glow. She had placed three herbarium sheets upon an upturned crate. According to their labels, one specimen had been gathered near an Atlantic salt marsh, another on a high inland plateau, and the third in an arid valley hundreds of miles farther south.

According to the specimens, all three labels were nonsense.

“Now, my beauties,” she murmured, bending until the tip of her nose nearly brushed the paper. “You have been exceedingly patient with men who cannot tell one dust from another. I promise to be less tiresome.”

The dried leaves resembled tarnished silver lace. Each had been mounted beneath narrow strips of gummed paper and accompanied by a stiff card bearing date, altitude, collector, and locality. Jessamy ignored the respectable handwriting and touched a camel-hair brush to the underside of the first leaf. A drift of ochre powder fell onto black glass.

Pollen, certainly, but not from the plant itself.

She lifted the glass beneath a pocket lens. The grains were large, ridged, and faintly iridescent. The same unfamiliar pollen clung to all three specimens. So did a grey-green fungal bloom and minute splinters of translucent mineral that scratched ordinary glass.

Volcanic glass. Geothermal moisture. A flowering plant not represented in the Crown Meridian Society’s catalogues.

One ecosystem.

One place.

Jessamy sat back on her heels. Rain tapped the iron roof in a quickening rhythm. Beyond the brick walls, the Thames moved through the darkness with the deep, glutinous sound of something too immense to hurry.

Fourteen years earlier, her father had written from Tangier that he had found proof of a garden where no garden ought to exist. His next letter had contained only a list of plants, each drawn in a peculiar order. Then he had vanished. The Crown Meridian Society had called Gideon Tregarth an irresponsible amateur who had wandered beyond his competence. Its officers had returned his trunk to the family with two shirts, a broken field lens, and none of his notebooks.

Jessamy had been fourteen. She had believed them for exactly three days.

She drew the middle sheet closer. A pressed seedpod had split along one seam. Inside it lay a thread of pale fibre, almost transparent, wound twice around a black seed. No collector would bind a specimen in that fashion. Her father had done it when he wanted her to look beneath the obvious layer of a drawing. Twice around meant reverse the sequence. Black seed meant begin at the end.

Her pulse gave a hard, delighted leap.

“You were here,” she whispered.

The warehouse answered with a scrape.

Jessamy went still.

The sound had not come from the river. It had come from the loading floor beyond the tea chests, where the dark aisles ran between crates of cinchona bark, rubber, dried indigo, spices, and medical supplies. The watchman should still have been at the Blue Compass. Even if he had swallowed his supper whole, he could not have returned so quickly.

Jessamy pinched out the lamp flame.

Darkness collapsed around her. The warehouse possessed no true silence. Rain hissed against the roof. Ropes knocked against masts outside. Water ticked into metal buckets. Rats explored the walls with tiny industrious claws. Beneath those noises came the unmistakable pressure of a boot placed carefully on timber.

Then another.

She slid the three herbarium sheets together and tucked them inside the leather portfolio strapped beneath her coat. The remaining specimens belonged to Harbury and Pell, though the firm had shown little concern for them until that afternoon, when a junior clerk had mentioned that two gentlemen from the Crown Meridian Society intended to remove the southern collections before dawn.

Jessamy had intended to examine everything and leave no sign of her visit.

The gentlemen had apparently intended the same.

A hooded lantern opened somewhere to her left. A thin stripe of light passed along the floorboards and climbed the tea chests.

“Desk first,” a man said. “The labels and Tregarth papers. Nothing else matters.”

The second man answered in a whisper too low to distinguish.

Jessamy’s fear did not arrive as trembling. It arrived as a precise inventory. Two men. One lantern. At least one knew her father’s name. The nearest outer door lay thirty feet beyond them. The loading doors opened onto the wharf, but the crossbar would shriek when lifted. Above her, a narrow gallery led to the counting office and a window over the river. The drop from that window was survivable only if the tide had risen high enough and if she wished to discover how many dead dogs floated below.

Neither prospect appealed.

Her right hand found the small tin inside her coat pocket. Ground mustard, black pepper, powdered soapwort, and a pinch of dried euphorbia latex. She carried it for dogs, robbers, and men who handled rare specimens with dirty fingers.

The lantern light moved closer.

Jessamy eased backward between two stacks of crates. Her boot touched a loose packing slat. It shifted with a soft click.

The light stopped.

“Who is there?”

Jessamy held her breath.

A crate to her right bore a painted red symbol warning of inflammable contents. Spirits of camphor. Beyond it stood several barrels of lamp oil. An excellent arrangement for merchants who wished to insure their property and a deplorable one for uninvited botanists.

The first man stepped around the tea chest. He was broad across the shoulders, with a scarf pulled over the lower half of his face. His lantern illuminated Jessamy’s abandoned black glass.

“Someone has been working here.”

The second man came into view. He carried a short iron bar.

Jessamy rose from behind them and flung the contents of the tin directly into the lantern light.

The powder struck both men across the face. One shouted and dropped the lantern. The other swung the iron bar blindly. Jessamy ducked, seized the fallen lamp by its handle, and ran.

She made six strides before the first man caught the back of her coat.

The collar tightened against her throat. Jessamy twisted, drove her heel down his shin, and slammed the lantern into his forearm. Glass broke. Oil splashed across the floor. Flame crawled over the boards with shocking speed.

The man released her with a curse. His companion stumbled through the powder cloud, streaming tears, and overturned a packing table. Dry paper blossomed into fire.

“Idiot!” the first man shouted. “Get the portfolio!”

So they knew she had it.

Jessamy sprinted toward the gallery stairs. The first step cracked beneath her weight but held. She climbed three at a time, one hand on the rail, the other pressed over the portfolio beneath her coat. Below, the men coughed and swore. Fire ran along spilled oil toward the camphor crates.

At the top of the stairs, Jessamy kicked open the counting-office door.

The room smelled of ink, damp wool, and old tobacco. Ledgers covered the desk. A high window overlooked the wharf. She crossed to it and tugged at the latch.

Paint sealed the lower sash.

“Of course,” she said. “One should never allow fresh air to interfere with commerce.”

She seized the brass fire shovel from beside the stove and struck the pane. The first blow starred the glass. The second opened a jagged hole. Cold air rushed in, carrying rain and river fog.

Behind her, the office door slammed shut.

The broad man leaned against it, wiping his eyes with his sleeve. Without the scarf covering his face, he appeared older than she had expected, perhaps forty-five, with a broken nose and an ink-dark mark beneath his right ear. His companion had not followed.

“You have caused a great deal of damage, miss.”

Jessamy kept the shovel raised. “You brought an iron bar to steal dead leaves. I feel we surrendered ordinary standards of conduct some minutes ago.”

“The case under your coat belongs to my employer.”

“It belongs to Harbury and Pell, which is unfortunate, because I had almost decided to return it.”

“Do not be foolish. Hand it over, and you may leave.”

“There is a fire between me and the door.”

“There is a window behind you.”

“The river is cold.”

“You appear resourceful.” His gaze moved to the broken glass, then back to her face. “Your father was also resourceful. It did not profit him.”

The words entered Jessamy more cleanly than the iron bar could have done.

She lowered the shovel by half an inch. “You knew Gideon Tregarth?”

“I know that he should have burned what he found.”

“What did he find?”

The man smiled without humor. “Give me the portfolio.”

Smoke thickened beneath the door and curled through the gaps around its frame. Somewhere below, timber collapsed with a long, splintering roar. The office floor trembled.

Jessamy looked at the man’s watering eyes. The irritant still affected him. His right hand remained curled near his coat pocket. Pistol, knife, or simply habit. She could not wait for certainty.

She threw the shovel at the lamp behind him.

He flinched. Jessamy snatched the heavy ledger from the desk, hurled it into his chest, and ran at the door. He caught her arm. She drove her forehead into his broken nose.

Pain burst through her skull. The man howled and loosened his grip.

Jessamy wrenched the door open.

Fire had transformed the gallery into a red corridor. Flames climbed the stacked crates below, feeding on paper, straw, oil, and resin. The stairs were already burning. The second intruder was nowhere in sight.

Jessamy pulled her scarf over her mouth and ran along the gallery toward the river end of the warehouse. The boards beneath her boots grew hot. A pulley rope hung from a roof beam near the loading doors. It had been used to lift crates from barges. If the outer doors were open, she might lower herself to the wharf.

If they were not open, she would swing into a wall.

The broad man emerged from the smoke behind her.

“Stop!”

Jessamy reached the pulley rope, wound it around her forearm, and looked down.

The loading doors stood open. Rain blew through them in silver sheets. Ten feet below, a narrow wharf glistened beside the black river. A stack of grain sacks lay directly beneath the rope.

A reasonable landing, provided she ignored the flames licking toward the knots above.

She climbed over the gallery rail.

A hand closed around the back of her coat.

The man dragged her against the balusters. Jessamy twisted, but the rope trapped one arm. His other hand seized the portfolio beneath her coat and pulled. The leather strap cut across her shoulder.

“Let it go,” he snarled. “You do not know what you are carrying.”

“I know precisely what I am carrying.”

“You know plants. This concerns fortunes, governments, and men who do not forgive interference.”

“Plants have ruined more governments than you suppose.”

Jessamy stamped backward. Her heel struck his knee. He grunted but held on. The rail cracked beneath their combined weight.

A section of burning roof fell behind them.

The force of the collapse drove smoke and sparks along the gallery. The man released Jessamy to shield his face. She swung over the rail.

The pulley rope jerked through her hands.

For one breath she hung above the warehouse floor. Then the upper fastening snapped.

Jessamy fell.

The grain sacks broke part of the drop. Her shoulder struck first. Air vanished from her lungs. The broken pulley block crashed beside her, close enough to shower her cheek with splinters.

She rolled onto her back, unable to breathe, and watched the gallery rail disappear behind smoke.

A shape moved above. The broad man had followed her to the edge, but flames cut him off. He shouted something she could not hear.

Jessamy forced one breath into her chest, then another. Her left shoulder burned with pain but moved. Nothing appeared broken. She crawled off the sacks and staggered toward the loading doors.

The camphor crate exploded.

Heat struck her back like an enormous hand. She was thrown forward onto the wet wharf. The portfolio tore loose beneath her coat and skidded toward the river.

“No.”

Jessamy lunged after it.

A boot came down on the leather strap.

The second intruder stood between her and the river. His eyes were swollen nearly shut from the powder, and blood ran from a cut at his temple. He raised the iron bar.

Jessamy’s fingers closed around a length of loose chain on the wharf. She swept it at his ankles. He stumbled but did not fall. The iron bar came down.

A hand caught his wrist before the blow landed.

The newcomer wore no hat despite the rain. He was broad and solid rather than tall, with wet sandy-brown hair flattened across his forehead. A dark overcoat hung open above a physician’s black waistcoat. He twisted the intruder’s wrist with calm efficiency until the iron bar clattered onto the boards.

“Your arm will break at the elbow before the wrist,” he said. “That is not a threat. It is an anatomical fact.”

The intruder kicked at him.

The physician stepped aside and drove one shoulder into the man’s chest. They struck the warehouse wall. The intruder’s head snapped back against brick. He collapsed.

Jessamy snatched up the portfolio.

The physician looked at her. Pale green eyes assessed her face, her breathing, the angle at which she held her left arm, and the blood on her brow in one swift movement.

“Can you walk?”

“I have been doing so since infancy.”

“Can you walk now?”

“Yes.”

“Then move.” He pointed down the wharf. “The roof is going.”

Jessamy disliked orders in principle, but the warehouse roof groaned with enough authority to make the matter philosophical. She ran.

They reached the stone steps leading up to the lane as the river wall shuddered. Flaming beams crashed through the loading doors and sent sparks hissing across the water. Men shouted from neighboring warehouses. A bell began to clang. The night watchman appeared at the top of the steps, pale and open-mouthed, carrying a plate with one uneaten kidney upon it.

“What happened?” he cried.

“Commerce,” Jessamy said, and climbed past him.

The physician caught her elbow before she reached the lane. His grip was firm but not painful. “You are not going anywhere until I examine your pupils and determine whether the blood on your face belongs inside you.”

“That is an unnecessarily bleak way to phrase a simple question.”

“You struck your head.”

“Only against another head.”

“Then I am reassured beyond expression.” His face remained severe, but something very close to exasperated amusement entered his eyes. “Stand beneath that awning.”

A cooper’s workshop across the lane had a narrow roof over its door. Jessamy allowed herself to be guided beneath it because the rain had begun to run down her collar and because the warehouse bell had attracted a crowd. The physician removed a compact case from inside his coat.

“You carry instruments to warehouses at midnight?” she asked.

“I was collecting surgical spirits from the adjoining storehouse. They were delayed in customs, and the hospital requires them before morning.” He opened the case and selected a small lamp. “Follow the light with your eyes.”

Jessamy obeyed while watching him in return. He had a composed, square-featured face that might have appeared ordinary if not for its concentration. Rain shone on his lashes. His hands were capable and unhurried. When his left cuff shifted, she saw the edge of a burn scar climbing from his wrist beneath the sleeve.

He noticed her looking and pulled the cuff down.

“You have a bruise developing above your left eyebrow,” he said. “Your pupils respond evenly. Do you feel sick?”

“Only about the specimens.”

“Do you feel dizzy?”

“No.”

“Do you know your name?”

“Jessamy Tregarth.”

“Where are you?”

“Wapping, under a cooper’s awning, being questioned by a man who has not introduced himself.”

One corner of his mouth moved. “Dr. Keir Whitcombe.”

The name was familiar. Jessamy searched her memory and found it attached to an expedition medical report from North Africa, written with unusual respect for local assistants and suspiciously little praise for the commanding officer.

“You were an army surgeon.”

“I was.”

“The account said you left because of fever.”

“Accounts say many things.”

“That is certainly the lesson of the evening.”

His attention dropped to her left shoulder. “Lift your arm.”

Jessamy raised it to chest height before pain tightened across the joint.

“Higher.”

“I dislike being told what to do by strangers.”

“I dislike discovering fractures after patients have walked home on them. We must both endure disappointment.”

She lifted the arm farther. It hurt, but the movement remained smooth.

“Bruised,” Keir said. “Possibly strained. Not dislocated.” He touched the fabric near her collarbone, then stopped. “May I examine the shoulder?”

The question altered something she had been prepared to resent.

“You may examine it through the coat,” she said.

He did so, careful and impersonal. His fingers traced the line of the joint, tested pressure, and withdrew the moment he had learned what he needed.

Behind them, constables pushed through the gathering crowd. The unconscious intruder on the wharf had disappeared. Jessamy could see the place where he had fallen, but only the iron bar remained on the boards.

“Where is the man you stopped?” she asked.

Keir turned. His expression sharpened. “He was there.”

“He has recovered with admirable speed.”

“Or had assistance.” Keir closed his medical case. “Who attacked you?”

Jessamy looked at the burning warehouse. The broad man had not emerged. She could not decide whether that relieved or disturbed her. “I did not ask their names.”

“What did they want?”

“My portfolio.”

“What is in it?”

“Leaves.”

“Men seldom burn warehouses for leaves.”

“Men have burned libraries for paper and cities for spices. You give them too much credit for proportion.”

Keir studied her. His gaze rested briefly on the green pigment staining her right forefinger and then on the portfolio clutched beneath her coat.

“You entered the warehouse voluntarily,” he said.

“Your diagnostic gifts are extraordinary.”

“The watchman looked guilty before he looked frightened. You were not dressed for an evening visit, and you had a lamp, a lens, and a powder capable of incapacitating two men. You expected to be alone and intended not to be noticed.”

“I intended to work quietly.”

“You broke into the building.”

“I entered through an insufficiently defended side door.”

“That is a decorative description of burglary.”

“Burglary generally involves taking property. I had not yet decided to do that.”

He stared at her for a long moment. Then he said, “You are either very fortunate or very practiced.”

“Those conditions are not mutually exclusive.”

A constable approached with his notebook open. “Doctor, did you see how the fire began?”

Keir looked at Jessamy.

She gave him her most honest expression, which friends had assured her was indistinguishable from mischief.

“I saw a man attempting to strike Miss Tregarth on the wharf,” Keir said. “I restrained him. He appears to have escaped while I examined her.”

“And before that?”

“I was in the adjoining storehouse.”

The constable turned to Jessamy. “You were inside?”

“I was examining botanical goods on behalf of a scholarly institution.”

“Which institution?”

Jessamy opened her mouth.

“The Crown Meridian Society,” Keir said.

She looked at him.

His expression did not change. “Miss Tregarth is a botanical specialist attached to its revision offices.”

The constable’s suspicion softened into the deference inspired by a marble building, a royal patron, and several dozen famous men. “Then we shall need the Society to confirm your purpose. You may be required to give a statement in the morning.”

“I shall prepare one,” Jessamy said.

When the constable moved away, she lowered her voice. “Why did you say that?”

“Because it is true.”

“Officially, I am a colorist and copyist.”

“Official accounts say many things.”

His use of her own remark made her want to smile. She resisted because he was looking at the portfolio again.

“You should take that to someone you trust,” he said. “Not home. Whoever attacked you knew your name and expected you here.”

Jessamy’s humor left her. “You heard them?”

“I heard one man say Tregarth before the explosion. I assumed he meant you.”

“He may have meant my father.”

Keir’s gaze returned to her face. “Is your father involved?”

“He has been missing for fourteen years.”

“I am sorry.”

“Do not be. You did not lose him.”

The words came sharper than she intended. Keir did not answer with apology or rebuke. He merely inclined his head, as if acknowledging a border she had marked.

A second bell joined the first. Firemen unrolled hoses near the lane. The warehouse roof gave another deep groan.

Keir took a card from his case and handed it to her. “My rooms are in Bloomsbury. If the dizziness begins, if you vomit, or if the pain in your shoulder worsens, send for me. Do not go to sleep alone tonight.”

“That last instruction is rather broad for a first acquaintance.”

This time he did smile, though briefly. “Ask a friend to remain awake with you for several hours. I was referring to concussion, Miss Tregarth.”

“I understood you.”

“I suspected that you did.”

He stepped away, then paused. “The substance you threw. Euphorbia?”

“With mustard and soapwort.”

“Dangerous near the eyes.”

“So is an iron bar.”

“Use less latex next time.”

“You are presuming there will be a next time.”

“You broke into a warehouse at midnight to examine leaves.” He glanced at the fire, the escaped attacker, and the portfolio beneath her arm. “I am making a medical prediction.”

Then he turned toward the adjoining storehouse, where two laborers were attempting to roll barrels of surgical spirits away from the heat.

Jessamy watched him go. She disliked his confidence, his questions, and the way he had assessed her injuries as if every bone in her body had submitted a report to him. She also remembered that he had asked before touching her shoulder, had lied to the constable without making her appear helpless, and had not demanded the portfolio in exchange for his assistance.

A complicated man, then. She had always found simple ones disappointing.

The watchman hovered near the awning, still holding his plate. “Miss, I swear nobody was to come before dawn. The two gentlemen said they had Society authority.”

“What gentlemen?”

“I never saw their faces. A clerk brought the message this afternoon.”

“Which clerk?”

“From Meridian Hall. Thin fellow, black whiskers. He showed me the seal.”

Jessamy looked at the burning warehouse.

Someone inside the Crown Meridian Society had arranged to remove the southern specimens. Someone else—or perhaps the same person—had sent men to recover her father’s papers. The collection had not been neglected. It had been hidden in plain sight, mislabeled so no one would connect its parts.

And now much of it was ash.

She waited until the watchman turned to answer a constable, then slipped into the shadow beside the cooper’s shop. Beneath the awning, she opened the portfolio.

The three sheets had survived, though smoke darkened their edges. The first leaf remained intact. The second had torn across the label. The third—the one containing the bound seed—had been scorched at one corner.

Jessamy lifted the seedpod with tweezers from her pocket. The pale fibre around the black seed had loosened in the heat. Beneath it, pressed into the fold of the mounting paper, lay a strip of onion-skin parchment no wider than her smallest finger.

She drew it free.

The ink had faded to brown. The marks were not words but tiny botanical forms: a five-petaled flower, a forked root, three narrow leaves, a spiral tendril, and a blackened seed.

Her father’s private alphabet.

Jessamy could not yet read the full sequence, but she recognized the final sign. He had used it in childhood notes when he hid presents in the garden and expected her to find them.

Begin where water burns.

Across the lane, Keir Whitcombe looked up from the barrel he was helping to move.

For one suspended instant, his pale green eyes met hers through the rain and smoke.

Jessamy folded the parchment into her glove.

Then the warehouse windows burst outward, and the night filled with flying glass.


Chapter 2: A Valley That Cannot Exist

At nine o’clock the following morning, the Office of Revisions smelled of wet wool, burnt paper, and Lady Hester Calderwyn’s disapproval.

The last of these had no physical source, but Jessamy had known it long enough to recognize its presence before the lady herself spoke. Hester sat at the narrow central table in a gown of iron-grey silk, one gloved hand resting upon a silver-headed cane. Her white hair was arranged with the austere precision of a legal argument. The other four women of the office occupied the mismatched chairs around her, each studying Jessamy with a different expression.

Corisande Peverell looked severe enough to redraw the boundary of a country out of displeasure. Miss Verity Loxley had removed her spectacles and was polishing them, which meant she was trying not to laugh. Miss Euphemia Quill watched Jessamy with the attentive sympathy of a woman translating a confession in a foreign language. Miss Lavinia Strathellick leaned back against a cabinet with her arms folded, her auburn hair escaping its pins and her mouth already curved in delight.

Jessamy stood before them in a borrowed blue gown with her left arm in a sling she did not require and deeply resented.

Hester tapped the cane once against the floor. “You broke into a private warehouse.”

“I entered a private warehouse through a door whose lock had been neglected by its owners.”

“You bribed the watchman.”

“I bought him supper.”

“You set fire to the building.”

“That is an uncharitable simplification. A man dropped a lantern after I threw botanical irritant into his face. The fire was the result of several poor decisions, only one of which was mine.”

Hester’s gaze did not soften. “You then allowed a former military surgeon to identify you to the police as a scientific specialist of this Society.”

“I did not allow him. Dr. Whitcombe has the distressing habit of acting upon conclusions before consulting those affected by them.”

Lavinia made a thoughtful sound. “That appears to be a common trait among physicians, admirals, and aunts.”

“Do not encourage her,” Corisande said.

“I am not encouraging her. I am establishing a classification.”

Verity placed her spectacles back on her nose. “The more urgent question is whether the warehouse was deliberately burned. If Jessamy’s account is accurate, the intruders searched for labels and Tregarth papers before the fire began.”

“My account is accurate,” Jessamy said. “I may embellish supper invitations, but I do not embellish evidence.”

Corisande’s dark hazel eyes moved to the leather portfolio on the table. Its edges were blackened and the strap nearly severed. “Show us.”

Jessamy released the sling, flexed her bruised shoulder, and ignored Hester’s narrowing eyes. She opened the portfolio with both hands.

Three mounted specimens lay inside. During the remaining hours of darkness, she had dried them near the stove in Euphemia’s rooms, copied every visible mark, and separated the loose pollen onto labelled glass slips. The strip of onion-skin parchment rested beneath a protective sheet.

She placed the first herbarium specimen before Corisande. “Read the locality.”

Corisande examined the card. “Salt marshes south of Mogador. Collected in April 1868 by Edwin Marchbank.”

Jessamy set the second beside it. “And this one?”

“High plateau east of the Anti-Atlas. June 1871. Collected by someone whose name has been scraped away.” Corisande angled the paper toward the window. “Not scraped. The surface fibres are unbroken. The card was prepared with a blank space and later darkened to resemble abrasion.”

“The third?”

Corisande read it. “Western desert basin. September 1874. Gideon Tregarth.”

The room became very quiet.

Hester looked from the card to Jessamy. “The Society catalogue contains no registered specimen from your father’s final journey.”

“No registered specimen,” Jessamy said. “Only a misplaced one. Or several hundred misplaced ones, if the warehouse inventory is honest.”

“Harbury and Pell supplied the Society with imported botanical material during those years,” Euphemia said. “Their invoices appear in the expedition accounts. They may have stored collections on the Society’s behalf.”

“Without cataloguing them?” Lavinia asked. “That sounds less like storage and more like burial.”

Jessamy moved the three specimens into a line. “The plants are different species. The labels claim they were collected hundreds of miles apart in different years and seasons. Yet all three carry the same foreign pollen, the same fungal growth, and the same splinters of volcanic glass.”

Verity leaned closer. “Could contamination have occurred in the warehouse?”

“No. The pollen is trapped beneath the leaves and inside folded bracts. It settled while the plants were fresh. The fungal growth began before pressing; see how it follows the living veins rather than the paper. As for the glass, some fragments are embedded in dried mud around the roots.”

Jessamy lifted one glass slip and passed it to her. “The grains belong to a flowering plant absent from every catalogue I could reach last night. They have a ridged outer wall and a translucent coating. The fungus requires constant warmth and moisture. The plant itself shows drought adaptation. Those conditions should not coexist across the sites named on the labels.”

“But they might coexist in one sheltered ecosystem,” Verity said.

“A valley with geothermal heat,” Jessamy replied. “Enclosed, fertile, and isolated beyond an arid escarpment.”

Lavinia unfolded her arms. “A hidden garden in the desert.”

“A hidden ecosystem,” Jessamy corrected. “Gardens imply a gardener, though in this case there may be one. The specimens show selective cultivation. The cut stems are too uniform, and the seedpods were harvested at different stages of maturity.”

Hester’s attention sharpened. “Then someone lives there.”

“Or lived there when the specimens were collected.” Jessamy touched the third label. “My father reached it in 1874. The other dates prove he was not the first outsider to carry material away, and perhaps not the last.”

Corisande picked up the parchment strip. “And this?”

“He hid it inside the specimen.”

“Can you read it?”

“Not completely. The final sign means begin where water burns. The remaining figures are plant symbols from a private system he taught me as a child. Each may stand for a letter, a direction, a terrain, or an instruction to reverse the sequence. I need more of his plates to establish the grammar.”

“You said the attackers asked for Tregarth papers,” Hester said.

“One of them also said my father should have burned what he found. He implied that the discovery concerned fortunes and governments.”

“And you did not tell the police.”

“I told the police that two men attacked me. I did not tell them that the Crown Meridian Society may be concealing a fertile valley, my father’s work, and an unknown plant with properties somebody considers worth murder and arson.”

“That was prudent,” Corisande said.

Hester turned her head. “You are not permitted to call burglary prudent merely because Jessamy survived it.”

“I did not call the burglary prudent. I called her silence prudent. The distinction is important.”

Jessamy gave Corisande a grateful glance. Corisande did not return it, but the small white scar through her eyebrow eased as if she had accepted the thanks.

The Office of Revisions occupied three narrow rooms hidden behind the engraving floor. The walls were lined with maps, route books, specimen drawings, and shelves of damaged journals that no celebrated explorer had bothered to repair. Above them, presses thudded with steady force. Metal type clicked. Men shouted measurements and paper counts. The whole building labored to transform uncertain human observation into the clean authority of print.

The public believed discovery occurred in deserts, jungles, ice fields, and ruined cities. Jessamy knew that a second discovery occurred here, where contradictions were compared and inconvenient facts removed.

Her father had once told her that a plant label was a promise between the collector and every person who came afterward. A false label did more than misname a place. It made future knowledge grow crooked.

Someone had made an entire collection crooked on purpose.

Verity selected the first leaf and held it against the light. “If we accept that the specimens share an origin, can we estimate where?”

“Not precisely.” Jessamy drew a sheet of rough paper from the portfolio. “The volcanic glass narrows the geology. The drought adaptations place the surrounding region within a severe arid belt. The fungal growth suggests a valley with constant vapor or subterranean water. My father’s surviving letter came from Tangier, but that proves only where he last posted it.”

Corisande pulled a wall map down over the table. “What about the routes of the named collectors?”

“Marchbank’s published journal claims he never traveled south of Mogador.”

“Published journals are performances,” Corisande said. “His supply accounts may be more honest.”

Euphemia rose and crossed to a cabinet. “Marchbank wrote to the French naturalist Auguste Delon. Delon’s papers were included in the correspondence we translated for the atlas supplement.”

“You remember every letter you translate?” Lavinia asked.

“I remember the ones in which Englishmen describe their own courage at greater length than the landscape.” Euphemia opened a drawer and withdrew a bundle tied with blue tape. “Marchbank mentioned an unnamed physician who treated his party after ‘the sleep of death’ took three porters. The official journal says they suffered heat exhaustion.”

Jessamy turned. “The sleep of death?”

“It may be a phrase rather than a diagnosis. I shall find the original.”

She sat and began sorting pages. Her movements were composed, but Jessamy knew the signs of intense thought: the slight stillness of her shoulders, the way her lips silently formed French words before she committed them to English.

Lavinia approached the specimens. “Could a plant make living men appear dead?”

“Several can slow breathing or cause paralysis,” Jessamy said. “Curare preparations, certain alkaloids, improperly handled medicinal extracts. But a compound powerful enough to create convincing death without reliably killing the subject would be medically valuable.”

“And commercially valuable,” Hester said.

The room’s warmth seemed to diminish.

Corisande traced a finger along the western coast of North Africa. “This may explain why the labels were scattered across false localities. Whoever possessed the collection wanted the plants available for study but did not want anyone reconstructing the ecosystem.”

“Or the route,” Jessamy said. “If the plant cannot be cultivated elsewhere, control of the valley means control of the drug.”

Verity frowned. “Could it be cultivated elsewhere?”

“I cannot answer from dead leaves. Soil, temperature, pollinators, water chemistry, fungal partners—remove one element and the plant may fail. Men who imagine possession begins with cutting a stem are often astonished when the stem dies.”

Lavinia’s mouth curved. “You sound pleased by their disappointment.”

“I am never pleased by the death of a plant. I am occasionally pleased by the education of a fool.”

Euphemia found the letter and spread it flat. “Marchbank writes that the afflicted men had no visible breath and no response to pain. A local woman treated them with smoke from a bitter resin and an infusion administered beneath the tongue. Two recovered. One died because Marchbank’s assistant bled him before she arrived.”

“Does he name the woman?” Jessamy asked.

“No. He calls her ‘the mountain doctress.’” Euphemia’s expression cooled. “He names the assistant who bled the porter in the next sentence and praises his composure.”

Hester rested both hands on the head of her cane. “The Society’s public lecture this afternoon concerns a proposed western Sahara expedition. Lord Cyril Wroxham is expected to announce his support.”

Jessamy looked up. “Why was I not told?”

“You were occupied setting fire to Wapping.”

“Before last night.”

“The preliminary proposal came from Dr. Horace Lumley. He claims variations in imported medicinal barks indicate an unrecorded transition zone beyond the Anti-Atlas.” Hester’s voice acquired a sharper edge. “His summary was delivered to the Office of Expeditions three days ago. I requested a copy and was refused.”

“Lumley cannot distinguish a cambium layer from a tea stain.” Jessamy gathered the sheets. “He has seen these










































































































































































































































































































































