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      For the revolutionaries.
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      ꩜




      BEFORE WE BEGIN




      I have a confession to make.




      The story you hold in your hands is not wholly original. It is possible that some privileged few of you will recognize certain characters and plot points in this tale from my debut novel, The Smoke Hunter, which was released in 2016 by Grand Central Publishing.




      I had always intended for The Smoke Hunter to be the first of several adventures for Ellie and Adam, but for various reasons I had to put that dream aside for several years.




      When I finished writing my London Charismatics series, I knew that I wanted to come back to these characters and their world—but the story needed a brush-up. (Ten years more writing experience shows.)




      The brush up turned into a complete reinvention. New scenes were added, while others were taken away. Characters were more elegantly defined or changed up entirely. Plot threads were transformed and tightened. A great deal more history found its way into the story.




      The result is the book that I always wanted to write, but simply didn’t have the know-how to create a decade ago. Readers of The Smoke Hunter will recognize elements of the story they enjoyed, but they will also find much that is new, and I believe they will enjoy even more fun and adventure than they did before.




      And yes, my loves—there will be more to come for Ellie and Adam.




      Happy reading.


    


  




  

    

      And so the Forefathers held counsel again. “What shall we do with them now? Let their sight reach only to that which is near; let them see only a little of the face of the earth! … Are they not by nature simple creatures of our making? Must they also be gods?”




      The Popol Vuh




      English translation by Delia Goetz and Syvanus G. Morley


    




    

      


    


  




  

    

      ꩜




      PROLOGUE




      Cayo District, New Spain, 1632




      Friar Vincente Salavert had never imagined that he would await holy martyrdom while covered in hives.




      For weeks now, he had been imprisoned in a hole in the ground. It was a relatively comfortable hole, as holes went. His captors had lowered down woven blankets and a rough mattress stuffed with dried palm fronds, dropping them through the ragged gap thirty feet overhead. There was even a convenient crack in the stone floor through which Salavert could take care of the more humiliating necessities.




      The mosquitoes still managed to find him.




      It was all rather in keeping with the theme of the last six years of Salavert’s life—a saga of dreams, itching, and abysmal disappointment.




      ⸻




      Six years ago, Salavert crossed the sea to the New World alight with visions of sainthood. What other fate could possibly await a man who had committed his body and soul to the salvation of a continent yet ignorant of Christ’s grace?




      The reality of his situation became clear to him shortly after he arrived in the festering, fly-infested mission of San Pedro Flores.




      Some of the local people had received the blessing of being relocated from their wretched villages to the mission’s settlement, a move that brought them from ignorance into the light of the Holy Roman Church. Yet as soon as they were done mouthing the proper responses to the Latin liturgy, they returned to their cabins to set out flowers and fruit for strangely-named saints whom Salavert knew no pope would ever recognize.




      The villagers who didn’t trudge along to services simply ran away, or engaged in outright revolt—or they died as smallpox ravaged through the community, forcing the mission’s hired mercenaries to go out and round up a new batch of converts.




      None of this boded well for Salavert’s heavenly prospects. He had dreamed of doing great things in the name of God—the sort of things that might eventually see him rewarded with a nice, cushy cathedral post or maybe even a move to the Vatican. But one did not get to the Vatican by way of mass graves and followers who ran away from you.




      Then Salavert heard the whispers of a great city hidden in the unexplored vastness of the mountains to the west—rumors of a gleaming metropolis where even the poor laborers drank from jeweled goblets and the kings slept in rooms paved with gold.




      No man Salavert spoke with had seen this legendary place for themselves. The stories came in tantalizing hints and fragments… but it was enough to resurrect a tiny seed of hope from the rot of Salavert’s dying ambitions.




      If he could gain the ear of a true king, Salavert had no doubt that he could bring the great man into the grace of the church. And where a king went, surely his subjects would be compelled to follow. Salavert could be single handedly responsible for converting an entire nation.




      Surely this was the great destiny that he had known awaited him since he was first called to the service of his faith.




      Salavert pleaded with his abbot until at last he was granted permission to investigate the rumors of the hidden city. Accompanied by one of his brothers in Christ, he headed into the wilderness alongside two dozen of their new local converts, who had been assigned to carry the essential food and supplies.




      Half of the converts escaped as soon as they left the mission.




      Salavert trekked northwest with the others through crocodile-infested swamps and snake-riddled wasteland. Halfway through the second week, the food ran out. The converts harvested strange plants and killed animals that Salavert felt certain were forbidden in Leviticus. He stoutly refused to sully himself by eating them… at least, until he got a bit hungrier.




      At last they reached a range of high, dark mountains where no Christian foot had ever stepped. What lay within those unknown peaks was a mystery even the wildest men could not illuminate.




      Salavert plunged into that wilderness, trusting God to lead him to his destiny.




      God was determined to test him. Salavert and his brothers remained lost for weeks in a verdant hell, subsisting on fruits that made his skin break out in a rash, and insects—which were surprisingly palatable.




      Eventually, he knew he must find civilization or die… and at last, his prayers were answered. Like a dream glimpsed through a haze of desperation, the clouds before him parted, and the light of heaven gilded the secret Salavert had been seeking.




      The city was even more magnificent than the rumors had promised. Truly, there was no place on earth so near to paradise… or to hell.




      The people of the gilded kingdom took Brother Francesco first, restraining his arms and holding a bowl of smoldering herbs under his nose. His eyes rolled up in his head as he went limp in their arms. A band of painted acolytes dragged him up the massive steps of their gleaming pyramid and disappeared inside the idolatrous temple at its summit.




      Francesco did not emerge again.




      Three days later, Salavert was forced, stumbling, toward a neat row of rectangular pyres on the outskirts of the city. He feared he would be compelled onto one of them to meet his death in flames—and then realized that the pyres were already full. The pitch-soaked stacks of kindling held the bodies of several of his converts. The bodies bore no sign of violence, but Salavert knew without doubt that their deaths had not been natural. They had been murdered by some foul means for their failure to recant, or as a sacrifice to the demon gods of this place.




      The people of the city gathered around the pyres, watching with a solemn stillness Salavert might almost have mistaken for grief.




      As one of their demon priests set his torch to the wood, Salavert realized with a start that several of the corpses were marked with raw, red lesions.




      He knew the significance of those signs all too well. The oozing pustules were a clear indication of the smallpox pestilence.




      Flames whirled up to consume the bodies—but it was too late. The disease had already been unleashed. It would sweep across this place like a wind. Salavert had seen how it ravaged the villages near the mission of San Pedro de Flores, leaving them empty of everything but ghosts and flies.




      He realized that he had indeed been called to this unholy place by God—but the instrument of redemption that he had been chosen to deliver was not prayer.




      It was death.




      ⸻




      Weeks passed, and the regular deliveries of food and water Salavert had enjoyed in his prison became more sporadic. He took to shouting through the ragged opening overhead about the deplorable conditions in which he was being held.




      No one answered.




      At last, he resigned himself to the truth. It was not the red robes of a cardinal or a choice post at the Vatican that God had chosen for him. Salavert had been destined for martyrdom.




      He strove to await his glorious death with grace and equanimity—at least when he wasn’t frantically scratching himself and cursing at the ever-present bugs.




      Finally, a rope unfurled from above, slapping down to the stones beside him. Salavert woke from his doze with a jerk of surprise, and was hauled back to the surface.




      The men who fetched him were weak with fever and covered with sores. As they marched him to the center of the city, Salavert found that the paradise he had seen on his arrival had been transformed into a nightmare.




      Black clouds rose from burning fields. Bodies were piled in fly-haunted masses. More of them lay where they had fallen along the verges of the great plaza. The air was dense with smoke and the stench of rot.




      His captors dragged him to the tiered pyramid that loomed like a pale ghost through the haze. Salavert staggered up each massive step, half-carried by the guards until they reached the pinnacle.




      Someone waited for him there—a slight figure made larger by the elaborate feather headdress and jade breastplate of a priest.




      But this was no priest. It was a woman of perhaps thirty with umber-hued skin and fiery golden eyes. The beauty of her face was marred by an unseemly old scar on her cheek, a jagged lightning bolt of puckered skin that any self-respecting lady back in Spain would have kept hidden under a veil.




      Around her neck hung a medallion of dark stone. Salavert had last seen the ornament on the chest of the most prominent man who had watched over the slaughter of his converts. It was a symbol of rank he was sure this mere woman would never have attained if not for the plague.




      With horror, Salavert wondered whether martyrdom at the hand of a female would even count in the eyes of God.




      The priestess made an authoritative gesture, and the two guards pulled a dark hood over Salavert’s head. The cloth stank of another man’s fear as it enclosed him in darkness.




      He stumbled blindly along an obscure, tortuous path of rough stones and low, tight turns. The air around him grew cool.




      At long last, the bag was pulled from his head. To his profound surprise, Salavert found himself inside a massive cave filled with soaring pillars and graceful veils of stone. It looked like a cathedral formed by the hand of God from the very earth itself. The vast space whispered with the soft hush of the glittering water that ran across the floor to a deep pool at the far end of the cavern.




      At the center of the vast space lay a flat, black disk, smooth and clear enough to reflect phantom glimmers of the nearby torches.




      It was a mirror—a great mirror made of stone. The dark perfection of its surface in the still, haunted atmosphere of the cavern transfixed him.




      As the guards pushed Salavert closer, he was haunted by the unexpected sense that something murmured to him through the soft crackle of the flames and the gentle susurration of the water.




      It sang of dreams—and of glory.




      The priestess took a black obsidian dagger from the sheath at her belt.




      The spell over Salavert broke in a fresh, desperate pulse of fear. His scream echoed off the delicate frills of stone, but the guards held him fast, dragging him to the edge of the glass as the priestess began her incantation.




      The melodic tones of her profane liturgy melded with the fading echo of his terror, and the uncannily resonant walls of the cave transformed her worship and his fear into a symphony.




      Salavert began to recite the last contrition, grasping frantically for some semblance of control. He would not achieve sainthood while shrieking like a maniac. As a row of insect bites on his back took up itching again, he determined that he would meet his end with dignity.




      The priestess drew the blade across the skin of her palm. She whispered a few phrases laced with grief and desperation, then knelt at the edge of the mirror and pressed her bleeding hand to the surface.




      Smoke welled up from between her fingers. The priestess leaned into it, breathing deeply. Her eyes glazed over.




      The air around Salavert grew colder as he realized that something was at work in that unholy cathedral—something old and powerful.




      Something that had nothing at all to do with God.




      With her eyes still unfocused, the woman extended her free hand, uttering a single word of command. Salavert bit back another yelp as the guards forced him to his knees. He closed his eyes, preparing for the inevitable blow.




      Instead, the woman grasped the neck of his robe. With shocking strength, she pulled his face into the column of smoke that rose from the place where her blood met the mirror’s surface.




      With a gasp, Salavert inhaled… and the cave around him vanished.




      ⸻




      Vincente Salavert stood in the soaring nave of the cathedral at the heart of his native Valencia—a rich and glorious monument to the might of God.




      He wore the robes of a bishop. They looked very fetching on him, as he’d always known they would.




      The pews were deserted. Candles flickered along the aisle, but all the reverent activity that Salavert should be nobly overseeing—the murmured prayers and quiet footsteps—was gone.




      Only silence remained… silence, and a woman.




      The barbarian priestess with the unsightly scar on her face stood at the altar, holding the cathedral’s prize—the Santo Cáliz, a chalice of finely wrought gold and blood-red agate believed by many to be the Holy Grail itself. It fit her small brown hands as though it had been made for them.




      Her heathen trappings had been replaced by white robes. She looked as sad and solemn as the Holy Virgin.




      “What is this witchcraft?” Salavert cried, mustering an admirable tone of holy outrage as he pointed a finger at where she stood.




      The fiendish woman ignored him as she held the chalice to her breast.




      “I do not know what I will see,” the woman said.




      Her words had the aura of a confession. They met Salavert’s ears in the warm tones of his native Valencian, yet other languages with which Salavert was far less comfortable seemed to weave within and between.




      “I am torn by too many desires. I want… conquest.” Her gold-flecked eyes flashed to Salavert. The cold, fierce rage in them made his bowels go over a bit shaky. “I want to raise the dead,” she continued, and her expression shifted to one of fresh and terrible grief.




      “Those are unholy desires,” Salavert pronounced, mustering a little spurt of holy authority.




      “They are,” the woman softly agreed.




      She looked down at the holy chalice in her hands.




      “We have been like gods,” she said. “But we bought our power with blood… and death.”




      The cathedral around Salavert shivered—and then changed. The space grew immense. Pews stretched into a dim and terrible distance.




      All of them were full. The seats were packed with row upon row of seated corpses, their skin blackened with death. Unnatural red mouths opened over hearts and across throats.




      The horror of it rooted Salavert where he stood—and then the woman was there, her eyes blazing as she glared up at him from a breath away.




      “You would give it more,” she declared fiercely. “You and those who rule you. You who already tear the world apart for what you want.”




      The priestess hissed the word like a curse. Salavert felt the sting of it like a whip against his skin and flinched back from her.




      “I have seen you,” she said coldly. “I saw you long before you came here. I know exactly what you are.”




      She closed her eyes and stepped back. The cathedral returned to a familiar space of candlelit shrines and a soaring nave that would have framed Salavert’s sermons very nicely.




      “We bought it all with blood,” the woman repeated softly.




      She raised her eyes to him with a look of desperation. The look shifted, hardening into determination, and Salavert was overcome by a sense of terrible anticipation.




      “W-What are you going to do?” he stammered.




      The priestess turned to face the altar where the chalice of Christ glimmered in red glory.




      “I will choose,” she declared.




      The words echoed through the emptiness of the cathedral like the tolling of a bell.




      She dropped to her knees, pressing her small hands to the stones of the floor. Salavert felt the tremor of it through his shoes. Gold flaked from his vestments, shivering to the ground.




      “I want to end this,” the woman vowed.




      Her voice broke against the force of her words.




      An answer rasped through the hollow space around them. It smelled of dry earth and bones—of incense and the green of growing things. A strange wind stirred the folds of Salavert’s robes, chasing uncanny chills up his skin.




      The wind passed, and the cathedral was deserted once more.




      The woman let out a short, hard laugh like the croak of a carrion bird.




      “So that is to be the way of it,” she said.




      It seemed to Salavert that he could see flames burning behind her eyes.




      “Wake up,” she ordered.




      ⸻




      He came to himself choking as he lay at the edge of the devilish mirror. Beside him, the priestess pushed herself upright with shaking arms as the two guards watched from a distance in stoic silence.




      She climbed painfully to her feet and gave a sharp command in her idolatrous language. The two men responded with a shocked exclamation, clearly doubting the evidence of their own ears—but the priestess’s look left no room for debate.




      The guards grabbed Salavert by his tattered cassock and yanked him away from the mirror.




      Clearly they were moving him somewhere. Perhaps they would bring him to a more prestigious place for his martyrdom.




      He hoped that was the case. If his death took place in this devil-haunted underworld, Salavert found himself terribly afraid that God might fail to notice it.




      Salavert’s captors shoved him forward. He staggered to keep upright. The men marched him up a close, winding staircase to a dim chamber carved with images of pagan idolatry. Glancing through its narrow windows, Salavert realized that he stood inside the temple at the top of the city’s massive pyramid.




      The priestess was the last to emerge. As she straightened, she turned to where Salavert waited between the two guards.




      She drew her black knife.




      Salavert swallowed another undignified shriek at his impending demise—but once again, the woman’s blade moved to her own body rather than his. She severed a leather thong at her throat and caught the weight of the black medallion in her hand.




      Grabbing his wrist, the priestess forced the cursed thing into his palm.




      Salavert gaped down at it. A demon grinned back at him from the medallion’s carved black surface. The stone felt cool against his palm—uncannily so, given that it had just been worn against a woman’s skin.




      He knew that he should toss it aside. He was a man of God. He should not suffer such a wicked object to contaminate his holy person.




      But Salavert did not toss it aside. Instead, his fingers curled over the stone as though of their own accord.




      They wanted to hold it. They wanted to keep it close.




      The priestess watched his fingers clench around the medallion. As she did, the great effort that had been bearing her up suddenly gave way. She looked younger and more vulnerable than she had before. Sorrow and exhaustion darkened her eyes.




      She spoke a single word. Though he did not know the tongue, Salavert found himself entirely certain of its meaning.




      Go.




      He offered no resistance as the guards hauled him toward the doorway that would lead them out of the temple. Only as he was about to pass from that heathenish space did he look back.




      Stones rasped together as the entrance to the passage slid shut and sealed with a thud. Kneeling on the ground where the opening had been, the priestess pushed a small, square block back into place against the wall.




      As Salavert watched, she lifted the knife over her head—then plunged it deep into her own chest. She slumped back against the wall, her blood seeping out across the stones.




      With nothing but smoke and silence at his back, Friar Vincente Salavert hitched up his tattered robes and ran.


    


  




  

    

      ꩜




      One




      Morning




      April 7, 1898




      Whitehall, London




      It was just one little riot.




      Eleanora Mallory certainly hadn’t meant for it to be a riot. She had gone to the gates of the Palace of Westminster, home of the two houses of Parliament, for a peaceful demonstration in support of women’s suffrage. The great Gothic facade of the building rose up behind her in an imposing confection of skinny windows and unnecessary spires.




      Inside those walls, the fate of the nation was decided—a fate that Ellie and every other woman in England was entirely, unjustly excluded from.




      Ellie had painted a sign on some nailed together slats of wood that she had liberated from an empty crate at her place of employment. It read: United Against Tyranny! 




      She had mulled over the exclamation point for a bit, but had decided that it was quite justified given a thousand centuries or so of systematic oppression.




      The organizers of the demonstration had instructed her to hold up her sign and project deep, abiding scorn at the black-suited Members of Parliament who made their way through the gates. Ellie’s dignified bearing would shower shame upon the men walking past her—men who refused to grant her the basic human right of self-determination in matters of politics.




      Not that shame had been getting the suffrage movement very far. The men in the suits seemed to lack that particular piece of the emotional spectrum.




      Most of the members strolled past the protesters as though the women weren’t even there. Others busied themselves by rattling off self-important instructions to scurrying underlings.




      As Ellie watched the parade of gentlemen walk into their looming building without sparing her and her fellow protesters so much as a glance, her frustration grew until she was gritting her teeth against it.




      A pair of MPs with overly tight waistcoats chortled at the demonstration, nudging each other in the ribs. The woman beside Ellie lowered her sign a bit. Her shoulders pulled in as though she were slightly wilted.




      Another man nearly walked into the lady beside Ellie, as his nose was pressed to the pages of his newspaper. He looked alarmed when he realized that the suffragists were there, and then sighed as though the whole thing were a bit of bother.




      One of the demonstrators behind Ellie whispered softly. The muffled words were heavy with demoralization. A colleague shushed her gently.




      Ellie held her back straighter. She hefted her sign higher and tried to look even more shame-provokingly dignified.




      She was managing it very nicely until a pair of aristocratic bucks in flash waistcoats stopped in front of the suffragists.




      “Which one of ‘em would you like to bring you your slippers tonight, Atkins?” the first asked.




      “Don’t know that I’d let any of them near my slippers,” Atkins replied. “The look of them might put me off my port.”




      He followed this with a theatrical shudder.




      One of the ladies beside Ellie flinched as though struck. Another looked close to tears, but she held up her head in spite of it.




      The simmering feeling in Ellie’s chest grew hotter… and tighter.




      “Make sure you’re all home in time to put the tea on!” Atkins’ companion called out.




      The two men broke into a chorus of raucous laughter as they turned to stroll away.




      Ellie snapped.




      Somehow, the sign flew from her hand. It soared across the pavement and struck Atkins firmly in his black-suited back. He stumbled forward, irritably adjusting his hat.




      “I say, now!” he protested.




      Whatever it was Atkins planned to say was cut off as Ellie roared out, raising a fist to the sky.




      “To the gates, sisters!” she shouted. “We shall not let them pass!”




      The words sparked through the demonstration’s careful facade of dignity, breaking open the roiling emotions that hid beneath. The women around Ellie ignited.




      A group of the demonstrators surged forward, charging the enormous wrought iron gates that separated the public pavement from the palace yard. The press of women shoved the heavy doors forward, bringing them to a resounding close.




      Now that the MPs were entirely blocked from getting inside, they actually began to pay attention to what was going on.




      There were surprised exclamations of Good Lord! and Rather unexpected, wot? A few of the men managed to reach around the white clad bodies of the suffragists to grasp the gates and give the bars a shake. The iron grid behind Ellie’s back rattled alarmingly even as she twined her arms through either side of it.




      “We can’t hold it closed!” one of her fellow demonstrators cried out.




      The gate behind Ellie lurched, knocking off her hat.




      “This might help!” someone in the crowd shouted.




      A familiar figure pressed forward through the melee, holding up a set of thick gray chains that ended in sturdy manacles.




      Earlier, Ellie had seen Miss Reynolds holding the chains in her upraised hands as a prop. At the time, Ellie had thought them quite effective as a piece of symbolic theater. Based on the solid thunk they made as Miss Reynolds approached, the metal links were more than purely decorative in function.




      “I can use these to secure one of us to the opening,” Miss Reynolds called out breathlessly as the iron clanked in her hands. “But fair warning, I have no idea where the key has gone off to. I wasn’t exactly expecting to—”




      “Bugger off, you daft witches!” a voice called angrily from the cluster of politicians.




      In the face of the flood of verbal bile as the bars jerked with frenzied force behind her back, Ellie felt a remarkable sense of calm wash over her.




      “Good morning, Florabelle,” she said firmly through the outraged male faces pressing toward her. “You may affix the manacles to me.”




      ⸻




      The following afternoon, Ellie watched the relentless gray rain wash down the high, narrow windows of the Public Record Office as she waited to be fired.




      The PRO was charged with cataloging and archiving official government documents for the entirety of the United Kingdom. Ellie had been told many times that she ought to be grateful for the opportunity to work there… despite the fact that she had scored nearly perfectly on her civil service exams and was eminently qualified for the position. After all, she was the only woman thus far in the PRO’s history to be offered the position of archivist instead of being relegated to the typing pool.




      Of course, even though Ellie had been working in the great, gray monolith of a building for the last three years, she was still regularly stopped in the halls and directed to the typing pool rather than the archivists’ room. There was one gentleman, Mr. Ruddingford, who had very courteously directed her to the typing pool no less than twenty-six times. There was no deliberate malice in it. During each and every encounter, he simply neglected to bother remembering who she was.




      On this particular rainy afternoon, Ellie was not in the archivists’ room. She sat in an uncomfortable chair in the office of Mr. Charles Henbury, Assistant Keeper of the Rolls—Ellie’s supervisor, who at any moment would enter the office and gleefully issue her notice of dismissal.




      All for the teensy bother of having been arrested.




      Her reflection stared waveringly back at her from the rain-streaked glass, sporting brown hair of a standard hue and hazel eyes, which were currently a bit more gray than green. The neat spray of freckles across her nose was accented by a colorful bruise on her cheekbone. Ellie had acquired said bruise when a flailing, portly baron tripped over the leg of a policeman and fell into her where she hung at the gates.




      A framed certificate with a gilded seal and a tricolor ribbon hung on the thick, gray stones behind Mr. Henbury’s desk. It was signed by the Master of the Rolls, a silver-haired gentleman who was both the ceremonial head of the PRO and the second-most-senior judge in the kingdom. The certificate honored Mr. Henbury for exceptional work compiling a complete descriptive catalog of the ancient deeds among the PRO’s holdings.




      Mr. Henbury had not had much to do with it. Ellie had compiled the catalog, and had done quite a bit of work stabilizing the moldering and irreplaceable documents while she was at it. For his part, Mr. Henbury had ignored her requests for necessary supplies and occasionally interrupted her to demand that she fetch him biscuits.




      (Mr. Henbury did not ask the male archivists to fetch him biscuits.)




      Mr. Henbury had also ignored Ellie’s concerns about the level of humidity in Room B14, where the deeds were stored. Several of the fourteenth-century parchments were already damaged by mildew. Finally, Ellie had asked her colleague, Mr. Barker, to bring the issue to Mr. Henbury’s desk. Though Mr. Barker was unfortunate enough to be a socialist, he was still a man, and at last the order for a new ventilation shaft was put in.




      The dreary halls of the PRO were not what Ellie had dreamed of when she had fought her way into University College, achieving the highest possible marks on her entrance exams. She had elected to focus on the study of Ancient History, picking up additional classes in Greek and Latin. She had taught herself to read Egyptian hieroglyphs in her spare time.




      Ellie had done all of it in order to prepare herself for a career as an archaeologist. Her stepbrother Neil—now Dr. Fairfax, she reminded herself—had been more or less handed that life on a silver platter when he had graduated from Cambridge. As Ellie sat in Mr. Henbury’s office and watched the rain streak down the glass, Neil was at the ancient and fascinating necropolis of Saqqara in Egypt, excavating a very promising eighteenth-dynasty tomb cluster.




      She closed her eyes and imagined the feel of hot sun on her skin as she brushed the debris of centuries away from ancient stones.




      Uncovering knowledge lost for millennia was all that Ellie had ever wanted. It had been a ten-year-old Ellie, not Neil, who had come up with the idea of excavating the sedimentation layers under the roses at their semi-detached house in Canonbury. Ellie could still remember her stepmother’s screech of dismay. Florence had not been appeased by Ellie’s insistence that she would put the plants back once she had determined that there were no indications of a Roman camp or Medieval settlement beneath them.




      At that tender age, it had never occurred to Ellie that the life she wanted was an impossibility—that no amount of intelligence and determination would ever overcome the handicap of her gender.




      Now aged a ripe twenty-four, Ellie knew the limits the world imposed upon women all too well. Working as an archivist had at least allowed her to get her hands on history, if not quite in the way that she had dreamed.




      Now, it seemed even that would be taken away from her. She wasn’t entirely certain what would be left once it was gone.




      Ellie knew what her stepmother would say… because Florence had said it, more or less once a month for the last three years.




      It is far past time you got yourself a husband. 




      Ellie didn’t want a husband. Marriage would mean the end of any occupation for her besides managing the household—a fate even less desirable than being eaten alive by a boa constrictor.




      But what was the alternative? Only teaching, the last resort of most women unfortunate enough to be educated. The thought was more depressing than the weather.




      Ellie glanced up at the clock. Mr. Henbury was running late. That was hardly surprising. The man couldn’t even be bothered to arrive on time to lay her off—a moment she was certain he had been eagerly anticipating for years.




      Ellie eyed the pile of documents on Mr. Henbury’s desk. The polished surface was almost invisible under a mountain of teetering files and bundles of loose papers. Mr. Henbury’s shelves weren’t much better. Books and files were stuffed onto them in a shocking state of disorganization.




      Mr. Henbury was ostensibly responsible for sorting out the fate of any items the archivists weren’t sure how to categorize. As he was terrible at it, the other archivists usually came to Ellie first with their questions about catalog numbers or difficulties translating Old French.




      Ellie had prevented quite a few tough nut cases from landing on Mr. Henbury’s messy desk. She allowed herself a small burst of satisfaction at the thought of how much more work he’d be stuck with once she was gone.




      Mr. Henbury wasn’t particularly keen on working.




      Rising from her chair, Ellie risked a quick glance into the hall. It was empty. Satisfied that she had a moment or two before Mr. Henbury entered wielding the ax of dismissal, she slipped over to the desk and plopped herself down in his chair with a happy little sigh of rebellion.




      It should have been her chair, really. She certainly never would’ve let the assistant keeper’s desk become such a muddle.




      Ellie glanced idly through the papers, searching for anything her colleagues might have sent along for Mr. Henbury to examine. Such odds and ends occasionally made for interesting reading.




      She plucked up a set of agricultural reports and frowned at them. They clearly should have been filed within Section DD 168 over in Room 207.




      Shelf A, she thought distantly as she reached for a piece of notepaper. Box 281C.




      Ellie caught herself, stifling a huff of frustration. Mr. Henbury was happy enough for her to do his work for him, but he would raise a holy furor should he discover she’d had the temerity to sit at his desk.




      Though it pained her, she refrained from noting the proper catalog reference for the reports. Instead, she turned her attention to a promising-looking ledger sandwiched in the middle of one of Mr. Henbury’s stacks. It refused to come loose from the paper mountain until Ellie gave it a more forceful tug—and sent a tower of files sliding to the floor.




      “Drat!” she muttered, hurrying around the desk to tidy up the mess.




      It would be just her luck for Mr. Henbury to find her rifling through his papers on the floor.




      She quickly gathered up an assortment of eighteenth-century shipping logs—CC 467, she noted absently—and then paused as she realized that something lay beneath them. Clutching the thick bundle of documents to her chest, Ellie reached out with her free hand and retrieved it.




      It was a black book, moderate in dimensions but fairly stout, tied closed with a faded black ribbon. Ellie recognized it as a psalter—an early printed book of psalms. Calf binding, Ellie thought as she turned it over in her hands. Mid-seventeenth century.




      A psalter was most certainly not a government record, and therefore had no business being on the assistant keeper’s desk—or in the PRO at all, really. How it had come to be there at all was a mystery.




      Most of the mysteries Ellie encountered in the records office weren’t particularly alluring. She was far more likely to stumble across the mystery of why some long-dead clerk had decided to add extraneous vowels to all of his adverbs or why another had chosen to file a count of the royal herds alongside a translation of Geoffrey of Monmouth.




      Ellie hefted the volume thoughtfully in her hand. It felt oddly heavy.




      Footsteps sounded as Mr. Henbury’s voice echoed from down the hall.




      “Tell Edwards that there will be no extension. The calendar will be done by next Friday or I will find someone else to enjoy his position!”




      Ellie hurriedly shoved the tumbled files onto Mr. Henbury’s desk, then gave them a quick and uncertain adjustment. Had she set them back at the right angle?




      Oh—why was she worrying? Mr. Henbury wasn’t going to notice.




      She paused at the psalter. It itched under her fingers, begging to be explored. Before Ellie could think further about it, the stout little book had slipped into the pocket of her skirt. She dashed to her seat and quickly arranged herself as the footsteps neared and Mr. Henbury entered the room.




      He was a shorter man, and decidedly balding—however much he tried to hide it by combing the remaining hair across his forehead. It was secured there with a generous quantity of pomade that gave off a special glimmer when Mr. Henbury stood beneath an electric light, as he did now.




      “Miss Mallory,” he announced. “I suppose you must be wondering why you have been summoned here today.”




      Mr. Henbury had taken on an air of stuffy self-importance. It was one of his favorite airs. Ellie schooled her face into a placid blandness that concealed her frustration.




      “I am sure I could not possibly guess, Mr. Henbury,” she replied tiredly.




      Henbury straightened his back, puffing his chest out a bit. He believed it made him look authoritative.




      “It has come to our attention that you were arrested yesterday afternoon,” he said. “I am sure you must see that such behavior is quite inappropriate for an employee of Her Majesty’s Public Record Office.”




      “Is it?” Ellie returned dryly. “I had no idea.”




      Mr. Henbury didn’t respond. He wasn’t really listening to her anyway.




      “I am afraid I must therefore inform you that your employment here at the PRO is to be terminated, effective immediately,” he continued. “You will collect any personal items from your desk over the next hour and remove yourself from the premises.”




      “No letter of reference, then?" Ellie asked in a bland tone.




      Mr. Henbury blinked at her, startled.




      A reference letter?” he echoed. “You were arrested!"




      “Just one little arrest,” Ellie offered cheerfully, “which they aren’t even pressing charges for. It’s not as though I was denying half the population of the United Kingdom one of their most basic and essential civil rights, consigning them to a life of virtual slavery thinly disguised as ‘domestic bliss’ and forbidding them from any meaningful or profitable employment.”




      “You don’t require employment,” Mr. Henbury spluttered. “That’s what you get a husband for!”




      Ellie’s fury snapped to life.




      “I don’t want a husband,” she seethed, cold and dangerous.




      Mr. Henbury opened his mouth to respond—then closed it again, blinking at her. It seemed he hadn’t the foggiest notion of what to say to that.




      “In any event,” he went on a bit more loudly, “here is your notice.” He took a neat white envelope from his pocket and held it out to her. “Best of luck to you.”




      Ellie wanted to throttle him. She wanted to scream with pure outrage—not just at her dismissal, which she had fully and grimly anticipated since the moment she had been dragged from the gates of Parliament by a pair of uniformed constables, but at all of it. The open disdain of her PRO colleagues. The snide comments in the halls of the university. The insidious, affectionate, unrelenting pressure from even those who loved her.




      The dream that she had ached for since childhood—the one the world relished telling her, over and over again, could never be hers.




      Ellie calmly extended her hand, taking the white envelope from Mr. Henbury’s grasp and slipping it into her pocket.




      “Mr. Henbury,” she acknowledged evenly.




      “Yes, yes,” Mr. Henbury replied, waving her away as he turned back to his desk. “Oh, and do ask one of the ladies in the typing pool to run me up a couple of biscuits on your way out.”


    


  




  

    

      ꩜




      Two




      Ellie would not be asking anyone to bring Mr. Henbury his biscuits.




      She kept her back straight as she walked down the long, gloomy hallway to the archivists’ room. As she stepped inside, she was greeted by a rush of schoolboy whispers from a trio of her colleagues who were lingering by the tea service. One of them distinctly chortled under his breath.




      Ellie staunchly ignored the sound as she crossed to her desk and sat down in her chair.




      Of the six desks in the archivists’ room, Ellie’s was by far the most tidy. Her drawers were neatly labeled: To Be Reviewed, In Process, Inquiry Required, Ready to File. The surface of the desk itself was clear of everything save her desk pad, blotting paper, ink, pen, and letterbox. She slid open the top drawer. It held a box of sharp pen nibs, a stack of perfectly-sized notepaper, and her copy of The Short History of the Yuan Dynasty, which she had been enjoying on her lunch breaks.




      She took out the pen nibs and the book, slipping them into the leather briefcase on the floor by her chair. Her umbrella was already tucked through the bag’s straps. Ellie checked to make sure they were tightened.




      There was nothing else to do. Her only other personal item was a small potted fern on the windowsill behind her station. Given that it wouldn’t fit in her briefcase, she would have to carry it.




      Her works in progress were all painstakingly organized. Anyone would be able to pick up from exactly where she had left off without any trouble, so long as they had a modicum of intelligence. Ellie winced at the notion of which of her colleagues might be assigned that responsibility. She hoped it was Mr. Barker. Mr. Lloyd would make an absolute mess of it. Only yesterday, Ellie had barely managed to save a set of maps of Kwangtung Province from being sent by Mr. Lloyd to the Sussex Ordnance Survey file (OS2 665) instead of to Hong Kong (CO 700, Box 3A).




      She forced herself to take a breath. There was nothing she could do about it anymore.




      It was time to go.




      Mr. Henbury’s envelope crinkled in her pocket. She stuffed her hand inside to take it out and pop it into her briefcase—and stopped as her fingers brushed against the calf bound psalter Ellie had knocked off Mr. Henbury’s desk.




      She had very nearly walked out with it. How silly of her that would have been.




      Ellie took the book from her pocket and set it on the desk. She supposed she really ought to bring it back to Mr. Henbury… but the notion of receiving the inevitable self-righteous lecture about misplacing records from a man whose desk looked like the aftermath of a rummage sale made her feel ill.




      No—she would simply leave the book here. It would undoubtedly find its way back to Mr. Henbury again, where he’d proceed to lose it once more beneath his paper towers. There was no reason for her to humiliate herself any further.




      Mr. Barker glanced over at her, looking uncomfortable and slightly guilty. As a socialist, he likely thought he should speak up about her dismissal but lacked the courage to do it.




      The other archivists had forgotten her. They were still dawdling over their tea, talking about cricket.




      Leaving the archivists’ room so quickly after entering it felt terribly like running away—like losing. Ellie mustered a spark of rebellion. She would not let them chase her out. She would take a few extra moments to examine the psalter. That way, she could leave it on her desk with a note as to the proper place where it might be either filed or forwarded.




      She untied the black ribbon that held the book closed and lifted the cover to examine the title page. It was written in Latin. Versio Gallicana, she thought reflexively, from Jerome’s second translation of the Septuagint. The Gallicana was a version that had been commonly used in the Roman church during the seventeenth century. That made the psalter unlikely to be English, as the printing of Catholic texts had languished there after the Reformation.




      Ellie quickly scanned the rest of the page. A word caught her eye—Salmanticae. The book had been printed in Salamanca, Spain.




      It made the book’s presence in the mess of PRO documents on Mr. Henbury’s desk even more intriguing. How had a Spanish psalter, of all things, landed in the British records office?




      Idly, Ellie flipped through a few more pages… and stared down at a mutilation.




      Past Psalm Four—Give ear unto me when I call—the interior of the book had been raggedly cut out, the pages gutted to create a secret hollow.




      Ellie had to stifle a muted squeak of horror at the sight. The Versio Gallicana was common enough, but when dealing with a book of such venerable age, every volume had to be considered historically valuable. It felt like sacrilege that someone would carve out a square from the middle of the pages.




      The hollow in the book had not been left empty. There was a folded piece of parchment inside, yellowed with age. Gingerly, Ellie lifted it out.




      The document was oddly heavy for its size. A few lines of faded brown script—iron gall ink, Ellie distractedly noted—were visible on the outside surface of the neatly bundled package of it. Those had also been written in Latin. Ellie struggled a tad with the quirks of the ecclesiastical spelling as she translated it.




      Map indicating the location of the Inhabited Kingdom discovered by Fr. Salavert, which May Be Supposed to lie behind the legends of The White City.




      Ellie blinked down at the lines and forced herself to check her translation again.




      Words leapt out at her. Inhabited Kingdom. White City.




      The White City was indeed a legend—a myth that had woven its way through the Spanish conquest of South and Central America. The rumors of a flourishing Indigenous settlement of untold riches were often seen as a variation on the more well-known story of El Dorado.




      The allure of the White City’s wealth was a golden fever-dream that had led countless explorers and adventurers to their deaths.




      It was nonsense, of course. The Mayan civilization had flourished in Mexico and Central America for over a thousand years, only to mysteriously collapse sometime between 800 and 1000 AD, centuries before the arrival of the Spanish. The great ruined cities that had been discovered in the Yucatan and further south had been just that—ruins—by the time the first Europeans had reached the region. The Mayan people who remained had lived in smaller villages and settlements that were quickly ravaged by disease, forced relocation, slavery, and murder during the conquest.




      The Aztec cities to the north still stood at the start of the colonial period—but those had been well-known to the conquistadors. They would hardly have warranted being described as legends.




      Ellie gingerly unfolded the parchment. Something slipped loose from it and fell heavily into her lap. Surprised, she picked it up.




      The object was a thin disk of stone perhaps three inches in diameter. The glossy black surface caught and reflected glints of the gray light from the window behind her.




      The carved image of a single figure dominated the center, surrounded by rows of neat, square hieroglyphs. With their dots, bars, and stylized animal heads, the characters reminded Ellie of the illustrations she had seen in the books on Mayan and Aztec archaeology that she had pored over at the university library. There had not been very many such volumes, of course. The Mesoamerican region was not a part of the world that received nearly as much academic interest as Egypt, Rome, or Ancient Greece.




      The figure engraved in the center of the stone obviously represented a deity. Aspects of the iconography were familiar to Ellie from her reading, though the carving combined elements of a few different Mesoamerican gods. Its face was marred by slashing horizontal lines. One of its legs had been replaced by a writhing snake. Angular, batlike wings protruded from its shoulders, with a round disk—a pectoral decoration, perhaps?—dominating its chest.




      She turned the medallion over. The back of the object was blank save for a single hieroglyph made up of a circle of swirling lines.




      Ellie puzzled over what they might represent. Wind, perhaps? Or smoke?




      Smoke, she thought distantly. Smoke feels right.




      She shook off the fog of shock as her fingers tightened reflexively on the stone.




      Logically, she knew it was possible—perhaps even likely—that the disc was a hoax or a forgery… but if it wasn’t, then Ellie could be holding a fragment of an ancient world.




      The notion filled her with a sense of awe.




      With some effort, Ellie forced herself to set the artifact aside and focus on the parchment. As promised, it was indeed a map, hand drawn in spidery strokes of aged ink. The undulating line of a coast dominated the right hand side of the page. She identified other lines as hills and mountains. Much of the map’s expanse was blank, but that was unsurprising. Early seventeenth-century knowledge of Central America would have been largely limited to the areas bordering the sea.




      A handful of landmarks had been carefully marked across the interior, written in the same Ecclesiastical Latin. Ellie delicately traced them with her finger—the curving course of a river leading to a Black Pillar that Draws the Compass, then a meandering line to an Arch Hollowed by the Hand of God.




      Beyond that lay the River of Smoke—and finally, a stepped pyramid marked with a thin, faded X.




      Oh, for goodness’ sake, Ellie thought as she looked down at the symbol, her mind whirling.




      She forced herself to assess the parchment as she would any other historical document. It was impossible to be certain of its age. The degree to which the material became yellow or brittle over time could vary based on a range of environmental factors, and Ellie had no idea where the psalter had been stored prior to finding its way to Mr. Henbury’s desk. Certainly, the faded color of the ink indicated that the page was at least a couple of centuries old, and the style of the script was appropriate to the seventeenth century. The use of Ecclesiastical Latin supported the theory that the piece had originated in one of the Catholic missions that peppered the American coast during that period.




      Now that Ellie thought about it, there was something vaguely familiar about the shape of the sketched coastline.




      CO 700, her brain suggested automatically. Box 8. Room 306.




      Ellie neatly folded the map back up into its original form, plucking both it and the medallion up from the desk. She hurried out of the room, barely hearing the new rush of whispers that followed her.




      She rounded the corner and climbed the familiar flight of stairs to the third floor of the building, steering unerringly to the room she sought.




      Like all the other records rooms in the PRO, Room 306 was packed with metal shelves that lined the walls and divided the floor into narrow aisles. Ellie hurried along the rows containing the records of the Commonwealth Office.




      She plucked Box 8 from its shelf.




      There were no tables in Room 306. The documents were meant to be carried down to one of the reading rooms where those querying the records waited patiently for their papers to be delivered.




      Ellie plopped herself down on the floor instead, her tweed skirt pooling around her as she lifted the cardboard lid from the box.




      She shuffled carefully through the documents stuffed inside until she found a hand drawn map of New Spain, dated 1688.




      The provenance documents for the map were thankfully complete and up-to-date. The piece had been seized along with other papers from a Spanish privateer who had ended up on the losing side of a conflict with the Royal Navy. Ellie had always liked this particular record because the parchment featured marginal annotations in three different hands—likely from a succession of captains who had made use of it.




      Ellie swept the dust from the floor with the sleeve of her white blouse, leaving a gray smudge along her arm, and then laid the parchment from the psalter and the confiscated map side by side on the ground before her.




      The maps covered slightly different areas, but Ellie could make out the distinctive shape of the Yucatan’s Bay of Chetumal on both, and used it to orient herself. The coastlines did not precisely match, nor were they to scale—but that was to be expected, given the limits of seventeenth-century survey methods.




      The note on the parchment had spoken of an inhabited city. The geography in front of her was nowhere near any of the regions known to have had thriving urban areas at the time of the Spanish conquest. The map depicted the region where the Mayan ruins had been found—the Mayan ruins that had been abandoned for centuries by the time her secret map had purportedly been drawn.




      Then again, her map did not claim to show the location of a Mayan ruin. It spoke of a legend.




      A rising excitement began to itch at the back of Ellie’s mind. She worked to wrangle it into a suitably scholarly submission.




      Just fairy tales and hokum, she thought forcefully to herself as she continued her careful, rational examination.




      Key river mouths were marked on the map from Box 8, though their routes extended only a few miles from the shoreline. Pirates, after all, had little need to navigate far inland.




      On the map from the psalter, one river traced its way much further into the interior, where the other landmarks—like the Black Pillar and the Arch Hollowed by the Hand of God—peppered the page. The undulating line looked as though it had been drawn based upon the report of someone who had traveled far beyond the boundaries of the colonial settlements into unexplored territory.




      Only one coastal community was named on the parchment—a site labeled with a carefully inscribed cross and the initials S. P. F.




      Ellie turned her attention to the pirates’ map, where over a dozen villages had been drawn along the meandering line of the shore—Port des Chevaux… San Cristóbal… Coban…




      At the southern end of what was now the colony of British Honduras lay another dot—and the neatly written name of San Pedro de Flores




      Ellie’s pulse kicked up. She yanked Box 8 closer and quickly shuffled through the other papers inside. She plucked out a block cut, printed map from the mid-eighteenth century—approximately seventy years later—and studied it furiously.




      The place where the mission of San Pedro de Flores should have been was blank. The mission, then, had not survived long into the eighteenth century.




      If the map from the psalter was a forgery, whoever had created it must have had access to an extraordinary archive of historical maps, as well as possessing the skills to do a very fine job artificially aging both the material and the ink.




      Or else the document really had been drawn two hundred and seventy-odd years ago.




      Ellie leaned back against the shelf of records, her eyes wide.




      It could still be a hoax—a very old and very convincing hoax.




      But as a woman of logic and science, Ellie had to consider the alternative possibility that her discovery was exactly what it appeared to be… a map to an unknown civilization.




      ⸻




      After properly refiling the documents in Room 306, Ellie wandered downstairs in a daze. She was surprised to realize that her feet had taken her to Mr. Henbury’s door—but then, Mr. Henbury’s door was the responsible place for her to go. For all his numerous faults, Mr. Henbury was still the Assistant Keeper of the Rolls. Stumbling across the potential key to an immense archaeological discovery hiding amongst the records was surely the sort of thing Ellie was supposed to bring to his attention.




      Her heart sank at the prospect, bringing her to a halt in the hall. She had absolutely no doubt that the moment she gave the map and medallion to Mr. Henbury, she would be cut out of whatever happened next. That would have been true even if she hadn’t just been handed her dismissal papers for a bit of high-principled rioting.




      A terrible little thought slipped into her mind. Mr. Henbury was clearly unaware of the existence of the artifacts in her pocket. If he had opened the psalter, he hardly would’ve left it lying around in his stacks of papers. Even someone as dim and self-absorbed as Mr. Henbury would have recognized their significance. If Mr. Henbury had seen them, he would have forwarded them to either the British Museum or the Royal Geographical Society, the two organizations best qualified to further assess the provenance of the map and potentially mount an expedition to the region.




      An expedition…




      Ellie imagined pushing her way through the virgin rainforest, following the winding path of a game trail as the orchids bloomed around her and tropical birds chattered overhead. She would be carrying basic survey equipment with her, of course. Even a preliminary investigation of a potential archaeological site should entail a thorough documentation of the visible structures.




      She might even lay a small grid in a promising location and dig a few test pits. A cluster of chipped stone could turn out to be a remnant of flint knapping activity while a layer of crushed shells might indicate a midden or the site of a past feast.




      Trash heaps, she thought with a dreamy sigh. What she wouldn’t give to sink her hands into a lovely, ancient trash heap and pull out all those wonderful details about the real lives of people from a thousand years ago.




      Of course, that was pure fantasy. No self-respecting British institution was going to fund sending someone like her to the other side of the world.




      The daydream crashed to the ground, and Ellie realized that there were people speaking on the far side of Mr. Henbury’s office door.




      One of them, unsurprisingly, was Mr. Henbury. He sounded oddly nervous.




      “I’m telling you, it was right here this morning,” he said. “I haven’t moved it anywhere. I hardly ever move any of these things!”




      “Spread this all out.”




      The other voice in the room was deep and authoritative, for all that it betrayed just a hint of a less-than-respectable accent—a subtle note of the East End, Ellie deduced absently. Ellie certainly hadn’t heard it in the records office before, which meant that it didn’t belong to someone who worked here.




      Even slightly muffled by the interruption of Mr. Henbury’s door, the voice reminded Ellie vaguely of the cold wind before a storm.




      “I’m sorry, Mr. Jacobs,” Mr. Henbury said. “As you can see, there isn’t really a great deal of room—”




      His words were cut off by the crash of a few hundred papers flying to the floor.




      Mr. Henbury emitted an alarmed squeak, and Ellie took a fascinated step closer.




      “That simply isn’t…” Mr. Henbury started before stammering to a halt. “You—You can’t possibly…”




      His words were partially drowned out by the further rush of papers being kicked aside. Ellie jumped back a step as a pair of folders slid partially through the crack at the bottom of the door.




      Wills and marriages, she thought automatically, glancing down at them. Gloucestershire. ER 3. Box 12.




      The man behind the door—Jacobs—was violently searching for something… something that had until recently been buried in the pile of neglected work on Mr. Henbury’s desk.




      The map crinkled against the fabric of Ellie’s skirt as the ferocious rustling from within the office settled to a halt.




      A crunch of paper sounded from beyond the door. He is walking on top of them, Ellie thought with distant alarm. That intimidating man is walking on top of the records.




      The notion snapped her out of the fog of surprise. She straightened as a burst of outrage cleared her thoughts.




      She absolutely could not stand by and eavesdrop when someone was walking on the records.




      “Not here,” the resonant, chilling voice concluded.




      Ellie strode forward, raising her hand to give the door a firm knock. Before she could strike, the slab of wood shuddered with the impact of something roughly the size and weight of Mr. Henbury.




      Ellie froze. What sort of person resorted to tossing people around in the otherwise civilized confines of the Public Records Office?




      Certainly not a fellow archivist. Such intimidation was the sort of thing one might expect from a criminal—but how would a criminal have come to know about the artifacts in the psalter?




      The answer to that question was obvious. There was only one way the well-spoken, calmly violent Jacobs would know that there was anything worth looking for in Mr. Henbury’s office.




      Mr. Henbury had told him.




      None of the other records in Mr. Henbury’s pile had any real financial value… not like the sort of value one might find in a map that potentially led to a previously unknown city full of precious artifacts.




      Ellie’s hand instinctively moved to her pocket as a theory whirled into shape in her mind.




      The psalter must have come from an uncategorized box of records. Lord knew, there were plenty of them about, as the British government continued to work to consolidate all its old papers under the umbrella of the PRO. One of her colleagues must have come across the psalter and dumped the item on Mr. Henbury’s desk.




      By some arcane chance, Mr. Henbury had actually bothered to open the book—and when he saw what it contained, instead of properly logging and assessing it, he had determined to try to hawk it for a quick bit of dosh.




      As a hypothesis, it was all too terribly plausible. If the man inside the office did not do away with Mr. Henbury, Ellie would be sorely tempted to murder him herself.




      “Who has been inside of your office since we spoke?” Jacobs asked.




      The question was unsettlingly composed. One might almost think that tossing high-ranking public officials against their office doors was the sort of thing Jacobs did all the time.




      “Nobody!” Mr. Henbury spluttered.




      Jacobs’ reply was cool, controlled, and entirely confident.




      “That isn’t entirely true. Is it, Mr. Henbury?”




      “What?” Mr. Henbury sounded genuinely confused. “I haven’t the foggiest idea what you’re—”




      There was another shudder of impact against the door.




      “Wait—wait!” Mr. Henbury hurried to reply. His tone hiked up to a brighter note of panic. “There was that woman! She was here! She was here all by herself for ages! She must have taken it.”




      Ellie’s outrage heated into the sort of inferno which had last seen her chaining herself to the gates of Parliament.




      That weaselly little man was not about to toss her to a violent ruffian who walked on historical records. Surely, not even Mr. Henbury could sink that low.




      “What woman?” Jacobs calmly pressed.




      Ellie took a quiet, instinctive step back from the door as a quick blade of fear mingled with the fury roiling under her skin.




      “Miss Mallory,” Mr. Henbury replied to the obviously dangerous man currently assaulting him. “It was Miss Eleanora Mallory.”


    


  




  

    

      ꩜




      Three




      Ellie had calculated that taking off her boots would allow her to slip away from Mr. Henbury’s office both quickly and quietly, gaining herself a brief head start over any pursuit. Her woolen stockings slipped across the floor as she sprinted around the corner into the archivists’ room.




      Most of her fellow employees ignored her, still absorbed in their discussion of the latest cricket scores as they lumped over their tea.




      Only Mr. Barker glanced up from his desk. He blinked owlishly at the walking boots that Ellie held in her hand.




      The tea service cohort paid slightly more attention when Ellie plopped down in her chair and set her foot on the desk. She yanked her boots back on with breathless urgency, exposing a scandalous amount of ankle in the process.




      “Good God!” one of the tea drinkers mumbled.




      Ellie thumped her feet to the ground, snatching up her briefcase and neatly plucking the fern from the windowsill.




      Mr. Barker rose from his desk, furrowing his brow with nervous concern.




      “Miss Mallory,” he began, “is everything quite—”




      “Just jolly!” Ellie called back as she dashed from the room.




      She thundered down the stairs to the ground floor, then burst through a cluster of fellows from the publishing department. Scholars scattered like a flock of alarmed pigeons as she pushed out the door to Chancery Lane.




      The gray London drizzle assaulted her, instantly dampening her hair and clothing. Ellie shuffled the fern into the crook of her arm in order to free a hand and yank her umbrella from the straps of the briefcase. She unfurled it with a practiced snap of her wrist.




      No villainous clamor rose behind her as she moved quickly into the rain-drenched flow of pedestrians. Slowly, her pulse began to settle. Mr. Henbury had never paid a very great deal of attention to Ellie, and had most likely directed Jacobs to the archivists’ room—which she had escaped—or the biscuit tray in the canteen.




      Jacobs would not find Ellie at the biscuit tray.




      But where was she to go now?




      She needed to sort out what she ought to do with the very important historical objects still squirreled away in her skirt pocket. After all, it wasn’t as though she hadn’t any job to return to—even if there wasn’t a violent criminal hunting about the place for her, thanks to her wretched supervisor.




      The bells of the nearby Temple Church rang out the hour. The time was exactly three o’clock—and suddenly, Ellie knew exactly where she wanted to be.




      If she hurried, she would just make it to her destination just in time.




      Ellie splashed heedlessly through the growing puddles in the street on her way to Charing Cross Road, and stopped outside a nondescript blue door sandwiched between a chip shop and a cobbler. She juggled the fern and her briefcase until she managed to get her umbrella closed, then pushed her way inside.




      The blue door opened onto a dim, narrow stairwell. As Ellie climbed, familiar noises drifted down to her from above—the forceful huh of a dozen bodies exhaling together in sequence and the squeak of bare feet on the floorboards.




      On the upper landing, she gratefully deposited her things on one of the shelves placed there for that purpose. She slipped into the room, forcing herself to stop at the threshold despite the urgency surging through her veins.




      The space was broad, high-ceilinged, and entirely empty of furniture. Twelve women in comfortable attire were arrayed before an elegant young Japanese man with a dashing mustache who held a solidly built schoolteacher in his arms.




      “Elbow,” he said in careful, strongly accented English as he took a firm grip on the schoolteacher’s arm. “Pull close. Tuck the hip.” He twisted at the waist to slip his rear against the woman’s pelvis. “Hold and bend.”




      He turned neatly, folding the woman over his hip and flipping her onto her back on the floormats.




      “No arms! Pull from the belly.” He indicated the sides of his abdomen. “Yes?”




      “Hai, Sensei!” the women replied in quick harmony.




      Many of the twelve students in the dojo had been present at the suffrage demonstration the day before. Two of them sported visible bruises, like Ellie did. The police had not been particularly gentle when removing them from the gates.




      “Next Thursday, two o’clock. Good day!” Sensei Tani finished cheerfully after helping the teacher up. He gave his students a nod, which the women answered with a lower dip of their heads.




      The class broke up, whereupon the synchronized attention quickly dissolved into a rapid clamor of chatter as the women filed over to the door. Ellie stepped aside to let the crowd pass as a few acquaintances waved her a greeting.




      One of the students—a diminutive whirlwind whose thick, glossy black hair and sun-warmed complexion hinted at her Anglo-Indian heritage—caught Ellie in her arms, pulling her aside with a strength that belied her petite size.




      “Ellie!” she exclaimed. “Oh, I am so glad you’ve come!”




      Constance Tyrrell was one of Ellie’s oldest friends. The pair had met at primary school and quickly became inseparable. Though they had grown a bit more distant when Ellie went to university and Constance was shipped off to a posh ladies’ finishing academy, they had never entirely lost touch.




      Three years earlier, Ellie had happily rekindled her friendship with Constance by introducing her to the suffrage movement—which Constance found ‘dreadfully thrilling.’ Ellie still wasn’t certain how much of Constance’s interest in the struggle for women’s rights was inspired by her passion for the cause… and how much lay in the possible illegality and potential for danger.




      Constance had a rather terrifying taste for adventure.




      Ellie’s friend had been particularly chuffed at the opportunity to join a handful of the other suffragists at Sensei Tani’s jiu jitsu classes.




      The sensei had to offer the sessions surreptitiously. His passage to London had been paid for by Mr. Barton-Wright, who had his own martial arts studio for gentlemen on Shaftesbury Avenue. Sensei Tani was meant to teach there and almost certainly only there—but the sensei had become enamored with a certain Miss McKinnon who had joined the suffrage club a year before. Across the barrier of his limited (though rapidly improving) English and her thick Cork accent, Miss McKinnon had convinced the sensei of the suffragists’ urgent need for an effective means of self-defense. He had expressed his willingness to lend aid, and the club had secured lease of this space above the chip shop for the purpose.




      Ellie had yet to take advantage of the sensei’s classes as her schedule at the PRO conflicted with the time he had available for the lessons, but Constance had found them quite enlightening.




      “I’m glad I caught you,” Ellie said. “I need to speak to you about something urgent.”




      Constance flopped onto the bench on the landing. She snapped out her leg and tugged on one of her kid boots. The motion exposed a length of her muscular calf.




      “I also have urgent business with you—namely peppering you with a thousand or so questions about what it was like to actually be arrested,” Constance added.




      The second kid boot popped into place. Constance leapt back to her feet, then plucked her coat and hat from the rack.




      “Let’s nip over to Geraldine’s,” she declared and dashed down the stairs.




      Ellie grabbed her fern and hurried after Constance. She snapped open her umbrella, and the two women huddled under it. They hurried across the street in the increasing downpour to duck into the entrance of a cozy little tea shop.




      Geraldine’s was decorated with an explosion of potted plants, bold wallpaper, and mismatched chairs. The windows were steamed up against the lingering spring chill. Constance took Ellie by the arm before she’d quite managed to shake off her umbrella, tugging her over to a little nook pressed up against the window.




      They settled in—coats, briefcases, umbrellas, and ferns piling up around them. Geraldine herself—a tall, broad-shouldered woman in her forties—strode over a moment later.




      “Right, then,” Geraldine rumbled as she dropped a pair of cups onto the small, round table. “Earl Gray, hot, and an Assam with too much cream and sugar. Anything else today?”




      “No, Geraldine. That’ll be lovely,” Constance said, tugging the milky Assam over to herself. “Wait—are those eclairs in the pastry case? I’ll take two.” Constance turned her wide brown eyes over to Ellie. “Do you want anything for yourself?”




      “I think not. Thank you.” Ellie offered Geraldine a polite nod.




      The proprietress answered with a dissatisfied huff, which was as near as Geraldine ever came to general courtesy.




      “So!” Constance leaned in closer. “I heard about the demonstration—it’s all anyone has been talking about since yesterday evening. I am devastated to have missed it. How was I to know it would be an honest-to-goodness melee instead of another of those desperately boring standing-about sorts of affairs? You must tell me everything. Did they really have to use bolt cutters to remove you from the gates? What was jail like? Were there rats? Did anybody torture you? Were you interrogated by a dashing police inspector? Threatened with deportation?”




      “No!” Ellie exclaimed, a bit alarmed by the idea. “None of those things. It was all rather pedestrian.”




      “How dreadfully disappointing,” Constance replied with a sigh. “Perhaps one must be arrested in a less civilized locale in order to have a more interesting experience.”




      Ellie halted in the process of stirring her Earl Gray.




      “Please tell me you will not try to get yourself arrested when you go to Egypt,” she ordered flatly.




      Constance leaned back in her chair, a devilish gleam brightening her pretty features. “I am sure Egyptian jails have rats. Maybe a little torture, too.”




      “I am quite certain the Egyptians don’t go in for torture,” Ellie countered. “Nor do I imagine it would be nearly as fun as you think if they did. That is the whole point.”




      “You have no imagination,” Constance retorted.




      Geraldine dropped a pair of eclairs on the table and stalked away without any further niceties.




      “I have plenty of imagination!” Ellie protested. “I am desperately imaginative. I simply use my prodigious imagination for more practical purposes.”




      “I really wish you could come with me.” Constance said before taking down half of an eclair in a single dainty bite. Not a smudge of chocolate was left on her lips.




      Constance would be leaving for Egypt in just under two weeks. Her father, Sir Robert Tyrrell, had recently been appointed to the post of Comptroller General of Egypt. That made him essentially the lead auditor of the country’s government, which was administered by the British Consul General, Lord Cromer.




      She gave Constance the same answer she had been repeating since the question of accompanying the Tyrrells to Egypt had first been raised.




      “It just isn’t feasible,” Ellie muttered automatically before taking another sip of her tea.




      It hadn’t been feasible. She couldn’t have left her job at the PRO for so long without losing it, and she might never have found another opportunity for something so suited to her skills.




      Of course, that wasn’t the entire truth. Ellie had also found herself viewing the prospect of joining Constance in Egypt with a terrible sense of sadness. Walking the same sands as the pharaohs while denied the chance to use her extensive education to uncover the secrets of the past would have been a sort of torture.




      “I shall have to look up your brother while I am there,” Constance mused. “Saqqara is near enough to Cairo, and I haven’t seen Neil since we were schoolgirls.” She paused to thoughtfully devour the second half of her eclair. “I wonder if he’ll even recognize me, or whether he’s become any more interesting. He was a bit of a bore back then.”




      Neil’s presence would only have added to the torment of accompanying Constance to Egypt. Even now, Neil was working on a very promising excavation in the Unas South Cemetery of the Saqqara necropolis. He had privately shared with Ellie that he hoped the eighteenth-dynasty ruin he was uncovering would turn out to be the lost, unfinished tomb of the general-turned-pharaoh Horemheb. If Neil’s theory turned out to be correct, the tomb could provide invaluable insight into the decline of the Amarna period.




      Ellie was extremely interested in the Amarna period.




      She was very fond of her stepbrother—despite his annoying habit of constantly trying to tell her what was best for her and his irritating insistence on referring to her as ‘Peanut.’ Still, the notion of watching him blithely live the life Ellie had always dreamed of was the sort of thing that kept her up in the small hours of the night.




      Not that Ellie had told any of that to Constance. She couldn’t bear to taint her friend’s excitement about her upcoming adventure with her own inconvenient emotions.




      “I doubt he’s changed much,” Ellie returned flatly.




      Constance reached for her second eclair.




      “But here I am nattering on when you are the one who said you had urgent news.” Constance paused with the eclair momentarily forgotten halfway to her lips. Her eyes glittered with excitement. “Is it about a man? Do tell me that it’s a man.”




      Ellie stiffened with alarm.




      “Gracious, no!” she exclaimed. “What on earth would I want to do with one of those? No. It’s… well, this.”




      Ellie pulled the map and medallion from her pocket and set them down on the table next to the Earl Gray.




      Constance frowned down at the black disk of stone. “Did you find this in one of the shops? It is wonderfully gruesome.” She reached out for the objects.




      “From the shops?” Ellie echoed indignantly. “Hold on—have you any chocolate on your fingers?”




      Constance eyed the digits in question and popped three of them in her mouth.




      “I’ll unfold it for you,” Ellie cut in quickly. She pushed aside the eclair plate and the teacups, then carefully opened the parchment.




      Constance studied the time-aged lines on the page, blithely reaching out for her eclair.




      Ellie cleared her throat pointedly, and Constance retracted the offending hand.




      “I know you can’t read Latin,” Ellie continued, feeling oddly nervous. “But I can assure you that the spelling and syntax are appropriate for this document having been authored by a seventeenth-century Spaniard with a Catholic ecclesiastical education—”




      “Ellie,” Constance cut in, her eyes bright as she studied the page with her hands obediently tucked into her lap. “You found a treasure map.”




      “I most certainly did not!” Ellie retorted.




      “It has an X on it,” Constance countered, pointing a finger at the symbol in question.




      “That could be a ten,” Ellie pushed back uncertainly. “A measure of distance. A temporary stand-in for an unknown place name.”




      “It. Is. An. X.” Constance’s firm tone dared Ellie to disagree. “And what exactly is it that this X is meant to indicate?”




      “The White City,” Ellie replied weakly, sinking down a bit in her chair.




      “And what is the White City, Eleanora?” Constance pressed relentlessly.




      Ellie felt as though Constance was glaring down at her, though Ellie topped her by a few solid inches even when sitting down.




      “A-mythical-kingdom-of-untold-riches-and-splendor,” Ellie blurted quickly before clamping her mouth shut again.




      “I see,” Constance returned archly. “And are you going to tell me where you came by this not-a-treasure-map to a mythical kingdom of untold riches and splendor?”




      ⸻




      Two cups of tea and three eclairs later, Constance leaned across the table with conspiratorial glee.




      “Are you telling me that you were outside the door while an actual criminal used physical violence to intimidate your incompetent supervisor?” she demanded.




      Ellie’s friend spoke of eavesdropping on an assault as though it were more exciting than stumbling across a parade.




      “I’m afraid so,” Ellie replied. She popped the last half of a pastry into her mouth and dusted off her fingers.




      Constance let out a squeak of outrage. “The nerve of that man! Selling the possible find of the century for his own pecuniary gain! And I would bet my right foot that he didn’t even get a proper price for it. From everything you have told me about Mr. Henbury, he would be utterly ignorant of the true potential value of this document.” Constance tapped the parchment with a purposeful finger.




      Ellie reached across the table and slowly snatched the map back. She slipped it into her pocket as she prayed that Constance’s finger had been entirely free of chocolate. The seventeenth-century relic’s proximity to so many eclair crumbs was making her distinctly nervous.




      “Yes, well… It’s all moot now,” Ellie said. “Henbury couldn’t deliver the objects from the psalter because I’d already—er, borrowed them without asking… and now he has gone and given my name to the criminal in question in order to try and save his own skin.”




      “The sheer cheek of it, really,” Constance noted disapprovingly.




      “Quite,” Ellie agreed. “And so here I am. I’m afraid I might have panicked and bolted right out of the building. I just knew I needed to talk to someone so I could get my head straight about what to do.”




      “And have you?” Constance asked.




      Ellie’s shoulders sank a bit. “I have. It’s silly it took me so long to admit it to myself. I must bring the map to the Royal Geographical Society and… and leave it with them,” she finished stoutly.




      Inside, part of her felt as though it were wilting.




      Constance’s only answer was an eloquently raised eyebrow.




      “Don’t do that,” Ellie protested. “Don’t give me that look.”




      “What look?” Constance pushed back.




      “That one,” Ellie replied. “The one that says you disapprove of the entirely sensible thing I am planning on doing.”




      “Now why would I do that?” Constance returned blandly, taking another sip of her tea.




      “Because you know the RGS is going to shut me out of it!” The words came out a bit louder than Ellie had intended. She took in a few alarmed looks from the other patrons and lowered her voice to a fervent hiss. “You know that they will take the map and the medallion, wave me off, and be done with me. In the worst case scenario, the objects will end up in some box gathering dust in their archives, and in the best case, they’ll dispatch one of their members to British Honduras to track down the site marked on the map and determine whether anything is there.”




      “And if something is there?” Constance prompted.




      “If we are lucky, the fellow assigned to lead the expedition will actually do a reasonable job instead of mucking up the sediment layers and using inconsistent forms of documentation,” Ellie replied. “If that is the case, then really, it will all have turned out perfectly fine.”




      “Will it?” Constance gently pressed.




      Something gave a little wrench inside of Ellie’s chest. She clutched her cup of Earl Gray a little more firmly as though it was a rope that might keep her from falling.




      “It is only that I might have liked to…” Ellie paused, taking an uneven breath. “It would perhaps have meant a great deal to me to simply…”




      Her throat tightened. Getting words out of it became difficult.




      “I just want to see it, Connie,” Ellie finally managed.




      The corners of her eyes had begun to feel ever-so-slightly damp.




      Constance rose. She circled their little table, hopped neatly over Ellie’s briefcase, and dodged the precarious fern.




      “Move over,” she ordered—then plopped herself on the edge of Ellie’s chair and pulled Ellie into her arms.




      The gesture was not really the sort of thing one did in a tea shop. It spoke alarmingly of having feelings—feelings that were rather too wild and terrible to politely contain.




      Ellie didn’t protest. She let her friend hold her, dropping her head onto Constance’s shoulder.




      “Sometimes I am just so very tired of it,” she admitted quietly.




      “I know, darling,” Constance replied, smoothing a hand over her hair. “It is dreadfully unfair.”




      Ellie didn’t answer. Instead, she let herself soak up the warm comfort of Constance’s embrace until her soul felt a little steadier again.




      “But look,” Constance said, pulling back to face her. “I have just had an absolutely marvelous idea!”




      “Oh no,” Ellie said as her sense of alarm rose.




      “You should go find the X!” Constance asserted happily.




      “What?!” Ellie jolted with surprise and nearly fell off the chair.




      “Whyever not?” Constance demanded. “You have the exact same education as those stuffed shirts in the Royal Geographical Society. You are just as well-qualified to pursue the matter as they are.”




      “You are only forgetting the little matter of how I would manage to get through the uncharted wilderness to the location marked on the map,” Ellie pushed back nervously.




      “That is what guides are for!” Constance retorted. “Do you think those posh punters at the RGS go jaunting off into the back country on their own? They hire locals to take them, and other locals to carry all of their tents and guns and canoes for them. You won’t need half of that—you won’t be combining your archaeological survey with a bit of big game hunting on the side and a glass of sherry in the evenings.”




      “Hardly.” Ellie frowned at the very idea.




      “So there you are!” Constance exclaimed and gave her a nudge. “What possible reason do you have for turning your map over to those men rather than going after this lost city yourself?”




      Ellie fought against a tingling rise of excitement.




      “You are forgetting the little matter of the criminal who is after this parchment,” she pointed out.




      “Yes, that is something,” Constance mused thoughtfully. “If your Mr. Henbury were so quick to cough up your identity to that villain, I’m sure he would hardly balk at granting him access to the personnel records.”




      Ellie straightened in her chair.




      “Fiddlesticks!” she cursed. “You’re absolutely right! That Mr. Jacobs could very well have my address. He might be heading there as we speak! How are my father and Florence going to handle a violent thug turning up on their doorstep?”




      “I expect your father would ignore the fellow and keep reading his newspaper, as he always does,” Constance offered. “And your stepmother will serve him tea and pepper him with questions about whether he is eligible to be married.”




      Ellie rose from her chair, nearly dislodging Constance in the process. She set about quickly gathering her things.




      “I must hurry,” she declared. “If I am there, then at least I might be able to find some means of putting him off.”




      Constance plucked up her own hat and coat.




      “Excellent plan,” she agreed. “We should proceed there immediately.”




      “Connie, I can’t possibly expect you to put yourself at risk for this,” Ellie said.




      Constance’s expression turned stormy.




      “Don’t you dare try to leave me out of it,” she warned. “This is the most exciting thing that has happened to me in ages.”




      “Oh, dash it!” Ellie burst out, grabbing her fern. “Come along, then!”


    


  




  

    

      ꩜




      Four




      The rain had let up by the time Ellie and Constance disembarked from the crowded omnibus. Ellie juggled her briefcase and fern as they hurried up the street.




      Her home stood on a tidy little enclave in Canonbury lined with three-story semi-detached houses that were set comfortably back from the road. Most of Ellie’s neighbors were reasonably well-to-do clerks of some sort or another. Her father, David Mallory, was an insurance actuary. He earned a high enough salary for the family to employ both a housemaid and a cook, which gave Ellie’s stepmother, Florence, less things to be loudly overwhelmed about.




      Everything looked quite ordinary as Ellie and Constance approached the house. Florence hadn’t yet drawn the curtains for the evening. The train Ellie’s father took home every day wouldn’t arrive for another twenty minutes.




      Ellie slowed as she approached the front steps, regarding the door warily. With its tidy front hedge and white trim, the house did not look at all like a dangerous villain was already wreaking havoc inside of it.




      “Well?” Constance prompted. “Are we going in or not?”




      “I suppose we had better,” Ellie agreed.




      Her front hallway was just as unremarkable as the steps. The brass hat stand and potted philodendron gave no indication that any criminals were lurking about.




      “Is that you, Eleanora?” her stepmother called from the parlor.




      “Yes, Florence,” Ellie called back as she divested herself of her hat and umbrella.




      Florence popped into the doorway. She was a pretty woman with a generously curved figure, her brown hair accented by streaks of silver. Florence loudly bewailed the presence of those streaks, but Ellie thought they looked nice. They might even have appeared distinguished, if Florence wasn’t… well, Florence. It was hard for a person to appear distinguished when they were endlessly complaining about their nerves.




      Not that Ellie had any real fears for her stepmother’s nerves. Despite all the hand-waving she did, Florence possessed an exceptionally robust constitution.




      “I am glad to see you are back at a reasonable hour today,” Florence said loudly. “How that office of yours can think it appropriate to keep a young lady of good breeding working past eight on a Tuesday evening is utterly beyond my comprehension...”




      Constance raised an eloquent eyebrow at Ellie. They both knew perfectly well that it was not the PRO but the Metropolitan Police that had made Ellie late for supper the night before.




      Thankfully, she kept quiet about it. Constance was nothing if not a reliable co-conspirator.




      Florence was still talking.




      “…never mind exposing you to all manner of hazards, like that dreadful bookshelf that fell on you…”




      “Yes, well,” Ellie hedged, resisting the urge to put her fingers to the bruise that still marked her cheek. “I don’t imagine we’ll have to worry about rogue bookshelves for the foreseeable future.”




      “Hello, Constance, darling,” Florence said, shifting her attention to Ellie’s companion. “I don’t suppose you would tell her that she can hardly expect to find herself a husband if she spends all her hours poring over musty old papers.”




      “Florence!” Ellie protested.




      “It’s only because I care so very much, darling,” Florence replied, looking a little emotional.




      Beside Ellie, Constance cleared her throat meaningfully.




      “Ah—did anyone happen to call by this afternoon?” Ellie asked, taking the hint.




      “Why?” Florence demanded cannily. Her eyes sharpened like a hawk sighting marriageable prey. “Are you expecting a caller?”




      A clatter and a cry of alarm rose from the kitchen.




      “Oh bother,” Florence cursed. “Major is after the bacon again.”




      Florence hiked up her skirts and made an energetic dash toward the kitchen, where Major, her beloved and thoroughly spoiled Jack Russell, was raising havoc.




      Ellie tugged Constance up the stairs. They slipped into Ellie’s bedroom, which faced the front of the house, and pulled shut the door.




      “He hasn’t come,” Constance concluded.




      “It would appear not,” Ellie agreed, beginning to pace. “Perhaps we were unfair to Mr. Henbury. Maybe after giving that criminal my name, he resisted any further betrayal of my circumstances.”




      “I rather doubt that,” Constance retorted dryly.




      “Then why isn’t Jacobs here?” Ellie demanded.




      She was answered by a burst of hysterical barking from below—the sound of a manic terrier demanding the opportunity to maul and destroy whatever lay on the far side of the front door.




      Someone knocked.




      By silent consensus, Ellie and Constance shot to the window and peered down at the front step.




      A man stood there. He looked to be in his early thirties and was dressed in a well-made but unremarkable black suit. Ellie couldn’t see the details of his face from this angle—only a flash of pale skin and dark hair from under the brim of his bowler hat.




      “Is that him?” Constance demanded in a whisper. “Your Mr. Jacobs?”




      “I think we must assume that it is,” Ellie returned grimly.




      Constance craned her head, trying to get a better look around the hat.




      “He’s a bit dashing,” she commented.




      “How on earth can you tell that from the top of his head?” Ellie shot back.




      Footsteps sounded in the hall. Major’s frantic barks were silenced as Florence presumably snatched the dog up in her arms. A moment later, Ellie heard the distinct creak of the front door opening.




      She and Constance exchanged an alarmed look.




      Ellie quickly weighed her options. She knew Jacobs was not averse to using violence to achieve his ends. Ellie refused to put her friend or her stepmother at risk.




      There was an obvious solution to that problem. She might simply give Jacobs what he wanted.




      The very thought of it was anathema. Hand the key to a potentially revolutionary archaeological discovery over to someone who walked on historical documents and threw people into doors?




      She grasped for an alternative.




      A train whistle drifted through the window, emanating from the nearby East London line. The sound was as familiar to her as the clatter of carriage wheels.




      Ellie’s gaze shot to the books packed neatly onto her shelves.




      She hurried over and unerringly plucked Osgood’s English Rail and Steamer Timetables from among its brethren. It took Ellie only a moment to find what she sought—the list of steamer departures for the Caribbean, Mexico, and Central America.




      Her finger stopped on a single tidy row of type, and her heart began to beat a little faster.




      Could she possibly…?




      She could, she realized, feeling a jolt of excitement and alarm. She very possibly could.




      Ellie flipped to the local rail timetables at the rear of the book—and stopped, staring down at the lines.




      She raised her eyes to the clock beside her bed. One of the hands clicked forward.




      The time was precisely twenty-two minutes past five.




      Her plan fell neatly into place.




      It was mad. It would be by far the most rash and irresponsible thing that Ellie had ever done—and that included chaining herself to the gates of Parliament.




      It could also work… so long as she could refrain from being assaulted for exactly eight minutes.




      What was the alternative? Leaving her map to a well-spoken criminal?




      Ellie slammed shut the book and yanked a battered valise from the bottom of her wardrobe, dropping it onto her bed. She began tossing things into it as she spoke.




      “I need you to take this to Canonbury Station and buy a ticket for the West India Docks,” Ellie ordered.




      “The docks!” Constance exclaimed as two practical changes of clothes and a bundle of flannels landed in the suitcase. “Does that mean what I think it does?”




      Ellie added a hairbrush and four pairs of spare stockings to the pile.




      “I have analyzed the alternatives and—”




      Constance cut her off, leaping into action.




      “This is marvelous!” she declared. She grabbed a bottle of face cream and a silk scarf from Ellie’s dressing table and threw them in as well. “But I don’t see why you’re running. I can confront the fellow with my jiu jitsu.”




      “Absolutely not,” Ellie shot back as she packed a pair of nail scissors and a still-wrapped bar of soap. “The man is a villain. Your jiu jitsu is most useful when evading capture or restraint, but you cannot expect it to allow you to overcome a person twice your weight.”
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